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 The Billionaire Dragon’s Secret Son

 

 

Five years ago, Poppy stole something from George Lancaster. Well, technically two things. The first he knew about, the second... that’s going to come as a bit of a surprise. Now that is an understatement!

Poppy has been on the run, hiding out where no one can find her, or the most precious thing in her life, her son Charlie. But when trouble catches up with them, she has no choice but to seek help from George, a man who wants to get his hands on her...so he can wring her neck.

Ever since that night when she entered his life, dragon shifter George Lancaster has been paying the price. What she stole from him can never be replaced. And he doesn’t just mean the Heartsfire Blade.

No, she stole more than a family heirloom, she stole his future. Because when she vanished out of his life, she took all hope of him ever having an heir with her. Could fate really be that cruel? Thrusting her into his life and into his bed, for one night, and then allowing her to leave, never to be seen again.

But now she’s back. But why? Is this another game? If it is, she’s about to find out she’s met her match. 

One way or another, he is going to make her stay right where she belongs.

 

 


Chapter One – Poppy

His hands were warm on her skin as they caressed her thigh, moving higher, much higher, until his fingers looped around the elastic of her panties and ripped them off, with strength a man should not possess. She sighed against him, wanting him, needing him in a way she had never needed anyone before. 

This shouldn’t be happening, this wasn’t part of her well-thought-out plan. This was lust, pure and simple. Lust for a dream that wasn’t real. She was here for one thing, and one thing only, and it wasn’t sex.

But the way George Lancaster looked at her from across the crowded room, his eyes revealing his naked lust for her, she knew she was lost. Not because she was weak and could not fight the control his gaze wrought on her, but because she needed to get up the fancy staircase and into his room. 

And that look said she wasn’t going anywhere—unless it was with him.

So here she was, with his fingers brushing against her clit, and no matter how many times she told herself she was doing this for her brother,Brax, she knew she was lying to herself. Part of giving herself to George Lancaster had nothing to do with her mission, nothing to do with her promise to steal the Heartsfire Blade, a jewel-encrusted dagger dating from the time of the Vikings, a time when legend told the last dragons walked the Earth.

Of course, Poppy didn’t believe in myths and legends, she believed in the everyday struggle of real life, and the need to get her stupid brother off the hook again. Poppy pushed all thought of Brax out of her head. She didn’t need him interrupting George and his magic touch. And oh, yes, his touch was the kind of magic she could believe in.

His fingers slipped inside her, and she gasped against his mouth. A shiver passed through her; there was something in the way he looked at her, the way he touched her, that told of a primal beast lurking under his skin. A beast that was about to claim her.

He maneuvered her toward the bed, tearing her demure blue dress as he ripped it from her body and cast it aside. He paused. For one lingering moment he stared at her naked flesh, and groaned with need. If this was any other man, or any other circumstance, she would have covered her body with her hands, or dashed across the room to flick off the lights. But he made her feel fierce, he made her feel alive, he made her feel like a woman.

And when he stripped off his clothes and revealed the body of a god, he nearly made her forget why she was here. Strong muscles encased in taut, tanned skin that seemed to shimmer as he flexed his muscles. His thighs were toned, his hips narrow; then she looked lower, and gasped at the size of his…

Dang, this was not what she signed up for. The hesitation flickered across her face, and he read her thoughts. “I won’t hurt you.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, her eyes rising to meet his. 

“I’ve never been more sure.” He gave her a look that confused her. The fierce hardness softened, replaced by soft brown eyes that spoke of their future together, and of his need to have her and to hold her.

Well, he was going to be very disappointed. He could have her, but he was sure not going to hold her. She knew all about men like George Lancaster: the kind of men who took what they wanted because they wanted it, and curse the repercussions.

Her mind fixed on her goal, she stepped forward, reaching for him, and he came to her, picked her up, then placed her on the bed. George joined her, his body hovering over hers, kissing her, murmuring words she couldn’t understand, but they were words that made her insides turn to liquid fire. 

He slid between her thighs, easing her knees wider, before he kissed her most intimate places. Most intimate, her hands fisted the sheets as he licked, sucked, and nipped her sensitive skin, until she ached for him deep in her core. No man had touched her like this before, no man had made her want to abandon reason and give herself completely.

Poppy arched her back, her orgasm rushing toward her. She cried out, not caring if the people at the party downstairs heard. Sensations flooded her body, every nerve ending alive as she came for him. And this was for him, his expert mouth and fingers playing her like an instrument.

George Lancaster didn’t let up until she was completely spent, her breath catching in her throat, ragged and frayed, like her nerves. When he lifted his head to look at her, he had a look of pure triumph on his face. He knew the control he had over her—at least he thought he knew.

As she writhed on the bed, she had caught sight of her prize; it was in a locked case, just as she had been told it would be. The case was padlocked to the towel rail in the adjoining bathroom. He probably hadn’t expected anyone to come up here. He should have been more careful.

