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Chapter 1
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Lucian

I STAGGERED OUT OF the hall, away from my brother’s wedding and the woman he’d taken as his bride. His fated mate.

Sarah and Dymitri had been perfect together from the very start. From the moment they met, I’d been able to sense the intensity of the feelings Dymitri had for her.

Desperately, I’d hoped it would be the same for me and my mate. Marienne had said it would be, but that wasn’t the case. I’d felt nothing except sympathy for Nadia when we found her injured and unconscious. When she woke up, there had been none of the intense feelings I’d been promised. No passion. No quivering desire. No dragon rearing his possessive head.

The lack of those feelings had sent me into a rage unlike any other. I’d felt so hurt and betrayed. So disappointed. But I’d gotten through it and hoped to one day find my own mate. Perhaps a servant in the castle or one of the women in town. But no... today I’d met my own fated mate. It was another human woman. Just like my brother’s. And my dragon was bursting to be free.

I erupted through the door of the grand ballroom, my gut tightening to the point of having to run bent over. “Hold it together,” I muttered to myself, not sure that I could. Running for the entrance of the castle, I passed through the foyer that had only recently been patched up. Dymitri and I had done enormous damage to the once-grand colored glass windows when I’d flown into a rage over Nadia not being my mate. Not my finest hour. Nor my dragon’s.

I burst through the front doors, feeling the cold blast of our icy winter breeze on my face. Reveling in the sensation of the crisp chill, I deeply breathed in the air.

Calm down, calm down.

My dragon was furious at me for running away, snarling and snapping inside my mind. He wanted to go back and find his mate, but I couldn’t. I was teetering on the verge of being out of control and if I returned to the wedding party, I’d destroy everything in sight. There was no hope of containing my dragon any longer. He needed to be free. 

My dragon rose up inside of me as I stripped off my suit jacket and threw it on the ground. Wings sprouted from my back, and my skin transformed into the leathery scales of my shifter form. I closed my eyes and let my mind go as mist swirled up around me, and I became my dragon. When I opened my eyes, the world around me looked different. But the feelings inside of me weren’t.

My mate was here, and Marienne had been right after all. My fated mate was human, and a sister to Sarah. But it hadn’t been her tiny, younger sister Nadia as we’d all thought. Instead, my mate was her older sister. The gorgeous, generously curvy Katerina, with dark, curly hair and a sexy smile that made my skin catch fire. Not to mention her ass... Oh my God. My cock ached just thinking about her curves.

I leaped into the air, beating my wings against the sky. Everything that I’d been told about fated mates was true. My dragon was uncontrollable in his need, my human side having no chance of dominance. My heart was thudding against my chest with the power of a steaming locomotive. Lust poured through me, all for a stranger. A woman who would never understand my world or our customs. 

I’d never been good enough for my father to accept, nor any woman I’d known in the past. 

Why would this gorgeous human want me now?

Memories of my anger and hurt from past traumas poured through me like molten lava, eating away at any hope I had for my future. None of this made any sense to me, and in my growing fury, I couldn’t see a way around the problem except to gain altitude and fly away.

I soared higher and higher, until I couldn’t move my wings any longer. Until I was afraid I might fall from the sky if I didn’t stop ascending. Soaring back down to a lower altitude, I continued until I was far away from my half-brother’s kingdom. Until sunshine heated my wings in place of winter chill, and my skin ached from the rapid change in temperature.

There was another kingdom ahead of me, with a huge castle perched high above the surrounding lands and villages. I could only hope it was Stavrok’s and Lucy’s castle. I’d never been to visit them in their home but had met the royal couple when they’d visited Damon and Cass. I glanced back the way I’d come, weak now from hunger and fatigue. I’d never make it back. Not tonight. Not without a rest. I used the last of my strength to fly down and land on a high balcony attached to the castle and there I collapsed against a railing. 

I let my dragon go and shifted back to human, my chest heaving with the strain and my legs trembling in their attempts to hold me up. 

An older male servant hurried out onto the balcony to greet me, his gaze narrowing as my human body replaced my dragon. “Let me get you a robe, sir,” he said with a polite incline of his head, then stepped inside once more.

