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    Chapter 1 – Anna 
 
      
 
    The steady clack clacking of Anna's fingers on the mechanical keyboard lulled her into her usual work rhythm. Today, she had to wrap-up all the prep work for the big deal she was negotiating between one of her firm's manufacturing clients, Light Productions, and the massive tech company InnoCell. InnoCell was purchasing the much smaller Light Productions—presumably because they wanted possession of some new ground-breaking production technologies. 
 
    Anna didn't quite understand all the details; the technicalities were wrapped in intricate jargon from at least three different disciplines outside of the law. All that mattered to Anna was that Light Productions got a good deal for the sale and didn't get screwed over in the process, as sometimes happened when bigger companies wanted to buy out smaller ones. Strangely enough, there'd been no bullying so far by InnoCell—it'd been smooth sailing so far, and both sides of the deal had been happy with the preliminary negotiations so far. 
 
    Smooth though it was, it didn't make the deal any less complicated. InnoCell was purchasing much more than the company and its assets. As the best upcoming lawyer at the Shore&Shore firm, Anna's bosses had trusted this deal to her—intricacies and all.  
 
    Usually, she would leave simple tasks like typing up meeting notes to one of the firm's paralegals or assistants, but this deal was far too complicated and important to risk messing up. Because, assuming everything went exactly as planned, this was the deal that would make Anna's career. 
 
    This was the deal that would finally put her in line to become the firm's newest partner and bring her one step closer to accomplishing her dream of becoming a named partner. Anna was the best of the best, and she was doing everything in her power to show everyone. Her co-workers and bosses acknowledged her skill, at least, and their input should have been the most valuable of anything. 
 
    But, it was her father's approval that she truly wanted. 
 
    She took a sip of her coffee and flipped to the next page of her handwritten notes from her last meeting. She actually liked typing out her own thoughts; it helped her remember things better and usually triggered a few more new ideas along the way. And ... she felt bad whenever she asked someone else to digitize her notes since she wrote so fast that her handwriting was more like an illegible scrawl to those who weren't already used to it. Even her assistant, Clarissa, who was the most desensitized to Anna's horrible writing, still struggled from time to time. 
 
    Her writing was just one of many things that her father criticized throughout her childhood and even into her adult life. No matter what she did, no matter what she accomplished, it was never enough for him. When Anna had still been young and naive, she thought that graduating at the top of her class at Harvard Law would be enough for her father to finally see her. 
 
    But of course it wasn't. 
 
    Her older brother had already graduated from Harvard, so Anna's accomplishment wasn't very noteworthy as a result, at least in her father's mind. Her whole family—mother, father, siblings, literally everyone—had gone on to do great things. They were prolific scientists, doctors and surgeons, lawyers and business owners; some were even artists and actors. It was like skill ran through their blood, and they were all destined for great things ... and yet, for some reason, Anna's father thought she was an exception. She was destined to fail, and she would never be enough. 
 
    It'd taken her years to come to terms with the fact that her father would never accept her, and now that she had, she was much better off. She didn't need his approval, nor anyone else's. That's what she told herself, at least. Sometimes, her longing for him to be proud of her, just once, broke through the concrete barrier she'd set up between him and her. 
 
    She really wasn't sure why she thought making partner would make a difference to her father or why she wanted it to. She was supposed to be passed that desire. At least it didn't control her every action as it had in her teens and early twenties. Now, she knew better, at least most of the time. It didn't matter what her father thought of her or if he was proud of her or not. Anna was proud of herself, and even more importantly, she was happy with herself and her work. He couldn't control her with emotional withdrawals anymore. 
 
    Thoughts of her father soured the pleasant flow of her work, but at least she was almost done with her notes and could move onto something else. She needed to review the finalized documents before their next meeting, which was already scheduled for tomorrow. Thankfully, Anna was still on schedule to finish everything she needed before then, so she might not have to pull another late night. 
 
    Just as Anna finished typing up the last of her notes, her work cell phone started ringing. She gulped down the last of her coffee before answering. "Hi, Anna Johnson speaking," she said. 
 
    "Annie, it's Matt. Look, I want to talk to you about—" the caller said, but Anna interrupted him. A flicker of anger woke inside her at the sound of her ex-boyfriend's voice. 
 
    "This is my work phone, Matthew. You're not supposed to be calling this number. I told you not to call me at all. I was very clear about that." 
 
    "You weren't serious about that, though, were you? No one ever is." Matt laughed like he thought that Anna had said a funny joke, not that she was fuming with her slowly re-awakened rage. "Seriously, babe, let's talk this over. No need to throw our relationship away like it meant nothing!" 
 
    "Talk? What is there to talk about? I don't talk with cheaters." 
 
    Matt made a sound of annoyance. "I made a mistake. You're really going to hold that against me?" 
 
    "A mistake? You should have thought about that before you went out partying like a college freshman," Anna said. Her voice was dangerously quiet. When she got angry, she didn't yell; she started using her serious lawyer voice. It was Anna's famous ability around the firm—with it, she could make anyone crack. "It isn't me who threw out a perfectly good relationship. If you cared at all, you would have thought about that before sticking your dick in the first woman who propositioned you." 
 
    "She was the third, actually. I'm not a monster. I have standards!" he said as if that somehow made everything better. "You're overreacting. I didn't mean anything by it; it was just sex. Let me take you back to my place, and I'll remind you why you love me." 
 
    Anna scoffed. "You're disgusting. I told you when we first started going out that you only had one chance with me. If you blew it, you'd regret it." 
 
    "Yeah, but, how was I to know you were serious about that?" 
 
    "And why would you ever assume I wasn't? We were together for almost four months. You should have figured out somewhere along the way how serious my promises are. If I say something, it's as good as an oath. If you were too blind to pick up on that, that's your problem, not mine." 
 
    Anna played with the handle of her coffee mug. She wished she had more to drink. It'd been a mistake to gulp it all down before answering the phone. Her anger simmered just beneath the surface, but she kept it under control, sharpening it into a deadly weapon. 
 
    "You expect too much from men. No wonder your father hates you," Matt muttered. 
 
    "Excuse me?" Anna's voice raised just a tiny bit. 
 
    "You heard me, Miss Daddy Issues. You try to hold everyone to the gold standard that only your dad seems to occupy, and whenever a man falls short of that, you just say he's not good enough for you. That's exactly what you're doing right now. This has nothing to do with me having a good time with another woman." 
 
    The way Matt said those words set off something inside her. Alarms, for one, but it was the sheer smugness that caught her attention. What had she done to make him think that he could say these awful things to her and get away with it? Or had he always been this horrible, just maybe a little more subtle? Anna's pulse was racing, her emotions spiraling out of control. If he'd been trying to throw her off her game, he'd succeeded in the only way that a former lover could. 
 
    Matt thought that he'd hurt her, get her to change her mind and keep him around, but he was very wrong. It was just more proof that he didn't know Anna as well as he claimed—or that he cared about her all. What he'd done was closer to shoving a flame against the wick of a stick of dynamite. If this buffoon said one more thing, Anna would blow. 
 
    Anna reined herself in and adopted a harsh whisper when she spoke again. "It's not your place to judge me. Older men are supposed to be mature and have their lives figured out, two qualities which you are distinctly lacking. You play at being a lawyer, but you're horrible at your job. You'd rather get drunk and party than build a proper life with me or anyone else. And I'm not sorry for believing that every woman has the right to a partner that is, at the very least, considerate and faithful." 
 
     "Listen to me, you little—" Matt started again, but Anna wasn't finished. 
 
    "No, you listen to me," Anna said. "I get enough shit from men like you, so I'm not going to take it from you, someone who claimed to love me and can't even see that we're far past the end. I told you that I only give one chance. That's a firm rule, and it always has been. There are some things I'm willing to forgive, yes, but cheating is not one of them. In fact, that is the one thing I will never forgive. There's just no excuse for that, and I respect myself far too much to let you keep tricking me into believing that you'll ever change." 
 
    "I get what I want," Matt growled, "and if that means I want to fuck some bimbo at a party before coming home to you for seconds, there's nothing you can do to stop me." 
 
    "That's where you're wrong. I already have. Goodbye, Matthew, for good, this time," Anna said. She moved to hang up the phone. 
 
    "If you hang up on me before I'm done with you, I'll make sure you regret it." 
 
    Anna laughed. "You can't be serious. You've come so low as to rely on threats? I'm not sure what I ever saw in you." 
 
    She hung up and promptly blocked his number to make sure he couldn't call or text her again. If he was determined enough, he'd still find other ways to contact her, but for now, that would have to do. She just hoped he wasn't so desperate that he started harassing her in other ways, but truthfully, her worries about what he'd do next weren't on the forefront of her mind. 
 
    It felt good to speak her mind and tell Matt how things were going to go for once. She'd been feeling for the past month or so that things had started changing between them, and not in a good way. He'd started getting away with things she never would have tolerated before, such as the partying and talking about her like she was a possession, among other things. But that might all just have meant that their relationship—despite what Matt tried to claim—had never been founded on love in the first place. At some point, she'd become used to how things were. 
 
    Between them, it had been all passion and fire, hot nights beneath the sheets. It probably wasn't healthy, but her relationships over the last few years had all come down to that one key human drive: sex. And good sex had probably kept her from seeing all the other issues that came with Matt, and all the other less-than-stellar men she'd started dating. 
 
    She'd reached a new low, having an ex that went so far as to say that he was going to cheat on her all he wanted, and there was nothing she could do about it. Not to mention his threats. What was he thinking? Would he actually try and do something to her? He had money, and he was used to getting whatever he wanted. She wasn't sure whether to take him seriously or not. 
 
    Even though it felt liberating to finally be free of Matt for good, her situation was a wake-up call. Anna leaned forward, placing her head in her hands. It was time for a change. She claimed to respect herself, but then she let herself date men like Matt. She couldn't believe that he'd tried to win her back by saying she had daddy issues! 
 
    He'd gone from one strike to four in a period of about five minutes. It made her glad that her one-chance rule had been in place from the beginning; it gave her an easy out. In the end, Matt was never really worth her time or a more thorough explanation, anyway. The only reason she bothered talking to him more at all was that he caught her off guard, but that wouldn't happen again. 
 
    From this moment on, Anna was going to be a completely new woman. 
 
    She took a few moments to settle her nerves and go to the break room to cook herself up another cup of coffee before resuming her work. Matt's call had completely interrupted Anna's workflow, and she went from on-time to behind schedule gradually over the next few hours as her focus came and went. It wasn't Matt that distracted her, though. It was the reason Anna had created her one-strike rule in the first place. 
 
    Years ago, she'd dated a man named Troy Frest. He was kind and intelligent, treated her as an equal ... but he was complicated. He kept secrets from her, disappeared at random for what he called "work" stuff, and never went out of his way to explain himself. Anna had truly felt like there was something between them, and his constant dishonesty eventually tore their relationship apart. It had ruined her self-esteem and sense of worth, which Troy had helped build up in the first place, in the aftermath of the work her father had done on her. 
 
    After Anna had finally picked up the pieces from that, she'd created the one-strike rule to keep her from falling for someone who just kept making the same mistakes. 
 
    Unfortunately, she had to use the rule a lot more frequently than she expected. It just seemed like, ever since she was with Troy, no man was good enough for her. 
 
    Anna settled back into her usual workflow after a couple of stops and starts. She had to wrap up this report for her meeting with InnoCell tomorrow, no exceptions. But as she worked, she constantly found her mind wandering back to Troy. It'd been years since she last saw or heard from him, and she wondered what he was doing. Every time he came up, though, Anna shoved thoughts of him aside. She was long over him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 – Troy 
 
      
 
    An electrical surge zapped Troy's fingers, and he jerked back from the bare wires. There was a slight tingle in his hands as the electricity coursed through his body, but it quickly faded away as if he hadn't been shocked by over 2,000 volts. His magic quickly absorbed the excess energy—energy that would have been fatal if he weren't a thunder dragon. 
 
    His dragon stirred inside him, pleased by the additional energy, which it stored for use later. It collected in what Troy always imagined as a little orb of light deep in the center of his chest. 
 
    His work wasn't usually this dangerous, and there were, in fact, safety protocols that Troy was supposed to be upholding, but since he was an immortal dragon shifter, those details had stopped mattering to him a long time ago, especially when he'd never messed up bad enough to be injured for more than a few minutes at a time.  
 
    So when Troy turned off the power funneling into his newest invention, it wasn't because he was hurt, but simply because he was frustrated. 
 
    Nothing was working so far with all of his prototypes. They sparked and failed, like this one had, or never powered up at all, whether he used electricity, magic, or a mixture of both. It was a persistent problem that he'd never experienced for so long before. By all his measures, the device he was trying to make—a healing artifact disguised as modern medical equipment—shouldn't be any more complicated than anything else he'd made in the past. 
 
    Especially not more complicated than the last big project he'd worked on, a piece of technology he'd aptly named the Lifesaver: a tool meant to diagnose illnesses in their earliest stages of development, from just a tiny sample of DNA, to save people before their conditions became life-altering or threatening. That project had been years in the making. In comparison, the companion device, meant to heal the ailments that the Lifesaver detected, was just a concentrated beam of healing energy with a staggered effect to keep it from giving anyone a suspiciously miraculous recovery. 
 
    Right now, Troy would compromise on the side-effect of instant healing if it meant the device would work. But, it wasn't, and he had to figure out why.  
 
    That was the reality of his job as the head of the Magical and Technological Development Department at the massive tech company, InnoCell. The company was owned by him and his other dragon shifter friends, and since Troy was the only one with any background in creating new things, he didn't have anyone higher in the food chain, so to speak, to consult. 
 
    It didn't help that Troy's magic wasn't working like it was supposed to. Normally, it drew the correct materials and components together, creating the ideal combinations of everything required to make his vision possible. Right now, it just felt like the pieces were all fighting each other for control and like he was missing some important ingredient that kept everything from synergizing. 
 
    He could have asked his employees for help; he worked with only the best of the best, but ... Troy glanced up from his workstation, which was sectioned off from the main laboratory and just out of view of Lisa and Leon, two of the senior engineers at InnoCell. From his position, he could overhear their conversation. 
 
    "I've been thinking," Leon said, leaning a little too close to Lisa, but she didn't move away. "We should make something for fun, together, on our own time." 
 
    Lisa moved her head from side to side. "Oh yeah? Like what?" 
 
    "I heard you're into robotics?" 
 
    "Yup. I took a robotics internship in Tokyo last summer before coming here." 
 
    "That's so cool. I recently started learning about robotics and working on random projects at home. I'd love to learn a thing or two from you." 
 
    Troy was glad that he was out of sight, because otherwise they would have seen his exaggerated eye roll at Leon's failing attempt to flirt with Lisa. He was making it sound like a work project when what he clearly wanted was to get into her pants. Not that any of that really bothered Troy; he wasn't as strict about workplace relationships as they were in some of the other departments. Leon's attempt was just amateur. 
 
    Little nodes of electric light floated around Lisa and Leon, crackling like little fireworks. This type of magic was invisible to anyone except for Troy, and it didn't appear very often. When it did, though, it was a clear indication that his magic detected two people that were a good match for each other. And, with a little nudge, he could draw them together. 
 
    Troy watched Lisa and Leon's exchange for a few more minutes before, with a resigned sigh, Troy pulled on the electric magic inside of him. He spread it through the air around him, through his workspace and through the glass into the next room, where it hovered around Lisa and Leon. Then, one by one, Troy's magic started absorbing the bits of floating light and brought Lisa's and Leon's closer together. 
 
    By the time he was done with them, it looked like they were just about ready to rip each other's clothes off right then and there. Thankfully, they had the decency to make dinner plans instead. And, a few minutes later, Troy withdrew his magic completely, and the pair went back to work. 
 
    Troy stared at the place where Lisa and Leon had been moments before. A hint of jealousy came to the surface at the knowledge that, within a week, Lisa and Leon would be a happy couple. It had always been so easy for Troy to bring people together; he made at least one new couple with his magic every week, like clockwork, to the point that he sometimes did it without even realizing it. And yet, he hadn't ever experienced any little floating bits of light that meant he had found a suitable partner for himself. 
 
    He'd tried, once, a few years ago to use his magic on a woman he really wanted to date. They'd met by accident at a coffee shop when InnoCell was still a brand new company before Troy had any fame attached to his name. And to his surprise, it seemed to have worked, at least, at the time. He and the gorgeous and intelligent Anna Johnson dated for several blissful months. 
 
    Whenever his matchmaking powers manifested, he always made a game of it with Anna. They'd bet on if people would end up together. Troy always won, obviously, since his magic told him exactly who would and wouldn't get together. Anna always thought it was amazing how he always guessed right. And, to anyone who didn't know about his magic ... it definitely would seem amazing. 
 
    That was ultimately why he and Anna broke up: Troy was never honest with her about what he was. A dragon shifter, a man living between the mundane and magical worlds. Anna had been his first serious girlfriend, someone Troy could have pictured spending the rest of his life with. And yet, he'd been afraid to tell her the truth, scared that it would drive her away. And naive enough to think that she didn't realize he was hiding something from her. 
 
    He'd ruined something perfect. Maybe his dragon realized that Troy wasn't ready for another proper relationship after that and never bothered to try and match him with someone else. He wasn't sure. Just that it didn't work on himself anymore. 
 
    He was glad to find that his magic was working properly on Lisa and Leon, though. Just a few months ago, Troy had tried using his magic to match his little sister with his best friend. He'd seen the lightning effects around them multiple times over the years, but he always thought that the two were smart enough to figure it out on their own. Apparently not. Although Laurel and Michael were together now, when Troy had used his magic on them, it seemed like it had just pulled them further apart, not brought them closer together. For a while, Troy had been worried that his magic was somehow broken. 
 
    When it came to making this new healing artifact, his magic definitely felt broken. 
 
    Troy adjusted the broken wires and pieces for his prototype invention and started re-estimating what to do for his next power-up attempt. But, even as he moved on to his next attempt, he was feeling discouraged. Most likely, what he needed was to merge the qualities of several artifacts together rather than create something new from scratch. Merging traits wasn't something that was usually possible, but not too long ago, Michael Koff, the head of the Magical Acquisitions Department, discovered someone who'd figured out how to do so reliably. 
 
    Now, InnoCell was in the final stages of buying that much smaller company and their technology, mostly just to make Troy's job easier. It would mean a more streamlined creation and development process for new technology and magical artifacts, and it would also make the production end of things easier for Evan Lowe, who was the head of the Production Department for both magical and technological devices made inside InnoCell. They'd seal the deal any day now, and Troy would have plenty of new toys to play with. 
 
    His dragon stirred again at the thought; they both enjoyed learning new things, and creating new technology was a joint effort between him and his dragon. 
 
    That was how Troy could so easily manipulate high concentrations of energy and electricity out in the open for projects like these. He was constantly tapping into his dragon's powers—a process which could sometimes be volatile, as it had been just moments ago. So it was safer for him to keep his workspace separate so he didn't accidentally blow anyone up.  
 
    In the past, he had caused several accidents, though thankfully nothing so catastrophic as a death. He wasn't that careless. 
 
    Troy released a tiny bit of electricity into the air and was about to start the next stage of his experiment when the door to his workroom opened. He sucked all the magic back into his body in an instant to keep his guest from lighting on fire on contact. 
 
    He glared at Evan as he strode across the room toward Troy. "You should know better than to just waltz in here while I'm working," Troy said. "The magic in here is dangerous." 
 
    "Relax. You couldn't hurt me if you tried," Evan said with a wink. He had rich brown hair and earthy eyes and was enormously muscular and built like a professional boxer, all thanks to his status as a mountain dragon. Even now, his muscular arms flexed and bulged beneath his suit jacket. He and his dragon were naturally tough and invulnerable to several types of magic, including Troy's thunder. 
 
    "Rub it in all you want." Troy leaned back in his chair and stretched his neck. "What do you want? I thought you were supposed to be wrapping up that deal right now." 
 
    "That's why I'm here. We're just about done, but Light Production's lawyer is suggesting a few tweaks to the deal. We need your approval since you're the one with the biggest stakes here next to Michael." 
 
    Troy sighed. "This was supposed to be an easy purchase and done deal. Why are they going and overcomplicating it?" 
 
    "Don't ask me, I'm just acting in Michael's place since he can't be here today," Evan said and grunted his displeasure. "I barely know anything about what's going on with this deal. The only reason Michael agreed to send me instead of you today was because we were supposed to be signing the papers and officializing everything." 
 
    Troy didn't want to go. He preferred staying out of the way of all the bureaucratic nonsense that happened at a higher level in the company, including purchases like these. It was well within his right to say that they'd just deal with it all another day when Michael was back in the office. But Troy stared at the chassis of his half-built healing device, something he'd been single-mindedly working on for months now, hitting roadblock after roadblock along the way. He wasn't used to experiencing failure, and he wanted to resolve that feeling as soon as possible. 
 
    The easiest way to do so was by taking control of the Light Production purchase and secure the technology and magic that he needed to finally make his vision come to life. It wasn't a secret that Troy preferred spending time with his inventions over spending time with other people, and this instance was no exception. Going to the meeting would be a disruption to his usual level of comfort, one that he had to accept if he was to finish this project any time soon. 
 
    Finally, Troy relented. "All right, let's get this over with." He got to his feet and followed Evan out of the workroom. "What exactly are they trying to change? They can't really think they can pull a fast one on us this late in the game." 
 
    "Nah, I don't think it's anything like that. She's been pretty straightforward in explaining all of their requested changes." 
 
    "She?" Troy stood a little straighter. "I'm immediately more interested in this meeting." 
 
    Evan chuckled. "I should have opened with that. You and your thing for lawyers." 
 
    Troy might have gotten over Anna, but he'd never quite lost his fascination for powerful and confident women, especially lawyers. There was just something about them that drove him crazy; maybe it was because of his history with Anna, and he'd just never wanted to admit it to himself. It didn't really matter at this point, anyway. 
 
    "What's she like?" Troy said. 
 
    "She's hot, not gonna lie. A bit of a rising star, if what I've heard is right," Evan said. "Though now that I think of it, I know I recognize her from somewhere; I just haven't figured it out yet." 
 
    Troy shrugged, unconcerned, his step a little lighter as they moved through the halls of the Development Department and into the elevator leading them to another floor where the deal was taking place, apparently waiting for him to arrive. Now, at least he could go into the meeting a little less seriously, flirt a bit with this new hotshot lawyer, and be on his way, expecting to have that tech in his hands within a month or so. What would he do to occupy himself in that time? He'd have to figure it out since he might as well put the healing device on hold while he waited for the deal to finalize. 
 
    "What do our lawyers think of the changes to the deal?" Troy said. Now that he was starting to think of the purchase, he wanted to know more, but since Evan wasn't familiar with all the technicalities, Troy would have to enter the room a little out of the loop and catch up as he went along. 
 
    "They think it looks legit, but since some of it involves the tech we need from the company, they'll want to go over all that with you," Evan said. 
 
