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      “Here there be dragons.”

      
        
        —Note on a map from the Age of Exploration, regarding Terra Incognito.

      

      

      Blue and silver scales whispered against grass as the giant beast crawled across the field toward Madelyn Haynes. Rain lashed her skin and lightning laced the skies. Smoke billowed from the beast’s nostrils, and his amber eyes narrowed to dangerous slits as it crept closer. There was no escaping. The creature had finally found her and would destroy her. It had already killed tonight and would kill again. Ash infused the air, the scent of smoke choking her. Fear and rage filled her, drowning her with the overwhelming sensations until she was torn between two instincts: fight or flight. Her skin tingled, the feeling building until it felt like she was on fire.

      A man was shouting . . . “Run!”

      The beast turned away from her, searching for the person who’d cried out a warning but it was no use. The creature would kill her too once it found her.

      There was no way she would survive. She was going to die . . .

      “No!” The word was a silent scream upon her lips as she tried to run.

      Boom!

      Madelyn jolted upright, her mouth open in a strangled shout. The covers of her bed were wrapped around her legs, and she kicked out trying to free herself. Panting, she clutched her head as a dull throbbing ache beat behind her temples. She breathed in and out, focusing on each breath and the tranquility it gave her before the headache subsided and her heart stopped pounding against her ribs.

      Then she turned on the light by the bed in her small hotel room and reached for her sketch pad and pencil. Using pillows to prop herself up she flicked to a fresh page and began to draw. The lines came easily, as they always did when she had the nightmares of the beast. It left such a vivid image in her mind that she had no trouble bringing it to life on the page. As the sketch began to develop, she knew what she would see. A serpentine creature with an elegant snout, two large wings and a long tail that could snap back and forth like a whip.

      A dragon.

      For as long as she could remember, whenever it rained, she dreamed of that same dragon. Rain, scales, lightning, and a crashing sonic boom that rattled her awake.

      Madelyn studied tonight’s dragon. It was blue and silver with a deep sapphire underbelly. The webbing of its wings was a fainter, almost icy blue. It had a large, almost lizard-like frill that fanned up around its head like a lion’s mane which was that same glacial blue as its wings. It was an eerily beautiful creature with fierce eyes and sharp talons and was in a predatory crouch as though ready to hunt her down. Madelyn’s hand trembled as she set the pencil down and stared at the dragon. A part of her had hoped that leaving the United States—and changing her surroundings—would make her feel less trapped, less hunted. But the nightmares had followed her.

      She was still being hunted.

      She’d come all the way to Russia to save her career. As a professor in medieval mythology, she had been reading and researching dragons for the last five years. But lately she’d become convinced, as insane as it sounded, that dragons might have been real at some point in history. She was hoping to prove that some remnants of dinosaurs had remained alive into the time of humans, and that could explain the unique collection of global mythology around dragons. How else could dragon myths around the world have such eerie similarities? Something told her there was a kernel of truth to each myth she’d come across, but she had to find a way to prove it.

      Or else I’m fired.

      Ellwood University had given her a three-month sabbatical to either pursue her theory and prove it, or drop it and attempt to tie her research to more traditional projects. Madelyn had collected her meager savings and rented this hotel room by the month in the Tverskaya district of Moscow.

      Outside her window she could see the distant lights of the city and hear the low steady hum of traffic. Moscow was so different from her small town of Shelby, Michigan. Instead of a Russian concrete jungle and tangle of complex cityscapes and police sirens at night, the Midwestern air was filled with the hum of crickets and the throaty songs of frogs in the ponds. Some nights the breeze from Lake Michigan would slip through the windows and soothe her as she slept. Even the winters in Michigan felt pure, clean, not like the dark, dirty snow-covered streets of post-soviet Moscow.

      With a shiver of longing for home, Madelyn set the sketchbook aside and glanced at the clock. It was 6 AM. There was little point in staying in bed for another hour. She had to visit the Russian State Library and a few small antiquarian bookstores which could take up most of the day. She’d been here one week and had settled into a routine. Sleep. Research. Eat. Research. Home. Sleep.

      She had come to Moscow alone and was hesitant about going out on her own after dark. She spent most of her evenings cuddled up in the armchair by her bed, reading. It was certainly safer than going out. Madelyn needed to feel safe. She feared the unknown, and what might be around the corner.

      A therapist had once diagnosed her airily with a generalized fear of the unknown, citing trauma from her parents’ deaths. She had been two years old, too young to remember the details though she’d been with them when they’d died. Too young to know her own name or where she came from. Neither of her parents had IDs when the police found her in the wrecked car that had rolled into a ditch during a storm. Her name, “Madelyn”, had come from the name stitched onto her baby blanket. Her adoptive parents, the Haynes’s, had wanted her to keep that name.

      Thoughts of her birth parents always made Madelyn sad and oddly helpless. She wished she could have done something to save them from the car crash. She knew that there was nothing a baby could have done, but it didn’t erase the helplessness. For a long moment, Madelyn watched the rain outside and rubbed one hand absently on her chest where her heart ached. And then, she did what she’d always done. She buried the memories and the pain and turned her thoughts to her research. It was the best distraction. There was nothing like wandering through the stacks of a library and letting the musty scent of ancient books overwhelm her. It was one of the reasons she’d been drawn to history when she was in college. Surrounding herself with the past, she knew what had happened, and couldn’t be shocked or surprised . . . was comforting.

      Madelyn crawled out of bed and stripped out of her clothes before she jumped into the small shower, cringing as she expected the icy blast of the spray. There was only so much hot water before it turned cold she couldn’t stand a cold shower in October in Russia.

      Two hours later, she was dressed and had filled her backpack with notebooks and other research related materials. When she stepped out on the street in front of her hotel, her nose twitched as it picked up the harsh scents of the city. People bustled past her in a frenzied haste to reach their jobs, and for a strange moment Madelyn felt rooted in place as humanity flowed around her. An eerie sense of being watched made the tiny hairs on the back of her neck raise up.

      Of course she was being watched. This city was home to millions of people; someone would always be looking at her no matter what. The uneasy sensation inside her didn’t disappear, even when she hailed a cab and headed for the Russian State Library.

      The State Library was a beautiful architectural cross between Soviet era design and classical design, which called back the days of the Czars. The smell of musty texts and recently cleaned marble steps were a welcome mix of aromas that always calmed Madelyn.

      She walked up the white stairs to the upper decks of the library, her eyes dancing from the blue marble columns to the endless shelves.

      17.5 million books were here . . . Her heart sped up at the sheer thought of having a world of infinite stories at her fingertips. But she wasn’t here to see their vast array of novels. She was here for one book. A heavily guarded tome that required supervision whenever it was handled.

      She kept walking and left the modern rooms behind before reaching a wing of the library that housed antiquarian collections. One of the collection areas was a beautiful two-story room with gleaming walnut bookcases illuminated by hanging golden globes of light. A slightly domed ceiling was painted with scenes of Greek mythology, the gods on Olympus displaying their power and might.

      A security guard stood at the back of the room by a small reception desk and he waved her over. He greeted her with a warm smile and spoke something in Russian which she thought sounded like hello. She was still listening to her Russian audiotapes and hadn’t picked it up as quickly as she’d hoped.

      “Good morning,” she greeted back. He was different than the guard from yesterday.

      “Ahh, English, I help you?” he asked in with a heavy Russian accent.

      Madelyn smiled. She’d been relieved to discover that many of the guards were fluent in English to a degree. She knew enough of modern Russian to get by but her specialty was the rare dialect East Old Slavic which she used to read older Russian primary resources.

      “I’d like to check this book out please.” She retrieved a small piece of paper with the name of the edition in English and Russian and its location on the shelves. The guard read the card and then his brown eyes looked from it to her face, studying her.

      “This volume? You are sure?” he asked, his voice was oddly hushed and his face drained of color. He stroked his security badge on his chest with one finger as though he’d done it a thousand times when nervous. He glanced around the room, which was almost entirely empty save for another researcher, an elderly man, who was buried in a stack of what looked to be medieval texts. The man glanced up at them, squinted, and pushed his glasses up his nose before returning to his work. The guard stared at the man for a long moment before he turned his focus back to Madelyn.

      “Please, miss, I could get many other books for you, but this one . . . Are you sure?” It was the second time he’d asked that question, and it made her skin prickle.

      “Yes. That one.” Madelyn assured him. Why was he so protective of this one? This entire room was filled with ancient texts that with proper care could be viewed by researchers. The guard sighed slowly, his face turning red as he nodded to himself and muttered in Russian.

      Now she was feeling really anxious. She’d checked out several tomes yesterday but hadn’t discovered this particular text until she was pouring over the ancient collection of card catalogues that looked as though they’d been written half a century before. There on the yellowed paper of the cards, in ink that was turning brown, she’d read the name of the volume My Year With Dragons. The library had been about to close and she only had time to scribble down the book’s information before a guard politely escorted her out of antiquarian collection area. Surely today this guard would let her check it out . . . it was just a book after all.

      The guard stared at the card again and then nodded. “Dah, okay, we get you this one. Sit, please.” He pointed to a small research table near one of the vast glass windows. Then he took a card and walked over to the shelves on the opposite side of the room.

      While he retrieved the book, Madelyn set out her notebook and pens with shaking hands before she donned a pair of library approved white gloves to handle the books safely. Why was the guard so hesitant to give it to her? From the text’s description in the card catalogue that she’d be able to translate, it was a memoir of an English man who had spent time in Russia. There was no political or social discourse in it that could prompt a Russian security officer to be concerned . . . But he had been. The man had looked ill at the thought of fetching that tome.

      She peeped at the guard from the corner of her eye. He unlocked a glass case on one of the shelves, his head cocked to the side as he squinted at the titles on the spines. Then he used his index finger to gently tug a shorter leather-bound edition free of the case. Once he had it in his hands, he didn’t immediately come over to her. For several seconds he stood there, holding the book and staring at her. His lips were pressed tight in a grimace as he finally walked over to her.

      “Please be careful. This is special book.” He held out the leather bound tome and Madelyn accepted it. Her skin tingled again as she felt the smooth leather in her palms but she hid her reaction. The guard nodded at her again and then walked back to his station.

      Madelyn’s skin continued to tingle as she lifted the leather tome to get a closer look. The cover was made of thick leather, bare of any titles or identifying marks except the initials J.B. in the bottom right corner. Madelyn smoothed her fingertips over the initials and opened the front cover. The title was written on the front page in pen and ink. Not in typeface.

      My Year With Dragons—A personal collection of observations about my time spent with the Barinov family, by James Barrow. Dated 1821.

      Madelyn whispered the words. It was written in English, and James Barrow could be English or American. She held the text in one hand and made a note in her notebook before she turned to the next page.

      Her heart stuttered to a stop in her chest.

      Three pencil sketches depicted the faces of three different men. Names were scrawled beneath each intimate portrait.

      Mikhail, Rurik and Grigori. The Barinov Brothers.

      The first man, Mikhail, seemed more brooding, his hair dark and his eyes almost black. He seemed worried, but he was attractive and even the shadows that haunted his eyes were enchanting. In the second drawing, the man named Rurik had dark hair and mischievous eyes, with a playful, charming grin on his lips that outshone the white scar drawn from above his right eyebrow down to his cheek as though he’d been slashed. He looked like a bit of a troublemaker but the thought made her smile.

      Her eyes lingered longest over the sketch of the man named Grigori. Something about him stilled her, like the moment she stood outside on the first snowfall of winter. There was a strange whispering at the back of her mind, a collection of hushed voices that she couldn’t seem to hear clearly enough to understand. She was fascinated by the man’s handsome face, the pale hair and light eyes. There was a melancholy beauty to his lips, and an almost rueful smile barely hinted in the drawing—as though he had sat still long enough to assist the artist but as soon as he was able, he’d move again.

      While all three men were intriguing, it was Grigori that Madelyn’s eyes came back to over and over. Something about his face . . . Like a half-remembered dream. Deep inside her, there was a stirring, as though a part of her she never knew existed had awoken. The voices didn’t stop that whispering and Madelyn couldn’t help but wonder if she was going mad. Between the dreams at night and now this . . . She drew a deep breath in and let it out, slow and measured, calming herself.

      Stay focused on the research.

      “Grigori,” she test his name upon her lips, finding she liked the way it sounded, the syllables strong and yet soft.

      She wanted this sketch. The compulsion to possess his likeness was too strong. She glanced about the room and saw the guard was on his phone, texting and not looking her way. Sneaking her cell phone out, she flicked on the camera and snapped a hasty picture of each of the brothers before she put it back in her purse. Hands trembling, she turned the page again, forcing herself to look totally calm and not like she’d been taking photographs of a protected manuscript.

      The next page was a diary entry dated March 16, 1821.

      “Dragons are real . . .” The first words of the entry made her body shiver and a sudden chill shot down her spine. She forced herself to keep reading and couldn’t help but wonder what James Barrow meant. Dragons weren’t real, at least not in the fire and brimstone sense. She was convinced that some extinct reptile species were behind the legends, but there was no such thing as real dragons.

      “I met the Barinov brothers in Moscow and learned they were not mortal men . . . they were possessed of strange abilities. The touch of fire, the breath of smoke, the eyes that glowed . . .”

      What the hell? Madelyn reread the last few sentences. What was Barrow saying? She’d expected the volume to recount tales of large serpents or lizards that Barrow must have encountered on his journey. As a naturalist, he would have been out in the field exploring different species of animals, and he could have easily glimpsed an ancient breed of reptile that looked dragon-like. The Komodo dragon was a modern example of what many rural cultures still believed were the descendants of dragons. It was part of her theory for her research. But Barrow wasn’t talking about Komodos or any other type of reptile. He was discussing men . . . Men who had powers. Perhaps the word dragon was simply a metaphor Barrow was using?

      She glanced down the page and saw a smaller drawing of a man’s hand and what looked like an elaborate ring. When Madelyn peered at it more closely, she recognized the style. The metal of the ring had been formed into the shape of a serpent biting its own tail, the symbol for eternity or the cycle of renewal. An ouroboros. Another dragon connection, but still not the type of dragon she was searching for.

      Rather than read the rest of the journal entry, she turned the next several pages and paused when she came across a full page sketch. The drawing of a sleek, serpentine beast perched on a rock outcropping overlooking the sea made her breath catch as much as Grigori’s portrait had. The beast sat back on its haunches and its large wings were flared wide, the clawed tips arching outward as though it was ready to fly. A barb-tipped tail curled around its legs. It was both a beautiful beast and a creature of nightmares, with gleaming teeth ready to snap. Reptilian slitted eyes stared straight ahead at her. The beast in her dreams came rushing back, the hiss of smoke escaping the nostrils, the puffs of breath as he prepared to spew fire, the lashing tail . . .

      Beneath the sketch was one word. “Grigori.”

      But the sketch was of a man, not a dragon . . . Was this one of the men with supposed powers?

      Whatever this journal was, it was clearly the workings of a man prone to flights of fancy and not a real naturalist. Disappointment made her heart drop to her feet and her shoulders slump. She’d been so hopeful to find a book that could show an anthropological connection to the dinosaurs or explain the worldwide dragon mythology. But this journal was not the answer.

