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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Bree Halstead watched another woman loop her arm around Erik Beck’s shoulders. Rage turned Bree’s cheeks red hot as she watched the woman’s manicured nails tickle Erik’s earlobe. Bree could do nothing more than duck her head and fill another cup with ice. 
 
    She wasn’t Erik’s girlfriend. She wasn’t even sure Erik knew she existed. He leaned on the bar, his smoky sunglasses obscuring his eyes. The woman cajoled him in a clear attempt to take him home. 
 
    Every woman in the bar wanted a night with Erik Beck, but no one knew him like Bree. She was the one who’d spent the early parts of her shift listening to him. She was the one he’d saved from a rowdy group of college-aged boys looking for rough fun. The other women had him for a night. Bree knew she would have him for the rest of her life. 
 
    She snuck another glance at him and wondered if he was looking at her from behind those sunglasses. He almost never took them off. She’d seen his eyes, though. One blue and the other green. She didn’t understand why he felt the need to hide them. She yearned to see that mismatched gaze every day of her life. 
 
    Her co-workers had warned her not to develop feelings for any of her patrons. They’d cautioned against even sympathy, but Bree had thrown all advice out the window the moment Erik stepped into the bar. 
 
    The others gave him a wide berth and claimed he was a freak. They whispered about the crazy fights he and his friends had started in the bar. Others shared stories of Erik starting a fight in the streets. Bree ignored them all. 
 
    There had to be some reason behind those incidents, something that an outsider wouldn’t understand. She knew Erik wasn’t the monster they all thought him to be. 
 
    She pushed a frothy beer toward an older gentleman. The guy gave her a nod, but his eyes were glued to her breasts. She bit back her sigh and tucked his meager tip into her pocket. Another bartender had told her that this man would tip better if she bent and gave him a full view down her shirt, but the idea of it made her skin crawl tonight. 
 
    She fisted her hand at her side, the other hand going to the small bump in her pocket. Her tips were awful. She’d had better nights. Since Erik had entered her life, it seemed as though her ability to withstand creeps and pervs had vanished. 
 
    Once more, she snuck a glance at Erik. Except, he wasn’t on his stool anymore. She caught a glimpse of his back as he lurched away. Concern made her stomach roll. Before giving her decision much thought, she told her co-worker that she’d be right back and ducked out from behind the bar. 
 
    Monty raised a brow but didn’t say anything. He went back to flirting with the closeted middle-aged men at the bar. 
 
    Bree pushed through the crowd, keeping Erik’s jacket in her sights. Then, a door swung between them, and she came face to face with the sign for the men’s restroom. She jerked back. Chewing her lip, she debated giving up. 
 
    You can’t stalk him into the bathroom! What’s wrong with you? Bree admonished herself. 
 
    She stepped back. Monty needed her at the bar. Saturday evenings were busy, and the bar would only get busier. A sound like a snarl echoed in the men’s room as she turned. Bree froze and strained to hear more. 
 
    She lifted a hand to the door, the bracelets on her wrist jangling together as they slid down her arm. The snarling stopped. She wanted to say something, but nothing would come to her. The thump of her heart filled her ears and made it difficult to hear anything through the door. 
 
    Finally, she swallowed and managed to ask, “Is everything alright in there?” 
 
    Either Erik didn’t answer, or she couldn’t hear over her own fear. 
 
    Fights had broken out in the men’s room before. That wasn’t all that unusual with the weird rules men had over urinal etiquette. The snarl she’d caught could have been the beginning of an argument. If that was the case, she should have gone to get Monty. 
 
    Instead, Bree gently pushed the door. It swung open at her touch. At first, she couldn’t see anyone. She took a step inside. A sense of wrongness overtook her, but she blamed it on being in the wrong restroom. 
 
    Her mouth suddenly felt dry. She tried to lick her lips before calling out Erik’s name, but she couldn’t pry them apart. No one stood at the urinals. The door of the single stall was closed. She stepped up and put her ear against it. 
 
    “You don’t need to be that close to eavesdrop in here,” Erik growled. 
 
    Bree lunged back. 
 
    Oh, my god. He’s taking a shit, and I totally walked in on him. 
 
    She spun on her heel, ready to hightail it out of the bathroom, when a crash came from inside the stall. The walls of it shuddered. Bree couldn’t bring herself to leave anymore. Something was wrong. 
 
    “You can’t break out here. Not here. Wait. Wait until we get back,” Erik whispered in the stall. 
 
    Bree tilted her head, confident that Erik hadn’t been talking to her. She wanted to ask if he had a dog in there or maybe a kitten tucked into his pocket. Men’s pockets could hold almost anything, and it wouldn’t have been the first time she’d seen a man bring a stray kitten in so he could get more attention from the ladies at the bar. 
 
    But a snarl ripped through the room while the stall walls shook violently. Bree didn’t stop to think. She grabbed the top of the stall door, gave it a firm wiggle and yanked it when the lock mechanism slid free. It really was the worst lock ever made. 
 
    Erik hunched with his forehead against the stall wall. One fist rested above his head. His knuckles had gone white. As she watched, a shudder rippled down his spine. 
 
    Bree found her voice. “What’s wrong? Do I need to call emergency services?” 
 
    Erik didn’t answer. He clutched the sides of his head and his sunglasses clattered to the floor. Bree’s heart clenched. She reached out for him. She thought that if she could hold him while she called for help, then everything would be fine. Maybe not that instant, but soon enough. She thought she could help. 
 
    She’d never misjudged any situation so badly before. 
 
    Erik’s head snapped up. His mismatched eyes glowed with an inhuman light. Bree didn’t jerk back. She didn’t move. Her hand hovered in the air between them. What was probably only a second seemed like an infinity while she watched him. 
 
    Bree saw his lips part. She saw the hint of razor-sharp teeth past them. Then, Erik’s form blurred. Pain shot from her hand up her arm. Bree wanted to cry out, but the sound stuck in her throat. The sensation turned from sharp to searing. 
 
    She didn’t know what happened. Her vision darkened around the edges. She blinked and looked down at her hand in a daze. Blood coated her olive skin as it poured from a ring of bite marks. 
 
    Erik’s voice sounded distant when he let out a string of expletives. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The bartender collapsed. Erik caught her before she could hit the floor. It was as if the sight of her in peril made the fight between his beasts come to a pause. He cradled the woman as his heart thundered. 
 
    Her blood spilled on the floor, filling the tile cracks. Erik cursed again. He’d never had an episode here before. Usually the flow of whiskey kept his beasts quiet. Something about the woman that’d approached him earlier and the way the bartender had glared at him had stirred his beasts. 
 
    He’d thought the bartender might have been mad at him for unintentionally flirting with her girlfriend, but the bartender had come to help him. She’d ripped the stall door open and reached out to him. He couldn’t get the look on her face out of his mind. It’d been a blend of concern and determination, the same way someone might look at a feral dog in need of love. 
 
    She’d trusted him, and he didn’t even know her name. Erik was sure she’d told him before. She’d served him so many drinks that she knew what he would want the moment he stepped through the door. 
 
    Now, she was passed out and bleeding in his arms. What the hell had come over him? He’d never lashed out like that. Not with a human woman, anyway. His monstrous half had seen something it could destroy, and Erik hadn’t been fast enough to stop it. 
 
    He wasn’t strong enough. 
 
    He wasn’t anything. 
 
    Except for a failure. He hoisted the woman in his arms and wondered what he should do with her. No one was going to let him take her far, but Erik needed to sit with her to see if she was going to change. If he stepped out into the bar with her in his arms, the entire place would take one look at her condition and riot. 
 
    He wished he could call Casey or Dillon to run interference while he found the woman’s purse, so he could take her home, but he didn’t want the clan to know how badly he’d screwed up. This woman could become a dragon shifter. 
 
    Okay, so maybe he was overreacting. To change a human into a dragon shifter, Erik would have had to shift. Since he’d kept his beasts at bay, he figured she would wake up in an hour and need a bandage. 
 
    Yet, he couldn’t bring himself to leave her. He took a step toward the door and his body locked up. Was it fear of being caught? Or, was it something else? 
 
    He looked down at the woman in his arms. Her dark hair had fallen away from her face. While she usually had a glow to her cheeks, she seemed drained of all color now. He dragged in a ragged breath and felt his lungs constrict.  
 
    He had no other choice. If he’d…changed her, then he needed to risk the riot and get her home. A shudder passed through him, but he ducked his head and shoved through the door. 
 
    On a Saturday night, no one paid attention to Erik as he carried the bartender out. His stomach sank with disappointment, not because he’d hoped to be rid of her but because he’d expected someone to care that he was carrying an unconscious woman. 
 
    Erik had never felt more like a monster, but maybe that was what he should have felt like all the time. 
 
    He set the bartender in the passenger seat of his car as dread trickled down his spine. He caught the edge of her wallet peeking out of her back pocket and cringed when he tugged it out. Everything he did screamed with wrongness, but he needed to make sure she got home okay. 
 
    That was all that mattered. He wanted…Bree Halstead to be alright. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Darkness swirled around her. 
 
    Bree raised a brow and looked around, but everything was dark. This had to be a dream. She thought that if she could acknowledge that, then she would be able to break free. The darkness held her tight though. It seemed to tug at her heels. It grabbed at her hands and tried to lead her deeper into the nothing. 
 
    Don’t let go. The mystery voice echoed around Bree. 
 
    She dug in her heels and tried to find the source of the sound. The darkness kept tugging, though. It pulled and pulled, and she was just so damn tired. 
 
    Don’t you dare let go. We have to live. 
 
    Bree jerked away from the darkness grasping at her. A growl started in her mind and filled her chest with a defiant sound. She stumbled back. 
 
    Good, the voice said from inside her. We need to hold on. Death cannot have us yet. A mate waits for us. 
 
    Bree had a whole lot of questions, but the only word that resonated with her was death. She swallowed and shook herself. The darkness no longer tried to drag her down. Without its weight at her ankles and wrists, she felt impossibly strong. 
 
    The voice inside Bree told her to turn around. Time was of importance, so she didn’t ask why. She just ran. Away from the nothingness, away from death. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bree groaned. Fragments of a strange dream clung to her. She tried to hold onto them, onto the voice and what it’d told her, but it all slipped through her fingers like water until she was left with the vague notion that something important had happened. 
 
    Her head throbbed like she’d spent all weekend drinking, but she hadn’t. She rolled onto her side as her memories came rushing back. No drinks had been involved. Not that she could recall. She’d been working. Erik had rushed away from the bar, and she’d gone to check on him. 
 
    She shot upright. She wasn’t at the bar anymore. 
 
    The four walls around her were familiar. Her ugly dresser with a second-hand television perched atop it sat at the end of the bed. She kicked off her own blankets and peered around. She wondered how she’d gone from the bar to her own apartment as the rest of the night caught up with her. 
 
    Erik had bitten her. 
 
    Heart pounding, she looked at her hand. A white bandage covered where the marks would have been. If she took it off, she knew she would see a row of punctures where teeth had broken her skin. She held her hand to her chest and scowled. 
 
    Who’d brought her home? If Monty had driven her home, he wouldn’t have taken the time to patch her up. She couldn’t remember doing it herself. She couldn’t even remember leaving the bar. 
 
    Bree stood and swayed. She had to brace herself against the headboard to keep from falling back onto the bed. Her head spun, but the worst part was the smells. An army of scents assaulted her senses and made her forehead throb. For a moment, she thought someone had spilled a perfume collection in her room, but there was no evidence of a mess. 
 
    She’d never owned a perfume collection to begin with. But as she took a wobbling step forward, the scents changed. The smell of wax, oil, chemical vanilla, and char slammed into her. Her gaze slid sideways until she glimpsed a candle on the desk near the door. At no point since she’d bought the candle had it ever smelled so strongly. 
 
    Bree panicked, recalling that pregnant women often experienced heightened olfactory senses, then realized she hadn’t slept with anyone for weeks. The missing hours bothered her, but there was no way that she would be experiencing pregnancy symptoms if… 
 
    Her stomach lurched. She glanced back at the bed she’d crawled out of. It bore no evidence of anything other than kindness. Someone had bandaged her and tucked her in. Surely, that meant nothing bad had happened. 
 
    “I don’t drink on the job for a reason,” she groaned. 
 
    A faint shuffle in the other room reached her ears. She froze, suddenly aware that she wasn’t alone. Backtracking, she pulled a pink baseball bat out from behind her headboard. She hefted it in her hand as if to remind herself that she wasn’t unarmed. A baseball bat couldn’t fight off a bullet, but there was a chance she could knock out the intruder before they even noticed her. 
 
    She slipped out into the hall, quietly advancing toward the source of the sound. Someone moved around her kitchen. She didn’t wait to find out what they were after. She darted out of the hall, lifted the bat, and swung. 
 
    The intruder spun, faster than should have been possible, and threw up a hand. Her shoulder reverberated from the impact. 
 
    Erik glared up at her before his gaze slid to his hand. Bree dropped the bat and threw her hands over her mouth. His fingers should have been wrecked, but he seemed fine. Still, he stared at his hand as if she had hurt him. He shook his fingers as he looked her up and down. 
 
    “Well, you’re up.” 
 
    His sunglasses were gone, revealing a genuinely concerned expression. She’d never seen so much emotion on his face before. Her lips parted as words failed her. 
 
    Erik pressed his lips together, nodded, and turned. “I should probably go. Glad to see you’re alright.” 
 
    Before he could step out of sight, Bree blurted out, “What the hell happened?” 
 
    He paused. 
 
    “Did you bring me home?” She cocked her head, trying to understand the man she’d thought she knew. 
 
    The Erik she knew would never bite a person. He wouldn’t kidnap her and take her back to her own apartment. But she didn’t know Erik at all. She’d had a vision of him in her head, a fairytale knight that would rescue her from her shitty bartending job. In her daydream, they would have ridden off into the sunset on his motorcycle. 
 
    “You don’t even own a motorcycle. Do you?” Her voice became accusing. 
 
    Erik stepped back, eyes wide. “Uh, no.” 
 
    “I should have known!” Bree threw her hands in the air. 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything? I never told you I had a motorcycle.” 
 
    Her cheeks heated. She paused and turned her face away from him. A new energy pulsed in her chest and filled her limbs with the excess. She couldn’t shake it off, couldn’t calm it down. 
 
    “Bree?” Erik asked from near the door. 
 
    “Hm?” She wanted to turn to him and beg him to stay, but she could tell, now, that she’d developed a vision of him that wasn’t real. If Erik stayed and fell short of the version of him that lived in her head, she would have to face the fact that no one would ever be right for her. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    No. Hell, no. 
 
    Her body felt all sorts of wrong. She could smell absolutely everything, including him. She felt something in her chest that had never been there before. 
 
    Yet, she still said, “Yeah.” 
 
    She listened to Erik shuffle his feet by the door. The creak of the knob told her he would leave. But she didn’t hear the door open. 
 
    “Listen, Bree. I don’t think you’re okay,” Erik said, suddenly standing in front of her. 
 
    She reared back as he tried to take her hand. A gap of space opened between them. Her own speed surprised her. 
 
    Erik sighed and said, almost to himself, “Oh, this isn’t going to go over well with anyone. Could I be a bigger fuck up?” 
 
    Bree looked into the face she’d been yearning after for the past six weeks and wondered what the hell was going on. She raised both hands. “Look, I appreciate you taking me home. I even appreciate the first aid, but I think it’s time we part ways.” 
 
    The words physically hurt to say. She couldn’t explain why she didn’t want him to leave, though. It was a feeling, a tug in her heart that wanted him to take her into his arms. 
 
    Logic screamed that she didn’t know this man. The rest of her yearned for his comfort until he opened his mouth again. 
 
    “This is going to sound absolutely batshit,” Erik said. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen, but when I bit you, I think I…I changed you.” 
 
    He said change as if it meant something else to him. Time changes everyone. She’d read somewhere that a every cell in a body changes after seven years, meaning she wasn’t the same Bree she was seven years ago. The way Erik said it, she wasn’t the same woman she’d been the night before. 
 
    “It was just a bite. While I will never understand why you bit me, I’m okay with moving past it. You can go your way, and I’ll go mine. We’ll never have to talk about this again.” She marched over to the fridge, suddenly ravenous. 
 
    She yanked on the fridge door and the whole thing rocked forward. She yelped, let go, and leapt back. It crashed back to the floor. A box of cereal that’d been on top fell and spilled its contents. 
 
    “Fuck,” Erik said under his breath. “I turned you into a dragon.” 
 
    She whirled on him. “In what language would that have made any damn sense?” 
 
    “There’s a lot in your life that isn’t going to make sense. You’re going to have to get used to everything I say being a step away from gibberish.” He quirked a smile that she wanted to slap off his face. 
 
    She flung her hand toward the fridge. “The airlock was too tight. That’s all.” 
 
    “I take it you want to play dense and ignore all the warning signs?” Erik asked. He strode forward, grabbed a chair and spun it around before sitting down. 
 
    Bree put her hands on her hips and glared at him. Distracted, she glanced down to find that her bracelets were all gone.  
 
    “I didn’t think you would appreciate them in case they were actual silver. You’ll find that silver will make you sick to your stomach now.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. This guy must have roofied her. That, or he doped her up with something crazy. She’d heard of junkies doing impossible things while on weird drugs. She didn’t feel high, but she definitely felt a touch off. 
 
    Just to prove him wrong, she marched back to her bedroom and found her bracelets carelessly thrown onto the floor. She bent to grab a bangle and jerked back when the metal burned. A voice in the back of her head growled. 
 
    Bree clutched her hand to her chest and stared down at her silver bangles. The voice in her head faded. When it vanished, she could tell herself that she’d imagined it.  She didn’t try to touch the bracelets again, though. Instead, she straightened and went back to the kitchen. 
 
    Erik watched her like a hawk. 
 
    Bree shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Then why aren’t you wearing them?” he fired back. 
 
    She fought to keep from wrinkling her nose in annoyance. “I need to take a shower. Why would I put my bracelets on before showering?” 
 
    Erik leaned back as a look of confusion flitted across his face. Bree thought she was finally free of him when he stood. Instead of leaving, he approached her. She backed up until her spine hit the counter. 
 
    She glared up at Erik as his nostrils flared. The confusion left his face, but an eerie glow filled his eyes. Her lips parted in awe at the sight of them. The voice from earlier growled again, but this time the sound was more appreciative than angry. 
 
    Erik leaned into her. He braced himself against the counter by putting a hand on either side of her, so she was locked where she stood. Instead of pushing him away, she glared up at him. 
 
    He bent over her, the tip of his nose grazing her neck and sending shivers down her spine. She heard him inhale. Her knees went weak as her core heated. Suddenly, Bree wanted nothing more than to grab Erik and hold him tight. She wanted to wrap her legs around him and never let go. 
 
    Erik froze where he stood. A rumbling sound filled him and shook his chest. He pressed closer. She felt his lips touch her neck, but she couldn’t find the will to push him away. She wanted more. Craved more. 
 
    What was happening to her? 
 
    His lips left her skin only to be replaced by his teeth. Bree should have feared this after what had happened, but a plea for more nearly left her lips. 
 
    “You smell like dragon,” Erik growled against her skin. 
 
    Dragon? 
 
    All of this was utterly insane. And yet, she arched her back into him as a small moan slipped out of her. Her skin felt alive. Everywhere Erik’s skin brushed hers felt like a connection to a live wire. 
 
    Bree snaked her hand between them and pressed it to his chest. She meant to push him away, but her body went limp. She wanted to lie down for him and let him take her. While her desire for Erik had always been intense, she’d never felt like this before. Never had she ever been so ready for a man. 
 
    Finally, she found the strength to shove him back. His eyes still held that glow. She watched his chest rise and fall as he stared her down. For a moment, she thought he would pounce on her. 
 
    “Out,” she said. At first, the word was as weak willed as she felt. Then she gathered herself and stood straighter. “Get out of my apartment.” 
 
    Erik’s features rippled with a series of emotions that she couldn’t catch until finally, he nodded and turned away from her. The door swung open and slammed shut behind him. 
 
    Bree slumped, exhausted. Too much had happened in the past twenty-four hours. She ran a hand through her hair and glanced at the clock, which said that it was already three in the afternoon. Stifling her groan, she snatched the box of breakfast cereal from the floor and went to find her phone so she could call work. 
 
    Her mind wandered. She thought of Erik and the lies he’d tried to tell her. When she reached her bedroom and saw the bracelets again, she paused. The dry cereal in her mouth turned to ash on her tongue. 
 
    What if…? 
 
    She shook her head. There was no way any of it could be true. She was having the worst trip of her life. Someone must have slipped her drugs. Bree really hoped this had all been one big hallucination. If she was lucky, she would run into Erik another day and he would look at her like she was crazy when she mentioned this morning—ah, afternoon. 
 
    Holding her phone to her ear, Bree prayed she wouldn’t lose her job after disappearing the night before. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bree didn’t want him around. He could tell. So, he forced himself to walk away from her when his beasts wanted nothing more than to go back and take her. The dragons filled his head with all the ways he could make her scream his name. His chest heaved as his breath quickened. 
 
    He had to stop and shake himself outside her apartment. The temptation to go back and finish what he’d started nearly lured him inside once more. Instead, he forced himself to keep walking. 
 
    Though he’d smelled dragon on Bree, he couldn’t be certain that he hadn’t smelled his own beast. Because of the two that lived inside him, his senses were often muddled. He’d never gotten used to the scent of his second beast. If the creature had been close to the surface while he’d approached Bree, then he could have easily smelled himself. Though he hadn’t been aware of the beast, it was shifty and unpredictable. 
 
    Erik huffed a sigh of annoyance. Everything about him was a mess. He’d done his best to keep his shit together while living under Zander, but the clan leader had seen through Erik. Zander could tell that Erik was damaged goods. Always had been. Always would be. 
 
    A mess. 
 
    A monster. 
 
    Good for absolutely nothing. 
 
    Erik put on his sunglasses and tried to keep his chin high. He told himself that he hadn’t changed the poor bartender, that he’d only bitten her like a complete asshole. He sighed again. The weight on his chest tried to press all the air from his lungs until he couldn’t breathe. It was a familiar weight, though. 
 
    He always carried guilt around with him. 
 
    Though Erik didn’t have memories of his twin brother, he would always know that his lack of memory was his own fault. Erik had killed him in the womb and absorbed not only his body, but his beast. The beast loathed him, like it could remember a time when it had its own body. Now it was just a reminder that Erik had killed before his first breath. 
 
    He wouldn’t mess up Bree’s life like that. The feisty bartender didn’t need him hanging around. Yet, the things she’d asked him made him wonder if she thought about him more than he’d ever thought of her. 
 
    Once again, guilt rose like a tidal wave. It slammed into his shoulders and tried to make him hunch. 
 
    How many women had he met at the bar? How many had he gone home with while Bree watched with longing? Erik couldn’t stop fucking up. Not for a moment. 
 
    His phone vibrated. For a second, his heart leapt. Why he thought it could be Bree begging him to turn back, he didn’t know. He’d never given her his phone number. 
 
    The message came from Gavin, calling another family meeting. Erik did his best to shake off all outward evidence of his guilt and think about Isabella’s macaroni and cheese. He’d noticed the ingredients in the fridge. If she didn’t make it today, he would whine and cry until she did. 
 
    Then, Dillon would try to kick his ass for bothering Isabella. They would inevitably break the lamp that had already been replaced six times in the past five weeks, and Isabella would beat Erik with a wooden spoon. 
 
    At least there were some things Erik could count on. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Bree hadn’t lost her job. Her boss hadn’t been happy, but some of the bar patrons had reported seeing her being carried out of the bar looking hurt. Everyone had assumed that Erik had been helping her. From what they said, Erik had been afraid for her. When she got to work, Monty said it had something to do with the way Erik moved, the expression he wore, the way he watched her. 
 
    She chewed the inside of her cheek as she grabbed beers and popped the caps. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re good to work?” Monty asked. He nodded toward her bandaged hand. 
 
    She flexed her fingers and clenched her fist, but nothing hurt. Not like it had the night before when fire climbed up her arm and enveloped her entire being. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” she said. “Let me change my bandages.” 
 
    Bree slipped away with a strange suspicion lurking in the corner of her mind. She flexed her hand again and again, and yet still felt nothing. If anything, the only discomfort she experienced was the gnawing hunger in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    On a normal day, Bree had an English muffin for breakfast and ramen with an egg for lunch. Usually that was enough before she got to work. Even though she’d woken up at three in the afternoon, she’d devoured two bowls of ramen and three eggs. Now, her stomach clenched and demanded more. Right now, she couldn’t steal a moment to ask the kitchen staff for food. 
 
    In the breakroom, she found the staff first aid kit and set it on the table before reaching for the bandages around her hand. The red marks and fresh blood from the night before filled her mind. They should be scabbed over and itchy right about now. 
 
    When she peeled away the gauze, she found her skin was unblemished. There were faint white scars where Erik’s sharp teeth had pierced her hand, but that was it. 
 
    “What the actual fuck?” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    When the door behind her opened, she startled and covered her hand. 
 
    Her boss, a portly man with a bad hair piece, gave her a questioning look. “Worse than you thought?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m healing faster than I thought.” 
 
    He gave an appreciative nod, like he cared. He’d never been the kind of boss to show support to his bartenders. She knew he cared more about the kitchen staff dealing out of the kitchen and how he could get his cut of it. 
 
    Bree waited for her boss to leave and quickly wrapped her hand up again to keep up appearances. If she walked out of there with her hand completely healed, people would start asking questions, and she did not have the answers for them. 
 
    The night went on like any other night, save for the amount of appetizer extras she conned out of the kitchen staff. Bree munched on her third pizza log and scanned the crowd for Erik. She didn’t understand what was going on with her body, and the things she’d shrugged off earlier that day no longer seemed as strange. 
 
    Erik would be able to tell her exactly what was happening to her. He had to know. 
 