    Troy nodded, thoughtful, following Evan until they reached a meeting room on one of the InnoCell headquarters' highest floors. The door swung open and, right in clear view of the entrance, was a woman in a black pencil skirt and suit jacket, matching the jet-black hair that was pulled into a smart bun. She had fierce brown eyes that looked like they had speckles of silver in them in this light. 
 
    He froze at the sight of her. No way. This wasn't happening. 
 
    The new hotshot lawyer was Anna Johnson, his ex, and he had no idea what to say to her. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 – Anna 
 
      
 
    Anna felt like the world fell from beneath her feet when she saw Troy Frest, her ex, of all people, walk through the conference room door. For a split-second, she was left floundering, uncertain which way to swim or fall to find solid ground again. A heartbeat passed, and then another, to the point where it was bordering awkward for them to be staring at each other, failing to find words to indicate anything other than utter surprise. 
 
    When Anna finally found her footing again, the first thing she felt was annoyance. Who was Troy with his bright blond hair and blue eyes so deep she could drown in to stop her dead in her tracks like this? It didn't matter that he was the most handsome man alive, or that, at seeing him again when she never expected to, she wanted to forgive everything he'd ever done to her just so she could have him. He'd broken her heart, and nothing could change that, not even her hormone-crazed brain that wanted to defy all logic and reason and make out with him before he could utter a single word. 
 
    No, she wouldn't let any of that happen. 
 
    Although Anna and Troy stared at each other with expressions resembling deer in headlights, the rest of their teams operated as though nothing unusual were happening at all. Finally, Anna held out a hand. 
 
    "Mr. Frest," she said. 
 
    "Anna," Troy said when he took her hand, but it was barely a whisper. To make matters worse, he lightly squeezed her hand. 
 
    Though butterflies immediately came to life in her belly and electricity crackled up her arm on contact, she managed to keep her cool. Even if she stopped breathing for a second too long. Why was he looking at her as if he was seeing her all over again for the first time? He was the only reason that they weren't together anymore. Him and his secrets. 
 
    Though, she had to admit, if he was now one of the owners of InnoCell, maybe his secrets had paid off in the end. 
 
    No. Ugh. Why was she trying to justify what he'd done to her? He was here, and Anna was moving on with her life. She'd show him that she was doing perfectly fine without him and that she wasn't interested in him now. 
 
     "We've been waiting for you to help us finalize the remaining details of this deal," Anna said, finding her business voice. "Our client is very eager for this sale to go through, but he requested several changes to ensure the protection of the assets he will be delivering to your company." 
 
    "Of course, we will do everything we can to assure Mr. Breves and Light Productions that their technology and company will be in good hands as a part of InnoCell," Troy said, offering a smile that looked much easier than it should have been, considering how badly he'd hurt her. 
 
    How could he look at her as if everything in the world was just fine? He clearly remembered her, or else he wouldn't use her first name just to get under her skin. He knew she hated it, had hated it all the way back when she was a paralegal fighting for recognition as a lawyer years ago when they were still dating. Her jaw clenched. She tried not to let it get to her now, but it did, solely for the reason that she knew that he wanted it to. 
 
    "I'm sure you'd rather hear the details from your team," Anna said and found her seat across the table from the InnoCell lawyers. 
 
    Troy, Evan, and the others moved away to begin their brief discussion, and Anna waited, her fingers steepled in front of her, and watched. She wasn't going to let Troy keep throwing her off. She couldn't let him. And yet, if that was what she truly wanted, she would have been staring at the wall instead of him, trying to refocus herself, instead of imagining his muscles through his shirt. 
 
    If she'd known he would be here, she would have told someone else to finish this deal, even if it meant missing her chance at earning partner this time around. She couldn't handle being around him, not when she despised the very thought of him for breaking her heart; she'd needed to recreate almost her entire life when they broke up because of him. He was the reason for her one-chance dating rule. 
 
    And yet, her whole body tingled whenever he looked up from his papers, his blue eyes locking on hers. Now that she'd caught him staring more than once, she saw something other than confidence lingering just beneath the surface. Was it a hint of regret, or was she just imagining things? 
 
    She wanted to believe she wasn't just trying to trick herself into trusting him again, but that was exactly what was happening. If he had regretted what happened between them, then he would never have done any of it in the first place. And yet she still wanted to see him again for drinks after this, to feel how much his body had changed in the last five years ... 
 
    Anna closed her eyes, falling into the fantasy of running her fingers along his muscular arms and chest, teasing his belt from his waist ... 
 
    "Miss Johnson," a voice broke through her thoughts. Not Troy's, but one of the InnoCell lawyers, an older man with cropped blond hair. "We are prepared to accept all of your new requests, save one." 
 
    Troy placed a piece of paper on the table in front of Anna. His eyes locked with hers. "If my understanding is correct," Troy started, "Mr. Breves wishes to restrict the use of the technological assets created by him for ethical reasons. We at InnoCell hold ethics in the highest regard, and it is our duty to serve and help the people. As such, we will happily adhere to the additional restrictions laid out in this agreement, but under the condition that he, the mastermind behind it all, will be the one to personally oversee the use and development of his work within InnoCell." 
 
    Anna pursed her lips and locked her fingers together. "You are offering Mr. Breves a job?" 
 
    "That's right," Troy said, and for good measure, he added a warm, lazy smile. It was too much, and Anna pinched herself to prevent him from distracting her. 
 
    Because of her determination, his smile had the opposite of its intended effect. Surely he was trying to charm her into agreeing without thinking too deeply about what he wanted. Surely someone like Troy, and the company he was a part of, wanted something more than a new employee in exchange for the severe restrictions placed on the innovative new technology they were purchasing. Or was it just that, because Troy had hurt her so badly, she didn't want to think it could be that simple? 
 
    Technically, in the pre-evaluative work she and her team went through with Mr. Breves about Light Productions, he said that he was willing to work at InnoCell if that was what it took to achieve the full results he wanted with the sale. They had the paperwork prepared in advance, just in case. 
 
    Troy moved in place, waiting for Anna's response, but the scent of his musky cologne stopped her thoughts in their tracks. He wore the same smell as he had years ago, and something about it softened her heart to him. It roused hot memories of nights together beneath the sheets, of the synergy they'd had together before he started hiding secrets again. 
 
    The secrets were a reminder that Troy wasn't what he seemed on the surface. Charming, yes. Handsome and successful, yes. But he was a bundle of secrets that she'd driven herself crazy trying to unravel, and nothing was worth trying to solve that mystery again. Especially not if she could hurt herself all over again in the process. Her most recent break-up had left her far too bitter to jump right into another bad decision. She hoped. 
 
    "If that's the case, we will need to consult Mr. Breves personally before we can proceed with officializing the agreement," Anna said at last. 
 
    Next to her, her assistant, Clarissa, stiffened and leaned in. She whispered, but not very quietly: "But Mr. Breves already said—" 
 
    Anna made her expression hard, and her gaze didn't leave Troy's. "Yes, but I am sure the terms of the employment contract between InnoCell and Mr. Breves will be revised according to the specifications of this meeting." 
 
    "We could, of course, have it written into the agreement that we will create and reference a separate document at a later date for the agreed-upon employment details," Troy said. "With a safety clause to terminate the agreement, should we fail to come to an agreeable arrangement. To speed things up, of course." 
 
    Anna's lips twitched as she kept herself from smiling. He was eager to make this deal move along, was he? It was well within her capabilities to extend this deal for much longer than necessary just to spite him. She could do that. Mr. Breves trusted her judgement, and if she told him that she believed that one of the InnoCell team members was a little too pushy, he would agree with her insistence to review every document multiple times to make sure they weren't sneaking anything unnecessary into the agreement. 
 
    Of course, she didn't actually think that Troy would do that or that his lawyer buddies would let that happen. From what Anna knew of InnoCell, they were a legitimate company without a drop of shade or a single scandal to their name, which was absolutely unheard of to the point that that in itself was almost suspicious, considering their size.  
 
    "Mr. Breves is very particular about how this deal is arranged," Anna said. Which was absolutely true. "He is very protective of his work and will want to be properly consulted before we agree to anything further. Although, because he indicated his prior acceptance in an employment agreement in advance, just in case, feel free to forward your revised documentation to our office at your earliest convenience, and we will get back to you as soon as possible with a response from our client." 
 
    Hurt flickered in Troy's eyes, and for a moment, Anna felt bad. This deal really was important to him, too, wasn't it? And she'd just done everything in her power to delay it. She didn't feel too bad about it, though. It was part of her job to make sure Mr. Breves and his company received the best deal possible. It just so happened that she was getting back at Troy in the process. 
 
    He held out his hand. "You will be hearing from us soon," Troy said. 
 
    Anna shook his hand again. This time not with an overwhelming sense of bafflement but with a hint of victory. Though, from the slight narrowness in his blue eyes, she knew this was far from over. 
 
    "I look forward to coming to a suitable arrangement," Anna said. 
 
    The words were a declaration of war. To opposing Troy and everything he represented, and a war against herself and her heart. Because no matter how badly she wanted to despise Troy, as she had for so many years, she couldn't help how bad she wanted him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 – Troy 
 
      
 
    A few days later, Troy was in his office, avoiding the rest of his department and his unfinished work, left abandoned in his workroom ever since Evan dragged Troy to that horrible meeting. He couldn't believe he'd run into Anna of all people. It'd been years since he last saw her, even if he hardly went a day without thinking of her. 
 
    He mindlessly sketched out a blueprint for a re-envisioned version of the unnamed healing device he was working on. Re-envisioned because he couldn't finish it in its current state, but with Light Production's technology, he could make several alterations to incorporate the new technology and ... bam. It'd be done, just like that. 
 
    The deal was so close to done, and yet so far from it. And, of course, it was Troy's personal history with Anna that complicated things. She'd gone out of her way to slow down the process, he was certain. And that was his fault, because he had revealed how important the project was to him. Had he adopted a charade of nonchalance, they might have walked away with signed paperwork, and he would already have Light Production's inventions in hand. 
 
    Instead, he'd slaved away over the last few days trying to finalize the employment terms for Mr. Breve's contract at InnoCell. Because of the sensitive nature of their work and the special circumstances, he had to do all of the paperwork from scratch, all by himself. The department lawyers would review it before sending it off, of course, but in Troy's mind, those were just more days added to a process that Anna would continue extending for as long as possible. 
 
    Who knew what excuse she would use next. Troy knew that Mr. Breves was eager for this sale to happen, and he also knew that Anna wasn't exaggerating the truth when she said that Mr. Breves was particular about how everything happened. She couldn't extend the timeline for too long without irritating her client. But knowing Anna's stubbornness, she might do that, anyway, no matter the consequences to herself. 
 
    Troy's drawing turned into a mess, and he just started drawing calming circles instead. It sort of helped clear his thoughts, but not really. Would Anna really sabotage her own career just to get back at him? He absolutely understood it if she was still angry and hurt about their break-up. Troy was angry at himself for letting things go down as they had. It was, effectively, one hundred percent his fault. He'd been an absolute dick, if completely unintentionally. He'd never meant to hurt her, he was just ... afraid. Afraid that he wouldn't be accepted by her, and before he had the chance to decide that he was being foolish, things were beyond repair for them. 
 
    He'd gone the entirety of the last five years regretting what happened. How many times had he wished he could take it all back, return to how things had been between them, and finally tell her the truth about what he was? A dragon shifter. Magical, immortal, dangerous. He swallowed hard at the thought, his hesitation still as visceral as it had been all those years ago. But the struggle of overcoming that fear was nothing compared to the guilt he felt in the aftermath. He knew that now. 
 
    For so many years, Troy had even convinced himself that breaking Anna's heart and leaving without telling her the truth had been for the best. But it had always been a lie he told himself to make himself feel better, hadn't it? Especially now that he saw how bitter Anna was beneath it all, he knew that he was a bigger asshole than he previously thought. 
 
    He closed his eyes and leaned forward, propping his head up with his elbows. He should have apologized to her years ago. Gone out of his way to do it. Had he known, before now, the true extent of what he'd done ... he wanted to believe he would have. 
 
    He would have finished the last of this paperwork for the deal within a few hours, but he needed to talk to Anna, alone, before his team sent it to her firm. If he didn't, they ran the risk of having it blocked and delayed for any number of minor reasons. Troy needed to, at last, apologize to Anna for what he'd done. Or, at the very least, convince her not to wreak things for herself because of this. It simply wasn't worth it. They needed to work together on this, not keep butting heads. 
 
    And he knew, if he didn't at least try to level with her, he would regret it even more than ruining what he and Anna had shared together. 
 
    Seeing her again after so long ... his heart had been in his throat the entire meeting. It had taken every bit of restraint not to hug her right there, in front of everyone. Or to pull her into the most passionate kiss of their lives. Over the past few years, Troy had his fair share of casual relationships, hook-ups, and the like. Because of how he'd hurt Anna, he thought he didn't deserve anything more than that. He had felt like, if he couldn't tell her, the most perfect woman in the world, about what he really was, then there was no point in letting himself think he could even try with anyone else. 
 
    Maybe it was some sort of self-inflicted punishment, but somewhere in Troy's heart, he felt like it was legitimately true. He'd messed up that badly. 
 
    It wasn't like he expected to get a second chance now that he'd found her again, but in the days since he last saw Anna, his dreams of her had become so much more vivid than in the past. Something about seeing her in the flesh again, about touching her, smelling her sweet perfume, brought her back to life in his dreams. 
 
    The thought of her drove him wild. Wilder, even, than when they'd been together before. They were both older and wiser, now, more mature and in-tune with their bodies. If he made love to her again, would she shiver when he ran his fingers down her thighs, as she had before? Would she gasp when he nibbled the flesh just beneath her ear? Or had some other lover kneaded those reactions out of her? 
 
    A growl rumbled in his throat at the thought of Anna with another man. He slammed his fist on his desk, snapping his pen in half. He didn't realize what he'd done until he squeezed the hard plastic in his hand, and the jagged edge poked uncomfortably into his palm. He stared at the splatter of ink, plastic, and ruined drawings. A subtle vibration of magic coursed through him as his dragon settled back down, going back to hibernation. 
 
    Troy was surprised by his own reaction. The mere thought of anyone else touching her that way made him angrier than he could even begin to explain. All of his instincts screamed that she was his, and yet, he knew she wasn't. He'd given up his claim on her five years ago when he broke her heart and kept the truth from her. She was too damn gorgeous not to have attracted the attention of another man in those years. 
 
    She might even have a boyfriend right now. He knew absolutely nothing to say otherwise. Some wild, primal part of him wanted to claim her for himself all over again, no matter if she was with someone right now or not. She was his, and he would have her again, no matter what it took. 
 
    It took a while for Troy to subdue the urge. Though the strong emotions all came from his dragon side, he was still tempted, as a human, to agree with everything his dragon felt. He imagined Anna in every way possible; cuddling with her, kissing, her on top of him, beneath him, up against the wall, making every sound imaginable together. They were a perfect pair, and Troy wanted that again more than anything else. 
 
    He released a long breath and started cleaning up his mess. He knew, deep down, that it was a wild dream, nothing more. Even if he didn't want to admit it. He'd irreparably messed up with her, and he didn't think there was anything he could do besides be as good to her now, professionally, as possible. Maybe one day, he could properly explain to her what had been going through his head back then. But for now, he needed to start much slower and see what he could do to prevent her from blockading this deal for any longer than absolutely necessary. 
 
    Troy needed this deal to go through before he could resume his work in earnest again. And the only way he could do that was by convincing Anna to put aside their personal history, at least for the time being. He wasn't sure if he could even accomplish that, but he had no choice but to try. 
 
    He placed his cell phone on his desk. He had her new number for her office, but also her personal number. Did she use the same one as before? Would it still be her who picked up if he called? Maybe. And even if it was, he couldn't call her personal number. It would set a bad precedent; though he wanted to apologize to her, the only way he could do it was by respecting her as a professional, and that meant contacting her through the appropriate channels. 
 
    He dialed her work number, and his breath caught when she picked up. 
 
    "Hello, this is Anna Johnson speaking," she said. 
 
    That initial shock of worry disappeared in an instant, and Troy eased into his plan. "Hi, Anna, it's Troy." 
 
    She scoffed but somehow managed not to say anything sarcastic. Troy took that as a good sign. 
 
    "Oh, hello, Mr. Frest," she said in a falsely pleasant voice, "what can I do for you today? We've been waiting for that paperwork on your end but haven't received anything yet." 
 
    "You'll receive it on Monday once we tweak some details. I think Mr. Breves will be very happy with the terms we've set." 
 
    "I'm sure he will. Of course, we will require adequate time to review the terms and make a counteroffer, but I'm sure you and your team are prepared to take the time necessary to come to the best agreement possible." 
 
    Troy's jaw set, and he tried not to sound too upset when he spoke next. It was now or never. "Listen, Anna. Ms. Johnson. Would you be willing to meet sometime soon to discuss the specifics of the deal? There are a lot of particularities at hand here, and I feel like, if we meet to discuss our expectations one-on-one, we will reach a clearer understanding of what we are both trying to accomplish with this deal." 
 
    Anna was quiet for a while, and Troy could practically hear her thinking as she dissected his statement. But of the many things he expected her to say, she said something completely different: "This deal is very important to you, isn't it?" she said. 
 
    There were many things Troy could have said in response to that. He could have lied, for one, had he expected that she would never listen to anything he said and do everything in her power, no matter what, to make him struggle to close the deal with Light Productions. But he didn't think she would do that, not anymore, now that he had her on the phone. 
 
    Somehow he knew that honesty was the best policy. Considering it was his secrets that had torn them apart before, telling her the truth about this, even when it felt so minor in comparison, was the least he could do. 
 
    "Yes," he said, at last. "The technology developed by your client will change the course of my life's work for the better. InnoCell's mission is to create a better world for everyone, through any means possible, including that which is traditionally considered impossible. I don't know what you think of me, Ms. Johnson, or my company. But I believe in that mission with every ounce of my being. Resolving this deal as soon as possible means I can continue my work sooner rather than later." 
 
    "I am familiar with InnoCell's ideals," Anna said. "Very well. We can meet to clear up some remaining fuzzy details about the newer avenues of the contract and sale. I am free tonight, if you're available?" 
 
    Troy opened his mouth, caught off-guard again, and struggled to find words. He cleared his throat. "Of course, if that's convenient for you. The sooner the better." 
 
    "Wonderful. I'll text you the address in a moment. I look forward to closing the deal, Mr. Frest," Anna said, and then she hung up. 
 
    A bead of sweat trickled along Troy's spine. He was meeting Anna tonight. Tonight. Never in his wildest dreams had he expected to see her again so soon. Her agreeing to meet with him outside of work, at all, had seemed far-fetched, period. 
 
    It really was about work, though. As much as he wanted to talk about everything else that had happened between them, he wasn't even sure where to begin with all that. Before he even tried, he needed to secure the purchase of Light Productions. 
 
    Until then, he'd keep all his fantasies about Anna to himself. 
 
    He was trying to shove an explicit image of her lying on her back, in bed, out of his mind when his phone buzzed with the address for their meeting place. It was a local hotel, which confused Troy. He wasn't entirely sure what to think about that, but he tried not to question it. Though, he had a lot more trouble fighting off the fantasies that sprung up at the thought of being alone in a hotel room with her, no matter how unlikely any of them were. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 – Anna 
 
      
 
    Anna stood in front of the mirror in her newly booked hotel suite, touching up her mascara and eyeliner. She blinked, examining herself one last time, and gave a satisfied nod. 
 
    Although she'd agreed to meet with Troy under the pretense of discussing the sale of her client's business, that was far from the main thing on her mind tonight. She'd been cursed with dreams and daydreams of Troy ever since running into him in that meeting room a few days ago. How many times had she dreamed that, once all the others had filed out, Troy had bent her over the table and taken her right there? 
 
    More times than she could count. She'd barely been able to think over the last few days, let alone focus on her work or get anything meaningful done in her life. Thoughts of Troy were all-consuming to the point of lunacy. She couldn't even explain it: it was like there was some deep chemical attraction between them, and unless she fucked him out of her system, she'd never be herself again. 
 
    The hope was that it'd just take once to have the desired effect. Troy had ruined her once already, and she wasn't going to let him do it again. She could enjoy herself, though, taking him to bed with her ... finally letting some of her fantasies come true. Once she was done with him, then, and only then, would she go back to thinking about work. 
 
    Part of her hoped that sleeping with Troy one last time would ruin all of her good, lingering memories of having sex with him in the past. Did she hold him on a pedestal because she'd never had anyone as good as him? Or was he only that good in her dreams, not in real life? If the real thing disappointed, it would be easier for her to move on again. To let go forever. The other part of her wanted to prove that part of her wrong, to find that he was better than she could even imagine. But ... if that happened, she had no idea what she would do with herself. 
 
    A potential unlikely problem. One she surely wouldn't have to deal with. 
 
    As soon as Anna left the bathroom, there was a knock on the door. A horde of butterflies collected in her stomach again. Troy was here, and it wouldn't be like last time. They'd be alone, with nothing to hold them back, unlike last time. Nothing to safeguard them from each other besides years of hurt. 
 
    And Anna wouldn't forget easily how he'd hurt her. 
 
    With one last deep breath to calm herself, Anna went to open the door. Troy looked uncertain when she first saw him, but he corrected his expression into one of his easy smiles. She motioned for him to come inside. She'd planned a greeting, but the sight of him and his slicked-back hair and nicely tailored suit set her body on fire, and she was afraid of betraying her intentions before she closed the door behind him. 
 
    "Good evening, Ms. Johnson," Troy said, stepping past her and scanning the room. "As I mentioned on the phone, there's a lot that we can discuss to make the transition smoother for both of us." 
 
    He turned to look at her once the door clicked shut, and before Troy had the opportunity to say a word more, Anna was on him. She pushed him into the wall, pulling at his tie to force his head down to kiss her. Fuck, his lips were exactly how she'd imagined them every time since they'd broken up. Rough against hers, but everything she needed. 
 
    Anna had caught Troy completely off-guard, and it took him a moment before he started kissing her back. His body reacted before his mind could, his hands roaming down her sides, a sexy, possessive growl rumbling from his throat. Anna felt hot all over with need for him, but instead of Troy reaching for the hem of her skirt and hiking it over her hips to reveal her thighs, like she wanted, he nudged her away from him. 
 
    She craned her neck to keep her lips pressed to his, even in his resistance. He wanted this just as bad as she did. She knew it, could feel his want radiating off him. His protests were weak in comparison. Their tongues found each other between gasps, and that was finally when Troy managed to find words to voice his confusion. 
 
    "Ms. Johns ... Anna ... this isn't what I ..." 
 
    Anna silenced him with a press of her lips. She bit down on him, and he growled again, his fingers digging into her leg. A tremor shook through her. She wanted more than this, needed more than this. 
 