Inwardly, she smiled ruefully. She should have been more careful. Allowing George Lancaster to seduce her was not how she had planned this. In and out, without drawing attention, that had been the plan. Poppy had purposely chosen a dress that would make her invisible. No plunging neckline, no daring slit up the skirt to show off her shapely legs. She’d dressed demurely, but had somehow managed to catch George’s eye.

George, who moved wordlessly to hover over her body, his weight supported on one elbow, while he used his right hand to guide himself into her heated depths. Teasing her, moving so that the head of his hard length pushed inside her, before pulling back out. His teasing awoke her arousal, making it strong, making her ache to know what it was like to have this man inside her.

The teasing ended abruptly. He pushed inside her, but this time instead of pulling back out, he thrust forward, filling her with his staff. She groaned and arched her back, offering herself to him. An offer he did not refuse.

In and out he thrust, long powerful strokes, impaling her as he took her to the brink of her second orgasm. He kissed her lips as he came, drowning out her cries. Poppy had no choice but to wrap her arms around his neck and cling to him as if her life depended on it. She came, her inner walls gripping him, as if trying to hold on to this moment, hold onto this man.

Because she knew this was a fleeting moment, one she would never forget, but one she had to put distance between them as soon as she had her hands on the Heartsfire Blade.

But this moment was for her to enjoy, to savor…

“Mommy.” 

Poppy dragged herself out of the fog of sleep, and out of the recurring dream that had haunted her for the last five years. Five years in which she had been hiding, all thanks to that fateful night.

“Mommy,” Charlie called again.

Poppy rolled over and cracked one eye open. “It’s only just light.”

“I can hear the birds,” Charlie announced. “Can we go outside and listen?”

“You and those birds,” Poppy said, sitting up and pushing her auburn hair out of her eyes. It needed a cut. Later today she would have to sharpen the scissors on the whetstone out back and then cut it as best she could. Gone were the days of long, leisurely visits to the hair salon. Up here in the mountains she had to do everything herself. Including cutting her hair.

She sighed. It could wait until after they had been down to the store for some fresh supplies. “Hey, Charlie bear, why don’t we walk and listen to the birds? We have to go down to the store, we could take our breakfast, and you can eat yours, while I pull you along on the sled.”

“Yeah!” Charlie exclaimed, jumping up and down, before racing toward her and launching himself into her arms. “Can I have some candy if we go to the store?”

“As long as you don’t complain on the way back. You can ride the sled there, but you’ll have to walk back here.”

“No complaining,” Charlie agreed, which she knew was a lie. And she didn’t blame him: it was a long steep path back up the mountain. But it was the safest place she could think of when she found out she had stolen more than the Heartsfire Blade from George Lancaster. She had also stolen his firstborn son. The son who grew in her belly for nine months, the son whom no one could ever know existed.

Poppy swept those thoughts aside, along with the residual tension her dream had left in her body. Exercise, good productive exercise, that was what she needed. 

Liar, the voice of betrayal murmured in her head. What she really needed, what she really wanted, had eyes that beckoned her to bed and a body that made her want to stay there forever. But that was a dream, a fantasy, and she lived in the real world. A harsh world she had forced herself into when she realized she had been set up by the brother she thought she was saving.

“OK, Charlie, let’s get you dressed. You need to wrap up warm, it’s cold this early on the mountain.” She ducked her head and peered out of the small window of the cabin, which looked down over the wooded valley below. The window gave her the best view, but the scenery wasn’t the reason it was positioned there. It was her lookout. If anyone came up the mountain to the cabin—and no one ever did—she would see them. 

But they could not stay in their hideaway forever. She glanced at Charlie. He was getting bigger, he needed other children to play with. Soon she was going to have to risk everything and leave this sanctuary she had built for them. But not today, today was for watching the wildlife and listening to the birds.

“But it’s going to be a sunny day later,” Poppy added lightly. She was not going to let thoughts of the future cloud this glorious day.

Once they were dressed, and Poppy had grabbed Charlie some fresh bread she had baked yesterday, and some dried fruit, along with a cup of juice, they went outside. It truly was the best of days. On days like this she could think of no other place she would rather be. But when the winter snow came, piling so high against the door they could not get out, she worried what would happen to Charlie if she got hurt, or fell ill.

“OK, Charlie bear,” she said. “Let’s go.”

“Giddy up, Mommy,” he called from behind her, as she took the weight of the sled on her shoulders and pulled it over the stony ground. The downward slope made this part easy, and the sled rattled and bumped over the stones. Charlie opened his mouth and said, “Ahhhhh, ahhhhh, ahhhhh,” his voice juddering in time with the sled.

Poppy smiled. She loved his innocence, an innocence she wanted him to hang on to for many years. But once they left their sanctuary, that could be swept away, if they ever found him.

An hour later, they hit the road, and she walked the last mile to the store on the smooth asphalt surface. The sun rose high above the Welsh mountain peaks, and she unzipped her jacket and placed it under Charlie in the sled. “How you doing there?” she asked him.

“Good,” Charlie said. “I was looking at the clouds. That one there looks like a dragon flying across the sky.”