      Even though she wanted to keep reading, it wasn’t a good idea. Many a good scholar who lost their way down a strange research rabbit hole had to find their way back to good solid research. She refused to let this one odd little book stump her. Better to put it back and move on. Still . . . she wanted just a few more photographs of the book; it couldn’t hurt to read it over as long as she didn’t use it for her research.

      She surreptitiously took pictures of the next twenty pages before she hid her cellphone back in her backpack. Closing the book, she started at the leather surface, wishing she didn’t have to give it back. Indecision flitted through her, but there was no real choice. It wasn’t hers, and she couldn’t keep it. With a sigh, she rose from her research table and walked back over to the security station and held the book out the guard.

      “Finished?” he asked, his eyes fixing on the book rather than her as though he was anxious to snatch it out of her hands.

      “Yes, it wasn’t what I was looking for.” She almost didn’t let go when he tried to pull the book away from her. Finally the leather journal slipped through her fingers.

      “Thank you,” she said to the guard. With a heavy heart, she returned to her study station and collected her notebooks and papers before removing her gloves and tucking them back in her bag. Each step away from Barrow’s mysterious journal left her feeling cold and distanced in a way that made little sense. A soft feminine voice, like the hum of a murmur from a dream teased her mind.

      He has the answers but you’re too afraid to see . . .

      Madelyn shook off the thought. The notes in Barrow’s journal were impossible to believe. He clearly didn’t know what he was talking about. He was rambling on about men with powerful abilities and drawing beasts more suited to a role-playing fantasy computer game than he was about creatures that tied to real mythology.

      She would have to start back at the catalog again, but she had no energy to hunch over the little metal filing cabinets squinting at poorly scribbled titles and book descriptions the rest of the day.

      Maybe I could take a day off. Wander around the library a bit and explore.

      The architecture was beautiful and she hadn’t really had a chance to examine it before. As she exited the antiquarian room she glanced back one last time. The security guard was holding the journal, and he was speaking into his cell phone. He was also staring right at her.

      That sense of being watched and being talked about was too strong this time to ignore. The guard said something into the phone and rather than put the book back on its shelf, he set it down and put a hand on his gun holster at his hip.

      “Miss, please come back,” he said, taking a meaningful step in her direction. “My superior wishes to speak to you. You cannot leave.”

      “He does? Why?” she asked, her muscles tensing and her hands tightening on her bag.

      “The book you chose, he has questions . . .” The guard said, his gaze darting around her as though expecting someone to come and help him. “Sit down, now.” His tone was more forceful than before.

      Madelyn knew she should stay put, talk to him . . . but her instincts suddenly roared to life and the only thought that flashed through her head was run . . . run fast. Body shaking, she stumbled on trembling legs to flee.

      She shoved open the door and sprinted down the hall, hitting the top of the long set of stairs at a brisk run. Everything around her seemed to blur, and her heart was pounding hard enough to explode from her chest. Covering the steps in seconds, she forced herself to slow when she realized people were staring at her. That was the last thing she needed, people seeing a panicked woman fleeing a Russian library like a crazy person. It was a conspiracy theory in the making.

      Her breath was labored and her body was shaking with a surge of adrenaline as she tried to walk calmly out of the library. The crowded streets were a blessing as she melted into the flow of people. She only looked back once and caught a glimpse of the security guard from the collections room. He stood at the top of the Russian State Library steps, his gaze scanning the crowd. He was still on his cell phone, talking rapidly.

      Lowering herself by hunching over, Madelyn slipped down a side street to catch her breath. What the hell just happened? Sure, she’d snuck a few pictures of a text, but why would he chase her? She hadn’t seen any rules about no photography in that section of the library. Why had the guard chased her?

      What about James Barrow’s book was so dangerous that men would look for her?

      Grigori’s face and the body of the fierce dragon like beast flashed across her mind. What have I stumbled onto?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Peace, Kent! Come not between the dragon and his wrath.”

      
        
        —William Shakespeare, The Tragedy of King Lear

      

      

      Grigori Barinov stood in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows in his executive office, staring out over the city of Moscow. Body alert, every muscle rigid, the expensive gray wool suit he wore felt tight as he shifted. Below him, people were passing on the streets. A flash of silver caught his attention. It was the wink of a diamond earring dangling from a well-dressed woman’s ear. With eyes that were ten times as powerful as a mortal’s, he scanned the streets, absorbing every detail.

      Searching . . .

      For the last few days, his senses had picked up on something in his city. A creature he didn’t recognize. It made him restless. Moscow was filled with supernatural beings—werewolves, vampires, shifters of all kinds, and magically gifted humans were all present—but none of them fired up his instincts. No, he’d never felt this before in his life, but he knew in his gut what it was. An enemy was in his city, a creature that posed a threat to him. As a dragonshifter, few creatures in this world could give him pause and put him on his guard. He only wished he knew what sort of beast it was so he could hunt it down and remove the threat.

      The sapphire dragon tattoo on his forearm itched, but he didn’t scratch it. He knew the dragon inside of him was trying to warn him to stay on his guard. The phone on his desk buzzed and his personal assistant, Alexis spoke.

      “Mr. Barinov, you have a call from the Russian State Library.”

      Every muscle in his body tensed. There was only one reason anyone from the Russian State Library would be calling him. That damn book by James Barrow. He’d been too softhearted and Barrow had been so earnest. He’d gone against his better judgment and allowed the Englishman to spend a year studying him and his brothers. And he’d been paying for it for the last 200 years. He’d been lucky Barrow’s heirs had sent him the journal. Thankfully, it had never been sent to a publisher; Barrow had kept his word about his writings remaining a secret.

      I should’ve burned it. But he hadn’t been able to. Barrow had become a friend and Grigori hadn’t wanted to destroy the memory. There was also something fascinating about reading an insightful human’s observations about him and his brothers.

      He couldn’t leave it at his office or his home in the country. His enemies had frequently broken into both places more than once, searching for anything they could use against him. He’d thought he’d be clever and tuck it away in a library amid other obscure texts that no one ever looked at in a guarded collection. It had been safe all these years, hiding in plain sight. Until now.

      “Mr. Barinov?” Alexis queried again.

      “Put the call through.” He turned away from the window and walked over to his mahogany desk just as the phone rang.

      He answered. “Yes?”

      “Mr. Barinov, my name is Yuri. I’m a guard for antiquarian book room at the Russian State Library.” A man spoke, his voice hushed and anxious.

      “Yes.” Grigori waited, his patience on a razor’s edge.

      “When I first took over security for this room I was given strict and confidential instructions to call you if anyone ever came asking about a certain title in the collection. Someone checked out the Barrow book, Mr. Barinov.”

      Grigori closed his eyes, holding his breath for a moment. “And?”

      “I followed protocol. She did not leave the library with the book. But . . .” The guard hesitated. “She was taking pictures. I have no instructions regarding pictures.” The phone cracked as Grigori’s temper flared.

      “Pictures?”

      “Yes. She was using her phone.” The guard’s voice wavered as though he sensed Grigori’s building rage.

      Pictures. Fuck, if any evidence of his existence was discovered and exposed in the world of mortals it would put a target on his back and that of his two brothers. The magical world knew of his family, the last three brothers in ancient bloodline of Russian Imperial Dragon shifters, but the rest of the world didn’t know . . . Couldn’t know.

      “Can you detain her until I arrive?” he asked the guard.

      “But she’s leaving now⁠—”

      “Stop her!” Grigori barked. The other end of the phone was full of panting, the flapping of rubber soled shoes on marble, a muffled shout for someone to stop. Grigori tried to picture the library in his mind, wondering why the guard couldn’t catch up with this woman. Finally the footsteps stopped, and Grigori heard the sounds of streets of the city muted beneath the guard’s gasping for breath.

      “She ran—I couldn’t catch her before she left the library. She’s gone. But I have the book.”

      Grigori sighed. “I will come to collect it. When I do, I want every detail you have about this woman. Her name, where she’s from, everything.”

      “Yes, Mr. Barinov,” the guard replied, still breathless.

      Grigori slammed the phone down and cursed. His hand was white-hot from his temper and he’d left burn marks on his expensive new phone. With a growl, he pressed the intercom button

      “Alexis, please have someone replace my phone in the office. This one met with an unfortunate accident.”

      A second later his receptionist opened the door, leaning against it to look at him in concern. His dragon perked up beneath his skin at the sight of the woman’s killer legs. She was staring at him, the perpetually hungry look in her eyes always an open invitation to share her bed, but he’d never once been tempted. Sure, he’d noticed, and his instincts, so close to the surface, never let him ignore a beautiful woman. But things had changed over the last hundred years. His skin didn’t prickle with awareness and excitement. His dragon didn’t growl with arousal the way it had in his youth.

      No one had truly tempted him enough in a long time to let his bestial urges run free. Had he been in a better mood a smile would have curved his lips. As a younger dragon, he would have bedded several succulent mortals in a day, breaking bed frames as he gripped the wood to keep from harming the females while he fucked them into oblivion. Now his bed was empty of companions, but he wouldn’t sleep with just any woman. Not anymore.

      “Another accident Mr. Barinov?” Alexis purred as she approached his desk.

      “Yes, please order me a replacement.”

      “Of course.” She held out a hand and he handed over the destroyed phone.

      Her expensive perfume rolled off her in thick waves. The decayed floral aromas made his nose twitch even as she walked out of his office and closed the door behind her. He never liked perfumes. A woman’s natural scent was a heady thing and shouldn’t be ruined with perfumes.

      He could almost hear his younger brother, Rurik, teasing him. “As if you know anything about women anymore. You haven’t had a woman in over a decade, brother . . .”

      It was true. He found women less and less appealing these last few centuries. His urge to mate, to find the one female in the world that was truly his, had started to drive him mad with frustration. When a dragon reached a certain age, they stopped running wild and craved the closeness of a long-term companion. Most dragons never found their true mates and settled to simply breed with other dragons for the sake of children and to cure loneliness.

      His gaze dropped to a framed photo on his desk. It was one of the few of his parents in existence, from thirty years ago, just a few years before they died.

      If I could be as lucky as them and find a true mate . . .

      No mere woman would suit him. It had to be the right one, one chosen for him by destiny. He would know her by her addictive scent that would send his pulse racing and his blood pounding. If he kissed her, he would catch glimpses of her memories and she would see his. A bond would form the longer they spent together, making them inseparable.

      I want that more than anything . . .

      He was not going to be tempted by Alexis or any other woman. They would only pale in comparison to a woman who would truly belong to him. He wanted a woman of his own, one to share his heart and soul with. Despite being alive for almost three thousand years, he still hadn’t found the one woman that was meant to be his.

      The sad fact was he couldn’t wait any longer. His once great family, the Barinovs, had included almost a thousand dragons.

      Now we are only three. We are a dying breed.

      The loneliness he was facing was slowly killing him, an immortal creature. The idea was almost laughable but it was true. A longing for a true mate had haunted him to the point that he was dreaming about her and waking up in the dark, his arms aching for a woman who was never there. He might never find the woman destiny had made for him. It was time to settle, and find a dragoness who could bare him children and continue the line, even if it meant he’d never know true love and completion.

      “Mr. Barinov, is there anything else I can do for you?” Alexis asked, her suggestive tone telling him in no uncertain terms that she was offering herself to him if he was interested, which again, he wasn’t. She wasn’t his type. He liked his women with soft curves, a little petite with sunny smiles and warm hearts. He hadn’t met a woman like that in Russian in over a hundred years . . . He was tired of Alexis throwing herself at him when he continually turned her down.

      “No.” He almost growled the word. Frustration slithered beneath his skin making him irritable enough to snap at her.

      Alexis blinked, her face pale as a sheet as she backed out of the room. Smart woman. Dragons tempers were nasty things and it was best to stay clear when a dragon was fuming.

      He pulled out his cell phone and dialed one of the few numbers he called with any frequency.

      “Grigori? What’s up?” His younger brother answered, his voice half-laughing as though he’d been chuckling when he’d answered the phone. The thought made Grigori’s temper deflate somewhat as affection for Rurik swelled in his chest.

      “Rurik, we have a situation.”

      “What is it? The Drakor family again?” His brother’s tone turned gruff and serious.

      Grigori stroked his chin as he replied. “No. They are abiding by our current treaty and staying to the eastern half of Russia.” It was true enough. The Drakors were notorious for their egos, and if they had been causing trouble in his territory, he would have heard about it.

      Rurik blew out disappointed breath. “I miss the battles. What I wouldn’t give for the Drakors to put one foot on our soil . . .”

      “You battle dragons,” Grigori was torn between groaning and laughing. “Always wanting to start a fight.” He loved his little brother, but he was the first to jump without looking—which often put their family in tense situations when it came to matters of diplomacy with other dragons.

      Rurik was the family warrior, the one best suited for battle and to wage single combat against other dragons when territorial disputes arose. The Drakors were the other Russian Imperial breed of shifters that vied for dominance of Russia against his family. The Barinovs and Drakors had been enemies for centuries.

      “So if it’s not the Drakors, what’s the matter?”

      “Remember James Barrow?” Grigori turned back to his window once again, searching in vain for the creature he sensed but could not see.

      “Of course. The Englishman who visited us in the Fire Hills. He was always drawing and scribbling away in that leather journal.”

      “Yes. A woman was taking pictures of his journal today at the Russian State Library.”

      “Fuck. That can’t be good . . .”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Grigori affirmed. The journal was almost a handbook on dragons—their powers, their weaknesses—and it had dozens of pictures of the three of them specifically. They might as well have put a neon sign above his building saying “Real Dragons Inside!”

      “Do you think she believes what he wrote down about us is true?”

      “I have no idea, but no reason she has could be a good one. I’m going to the Library to collect the book now and learn everything I can about the woman who took the pictures. I want you to help me track her down.”

      “Meet me at the club once you have the book.” Rurik hung up and Grigori slipped his phone back into the pocket of his trousers before he turned away from the window.

      As he left his office, he ignored Alexis’s hopeful wave and he took the elevator down to the first floor. Barinov Industries, the family company he created a hundred years ago, had withstood wars, famine, and the many regime changes of Russian governments over the years.

      He was not going to let one woman with a cell phone camera destroy his empire. For the last eighty years especially, Grigori had suffered the charade of “retiring” every thirty years and leaving the company to his son, also named Grigori. He’d spend the next few decades pretending to age, dying his hair silver and having new passports and forged birth certificates. The intricate lies he laid in place to keep the company going had cost him time and energy. He would not let his work be ruined by some overly curious human female.

      His car was pulled out in front with his driver ready to take him anywhere he wished.

      “The Russian State Library,” he ordered as he settled in the black leather seat of the sedan.

      “Yes, Mr. Barinov.” The driver pulled out in traffic and began to head towards the library.

      Grigori barely looked at the passing scenery of Moscow, his entire being focused on this mystery woman. Why was she researching dragons, and how had she found out about Barrow’s journal? She shouldn’t have even been allowed to take it off the shelf. Grigori acquainted himself with the new library director and informed him that should anyone ask for the book he must be called immediately and they were not to check it out. The guard had clearly failed in his duties and Grigori would make sure the library director would have him fired.

      The time had come to take Barrow’s book home and destroy it once and for all. While he had fond memories of Barrow, the details and personal histories of him and his brothers must be protected and that meant burning the book to ash. And dealing with this woman.