    "Shut up," she said between kisses and moans. "Don't try to tell me you don't want me. I saw the way ..." A shiver curled up her spine when he squeezed her ass, and she arched her neck back. He pressed his face to her neck, kissing the hollow of her throat, making her suck in a sharp breath. "I saw the way you looked at me during our meeting. You're just as much of an animal as I am. Show me." 
 
    Troy didn't protest again. 
 
    He trailed rough kisses along her neck, and Anna loved every single one. She felt like a tiny flame, and each time he touched her, kissed her, she grew a little bit hotter, a little bit brighter. Troy found her thighs again, gripping her like there was nothing else in the world for him to hold on to. He pulled up her pencil skirt and slapped her ass. 
 
    She gasped and then laughed with the thrill of it all. She almost couldn't believe this was happening. Anna Johnson, hooking up with an ex. It broke every rule in the book, but it was a good thing she'd written the book. 
 
    Their lips found each other again in a rapid communion of their mingling breath and tongue, but Anna needed more. Being with Troy like this, it was everything she'd ever wanted and more. His touch was just as she remembered it, and each brush of skin reawakened the desire inside her that she'd locked away for so long. It seemed so impossible, now, that they'd been apart for so long. How had she survived without him if this was how she felt just from making out with him? 
 
    Anna pushed the thought aside, more concerned about getting what she wanted from him than pondering philosophical questions. 
 
    She started unbuttoning his shirt with clumsy hands while he played with the waistband of her lacy thong. His fingers danced up and down her thighs and waist, sending cool shivers through her body. She wanted him to touch her more, to paw at her with the same level of desperation as she enacted on him, but it didn't matter. Not really. 
 
    Finally, she undid the last of his shirt and ran her fingers along his muscular chest, taking in each of his muscles individually. He seemed to like it when she admired him like this, and she bit her lip when she reached his belt, sneaking her fingers just below his waistband. He groaned in response, clearly wanting more, too, but he didn't let her take his pants off just yet. Instead, he stuck one hand between her legs, rubbing her in heavy circles over her panties. 
 
    She was wet for him already; she could feel it. She pressed her body against his when she moaned, pushing herself down on his fingers to get him to touch her in just the right spot. Anna wanted him to touch her for real. She burned up inside for the need of him, but she also liked the desperately slow build-up, the sensation of taking their time in preparation for something more. 
 
    Troy unbuttoned Anna's black blouse with hands much quicker and more skilled than hers, revealing her heaving chest and a black lacy bra to match her panties. He cupped one of her breasts over the top, tentatively squeezing her before growling and roughly pushing the cups up so her nipples poked out from beneath. Without taking the time to undo the bra and get it out of the way, he shoved his face into her chest, wrapping his lips around one nipple, claiming it for himself. 
 
    Anna groaned and arched her back, pushing her chest up closer to Troy's face and her hips into his. She ground harder against his hand, getting desperate for more. 
 
    "Fuck, I needed this," she said. 
 
    Troy mumbled something incoherent into Anna's chest, but she was too hot, too overwhelmed with the feel of him to hear what he said. She wasn't sure she cared what he said. So long as he kept doing what he was doing ... He sucked her nipple one more time, releasing it with a loud pop before finally ripping her shirt off of her and unstrapping her bra, throwing it all aside. He even found the zipper to her skirt and forced it down and off, but he left her panties on. 
 
    He looped his arm around her waist and held her close, and his other hand reached between her legs again, but this time, his circling fingers were rougher, messier, until he finally pushed her panties aside and thumbed her clit. Anna's eyes fluttered shut, and she gasped, lurching forward in search of Troy's mouth. They kissed once before he tipped her head to the side to suck on her neck. 
 
    Anna was breathing heavily, exploring every part of Troy's upper body with her hands. He was perfectly sculpted, a divine work of art, and she never wanted to stop touching him. She made for his belt, finally started to undo the restrictive accessory. She couldn't wait much longer for his cock. She needed him inside her like she'd never needed anything before. 
 
    But when she unlatched it, Troy shoved a finger inside her, and she lost her grip on him in the ensuing hot waves of pleasure. 
 
    "Oh, god," she groaned. 
 
    Troy pushed his finger deeper inside her, caressing her inner walls just the way she liked it. She vibrated with the feel of him and the hot pleasure he caused, unable to move or think or do anything but feel him inside her, his rough and perfect fingers coaxing her insides to squeeze around him. Anna was burning up all over, inside, everywhere, because of Troy. Where their naked skin touched, she didn't feel human anymore, but something higher. She couldn't explain it. 
 
    And she needed more, to feel it all over her body and inside. 
 
    Troy didn't stop. He spread her open with his fingers, setting her ablaze until she burned so hot that she couldn't hold it in anymore, and she exploded. She cried out into his neck, her insides squeezing tight, but Troy kept moving his hand, taking every last bit of heat out of her that he could get. Anna lost all capacity for thought; she was just a burning fire, searing up with her need for Troy, of everything he gave her. 
 
    And when she returned to herself, she was a trembling mess, her thighs wet from Troy's hard work. He propped her up with his arm, and she reached up to loop her arms around Troy's neck. Their kisses were slower this time, maybe because Anna's fire wasn't running so high anymore, maybe because she was getting a little tired. But the taste of him lured her back to wakefulness, reigniting her lust for him. Troy guided her backwards toward the bed, until the backs of her legs hit it, and she fell onto the mattress, her legs spread for Troy to see all of her. 
 
    Anna hadn't even had the chance to finish unbuckling him, and Troy took his time doing so, hungrily devouring her whole body with his eyes. 
 
    She loved the way he looked at her, like he was a god and she his goddess, made for him and only him. His eyes didn't leave her body when he took off his dress pants, gripping his dick in his fist. He knelt over her on the bed, taking her jaw with one hand, tilting her face up to his while he slipped himself inside her. Anna shuddered and moaned as he pushed deep inside her, filling her right up. She moaned into Troy's mouth, and he captured all of the music she made while he thrust into her, quickly picking up speed. 
 
    She arched back, her lips breaking from Troy's. "Fuck!" Her eyes fluttered shut, and she groaned, pushing her hips up to meet Troy's. "Fuck me like you mean it." 
 
    Troy seemed to take that as a challenge, and he growled, an unnatural, feral sound, before tightening his hold on Anna's face. He kissed her like she was the only one in the world that he wanted, holding her lips hostage until neither of them could breathe. Anna gasped when he bit her lip, hard, and then pushed her head back to nibble on her neck. 
 
    There was nothing else but this, her and Troy, their bodies entwined as one. Troy bucked against her, filling her again with waves of hot pleasure with each pump. Her insides were a mess of need, greedy for more of him, for him to push her past the edge one more time. It was as though he knew, instinctively, exactly what she wanted, and he moved faster, harder, until the bundle of fire inside her came closer and closer. 
 
    Anna raked her nails along Troy's back, and she squeezed him, both inside and out, when she screamed. Troy muffled his grunts in her shoulder, but Anna didn't even bother—she lost all sense of herself; there was nothing but this fiery bliss that she and Troy made together. Warm waves gushed through her, and she felt Troy pulse and stiffen until they were both just piles of sweat and exhausted flesh. 
 
    They lay there for a while, and Anna was glad for the weight of his presence, the comfort of his strong arms, the smell of his familiar cologne. It felt so right, lying there with him, that she couldn't bring herself to move, not for a long while. Her heart was racing so fast that she couldn't have slept even if she wanted to, and though part of her did want to, the longer they lay there, regaining their breath, the quicker she started coming back to herself. 
 
    Troy was holding her close, stroking her hair as if they were still a couple. Anna hadn't noticed until now, when she started returning back to herself, how calming the feeling was. It was so calming that Anna realized that she couldn't let it keep happening, or she'd give him the wrong idea. 
 
    Anna peeled herself from Troy's hold, her skin still tingly with evidence of his touch and their lovemaking. Her body loathed to separate from him, but Anna had only wanted to sleep with him, get him out of her system for good, and move on. Yet, even as she got up in search of her clothes, she wasn't sure she'd succeeded. The sex had been far better than she remembered with him, and definitely far better than she'd had in years. 
 
    Could she really do this just once? 
 
    She wasn't sure, but right now, she wouldn't compromise. She would show no weakness, give him nothing to use against her and peel back the layers of her armor. 
 
    Troy sat up in bed while Anna put back on her bra and panties, enjoying the show. She didn't give much of one, trying to get back to thinking about work. She really was curious about why this deal was so important to him, and she did feel a little bad about slowing things down on purpose. The whole reason he'd called her in the first place was probably because he knew her well enough to know that she'd done it on purpose. 
 
    She zipped up her skirt, turned to Troy, and started buttoning her blouse. He still lay on the bed, watching. "So, you wanted to discuss the details of the deal," she said. "Do you have the particulars of the employment contract with Mr. Breves ready?" 
 
    Troy blinked up at her, looking confused. "What?" 
 
    "For InnoCell's purchase of Light Productions, obviously. You said you want to move things along. I'm willing to oblige; there's no need to go to war over the past." She took one last look at him before smoothing her shirt and seating herself on one of the leather chairs next to the suite's glass table. "But you need to give me more information to work with before I can do anything." 
 
    Troy ran a hand through his hair, the muscles in his arms and chest rippling when he moved. Something inside her stirred again at the sight, and she wanted him again already. Fuck, why was he so hot? He needed to clothe himself before he became a distraction again and undid all the work she'd done to calm her unnatural desire for him. 
 
    "Anna ... don't you think we should talk about this?" he said, gesturing between them. 
 
    "This? What do you mean?" she said, feigning innocence. She hoped he got the message; she didn't want to talk about it. Them. She obeyed the desires of her body, nothing more. 
 
    Except she knew, deep down, that claiming as much was just her lying to herself all over again. Like she lied to herself about ever truly getting over him. 
 
    "What just happened?" Troy said. "I didn't come here to ... to ..." 
 
    "We had sex. Wonderful. Life moves on, doesn't it? We have work to talk about now," she said, a little bit of irritation leaking into her voice. 
 
    He gave her a look as if he thought she was completely insane. 
 
    "Don't look at me like that, Troy. You're the one who broke my heart all those years ago." Anna's heart was racing again. Why did this hurt so much? Why was she struggling to make the words sound convincing, even to herself? "What did you think this was?" 
 
    "A work call." 
 
    Anna raised an eyebrow. "You really weren't looking for anything more?" 
 
    "No." Troy visibly swallowed. "After the way things left off between us ... I've always regretted what I did to you." 
 
    She raised a hand to stop him before he could say more. "I really don't want to hear it, Troy. We're far past the point of apologies, don't you think? Besides," she said, smiling pleasantly, "apologies have never been enough for me. You know that." 
 
    She said the words, but she wasn't quite sure if she really meant them because, even though that had always been true, something was melting inside her, knowing that he still cared about her, in his own way. Part of her really did want to forgive him, but the rest of her was in such opposition to the mere thought that she started burning up with her emotions and became a little overwhelmed. 
 
    When she finally managed to open her mouth again, it was an effort to keep her voice steady. She didn't really know what she was going to say until she said it: "When we broke up, Troy ... that you broke my heart is, honestly, an understatement. You fundamentally changed how I looked at relationships, at people in general." She stared at the floor. "Because of you, I've adopted a one-strike rule for men." 
 
    "A one-strike rule?" Troy said. 
 
    "Yes. One screw up, and you're done." Anna narrowed her eyes at Troy. "You've already used yours." 
 
    "I see." He sounded genuinely disappointed and contemplative. She wondered what he was thinking about, if he truly was sorry. What had he been hiding from her all those years ago? 
 
    Regardless of the confusion Anna felt because of him, especially now that they'd slept together again, nothing could change between them. The fact that they had amazing chemistry couldn't distract her from what ruined them before: his secrets. She would never trust him again. And so long as she kept reminding herself of that, she'd be safe from his charms. 
 
    Didn't necessarily mean she'd be safe from his bed, though. But that was another matter entirely. 
 
    She cleared her throat. "So, let's talk about work." 
 
    Troy looked genuinely defeated when he pulled himself from beneath the sheets. "All right, let's talk work, then." 
 
    He stretched, and Anna wasn't shy about watching him. He was a work of art, and from the way he moved, he knew it. He had to know that his body would only go so far with her anymore, though. She hoped that she made that clear, at least. When he was almost fully clothed, he joined her in the other chair across from the table and slowly buttoned up his shirt. 
 
    This time, Anna put a concentrated effort into not looking. She sipped at a water bottle instead, letting the cool liquid bring her head back into the game. "Before I agree to make this easier for you," she said, "there's something I need to know." 
 
    "And that is?" Troy said, sounding a little more skeptical than Anna expected him to. 
 
    "Why is this deal so important to you?" 
 
    "And why is it so important to you to cause trouble where there's none?" he countered. 
 
    Anna grinned. "Touché. I never planned on delaying things beyond reason. But, satiate my curiosity, and I'll make sure there's no reason for that." 
 
    Troy finished buttoning up his shirt and stretched back, taking his time. "Do you know what my job is?" 
 
    "You're the department head for InnoCell's technological innovation division. A big shot, yeah, whatever." Anna shrugged, acting like she didn't care, even though she was actually very impressed with the title. 
 
    "Yes." Troy leaned forward, folding his hands on the table. "But it's no simple management position. I am almost single-handedly responsible for designing and creating InnoCell's flagship products. 
 
    Anna frowned. She hadn't realized that Troy was an inventor, or an engineer, or ... good with technology at all, really, besides the basics. Her gut tightened. Did all this have something to do with the secrets he'd kept from her when they were together?" 
 
    "Alone?" she said after a moment of thought. "That doesn't make any sense. You have the whole department to help you, don't you?" 
 
    "Technically, yes. But my work is very complicated. I'm not just an engineer, I'm ... specialized." He made a frustrated motion with his hands like there was something he couldn't say. "There's no one else like me, no one else who can do my work. Which is very important." 
 
    Anna knew that InnoCell had some very ambitious goals, including changing the world. They wanted to help people, genuinely, from what everyone said. How much of that mission was InnoCell's, and how much was Troy's? Or were they really one and the same, if he was the one making their biggest products? She swallowed, realizing the implications of Troy's work. 
 
    "Were you the one who made the Lifesaver?" she said. 
 
    He nodded. "I did most of the work, yes, though the initial vision belongs to the CEO, Danny Langton. I just made it possible." 
 
    "My ... " Anna sighed. "My Nana was one of the first to be tested by the Lifesaver when they became widely available. It discovered that she was at a high risk for brain cancer, and the follow-up treatments that came, as a result, are thought to have almost eliminated the risk before cancer had a chance to properly form." 
 
    Troy's eyes widened ever so slightly, and Anna looked away. Her gaze skittered across the wall behind him, then to his hands, then to hers, looking everywhere but directly at him. Her heart hammered in her chest. She wasn't sure what to think about Troy anymore, knowing that he had somehow been responsible for designing and creating the device that kept her grandmother from leaving her life early. 
 
    "The Lifesaver has helped many people," Troy said after a while, "but never someone I know personally. I'm relieved that we were able to do that ... for her. And for you." 
 
    She wanted to ask more about his work. What was it about Mr. Breves and Light Productions that had Troy so eager to seal the deal as quickly as possible? What was he working on now? There were rumors, but Anna had never cared enough to pay attention to stuff like that. Now she wished she knew, so she could ask an educated question and maybe get a proper response. But, chances were, he couldn't talk about it in conclusive details, anyway. 
 
    "So Mr. Breves is ..." Anna started, but she shook her head to keep her from completing the question. It didn't matter. "Mr. Breves has two absolute requirements that I thought you were unlikely to meet right away. He wants the power to oversee any projects involving the use of his technology and including the decision-making power to make any changes, within reason. Finally, he also wants the individual capacity to continue developing the technology as a part of InnoCell, instead of letting it stagnate, including the capacity to continue developing new projects, of course, subject to approval through InnoCell management." Anna recited the terms from memory, certain she got it all correct, and then met Troy's gaze again. "Which I suppose would be you." 
 
    Troy nodded once. "Done. That's everything?" 
 
    "Yes. He was certain you'd be fair with everything else," Anna said. "If you send the new contracts with these stipulations included, we can avoid the extra week or two of processing time." 
 
    Not for the first time, Anna wished she knew more about the specifics of the work being traded and negotiated for. If Troy was the only one who could create the highest-level technology produced by InnoCell, who was Mr. Breves to demand working on a similar capacity? Was he maybe also like Troy? Anna wondered, but she kept her lips sealed. She knew her client would be happy to avoid any further delays, and that made her happy, too. Especially since now, she'd finally get that coveted firm partner title she'd been working so hard for. 
 
    Troy stood up and caught Anna off-guard, but she quickly followed his lead. They shook hands. 
 
    "Thank you, Anna, really," he said. 
 
    Their hands stayed touching for a moment too long, and it looked like Troy wanted to say something more, but he didn't. 
 
    "Of course, Mr. Frest. A pleasure doing business with you." 
 
    The only problem about speeding this deal up, though, was that Anna was unlikely to see Troy again for a long time, unless she went out of her way to contact him. And she wasn't sure she had it in her to do so, especially considering everything she'd said to him tonight. Nothing could change between them. It wasn't healthy for her, or her future, to keep dwelling on what had hurt her in the past. 
 
    But when Troy gave her one last nod and showed himself out of the hotel room, it wasn't their shared past that she thought about, but their time together in bed just now. He'd made her feel so alive, the way no one else ever had before. Was there really no future there, or was she just too blinded by his flaws, and her flaws, to try and make one? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 – Troy 
 
      
 
    Days passed without any word from Anna. Neither about what happened between her and Troy nor about the Light Production deal. Although Troy had decided, before seeing her one-on-one, that he would prioritize smoothing things over with Anna so he could secure the purchase of the company ... nothing went as planned. 
 
    Troy definitely had wanted to sleep with her, but he hadn't planned on doing it. He didn't think she wanted to. The fact that she wanted to, so much that she'd practically cornered him in her hotel suite ... it all sent Troy's mind tumbling into a world of confusion. He thought she hated him; well, maybe hate was too strong of a word, but she was definitely bitter about what had happened between them five years ago. 
 
    He checked his phone for the fiftieth time that hour. No new messages, missed calls, nothing. He'd sent Anna the paperwork with the revised terms, as requested, the day after they saw each other. He'd even tried to see her in person, but she insisted on having him send one of the InnoCell lawyers to deliver the documents, so everything was official. 
 
    Was she still planning on holding the deal hostage? That didn't make any sense, considering ... well, she had no reason to say that his Lifesaver invention had probably saved her grandmother's life only to prevent him from working on the next big thing. Troy was just being very impatient. These things usually took a few days to lock down, and it hadn't been excessively long yet. 
 
    He checked his phone again and then got up from his chair, sat on the ground, and leaned against his office wall. The lights weren't on, and it was cool, relaxing, enough to keep Troy's thoughts from racing in circles for at least a few minutes. But in the darkness, he started sensing Anna again, the press of her thighs against his hips, the glorious scent and taste of her. He shivered at the memory, reliving it in vivid detail. 
 
    He hated what he'd become. Desperate for her attention, for answers, for any word from her. Her silence drove him crazy. Had that been her intention all along? Was this how she'd felt when they were together? 
 
    Troy knew he was tearing himself up inside with these questions. What was done was done. He couldn't change it. And yet, there were so many 'what if's' that he could imagine with different outcomes that he felt like a huge idiot for picking one of the only paths that led to them breaking up. He needed her again. The press of her body against his, the fluttering beat of her heart, her sighs in his ear ... he'd been happy to find that all his tricks still worked on her, just as they had before. 
 
    He couldn't keep going on like this, though. He needed to do something, at least, to keep himself from going insane, waiting, wondering. He had no idea what was going on inside Anna's head, and he wished she had given him just a glimpse. The sex had been great—more than great. But, even if he had her again, or multiple times, it wouldn't be enough. He wanted more than just using each other's bodies to satisfy that primal need; he wanted her to love him again. 
 
    The thought of love caught him off-guard. Did he still love her? Was that the real reason he felt this way? 
 
    He wasn't sure, and before he could think about it too deeply, the door to his office opened. It was dark, so he couldn't see who it was, but he heard the distinct tinkling of crystal against a liquor bottle. 
 
    "What do you want?" Troy said, not really caring who it was or why they were here. He just wanted to be alone, either to keep thinking or to figure out how not to think. 
 
    "What the hell?" Evan said. "Were you sleeping in here? You know you can just go home whenever you want; it's not like your hours are monitored." 
 
    "Yeah, whatever." 
 
    Evan flicked on the lights and scanned the office, suspicious. Nothing was out of place; there were no pillows and blankets sprawled on the floor, like how Evan had probably imagined it, or piles of garbage or coffee cups on the floor and desk. Though, in the past, those had all been possibilities. When Troy got absorbed with his work, he got absorbed, and sometimes it was difficult for him to leave and get some rest or literally do anything else. Over the years, the custodians keeping InnoCell squeaky clean had learned how to sneak into his office when he was in the zone and clean up his office and desk around him, without him even noticing, to prevent any disastrous messes from being made. 
 
    After he broke up with Anna, though, he'd eventually stopped doing that to the same extreme, though. First of all, it was unhealthy. Second, it probably contributed to their breakup. He hadn't even been able to tell her what he was working on; she probably thought he just didn't care about her. Or that he had been cheating. He wasn't sure how he would ever clear that up, but he knew he had to. 
 
    Evan was holding a bottle of champagne and two crystal glasses. He placed them on Troy's simple black desk, which was a large U-shape because he needed all the space for when his experimental work spilled out of his workroom and into the office. Right now, the desk was mostly clear of clutter, with just a couple of books on magic and several stacks of loose paper. 
 
    "When we were in college," Evan said, "I remember you commandeered one of the supply closets, turned it into your office, and even convinced the faculty that it was a real office and that you had every right to it." 
 
    Despite himself, Troy chuckled. "Yeah, and we'd spend every other night on the floor, playing drinking games. Ah, college." 
 
    "If it's drinking games you want, I've already got the drinks." Evan tinkled a glass against the bottle of champagne. 
 
    "Not the right kind of drink. What's the occasion, anyway?" 
 
    Evan rolled his shoulders and adopted a smug look. "You haven't heard? Wow, I thought you'd be the first to know." 
 
    Troy, curious, perked up a little. 
 
    "The deal went through. Light Productions is now the newest branch of InnoCell, and within the month, you'll have Mr. Breves at your service. Seems like you'll have fun working with him." 
 
    Troy's first reaction was to scream yes! to the ceiling, but he suppressed the urge. Finally, the deal went through, and Troy could get back to work on his healing project, among other things. The possibilities of Mr. Breve's artifact effect merging technology were literally endless, and it was worth just dedicating several months to experimenting with and determining the best course of action forward. And working with Mr. Breves himself would be an honor; Troy had never actually met him before, but his work preceded him. Supposedly, he was an elf and had an ancient type of magic, which was what made his newer forms of technology possible. Troy had so much to learn from the man. 
 