Poppy stopped so suddenly the sled bumped into the back of her legs. She hardly noticed as she turned her head up to the sky. “A dragon?” For a moment, she half expected there to be a mighty dragon flying across the sky and swooping down on them. An image of George Lancaster rode in her mind, his face, intent on hers. Was he hunting her? 

But it was just a cloud and dragons weren’t real, no matter what garbage Brax had tried to convince her of. “It does, doesn’t it?” she replied.

“Yeah, and that one looks like a rabbit,” Charlie said. “The dragon is chasing the rabbit.”

Poppy pulled the sled and their journey resumed, Charlie making all kinds of creatures from the clouds drifting lazily above them. They rounded the last bend, and the store came into view. Poppy always experienced a twinge of apprehension when she saw signs of civilization. Ridiculous really, especially since it was too early in the season for there to be many tourists, and the guy who ran it, Harry Jessop, lived alone, and rarely left the place. Deliveries came in on a Tuesday, a day Poppy made sure she avoided.

In short, she would likely be in and out and not see anyone but Harry. The fact no cars had passed them since they hit the road gave her hope. One bonus of coming down the mountain to the store so early in the day, was that no one else was around at this time. Any early season tourists would be still wrapped up in bed, and the mountain men and ranchers who lived scattered around the mountains, would be busy doing chores.

Poppy relaxed. She had done a grocery run like this every couple of weeks for the last couple of years, since she brought Charlie to the mountain. It would be fine. It was always fine.

And yet something prickled her senses, something that made her think today was going to be the exception to an otherwise perfect rule.

Pushing her paranoia aside—it was a side effect of her past, Poppy picked up her pace, the sled skidding along behind her. She knew this stretch of road well, knew all the places where she could scoot off the road if she needed to, and all the dense thickets she could hide in if there was a need. As she walked, she mentally checked them off; it was her thing, it made her feel safe. It was the same training that had enabled her to steal the Heartsfire Blade and get out of the house without George Lancaster seeing. And he had been watching. After they had sex, she had gone to the bathroom, picked the lock on the case, and pocketed the dagger.

When she went back to the room, she smiled and told him it had been fun.

That was when she had her first inkling that for George Lancaster sex with Poppy had not been for fun. Their intimate encounter meant more than that to him. His eyes spoke of possession. Well, she had no intention of being possessed, she was her own woman.

“Dang it,” Poppy said, as she looked up. Thinking of George Lancaster had made her lose her concentration.

“What is it, Mommy?” Charlie asked, picking up on the fear that raced through her body.

Poppy ducked off the road and slipped down along a well-used game trail, turning to put both hands on the sled to keep it upright as the weight of it crashed into her. Charlie shouted in fear, his eyes wide. Poppy put her finger to her lips, and he immediately quieted in a well-practiced routine.

The sled came to rest against a tree trunk. She heaved it back onto the game trail, and continued downwards, her mind racing. She had no comfort to offer Charlie as her mind ran through different scenarios of how this was going to play out.

She was certain they had not been seen. She was also certain their cabin would no longer be a safe sanctuary. Their quiet mountain life was at an end.

The choice before her was dire. She either went back on the run, or she gave herself over to the man who had made her steal the Heartsfire Blade in the first place. But he would try to use Charlie against her, and his father, once he knew who that was.

Which left her only one choice. There was one place Charlie would be safe. But safety would come at a terrible price. She hid her tears and said brightly to Charlie, “You know, it’s such a perfect day, why don’t we go on an adventure?”

“Yes!” he exclaimed happily.

Poppy’s mind was set. It was time to face up to her past, it was time to face up to George Lancaster.


Chapter Two – George

George Lancaster stalked across the underground parking lot to his car. It was late, and he wanted to get home and shower, and then… Then what? Fill the lonely hours until it was time to get up in the morning and live another day on repeat.

It was how he survived, how he buried his need for revenge. His need for her.

He could still taste her on his lips. If he closed his eyes, he almost believed he was buried inside her, making her cry out in pleasure as her climax hit her. He could still recall the softness of her skin, the scent of her… Every day he relived that night. Every day he swore he would find her.

And wring her perfect neck for stealing something so precious to his clan.

He took the keys out of his pocket and unlocked the car, glancing around the parking lot before he slipped inside his luxurious Mercedes. A status symbol, no more. The car, the house he slept in, all just possessions, bought through long hours of hard work. Just one of the many ways he had been made to prove himself over the years. Prove that he was strong, even if he had lost the symbol of the clan’s power.

But he’d get it back. He had amassed money, and that money enabled him to amass information. And he knew he was getting close to the truth. The truth of the whereabouts of the Heartsfire Blade, and the identity of the one who stole it. His latest clues indicated the Fireclaw Clan, and that was the lead his private investigators were following up.

“George!” a voice called out, and woke him from his dreams of revenge.

Kyle Northridge, great. “Kyle, what are you doing here?” George asked, keeping his voice friendly.