I sighed with relief at the confirmation I was in the right place. That was definitely a royal servant, so this had to be Stavrok’s palace. None of the servants in the winter palace treated a stranger so well.

The man returned with a warm robe that I slipped on gratefully. “Thank you.” Then he handed me a glass of water, which I downed immediately. The coolness flowed over my aching throat, soothing it, making me moan with gratitude.

“Can I help you, sir?” he inquired. “Are you here to see King Stavrok?”

I nodded, though it wasn’t entirely true. I’d ended up here purely by accident. “Could you tell Stavrok and Lucy that I’m here? My name is Lucian. He’ll know who I am.”

The servant bowed and walked away. 

I managed to put down the glass of water and tie up the robe just as an older man dressed in fine clothes stepped out onto the balcony.

“Lucian, sir, please follow me.”

“Thank you.” I followed the man, who was likely the steward, into the castle, marveling at the richness of the carpet underfoot and the beautiful paintings that lined the halls. What a difference it made when the king in charge of his kingdom actually looked after his wealth. Unlike my father, who’d been a tyrant king and let his people and his castle fall to ruin. He’d been the worst of men.

You’re not him, and you’re far away from his memories. Let it go.  

I gazed about Stavrok’s castle and briefly indulged myself in the fantasy of what life might have been like if I’d grown up as the bastard son of this king. Raised in this home, or within the castle’s walls. Perhaps then I wouldn’t be such a fucking mess.

The steward stopped in front of a large, wooden door. “King Stavrok is waiting for you in here, sir. He’s aware of your arrival.”

Wonderful. Hopefully he doesn’t kick me straight back out again. 

It wasn’t like he knew me well.

The man opened the door and held it open for me to head inside. 

I took a deep breath and moved forward. Part of me had expected an office or a sitting room, but instead I was staring down the length of a grand dining hall with an impressively long wooden table.

At the head of the table sat King Stavrok, food laid out before him and a glass of red wine in hand. When he saw me, he grinned and waved a hand toward the seat across from him. “Lucian, take a seat. What brings you here to my humble home? Isn’t your brother getting married today? That’s the rumor I heard, at least.” King Stavrok was a huge man, and even seated, cast an imposing figure.

“You heard correctly,” I mumbled as I sat down in my robe, feeling more naked than before. “The ceremony took place earlier and I expect the reception is well underway as we speak, in fact.”

“Please, help yourself.” Stavrok gestured to the feast before him.

I poured myself a glass of wine and picked up a bread roll, my gut still churning with the accumulation of stress. I wasn’t very hungry, but I wasn’t going to turn down the king’s generosity. 

“So, Lucian, tell me why you aren’t at the wedding.” The king tilted his head to the side, no doubt curious as to why I would leave such a joyous occasion and travel so far away.

I wanted to tell him it was none of his business. That he could stick his nose elsewhere and leave me be. But I’d shown up at his home unannounced, and owed him an explanation. He had a human mate from the other side of the veil, his wife, Lucy, so perhaps he’d offer me some advice.  

Certainly, my brother, Dymitri, would have tried to help me. However, I had no intention of burdening him further. Not on his wedding day, of all days. Just seeing me flee the ceremony had probably left him worried enough.

I needed a sounding board. “My fated mate is at the ceremony.”

Stavrok’s brows rose. “I repeat then, why aren’t you there?” He chuckled. 

I saw nothing amusing about the situation but instead of answering immediately, I took a bite of my roll and a sip of the wine. Then another. I hadn’t realized how much I needed sustenance. I inhaled deeply to regain some control, then released my breath slowly. “I’d just come to terms with the fact that I wasn’t going to have a fated mate. That the sorceress, Marienne, had been wrong about my future. After all, she’d been so sure it was Nadia. She’s the—”

“The other woman we rescued from that human hell hole.” King Stavrok shuddered. “I remember.”

“I thought Marienne’s vision had been wrong and prepared myself for never finding my true mate. I’d made peace with that.”

Stavrok grinned at me as though he knew what I was about to say. “Marienne hasn’t been wrong about our fated mates. Not yet anyway. She was the reason I found Lucy.”

“Oh, I didn’t know that.” And I hadn’t. So, Marienne had been a royal matchmaker from the beginning? Somehow, that made this story even more credible now.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Stavrok said, pouring us both some more wine. “Go on.”