      The only mortals who knew of his existence, aside from the ones in service to his family, were supernatural hunters. Namely the international organization called the Brotherhood of the Blood Moon. Pesky creatures, hunters. They rarely came into dragon guarded territories; it was simply too dangerous. Maybe this woman was a hunter, or they had hired her to find and retrieve any info she could on his family. If that was the case, he had a very nice dungeon she could rot away in for the next fifty years.

      “Here we are, Mr. Barinov.”

      Grigori climbed out and told the driver to wait for him. Then he quickly ascended the stairs and entered the library. The guard, Yuri, was waiting for him at the security desk.

      “Mr. Barinov?” Yuri held out the faded leather bound journal and Grigori took it.

      The leather was warm to the touch and he lifted it to his nose, inhaling. A lingering scent teased his nostrils, the feminine aroma inviting and enticing. For a long second Grigori simply drank in the rich smell . . . it was pure. The pheromone sweet, like ripe dragon fruit. He had not smelled something like that in some years. The woman was a virgin of childbearing age.

      Must have her . . . Need to find her.

      His body went rigid as the scent continued to plague and torture his nose with irresistible sweetness. If there was one thing besides a true mate that a dragon couldn’t deny himself, it was a virgin. A growl began to rumble at the back of his throat as he pictured himself finding this woman and curling his arms around her and breathing in her scent before he seduced her.

      The old Grigori, the wild beast he thought had vanished this last century, was roaring back to life. His dragon was pacing inside him, ready to be unleashed. He wanted to sink his teeth into this woman’s neck and hold her still while he thrust into her over and over until she screamed with pleasure.

      “Mr. Barinov?” Yuri interrupted the sudden lust and hunger in Grigori’s thoughts.

      “Who is she?” he demanded in a low growl.

      Yuri swallowed hard and held out a photograph, a print of a security camera photo of a woman.

      “She is American. Her name is Madelyn Haynes. She’s a professor at an American university.”

      Grigori stared down at the colored photo. It was slightly blurry, but he could tell that the woman had long strawberry blond hair and soft features. An ordinary woman, yet there was something about her face that he found fascinating. The lush curve of her lips, a slightly upturned nose and eyes framed by dark lashes. He lived in a city where beauty was praised and often the only way to survive. This woman would not have been considered pretty by such standards, but Grigori liked her full curves and romantic features more than he did the harsh, bony runway models that populated the Russian nightclubs.

      Yes, she would be quite a delight to lock away in his dungeon.

      He turned away from the security booth and exited the library. Back inside his car, he texted Madelyn’s information to his brother. Within a few minutes Rurik sent the address for a hotel near the Red Square. He texted Rurik to meet him at the woman’s hotel. He had a plan to trap their cunning little virgin and he was not going to let her escape.
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        * * *

      

      Alexis Petrov slipped into the ladies restroom close to her office in Barinov Industries. Flipping the lock on the door so no one else could come in, she checked beneath the stalls to make sure she was alone. This was one of the few places she could make a call without being seen on surveillance videos. She dialed a number on the screen, hit call and waited, her heart pounding.

      “Drakor here.” The deep, growling voice sent shivers through her.

      Dimitri Drakor was a veritable god, much like her own boss Grigori Barinov, but Drakor had promised her things Barinov never would.

      Sex and power.

      It had been too tempting to agree to spy on her boss the moment Drakor had taken her to his bed and promised her the world. All she had to do was tell him what Barinov was up to. It was her boss’s fault—if only he hadn’t ignored her! She was a former model and she knew she was gorgeous.

      How can he ignore me? Me? I walked runways in Milan and Moscow! Resentment prickled her beneath her skin and she scowled.

      “Barinov just left his office. He received a call from the Russian State Library.”

      Drakor breathed softly on the other end of the line before replying.

      “Do you know what he was going there for?”

      Alexis flinched. “No. Only that the moment he hung up, he left. That means it’s important, right?”

      “Yes, perhaps,” Drakor mused. “Call me immediately with any more news.” Then the phone connection went dead.

      Alexis stared at her reflection the mirror for a long moment, her eyes haunted and her face suddenly showing her age. All of the parties, the drugs, the nights with powerful men who never called the next day had been a waste. She was past her prime.

      Desperation drives us all. She forced a false smile on her lips, unlocked the bathroom door and stepped outside. She needed to be ready for when Mr. Barinov returned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “I do not care what comes after; I have seen dragons on the wind of morning.”

      
        
        —Ursula K. Le Guin

      

      

      No one followed me.

      Madelyn sighed in relief as she peered around the corner of the next street and watched the tourists mingling by the entrance to the Red Square. After two hours of dodging through streets and ducking into shop doorways, trying to look too interested in cheap touristy knick-knacks, she was fairly certain the guard from the library hadn’t come after her. Her heart was still beating hard, but the panicked quick breaths had slowed.

      “You’re fine, everything’s fine,” she whispered. She smiled at an old man who pointed at some Lenin-shaped figurines, and she politely shook her head and walked away from his shop.

      A young man selling food from a cart on the street caught her eye. She dug her travel wallet out and bought a bottle of water and a meat and cheese pie called a pirozhki. Her stomach grumbled as she took the pie and inhaled the tasty aroma. She’d been so focused on running she hadn’t realized how hungry she was. As she ate, she kept her gaze alert for the guard, even though she was fairly certain he hadn’t followed her. Even if he could find out her name from the library system, she hadn’t had to supply any other information. The hotel would be a safe zone.

      I hope . . .

      Madelyn licked her fingertips as she finished the last bite of her pirozhki. She crumpled the wrapper of her pie and tossed it in trashcan before she sipped the last of her bottle of water. Then she followed the crowd across a busy street to her hotel. She was still a bit on edge, but if she got into her room, she’d feel more secure.

      The hotel was a bit shabby on the outside, with a grey stoned façade. The faux glass windows of the lobby were slightly fogged with age, but she had a budget to live on and couldn’t afford anything more expensive. She wasn’t sure how long she’d need to stay in Moscow for her Russian dragon research. She would have been lying if she hadn’t glanced at some of the more beautiful five star hotels when she’d been making her travel plans. They had taken her breath away with underground pools and fancy suites with endless amenities. It had been fun to dream about them, but she could never stay at a place like that, even for one night—no matter how incredible it would be to live like a princess in a king-sized bed and look out across the city from a deluxe room’s balcony.

      She pushed the doors to the lobby open and stepped inside. A faint tingling started beneath her skin, the fine hairs rising on her neck and arms in response. The air around her felt charged with energy, like the moment before a storm broke out. Madelyn paused, trying to assess the feeling inside her body as it responded to the sudden change in the air . . . A queer pulsing sensation began to build inside her, and a headache started to beat against her temples. She’d been fine just moments ago . . . Was her fear from earlier just now getting to her and her body was crashing from the adrenaline high she’d been on?

      Maybe I just need to go take a quick nap in the room and take some Tylenol.

      A man in blue jeans and a dark gray T-shirt was leaning against the wall by the elevators, his head down as he texted on his phone. Was he waiting for an elevator? He hadn’t pressed the button . . . Madelyn tried not to look directly at him, as some men viewed it as an invitation. Her backpack was still full with pamphlets her mother had sent her about how to travel safely in Russian alone.

      She couldn’t help noting his muscled arms and the general attractiveness of his body. When she joined him at the elevator, she glanced down at her shoes, staring at the scuffed black boots peeking out from her own jeans.

      A little flush heated her cheeks as she realized how boring she must have looked. Not that she wanted this man’s attention. She didn’t, but she’d been all too aware in the last week how unremarkable she was. So many women here wore bright sexy clothes or sleek business suits. She didn’t fit into either group with her jeans and a cream colored Cashmere sweater. Not to mention she was a bit on the curvy side and Russian women her age were rarely curvy. They all seemed to be rail thin and ready for the runways and catwalks.

      The metal elevator doors swished apart. She and the man both entered the tiny metal cubicle and she hit the button for the fourth floor. He continued to text and didn’t hit a button.

      Maybe we are on the same floor?

      The second the doors slid closed her headache got worse. It was like two invisible spikes were being driven into her temples. She leaned against the side of the door farthest from the man, struggling to breathe. It was as though something inside was trying to claw to the surface.

      What is happening to me? Fear clouded her rational thoughts. Am I sick? Was there something in her water from the vendor? Had she been drugged?

      The man lifted his head a few inches, the fall of his brown hair still shadowing most of his features from view. The door opened to her floor and she stared at him. Was this his floor too? He still hadn’t pushed a button for a different floor.

      Something was wrong. She swallowed and tried to stay calm.

      “Excuse me,” the man waved her to go. “Please, go first,” he said. His voice low and soft with a musical accent.

      “Thank you.” She took two shaky steps into the corridor before she realized that something was off. He knew she spoke English? How—she turned around to see him getting out of the elevator behind her.

      Oh God . . . was he following her? She’d been warned before going to Russia that human trafficking was a risk and she had to be careful. She struggled to find her key, cursing as she walked to her door and trying not to look too panicked. Shooting another glance behind her, she saw the man was walking the opposite way down the hall.

      She exhaled and sighed in relief against the door just as her hands closed around her keys. But she was still shaking and her legs were unsteady. The invisible knot of tension inside her was thrumming hard now, and every fiber of her being was on edge. That old instinct to run was whispering at her.

      The key stuck in the lock and she had to jiggle the keys two times before the deadbolt slide back and she was able to get inside. The apartment was dark. Hadn’t she left the curtains open? I know I did . . .

      The door clicked shut behind her and she set her backpack down on small desk. She took a moment to catch her breath, and let the last few seconds of fear subside. She was safe inside her hotel.

      I just need to chill. Everything is fine.

      Seconds later, the light next to her bed switched on. A man sat in the chair by her bedside table and lowered his hand from the lamp back to the arm rest.

      Madelyn jumped, clutching her purse to her chest. Her throat worked but no sounds out. There was a man in her room. Oh God . . .

      The light washed over his pale gold hair and the three-piece gray wool suit he wore. Her eyes tracked up his expensive shoes to the beautiful, masculine hands resting on the chair’s arms. A thick gold ring wound around the little finger of the man’s right hand. She squinted at it and then her heart leapt into her throat. The ring was molded into the shape of a serpent biting its own tail. It looked exactly like the ring in James Barrow’s book . . .

      “Ms. Haynes, we need to talk.” The man spoke, his rich accented voice pouring over her like cognac.

      She lifted her gaze to the man’s face and her heart stopped beating.

      It was him.

      The man from Barrow’s book.

      Grigori Barinov. The melancholic look of an ancient king whose time of ruling had long since passed into the mists, like a Russian King Arthur. With blue eyes and blond hair, he was not what one expected of a Russian man. Most of the men she’d seen in Moscow had dark hair and dark eyes. Strength and virility rolled off him in waves with a dominant air of calm and control that came from years of mastering oneself. Something about that made her shiver deep inside.

      “Who are you?” she whispered, her voice catching. Had she passed out in the elevator? Was she dreaming? There was no way this was happening.

      He couldn’t be Grigori Barinov. Grigori was a man who had lived and breathed and died over two hundred years ago. There was no way he could be sitting in her hotel room looking like an intimidating fantasy. She wasn’t sure if it was a fantasy born of secret desires or a nightmare. He had broken into her hotel room whoever he was and that wasn’t a good thing.

      The man reached up to remove the leather bound book from his jacket. Barrow’s journal.

      “I believe you already know who I am.” As he spoke his blue eyes seem to turn to yellow, then to red and then they glowed white hot.

      “But . . . You . . . It’s not . . .” She couldn’t wrap her mind around what he was trying to tell her. It was insane. It wasn’t possible.

      “Possible?” His full, kissable lips curved into a slow cold smile that sent fresh shivers through her.

      “How . . .” she struggled for words, picturing the massive dragon perched on the edge of a cliff by a sea.

      Her skin was almost on fire now, the pain making her want to scream but she didn’t dare move or speak.

      “‘How’ is not a question I will answer, at least not here.” He rose from the chair and she stumbled back a step. He was too tall, at least six foot four. So much taller than her own five foot five. His height made her feel too small, too vulnerable. He could easily overpower her if she couldn’t find a way to get out of here . . .

      His perfectly cut suit molded to his muscled form like a second skin and his throat above his collar was sun-kissed. How could he be even slightly tan in the middle of a Russian October?

      “Look, I don’t want any trouble.” She backed up another step, glancing around. She needed to find her phone. It had some international minutes . . . but she had no clue how to call the Russian police. Never in life had she felt so foolish than she did in that moment. Why hadn’t she learned how to contact the police? Would it even matter? A panicked despair battled with her determination to survive.

      “We are past that, Ms. Haynes. You’re a liability now.”

      A liability? “But I don’t even know what was in that book that even matters—” She swallowed hard and took another step, praying she could get to the door, but then she’d have to beat him to the stairs, because the elevator was out of the question.

      “Unfortunately everything in that book matters. You must come with me,” he said, taking another step.

      Madelyn tensed, her hand searching for the doorknob behind her. When she found it, she wrapped her fingers around it and turned. The door opened with her body weight against it. Rather than fall into the open hallway, she bumped into something warm and hard.

      “Going somewhere, malen’kiy tsvetok?” someone said from behind her.

      “Ahh!” She screeched but the man behind her grabbed her around the waist with one arm and covered her mouth with his other hand.

      “Little flower?” Grigori asked the man behind her.

      “She smells sweet,” he replied gruffly.

      Madelyn screamed against his hand but the sound was muffled. She kicked out her legs, knocking Grigori back a few steps. He clutched his chest and sucked in a breath, then lifted his head, scowling at her. She thrashed in the second man’s arms, but there was no getting free. Blood roared in her ears. Grigori’s eyes were blazing and he licked his lips before he spoke to the man behind her.

      “Do you have her or not?” Grigori growled.

      The man holding her tightened his grip and dragged her away from Grigori. How could he be a man from the past?

      Grigori’s eyes were back to blue, a pure, unfaceted color that glowed like a lake reflecting the summer sky. Madelyn stared into the blue depths and her limbs became too heavy to move.

      “That’s it, little one, let go,” Grigori breathed, never taking his eyes off her. The hand around her mouth disappeared and yet she didn’t scream or cry out. She was lost in his mesmerizing gaze.

      “Let your mind go . . .” Grigori’s voice wrapped around her, and she suddenly was falling through space and time. As her eyes closed she saw a distant horizon, a memory so old she never knew she had it . . .

      The grass was as soft as velvet as she toddled over toward her parents. They were sitting beneath a tall redwood tree. Her father had his back to the tree with his legs spread so her mother could lay back against him in the cradle of his body.

      “She’s growing so fast,” her father said, smiling, but a tinge of sadness colored his gray eyes.

      “Not too fast.” Her mother held out her arms to Madelyn. “Madelyn, come here.”

      Her legs wobbled as she walked over the spongy grass. When she reached her mother, the feeling of being warm and safe made her sigh and nuzzle her face in the crook of her mother’s neck. Her father circled his arms around them both, holding them in an unbreakable trinity.

      “Why can’t we stay here?” her mother asked wistfully.

      “It’s too dangerous. We must keep moving.”

      Madelyn didn’t fully understand the words, not as a child. She’d only known that they’d meant leaving the sunny fields and ancient redwoods.

      “I wish she didn’t have to grow up on the run like us.” Her mother’s voice was soft with quiet grief.