“I was in the building,” Kyle said, not offering any further explanation. He simply stood grinning at George with teeth that were so white, so perfectly straight, they must have cost his daddy thousands. And this was the future of the Blackclaw Clan.

George huffed. He suspected people thought the same of him when they thought back to him losing the Heartsfire Clan’s sacred blade. A blade that could do mortal damage to any dragon, no matter how thick their hide was.

“Good to see you,” George lied, and put his briefcase into his car.

“Off home?” Kyle asked, walking over.

“Yes,” George replied, sliding into his seat.

“You work too many hours, George. We should go out some time, get you a woman to keep your bed warm until that wayward mate of yours comes back.” Kyle nearly blinded George with a benevolent smile; at least, that was what Kyle was aiming for. But George knew Kyle had a reputation for getting under your skin, and making sure you owed him. If what George heard was true, a lot of dragons, from a lot of clans, owed Kyle.

“Thanks, I’ll keep it in mind,” George said.

“Good. Good.” Kyle patted the roof of George’s car as he pulled the door shut. George waved as he started the engine, he didn’t want to be rude… OK, so maybe he did. George did not need a man like Kyle Northridge sticking his nose into his business. Not now when he was on the brink of a breakthrough on locating the Heartsfire Blade, and restoring his clan’s standing in the dragon world. He reversed and drove out of the parking lot. 

Duty. Loyalty. Honor. The very code his clan lived by. The irony that his mate was a thief who had no care for others was not lost on George.

George gripped the steering wheel tighter, until the whites of his knuckles showed. His dragon was stirring, and he knew why. All these thoughts of his mate always put him on edge. Soon he would have to leave the London and take a vacation to some remote destination where no one would notice a dragon flying at night. His clan owned a few such hideaways, but as the planet became more crowded, some of them were next to useless, unless it was a moonless night, or heavy clouds filled the sky. 

As for airplanes! Don’t even get him started on those invaders of the skies.

He turned off the highway, driving through the suburbs, the traffic thinning as he neared his mansion. High, impenetrable walls surrounded the house, with motion sensors dotted at intervals to keep intruders out. A wrought-iron gate stood at the only entrance, with a security keypad on the wall next to it. This was his private place, a place where he could relax, away from the scrutiny of others. 

He pressed the buttons and entered his code, sitting patiently while the gates slowly opened. He was in no rush: dinner, and an hour of exercise, would leave him ready for a shower and then bed, where he would no doubt toss and turn, the vision of his mate taunting him. What an exciting life he led.

The gates were open wide enough for his car to fit between them. He eased his foot down on the accelerator and the car moved forward, the gates swinging shut behind him. The drive leading to the house was not long; it skirted a small ornamental lake, before straightening up to reveal an impressive view of the mansion. George snorted. What he wouldn’t give to live high up in the mountains, with nothing but the clothes on his back and the sun on his face.

Duty. Loyalty. Honor.

He repeated the words that he had carved into the stone above the large front door of the mansion when he bought it two years ago. It was how he reminded himself that he could not run away and seek the solitary refuge he craved. All thanks to that woman. If not for her, he could have slipped into obscurity and lived his own life, on his own terms, instead of spending each day trying to right the wrong she had done to his clan.

He stopped the car abruptly and got out. Did she have any idea what she had done when she stole from him? Had she any idea of the life she had forced him into?

He had to let it go. This constant obsessing was driving him insane, but he knew it was useless. He knew it went deeper than the theft of the Blade: a dragon was meant to have his mate by his side. If he had never met her it would be different, he would be different. The longing would still be there, but not this constant obsessing. But he had met her, and worse… he had bedded her. Taken her. Claimed her. And then she had run from him, as if it meant nothing.

He slammed the car door shut and looked up at the sky, cursing the clear night and full moon. He needed to fly. His dragon was scratching at the walls of his mind, trying to get out, to escape the thoughts of her.

George stopped and sniffed the air. There was a scent. A new scent. Don’t say he was now hallucinating with his nose? Was that even a thing? Or just one more sign she was driving him to the brink of insanity with her absence. 

“Good evening, sir,” Alfie, his butler-cum-cook, cum-valet said, as George entered the house. He must have heard the car and come running to the door. Duty. Loyalty. Honor. That was Alfie. He had been in the service of George Lancaster’s family for most of his adult life. The two of them shared a bond that went deeper than a master-servant relationship.

“It’s late, you shouldn’t have waited up.” George knew how early Alfie got up in the morning to begin his chores. But Alfie insisted on never going to bed before George arrived home; he always liked to open the door for George and give him an update on his day. Not that anything ever happened. Alfie rarely left the grounds, preferring to have everything delivered in. Alfie felt safer, more secure that way, and George never questioned him. He knew the old man’s past only too well.

Looking at Alfie’s darkened eyes, George made a mental note to be home early tomorrow, so that the old man could get to his bed early.

“I have dinner prepared. It might be a little dried up,” Alfie said apologetically.

“I’m sure it will be edible.” George walked toward the staircase. “You should go to bed. I can help myself.”

