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CHAPTER ONE
Kai woke to the sounds of battle or rather a massacre occurring on the edge of his property to the North. The dragons were at it again, but this time it sounded deadly. Ever since they moved in and took over the mountain, Kai has felt the constant pressure and the push to leave. He is the final hold out, preventing them from owning the entire mountain.

At just twenty acres, they offered him outrageous amounts of money for the purchase of his property. Every time he refused, they offered more, but this was his home, his father's home, his grandfather's home, and he would not give it up for love nor money. It was his refuge, his solace, and, most of all - his home.

The dragons had systematically bought up the entire mountain over the past thirteen years, and they own it all now except Kai's twenty acres. They will have to wait until the day he dies to get their hands on his land. Unfortunately, that day may come sooner rather than later. Their conflicts continued to draw closer and closer to his property line, and he was coming to the realization that it may not be a coincidence.

They either want to make it so uncomfortable for him that he sells or hope that he will eventually become collateral damage. Kai had reached his limit with trying to ignore his ever-expanding neighbors. He had a reputation as a loner and outsider that kept to himself, but that didn't mean he wouldn't go to whatever lengths necessary to protect what was his, and this small part of the mountain was his.  

He headed out to where he heard the commotion, but by the time that he arrived, whatever had happened was over, and nothing remained on a swath of land nearly a quarter-mile wide except fine grey dust that covered the now barren earth.

The grass, trees, undergrowth all gone in a blast of dragon fire. Kai had become familiar with the force and the outcome over the years. The dragons tended to deal with all their problems in this manner, and when on their land, it was their business. But this time, they set Kai's trees ablaze as well, and that was Kai's business.

Pissing and whining was not his style, but he knew that if he gave these dragons an inch, they would take an acre. He would protect what was his against any and all intrusion, even dragon fire.

This land belonged to his grandfather Henry first, and then his father Hank, and now it belonged to him. After his parents split, his father brought him here to get away from the bad influence of the wolf pack in town. Kai doesn't remember a lot about his mother Kathleen since she wasn't around much, and even when she was, she wasn't interested in him. He didn't hold it against her, she-wolves tended to be emotionally distant, according to his father.

He remembered how the split tore his father up and how these twenty acres became his father’s comfort, his life, and his love, and Kai would be damned if a bunch of dragons were going to run him off or buy him out.  He went back to his cabin and put together a formal letter of grievance and mailed it to the Dragon King.

…

“Duncan has asked for you to meet him inside.” Jude relayed the message to his younger brother Grey who was presently relaxing on the expansive back deck of their new home, the Gatehouse. It was a massive structure built atop the mountain to house the Dragon King and his Knights specifically, but also the service staff and any member who needed their protection. 

The Dragon Circle had completed their relocation from the Shetland Islands, where they'd lived for centuries to this beautiful mountain located on the edge of Laramie Wyoming. They’d established themselves throughout the area as landowners, business owners, and good citizens to the human population and as the apex species of predators among the paranormal population. 

As dragon shifters, there were no other species who could best them apart from hellhounds who could hold their own but could not defeat them. Shortly upon arrival, the dragons cleared the area of the wolf pack that threatened their mates and the locals and continued to keep a close watch on the paranormals that resided within their territory. This was their home, their lives, and their future together. They would defend it to the death.

“Do you know what it’s about?” Grey asked as he quickly got up and began to head inside.

"It has to do with the mess we left on the far side of the mountain. I believe our neighbor has lodged a complaint." Jude poured himself a glass of lemonade and took a seat. He marveled at the view every time he came out on the deck. This place was gorgeous with the color and the low hanging clouds, it was magnificent, and he was coming to love it as much as he had the islands.

“We cleaned that up. Wasn’t a shred of evidence remaining when we left.” Grey shot back in their defense. 

"We lit up a couple of his trees in the process," Jude told him.

"Really?" Grey responded sarcastically.

“Really.” Jude echoed.

“Wolves.” He said with a shake of his head. “Will we ever be finished with wolves?”

“I doubt it.” Jude laughed as Grey went in search of Duncan.

Jude had nothing against the wolf, but just like everyone else, he wished Mr. Becket would sell and move off to be with a pack somewhere else. Having a wolf on their mountain had never set well with them from the beginning. Since coming to this area, the dragons had more than one run-in with the beasts, and it never ended well.

Clan Keith, the original settlers whose quest brought them to this land, began buying up the mountain over a decade ago in anticipation of the Dragon Circle moving and taking leadership of this territory. Calum Keith, the Chieftain of Clan Keith, had offered the wolf a fortune to give up his small portion of the mountain because Calum wanted it secured when the King arrived. But the stubborn wolf refused over and over even with the offer becoming obscenely large. For some reason, probably ridiculous to anyone but the wolf, he held fast.

Oh well, dragons lived centuries longer than wolf shifters so they could just wait him out. The day would come when they would simply buy the property from his estate or at auction. The man was a hermit, loner type, so it was unlikely he would have any family interested in keeping twenty acres in this desolate area. Yes, they would wait him out.

…

"Jude, come into my office." Duncan caught Jude as he was heading to relieve Locke, their younger brother, who was patrolling. He instantly turned and followed Duncan into his office. "Sit." He was curtly instructed and so did not question or hesitate. Duncan remained standing.

"The small problem, the minor irritation that existed between us and the landowner to the South has now, thanks to Grey's involvement, turned into an international incident." His voice kept getting louder and deeper as the sentence drew on, and Jude could feel the anger boiling. He didn't want to ask, but he had to.

"What did Grey do?" He asked and waited for the eruption, and he didn't have to wait long.

"He was to simply apologize and make restitution for the property damage, but instead, he thought it a better idea to threaten to destroy the man and his entire species. Grey told him that he was going to wipe out every wolf on the face of the earth." Duncan took a deep breath and forced himself to calm down before continuing.

"Was he threatened? Did the guy challenge him?" Jude interjected, hoping to find the reason for such an overreaction.

"Grey said he was an asshole, and he probably was, but Grey was sent there to de-escalate this situation not inflame it." Duncan stated clearly, and all Jude could do was nod. Grey had really stuck his foot in it, and he'd be lucky if Duncan didn't decide to embed him with a wolf pack for a few months to teach him acceptance and humility like he'd done to their brother Rafe.

Rafe had disrespected King Duncan’s human mate Lyle because he had a grudge against humans. Rafe was forced to spend months living among the humans and learning to appreciate their value before the King brought him home. 

Duncan had no time or tolerance for unwarranted prejudice as of late. With all the new bonds within the Circle, it was important that the leadership show acceptance of all species, with of course the exclusion of jackals. There was just nothing good or redeeming about a jackal.

"Kai Becket, our neighbor, has contacted his Alpha and lodged an additional complaint of verbal abuse to go with the property damage and is also threatening to petition the council of paranormals citing harassment for the purpose of removal," Duncan shouted.

He paused and took a deep breath before walking over to his desk and sitting down. “We don’t fall under the powers of either his Alpha or the council, but the optics are not good considering we are trying to make this our home. We want to go unnoticed as much as possible, and this spotlight does not help us achieve that end."

Jude did not comment further but waited for whatever it was that Duncan needed from him. He called him in here for a reason, and Jude doubted he was going to like it. The wolf on the South side of the mountain had been a sore spot for a while, having to always take into consideration that he was there. It would be so much easier if they just had the run of the mountain. But Grey had no grounds to threaten the man, he'd never been a real problem until today.

"I want you to go and speak with Mr. Kai Becket. I should have sent you, to begin with, but I thought it would be an easy job and that Grey could handle it." Duncan shook his head. "Clean this up, Jude, before it gets completely out of hand. You're diplomatic and wise like our birth father. You have his looks and his ability to calm any storm. The rest of us seem to have taken after the King with his fiery temper and sometimes short fuse. Who would have thought the Viking warrior would have been the rational one of the pair.” Duncan chuckled at the memory of their fathers, the Dragon King and the Viking warrior.

"They were an unlikely couple, but so deeply in love." Jude too lovingly touched the memories. He pulled himself back before melancholia set in. "I'll do my best Duncan, but if Grey has this guy's back up, it may take more than a few kind words and some financial restitution." He warned.

“What are you suggesting?”

"I'm asking permission to offer up a couple of acres along with the cash if necessary. This is a wolf, their lives are much shorter than ours; at some point, Kai Becket will be no more, and the Circle will be able to purchase the land." Jude voiced his thoughts of earlier. "What's the danger in giving him a few extra acres when we know sooner or later we will get it all back?" Jude wanted something more to offer in case the visit started to go as Grey's had. The wolf valued land, so land would most likely get him to back off.

Duncan thought about it for a few minutes before answering. "Okay, but only as a last resort and no more than five acres."

“Has the meeting been set up?” Jude asked.

"Yes, he's expecting you at four this afternoon," Duncan responded. "Lyle said that he was not happy about having to meet with another of our kind but relented to see you after he told him about the wall."

 Lyle was King Duncan's human mate and consort and also took on the duties of the King’s personal assistant. Lyle was good with people and well organized. He'd helped their King immensely since becoming part of their lives. 

“What wall?” Jude interjected.

"Lyle believes that I'm taking things too far, but I need to secure our people and put a stop to the petty squabbles with our neighbor. So, once this is settled, I plan to erect a wall high enough that our business will stay our business. The wall will follow the property line of Mr. Kai Becket, blocking him out of our lives." Duncan stood, letting Jude know that to argue would be fruitless.

…

Kai paced the floor of his small cottage wishing he'd controlled his anger and minded his own damned business.  His grievance letter to the King led to a very distasteful visit by the biggest horse's ass in existence. Now he was to endure another such visit, which could very likely be followed by his property being walled off from the rest of the mountain. Long story short, he had completely fucked himself.

After that, Dragon Knight Grey Adair strutted onto his property, dripping with superiority and disdain, he could not stop himself from reacting. He threw the man's offer of restitution back in his face. He followed that with a stupid idle threat of contacting his Alpha, who happens to be Premier Alpha, leader of all the packs West of the Mississippi. Then added that he would present a formal citation to the Council. What a fucking idiot he was. 

He checked his watch and saw that it was nearing four, so he stepped out onto his porch. He really should invite whoever arrives inside, but he just couldn't stomach having one of those dragons in his home. They would talk outside.

…

Jude drove one of the black SUVs only because it handled well on the mountain roads. He would have preferred a less dominant threatening vehicle like Lyle’s unassuming little car, but it had to be the SUV for these roads.  He spoke with Grey before leaving so as to have an idea of the extent of the hornet’s nest he was about to walk into.

Apparently, the wolf had a very haughty attitude from the get-go and made some derogatory remarks about dragons being bad neighbors. This led to Grey behaving likewise and subsequently being thrown off the wolf’s property. That was the short version.

Grey made one very interesting observation before his departure, and that was the lack of scent. For a full-grown male wolf Kai Becket should be giving off buckets of scent, but Grey insisted it was barely there, just a light essence which would be missed unless you were looking for it. He may be only part shifter or using an inhibitor. Until recently, Mr. Becket preferred quiet isolation, so an inhibitor was not a surprise, for it would hide him from the paranormal world.

Whatever his reasons, it was none of Jude's business. His only concern was settling the dispute over the incinerated trees and convincing Mr. Becket to dismiss the complaints he issued to his Alpha and the Council.

Jude chose to drive around the front and enter through the main road that led to Kai's driveway. The drive was long and bending with ruts and debris, definitely not a welcoming entrance. Finally, he pulled up in front of a rather pleasant little cottage with a large, deep covered front porch. As he exited his vehicle, he saw a man step down from the porch and approach, watching Jude with eyes that seemed to bore right through him.

This was Kai Becket, the recluse, the hermit, the wolf shifter. He looked handsome as hell, and that struck Jude out of left field. Since when did he ever find a wolf shifter even the slightest bit attractive?

Wolves were by nature, lowborn and ill-bred. They leaned heavy on their beast and acted as such.  But it was true, the attraction he felt stirred a desire that was carnal and urgent. The thick dusty blond hair that lifted slightly with the wind along with the alluring hazel eyes were definitely catching his attention.

The man's body was solid and muscled as a farmer or laborers would be. He looked strong and of the earth, and he called to Jude's lust, which was very awkward considering he was there to negotiate a deal and not bed the man. 

Maybe the attraction was due to the fact that Kai did not give off a pungent smell of wolf. As Grey had said, Kai smelled more human than wolf. If he was using an inhibitor, it was a good one, which meant it had magic as its base. But that again was not his business, he was there to negotiate, not to discuss the man's life choices. 

Jude paused a moment to dismiss his unwanted attraction before walking up to the man who had descended the stairs to meet him. It didn't look like he was to be invited inside, which wasn’t a surprise considering Grey’s behavior. The meeting would be here in the drive with the clear intent of it being over with quickly.







  
 

CHAPTER TWO
This man was obviously one of the Dragon Knights his size and look was similar to the other who had paid him a visit. The man on the phone said he would be meeting with Jude Adair, Second of the King’s Knights. It was an impressive title for a very impressive looking man.

He stood tall like the other, and his hair was black and his eyes the same striking emerald green, but his appearance was raw and wild like a warrior of old, whereas Grey Adair's style had been classic and conservative like a soldier.

Jude’s hair was long down the center of his back long and braided tight on either side of his head and hanging free down the center. It struck Kai as tribal or of Viking origins. He also had a series of intricate tattoos that covered the left side of his face along the hairline, not interfering with his handsome features, and continued down his throat and beyond. 

On closer inspection, it was clear that Jude was of Viking heritage as well as his obvious Scottish roots as the tattoos spoke to both. This man was a fighter, a seasoned and capable warrior, and he didn't bother to hide that fact. Everything about this man screamed killer, proficient killer, except for his eyes.

His eyes held a depth, intellect, and wary regard along with what looked like interest. Kai suddenly wondered why such a man was sent to speak with him about such a mundane matter as property damage. His fear that he held in check suddenly began to bleed into his mind and his actions as he took a step back from the man that was towering before him.