      “I know, honey, I know. Maybe someday she won’t live in fear as we do.”

      The memory started to fade and Madelyn sank deeper and deeper into a dreamless sleep, Grigori’s face following her into the depths.
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        * * *

      

      “Give her to me.” Grigori held out his arms and his brother handed him the unconscious woman. The feel of her completely in his control, made him relax as they left the hotel room. From the moment he’d picked up her scent on Barrow’s book earlier that afternoon, he’d been possessed of a wild need to find her. It hadn’t helped that once they found her, his brother had been the one to grab and hold onto her. His dragon had hissed softly inside his head.

      “How was she able to stay awake for so long?” Rurik asked. “You used to be able to knock out mortals in mere seconds. That took nearly two minutes.” He stroked his chin thoughtfully as he eyed the woman in Grigori’s arms.

      The uneasy thought struck him too. A dragon shifter’s gaze could mesmerize and short-circuit a human’s mind and knock them out. But the little American woman had simply looked dazed at first. It had taken too long to affect her.

      “Something isn’t right about her,” Rurik muttered as they entered the elevator and rode it down to the lobby. “She makes my skin crawl whenever I get too close. But she smells divine and I just keep thinking about how much I want to take her to my bed . . .” He leaned over and inhaled her scent deeply.

      Grigori almost growled at his brother. This was his woman, and he had no intention of sharing her. Rurik was a charmer who never slept with the same woman twice. He had no right to bed this singular beauty and move on.

      “What you’re smelling is her purity.”

      “Her what?” Rurik crossed his arms, scowling in open confusion.

      It was easy to forget sometimes his younger brother was so young compared to him. There were things Rurik didn’t know about their other halves, the dragons within.

      “She’s a virgin. You’ve probably never been around one of childbearing age. They put off the most enticing scent. It’s irresistible . . . to some.” He didn’t want his brother to know just how intoxicating the scent was to him. Just a hint of it clinging to Barrow’s book had captivated him. Now that he held the female in his arms, her aroma enveloping him completely, he was addicted to it.

      “A virgin?” Rurik practically choked on the word.

      Before either of them could speak, the elevator doors chimed and slid open. They walked through the empty lobby and headed for the sleek black sedan parked outside. Rurik and the driver helped him get Madelyn inside. Only a few people in the streets dared to stare as they left. Most humans knew when to avert their gazes when in the presence of dragons. Some instincts were still strong in them, and they sensed that Grigori and Rurik were not to be trifled with.

      The entire ride to Grigori’s apartment building he held Madelyn his lap, overcome by a possessive urge to never let her go. She was like a jewel, precious piece of gold that he wanted to secure in a safe haven and guard, even sleeping with one eye open. He smiled as he drank in the sight of her face. She was even lovelier than he’d expected. The glimpse from the security camera photo hadn’t done her justice.

      “Why are you smiling?” Rurik demanded suspiciously. “You never smile.”

      Despite his frustration with his brother, Grigori didn’t stop smiling. “I don’t know, I can’t seem to stop it. But she’s mine. Do you understand? You’re not to touch her. Are we clear?”

      Rurik’s brown eyes blazed to life. “Is that a challenge?” If he had been in his dragon form, the ruffled frill about his neck would have stood up in an opposing way to make him look bigger, fiercer. As a battle dragon, it would have been a deadly warning to anyone save close family.

      “It’s not a challenge.” Grigori returned the warning with a growl of his own. “She is mine, end of discussion. You have an entire city of women who worship you. You do not need this one.”

      Rurik huffed, the sound so similar to the disgruntled noise as he made in dragon form that Grigori laughed softly.

      “It’s not as though I know what to do with a virgin anyway,” his brother muttered.

      Grigori’s smile only widened. Rurik may not know what to do with a virgin, but Grigori definitely did. It had been so long since he had the pleasure of making love to a woman and introducing her to the sensual world that awaited her, but it wasn’t something a man forgot.

      In that moment, he decided it didn’t matter what Madelyn’s plans were in regard to James Barrow’s book. He would discover that soon enough, but he was going to seduce her and possess her. While he had the strength to force her, he’d never done that to any female. Any man could take a woman’s body, but only a master could make them surrender to passion of their own free will. And he wanted Madelyn to surrender to him.

      When they arrived at his penthouse, Grigori carried Madelyn to his bedroom and set Barrow’s journal on the night stand beside the bed. She was still unconscious and would be for several hours. It would give him time to make arrangements. He was going to take her home, to his house in the country. It was a place he could be himself and not worry about the city or the restraints it placed on his dragon half.

      Grigori removed Madelyn’s coat and slipped her boots off before he placed a pillow beneath her head. Her hair was soft, like silk beneath his hands as he brushed it away from her face. Even just an innocent touch made his body tense with hunger. He had to regain control.

      He retrieved a white mink fur blanket and draped it over Madelyn’s sleeping form. Impulsively, he leaned over to brush his lips on hers before he turned off the lights and closed the bedroom door.

      “You’re acting very strange, brother,” Rurik noted. He was leaning back the doorway to the bedroom.

      Grigori bristled. “I am not acting any differently.” He used the tone that Rurik would recognize as a warning to drop the subject. But Grigori knew he was acting differently. The little human was bringing out old instincts in him, ones he thought he’d mastered long ago.

      As the eldest of their family, his duty was the preservation of their lands and its protection. It was also his duty to carry on their line by either finding his true mate or by breeding with an eligible dragoness. He couldn’t afford to let himself become entangled with a mortal that would leave him open and vulnerable. The pressure of his duties had left him cool, aloof, and in many ways unchanged over the years. But he was willing to let that part of himself go in order to seduce Madelyn.

      “Come into the kitchen with me,” Grigori closed the bedroom door and they headed into his kitchen.

      His brother trailed a fingertip along the onyx granite countertop. “You aren’t considering starting a relationship with a mortal. You know that doesn’t end well, at least not unless you promise to keep it to only one night. Let’s not forget she was researching the Barrow journal, and the last time I checked, that made her a possible enemy. She could be working for the Brotherhood of the Blood Moon. Or worse . . .” His brother frowned. “She could be working for the Drakors. Better be careful with this one, Grigori. After losing Mikhail, we cannot take any chances.”

      “I know,” Grigori replied, not admitting he was planning more than one night with Madelyn. The last thing he needed was his little brother lecturing him on relationships and not sleeping with the enemy.

      Their middle brother, Mikhail . . . The mere thought of his name struck Grigori like a dagger to his heart. His brother was in exile. They didn’t know if he was even still alive. The last time he’d seen Mikhail had been two hundred years ago, the year he had returned home and brought James Barrow with him.

      We were the fools who spilled our secrets. Barrow had never intended his diary to be their potential downfall, but over the years it simply became a font of knowledge that no one expected to survive the ravages of time.

      “Grigori, I know you. You hide in your office, running the family business and playing the part of a mortal, but you are not. You are the eldest Barinov dragon. You cannot lose yourself to some human female. Even assuming she’s not helping to bring us down and destroy our family, she will make you soft and when she’s gone . . . It will weaken you. You’re acting like she’s a possible true mate. Father warned us about mortals,” Rurik said.

      The mention of their father brought back ancient memories. It was strange to think that their father had only died only two decades ago. It felt as though he’d been gone for a lifetime.

      “I remember.” He shut his eyes for a brief moment and almost saw his father’s face, the stern but loving countenance as he told Grigori and his brothers the rules of dragons. “Never mate a mortal. When dragons lose their mates, they grieve deeply and don’t live much past the moment their mate dies.”

      “She isn’t my true mate, it’s simply her scent that’s caught me. But I do plan to seduce her.”

      Rurik chuckled. “Father said that about mother, you know. He only wanted to seduce her and thought he could resist her being his true mate. They ended up mated for three thousand years.”

      “But Mother was a Dragoness, not a mortal,” Grigori reminded him. He walked over to his stainless steel wine fridge and retrieved a fifty-year-old bottle of Bordeaux and a glass. He reached for second one but his brother interrupted him.

      “None for me. I have to head back. The club needs me. Call if the little mortal gives you any trouble.”

      “She won’t.” He listened to the sound of his brother’s laughter, scowling until he heard the door to his penthouse close.

      Then he poured himself a glass of wine, retrieved a book of German poetry by Rainer Maria Rilke, and sat in his favorite chair by the fire place in the center of the room. His fireplace was a circular stone structure two feet tall and was full of glass crystals with flames powered by gas. The sight was intoxicating, like diamonds on fire. Two of his favorite things. He tried to lose himself in the poetry and not think about Madelyn asleep in the other room. The scent of her filled his head and made his body throb with an almost violent need, but he kept control. Barely . . .
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      “If you are the dreamer, I am what you dream.

      But when you want to wake, I am your wish,

      and I grow strong with all magnificence

      and turn myself into a star’s vast silence

      above the strange and distant city, Time.”

      
        
        —Rainer Maria Rilke

      

      

      Madelyn woke slowly, the memories of parents she didn’t know and the life she never had a chance to live fading to intangible presences at the back of her mind until they were half-forgotten dreams. Her eyelids were heavy and her tongue felt like sandpaper. She blinked slowly as the leaden feel of her limbs dissipated and the fog in her head lightened. She sat up, a thick blanket of white fur dropping down to her waist.

      Fur? She stared around at the master bedroom she was in.

      “Oh my . . .” The tall four-poster bed was made of dark black wood, a midnight blue bedspread beneath her and a mountain of feather-soft pillows behind her. She caught her reflection in a large mirror on a dresser table. Her face was ashen and her lips pale as she sat in a mountain of expensive white furs. Her hair was in wild disarray. She threaded her fingers through the messy mane and took a few steadying breaths. Where was she? She struggled to remember anything before she’d woken up here.

      The elevator, the man following her, and then Grigori . . . in her hotel room.

      Oh my God. I’ve been kidnapped.

      She curled her arms around her chest for several seconds, just trying to calm her panicked breathing. They had kidnapped her and brought her here. A thousand horrible scenarios ran through her head of what they might to do with her . . . human trafficking being the worst. The thought of it brought bile up to her throat and she swallowed, gagging.

      Just calm down. Just calm down . . .

      Her body froze, and her heart stopped for a painful second before it jolted back into a steady beat. She summoned the scholarly side of herself to analyze her surroundings again. She needed to figure out where she was and what they wanted from her. Then she could plan her escape. Beside her on the table, was a leather bound book she was all too familiar with. James’s Barrow’s journal.

      Heart still pounding, she pushed the furs down and slid off the bed. Her sock-covered feet sank into a creamy white carpet. Madelyn grabbed the nearest bedpost, her fingers gripping the spindle carved wood as she walked around the king-size bed. She moved through the room and caught a teasing sense of something dark, pine and masculine. A scent she’d recognized when she’d been standing close to the man in the suit who’d looked just like Grigori from the journal. He couldn’t be Grigori. She didn’t know his name, so she might as well call him that until she figured out who he really was.

      Grigori. He was everywhere in this room, from the elegant furnishings to the clothes hanging in the closet. Madelyn wasn’t sure how she knew it was his room aside from the lingering scent, but it just felt like this was part of his world. She couldn’t explain it. She’d never been in a man’s bedroom before and it was exciting and scary.

      Why had he brought her here? How had they knocked her out? And why did he want to know why she’d been interested in James Barrow’s book? She had a thousand questions and no answers. The smart thing would be to find her shoes and coat and get out of here . . . no matter how intrigued she was with the mystery of Grigori Barinov.

      She bent down and looked in the closet and under the bed for her boots but couldn’t find them. She had a sneaking suspicion he had hidden them to keep her from escaping. She approached the beautifully carved bedroom door, gripping the antique glass doorknob. Would it be locked? Was she a prisoner? She turned the knob and it gave beneath the pressure.

      The door opened and she entered a small corridor, passing a lavish master bathroom with a large tub and an oversized glass shower. Whoa. The next room she entered opened into a huge library and an office. Then the apartment gave way to a large living room with the kitchen at the back and a dining room. A roaring fire in a square pit in the center of the living room sparkled over crystal stones. A wing backed chair facing the fire creaked slightly and a masculine hand extended past the arm of the chair as it swirled a glass of wine.

      Someone was sitting there . . .

      Madelyn held her breath, listening to every sound from the antique grandfather clock in the hall ticking away to the sounds of the man in the chair turning the pages of his book. The hand holding the glass suddenly disappeared and the chair creaked again as the occupant stood and turned to face her.

      It was Grigori. He looked too damn sexy, and intimidating, in that expensive suit. His light hair fell across his blue eyes and he gazed at her with an unreadable expression. Her heart was racing again, and blood roared in her ears as she watched him, afraid of what he might do.

      “You’re awake,” he noted. He moved slowly, setting the wine glass on the table beside his chair.

      “Why am I here?” She was careful to keep a safe distance between them. They were facing each other, like two animals measuring each other up before they decided to fight or not. She wouldn’t hesitate to throw anything at him within her reach to escape.

      “You’re here because you checked out a book.”

      His cryptic reply made her bristle. The last thing she should be was argumentative, but she suddenly wanted to be brave in front of him.

      “Is that against the law?” she asked, tilting her chin. She may have been scared out of her mind, but she was not going to let him see it.

      Grigori’s lips twitched. “No, but that book belongs to me.”

      She stiffened. “Then why did you leave it in a public library? You do understand that’s how libraries work, right?” How she had the nerve to be snarky, she’d never know.

      He placed one hand on the back of the leather chair, his finger slowly tapping a pattern as though he was channeling all of his energy into the movement.

      “A fiery creature,” he murmured. “I like that.” This was uttered so softly she thought she’d imagined it.

      “So you have the book back, you can let me go. I can leave, can’t I?” Her eyes darted around the room, seeking out the front door. She inwardly groaned when she realized the only way out was behind him. She’d have to get past brooding, sexy, and scary Grigori.

      “No, I’m afraid you cannot leave. I have questions that require answers.” He took two steps toward her. It took everything inside Madelyn not to retreat. She sensed that any sign of weakness would trigger his animal instincts. He was an aggressive predator who looked too intense to be in this lush apartment.

      “Ask your questions and then let me go.” She wanted to curl her arms around herself, but instead planted hands on her hips.

      Grigori arched one eyebrow, calmly removed his coat and laid it on the back of the chair. His gray wool vest showed off his muscular chest and his tapered waist. She licked her lips, nervous and all too aware of him and in way she shouldn’t be given that he had kidnapped her. The image of his face in the journal, the sketch dated 1821, haunted her. It couldn’t be the same man. That was impossible. But the likeness . . .

      “Who sent you after the book?” Grigori asked as he rolled up the sleeves of his crisp white shirt. It revealed muscular forearms, which were also sun-kissed. Her skin prickled and she tried to swallow the lump of fear in her throat.

      “No—no one sent me. I came here on my own.”

      Grigori nodded to himself, smiling a little as he walked over to the kitchen and opened a cabinet.

      “Would you care for some wine? It’s a fine vintage.” He held up a bottle and a glass.

      “Did you seriously just offer me a drink? You’ve kidnapped me! For god knows what reason. You’d better let me leave right now or⁠—”

      “Or what?” Grigori was studying her through hooded eyes. “Ms. Haynes, I understand you are frightened, but I’m not planning on harming you. We’re merely going to have a discussion. Once I have learned all that I need, you shall be free to go.”