    The night stretched on. Erik never came to take his usual seat at the bar. Instead, an older gentleman and his wife took the spots at the end. Bree went to ask them what they’d like for the night, but the wife served her with a glare that brought her to a stop. 
 
    A growl started in the back of her mind as her anger rose. The wife sneered as her gaze dipped to Bree’s low-cut shirt. The growling in Bree’s mind grew louder. When the wife looked up again, she jerked back. Her fingers tightened on her husband’s shirt until he, too, looked up from his phone. The sight of Bree made him recoil. 
 
    Confused, Bree glanced toward the mirror behind the liquor bottles. Her stomach dropped. Her reflection looked back at her with glowing grey eyes. They swirled like silver, completely inhuman and inexplicable. She wished she could claim they were contacts, but she knew she hadn’t looked like this earlier. 
 
    Once again, she searched for Erik. Where was he? Normally as dependable as clockwork, he’d vanished from her life. 
 
    Bree ducked her head and approached the scared couple. They scrambled out of their seats and left before she could even tell them about what was on draft. 
 
    “What was their issue?” Monty asked. 
 
    Bree didn’t look up, still afraid that her eyes hadn’t yet gone back to normal. “The man said something about irritable bowels and needing to go home,” she lied. 
 
    She did her best to work the rest of her shift, but her regulars could tell she was distracted. Everything she did was just a little too much. She shook her drinks a tad too hard. She shattered a few bottle necks trying to pop the caps. When she shoved through the kitchen door to get something for a patron, it slapped the wall and left a dent. 
 
    Her coworkers were too busy with their own lives, with dealing drugs out of the kitchen or flirting with patrons. She knew she was alone in this. It left her feeling adrift. She wanted to fold her arms around her middle so she couldn’t touch anything else. 
 
    An endless fountain of frustrating energy poured inside her, too. She couldn’t stand still. She needed to move, to shake off the excess. When the night shift finally ended and the bar was as clean as it could be for the next day, she ran out without waiting for Monty to split the tips. 
 
    Erik never showed. She had no idea where to find him. He knew where she lived, but she didn’t even know where to begin looking for him. 
 
    She let out a string of curses as she walked down the street. The lonely light was the glow of the tattoo shop, The Grumpy Sailor. The pink-haired woman inside wouldn’t be able to tell Bree how to find Erik. 
 
    She spun around and crashed into someone. Rocking back, she quickly let out an apology. The man she’d stumbled into stared down at her with confusion and disbelief. His nose twitched, like he could smell her. 
 
    What a weirdo—Then Bree realized she could smell him, too. The aroma of wet earth and rich pine resin hovered in the air around him. 
 
    Confused, she blinked up at him. An undercurrent of smoke drifted through his scent and reminded her of Erik. She scowled and tried to remember if she’d ever seen this guy with Erik. 
 
    The man wrinkled his nose, sniffed, and rubbed it with the back of his hand. She got the sense that he’d caught something offensive on the air. Maybe it was the spilled beer on her boots or the liquor mixers on her jeans. 
 
    As the man sidestepped her, she ran a hand through her hair. All the things she’d been nose-blind to were growing unbearable. What was worse was the constant discomfort just under her skin. It was getting on her nerves and setting her teeth on edge. 
 
    She glanced back and wondered if that man was like Erik and that was why his smell reminded her of him. Whatever they were, she was becoming like them. 
 
    Bree shook her head. No, that couldn’t be. She must have been tripping on drugs still. She pinched her nose and tried to breathe through her mouth. This bad day would come to an end, and in the morning, everything would go back to normal. 
 
    Instead of lingering, Bree decided to head home. The entire way there, she thought of Erik. She flexed her hand while thinking about how he’d carried her home and made sure she was safe. Sure, Erik had bitten her and caused the problem in the first place, but he’d taken care of her after. 
 
    Her old feelings for him warred with the strange events of the day. She wanted nothing more than to crawl back into bed, but she didn’t think the energy crackling inside her would let her get any shuteye. It made her fingers twitch and her heart-rate skyrocket. When she slammed the door behind her, the walls rattled. 
 
    Bree let out a frustrated groan. The energy demanded more, but it wasn’t like she had a treadmill. She walked around the apartment, grabbing snacks and trying to do lunges, but still it bothered her. 
 
    What is going on? Why won’t this end? 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Erik spent two days away from the bar, afraid of what the patrons would say about him. His desire to see Bree again overwhelmed his fear on the third day. He couldn’t think of anything else. Danger was inevitably heading their way, but Erik’s only concern was for the bartender he’d bitten. 
 
    He sat at the bar and watched the male bartender wink at a patron. Though one hour slipped into two, and the sun had long ago set, Bree never showed up. 
 
    Erik leaned forward and waved down the bartender to ask him where Bree had gone. 
 
    The bartender shook his head. “She showed up for work the day after you took her home, but we haven’t seen her since then.” 
 
    Erik swallowed. The news that everyone knew he’d carried Bree out should have bothered him, but his immediate concern was for Bree. The sneaking suspicion that he’d changed her rose again. He didn’t see how it was possible, but nothing about him had ever been right. 
 
    As he walked through the store to buy emergency supplies, he realized just how quiet his mind had been over the past few days. He’d thought the monstrous beast had appeared the morning after he’d bitten Bree, but he hadn’t been sure. Three days had passed without the creature’s growling. Erik had been so distracted by his thoughts of Bree that he hadn’t even noticed. 
 
    He paused. If he’d changed Bree when he bit her… 
 
    Shaking his head, Erik moved forward. There was no way Bree could have his monstrous beast. It just wasn’t possible. 
 
    But the slim chance that he’d passed the creature on to the unsuspecting woman propelled him forward. He took his loaded grocery bags and jogged back to his truck. He made one last trip for caffeine because if he really gave his second beast to Bree, she was going to need it. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, he stood outside her apartment door. He glanced up and down the empty hall as butterflies danced in his gut. The feeling was new and off putting. Erik told himself that he was only worried about the implications of biting the poor woman. This had nothing to do with the way her smell had intoxicated him. Nothing to do with the soft feel of her skin. 
 
    He swallowed his curse and knocked on the door. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed that a package of chocolate candies had split a plastic bag open. If Bree didn’t answer the door, the bag would rip and empty its contents on the floor. 
 
    With his reliable beast filling him with a burst of energy, he moved the bags around, so he could cradle the split bag. Just as the beast began to sink back, the door opened. 
 
    Bree stared at him, her lips slightly parted. A knife plunged through Erik’s heart when he looked her in the eye. Her irises swirled like silver mica. 
 
    As they stared at one another, the ripped bag finally gave way and dumped its contents on the floor between them. Erik growled in annoyance and crouched to gather everything. The coffee tray in his other hand sloshed. It sounded like a beast hissing a warning. Erik ignored it and snatched up a bag of chocolates. 
 
    Just when the coffee in the furthest corner of the tray began to tip and fall, Bree’s hand darted out. She grabbed it before it could even tip. Erik clenched his jaw. He hadn’t needed any more evidence, but that was a sure sign that he’d fucked up. 
 
    Bree was now a dragon shifter. 
 
    He held his coffee and the rest of the bags. “Can I come in?” 
 
    Bree’s brows furrowed as she stared at the coffee in her hand. Erik thought she would turn him away. He was to blame for everything that had happened to her recently. Her refusal would hurt, but he would understand. 
 
    “I have a lot of questions for you,” she said, finally. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bree couldn’t believe the things that Erik had brought with him. And, it was all for her. 
 
    He set down the tray of coffee, which now only held a single coffee, and followed it up with three bags, an armful of candies, and a box of donuts. She hadn’t even noticed the donuts until they sat apart from the bags. Their sugary aroma filled the air and made her stomach grumble. 
 
    Erik didn’t look proud of himself or like he was waiting for praise, like other men had done when they’d brought her gifts. His attention flitted around the apartment. She watched him take in her broken side table, the fridge handle that she’d accidentally ripped off, and the forgotten shirt that she’d accidentally ripped. 
 
    Her stomach begged her to open the donut box. The small voice in the back of her head told her to go to Erik. Instead, she put her hands on her hips and faced him. 
 
    “Did you drug me? Is that how you carried me out?” 
 
    He flinched like she’d slapped him. “I’m a piece of shit, but I’m not that big of a piece of shit.” 
 
    The fight she’d been preparing for left her. Unable to withstand her hunger any longer, she finally grabbed the donut box. She didn’t know how he’d known, but he’d gotten her favorite. She let out a moan as she took the first bite. 
 
    “Bree. We need to talk,” Erik said. 
 
    She licked her lips, a sudden hesitation turning her blood cold. 
 
    Erik stepped up to her. If she lifted her hand, she would have touched his hip. Instead, she kept her empty hand pinned to her side. She didn’t want to give in to the weird voice in her head that wanted to touch him so badly. 
 
    “You’re not the same woman anymore,” he said, looking down at her with pity. “I didn’t think it was possible, but I think I changed you.” 
 
    Bree wanted to snort and say something snarky, but the truth of what he said gripped her. Nothing had been like before. She couldn’t even put clothes on without ripping them. She’d had to live in sweats and oversized t-shirts for days. They were the only pieces that could withstand her sudden surges of strength. 
 
    “I feel like I’ve been pumped with adrenaline for days,” she confessed. 
 
    He lifted his sunglasses to the top of his head before touching her cheek. As she met his gaze, she watched his eyes change color. They glowed once more, just like hers had at the bar. She’d watched them turn silver two times since then, so she knew it wasn’t just her mind playing tricks on her. 
 
    Erik made a noise in his throat, a sound between pain and frustration. “I hope I didn’t do what I think I did.” 
 
    The pain that creased his features almost broke her heart. If she hadn’t been so confused and lost, Bree knew she would have risen to kiss him in an effort to chase away the hurt. Right now, she couldn’t even bear her own feelings, let alone try to ease his. 
 
    “I don’t get what all of this means,” she whispered. 
 
    She could remember what Erik had said last time she’d seen him. Right after she’d woken up, he’d told her that she was a dragon now. Her mirrors all showed her that she still looked very human. She didn’t know what dragon meant. 
 
    “Do you feel like there’s something else living inside you? Like it has its own voice and desires? Are you so hungry you could eat a whole cow? I don’t even have to ask about feeling super strong because…” Erik gestured to the state of her apartment. 
 
    “All of that,” she said between her clenched teeth. 
 
    Plus, a new desire to inch closer to him. There was a tug behind her sternum that demanded she press herself against him. Erik had become the center of gravity, and she didn’t know how long she could fight it. 
 
    “So, it is possible.” He stared at her for far too long, like he was trying to peel away her walls to see the thing now crouched inside her. 
 
    “What’s possible?” 
 
    “I think…I can’t be sure until you shift, but I think I gave you one of my beasts.” 
 
    Bree recoiled. Beasts? One of his beasts? The words made no sense to her. Was that a code for a disease? Or was it a kind of curse? Because she was ready to believe almost anything right now. 
 
    He shook his head and took a long step back. Without him in front of her, she found herself able to breathe deep. The desire that’d turned her warm started to fade. 
 
    “You should eat and shower,” Erik told her. “Then we need to go out and see what’s actually happened.” 
 
    Bree suddenly remembered the donut in her hand. How had she forgotten about food? Her gaze fell on the bags of stuff Erik had brought over. One shopping bag had a rolled blanket and a small stuffed animal. Another bag had a box of frozen fried chicken and microwave popcorn. 
 
    He’d brought her everything for a date night. 
 
    “Food. Then shower,” she muttered mostly to herself. 
 
    Erik smiled, though it looked forced. “If you’ve got too much energy, I could join you for that shower.” 
 
    She leveled a glare at him to hide the way his proposition made her core throb. “Do you really think I’m going to fuck you in my shower after everything that’s happened?” 
 
    He shrugged, the grin quickly falling away. “It didn’t hurt to try.” 
 
    Erik seemed tired. She wanted to throw her arms around him and tell him that everything would be okay. Instead, she shoved two more donuts into her mouth and tried to keep her thoughts to herself. Though she wanted to get to know him better, she wasn’t stupid. The man she’d thought him to be would never align with reality. 
 
    After breakfast, she retreated to the shower. Bree couldn’t remember the last time she’d showered. It could have been the one day she went to work. It could have been the previous morning. The days had blurred into one as she tried to sleep off whatever was burning in her system. 
 
    On the second day, she’d assumed that acid reflux had struck, but it hadn’t gone away. A steady fire licked along the back of her throat and begged to be released. Part of her was afraid that if she opened her mouth when it was at its worst, she might actually breathe fire, but that was impossible. 
 
    She let the water cascade over her face and hair with the hopes that it would wash away everything. The past few days. The uncomfortable dissonance between the man she’d thought she loved and the man actually standing in her kitchen. 
 
    When she decided the water and soap wouldn’t do what she really wanted, she rinsed off and stepped out. Wrapped in her soft bathrobe, she went back to the kitchen for more food. 
 
    Erik’s attention filled her with electricity. It hummed in her lungs and burned in her lower stomach. She tried not to pay him any attention, but her own desire nearly overwhelmed her good sense. 
 
    “Do you regularly walk around in your bathrobe when you have strangers over?” Erik asked, his voice heated. 
 
    She didn’t look at him when she spoke. “Considering what you’ve done to me, I wouldn’t call us strangers anymore. We’re more like two idiots who engaged in the worst hook-up of our lives. I can’t even do a walk of shame to escape.” 
 
    She heard him move and found him with his hand over his heart like she’d wounded him. 
 
    “That tongue serves the worst lashing I’ve ever had in my life. I can promise you that if we were to hook-up, you would not be disappointed.” His sly smile returned and made her heart thump. 
 
    “That’s what all the women at the bar say, but I don’t like to do what everyone else is doing.” She fought back the smile that tried to lift the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “You are utterly devious,” Erik said through a forced smile. “My clan will love you. They’re going to want to keep you around just to watch you wound me every day.” 
 
    She paused. “Clan?” 
 
    His expression fell, the playfulness gone. “There’s a lot to teach you, isn’t there?” 
 
    “It would seem so. You’re probably going to have to convince me every step of the way, too. I hope you understand how absolutely nuts this all is.” 
 
    Erik fought back a smile. After thirty seconds, he lost the war with himself. “I can show you absolutely nuts.” 
 
    She groaned. “Keep your junk in your pants for now.” 
 
    “For now? Does that mean you might want to hop on this ride in the future?” He popped a candy-coated chocolate into his mouth. 
 
    “You’re not a roller coaster,” she said. “You’re a fun house full of broken mirrors and depressed clowns.” 
 
    He hopped to his feet. “Go get dressed. We need to teach you everything so I can take you home and watch you talk to Gavin like that. He’s going to lose his shit.” 
 
    Bree narrowed her eyes at Erik but didn’t ask questions. She went to do as he asked. Since stiff fabrics had become an issue with her newfound strength, she opted for a pair of leggings with soft, gray flowers and a loose, scoop-neck t-shirt that fluttered over her sports bra. 
 
    Even though she had her wet hair in a bun, Erik watched her like she’d stepped off the runway. His attention made her feel…stronger? Better? She couldn’t decipher the sensation flooding her veins. Maybe that was because she wasn’t ready. 
 
    With everything upside down lately, she didn’t know if she could approach her feelings for Erik yet. Their banter in the kitchen had put her at ease. They flung snark back and forth as if they’d been practicing with each other for years. She craved more of the easy comfort they were establishing. 
 
    Until she got outside and saw his truck. She stopped dead in her tracks and slid an incredulous glance at Erik. 
 
    “This is what you drive?” She looked the rust bucket up and down and considered heading over to the clinic for a preemptive tetanus shot. 
 
    “She gets me from point A to point B with no problem,” he said. “The guys and I have been working on replacing almost everything under the hood. I promise you, only the body looks like that.” 
 
    “If my body looked that bad, I’d know there was something wrong underneath it.” She pursed her lips. 
 
    Erik sighed and rolled his eyes. “Do you want to fly instead? We’d have to walk out of town first.” 
 
    “Fly?” Her voice cracked as she lifted both brows. 
 
    A wicked grin split Erik’s lips. He dropped his sunglasses back over his eyes and did an about face. Bree had to scramble to catch up to him as he walked away. 
 
    “You’re screwing with me,” she said, eyes narrowed. “You have to be.” 
 
    He didn’t pause, didn’t flinch. Bree could find no tell that gave away his lie. Surely, Erik didn’t think he could actually fly. His conviction blew her mind. Either, Erik was the best actor she’d ever met, or he was certifiably insane. 
 
    Bree crossed her arms over her chest and followed. She told herself she tagged along only to figure out where this farce would go, but with everything strange in her life right now, she kind of believed him. Erik had mentioned dragons. Didn’t dragons have wings? 
 
    She couldn’t believe she was seriously starting to believe him. They left the town proper behind and stepped off the road to cut between trees until they found a small field. Erik walked to the center and asked her if she was ready. 
 
    Bree wasn’t, but she still wanted to see what would happen. 
 
    “Do you think you’re ready for your first shift?” he asked. 
 
    “What?” she snapped. She crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    He tongued the inside of his cheek as a sly smile wormed its way onto the corners of his mouth. “Oh, I see how this is going to go. You don’t actually believe me. Stand back and watch. This is what we are.” 
 
    Erik shed his sunglasses, then his shirt, then his pants. Bree wanted to cover her face out of embarrassment, but kept her fingers parted to watch this odd display. Once Erik was down to nothing but the sky as clothing, he threw his arms wide. The air around him rippled. 
 
    Bree’s jaw dropped. The distortion in the air masked some of her view, but she could no longer ignore the truth. Erik’s human form grew and grew until he wasn’t human. His shape became reptilian and as big as a house. When the air settled, a pale blue dragon looked back at her. 
 
    Erik tossed his head and stretched his wings. 
 
    Her stomach hit the ground. 
 
    Is that…Can I…? 
 
    She never once thought this was what Erik meant when he said dragon. Her brain hadn’t even bothered to translate it so literally. What should have been a myth stood before her. She took a few tentative steps forward and held out one hand. 
 
    Erik ducked his head and pressed his nose into her palm. His scales weren’t cold, like she’d assumed. Instead, they were warm to the touch. 
 
    Dragon fire, she realized. 
 
    Did that mean the burning she’d felt in her own throat was dragon fire as well? She jerked back, startled by her revelation. 
 
    Erik watched her. He barely moved, so still that she could have convinced herself he was a disabled animatronic machine had she not watched him change forms only a minute ago. She clutched her hand to her chest and held the warmth inside her palm. 
 
    “I don’t know how to do…” she gestured to his form. “What if I can’t do this?” 
 
    He shook himself, like a dog coming in from the rain. His wings stretched wide and eclipsed the sunlight. In the shadow of his body, he held out his giant clawed hand. This was what he’d meant when he said fly. 
 
    Bree should have turned around and gone home. She should have pinched herself to wake up. She did neither of those things, instead choosing to step into Erik’s clutches. His talons closed around her and his wings began to beat at the air. She was grateful she’d thought to put her hair in a bun before leaving as the wind buffeted her face. 
 
    The ground below dropped away inch by inch, then yard by yard until she found herself far above the town she’d called home for years. 
 
    She tried to curse, but the wind ripped the sound away. She kept her eyes downcast to avoid the wind and enjoyed the sight below. While she should have been afraid, that new voice living inside her didn’t seem bothered. If anything, Bree felt a twinge of excitement coming from it. 
 
    Then her skin started to ache. She felt stretched from the inside, like something wanted out. The worry that she wouldn’t be able to do what Erik did fled and was replaced by a fear of his change. The idea of her human body becoming a dragon frightened her more than she’d anticipated. 
 
    When they landed in a valley, she stumbled away from Erik’s claws and fell to her knees. Panic clutched her lungs and held them tight. She could barely breathe. Thoughts of what a panic attack was and what signs she should look out for flitted through her mind only to be drowned out by the voice booming inside her head. 
 
    Let me stretch my wings with him. 
 
    Bree groaned and covered her face with her hands. Erik’s scent, like fresh cut wood and blueberries, calmed her. Human hands touched her. He tugged at her wrists until she gave way. When she looked up at him, his lips were in a grim line. They softened like he didn’t want to show her his concern. 
 
    “This is…a lot to take in,” she said raggedly. 
 
    “I’m a bit of a mess myself,” he said. “I don’t know if that should comfort you because I’ve learned how to deal or if you should be wary of letting me be your teacher.” 
 
    Erik started to pull away, but she clung to him. She held his wrist and slowly pulled him back until his warmth reached her once more. He wrapped his arms around her and held on tight while she calmed her breathing. 
 
    Bree no longer had a choice. The decision had been made for her the night in the men’s restroom. She could look back and regret what she’d done, but that would always keep her from moving forward. The voice in her demanded shape. She didn’t think she could hold it back forever. 
 
    No matter how afraid she was, she could only move forward. 
 
    Right? 
 
    She wasn’t so sure. The idea came to her so easily, like a mantra she could repeat all day. Yet, she couldn’t bring herself to stand and take charge. Her limbs locked themselves until she thought she would start to shake. 
 
    “I should get Dillon,” Erik muttered. 
 
    “No!” Bree said quickly. “I mean, I want you.” 
 
    Her cheeks warmed when she realized how that could be taken. She quickly added that she wanted him to be the one to teach her, but she didn’t feel any better about the words. She couldn’t escape the chemistry that hovered between them. Or, the chemistry that she’d imagined. 
 
    Though she faced an entirely different Erik than the one she’d imagined while serving at the bar, she couldn’t help when she fell back on her old vision of him. Her heart thumped when he was too near. The feel of his arms around her eased the knot in her chest. Erik shouldn’t have been able to soothe her so easily. Her crush on him added a new dimension to their relationship that she hadn’t anticipated. 
 
    Erik stood and offered a hand down to her. Bree considered picking herself up, but she took his hand and let him pull her to her feet. She teetered toward him and braced herself against his chest. Without his sunglasses, Erik’s eyes flashed with emotion she couldn’t yet decipher. 
 
    Her face warmed when she realized she’d put her hand against bare skin. Without thinking, she let her gaze slide down over his body. He had the kind of chiseled chest that made for a perfect V on his lower abdomen. Her breath hitched when she saw just what he was packing between his legs. 
 
    Bree caught herself staring and shook her head. 
 
    “Like what you see?” Erik asked, his voice husky. 
 
    She didn’t know her face could get any hotter, but it did. She felt like the sun had descended so it could hover just above her cheeks. Erik’s hand grazed hers. His touch was feather light, but it was enough to send an electrical response up her arm and into her chest. 
 
    She pulled her hands back and wiped them on her leggings as she did her best not to look at the very hot, very naked man in front of her. “Where do we start?” 
 
    “This is going to be something we both have to figure out. I wasn’t changed, like you. This is how I was born…” He paused and shadows slithered over his bright eyes. When he began again, he smiled, but it couldn’t quite reach his eyes. “Since you’ve broken almost everything in your apartment, let’s start with controlling your strength.” 
 
    She grunted, annoyed that some of her favorite clothing pieces were now tatters. Once Erik put clothing back on, he spent the next hour showing her how to throw a measured punch. In the beginning, when she struck him too hard, she’d rear back with regret. Erik staggered back a few times, but he followed it with a laugh each time. 
 
    “You hit almost as hard as some of the guys,” Erik said, shaking his hand like he could get rid of the pain that way. 
 
     Bree learned to pull her punches and how to use that control when doing everyday tasks. Surrounded by nothing but nature, they could be themselves without fear. Erik warned her that she would always need to be careful among the company of others. Since humanity didn’t know about her existence, she would have to find clever ways to explain her strength or her fire when her control slipped. 
 
    She chewed the inside of her cheek. While she felt like she’d made some progress, she wasn’t sure she would ever be able to catch up. The possibility of falling into old habits and forgetting new rules loomed over her head like a bad omen. What would happen when she inevitably screwed up? Would there be a witch hunt? People looking for photos the way they tried to track the Loch Ness Monster or Big Foot? 
 
    Even though she worried about this new life she had been thrust into, she couldn’t find it in herself to blame Erik. When she’d found him in the men’s room, he’d clearly been suffering. He hadn’t meant to bite her. 
 
    No one meant to change your whole life, but it happened all the time. It could be a car accident, a natural disaster, or any other surprise event. Life was so easily derailed. Bree had to change with this. She had to stand up and move forward. 
 
    “When do I get to do what you did?” she asked. 
 
    Uncertainty took over Erik’s features. His flirtation and snappy wit vanished. Bree nearly staggered back, alarmed by the sudden change in demeanor. He tried to give her a reassuring smile, but it wasn’t convincing. 
 
    “You’re worried about something,” she said as the epiphany came to her. “Is there something wrong with me?” 
 
    His nostrils flared while he watched her. She thought he was trying to see through her again, to what was now lying just underneath her skin. From his face, she had the feeling that he knew he wouldn’t like what he saw. The expression was lined with a bit of…guilt? 
 
    Her heart started racing. “Is there something else I should know? What haven’t you told me?” 
 
    Erik finally broke his silence. “You have a beast talking to you now, right? Another voice trying to run the show alongside you.” 
 
    “I never thought of it as a beast, but…I think so.” 
 
    His jaw clenched. She saw the muscles around it working, bunching tight as the veins popped up. His anger didn’t make sense. She’d done nothing wrong. Defensiveness brought the new voice back. 
 
    Proud man, strong man. He fears for us. 
 
    Bree swallowed and decided to close the space between them. She grabbed him by the front of his shirt and yanked him closer. He startled, his eyes going wide. Her gaze dropped to his mouth for a moment as desire momentarily distracted her. 
 
    “I’m not a pushover,” she told him. “I’m not going to break, either.” 
 
    He took her wrist in his hand. “That’s not what I’m worried about.” 
 
    “Then tell me, so we can work on this. I don’t want to be left in the dark because you think your silence is more valiant than communication.” She spoke like they were a couple who needed to talk through their feelings and…whatever this relationship was. Maker and made? Attacker and victim? 
 