    And yet ... his excitement and enthusiasm were immediately dampened by the thought of Anna. She'd avoided talking to him since their night together; she hadn't even called him to confirm that the deal was done. He'd learned from Evan instead. 
 
    He suppressed a sigh. "It will be nice, yeah. I'm surprised he didn't push for becoming department manager, honestly." 
 
    "Would you have given it up?" Evan popped the cork on the bottle and poured them both a glass before taking a seat. He handed one to Troy, which he accepted. 
 
    "I would have been willing to go halfsies," Troy joked. He tried to sound lighthearted about it, at least, but it kinda fell flat. He couldn't be very excited about all this when he still had Anna on his mind. 
 
    "Right. Halfsies with an elf older than all of us at InnoCell combined," Evan snickered. "I'd like to see how that works out." 
 
    They toasted and sipped their champagne. It was sweet and bubbly, not nearly alcoholic enough to distract Troy from his worries. He'd need the whole bottle just to start, and he wasn't about to start chugging. Troy was caught up in his thoughts for a while, eventually finishing his glass and topping off his and Evan's drinks. 
 
    "Danny and Michael have already announced a celebration," Evan said. "There's going to be a big party downtown. Everyone's invited, including Light Productions and all their lawyers." 
 
    That made Troy's thoughts jump right back to Anna, and this time, he couldn't hold back his sigh. It would have been nice if Evan could distract Troy from thinking of Anna, but instead, it seemed like everything Evan said just brought Anna right back into the big picture. Troy still was just as clueless as to what to do as he was that night when they'd had sex, and she immediately told him right after that it meant nothing to her. 
 
    But it hadn't meant nothing to him. He wasn't sure he truly believed it meant nothing to her, either. How did he even start to unpack everything that had happened between them? Now clearly wasn't the time, though, since every time Troy spaced out to think about Anna, Evan gave him a weird look. 
 
    "Is something on your mind? This is a big win. It'll change the future of InnoCell, with you right at the forefront of it all. And you don't seem very excited," Evan said. He watched Troy with keen eyes; he must know something was off, just not exactly what. Troy decided to take his chances anyway. 
 
    He smiled. "No idea what you're talking about. Of course I'm excited." 
 
    "Don't even try. You're not really a people person; I can read you like an open book." 
 
    "Says Mr. Earth man, who's more in-tune with the natural world than people. How would you know the difference?" 
 
    "I shouldn't have to remind you that humans, and all forms of sentient life, are part of the natural world. Yes, they are difficult, complicated creatures, just like we are. And they don't understand the value of the world they pollute, destroy, and slowly kill day after day. But they are a reality of life that we must accept, just as we must accept that we are magical and different. Unlike you, though, I've dedicated a substantial part of my life to better understanding people." 
 
    Troy stared at the ceiling, pretending to stretch his arms, instead of looking at Evan. "How do you do it? I mean ... face these mindless humans every day, when they are responsible for slowing the heartbeat of the earth you can feel beneath your feet." 
 
    Evan chugged the last of his champagne and poured another glass. As if the question required a bit more. "Humans are frustrating, but not a lost cause, you know? They are slowly beginning to realize the damage they do and work against it on their own. That is, in part, due to the efforts of those like myself, and like you, too. They will not learn if we are not here to teach them. And so, teach them we do. To the cause of saving the earth, my personal gripes seem hardly significant. But, Troy, you're distracting us both from the point. I asked you what's on your mind, and I know you weren't truly thinking about all this." 
 
    It always amazed Troy when he heard Evan talk. He was a public speaker and an environmental activist, responsible for creating earth-friendly and sustainable production practices for everything produced by InnoCell, including everything Troy invented. A lot of people tried to dismiss Evan as some bodybuilder who couldn't possibly have accomplished all he had, not when he looked like he spent ten hours a day at the gym. 
 
    The truth was, though, that Evan gained a lot of his bulk from caring for the earth. Countless times, he'd left InnoCell in a hurry and disappeared for weeks on end to help clean up the aftermath of some disaster. He could even open and close layers of the earth's crust, aiding the ground's recovery by removing unnatural waste stuck in the ground. His magic was truly amazing, and all of this was a genuine topic of interest for Troy, but Evan was right that Troy was just trying to distract from what was actually on his mind. Since Troy was responsible for creating things that helped people, though, he wondered how he could help people by helping the earth, too, like what Evan did. When he finished his current project, maybe he, Mr. Breves, and Evan could work together on a project to help clean up the world a little. 
 
    He wondered, too, what Anna would think of all this. Troy wanted to believe that she'd love all of this, but really, he didn't know for sure since it was never something he'd talked to her about. How many parts of her life was he missing? More than he realized, he predicted. He didn't know what she thought about anything anymore. She had changed over the years, and Troy wanted to know exactly how. What was different about her now? 
 
    Even the way she was in bed was a little different, even if she was definitely still Anna beneath it all. He wanted to explore all of those possibilities, too. 
 
    While Troy perused his thoughts, Evan just watched and waited. "Remember that lawyer, Anna Johnson, who you thought looked a little familiar?" Troy finally said. 
 
    "Oh, yeah, the hot one. Hard to forget." 
 
    Troy knew that Evan didn't mean anything by it, but Troy's skin prickled with magic anyway. His and his dragon's annoyance came to the surface, evidence of that primal claim he still had on Anna. She was hot, but he didn't want anyone else talking about her that way. Instead of voicing all this, though, since he still worried it was a bit of an overreaction, he just shot Evan an annoyed glance. 
 
    "She's my ex from five years ago," Troy said. 
 
    The expression on Evan's face shifted, and his eyes widened with realization. "Shit, no wonder I recognized her. She was that one who you were so torn up about for months." He adopted a grim look. "No wonder you've been acting so strange ever since I got you involved in this. Had I known, maybe we could have handled things differently to prevent ..." He trailed off and then looked up at Troy. 
 
    Troy shrugged. "It's not that big of a deal; it just caught me by surprise. I haven't been sure what to think about all this." 
 
    Especially since they had the hottest sex of their lives, right out of the blue, just a few days ago as a result. He wasn't going to tell Evan, though, since Troy didn't have any idea where to begin with explaining what happened. 
 
    "You're thinking of not coming to the party, then," Evan said. "Do you think she's all like ... this"—he gestured to Troy, as if that was supposed to mean something—"too?" 
 
    Troy scowled. "I don't think she cares." 
 
    Not true at all. She cared, but she was trying so hard not to show it. 
 
    "If that's the case, it seems like you're overthinking this. So what, you feel like shit because of how you treated her. Man up," Evan said. He made a circular gesture with his cup and then chugged the remaining liquid. Troy followed suit. "This isn't a time to be indecisive about what to do. You want her; you do everything you can to make right what you wronged. And if that doesn't change anything, you do your best to accept it, learn from your mistakes, and move on. There's nothing else you can do, because whatever you're doing now? It's not working." 
 
    Troy nodded. "She might not even come to the party. Or maybe she will. Either way, you're right. I'm just looking at all of this from the wrong angle." 
 
    What reason did Anna have not to go to the party, if she really was over everything? But from what Anna had said after they had sex, Troy really wasn't sure. It seemed like she wanted him in bed, but because of how he'd hurt her, she didn't even want to think about their relationship anymore. He'd had his one chance, as she put it. And he understood. But Troy didn't believe that one chance was fair, especially since they'd both been young, stupid, and confused, and now ... they'd both matured, had a better idea of their purpose in life, of what they needed. Would she really deny both of them if it turned out what they needed was each other? 
 
    "So you're coming to the party?" Evan said. 
 
    Troy grinned, finally confident in his decision. "Wouldn't miss it." 
 
    And if Anna really did come to the party, he wouldn't miss his chance to finally talk to her and start fixing things between them. There was something different between them than when they were together before, and Troy wasn't about to let this opportunity go to waste. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 – Anna 
 
      
 
    Anna tried on a fourth dress—a sleek, black satin gown with lacy accents and, although she liked it, it, too, went into the 'no' pile of clothes. The dress made her feel like she might as well have been wearing a sign that said 'trying too hard' and that wouldn't do, especially since she wasn't supposed to be trying at all. She shouldn't be going to this party at all, really. Troy was probably going to be there. But that was also exactly the reason she wanted to go. 
 
    Things were done between them. Done, finished, over. And yet she craved the feeling of his hot hands on her thighs, rough between her legs, his husky voice in her ear, his growls when he bit into her neck. She shivered at the thought and wrapped her arms around her naked body, almost tricking herself into thinking it was him. 
 
    She knocked herself out of the daydream and started looking for something else to wear. Why couldn't she make up her mind about what she wanted to do about Troy? Keeping herself distanced from him when she knew he would pick up the phone in an instant if she called was difficult. She wanted to call him, to tell him exactly what was going through her head, every detail about how he'd hurt her so they could ... she wasn't sure. Did she really want to start over, or was her body just playing tricks on her because he was so damn good in bed? 
 
    She hadn't been able to stop thinking about him since, and she wasn't sure what to do. She couldn't just give him a second chance, not when she'd adopted the one-chance rule because of him. She just couldn't bring herself to do it, especially knowing that she'd just be putting herself at risk again. Nothing was worth that, was it? Above anything else, Anna needed to protect herself. 
 
    Her phone ringing dragged her from her thoughts, and she peeked at the screen to see her ex's name. Matt. Anna's mood instantly soured, and she declined the call. She had hardly thought about him since their break up all because she now had Troy to worry about, and she'd decided long ago that Matt wasn't worth her time. She thought that she'd made her position very clear: she wasn't getting back with him, especially not after all the disgusting garbage he'd said last time they talked. 
 
    Yet, he kept calling anyway. It wasn't the first time, nor would it be the last. She'd blocked his number before, but it seemed that he had multiple phone numbers to call her from. Probably to help with his cheating. How many times would she have to block him before he got the message or before he moved on to more drastic things besides just harassing her with phone calls? 
 
    She hoped it didn't come to that, and that he eventually gave up. But Anna wasn't going to get her hopes up. 
 
    Nor would she let him ruin this night for her. Although the party wasn't exactly for her, she intended to use it as a personal celebration of sorts, too, because even though it wasn't official yet, she had heard whispers that it was time for her promotion. Any day now, she might hear the news. She was moving up in the world. One more for Anna, another loss for her father. 
 
    Anna pulled another dress from her closet, a shorter, dark purple one that complemented her curves and hips. It would have to do. She tried to tell herself that it didn't matter what Troy thought about it ... and yet as she left for the party, she found herself hoping that Troy would like it anyway. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The party was ... massive. It was hosted at the fanciest hotel in Blackfall with glittering chandeliers, expensive wine and food, and hundreds of people in high-ceilinged rooms. For how many important people were there from the community, not just the InnoCell executives, Anna was surprised that it wasn't considered a red carpet event. 
 
    She felt a little self-conscious in her little purple dress; the black gown might have been a better fit. What mattered was that she felt like herself, though, not a mindless prop. Near the entrance, Anna claimed a glass of red wine to cool her nerves. The rich, berry taste did wonders to set her at ease as she pushed through the crowd, smiling, waving, and sharing pleasantries with everyone she spotted that she knew from work. There were plenty that worked at the firm with her, but also many who worked elsewhere, and she'd met through her job. 
 
    That a lot of them were here caught Anna off-guard; she wasn't sure how most of them were connected to InnoCell or Light Productions. Was InnoCell larger than she thought? As she searched for a table with a free seat next to someone she knew well enough to enjoy the night with, she also found herself scanning the crowd in search of Troy. Her heart clenched when she realized what she was doing. Why was she constantly putting herself through this turmoil? She needed to let go for good, like she was supposed to have already. 
 
    But as soon as she convinced herself to stop looking, she spotted him in the crowd. A few tables down, wading through the masses. When she stopped to stare, it was like his gaze was magnetized to hers. For seconds, or maybe minutes, they stared. He wore a glorious golden suit with a black shirt beneath, perfectly matching his hair and complementing his eyes. She stared into those oceanic eyes, losing herself in them, and he stared at her like suddenly the entire party had fallen away around them. It was just them now, no one else. 
 
    Anna ripped her gaze away, destroying the trancelike stare. Her heart was racing. She felt a compulsion to run to him, to fall into his embrace and kiss him, no matter how many people were watching. But she couldn't. No matter how many times she tried to convince herself that she could forget everything that went wrong with their relationship before, she kept coming back to the same problem: she couldn't forgive him if she didn't know what she was forgiving. 
 
    She turned away completely once she saw him moving toward her. Frantic, she searched the nearby crowd of people for something she could use to get away from a potential conversation with Troy. Maybe she'd talk to him eventually, but that time wasn't now. She wasn't ready. 
 
    Thankfully, she spotted Clarissa nearby and moved toward her. "Clarissa! I'm so glad to see you here. Wow, there are so many people." 
 
    The woman smiled, showing her dimples. "It's a lot, isn't it? I wasn't expecting so many people." 
 
    "Me neither. Do you have a table already?" 
 
    "My husband and I snagged one early on, and we reserved a couple of seats just in case. You can join us if you haven't found somewhere else yet." 
 
    Anna released a sigh of relief. "I'd love to. Everywhere already seems full." They started in the opposite direction of Troy, and Anna chanced a glance over her shoulder to see him get stuck behind a pair of waiters moving a whole cart of food between the rows of tables. She turned back to Clarissa. "I've meant to thank you for all your hard work on the Light Productions sale. Seriously, I couldn't have done it without you." 
 
    A waitress saw Anna's empty glass and topped it off with a freshly opened bottle as she passed. Anna was glad for the new drink and sipped, happy to find the wine's familiar taste. On an empty belly, the alcohol was already starting to kick in, but that wouldn't be a problem once she got seated and ordered dinner. 
 
    "Don't say that; you're much more capable than you give yourself credit for," Clarissa said. "But of course, I was happy to help. I haven't worked on such a fun project in a long time." 
 
    Anna raised her eyebrows. "Fun?" 
 
    "Well, you know. InnoCell is such an interesting company. They're so ... innovative." Clarissa made a conspiratorial face. "And so secretive. Everyone's always wondering what they're going to do next, and you know, everyone guesses, but no one knows for sure because their security is air-tight and everyone's loyal. Makes you wonder." 
 
    "I hope you're not implying anything bad about them," Anna said, sounding a little more defensive than she intended. 
 
    "No, no, just gossiping." Clarissa laughed. "I hope they succeed at all their crazy goals. It'd be nice to have a big corporation that really existed for the little people for once, not just themselves and profits. But what do I know? Anyway, I wish they were a client of ours. It'd be fun to work with them." 
 
    Anna thought about how passionate Troy had seemed about his work. Was everyone at InnoCell like that? Considering their mission, it seemed like they had to be. She'd seen videos of the CEO and several other higher-ups discussing the future of the company and the world, but never Troy. She almost looked behind her to see where he was in his pursuit, and she considered slowing down to make sure he could catch her. 
 
    She shook the idea off, though. "Do you know where their representation comes from?" 
 
    "No," Clarissa said. "I didn't recognize any of their lawyers. And I know eeevveeeryone local. They must be using big-shot lawyers from out of the city, not that I blame them. But hey, there are benefits to local." She nudged Anna's side. "I saw how that Mr. Frest was eyeing you. If you used some of those seductress powers of yours, I'm sure you could secure them as a client." 
 
    Anna laughed to hide the heat rushing to her face. "No way. You can't be serious." 
 
    "Oh, lighten up. I'm just kidding. Come on, our table is just over there." Clarissa waved at her husband, George, behind a group of moving people. 
 
    "Do you ever think that—" 
 
    A hand grabbed her shoulder, and at first, Anna thought that it was Troy. When she spun to face him, though, it was someone else completely. Matt, her ex. 
 
    "Hi, Annie," he said. There was something about his voice that was off. He sounded dangerous. 
 
    He set alarms off in her head, and the hair on the back of her neck stood on end. She tried to pull her arm from his grasp, but he was strong, much stronger than she remembered. He ran his hand possessively down her arm, grabbing her bicep with his meaty fingers. She glanced over her shoulder, looking for Clarissa, but she was already gone, lost somewhere in the flow of bodies. 
 
    "Let go of me. You can't do anything here; there are lots of people," she said. 
 
    "I wouldn't be so sure about that," Matt said. There was a wild, predatory sheen in his eyes. "If you make a sign that anything's wrong, things will go very badly for you." 
 
    Anna's stomach sank. How hadn't she noticed any of this about Matt before? There was something wrong with him. She couldn't believe she'd ever missed these details. Now, she felt sick with herself for ever letting him near her. Alcohol thrummed through her, and she wasn't thinking clearly, wasn't sure what to do to get out of this situation without causing a scene. 
 
    "How did you get in here? This party is exclusive," Anna whispered. She didn't move her head, but her eyes darted around at the faces in the crowd. Why didn't anyone see what was happening? Why now had all of the familiar faces disappeared? She begged for help with her eyes, but no one even noticed. 
 
    "A copy of the invitation was forwarded to my place. Oops. Looks like you forgot to change the paperwork." 
 
    Anna blinked slowly. Shit. Shit, shit. She'd messed up. "What do you want?" 
 
    "I've only ever wanted one thing from you, Annie," Matt said. He leaned in close, and she smelled the sickly sweet wine on the uneven breaths touching her neck. "I scoped out a very nice bathroom while I was looking for you. We're going to just quietly head back there, looking like just the happy couple we are, and you'll be a good girl, like you always have been, and let me have my way with you. And you will let me continue to do so, wherever and whenever I want, because I'm not afraid to hurt you or the people you care about to get what I want. Understand?" 
 
    The way he spoke made it feel like worms were wriggling in her stomach, and she wanted to be sick. She didn't care if she was hurt, but she couldn't risk anyone else. Her grandmother, her family, friends ... 
 
    "I ... I have friends in the police force. My family is powerful. If you do anything, they'll—" 
 
    "People like that can't touch people like me." 
 
    Anna shivered. She had no idea what he meant, and yet she believed him. What was he planning on doing? She desperately wanted to call for help, to get him away from her, but what good would that be? Maybe she could save herself now, but he knew where she lived and worked. He knew where her family lived. What if he had a weapon and went psycho in the middle of the party? 
 
    "Okay ... okay, let's just get this over with," she said. She wanted to say that she'd kept her dignity intact, that she wasn't afraid, but she was terrified, and her voice shook and showed it. 
 
    "Oh, don't be like that. By the time I'm done with you," he leaned in closer, and Anna flinched, "you'll be screaming my name." 
 
    He shoved her forward, but before he had the chance to do anything else, she spotted Troy in the crowd. He looked directly at her, unlike anyone else in the room. A look of concern crossed his face, and he was next to her in an instant. 
 
    "Anna?" Troy said, looking between her and Matt, who was still holding her arm firmly. "Is everything all right here?" 
 
    "Everything's fine. Mind your own business," Matt said. "My sweetie here is just feeling a little—" 
 
    Anna shook her head, subtly but firmly, pleading more with her body language and eyes than she ever had in her life. Troy understood well enough, it seemed, because he grabbed Matt's arm and forced him away from Anna. 
 
    "Leave her alone. Can't you see you're making her uncomfortable?" Troy said. There was a hint of rage in his voice, but Matt said nothing. He just glared at Troy, and then Anna, with a look that said this wasn't over. 
 
    He disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    Anna's legs wobbled, and she thought she would collapse. She wasn't sure how she stayed standing. 
 
    "Who was that?" Troy said, his voice still a little gruff. He looked annoyed when he first looked at her, but his expression quickly softened when he saw the state of her. "Hey, are you okay? You're shaking." 
 
    She was. She couldn't keep her arms still, and she had to wrap them around herself. Her stomach felt like it was going to explode with her anxiety and fear, and she didn't even know why. That was Matt, and yet he seemed completely different. There was something horrible and disgusting about him, and she, in turn, felt horrible and disgusting because he'd touched her. 
 
    Tears threatened to spill from her eyes, but she couldn't cry. Not here, not in front of Troy. He'd already found her in a vulnerable enough situation, and though she was thankful to him, she couldn't ... 
 
    Before Troy had the chance to stop her, she pushed through the crowd. There were too many people here, and everything felt claustrophobic. She needed some fresh air, to think, to get out of here and go home. She needed a hot shower to scrub Matt's lingering touch off her skin. Behind her, she heard Troy call after her, but she didn't turn around. 
 
    Anna sucked in a deep gulp of air once she was outside again. The cool, crisp autumn air made her lungs feel light, but she was a little underdressed for the cold, and she shivered on the steps overlooking the hotel's garden. Coming here tonight had been a huge mistake. There was Troy to worry about, and now Matt ... she needed to file a police report or something. She needed a plan to protect herself and her family because she couldn't let him near her again. 
 
    She was about to get up and find her car when she heard footsteps behind her, and then a gold suit jacket was placed on her shoulders. The weight of it was reassuring, and without thought, she clutched the sleeves closer to keep herself warm. 
 
    Troy sat on the stairs next to her, silent, but he watched her with clear concern in his eyes. Anna pretended not to notice, that she was too caught up in her own thoughts. But really, she was thinking about how she hated how difficult she was being. Here was Troy, who was trying so hard to just talk to her, being thoughtful without even realizing how much it meant to her. Meanwhile, there was Matt, who had threatened her and her family if she didn't sleep with him. It all made her question why she was resisting Troy so hard in the first place. Yet, Matt's behavior wasn't exactly a reason for her to jump into another relationship. 
 
    "Thank you for ... for that," Anna said. It was the most she could manage right now. She was on the verge of tears just thinking of it, and she sucked in a shuddering breath. 
 
    "Do you want to talk about it?" Troy said. 
 
    "No." But Anna regretted the answer as soon as she said it, because, yes, she wanted to talk about it. She needed to tell someone what had just happened, and something told her that, with this, she could trust Troy. He'd broken her heart, but he'd never once threatened her or made her feel unsafe. He would do something about this if he could, or at least help her figure out what to do. 
 
    After a moment, she started rubbing the bottom of her heels against the cement. "That was my, um, ex-boyfriend. I broke up with him two weeks ago." 
 
    "I know it's not my place to say anything about this, but it looked like he was making you really uncomfortable." 
 
    Anna nodded. She realized she couldn't bring herself to share the specific details. "He threatened me in the middle of the party, and you were the only one who noticed." 
 
    "He threatened you?" Troy growled, and Anna lifted her gaze to his, surprised. He stood. "I'll find him and deal with the problem." 
 
    "No! Please. Don't ... I'll figure out what to do. He didn't do anything yet, and I won't give him the chance to. I just need to think." 
 
    "Do you want me to find you a security guard or something? Someone to keep an eye on you, at least?" 
 
    She shook her head. "I'll be fine. It's my Nana I'm worried about. Could you ...?" 
 
    "Of course. I'll ..." Troy sat down again, a little closer this time, and he hesitated before taking her hand. Her fingers were so cold, and she hadn't realized it until his warm hand was wrapped around hers. "Anna, I'll make sure she's safe." 
 