      “You . . . you promise?” She had no reason to trust him if he did make such a promise, but part of her wanted to trust him. Part of her was still fixed on the man in the journal, the one she felt she knew somehow from dreams within dreams.

      “I promise. I have no intention of hurting you. I merely needed a chance to speak to you privately. On my honor.” He touched his freed hand to his chest with his fingers curled into a fist. The motion was archaic, like something a knight from the Middle Ages might do as he pledged himself to the lord of a castle.

      Madelyn weighed her options—not that she really had any. If she was trapped here she wasn’t going to make a fool of herself trying to escape until she had a real chance. She wasn’t sure if she believed him, but part of her wanted to. She’d never felt so torn in her life. All logic and basic instincts were screaming to run away from the man who kidnapped her, but there was a deeper part of her, whispering to her to stay and trust. It was like she was staring at his picture in the library all over again and she couldn’t look away, couldn’t leave.

      If I play along, it might help me buy some time to figure out a real plan of getting out of here.

      Grigori waved the bottle in the air. “Well?”

      “Sure. One glass,” she finally replied. God, please don’t let me trusting him a little be a huge mistake.

      “Good.” He walked over, setting a glass directly in front of her on the black granite countertop. They were only inches apart now. His body so tall and intimidating compared to hers. A nauseating pounding started in her head and her skin tingled like it had in the elevator with that other man.

      She closed her eyes, steadying her suddenly shaky legs. How was it that this man could rattle her? Was it because he’d kidnapped her and she was freaking out . . . or was it something else? She’d been scared plenty of times, but it had never been like this. This felt . . . different. She didn’t feel right, like her body was trying to change inside. It didn’t make sense.

      A hand, his hand brushed a lock of her hair back from her face, leaving a sizzling sensation behind wherever he touched her. As she opened her eyes, she saw him lean close to her and inhale deeply.

      “Are you sniffing me?” she asked in a shaky whisper.

      He exhaled slowly, his full lips suddenly in a firm line. “You smell good. Too good,” he growled softly. His hand reached up again, but it stopped inches from her. And that was when she felt it. A faint breeze ruffled her hair, playing with the strands. Grigori stayed motionless, his eyes narrowed. And just like that, the unexplainable breeze vanished.

      Madelyn held her breath, hoping he would move first. He finally stepped back.

      “Did Damien MacQueen send you?” he asked as he turned and walked away from her, back to the fridge. The distance growing between them seemed like a vast chasm. It should have been a relief, but it wasn’t.

      I am going nuts. Seriously nuts.

      He opened the door and stared at the contents before shutting it and frowning.

      “Who is Damien MacQueen?” she asked. The name was one she didn’t recognize. Grigori stared at her for a long moment as though discerning whether she spoke the truth.

      “So the brotherhood didn’t send you.” He placed his palms on the counter, leaning forward slightly as he stared at her. The man had that intense gaze down to a T. She was frozen in place, unable to look away from him as he watched her. She tried to study him back, analyzing the way his jaw seemed to be cut from Italian marble and his straight nose gave him an air of distinction. He was gorgeous—for a kidnapper.

      “You are a professor?” Grigori asked.

      “Yes, at Ellwood University.” She lifted her glass of wine and tried to take a sip. The wine was soft and dark on her tongue. A truly expensive wine without any bitter aftertaste. The floral bouquet hit her taste buds and finished with a hint of smoky wood.

      “You like to research?” he asked.

      Weirdly, it almost felt like she was on a date. These were like the usual questions: Who are you? What do you do for a living? Do you like it? But this wasn’t a date. It was the farthest thing from it.

      “I do . . .” she hesitated, trying to figure out what to do.

      “And you enjoy history?” he asked as he sipped his wine, his blue eyes still fixed on her in a way that made her uncomfortable.

      “Yes,” she paused, trying to focus on answering him but also staying alert. “History is steady. You know it’s always going to be the same, no matter how much you look back on it. I like the predictability.”

      “But you fear the future,” he mused.

      She bristled. “I don’t fear the future, I just . . . I just don’t trust things to happen the way I want them to sometimes.” She’d expected her visit to Russia to be a safe one instead of getting kidnapped by someone like him.

      “You have nothing to fear in your future,” he promised again. “At least not from me.” There it was, that solemnity in his gaze that almost seemed to beg her to trust him.

      The hanging lamps in the kitchen illuminated Grigori’s golden hair as it fell into his eyes again. Madelyn had the desire to brush those gold strands away from his face with her fingertips. And that was a crazy desire, because this man had kidnapped her and she shouldn’t want to be touching him.

      “God, I’ve got a bad case of Stockholm Syndrome,” she muttered. She lifted her wine glass to her lips and took another sip.

      “Look, I don’t know any Damien and I have no idea what the brotherhood is. You have your book back so I see no reason for you to keep me here.”

      He ignored her as he pulled out his cell phone. “Are you hungry? I believe I’ll have dinner brought up.”

      “I’m not—” her stomach rumbled treacherously and he had to hear it because he smirked. He was smirking at her . . .

      “Dinner, then we talk.” He dialed a number and spoke in rapid Russian to the person on the other end of the line. She had thought it was a rough language before but listening to him speak it sounded musical.

      I really need to take more Russian classes. Her two semesters of Russian in graduate school didn’t help her understand a word of what he’d just said.

      “Will you please tell me who you are?” she asked as he pocketed his phone in his trousers. He retrieved his own empty glass to refill it with some wine. He poured the burgundy liquid into the glass and she stared at it before looking at him again.

      “My name is Grigori Barinov.”

      Madelyn bit her lip. He could not be the Grigori from James Barrow’s book. He had to be a descendent of the other man, maybe a great-great-grandson.

      “Okay . . .” she whispered. “So you’re descended from the man in the book. The one in the sketch?” She thought again about man’s face, the melancholy smile and the almost indulgent gentleness. That man was a mystery, just as this man was, but this Grigori’s features were harder, colder. She still had a strange longing to meet the man in the sketch.

      “No. I am not descended from the man in the sketch. I am that man.”

      Madelyn laughed. “That’s funny.” She had plenty of people make fun of her over the years for dragon research.

      “I do not jest, Ms. Haynes. You have stumbled into terra incognita. Do you know what that means?”

      Madelyn swallowed thickly. “It means ‘territory unknown.’ I’ve seen it on old maps.”

      “Very good,” Grigori praised.

      He lifted his wine to his lips and took a slow sip, those blue eyes of his piercing her, pinning her in place. “And do you know what else those maps said exactly?” The clink of his glass on the counter was the only sound in the room because neither of them dared to breathe.

      And then she said the words, the ones that had been stirring like a serpent in a dark cave at the back of her mind since the moment she brushed her fingertips over the sketch of his face in the book. Surely he couldn’t be suggesting what she’d always been too afraid to even contemplate . . . The words hovered on the tip of her tongue as she stared at him, hypnotized.

      “Here there be dragons,” she whispered.

      The words drifted between them and although she and Grigori stood six feet apart, that space ceased to exist. His eyes were no longer blue, but a molten gold color, the pupils sliding into reptilian slits. That was impossible . . .

      “Here there be dragons,” he echoed in a husky whisper, and Madelyn screamed.
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      “Why did thou leave the trodden paths of men

      Too soon, and with weak hands though mighty heart

      Dare with unpastur’d dragon in his den?

      Defenseless as thou wert, oh, where was then

      Wisdom mirror’d shield

      Or scorn the spear?”

      
        
        —Percy Bysshe Shelley

        Desires and Adorations, XXVII

      

      

      “Here there be dragons . . .”

      The moment Madelyn heard Grigori echo her words, she panicked.

      He was clearly insane. Because dragons did not exist, at least not anymore. And even if they had existed at one time—they didn’t morph into humans. She looked at him again, saw the molten gold in his eyes, eyes she distinctly remembered had been blue a moment before and wondered if maybe she was the one who had gone insane.

      The sharp sound of her own scream startled them both. She recovered faster, sprinting past him towards the front door, her bare feet slapping against the hardwood as her hands reached for the knob. As her fingers whispered against the brass of the door jamb her whole body wrenched backwards by her hips. The air rushed out of her lungs in a whoosh and her back slammed against a solid mass of warm muscle, only then registering the strong arms encircling her waist.

      “Oh God, please,” her voice broke as she begged. She wasn’t sure what she was more afraid of, that he might kill her or that she’d have to face the insane reality that Grigori was not human.

      A hand clamped around her mouth, silencing her. His lips brushed her ear.

      “Hush, little one, you are in no danger.” His voice was soft, sensual purr but terror gripped her in its teeth.

      She kicked out but it was no use. She’d been in this position before and lost.

      Grigori turned around, carrying her like a ragdoll through his apartment and back to the bedroom. Suddenly she was flying and then just as suddenly she landed on his bed with a little gasp. She didn’t scramble up, she simply lay there, panting, shocked that he’d just tossed her onto the bed. She could have been hurt . . . but she wasn’t.

      “How many times must I tell you that I have no intentions of harming you?” His voice was layered with frustration and he clenched his fists.

      Madelyn was afraid to look directly into his eyes, but it wasn’t because she was afraid of him. So far he’d kept his promise, and he hadn’t done anything to her aside from scare her by bringing her here. When she finally looked up at him, he was watching her as though he expected her to grab a lamp and throw it his head.

      It was a tempting idea . . . She sat up and inched toward the bedside table where a lamp sat within reach.

      “If you throw that, I’ll be most displeased. That is an antique I’m rather fond of.”

      “Yeah?” She shot back, her fingers curling around the neck of the lamp.

      “Yes. Throw that and you will greatly displease me and I would enjoy far too much the method I would use to punish you.” He warned in that low tone, that felt all too seductive even in such a threat.

      Madelyn stared at him, her lips parting in utter shock. “You wouldn’t dare . . .”

      His lips twitched. “Give me a reason, Ms. Haynes. I promised not to hurt you, but a spanking might be just what you need.”

      With a frustrated growl, she let go of the lamp and glowered at him. There was something about the way he’d threatened to spank her that she didn’t think would involve pain, but rather . . . The dangerous direction of that thought made her jolt abruptly. She was not going to let herself get distracted by reacting to this man . . . er, dragon . . . whatever he was.

      I’m not some ninny from a gothic novel who’s going to swoon at her captor. No matter if he is sexy . . . She cursed inwardly.

      He remained in the doorway blocking any further escape attempts. His eyes were blue again, but Madelyn didn’t trust him or her own sanity. She would have sworn they had been gold. She grasped the nearest bedpost, her fingers digging into the wood for support as she knelt on the bed. The thought of rushing him, shoving him hard to get past him, was a momentarily and foolish thought but he seemed to read the direction of her thoughts.

      “Do not make me render you unconscious again. I do not want to let our dinner get cold while I wait for you to wake up.”

      “Please just let me go. I won’t tell anyone about you or the book.” Her plea came out a breathless whisper. She hated how weak she felt in that moment. Fighting and pleading had no effect on him.

      Grigori’s eyes softened. “Madelyn,” her name escaped his lips in a delicate whisper that sent unwelcome but arousing shivers down her spine. “You are in no danger, but I can’t let you leave.”

      She swallowed, her eyes burning with tears she held back. Terror at being held against her will was almost overpowering. “Why? I won’t tell anyone. No one would believe me anyway.”

      The brooding man, the one with melancholy eyes from the sketch was there now, the face he claimed was his in a book two centuries old. He crossed his arms over his chest, frowning down at her.

      “You will stay with me until I am convinced that you are not a threat to me or my family.”

      “But—”

      He waved a hand to silence her. “It will not be forever, and no harm will come to you. But you will remain at my side and answer any questions I ask. When I’m satisfied and only then, will I let you go.”

      Answer questions? Madelyn was torn between relief and suspicion. “Then ask your questions.”

      Again, those full lips of his twitched. “Over dinner.” He cocked his head to one side and the door chimed. “Which is now.” He turned his back on her and headed for the front door. She rushed after him but almost collided into his body when he opened the door. A man in a white uniform pushed a silver cart carrying covered dishes inside their room. Madelyn darted forward.

      “Help!” she gasped at the man. He glanced up while lifting dishes off the tray. “Please, call the police!”

      Grigori snarled and grabbed her wrist, dragging her away from the man. “He does not speak English and he would not help you. No one in this building will help you. Do you understand? I own everything in this building and they all answer to me.”

      Madelyn sagged against him, her eyes blurring with tears. When Grigori looked down at her, he sighed and brushed away the tears on her cheeks, murmuring something softly Russian.

      “Madelyn, this is not a time to be afraid but a time to embrace adventure. I am willing to share my secrets, the history of my nearly two thousand years on this earth, with you. In return I want to assure my family’s safety. And then I shall let you go.” He stroked her bottom lip with the pad of his thumb. “You were seeking dragons when you checked out Barrow’s book, and now you found us.” He smiled at her. It didn’t reassure her in the slightest.

      Grigori continued to hold onto her, their bodies pressed close, their eyes locked. Madelyn stared into the blue depths, marveling again at the purity of his irises. They lacked the other facets of colors, the imperfections that are hard to characterize by color. His eyes were more like sapphires, but almost as pale as diamonds.

      She searched his face, looking for any sign or hint of an intent to harm her. But there wasn’t any. There was only a look of longing, an aching that was seeded deep in his gaze, one that ensnared her and called out to her own loneliness. Don’t let him lure you into sympathizing with him . . .

      “Stay with me, Madelyn, and I will tell you everything you wish to know about me and what it means to be a dragon.” The pleading in his tone surprised her. Why did he want her to stay and share his secrets? That didn’t sound like something a kidnapper would do.

      Her gaze dropped to his lips. “You really won’t hurt me?” she asked before focusing back on his bewitching eyes.

      “Never.” He cupped her chin and they stared at each other for a long moment. “I’m a man and a dragon of honor. We don’t hurt females.” His vow was solemn and for some reason, she believed him.

      “Then why are you holding me here against my will?” she asked. “You could have just talked to me like a normal person, taken me out for coffee or had me come to your office or something . . .”

      His lips twitched. “I’m a bit old-fashioned, I’m afraid. In my younger years, I would simply carry a female over my shoulder to my cave and . . .” he trailed off, a slight reddish hue tinging his high cheekbones. Was he blushing?

      “So you’re . . . interested in me . . . like that?” She couldn’t believe she was having this conversation with a man who’d taken her from her hotel but he hadn’t done anything to her and wasn’t forcing her either.

      “Very. From the moment I saw you, I knew I wanted you.” There was a roughness in his words now that sent a forbidden thrill through her. She shouldn’t have liked the idea that he take her because he wanted her, but something very old inside her, an instinct she didn’t fully understand, seemed to approve of his possessive actions.

      “May I kiss you?” he asked softly, his tone silky and irresistible.

      “Kiss me?” She couldn’t help but stare at his mouth again, the sensual lips that looked so enticing. “You just told me you’re a real dragon and I’m trying not to freak out right now . . .” She laughed nervously but his gentle smile put her at ease.

      “A dragon’s instincts are hard to fight when in the presence of a beautiful woman.” His pale gold hair fell deeper into his eyes as he tilted his head down another half inch. Their mouths were a breath apart.

      “You kidnapped me,” she whispered. “I won’t let you just affect me like some . . .”

      His fingertips stroked her jaw and little sparks of pleasure came from that touch. How could he do that to her? Make her focus on pleasure and excitement when she should be freaking out?