I blew out a breath. “Well, it turns out Sarah has another sister and the moment I saw her... everything fell into place. I wanted her. I still want her. And the only thing I could do to keep myself from taking her on the spot—or destroying everything around me—was to flee.” I paused, the shame of my lack of self-control washing over me. “I felt like a monster, getting lost in that lust.”

The king’s expression softened. “You’re a better man than me. I kidnapped Lucy from her home. I had no control.”

My jaw dropped. “You...” He kidnapped her?

He nodded. “Yes. Literally picked her up and flew her home.” 

I didn’t know Stavrok well, but I knew men. And he was serious.

“Did she forgive you?” I couldn’t imagine Katerina letting me pick her up and carry her to my bedroom. 

Stavrok cackled out a laugh. “Of course. Eventually. But tell me more about your mate. Why don’t you believe she’d forgive you for letting your dragon show his head? After all, it’s the most natural instinct we have.”

I reached for some fruit, picking apart the grapes and an orange. “Katerina might not want me at all. I’m not exactly the easiest to love.” A fact that had gotten drilled into me at an early age. I’d spent so much of my young life being told I wasn’t worthy. Why would that change now? What would she see that everyone else missed? The answer was nothing. Once she got to know me, she’d come to the same conclusion. Having her and then losing her might kill me. 

Stavrok sighed then motioned for a butler who had been patiently waiting nearby to come closer. “A bottle of whiskey, I think.”

“Yes, my king.” The butler bowed and left in a hurry.

“Here’s what you’re going to do,” King Stavrok said. “You’re going to calm down and get out of this spiral of doom you’ve placed yourself in. Then you’ll remember this woman is your fated mate. She was created specifically for you. Her soul is the other half of yours. She is what will complete you, and she is going to love all sides of you. Even the ones that are difficult or not really that loveable.”

“How do you—”

He gave me a sharp look that shut me up. “Because we all go through those thoughts, and we all have difficult pieces to love. No one is perfect, Lucian.”

I pressed my lips together tightly, wanting to argue. Stavrok didn’t know me, and he couldn’t imagine what my life had been like. But I kept my thoughts to myself. He was a king, and I was a bastard son. Even though he was allowing me to sit at his table and drink his wine, we weren’t on the same level.

The butler returned with a bottle of golden whiskey. 

Stavrok poured me a glass and placed it right in front of me. “Once you’ve collected yourself and rested a little, go back to the wedding and be with your mate. Show her the depth of your feelings for her.”

“She’s human. What if she doesn’t understand? They don’t feel the pull the same way we do.” Or so I’d heard.

Stavrok laughed. “I guarantee you, she will. It might not be the exact same sensation, as she doesn’t have the dragon inside of her. Her heart will know, though. It will beat faster when you’re around. Her gut will twist whenever you’re near. Her body will have the pull of extreme desire, and her heart will war with her head until she gives in. Sound familiar?”

“Yes.” So similar. Perhaps humans weren’t as strange as I’d originally thought.

“She is going to love you.” He sounded confident. “But it will take a lot longer if you keep running from her every time her presence makes you a bit uncomfortable.”

A bit uncomfortable is an understatement. 

The moment I’d laid eyes on her, my cock was at full attention and every part of me had been eager to explore every inch of her curvy figure. No other woman compared. I’d never been set ablaze in such a way before in my life. If I couldn’t do something about that discomfort soon, I might explode. “Next time, I’ll be more prepared,” I said, much calmer than I felt. I couldn’t guarantee that, but I’d pretend for the moment. “If nothing else, it won’t be such a big surprise.”

“I need to go and speak to my wife. Shall I leave you with your thoughts?” Stavrok asked.

No. 

My thoughts frightened me. All the same, I said, “Yes.” I picked up my glass of whiskey. I’d intruded on his hospitality long enough.

“I’m always happy to help,” Stavrok said in a soft voice. “I’m glad you felt enough trust in me to come here.”

I appreciated him saying that more than I could express. He was treating me as an equal when I was only King Damon’s bastard brother. “Thank you for your assistance.” Despite the fear creeping through me, I knew what I had to do, and I had a plan of action to take.