As he drew closer, the smell of dragon filled Kai and stirred his wolf. The smell was heady and rich and full of promise. Kai abruptly looked away and raised his hand, indicating that the dragon should come no closer. They could communicate from here; there was no need to get too close. The dragon stopped and waited, not forcing his way or making any demands. He waited for Kai to speak first as he continued to study him.

"I've withdrawn the citation to the Council, but the letter to my Alpha has already been received and will be addressed by him," Kai admitted to overreacting without actually admitting to it. The gorgeous dragon watched and accessed his every move, his every word. It was unnerving not in its scrutiny, but its intensity. Kai had never met a man who unnerved him the way this man did.

"I am Jude Adair, and I express regret for the behavior of my brother Grey. Our intent was to apologize for the destruction of your property and to make restitution, and that continues to be our intent." His words were firm but not angry or bullying. He was a man doing a job, and that fact seemed to upset Kai's wolf.  Kai found his voice and tone very pleasing but forced himself not to dwell on his reaction or that of his wolf. But concern over its meaning was building within him. 

Jude was impressed that the wolf immediately made it clear that he’d retracted his complaint to the Council. It took a big man to back down even if he knew he was in the wrong. It was more than Jude had expected from the isolated yet hot-tempered man.

"I accept your apology and accept the restitution, as stated by your brother, who was here before if it still stands," Kai stated. Jude shifted from one foot to the other as he studied the man standing before him. He was not argumentative or unreasonable and clearly in a big hurry to have this over with. 

He scared Kai but not in the usual way that Jude expected. He was a rough-looking character, and many tended to give him room rather than confront, and he was used to that sort of reception and fed into it. But Kai wasn't afraid of him he so to speak, it was more a sense of uncertainty that made him tense. He wasn't threatened, he was worried, Jude could see it in his eyes, and in the posture, he was taking.

He wanted the matter resolved, and he wanted everyone to go away. Jude felt his uneasiness as the emotions Kai was experiencing touched him. The fact that he was tuning into this wolf so acutely confounded him, but perhaps it was simply the intensity of the emotions. As Grey had described, the scents were muted, and the wolf came through just subtly, if it weren't for the man's agitation, Jude would probably scent nothing at all.

"Our original offer still stands, and I am authorized by the King to include an additional five acres to the East of your property in the restitution package. The paperwork will be completed and given to you by week's end." It was supposed to be a last resort offer, but the wolf's anxiety was getting the best of Jude, and he wanted to give him something to show he had nothing to fear from them. The sudden shock by being given such a gift shown clearly in the wolf's expression.

“That is very generous of your King.” He said with a tinge of disbelief.

"We don't want to fight with you, Kai. We want to be good neighbors even though we sometimes get carried away in our activities. We will strive to take into consideration your proximity and show the proper respect to you and your property.” Jude took a tentative step closer, the need to get a proper lung full of this man was pushing him. But Kai saw the move and took a corresponding step back. 

Kai stared at him, wordlessly for a few moments before nodding. "Thank you and thank your King." He said, and Jude took the opportunity to step forward, not too close and reach out his hand. The man could not refuse a handshake following such an agreement; to do so could be construed to be offensive.

Kai looked at the hand and slowly raised his own and against his better judgment took the offered hand in his and held it just for a moment, but it was long enough for him to know the truth. The truth he tried to deny since first laying eyes on the handsome Viking warrior. He pulled away and quickly turned back toward his house. "I have things to attend to." He said as he rushed away. This couldn't be happening to him, not now, not with that man.

He could feel the dragon's eyes on him, assessing and scrutinizing once again, and he desperately wanted to turn around, but he focused on the cottage and kept moving. The sooner he was inside, the sooner the pull would be less, and he could compose himself.

Jude watched as the man hurried away from him as if being too close was uncomfortable. He wasn't familiar with Kai Becket, so he wasn't sure if this was unusual behavior or not, but it did feel odd. He watched until the man disappeared inside his little home, and then Jude turned and went back to his vehicle. The limited interaction left him feeling anxious and unsettled as if something important were being missed.

He sat in his SUV for a few minutes and stared at the small cottage and the surrounding grounds and forest. Kai had made a fine home for himself here nestled at the base of this mountain. According to Lyle, he inherited it from his father, who died many years ago. Jude wondered what it was that pushed such a nice-looking young wolf to isolate himself even from his own pack.

"Not my business." He said with force as he pulled out of the drive and headed to his home on top of the mountain. He drove slowly while his instincts refused to let go of the dusty blond wolf living on the edge of his mountain. He was handsome, but that wasn't what spoke to Jude, there was something else there beneath the tension and attitude that needed his attention. But he couldn’t put his finger on what it was. It would bother him until he figured it out.

…

Kai went straight to the kitchen and started splashing cold water on his face over and over, trying to get his heart and his mind back under control. His wolf was fighting hard and not at all pleased to stand down in the face of this discovery. He reached up and grabbed the dishtowel and dried his face while leaning back against the counter.  

His fingers found the small golden medallion that hung around his neck. It was a gift from his father when they moved to the mountain. He said it would keep Kai safe and keep the outside world away. It hid his scent and allowed him to appear human to everyone who did not know him. The dragons could not be fooled though, they scented his wolf early on, but even they could not fully determine who he was, just that he was part wolf.

Jude Adair scented more than his wolf, it was there in his eyes as he kept studying Kai and looking deeper and deeper. Kai stayed back and left as soon as was appropriate, but he feared the damage was done when they clasped hands. His wolf touched Jude's dragon, and there was recognition, Kai had felt it, but Jude seemed uncertain concentrating on the aroma rather than the aura. If Jude knew the truth, he would not have let Kai walk away, so maybe he was safe, for now.

Dragons were the apex of the supernatural world, beasts who answered to no one but their own leaders. They followed the rules of the paranormal world only because they chose to not because they had to. Their generosity today was beyond Kai's expectations, but he'd been taught from an early age to trust no one, especially powerful paranormals. He could not succumb to this man, this mighty dragon.

Jude Adair, Viking warrior, Second Knight of the Dragon King was his mate. There was nothing more powerful than a dragon; there was nothing more powerful than Jude. He would not lose himself to such a man, he would not be controlled or owned by the Dragon Circle. His father warned him about mates and the improbability of love. It was simply obsession, debilitating obsession, and rarely involved love. He would not become the plaything of a Dragon Knight.

Thank goodness he still wore the medallion; otherwise, he would probably already be marked and claimed as the Knight's unwilling concubine. He had no defenses against a dragon, and he doubted anyone would support him in his desire to stay single and solitary, considering mates trumped everything in the paranormal world.

He scoffed at the thought because there was nothing magical about mates, it was just hormonal, nothing special. He had to keep this secret, and he had to stay far away from Jude Adair.

…

"How did it go?" Duncan asked as Jude walked into the expansive living room. Duncan and Lyle were cozy on the loveseat while Rafe and his mate Noah sat together in the oversized recliner. Grey was on a chair near the fire, and Locke was standing at the far end of the room, looking out the large picture windows. That man was always on patrol, always keeping an eye out for trouble; it was his nature.

"He accepted our offer," Jude said and took a seat next to Grey, who shot him a playful sneer at word of his success. Jude just laughed. "Next time, try a little patience and understanding." Jude mocked.

“I hope there never is a next time where our wolf neighbor is concerned. Out of sight and out of mind forever.” Grey stated. 

"Next time, send Jude first," Rafe interjected.

"I'm with Grey on this, I hope there is no next time," Duncan added his two cents. "Did he settle for Grey's offer, or did you sweeten it with the acreage?" He asked.

"He drove a hard bargain," Jude told him while avoiding eye contact. "I had to offer the land which he accepted. He's already retracted his complaint to the Council, but apparently, the letter to his Alpha has already been received so that cannot be retracted."

“So, what does that mean?” Locke spoke up as he turned from the window to regard the room.

"It means Duncan will be getting a call because the Alpha has to address a grievance once it is received regardless of whether or not it is still valid," Jude explained further. "But the matter is resolved, so it shouldn't amount to much."

"What did you think of Mr. Kai Becket?" Grey glanced over with mischief in his eyes. "Quite the enigma, wouldn't you say. Strong, handsome, relatively intelligent for a wolf, and yet he hides away isolated and alone on the side of our mountain."

"I'm sure he has his reasons, and it's only been our mountain for a few years, so he probably still views it as his own," Jude commented lightly, not sure how he really felt about the wolf.

"We'll give him time to adjust but, in the end, we will defend what is ours," Duncan affirmed and then made eye contact with all his brothers making sure everyone understood. 

“He fears the wall.” Jude let drop.

"You're not really going to wall him off from the rest of the mountain, are you Duncan?" It was Lyle who made the plea. As his Royal Consort, Lyle was the only one who could question King Duncan so openly and in such a manner.

"If he pushes us again, I will wall him off." Duncan declared, and everyone nodded, but no one commented. When the King lays down the law, it is final. Jude just hoped that Kai did not decide to push them again.

He was aware that the threat of the wall was a huge impetus for Kai to negotiate and work out a solution to their difficulties. He agreed to everything too quickly and gave no opposition because he was worried. The wall would affect his property, his livelihood, and his life by cutting him off from the flow of wildlife and nature, not to mention proper sunlight depending upon how high Duncan built the thing. 

Kai's twenty acres or rather twenty-five acres wasn't much, and to be walled off from the mountain proper could suffocate the land and also the man. He found himself caring about the man much more than he should be. Kai Becket was an adult and could make his own decisions. Kai Becket was not Jude's problem.

"What's on your mind, Jude?" Duncan had clearly noticed Jude's internal battle with thoughts of the wolf.

"There's something about Kai Becket that has my dragon on edge. I got the impression today that he was hiding something besides the obvious issues we're having." He tried to explain as best he could since he wasn't sure what it was he actually felt.

“What do your instincts tell you?” Duncan asked.

"I should keep on him and dig further." Jude smiled at his brother. "I could be simply coloring the man with suspicion because he's a wolf, and I don't trust him."

"Do you believe that?" Rafe interjected, and Jude shook his head. "My dragon is watchful and curious in a way that beckons me to investigate." Jude then turned to address Grey, who was presently poking the fire and adding more logs as if he were not listening, but Jude knew better.

“What do you know about Mr. Kai Becker?” He asked.

Grey sat back down and turned to him before responding. “Clan Keith has a thick file on him. They’ve been trying to buy his land for years now and have done some extensive background on the man.”

“Anything interesting?” Jude prompted.

"Plenty, but rather than me highlighting it here, I'll send you the file, and you can read it at your leisure." Grey smiled and then went back to tending the fire. "I skimmed it and didn't find anything that alerted me or that I thought would make him a problem beyond the pain in the ass he has become." Jude chuckled as did Rafe.

"Dig further, Jude, and report back to me," Duncan told him, and Jude nodded. "Your instincts are always spot on, don't doubt them. Find out what bothers you about the wolf, and if he's trouble, take care of it." Duncan leaned over and kissed the top of his mate's head and pulled him closer. "Our people are new to this land and getting adjusted. We have a strong and fruitful future ahead of us, and we don't need trouble resting on our doorstep."

"Yes, sir." Part of Jude wished he'd taken greater care to keep his thoughts to himself. He really didn't get the sense that Kai was a danger to them but rather that he was hiding something about himself. People have a right to their privacy, but Jude believed whatever Kai was hiding involved Jude; otherwise, his dragon would not have reacted as he did.

The inhibitor that Kai was using most definitely played a role in Jude’s confusion. If he could remove that block to his senses, all about Kai would be revealed to him. The file Clan Keith put together might give him a clue as to the substance or rather magic that Kai is using. The questions in his mind just kept nagging at him.

He knew he would wrestle with this until he figured it out, so he might as well get started on the file Grey sent him. He excused himself as did Grey and Locke, letting the mated couples have the comfort and romance of the main room to themselves.

"I'll do surveillance on the wolf tonight and let you know what I see," Locke said over his shoulder as he headed out the back door.

"Thanks," Jude said, and with a nod, Locke was gone. Jude continued up to this bedroom, which was a sprawling space because he hated being cooped up. It was easily twice the size of the wolf's little cottage. Kai wasn't a small man, but he seemed content with the little structure with its flowers and greenery. Was he content or just complacent, Jude wondered? Kai didn't look happy or at ease, and it wasn't all about the property damage or Grey's harassment.

Kai's attitude and personality seemed in contrast to the calm and subtle beauty that he surrounded himself with. In many ways, the suppressed and edgy fire in his eyes did not fit with his environment. Perhaps that anomaly was what had Jude's dragon concerned; he would find out as his King had commanded.

He settled down at his desk and opened the file on his computer; possibly this would provide him answers.

…

Kai gave up trying to sleep and got up for the day at four. Usually, his day started around six with coffee on the porch, but the sun had not started to rise yet, so he opted to sit at his kitchen table and ponder the implications of yesterday's discovery. He thought he could just forget once the dragon had left but that was not the case at all.

His wolf yearned deeply for the dragon, pushing to get free and seek out his mate. The medallion kept Jude from recognizing him but did nothing to lessen the drive he felt to be with the dragon. Kai wondered if Jude was feeling anything or if the lack of scent has kept him disconnected from the truth. 

Kai struggled with how that made him feel. His father was adamant that mates were a bad deal and were to be avoided and denied. His mother served as a terrible example for that belief. His father said they were mates, but she had no desire to be loyal or true and he said that the legend of fidelity was a lie.

She ran off with the first man with money who happened along, according to his father. Last Kai had heard they were part of a pack up in Montana. He never wanted to suffer the way his father suffered and became so angry and detached, no he would never give in to the obsession of a mate. He shuttered to think about how he would be treated by a dragon mate. 

When the sun started peaking over the hills, he stepped out onto his porch with his coffee and sat down. The morning air was full of scents and sounds that eased his mind and comforted his soul for a few minutes until his wolf began to search the air for his mate.