    She looked up into his eyes, the blue gleaming in the low light. It wasn't just his hands that were warm, but everything about him. It was like an electric pulse passed through the air between them, begging her to close the distance and fall into his arms. But she couldn't, not while she was still so shaken up about what Matt tried to do to her. Troy had helped her, and for that, she was grateful, but ... there was still so much history between them. 
 
    "Thank you," she said after a while. 
 
    Troy broke eye contact, sighing and looking down at their hands. "Anna, I know what you probably think of me ... but I meant what I said before, about regretting everything I did to hurt you." 
 
    Anna closed her eyes. She couldn't have this conversation right now, but she didn't want to leave, either. Troy's presence comforted her in a way she didn't understand. "It's not enough to regret it," she said. 
 
    "I know, which is why I want to tell you everything. All of the secrets, the disappearing, when we were together ... I want to explain it all to you," he said. "If you'll let me, of course. If it's not too late." 
 
    She kept her eyes closed, letting the words bounce back and forth in her head. Was it too late? She'd thought so, but now, she wasn't sure anymore. Everything about Troy defied her expectations. What harm could it really do to let him explain? Even if it didn't change anything between them, at least she would get a bit of real closure. She could stop wondering why he'd seemed so determined to ruin their relationship. 
 
    "Okay. I'm listening," she said. 
 
    Troy squeezed her hand. "I want to explain everything, but we can't do it here. Or ... right now." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "You've had a bit to drink, haven't you?" 
 
    Anna shrugged. "So have you." 
 
    "That's the problem. I want us to both be completely sober. I need you to know that I'm being serious about everything I say, and with us, like this ... I hope you understand." 
 
    Anna felt a little letdown, working up to this moment, only for him to tell her that she couldn't know just yet. But what choice did she have? She wanted to know, and he was probably right that an important conversation should be made when they were completely themselves. Besides, right now, Anna could barely think. She was fully aware of how close Troy was, that she didn't need to move very far to be touching him. 
 
    She wanted more than just to touch him, and she wasn't sure anymore if it was the alcohol or herself that was screaming at her to kiss him and peel off his ridiculous golden suit. 
 
    "Let's do coffee in the morning, then," Anna said. 
 
    Troy nodded. "I've got just the place." 
 
    He helped her back to her car, and the entire time, his arm on her back felt like a solid strip of fire burning into her skin. She didn't want to leave him again. She couldn't go home tonight, anyway, not after Matt's threats, and she wanted to drag Troy back to another hotel with her ... but she didn't. She was finally about to get some answers to the questions she'd been asking herself for years, and she wasn't going to do anything to jeopardize that. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 – Troy 
 
      
 
    Sheki's Cafe was a little hole in the wall not far from InnoCell, and it was Troy's go-to spot whenever he had the drive to go out for food or coffee instead of ordering into the office. Not only were the food and drinks amazing, but it was also a little slice of the magical community that existed in the human world without anyone even noticing. 
 
    The best part about it, to Troy, was that the booths along the far wall of the little cafe were screened with privacy magic, so no one outside of the seats there could hear their conversations or see what they were working on. So, sometimes Troy came here to work on his projects in a different environment, and it also made the booths a suitable spot for him to have the information-sensitive conversation that he needed to have with Anna. Not only was he about to reveal the truth about his identity, but about his whole life, including his work. 
 
    Truth be told, he was nervous. All of this could backfire big time on him, and the only reassurance he had that it wouldn't was that he was sharing everything with Anna, not a random stranger. He had to believe that she would trust him, or at the very least, that he could convince her that he was telling the truth. 
 
    Troy waited a few minutes for her to arrive, but she seemed to be a little behind schedule, and so Troy ordered himself a black coffee. He watched the bustle of the little shop, the oblivious humans working on their laptops by the front window, sipping at their lattes and eating donuts. Meanwhile, invisible to their eyes, little fairies flew around the rafters, having tea parties and coffee of their own in a miniature version of the cafe laid out on the wooden beams. Fairies wrote on enchanted green leaves and flew in and out of glass structures shaped like mushrooms. 
 
    If it came to it, he'd show it all to Anna as proof. But it probably wouldn't come to that. 
 
    He checked his phone. Twenty minutes late, and nothing from her. The minutes passed, and he finished his coffee and decided to order another. Did she change her mind about coming and run for the hills instead? If he were in her position and had any idea of what he was about to share with her, he might run as far as he could, too. But he didn't think Anna would. She was logic-driven to the core, and maybe wasn't predisposed to believing in magic ... but she wouldn't be able to deny the facts once he put them all in front of her. 
 
    She just needed to be here for him to do it. 
 
    Thirty minutes, and nothing. His optimism began to dwindle, and he began to worry instead. What if something happened to her? She said that her ex had threatened her; what if she had run into him again? Maybe Troy should have put one of Liam's spies on her, anyway, to keep watch. He'd dispatched one to protect her grandmother, as he promised, but he'd kept Anna's privacy intact, as she'd requested. Was that the wrong move? 
 
    There had been something very off about her ex, whatever his name was. Troy hadn't thought much of it then, but now that he thought of it, it was entirely possible that he wasn't human at all. And, therefore, significantly more dangerous than the typical deranged ex. What if he had magic? 
 
    Troy was about to get up and correct his mistake when Anna finally walked through the front door. She looked a little winded, her hair blown back and not as well-tended as usual. She wore an old jacket and warm gloves, nothing fancy like the last two times he saw her. And yet she was still more beautiful than any other time Troy had seen her before, even the time they first met. Maybe it was the magic of this place or just his deep longing for her and his fears, but in that moment, he was left absolutely breathless by her. He couldn't swallow or breathe, and he just watched her as she scanned the shop, searching for him. 
 
    When their eyes met, the world melted away, and he knew, somehow, that everything would end up okay, no matter what happened before this point. 
 
    He waved, and she made her way to him, and then slid into the brown booth opposite of him. "Sorry, I'm ... really late, I know, but I couldn't sleep last night and slept through all of my alarms." 
 
    Now that she was closer, Troy noticed the dark shadows under her eyes. She couldn't have gotten much sleep after they parted, and it was still pretty early, not even 9 a.m. yet. "Is it because of what happened with your ex?" he said, trying to keep himself from freaking out. 
 
    If he had any idea who her ex was, Troy would have had the man shadowed already. And he definitely would have received a nasty message courtesy of Troy for even thinking of hurting Anna. 
 
    Anna nodded. "Let's not talk about that, though. We have more important things to discuss." 
 
    Troy wasn't sure that anything was more important than Anna's safety, even this conversation. If it came down to it, he would keep putting it off if that was what it took to make her safe. He didn't want to push her for more information, though, because all that would have accomplished was another void between them when it finally seemed possible to bridge the gap. 
 
    He had his coffee topped up, and Anna ordered a cappuccino. 
 
    "I really don't know where to start," Troy said. There was so much to tell. Him being a shifter, a dragon, magic, the truth behind his work and their old relationship. 
 
    "Start anywhere. Small, maybe. I don't know, Troy. Just tell me something," Anna said. She sounded a little pained, like it was hard for her to be sitting here, waiting for answers, and that was enough for him to erase the last of his doubts. He needed to tell her before he lost his chance. 
 
    He nodded, steeling himself for her reaction. "I'll start at the beginning, then." He met her eyes. "I'm not human, Anna. Not entirely." 
 
    She did a double-take, looking him up and down. "Of course you're human. We all are. There are no other options." There was a slight note of irritation in her voice. 
 
    "There are other options, actually," Troy said, trying to be as patient as possible. He expected a bit of initial resistance. "It just happens that I'm half-human. And half-dragon." 
 
    As he said 'dragon', he held out his arm and called to his dragon self. The dragon rumbled inside of him and let Troy snatch just enough of its power to sprout a dozen glimmering, golden scales on his arm. They fit together in a pattern that curved down around his wrist. 
 
    Anna lurched back at the sight, pressing her head into the cushioned seat. Her eyes were wide. "W-what are you doing? How? Is that something you made at InnoCell?" 
 
    He almost laughed, but he remained serious because he needed her to take him seriously. "Those are my dragon scales. I can shift between forms at will, and sometimes I can take on single dragon traits. Like this." He let one hand turn into a set of scaly claws and held it out to her. "You can touch it if you'd like and see that it's real." 
 
    Anna stared at the dragon claw. Magic tingled up Troy's arm with the effort of maintaining just his hand, and part of his arm transformed, and his golden scales gave their booth a subtle glow. She looked up at him, and then at the rest of the cafe. 
 
    "Are you tricking me? Why can't anyone else see this?" she said after noticing that no one else was paying any attention to them. 
 
    "These booths are enchanted to keep anyone from noticing what's happening inside. Unless it's violent or inappropriate, of course," he said. 
 
    "M-magic?" 
 
    He nodded, and Anna took several deep breaths before looking at him again. She looked confused and afraid, and Troy was worried that he'd gone about this completely the wrong way. Finally, she gulped down the rest of her cappuccino and then looked at his arm again. 
 
    "You swear you're not messing with me?" she said. 
 
    "I'm not. Just touch it, and you'll see." 
 
    She hesitated and then reached out. Her fingers hovered over his wrist for a second before she touched down, just briefly, before drawing back. Seeing that it was safe, she touched him again, this time letting her fingers linger there. She ran them along his scales, and his scales crackled at her touch, like a breath of relief that they were finally connected after waiting for so long. She was so gentle, and it felt like she was petting him. 
 
    "How is this possible?" she said after a while. 
 
    "The world is full of magic. It's just hidden to most people who don't have it." Troy's pulse was starting to pick up, and he felt like he needed to fill the silence and start explaining everything before he lost her attention and his chance to explain. "There aren't so many people like me anymore, but collectively, we're called shifters. Me and my friends, we all change into dragons. But there are others who turn into other animals or mythical beings, like wolves." 
 
    "Friends?" 
 
    "I ... the others who run InnoCell. We're all dragon shifters."  
 
    Cogs seemed to be spinning in Anna's head as she processed this information. Much to his satisfaction, she was taking it all pretty well. He tried not to think of how things could have gone five years ago, instead, had he just done this back then instead. It was hard not to, though, as seeing her now, knowing that it might not have been as bad as he thought, filled him with even more regret than he ever expected. He could have saved them both so much grief. They'd probably never have broken apart at all ... and they wouldn't have lost five years together. 
 
    Would telling her everything be enough to give him a second chance? 
 
    "I can't believe it. I never would have thought ..." Anna trailed off, and she looked up at him again. Her hand hadn't left his arm. "Is this why it always felt like you were hiding something from me when we were together?" 
 
    "There were so many times I wanted to tell you the truth about what I am, but I never did because I was afraid of how you would react," Troy said. "But, honestly, that's not everything. Most of the things I kept from you were work-related, like I told you when we were together. My work at InnoCell, it's complicated because it is magic." 
 
    Something clicked in Anna's head because her eyes widened just ever so slightly. "Your inventions. They're all magical? The Lifesaver, too?" 
 
    "Magic is involved, yes, but the technology is also real. I have to design everything in a way that seems plausible to even the most skeptical humans. Effectively, it means I have to create something and then ..." Troy sighed and stopped himself before he could ramble on too long about his work. He didn't miss how interested Anna seemed in his explanation, but that wasn't the point of this conversation. "What I am ... what I do ... it felt like I was keeping big secrets because I was. My dragon and my magic are fundamental to who I am. When we were together, you only knew half of who I am." 
 
    Anna drew her hand back, wrapping it around her empty cup. "I never knew who you were at all, then." 
 
    "No. No, I was honest with you about everything else. All of the details of my life, what I wanted to do for the world, and most importantly ... Even if I couldn't tell you about this, I still loved you. Everything we shared was real." 
 
    She stared at something behind Troy, and his heart sank. He was losing her now, he could feel it. But how could he fix this before he made it seem like they had been complete strangers this whole time? That wasn't how he felt at all. It wasn't the truth. And yet, she had to feel that way because she'd been missing out on a big part of his life and what made him who he was. 
 
    "Do you still love me?" she said, completely out of the blue. 
 
    Troy's heart skipped a beat. "Anna, I ..." He shifted his hand back into his human one and placed it on top of hers. "I never stopped loving you." 
 
    Her fingers curled, as if she was thinking of pulling back from him again, but she kept her hand in place. 
 
    "I know all of this is a lot to take in, and I'm here to answer the thousands of questions you have, to show you whatever proof I need to help you understand," Troy breathed, "but there are still two more things I need to tell you." 
 
    Anna nodded. She looked as though she was thinking very deeply, and with that, she was starting to unravel the mysteries a little better for herself. Troy took hope from that interpretation, at least. 
 
    "We, I mean, shifters like me ... there are stories about us." Troy closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He'd prepared a whole speech to explain everything to Anna, but in the heat of the moment, the words were disappearing. "When you and I first met, something clicked between us in a way that I've never felt with anyone else. I look back on it often, and it just seems so obvious now." 
 
    Anna started fiddling with the handle of her mug. "What's obvious?" 
 
    "That there is something special between us. There are stories about my kind, how we have someone that we're a perfect match for in every way. They're called mates." 
 
    "Like soul mates," Anna said, and she smiled, shyly, still looking at her cup. 
 
    "Exactly. And I think that, this whole time, you and I have been mates without realizing it. It's why we ..." Troy quirked his lips into a matching smile. "It's why we've always felt so strongly about each other. Positively and negatively, in our case." 
 
    Anna stilled, as if she was considering this, and looked up at him. Her eyes were wide when they searched his, failing to uphold her usual guardedness. Instead, she looked like a picture-perfect example of hopefulness, of wishing something to be true. Even before she said anything, Troy's heart was full of hope, too, most of his worries washed away. 
 
    "You think we're meant to be together," Anna said at last. 
 
    Them being mates would explain a lot, at least. Troy always wondered why his magic didn't work with him and anyone else, but now, he thought that was because he'd used it on Anna, and she was his mate. He wasn't supposed to use it on anyone else but her. 
 
    Troy nodded. "I think so. I hope so, because you're everything I've ever wanted. When we were together, those were the best days of my life, and for years I've lived feeling like the stupidest man alive because I broke your heart." 
 
    "You kind of deserve that," Anna said, but she smiled at the joke. 
 
    "I know. Believe me, I know. But, I also don't know if I'm just pulling at strings here, or if I'm actually right, and we're mates. I want to believe it's true. That we're meant to be. Because deep down, I feel like it's true. And if you're willing to ... I want to try again and discover the truth." 
 
    Troy's heart was in his throat when the words finished pouring out of him, and Anna stared at him with rapt attention. At last, she nodded and gave another one of her shy smiles when she pushed a stray lock of black hair behind her ear.  
 
    "You know I don't usually give men a second chance, Troy ... and that's because of you." She said this completely seriously, and yet amusement was alight in her eyes and expression. "Maybe this is why." 
 
    "Then you believe everything I've said," Troy said and squeezed her hand. She squeezed back. 
 
    "My brain is having a little trouble catching up, if I'm being honest," she said but placed a hand against her heart. "In here, though, I believe everything you've said is true. It just feels right. And so, even if you don't know if we're mates, like you said, I want to try. For five years, it's felt like a part of me has been missing. And ever since I've found you again ..." Anna sighed, but she didn't need to finish her sentence for Troy to understand. 
 
    Because, as long as she was willing to try, he knew that everything would be right again. 
 
    He leaned forward, over the table, and kissed her softly on the lips. They were magnetized together, and once they were touching, they couldn't pull apart. Troy held her face to his, savoring the taste of coffee and cream on her lips and tongue. If it weren't for the table between them, he would have pulled her right against him, hugging her close and never letting her go again. 
 
    Instead, he settled for running his hands through her hair, placing a claim over her mouth with his. She eagerly kissed him back, planting her hands on the table to keep them both afloat. Troy never thought, even just a week ago, that having Anna back in his life again would be possible. Even now, this moment seemed far too good to be true. And yet here they were, kissing, a promise that they would look to the future again, together, and see if they could make work what they failed at before. 
 
    Troy had a lot of mistakes to make up for. He'd happily spend the rest of his life proving his love for Anna if she let him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 – Anna 
 
      
 
    Anna's office was abuzz with the news of her promotion to firm partner. It was finally happening. She was moving up, and her work was being recognized and rewarded by her bosses, even if she still didn't receive any recognition from her family. It was her father that she always sought to impress, but when Anna's boss broke the news to her that morning, her first thought was of Troy. She didn't even care what her father's reaction would be, if she ever told him at all. 
 
    Instead, she couldn't wait to tell Troy the big news and celebrate together. Finally, they had a chance at a happy life—no more secrets. 
 
    She paused after her initial reaction, though, aware that her untamed enthusiasm was a recipe for getting herself hurt. Things still weren't exactly clear between her and Troy; he'd admitted that he still loved her, and though she hadn't confessed the same, he had set her heart all aflutter with joy and wonder, a combined sensation she didn't remember feeling in all the time since they broke up five years ago. 
 
    That didn't mean she could just forget all the hurt he caused her, though. Had she really made the right decision, or had she been rash, deciding based on her emotions in the heat of the moment? Did it really matter if what she felt for Troy, and what he felt for her, was real? 
 
    There were so many secrets in his past that she didn't know about. Knowing that the world was full of magic and that he was a dragon shifter, though, somehow made sense. There'd always been something otherworldly about Troy, something magical even without her ever concretely calling it magic. And Anna understood that there was still a lot he hadn't told her, but that was because there was simply too much to tell. Learning that he wasn't wholly human and that there was much more to the world than meets the eye was probably enough to make the average person's head explode. 
 
    It didn't help that, right after they kissed, he'd told her that he was also immortal and that if she was his mate, she would become immortal, too. Anna wasn't sure how she felt about that, or what exactly that entailed. Should she feel any different? Would she even notice the difference? It wasn't like she was willing to go test the theory. 
 
    Still, Anna wished she knew more. She wished Troy hadn't kept this from her all those years ago. Even though she understood why he had and couldn't say what her reaction would have been, she wanted to believe that she would have loved him no matter what he said. She'd just needed to know the truth behind all the missing hours and disappearances. 
 
    He still hadn't really explained it all, falling behind the be-all, end-all of 'work stuff' to explain it all away. And since magic was involved, that made sense. But why that meant he had to disappear at odd hours without explanation still perplexed her, and that was the biggest hurdle for her to get over. She shouldn't have given him a second chance without knowing the whole truth, should she? 
 
     Although this was a really big day for Anna, she stayed holed up in her office, reading paperwork for her next big case, a legal battle between the Blackfall Hospital, her firm's client, and an equipment provider who knowingly gave the Blackfall Hospital faulty equipment. Her heart wasn't fully into it because of her dilemma with Troy, but returning to her usual routine had a way of helping her sort through her thoughts. 
 
    A knock came on her door, and Clarissa peeked in. Her glasses were pushed up high on her nose. "Anna! Congratulations!" 
 
    "Thank you," Anna said, unable to hold back her smile. She really was excited about this promotion. "They're giving me a new office next week. You can come too if you want." 
 
    "To the opposite side of the floor? With all the windows?" 
 
    "That's what the big boss said. I haven't seen it yet." 
 
    Clarissa clapped her hands together. "Oooh, I'm so excited! You're going to love it. These rooms feel so stuffy in comparison." 
 
    Anna glanced at the half-wall windows that stared out at Blackfall's downtown. It wasn't the best view, especially from this height, but Anna had always thought it was nice. Change was always good, though, especially with how everything else in her life was going. She almost felt like an entirely new person, just because Troy was in it. 
 
    "I guess we'll see next week, won't we?" Anna said. 
 
    "I'll help you pack everything up tomorrow if you want. But right now, the girls from the office and I are heading out for lunch. Let us treat you?" 
 
    Anna glanced back at her computer, the assortment of documents she was working on in preparation for meeting with her client. That was still a week away, and she was almost done already. She was still trying to sort through so much in her head, though, and that was better for her to do alone. Although, she figured it would probably be rude to turn Clarissa down. 
 
    She bit her lip. It was just lunch. "Okay, let's go." 
 
    Clarissa grinned, and Anna grabbed her coat. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Anna and her co-workers ended up at a sandwich shop down the street from their work, and Anna smiled and nodded as the other ladies pointed to the different things they liked on the menu, suggestions for her to try. In the end, she opted for a mango jelly and turkey sandwich and chicken noodle soup, a mixture of the new and intriguing and comforting staple. Hopefully, they balanced each other out. 
 
    She knew everyone that was with her and Clarissa, but Anna didn't really know most of them. There was Margo, the receptionist, and Janine, one of the other lawyers, and Layla, a paralegal, and a couple of others. It so happened that those three, as well as Clarissa, were the ones that Anna knew best, and they were also the most vocal. 
 
    Their lunch started with everyone congratulating Anna on her promotion. 
 
    "What are you going to do now?" Margo asked before taking a careful bite of her chicken Caesar wrap. 
 
    "What do you mean? I'm going to keep working." Anna shrugged the question off. 
 
    Margo laughed. "No, I mean, of course you're going to work. But what are you going to do? Don't you get to specialize if you want?" 
 
    "I haven't put much thought into it. I guess I could, but I'm not sure what I'd focus on yet." 
 
    She had her specialties already, of course—technological law, but it was a huge field that covered many different topics. And because of the nature of her clients, she wasn't always strictly working in that realm. When Margo asked her question, though, she immediately thought of Troy and InnoCell. If everything he said turned out to be true, that he was inventing things that would help the world, couldn't she involve herself in that somehow? 
 
    It was too early to ask. She wasn't even sure if she'd keep seeing Troy, even if she wanted to. She'd been so against giving anyone a second chance that it felt foreign to her to consider it, especially for him. And yet, she wanted to believe everything he told her, especially about his work. He'd saved her grandmother, regardless of how he did it, and she thought she could contribute to his company if given the opportunity. 
 
    Troy was the most difficult factor in that equation, though. She needed to come to a conclusion about what to do about him. 
 
    "I don't think she's paying attention," Layla said, twirling her platinum blonde hair with an air of annoyance. 
 
    Clarissa waved a hand in front of Anna's face. "Earth to Anna?" 
 
    Anna blinked. "Um, sorry. I was thinking." 
 
    "I noticed that you've been distracted lately. Something on your mind? You should be excited about this! Moving up in the world! You've been looking forward to this, haven't you?" 
 
    "Of course I have. I'm sure you know how it is, though. You work so hard to get somewhere, and when you get there, it doesn't feel that much different." 
 
    Layla laughed, covering her mouth. "Oh, hun. I think we're all used to that kind of disappointment by now. What are you thinking about?" 
 
    "It's not about work at all, actually." Anna bit her lip, uncertain if she should tell them anything about Troy. The office was notorious for its gossip culture, and she'd always avoided it like the plague, but maybe it wouldn't be all bad if she could get some help with her dilemma. "It's personal." 
 