      “Sometimes instincts override fear. Are you still afraid? Or do you feel something else now?” Grigori continued to stroke her and she let herself just feel his touch. Yes, her rational mind still insisted this was a terrible idea and that she needed to return to plan A—which included throwing things and fighting her way out of the apartment. But . . . the other half of her was . . . No, she couldn’t really feel interested in him. Could she?

      She stared up into his eyes, the blue depths again swirling with gold around the black pupils. Had it been any other man in the world trying to kiss her right now, she would have fought, would have screamed, kicked and bit like a wild animal, but Grigori was . . . safe. Her body was positive of that even though it made no sense in her mind.

      “One kiss . . .” It couldn’t hurt to kiss a dragon, could it? The ridiculous thought almost made her smile. She stood up on tiptoes, wondering just how crazy it was that she’d agreed to let him kiss her when seconds before she’d been afraid. But his vow had convinced her she was safe, safe enough to try one single kiss . . .

      She leaned in to him just as he lowered his head. Their lips met and sparks ignited.

      It was though a bolt of lightning had shot from the heavens and struck her. Raw energy pulsed through her, leaving no part of her untouched. She curled her fingers into the collar of Grigori’s shirt and moaned against his lips. His tongue slipped between her lips and she reveled in the play of their mouths and his addictive taste. A hint of wine, and something else that made her body burn with a wild need. She’d never had sex before, never trusted herself to get close to any man before now, but in that moment, if Grigori had carried her back to his bed, she would have let him. Hell, she would’ve begged him to. And yes, she knew it was insane. She knew she was probably suffering from some crazy level of Stockholm Syndrome, but regrets and shame could come later. Right now she wanted to feel every bit of his kiss and lose herself in it.

      Grigori grinned and the feel of his smile against her lips was the most exquisite pleasure she had ever experienced. It was a sweet intimacy in a moment built on the raging passions that would soon become an inferno and burn her to ash.

      Suddenly, she could hear a murmur of a voice in the back of her head, a low rough chuckle that sounded like Grigori. But he couldn’t be talking, he was kissing her . . .

      Love how she tastes, so sweet, so perfect, my little flower. I wish she would trust me, I would never hurt her . . . The voice faded but images began to flash in her eyes so brilliant that she felt she was inside him, feeling what he felt as a young man racing toward a cliff’s edge, throwing his arms wide and his body transforming, the pop and snap of bones, the stretch of muscles into wings and clawed feet. The vast drop toward a brilliant blue lake with waters as still as glass made her want to scream in in a mixture of exhilaration and fright but just feet from the water, she pulled up from the lake. Her wings flapped and she was flying high toward the sun . . .

      She knew this feeling, the feeling of flying. It was in her bones, not the dragon’s, her bones . . . but how could she know how to fly?

      “We must stop,” he growled before kissing her again.

      Madelyn blinked dazedly, the feeling of flying still within her, the wind in her hair, the air whipping beneath her limbs and the burn of the sun as she soared beneath its rays.

      “What . . . was that?” she asked in a shaky whisper.

      “What was what?” Grigori was murmuring against her mouth between soft, tender kisses.

      “The flying . . . the lake . . .” She closed her eyes, wishing to bring back the flashes of his memories.

      He stilled and pulled back to stare at her, surprise lighting his eyes.

      “You saw me flying over a lake?”

      She nodded. “It was so blue, almost aquamarine in color . . .”

      The emotions that danced across his face were something she would never forget. Endless wonder, pure joy, and a wildness that might have scared her earlier but not in this moment. Before she could ask anything else, he was claiming her lips again.

      Grigori cupped her face and brushed feverous kisses on her mouth, her cheeks, even her closed eyelids. Madelyn didn’t want to stop. She wanted this to go on forever. The man knew how to kiss, how to tease her with his lips, and when he fisted one hand in her hair at the nape of her neck, holding her, she felt possessed in more ways than one. A possession she didn’t mind at all. It was as though he focused every bit of himself on the art of kissing her, painting strokes of love with his lips, tongue, and hands.

      She slid her hands beneath the open collar of his shirt. When had he removed his tie? His skin was hot and smooth beneath her palms and she shivered, wanting to get closer to him. The way he held her, pinning her against the counter, his body surrounding her, she felt deliciously small and captive. She knew she shouldn’t like this, but something about him was different. If that other man, the one who’d been on the elevator had tried this, she would have kneed him in the balls and screamed her lungs out.

      But not Grigori. She couldn’t get the image of that man in the sketch out of her mind. The man with an indulgent smile and warm eyes . . . That man wasn’t the type to hurt someone. If he was that same man, he wouldn’t hurt her. She wasn’t sure how she knew it, but those same instincts that sent her running at the drop of a hat did not make her want to run now.

      A sharp clang startled her and Grigori. They broke apart. The man with the dining cart bent to pick up a silver lid that fallen off his cart, his face was red and he seemed to be apologizing profusely. Grigori murmured something in Russian, and the man nodded before he hastily rolled the cart into the hallway shutting the door behind him.

      Grigori, still holding onto Madelyn’s waist, brought her close for one last gentle kiss upon her brow.

      “You . . .” he shook his head, as though he decided not to stay what he’d been planning to. “Do you want to wash up before dinner?” He pointed at the bathroom and she nodded.

      Her body was trembling in the aftermath. She needed a minute or several to regain her sanity.

      She stepped into the bathroom and closed the door. Then she leaned back against it, trying to catch her breath. Her blood was still pounding in her body, so hard she could feel it drumming against her fingertips and toes.

      What’s wrong with me? I just mauled a total stranger . . . Not just a stranger. A dragon.

      A dragon! She didn’t fully understand what he’d said. She thought of the diary by James Barrow and the sketch of the mighty, beautiful beast on the edge of the cliff, as it faced the sea, its wings spread as though it dreamed of flying into the horizon. He couldn’t have meant a real dragon, right? Yet she’d felt like she’d been in his body when they kissed and she’d flown over a glassy lake, the sun warming her wings. That wasn’t something she could have dreamt up.

      A little voice in the back of her head whispered. “You wanted dragons to be real . . .” But not this real.

      She pushed away from the door and approached the sink. It had beautiful white granite with flecks of silver in it. A silver basin sink sat on top of the counter with long slender faucets. Elegant. She was being held captive in a palatial penthouse in Moscow by a man who claimed he was a Dragon. A man who kissed like the world was on fire and her mouth was the only thing that could save him. She shivered with the memory of that embrace. The force of passion hadn’t been all his. She lost her self in that kiss as much or maybe more than he had.

      Madelyn blew out a slow breath and turned on the faucet. The cold water felt good when she splashed on her face. It woke her up. She knew she couldn’t hide inside the bathroom forever.

      Get a grip, girl. This is real . . . or you’ve totally had a mental breakdown and this . . . But surely it couldn’t be a delusion she was having. There was no way even in her fevered, virginal imagination she could have dreamed up that man or how he tasted, right down to the fullness of his lips. There were simply some things a person’s imagination couldn’t dream up. And the fact that she was letting the man who’d kidnapped her make her feel this way . . . There is something really wrong with me . . .

      She dried her face with a fluffy white hand towel and then took one more look in the mirror before she squared her shoulders and exited the bathroom. Grigori was at the dining room table, with two plates set out. He was staring at a pair of candles and then he did something that made heart stop.

      He reached over the nearest candle’s wick and simply waved his hand over it. A spark ignited on the wick and it burst into a healthy glowing light. He repeated the motion over the second candle and then looked, up, his eyes meeting hers.

      Madelyn knew her mouth was hanging open. Her mother would have teased her about catching flies, but she couldn’t stop staring. He’d lit the candles with . . . with his hand. There were no matches, no lighting sticks, just his hands.

      “Come and sit, please.” He waved at the food ready on the table. All of the dishes uncovered. Madelyn didn’t look at the food, she was too distracted by him and his apparent ability to start fires with his hands. The little voice in her head started to laugh. “He’s a dragon. They love fire, maybe they have the power to start fires . . .”

      He seemed to realize she was just staring at him and then he glanced down at the candles and made a little ‘oh’ expression, his eyes glinting with mischief. He looked younger, almost boyish, but with his completely masculine, muscled body, all it did was make her heart race even faster. He was lean but muscled and the pale gold of his hair combined with his blue eyes and perfectly cut features made him almost angelic. She hadn’t thought a man could be so beautiful, but he was and she couldn’t seem to look away.

      “I can explain what you saw, but all in good time. Please sit, Madelyn.” He caressed her first name in that decadent accent that sent little shivers of desire through her. Did he mean the fire he’d started or what she’d seen when she’d kissed him?

      His hands now rested on the back of the tall leather dining chair that he had pulled back for her. She came over and eased into the chair, brushing her hair over shoulders and watching him as he picked up an empty wine glass and a bottle.

      “Georgian wine,” he explained as he poured some into her glass. “Hard to find these days, as we are not on friendly terms with Georgia.”

      Madelyn tried to adjust to the oddly casual yet intimate scene after just seeing him light candles with his bare hands. She quirked one brow. “That’s probably because Russia has a way of trampling over the country’s independence. I can’t blame them.”

      Grigori chuckled as he poured wine in his own glass. “It is hard not to take something that you want.” When he said this, his eyes traveled slowly over her body. Had any other man done that she would have felt violated or threatened. But when he did it, she tingled as though his gaze had been a physical caress, a barest hint of his fingertips, exploring her body, whispering promises of passion to come.

      Swallowing, she tore her eyes from his and stared at the dishes. She hadn’t been too adventurous so far, but she was curious to see what dragons dined on.

      There were two bowls full of dark red substance with a swirl of white and a spring of what looked like dill in the center.

      “Borscht.” Grigori pointed at the bowls. “It’s a beet root soup with meat and vegetable juice. Sour cream and dill.”

      Madelyn leaned forward and inhaled. The smells were divine.

      “And this is my favorite. Kulebiaka.” He pointed at a crusty, buttery pie. “It is fish, hard-boiled eggs, rice, onion, and chopped dill.” Then he pointed to what look like a stack of small pancakes and a bowl of . . . Madelyn made a face. Caviar. Ick.

      Grigori smiled. “Not a fan of caviar? You should still try the blinis.” He gestured to the pancakes.

      “Something about eating fish eggs.” She shuddered. “I love fish, but not baby fish.”

      His rich, soft laugh made her smile despite feeling a little foolish.

      “Please, eat.” He waved at her fork and knife and he did not sit down until she’d taken a bite of the Kulebiaka. The fluffy pastry exploded with flavor on her tongue. When a little sound of pleasure escaped her, Grigori took a sip of his wine and grinned as though pleased by her reaction.

      The food was amazing, Madelyn wished she had been brave enough to try more of the dishes while she’d been in Moscow for the last week, but she was already feeling overwhelmed at leaving the United States for the first time. She’d always been a homebody. Traveling so far away seemed like such a frightening leap, but she’d known it was necessary to come here in person and see the books for herself. So many primary sources were kept safe under lock and key and had never been photocopied or scanned because exposure could damage the ink.

      “You came to Moscow to study dragons?” Grigori suddenly asked.

      She nodded slowly, wondering if now he would reveal what he meant when he’d said he was a dragon and she really, really needed him to explain that fire trick with the candles.

      He took a spoonful of borscht then spoke again. “Why are you studying dragons?”

      She didn’t immediately reply, but considered for a long moment how to answer. Depending on how her apparent interrogation went, she might be allowed to go free.

      “My specialty is mythology and as a professor, we have the pressure to publish or perish. I wanted to write an article on dragons.”

      “Publish or perish?” He looked taken aback and she realized he misunderstood.

      “It’s a saying,” she said between spoonfuls of borscht. “Professors have to write papers and articles in the fields we teach in. If we don’t write them or don’t get published it can make our university less likely to consider us for tenure. Hence the word perish.”

      “Oh,” he chuckled. “So you’re writing on an article on dragons?”

      The word dragons made Madelyn tense every time she heard it.

      “Yes . . . Well . . . Sort of.”

      He waited for her to continue.

      “Dragons are in every major culture’s mythology. I want to show that they must’ve been real at some point, like a line of creatures on the evolutionary scale that we aren’t aware of because they are no longer around. Like a holdover species from the age of dinosaurs that only died out in the last millennium.”

      Grigori played with his food and then with an odd expression in his eyes he spoke. “Many cultures have similar myths about vampires and werewolves or shapeshifters, but I sense you do not believe in those either.”

      She laughed. “No, of course not. They aren’t real.”

      This time when she met his gaze she expected him to laugh too but his eyes were hard and impassive.

      “You are quite wrong, little one. They do exist. Perhaps one day I will introduce you to a few of them.”

      Clink! Madelyn fork dropped from her hand to her plate, her heart pounding wildly again. “That isn’t funny.”

      He flashed a devilish grin. “It is quite funny.”

      Madelyn glared at him. “Look, why don’t you ask me all of your questions and then I can leave. I really don’t have time to play around.” She tried to fill her voice with what she hoped was bravado. “My university expects me to finish my paper, or else I might lose my job.” She didn’t want to admit just how dire the position she was in, but right there, facing a man who believed he was a dragon and was holding her captive, she felt the truth might be necessary.

      “Madelyn,” Grigori said. He propped his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers, looking at her.

      “Yes?” Damn, she sounded breathless.

      “You haven’t asked me one thing about James Barrow’s book. Why?”

      Because then I’d have to face everything about this being real, about you being a dragon, and I’m not ready for that. Even though she had proof in front of her eyes, part of her was still hoping this was some fantastical dream and she’d wake up alone and safe in her hotel room.

      He seemed to almost read her thoughts.

      “I won’t be angry if you question me. I know you don’t believe me.”

      “Of course I don’t. You said you were a dragon.”

      “I should be more precise, I forget that I must translate carefully. I am a dragon shifter. Fully man, fully dragon. There is a beast within me that I can become.” He peeled back the sleeve on his left arm, revealing a beautiful muscled forearm. A sapphire blue ink tattoo of a dragon coiled there along his muscles. It was stunning. She’d never really had a thing for tattoos, but something about his made her skin heat with a forbidden blush.

      “Are you watching?” he asked her as he held his arm out so she could see it clearly.

      She nodded, holding her breath. She wasn’t sure what to expect.

      “Don’t even blink,” he cautioned.

      The dragon tattoo moved. The serpentine body uncurled and it stretched its wings out, the clawed tips curving as it turned its head to look at her. For second Madelyn couldn’t breathe. There was a moving dragon tattoo on Grigori’s arm.

      “How . . . How is that even possible?” she whispered.

      “We were born thousands of years ago and our existence is tied to ancient magic. The tattoo is a marker of who we are, an outside manifestation of our inner dragon.”

      Madelyn shoved aside the whirl of doubts and thoughts and tried to approach this fantastical situation from an academic perspective.

      “The tattoo is what you meant by turning into a dragon?”

      He shook his head. “You still do not fully understand. Wait,” he rose from the table and disappeared into his bedchamber. When he returned he held Barrow’s book. He set it down in front of her and turned to the page with a sketch of the dragon on the cliff by the sea and tapped his index finger at it.

      “That is what I mean. I would show you, but well, I would destroy this penthouse with my transformation and I really do not wish to do that. I am fond of this place.”