…

Jude was up early and dressed, waiting for Locke in the kitchen with coffee and cinnamon toast, Locke's favorite. He'd spent a good portion of last night going over the file on Kai Becket, and still, he didn't have a clear understanding of the man or his motivations. He hoped that Locke overheard or observed something that would make sense of the feelings he was having for this solitary wolf.

According to the information the Keith's had gathered, Kai moved to the property with his father after his parents split. Kai was about four at the time. He lived there with his father until he died about fifteen years ago. Kai left for a couple of years but then returned and has lived there ever since. The Keith’s believe it was the interest that the dragons were showing in his property that prompted him to return. 

Locke arrived just after seven, and they sat together silently, having coffee and toast before getting to the purpose of their meeting. "Something is weighing heavy on him." Locke began. "He was up and down all night and finally got up around four and stayed up. He appeared bothered, agitated, going by his expressions and demeanor." He took a sip of his coffee before continuing.

"He sat at his kitchen table, staring off into nothing for over an hour before moving out to the front porch once the sun started to rise. He's a troubled man, but I didn't get any insight into what's troubling him." Locke stated and finished the last of his toast in one bite.

"Did he contact anyone? Was he alone the entire night?" Jude blurted the questions, not sure why he needed to know if Kai had been with another, but he had to know.

"He was alone, all night. He called no one and no one called him." Locke paused and thought for a moment before adding. "I noticed a computer on a desk in his living room. It was high tech current state of the art, so to speak, but he never turned it on while I was there."

"He does data analysis for his Alpha, who happens to be the Premier Alpha. Yeah, the head man in the Western United States. Apparently, Kai and his dad left the pack in Laramie due to the lawlessness there. They then petitioned the Premier for permission to act and live on their own independent of a pack but under the auspices of the Premier." It was thought-provoking but didn’t answer his question of what kept his mind tied to the wolf.

“Duncan will be meeting with the Premier?” Locke smiled as Jude nodded. “That should be interesting.”

“Maybe he’ll follow up on Kai’s petition against us with a call or an e-mail. We can hope.” Jude shook his head. “I’m not in the mood to deal with the head wolf when we’ve had such a poor reputation for getting along.”

“Wolves are too inclined to violence and greed, it’s not our fault we had to take out the trash here and in town. Clan Keith are honorable warriors as are we, nothing was done without just cause.” Locke defended.

"I agree, I'm not implying we did anything wrong, but the Premier will probably try to make a case, it's the way with wolves." Jude had many run-ins with wolves, and rarely did they result in friendship or unity of any kind. With that said, it doubled the confusion he was experiencing regarding the feelings he was having towards Kai.

"So, what we have so far amounts to pretty much what we already knew about the guy. He's not a part of any pack in this area; he's isolated and for all intents and purposes alone, and he has an issue with dragons." Locke summed up.

“We know his livelihood is connected to the Premier, he has computer skills apparently if he’s doing data analysis. That’s a little more than we had.” Jude tried to sound encouraging, but Locke just side-eyed him while pouring another cup of coffee. "Also, he still has run-ins with the local wolves. Apparently, they have long memories and weren't happy when he and his dad pulled out. Nothing too terrible, mostly bullying activities and minor nuisances."

"We got nothing, Jude," Locke said with an indulgent smile. "Admit it, we got nothing."

Jude laughed. “Okay, I admit it, we got nothing.”







  
 

CHAPTER THREE
Kai attempted to persuade the Alpha Premier to accept that the matter had been settled, and his intervention was not required. Unfortunately, the Alpha decided it was a good opportunity to meet with the dragon circle that had moved into the area. He was going to follow up on the harassment issue but acknowledged that Kai had dropped his original complaint.

Kai contemplated mentioning the threat of a wall surrounding his property to the Alpha but decided to stay silent. To add another complaint would just make him look like a whiny little bitch. He had to take care of this problem himself without letters and petitions. 

He could kick himself for ever getting this juggernaut of complaints started in the first place. If he'd just ignored the massacre of the jackals and the destruction of his property, he would never have come face to face with his predestined mate. He may have never met Jude Adair. The thought struck him like a sharp pain in his chest, and he had to breathe shallow for a few minutes until it subsided.

He grabbed his jacket and headed out. He wanted to walk the perimeter of his property and get an idea of what the wall would mean to his life if indeed the King decided to go ahead with it. The five acres that were given to him in restitution seemed to go in direct opposition to the threat of a wall, so he still had hope if the situation with the Premier went well.

…

Following his breakfast with Locke, Jude decided to do a little light reconnaissance of his own. He headed to the border between the properties to get a feel for the area and, hopefully, the wolf who lived there. Locke found only that Kai seemed troubled but was that his usual state of being or was something current bothering him. Nothing in the file referenced his state of happiness, so it was hard to determine.

Jude arrived at the scene of the last conflict, and although the damage had been considerable, the wilderness was already beginning to reclaim the area. New growth was evident in the ash, and in a few years, the ground would be covered with greenery. Dragon fire was purifying and aided in the rejuvenation of nature, it just took a few years.

 Naturally, the wolf saw the present state of the forest and saw it as bleak, not looking to the future, not seeing what could be possible in an area that had been purified in this way. The ground was ripe for planting if he had a mind to tend such an effort. From what Jude had ascertained, Kai was not into farming or animal husbandry, he just existed in a small cottage on the side of a mountain. His mind kept circling back to Kai's seeming desolation and loneliness, and he didn't know why.  

He'd actually pondered the possibility last night of Kai being his mate, but he would know if he was, Jude was certain of that. Even an inhibitor only had so much power, and a dragon mate cannot stay hidden even with magic. If Kai were his mate, he would be reacting stronger, and his dragon would be going out of its mind. As it were, they were both just drawn to the wolf and mystified by him. He was surprised by the fact that having Kai as a mate did not upset him. Perhaps like Rafe, he too was broadening his understanding and acceptance of the world.

Jude scented the light aroma of wolf before he saw Kai walking towards him out of the thick woods. They both stopped and stared at one another, surprised at the meeting. Jude marveled at how good looking he found the young wolf, and his dragon was in complete agreement. He was a solid muscular man, obviously intelligent, and Jude wondered how he could be satisfied with the limited existence he endured.

The information in Kai's file mentioned parental issues, but it didn't seem serious enough to result in isolating oneself from society. Jude's thoughts steered back to the mention in the file of problems in town with some of the other wolves. He may have to look into that further and find out if the harassment was more serious than he'd assumed from the reading.

"Are you sizing up the area in preparation for building your wall?" Kai snapped at him and stuck his hands in his jacket pockets as he trained his hazel eyes on Jude. But Jude did not take the bait and did not answer immediately. He held his hands out to his sides, palms forward signaling that he had nothing to hide and slowly approached the skittish man.

Jude expected Kai to once again back away, but he didn't. Kai looked at him with eyes that were now unsure, but he held his ground. It looked like he wanted to turn and leave, but he stood fast and watched Jude draw closer. He was a damn confusing man.

"What is it about you wolf that has my dragon on edge wanting to get closer and wanting to figure you out? Are you hiding something, Kai?" Jude asked blunt and to the point tired of pretending. He noticed the way Kai's eyes shot wide as if caught, and then he quickly hid the reaction by glancing away to his left and then at the ground and then back up to stare at Jude.

They stood there quietly, measuring one another for truth and intent, and then Kai spoke. "Against my better judgment," He began and then paused a beat before finishing his thought. "I find you very attractive. I'm not asking you to do anything about it, I'm just answering your question." He clarified and once again glanced away while drawing his shoulders up under his ears as if suddenly chilly or hiding.

Jude took another step closer and then another until he stood directly in front of the nervous wolf. "The feeling is mutual, Kai." He said with a half-smile shocked that Kai would admit such a personal feeling to someone like him. He didn't trust Jude, and that was okay because Jude didn't trust him either. But with that said, the attraction between them was real and hell, why not indulge.

"We're adults Kai, and there's no law against acting on your feelings with a consenting adult, and I assure you, I am consenting. Neither of us are mated, so we are free to enjoy each other if we choose." Jude reached up and ran his fingertips down the side of Kai's cheek. The touch was warm and sent a soft tingling sensation up Jude's arm. That had never happened with any other lover he'd taken in the past, but it was too subtle to mean anything deeper than surface affection.

Kai was sinking so fast into this man that his head began to spin with the surge of emotions and needs that assaulted him with the words and the touch of his mate. The statement that he found Kai attractive sent a thrill through him that had his wolf preening with anticipation. Unfortunately, there could be no follow through on this attraction. If the dragon got too close, the magical shield would not prevent him from knowing the truth.

When Jude reached up and touched his face, Kai wanted to melt at his feet and beg him to accept him as his own. But he had made his decision to deny, and he had to stand by it. He would not be the plaything of a Dragon Knight used and tossed aside when a better deal presented itself, he would not be his father. Kai jerked his head back and took a step away but held Jude's puzzled gaze.

"I won't hurt you if that is what you fear." He said with the confusion turning to concern. "I am an experienced lover and will show you nothing but pleasure and satisfaction." The word experienced sent Kai's wolf into a temper, preparing to take on any and all who dare lay claim to what is theirs. He pushed the beast down just barely, but he saw in Jude's expression that he felt it.

"Your wolf is clearly on board with the idea." He teased and moved up into Kai's personal space. Jude was a few inches taller than him, so Kai had to look up at him, and when he did, Jude took the opportunity to drop a quick hard and heated kiss to his surprised lips. "You want me too Kai, you just admitted it. So why are you pulling away?" He finished and took a half step back, giving Kai space that he wasn't sure he wanted. Having Jude so close had been empowering and calming two things Kai hadn't felt in a while.

“I’m not interested in getting involved with a dragon.” He knew the insult was felt because he saw the way Jude flinched just a little and shifted his gaze to the wilderness to his left as if it were suddenly very interesting. The pain he saw in Jude’s expression made Kai regret his words, but it was too late to retract them. 

Jude unexpectedly swung his gaze back to Kai and pinned him with a dark but sultry stare. "Wolf, you haven't lived until you've been bedded by a dragon." He said and reached up and took Kai's face into his hands, holding him fast and kissed him hard and exacting.  

It was a punishing kiss that spoke of his hurt, and his need and Kai responded in kind. The pain his mate felt was radiating through him and all he wanted was to give this man, this dragon everything, all of him. Kai held him as the kiss turned hungry and feverish. The feelings flooding him were terrible and tremendous, and his wolf scratched frantically at the corners of his mind demanding more.

Before he had a chance to truly react to the assault on his senses, Jude abruptly pulled away and dropped his hands, leaving Kai trembling and unsteady. "Run away." He said with thinly veiled disgust. "It's what you do best."

Kai knew he deserved the slight, but that didn't make it hurt any less. He held Jude's eyes for just a moment and then turned and ran. It was the coward's way out, but he couldn't stand there any longer and not fall to his knees and beg Jude for forgiveness. This was absolute madness.

Kai was on the edge of shifting as his wolf battled with him to go back to their loving and accepting mate. The kiss invigorated him in a way that he felt suddenly excited about life. But it was an obsession like his father said, it wasn't real. If the bond was true and strong like the legend would have you believe, Kai would grab onto Jude and never let go. But his father and life had taught him that mates were a pipe dream, and the promises of love and fidelity were lies.

He pushed again at his wolf, preventing the shift as he rushed through the woods to the solace and protection of his home. He needed to get inside and block out the power of the dragon. He would splash more cold water on his face, and then maybe he could flush out that intoxicating masculine scent from his mind.

Every time he saw Jude, he was more and more enraptured by the man and his dragon. Kai ached to run his hands through that long dark hair and to trace those intricate tattoos with the tip of his tongue. The taste of his mate was still on his lips, and the drive to turn around was nearly crippling him as he tried to move forward. He could see his cabin, and he had to get there, he had to get away from the dragon's influence.

Kai had never met a man like Jude Adair, so raw and wild and that kiss though meant to put him in his place had actually lit a fire that he doubted would ever be extinguished. The powerful need to have his mate was suffocating his wolf, and he hated the desolation that covered him as his wolf fought trying to take control of the situation and failed.

He rushed up the steps and into his cabin while tearing his jacket off and tossing it on a nearby chair. He raced to the bathroom as the heat from the contact with Jude was burning through him. Without pause, he stripped and stepped into a cold shower, hoping to ease the heat and the need that was consuming him.

…

Jude made his way back to the Gatehouse, slowly taking his time as he pondered his interaction with the wolf. Accepting that he'd handled that about as well as Grey on a good day. He allowed himself to get angry and offended and then took it out on Kai. He was not the crack negotiator and people handler that Duncan considered him to be. He had acted on feelings and impulse and in the end, was left empty-handed.

Kai was hard to read one minute he was flirting, and the next, he was insulting and running away. Jude over stepped when he kissed him, but he didn't regret it. The kiss was amazing, and although he'd been angry, once his lips touched Kai's, all he thought about was getting that sexy wolf under him. He wanted to fuck that man in the worst way.

The cool breeze rustled the trees and eased the burn of his skin. The proximity of Kai played havoc with Jude's body, causing a sweat and need that was unusual for casual contact. It had been a while since he'd hooked up so it could be his body, and his dragon was telling him it was time to take the edge off. 

He would go to town tonight and hit the Red Lion, one of the establishments in Laramie owned by Clan Keith. It was a bar and hang out for a variety of paranormal beings, so he should be able to scratch his itch easy enough. Then he'd be able to deal with this bigoted wolf with a clear head and not with a rising and thwarted carnal interest.

Walking up the back steps and across the deck to the back door, he noticed Grey sitting alone, staring off into the distance. He walked over and sat down beside him. "What's on your mind, Grey?"

Grey turned to him with a look that indicated a serious level of annoyance. "The Premier, the wolf leader, is arriving here tomorrow. Apparently, your wolf whined loud enough that his Alpha wants to speak with Duncan about the relations between our two peoples. You know for a fact that he's going to bring up the whole Fort Collins purge that Donell instigated with good cause I might add. We have never had relations with the wolves, and I don't see a need to start now."

