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Chapter One

Six Days until the Coronation
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I stayed at the dragon shifter castle—for about ten more minutes. Long enough for my harem to make my little brother, Asa, a part of their treasure trove. And then? Well, I’d get to that, one step at a time. 

We wound our way through the empty hallways, the lush carpets in this part of the castle thick and silencing, the wooden walls carved in intricate dragon details and polished until they gleamed. I tried to keep track of all the turns and doorways we passed, but it was no use. This place was a maze.

“Ah-ha.” Tavis smiled over his shoulder at me, the candlelight from a nearby wall sconce flickering across his blue hair and dancing in his bright blue eyes. He stopped and opened a set of double doors. “This will do.”

With Asa’s hand gripped tightly in mine, we followed my harem into a beautiful room with red silk panels draped from the high ceiling to the floor, and in between those hung paintings of gorgeous women inside gilded frames. Queens, I realized. All dead. There must have been at least fifty of them. Briefly, I wondered which one was my harem’s mother.

Tavis turned to Asa. “What have you got in your pocket, big guy?”

Frowning, Asa fished a familiar-looking folded white card from his pocket and held it up. “Asa Parmstone. Is this like a reminder in case I forget?”

I glided my hand over his silky dark hair. “It’s for protection, so don’t lose it, okay?”

“And what’s in your sister’s pocket?” Calhoun strode toward me, his black hair hanging in his dark, cunning eyes, and something about the way he looked at me, so hungry and possessive, roared the dragon fire awake inside me.

“This dress isn’t cool enough to have pockets,” I said, and my voice sounded like a purr.

“How unfortunate.” He came closer, and I licked my lips as I ticked my gaze toward Asa. Luckily, Tavis was redirecting his attention elsewhere from his combusting sister.

I fisted my hand in Calhoun’s black Henley as much to drag him closer as to keep me upright with the absolute need twisting through me. His muscled forearm grazed my elbow as he wrapped it around my back, triggering a shiver to my toes, and then grabbed my ass and roughly pulled me against him.

I tried not to moan, was mostly successful, but damn. Even without the dragon fire lighting me up constantly, he would be impossible to resist. 

He rocked me against him, the heat of his hard cock making me gasp, and his dangerous gaze dipped to my lips when a smile fluttered across them. “Guess what, sweetheart? I found a pocket.” He whipped a white card out from behind me with Asa’s name on it. “So you have one too.”

“The card itself is indestructible, fire-proof, water-proof,” Vance said, coming up from behind me to touch his warm fingertips to my shoulder. “And this room is now our trove.”

Just as he said it, the neat rows of treasure arranged on shelves I’d seen at their house came into view around us, faint like seeing them through a gauze curtain. Next to the pocket watch I’d stolen from them sat another Asa card, but no Asa, of course, since he was free to move about. The shelves faded, and the room looked just as it did when we’d come in.

“Your card and Asa’s is to put your minds at ease.” Vance trailed his fingers down my spine, making me melt into him.

Still wrapped up in Calhoun, I gazed up into Vance’s almost translucent eyes and reached up to cup his scruffy jaw. “Thank you, guys. This does help me feel better.”

A bit, at least. I still had several hundred doubts.

Vance leaned in to graze his lips over the shell of my ear. “Thank you, My Thief.”

My dragon fire flared through my entire body once again, centered between my legs in hot pulses where I'd first spilled it. Not on purpose, but it had almost killed me. Now, though, it made me want to squirm against Calhoun, fuck Vance with my mouth, and Tavis could join in the fun any way he pleased. All somewhere not around Asa, of course.

Calhoun let out a low groan as if in agreement and ground against me. Vance angled my head and swept me up in a deep kiss. From my periphery, Tavis's blue eyes sparked brighter as he turned to stare, making sure Asa was firmly planted in front of a painting with his back facing us.

Loud knocks from somewhere in the castle scattered my idea quickly.

"Who's that?" I asked, reluctantly pulling away.

Vance took a step backward and adjusted the impressive bulge in his jeans. "Shifters wanting to see their queen."

"Can't we tell them I'm not here?"

He smiled and smoothed the sleeves of his white flannel. "No. Despite what happened last night, we need cooks, workers to keep up the castle and to help prepare for the coronation. I'll spend the day sorting through them."

Despite what happened last night... He meant the full-moon ritual, the table laid out with food here at the castle, some of which was poisoned, some of which Asa had almost eaten. My body went rigid, and a strange sound escaped my throat.

Vance flashed to my side again and took my hand. “Asa’s safe, Yara. Nothing will happen to him as long as we’re alive, and Tavis will teach you all about poisons.”

Tavis had seated Asa in front of a computer in the corner that I swore hadn’t been there just seconds ago, and now, he crossed toward us, his blue pineapple T-shirt rippling between his broad shoulders. "I'll hang in here with Asa. He’s already dubbed this the stuffy art room, so I figure we can make it more geared to what he likes."

I nodded, my heart warming to Tavis paying attention to what Asa's interests were. Since he was already part of their treasure trove, he was in good hands.