      “But—”

      The penthouse door crashed open and a wild-eyed man in blue jeans and a black shirt stood there, his face marred with cuts. He had one hand pressed to his abdomen where a dark stain was. Red liquid oozed between his fingertips.

      Blood. The man was bleeding . . .

      He spoke quickly to Grigori in Russian, his voice hurried and breathless. It took a second for Madelyn to recognize him. He was the man from the elevator, the other man in her apartment. But it was the long thin scar from his brow down across one eye that caught her attention.

      “Rurik!” Grigori’s tone was panicked as he rushed to the other man, catching him as he fell against the entryway hall, clutching his bleeding stomach.

      Madelyn had seen that face before. She flicked to the first page of Barrow’s book and stared at the trio of portraits. Rurik Barinov. One of Grigori’s brothers. Another dragon. . .
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      “He looked up from the harpsicord, and as he went on playing, he looked across at her almost as one might gaze into a mirror: So deeply was her every feature filled with his young features, which bore his pain and were more beautiful and seductive with each sound.”

      
        
        –Rainer Maria Rilke

      

      

      Brothers. They were brothers. Grigori and Rurik Barinov. And Rurik was hurt. Something inside her kicked into gear and Madelyn was on her feet in an instant.

      “We need to get him to a hospital.” She joined them by the door, but Grigori’s face darkened and he shook his head.

      “No hospital. Our blood has genetic markers which would be noticed during any routine bloodwork. We can’t be exposed like that.”

      Madelyn stared at him, realizing that this was completely crazy, but they didn’t have time for her to try to argue with him. Not if they wanted to stop the bleeding and get a better look at Rurik’s wound.

      “You’re just going to treat him here?” she looked at the expensive kitchen. It was not going to make a good make-shift hospital.

      “I need rubbing alcohol and towels.” Grigori told her. “They’re in the cabinets in the master bath next to my bedroom. Please fetch them for me.”

      She stared at the two men.

      “Please, Madelyn,” Grigori begged, sadness and pleading shadowing his eyes. “It’s not the first time I’ve patched up Rurik after a fight. I know how to help him. He’ll heal faster once we have him cleaned and bandaged.”

      “Okay.” Madelyn rushed to the bathroom and dug around in the cabinets until she found everything she thought they might need including a small first aid kit. When she came back into the kitchen, she set the items down. “I have a little bit of familiarity with medical stuff, I worked at a vet’s office when I was in college as a vet tech. I can help . . . if you need it.” She’d seen quite a lot of injured animals and helped during emergency procedures. She knew a human man was different than a dog but still . . . she wanted to help.

      Rurik chuckled and then winced. “Grigori, don’t let her neuter me.”

      Madelyn ignored that remark but Grigori chuckled. “Maybe neutering you would keep you out of trouble.”

      Grigori lifted his brother onto the granite counter and lifted up his shirt, wincing when he and Madelyn both caught sight of the bleeding wound. Her stomach gave a little nauseous roll.

      “What happened?” she asked Rurik and then shot another look at Grigori, trying to stay calm.

      “Can you bring the towels and alcohol over here?” Grigori asked her as he examined the injury.

      Retrieving the towels and the bottle of rubbing alcohol, she set them within easy reach of Grigori.

      Rurik cursed in Russian.

      “What happened?” she repeated. Rurik only shook his head.

      The two brothers spoke in a heated exchange. Grigori slapped the counter with his palm and let out a low hissing sound.

      “What?” Madelyn asked as she took the towels from him and opened the bottle of rubbing alcohol. She poured it over the wounded and Rurik jerked, uttering more guttural Russian cries. Grigori gripped Rurik’s shoulders and held him down so she could wipe the blood away from the wound.

      “We’re not the only dragons in Russia. There is another family. Bigger than ours. The Drakors. They control eastern Russia, we have the West. But we let them have free passage to Moscow and St. Petersburg as long as they don’t violate our treaty and threaten our control of this part of Russia.” His blue eyes were swirling with ebbing rivers of gold as though fighting off something alive inside him that was stirring. His dragon?

      Am I seriously believing that he can turn into a dragon? She was afraid of the answer.

      “How did he get hurt?” she asked Grigori as she examined the wound that was now clear of most of excess blood. It looked like a puncture wound, but she saw a sliver of dark wood embedded in his flesh.

      “We have enemies here in Moscow. The other dragon family I mentioned are called the Drakors. A dragon shifter named Ruslan, the favored son of Dimitri Drakor, the head of their family, came into Rurik’s nightclub and started a fight.”

      “Okay . . .” Madelyn helped Grigori dry the wound around the sliver of wood.

      “Ruslan killed a woman at the club, a woman my brother cares deeply for. Rurik fought Ruslan, and pieces of wood from the bar counter pierced him during the fight.”

      “Oh, God, I’m sorry,” she whispered to Rurik, his eyes met her and then he glanced away, wincing.

      “I need tweezers. I can see a splinter.” Grigori held out his hand and Madelyn placed the tweezers into his palm. He poured some of the alcohol over the metal ends before using them on the jagged bit of wood embedded in Rurik’s body.

      Rurik let his head drop onto the counter and he hissed out a low breath, his eyes seeking hers.

      “So Grigori told you what we are . . .”

      Madelyn nodded, her eyes staying on the splinter while Grigori worked on pulling it out.

      “Now he can never let you go.” Rurik coughed and then his body relaxed slightly.

      Grigori jabbed his brother sharply with the tweezers and Rurik hissed.

      “What? He promised he’d let me go . . .” Madelyn said, but the apologetic look in Rurik’s brown eyes made a pit form in her stomach. She’d been so foolish to think he would stay true to his word. She bit her cheek and held back a few wave of tears as she tried to put her attention back on Rurik’s wound.

      “Madelyn, ignore my brother. I promised I will let you go and I meant it, once I’m sure my family is safe.” Grigori kept his gaze on his brother as worked on the wound but Madelyn sensed he was just as focused on her standing next to him.

      Madelyn bit her bottom lip, but didn’t say anything. Grigori worked quickly, removing the piece of wood from Rurik’s stomach and she applied more alcohol until she was sure no other slivers were still inside.

      “Will he heal naturally?” she asked Grigori.

      “Yes. If he could have shifted into his dragon, he would heal more quickly, but he cannot shift in the city.”

      “Why not?”

      “Too many humans. If we shift and are seen, it could put us in danger.”

      Madelyn stared at the two brothers as the true nature of her situation dawned on her. They were serious. They believed they were men who could transform into dragons, and what’s more . . . she was starting to believe it. Between the candles and the moving tattoo, it was pretty hard to ignore what her eyes were telling her.

      “People always fear what they do not understand.” Grigori produced a roll of bandages and held them out her.

      “Thank you.” She tore her eyes away from the brooding Grigori, and studied Rurik. “Help me sit him up.”

      Once Rurik was sitting, they worked together to wind bandages around his waist. His injury was already starting to shrink. Then they helped Rurik over to the leather couch by the fire and he sank back into it with a groan.

      “Will he be okay?” Madelyn asked Grigori in a whisper.

      “Yes. But I’m afraid we have a bigger problem.”

      “What?”

      Grigori used a towel to wipe blood off his hands and then he returned to her and took her hands, gently scrubbing the blood off that coated her fingers and palms. His gentleness warmed her all over.

      “When Rurik killed the eldest son of the Drakor family, it broke our treaty. We are facing open war.”

      His blue eyes were full of haunted memories and pain. As much as she wanted to ask him a hundred questions, the word war was something she couldn’t ignore. What would it mean for Russia if dragons went to war?

      “Can you stay with him? I have to make a phone call.” Grigori nodded at his brother.

      “Yes, of course.” Madelyn sat down in the leather chair close to the couch, watching as Grigori pulled out his cell phone, walked into the kitchen and dialed a number. He leaned back against the counter, his head bowed, blond hair falling over his eyes he spoke in a quiet but firm tone.

      Madelyn didn’t understand anything he said, he spoke too fast, but she heard the name Drakor a few times.

      Open war between dragon families. That could not be good. She glanced over Rurik and found him studying her through tired, ancient eyes.

      “He will have to meet with Ruslan’s father.” Rurik said.

      “Who is Ruslan?” Madelyn asked.

      “The bastard whose neck I broke tonight.” Rurik closed his eyes for a long moment before he glanced at his brother in the kitchen.

      Grigori ended the call and set his phone on the counter. He glanced from his brother, to her, then to the table where their dinner lay half eaten and forgotten.

      “Dimitri will burn his son soon. Tomorrow I must meet him to settle this.”

      “Burn his son? What does that mean?” Madelyn rose from the chair and came over to Grigori. There was something about him, the way he stood, strong, yet resigned to a fight he didn’t want that made her want to reach out and touch him. She wasn’t as afraid of him as before, and after kissing him . . . feeling that errant thought she somehow knew was his, she felt safe. It was probably crazy to trust him, but she was starting to.

      “Dragons are born in fire and die in ash. It is our custom for honoring the dead by placing them on a funeral pyre.” He raked a hand through his hair, clearly distracted, but Madelyn had a dozen questions on the tip of her tongue.

      “You are born in fire?” she asked. “Don’t you hatch from eggs?”

      Rurik burst out laughing, then winced. “Oh, I like her, Grigori. You should definitely keep this one. Hatch from eggs . . .” He started laughing again, one hand still flat against his side.

      Grigori pressed his thumb and forefinger to his closed eyes inside before he looked down at her.

      “We are born as humans are, from a woman’s body as a human, but the dragon is inside us. Born in fire is more of a . . . what’s the English word . . . metaphor?”

      “Oh . . .” She blushed. “You are totally human in the . . .” she struggled, not wanting to ask about his physical capability with humans, because she’d been thinking about that kiss, and the way his hands burned her skin with invisible erotic flames.

      “We make love as mortals do, albeit a little rougher. I broke a bed or two in my day.” He smiled wolfishly at her, the expression an open invitation. But just as soon as the smile came, it died as Grigori focused on his brother.

      “Why did Ruslan challenge you? I know that you were not stupid enough to start a fight here in the city. Our borders are one thing, but Moscow? You could’ve lost control and changed, Rurik.”

      “When he came into the club, I told him to leave but I knew he wouldn’t. He killed Nikita . . . Just because he could. My Niki, Grigori . . .” Stark pain flashed in Rurik’s eyes, a pain so deep that Madelyn’s breath caught on a sob. That was a pain she did recognize. The infinite pain of loss for someone you loved. Whoever this Nikita was . . . Rurik and the dragon inside of him were grieving her loss.

      “I’m sorry, Rurik,” Grigori said. The brothers shared a silent exchange that seemed so second nature that she wondered what it must be like to have a sibling, to have a secret language of communication simply by having known each other for so many years. It made her heart ache. It was one more reminder of how alone she felt. Her parents hadn’t been able to have children and after they adopted her, they hadn’t adopted any other children.

      For a long moment no one spoke. The air between them was pregnant with sadness and the look of melancholy on Grigori’s face was the same as in the sketch in Barrow’s book.

      “Do you wish to take the bed?” Grigori asked her. “I can stay here by the couch and watch over my brother.”

      “What?” She was lost in thought of her parents and the sad eyes of this mystery man who was part dragon.

      “You need to sleep. We all do. The bed is yours.”

      “But where will you⁠—”

      “I will sleep in one of the chairs by the fire.”

      Rurik growled softly something in Russian that she didn’t understand and Grigori replied solemnly. For the hundredth time that day, she hated that she didn’t know what they were saying. Her grasp of modern Russian only let her hear the occasional word. They were talking about her and beds and females, but she didn’t understand what seemed to be the source of the tension between them.

      Grigori held out a hand. Surprising herself, Madelyn placed her palm in his. The electric pulse she had felt before startled her, but she didn’t pull away. He led her into his bedroom and paused, his eyes turbulent.

      “Madelyn, you know you have nothing to fear from us. My brother and I . . .” he trailed off, but then he seemed to think of something. He held up a finger and left the room. When he returned he held the old journal in his hands.

      “Read it. You’ll understand me.” He handed it to her. “Any questions you have, I promise to answer them.”

      She held the journal against her chest and closed her eyes when he cupped her chin and leaned in. There was a moment of hesitation, his eyes searching hers, as though questioning whether she was still afraid and wouldn’t want him to kiss her, but she craved that kiss now, wanting it more than she wanted to leave. Yes, he was a dragon . . . yes, he had taken her against her will, but she didn’t feel like a prisoner at the moment. Something had changed in the last hour since she’d helped him with his brother. There was a level of respect and trust he’d given her that didn’t make her feel like a captive, and it was chipping away at the remaining sliver of fear. She wasn’t in danger and he was willing to give her answers about something she’d never thought possible.

      I’m not going to let fear rule me. Not when I might learn something life-changing.

      She tiled her head back, her eyes falling closed as she stood up on tiptoes to kiss him.

      His lips brushed hers. The explosive passion between them was still there, but somehow this kiss, as light as butterfly wings, sent her soul soaring into the clouds. This was a kiss full of emotion, not just passion, a plea for her to stay, to trust him, to be with him.

      She was nothing if not a scholar and if she tried to run from this fascinating man the mysteries of his past, she would be a fool. Her heart, as irrational as it was, had convinced her to stay. She wanted answers and she wanted . . . wanted more of those kisses that left her breathless and feeling like she was flying.

      “I should want to leave,” she whispered.

      “And I won’t let you, not until I know it’s safe. If the Drakors want to wage war, I don’t want you out in the city on your own. You’re safer with me.” His voice was gruff now with determination.

      “So I’m still a captive?” she asked faintly, staring at his lips and hating that she was hot and bothered at the idea now. I have serious issues.

      His lips twitched but he didn’t answer her. He stared at her for a long moment, an infinite breath of time where she seemed to drown in the blue of his eyes. Had she thought he was scary before? Now she saw only an ancient beauty, a man ripped from his own time to live in a modern age. He was a survivor, and there was a devastating, lovely sadness in his face. The way he brushed his thumb over her lips, as though he hadn’t kissed a woman in years and had forgotten how wonderful it could be. . . Madelyn trembled, not from fear, but from the desire to curl her arms around his neck and kiss him back. She wanted to show him that she felt the same electric connection that seemed to draw them together like magnets.

      Whoever Grigori Barinov was, he was a man who loved deeply and was not a person to be feared.

      “There are pajamas in the dresser. They will be too large for you, but they will do for now. I will see that your luggage is brought back from your hotel tomorrow morning.” Grigori let go of her and exited the bedroom.

      Just before he shut the door, she glimpsed him in shadow, the kitchen lights illuminating his outline. He was shrouded in darkness, except for his eyes which glowed like diamonds fractured by lightning. A sense of doom, a creeping tide of woe, filled her as though the future was whispering to her that danger was building upon the horizon and Grigori was in trouble. But that was . . . crazy.

      “Sweet dreams, Madelyn.” His husky accented murmur sent shivers through her and she replied instantly before she could feel foolish.

      “You too.”

      The last sight she had of him before the door closed was the curve of his lips and a gentle laugh. She remembered how good his laughter tasted upon her lips.