“Hmm,” Alfie said. “I’ll give one last turn around the house. Check all the windows and doors.”

George smiled. Alfie had a set routine he had to perform, or he found it impossible to sleep. But since there were only the two of them in the house, and Alfie was meticulous about locking all the doors when he entered and left by the tradesman’s entrance, it was one he didn’t need to perform. But he did it anyway.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” George said. “I’ll shower and change before I eat.”

“Good night.” Alfie was already heading off down the hallway, eager to get to bed.

George took the stairs two at a time. He liked the solitude of the evenings. The emptiness of the house after a day surrounded by people. Maybe later he would take a walk outside, the night air would do him good, settle him before he tried to sleep…

His dragon burst into his thoughts, bright, fiery, and alert. Something was wrong. Someone was here. Another dragon. He could scent one on the air. 

George undid the buttons of his jacket, slipping it off and casting it aside as he moved lightly down the hallway. His tie followed his jacket, before he undid the top two buttons of his shirt and rolled up his sleeves, ready for the fight that was before him.

He sniffed the air. There was another scent mingling with that of the dragon. One he recognized, one that had haunted his dreams, both day and night, for the last five years. As he moved to open the door to his bedroom, he knew he would no longer have to search for his mate. 

She was here. With another dragon. He pushed the door open, knowing he would fight to the death to protect his mate. Even if she were a lying, thieving wench.


Chapter Three – Poppy

Poppy had forgotten just how devastatingly handsome George Lancaster was. Her dreams did not do him justice, and her body reacted to him as he stood, framed in the doorway, his shirt undone to reveal a sprinkling of hair, and his sleeves rolled up as if he were ready for a fight. The fire that flashed in his eyes confirmed her fears: George Lancaster was still mad at her, and she was glad she had told Charlie to hide in the bathroom.

Although what would happen to her son if George hurt her, she didn’t know. Her face flushed pink, and she wanted to hide from that gaze that ripped her clothes from her body as he stood there, glaring at her. What did she expect, a peck on the cheek and a long time no see?

George Lancaster strode into the room, his eyes no longer on her, but instead skimming the room, looking for something. Oh no, had he picked her up on a surveillance camera? She was sure she had avoided them all. She thought she had been so careful when she sneaked in here. It was what she was good at.

Correction. It was what she had once been good at. She was rusty, and she had put herself and Charlie in danger. By the look on George’s face—mortal danger! 

He surveyed the room, and she prayed Charlie would keep himself hidden in the bathroom, and not make a sound. Poppy had no idea how George was going to react to the news he had a son. What if he took it badly? What if he took it very badly? He might think she was making it up. He might not believe that one night in his bed was enough for her to conceive. Heck, it hadn’t even been one night. It had been one brief, exquisite encounter.

She watched him as he walked around the room, his head tilted back, breathing in, like an animal scenting its prey. Why had she come here? She should have taken her chances elsewhere. But deep down Poppy knew that was not an option. The man who had sent her to steal from George Lancaster in the first place was not a man she could trust. He would take Charlie and use him as he saw fit. To the man Brax had called Bernard, an alias, as she had learned when she tried to trace him, both she and Charlie would be property he would use as he saw fit.

“Where is he?” George asked, jolting her out of her thoughts. How did he know? Charlie had not made a sound.

“Where is who?” she asked in return, trying to maintain her gaze, but her eyes slipped momentarily to the right. No other man might have noticed, but no other man was as attuned to her as he was to her. She could not fool George Lancaster again.

“The man you are with,” George said.

“I’m not here with another man,” she answered truthfully.

George moved quickly, too quickly for her to react. Was he some kind of superhero, with enhanced strength and agility? There was no other explanation for his lightning-fast movement. He reached for her, his hand curling around her wrist cruelly, his fingers digging into her flesh as he took hold of her arm. A hard yank, and he pulled her toward him, his body now between her and Charlie.

“No,” she said, and grabbed hold of George’s upper arm, trying to knock him off balance. It worked, but they ended up sprawled across the king-size bed, with him on top of her, his body pinning her down. “Let me go.”

“No,” he said roughly. “Do you know how many nights I dreamed of finding you? How many ways I have thought of making you pay for what you did?”

She writhed under him, trying to push him off, but he was too strong. “I’m sorry.” It sounded weak, pathetic. Which was exactly how she felt with this brute of a man on top of her.

“Liar,” he spat.

“I am truly sorry,” she said, and a sob erupted from inside her, making him frown, his eyes fixed on hers.

“I know how good an actress you are, remember?” He lowered his head and captured her lips kissing her fiercely.

Poppy reacted by biting his bottom lip. She tasted the blood on her tongue, hot and metallic.

George pulled back, the darkness clouding his face scared her. A deep danger lurked there, a deep, dark danger. A beast lurking beneath the surface, that threatened to burst out, to claim what was his. And she was his. She knew that now. Knew that their lovemaking, all those years ago had meant something. If not to him, then to her. But she could never let him know that. Never let him use it against her. And he would use it. All men did. They tore the life you had created for yourself apart, all to serve their own needs.