    Neither sounded quite right to her. She wasn’t mad at Erik, though she felt she should have been. 
 
    Why didn’t she hate him? Where was the loathing she should have felt? Bree dug through her feelings, worried that she wasn’t processing what had happened to her. No matter how she dug, no hate or anger surfaced. 
 
    Erik touched her cheek. The barest brush of his knuckles set her on fire. Instead of turning away, she leaned into the heat. She let it wash over her and ignite an inferno in her core. 
 
    “I’m afraid…” His voice became breathy, barely a whisper. “I never wanted to hurt anyone. I came out here thinking that I wouldn’t be anyone’s burden again.” 
 
    His brows crashed together. She wanted him to keep going, but he clammed up. Erik shook his head and backed away from her. 
 
    “We should get this over with,” he said once his back was to her. “Once you shift, then I’ll know for sure.” 
 
    Know what for sure? Bree wanted to demand an answer, but her voice caught in her throat. 
 
    She stifled a growl and felt the beast in her starting to squirm. Ice flooded her veins while dread made her feet heavy. The new voice tried to assure her that everything would be okay, but changing into a dragon went against everything she’d ever known. Her body wasn’t meant to be that large. She wasn’t meant to bend and break into a whole new creature. 
 
    Still hiding his face from her, Erik walked her through the steps. She had to let go of the leash she had on that voice. It wasn’t just a new line of thought. It was its own being, one that she needed to give agency to. Erik warned her that her skin would feel stretched and strained, so when it happened, she didn’t freak out. 
 
    With every passing second, her body burned hotter and hotter. She was a balloon with too much air, ready to pop at any moment. It scared her and excited her all at once. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Erik waited for the worst to happen. 
 
    This woman challenged him in every way. She never shied away from anything. Not from the news that she had become a shifter—well, not once she knew her life had changed. She certainly didn’t back down from him, even when she should have left his ass. 
 
    He didn’t deserve her. 
 
    Worst of all, she didn’t deserve what he’d done to her. Still, he hadn’t heard anything from his monstrous beast. The silence in his skull resonated and left him with only guilt. He hadn’t meant to change her. None of this should have happened. 
 
    She knelt on the ground beside him. Her grunts and groans filled his ears and broke his heart. If only there was a way he could make this easier. He wasn’t a clan leader or a witch. He didn’t have the power to force a shift, one way or another. Bree had to do this on her own. 
 
    She had to battle his monsters for him. 
 
    Then, she let out a cry, somewhere between pain and relief. The sound cut him. He looked up just as her form changed. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “That’s not what I expected.” 
 
    He’d never seen anything quite as beautiful as Bree’s beast. The scales along her back rippled with a shimmering steel blue while the ones covering her stomach were a softer shade of blue that was almost lavender. She blinked at him with those silver mica eyes. Stars seemed to dance in their depths. When she shook her head, he noticed her blunt antler-like horns. 
 
    She looked like the moon. 
 
    Then he felt it. Piercing pain sliced its way up his stomach, into his lungs, and through his throat. The monstrous beast had returned. Erik clutched his throat and bent. The beast pushed and pushed. It wanted to greet Bree, but he had no idea what that meant. Anytime the monstrous beast escaped, it blazed a path of destruction. 
 
    He wouldn’t introduce Bree to the monstrous beast. She would never know about it. That way, he could protect her from the worst parts of himself. 
 
    Maybe then…maybe then she might love him. 
 
    The beast slashed at him. Pain scrambled his thoughts. The beast made demands that Erik refused to follow through. 
 
    Bree trilled at him. Her worry pierced the haze enveloping him. His vision focused on her and only her. She lowered herself to the ground and nudged his stomach. Her touch grounded him. The monstrous beast fought and fought, but it couldn’t get through the calm that she instilled in him. 
 
    As he gathered his breath, he wondered how he would be able to keep her around once she found out. Bree would never want to put up with his monstrous side. No one wanted to. Dillon dealt with him, but only for the safety of everyone else. 
 
    Erik was a burden. 
 
    He didn’t want to be Bree’s burden, too. 
 
    He staggered back from her, trying to put space between them even though he wanted to stay. His monstrous beast’s voice grew into a bellow. It ripped and tore at him from the inside. If he couldn’t get the beast under control, it would escape. 
 
    The blue dragon could do nothing. While the green dragon fought Erik’s willpower, the blue one was trapped and voiceless. He wished he and the blue dragon could team up against this monstrous beast, but so long as they were separated, they were weak. 
 
    A physical pain pulled him from the recesses of his mind. Erik’s eyes snapped open. He blinked at Bree then glanced down at his hand. 
 
    “You bit me.” 
 
    She huffed a breath, one that bore twirling tendrils of smoke, out her nose. 
 
    He rubbed at the back of his hand as the wound healed. “Alright. That’s fair.” 
 
    For the time being, Erik was alone in his head. The green dragon no longer fought like he was a door it needed to break down. He could think and breathe once again. 
 
    Bree’s silver gaze never left him. She settled onto the ground like a cat. 
 
    “We’re going to need to get you back to human form,” Erik said, thinking out loud. 
 
    She gave him a look that said no shit. He couldn’t help but laugh. Without his beast beating him down, he savored the rich sound of his own laughter while he could. He wanted to beseech his blue dragon and help Bree expend some energy, but he didn’t dare try to shift. 
 
    Bree must have picked up on his reluctance because her eyes went distant. He watched her scaled brow furrow, like she was trying to concentrate on something. It took him far too long to realize Bree was attempting to force the shift back. He wanted to tell her that her beast wouldn’t let go of control that easily, but then her form started shrinking. 
 
    She knelt on the ground, back heaving and hair obscuring her face. Erik stared in disbelief. He’d never seen a new shifter change back and forth so quickly. He crouched beside her and helped her back to her feet. When her hair slid away from her face, a triumphant smile graced her features even though her eyelids sagged with exhaustion. 
 
    “Nailed it,” she slurred. 
 
    Erik let out an uncertain laugh. Bree leaned heavily on him. He did his best to make sure his hands didn’t end up somewhere inappropriate, but in the end, he picked her up so she would stop slipping to the ground. 
 
    “You’re crazy,” he told her. “Let’s take you somewhere you can sleep this off.” 
 
    He couldn’t walk back into town with a naked woman. The only place he could think of that wouldn’t ask too many questions was the cabin. That meant he would have to own up to what he’d done. 
 
    Erik laid a soft kiss on Bree’s forehead before turning toward the cabin. He would take the clan’s berating so long as it meant Bree could sleep soundly for a little while. Though what had happened between the two of them had been completely unplanned, he couldn’t help but feel a little less alone. 
 
    That feeling would end the moment he brought her into the clan. She would cease to be just his and become a part of the larger group. The others would inevitably push him away from her for what he’d done, but that might be for the best. 
 
    Bree deserved a better teacher. Daphne was on her way so she could change Evangeline. The two women would have a proper teacher helping them through their change. Not a mess like Erik. A man who couldn’t even deal with his own beasts. 
 
    The blue dragon growled at him as he walked. It told him to take to the sky. While flying was quicker, he didn’t trust himself. The monstrous beast still wanted out. He feared that if he tried to shift, the green dragon would overpower its twin in the process. He didn’t want to leave Bree alone with that side of himself. So, he walked. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Bree woke up in an unfamiliar room. She waited for panic to make her heart race and fill her blood with adrenaline, but neither happened. The smell of fresh cut wood and blueberries permeated the sheets beneath her. 
 
    I’m naked and in Erik’s bed. 
 
    She rolled off the bed and searched for her lost clothes. Then, she remembered that they were most likely in that field still. She’d shifted. 
 
    When she heard voices outside the door rising, she grabbed what clothes she could find and tugged them on before stepping out. Though she wanted to revel in her progress as a dragon shifter, she didn’t like the tone of the voice coming from the living room. When the screaming woman mentioned Erik’s name, Bree ran toward him. 
 
    The pink-haired woman from the tattoo shop faced Erik down. Her fists trembled at her sides, barely containing the fury darkening her cheeks. Erik stood before her and did nothing. He made no attempt to defend himself. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for this for weeks now, and you think you can just bite someone?” The woman’s voice pitched, nearly breaking. “Do you get how unfair this is? How much this hurts right now?” 
 
    Bree shoved herself between the woman and Erik. She expected to smell smoke on the woman like she could with Erik and the man she’d run into the other day, but the woman’s scent was plain. Bree realized that meant the woman was human 
 
    “Bree,” Erik pleaded. He put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    She didn’t shrug him off, but she didn’t turn toward him, either. Instead, she held the woman’s furious glare. 
 
    “Evangeline,” another man said. He took her clenched fist in his hand and turned her toward him. 
 
    As soon as he had her attention, the fight left her. Her shoulders slumped and her eyes started to glisten. 
 
    “Daphne is on her way,” the man said. 
 
    “I’m tired of waiting, Casey. I just want to help you. I want to protect my family. Is that so wrong?” She cocked her head, and a single tear dripped down her cheek. 
 
    He cupped her cheek and wiped the tear away with his thumb. “There’s nothing wrong with that. I only ask you to wait so we can make sure you’re safe. What Erik did…” The man glanced at Bree. “What Erik did was dangerous.” 
 
    Erik angled himself away from everyone. She caught the way his head hung, like guilt had slung a rope and a weight around his neck. The way Casey said dangerous made her blood hum. She recalled her beast asking her to walk away from the darkness. 
 
    “No one asked for this to happen,” Bree said, trying to cut through the tension in the room. 
 
    Everyone save for Erik looked at her. Bree realized she was wearing a pair of sweatpants three times too large for her and a similarly sized shirt that she’d knotted in the front. The awkward ensemble probably undermined her seriousness. 
 
    She refused to be deterred, though. “I barged in on Erik. If anyone is to blame, it’s me.” 
 
    Bree tried not to pay attention to the people watching her when she walked up to Erik to take his hand. At first, his fingers were slack in hers. She didn’t let go, and so his grip on her slowly tightened. The world shrank down to just the two of them. 
 
    Her heart thumped and a flare of heat warmed her chest. She wanted to take another step toward him, to feel his arm wind around her lower back, to feel him holding her close. 
 
    “Holy shit, Erik. You brought a woman home!” a new voice proclaimed. 
 
    Bree spun to find a pregnant woman with her hands on her cheeks. A spark of mischief danced in her bright green eyes. Evangeline rolled her eyes, spun on her heel, and stormed out of the room. The pregnant woman twisted her lips to the side as she watched the other woman leave. 
 
    The man that approached behind the blonde looked like he might kick Erik’s ass. Though the man had a permanent glare etched onto his face and tattoos that made him even more intimidating, the blonde turned and gave him the brightest smile. Bree watched the intimidating man’s expression melt into pride and joy. 
 
    “What the hell is this place?” Bree asked under her breath. 
 
    “This is our home,” the intimidating man said. 
 
    Bree blinked. The man shouldn’t have been able to hear her, but she’d forgotten that everything she knew had been thrown out the window when she’d been changed. The man must have been a dragon shifter, too. 
 
    Only the pink-haired woman and the blonde had been human. 
 
    Erik tugged on her hand. “Do you want to go home?” 
 
    The blonde waved her hand. “Don’t even think about whisking her away. I’m making mac and cheese today. The two of you are going to be dinner entertainment. I expect to hear the whole story.” 
 
    Erik sighed and looked at Bree. “Isabella is a lot bolder than she was when she first moved in.” 
 
    The intimidating man clapped Erik on the back. 
 
    “And you’re moody today,” Isabella said, now waving a wooden spoon around. “Where is our usual smart ass? Don’t tell me you let Evangeline beat it out of you.” 
 
    Bree wanted nothing more than to pull Erik into her. She wondered if a kiss would lighten his mood. Temptation nagged at her, but she held it back. Erik didn’t belong to her. He was… 
 
    What was he? A friend? A colleague? 
 
    Her old feelings for him resurfaced again and again. She couldn’t separate herself from them anymore. She wanted to see him happy again, and it hurt to watch him shut down like this. 
 
    “Gavin is going to go off,” Isabella said from the kitchen. 
 
    Erik straightened. “Gavin can eat my ass if he thinks he’s going to…” 
 
    The door opened. A man stepped through and fixed Erik with a dark scowl. “If he thinks he’s going to what?” 
 
    Silence washed over the room. The new man, a dragon shifter judging by the smoke curling from his skin, approached Erik. Bree moved to place herself between them, but Erik pushed her behind him. Erik’s spine straightened. Gavin’s jaw tensed. 
 
    “I fucked up,” Erik confessed. “But I’m not going to stand around and let you berate me for it.” 
 
    For a split second, a quizzical look washed over Gavin’s face. Then, it settled back into cold indifference. He gave Erik a brotherly punch in the shoulder before turning on his heel and heading toward the fridge. 
 
    Bree had no idea what had just happened. She watched Gavin open the fridge door and pull out a jar of pickles. Before he could even crack open the lid, Isabella was on him, smacking his hands with her wooden spoon. She scolded him for attempting to eat her pickles. He snarled in response but put the pickles back. 
 
    So, this is what a house of dragon shifters is like. Bree didn’t think it was that far from a frat house. Especially when she entered the kitchen and saw the patches of drywall putty on the wall. 
 
    Gavin focused on her, as if finally noticing her. His nostrils flared before he turned his glare on Erik. 
 
    “I told you,” Erik said. “I’m not going to apologize for my mistakes.” 
 
    Gavin shrugged. “She looks like a woman, not a mistake. Treat her nice and introduce her to Daphne when she arrives.” 
 
    Bree bit back her smile. Gavin’s easy acceptance of her presence warmed her. While Evangeline had been livid, everyone else made Bree feel right at home. She didn’t have to live every day with nothing but work and sleep to keep her busy. 
 
    She could have friends. Maybe. 
 
    Isabella and her boyfriend seemed nice. Bree didn’t know if Evangeline would ever warm up to her. And Gavin? Well, she figured he would keep everyone at a distance. 
 
    “Erik has been very nice,” she assured Gavin. 
 
    He gave her a noncommittal shrug and disappeared down the hall. 
 
    She turned back to Erik. He seemed dumbstruck, but when their eyes met, she watched shadows take over. In an instant, a wall went up between them, and she had no idea how to tear it down. Her beast urged her to go to him, to show him that she would always be there. 
 
    But she didn’t know that. Bree felt weightless, like a soft breeze would come along and carry her far away at any moment. She could think of nothing steady and reliable right now. As the winds tugged her this way and that, only her beast would remain. 
 
    The creature inside her growled and reminded her that she wasn’t alone. This was a family, and she could belong to it if she wanted. Bree wasn’t sure they had room for her, though. When Isabella called that dinner was ready, only a handful of people showed up. Casey came to whisk food away to his girlfriend. Gavin didn’t show his face. 
 
    Bree took one bite and couldn’t believe the others had refused to join them. She’d had mac and cheese before, but this was bliss on a spoon—or a fork, in her case. She quickly devoured several more mouthfuls before she remembered her manners and regained control. Isabella wore a look of pride, and so did Dillon, but his pride was aimed toward Isabella. 
 
    The way that man loved Isabella surprised Bree. She’d never seen a couple so unabashedly happy together. The couple at the bar the other night had been prickly with tension. The wife had looked at Bree like a competitor. 
 
    Underneath the table, Erik’s knee brushed hers. She found him attempting to subtly watch her. She couldn’t stop her grin. Her cheeks warmed, but pleasantly, like she’d had a beer or two. 
 
    “This is weird,” Dillon said. He set his bowl down and took in the people at the table. 
 
    Bree opened her mouth to apologize and excuse herself, afraid that she was an interloper in their life, but then Dillon went on. 
 
    “When did we become the kind of people to sit down together for meals?” 
 
    Isabella leaned back with her bowl in hand. “When you mated a pregnant woman with nesting tendencies.” 
 
    Mated? There was another word Bree had no definition for. She’d heard it used in reference to animals, but never to people. Among these dragon shifters, it must have a meaning special to them, but Bree didn’t know how to ask. 
 
    Once more, she stole a glance at Erik and found him watching her. Her heart thudded. She tried to find him under the table again, but he seemed out of reach. The need to touch him grew stronger and stronger by the moment. She found that the food in her bowl no longer appealed to her. Not when she needed to touch Erik. 
 
    Unable to withstand it any longer, she reached across the table to touch his hand. He jerked upright. The conversation that’d been going on came to a halt. Bree could feel eyes on her, but their attention faded into the background as Erik wound his fingers with hers. 
 
    A knot in her chest eased. She let out a breath and sucked in another, letting it fill the spaces that’d been cramped. 
 
    What was that? Why did she need to be touched? 
 
    The beast grumbled inside her, not quite giving her an answer. Though the beast had been born knowing everything it should, it didn’t share that information so freely with Bree. Every moment was a learning experience now. She understood so little in this new life. She took every step forward in the dark. 
 
    At least, she wasn’t alone. 
 
    Then, Dillon stood. He motioned to Erik to follow as he left the room. 
 
    Erik’s hand slipped from hers and left her bereft. She swallowed the feeling and kept her eyes on the table so he wouldn’t see how lost she was. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Erik didn’t want to leave Bree, but he had enough respect for Dillon to know that whatever he wanted to say was worth hearing. Erik let his hand trail across Bree’s shoulders, not just because he could tell she craved touch, but because he needed to touch her, too. 
 
    She made no move to respond. She didn’t even look at him as he left. 
 
    Erik told himself that was because it wasn’t him that she needed. It didn’t matter who supported Bree, so long as she got it. While Erik wanted to be the one to hold her, he didn’t know if that was what she would always want. At some point, she would leave him behind. 
 
    He didn’t like the thought, but he couldn’t ignore the probability. He needed to prepare to go back to being everyone’s charity case. He would be Dillon’s burden. Gavin’s mess. 
 
    When Bree looked at him, he didn’t see repulsion or condescension in her eyes. She showed him awe. She made him feel like he had his shit together for once. 
 
    Dillon led Erik outside, because if they said anything in the halls or bedrooms, Bree would surely hear. That was how Erik knew Dillon was about to wound him. 
 
    “Did you change her because you think she could be your mate?” 
 
    Erik almost staggered. He hadn’t expected those words from Dillon. He’d been prepared to listen to a lecture on responsibility or even answer a few questions about his second beast. To be asked if Bree was his mate… 
 
    Erik shrugged. “The only thing I know for sure is that I’d do anything for her right now.” 
 
    The truth left him so easily. He’d never been so open about anything in his life, but Dillon made it easy. Dillon had been there for Erik. Every difficult night spent outside, Dillon stood nearby. He’d stopped Erik’s monstrous beast from destroying the cabin more than once. 
 
    Erik stared at the white scar on Dillon’s neck from the last time the green dragon had escaped him. If Erik couldn’t contain the beast, then Dillon would end up with more scars. And if he mated Bree, she would be the one closest to him when the beast struck. 
 
    “She diffused a fight earlier,” Erik confessed. “I had her shift, then the green beast decided he wanted to come out and play. Just when I thought I’d lost the fight, she bit me. Same place I bit her, too.” 
 
    Dillon huffed. He clapped Erik on the back and said, “She’s going to keep you in check.” 
 
    Erik didn’t want to put that burden on her, though. Bree didn’t have to babysit him. No one should have to babysit him, especially not a woman he could fall for. Erik didn’t want to put that responsibility on her and watch her grow further and further from him. 
 
    So, he said nothing to Dillon. He gave his friend a thin-lipped smile and ducked back inside. 
 
    As badly as Erik wanted to hold Bree, he kept his distance from her. He watched as she got to know Dillon and Isabella. She helped them think up names for baby Bel. New ones got added to the list. Some old ones were struck from the list. 
 
    He couldn’t tell if Isabella and Dillon were easy to get along with, or if Bree fit into their weird family. Erik never thought he would have the chance to belong to a clan that wanted him. Zander had been looking for ways to get rid of him for two decades now. Erik never expected to make it past his twenty seventh birthday. 
 
    Now, he would give his life for these assholes. He watched Bree laugh and smile at something Isabella said. An unfamiliar comfort washed over him. His muscles relaxed, one by one, until he became as languid as a cat. Every ounce of stiffness that he’d worked so hard to cover over the years, all vanished. 
 
    When the night grew late, he followed Bree back to his bedroom, watching the sway of her hips in his sweatpants and trying to stop the growth of his cock. Anticipation hit him, made his blood run hot, as the door closed behind them. 
 
    Erik ran his hand through his hair. “That went better than expected. I knew Evangeline would be mad, but I didn’t expect Gavin’s response.” 
 
    Bree let herself fall onto his bed. He tried not to look at her, but he couldn’t help himself. Her dark hair framed her heart-shaped face. He wanted to push that dark veil aside and bite the curve of her neck. She wouldn’t want him crawling all over her, though. 
 
    He’d changed her. That would always hang between them. Every time she remembered how he’d messed up her life, her grudge against him would grow deeper and deeper. He would never be able to have Bree the way he wanted. 
 
    The way he yearned. 
 
    “You’re welcome to sleep here tonight,” Erik offered, hoping she would take him up on the offer and leave her scent on his sheets. “But if you want a ride home, I’m sure I could arrange something with Casey.” 
 
    She nodded, though he wasn’t convinced she’d been paying attention. She leaned back on his bed as if she owned it. He wanted to climb up next to her and curl around her body to see if she fit into him like he thought, but he held himself back. He would never be good enough for her. 
 
    Perhaps she would learn to be a great dragon and end up mating Gavin. She certainly had the spunk to be the clan leader’s mate, but the thought of her and Gavin together filled Erik’s chest with flames. He swallowed loudly, trying to hold back the fire of two angry beasts. 
 
    “What if…what if I don’t want to go home?” she asked softly. 
 
    The fire in Erik’s throat guttered. He nearly stumbled toward her but managed to hold his ground. 
 
    “I don’t want to go back to being alone and confused. When I’m here, I don’t feel like I’m on a bad acid trip. What I’ve become…it’s real here. I don’t want to go back to doubt and fear and…” 
 
    Erik could no longer hold himself back. He knelt on the floor in front of her. Words that were heavy and filled with regret coated the tip of his tongue. 
 
    She gave him a wry smile. “Save your apologies. I’m not processing anything right now.” 
 
    He nodded, unsure if he could stomach the words he’d wanted to say anyway. If she knew just how horrible and broken he was, she wouldn’t sit on his bed. She wouldn’t share that secret smile with him. He wouldn’t have her. 
 
    Erik had never meant to change her, but a part of him wasn’t mad that he had. He knew it was selfish, to want to hold onto the woman he’d forced into this life. He could apologize for what he’d done and try to ease her discomfort on another day. For now, he would savor her presence. 
 
    She scrubbed her face with her hands. “I’ll have to call work again. If I still have a job tomorrow, I’ll know that some higher power is looking out for my dumb ass.” 
 
    “You’re not the dumbass in this room,” Erik said. 
 
    This brought a laugh out of her. It was sweeter than any dessert he’d ever tasted. Though he didn’t know if he should, he rested his head against her knee. Her hand found his hair. He thought she might rip him away and shove him aside. Instead, she gently massaged his scalp with her fingernails until he purred like a cat. 
 
    “Oh, that’s new. Can all dragon shifters do that?” 
 
    He rubbed his cheek against her knee. “Not sure. I didn’t even know I could do it.” 
 
    Her hand left his hair to travel along his back. The urge to rise and push her back onto the bed nearly overcame him. His green dragon growled in the back of his mind. It urged him to pin her down, to show her just what Erik could offer her. The blue dragon had similar thoughts, only gentler. 
 
    Erik couldn’t decide if he’d changed Bree by accident, or if a part of him had wanted to keep her. He’d never paid much attention to her before the bite. They’d seen each other nearly every day, but he’d let more aggressively flirtatious women sway his attention. 
 
    He’d been missing out. Bree had been right in front of him the whole time. She had enough sass and strength to keep him on his toes for the rest of his life. 
 
    Then reality came crashing back in. He didn’t have to just worry about his monstrous beast. There was a war at hand. Zander hated that Gavin had founded his own clan with the misfits sent to wrangle him. They all knew Zander would stop at nothing to wipe them off the face of this earth. 
 
    Erik had brought Bree into this war. He couldn’t ask her to leave like Casey and Dillon had done to their mates. She couldn’t just sit this one out. Zander would hunt her down and kill her just for being Erik’s mistake. 
 
    Or worse, Zander would take her into his clan. 
 
    Erik made the vow that neither would happen. Even if Bree grew tired of him, he would keep her safe during this war. 
 
    “Can I sleep here tonight?” Bree asked, breaking the silence. 
 
    “I thought we already confirmed that you were staying,” he mumbled into her leg. 
 
    She gripped his hair and tugged his head back. His heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “I want to sleep here, beside you.” 
 
    She didn’t ask. She declared. 
 
    “Whatever you wish,” he said. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Bree knew this wouldn’t last. She savored Erik’s warmth and the way she fit into his chest, but she’d never seen him with the same woman twice. If she gave in to her desires, then he would take what he wanted and leave. So long as she held out, she thought he might stick around. If she could keep him chasing her, then she would have him. 
 
    Every selfish thought filled her with another bit of shame, but her beast’s happiness overrode it. The creature couldn’t have been more pleased. 
 
    No, that wasn’t true. It wanted every bit of Erik. The beast wanted her to kiss his neck and put her hands between his legs until he woke. The beast’s desires kept her awake when she should have been asleep. 
 
    “I’m never going to be able to sleep if you don’t stop wriggling,” Erik mumbled. 
 
    She froze. “You’ve been awake this whole time?” 
 
    “I’m holding a ten in my arms right now. Did you really expect me to sleep?” His breath warmed the back of her neck. 
 
    “I could sleep somewhere else…wait, a ten? That’s it. Those sunglasses must be prescription. You can’t see anything with them off.” She held back the urge to wiggle her bum into his groin. 
 
    “As a dragon shifter, I have amazing eyesight. Just because I’ve slept with a lot of sixes and sevens doesn’t mean I can’t recognize a ten when I find one.” 
 