Stavrok left me, and I took the time to finish my whiskey, letting the warmth soothe my inner dragon. My strength began to return, and a new determination stirred within me. A determination to face my fear and seek out my fated mate.

Once I was able, I transformed into my dragon and flew back to Damon’s castle. It was indeed, a long way, though I did not ascend so high this time and the air was better for breathing. When I arrived, I found a private place to change back into human form.

I’d obviously missed the ceremony and felt terrible for that. But Dymitri would understand, I felt sure, as would Sarah. I’d seen it in my brother’s eyes just before I fled the castle, and he would explain what had happened to Sarah. Everyone would understand, except for her. My one true mate. By the end of the night, I would make it up to her. I did not want to be the mate who ran away.

I gathered all the courage I had and made my way to the hall where the reception was still underway. My heart was pounding like a battering ram, but after my long flights, I had enough control over my dragon to walk into the room without feeling like I was going to shift. My gaze settled on my mate sitting across the room, and a piece of me I thought long dead sprang to life once more. 
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Katerina

EVEN THOUGH WE WERE in a castle, my sister’s wedding was small and simple, which was fitting for her. The fact that she was marrying a guy she’d just met wasn’t very typical, but I tried not to judge her too harshly for that. It was easy to understand her falling in love so quickly, especially considering her new husband was one of the men who’d rescued her and Nadia from hell.  

I wouldn’t be following that path any time soon, of course. Love at first sight just wasn’t my style. But I was glad at least one of us was getting an epic, whirlwind romance worthy of a romance novel. As long as he loved her and took good care of her, he’d stay off my shit list. I’d give this Dymitri guy the benefit of the doubt, especially when I saw the way they looked at each other.

Dymitri. Even his name sounded like something from a fairytale. I tried to keep my jealousy at bay, not wanting to be bitter. That wasn’t right. Instead, I focused on the joy I felt for my sister as she walked down the aisle. She glowed as she gazed into the eyes of her new husband. 

As Sarah and Dymitri exchanged their vows, a strong yearning tugged at my heart. That part of me that didn’t want to be alone anymore. I knew nothing came easy. As a chubby girl, I understood that I had to work a lot harder to stand out in a crowd full of size-zero wannabe supermodels.

Easy would be a nice change.

I gazed through the small crowd of mostly strangers and noted the original best man still missing from the group. I’d caught one glimpse of him earlier, and then he’d disappeared. 

Strange. 

And even stranger was how much I’d felt his absence. I tried to shake off the feeling and refocus my attention on Sarah. This was her day.

Tears were shed as the bride and groom were officially pronounced husband and wife. Up next was the reception where I fully intended on hiding behind a drink and pretending I belonged. Something about the party guests seemed unique. Not bad, just different, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was.

Everything about the wedding was different, in fact. Sarah was being married in a picturesque mountain village, over which the castle loomed like a medieval dream. I had so many questions, and yet I didn’t want to ask, not wanting the magic of the day destroyed.

And then, speaking of magic, he walked back into the room. As soon as the best man stepped through the door, it was like a spell had been cast over my body. My legs quivered. Actually quivered! Something I only thought happened in fiction. 

I clung to my glass of wine, suddenly fearful I wasn’t going to be able to stand much longer. My knees got wobbly and there was a tingle between my legs I hadn’t felt in too long to count. I swallowed hard, unable to drag my eyes away from him. My whole body flushed with heat, and I finally looked down to try and get some control back over my physical reaction to his presence. 

Holy hell! 

All that from looking at one of the most majestic men to ever walk the earth. The best man. Now I was sad I’d only caught a glance earlier. Clearly, I’d missed out on quite the specimen. Long, dark hair that gracefully fell to his shoulders. And he was so tall! Even from a distance, he towered over everyone and everything. A broad frame, too. Those arms... that chest... I’d kill to have them wrapped around me. I’d kill to wrap parts of me around him too, for that matter. He was imposing enough that I wouldn’t feel like I was squishing a bug.

A gentle hand on my arm startled me out of my trance. My sister, the happy bride, smiled at me. “Let’s go say hi,” Sarah said, nodding her head toward Tall, Dark and Dangerous.

More heat flushed through me, this time primarily in my cheeks. “What? To him? Why?”