“Please, get off me,” Poppy said, no longer struggling. She didn’t want to fight him, that wasn’t what she had come here for.

He eased back off her, but did not let her get up. “Why are you here?” 

“I have something that is yours,” she said.

“You have brought the Heartsfire Blade back to me?” George asked, a look of surprise on his face.

“No.” She shook her head. “I don’t have it.”

“Where is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who did you steal it for?” he asked, his features darkening once more, and his grip on her wrists tightening.

“I can’t tell you.”

“Can’t or won’t?” he asked.

“Won’t,” she said. 

“You know I can make you talk?” he asked.

“Yes,” she answered.

“And what makes you think I won’t?” he asked gently, leaning forward and nuzzling her neck. “I don’t have to use pain. There are other ways to break a woman.”

Her breasts heaved, as she fought to control her breathing. “Because…” Poppy didn’t know if him finding out she had given birth to his son, and kept that secret from him for the past five years, was going to make him want to hurt her more.

Tears pricked her eyes, and before she could blink them away, one trickled down her cheek. He saw it, his face softening, and he looked deep into her eyes, trying to read her thoughts. Thoughts that she needed to keep from him, and she turned away from him.

“What is this?” he asked, turning her to face him. She winced with pain, and he loosened his grip a hair; there was no way he was going to give her a chance to evade him this time. She had walked willingly into his den, and this was where she was going to stay until he got what he wanted from her. Only he had no idea what that was. Not yet.

“I’ll explain.” Poppy put her hand up to calm him, her voice soothing.

“I suggest you do so, quickly,” he ground out, his eyes lingering on her face, before they slid down her body, and then he licked his lips. Could he recall the taste of her?

“I…” She hesitated. “We need your help.”

“My help!” His voice was harsh. “Don’t play me for a fool, woman. That might work on other men, but I am not other men.”

“I know,” she breathed. He didn’t need to tell her he wasn’t the same as other men, she knew, from experience. “I’m not trying to play you,” she said, she needed him to believe her. 

“Then why are you here?” he asked, his voice cutting. 

“I… To show you something.” She was stalling. Scared of his reaction when he found out she had lied to him. No, not lied. She had done what she thought was best, and now, seeing his temper flare, she knew she had been right to keep her child away from such a man.

But it was too late. She was going to have to tell him. And hope that he didn’t take Charlie and shut her out of their lives completely. Tears squeezed out of the corners of her eyes. At least George would keep Charlie safe. Something she had tried to do and failed.

“Show me something? Get to the point. Tell me why you are here.” He sniffed her, and then looked up again. “Why are you here with the stench of another dragon on your clothes, on your body?” He sneered. “Is that it, you stole the blade for another dragon?”

Her heart beat rapidly. What was he saying? A dragon? Dear lord, the guy was insane, she had heard all this from Brax. She didn’t believe it then, she didn’t believe it now. Or was dragon a code word? But why would she smell of anything? The only other person she had been near was Charlie.

“I don’t know what you mean.” 

“No,” he said, staring into her eyes, as if trying to get a glimpse of her soul. “You don’t, do you?” He eased back, releasing her wrists. “Speak.”

She sat up, trying to angle her body away from his, while rubbing her sore wrists. “I came here, because I have something… Someone I need you to meet.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You’ve brought a friend.” He sighed. “Unfortunately, not my thing. One woman is all I need.” He made sure she heard his words, even if she did not understand the underlying message. “Is this friend the dragon I smell? Perhaps you should tell them to come out of hiding? If they want to fight, I am ready.”

He got up, and prowled the room once more. She slid off the bed and ran to the bathroom door, putting herself between father and son. “It’s not what you think.” She shook her head. She had no idea what the man was thinking. But she was sure it wasn’t that his son was hiding in the bathroom.

“In there?” He smiled, and rolled his sleeves up further. “Open the door. I’m ready.”

“Stop.” She took a step toward him. “You will scare him.”

George Lancaster cocked his head on one side, and his voice softened. “So it is another man? You are still a liar, it seems.”

He might as well have slapped her. She reeled from his voice as he said her name. “No!”

“Get out of my way.” George grabbed her wrist. “You should not have come back here. I have spent the last five years living with the shame you brought on my family. Five years of amassing treasure to bring the downfall of those who took what did not belong to them. Do you think I am stupid? Do you think I am the naive man who took you to his bed? Do you think I don’t know why you are here? Why you have been sent?”

“I have not been sent,” she said. “I have no idea what you mean.” But she was starting to understand the trouble she caused that night, and the anger George held for her.

“So what? You simply stole for money?” George asked. “With no thought of the damage you did my family?”

Before she could answer, before she could tell him the reason she had taken this Heartsfire Blade he held so dear, the bathroom door opened, and Charlie walked out.


Chapter Four – George

“Mommy?” 

George wheeled around, letting go of her hand as he turned to face the child who stood in his bathroom doorway. The small child looked at him, his eyes wide, his face pale, his bottom lip trembling as he fought not to cry.