    She snorted. “If you’ve always thought I was a ten, then why didn’t you ask me out?” 
 
    “Do you really think I have any chance with a ten? I’m a solid two.” He tightened his grip around her waist like she might run away now that he’d revealed himself to be undesirable. 
 
    Which she totally didn’t believe. “I had a crush on you for a while,” she confessed. It was all too easy to let out her secrets in the dark. “I waited for you to ask me to go home with you. I waited for any bit of attention you wanted to throw my way. I’d convinced myself we would be perfect for each other. That’s why I followed you the other day. I wanted to make sure you were okay.” 
 
    “You’re going to find out that I don’t deserve you,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, I already know that. You bit me and changed me. Remember?” She kept her tone light and playful because she still didn’t care. She kept waiting for reality to hit her, but since Erik had shown up on her doorstep with answers, she’d stopped fretting. 
 
    He pressed his forehead to her spine like he could hide from her while wrapped around her. 
 
    “I’m going to call work tomorrow to make sure I still have my job, but can you take me back out to the field again? Either I have the worst case of indigestion of my life or there’s fire in me that needs to get out.” She diverted the conversation even though his confession still had her heart racing. 
 
    “There’s nothing I would rather do,” he whispered. 
 
    Bree nestled into him, trying to reassure him with her body that she wasn’t mad. She had the feeling that he wore guilt like a badge, and that if he didn’t show others that he was guilty then he wouldn’t be himself anymore. She wanted to wrestle it from him and toss it aside so she could meet the man waiting beneath that mask. 
 
    She had time. Now that she was a dragon shifter, she would need Erik’s guidance more than ever. His family was nice, too. She would figure out how to make amends with Evangeline if it was the last thing she did. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bree rolled her shoulders. Dressed in her own clothing again, she found that the world had returned to normal. She missed the bit of altered time and space from the night before, but the world wouldn’t stop spinning for anyone. 
 
    They’d returned to the field from the day before. Instead of flying, Dillon had dropped them off at Erik’s truck. While Erik drove into the country, she’d called the bar and explained that she’d been dealing with some personal issues that’d kept her from reaching out to them. Her vague story did the trick. She wasn’t fired, but it was clear that she would be watched closely for the next few days. 
 
    Which meant that she had three hours to train. The thought of learning everything it meant to be a dragon shifter should have been exhausting, but she couldn’t help her excitement. 
 
    The sun hid behind a cover of clouds. Erik promised her that days like these were perfect for flying because she would be able to rise above them to bask in the light, but she knew flying was a long way away. She could jump off a mountain, like a bird leaping from a tree, but that might be a bit too conspicuous. 
 
    “All dragons have some sort of fire,” Erik said. He paused, leaned back, and a bit of smoke poured from his nose. 
 
    When his lips formed an O, he blew out a series of smoke rings like he’d taken a hit from a pipe. 
 
    “Show off,” Bree muttered under her breath. 
 
    Erik ignored her insult and turned a triumphant grin toward her. She shook her head, but still laughed. 
 
    “Teach me something useful,” she said. “Not a party trick.” 
 
    “Come on. You can’t tell me that wasn’t cool. It’s the perfect example of control and will probably charm your bar patrons into giving you loads of tips.” He winked. 
 
    “I don’t need loads of tips. I need to keep myself from turning every liquor bottle into a Molotov.” 
 
    He shuddered. “Had an incident with those a few weeks back. I get what you’re trying to say.” 
 
    Bree cocked her head. It occurred to her that the cabin she’d left that morning had been the one that burned two months ago. She’d been asleep when they’d arrived, so she hadn’t noticed then. 
 
    She’d assumed that the fire had been started by one of them, now that she knew what they were and what they could do. Erik’s statement made her pause and reconsider her assumption. 
 
    “You think someone started that fire on purpose?” The words left her before she could think better of it. 
 
    “Oh, we know who started it. Casey found his mate while she was dealing with a total asshole of an ex-boyfriend. The ex thought he could intimidate a bunch of dragon shifters by setting their house on fire.” Anger lined Erik’s features. 
 
    “That should have been all over the news!” 
 
    Erik shook his head. “No. We can’t risk exposure like that. The more eyes turn toward us, the greater the chance that humans will catch on to what we are and run us out of town. I’ve heard of some mountain towns protecting the secrets of their local dragon clans, but we’re new here. We don’t have the kind of roots they do. Evangeline, Isabella, and Nellie have lives here. If we get ousted, their lives get uprooted.” 
 
    Bree digested his words. “I’m going to need a babysitter at all times. I’m a giant liability!” 
 
    Erik sauntered up to her, a swagger in his steps even though she suspected it was forced. “Thankfully, I really like to drink. Don’t worry. You won’t be alone tonight.” 
 
    She stared up at him and tried to hold back her yearning. Could he see it in her eyes? Could he tell she wanted to press her chest to his and breathe in his scent? She didn’t know if this would get easier, if it would go away once she did what her dragon wanted. The part of her that wanted to make sure he stayed held her in place. 
 
    Erik showed her how to control her fire. She couldn’t believe she could breathe fire in her human form. The flames gathered in her mouth and licked her tongue before flying into the air. She jerked with alarm the first few times, but eventually got the hang of it. 
 
    When she brought up that this full force breathing wouldn’t help her learn control, he assured her that letting of some steam helped a lot more than she would expect. And, it did. When he showed her how to tense her throat and limit her blowing, she found it easy to breathe thin lines of fire into the air. 
 
    “What do I do when it’s overwhelming? When I can’t think of anything but the heat in my chest and throat?” She nervously adjusted her weight to the other foot. 
 
    “That’s when you focus on something that calms you. I haven’t found what works for me yet, but I know Casey always threw himself into construction when he felt out of control. Not sure Dillon has ever been out of control a day in his life. Not even when he beat my ass for breathing too close to Isabella.” Erik turned away from her. 
 
    As she watched him, she thought about the fire that had been persistent those first few days. She’d felt like it would consume her from the inside out. Ever since Erik had shown up, the fire had stopped bothering her. She didn’t feel like it would be the end of her, but the beginning of something else. Perhaps that was because the fire had turned to a heat, one deep in her core. 
 
    When she broke free of her thoughts, she found him taking his shirt off. The warmth in her body turned to an inferno. She couldn’t look away, though. 
 
    “Start undressing,” he said. “It’s time to try this in your other form.” 
 
    At first, his words took her thoughts along a sordid path, then she took in the rest of what he’d said. A blush reached her cheeks, but she turned away and began to remove her own layers of clothing. Her beast slithered under her skin. What had been a voice now turned into a physical presence. All she had to do was open the door, and it would come out. 
 
    Bree stole another moment to glance back at Erik. Just like the night before, he watched her. Without his sunglasses, she could see the intense heat of his gaze. It flickered over her skin like wildfire. She yearned for more, but it was too late. Her beast had control, and it wanted out. 
 
    The sensation was strange. She needed a moment to adjust as the world grew smaller around her. Trees that had towered were now merely shrubs. Her vision wavered when she tried to look down. The little hint of vertigo told her that flying would be an interesting experience, one that she was not ready for. 
 
    Erik, the bright blue beast she’d seen before, sidled up to her. His movements were smooth and natural. By comparison, she wobbled around like a drunk hippo. She didn’t need to move for this, though. 
 
    She watched his maw open and flames gather in the back of his throat. With the flick of his tongue, he launched a ball of fire into the sky. It shot overhead for a few hundred feet before fizzling out into nothing. Bree didn’t know if she could do that, but her own flames began to climb her throat, all too ready to be set free. 
 
    Erik nudged her with his shoulder to make sure her eyes stayed on his mouth. Patient, Erik walked her through the steps. She brought her fire into the back of her throat. It tickled, like a dangerous moth caught on her tongue. It pressed on her throat, tickled her lungs, and tried to frantically break free of the confines of her mouth. 
 
    Unable to bear it any longer, she coughed and set it free. The ball of flames didn’t rise into the air. It skidded across the ground, leaving black char in its wake while she gagged. Erik surged forward. She wished he’d stayed by her until she finally looked up and saw what she’d done. 
 
    Fire climbed the side of a tree. It reached a branch and leapt from one tree to the next. Dry grass caught and crackled. Panic stabbed her through the chest. She stood and wobbled on her new feet. The trees popped and hissed. The sound pained her. She hobbled forward and tried to stamp on the grassfire, but for every small section she put out, another stretch flared. 
 
    Making her a dragon had been a mistake. She would never be able to get the hang of this. This monster would have to stay trapped inside her skin for the rest of her life. If she let it out, the world around her would burn. She dreaded the destruction she would leave in her wake. 
 
    She frantically slapped the ground in an attempt to staunch the spreading grassfire. When she looked up, Erik was nowhere to be seen. Her heart leapt into her throat where it pounded wildly. She couldn’t tame this blaze on her own. How could he have left her? 
 
    Smoke surrounded her. The sound of more trees catching, that sizzle of sap trapped beneath the bark, made panic tighten around her throat. She could barely breathe. 
 
    A flood of water rained down over her head. She crouched, alarmed and dripping. Daring a glance into the sky, she saw Erik flying away with some sort of bucket. No, it was too large to be a simple bucket. She thought it could be a water trough or maybe a…dumpster? 
 
    Either way, the wildfire had been staunched. The earth under her feet squelched as she backed away. A group of trees had black marks up their trunks and a few branches had burned away completely. The grass didn’t look any better. 
 
    When Erik returned, he shifted as he descended. Bree watched with awe as human feet touched the ground. He didn’t pause before heading toward her. She reached for her beast and tried to pull it back, but the creature refused to budge. 
 
    You will not lock me up forever. 
 
    Bree’s frightened decision to never shift again had scared the beast. It clung to their current form and wouldn’t let Bree talk to Erik. 
 
    “Nothing we couldn’t handle,” Erik said, nonchalantly. 
 
    Bree desperately wanted to say something, anything. She tried to fight her way out of the beast, like when it made her feel too small for her own body, but she didn’t have enough presence to make a dragon feel small. She couldn’t grab the reins and pull. Trapped and helpless, Bree wanted to cry. 
 
    First the fire, now this. She was the worst dragon to ever come into existence. Nothing she did would ever amount to anything more than a problem. 
 
    “Bree? You alright?” Erik’s voice sounded distant. 
 
    Bree’s beast lowered its head to Erik’s chest. He hugged her, his hands gently grazing the rippled ridge of her jaw before he leaned back to look her in the eye. Bree wanted to scream, to beg for his help, but no sound would leave the beast’s mouth. 
 
    Still, Erik’s brows furrowed as his lips twisted to the side. “I figured that would cause some contention. You have to let Bree out. The two of you will find balance eventually.” 
 
    Her beast huffed. Bree wanted to kick and scream and punch, but she had no form. Her willpower wasn’t enough to overpower a dragon, not even when fury consumed her entire being. She never wanted to be as helpless as she’d been today. If she thought the first few days as a dragon shifter had been bad, this was worse. 
 
    Finally, the beast relented. It gave way to Bree’s human form. She gasped, relieved to be free of the dragon’s confines. Erik caught her before she could drop to her knees on the wet earth. 
 
    He pushed back her hair. “That happens from time to time. We all have days where our human halves argue with the dragon half. It’s like when you really, really want a beer at noon but the logical part of you says to wait until five.” 
 
    Bree tried to laugh. The split between human and dragon had been terrifying. She’d lost all control over a single thought. The beast had cast her aside far too easily. 
 
    “Why did my beast listen to you?” Bree clung to him. She wanted to bury her face in his chest, but she realized he was very naked. 
 
    He cocked a sly grin and wiggled both brows playfully. “Maybe your dragon knows she can’t have a good time with me on her own.” 
 
    His fingers teased their way up her ribcage. His touch ignited a hot need in her core. Her entire body thrummed, but she still scowled at him. 
 
    “This isn’t the time for jokes! I nearly burnt down the valley. I’m never going to be able to get the hang of any of this. I’m always going to be a liability. What…what happens when I’m beyond help?” 
 
    Erik pulled her tight to his body. His voice deepened into a growl. “You’ll never be a liability. Don’t talk about yourself that way.” 
 
    Her heart fluttered like an excited bird, but that wasn’t enough to drown the doubt lurking in her mind. Bree wanted to fight. She wanted to make this work because, well, she had no other choice. Doubt overpowered her, though. It told her she would never be able to go anywhere without an escort. 
 
    Erik tucked a finger under her chin. “There isn’t a single one of us who hasn’t fucked up in the last…week. I require constant surveillance myself.” 
 
    His lips took on a sour expression, like the words that’d slipped from him had left an awful taste on his tongue. Bree didn’t dig. She didn’t have the energy for it. Instead, she let her head fall against his chest. The feel and scent of him comforted her. The knot in her chest wasn’t quite as tight. 
 
    “What if I set a fire at your place?” she asked. “There are so many people living there. I don’t want to endanger them.” 
 
    “Most of our family is pretty fireproof,” he said, a hint of laughter in his voice. 
 
    “A house isn’t fireproof. Evangeline and Isabella aren’t fireproof.” 
 
    He tried to get her to look at him again. She didn’t want to, not with so much going through her mind. Finally, she relented. His mismatched eyes shone with the light of the beast inside him. He didn’t look inhuman, but like he had gemstones for eyes. She could easily get lost in their multifaceted beauty. 
 
    “No one knows everything. You’re new and you have so much to learn. Don’t expect to be good at everything on the first try. What are you? A formerly gifted child?” he teased. 
 
    “You can tell?” Her laughter felt forced at first, until her lungs eased into the sound. The tightness around her ribcage finally gave away, and she found herself smiling again. “I was voted most likely to succeed in my senior yearbook. It seems I don’t like being told what to do because I immediately started bartending, and I haven’t looked back.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Sometimes we aren’t meant for big lives. I’m more of a simple life kind of man. You. Me. A few goats. Maybe a llama that we can dress up.” 
 
    She froze. His words tumbled through her mind, leaving electricity in their wake. Had he just described a future with her? Surely, he couldn’t have meant it. Bree told herself that she was a stand-in, someone to fill the space while he told her what he wanted. 
 
    But the way his hand slid along the side of her neck made her question everything. His eyes darkened. They fell on her lips and made her heart flutter again. She’d never gotten so much cardiac exercise in her life. Every time she came near him, her heart did acrobatics. 
 
    “You’re going to do fine,” he whispered while he ran his thumb along her jaw. 
 
    Her lips parted. She wanted him to make the first move. If she did it, then she would never know if he actually wanted her or if he let it happen. She wanted him to want her. Oh, she needed him to want her. 
 
    His thumb found her lips. The slight touch sent shivers through her. He watched, seemingly transfixed. Could he feel her quake in his arms? Couldn’t he tell how badly she needed him? 
 
    Then she felt the rumble in his chest. The beast in him growled. For her? 
 
    With her hands on him, she felt the rumble intensify. She could have sworn there was more than one beast growling within him. That was impossible, though. Right? 
 
    She didn’t have long to think about the sound. Erik cupped the back of her head right before his lips found hers. What she’d thought would be a sweet and soft kiss quickly turned passionate. His tongue pressed its way between her lips. She yielded, all too eager to let him explore her. He filled her senses so completely, doubt had no room to lurk inside her. It was forced out by his touch, his growls, his scent. 
 
    She wound her arms around his neck and pressed into him. She thought he would lay her down and take her right then and there. Every part of her wanted it. The press of his cock against her stomach told her he wanted it, too. 
 
    But he broke from her, his breathing heavy. He rested his forehead against hers. Every inch of her body pulsed with sensation. She pressed her nails into his skin, eager to pull him back for more. 
 
    The voice of reason cut through her body’s desire. She had work. Even though she’d become a dragon shifter, that didn’t mean she could forgo work. Bills needed to be paid. Life kept going, no matter how badly she wanted to give herself over to Erik. 
 
    “I should get ready for work,” Bree said. The words felt like lead in her mouth. 
 
    “We can set more fires another day,” he said. 
 
    She shuddered at the heat in his voice. Desire climbed over her skin, and for a moment, she thought she would lose the war between recklessness and responsibility. Then, Erik pulled away from her. She flexed her empty hands and mourned the loss of his warmth. 
 
    Then she recalled that she was completely naked. She darted toward her clothes, heaving a sigh of relief when she found them dry and untouched by the fire. After this, she wouldn’t be able to wear them to work, but at least she wouldn’t have to wear wet clothes when Erik drove her home. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Erik watched Bree from the shadows. He told himself he wouldn’t interfere in her daily life. She was her own person, not his mate. Yet, he wanted to grab the man at the bar by his hair and drag him out of the bar. Bree narrowed her eyes at the man. She could handle herself. No human man would ever be as strong as her now. 
 
    Erik had to look away. Jealousy didn’t taste very nice. He’d kissed her while she was vulnerable. He never should have allowed his beasts to drive him into doing anything so foolish. He’d been helpless when both had urged him to take her. Only the last bit of his self-control had stopped him from laying her on the ground earlier. 
 
    Bree might be a dragon now, but she hadn’t been made just for him. Being a greedy asshole wouldn’t help her acclimate to her new state of being. Erik needed to back off.  
 
    He scanned the room until he laid eyes on a redhead sitting alone. She waggled her fingers at him, like she’d been waiting for him to notice her. A week ago, Erik would have happily lost himself in her plush curves for a night. Now he fought back a grimace when he watched her grab her drink and saunter over. 
 
    She batted her fake eyelashes and took the seat across from him. “I’ve seen you around here a few times. You never leave with the same woman.” 
 
    He couldn’t help it, he glanced at Bree. Both beasts growled with hunger. Not for food, but for the pleasures of flesh. Thankful that his sunglasses hid where his attention had gone, he turned back to the redhead. 
 
    “What can I say? I’m looking for that forever kind of love sooner rather than later.” 
 
    She bit her lower lip. “What makes you think you can tell if that’s what you have if you only spend a single night with someone?” 
 
    Her fingers danced over the table until she could run her red-tipped fingernails along his forearm. He didn’t flinch like he wanted to. The beasts in him snarled at her touch, though. The green dragon, the one he had to hold back, snarled and sunk its claws into him. 
 
    He tried not to show the pain. He was pretty well practiced in hiding it, but the beast tore deeper and deeper the longer he let the redhead touch him. The pain only receded when he pulled away from her. 
 
    “How about we head back to my place and give your instinct a test run?” she suggested. 
 
    Erik yearned for comfort, but when he thought of sex, only one person filled his thoughts. A lump formed in his throat. He couldn’t have what he wanted. It wasn’t fair to change Bree and then beg her to love him. Any feelings she might have had for him before this would always be tainted by what he’d done. 
 
    He asked the redhead how she planned on winning him over and only half-heartedly listened to flirtatious description. He already knew she wouldn’t be the one. The idea that he would find his mate in a bar had always been foolish, but it hadn’t stopped him from trying to fill the void. 
 
    First, Casey found Evangeline. Then Isabella moved into the cabin and became Dillon’s mate. Even Gavin had someone keeping him busy. He still couldn’t track down the witch that saved them the night of the fire. 
 
    Alone and feeling like a burden, Erik tried to spend as much time as he could away from the cabin. He would be there should any of them need him, but he couldn’t stand to see their happiness. As much as they deserved the love, Erik knew he would never get the same, and it hurt too much. 
 
    He talked to the woman for another hour while trying not to look toward Bree. He hadn’t heard anything that sounded like disaster in her direction, so he figured she was handling everything just fine. If he didn’t meet her gaze, then the guilt for what he was about to do didn’t feel quite as heavy. 
 
    “So,” he said. “Do you want to get out of here?” 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bree replayed the kiss over and over. Her body came alive, and her core throbbed with need. Unfortunately, while her skin begged to be touched by Erik, it hated the rough denim of her jeans. She kept fidgeting with her waistband between serving drinks. 
 
    Bree had been horny before. That wasn’t all that new to her, but she’d never been this sensitive. She risked a glance across the bar, to Erik. He sat in the far corner and nursed his drink alone, sunglasses covering his eyes even though the bar was dark. 
 
    Just looking at him turned her sensitivity up to max. She hissed as she bent to grab something from under the counter. As she reached, her bra hooks dug into her back. They’d never hurt more than they did now. She couldn’t duck into the bathroom to fix the twisted flap that was supposed to cover the hook. 
 
    When she straightened, two more men signaled her. One needed a refill, the other wanted a drink that she was pretty sure he’d made up just to occupy her time. She gritted her teeth, passed another beer to the man waiting. 
 
    The second put his elbows on the bar and leaned into her personal space. She backed up, wary of his predatorial smirk. But before the man could even attempt to flirt, she saw Erik moving through the crowd. A head of red hair bobbed in front of him. Bree’s gaze dipped and caught Erik’s hand in the woman’s as she led him toward the exit. 
 
    Bree’s breath escaped her. 
 
    “My friends didn’t think I’d be able to get your number,” the guy said. “Do you think you could help me prove them wrong? I’m not looking for anything right now. I just want to fuck with my friends.” 
 
    Bree’s eyes would have rolled into the back of her head had she not been distracted by Erik. She slammed the guy’s complicated drink onto the bar in front of him. 
 
    “The bet is a nice ploy, but you’re not the first to try to use that trick on me,” she said. 
 
    His face went ghostly pale. He took his drink and dove into the crowd, probably to disappear. 
 
    Bree paid him no attention. She darted around the bar and raced for the door. Her beast growled deep inside her. It filled her with an anger unlike any other she’d ever felt before. Fire scorched the back of her throat, hot but not painful. 
 
    Just as she threw the door open, she heard a pained grunt. Erik stopped dead in his tracks and clutched the sides of his head. The redhead backed away from him. A bit of fear raced across her features, followed by confusion. Bree had nothing to fear, so she closed the distance between her and Erik.  
 
    He dropped to the ground before she could reach him. 
 
    “I can’t…have…what…I want,” he snarled under his breath. 
 
    From the way the redhead kept backing away, Bree figured only she had heard what Erik said. The redhead was too far. When Erik pounded his fist into the sidewalk, the redhead yelped and ran. 
 
    “That’s what you get,” Bree said before she could think to stop herself. 
 
    Jealousy tainted her words. The ugly emotion tried to take control of her. She kept it at bay with reason, reminding herself that she and Erik were not a couple. Her logic could only do so much. Anger wrought a kind of tension in her muscles that made her want to fight. 
 
    “You big dumb asshole,” Bree grunted as she hefted Erik back onto his feet. 
 
    He laughed. “You’re not wrong.” 
 
    She carried him around to the back of the bar where she’d told him to park. When they were out of sight, she shoved him into his truck. It shuddered and groaned under him. At least something would tonight. It certainly wouldn’t be her. 
 
    He dragged in a ragged breath. With his sunglasses in place, Erik’s gaze was hard to read. She wanted him to look her in the eye and admit that he screwed up. His chest heaved, rising and falling so fast she thought he might be close to hyperventilating. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” she asked, a blanket question that covered everything she wanted to know 
 
    He let out a bitter laugh and turned away from her. She didn’t hesitate and stepped forward to grab him by the front of his shirt. She did nothing but hold him in place. 
 
    “I want…” his words trailed off when he shook his head. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. He sank back against the truck. She felt the fight bleed out of him, like he’d given in to his fate, to whatever punishment she decided to heap onto him. That wasn’t what she was looking for, though. She only wanted to know why she hadn’t held his attention more than a single afternoon. 
 
    But the swell of her conflicting emotions held her questions back. Instead, she asked, “What’s happening to you? First the bathroom, now this.” 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair, pulling the sandy locks back to reveal his arched brows like he was relieved she’d asked about that and not about them. 
 
    “Give me your phone,” he said, confusing her. “I want to put in Dillon and Casey’s numbers so you can call them if you need anything. You won’t want to be around me once I answer your questions.” 
 
    His self-loathing was so apparent that her heart broke at the sight of it. Her grip on his shirt loosened. She wanted to wrap her arms around him but held firm until she understood why he felt this way. 
 
    He put out his hand. “Well? Give it to me.” 
 
    “I thought you filled your asshole quota for the night.” 
 
    A muscle in his jaw twitched. She almost smiled but managed to hold it back. 
 
    “Did your asshole quota just increase? Do you have to keep pissing me off? Just tell me what your problem is. Maybe I can help you, like you help me.” She meant it. She wanted nothing more than to give back to him, if only he would let her. 
 
    “No one can help me with this,” he said, voice low. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Don’t give me that it’s a burden only I can bear bullshit. You’re not alone. You have me. You have a whole family looking out for you right now.” 
 
    Bree held on to the bit of sass that was bringing humor to their conversation. Inside, her dragon roared. It wanted to know why he’d chosen the redhead over her. What kept him from wanting her the way he wanted all those other women? Was it because they were human, and she’d become a dragon? 
 
    The kiss they’d shared earlier made her think that wasn’t a problem. She’d never been kissed like that before in her life. There’d been so much hunger, passion unlike anything she’d experienced before. 
 
    Surely, he couldn’t find that with a human woman. Right? 
 
    “I changed you because I can’t control myself,” Erik said. “I changed you and now you will never be able to look at me without thinking about how I ruined your life. I should have noticed you sooner, but because of him I’ll never be able to have you.” 
 
    Stunned, Bree could only stare at him. When she said nothing, he spun around, jerked open the truck door and hopped inside. She figured out how to string a few words together, but by the time they reached her tongue, Erik had already sped away. 
 
    She stood in the dark parking lot, wondering what Erik meant when he said because of him. Was he referring to his beast? She knew what it felt like to have her beast try to take control, but she had the feeling that wasn’t what he’d meant. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    After her shift, Bree didn’t go home. Erik had ignored all her messages. Annoyance built behind her breastbone like a pressure she could do nothing about. If she could yell at Erik, if she could get more answers out of him, maybe then the pressure would go away. 
 
    Her feelings for him didn’t dwindle, either. She should have walked away from him and his horrible decisions. She didn’t deserve a man who would go home with another woman the same day he’d kissed her. She told herself this wasn’t about her feelings, though. 
 