Calhoun caught my eye and winged up an eyebrow. "I'll be coming with you today."

"Where are we going?"

"Back to Evenza. Back to the Vivix building. You’re good at sneaking around, so I'd like to look for any clues as to who—"

"Shit,” I whispered. “Oliver. That's what you were going to say, right? Because I saw who shot him. With all the commotion of saving Asa last night, I didn’t even think about it until now."

Oliver, a.k.a. Salt and Pepper due to the white dusting on his temples, was gunned down in his office not ten feet away from me.

My harem stared at me.

"Was the person who shot him the same person who sacrificed him?" Vance asked, keeping his voice low.

"I have no idea. I guess I thought those two things were one in the same, since I don't know how you guys go about your...your sacrificing.” I swallowed, really wishing I never had to say that word again. “I was going to tell you this, but most everything to this point has been a whirlwind of bullshit."

Calhoun crossed his arms and drummed his fingers on his enormous biceps. "The full-moon ritual was bullshit too. Other than Madame Theodosia, our seer, being right about you as queen, it didn't go the way anyone expected...and I bet if we asked the shifters knocking on the castle doors, they didn't get their power surge either."

"What happens if you don't get it?" I asked.

"We can’t shift, that’s for damn sure,” Tavis said with a solemn nod. “We’ve never skipped a power surge renewal before, but there’s a reason they’re once a month. We need it to live.”

The heaviness of his words wilted me some. As queen, I couldn’t exactly let that happen if I could prevent it. Definitely not to my harem because they didn't deserve that. And the rest of the shifters? Well, maybe if I squinted, I could find some redeemable traits in them so I’d want to help them too.

“So if Léas didn’t give more power to you, does that mean she wants you to die?” I asked.

Vance shook his head, the overhead lights shimmering like a halo on his short white-blond hair. “That doesn’t feel like her at all. Because we weren’t there to see the end of the full-moon ritual, we can’t be sure though. While I interview potential staff and you two investigate, I’ll ask them to fill in some of the blanks of what happened.”

Nodding, I looked to Calhoun. "I'm going to need coffee for this."

"We’ll get some on the road," he said and gestured for me to follow him out.

On the road because he couldn’t shift. I hoped I didn't seem too gleeful that we weren't flying to Evenza. Put me in a room with dragon shifters having a gunfight any day, but flying? On a dragon? I was sure I would die from fright.

I crossed to Asa still parked in front of the computer and smothered him with kisses and hugs before heading out after Calhoun. “We’ll be back,” I said to Tavis and Vance.

Out in the hallway, the knocks grew louder.

“Are they trying to break down the door?" I asked.

Calhoun glanced at me, his pace quick. "They're curious. They want to know about their new queen."

They sounded pissed to me, like they were going to erupt into a riot any second and storm the castle with pitchforks and dragon fire.

"What if we just hired humans to work here?" I asked.

He gave me a long look, his dark eyes flaring danger and maybe even a little bit of hurt. 

Shit. Now that it was out of my mouth, I realized how terrible it sounded, that I didn't even trust those I was supposed to rule. Could anyone blame me though? After dragon shifters kidnapped my brother off the street and were going to casually sacrifice him?

"Not good optics, sweetheart," he said, his voice tight.

I'd offended him. One of three shifters who'd been more than decent to me, and I'd offended him. Great first day as queen, Yara. 

We exited the castle through a side door and entered a gigantic garage full of shiny new cars, their fresh paint jobs and spit-shined windows glittering in the sunlight spilling through the garage door. Calhoun chose a simple-looking four-door with a gunmetal finish, and we hit the road back to Evenza.

"I'm sorry I'm an asshole," I admitted as I stared at his perfect profile.

"You meant what you said." Not a question, but a flat statement that made me feel even worse.

"I'm trying." I sighed and stared at the scenery blurring past. "As of right now, there are three dragon shifters I actually like. You could’ve left me on your doorstep yesterday. You could've refused to help me get my brother back. But you didn't. PLéase don't think for one second I will ever forget that."

After a long pause, he sighed. "I don't blame you, you know. Dragon shifters are a complicated mess as a whole, because we’ve been waiting for our queen."

Me, who was judging an entire group based on a few bad apples. Several bad apples. There was a name for that. Stereotype. Racism. Ugly words. Even uglier when I acted those words out. I'd been so wrapped up in my hatred for stovetops and getting Asa back that I hadn't stopped to consider my thought process. And now I was their queen. Did I have the strength of forgiveness so I could try to do better? I honestly wasn’t sure.

We stopped for coffee strong enough to peel off our eyelids and chocolate donuts, the cakey kind that looked like plastic. Afterward, Calhoun tossed me the keys. 

“You drive,” he said, and the rumble in his voice slid over my skin like a heated caress as I plucked the keys out of the air. He could read me a phone book, and the effect would probably still be the same.

“Why?”

“I want to show you something.” The darkness in his expression sparked and caught inside me, and soon, I was a fiery, panting mess behind the wheel before he’d even touched me. It seemed like one look, word, or touch could ignite me instantly, and my harem were experts at all three. “Ever heard of self-driving cars?”