      Clutching the book to her chest, she tore her gaze away from the door and focused on the room. She set the book down on the dresser, almost reluctant to let go of it, as though it was Grigori she was holding onto, not a book. But she needed to change and he’d mentioned pajamas. The top drawer had silk striped pajamas. Madelyn took them and stripped out of her jeans and sweater. She dressed in his pajamas, the silk sliding against her skin and rubbing against her breasts and thighs, making her more aware of her body than she ever had been before. It was a good thing Grigori was tall and muscled. His pajamas were big enough for her curves and she still felt small and feminine wearing his clothes.

      She lifted the collar of the button-up shirt and inhaled the scents that flooded her with thoughts of Grigori. Then she turned, picked up the book and climbed onto his bed, crawling beneath the covers before she opened to the past she’d left off at the Russian State Library.

      “The Dragon shifters are a noble race. They live bound by honor under treaties to keep the peace between their family bloodlines. The Russian imperials, who control most of Russia, are led by two factions often at war, the Barinovs and the Drakors.”

      Beneath these words was a detailed sketch of Grigori and another man facing each other in an elegant room. The roaring fire between the two men came from a tall stone fireplace winged with dragons of carved marble. Their clothes were old-fashioned breeches and waistcoats.

      Barrow had captured Grigori’s quiet, masterful power and the frightening intensity of the other man. Beneath them, the words read “Grigori Barinov negotiates the continuation of an important treaty with Dimitri Drakor.”

      A treaty with the Drakors. That was the treaty that been broken tonight when Rurik had killed Ruslan Drakor.

      Madelyn skimmed along the pages, hungrily searching for more sketches of Grigori. She was completely obsessed with him now, but she didn’t want to stop and think about what that said about her. In college she had always crushed on men who were out of her league, because it was safe to love from afar. But Grigori was in the other room, a single door separating them. Not far at all . . .

      Why does he want me? The kiss felt like he did, but she was so used to being ignored by men. She wasn’t pretty enough to get noticed, and she didn’t really try to get attention either, which meant she was good at fading into the background. But from the moment he kissed her, she didn’t want to hide in the shadows anymore. She wanted him to notice her. She wanted him to want her with an obsession the way she was starting to want him.

      I’m really going insane. I’m obsessed with a man who can shift into a dragon, a man who is almost two thousand years old . . . and dragons are real.

      Madelyn sagged back against the pillows as exhaustion and the stress of the day set in. There was so much more she wanted to learn about Grigori but she yawned and blinked.

      “Just one more page,” she murmured and returned to the sketch of Grigori on the cliffs. There was a small bit of writing she hadn’t noticed the last time because she’d been too startled at the fierce but beautiful dragon.

      “Grigori has unique and rare coloring. As a blue and silver dragon, he wields not only the power of fire but can also summon ice from the moisture in the air. His father before him, Ivan Barinov, was also a Russian Imperial dragon with ice dragon ancestry. They are known for the sapphire blue scales on their stomachs and the blue webbing of their wings. There is speculation they are descended from Nordic ice dragons.”

      Madelyn’s heart stopped. There was a second sketch of Grigori as a dragon, prowling across a meadow. The fierce, predatory pose was too terrifyingly familiar.

      No . . . Please, God no . . . She could smell thick rain, feel the iciness of it against her skin and hear the primal screams of the beast hunting her in the storm.

      Can’t breathe, can’t—breathe! Horror drowned her, swallowing her in darkness for several seconds that felt like an eternity. Suddenly she was able to suck in a raspy breath, her eyes burning with tears, and she coughed violently. Had she been holding her breath? Her lungs burned. She rubbed her chest with one hand and stared down at the drawing of Grigori again, her heart racing wildly.

      The beast from her nightmares, the one that hunted her whenever it rained, was a pale blue and silver dragon with a dark blue stomach and wings. James Barrow described Grigori as exactly the same.

      Was Grigori hunting me in my dreams before we’d even met?
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        * * *

      

      The hum of the fire over crystals was soft, like a wind traveling against the entrance to a cave, rather than snapping and popping the way it did when flames consumed logs. Grigori knew he should be trying to sleep, but both he and the dragon inside him were restless.

      “I’m sorry, Grigori,” Rurik whispered. He lay still on the couch, but his eyes were tracking his brother, constantly alert.

      They both knew what would happen tomorrow. Under the treaty, a dragon could demand single combat in order to satisfy the death of Ruslan. And Grigori would not let Rurik fight, not while he was wounded. Which meant Grigori, as the only other Barinov in Moscow, would have to fight. In many ways, he was stronger than Rurik. The older a dragon was, the more powerful he was, but Grigori did not enjoy battle. He was born to defend, not attack. It was why he had been chosen by their father to protect the history of the family.

      “Do you think Dimitri will fight, or will he send another?” Rurik asked.

      Grigori finally sat down in the leather chair and stared into the flames. Watching them always soothed him. The flames called to him; he was a creature of fire and ash, as he’d told Madelyn.

      “I believe he will fight. Ruslan was his favorite son and his eldest.” As he spoke, the tattoo on his arm shifted, slithering beneath his skin as the dragon inside him contemplated battle.

      “And what of the human female, will you let her go?” Rurik shifted, wincing as he touched his bandaged stomach.

      “I . . .” he hesitated. He knew he should let her go, but something about her made him feel strange. It reminded him of the day he’d turned thirteen and transformed for the first time. The raw power of his dragon had exploded through his fingertips and he’d spread his wings, full of an ancient knowledge of how to fly, how to freeze water and breathe fire. Wanting Madelyn to stay close to him was instinctual, a primitive, undeniable need.

      “Grigori? Your tattoo . . . it looks odd.” Rurik pointed at his arm.

      Grigori glanced down and noticed his tattoo did indeed appear strange. Normally his dragon was in a flying position, but now it was curled up around a . . . nest? That had never been there before and he’d never seen his dragon act like that . . .

      “Wait . . .” Rurik still stared at his arm. “That . . . No, you can’t be . . . not with her.”

      “What?” Grigori demanded, standing, his body tensed because of his brother’s shocked tone.

      “She’s your mate. Mother told me about the dragons recognizing our better halves long before our human sides did. She said the tattoo would show you. Your dragon is hovering over a nest.”

      “But she’s mortal.” Yet the moment he’d seen Madelyn’s face in the security photo he’d craved her. That pure aroma had set fire to his blood . . . He’d thought it had been her virginity drawing him to her, which had been true, but a mate’s scent was just as powerful. No wonder he’d been unable to stay away. His virgin mate . . . The thought made his body flood with arousal and a primal need to stalk back into his bedroom and claim her instantly. Grigori forced his dragon to calm even though it was pacing inside him.

      “You know we can mate mortals, it just isn’t wise. The ways of turning them into shifters haven’t been done by our people in a thousand years. You can’t claim a mate who will die in fifty years.” Rurik’s face darkened and his thoughts seemed a thousand miles away.

      Grigori knew he was thinking of Nikita. She might have been Rurik’s true mate, but he had resisted claiming her. Grigori couldn’t imagine not claiming his mate once he’d found her. Rurik had been strong enough not to, was something Grigori couldn’t fathom. But he understood his brother’s reason to not claim her.

      Battle dragons led dangerous lives. He had wanted to protect her, but she perished anyway. The only silver lining was that Rurik would not follow her into death. A dragon’s heart was linked to its mate’s. Joining one’s heart, body and soul to a mortal meant a short life for a dragon, unless they could tie themselves to their mate and pass on the ability to shift into dragon form. It required an act of valor by the dragon and an act of sacrifice by the human. Few ever attempted it, and fewer still survived the trials required to succeed. Much of how do it was steeped in dragon lore and myths that were older than even the eldest beast still alive.

      “I cannot mate a mortal,” Grigori whispered, knowing his brother was right. He needed to continue the Barinov line, breed other dragons. Mating a mortal would mean mortal children.

      So I must choose between my heart’s desire, the mate fate chose for me, or I must breed with a dragoness that will never be my mate but will bear me children . . . The gods must be laughing at me.

      Rurik smiled sadly. “I saw you kiss her, brother. I doubt your head has much to say in the matter. It’s clear your heart is in charge. If she is your true mate, you cannot deny her. I made the mistake of not claiming Nikita and it has cost me so deeply. I would never wish that upon you. Claim your mate, brother.” Rurik’s smile faded. “Now that Nikita is gone, I have no heart left to lose. I will find a dragoness willing to breed and continue our line so that you may have your mate and be free of that burden.”

      The sacrifice his brother was offering touched Grigori deeply. He smiled wryly. “Since when have you become the noble, wise brother? I believe that was supposed to be me.”

      Rurik grinned. “Someone has to watch over you, old man. I thought I’d best start early. It’s been a few hundred years since you had to fight another dragon. You’ll need me to give you some advice.”

      “Indeed.” It had been many years. “I wish . . .” He swallowed the words “that Mikhail was here.”

      Even for dragons, two centuries was a long time to miss a brother. That single year when their parents left to travel the world in 1821, Mikhail had come home, ignoring the dictates of their father’s exile. And he had brought James Barrow with him. A year . . . but it hadn’t been enough. The three of them were close. Dragons loved deeply and Mikhail’s exile was a thorn in Grigori’s heart. He prayed Mikhail was somewhere safe, but he wasn’t sure how to find him.

      “I don’t want you to fight Drakor,” Rurik whispered. “Let me fight him.”

      Grigori shook his head and closed his eyes. “You know the rules. The head of the family should fight in battles of honor. It is that or I must turn you over to him for whatever fate he decides—likely killing you. You know I won’t let that happen. It is my duty to fight, to restore our honor and satisfy the treaty.”

      Rurik’s eyes were shadowed. “Do you ever live a moment unburdened by duty?” His tone was gentle, worried, rather than colored with his usual sarcasm or teasing.

      “A moment without duty?” Even his breath and his body were not his own. Yet he was considering abandoning duty to be with his mate.

      The thought made him flinch. He didn’t want to deny his true mate. The image of Madelyn flashed across his mind. The way she clutched Barrow’s journal to her chest and tilted her face up as he kissed her. And how alive she’d come at his touch, as alive as he had become. Kissing her had stolen his breath and made his heart race wildly, as though he were dropping through the clouds like a shooting star. And when she’d told him she’d imagined flying, his hopes had also soared—because only true mates shared memories as they kissed.

      He still wasn’t sure how he managed to stop at kissing her. His body had demanded he pick her up and drop her on his bed and take her. But while she fed his dragon’s hunger, she also brought out a human gentleness. Like a true mate.

      “She is your mate. You should claim her,” Rurik said.

      “You just reminded me how foolish it was to mate a mortal, but now you want me to consider it? What about our family? I cannot put the burden of breeding upon you and Mikhail—if he’s even still alive.” Grigori rubbed a hand over his jaw, the tension in body coiled tight.

      “You, more than anyone deserve happiness,” his brother said.

      Mate a mortal . . . It was a terrible idea, but the thought of letting Madelyn out of his sight, let alone his life, seemed impossible now that he realized what she could be to him.

      But if he mated her, he would lose her in the next sixty years and then he too would die. After that, the Barinov family would be down to two dragons. Two against the dozens of Drakors that prowled their borders, waiting to see any sign of weakness . . . It would be the end of peace in Russia. Drakor would bring fire and blood down upon humans with no one to stop him. Rurik tried to sit up, but Grigori pushed his shoulder keeping him down.

      “We can find a way to make her a shifter. There has to be a way. We can find it.”

      “Perhaps.” But in truth, Grigori knew that it would be impossible. No one had transformed a mortal into a shifter in his lifetime, and he was over 2800 years old. If it ever once had been possible, how to do it was lost in the passage of time.

      “Grigori . . .” his brother sighed as though he could read Grigori’s sad thoughts.

      “Rest, Rurik. I need you well and healed.”

      Rurik nodded and let his head fall back on the couch. Grigori sat back in the leather armchair, unable to sleep. He stared for a long while into the fire, trying not to think that his life might go up in flames tomorrow when he met with Dimitri. In one day he found his mate and now would face a possible death in battle less than a day later. The universe was having a good long laugh at him. His fingers curled into fists and he tried to control his flare of anger at life’s cruelty.

      Outside rain began to fall, beating at the windows. Rain? It had smelled like rain. A dragon’s nose never lied, and the clear scent of a storm was an unmistakable aroma that could be carried on the wind for miles. He turned to watch the rain lashing against the glass. A muffled cry from his bedchamber cut through him like a blade.

      Madelyn!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Whom will you cry to, my heart? More and more lonely, your path struggles as through incomprehensible mankind. All the more futile perhaps for keeping to its direction, keeping on toward the future, toward what has been lost.”

      
        
        —Rainer Maria Rilke

      

      

      Grigori leapt from the wing-backed chair and rushed to his bedchamber, flinging the door open. His heart was pounding as he searched the bedroom, looking for any signs of danger.

      The light from the hall cut a bold path into the darkness, exposing Madelyn’s body on the bed. She was alone; no one else was in the room. He exhaled in relief until he realized she was still in distress. Madelyn was tangled in the sheets, her hands clenching and unclenching. Soft whimpers escaped her as she thrashed about. The sound tore at his heart.

      He eased down onto the bed beside her and untangled the sheets from her legs so she could move. The moment he was close to her, he saw the tears coating her cheeks, the drops shining like liquid diamonds. The sight was a punch to his gut. His mate, even though he had not claimed her yet, was crying.

      Grigori shifted nearer to her on the bed and took her into his arms.

      “Hush, little one, hush,” he murmured, kissing away her tears.

      Madelyn’s eyes open slowly and he recognized that look. The past was haunting her. How could one so young have secrets that slithered out of the darkness to consume her?

      “What . . .” she swallowed thickly and he knew she was close to falling apart.

      “You’re safe Madelyn, I have you.” She had no idea how deeply he meant that. She was his to protect, to cherish, to love. Even if it brought him an early death.

      “I’m sorry.” She ducked her head as though to hide and she used her pajama shirt sleeves to wipe her cheeks.

      Grigori sighed and cupped her chin. “Do not hide from me; you have no need to hide ever. What is the matter? I heard you cry out.”

      She shrugged, still avoiding his gaze.

      “I had a nightmare.” The way she said it, like a confession, made him tense.

      “And how often do you have such nightmares?”

      Her gaze drifted to the tall glass beyond them where rain drops were trickling down the panes in endless rivulets.

      “Whenever it rains . . .”

      He glanced at the windows of his bedroom, wondering what rain could do with her past. “Why does rain frighten you?”

      “My,” she paused, then met his gaze. “My parents died in a car crash during a storm. I was only two, but I survived. The sound makes me . . .” she cringed.

      “You were in the car with them?” Horror gathered like dark clouds in his chest. His mate had been so close to death before she begun to really live. It was terrifying. He might never have met her, might never have felt alive again, and she wouldn’t have . . . He didn’t finish the thought. It made his mouth dry with fear. He wasn’t used to fear. In two thousand and eight hundred years he’d seldom feared anything. But the loss of a mate . . .

      “Yes. It was a collision, I guess. Their car rolled into a ditch. A nice woman saw the wreck and got me out of the car, but it was too late for my parents.”

      Grigori frowned. “You were orphaned so young . . .”

      She nodded. “I don’t really remember them, except sometimes I get these flashes—memories, I think, but I can’t be sure.”

      The rapid play of emotions on her face made his heart ache. She was so vulnerable and had suffered so much, yet here she was halfway around the world completely alone and chasing dragons.

      “What happened after the couple found you?” he asked tightening his hold on her.
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