    Erik hadn’t just changed her. He’d become her friend along the way. She needed to make sure he was alright. 
 
    So, she found herself in a field in the dark hours of the morning. Even though she didn’t have Erik coaching her, she rolled her shoulders and struck a deal with her dragon. It wanted to see him, too. She told the beast that if she could fly to the extravagant cabin up the mountainside, then they would be able to find Erik. 
 
    Bree figured that if the beast had full rein, then flying would be easy. It seemed to know everything. She’d never been more wrong in her life. She still hadn’t acclimated to her altered point of view after shifting. Worse, even, were her attempts to walk on four legs. 
 
    She couldn’t get them all to work together. She hoped using her wings would be a bit easier. Stretching them out felt amazing, like finally getting up after being curled into her favorite reading chair for hours. She savored the sensation before turning her attention skyward. 
 
    Stars dotted a clear night sky. She imagined herself soaring between heaven and earth and her heart skipped a beat. This change, between human and dragon, filled her life with more excitement than she’d ever known before. Bree had always wanted more but thought that would come in the form of love. 
 
    Becoming a dragon had forever changed her life for the better. Every step forward frightened her, but also brought with it new possibility. She would have liked to share this first flight with Erik, but she needed to find him first. 
 
    Thinking that she had to imitate an airplane trying to take-off, she charged forward. She opened her wings and reveled in the air beneath them, but her feet soon tangled. The ground rose as she lurched forward. The impact reverberated through her skull and along her spine. She dug her talons into the earth to push herself back up. 
 
    Bree tried everything she could think of. She galloped with her wings tucked into her body, just to get used to her own feet. She stood still and flapped, hoping it would lift her into the air without the use of her legs. When that didn’t work, she tried jumping and flapping, but that made her feel silly. 
 
    The night drifted away, and morning light stretched into the sky. Time had run out. If she somehow figured out how to fly soon, she would risk being seen by humans. 
 
    “This would…” She sucked in a mouthful of air, struggling to breathe after shifting back. “This would be easier if I had a car.” 
 
    Exhaustion weighed her and tried to tug her onto the ground. Bree couldn’t recall the last time she’d slept. It seemed so far away. She’d shifted twice in the span of twenty-four hours, one shift causing a war with a beast that had nearly stopped her from shifting back altogether. 
 
    The beast muttered a small apology for the incident and lent her a burst of energy. She surged to her feet, heart racing all of a sudden. 
 
    “I didn’t know that was a thing.” 
 
    Wary of how long this energy might last, Bree gathered her things and walked back to the road. A few passing drivers offered her a ride to her destination, but she turned them down out of habit before remembering that she would be stronger than anyone who tried to overpower her now. Any human, at least. 
 
    An hour passed before she saw the cabin through the trees. Just like she’d hoped, Erik’s truck was parked in the driveway. Bree walked up the pavers that led toward the front door before finding Isabella. The blonde had a laundry basket at her hip. Behind her, a comforter hung from a clothesline strung between two trees. 
 
    Isabella paused. “Don’t you work nights? It’s a bit early for you to be up.” 
 
    Not what are you doing here or it’s too early for visitors. Isabella had expressed concern first. A warm tingling jumped along Bree’s fingers. She itched to hug Isabella but didn’t know if it was appropriate. 
 
    Isabella nodded her head toward the back of the cabin. “I think Erik spent the night out back. Dillon should be back there with him, still.” 
 
    Bree didn’t ask what that meant before thanking Isabella and taking off. She should have asked questions, because she found Dillon standing over a small ravine with a green-scaled dragon fast asleep in it. She eyed the dragon and felt a twinge of déjà vu even though she could have sworn she’d never laid eyes on the beast before. 
 
    “Dillon,” she whispered to get his attention. “Isabella said I’d find Erik out here.” 
 
    To that, Dillon jerked his chin toward the green dragon. Bree understood that the dragon was asleep and was already doing her best to stay quiet. She wondered if the beast was Gavin, but she didn’t think he would be green. For whatever reason, she’d assumed he would be red with golden highlights, much like his hair. 
 
    This green dragon… reminded her of Erik’s one green eye much the way his blue beast reminded her of his blue eye. 
 
    “That’s…Erik?” she hissed. 
 
    A man of few words, Dillon nodded. She didn’t think he would say anything until he offered a short explanation. “We have nights like these sometimes. Usually the beast doesn’t get out. Usually it causes havoc if it does. He’s just…sleeping.” 
 
    Without giving it much thought, she slid down the ravine. Dillon tried to grab her, but she moved faster. Rocks and clumps of dirt gave way beneath her feet. She leaned back and caught herself the last few feet, so she didn’t tumble forward into the muzzle of the green beast. 
 
    She hadn’t been as quiet as she should have been because the dragon cracked open one eye. Her pulse should have raced in the face of this Jurassic beast, but she wasn’t scared. Though she’d never seen this side of Erik in person, this was still the same man. 
 
    Slowly, she lowered herself to a sitting position beside the beast. Both eyes were open now. It glanced at the top of the ravine, to Dillon. The dragon’s lip curled. 
 
    “Don’t be rude,” she said. 
 
    The beast’s green eyes snapped back to her. She waited for her heartrate to spike, for cold fear to slither through her gut. Everything about this situation told her she should be afraid, yet she couldn’t seem to muster any desire for caution. The green-scaled dragon had been hidden from her, but she didn’t think it would hurt her. 
 
    “Are you the reason Erik has been struggling lately?” 
 
    The beast looked away. That was answer enough for her. 
 
    “Why do you hurt him like that? What has he done to deserve punishment?” Talking to a dragon that couldn’t convey its thoughts in any language seemed a little odd, but this was her only chance. 
 
    The beast shuffled toward her without fully lifting itself from the ground. The way it set its head against her thigh and huffed, its whole body going limp, should have told her something. Bree couldn’t decipher the gesture. 
 
    At the top of the ravine, more silhouettes joined Dillon’s. She couldn’t see who they were, but if she sniffed the air, she caught the familiar scents of Isabella and Gavin. Isabella had to be the form leaning into Dillon. Five feet away, the dark shape of Gavin watched her.  
 
    “Give him indigestion if he eats you,” Gavin called out. 
 
    Bree rolled her eyes. She glanced to the green beast. 
 
    “I’m tired,” she said. “Can you give Erik back, so I can take him to bed with me?” 
 
    The green-scaled beast perked up like a dog who’d just heard someone say walk. She laughed while the beast shrunk back into Erik’s lanky human form. A dragon tattoo on his shoulder caught her attention before her gaze slid down his chest to his groin. Her core tightened. 
 
    Erik groaned. The sound brought her attention back to his face. He blinked at the sun and scowled. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” he asked. 
 
    Dillon answered before she could. “You lost control to beast number two. Your girlfriend decided to hang out with you down there. I called Gavin to help make you throw her up in case you ate her.” 
 
    Erik groaned. Bree knew she’d never been in danger of being eaten, but the fact that they’d thought so bothered her. Erik had a lot more to him than he’d let on. She wanted to know more about him. He wouldn’t let her in, though. She could already see him shutting down right in front of her. 
 
    Maybe, once they were alone, she could get him to open up. He didn’t like the green dragon. It seemed that no one in his family did. Or, they didn’t trust the dragon, at least. The dark circles under Dillon’s eyes as they passed him told her that he’d been on the edge of the ravine all night. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Erik followed Bree into the house. She led him along by one finger hooked with his. Something was off about her, but he couldn’t quite place it. His thoughts were bombarded by guilt. 
 
    He’d let the monstrous beast out again. Only by sheer luck had it decided to take a nap. It could have hurt Dillon, could have wrecked the cabin, could have done any number of reckless and dangerous things. 
 
    According to Dillon, Bree had jumped into the ravine without so much as a care for her own life. Erik opened his mouth, ready to warn her that she should be more careful, until she tossed a smile back to him. 
 
    He kicked his bedroom door closed behind him. “You’re glowing. I pissed you off last night, but you’re glowing now.” 
 
    She probably took someone home. Her beast had needs. Hell, she has needs. I can’t keep her to myself. She’ll never belong to me. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me you had two beasts?” She wasn’t angry. If anything, Bree sounded…awed. 
 
    Erik had never taken any kind of joy in his condition. The monstrous beast lurked in him only to remind him that he would destroy everything he touched. She’d had a life before he came along and forced a dragon upon her. It didn’t matter if he’d meant it or not; there was no changing what’d happened. 
 
    She threw herself down onto his bed. Her legs open and her hair fanned out. The sight of her made his blood sink to his groin. He took a step forward but stopped himself before he could press between her legs. His beasts both growled unhappily in the back of his mind.  
 
    “What I am…is not good. You could have been hurt, Bree.” 
 
    She pushed herself up, her weight on her elbows, and looked him in the eye. 
 
    “Don’t,” he said. “This isn’t exciting or fun. I’m dangerous. I’m a risk to everyone around me.” 
 
    She raised a brow. Clearly, she didn’t believe him. A groan of frustration tightened his throat. He stepped toward her again. Ready to argue, he was caught off guard when she sat up and grabbed him. Bree yanked him onto the mattress and curled into his chest. 
 
    “Shut up,” she told him. “The green beast likes me. I can tell.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her. “That fucker made me bite you in the first place.” 
 
    He waited for her to jerk back and shove him away. The moment never came. Bree only snuggled closer. He thought he heard the soft sound of her snores, but she rolled those stormy sea eyes up to him. 
 
    They became distant, like her mind was somewhere else. “Setting the fire scared me. I won’t deny it. It made me think I wouldn’t be able to do anything without destroying the world around me. So, I guess I kind of understand where you’re coming from.” 
 
    A heartbeat passed. 
 
    “I won’t say this is easy, but I’m not mad. I’m glowing because I spent every hour after my shift trying to figure out how to fly. While I still can’t do it, it was honestly a lot of fun. I don’t hate what I’ve become.” 
 
    He’d witnessed her breakdown over the grassfire firsthand. That wouldn’t be her last hardship. No matter how she felt right now, things would only get harder. Especially now that they were in the middle of a war. He hadn’t meant to change her, let alone drag her into the mess that Zander had created. 
 
    He wished, frivolously, that Zander would give up on his plans. The thought remained frivolous because Zander’s pride would always outweigh any kind of rational thought. Old dragons ended up like that sometimes. 
 
    Erik wished he could do more for his clan and for Bree, but there was a reason Zander had cast him out. If this new clan were a table, Erik was the uneven leg that made it wobble. He feared the day that he would bring the whole thing crashing down. It should have taken longer, but changing Bree showed him that he couldn’t control himself as well as he would have liked. 
 
    “Don’t mess with my green dragon,” Erik said. 
 
    He waited for a response, but a minute later she snored. She’d fallen asleep in his arms after everything he’d done to her. If only he could have been a better man. Someone like Dillon or Casey would have waited for her. They would have stood on the sidelines and protected her. Erik had made the egregious mistake of thinking he needed a distraction. 
 
    His attention should have been on Bree the whole time. He didn’t deserve her, but now he knew neither beast in him would allow him near any other woman. The thought should have saddened him, after the past weeks, but he wouldn’t miss a damn night he’d ever spent with another woman. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Though they’d spent several days apart, Bree didn’t expect a midnight booty call. She didn’t think Erik would call her so late to hook-up, but when she answered the phone, his breath was ragged. Without explanation, she knew what was going on. 
 
    “That bastard again?” she asked. 
 
    “Nng,” was the best she got out of him. 
 
    She imagined him in the ravine again, doubled over while he fought back the beast he feared so much. 
 
    “I don’t have a car,” she said with a grimace. “It’s going to be a while before I can get there. Can you call Dillon in the meantime?” 
 
    “He and Isabella…deserve…a night without me bothering…them.” Strain twisted his words and seemed to steal his breath. “Fly to me?” 
 
    She let out a nervous laugh. “I told you, I can’t fly yet.” 
 
    Phone pressed to her ear, she shoved her feet into her boots and ran out the door. The summer night was still warm. The humidity clung to her skin like the memory of a sunny afternoon. 
 
    Erik didn’t respond. She heard a clunk and a distant groan on his end. He must have dropped the phone. She looked up into the sky and a nervous tingle jumped down her spine. She could have called someone else. Surely, she could have found a way to get ahold of one of the other shifters. Maybe even Evangeline or Isabella. 
 
    Instead, Bree marched to the edge of town. By the time she reached a secluded area, her skin had tightened so much that she felt like a balloon about to burst. Urgency hummed under her skin. She had to get to Erik as soon as possible. Though she hadn’t yet mastered flying, she would find a way. Her beast wanted to get to him. 
 
    No, it needed to get to him. 
 
    She shrugged off her jacket and paused when she heard a twig snap. Slowly, she scanned the small field. Though she saw no one, an unfamiliar scent floated on the air. The nervous energy around her spine sharpened almost painfully. She wanted to ask who was there but held her tongue. 
 
    What would Erik’s family say if a hunter caught her shifting and tried to sell photos to someone online? Would they banish her? Punish her physically? She realized she knew little about them or their ways. Though she felt a tie to Erik that she couldn’t ignore, the others were little more than acquaintances to her. She still stood on the sidelines of this world she’d been dragged into. 
 
    Another soft crack reached her ears. Either it was a bad hunter or a careless shifter. She sniffed the air and searched for the hint of smoke that gave away a dragon shifter. Whoever it was, they were still too far away. 
 
    Bree didn’t have the time to figure out how to fly. Not when someone was possibly watching her. She hated the way the back of her neck tingled. There had been that shifter she’d run into around town. She couldn’t recall his scent while her mind churned. Perhaps he wanted something from her. 
 
    She wasn’t too keen to stick around and find out. Instead of shifting, Bree hugged her jacket to her chest and made her way back to the road. She picked up pace, walking along the shoulder until the scent vanished from the air. Once she was sure she’d left the stalker behind, she asked her beast for a bit of energy. 
 
    The beast poured it into her. Exhilaration made her heart pump as she ran all the way to the cabin on the mountainside. She should have been winded by the time she reached the ravine, but her beast kept her body calm and stable. She didn’t have time to marvel at her body’s new capabilities. 
 
    Erik’s groan split the air like a saw-toothed knife. She cringed and jumped into the ditch with him. He glanced up when she reached him. Immediately, he opened his arms. She didn’t think twice about stepping into them and letting him lay his head against her chest. He released a breath, soft and untroubled. 
 
    Bree had a handful of questions burning inside her, from how often Erik had to fight the green dragon to who might have been watching her in the field. She didn’t bring any up. Not yet. She sank to the ground with Erik and held him while the tension in his body slowly drained away. 
 
    They should have discussed his green dragon and how it probably needed to be let out more, but her thoughts kept turning toward the feeling of being watched. She didn’t feel it here, at the cabin. The stalker likely hadn’t followed her. That didn’t offer as much comfort as it should have. 
 
    Her optimism about becoming a dragon shifter didn’t wane, but she could feel it being overshadowed by worry. She clung tighter to Erik, confident that he would protect her no matter what situation he was in. How she knew this, she couldn’t tell. It was an instinct deep in her core, perhaps from the new voice that occupied a corner of her mind. 
 
    Was it love? Was it a kind of attachment from being changed by him? Or was this the longing she’d felt before the change? She couldn’t sort out her feelings. Not when danger potentially loomed on the horizon. 
 
    “I don’t deserve you,” Erik said, disrupting her thoughts. 
 
    She peered down at the man she held tight. 
 
    “I betrayed you, and you still came to help me.” 
 
    “Sorry I was late,” she said softly. “I couldn’t figure out how to fly.” 
 
    Why she lied, she didn’t know. It didn’t seem like the right time to mention the stalker. With the dragon Erik feared trying to break free of him, she reasoned that the news might prompt the beast to make another attempt to escape. 
 
    “Tell me about your second beast,” she said. “Why do you favor the light blue dragon instead?” 
 
    He groaned. It wasn’t pained, but annoyed. “The green dragon is a monster.” 
 
    “That’s a bit extreme. Don’t you think? You aren’t a monster, so why would you think one of your dragons is one?” She ran a hand through his hair as she spoke. 
 
    “I can’t control it, Bree. I can only hold it back from what it wants. The green dragon has tried to destroy my new home. It hurt you. That should be enough evidence to prove to you that it’s a monster.” 
 
    She shrugged. “What if it’s just angry from being held back all the time? Maybe it’s trying to get back at you for being a controlling asshole.” 
 
    “You wound me,” he said. 
 
    “You did this to yourself. I’m just the messenger.” 
 
    Though Erik had changed her, he also helped her. He showed her how to control her strength, her fire. He showed up on her doorstep with a plethora of food and comforting items. She wanted to help him in return. She told herself that it was only because he had been kind, not because she loved him. 
 
    She couldn’t love him. No, she wouldn’t allow it. 
 
    He’d messed up in that department. She would be his friend and his confidante, but she wouldn’t be his lover. 
 
    “You know…” Her mind wandered and dug up something she’d set aside a while back. “You called Isabella a mate. What does that mean? Is that a dragon way of saying wife?” 
 
    His fingers dug into her lower back. He held her so tight she thought they would meld together. She realized that she wanted it, too. She wanted to become a part of his life. Not just as his friend, but as his lover. Not that Erik would ever give her that. 
 
    Before he changed her, he never noticed her. Now, he made up excuses to keep them apart. He seemed determined to put a barrier between them at all times. Well, almost all times. The barrier didn’t seem like much right now, not with his arms around her and only the night sky as their witness. 
 
    Bree hated how badly she still wanted Erik. She should have protected herself from her own feelings, but she kept leaping over every obstacle he put in her way like this was some sort of marathon. That wasn’t how relationships should work. Right? 
 
    She had so little experience with them. Her heart had never been broken. It’d never even been cherished. Sure, she’d had a few lovers here and there, but they grew tired of her before long. Either they wanted her to have more of a dream for herself or they wanted to uproot her from the simple life she’d made for herself. 
 
    If she managed to start something with Erik, would he tire of her as quickly? Would he ask her to follow him to some big city so she could watch him follow his dreams? 
 
    “Every dragon shifter has a fated mate. Even shifters who’ve been changed have mates waiting for them. We have to live with a bunch of rules, but at least we have one good thing to look forward to.” Erik breathed in like he was trying to drown in her scent. 
 
    She snorted, giving into a playful urge. “Does that mean you get two mates? Or do your beasts cancel each other out so you end up with no one?” 
 
    “I can’t believe you would kick a guy when he’s down.” 
 
    “This isn’t any lower than a normal day for you. Right?” She bit her lower lip and smirked. 
 
    “Listen here,” he said as he pushed himself up. 
 
    But he didn’t go on. He grabbed her wrists and pinned them over her head, making her heart thump and an inferno ignite in her core. Her lip slipped out from between her teeth as she let out a small sound of surprise. It turned into a moan when the inferno spiked and filled her lower region with sensation. 
 
    “Do I get to choose my mate?” she asked. “Or has the universe already decided for me? What if I don’t like the asshole the universe has chosen?” 
 
    “Then your mate will have to work hard to win you over.” He lowered his head to her throat. 
 
    She waited for the kiss that never came. Before his lips could reach her skin, someone shouted from the house. Erik was on his feet before she could recover. He passed a hand down to her and help her up so they could run toward the house together. 
 
    Anger burned beneath her skin. Whoever had screamed had stolen a perfect moment from her. She and Erik could have had something, but it had dissolved into nothing without warning. She couldn’t reach back for it, couldn’t ask Erik for a rain check. 
 
    As the anger simmered down and the heat of desire banked, she could think clearly. She should have warned someone about the stalker earlier. The scream could have been anything. Someone could have tripped and fell. But if the person she’d heard earlier had followed her…then this was all her fault. 
 
    She shouldn’t have been thinking with her libido. Being so close to Erik had muddled her mind and distracted her from what should have been a priority. The moment Erik had his beast under control, she should have said something. He had a family to protect. She might not be a part of that family, but that didn’t mean she shouldn’t have thought of the others. 
 
    They burst into the living room and both scanned the dark until a light flicked on. Bree had to blink as her eyes adjusted to the sudden glare. When her vision cleared, Gavin stood in the kitchen. 
 
    “Who screamed?” Erik asked, breathy. 
 
    Isabella lurched into the kitchen. She wore an oversized t-shirt, one that probably belonged to her mate. Dillon wasn’t far behind her, a sight that would have eased Bree’s panic had Isabella not looked so frightened. Alarm had been etched into every inch of her face. 
 
    Without thinking, Bree approached Isabella. She reached for the woman and was surprised when Isabella huddled into her arms. Dillon put a hand on Bree’s shoulder, like a silent thanks. 
 
    “Bel screamed. She says she saw someone in the window.” Dillon marched around the room and peered through every glass pane. 
 
    Cold fear doused the last of the heat in Bree. She gripped Isabella tighter. 
 
    Whoever had seen her outside of town had followed her. She opened her mouth to tell the others what she’d felt, but Gavin spoke before she could. 
 
    “If Nellie’s spell failed and one of those humans remembered their vendetta against us, then I’m going to burn the…” His nostrils flared before he growled. “I smell dragon. My father must have sent another wave of lackeys to drive us out.” 
 
    Stunned, she stared at him. She recalled Erik mentioning the fire, but there’d never been mention of any spells. Magic wasn’t even real. Not until now. Gavin’s change of direction scared her, though. She turned to Erik for answers, but the look he gave her said that he would explain later. 
 
    “Do you really think it was one of Zander’s dragons?” Erik asked. “I was making a racket outside. Someone could have headed over to check on us.” 
 
    Bree realized she’d somehow stepped from a romance story and into a thriller. She checked over both shoulders, as if the perpetrator might be right behind her. It sure felt like she’d led someone right to the cabin. 
 
    Guilt formed a knot in her chest. Isabella squeezed Bree’s arm and backed away, leaving Bree empty handed. Adrift, between knowledge that she should have done better and fear of what was coming, she didn’t know what to do until Erik took her hand. The contact grounded her, but it didn’t change anything. 
 
    “Can’t you call your father and ask why he would send someone to check on you like that?” Bree asked, feeling stupid. 
 
    Gavin snarled again. 
 
    “You should have told her,” Dillon said to Erik. 
 
    “She’s new to everything! Am I supposed to walk up to her and say sorry for fucking up your life but you’re now part of a war imposed on us by a crotchety old bastard?” Erik’s gaze flicked to her, like he belatedly realized that was exactly what he’d just done. He cringed and mouthed sorry. 
 
    As hard as she tried, Bree couldn’t process anything just then. Trouble. Danger. Her beast rose and wriggled, but she imagined grabbing it by the scruff as if it were a cat. The beast didn’t like it, but she couldn’t have the creature breaking out of her just because she was scared. 
 
    It fought her. It thrashed this way and that until her skull ached and her joints throbbed. She excused herself and stumbled out of the room. The beast tried to tell her that she wouldn’t be able to protect herself the way it could. If the stalker showed up, she needed to be prepared. 
 
    The beast’s words were beguiling, but she couldn’t let it out. Bree wanted to be in control. If she wasn’t in charge, then who was she? Hadn’t the beast promised to be more reasonable in the future? It’d betrayed her trust all too quickly. 
 
    “Bree? Bree!” Erik caught up to her on the patio. He grabbed her arm and spun her around. 
 
    A snarl escaped her. She clamped her hand over her mouth, alarmed that she would ever react in such a way. He didn’t seem bothered, though. 
 
    “I should have told you sooner,” he said, a note of sorrow in his voice. 
 
    The beast barraged her. It demanded to be let free. She would give in sooner or later. Her teeth hurt. She’d never realized how badly her teeth could hurt. 
 
    “Bree?” Erik hunched to look at her. 
 
    She tried to turn away and hide the struggle that she was losing. His breath hitched. She waited for him to run away and leave her on her own. No, that wasn’t right. She wasn’t alone. He would never abandon her. 
 
    “This…sucks…” she said between clenched teeth. “Is this how you feel all the time?” 
 
    He laughed. The sound eased a bit of the tension between her and her beast. 
 
    He smoothed her hair away from her face. “I’m sorry about all this. About your beast, about failing to tell you everything. Will you give me another chance?” 
 
    She held up two fingers. The ache in her head had begun to subside. “Strike number two.” 
 
    “What was strike number one? Changing you?” 
 
    Her nose wrinkled as she recalled the redhead. Bree and her beast agreed on one thing. She hated the redhead. 
 
    “I can’t take back anything I did, but…” Erik paused. 
 
    He sniffed the air. Bree wanted him to go on, but she set aside her emotions and did the same. The scent from earlier returned. Whoever had peered into Isabella’s window was the same person that had watched her. The familiar undercurrent of smoke wove through the scent, telling her all she needed to know. 
 
    “It’s faint,” Erik said just as Gavin stepped around the side of the house. 
 
    “Lingering smell,” Gavin said. His upper lip still bore a curl of disdain. He peered at the dark woods. “I recognize it as one of my father’s dragons. The visitor didn’t stay long. He was scoping us out, but I’m not sure why.” 
 
    Bree summoned her courage and spoke up. “Erik called me and asked me to come over. I went to a field to shift and give flying another attempt, but I caught the same scent there. I must have…I’m sorry. The shifter must have followed me.” 
 
    The words tried to drag her down. They sat in her gut and accused her of betrayal until Gavin sneered. 
 
    “Our visitor didn’t need to follow you. Dad knows where we live. If you caught this guy following you earlier, that means he was spying on you.” Gavin paused. He put his hands on his hips. His chest rose like he was gathering his breath. “Until further notice, you’re living with us.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “You can’t tell me what to do!” 
 
    “Do you want to live on your own for the rest of your life or do you want to belong to a clan? I didn’t ask for a clan, but I have one now, and I’m going to make sure I protect every single dragon under me.” 
 
    Gavin wasn’t trying to control her. He wanted to protect her because he already thought of her as family. The realization sank in slowly. Though her change had been unexpected, she wasn’t going to be cast out. 
 