“Sure,” I lied.

He leaned toward me then, his gaze full of wicked intent, and smoothed his hand down the outside of my thigh, hooked his fingers behind my knee, and gently pulled. “Ease up on the gas.”

I did, trusting him implicitly, but not enough to take my eyes off the road for more than a second. Without my foot on the gas, the car didn’t jerk in the slightest as we kept barreling down the highway.

He pulled harder on my knee until my foot was braced on my seat, my dress flipped up, and everything underneath completely exposed, including all my gadgets taped to my thighs. He dipped his head, settling my foot on his back so it was out of the way, as he trailed kisses along my inner thigh. Gasping, I spread myself wider for him.

“Calhoun...” I started to untape everything to grant him easier access. I was wearing a lot more than I had been when he’d fucked me in the back seat of the SUV yesterday, but he grabbed my hand before I could, his grip rough and tight, and slapped it on the steering wheel.

“Never take any of this off,” he ordered.

“I guess you like a girl with weapons and gadgets?” I moaned as he kissed his way to my pussy, teasing and tasting, and then finally sank his tongue inside me. “And...and sex in cars, apparently.”

He pulled away, his dark eyes hungry, to say, “Riding of any kind makes me horny as fuck.”

I thrusted my hips into his face like the greedy, desperate, dragon-fire fueled thief I was and twined my fingers through his silky hair. “No more talking.”

He obliged, doing things with his tongue I couldn’t even imagine. I rode his face, pressing as hard as I could into him, even as the car expertly passed other slower ones with no control by me. I was too far gone, too lost in the sensation of what his tongue was doing to me, to care about what kind of faces I was making or if someone was able to see through the tinted windows. I came violently, twice, and he kept drinking my orgasms long after they’d passed.

While he licked and sucked me to the brink of my third orgasm, he unbuckled his belt and shoved down his pants enough to grip his cock, which was swollen and dripping and so, so ready. He was practically laid out next to me while he ate my pussy, and he shifted slightly so that he could grind into his seat while he stroked himself hard. His hips moved like he was fucking, the muscles underneath his Henley rolling and his ass flexing under his loosened jeans with each thrust.

I roamed my hand over his back and fisted it upward so I could see more of him. The black dragon scales on his tattoo rippled. Damn, he was sin, wrapped up in dark mystery, and flaming hot with dragon shifter libido in the middle of mating season. One of the three sexiest things I’d ever seen.

“Calhoun...” I begged.

He looked up at me, his eyes hooded with lust, and slid his tongue over his wet bottom lip. “Let me slide into that seat underneath you. Right now.”

A shiver ran through me at the demand, the rough edge in his voice tightening my body all over again. As soon as I lifted myself barely an inch off the seat, he crowded in beneath me, his hands wrapping around my hips and keeping my dress out of his way. I barely had enough time to register the lack of room before he guided me down and slid his cock inside me, his movements surprisingly slow compared to his desperate need before. Slow, but deliciously hard.

I gasped at how full he made me feel, at how he enveloped all my senses at once. He angled my head for a searing kiss as his hips pumped up into me, his taste just as addicting as his touch. Dragging the front of my dress down, he traced my breasts with his entire hands, leaving no inch of skin unscorched by him. He pulled me closer, thrusting into me again and again, wrapping me up in his strength and sex.

“I want to fuck you like this every day, Yara,” he groaned into his kiss.

My elbow hit the car horn. “That was me agreeing.”

“I love the taste of your come mixed with dragon fire.” He shifted slightly so I could ground down on him and pull him in deeper. 

Heat spread across my thighs and tingled its way to my pussy. I kissed him harder, tasting myself on his tongue, and moaned in agreement. We sped our paces, and instead of keeping my hands locked at ten and two on the steering wheel, I used one to sink into the back of his sexy hair and the other for leverage on his thigh to adjust my angle.

“Oh...yes,” I moaned.

A green glow sparked in his hooded eyes then as he fucked me harder. Either real or imaginary, it didn’t matter because his hand sank down my front to my clit so I was squirming against both his cock and his fingers. 

My orgasm coiled tight for several stuttered heartbeats and then flooded through me with abandon, pulsing through me in giant, toe-curling waves. I moaned loudly as my pussy clamped down on Calhoun. He kept fucking his way through mine until seconds later he found his. He came with a roar, his hips still driving into mine, his fingers still stroking my trembling clit.

“Oh my god, Calhoun,” I said when I could speak again.

He gave me a dangerous smile as he slid his fingertips to my cheek to cup my face in his large hand. “Is that an admission you’ll never walk right again?”

“Yes,” I sighed into his next kiss, his thumb stroking my jaw.

Road trips in self-driving cars with a hot dragon shifter were the fastest kind, it turned out. Soon, he pulled the car in front of the Vivix building, the glass and steel structure appearing even taller in the daytime. We got out, our clothes now back in place like the innocents we weren’t. The rush of early-morning traffic and pedestrians was a constant source of noise and chaos. Calhoun fed the parking meter, which made me chuckle because it was so shockingly human.
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