Jude felt a little agitation of his own at the disrespectful way Grey was referring to Kai. It was out of place, but he felt the need to defend him. “Kai tried to rescind his letter of complaint, but the Premier had already received it and has decided to go ahead with a visit to Duncan.”

"The Premier is coming to try and bust our chops. He thinks this is the opening for him and the Council to gain a little control, and he is dead wrong." Grey emphasized the last with a lethal glance over at Jude.

"Duncan can handle him. The Wolf Premier is no match for the Dragon King," Jude shrugged. "The Fort Collins incident happened a few years back, and if he were going to make an issue of it, he would have already. From what I understand, he restructured the pack and put a new Alpha in charge. From what I hear, the pack is now thriving, so he takes care of his people, you have to give him that much."

Grey shook his head and leaned back in his chair. He was obviously still not convinced. "This isn't going to go well." He theorized. "They hate us as much as we despise them. Chieftain Calum and his Second Alrick had to rescue their respective mates from the abuse of local wolves, not to mention what Donell's Fae mate had to endure at the hands of that Fort Collins Alpha. They're beasts, and they can't be trusted."

“You’re right about one thing, Kai hates our guts. He sees dragons as having the strength and the power to take what they want, and we aren’t required to follow the rules. He hates us because we’re dragons. He believes we could take over the paranormal world. We never would because we have morals and ethics, but he doesn’t see us that way.” Jude understood Kai a little better once he voiced what he had gleaned from their two encounters and his own research.

Grey turned to regard him fully. “He told you this?”

"Not in so many words, but yes. He loathes dragons because we are all-powerful, and his only recourse is to hate. That's all he has to hold against us." Jude explained further as his own awareness grew.

"We've never hurt any wolf who didn't hurt us first, and even then, death is always a last resort." Grey began to defend his beliefs.

"I know that, but Kai and the other wolves only know that we have wiped out a fair amount of their kind in this area. I suppose we look like a major threat." Jude sat back and stared out at the trees. There on the top of the mountain amidst the subtle cloud cover, it was easy to forget that they are now a part of this world that is home to so many paranormal species.

In their old home on the Shetland Islands, they were the majority, and few others resided within their territory or even adjacent. Back there, it was easy to stay isolated. Association with humans and other paranormals was minimal, and that lack of diversity was probably why they began to weaken and die out.

“This is our home now Grey and we live among many. Our destiny brought Clan Keith to this land and made it possible for the Circle to relocate here in Wyoming on this marvelous mountain. If we are to thrive, we must learn to live and let live and strive to accept and get along.”

"I hear you, Jude and I agree, but that doesn't make it any easier to accept and get along with people who would gladly end us if they had the power and the opportunity to do so," Grey stated emphatically and then went back to staring out at the trees.

“True, very true.” Jude agreed.







  
 

CHAPTER FOUR
The shower helped, but the knawing desire to search out his mate did not go away. The heat had subsided, and he was now preparing dinner when there came a knock to his door. At first, he stiffened fearful that Jude had returned and also excited by the prospect, but the scent was not dragon at his door; it was Alpha wolf.

Eli Jackman, leader of all packs and every wolf west of the Mississippi River and Kai's Alpha, stood at his door. He was an impressive leader tall, broad, and handsome - like all Alphas, but Eli had an added attraction of being a good and decent man. He'd made life easier for Kai and his father by taking them under his wing and not requiring them to join a pack.

They'd left the pack in Laramie shortly after Kai's mother had taken off. The membership there had been cruel to his father, and their treatment of Kai and his father had not changed over the years. Even after the dragons had cleared out the worst of the lot, the others held onto their prejudice and their hatred. Kai was careful when in town and avoided contact when possible.

He wasn’t a small wolf and could handle himself against one or two, but they never attacked unless they were a group of at least four or more. Kai had experienced more than one beat down by them as had his father. 

Alpha Jackman understood what was happening in the area and was dealing with it, but change took time. Unlike dragons who simply incinerate anything that gets in their way, wolves had to follow the rules. As he stood there looking at the man he had idolized for so long, he suddenly had the vision of Jude before him and realized Alpha Jackman was not even half as gorgeous as Kai's mate, Jude Adair.

“May I come in Kai?” He asked and forced Kai from his thoughts.

"Yes, of course, I'm sorry." He stood back and waved him inside. Kai had assumed the Alpha being a high standing dignitary would stay in town at a posh hotel so Kai was surprised when he asked where to take his bag.

"Guest room is straight through the living room to the right," Kai instructed. "I'm starting dinner, and it should be ready in a few minutes."

"I'll wash up, get settled, and be right back." Alpha Jackman smiled and walked off in the direction Kai had indicated. Kai watched him walk away and disappear into the guest room before turning and heading back to the kitchen. He was suddenly filled with great pride at the fact that the Alpha Premier was staying with him. On his way back to the kitchen, he did a quick tidying of the area. He always kept a clean house, but clutter seemed to gather no matter how hard you fought against it.

Dinner was ready, and he was pouring the coffee when Alpha Jackman came into the kitchen freshened up from the journey. Kai always thought that a plain tight t-shirt and jeans could not look any better than how they looked on Alpha Jackman until he met Jude. Damn, that dragon would not leave his mind for a second. The kiss had made the longing so much more intense.

"Looks good Kai, thank you," Eli said as he took his seat and waited for Kai to sit.

“You’re welcome, sir.” Kai nodded and sat down across from him.

The conversation remained light and minimal until the meal was over, and they were having a couple of beers on the back porch. Kai usually enjoyed the night air but found as he sat down that he could still scent the light aroma of his mate on the soft winds coming down from the top of the mountain. His wolf leaned into it and savored the aroma. He was quieter now that the Alpha was present.

"So, I want you to tell me what's really going on here." The Alpha opened with a pointed stare. Kai began an explanation that was not satisfying, and the Alpha stopped him before he could finish.

"I know all of that, Kai. What I don't know is why you're denying your mate." The pointed stare did not waver, and Kai could feel it piercing through him. He'd only been in the Alpha's presence a handful of times and was not fully aware of the power that the man could wield with just a look.

"How did you know?" Kai asked, thoroughly taken aback.

"I am your Alpha, the moment you recognized your mate, I felt it just as you did. It is the way with wolves and their Alphas, didn't your father tell you," He answered and then circled back to his original question. "Now, tell me your reasons for denying him."

"He's a dragon," Kai stated as if no other reason was necessary.

“He’s your mate.” The Alpha countered.

"My father told me about mates. He said they cannot be trusted and that the romance surrounding it all is just a myth. I can't be tied to a dragon. I will lose myself and become nothing but his slave or, at best, his pet." Kai drank half of his can of beer before continuing. Keeping anything from his Alpha was proving impossible as the words and beliefs and feelings poured from his lips.

"This medallion that your father gave you were you wearing it when Jude met you for the first time?" Kai nodded embarrassment, coloring the gesture. "Your dragon is not aware that he has met his mate." Again, Kai nodded. "Do you think that's fair?"

"I'm not strong enough to resist Jude Adair, and I will not live a life like my father. He was reduced to a shell by my mother." He spat out. "As his mate, she should have loved and supported him, and instead, she ran off with the first man she considered to be a better deal than my father. I will not allow anyone to destroy me the way she destroyed him." Alpha Jackman watched him and studied the words he said and every nuance of his demeanor. Kai felt as if he were being dissected.

After a short pause, the Alpha spoke, and his words shook Kai to his core. "I'm sorry, Kai. I never realized that you didn't know the truth." He sat back in his chair and looked out towards the top of the mountain. "Kathleen was not your father's mate. They bonded, but it was a civil bond, not a mate bond. You were born, and they intended to stay together, as some wolves do. Some never find their mates and settle for someone to share their lives with who are not their Fated mate." He turned his gaze back on Kai, who was struggling to take in this new information.

"He told me she was his mate, his Fated mate and that she cheated on him and ran off, leaving him to raise me on his own. He said mates were a myth and to avoid the lie because the connection will bring me nothing but pain and suffering." Kai repeated the words his father had told him almost daily.

"Mates are sacred and honored by our people. Your father did you a severe disservice by telling you these lies. Your mother left because she met her true mate. She let your father keep custody of you, and I can see that was probably a mistake but water under the bridge now. She couldn't stay once she found her mate, it would have been impossible, and your father knew that."

"I never saw her again. She left with her new man, and I was nothing to her." Kai's rage began to show itself, and the truth of his feelings were being exposed with it. Alpha Jackman reached over and covered Kai's hand with his own.

"She hurt you, Kai, selfishly hurt you and for that, there is no excuse. She was young and overwhelmed by the events of her life, but she should have taken proper care of you and that is her disgrace, not yours. Again, I am sorry for not being there for you when you obviously needed the direction of your Alpha." He squeezed Kai's hand, sensing that he was retreating inside himself.

"Now is not the time to hide." He chastised gently. "Fate has presented you with an opportunity to live, love, and grow to your full potential, don't lose it. You have a mate, and he has the right to know the truth. Don't hide, he won’t hurt you. It is impossible for one mate to hurt another. He is a dragon and a fierce warrior, I'm told, but with you, he will be your lover, protector, and adore you above all others."

Kai was thrown and confused beyond comprehension. Did his father lie to him to protect or to punish him? Was the Alpha correct, or was he reading it wrong? His mind began to spin as Alpha Jackman reached over and once again took his hand, and the calm he felt was immediate. "I can't be his pet. Jude Adair is Second Knight to the Dragon King. He is powerful, more powerful than I could ever be. He will crush me."

"He will cherish and adore you because you are Fated to be his. It is the way of the paranormal." Alpha Jackman said and then added. "Sleep on it, Kai, let your wolf tell you what the truth is. Don't block him; let him thrive and he will show you the way."

"I will, sir," Kai told him, but in his heart, he wanted to push it all away and forget everything that he was just told. His life had been lived with one firm belief, and that was to trust no one and especially anyone you perceive as being your mate. His father was a good man, damaged but good, and he wouldn't have told him blatant lies.

“Your father lied to you, Kai, accept that and everything else will start to make sense.” The Alpha knew his every thought. Kai nodded but did not respond. He had so damned much to think about.

"I'm scheduled to meet with the Dragon King tomorrow morning. Since the original incident that brought me here has been resolved to your satisfaction, I intend to attempt to discuss improving the relationship between the wolves in this area and the new dragon circle." Alpha Jackman stretched and then stood up and looked down at Kai, who was so lost in his own head at the moment.

"Having one of my wolves mated to a dragon knight would go far with interspecies relations. I'm just throwing that out there for your consideration." He smiled. "Keep in mind that Fate makes her own designs and destinies, and if she wants you with Jude, it is because both of your lives will be improved by the union. I'll leave it there and say goodnight." He turned towards the door but paused when Kai spoke.

"I'll think about it, sir, I will," Kai said with an earnestness that he truly felt. He wanted that damned dragon more than he wanted his next breath, but he had to think and he had to be smart about it.

“Don’t think about it too long for Fate is not a patient woman. Goodnight, Kai.” He repeated and walked inside.

“Goodnight, sir.”

…

Jude sat at the bar of the Red Lion, wondering why he couldn't seem to get inspired by any of the gorgeous young men who had approached him. They were seeking a hookup, and he was after the same, yet no one was right.

He'd come to the bar tonight with Grey, who had already disappeared into the back with a blond and a redhead, one under each arm. Jude's expressed intent in being here was to sink his cock into a nice piece of ass and settle the burn that was engulfing him. But so far, all he managed to do was drink several beers and eat some pretzels. His dragon was unsettled, unhappy, and dissatisfied. His dragon wanted the wolf, and the wolf wanted nothing to do with him.

"You swearing off men or something?" Bryn of Clan Keith, the dragons who settled this area and resided at the Lodge in town, came up to sit beside him. "That last one I sent over here was drop-dead beautiful, and you just sent him on his way with barely a glance."

"You trying to set me up, Bryn?" Jude grinned and downed another beer.

"I was trying, but you seem impossible to please. Those guys over there at the table in the corner have been eyeing you since you walked in, and three have already come over and been shot down. So, what's the issue, not pretty enough for you?" Bryn joked.

"You know when I first walked in, I thought if I just found someone for a quick fuck, my dragon would settle down, but he doesn't seem to like anyone here, and neither do I." Jude shrugged his shoulders. "Just an off night, I guess."

"I hate to break it to you friend, but there are many fine-looking men here. None as fine as my gorgeous mate Cameron but still fine-looking men all the same." He carefully qualified his statement. Jude smiled at the way Bryn glanced across the room to where his mate was seated with several of the other Clan mates. The pride and adoration shone brightly in Bryn's eyes, and it made Jude long for the day he too would hold his mate close.

It seemed many of his brothers were finding their bonds, but that didn't mean it would happen for him any day soon. The seer had prophesized that they would all find their bonds in this land, but there was no timetable. He may have to wait lifetimes before his love came to him.

In the meantime, he would find a willing body and appease his needs. He wasn’t about to become a celibate simply because some fucking wolf considered dragons beneath him. If Kai didn’t want him, he would find someone who did. “You’re right Bryn, I need to loosen up and see what the night brings me.” 

He turned in his seat and looked back over his shoulder at the handsome young men seated at the table in the back of the room. A smile and a wink had two of them jumping to their feet and hurrying towards him. They acted as if it were a race, and their blatant interest soothed Jude's wounded ego.

…

Kai tossed and turned unable once again to find meaningful sleep the intrusive thoughts of his mate and the information from his Alpha were making it impossible for him or his wolf to settle down for the night. He walked out onto his front porch and looked down upon the city. His location gave him a clear view of downtown Laramie at night. The lights and the activity at times called to him, but he rarely answered.

Tonight, there was something else on the air, and it was urging him to go. It was an intensity of emotion that began in his gut and then invaded his mind. The fixation grew, and he was powerless to resist as his wolf howled in the back of his mind. He had to go to town, and he knew instinctively exactly where he needed to go.  

He ran for his Jeep, and without a thought of the Alpha asleep in his spare room, he headed for town and for the Red Lion bar.