    “Besides, if Erik trusts you to help him when he’s having a…moment, then having you nearby will take some strain off Dillon.” Gavin turned away. 
 
    She’d been wrong to assume her life had changed in one night. Being bitten had altered her body, but tonight she realized she was on a different path altogether now. The path wasn’t wrong or bad, but she was still afraid all the same. 
 
    “You’re welcome to share my bed,” Erik suggested. 
 
    The light in his eyes told her he wanted to lighten the situation. 
 
    Bree raised a brow. “Who said anything about sharing? It’s mine now.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Erik gave Bree his bed that night. He didn’t mind sleeping on the floor. Especially not when she reached for him in the middle of the night and asked him to join her on the bed. He sprawled out behind her and vowed to protect her with every ounce of his body and soul. 
 
    Part of him hoped that she had a mate out there waiting for her. He hoped this mate was a better man that he was. Not the mess that he’d always been. 
 
    The rest of him wanted to be good enough for her because he desperately wanted to be her mate. Despite everything he’d done, she seemed undeterred. Not by her new dragon and not by this war. Sure, he could see her fear, but she had yet to back down from any of it. She could have crumbled under it all. She could have let her fear consume her. 
 
    Bree had accepted Gavin’s declaration without argument. 
 
    In the morning, Erik took her into town. Because they didn’t have time to wait for Isabella’s breakfast to be done, he took Bree through a café drive thru. Twenty minutes later, they sat in his truck outside her apartment building. She spun her paper coffee cup between her palms. 
 
    She didn’t look up before speaking. “Does this mean I’m part of…what did he call it? You mentioned it before. The clan? That sounds kind of white-trashy.” 
 
    Erik couldn’t help his laughter. He wiped tears away from the corners of his eyes. “You’re not wrong. Dragons have called their groups clans since the days of the Welsh dragons. History hasn’t been kind to the term, so now it has some awful connotations.” 
 
    The corners of her mouth lifted and filled his chest with hope. “Shouldn’t you call it something different then?” 
 
    “Dragons are an odd bunch. Some are older than dirt. Others are so far removed from other clans that it’s hard to contact them. Besides, we can’t call ourselves packs. That’s for the mammals.” He glanced up at her building. 
 
    They had come to grab what she would need to stay at the cabin. Erik had agreed to drive her back and forth to work from now on. It wasn’t like he didn’t spend all his time at the bar anyway. 
 
    She didn’t say anything more but placed her coffee in the cup holder and reached for the door handle. Erik stopped her before she could get out of the truck. 
 
    “If you don’t want to be a part of Gavin’s clan, all you have to do is say so. No one is going to force you into anything you don’t want.” 
 
    She didn’t look relieved, but happy for reasons he couldn’t identify. 
 
    “I’ll admit that I didn’t know where I belonged. I thought that I’d stayed because I loved this town, but now that I’m part of your clan I think that’s why I never left. This feels right.” 
 
    Joy surged through Erik. He didn’t bother fighting the grin overtaking him. He watched her slide out of the truck. Her gait entranced him. She moved like nothing had ever gotten in her way before. 
 
    Every obstacle she’d faced, she’d gotten around one way or another. Now, if only he could find a way over his own troubles, but he knew the green dragon wouldn’t go away any time soon. It would always crouch inside him and blame him for his brother’s death. The dragon would fill him with rot and try to keep him from enjoying anything. 
 
    Erik’s smile slipped. He followed Bree into the building but kept his distance like the space might be able to hide the emotions roiling inside him. Bree stopped at the elevator and glanced over her shoulder. The hopefulness and excitement in her eyes shattered the darkness gathering around him. 
 
    His breath hitched. The sight of her enchanted him. Would she end up his? Or would he have to watch another man hold her and cherish her the way he so desperately wanted to? 
 
    Unable to keep his hands to himself, he tugged a long lock of her hair when he reached her. She laughed and tugged her hair away from his grasp. He caught her rubbing her wrists after punching the elevator button. 
 
    She hadn’t worn her signature bracelets in days now. The silver likely burned her skin now. Before all this happened between them, Erik had never seen her without the stacks of bangles. 
 
    “Do you want me to buy you new bracelets? Maybe gold? Or white gold if you don’t like the color.” 
 
    She balked before shaking her head. “That is way too much to ask. Gold is expensive! I can run to any department store and pick up a set of cheap bangles, no problem.” 
 
    The elevator doors parted, and a couple stepped out with a stroller. Erik stepped aside to let them go before following Bree into the elevator. Once the doors closed, separating them from the outside world, he turned back to her. 
 
    “Cheap jewelry is cheap for a reason. Besides, I owe you for everything. Why can’t I pay you back by buying you jewelry?” He didn’t see why she felt the need to deny him. 
 
    She started to sigh but stifled the sound. Shifting her weight from foot to foot, she wouldn’t look at him. Then, finally, she spun on him. 
 
    “Couples buy each other jewelry. You can’t just…” She trailed off, her anger faltering. 
 
    Both of Erik’s brows shot upward in surprise. So, that’s what this was about. He gave her an appreciative nod, as if he was taking in what she said while he was planning to buy the bracelets without her knowledge. No matter what they ended up being, he wanted her to have them. 
 
    Unable to hide his small smile, he faced the elevator doors. “Well, you’re a dragon now. It would be a good start to your hoard.” 
 
    Just like he’d anticipated, his statement flustered and confused Bree. She cocked her head and stared at him, her lips slightly parted like she wanted to ask questions but couldn’t figure out which to ask first. He tried not to laugh when the elevator doors opened, and another family startled her. 
 
    He took her hand and led her down the hall toward her apartment. The skin on skin contact eased the dragons just under his skin. For once, he didn’t feel too small for everything he contained. Knowing that it wouldn’t last, he savored the small time that she kept her hand in his. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bree’s heart thundered. She couldn’t control it. 
 
    The realization that she was basically moving in with Erik hit her when they stepped out of the elevator and he took her hand. Before that, Erik talked about buying her jewelry. While replacing her silver bangles wasn’t like buying her a ring…the offer still held a weight that she wasn’t sure she could apply to their relationship. 
 
    What were they? 
 
    Erik had kissed her once, then tried to take another woman home. He’d mentioned feeling unable to date her because of how he’d changed her. Bree wanted to knock down that wall with a wrecking ball, but some walls were unbreakable, and she wouldn’t be able to tell if this was one until she’d exhausted herself trying. 
 
    She wanted to scream with frustration. 
 
    Oddly enough, her beast had remained quiet. She tried to rouse the creature and ask it what it thought of Erik as a mate, but it refused to answer. 
 
    “Whole lot of help you are,” she grumbled at her beast. 
 
    “What was that?” Erik asked, the hint of laughter in her voice telling her that he’d heard everything she’d said. 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you,” she said. 
 
    He made a sound of understanding, but still had that secretive smile on his lips. She wanted to kiss it away, to ruin his composure with her advances. Would he give in to her? Could she make him moan with only a touch? 
 
    Bree shook herself. That wouldn’t tell her if they could make a relationship work. Sure, seducing Erik might calm the frantic desire crackling in her core, but it wouldn’t answer any of the questions she still had. 
 
    “I never realized how sparse your apartment was,” Erik said, looking around. “Do you spend a lot of time working? Travelling? It looks like you’re hardly here.” 
 
    Ready to say that wasn’t true, she paused. After being away from her apartment for the past twenty-four hours, she could see it with a fresh perspective. She didn’t have any shelves with knick-knacks. No pictures decorated the walls other than some cheap canvases she’d bought from discount stores. 
 
    Bree wondered why she’d never made this a home. She’d been content with staying in this mountain town, but not in this particular place. 
 
    “I guess I always assumed I would leave here,” she said. 
 
    Erik pushed his sunglasses to the top of his head and turned his entire body toward her, like he had all day to stand around and listen to her work through her thoughts. They didn’t have all day. She needed to get her things and get ready for work, but work seemed unimportant in the grand scheme of things. 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “I knew I had to wait here for something. I thought a big event would sweep me off my feet and into the life I was meant to live. Funny, how I always thought that would be a windswept romance. It never occurred to me that I’d be bitten by a radioactive dragon.” 
 
    Erik chuckled at her joke before closing the distance between them. He looped his arm around her waist and drew her close. Though she was a tall woman, she still had to tilt her head back to meet his gaze. His eyes burned with the light of his beasts. 
 
    She grazed his stubbled cheek with her knuckles. “You’re not like I thought you would be.” 
 
    He gave her a questioning look but didn’t let her go. 
 
    His touch distracted her. She wanted nothing more than to give in and explore the lines of his body, but she closed her eyes and tried to muster an explanation. Talking was so much easier when his bright gaze wasn’t overriding her ability to think. 
 
    “I assumed you would be the brooding and mysterious type. I had this dream that I would get on the back of your motorcycle and we would ride off together into a new life. You wouldn’t say much more than I love you or you’re beautiful in the moonlight. Instead…” 
 
    Erik laughed. The sound hummed against her ribcage and conjured laughter in her, too. “Instead, you realized I’m the court jester. Sorry to disappoint you.” 
 
    She opened her eyes. Though he smiled, his eyes were veiled in shadows. 
 
    “Reality is vastly superior to my dreams. What kind of life would I have if I ran off with a man who doesn’t know how to make me laugh when it feels like the world is crumbling around me? I can’t bounce all this sass off a brick wall and get nothing back for the rest of my days.” Bree’s heart sank a little by the time she finished. 
 
    She’d been talking about them like they were a couple. If every dragon had a mate, then shouldn’t she know by now if Erik was her destined lover? Her feelings for him had skyrocketed in the past week, as she got to know him and as he helped her through what it meant to be a dragon. 
 
    But the trickle of doubt kept worming its way into her mind. Wouldn’t they know? If they were mates, wouldn’t they have fallen in love already? 
 
    She let her fingers slide up his chest and around the back of his neck. She watched his lips part and his eyes gleam. Her own beast told her to go for it. 
 
    What do you have to lose? 
 
    A friend? A mentor? She didn’t want to lose him altogether if this didn’t work. 
 
    You’ll never know unless you try, her beast whispered. 
 
    Bree threw her caution to the wind and pressed her lips to his. Erik’s hand flattened against the small of her back. His touch threatened to set her ablaze. Fire gathered in her throat, too close to Erik’s sweeping tongue. 
 
    She dug her fingers into his shoulder, into his neck. He groaned and leaned into her. Together, they staggered until the back of her legs hit the couch. She tumbled onto the soft cushions and Erik soon followed, though he made sure not to crush her by propping himself up. 
 
    He studied her. The minute dragged on, like he was afraid she would scramble out from under him. That couldn’t have been further from what she wanted. Bree grabbed him by the front of his shirt and yanked him down. Flames licked across her tongue. The poured into his mouth as she kissed him. 
 
    She could have tried to hold them back, but she couldn’t focus on anything but Erik. On his hands reaching under her shirt. On his knee between her legs. On the throb in her core. 
 
    Smoke filled the air around them. Erik growled, a hungry and possessive sound that summoned her dragon. His grip on her tightened, his fingers nearly bruising. Her beast preened. It told her that Erik wanted her the same way she wanted him. That he held her like he was afraid she would disappear. 
 
    His lips left hers. She thought he would run away, but he kissed the hollow of her throat and along her shoulder until shivers made her tremble beneath him. Her breath caught and held. She didn’t know what she was waiting for, but her beast did. It watched and waited. It wanted. 
 
    Erik nipped her shoulder, his teeth barely pinching the skin. She moaned as pleasure shot from her shoulder to her groin. Never before had she ever felt so alive. She arched into him, silently pleading for more. 
 
    This was it. This was where they would go all the way.  
 
    Then a crack shattered the silence. 
 
    Erik froze above her. He turned his head like he was listening. Bree could hear nothing over the thunder of her own blood. She grabbed ahold of his shirt with both hands. The urge to pull him back down slowly faded and was replaced by concern. 
 
    She sat up when Erik moved away from her. Nothing in the apartment had broken. She didn’t have any frames to shatter. No glasses or mugs had fallen from their cupboards. Everything was as she’d left it before kissing Erik. 
 
    “What was that?” she whispered, almost afraid that something would happen if she was overheard.  
 
    Erik shook his head. The gesture was enough to tell her that he didn’t know. 
 
    Whoever had peered into Isabella’s window was still somewhere in town. As was the shifter she’d run into a week ago. She threw her feet to the ground and went to the window to peer outside. Her stomach dropped when she saw people running. Panic and fear twisted their features. 
 
    “Stay here,” Erik said before rushing out the door. 
 
    Bree followed, despite his orders. She wasn’t going to sit back while people were hurt. Especially not if she had this new super strength. He didn’t say anything when she caught up to him in the stairwell, but she saw from the set of his jaw that he didn’t approve. 
 
    But he didn’t argue, either. 
 
    Bree appreciated it. They burst onto the street and ran against the flow of panicked pedestrians. She tried to flag a few of them down to ask what had happened, but none would stop and talk to her. Not even people she recognized from bartending. Whatever had happened frightened them so much that they couldn’t wait to get away. 
 
    Erik cursed at the sight when they rounded a corner. Bree crashed into his back. She saw nothing but Erik’s shirt until she peered around him.   
 
    She’d expected worse. The pessimist in her had been ready for the sight of murder. What she saw, instead, was fire. It climbed the side of an old house, eating away at it. The fire snapped and crackled as it reached deeper into the house. 
 
    A faint shout came from inside the house. Bree didn’t think before running ahead. She charged through the door. Darkness battled with the glow of the fire. It obscured her path and made it difficult to push ahead. At least the smoke and fire didn’t bother her. She walked through a wall of flame and was surprised to feel only a tickle. 
 
    Again, she heard a low whimper. She turned toward the source of the sound and marched forward. The flames licked a closed door, making it peel and crack. The whimper came from the other side of it. 
 
    Bree wanted to know how this had happened. In the time she’d lived here, the number of house fires had been kept to one hand and all of them had been arson. This one felt off to her in the same way. She knew nothing about whoever lived here, but she knew that danger had followed her new family into town. There was no telling what the stalker would do. 
 
    The doorknob should have seared Bree’s hand. Though it was warm, it didn’t burn her skin as she pushed the door open. In the far corner of the room, a little girl knelt next to a woman, mother and child. 
 
    Bree knelt and told the little girl that she’d come to help. It took little convincing to earn the girl’s trust. With her mother unconscious for reasons Bree couldn’t discern, the child probably needed someone to tell her what to do. 
 
    “I’m going to hold you in one arm and your mom in the other, okay?” Bree asked. 
 
    Testing her new strength and endurance under extreme situations wasn’t how she would have liked to done things, but Bree had no other option. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Erik called after Bree, but his words never reached her. Perhaps it was the rush of adrenaline in her veins or the urge to be a hero that carried her forward without hesitation. He moved to follow but stopped when he caught a familiar scent. 
 
    The shifter that’d been around the cabin was still around somewhere. The scent wasn’t coming from the house. As badly as Erik wanted to help Bree, he needed to find the slippery shifter. His beasts told him that this shifter was responsible for the fire. 
 
    Why? Erik wouldn’t know until he could beat the answers out of the man. Some bystanders had gathered. A fire truck rushed toward the scene, lights and sirens coming closer. Erik had to find the culprit and drag him away before the authorities made the situation harder to navigate. 
 
    He paused and glanced back at the house. Bree was still inside. Torn between two responsibilities, his green dragon gave him the answer he needed. 
 
    She’s strong and capable. Trust her. Do your own job. 
 
    Erik swallowed and followed the scent. The visitor wasn’t either of the dragons the clan had sent back to Zander. It wasn’t even one Erik recognized from his days living among Zander’s clan. Erik would have thought this was a dragon looking to push them off the territory so he could start his own clan if it hadn’t been for Zander’s stupid war. 
 
    Either Zander had accepted new applicants, or he’d paid someone to cause trouble for them. 
 
    The scent led Erik down the street and between a few houses. He stepped into a residential area. People gathered on their lawns or peered out their windows because of the fire in town. Erik didn’t want to start a fight with so many people watching. That had to be what the uninvited visitor hoped, too. Why else would he cut through such a populated area? 
 
    Erik made sure his sunglasses were covering his eyes. He then shoved his hands in his pockets and meandered down the street, following the scent. It grew stronger and stronger, like he would find the visitor any second. 
 
    Then, the scent vanished. 
 
    Erik staggered. Someone reached out and asked if he was okay. Erik muttered a quick reassurance before turning around and marching back the way he’d come. He thought he’d lost the trail and had maybe missed a turn, but no matter how hard he searched, the scent just…ended. 
 
    He cursed under his breath. A nearby kid on a bike smirked, like he’d been let in on a naughty joke. Erik would have laughed at the kid if he wasn’t perturbed by what had happened. 
 
    Gavin would have wanted Erik to scour the town to pick up the scent again, but Erik had other matters to get back to. He’d left Bree alone for far too long. His beasts poured power into him and drove him back to her. 
 
    Relief eased the strain around his ribs when he saw her standing beside a firefighter until the firefighter pushed her hair away from her face. The small touch brought Erik’s green dragon stampeding toward the surface. Erik clenched his jaw and forced the dragon back before it could break out of him while he was in public. 
 
    Erik had to agree with his beast, though. He wanted to rip the firefighter, who was clearly flirting with Bree, limb from limb. He’d never wanted to hurt another man more than when he touched her. She didn’t belong to Erik. He didn’t even know if she could love him the way he’d begun to love her. 
 
    Earlier, in her apartment, Erik had come close to biting her and leaving a claiming mark. The fire had interrupted him and stopped him from doing something against her will. A claiming mark should be discussed. While she wore it, no other man could court her. She’d be trapped with him until the mark healed at a normal human rate. 
 
    He watched her smile and laugh at whatever the firefighter had just said. The firefighter wiped away a smudge of soot from her cheek. Erik wondered if she would be happier with the man who’d chosen to be a hero for his people. No one chose this line of work because it paid well. 
 
    Then, her gaze moved along the crowd until she found Erik. Silver swirled in her eyes as her smile widened even further. She touched the firefighter’s arm and said something that Erik couldn’t hear over the din around him. The firefighter’s smile slipped when she turned her back on him and made for Erik. 
 
    His heart swelled. He held out his arms, unsure if she would walk into them. But she did, and she pressed her face to his chest as she hugged him back. His beasts calmed and soaked in her presence. 
 
    She peeled away from him. “I saved two people from the fire.” 
 
    Pride filled her voice. Erik ran a thumb along her cheek. Bree had been forged in fire and made into the person she always should have been. Empowered by her beast, she didn’t hesitate to do what was right. 
 
    She deserved a mate who could be a hero, and nothing less, really. 
 
    “We should go back to your place and get your stuff. Something doesn’t feel right out here.” Erik avoided telling her that he would never be good enough for her. 
 
    He couldn’t stomach the truth right now. If he brought it into reality and she realized that she didn’t need him, his world would crumble. He’d thought he could let her go, but he wanted to hold onto her and keep her all to himself. 
 
    Her smile faltered. “You’re not going to tell me you’re proud of me? That I did a good job?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply, but quickly muttered an apology. His heart ached too much. He tried to shove the pain away and move forward, but it refused to let go of him. Wasn’t it bad enough that he had to live with his brother’s rabid beast? Couldn’t Erik catch a break, or would he always fumble every good thing in his life? 
 
    “I didn’t want an apology,” Bree said. “I just want to be told that I’m doing all of this right.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around her middle and marched ahead of him. He let her go, knowing that if either of them tried to approach what they were feeling, then disaster would strike. 
 
    They didn’t take the elevator this time. Bree turned toward the stairs, instead. Erik suspected that she didn’t want to be alone with him like that again. So, he let her go into the apartment alone. Women liked space, right? 
 
    He leaned against the wall in the hall and kept an eye out for anything suspicious. He listened to her shuffling inside the apartment and jumped into action when he heard a shattering crash. Bree quickly shouted that she was fine. 
 
    His stomach sank. He suspected that she’d broken something on purpose. He would have to tell her that if she wanted to punch him, she could. He and the others fought to let off steam. He wouldn’t blame her if she wanted to throw a punch or two at him. 
 
    Finally, the door swung open. He let out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. 
 
    Neither said anything until they were back on the road. Erik couldn’t stand the silence. He needed to break it and whatever tether she felt she needed to honor. 
 
    “You looked happy with that firefighter back there,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t want Carter,” she growled. “He’s a dick when he comes into the bar. I was playing nice while I waited for you to show up.” 
 
    “How’d you know I’d come back?” 
 
    He felt her staring at him, but he didn’t dare check the expression she wore. He kept his eyes trained on the curving road climbing up the mountainside. 
 
    “Park the truck,” Bree commanded. 
 
    Her words stunned him. He didn’t know what to do and could only scowl when his beasts laughed at him. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    To fight the urge to drag Erik out of the car, Bree counted down from five to one. 
 
    Five. 
 
    Four. 
 
    Three… 
 
    A snarl ripped out of her. She kicked her door open the moment the truck stopped. Clenching her empty hands, she paced circles while waiting for Erik to join her. The truck groaned as he put it into park. It creaked when he opened his own door. 
 
    Finally, he stepped around the truck and faced her. She didn’t waste a moment. She grabbed him by his shirt, spun him around, and pressed him to the nearest tree. If he thought she would want anyone other than him, she had to set him straight. 
 
    With one arm behind his neck, she pulled him into a kiss. Immediately, his hands found her waist. She wanted them other places and didn’t hesitate to move them there. She devoured his moan after she put his hand on her crotch. 
 
    Like they’d kicked open a door to an all new world, they eagerly explored it. She swept her tongue across his sharp teeth. He massaged her through her jeans. She gasped, marveling at the sensation he could conjure with two layers of fabric between them. 
 
    Pulling back, she slid a hand up his throat and held him at bay. Her core throbbed at the sight of him under her control. He wore a sloppy grin like he enjoyed it, too. 
 
    “I want you, damn it.” 
 
    His grin widened. He swept her up and carried her deeper into the woods. She’d never had sex out in the open like this. It’d always been in a bed, usually a shitty bed at that. Erik gently laid her on a patch of grass in a clearing. He kissed her nose, her cheek, her jaw, her neck. All while his fingers worked their way into the waistband of her jeans. 
 
    “Off, I need them off,” she breathed. 
 
    Erik seemed all too happy to oblige her when he popped the button on them and leaned back to help her out of them. He looked her up and down like she was a popsicle he couldn’t wait to lick all over. She spread her legs wide in an open invitation. 
 
    A husky laugh left him before he lowered himself. She didn’t expect him to take her up on it so quickly. She thought he would want more for himself, but the little bites on the inside of her thighs told her this was exactly what he wanted. He cupped her sex before letting his thumb trail down the part in her folds, the thinnest fabric between them. 
 
    Sensation washed through her, there and then gone like a wave. She needed it back. Every time he touched her, he made her feel something new and she craved each experience like an adrenaline junky searching for the next high. 
 
    This had to be what the mate bond felt like. Why else would she be so wet when he’d barely touched her? She wanted to know what he would feel like inside her, if they would feel like one person, until his head descended. 
 
    He pushed aside her panties. She gasped when his tongue entered her folds. Sensation rocketed from her core to her toes and back to her fingertips. Nothing compared to this moment, with Erik on his knees for her  
 
    Just when her desire for more became too much, he entered her, one finger at a time. She gasped and arched into his touch. He didn’t let up. He coaxed her pleasure higher and higher with his tongue. The sky above blurred into blue and green while she drowned in her first orgasm. 
 
    She thought he would get up and unbuckle his own jeans, but his tongue only slowed. She dragged in ragged breaths, unsure if she could take another round of this. She tried to tell him, but his tongue found her most sensitive part and all she could do was moan. Falling back onto the grass, she gripped it and held on to keep from floating away. 
 
    Erik caressed her thighs, the backs of her knees, and the curves of her hips while he pleased her. No part of her within his reach was left unloved. Yet, she craved more. She wanted his hands on her breasts, his cock inside her, his lips on hers. 
 
    Nothing made sense while he pleasured her. She became pure primal need. 
 
    The beast in her savored his touch. The creature filled Bree with power and told her that she knew what to do with it. 
 
    Erik rose slowly. She put a hand to his shoulder and pushed until he hit the ground. She made quick work of his jeans by pushing them down to his thighs. They didn’t need to be off completely for what she wanted to do. 
 
    His cock had already enlarged while he’d been pleasing her. She took it in her hand and rubbed her thumb over the bead of moisture on the head. Erik groaned and arched into her touch much like she had with him. She liked the power flip, liked knowing she could make him feel the same. 
 
    Straddling him, she lowered herself over his cock until he was fully inside her. She stole a moment to savor the feeling of being stretched. Her body contorted around him until he fit just right. A small spasm pulsed through her core and gave her a small orgasm. 
 
    “What is this?” she whispered. 
 
    Erik took control of her hips and rocked her back and forth. Once her aftershocks had waned, she picked up the rhythm and used it to tease him. His lip curled in a snarl, but she didn’t let him take control. 
 
    She wasn’t just some weak girl who needed help at work. She didn’t need anyone to do anything for her. The dragon in her made her strong and independent. No one had to come save her anymore. She’d been so in love with Erik because she thought he would whisk her away from her boredom. 
 
    Instead, she felt reborn. While she couldn’t imagine a life without Erik now, she knew that this power flowing through her was all hers. She didn’t need someone to save her. She could do the saving now. 
 
    Erik plunged inside her, as deep as he could go. She rose as he arched beneath her and reached just a little deeper. Pleasure radiated out from every inch of contact. The flames of their lovemaking threatened to consume her, but she was a dragon now. Fire could not kill her. The heat of their attraction wouldn’t kill her, either. 
 
    She braced her hands on his chest when he sank back down to the ground and picked her rhythm up again. Only this time, a frantic desire overrode her control. She needed release, needed to feel his release. 
 