    Layla leaned in, instantly more interested. "Do tell. Janine and I are experts when it comes to fixing the love life." The women shared a knowing smirk. 
 
    "I didn't say it had anything to do with my love life." 
 
    "Oh, but it does, doesn't it?" 
 
    "Yeah." Anna smiled, somehow feeling at ease that she was about to share all her crazy thoughts about Troy. "I recently reconnected with someone from my past, and I'm having a little trouble deciding what to do." 
 
    "Is he hot? Rich?" Janine said, speaking up for the first time in a while. 
 
    "Does that matter?" 
 
    Layla glared at Janine. "Of course he is; look at her. You can assume she has good taste just as a minimum." 
 
    Although Anna wasn't so sure about that, considering the rest of her disastrous love life, she wasn't about to argue with a compliment. 
 
    "Deets, girl!" Clarissa said, raising her bottle of lemon water in a mock toast. The others murmured their agreement. 
 
    Anna told them, in brief splashes, about her history with Troy. How perfect they'd been together before all the secrets, how he broke her heart, and she'd been kind of floundering until she reunited with him. "We met again just a few weeks ago, and things have been ... strange, to say the least." She wasn't exactly sure how to explain the mixture of lust and anger she'd felt toward him at first. "There's still that connection between us, you know? Even after all these years, despite what happened." 
 
    "Have you two talked at all? About what happened?" Janine said. 
 
    "A bit, and he said that he loves me still." 
 
    The others cheered. "Girl, then what's the problem?" Clarissa said. "Don't you still love him? From everything you've said, it sounds like you do." 
 
    Anna played with her soup to keep herself from responding right away. "I think I do, but that's not really my problem. See, after he and I broke up, I adopted this policy where I won't give anyone two chances. They have one, and that's it. I've never broken that before." 
 
    "If you treat your life like a business, you'll keep getting stuck like this," Layla said. "Real life is messy. Rules help keep the crap under control, but they can't predict everything. It's why the world is always changing. If you love him, and you think he's sincere, maybe you should just find another way to forgive him. Do you know what he was hiding from you?" 
 
    Anna nodded. She felt like she knew the big, important details, at least. That Troy was a dragon shifter, immortal, and magical. "I have a better understanding of what he was hiding from me ... before. But not everything yet, and that's what worries me. I'm worried that if I agree to see him again without knowing everything, I'll never get over all the fears I have from the past." 
 
    "From what you've said, though," Clarissa said, "you think he's finally come clean, and will tell you more when you see him again. You both love each other. It's not the truth that's really holding you back; in this case, it's your rule, like Layla said. Rules can only help you so much. If you think he's genuine, you'll know pretty quickly what else happened that he hasn't told you yet. And if you don't at least take the chance that he will, you'll regret not trying again because you love him." 
 
    "Well said," Janine said, and she and Clarissa high-fived. 
 
    "What's holding you back right now is you," Layla said. "You've already taken the first step toward trying again, so why not go all the way, see where it leads? You're stronger than you were before. You will make it out the other side." 
 
    Anna nodded. Things were finally starting to click in her head because of their helpfulness. Layla and Clarissa were right: Anna wasn't hung up on the secrets at all anymore; she was just using that as an excuse because of her one-chance rule. She knew, in her heart, that Troy would tell her more about what happened in the past, his work, and everything else relevant to who he was if she gave him time and herself an opportunity to adjust. 
 
    She'd been so caught up in the fact that she was breaking her rule to even consider the fact that she was completely okay with Troy being a magical dragon shifter. If she took that for what it was, and still loved him, why should anything else matter? At the very least, she could try, like she'd promised him, and see where things ended up. 
 
    Damn the stupid rules she'd set. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 – Troy 
 
      
 
    "Now that we have Light Production's Copycation technology," Michael Koff said, waving a hand in front of the holographic screen at the end of the room, "we can move forward with various projects we've put on hold. Additionally, Mr. Breves will be officially joining InnoCell next month as a joint consultation between the Magical Department and Troy's Technological Department." 
 
    A subtle white glow came from Michael's silvery hair, and a list of items to discuss in the meeting appeared on the screen. "First, we need to reassess our Lifesaver companion, the unnamed healing device. Troy, do you want to pick up from here?" 
 
    "Hmm?" Troy said, and the others—Liam, head of the Department of Shadows, Richter, the head of the Financial Department, and Evan, of Production—looked his way. 
 
    Troy had spent the first fifteen minutes of the meeting paying more attention to his phone, typing away every time Anna sent him another message. His phone dinged a few seconds later before anyone had a chance to get him up to speed on what he'd missed. 
 
    "We're talking about Light Productions' Copycation technology, you know, what we've been trying to seal the deal on for the last two months?" Richter said, his arms crossed. 
 
    His medium-length black hair was tucked behind his ears, and his gray eyes burned into Troy with annoyance. As the head of the Department of Finances, Richter had been in charge of arranging for and allocating the funds for the purchase. He was an iron dragon and had control over a variety of metals and, despite frequently going missing in action, was the source of most of InnoCell's initial wealth. 
 
    Troy was thankful for Richter's part in the purchase, but work was hardly his primary concern right now when he had Anna's attention. All of this would be waiting for him, later. Well, excluding Richter and the others, who would eventually get fed up with Troy and leave if he didn't say anything. 
 
    "Well?" Richter prompted. "Don't you have anything you want to say about our next steps?" 
 
    Troy glanced over Michael's itinerary on the holographic screen, finding that the words seemed unimportant, but he tried, anyway. "We need to finish the Lifesaver project, which will be InnoCell's definitive product for the next few years while we develop everything else. Sooo ..." He tried to stay focused, despite the fact that his phone buzzed again with another message from Anna. "Seems like naming it would be a logical place to start." 
 
    Liam gave him an annoyed look. Everyone at the meeting seemed annoyed with Troy, and he wasn't sure why. 
 
    "Considering the straightforwardness of the Lifesaver, I'm not sure why we're wasting time on this conversation. Just keep it as the Healer and let's move on to something important," Liam said. 
 
    "Okay," Michael said, giving a satisfied nod, "I don't think anyone will argue with that. 
 
    With that out of the way, Troy picked up his phone again, glancing over the two missed messages: 
 
    Can you tell me more about your work? I wanted to hear more yesterday, but you stopped right at the good stuff. :) 
 
    Maybe we could meet up again soon? 
 
    Troy hesitated before typing anything. He loved his work, and when Anna asked about it before, he'd been excited to tell her but stopped because he didn't want to distract from the point of their conversation. It'd always been difficult not to tell her about it when they were together five years ago; it'd been the hardest part of having a relationship with her. Now, he didn't have that restriction, and he would tell her everything she wanted to know. 
 
    He started typing out a response, but Evan reached over and plucked Troy's phone from his hands. "Hey!" Troy protested and looked to all of the others, who shrugged. Not very helpful, were they? 
 
    Evan scrolled through Troy's messages while he tried to grab the phone, to no success. Evan was much bulkier and easily resisted Troy's attempts to use electric magic to draw the phone back to him. 
 
    "Let's see, what have you here? Looks like you've been messaging someone," Evan said. "A real person, or have you discovered the joys of chatbots?" 
 
    Liam and Richter snickered, and Michael crossed his arms at the front of the room, looking unimpressed, though he didn't move to stop anything just yet. With his time controlling magic, he could intervene at any time. 
 
    "Seriously, Evan, we're not in college anymore. Give it back," Troy said. 
 
    "You should have considered that before acting like you were in college, jacking off instead of listening to your professor's very important lecture," Evan said. "We're in a business meeting; you should know better." 
 
    "I've never seen you like this before, Troy. I thought this work was everything to you," Michael added. 
 
    Everyone looked to Troy, waiting for a response, but he rose from his chair to stand behind Evan as he violated his privacy. Thankfully he hadn't exchanged anything compromising with Anna, sexually or otherwise, or else Troy would be angry, not just irritated at his friends' behavior. Evan stopped scrolling, closed Troy's open conversation with Anna. He opened her contact information in his phone and then frowned at her picture for a second before and nodding appreciatively. 
 
    "I'm impressed, Troy. She's not a chatbot after all." Evan gave him a knowing smile before handing the phone back. 
 
    Troy snatched it back and found his seat, feeling mildly humiliated. He knew Evan hadn't meant anything by it, and Troy should have been paying better attention, especially since this was his work they were discussing, but he couldn't help it. Now that he had Anna in his life again, he felt like he needed to do everything in his power to make sure things went smoothly between them until they were both comfortable with her being in the know about magic, dragons, and the like. 
 
    "Thanks for nothing," Troy grumbled. He wanted to double-check that Evan hadn't written any awkward text messages to Anna but hesitated to check his phone again in the sight of the prying eyes of his friends. 
 
    "A real person?" Liam joked. "That's really not like you. I was under the impression that you favored your work first, before other people. Always. Including us." 
 
    Usually, he'd be right, and even for Troy, it felt so strange to have another all-consuming focus: Anna. That didn't mean his work wasn't still important, though. He couldn't neglect it, or his goals, because he'd finally got a second chance with Anna. His work was still a huge part of who he was and what he wanted to do for the world. Instead of letting his work overtake all other parts of his life or letting Anna replace that, he'd find a balance between the two. 
 
    "In the past, my work was everything. I guess it still is, but I never had a reason to focus on anything else," Troy said. His friends might be jackasses sometimes, but he knew they cared and wanted the best for him. "But Anna is different. I've never felt connected to someone before." 
 
    He looked to Michael, then, who watched him with his inquisitive icy blue eyes. Michael had only just found his mate in the summer, too, and so Troy expected that they felt the same about the respective women and their lives. Every time Troy thought about Anna, he became more and more certain that she was his mate, his one and only. 
 
    Michael said nothing, though, only smiled and nodded. 
 
    "If that's how you feel," Evan said, "you should respond to her last message and then put that thing away so we can finish up this meeting, and you can go see her." 
 
    Troy laughed and then did exactly that. They made plans to see each other again tonight, and he knew exactly where to take her. Finally, Troy put his phone away, at ease that he could focus on his work without worrying that he'd miss his chance with Anna. She would be waiting for him in a few hours, and right there, in that meeting, he started laying out the plans that would change all of their futures. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 – Anna 
 
      
 
    Anna wasn't shy about looping her arm with Troy's as they strode into one of Blackfall's finest restaurants, The Little Lamb. The place was a large circular building with three tiers, the uppermost, inner tier being the most luxurious. Or so the stories went, at least. Anna had always wanted to come here, but she'd never had the chance. 
 
    The large room was lowly lit with candelabras of all shapes and sizes and real candles. They created a warm, welcoming interior, as though she and Troy were walking into a two-person cabin with five-star dining for just them personally, instead of a fancy restaurant with lots of other people. 
 
    Anna gazed at the sparkling candles. The flames moved this way and that with the movement of people and the breeze, and some flames were blue or green. The ceiling was a dome, and more candles were huddled in little nooks far above, giving them the appearance of stars. 
 
    "How is this place possible?" Anna said while Troy was checking in their reservation. "This has to be a fire hazard." 
 
    "Normally it would be, but the restaurant employs a fire pixie to make sure everything stays safe," Troy said, nonchalant, as if this were the most perfectly normal statement in the world. 
 
    "Pixies are real? And they ... work?" 
 
    There were a couple of other people nearby, and Anna kept her voice low so that her questions weren't overheard while they were waiting to take their seats. Considering how short notice this was, they most likely got seating on the lowest floor, but Anna was just happy to be here at all. In fact, they could have gone back to her place and ordered pizza, for all she cared, as she was just happy to be spending time with Troy and slowly knocking down the barriers she still had up after years of disappointment. 
 
    "If you can think of it, it's most likely real. Rule of thumb," Troy said. "And everyone has to make a living, magic or not. Money makes the world go 'round, as they say, and it doesn't come from nowhere." He opened his mouth and then made a thoughtful expression. "Well, that's not necessarily true. My friend is the wealthiest man in the world because he can, more or less, make precious metals from very little." 
 
    Richter had found, very quickly, though, that money didn't buy happiness. At least in his case. That was a story for another day, though, not something to tell Anna on their first real date. 
 
    "So this ... pixie. You know them, I take it. That's how you got us in here so easily?" Anna speculated. 
 
    "You catch on quick." 
 
    Troy grinned and pulled her closer, and she leaned into him, letting his warmth envelop her. He was a steady presence beside her, calm and grounding. But somehow, when they touched, she felt something else between them than the usual physical sensations. A tingling wound through her core, and she saw something similar within him, too. Was it magic, possibly something to do with shifters and their mates, like Troy had predicted before? She didn't know much about magic or mates to say for sure how it works. She was busy breathing in his charcoaly scent when the hostess came to guide them to their seats. 
 
    She led them to the back of the first floor and then up to the second. Anna hungrily scanned the second floor with amazement; the furniture was of alabaster and black leather, including the candelabras, which set the second floor completely apart from the wooden, homely feel of the first floor. But they didn't stop here, where it was full of other diners. Their hostess brought them to the third floor instead. 
 
    There, they were completely alone, even though there were four tables spread throughout the room. The floor and walls were completely glass, giving them a view of the whole restaurant from above. But Anna distinctly remembered that the ceiling on the second floor had been completely white, matching everything else. 
 
    Troy slid out Anna's seat, a velvet loveseat, and sat on an identical seat opposite of her. She was still gawking at her surroundings. 
 
    "Don't tell me," she said, her eyes finally meeting his again. "This is all magic, too?" 
 
    "Not quite. The building was designed and built by someone perfectly human and without magic. Magic only adds the finishing touches," he said. "There's a lot of simple magic out in the world like this, expertly hidden behind tricks of perception. Most humans go their lives without suspecting a thing, as intended." 
 
    Troy snapped his fingers, and a bottle of wine appeared on the table between them. He popped the cork and poured it into the accompanying glasses. 
 
    As he filled them, Anna thought about how she'd been with Troy and never even suspected that magic was an option. It made sense, considering people were told it wasn't real or a thing for children. Everyone grew out of it ... and yet it was very real. If she'd been this close to it before without noticing anything, would she have gone her whole life missing the truth behind the world if Troy hadn't told her about it last week? 
 
    "Why is it kept hidden?" Anna asked and accepted the wine glass from Troy when he handed it to her. The wine was sweet and rich, probably the best she'd ever had. She wondered if it was magical, too. 
 
    "It hasn't always been. Over the last couple of hundred years, humans have become less accepting of what they don't understand," Troy said. "Magic has always been inexplicable, a piece of the world that can't be explained through science and reason. So it was easier to condemn than try to understand, and now just about everything magical hides underground. It's kind of sad, but that's just how things are these days." 
 
    Anna hung on to every word Troy said, enraptured by the knowledge of this magical world that'd been hidden from her entire life. It felt like she was opening her eyes for the first time, and as a result, she was growing closer to Troy with each passing second. Despite all of her uncertainties and fears from before, she felt like she knew him better than ever before, and she would only grow to understand him better with time. 
 
    She was starting to fall for him all over again. It was so easy to fall into that magnetic connection they shared. Maybe it was magic, maybe it wasn't, but Anna was so tired of holding back when he was all she ever wanted. 
 
    "Have you been around for a long time?" Anna said. "You said you're immortal, so ..." 
 
    Troy looked like he was about to spit out his wine from laughter, or maybe shock, Anna wasn't sure. "No," he said, wiping his face and smiling, "what you see is what you get. Thirty natural years." 
 
    Anna smiled, too, feeling relieved and then immediately uncertain if she should feel guilty for feeling relieved. Wouldn't she love him regardless of how old he really was? She was just glad not to have to deal with that question, she supposed. 
 
    "My parents, though," Troy said, "they are ancient. Over a thousand, though, I've never been able to figure an exact number. They're tight-lipped about their age." 
 
    "After a point, I suppose it would stop mattering to them. To be with someone for that long, though ..." Anna sighed. "It's kind of romantic." 
 
    Troy leaned forward and placed his hand on top of hers. "You think so?" he whispered. 
 
    She nodded. "Will we have that, too?" 
 
    "I hope so. Nothing would make me happier." 
 
    They stayed like that for a while, just staring into each other's eyes. Troy rubbed his thumb against her wrist, a soothing gesture that captured them both in the moment, here with each other, where nothing else mattered, even their bumpy past. She couldn't believe his parents had been together for over a thousand years. She had so many questions about them, how they managed, what it really meant to be in a relationship that granted you immortality with the one you loved. Could she handle something like that? A thousand years or more? 
 
    She blinked and examined each facet of Troy's beautiful eyes. She could stare into them forever, never getting bored of them, or him. This was true love, she realized, where nothing else mattered. Not even that he wasn't entirely human. All that mattered was his heart, and his heart belonged to Anna, just like how hers belonged to him. 
 
    It had for a long time. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 – Troy 
 
      
 
    Troy drove to Anna's place at Blackfall's outskirts, a decent-sized property flanked by forests and mountainside. It wasn't where she lived before; it was much nicer. Had Anna not recently been threatened by her ex, Troy would have loved the place, but right now, he saw it as a potential security risk. The house was two stories with a picturesque pointed roof and large windows with the curtains drawn shut. 
 
    He swore to himself that he wouldn't mention his concerns until tomorrow when they inevitably had to part ways. For now, he just wanted to think about the two of them. Besides, with him here, he could protect her from anything. 
 
    He followed Anna inside, his hands in his pockets as she unlocked the front door. His eyes roamed her perfect body, desperate to touch her again. He'd wanted her all night, she was so irresistible, and it'd been difficult to restrain himself when she kept leaning forward throughout dinner, showing off her cleavage. Had it been intentional, to drive him crazier for her? Or purely accidental? Even knowing her, he wasn't sure; it could have gone either way. 
 
    Regardless, the longer they were together, the hotter his body became. His need for her was becoming overwhelming, even to the point where his dragon eagerly rose from its dwelling deep inside him to urge him forward. 
 
    As soon as the door was open, and he and Anna stepped inside, he took control of her. He pushed her against the wall and tilted her face to his, claiming her mouth with his. They fought over breath, their tongues lashing, drinking each other in. Heat built between them, and his hands roamed her body, making his mark on her shoulders, breasts, hips, stomach, and thighs. She shivered at his touch, just the way he liked her responding. 
 
    "Troy ..." Anna sighed against his mouth. 
 
    He pulled back, just enough to let her breathe. "I couldn't let you get the drop on me again," he murmured and then kissed her again, sucking her lip until she gasped. "I don't make the same mistakes twice." 
 
    Anna's eyes glittered in the moonlight shining in through the door's glass panels. "No, you don't." She kissed him back, slow, placing her hands firmly on his back. "But was that really a mistake?" 
 
    Troy reached beneath her dress and squeezed her thigh, just ever so slightly. "It definitely wasn't. Not when we're here together, now, because of it." 
 
    He kissed her again, harder, trying to portray just a fragment of how much he loved her, how much he needed her. Being so close drove all his senses crazy; her smell, the taste of wine on her lips, the feel of her soft, bare skin against his rough fingers. It all built up inside him as he kissed her, slowly reaching up between her legs, that ache they shared for each other, demanding that he satisfy them both. 
 
    "Troy, I—" Anna started, but Troy silenced her with another press of his lips. 
 
    "Shh. Now's not a time for talking." 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck, and he brushed his hand against her panties. She shivered, which was enough for him for now, and he hoisted her up against his hips. She wrapped her legs around his hips, and Troy navigated the entranceway and toward the living room. He didn't have the patience to find the bedroom, so the couch would have to do. 
 
    Their lips parted when Troy placed Anna on the couch, but she didn't separate herself from him, not until she pulled him down onto the couch with her. She used his weight against him to land on top of him in a messy heap. They both laughed, breathless from their kissing, but that didn't stop them from meeting their desperation for each other head-on again. 
 
    "I caught you again," Anna whispered against Troy's lips, sending shivers up his spine. 
 
    "You're a tricky one." 
 
    "Always have been." She started unbuttoning his shirt and, when she was done, planted another kiss on his mouth before admiring his chest. He loved the way she looked at him and his body; like she owned him as much as he owned her. 
 
    She made for his belt next, expertly unhooking the clasp and unzipping him to claim his hard dick in her hand. He groaned at her light touch, teasing him with her fingers as she brushed the head of his cock. Troy adjusted his hips, ready for whatever Anna planned to do next. He reached for her cheek, her hair falling around him in waves. 
 
    She watched him with mischievous eyes as she closed her hand around his cock and started rubbing him. Hot waves surged through him with each movement, and he flexed in her hand. She went on for a few moments, going fast and slower, building up and controlling the waves of desire inside him. She knew how much he needed her, and she used that power she held to keep him under her spell. 
 
    When Anna leaned forward, Troy pushed her hair back from her face. He shuddered when her lips wrapped around the end of his dick, her tongue hot and ready for him. With a groan and a gasp, he lifted his hips to push himself a little deeper into her mouth. Fuck, he hadn't realized how much he missed this. She bobbed her head rhythmically, and Troy relaxed into the couch, massaging her scalp as she sucked him. 
 
    She couldn't fit all of him in her mouth, so she stroked him at the same time, sending tingling sensations all through his body. His pleasure twisted inside him with each second that Anna worked, building up into something rabid and wild. Anna was everything to him, and with each flick of her tongue, suck of her lips, it became obviously clear that this wasn't just sex to either of them. The burning energy that locked them together, a mixture of instinct and Troy's magic, was a bond that transcended them both. They were true mates. 
 
    Anna held him in her mouth, pushing him in as far as he would go. He pulsed inside her and gasped. "Anna ..." he groaned. 
 
    When she released him, he guided her up onto his lap. She was still wearing her dress, and they'd have to fix that, but first, he kissed her. Slowly, despite the burning passion inside him, ready to burst out, despite the hunger she'd ignited inside him by thoroughly treating him with her mouth and hands ... 
 
    "I love you," he said between kisses. She stole his breath away, literally, and it was a feat of determination that he found voice for his words at all. 
 
    Anna reached behind her back and unzipped her dress, and Troy lifted it over her head and tossed it away. She was in just a matching set of red undergarments, now, matching the red dress she'd been wearing. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her lips to his ear. 
 
    "I love you, too," she said and nuzzled into his neck. 
 
    He licked her earlobe and started kissing down her neck. His hands acted as though they had minds of their own, one grabbing her ass before pulling her panties aside, the other unhooking her bra and tossing it away, off somewhere with her dress. She pushed her hair behind her shoulders and pushed her chest forward to present her breasts to Troy, and he admired the perfect round shape of them, her sexy, pink nipples, how they moved with her as she rocked back and forth on top of him, spreading her pussy lips to rub her clit with his dick. 
 
    Troy was burning up inside, and it almost wasn't him when he moved next; he was possessed by his desire, his love for Anna. He kissed both of her nipples before lifting her up, positioning her right on top of his dick. She took him in her hand again, stroking him roughly before finally relieving them both and sticking him right at her entrance, slowly nudging him inside. 
 