…

Jude stood and raised his arms to accommodate the two lovely men who cuddled up on either side of him. He held them close and scented their combined arousal as it filled the air. They were eager and ready, and Jude tried to force himself to be interested.

His dragon was not attracted to them in the least, and as Jude pushed forward with the interaction, his dragon became irritated at first but then fell to the back of his mind leaving the situation to Jude for he wanted no part in it.  

His dragon, the infuriating fickle beast, wanted the wolf and no one else. His dragon must have taken the wolf's refusal as a challenge and now demanded to prove himself. But there was nothing Jude could do about it short of forcing himself on the guy, and he'd never do that.

"Let's dance," Jude said with a welcoming smile as he pushed thoughts of Kai to the back of his mind. He held both men close as they took to the dance floor. He didn't have to do much as the two men ground and swayed to the music, nearly fucking him right there in the middle of the room.

One of them was a little taller than the other, and he was able to press his hardening cock against Jude's thigh as his smaller friend used his hands to investigate Jude's body. The men were skilled in lovemaking, and any other time Jude would make use of their skills for the night and perhaps longer.

But the world today was different, and Jude had no answer as to why he failed to appreciate what was being offered right there in front of him. He went through the motions trying to feel something, but in the end, it was useless. He was about to call a halt to their sexual dance when a familiar face entered the bar.

Kai's gaze searched the room and landed on Jude with a raging fire that burned into him and awakened his bored and angry dragon. Jude stared back, forcing himself to remain still. God, he wanted that man so bad he shook, but he refused to be rejected once again. He turned away with great effort and focus on the two men currently mapping the topography of his lower regions with their firm yet delicate hands.

"Jordy and I aren't averse to sharing." The tall one whispered seductively. "There's a motel just up the street. We can get a room for the night, and we'll show you a real good time. You're so big and rough looking. Your hair, your tattoos, I want to eat you up." He moaned against Jude's shoulder.

Jude tried to listen, but his dragon was roaring in his mind to get away from the humans and go to the wolf. His dragon didn't understand that the wolf wanted nothing to do with them, so he pushed the impulse down and gathered the two men close.

"You two think you can handle me?" He teased as he kissed the side of the tall one's head. The act felt wrong and he had to fight the urge to recoil. What the hell was happening to him? Two beautiful willing bodies in his arms, and he stood there flaccid and cold. He had to stop; this wasn't right.

"We want you." The little one spoke up as his little hand tried to slip inside Jude's jeans. Jude grabbed his wrist, stopping his descent but then the tall one cupped Jude's ass and started rubbing up against his thigh again. They were all hands and getting himself out of their grip was proving to be more difficult than imagined.

Jude saw the pain in Kai's eyes as he suddenly looked away and headed back towards the door, and he had to get to him. The fire he understood the pain seemed out of place for someone who just hours ago basically told him to go fuck himself. He began to peel himself away from the two young men, but they were not willingly letting go.

"Don't go." They pleaded and attempted to pursue, but Jude pulled away and without a word, hurried towards the door intent on catching Kai before he left. He was at the door and about to leave when Jude took him by the upper arm and stopped him.

Kai was enraged when he walked in and witnessed those two men fondling his mate and his mate welcoming their interest. His wolf instantly wanted to attack and destroy the men garnering Jude's attention. He wanted to shed blood for the slight that was given, but Jude was not aware that he was Kai's mate, so the slight only existed in Kai's heart.

The pain was real, though and the sense of abandonment and betrayal filled his mind and wounded his beast. This was the reason his wolf demanded they go to town. His wolf knew what was happening because even though Kai and Jude weren't communicating, the wolf and the dragon were.

Never had he felt so low and so angry and yet lacked any right or privilege to object because he was too much of a coward and too afraid of being hurt to claim his mate. His only recourse was to leave before he or his wolf did something drastic and irreversible.

"Kai, wait." He heard Jude call to him, but he continued towards the door needing to get outside and into the cool night air, but Jude's hand on his upper arm stopped him. The rough touch brought home just how good his mate felt and how much he wanted this man, needed this man.

He turned and saw the surprise, the concern, and the interest in his mate's emerald green eyes. Eyes so magnificent that Kai could stare into them all day long and never tire of their beauty. Jude was one of a kind, wild and fierce but also serious and so intense. He wouldn’t be able to fool him much longer and Kai wondered if he were making the biggest mistake of his life by running from this man, his mate. But he felt that it was too late now to do anything else.

"Are you here alone," Jude asked and Kai nodded. "Come sit with me." He said and started pulling Kai back inside, but Kai stopped and regarded him coldly, one last effort to deny what he was feeling and what he wanted.

"You already have your hands full. I wouldn't want to intrude on your evening. The men you were mauling are looking lonely. I'm sure you have better things to do than stand here with me." The words came out with a bite that he hadn't intended but couldn't stop. The men, twinks is the term, were looking at him with daggers in their eyes. They wanted Jude, and from what Kai had witnessed, Jude appeared to want them too.

"They're not important, just dancing nothing more." Jude was confused by Kai sudden jealousy but also rather pleased. If Kai could feel jealous, he was also feeling the draw that Jude was feeling. It was a strange state of affairs considering Kai was not his mate, but the feelings and difficulties harkened to those suffered by couples and mates, not two random paranormals who simply had the hots for one another.

Kai attempted to pull away, but Jude prevented his retreat. "I'll leave and let you get back to the business of fucking those two men on the dance floor." Yeah, Kai was pissed, and Jude wanted to know why. He took him firmly by the upper arm and instead of urging him inside, Jude ushered him out into the parking lot of the Red Lion. They needed privacy and a little quiet to get to the real issue at hand, whatever that might be.

"Why the hell are you upset about those two men when you could have had this if you wanted it." Jude grabbed his cock and squeezed it for effect. "But you refused me and ran away." He knew he was being crass and crude, but maybe that was the only way to reach Kai. 

“Don’t flatter yourself.” Kai hissed. "I don't want any part of you. Go, fuck every man in the bar, I don't care."

"Oh, you care. I see your wolf, and he is fucking mad. Your wolf wants me, and so do you." Jude took Kai by his upper arms and pulled him roughly against him. "Feel me, Kai." He dropped one hand down to cup Kai's ass and press him firmly against Jude's hardening cock. "You make me so hard." He whispered into Kai's ear. "You might think that dragons are beneath you, but you ache to be beneath me to feel my hard cock stretching you wide and my dragon making your wolf sing with delight. I dare you to deny it."

Kai froze for a moment and looked longingly at him, then he jerked free of his grasp, took a step back, and looked away. Jude saw the expression clearly, the desire was in Kai's eyes until he shuttered the emotion and feigned offense.

“I want no part of you or your loathsome beast.” He repeated his sentiment with a voice that was softened with pain. His words and his actions were in opposition, but Jude had no clue as to how to proceed. The wolf was walking away, again. 

"Talk to me, Kai." He said to the man's retreating back. Kai stopped but did not respond or turn around. "Tell me why. What's wrong with me?" Jude asked but stayed where he was giving Kai his space and opportunity to do as he desired without interference.

"It'll never work for us, Jude. I live on my little corner of the mountain, and I mind my own business. We don't belong together." With that, he took off, not running, but he was through the parking lot and out of sight before Jude could formulate a response.

The forlorn tone of Kai's declaration made for a sadness that welled up within Jude, and his dragon began to whine softly in his mind. The reaction was weird and confusing. His dragon was fierce and warlike on a daily basis. His sudden lovesick infatuation with this wolf was ridiculous, but Jude could not console him with anyone else. No one but Kai would do.







  
 

CHAPTER FIVE
"Was that the wolf from the mountain?" Bryn walked up beside Jude and looked out into the parking lot, following Jude's line of sight.

"Yeah, Kai Becket. My dragon wants him in the worst way and I know that Kai is interested, but he won't give in." Jude kept watching in the direction Kai had walked off as if willing him to return.

“Is he the reason you were giving the guys inside the brush off?” Bryn continued to pry as he often did.

"I think so, he's gotten under my skin, and I don't know why I can't dismiss him or why my dragon won't let go." Jude saw no reason to lie or hide the facts from him. He turned to look at Bryn directly when he didn't get an immediate comment or response. Bryn was looking at him peculiarly.

“What?” Jude finally asked.

"You're acting like a dragon who has found their mate. Don't scoff, I've seen all my brothers find their bonds. Each one, although different in some ways, experienced the overwhelming attraction of their dragon first. Even when the human half doesn't know or pick up on the subtleties, the dragon always knows." Bryn fell silent as Jude absorbed every word and dismissed each one.

He shook his head. “Can’t be, I kissed him and did not scent my mate. If we were mates, I would have felt something.” He countered.

“You did feel something, you are feeling something.” Bryn shot back with raised eyebrows and waited for Jude to refute. “Follow him, Jude, make him talk to you. He’s hiding something, even I can see that. Maybe he's afraid of dragons." Bryn said with a half-smile and patted Jude on the shoulder. "Find out for sure, taste him, and you'll know."

Bryn was usually cracking jokes, this deep, insightful Bryn was a surprise, and his thoughts were rekindling possibilities Jude had already considered. If Kai were his mate, wouldn't he know, wouldn't Kai know? Bryn cocked his head, motioning for Jude to go to the parking area at the back of the bar.

“Go, he had to park in the back if he just showed up. The front has been full of hours. It’ll take him a while to get to his vehicle.” Bryn smiled when Jude nodded and hurried off in the direction of the back lot.

…

Kai tried to walk fast, but his wolf was pulling on him so hard that it was difficult putting one foot ahead of the other. He had to leave even though the thought of Jude with anyone in that bar, especially those two blond twinks, was twisting his insides and setting his mind on fire.

He kept his head down and moved as fast as he could, but he'd had to park so far away. Since the dragons took over the Federal and renamed it the Red Lion, it had become the hot spot in Laramie's nightlife. Finding a parking spot late in the evening was nearly impossible. He continued to move fast, but he doubted that Jude would follow him. After the hateful things Kai had said, Jude would probably never talk to him again, which was what he wanted, or at least what he thought he wanted.

Now that it was a reality it hurt like hell, and he was losing control. He was so caught up in his thoughts and feelings, Kai did not notice the men closing in on him as he hurried to his Jeep in the very back of the back lot. The area was well lighted, but he didn't become aware of his surroundings until he heard someone laugh.

He turned towards the direction of the laughter and saw two men standing beside a dark sedan. One pushed away from where he was leaning against its fender and began a slow walk towards him. The other followed a few steps behind. The scent on the air told Kai they were both wolves. Wolves that he’d had dealings with before. Reggie Knoll and Franklin Leland two wolves near to Kai in age and a constant thorn in his side. Fuck, he really didn’t have time for this, but trouble rarely kept to a timetable.

"Haven't been out much lately, Kai." Reggie snorted. Kai heard the approach of another man from his left and two from his right. Reggie never liked to take on anyone alone. He would instigate the fight but then step back and watch as the others finished it.

"Why do you only ever confront me when you have your friends with you?" Kai countered. "You afraid to challenge me all by your lonesome?" Kai was baiting him, hoping that there was a shred of decency that would compel him to fight alone, but that wasn't the case. Reggie was a coward, and he didn't care who knew.

"It just seems to work out that way, Kai. I only ever see you when I'm with my friends." He laughed, knowing what Kai had attempted but wouldn't take the bait. Within seconds Kai was surrounded and he took a defensive stance knowing that he would put a hurt on a couple of them before they brought him down. It was the best he could hope for and decided today the hurt would be on Reggie. If he could do some damage, maybe the guy wouldn't be so eager to challenge him again.

As soon as the first man on his left charged at him, Kai went for Reggie bringing him down with a thud on the hard asphalt lot. He looked shocked by the move, and that was pure satisfaction for Kai as he went at Reggie with all he had as the other four piled on him.

It was a short victory as the others pummeled Kai with their fists and feet and drug him off of Reggie. They held Kai as Reggie pulled himself to his feet and started wailing on him. Kai jerked and kicked and used every ounce of strength he had left, but he could not throw off the four that were holding him. "You fucking coward." He said and spat in Reggie's face as the man continued with his barrage of strikes to Kai's face and upper body.

Reggie stopped and grabbed Kai by the hair of his head and pulled him up close. "I may be a coward, but you're not walking away this time Kai, this time you're a dead man." He laughed, and then he screamed and then Kai was no longer being held; he was on the ground spitting up blood and trying to get his bearings.

A burst of dragon fire hit the asphalt in front of him and he heard it sizzle and smelled the burning tar. He also heard more screams and begging; his attackers were begging for their lives. It was awful of him, but he couldn’t help but laugh loud and unaffected because it was a pure joy.

 Hearing that bunch of swine being brought to their knees was glorious. He glanced up from where he lay on the ground and saw Jude standing between him and the others, and he was magnificent. His dragon was on the surface, and the beast was beautiful.  

Jude stood there fierce and commanding, the ancient warrior within him front and center as he reduced the wolves to the sniveling cowards they were. He glanced back over his shoulder at Kai, and the bond was there so clear that Kai felt it to the depths of his being. His wolf called to the dragon, and the dragon responded, showing itself as color and scales chased each other across Jude's face and shot through his hair.

He'd never witnessed anything so breathtaking as his mate in a partial shift. He could just imagine the total majesty of the beast in its full glory. This was his mate, the Viking warrior, the Dragon Knight. His blood sang in desperation with the need of this man.







  
 

CHAPTER SIX
Jude sensed trouble when he rounded the side of the building and headed to the back lot. He could hear talking, and he recognized Kai's tone, and it was sharp. He sounded displeased and on edge, and that knowledge put Jude and his dragon on alert as he hurried to intervene. The sight of those bastards holding Kai while the other one beat the snot out of him tipped the scales on Jude's self-control, and the dragon took over.

He took out the primary first, the one delivering the punches, grabbing him and tossing him roughly across the lot. The others dropped Kai and attempted to run, but Jude halted them with a blast of dragon fire that melting the pavement and singed their heels. "Another step and I will erase you from this world." He growled out through smoke and flames. The wolves froze and began to whine like the cowards they were. Jude took two steps forward, making sure to keep Kai directly behind him and grabbed the ringleader by the ankle as he scrambled to get away.