    Her wish was not far away. Erik bucked once again. She cried out as the motion broke the dam of pleasure in her core. Her orgasm spilled out in every direction and tried to drag her under. The sound of Erik’s climax kept her anchored. She met his gaze and felt the world stop, if only for a moment. 
 
    The corners of her mouth curled into a wide smile before she bit her lower lip. He cradled the back of her head and brought her down for a kiss. His cock slipped out of her while his tongue pushed into her mouth. A shudder rippled through her and left her with only euphoria. 
 
    “I feel like I’ve been waiting for that all my life,” she said once they broke apart. 
 
    She expected to see her joy mirrored on his face, but Erik pulled away with his head bent. Her heart stuttered as it dropped to her feet. 
 
    “I’m going to get something from the truck so you can clean yourself.” He vanished into the woods. 
 
    Bree fell back on the grass and pressed her fist to her mouth. While she’d had the time of her life, she wondered if it hadn’t compared to any of the women Erik had slept with in the past. She’d thought a connection had formed between her and Erik. The thought that she’d imagined everything crept in and shattered the last of her happiness. 
 
    People didn’t normally cry after sex, but Bree felt close. 
 
    A crack in the brush warned her of Erik’s approach. She stole a glance at him and the napkins he’s brought for her. The walk must have given him time to school his expression because it’d become an unreadable mask. 
 
    She took the napkins and stood to clean herself up. Erik had half turned away from her when Bree finally realized what was wrong. 
 
    “You still don’t think you deserve me. Do you?” She’d never had someone work so hard for her before. “I made you pull onto the side of the road so I could ride you like a pony. How is that not proof enough that I want you?” 
 
    Erik paused, his back turned to her. She stifled the urge to grab him and spin him around so that he had to face her. Somehow, she managed to give him the space he needed to figure this out. 
 
    “I don’t know who told you that you aren’t good enough for anyone, but they were a massive fucking liar,” Bree said to his back. “You’re so much more than I ever expected to find in this life. You make me smile and help me be strong. We have our whole lives ahead of us and the only person I want to spend it with is you, dummy.” 
 
    She got a laugh out of him. His shoulders barely rose, the laugh only a huff of air, but it was a laugh all the same. She caught up to him and took his hand in hers. When she met his gaze, she suspected the pain she saw there was of his own doing. It kept him from seeing how the people around him felt. 
 
    Then his whole being seemed to deflate with a sigh. “I can’t help but wonder if you were never meant for me. You see, I was supposed to have a twin. I killed him in the womb. That’s how I ended up with his beast. The damn thing hates me for it. What if my brother was supposed to be your mate?” 
 
    There it was, the reason Erik carried shame and guilt everywhere he went. 
 
    Bree raised a brow. “I don’t have feelings for an embryo that never reached adulthood.” She ran her hands along the flat planes of his stomach. “I have feelings for a flesh and blood man with the biggest dick I’ve ever had the pleasure of riding in my life.” 
 
    She grinned when a wave of red colored his cheeks. 
 
    “Your brother isn’t a ghost hanging over your shoulder. He was a possibility that never came into being. Your beasts are your own, not his.” 
 
    Erik’s eyes drifted closed as he pressed his forehead to hers. The touch filled her with relief. She leaned into him and savored every small way their bodies came together. Her hunger for him never waned, not ever after what they’d done in the woods. If anything, she felt it even more now. She knew what it was like to be with him, and she would always want him. 
 
    Erik groaned. “As much as I’d liked to live in this moment forever, we need to get back to the cabin to let everyone know what happened.” 
 
    Bree agreed, but she wasn’t going to be the first to move. Apparently, Erik thought the same because they lingered a few minutes longer, savoring the fact that they were alone. The moment they approached the cabin, they would be bombarded by others. 
 
    “You know,” Bree began while they walked back to the truck. “I think I’m going to end my lease on the apartment in town. That being said, I don’t think I want to live with your clan for long.” 
 
    “They aren’t just my clan,” he reminded her. “They’re your clan, too.” 
 
    Bree tried not to wrinkle her nose, but she couldn’t stop herself in the end. “It’s not that I don’t like them. It’s that I don’t think they like me. Especially Evangeline.” 
 
    They got into the truck and Erik reached across the center console to squeeze her hand. “She’s a spitfire. Gavin has been telling her that she can’t go through the change until Casey’s sister arrives to help. The fact that I fucked up and made you rubbed her the wrong way. It’s like wanting a piece of cake and seeing someone else sneak in and grab a slice before the party.” 
 
    Though the comparison was a little immature, Bree understood. She couldn’t do anything about it, though. She didn’t sneak in and steal anything. Erik never meant to change her. Bree could apologize, but she didn’t feel like that was necessarily what she wanted to do. Anything she said would be empty because she wasn’t sorry. She hadn’t done anything. 
 
    Bree tried not to pout. She sucked her teeth and glared out the window, but that was close to pouting, so she tried to set aside her annoyance. 
 
    By the time they told the others about the fire, the news had already spread. The column of smoke rising from the building in town could be seen for miles, especially up on the mountainside. Gavin didn’t take his eyes from it while Erik explained the scent they’d caught. 
 
    Bree wondered if the dragon shifter she’d run into was responsible for all this. She couldn’t remember if the scents matched up. It’d been a while since she’d seen the dragon shifter. At the time, she’d been overwhelmed by the change. She hadn’t thought to commit the guy’s scent to memory. 
 
    “Have I met everyone in the clan?” she asked Erik. 
 
    He cocked his head and started counting on his fingers. “Yeah. There aren’t that many of us. I think you met everyone your first day in the cabin. Why?” 
 
    “Well, I ran into a guy. A dragon shifter,” she said, feeling very much like she’d withheld important information. 
 
    “That’s old news now,” Gavin said. Surprisingly, his voice held no hint of annoyance or anger. “Right now, we need to figure out what this guy wants. Why set fire to a building?” 
 
    “We shouldn’t wait to figure out why,” Erik argued. “We should be down there, finding him before he can do it again.” 
 
    Gavin agreed. They listened while Evangeline shared what she’d overheard in town. Apparently, people saw the man breathe fire. Half the town believed him to be some sort of monster. The other half assumed he was a madman with a bottle of liquor and a lighter. Casey’s lip curled when he pointed out the obvious. 
 
    “The dragon shifter is trying to out us.” Casey’s hand clenched on Evangeline’s shoulder. 
 
    She covered it with her own as everyone grew silent. Bree noted how Evangeline refused to look in her direction but filed the information away for another day. Now wasn’t the time to kick up shit. No matter how badly she wanted to.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Erik locked the truck before catching up to Bree. Her feet dragged. She’d never been so exhausted in her life. The only thing that kept her from asking Erik to carry her inside was pride. Not only had they gone to town for her things, saved people from a burning building, and had sex in the woods, but they’d accompanied the clan into town to help search for the shifter responsible for the fires before Bree had to work. 
 
    Bree wanted nothing more than to collapse where she stood, but the promise of a warm bed with Erik in it kept her moving forward. 
 
    Without asking, he swept her off her feet. He carried her like she weighed nothing. Though Bree wanted to argue for the sake of her dignity, she couldn’t find the energy to do so. Instead, she savored his warmth during the short walk from the front door to Erik’s bedroom. 
 
    He set her down onto the bed and leaned back. She could tell from the furrow of his brows that he was going to ask another annoying question. Before he could inquire about anything, she grabbed his shirt and yanked him onto the mattress beside her. To keep him quiet, she lifted his shirt over his head and threw it aside. 
 
    “Bree,” he said softly. 
 
    She wanted to cover his mouth only because she knew what was coming. While she had found herself as a dragon, what Erik needed would take a lot longer. Forgiveness didn’t happen overnight, especially when the person you had to forgive was yourself. 
 
    “You’re the only one I want,” she reminded him. 
 
    Like she’d taken the wind from his sails, he sighed. 
 
    Curled into his body, Bree quickly passed out. The next thing she knew, the morning light assaulted her eyes. When she reached for Erik to give him a good morning, the other side of the bed was empty. 
 
    Bree sat upright and glared at the empty spot on the bed. Her beast growled and pushed her to get up and find him. While Bree wobbled trying to put on a pair of sweatpants, she listened to voices outside the door. One voice stood out among all the others. 
 
    “If you don’t stop picking on me, I’m going to jump off a cliff. Is that what you want?” Erik asked someone. 
 
    Dillon’s gruff voice didn’t hold an ounce of fear when he said, “Have fun.” 
 
    Bree stepped out and followed the voices to their location. Dillon and Erik stood around a table. Dillon sat while Erik took things from Isabella and set them around the table. When she walked away, the conversation picked up again. 
 
    Erik had a hand over his heart. “Do you not care about my personal safety? I’m wounded!” 
 
    “You’re a dragon,” Dillon said. “You could fall from the skies and you’d have nothing but a scratch on you. Jumping from a cliff isn’t going to do anything.” 
 
    “Well, you shouldn’t want your friend to jump from a cliff,” Erik argued while wearing an insufferable smirk. 
 
    Bree pulled out a chair for herself. “Is this the show you put on for all of your one-night-stands?” 
 
    Isabella turned, clearly appalled. “Do you really think Erik has ever brought anyone else to us? You are the only woman Erik has managed to bring home. I’m sure the rest ran away screaming.” 
 
    “I made them scream, but they weren’t running at the time,” Erik fired back. 
 
    A spike of jealousy tore through Bree. She couldn’t stop herself when she said, “You never made me scream.” 
 
    Erik flashed her a wide smile and winked. “There’s still time for that. I’m going to show you every way I know how to love a woman.” 
 
    Isabella fanned herself with a kitchen towel. Bree laughed. The cabin almost felt like home. The mood shattered when Casey and Evangeline barged through the front door. They flopped down into chairs across from Bree, but Evangeline still refused to look at her. 
 
    “No luck?” Dillon asked. 
 
    Casey grunted. Evangeline shook her head. She hunched over a paper coffee cup as if it was her last lifeline. Perhaps it was if the two of them were out all night searching for the unwelcome shifter. 
 
    Erik offered himself and Bree for the next round of patrols. Bree nodded. She snatched a waffle from the plate Isabella brought over, loaded it with strawberries, and folded it in half to eat like a taco. 
 
    “Oh no,” Evangeline said. “She’s as weird as Erik.” 
 
    Despite Evangeline’s words, Bree caught the twinkle in her eye that told her it was a joke. Perhaps Evangeline wanted to be her friend, after all. Bree couldn’t help the bitterness still roiling inside her chest. She wanted to lean into it and give Evangeline the cold shoulder, but she managed a smile. 
 
    “I saved Isabella and Dillon a dish.” 
 
    The conversation died when Evangeline went quiet. Bree wondered what had stopped her this time, but she couldn’t stick around to find out. This wasn’t the time to make friends, no matter how badly Bree wanted to clear the air between them. 
 
    Erik jerked his chin in Evangeline’s direction. Bree thought he would pick a fight on her behalf and tried to catch his eye before he said anything. Though she failed, that wasn’t what he brought up. 
 
    “Do you think your witch friend can help us out again?” Erik said to Evangeline. 
 
    Isabella pointed her wooden spoon at Erik’s head. “All of you need to stop asking her for help. She’s used so much magic since the clan arrived that it’s starting to hurt her.” 
 
    Everyone stared at Isabella in stunned shock. Bree looked from face to face, trying to gauge why. Beside her, Erik swallowed and nodded. 
 
    “We won’t call on Nellie, then.” He stood and tapped Bree’s shoulder. 
 
    She cast one last glance back at her new family. She didn’t understand any of them. They had their own lives, own histories that all existed without her. While she should have found a place among them, Bree struggled to understand where that place was. 
 
    Did shifters have a ranking system? The way Erik and Dillon bantered made her think otherwise. No one would talk to their superior the way Erik talked to the others. If there was no hierarchy, then why did she feel like she stood on the outside of everything? 
 
    A quick shower later, Bree and Erik headed out to the truck. Bree’s hands trembled, both with fear and excitement. The unwelcome shifter would likely strike again. They needed to find him before he did anything to expose the dragons to the public. 
 
    “I should be learning how to fly or more about dragon customs,” she said from the passenger seat. 
 
    Erik’s grip on the wheel tightened. “You’re right. I chose the worst possible time to pull you into all of this.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Stop blaming yourself. This isn’t about you. This is Zander’s fault, right?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Erik tried to believe her. He really did. The small voice in the back of his head refused to leave him alone. It told him that everything that happened would always be his fault. He couldn’t even keep his mate safe from himself. 
 
    He shook himself free from the voice and reminded himself that Bree was flourishing. If fate bound dragons to their mates, then maybe that meant Bree would have become a dragon one way or another. She couldn’t avoid her fate. 
 
    It was possible he’d saved her a rougher transition. Had she gotten caught in the middle of a fight with one of Zander’s dragons and gotten bitten, then this would be a hundred times harder for her. 
 
    He wished he could have left her home with Evangeline and Isabella, though. Taking Bree along on this patrol filled him with worry. He didn’t like the idea of dragging her into danger, but he knew if he denied her then there would be hell to pay. It would be even worse if he tried to keep all the women together as if they were fragile and needed protection. 
 
    Evangeline would knock him over the head with a pipe if she even suspected he thought such a thing. At least she was trying to befriend Bree. Perhaps Casey had talked things out with her. He was a good listener. 
 
    Erik wondered what he had to offer Bree. Though he couldn’t see what she loved in him, he could tell that she loved him all the same. Her sass was always punctuated by affection. A touch here, a glance there, a little booty wiggle every now and then. 
 
    He reached across the seat and found her hand again. She held onto him like she couldn’t bear being apart, either. 
 
    “What do we do when we find this guy?” she asked, her voice shaking ever so slightly. 
 
    “We drop his ass on Zander’s doorstep. We keep a strict catch and release policy around here,” Erik said. 
 
    Two of Zander’s shifters had locked the women in Evangeline’s tattoo parlor. After the women had beat the crap out of the first guy and Dillon put his foot up the second guy’s ass, they’d air-dropped the shifters over Zander’s territory. 
 
    No one wanted a death on their hands. The whole point of this war was to avoid it. Zander wanted to exterminate all of them, right down to his own son. Erik was starting to suspect that it wasn’t because they were defective. 
 
    Zander was afraid of them. 
 
    “I’m not saying I want to kill anyone,” Bree said, “but when is this war going to end if you don’t take a stand?” 
 
    “I wish I had an answer for you.” Erik’s stomach soured. “So far, the plan is to increase our numbers until Zander no longer wants to mess with us. You’ve helped with that, and as soon as Daphne arrives, she’s going to assist Evangeline through the change.” 
 
    “And Isabella?” 
 
    “She’s decided to stay human, even after the baby is born.” Erik liked Bel. He didn’t want to see her and her kid get caught up in Zander’s madness.  
 
    Bree blew out a breath. “At least we have each other.” 
 
    The words shook him to his core. He stole a surprised glance at her. He never expected such a simple statement to mean so much to him, especially after everything else Bree had said. She’d been spending her time trying to reassure him that he was a good person, but he knew that for lie it was. To think that she saw him as a respite among all this made him think he could change. 
 
    For her. 
 
    Beside him, she rolled her eyes. “I know what you’re thinking. You don’t have to change for anyone. I love you just the way you are.” 
 
    He guffawed. “Are you a witch, too?” 
 
    “No, you’re just predictable.” 
 
    “Eat a dick,” he mumbled, even though his heart pattered happily. 
 
    “Maybe later.” She tossed him a wink. “After we catch the guy trying to out dragons.” 
 
    “Well, that’s all you had to say. Consider it done.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Bree hadn’t shifted in a while. A few days, actually. Her skin was too tight, like she was carrying the whole dragon instead of just the idea of one. The beast snarled at her and threw her off balance. 
 
    She told herself that it was the anticipation. The beast hadn’t bothered her this much earlier. While she’d been learning how to be a dragon shifter and falling for Erik, she hadn’t thought much about what else her new life would have in store for her. 
 
    Hunting down dragon shifters threatening her family wasn’t really what she had in mind. She’d rather be lazily napping in a field where no one could watch her shift, not meandering the streets of her hometown while trying to sniff the air. 
 
    A few people had given her strange looks already. They gave her a wide berth, like they could tell she was about to burst. Nothing she did put anyone at ease. 
 
    “They’re waiting for the next tragedy,” Erik explained. 
 
    She cut him a side-long glance. Where she wore anticipation like a veil of static, he seemed calm and composed. His eyes darted from face to face, from building to building. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we…I don’t know, try to think like a killer or something?” Bree offered. 
 
    “You watch too much television.” Erik laughed. He opened his mouth to say more, but a shout rang out. 
 
    They both spun and ran toward the source of the sound. Bree’s heart raced faster than her feet. She hoped everyone was alright but found that the shout had come from a woman standing over her boyfriend. The man’s face dripped with what Bree assumed to be the woman’s drink. 
 
    She’d seen this a hundred times before while working as a bartender. Bree briefly explained that the guy had likely been caught cheating. Though she could hear her own words, the excitement had riled her beast. It cared little for logic. It was on full alert now. 
 
    They turned away from the scene. Her teeth ached and made her realize that she’d been clenching her jaw. As she loosened up, Erik took her hand. His touch was a small comfort while her beast cried to break free. She’d been cruising through this adjustment period until now. 
 
    Until a threat hung over their heads and every step forward made it even more real. She didn’t ask to be brought into this feud, but she had no choice but to fight now. Not just for Erik and their budding relationship, but for the others she’d just met. Bree didn’t want anything to happen to them. 
 
    She’d never thought of herself as a person with a heroic soul, but it seemed that once blessed with superhuman abilities, she wanted to use them to save everyone. This felt like a problem she couldn’t solve with her new dragon strength. After they found the guy causing trouble in town, what was next? 
 
    Bree’s dragon snarled and lashed out. Pain lanced across her chest and made her stumble. Erik caught her before she could fall. He muttered something that sounded soothing, but she couldn’t understand it over the roar of her beast. 
 
    Together, they found a bench. Erik helped her onto it and rubbed her back until the beast calmed. The creature’s presence didn’t fade completely, but she could hear again. She gave Erik a weak smile before trying to apologize. 
 
    He pushed her hair away from her face. “I should have thought of this before I took you out with me. Your beast is very proactive. It would make sense that she’s pushing a little too hard today.” 
 
    Bree shook her head. “I can go on. I’m figuring out how to manage this. That’s all.” 
 
    He didn’t look convinced, his lips twisted to the side as he watched her with wariness. Bree tried to insist, but her words did nothing to change his demeanor. When he leaned forward and pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead, she knew the argument was over. 
 
    “Go home,” he whispered. “I’ll finish the patrol. You don’t have to worry about a thing.” 
 
    She couldn’t help the bitter laugh that left her. “I have a lot to worry about, actually.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he countered. “You have to decide whether or not you want a wedding, kids, and maybe some llamas in party hats. I’m not partial to children myself, but we can discuss it if you want some.” 
 
    The corners of her mouth lifted. “You’ll take care of llamas, but not kids?” 
 
    “Llamas won’t crash my truck on prom night.” 
 
    Bree feigned offense. “That was one time!” 
 
    “Oh, so it runs in the family?” Erik raised both brows. He nearly trembled with the laughter he was obviously holding back. “See, we definitely can’t have kids now.” 
 
    While they’d been bantering, her beast had settled. Bree sucked in a breath and felt it reach every inch of her lungs, like the beast no longer pressed against them. 
 
    “Feeling any better?” Erik asked. 
 
    “A lot better, actually.” She stood and scanned the town, wondering where they should check next. 
 
    Erik didn’t follow her, though. She peered back at him and found him wearing a grim expression  
 
    “I was serious when I told you to go home,” he said. “If your beast can’t handle the anxiety right now, then it’s safer for everyone if you go home.” 
 
    Bree pressed her lips together if only to keep them from curling. She refused to sit on the sidelines while her mate went searching for a fight. He wasn’t alone anymore. He didn’t need to go into danger by himself. Couldn’t he tell how badly she wanted to help? 
 
    He wouldn’t budge, though. No argument she made seemed to have any effect on his stance. Desperation tried to overwhelm her, but she staunched it before it could take hold. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do then? Sit at home and dream of a future I might not get because you’re out here alone and unprotected?” 
 
    He stood, his movements stiff, and tried to reach for her. She darted away from him because she didn’t want her hurt washed away by his tenderness. She wanted to feel her rage and let it empower her for a while longer. 
 
    He let his hand fall uselessly against his side. “I promise I’ll come home tonight.” 
 
    “So, you’re the witch now? Since when can you predict the future?” Her tongue had become barbed. She flinched at the sound of her own venom-laced voice. She clenched her jaw as regret slithered down her throat like ice-water. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean…I’m not saying you’re weak.” 
 
    He hugged her. With his warmth and tenderness surrounding her, the stabbing cold of her regret slowly faded away. He ran his hand up and down her back, a gesture she would never tire of. 
 
    “I know you want to make sure I’m safe. You’re a fierce protector,” he whispered. “I love that about you. You’re not all fury and sound like Evangeline. You’re not soft with hints of steel like Isabella. You’re a force to be reckoned with. I know you need more time to adjust to your beast, though. I don’t want to throw you into the deep end. We have to do this right.” 
 
    “I don’t like it when you say nice things and make sense,” she mumbled into his shirt. 
 
    “That’s just because you’re still mad. Will you listen to me and go home now?” 
 
    Bree let the lie roll off her tongue far too easily. “Yes.” 
 
    He cupped her face with both hands and kissed her like he would never see her again. The longing and broken promises in it made her desperately cling to his shirt. After a kiss like that, there was no way she would let him patrol these streets alone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Erik didn’t want to leave Bree behind, but he couldn’t risk her beast overpowering her. They were out to stop a shifter from exposing them as dragons. If Bree lost to her dragon and shifted in town, then they would be doing exactly what the shifter wanted. As much as he wanted to keep patrolling with Bree, she would be best off if she went home. 
 
    People on the street gave him an even wider berth without Bree beside him. It was as if they could tell that he harbored not just one, but two dragons inside himself. He wondered what they saw the day of the fire, which made him wonder what the unwelcome shifter would have in store for them next. 
 
    This war had to end, soon. Erik wondered how the others could deal with the constant fear now that they had mates. Perhaps Erik’s fear was a little more intense because of Bree’s nature. She wanted to help in every way possible, even if that meant entering the men’s room while a dragon shifter was having a breakdown. 
 
    Erik wanted her as far away from this nonsense as possible. Gavin seemed to think that once they had the numbers, Zander would stop harassing them. Erik had never known Zander to give up on anything once he put his mind to it. Right now, Zander wanted to push Gavin and his clan off this mountain to destabilize them. Once they were without a home, then Zander would pick them off one by one, most likely starting with Erik. Gods, how he hated Erik. 
 
    Erik had always thought that he was broken, that his two beasts had created a schism in him that was beyond repair. Being around Bree made him realize that wasn’t true. He’d been made to feel that way his whole life, so he’d adopted the thought as his own. The two beasts didn’t make him weak, though. 
 
    They just made him different. 
 
    The heavy guilt and shame he’d carried around for so long didn’t weigh down on him as much. Bree had knocked some of it off. He owed her for that. He owed her a long and happy life with whatever she wanted. If she wanted kids, he would try to be the best father he could be. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by a whiff of the scent he’d followed the other day. Erik halted and tried to figure out which way it’d gone. When he took another step, it vanished. Backing up, he found it again, but another step back and it was gone. The scent seemed to exist in a small bubble and nowhere else. 
 
    He kept backing up, his eyes on the street while his mind reeled. He didn’t understand how a scent could be in one place and nowhere else. If the shifter had walked through here, there should have been some sort of trail. There wasn’t even anything on the ground that could have been thrown. 
 
    Erik’s gut churned nervously. He pulled out his phone, ready to partake in a weird game of phone tag. 
 
    “What the hell do you want?” Evangeline snapped. 
 
    Apparently, she was still angry about how he’d changed Bree. He’d overheard her not long ago. She confessed to Casey that it wasn’t just that Erik had changed Bree, but that he’d done it against her will. Erik wished that Evangeline would direct that anger at him and not Bree, but that was a conversation they needed to have another time. 
 
    “Can you ask Nellie if there’s a magical way a shifter can cover their scent? Oh, and if it can, ah, glitch out every now and then.” He didn’t know how else to explain the pocket of scent. 
 
    He strode forward and caught the trail another fifty feet away. This trail would be impossible to follow if he could only find it every fifty feet. He peered around and wondered which direction he should go. 
 
    Evangeline agreed to his request, promised to text back soon, and hung up. While he had his phone out, Erik texted Bree. She should be halfway to the cabin by now. He should have called her a cab or one of those new ride-sharing services. What a great mate he made. 
 
    Bree didn’t reply right away. A trickle of unease made its way through him, but he brushed it off. He worried because of the war slowly taking over his life, but Bree was a capable and reasonable woman. She was fine. 
 
    The green beast snarled at him and called him useless. The blue beast, which usually backed up Erik, agreed with its twin. Erik grumbled at the both of them and turned his attention to the spotty scent trail. Why did his beasts suddenly decide to start working together now of all times? 
 
    Just as he caught the trail again, his phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out, expecting a response from Bree. Instead, Evangeline confirmed his suspicion. The shifter hiding in town was using magic to cover his tracks. 
 
    Erik either had to find a way to follow the disrupted scent or wait for the shifter to strike again. If the shifter had used his fire breath in front of humans, Erik didn’t want to know what he would do next. This guy wasn’t from Zander’s clan. No one recognized his smell, meaning he had to be some sort of cheap hire. And from the way the guy had been peering into Isabella and Dillon’s window, he most likely had more in mind than what Zander had asked for. 
 
    When the trail proved impossible and time consuming, Erik cursed. His head ached from the barrage of other aromas around town. From Bree’s faded presence to the old croissant package fluttering in the gutter, the combination of everything was quickly becoming too much to bear. 
 
    “Looking for me?” a gruff voice asked. 
 
    A forearm pressed against Eri’s throat. He snarled as someone tried to yank him off balance. At first, Erik could smell nothing. Then he caught it, the shifter’s scent. 
 