    He watched her face as he entered her. Her eyes were closed, flickering beneath their lids, but her face became animated when he pushed deeper inside her. The pleasure was clear on her face and in her parted lips, even as she held back the sound of it. She was hot and wet around him, and each movement began to meld into Troy's eternal need for more of her. Nothing would ever be enough. And yet he pushed her down a little more so his full length was inside her, determined to give them both enough for now. They'd make the best of their bodies' limitations. As mates, they'd never have to stop for long if they didn't want to. They had eternity together. 
 
    Anna didn't take things slow. She swayed her hips until he was in the perfect spot inside her, and they both shuddered with their shared pleasure. Once she found the right spot, though, she lifted her hips, riding him with reckless abandon, instantly losing herself to the whims of her body. She pulled Troy into the vortex of their love, too, their bodies and mind becoming unified in their singular purpose: to please and to be pleased. 
 
    Shockwaves of pleasure coursed through Troy each time Anna bounced on top of him. Her nails dug into his shoulders, the sensation sharpening with each of her moans, bringing her closer and closer to her climax. Troy held her close, no longer able to tell the difference between his sounds and hers. Their desire for each other cumulated in a duet. Her thighs slapped against his every time she came down, and he squeezed them as it became harder to hold himself back. 
 
    She squeezed around him, tightening every time Troy pulsed inside of her. They were both so close, now, that they began vibrating with anticipation, and Anna shrieked when she finally came, but Troy didn't stop—he pushed deeper inside her, hitting that spot she liked until she turned into a trembling, incoherent mess, her arms wrapped around Troy's neck so tight that she could have strangled him. 
 
    And when she was done, Troy finally released himself, letting himself explode inside her. His vision flashed white with the intensity of it, the physical reality of his love for Anna. He stopped thrusting into her as he gushed and just wrapped his arms around her, holding her close. His dragon roared beneath the surface, but he didn't want to hurt her and didn't let his claws or any of his dragon nature manifest as anything more than a possessive growl. 
 
    Anna was his in every way. He didn't let go of her when they were both done; he just pulled her closer, letting the sweat accumulate on their bodies in the hot press of their skin. She burned against him like a star, and he realized, for the first time in years, that he was truly happy. Not just in love, but happy, like he'd finally found his place in the world—with Anna, he was complete, and he hoped she felt the same. 
 
    They curled up together on the couch, their bare bodies pressed together, and Anna released a contented sigh. 
 
    "We could just sleep here if you'd like," Anna said. Her fingers lightly brushed his muscular arms, which acted as a barrier between her and the world. 
 
    "Mmm. I take it you have a better idea?" Troy murmured. He was stroking her hair, which was silky smooth, just like the rest of her. 
 
    "I'm not ready to sleep." She said this, and yet she yawned right after. They shared a chuckle. "I just want to spend more time with you." 
 
    "I won't be going anywhere any time soon. I can skip work tomorrow, and we can spend the day together." 
 
    Anna sat up, which was a messy, difficult ordeal since Troy was holding her so close. They became a tangle of limbs and flesh, and then they were kissing, the embers of desire leftover by their lovemaking flickering into tiny flames. 
 
    "I couldn't ask you to do that." She sighed. "But I want you to." 
 
    "I will." 
 
    She kissed his nose. "No, we'll make do. I know your work is important. It's not time for bed, though. Let's go onto the roof." 
 
    "The roof?" Troy said and sat up with her. "It'll be cold out." 
 
    "That's what clothes are for, silly." 
 
    Troy kissed her neck, and she made a satisfied sound when he snaked a hand around to caress one of her breasts. 
 
    "Clothes hide the only view that matters." 
 
    "I know." She traced his abs mournfully. "But I like stargazing, and the cold will keep us awake. I expect you'll keep me warm, anyway." 
 
    They reluctantly peeled themselves apart. The large windows would have let in enough moonlight to light the house had the curtains been open, but since they weren't, the house was cast in a dull shadow. Troy blinked twice, pulling a small amount of thunder magic to give him night vision so he wouldn't go crashing through Anna's lovely home. 
 
    Anna felt for his hand. "Did you just use magic?" 
 
    "You felt that?" Troy said, and he watched her nod. He touched her forehead and gave her night vision, too. Her eyes widened ever so subtly. 
 
    "Wow," was all she said, rendered speechless. 
 
    She gripped his hand tighter and led him toward a closet, where she pulled out two fuzzy white robes, like the ones from a fancy hotel. They slipped them on, and then from the same closet, she grabbed a large blanket, and they climbed the stairs to the second floor of her house. At the end of the hall on the second floor, there was a ladder that brought them out onto the roof. 
 
    Although from the yard it had seemed to be perfectly pointed, there was, in fact, a flat section about the size of a small room nestled on the roof's slant. Short wooden planters acted as a wall, but there weren't any plants inside, at least not anymore. In one corner, there was a large black telescope. 
 
    "You meant it when you said you liked stargazing," Troy said. "I'm surprised there isn't a bed out here." 
 
    She dropped the blankets out on the ground and then wrapped her arms around Troy from behind. "If you like it up here, that can always be changed. Can't fit it through the hatch, though, so we'll have to get creative." 
 
    In the summer, this spot was probably even more amazing. He imagined lounging up here with her for hours at a time, just enjoying each other's company. Far in the distance, he spotted the glow of Blackfall. They weren't actually that far, but because of the altitude difference, the city looked much further than it actually was. Blue and gray streaked the sky around the city, the sun long gone, but it was a gorgeous sight nonetheless. 
 
    "I'm sure it could be arranged," Troy said, and then kissed every one of her fingers before spinning and sweeping her off her feet. 
 
    She laughed, and they fell into their makeshift bed of blankets together. Anna's robe fell partway open, revealing the curve of her breasts and stomach, and desire swirled inside Troy all over again. He laid her next to him, and he leaned in, kissing her while he palmed one of her breasts. She shivered at his touch. 
 
    "I'm not sure we'll do much stargazing if you're not wearing any real clothes," Troy said. He pinched her nipple, earning a gasp from her. Already he was hungry for more of her, and they'd only just finished. But if she didn't want to go to sleep, there were ways to make her tired ... "You're so distracting." 
 
    Anna wrapped her arms around his neck and pushed her breasts into his hands. "I'm okay with that," she said, "but before you get too carried away, you really should look at the stars." 
 
    Troy kissed her long and slow, hesitant to part his lips from hers, but he knew that he had nothing to be scared of. He didn't need to kiss her like this was the last time because there would be no last time between them. They would be this, together, forever. He would make sure of it. Finally, he pulled away and lie on his back, nestled right up against Anna, and pulled one of the blankets over them both. He took one last look at her luminous face before lifting his eyes to the dark sky, where whorls of stars dotted the universe above. 
 
    It was beautiful, but Troy wasn't sure he was the one to appreciate its true beauty. To him, nothing could light a candle to Anna, not even the fairest elven maidens or goddesses of the sky. For Troy, there was nothing but Anna. 
 
    "I don't know much about the stars," Troy admitted after a few minutes of watching in silence. He spotted a shooting star in the corner of his vision. "Maybe that's a weird thing, considering how I've spent so much of my life in the sky, flying with the clouds, sometimes losing myself far out at sea, where there's nothing but the stars above and the ocean below. But ... I don't know. I suppose I've always been more interested in anything that would help me with my work, and stars just weren't a part of that." 
 
    "I'll teach you everything I know." Anna kissed his cheek. "You've really flown that far?" 
 
    Troy was quiet for a while, thinking about the circumstances that led him to fly off to sea without any real intention of returning to Blackfall, or to America at all, really. "After we broke up ... I was in a bad place. I knew it was my fault because I'd let you think the worst instead of telling you the truth. I tricked myself into believing that it was for the best. It can be dangerous for just anyone to know the truth about us and the magical world." 
 
    "But you didn't believe it." 
 
    "In the end, no. I don't know. I just thought it would be easier to leave and start somewhere new." 
 
    They were silent for a while, just cuddling close, staring at the stars. Even if Troy didn't really know what he was looking at, he could tell why Anna liked it. There was something peaceful about the stars, how they were constant. You could rely on them to be there regardless of what was going on in the world around you. 
 
    While they were both deep in thought, Anna's phone started ringing. She pulled it out of her robe pocket, frowned at the screen, and declined the call. She was slipping it back into her robe when it started ringing again. When she let out an exasperated sigh and declined the call for the second time, Troy peeked over her shoulder to look at her screen. It was blank, but a second later, it lit up again with another call from an unknown caller ID. 
 
    Dread seeped into Troy's gut. Who would be calling Anna this persistently, past ten at night? He had a really bad feeling about this. 
 
    "Who is it?" he said. 
 
    Anna didn't say anything at first. She kept hanging up the call, but the unknown number just kept dialing before she could do anything else. Her hands were shaking, and Troy took the phone from her, even though it kept buzzing, and took her hands in his. 
 
    "I think it's my ex, Matt. He's been doing this ever since I dumped him. I block him, but he just calls from another phone. I don't think he'll ever stop." 
 
    An uncontrollable rage sprung up inside of Troy. Who the hell was this asshole to threaten and harass Anna like this? Showing up at their party, calling her relentlessly, threatening her ... enough was enough. Troy needed to do something about this. 
 
    The phone rang again, and this time, Troy picked up and put it to his ear. 
 
    "Wait, what are you doing?" Anna said. 
 
    "Don't worry. Let me handle this," Troy said. 
 
    The call connected, and there was heavy breathing on the other end of the line, along with the faint sound of crickets. The caller was outside, just like they were. Troy scanned the dark forest surrounding Anna's house, but he saw nothing, even with his dark vision enabled. They were alone, as far as he could tell. 
 
    "Hey, asshole. If you don't leave Anna alone, or if you ever threaten her again, I'll make sure you regret it," Troy said. The caller, presumably Matt, remained silent besides the heavy breathing. "You hear me? I won't tolerate this shit. If I ever get a whiff of you again, you will pay." 
 
    There was a deranged cackle from the other end of the line, and it sent shivers through Troy. And he was never afraid. 
 
    "She moves on fast, doesn't she?" Matt said, sucking in a long, amused breath. "Don't worry. By the time I'm done with her, you won't want her anymore." 
 
    Then the line went dead. 
 
    Troy removed the phone from his ear and stared at the screen, stunned, for several moments. What the hell did that even mean? He sure wasn't going to let this piece of shit anywhere near his mate. There was absolutely zero chance of it. Troy was gripping the phone extremely tight, and his hands were a bit sweaty, so it almost fell from his grasp. 
 
    Before it went to the lock screen, he went into Anna's call history and blocked Matt's number. If she was right, it probably wouldn't make a difference, but it made Troy feel a little better. He handed it back to her. 
 
    "What did he say?" Anna said. Her voice was shaking. He couldn't imagine how she felt if he was this pissed from just knowing that this was happening. 
 
    He felt helpless, and yet that was unacceptable. He wasn't going to let Anna's ex get between her and Troy. He scanned the forest again, enhancing his night vision with a bit of extra magic, but he still didn't see anyone. And yet he had the distinct feeling that they were being watched. He wasn't sure if it was just Matt's creepy voice or if something was really off. 
 
    "Troy?" 
 
    He pulled Anna in close and kissed her cheek. "I'm not going to let this guy run around threatening you anymore. You need to let me put a watch on you whenever I'm not around." 
 
    Anna bit her lip. "If you think it will help." 
 
    "It will. You'll never know anyone is there, and no one will get near you." Troy hugged her close, frustrated that this asshole had come and ruined an otherwise perfect night with Anna. "I'll fix this, and you won't have to worry about him anymore. Just give it a bit of time." 
 
    Anna just nodded and started collecting the blankets. "Let's go inside. I think it's bedtime, after all." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 – Anna 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Anna woke up wrapped protectively in Troy's arms. He smelled of his usual musk, and she happily breathed him in as she rejoined the waking world, feeling completely at ease while at his side, despite the nagging fear that had disrupted their night.  
 
    Matt.  
 
    She wanted to know what he'd said to Troy that made him as agitated as he was before they went to bed, but if there was anything in this world that she trusted, it was herself and Troy. He would figure it out, and everything would go back to normal. 
 
    When Troy began to stir from sleep, Anna pushed all lingering thoughts of Matt aside and kissed Troy on the forehead. "Good morning, handsome," she murmured into his ear and then started nibbling. 
 
    "Mmm ... that's dangerous," he said, and then hooked an arm around her and flipped them around so that she was beneath him. "You've awakened the beast ..." 
 
    He pinned her down by straddling her waist. He took her hands and locked them above her head, and then he kissed her collarbone, sending hot shivers through her body. She gasped when he nibbled her neck, but when he slipped a hand down her stomach, it grumbled with a different kind of hunger. 
 
    They both laughed, and they kissed again. 
 
    "I think the hunger beast wins today," Troy said. "Come on, I'll whip us something up." 
 
    He peeled himself off of her, and she felt a twinge of disappointment. But she shoved it aside, knowing they'd have much more fun if they weren't starving. She followed him down into the kitchen, where the morning sunlight was stifled by the curtains. The house was an open concept, so when Anna went to let in the sunlight, she got a kick out of Troy trying and failing to find anything in her kitchen. 
 
    "The pans are in the lower cupboard to your left," Anna said. With all of the curtains open, the house was so bright that it took her eyes several moments to adjust. "I know, I organize things weirdly." 
 
    "You'd think I'd be used to it, but I guess I'm a little out of habit." 
 
    Anna propped herself against the counter and blew him a kiss. "Want any help?" 
 
    "Nope, I'll just take a quick look at what you have and go from there. You just relax." 
 
    "You can't just conjure us up some Belgian waffles?" 
 
    "Hah. No. Maybe someone else could, but shifters have pretty limited magic. I just have thunder and electricity magic since that's the kind of dragon my mom is," Troy said. He started rifling through the fridge, pulling out some eggs, mushrooms, and bell peppers. "Looks like an omelet." 
 
    "Will I ever learn any magic?" Anna said, watching him prepare their breakfast. 
 
    "I've never thought about it. Maybe you could learn something. We'll have to try sometime." 
 
    "That would be fun. I can't even imagine what using magic is like ... basically rocket science to me." 
 
    "Magic is mostly intuition. It's not unheard of for humans to have powerful magic, though, or even to just learn a few tricks. That's how I started at least." 
 
    The frying pan sizzled as Troy started cooking, and Anna's mouth watered in anticipation. She really wondered if it was possible for her to learn magic. Considering how amazing Troy and his inventions were, she didn't think she could ever match up to that. But it would be amazing if she could do something. 
 
    "I've been meaning to ask," Anna said. "How did you get into your work?" 
 
    She was partially curious because of their relationship before, when he was always disappearing without explanation. It all seemed so different from what he was doing now, working as a department manager for InnoCell, which was a very large, public company. She wasn't suspicious of him like she had been before, she just wanted to understand how the pieces fit together, how he went from one to the other. 
 
    "InnoCell is relatively new; we only started laying the foundation when we were in college, but—" 
 
    Anna and Troy both looked up as a horrific growling sound echoed from the nearby window looking into her yard. There, an enormous wolf, almost the size of a grizzly bear, bounded toward the house. Anna screamed when it leaped at the window, shattering the glass and landing on the hardwood floor. Glass flew everywhere, and Anna ducked behind the counter, covering her head. 
 
    What the hell was happening? Since when were there wolves here, and this big, at that? 
 
    Anna was shaking. She heard the crunch of footsteps on broken glass and then Troy yelling. Anna peeked out from behind the counter just in time to see the wolf turn on Troy. His bare chest rippled as he swung at the creature with the frying pan, sending mushrooms and peppers flying all over the floor. The pan hit the wolf in the side of the head with a loud thunk, but it did little more than slow the wolf down. 
 
    It growled and bared its teeth, chomping down on the pan and tossing it aside. Troy staggered back but didn't back down. Instead, he advanced! Anna's gut lurched when she realized that he was going to fight the wolf with his bare hands. The wolf snapped forward and clawed for Troy's side, but golden scales appeared along Troy's skin, and the wolf's claws glanced across the impenetrable armor. 
 
    The wolf made a sound of vicious annoyance, snapping at Troy again. But before it attacked, it shook its head and met Anna's gaze. It howled and then sidestepped Troy's fists and started running for Anna. She shrieked and dipped back behind the counter just as it leaped forward, crashing into the ground right where she'd been crouched a second before. 
 
    Anna crawled away, her heart racing, and the wolf recovered, narrowing its eyes at her. Cold, brown eyes. Somehow, she knew them, even though she'd never seen this wolf before in her life. Something cold slithered through her, and she thought she'd be sick when the wolf smiled. Slobber dribbled from its mouth. 
 
    "Troy!" Anna yelled when the wolf advanced. 
 
    Troy was there in an instant. Just as the wolf leaped at her again, he jumped forward, both of his hands now partially transformed into claws. They hooked into the wolf's flank, and flesh and fur tore as the wolf tried to jump at Anna, but it couldn't, and it whimpered as Troy dragged it back across the kitchen floor toward him. 
 
    He flung the wolf out the broken window, and it tumbled across the cement patio and into the grass. A drizzle of blood splattered the ground behind it, and Troy advanced. He grew bigger as he moved, a golden shimmer enveloping his body. More dragon scales began to appear across his arms, chest, and back, covering him in impenetrable, magical armor. Horns sprouted from his head, and leathery wings grew from his back. When he stepped outside, his arms and legs and torso began to shift and change into something not entirely human. 
 
    A dragon. 
 
    Anna gaped. She'd believed every word that Troy said, but now that she was seeing him transform for real, the breath was taken from her lungs. He was powerful, enormous, a little scary. He was beautiful, and he was hers. 
 
    The wolf whimpered and started crawling away from Troy. Troy was still partially human when the wolf finally found its footing and started backing away, its tail between its legs. 
 
    "I told you," Troy growled, his voice shifting into something deep and inhuman, "if you came anywhere near her, you would regret it." 
 
    Troy finished shifting, and he flapped his massive wings. The nearby trees shifted in the moving wind, and the grass at his feet spiraled. The wolf ran, but it stood no chance against a dragon. Troy kicked up into the air, and he opened his mouth to show off his massive fangs. Golden energy collected in his mouth, zapping around his fangs as it grew in size. And then, just before the wolf reached the treeline, he breathed an electric beam right at it. 
 
    The beam hit the wolf in the side, and it shuddered and collapsed. 
 
    Troy stayed in the air for a moment longer before swooping down to collect the fallen wolf in his massive talons, but when he deposited his opponent on the cement outside the broken window, it was no longer a wolf, but a man. 
 
    Anna clutched her chest. She'd been attacked by not just any ordinary wolf, but another shifter. And when the man groaned, she realized that she recognized him. Matt. She turned away, her breaths coming unevenly. Matt had been a shifter this whole time. No wonder she had been getting creepy vibes from him lately, no wonder he had such confidence when she tried to brush off his threats. He was a magical creature, not bound by the same rules and laws as humans. 
 
    If Troy hadn't been able to stop him, she wasn't sure what she would have done. 
 
    Troy landed just on the other side of the patio, but he was far too massive to come too close without causing any more damage. A glimmering light surrounded him again, and his wings began to fold and shrink, as did the rest of his body. The golden scales faded back into Troy's tanned skin, and when he was finished, he was kneeling in the grass, now completely naked. 
 
    He jogged back to the house, jumping over Matt's unconscious body, and pulled Anna into his arms. She was still shaking, but she hadn't realized it until Troy pulled her against his steady body. 
 
    "Are you hurt?" he said. 
 
    "No. He didn't get anywhere near me." 
 
    Troy kissed her and then squeezed her again. She didn't want him to let go. If he did, she thought she might collapse from the shock of witnessing so much at once. While she was hugging him, she noticed a glistening red patch on his arm. Blood. 
 
    "Troy, are you bleeding?" she said. 
 
    "It's his. Don't worry about me." Finally, she let him release her, and he planted his hands on her shoulders. "I'm so sorry you had to witness that. I suspected there was something off about him, but I didn't think he was a shifter. I'm just glad you didn't get hurt and that this is finally over. I'll tie him up and then clean up. Call the police, okay?" 
 
    Anna nodded. She could do that. While Troy found some rope in the garage and started tying Matt up, she called the police and half-made up a story about how her deranged ex-boyfriend came to her house, butt naked, broke through the sliding glass door from her yard, and attacked her and her new boyfriend. They agreed to send someone over right away, and that was that. 
 
    She sat at the kitchen table, watching Matt. He was still unconscious, but the look of him made Anna shiver, even with the sweater and blanket that Troy had draped over her shoulders. She hated that Matt had tried to hurt her in the end, but she was thankful that Troy was here to keep anything awful from happening. As soon as they took him away, this chapter of her life would be over for good, and the next one would begin, and this time, it would be just her and Troy, her mate. 
 
    He joined her at the table a few minutes later with two mugs of coffee. 
 
    She chugged the hot liquid, even though it burned her tongue a little. It made her feel grounded and alive, telling her that this was all really happening, not just a crazy dream. Troy was with her, Matt had attacked, and now it was over. 
 
    Anna reached for Troy's hand over the table. He placed his on top of hers. "That's enough excitement for a while, I think," she said. 
 
    "Agreed. I don't think there will be anything else to worry about, but ..." His eyes searched hers, flicking across her face, questioning. "Anna, I love you. I know for sure now, without a doubt, that you're my mate, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you." 
 
    Anna's heart swelled. "I love you too. I could only hope to be with you for half as long as your immortal parents." 
 
    They shared a chuckle. "Will you move in with me?" Troy said. "After all this, it would make me feel a lot better. I want to make sure you're safe all of the time." 
 
    "My life doesn't need to be in danger for me to move in with you," she joked. "All you have to say is that you can't stand to be parted from me again." 
 
    Before Anna could say another word, Troy took her face in his hands and kissed her, deeper and more fiercely than he ever had before. She felt so much love in him, and in herself, that she knew without having to express it in words that she was with the one she was meant to be with, and they'd never let anything part them again. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 – Troy 
 
      
 
    Troy hefted the next load of Anna's boxes and dropped them on the kitchen floor. A month had passed since he and Anna agreed that she would move into his place, and it was finally happening. A pair of arms wrapped around him from behind, and the love of his life pressed her face into his shoulder. 
 
    "Those boxes are clearly labeled bedroom, silly," she said. 
 
    Troy glanced at the boxes again, seeing that she was right. "I'll move them, no worries." 
 
    "You go put your muscles to good use." She squeezed his bicep. "They're just clothes, so I can put them where they belong." 
 
    Troy spun her around to pull her into a long, deep kiss. She flicked her tongue against his and then giggled when he wrapped his arms around her waist. She was a perfect fit against his body, his other half in every possible way. If it wasn't for the fact that his friends were helping Anna move in, he would have spun her around again and taken her against the kitchen counter. 
 
    Since that wasn't possible, he savored the taste of her lips, the feel of her ass in hands, the warmth of her against him. 
 