Dragging him roughly back across the pavement and making sure he felt it, Jude jerked him up and off his feet holding him aloft while staring down into his terrified eyes. 

"Don't kill me." The wolf began to beg, and Jude heard a burst of laughter from behind him. Kai was pulling himself to a seated position, and the look of satisfaction on his face made Jude feel fantastic.  He was pretty roughed up, but he would be okay and for that and that only the wolves would live. If Kai had been hurt worse or if he requested it, Jude would end them all here and now. But it was satisfaction and a sense of comeuppance that Kai needed, not their deaths.

"You or your crew here ever come near Kai Becket again, if you dare to look at him, talk to him, or even send him smoke signals, I'll find you, and I will kill you." Jude tightened his grip for effect and the wolf immediately began promising everything, including his mother, if Jude would allow them to go. He hesitated for one beat and then tossed him over to where the others stood. "Get out of here." Jude roared. They grabbed their friend and swiftly disappeared.

Jude crouched down to where Kai was seated and ran his fingers through Kai's hair, pushing it back from his face and getting a look at the damage. "Do you get a reception like that every time you come to town." He asked with a half-grin.

Kai coughed and made to stand. Jude held him as he stood up and helped to steady him. "Reggie never comes after me unless he has his friends with him." He said and then added. "But to answer your question, yes, the local wolves have had a grudge against my father and I ever since we left the area and moved to the mountain. Most of the wolves here in town belong to the Fort Collins pack. There are a few rogues, but it's getting better since the dragons have taken care of the worst of them." Jude was impressed that Kai would give them any kind of positive credit for cleaning up the area.

"Why don't you come inside and get cleaned up," Jude suggested as he steered Kai towards the back door. "There are a couple of rooms back here that are used as offices by the staff and owners. "You can wash up and rest before heading home." Jude had him at the back door and entering one of the offices before Kai could formulate a denial.

"Okay, yeah it would feel good to wash up, thanks," Kai said in a halted speech as he looked around the large room Jude had brought him to. Jude could see he was unsure of himself, so he eased him over to the kitchen area and to the sink. As Kai cleaned up, Jude poured him a whiskey and handed it to him.

“This will help settle you.” Jude watched as Kai down it in one shot and placed the glass back on the counter.

"Thanks," Kai said and turned towards Jude as he looked up into his eyes. With that pleading expression of hope and desolation, there was nothing Jude could do to stop himself from wrapping him in his arms and kissing him thoroughly. The sensation was immediate, and Bryn's words of earlier came back to mind. Taste him, and you will know.

The wound on Kai's lip opened under the pressure and bled, covering Jude's tongue with a taste that was singular in its pleasure and power. The clarity of Kai came at him and covered him with longing and gratitude. The question of ‘how did he not know,’ faded to the back of his mind as his overwhelming need to possess shadowed everything else.

He pulled Kai closer squeezing him tightly and ravishing his mouth. The wolf was responding, holding Jude and searching for his own satisfaction in the embrace. This was his mate, Kai Becket was his mate and Jude was gobsmacked, over the moon, in seventh heaven all the crazy out of this world feelings were flooding him with excitement and promise.

Kai gripped Jude's shirt and dug his fingers in clutching frantically to feel more as the desire to own this man swamped him. His need to hide was pushed aside as he ate away at the most delicious mouth in all creation. Jude Adair was everything he wanted, and that was all Kai kept in his thoughts, no hesitancy only this moment and this man. Regrets were for tomorrow.

He felt Jude walking him backward into the living area and allowed himself to be lowered carefully to the soft rug below. Jude never broke from the kiss and never released Kai, following him down and effectively pinning Kai beneath him.

The hardness of his body fit perfectly against Kai’s and the kiss went deeper while Jude’s hands worked on the fastener of Kai’s jeans. Kai’s need was reflected in every touch and moan of his magnificent mate. He could have this without losing himself, Kai fought to convince himself, he could have this moment. It’s what they both wanted.

"Are you comfortable, Kai?" Jude whispered into his ear while his hand slipped inside the front Kai's jeans and embraced his hard, heated cock. The sensation of his touch on so sensitive an area, brought a long shivering moan that was incentive enough for Jude to stroke faster and harder.

Jude was moving too fast, and he tried to slow his eagerness, but he found it impossible to hold back when his mate was so willing and pliable in his arms. The defiant, defensive, dismissive Kai had been replaced with a warm, eager lover, and Jude was not going to deny what he wanted. They were mates, there was no question now, and Jude intended to mark and claim this man as his own.

"Do you know who I am?" Jude moved from Kai's mouth to his ear, asking the all-important question. Kai nodded and looked away but then reached up and pulled Jude down for a feverish kiss that trailed up the intricate tattoos that he found so fascinating. The act stole away any other questions Jude may have had. Kai thrust up into Jude's hand, gaining friction and pressure striving for completion. 

"I need these off," Jude stated and then began pulling Kai's jeans down his legs and off along with his boots. He reached between them to release his own throbbing member from the confines of his jeans. The pressure and the urgency making his movements rushed and jerking, so he forced himself, once again to calm and focus his attention on the needs of his gorgeous wolf. Jude traced the side of Kai’s face with the tips of his fingers and continued to stroke his velvety stiff cock. 

"You're beautiful, Kai." He whispered and kissed him softly this time, taking special care to feel everything and open his senses to the wonder of his mate. The very idea that he'd found his mate was so incredible it was difficult to comprehend in its entirety all that it inferred and all that would come. The future was full and wonderful because this man who belonged to Jude Adair was in it. This wolf, who he thought so many unkind and ungracious things about, was the most precious person in his life. 

"I need you," Kai said the words before his mind had processed what it would mean, but it was true, he needed Jude inside him filling him, loving him, owning him. His ecstasy was building under Jude's masterful hand. His touch and his tenderness, combined with Kai's explosive demand for more, sent him over the edge in a burst of sensations and emotions that filled every corner of Kai’s awareness.

"I need you too, Kai," Jude said and moved his hand that was now covered in Kai's warm seed to the object of his sudden obsession. He found Kai's hole and used Kai's own warm sticky essence as lubrication to breach and enter with first his thumb and slowly working the muscle looser added another finger and then another. All the while, he kissed and admired his beautiful mate assuring his happiness and pleasure throughout.

The feel of his mate's warm tight channel surrounding his fingers was causing the urgency to return, and his dragon pushed for completion, coming forward and recognizing their mate several times as Jude prepared Kai's body to take him inside. He would not hurt this man for the world.

He positioned himself between Kai muscled thighs using one arm to hike Kai's left leg a little higher so as to open him completely to Jude's invasion. "Just relax, I'll take it slow, and I promise you will enjoy every minute." He said and dropped a lovely kiss to Kai's already swollen lips.

The minute Jude pressed forward entering his mate, Kai wrapped his legs around his waist and moved to pull him further and faster inside filling him and gasping as Jude rapidly seated himself completely encased in Kai's tight warmth. "That was perfect, so perfect. Your body was made for me Kai, just as mine was made for you."

Jude began a slow thrust that built in speed and pressure as they both held on and worked to get every ounce of pleasure and substance out of the act. It was marvelous in a way that Jude could not describe. It was a blending of mind and body as the thrusting and sensitivity built to an impossible level, and they were both there both aware and feeling beyond themselves.

Kai was losing himself in the sensations and emotions evoked, and hesitation began to move in from the corner of his mind. The claiming was eminent as Jude thrust deep and filled him with a warmth that touched every nerve in his body. Kai lost control and came once more pumping stream after stream of warm seed between them. His mind was reeling as Jude's face shifted from handsome warrior to fierce dragon and then back, and his teeth dropped, indicating the claim was upon him.

Kai felt his own wolf slamming against the walls of his mind demanding release as his own canines dropped in preparation of claiming his dragon. But his fear shattered the moment, and everything was destroyed.

Jude came so hard he felt it in the marrow of his bones; the intensity of the act was unbelievable, and his dragon was taking over as he prepared to claim his mate. He saw the wolf show itself, and he was stunning. In that instant, he dropped ready to pierce the tender flesh of Kai's shoulder and mark him for all time as the mate of the Dragon Knight. But the moment suddenly fragmented and was gone as Kai shifted and pulled away, denying Jude and his dragon refusing the bite, the mark, the mating.  

Jude was stunned, devastated, and frozen in despair for what seemed like an eternity as he stared down at his mate, who was struggling to get away from him. He pushed up on his elbows and pulled out, moving back slightly while catching his breath and trying to take in the events of the last few seconds. He wanted to speak, but no words would form as he watched his mate grab his clothing and quickly and haphazardly get dressed.

"You deny me." He finally forced out, his tone flat and cold. It was the only way to keep from falling completely apart. His dragon was in a rage and wanted to force his mate to submit, but he couldn't allow that.

"I won't bind myself to you." Kai's words were harsh, but they held a tone of regret that Jude chose to ignore, nothing to be gained by holding onto hope in a hopeless situation. He watched Kai stand and move a few feet away from him as if deciding whether or not he needed to run again. Jude looked up at him from his crouched position, a look of cold betrayal in his vibrant green eyes.

"How long have you known?" He accused, and he saw Kai flinch a sure sign he'd been right. The answer didn't come immediately as Kai obviously struggled to find a proper response.

"Since our first meeting." He was honest at least Jude had to give him that much. Jude stood and tucked himself in and straightened his clothes before stepping past Kai and heading for the door. "I can't be bound to a dragon," Kai said as he rushed, trying to further his explanation and making the situation so much worse in the process.

Jude stopped at the door and turned back to regard him for a moment before stating in a deadly cold and decisive voice. “You won’t be.” He left and slammed the door behind him. 

Kai stood there, unable to move or think as he considered everything that had just happened. The actions were his own, and yet he couldn't understand them. The connection he'd felt with Jude and the purity of the moment and the act were still tingling along his nerves, and yet he stood there desperate and alone as his mate walked away. This isn't how it was supposed to feel. The mate bond was a romantic myth, but then why was he dying inside.

His wolf had now retreated deep within his mind so despondent that Kai couldn’t even feel him anymore. The connection with his wolf was strained and cracking as the connection with his mate had been broken. The pain that shot through him was unbearable.  He reached up and gripped the gold medallion hanging around his neck and jerked it off and threw it aside. He didn’t know what to do, he had to go and had to find out what this was he was feeling and why he hurt so damn fucking bad. 

…

Jude walked to his vehicle like a man in a nightmare, unaware of his surroundings and even his own existence, just an empty shell moving through space. This was unthinkable, but it was real, and Kai did not want him, he did not want a dragon as his mate. He hid from him, ran from him, and in the end, denied him. The drive up the mountain was long, and the silence was so cruel. His mind returned again and again to replay the devastating words that ended his life as he knew it. So much joy and expectation snuffed out with a handful of words.

His mate had rejected him, had looked him in the eyes, and refused to bond with him. His dragon was quiet for the moment, in mourning for the loss of their mate. But he wouldn't stay that way, dragons didn't take loss well or quietly. He had to focus and get through the next few hours in order to prepare for what was to come. Never in his long life had he considered that his end would come like this and at the hands of his Fated mate, so quick and so final.

He was a Dragon Knight; he could hold it together long enough to ensure the safety of others, he told himself as he struggled to stay present. This was something that would affect the entire Circle, and for that, he was deeply sorry. His inability to garner the acceptance of his mate would cause the Circle to experience his loss from their number, and his brothers would feel it most acutely. But there was nothing to be done about it now, only prepare and get through it as best as everyone could.

…

Kai made it home, although his mind was a tumultuous mess full of thoughts and feelings and a crawling sense of panic that was invading every corner. His heart was demanding that he go to Jude and beg for him to come back, but that was impossible now. He'd made his choice, and Jude had left. He wouldn't come back; he would never come back.

He made his way up the steps to his porch and noticed he wasn't alone. He turned to the far end of the porch, and Alpha Jackman sat there with a drink regarding him speculatively. Kai wanted to just hurry inside and hide his humiliation, but he was sure that the Alpha already knew what had happened.

"Come and sit with me, Kai." He said casually as if Kai's world hadn't just ended. Kai moved slowly, walking over and taking a seat to the Alpha's left. He didn't sit in front of him, he couldn't bear to have to look him in the eyes.

“Tell me what happened.” He said, again in that same casual tone. “I felt your pain.” He sipped his drink and waited as they sat there in the dark.

“I destroyed everything. My self-centered stupidity ruined it all.” Kai said and dropped his head to stare at the wooden planks of the porch. “I rejected my mate to his face, and he left me.”

“How are you going to fix it?” he asked as if Kai could answer that question.

"I don't know, I don't know how to fix it. He's gone; he knows that I hid the truth from him, and he believes that I don't want him. I pulled away and denied him as he was about to claim me. I picked the most horrible moment to tell him I wasn't ready to be claimed." Kai felt the emotion bubbling up and he refused to cry in front of his Alpha; that would be too much for a day that was already too much. 

"That's serious, but perhaps not irreparable." The Alpha told him with a glance that said it all. "You rejected him at the moment of claiming, but the bonding would have already begun. I must be honest with you, there isn't much that is worse than that in the paranormal world." Alpha Jackman turned his head and looked out at the darkness before turning back to regard Kai with a solemn look of sympathy.

“Is it possible for you to go to him, talk to him and try to explain yourself? Your pain and regret are apparent, he will see that.” He suggested.

Kai shook his head. “He’s finished with me, cold and cut off. He wants nothing more to do with me. I have no excuse for what I did or how I’ve hurt him except years of believing the lies of my father. How do I even begin to explain myself?”

“I’m meeting with the Dragon King tomorrow; I’ll see if anything can be done.”

“Thank you, sir, but I know that nothing can be done.”