    Erik got his feet underneath him again and threw his weight forward. The shifter behind him made a sound of surprise. Good, that was what Erik wanted. He grabbed the forearm against his throat and clawed at it with the talons he’d let grow while off balance. 
 
    The shifter roared in pain. “I’m going to tear your pretty little dragon girlfriend into a million itty bitty pieces.” 
 
    Fueled by hot rage, Erik slammed his elbow back into the shifter’s gut. The green dragon purred with approval when the shifter released Erik. He stumbled away and spun, his green dragon preparing for a fight. His stomach hit the ground at the sight of the empty space. The green dragon hissed. 
 
    He searched for the shifter but couldn’t see nor smell him anywhere. It was as if the guy had vanished into thin air. The shifter’s angered threat now held true weight. Erik lurched forward before remembering that Bree had promised to go back to the cabin. 
 
    Hands shaking, he fumbled his phone before opening it. He still hadn’t gotten a reply from Bree. His beasts rioted until every bone in his body ached. If anything happened to her, he wouldn’t be able to hold both of them back. They would both fight their way out of him until he was some horrible combination of both. 
 
    He sucked in a steadying breath through his nose and called Bree. When she didn’t answer, he tried to reason with himself. She could be taking a nap. Fighting one’s beasts took a lot of energy.  
 
    Instead of bothering Evangeline again, he called Dillon. Unfortunately, Dillon informed him that he hadn’t seen Bree since Erik had left with her. Erik cursed and hung up. 
 
    Bree hadn’t listened to him. He didn’t know why he’d expected anything less. His beasts wouldn’t stop thrashing, making every step shaky, but Erik pushed forward. He backtracked to the bench where he and Bree had spoken last. Her scent still lingered in the air like a reminder that she could be taken from this world all too easily. 
 
    No amount of reassurance that she was a strong woman calmed his beasts. They berated him for leaving her alone. He had one duty, and it was to her. The green beast warned Erik that he had to stop worrying about his past and start paying attention to his future. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Bree walked in the direction of the cabin, though she had no intention of climbing the hill toward it. Instead, she sniffed the air for a hint of the scent she’d caught the night she wanted to fly to Erik. She could smell trash, tobacco smoke, and old coffee grounds, but no shifter. 
 
    She shoved her hands into her pockets and tried not to worry about what her future had in store for her. If this war took Erik from her, then she would have nothing. He’d become integral to her. Where once she thought she could have a happy life alongside him, she now knew that their lives were one and the same.  
 
    That was what it meant to be mated. Their souls were bonded, in a strange way. If one perished, the other would live only a half-life. 
 
    Her thought paused when she caught a familiar scent on the wind. She couldn’t be quite sure if this was the unwelcome shifter, but she didn’t want to leave it to chance, either. Pivoting, she followed the scent down an alley. No one could see her, but she could hear the shuffle of footsteps not far away. 
 
    After following the alley for a minute, she realized that her hearing changed the definition of not far away. At least the scent never faded. It was easily followed to the back entrance of a small restaurant. 
 
    Bree paused and wondered why she would catch the scent of the intruder at the backside of a restaurant until she remembered what many of the cooks at her work did on the side. She thought she could follow the scent past the door, but it seemed to lead inside. Because she wasn’t about to enter through an employee-only door, Bree crouched behind a stack of produce boxes and waited for the shifter to show up. 
 
    She listened to the familiar sound of dishes clanking in the sink, to the chatter of line cooks going about their day and wondered if this shifter would ever reappear. After what felt like forever, she realized she should have texted Erik to tell him what she’d found. When she reached for her phone, the door cracked open. 
 
    Going absolutely still, she watched a familiar face step out. The guy she’d run into shortly after her change wore a white apron and had a trash bag hoisted in one hand. He chucked it into the nearby dumpster and spun around. She thought he would head back inside, but he froze. 
 
    He heaved a sigh and said, “Just leave me alone. I don’t want anything to do with you or your family.” 
 
    Bree shot out of her hiding place. “That’s a lie!” 
 
    The man slowly spun around. He looked her up and down with one notched brow raised. She narrowed her eyes at him, not liking how he sized her up. 
 
    “You again,” he said. 
 
    “Why did you set that house one fire?” she asked before he could say anything else. 
 
    His upper lips curled in a snarl. “I had nothing to do with that. Go home, baby shifter.” 
 
    Baby shifter? She wasn’t a baby. She was a grown woman! 
 
    The guy held up his hands. “I’m not the one you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Don’t even try pulling mind tricks on me,” Bree snapped. 
 
    Looking exasperation, the guy motioned her forward with a wave of his hand. “Sniff me. Tell me if I smell like the guy you’ve been hunting down.” 
 
    Bree recoiled before remembering that she would likely be able to tell by his scent. Sometimes, the difference between her human life and her dragon life snuck up on her. This shifter could also try to overpower her if she got within his reach. 
 
    Bree wasn’t going to be fooled. “If you aren’t working for Zander, then what are you doing in this town? Why are you hiding from the clan?” 
 
    “I was here first,” the shifter said. “I figured if I lay low and kept to myself, we could co-exist. Guess that’s not going to work if you assholes are going to blame me for everything you bring upon yourselves.” 
 
    Bree sniffed the air, uncertain if she would be able to get enough of a scent to tell the difference between this guy and the one they were hunting. The tell-tale aroma of smoke gave him away as a dragon shifter, but Bree had to focus to tell the scents apart. 
 
    Doubt crept into her mind. “I’ve never seen you before. I should know, I’ve lived here all my life.” 
 
    He huffed, clearly annoyed. “That’s because I don’t want to be seen. Go, get on with your life. Just leave me out of it.” 
 
    He turned to leave. Bree wanted to continue the conversation, but his back to her told her that it was over. There was one more thing she needed to say. 
 
    “The clan needs more shifters,” she called out. “They aren’t the most sociable bunch. I watched the leader try to throw a table across my bar once. But they are welcoming. I don’t think any one of them even thought to refuse me when I showed up.” 
 
    The nameless shifter stopped. She thought he would say something. Before she could hear his response, something slammed into her from the side. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Erik couldn’t find Bree. He’d tried her phone, but every call went to voicemail. His beasts grew restless. Both demanded to know where his mate was. Everything he was trying to protect meant nothing if he lost her. 
 
    He wanted to shift and fly over town to get a better look, but this wasn’t Zander’s home base. This was the sleepy mountain town that knew nothing about dragons. If Erik exposed their existence, then he would be doing exactly what the unwelcome shifter wanted. 
 
    Though his head ached from trying to follow the shifter’s trail all day, Erik found Bree’s scent at the bench and traced her path through town. His heart pounded an uncertain rhythm, almost as fast as the slap of his feet on the sidewalk. 
 
    People darted out of his way and shot him angry looks. He should have tossed out apologies to keep up friendly relations in this town, but he could think of nothing other than Bree. His beasts snarled in unison at every passing face, like the pedestrians were obstacles keeping Erik from reaching Bree in time. 
 
    Her scent stopped, and Erik’s heart nearly imploded. He thought the shifter had grabbed her and that the magic around him had covered Bree’s scent. Reeling back, Erik saw a narrow alley that led behind the local business fronts. Though the rank alley smell slapped him in the face, he caught the barest hint of Bree among it all. 
 
    His hopes lifted, but his urgency remained the same. It only banked when he heard Bree’s voice ahead. Erik thought, for a moment, that he’d made it in time. Then Bree’s words cut off. A small thud followed. 
 
    The green dragon’s roar filled Erik’s ears like the din of drums. He raced forward to find her face down in the dirty alley. A dark-haired dragon shifter stood over her. The green dragon urged Erik to attack. Power pumped through Erik’s veins and into his muscles. 
 
    The stranger bore a look of confusion. He glanced at Erik and issued a low growl of warning. Erik’s throat vibrated with the growls of two beasts, making the man’s brows rise. 
 
    Bree cried out again. Something had her by her hair. Erik could see the clues now, a hand shaped imprint in the back of her shirt, a crunched bottle as if someone stood on it. Zander’s shifter was hidden behind a veil of magic. Bree hissed in pain, and Erik launched himself forward. 
 
    He thought he would hit a solid surface, but instead, he flew over Bree. A laugh echoed down the alley. Bree cursed and rolled back onto her feet. Erik moved to shield her with his body while she turned so her back was to him. He should have known his mate wouldn’t run. She had scratches on her face and dirt all down her front, but she stood by him. 
 
    “Don’t even say it,” she grumbled.  
 
    “What? That this wouldn’t be happening if you’d gone home?” Erik fired back. 
 
    “Yeah, that.” 
 
    “Uhh,” the dark-haired guy said while scanning the alley. “I don’t think right now is the time for your marital argument.” 
 
    “We aren’t married,” Erik said. 
 
    “Yet,” Bree added. 
 
    A snarl rippled down the alley. Everyone jerked upright, suddenly alert. The fight had become three versus one, at least that was what Erik hoped as he eyed the dragon shifter backing up toward a nearby door. They needed all the help they could get because Zander’s shifter clearly had a pocket full of magic tricks. 
 
    Scent covering. Invisibility. What would the intruder pull out next? 
 
    A whisper slithered toward them, coming from all directions at once. “I’m going to steal her from you, piece by piece, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.” 
 
    Bree’s gulp was audible. Erik watched the ground, waiting for a ripple in the littered trash to warn him of the shifter’s approach. Bree cried out. Erik spun to find her staggering, her hair lifted by an invisible force. 
 
    “I’m going to cover the door, so no one comes out,” the dark-haired shifter said. “This isn’t my fight, but I’m not going to let just anyone come out and witness it, if you get what I mean.” 
 
    Erik wanted to snap at the man, but there wasn’t enough time. Erik’s beasts pushed to be released. They pressed against his lungs and rattled his bones. Now wasn’t the time for them to fight, but this didn’t feel like one of their disputes. Erik’s heart rate increased. He gasped, suddenly infused with more power than he’d ever felt before. 
 
    The beasts were working together. 
 
    For Bree. 
 
    Time slowed. Blood beaded on Bree’s throat. Erik launched himself forward. He reached for the hand that had to be near her throat and twisted once he caught something solid. With his other hand, Erik found the shifter’s throat. The shifter grunted when Erik spun and slammed him into the nearby brick wall. 
 
    The shifter’s image sputtered in and out, like the spell around him had been interrupted. Erik saw a talisman around the shifter’s neck right before he vanished again. Erik tried to snatch it, but the shifter slipped out of his grasp. The din of nearby traffic and pedestrians covered the sound of the shifter’s footsteps as he scurried away. 
 
    Bree bent double, grasping her throat. Erik’s heart guttered. He rushed toward her, but she put out her arm and gave him a thumbs up. Blood smeared her palm when she pulled it away from her neck. It wasn’t much, though. Just enough to know she’d been scratched. 
 
    If the buildings had been any further apart, Erik would have unleashed his green dragon and let it rampage up and down this alley. He was going to send this shifter back to Zander in a bloodied box. Then he was going to come back and kick the dark-haired guy’s ass for sneaking around under the clan’s nose. 
 
    Erik waited for the next attack. Time seemed to drag on. Bree stood close to the dark-haired shifter while the scratch on her throat healed. Erik stared at her, so grateful that she wasn’t as fragile as a human. The beast in her allowed her to heal supernaturally fast, meaning that this war wouldn’t leave as many scars on her as it had with Isabella. 
 
    “That way!” Bree shouted. 
 
    Erik followed her pointed finger toward the way he’d come. He caught the flutter of trash, like someone was running through it. The two beasts roared in unison. 
 
    “What is this guy doing?” the dark-haired shifter asked. 
 
    Bree inhaled a sharp breath. “He’s going to finish what he came here to start. He’s going to expose us all as dragons.” 
 
    Erik flung himself forward. He flew over the ground like he’d grown wings. Never before had his beasts worked together, let alone this flawlessly. They were no longer his burden, but his strength. If Bree had never entered his life, he would never have learned how to pull himself together. He wouldn’t be the hero she needed. 
 
    He reached, but his fingers only grazed the intruder’s shirt. The invisible figure darted out from under Erik’s outstretched hand and out of Erik’s awareness. Erik growled, the twin sound rumbling in his chest. 
 
    “You’re a broken beast,” the intruder whispered nearby. “What a pitiful existence you must lead.” 
 
    Erik grinned and slowly turned toward the source of the sound. The intruder had attempted to fool him and circled back around to stand between Erik and Bree once more. 
 
    “I’m twice the man you’ll ever be,” Erik said. 
 
    A flustered burst of sound came from the intruder, helping Erik pinpoint his location. Erik slammed his shoulder into the man’s chest and blindly reached for his throat. Once Erik felt a cord beneath his hand, he tugged. The charm came free, and the intruder’s image appeared before him. 
 
    The man blinked in surprise and lifted one hand to where the talisman should have been. Erik waved it in the air like a trophy. It wasn’t the most mature thing he’d done all day, but this fight was about to end. 
 
    “You can’t stop me from changing and flying over your rinky-dink town,” the shifter threatened. “What are you going to do once your secret is out?” 
 
    “That exposes you,” Erik said with a shrug. “Not us. You should have been smarter about this, buddy. Had you befriended us and shown the town that you were one of us, then maybe your plan would have worked. It seems neither you nor Zander have a single braincell between the two of you.” 
 
    Time seemed to slow again. Erik saw the invader begin to lean back, like he was going to dart backwards, toward Bree. Erik reacted, grasping the man by his throat and yanked him off his feet. 
 
    The shifter managed to get one foot beneath him, which helped him thrust his knee toward Erik’s groin. Erik shoved a hand between them and caught the blow. Clenching his fist, he felt bones and tendons break. The shifter’s snarl turned into a pained grunt. With his knee crushed, he wasn’t likely to go anywhere for a bit. 
 
    The dark-haired shifter sighed and stepped forward. He tore off his apron and wound it around the intruder in Erik’s hands. “That won’t hold him for long. We need to get you inside where no one can see you. Either of you have a phone to call for a ride? A trusted ride, not one of those ride-share services.” 
 
    Bree fumbled her phone with shaking hands. It bounced over the ground before she could snatch it up. Erik hated the fear making her tremble. He wanted to pull her into his arms, but he couldn’t risk letting the intruder go. 
 
    While she called Gavin with the number Erik rattled off for her, the unnamed shifter led them into the back of the restaurant and into the walk-in cooler. Erik scowled at the cold, dark interior to which the shifter replied with a nonplussed shrug. 
 
    “You can either wait in here or go outside and hope no one sees that you have a man tied up.” He turned to leave. “This is the last you’ll hear from me. I’m not about to join another damned clan.” 
 
    Erik didn’t think Gavin would like to have a dragon in town that wasn’t pledged to him, but Erik could be wrong. So far, Gavin wasn’t acting like a normal clan leader. He wasn’t demanding pledges. If anything, he was keeping his distance from the clan, appearing only to issue orders to keep them safe during this feud with Zander. 
 
    Would this whole family crumble once the feud was over? Would Erik and Bree be left on their own? Erik hoped not. He’d developed a soft spot for Dillon and enjoyed coaxing sharp-tongued barbs out of him. 
 
    “There won’t be a clan here for long,” the intruder said, his voice high and manic. 
 
    Erik expected him to start laughing ominously. To prevent that from happening, he reached for the nearest object, which happened to be an onion, and shoved it into the shifter’s mouth. The guy’s eyes watered. He flexed his jaw, like he might bite through it. 
 
    “Do it,” Bree warned, “and I’ll cut your dick off and replace it with this carrot.” 
 
    Not that Erik would let her anywhere near another man’s dick, even for vengeance purposes, but the threat quieted their captive. Fifteen minutes alone in the cooler, Erik heaved a sigh of relief when the unnamed shifter returned to lead them out to Gavin. 
 
    Something in the back of Gavin’s Jeep glimmered when he yanked the hatch open to chuck the creepy shifter into the back. Erik offered to ride with him, but Gavin gave him a toothy grin and declared that wasn’t necessary. When Erik argued that this creep was clever, Gavin said he’d picked up some silver wire. 
 
    “Yeah,” Erik agreed. “That will do the trick.” 
 
    While they watched Gavin drive off with the creep in his Jeep, Erik reached for Bree. She weaseled her way under his arm and wrapped herself around him. This close, he could hear that her breath still shook, like she hadn’t shaken the flight or fight response yet. 
 
    Though she’d been brave, even heroes needed saving sometimes. He was no longer a useless piece of shit, but her security net. If ever she needed to fall, he would be there for her. He would follow her through fire and into hell if he had to. He was more equipped for it than any other man he knew since he’d endured both most his life. 
 
    “Ready to go home?’ he whispered into her hair. 
 
    Though he wanted to be inside her again and to feel her soft sigh of release once he brought her to climax, he knew she needed time. He would hold her and comfort her until she was ready, until she asked for it. 
 
    He sucked in a breath, feeling very much like a new man. He knew fighting was good for a dragon’s soul, but never quite realized it could be this good. 
 
    “Lift your chin for me,” he asked with a finger on her jaw. 
 
    The scratch from earlier had healed without leaving even a mark. He bent and kissed the place where she’d bled and said a silent promise to keep her from ever having to endure that again. 
 
    Bree shoved him back. She had a sly smile, her tongue pressing against a sharp canine. His heart stuttered. 
 
    “You can’t expect to protect me from every little scratch,” she said. 
 
    “Watch me.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Back at the cabin, Bree and Erik collapsed onto the couch. Their limbs entwined, Bree’s heart finally settled into a normal rhythm again. Her breath no longer felt as though it was being ripped from her. She sank into Erik’s body and reveled in the security of his arms and the knowledge that they’d always be open for her. 
 
    “Is this what you expected when you were crushing on me?” Erik asked, a hint of humor in his voice.  
 
    She playfully tugged at the hairs growing on his chin. “I never could have anticipated what you’re really like.” 
 
    He lifted both brows. “Is that good or bad?” 
 
    She pretended to think about it. His fingers travelled up her waist, leaving behind electric impulses that made her want to writhe in his arms. She could barely hold onto her train of thought when he touched her like that. 
 
    Before she could act on her desire, the front door opened. Casey and Evangeline marched through, both carrying bags filled with Styrofoam containers. The tangy scent of hot sauce blossomed on the air. 
 
    Evangeline kicked the door closed behind her. Beneath her baseball cap, her hair was a shade of peach that brought out the freckles on her nose. She set her bags on the coffee table between her and the couch. 
 
    Bree held her breath, waiting for Evangeline to say something snide. Instead, Evangeline dragged a chair over and dropped into it before meeting Bree’s gaze. The hostility from that morning was gone. 
 
    “I might have had a stick up my ass the past few days,” she said finally. “I’ve gotten it out…for the most part.” 
 
    Erik ran a hand through Bree’s hair. “Evy has been mad at me and taking it out on you.” 
 
    Evangeline wrinkled her nose. “Please don’t call me Evy. And yes, I’m still mad at you. You’re a careless, reckless dolt.” 
 
    Bree sat up, fire burning her veins. Evangeline put up both hands in a placating gesture. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m going to try to be nicer from now on. My sister-in-law is coming to town to help me change into a shifter. After that, we’ll both be working with her to learn the ropes.” Evangeline pulled the take-out containers from their bags and set them out, like a peace offering. “I don’t want to be on bad terms with my fellow dragons.” 
 
    “Apology accepted,” Bree said. “But know that I’m going to call you out on every bitchy thing you do from here on out.” 
 
    Evangeline opened her mouth to argue, but Casey cut her off. “Fair, and maybe necessary while she learns to deal with her dragon. I have a feeling hers is going to be feisty.” 
 
    Bree never had that issue. She and her beast had been on good terms for the most part. While every day would bring something new, she knew they could get through it together. She had the spirit of a dragon all along. She just needed Erik to bring it out of her. 
 
    “Please tell me you bought this for us,” Erik said to Casey and Evangeline. “I’m starving. Crushing a shifter’s knee took a lot out of me.” 
 
    “He was limping earlier,” Gavin said. 
 
    Everyone jumped. Somehow, Gavin had walked in soundlessly. Bree noticed a bronze talisman hanging over his chest. Gavin winked at her. 
 
    “It’s my witch bait. She’s going to have to come out of hiding and talk to me eventually.” He sat on the arm of the couch. 
 
    Evangeline groaned. “Will you just leave her alone already! She doesn’t want anything to do with you.” 
 
    Gavin snarled, his lips curling as a bit of his beast flashed in his eyes. Bree didn’t flinch, and neither did Evangeline. They were one big, dysfunctional family. Bree had a lot of time to make up for. All the years she’d lived alone had been empty. The life that should have started long ago would be lived to the fullest now. 
 
    Bree sat up and put her feet on the floor. She extended a hand to Evangeline, which Evangeline took. 
 
    “This means you have to get the tattoo,” Evangeline said, almost ominously. 
 
    “Tattoo?” Bree’s voice cracked. 
 
    Everyone in the room other than Gavin moved their clothing aside to show off a stylized dragon symbol in their skin. Bree touched Erik’s. She ran her fingers along the lines, expecting them to be raised. 
 
    “Don’t let them pressure you into anything you don’t want,” Gavin said while giving Evangeline and Erik a look of reproach. 
 
    Bree didn’t hesitate. She was all in. “Where do I sign up?” 
 
    The talk of tattoos broke the ice with Evangeline. She began to talk enthusiastically about the process and the different color choices she could pick. While Evangeline was distracted, Dillon and Isabella joined them. Isabella growled like she had a dragon in her when she laid eyes on the chicken wings spread across the coffee table. 
 
    “You got my text,” she said. “I couldn’t stop thinking about them all day!” 
 
    Dillon smiled at his mate. He rushed to get her a plate, but she destroyed two wings before he got back. Bree laughed and accepted a plate from Dillon. She heaped it with food and leaned back into Erik so they could share.  
 
    Everyone fired verbal shots at one another until the liquor shots came out and their barbs became expressions of affection. Bree watched it go down before taking over the drinks. While she poured, Isabella helped pick up. 
 
    “I love you all,” Bree proclaimed. 
 
    “You aren’t even drinking,” Erik pointed out. 
 
    She shrugged, swimming in happiness after a hard day. “I still mean it with every ounce of my being.” 
 
    Everyone took turns hugging her and welcoming her into the clan. When they finished, Bree’s cheeks were so warm she could have fried an egg on them. Erik reached her last and didn’t let go, allowing her to hide her face while they cooled. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Erik grabbed the notebook between them and spun it around. A scribbled list covered the page, from top to bottom, including the margins. He and Bree had been taking turns, writing down what their future looked like. When he added that he needed lots of land, she added that the kitchen needed a dishwasher. On and on it went like that. 
 
    Now that the page was full, they took in what their future needed. 
 
    “Farmhouse,” he said. “Barn with barn cats.” 
 
    Bree nodded. “I’ve always wanted a dog, but I don’t think a dog will want to live with a couple of dragon shifters. Cats are stupidly fearless. They won’t mind two giant reptiles.” 
 
    Erik nodded in agreement. “I’ve seen those videos of cats slapping alligators. You’re not wrong.” 
 
    He scanned the page one more time. “We’re missing something here.” 
 
    Bree snatched the notebook back and looked it up and down before giving him a confused glare. 
 
    “What kind of bed are we going to get? A queen so we can cuddle every night? A king because I’m a king? A California king so you never have to sleep beside me and my flying fists again? This is an important question.” 
 
    She tried to hold back her laughter but failed. The sound of her happiness was a drug he would never get enough of. He left his chair and walked around to lift her from hers. With her in his arms, he carried her back to their room. 
 
    “We also need a sturdy frame that can handle two dragon shifters. No flimsy wood ordered off the internet. I’ll prove to you that I can break it on one thrust.” 
 
    She bit her lip before asking, “Is that a promise?” 
 
    “I’m about to show you right now.” He kicked the door closed behind them and threw her down onto the bed. 
 
    She bounced and more laughter escaped her. Before she could settle, Erik pounced her. How he’d never noticed her intoxicating scent before that day in the bathroom, he’d never know. He couldn’t get enough of her. 
 
    Erik might have been a fool before he found Bree, but she’d turned him into a man. He wanted to make her happy every day of the rest of her life. He’d spent the last hour writing down things he knew she would want. He would let the barn cats into the house and build them the biggest cat tree if it meant seeing her smile. 
 
    He never knew what it meant to love someone with his whole soul. He’d spent too long hating himself and thinking that others hated him to even imagine what love would feel like. The nights he’d spent with other women melted away. He should have known those nights would never end in this kind of love. All he took from them were the techniques he’d learned. 
 
    For Bree, his beasts had come together. The green dragon wasn’t his enemy anymore. He didn’t need to spend nights in the ditch out back. He spent them with his head between Bree’s legs instead. 
 
    “When a boy dragon likes a girl, he bites her shoulder to tell the world that no one else can have her,” he said. 
 
    Bree raised a brow. “You could just buy me a ring like a normal man.” 
 
    “Why can’t I do both?” he whispered against her skin. 
 
    She shuddered beneath him and dug her nails into his chest. “Yes. Both. I like both.” 
 
    He tasted her skin before biting down. Bree swallowed the scream that tried to leave her. She spasmed like she’d climaxed. Pride swelled inside him before his blood rushed south and swelled something else. 
 
    “I love you. Through fire and hell, I would do anything for you.” He hadn’t meant to say any of that, but the promise filled the room anyway.  
 
    She wound a hand around the back of his neck. “Through fire and hell,” she repeated before capturing his mouth. 
 
    For a man who’d felt fractured and broken his whole life, he was whole when he stepped into her arms. It’d taken her love to show him who he could be. 
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    Thank you! 
 
    If you enjoyed my writing, I’d like to invite you to sign up for my email list and receive book 1 of my Best-Selling Mountain Wolf Protectors Series FREE! Also, by signing up for my email list, you’ll be first to know when I release a brand-new book! 
 
                               >> Get your free book here << 
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