“Mommy, are you all right? I heard shouting.”

George took a step closer to the child, who stood his ground, despite his obvious fear. In an instant, the woman had slipped past George, to place herself between him and the child. His child. He could see it in the eyes that looked back at him, and scent it on the air as he breathed in. This was the dragon he had smelled. Not an adversary. But a child. His child. He repeated the phrase. Now he knew why she was here. Now he knew whom the we she spoke of was.

“Please,” she said, putting her hand up to fend him off, even though she knew George could flatten her with his body, or throw her across the room if he chose to. “I can explain.”

“Why did you keep him from me?” George asked, his shock replaced with a growing anger. “How old is he?”

“Four,” she admitted, her eyes avoiding his hard gaze.

“You never once thought, through your pregnancy and birth, through the first four years of his life, that I had a right to know about my child?”

She winced. “How do you know he’s yours?”

He snorted with derision. “Why else would you be here?”

“And you believe me?” she asked. Then it clicked, she had come here expecting a fight. She had thought he would deny this child, and demand a paternity test before he took them in.

“He is a dragon.” He threw that at her and she paled. “Just like his father. I can smell it on his skin, I can hear the beat of his heart in my ears. He is a dragon.”

She swallowed, looking at him and then at the child. He was now convinced that she had no idea what he meant. That being a dragon must make him part of some weird cult. “Do you want me to show you my dragon?” he threatened and he let his dragon come forth, his eyes glowing a deep emerald green.

“No.” She shook her head and the young boy slipped his hand into his mother’s.

“Are you all right, Mommy?” he asked quietly.

“Yes, Charlie bear,” she replied, her hand brushing his golden hair.

“He’s not a bear,” George said quietly, as he heard her speak the child’s name. “He is a dragon.” 

“But more than anything, he is my son,” she said firmly.

“No, he is our son,” George said. And you are my woman, he wanted to add, but he did not. Now was not the time to lay his cards on the table for her to see. He needed to find what leverage he could, to make sure she never ran from him again. He would bind her to him in every way he could, and make sure she knew her place. He would never trust her, but he would bed her, and bend her to his will. And breed with her.

She looked down at her child. The understanding dawning there was heartbreaking—if you had a heart. Her eyes misted over. This woman might be many things, thief, liar, whore, but she was now a mother. A mother to his son. But what game had she come here to play?

“Have you come to sell him to me?” George asked, twisting the knife into her heart. “I can think of no other reason you are here now. You have kept him from me for so long. Why else would a woman like you come here?”

She winced as his words, her cheeks coloring as she stroked the child’s head. She cared what her son thought of her. His heart opened, and for one brief moment. George wanted to let her in, wanted to believe the best of her, because this was the woman he was supposed to spend the rest of his life, the rest of eternity with.

Then it withered, the memory of what this woman had stolen from him returning. She was dangerous and he could not afford to let his guard down. He could not let her see that he would lay down his life for her, for them both if needed. George pulled up a barrier around his heart. He could not let her in; he could not let her ruin everything. Not when he was so close to having it all.

Ah, of course. She had been sent here to do whatever it took to stop him. If that meant using their child, she was willing to do it, and his heart hardened further. Along with another part of his anatomy. She might be here to trick him, but he sure was going to indulge his many fantasies while she was under his roof.

“I came here to ask you to protect him,” she said.

“Of course you did,” he said with a mocking smile.

Tears threatened once more, and he was tempted to believe her. But she had fooled him once, he reminded himself again.

“I swear it’s true.” She took hold of the child’s small hand, and held it tight.

“From who?” he asked. “Don’t tell me you have stolen from other people who now wish you harm.”

“Charlie is hungry. Maybe we can talk while he eats.” She inclined her head slightly to the left, and he read its meaning. Whatever she had to say, she did not want to say it in front of the child. Because she didn’t want him to be afraid—or because she didn’t want him to hear? She had only asked for protection for the child. Was she planning on dumping him and then running off to have a carefree, childfree life?

Not happening. George was old-fashioned; he believed a child needed both parents. And besides, she was his mate. He was willing to use any means at his disposal, even emotional blackmail, to make sure she stayed. Their family might never be a perfect one filled with love. But breeding another child with her would be a great pleasure, and Charlie needed a sibling. He did not agree with only children.

George smiled at himself. For a man who had grown used to a solitary existence in his adult life, he sure was opinionated on family. He’d never admit it to anyone, but a family was the one thing he wanted more than anything. A mate and a herd of children was what he craved. He would gladly have traded the Heartsfire Blade for that, he admitted to himself. If she had come to him and asked for it, he would have given it to her if she needed it. His clan would have understood. But to have it stolen, by his mate, that was hard to live down. Betrayal at its worst.

“Let’s go downstairs and see what we can find in the kitchen,” George said, glancing down at the small child who still looked at him as if he were the bogeyman. He was going to have to work hard to win the child over, since George had no idea what his mother had told Charlie about his father.