    Footsteps sounded behind them. "Whoa, too much PDA," Evan said, but with a wink. He was making use of his massive bulk and hauling two massive boxes, one in each arm. 
 
    Troy and Anna broke apart. "This is my house. I think you're just a peeping tom," Troy said. 
 
    "I plead the fifth!" Evan said as he disappeared around the corner. 
 
    Replacing him came Richter and Liam, who were carrying Anna's favorite dresser, a bulky piece of antique oak that her grandmother had used until the last two years or so when she'd decided to go into a group home and didn't need it anymore. Troy noticed how Richter had been around a lot more lately, unlike the first half of the year, where he'd been missing in action more often than not. It was a nice change of pace, and Troy was glad to have him around to officially re-meet Anna with the others. 
 
    Although they all technically knew Anna from when she and Troy were dating five years ago, he wanted to do a re-introduction. Partially because he wanted everyone to get to know her a little better in the present—they had all changed so much in that time—and partially because he wanted everyone to know that she was his mate. It was more than that, though. Troy and Anna had extremely good news that they wanted to share with everyone at the same time. 
 
    "That can go right upstairs," Troy said. 
 
    "Of course it can," Richter said. "There better be pizza in this for us." 
 
    They moved toward the stairs, careful not to bang the dresser against the walls. As they started climbing up, Liam yelled back at Troy: "And beer!" 
 
    Troy chuckled. "You think I'd ask you to come help us without preparing all that at a minimum? What kind of monster do you take me for?" 
 
    Once Liam and Richter had disappeared upstairs, Troy left the house to see what else was left in the moving van, and he found Danny and Michael chatting in front of the last load of boxes. 
 
    "Hey, no lounging around on the job!" Troy called over to them, but he quickly joined them. 
 
    Michael shrugged. "We were just talking about the latest prototype of the Healer that you and Mr. Breves submitted the other day. It's quality work. Your best stuff yet. After our last meeting, I was starting to think you'd slipped." 
 
    "Me? Slip? I have no idea who you're talking about. I already knew it would be the best." Troy grinned, and Danny copied him. 
 
    "Count on you to be humble about a compliment, huh?" Danny said. 
 
    "What can I say? I'm awesome, and Mr. Breves knows his stuff. With him around, we can make anything. Literally. The sky's the limit, and even then, I'm not sure if that's a real limit anymore." 
 
    "We've got a pair of mad scientists on our hands," Michael said. "Better be careful what kind of compliments you give them, or their egos will overtake everything." 
 
    "It's far too late for that." Troy puffed out his chest. "You can't stop me now. Anyway, that's enough work talk for now, don't you think? Come on in, let's bring the rest of this stuff inside and take a much-deserved break. The pizza should be here any minute, but we can all pop open a cold one and start hanging out." 
 
    They each grabbed a box and made it back into the house, where they piled the boxes, which were unlabeled, against the living room wall. Although Anna was moving in, she wasn't getting rid of her place. They were moving in some of her precious possessions and leaving the rest of the house furnished—along with some new stuff once they sorted out the details—as a getaway home. Troy's place was nice, but it was still just a townhouse in the city. Since he'd never planned on having a real relationship again, he just needed it for himself and no one else. But, it was nice and cozy for him and Anna, and with her place still ready and waiting for them, they had their own little weekend getaway spot. 
 
    Anna was waiting for them at the kitchen fridge, already lining up everyone an ice-cold bottle of beer on the counter. She even took one for herself. 
 
    Troy raised an eyebrow at her. "I didn't realize you liked beer." 
 
    She expertly popped the cap off and took a swig. "Mmm, that's the stuff," she said, and her eyes glinted as if she was issuing him a challenge. 
 
    He grinned and grabbed a bottle and started chugging it alongside her. She actually beat him! 
 
    "I think our Troy has finally found his match," Danny said. He lifted his beer in a toast to Troy and Anna, though their bottles were empty. 
 
    Instead of wiping the foam from his lips, Troy kissed Anna, and she licked it off. She really was his perfect match, and even after being with her for a month, he was learning new things about just how right for him she really was with each passing day. Warmth burned through him at their kiss, his heart so full of love for her that he could hardly take it. Every day, his love for her grew so much that he thought he'd explode. 
 
    "Anna," Michael said and reached out a hand once she and Troy were done making out. "It's been a long time. I'm glad you're back. I always thought you and Troy were a good fit." 
 
    Troy scoffed, though he pulled Anna against his side. "You say that, but you spent three years resisting how perfect you and Laurel are." 
 
    "I suppose it's easier to see what's right when you're looking in from the outside, hm?" 
 
    Anna smiled happily. "I didn't realize you and Laurel were mates. Congratulations. I'm so happy for you." 
 
    Troy had been happy to find, over the last month, that Anna and Laurel still got along just as well as they had five years ago. Anna had effortlessly become a part of their lives again, at least, beyond the incident with her ex, which was thankfully an open-and-shut case. He was in jail and would stay there for now, where he couldn't hurt Anna or anyone else ever again. 
 
    "It's official, then? You're mates?" Michael said, indicating to the happy couple as they all piled into the living room. Anna and Troy took the blue loveseat, Danny and Michael shared the bigger couch. 
 
    "It is," Anna said. She took Troy's hand in hers, and they both squeezed. He stared into her beautiful eyes, and the longer he stared, the more of his emotions bubbled to the surface. 
 
    "Seems we've got a room full of us who already have mates," Troy said when he finally managed to break the trance he fell into whenever he looked at Anna. "Seems too good to be true that we're all so happy." 
 
    "Don't let Liam hear you saying that," Danny said. "He's a little touchy on the subject of mates." 
 
    "What? Why?" 
 
    "Don't let Liam hear you say what?" a fifth voice joined them in the living room. They all glanced over to see Evan, who had disappeared at some point. He grabbed a beer from the counter and joined them in the living room. He piled onto the couch with Danny and Michael, and they were all kind of squished in place. 
 
    "He wants a mate of his own but hasn't had any luck," Danny said. 
 
    "Huh," Evan said. "I thought he was indifferent on the subject." 
 
    "He's broody," Troy joked. "He needs someone to brood over. Makes sense." 
 
    "What about you, Evan? Are you hoping to find your mate soon?" 
 
    Evan took a swig of his beer and then shrugged. "I wouldn't be opposed, but it all still seems like fairy tales to me, you know? It seems like a fluke for you guys to have found your matches. I'm not in a rush. I'll find her when I find her." 
 
    Troy was glad that his friend was taking such an optimistic look at things. Considering how rare mates were supposed to be since there were so many options out there in the wide world, it seemed better than letting it get him down. Besides, they were immortal. It wasn't like they were in a rush. Perfection didn't happen overnight, and Troy and Anna sure hadn't. 
 
    "So, Anna, what is keeping you occupied these days? It's been so long—let's catch up a little," Evan said. 
 
    Anna looked at Troy, and her cheeks turned a little pink. Troy stifled a laugh. They'd been keeping each other more than occupied lately. 
 
    "I finished law school shortly after Troy and I broke up before," Anna said, "so I've mostly just been working since. It's a busy life." 
 
    "Right, it was lucky how you and Troy found each other again that way," Michael said.  
 
    Two pairs of footsteps blundered down the stairs, and Liam and Richter joined them in the living room right as the front door rang with the pizza. Liam went to grab it, and Richter grabbed him and Liam a beer and joined the others. He took one of the two chairs. 
 
    "Phew, that's done with," he said. 
 
    "Took you long enough," Troy said. "Thought you'd got lost up there." 
 
    Liam returned with a stack of pizza boxes, placing them on the living room table. "Your savior is here," he said. And then everyone dug in, piling their paper plates with the greasy but delicious pizza.  
 
    Once they'd all claimed their portions of the pizza, Liam stretched out in his chair. "So what was all this talk about mates that I heard?" 
 
    Danny scowled. "How did you even hear all that?" 
 
    Liam tapped his ear. "You always forget what good hearing I have." 
 
    Troy was happy to pull Anna closer again, reigniting the warmth between them. "It's official," he said. "Anna and I are mates. And now that we're all in the same room, we have good news to share." 
 
    The other dragons waited patiently for Troy to speak again. He held Anna as close as he could, the feel of her so warm and comforting against him. "We've decided to host an official mating ceremony. Just something small. It'll be at Anna's place next month. You're all invited, of course." 
 
    "Whoo! A party!" Richter said, and he lifted his beer into a toast. Everyone copied him, and there was a round of clanking and laughter. 
 
    "Congratulations," everyone said. 
 
    Troy and Anna kissed, and even through everyone's cheering, it became just about the two of them. Warmth burned through him at her touch, and their arms were around each other, soaking each other in. They were going to spend the rest of their lives together, so making it official hadn't been a difficult choice. 
 
    To them, the mating ceremony was the first paragraph of their whole lives together. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 – Anna 
 
      
 
    The ceremony took place at the crack of dawn in the middle of winter, but for Anna's sake, Troy had the whole house and yard enchanted with warmth spells. Those and the rest of the magic Troy employed to make their special day possible turned Anna's yard into a wonderland. Terraces with golden flowers formed a wall around the ceremonial platform, and vines draped over the seating area—where everyone was waiting for Anna to walk down the aisle. 
 
    She saw all of Troy's friends there, and two surprise guests—his parents—as well as Anna's, who she had managed to make peace with over the last month. Her grandmother was there, too, as well as Laurel and Clarissa. Ever since Anna had found that she and Troy were mates, it seemed like every part of her life was finally starting to come together. And here, at their mating ceremony, she had concrete proof of it all for the first time. 
 
    Even with all the love of her friends and family staring back at her, they were nothing compared to the love she saw in Troy. He stood on the platform, waiting for her, with his gold and black suit. Over top, he wore a cloak of his very own golden dragon scales. Anna's dress matched his; it was long and flowing, ivory brushed with pure gold, mixed with a trail of gold silk for a splash of color. Sewn into the lace of her dress were more of Troy's golden dragon scales, each a gemstone in their own right. 
 
    She had eyes for no one but Troy as she approached the platform. He was the love of her life, the beacon of hope that kept her moving forward. It had taken a lot of missteps to get to this point, but now that she was here with him, she didn't regret any of it. All of her arguments with Troy, her suspicions, and their previous breakup, it all felt like it was from a previous life, not this one. Here, Anna was his queen, he her king, and they were mates. Nothing would come between them again. 
 
    Ever since they found each other again, it was like a bond had started reforging between them. She felt it whenever she was with Troy, a warm, magical sensation inside her, the instinct that she was safe while he was near, that they were two halves of the same whole. Whenever they were apart, it called to her, drawing her toward Troy, whether she knew it or not. And when she finally joined him on the platform, that bond strengthened in a way Anna couldn't even begin to describe. 
 
    Troy took Anna's hands in his, and his warmth flooded into her. She searched his ocean eyes, and it was an effort to hold back tears of joy. This was really happening. 
 
    In front of them stood their shifter officiant, a young woman in a black dress who had a distinct catlike look about her. She nodded to them both. 
 
    "Love is the strongest bond of all," the woman said, "and a shifter's love is stronger still. Today, we are gathered to witness the strengthening bond between a shifter and his mate, a lifelong link between eternal lovers." 
 
    On cue, Troy took a golden chain from his pocket. At the end was a single dragon scale, but it was much larger than any of the others Anna had seen before, and it was enveloped with a subtle golden glow. "Anna, my love," Troy said, and he reached forward to pull the necklace over her head. "This charm will keep us close, always. You will always feel me near, even when we are apart, and you will always have me to guard you." 
 
    Anna blinked rapidly to keep herself from tearing up. The necklace was warm when it touched her skin, enchanted with some powerful magic. She definitely felt Troy's energy within. When she got her emotions under control, she reached into a pouch hidden in the many folds of her dress and pulled out a golden ring, which was designed to look like a woven rope. 
 
    "Troy, my love," Anna said, "this ring will always keep me near, even when we are apart. We are the threads in this rope, a thousand pieces bound together to form a whole, perfect for each other despite our differences." 
 
    Troy traced his fingers along the gold and then slipped it onto his finger. It, too, took on a subtle golden glow. And Anna gasped. Something deep inside her burst, like a star being born, and she was filled with the white, joyous light of love, fresh and whole and new in ways she never thought possible. After a moment, Anna could see again. Just Troy's face at first, flanked by the white, but that was all she needed. 
 
    They kissed. His lips sent molten warmth spreading through her, the final piece to officiating their mating ceremony. All they needed was a quick peck, but Troy didn't let her go, and Anna didn't want him to. They were the sun, a blistering flame, never letting go of each other even as their bodies began to return, and they found themselves back on the ceremonial platform in Anna's back yard. 
 
    Anna was panting when she and Troy finally parted, and she was deafened by the cheering and applause. She didn't need to hear to see the 'I love you' lingering in Troy's burning gaze. 
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    After hours of obligatory mingling, greeting, and thanking everyone for attending the ceremony, Anna and Troy finally had a chance to dance together. Morning had broken, and the sun was steadily rising into the sky, painting the few clouds with streaks of gold light. The flower arrangements glittered like stars, and the whole ceremony became the solar system. 
 
    Anna and Troy were both too tired after their exciting day to do any fast and enthusiastic dances, so they just held each other close, and Anna rested her head on Troy's chest, her eyes closed. The soft music flowed through her exhausted limbs, and paired with Troy's soothing presence, she felt like she could doze off at any moment. 
 
    "Your Nana looked great. I'm so glad she could make it today," Troy murmured into her hair. 
 
    "Me too. She said she wouldn't miss it." Anna nuzzled closer to Troy and let him guide them to the slow beat of the music, their bodies swaying as one. "She asked if she could move to a group home around here to be closer to us, you know." 
 
    "I hope you said yes. It would be good to have her out here." 
 
    "I thought you'd say that. She'll move once it's warmer." Anna breathed in Troy's scent, settled into the warm beat of his heart, the glowing mate bond between them. With him near, it was like nothing else mattered. "I didn't expect your parents to be here today." 
 
    "Me neither, but I'm glad they came. I've wanted you to meet them for a long time." 
 
    Anna propped her chin on his chest so she could look up at him. "For a long time? We've only been together again for three months." 
 
    "When we were first together, back before things went bad," Troy said. He kissed the top of her head. "But they're always disappearing. Hard for them to find adventure anywhere with a phone or internet connection these days." 
 
    "I wonder what we'll do when we're that old," Anna said. "Go to the moon? Deep-sea diving?" 
 
    "I'm sure there are things ... mmm, much closer to home that we can explore first." His hand fell from her hips, moving a little further down. A shiver of want coursed through Anna, stirring her from her exhaustion. 
 
    She smiled coyly. "We'll start by doing touristy things in all the big cities in America, then. I've always wanted to go to Florida." 
 
    Troy moved enough for Anna to see the amusement glittering in his eyes before he kissed her again. Slow and soft like clouds. It lacked that intense, burning passion that they shared for each other, and yet Anna felt it growing inside her anyway. That insatiable want. No, need, she had for him. 
 
    She licked her lips. "Bedroom. Now." 
 
    Troy grabbed her hand and led her from the dance floor and toward the house. As soon as they were out of sight of the others, he scooped her into his arms and carried her up the stairs. She laughed. "Come on, I can walk," she said. 
 
    "Mmmm, but I've always wanted to do this, and it would be a shame to ruin that beautiful dress," Troy said in between kisses. 
 
    By the time they made it to the master bedroom, Troy had kissed every inch of Anna's face and moved onto her ears and neck. She moaned at the soft press of his lips, delicate, treating her like she were a precious flower. Her whole body burned with his touch, and she wished he'd grope her all over, but the dress was long and cumbersome, and he couldn't have, regardless. 
 
    While he was carrying her, Anna started loosening the corset. Each clasp took a concentrated effort to undo, but she had it off when Troy placed her on the floor, and she stepped out of the skirt to reveal her white and gold undergarments—white stockings and garter, and matching panties and bra. Troy was on her in an instant, feeling every part of her. 
 
    It was such a relief to have that dress off, to finally feel his touch. She'd been craving it ever since she put the thing on and was glad to have her body exposed to Troy again. He shrugged off his coat and fell to his knees in front of the bed, immediately diving between her thighs, kissing and nipping the sensitive flesh there. Anna fell back onto the bed, her body shaking with anticipation. 
 
    Troy pushed her legs further apart and then lightly kissed the panty barrier between him and the treasures beneath. "Just relax," he said, "and don't worry about anything." 
 
    Anna tried to do as he said, easing the tension from her muscles and focusing on just Troy. He pushed her panties aside, his tongue digging between her pink folds. She gasped at the sudden surge of pleasure and had to remind herself to lie back. Troy flicked his tongue around her entrance, teasing her lips and every bit of her before his tongue finally brushed her clit. Anna lurched and cried out. She threaded her fingers through Troy's hair, using the feel of him to ground her in reality, to keep her from drifting too far into that world of pleasure where she stopped thinking. She wanted to be here, in the present, with Troy. 
 
    He took her clit between his lips, gently massaging it. Hot waves burst through her, and she felt her whole body tighten. 
 
    "Just like that," Anna gasped. He was so good at this, it was too easy to lose her mind. "Don't ... don't stop." 
 
    Troy flicked his tongue and suspended Anna's entire body with the shock of pleasure. Coils of need shuddered inside her, and the longer Troy went on, the harder it became for her to hold them back. They were getting tighter and tighter, her whole body tingling, until it was just about too much. She cried out, but it wasn't because she'd lost control: Troy had inserted a finger inside her, stroking her insides while sucking her clit, and it was too much. 
 
    She tipped over the edge, and the coils of pleasure and need that Troy had so expertly built up shuddered and unwound all at once, spinning and spinning inside her. Anna convulsed, gasping and shrieking, and Troy still fingered her, keeping the wave of pleasure coming, building it up again even when the first wasn't quite done yet. 
 
    Anna shivered, her body a pile of mush because of what Troy had done to her. And she loved every second of it. When she slowly stopped shaking so much, she realized she was holding Troy's head in a death grip, and she finally pried her hands from his head. He had a satisfied smirk when he surfaced to kiss her. 
 
    "Mmm, you've never been so loud before," Troy said and then went back to kissing her neck. They were far from done yet. 
 
    "You always make me feel so good," Anna panted. She tried to lift her head, but the world spun. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. "I wonder if it ... if it has anything to do with us officially being mates." 
 
    "Maybe." 
 
    Troy was distracted with her bra, which he was carefully unhooking and lifting over her arms. His fingers lightly ran down her chest and stomach, and she shivered. Her whole body was extremely sensitive but in a good way. Even the lightest touches made her feel like she was on fire—Troy's touch was electric, drawing them together, charging her need for him again and again, no matter how many times he left her spent and exhausted. 
 
    He played with her breasts, and once enough of Anna's mind came back, she stripped him bare, and he helped her with her garter and stockings, and they slipped under the sheets together, pulling them over their naked bodies to stave off the winter cold. 
 
    Troy's cock brushed against her thigh, but Anna didn't want to wait any longer. She was exhausted, but she was also exhausted of waiting for him to make her whole again. He grunted when he pushed inside her, an animalistic sound that always made Anna go crazy for more. She needed him to take all of her, no ifs, ands, or buts about it. Her back curled when he went deeper, and he wasn't shy about thrusting into her, grinding their bodies together, fitting them together like puzzle pieces. 
 
    White-hot pleasure flashed through Anna with each movement of Troy's hips, and she pushed against him, eager for more. The warmth of their magical bond stretched between them, flooding them both with warmth and purpose. Anna was the luckiest woman in the world to have this amazing man as her mate, and she couldn't be happier. 
 
    "I love you," she said and gasped as he pushed into her again, setting her whole body tingling. He was thick inside her, pulsing and hard, and she knew he was almost done. 
 
    Troy growled and leaned forward, kissing her instead to proclaim his love when words seemed to fail him. He wrapped his arms around her neck and pulled her close, and those coils of fire and electricity between them crackled. He bit into her neck when he reached his breaking point, and Anna gasped in surprise, clawing at his back and squeezing around him. He throbbed inside her, and his hips stopped moving, but Anna hardly noticed, for her whole body felt like a sparkler, and Troy had just lit her. Her whole body trembled and burned; she and Troy burned together, holding each other close until they became little more than the embodiment of their love. 
 
    Anna blinked sleepy eyes at Troy, her whole body still feeling like she was on fire, even though they'd been lying together, unmoving, for several minutes. He groaned and rolled onto his side, but he didn't take his arms from her. He held her close, and she cuddled up against his chest, listening to his racing heart thrumming against her ear. It was the same as hers, quick and bursting with love. 
 
    "I love you, too," Troy finally said when he re-learned how to talk. "And I love you more every single day, and I will for the rest of my life." 
 
    He kissed her forehead, and Anna released a satisfied sigh. There, they dozed off together, so full of love and happiness that they were content to just sleep the rest of the day away. 
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    THE  END 
 
      
 
      
 
    The “Dragon Billionaire Empire” Series continues! 
 
    Read the steamy and action-packed story of Katie and Evan: 
 
      
 
    Mountain Dragon 
 
    Dragon Billionaire Empire Book 4 
 
    (Coming May 19th, 2021) 
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    I must be going insane. 
 
    My little boy just shifted into a dragon in the doctor’s office! 
 
    What on earth is going on? 
 
    What am I supposed to do? 
 
      
 
    I know what I’m supposed to do, of course. 
 
    I’m supposed to call his daddy. 
 
    The guy I haven’t been able to get out of my mind for years. 
 
    The guy I know I won’t be able to resist. 
 
      
 
    The guy who doesn’t know that he has a secret baby… 
 
      
 
    Pre-order “Mountain Dragon” Now! 
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    Check out my Amazon author page and click “Follow” to get updates on new releases. 
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    "Dragon Billionaire Empire Series" 
 
    Six hot dragons who rule the sky and women’s hearts... Welcome to Dragon Billionaire Empire, where money, fame, and fortune are only the fundaments of something much greater: liquid love and magical mate bonds. Be sure to bring your fan when entering the building… 
 
    Magma Dragon 
 
    Ice Dragon 
 
    Thunder Dragon 
 
    Mountain Dragon 
 
    Shadow Dragon 
 
    Iron Dragon 
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    "Dragon Mansion" Series 
 
    Dragon Mansion is filled with five smoking hot, insanely muscled Dragons who make women drool and men jealous. Once you walk through the doors of this testosterone-laden house, you’re a goner. So, here’s one piece of advice: don’t ever go in there. Especially not alone 
 
    Billionaire Dragon 
 
    Bad Dragon 
 
    Big Dragon 
 
    Brazen Dragon 
 
    Blazing Dragon 
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    “Elemental Dragons” Series 
 
    “Elemental Dragons” is a paranormal romance series featuring six very hot, very protective Dragon brothers who will destroy anything to protect their mates. 
 
    The Dragon’s Nanny 
 
    The Dragon’s Baby 
 
    The Dragon’s Surrogate 
 
    The Dragon’s Pretend Girlfriend 
 
    The Dragon's Three Mates 
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