“He’s my husband’s brother, and family should meet family, right?” She winked suddenly. “Besides, I think you two would hit it off.”

Smashingly well, I hope. 

I cleared my throat. “Good point.”

Sarah slipped her arm in the crook of my elbow, and we walked across the room together. Each step toward him was like floating on a cloud. No way was my sister about to introduce me to the most gorgeous guy on the planet. 

No way! 

Then, the next thing I knew, I was standing in front of him and gazing up into his deep, soulful, dark eyes. 

Hot damn...

“Lucian,” Sarah said and gestured between us. “This is my other sister, Katerina.”

He gazed down at me with such intensity, I lost my footing and stumbled just a tiny bit. Toward him, I should add—much to my embarrassment. Lucian caught me before I face-planted into his rock-hard abs. I didn’t know they were rock-hard for sure, but based on what I’d seen it was easy to assume. His whole body was probably chiseled from stone.

“Heels,” I said, struggling to find an excuse for my clumsiness. “They’re big. Long. Tall.” 

Oh God. 

I was mortified, because immediately my mind went to other things that were big, long, and tall. In my four-inch heels, I barely made it to his shoulder. He was just so fucking tall in comparison, and I was all for it. But I doubted a guy like that would be into a woman like me. 

“You should be careful with those,” he said, his voice a low rumble that caused my insides to churn with desire.

I laughed, awkward and too loud. “Just need more practice with this pair. I bought them for the wedding.” The conversation was tanking fast. “Anyway, it was really nice to meet you...” I turned back toward my sister and shot her a warning look that suggested she better not stop me from leaving.

“Kat!” Sarah insisted, clearly not caring or not catching what I was trying to communicate. I walked past her, and she turned her attention to Lucian. “We’ll be right back.”

I found an empty table to sit at. The music for the dancing had started, and the loud thumping of the bass was a nice distraction from my thoughts, but also made it impossible to think clearly. No, if I were being honest, Lucian made it impossible to think. Simply having him in the same room turned my brain into a pile of glittery, hopeful mush. Story of my life... I see an attractive guy and let lust cloud my logic, which always resulted in heartbreak.

“What is wrong with you?” Sarah gasped out, standing over me with her hands on her hips. “Katerina... you bolted before you even got a chance to actually talk!”

“Clearly, the conversation wasn’t too riveting,” I snapped, pressing the palm of my hand to my forehead. “My shoes, of all things... I had to talk about those. He’s going to think I’m some kind of shallow ditz!”

“No, he’s not.”

“No, who’s not?” our other sister, Nadia, asked, joining us at the table. “What did I miss?”

I groaned. “My humiliation with Tall, Dark and Dangerous.”

“Lucian?” Nadia asked, looking over at him.

We all did, and I noticed he was staring intently back... at me. He wore a deep frown that seemed almost concerned. 

For me? 

I gave him a small wave, and that brought a smile to his face. It was such a beautiful sight to behold that I had a difficult time looking away. “Yes,” I said at last. “Lucian. Sarah thought I should meet him since he’s our new brother-in-law’s brother, or whatever. Then I lost my footing and almost fell into him, and it spiraled from there.”

“It did not,” Sarah insisted. “It was not that bad!”

She didn’t understand. At all. For someone like her, it’d be cute. For me... I shook my head. “I’ll talk to him later when I’m not so...” I made a vague gesture around me, hoping that explained everything. No such luck.

Nadia reached out and grabbed my hand. “I’m with Sarah on this one. Go and say hello to him. Talk. Dance!”

“Oh, yes, dancing! That’s a great idea.” Sarah pulled on my arm to try to get me out of my seat. “Then you’ll be a little more relaxed. Small talk is always hard to get past, so maybe just skip it. I don’t think Lucian is into that anyway.”

Why were they being so pushy? I looked back toward him, and he gave me a small wave, his eyebrows raised in an inviting fashion. 

“Is there something I don’t know that you’re not telling me?”

“No,” they both said at once, making it even more suspicious.

After a brief moment of silence and one shared glance, Sarah spoke. “Dymitri seemed to think you and Lucian would hit it off well, and I agree. In fact, I heard he’s nervous to talk to you.”
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