…

Jude pulled up close to the large garage near the back of the property. He couldn’t be around the others right now. He would go to the large clearing to the north and wait there. His dragon would become too unpredictable to trust inside the Gatehouse. The clearing would allow him space and cover to act out if things got bad. Duncan would come to him in the clearing.

It was nearing sunrise when Jude arrived at the clearing and seated himself in the center. Focusing his calm and control was the only thing keeping him from losing his tenuous hold on his dragon. Thoughts of Kai kept invading his mind, but he blocked them out, for now. Soon he wouldn't be able to, and that's when things would get bad.

He felt his King approaching before he heard him, and his presence brought Jude a modicum of relief. "I'm here, Duncan." He called out but did not move.

"Your dragon is raging, Jude." He commented as he came close and took a seat on the ground directly in front of Jude. Jude could feel several of his brothers in the surrounding area keeping watch. Their energy and support helped him center himself.

Jude explained the events of the evening as clear and concise as his shredded emotions would allow. Duncan listened and empathized. "Your dragon could force the issue. It doesn't have to be this way. It's not the most ideal of approaches, but at least you would live." Jude looked over at him and understood that to simply take Kai, against his will, was an option, but it was an option he could not take. Kai refused him from the very beginning, and he didn't have the right to force Kai into a relationship that he did not want.

Jude shook his head. "He hid himself from the very beginning, he hid from me. He knew I was his mate at our first meeting. It was why my dragon was so on edge and confused. The inhibitor he used suppressed the scent just enough that I could not detect it, but my dragon recognized him. I discovered the truth last night when I tasted his blood." Jude closed his eyes at the memory of last night and pushed hard on his dragon to keep him down. "He was never going to accept me, and I can't force him. The union would never be right or whole if I did."

"It surprises me that his wolf is not tearing him apart over this slight. Wolves can be as single-mindedly possessive and demanding as dragons at times." Duncan reached out and placed his hand on Jude's, obviously sensing the growing tension within him.

"His wolf was not the problem." Jude gave a half-grin. "His wolf adored me. It was the man who can't stand the sight of me."

"How do you wish to handle this, Jude?" Duncan asked, his usual stoicism slipping away and pain becoming evident in his expression as he dealt with his brother, his Knight, and one of his best friends.

"There are only two choices Duncan, and we both know that." He answered lightly as if his life did not hang in the balance. "Kill me or lock me away. A Dragon Knight out of control cannot be tolerated. The damage and death, and even the threat to our anonymity; you can't let it happen."

"I can't kill you; I won't kill you." For the first time in his life, Jude heard a tremble in his King's voice, and it shook him to his core. "There may still be a way out of this. As our birth father often told us, do not give up hope until all hope is gone and then pray for a miracle." Jude couldn't help the smile that touched his lips at the memory, but in his heart, he saw no escape. As each day passed, he would lose more and more of his humanity.







  
 

CHAPTER SEVEN
There were mountains to the North, the Grand Tetons they were called. They were tall, craggy spires with parts inaccessible to humans. It was determined that Jude would be held there cut off from civilization and guarded by a gatekeeper until such time there presented a solution.

The effect of Jude’s condition, his pain, and loss reverberated through the circle and the first to respond from outside the Gatehouse was Calum Keith, Chieftain of Clan Keith. He offered the King anything he needed in support of Jude and the Circle.

"I need a Dragon Knight, Calum," Duncan told him. "Jude is in isolation, and Grey has taken the position of GateKeeper to watch over his brother. There is no telling how long they will be gone, and I need to secure that the Circle is protected. Do you have a warrior who you would release, and who would accept a new life here as one of my Dragon Knights?"

"Alrick, my Second," Calum told him without hesitation. "He is my finest and my best friend, and he will serve you with honor."

“Thank you Calum, I will await his arrival.”

..

Kai watched as Alpha Jackman prepared for his meeting with the Dragon King. This was a stately meeting and as such, all protocol had to be met. The Alpha was in his trademark black suit, expensive, superbly cut, and the quality exquisite. Wolves were the one species of paranormal that had assimilated best within the human world and had taken on some of their tastes and decorum, including the love of fine clothing.  

But they were still wolves, and tradition remained sacred as was evident in the ceremonial cloak he wore which had been handed down for centuries and generations. It was made of fine black wool edged with the fur of their ancestors and held the gold insignia of each past Premier or Alpha Prime as they had been known in the ancient times. Along with this, Alpha Jackman wore his own personal Alpha ring made of gold and depicting his own seal. At his passing, this ring would be pressed and attached to the cloak and passed to the next Alpha Premier.

He stood at the door of the cottage and looked back at Kai, where he sat and just held him in his gaze for a few moments. "Reach out with your mind and find him, Kai, try to touch him. Your bond has begun; there may be a connection strong enough for you to reach him with your mind."

"I can't feel my wolf. He's hiding from me. I have no access to our connection without him." Kai admitted sadly and knotted his hands together in his lap so overcome with grief that he just sat there, not making eye contact.

"Keep trying, don't give up." Was all the Alpha said as he walked out, closing the door behind him. Kai went deep and searched for his wolf. The feeling of intense loss was unbelievable; never did he think the power of a mate was this extreme. The things his father said, the fear he instilled, the push to be shuttered, and unto himself were coming back to annihilate him from the inside out. His father never knew the effects of a true mate, if he had, he wouldn't have behaved as he did.

All these truths and revelations were coming to Kai at a time that they no longer held any value. The damage was done and irreversible. He moved out onto the front porch once the Alpha had left and tried to feel for his wolf, and finally, he sensed a stirring. It was vague, yet it was something. His wolf was pissed and resisting, but Kai vowed not to give up.

…

The Alpha was welcomed through the main doors that lead directly to the Dragon King’s throne room. It was a room reserved for ceremonies, rituals, celebrations, and varied acts of diplomacy along with anything that required a show of pomp and circumstance. It was adorned with rich fabrics, vibrant colors, jewels of the finest quality and saturation, gold, and precious metals. The floor was a hardwood polished to perfection, and at the far end of the room stood the throne of the Dragon King. It was not artful or beautiful, it was sturdy roughhewn steel of an age going back many millennia.

This throne was meant to intimidate not amaze the onlooker. Only a King, a Dragon King, could occupy such a fierce and terrifying edifice. The King sat upon it in his full regalia, looking just as fierce and deadly as the chair he sat upon. He wore a cloak of vibrant red trimmed in creamy white ermine. Across the front was a sash of golden, jewel-encrusted brocade and on his head, an intricate, although minimal golden crown. It set among the raven locks of hair that appeared almost iridescent in the light of the room harkening to what this man personified in case anyone forgot.

The Dragon Knights, Rafe, and Locke remained in the room with the King and the Alpha while several soldiers were posted outside the door. After the usual greetings and introductions, the meeting began in earnest.

"You come alone, Alpha," Duncan stated, surprised that such a man of status and position would travel without support.

"My driver stayed in town while I spent the night with Kai Becket at his cottage," Eli answered. He stood a few yards in front of the King, and the King remained seated while the Knights stood on either side of the room. "He tells me the situation regarding his property has been resolved, but I chose to follow through with this meeting in the hopes of starting a better understanding between our peoples." Eli went on, and Duncan listened.

The meeting proved to be enlightening to both sides. They learned that there were actually few things that they disagreed upon and that the health and welfare of their people was the driving force behind all their decisions. The Alpha was honest, forthright, and respectable and held himself to a standard that was commendable. By the end of their time together, the atmosphere had lightened considerably, and the rigors of firm discipline that is required at such meetings was loosening.

Before the meeting closed, Duncan took the opportunity to question the Alpha in regard to Jude. He was a proper Alpha, and he would know what was happening with his people. "You are aware that Kai and my brother Jude who is also one of my Knights, are in fact mates." It was a question but more a statement that forced an explanation.

“Yes, I am. I was with Kai last night when he returned to the cottage. He is deeply distraught by what has taken place. I believe he acted in haste with prejudice and fear coloring his behavior.” Eli told him and then fell silent as the room became deadly still.

"He's distraught." The King stated sarcastically and snorted in disgust. "What happens to a wolf whose mate openly rejects them?" The King's presence bore down on the Alpha, who stood his ground but took in the change in demeanor.

"They fall into a depressive state, often losing contact with their wolf for a while. The wolf works to salvage and repair the relationship. It is a hard time, but generally, the union is ultimately sealed." Eli explained carefully.

The King took a deep breath and sat forward in his chair, leaning his right forearm on his thigh while bracing himself with his left hand gripping the arm of his throne. He looked as if ready to leap from his chair and do some serious damage to someone. "Do you know what happens to a dragon who is clearly and blatantly rebuffed as my brother was last night?” 

"No, your majesty," Eli said while never taking his eyes off the King and bracing himself for whatever was to come.

"The dragon spirit gradually forces a shift, and slowly their humanity is devoured. A dragon shifter becomes a feral beast lost to their world and the life they knew. Kai's rejection was cold and clear and left no room for wonder or possibilities. Therefore, Jude's dragon immediately began to disconnect, and his control started to fail. My brother will ultimately die, savage, and insane." Duncan looked over at Rafe and then at Locke and back to the Alpha.

“I asked him to take Kai and force a mating because I could not imagine losing my brother in such a way, but he refused. He would not take from Kai what he would not willingly give to him.” Duncan stood and walked to stand directly in front of the Alpha. 

“My brother has been taken to the mountain north of us to the spires and caves that run deep within. He will remain locked away as his dragon slowly loses its mind. My youngest brother Grey has taken the position of Gate Keeper to watch over the entrance of the cave that has become my brother’s prison and to make sure he never escapes. That is what happens to a dragon who is rejected by their Fated mate.” Duncan finished and turned to slowly walk back to his throne and sat down. His sadness hung heavy in the air.

"Kai is not aware of this," Eli told him. "He is trying to reach his wolf and establish his connection to Jude." Eli then went on a tangent in hopes of presenting an explanation.  "Kai was a good son. Sadly his father, Hank, was not a good father. Kai's mother abandoned him to a man so lost in his own anger and hate that he severely damaged his son. Kai believed the lies his father taught him about the myth of mates and the destructiveness of commitment, and he taught him to distrust everything, including his own feelings. He is damaged, but he is not lost. He will find his way through this, and he will find his way to Jude."

"He has very little time to make a difference if indeed he has the desire to do so." The King stated, and the meeting was ended.

…

Grey drove Jude to the mountain, and once they were well and away from humanity, they shifted and flew to the peaks and to the cave that would become his home. It had been forty-eight hours now since he'd last seen Kai and had heard the words that set the rest of his life in this downward motion. Every day, every hour even he felt a piece of himself begin to slip away

This is what happened to dragons who were denied and dragons who lost their mates. Once found, a mate was the dragon's heart and life, and to lose that heart lead to death or insanity, or both.

Jude considered the idea that to have never found Kai and never discovered his secret would have been better than the agony he was now suffering, but it was not true. Those precious few minutes he had with Kai in his arms, responding to him were in his heart forever. He owned him for a moment, and that was worth all that he would now endure. Jude tried to calm his dragon and bring him back to heel as the memory of their mate flooded his mind. He ached, physically ached to hold him, and love him, but that would never be.

 "Duncan will figure something out," Grey assured him as they stood at the mouth of the cave. "Hold on, please hold on." Jude silently nodded, not able to give him the hope he asked for.  

“Promise me one thing, Grey.” He said.

“Anything.”

"Don't hold this against Kai." Jude saw the flash of anger as it shot across his brother's continence at the mention of Kai. "He doesn't know what he has done, and nowhere is it written that we have a right to the heart of another. Don't hate him for this."

"I'll try, brother." Was all Grey could promise.

Jude took his provisions and moved deep into the mountain cave so as to not be seen or heard as chaos descended. Grey would make sure no one got close and that he did not escape for a feral Dragon Knight on the loose could lay waste to kingdoms.

…

Kai ran as fast as he could, but it still seemed to take forever. He'd shifted into his wolf at the base of the mountain in order to traverse the rough terrain, but he couldn't move much faster than he had in his human form. The obstacles were many as if nature herself were punishing him for causing this debacle in the first place.

According to Alpha Jackman, his window to save Jude and save himself was rapidly closing, and he needed to reach him, needed to beg his forgiveness, and pledge his love and loyalty. The thought of Jude suffering and refusing to inconvenience Kai even to ease his own pain was horrifying. He had to reach him, he had to make this right, or he would die trying.

When the Alpha returned to the cottage after his meeting with the Dragon King, Kai was surprised to see him. He was under the impression that the Alpha was heading home after the meeting, but once he heard the reason behind his return Kai's devastation over the loss of his mate, quickly turned to crippling guilt.

His rejection was literally killing his mate and, at best, driving him insane. He had never considered such dire consequences. His father had not informed him of any of the details around a mating or failure to connect.

He never told him because he knew nothing about a true mating or the bond that existed between a Fated pair. Kai felt like such a child, an idiot for not investigating further and taking into consideration the darkness his father carried in regard to his mother. He was able to exist without her because she belonged to someone else and not to him. His father had never been saddened by her departure only filled with anger and hate, and that was not the truth of true mates.

True mates were so much more than just a relationship and he understood that now. He felt his mate deep in his heart and in his mind. Jude was slipping away, losing himself to his dragon, but Kai could still feel the man within the beast. Jude belonged to him and he was not going to lose him, again.

In his wolf form, Kai was larger than expected based on his average size as a human. He was able to scale the worst of the mountain trail in his wolf form but knew he would have to shift before reaching the Gate Keeper. Grey Adair was the Gate Keeper, the very man who had started all of this would be the man to decide whether or not he could proceed. Regardless of Grey's decision, Kai knew what he had to do and vowed that no one, not even a Dragon Knight, would stop him. Conviction, he'd finally found it, and his goal was clear.

“Shift! Or I will kill you where you stand.” Came the thundering voice of the Gate Keeper. Kai quickly stopped and shifted to stand before this man whose hatred shone brightly in his eyes.

"What do you want here, wolf!? Have you come to gloat and torment my brother?" Grey stepped closer, getting into Kai's face as he continued. "Your job is done here, go destroy someone else." He made to turn away, but Kai caught him by the upper arm, causing him to turn back with murder in his expression. Kai held his ground.

"Let me in, let me speak to him." He demanded, having never let go of Grey's arm. Grey glanced down at his hand and then up at Kai.

“Why, what is your business with my brother?” His tone had not softened.

"He's my mate, please let me see him. I know what I've done, and I won't bore you with excuses for my behavior, but please, I need him, I can't lose him, please." Kai laid his heart bare and hoped Grey would hear him and let him pass.

It took several minutes of silence, and Grey scrutinizing him with a stare that actually burned before he stepped aside and waved him on. "Let me warn you." He said as Kai moved passed him towards the entrance. "Jude's hold on his sanity has been failing since the moment the denial crossed your lips. He may not be what you expect, and your safety cannot be guaranteed."

"I understand and I'm sorry, Grey. I am so sorry." Kai implored.

"Very well then, please do what you can and bring him back to us," Grey stated, his tone softening but just barely.

"I will, I promise you." With that, Kai hurried inside the dark, dank, and rocky cave following the path that Jude would have had to have taken. It twisted its way lower and lower sharp stones and deep crevasses, keeping him alert as he made his way towards his mate. 

He felt him as he drew closer, the air became charged with intense emotion and the pain of his mate burned in his heart. The need to get to him was overwhelming and Kai found once again that his feet could not seem to move fast enough to satisfy his desire. He tripped over a jutting rock and fell to his knees, crying out for Jude to hear him and to come to him as the cave veered off in two directions.

The sounds of the dragon were surrounding him, making it impossible to follow. He cried out over and over, begging Jude to come to him. He pulled himself to his feet and began to move towards the sound, reaching out with his wolf, hoping for contact hoping for recognition.

"I'm sorry, Jude, I was foolish, and I was scared but I never wanted to hurt you or drive you away. Please come back to me. I didn’t mean the hateful things I said, I want you, I’ve always wanted you.” Kai put every bit of pent up emotions he was feeling into every word as he beseeched his mate to answer him.

The answer came slowly and as Grey had warned not as expected. 







  
 

CHAPTER EIGHT
The ground shook beneath his feet, and the air vibrated with what felt like an electrical current. Kai had never before bore witness to a dragon in full shift, and the scene before him now was as beautifully magnificent as it was terrifying. He knew that dragons were large, but nothing had prepared him for the size and sight of Jude Adair. Jude's dragon moved towards him, cautiously and wary. He was incredible his size boggled the mind.

The dragon was Jude as much as Jude was his dragon. Long black hair covered the top of its head and ran down the middle of its back ending near the base of his infinitely long tail. The iridescent black scales were reminiscent of the color that flashed across Jude’s face during their lovemaking. The deep emerald green eyes that had flashed love and loathing were staring at him in a way that had him melting and begging for understanding. 

The dragon moved closer and dipped his head to first sniff at Kai and then nudge him as if struggling to understand the familiarity it felt. "It's me, Jude. Come back to me, please come back to me." He repeated over and over. The dragon shook himself, unsettling rocks and debris that rained down on them both.

Kai found that he had nothing to fear as a large segmented wing extended to cover and protect him from the falling rubble. The dragon was fighting with itself as Kai tried again to reach him with his mind. It suddenly swung its head back and roared a sound deafening and heart breaking in its misery.

Kai fell to his knees and shifted. It was a long shot, but as much as he and Jude had their issues, the wolf and the dragon had always connected even from the beginning. His wolf ran to the dragon stopping at its feet and rubbing itself against the rough scales and smooth talons. Kai let his wolf take the lead stepping back in his mind and hoping the ploy worked for the distance between them had grown to frightening proportions. It had only been two days, and yet it was so close to being too late.

Then gradually it happened the wolf was whining softly, demanding attention, and the dragon became still. The cave was quiet apart from their combined heartbeat that steadily softened to a lovely rhythm. The dragon crouched down to acknowledge the wolf, and as he did so, the dragon began to shift. 

The scales retracted, and its size began to fold in on itself while the wings and tail slowly disappeared. What was left was an amazing man of muscled tattooed perfection sitting beside a contented wolf. He'd reached him, and Jude had responded. The dragon, contented that their mate had returned, withdrew giving power and control back to their human half.

Jude was shocked beyond words that his mate, in wolf form, lay beside him stroking and comforting him. But like he had told his King, he and the wolf had no problems, it was Kai that refused him. But as he considered those thoughts, he also realized that the wolf would not be there in Jude's makeshift prison if Kai weren't also present, and the only way for him to have got inside was Grey to allow it. Grey had trusted Kai.

The wolf rolled to his side slightly away from Jude and then shifted into his gorgeous and naked mate. Kai moved closer and straddled Jude's lap, where he sat and wrapped his strong arms around him. Jude reciprocated by binding him tightly with an embrace that seemed to seal their connection.

No words were spoken, but so much was imparted through touch and within the smoldering depths of their combined gazes. The energy in the room was alight with love and expectations.  Jude held his mate and drank in the scent as fresh and pure as the mountain that surrounded them. He rubbed his cheek against Kai’s and felt the moan that reverberated from Kai as it invigorated him and sated his dragon. The sound and the touch of this man was life giving and mind blowing at the same time.

Mates, what a terrible, magical, amazing concept, and Jude wouldn't have missed it for the world. The astonishing energy and mystical force involved that bound the mind and enflamed the soul was worth every moment of suffering he'd endured. Kai was here, and he was offering himself openly and wantonly to his dragon mate.

"I'm sorry, Jude," Kai said while grinding his hardness against Jude's abdomen. "I panicked, I never wanted you to leave me. I believed so many lies told to me by people who had no experience with mates or even a loving relationship. I'm the careful son of a careless man. I obsessed on how a bond would change me and make me weaker and dependent and never considered how it actually made me stronger to be near you. Your smell and your touch bring me to life."

Kai captured Jude’s face between his hands and pulled him down for a kiss that was pleading for understanding and forgiveness of which Jude was eager to oblige. Jude returned the kiss with equal ardor and pulled Kai closer cupping his ass and reveling in the feeling of having Kai in his arms.

"I'm sorry I left. I should have explained, but I didn't want to pressure you or take your choices away. I thought you genuinely loathed the idea of bonding with a dragon." Jude told him, and Kai pulled him down for another hungry kiss.

Kai was desperate to make amends for the hateful, dismissive manner in which he’d treated his beloved mate. The absurdity of his beliefs regarding mates came back to make him cringe. He wished that he’d lived life a little fuller than just existing in that cottage for the majority of his time, alone with his anger and his narrow-minded thoughts. He’d left for a couple of years right after his father died but returned when the dragons moved to town and started buying up the mountain. Once he’d returned to the cottage, he immediately fell back into his old ways and decided isolation was the answer to his problems in life. 

He learned that his problems were the result of his own dark and narrow view and not caused by any external force or individuals. His father had done him a huge disservice in regard to mates and relationships, but he accepted his father's truth as his own and never questioned, so that was on him.

Fate has given him a second chance, and he wasn't going to squander it. He was going to claim his dragon right here and right now. He rubbed his hardened cock against Jude and felt the hair roughened flesh of his lower abdomen, and it caused his desire to flare and his need to become unrestrained.

"I need you now, Jude, don't deny me please. I love you, everything about you calls to me and every time I see you I long for your touch. We have a lot to learn about one another, but we have the rest of our lives for that. It may sound contrived, but I've loved you since the first time I saw you. Your wildness, combined with your calm consideration and sharp tongue, won me over immediately. But my own stupidity ruined it, and now I want it back, I want you and the way you make me feel. Please, Jude." Kai pleaded.

Jude was loving this knew honesty and openness Kai was embracing with wild abandon. He was holding nothing back, and Jude planned to do the same.

"I want you too, Kai. It was obvious in the way I loved you that first time. You are my mate and my love and my life. My dragon recognized you at our first meeting, but I was too dense to realize what was happening. I was drawn to you, and even though I tried, I could not stay away. No other man interested me; no one touched my heart the way you did. I love you, Kai, and that's all that matters right now. We have a lifetime to work out the details, my love." Jude pressed him hard to his chest and latched onto the tender flesh of his shoulder.

“Say it again, Jude.”

“I love you.”

"I love the way you say that." Kai gushed and began pulling at Jude's small leather loin cloth. "Claim me." He stated loud and urgent, and Jude was not going to question as his need was as clear as his words.

Jude reached lower, slipping his hand under his mate to find the opening he sought pressing gently until his thumb slipped inside. Kai was hard at work stroking Jude's hard and leaking member the roughness of his hand was sending tremors of ecstasy through Jude and causing him to increase his speed at stretching and preparing his needy mate. He used their combined precum that was collecting in pools to ease his way as the heat between built to unbearable levels.

Wrapped as they were in each other's arms, Jude made just the slightest adjustments to move Kai forward and position him atop his now painfully throbbing cock. Kai looked deeply into his eyes as he gradually lowered himself until Jude was completely seated inside his mate. The process was deliciously excruciating. Kai raised and lowered himself slowly at first, and unable to hold back began a rapid ride that had Jude holding his breath as lights danced before his eyes.

He took hold of Kai's cock and matched stroke for stroke with Kai never once taking their eyes off one another. This was the true joining of souls; Jude could feel it was beautiful as it had been before, but his time there was the added element of true devotion that heightened the pleasure. Their connection was tangible and becoming stronger by the second.

Their breathing and the sound of their heartbeats filled the cavern, echoing back at them and seem to intensify the magnitude of this moment. Jude felt himself tensing and rushing towards the edge and gripped Kai's hips, holding him as he drove deep and came in a rush of satisfaction and delight.  

He watched as Kai turned his head and bared his shoulder, and Jude did not hesitate to take what was offered. He struck, sinking his teeth deep and marking his amazing wolf for all time and for all to see. He felt Kai come in a hard burst of warm seed, filling the space between them.

As he retracted his teeth and licked the wound, Kai turned and sunk his canines into Jude's shoulder, marking the dragon as the wolf's mate. His dragon surged forward, taking in the beauty of their mate before easing back into peaceful approval. The mate bond forged them together as lovers and friends for all eternity.

Jude glanced at his shoulder and saw the handsome scar that would be the pride of him and his dragon for all time. "Thank you, Kai, thank you for saving me." He said while searching his mate's face and seeing the love he felt reflected back at him in those beautiful hazel eyes. 

“It’s you who saved me, Jude. You gave me life and a reason, a reason for everything. I love you.” He kissed him lovingly and pressed himself up against Jude’s chest. Jude gathered him tightly in his arms and just held him.

Kai was at ease, for the first time, he could remember he felt at ease. Jude's arms would be his solace and his strength, and together they would get through anything life presented, together they were invincible.







  
 

EPILOGUE
Kai wasn't sure as to the reception he would receive from his mate's brothers, but as it turned out, Grey was his unlikely champion. Kai's determination to save Jude solidified his place in Grey's good graces, which reflected the opinion of the entire Circle. He was welcomed, and King Duncan formally recognized Kai Becket as the mate of his Second Knight and a member of the Laramie Dragon Circle. Kai, who spent his life isolated and alone, finally had a true home that he loved and a family who he cherished and a mate that absolutely hung the moon.

Jude insisted that Kai retain ownership of his property when he suggested signing it over to the Circle. "That is your piece of the mountain, and no one is going to take it from you," Jude told him, but Kai had found something much more meaningful than a few acres of land; he'd found love and acceptance and a people to call his own. So, he had the property placed in both their names.

"What's mine is yours, my mate." He told him and was thoroughly kissed for the effort. 

Kai moved into Jude's large quarters at the Gatehouse and, although no longer under his rule, retained his position as a data analyst to the Alpha Premier. Alpha Eli Jackman had played an integral part in helping Kai get his head out of his ass and accept Jude so he would always hold a special place in Kai's heart.

He also impressed the Dragon King, which meant he had an open invitation to the Gatehouse. He was specially invited to the ceremonial instillation of the newest Dragon Knight, Alrick Keith. He had been called forth during the difficult time and would now forever take his place with the brothers protecting the King, his consort, and the Circle.

Clan Keith was also in attendance as they paid homage to their cousin's ascendance from soldier to Knight. Also in attendance was Alrick's mate, Dane, and their son Archie who was home for the event from his training in Jackson Hole.

Alrick was a good fit, and although he would be missed by his Clan, he was proud to be serving his King. Back home, Bryn Keith, Calum's brother, was raised to the position of Second to the Chieftain. It was a surprise, but Calum knew Bryn was ready for the duties and challenges that lay ahead, and he would rise to meet them.

Following the ceremony, a celebration was held in the great room with food and drink and entertainment. Eli took the opportunity to make the rounds and meet many of what was known as the King’s inner circle. The mating of Kai with the Dragon Knight had put the wolves in a good place with the Dragon Circle. 

His people needed the assurance that there could be peace with the Dragons living so close, and the mating certainly demonstrated that fact. His belief was that if you had a dragon on your doorstep, you better make friends because you did not want him as your enemy.

It was getting late in the evening, and Eli was about to say his goodbyes when a tantalizing scent wafted towards him from the window. He glanced over to see a tall, handsome young man standing in front of the open window. He was observing the room much as Eli was.

"That's Archie Keith, Alrick's son," Jude told him as he walked up to stand beside the Alpha. They had become close since Kai had told Jude how Eli had been the one that urged him to go to Jude and talk it out, which had led to his rescue and their mating.

“How old is he.” The Alpha needed to know. He looked young, he just prayed that Archie wasn’t as young as he appeared.

"He just turned seventeen." Jude smiled and draped his arm around Eli. "Is there something you want to share with me, Eli?" He cocked an eyebrow and started to laugh as Kai walked up and hugged Jude tightly around the waist. 

"Are you giving the Alpha a hard time?" Kai chastised, and Jude laughed harder.

“No, but I think someone is going to, very soon.”

 

THE END

 

Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed this story. Please rate and review! 

-B.A. Stretke
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