“Thanks. OK, Charlie?” she asked. Charlie nodded. “We’re going to get something to eat.”

“And then we can go home?” Charlie asked.

“No, Charlie bear. We can’t go home.”

“Because of the bad men?” he asked.

“We’re safe here.” Poppy picked him up, kissing his cheek. “Yes, George is going to keep you safe.”

“What about you, Mommy?” Charlie asked. The small child clung to her as she followed George back down stairs.

“Mommy can take care of herself,” she said, but her voice held a lie. Whoever was out there, whoever had forced her to seek refuge with a dragon, scared her. George made it his business to find out who and why. In fact, he was going to make it his business to find out everything he could about this woman. Starting with her name.

“Who are you?” he asked her abruptly. They had reached the kitchen and he switched on the lights, making Charlie blink and rub his eyes.

“My name is Poppy Madison,” she answered.

“Is that your real name?” George asked, as he went to the fridge and took out a covered plate that held the dinner Alfie had prepared for him. He placed it in the microwave and began to heat it.

“Yes.” Poppy sat Charlie on a chair and came closer to him. “I promise you, that while I’m under your roof, I won’t lie to you.”

George looked at her sharply. “Who did you steal the blade for?”

“Please. I can’t tell you,” she insisted.

“Then you have broken your promise,” he accused, as the microwave pinged.

“No,” she said, sounding tired. “There is a difference. I am not lying to you.”

He let it go. This was not the time to force her to tell him the truth. There would be time for that later, when the child wasn’t around. He removed the plate of hot food and placed it on the table before Charlie, and then fetched a knife and fork for his son, who bent forward and sniffed the food.

“What is it?” Charlie asked.

“Steak. Potatoes. Broccoli and green beans,” George answered, peering over and looking at the food. Alfie was right, it did look dried up, but still good enough to eat.

Charlie pulled a face. “What is steak?”

Poppy hid a smile. “It’s meat. And you are going to eat it. So let’s cut it up and then you can feed yourself. Then you need to sleep.” She pushed the child’s unkempt hair out of his eyes. As she did so, George paused to take a real hard look at them both.

Poppy’s hair looked as if it hadn’t seen the inside of a salon for months, years even. Her clothes were well worn, and mud-stained. On her feet she wore hiking boots that were also well worn. Charlie’s clothes were no better, but they were in better condition than Poppy’s. Wherever these two had come from, wherever Poppy had been in the last five years, it was not living the high life on money earned from stealing the dagger from him. 

If he didn’t know better, he would guess they had been living rough. As he watched his son eat, he made coffee, allowing his anger and surprise to begin to dissipate. They were here, in his life. He needed to embrace this chance.

Instead of forcing her to tell him why she had stolen from him, he should try to win her over. She was, after all, his true mate. Bonded to him in this world and the next. 

Since she stole the Heartsfire Blade from him, he had been single-mindedly trying to get it back, and trying to track down the woman who stole it. Now she was here, confusion threatened to consume him. Should he try to tame her, or control her? And then there was the other question that hammered in his brain every time he caught the scent of her.

How was he supposed to control himself when he craved her so completely?


Chapter Five – Poppy

He watched her. And when he wasn’t watching her, he was looking at their son. She longed to ask him what he was thinking. Was he going to give them sanctuary?

That thought stuck in her head, and made fear creep though her body. He would give Charlie sanctuary, she had no doubt about that. How could he not, when he knew his blood flowed through the child’s veins? But Poppy? Poppy was simply the woman who had given birth to that child.

She chose to ignore the theft of the Heartsfire Blade. She was tired of going around and around in circles in her head, trying to decide if she should tell him all that she knew about the people who had made her steal it. It dredged up too many memories she had spent years trying to bury, shoveling dirt on all the hurt, pain, and betrayal she felt over the whole episode.

If she told George Lancaster she had been played, she would not get any sympathy. More likely he would pour scorn on her for being so stupid, so naive, so… trusting. Like a gullible fool, she had been sucked into one of her brother’s plots and schemes once more. Hadn’t she spent the whole of her childhood learning what a despicable human being he was, always willing to use others for his own gains?

“The boy should sleep,” George said, as he finished his coffee. He had made some sandwiches, which she had forced herself to eat. Not because there was anything wrong with them, but because her stomach churned with nerves. 

Since they had slid off the road, she had been intently focused on getting here. From finding George Lancaster’s address, to getting on the bus, to making sure Charlie had food. Now that she was here, the consequences were starting to pile up. She had placed herself and Charlie in the hands of a man who was shrewd and deadly when it came to business. That much she had learned from searching the internet while looking for his address.

Meeting him had reinforced what she had read. He wasn’t the same man she had met five years ago. Yes, he still made her insides squirm with desire when he looked at her, and his body was still the same, muscles hewn from stone, that his expensive shirt could not disguise. But there was a hardness to his expression, and guilt swept over her. She had to admit to herself that she was the cause of that hardness. Stealing that blade had set them both on a path, hers to the top of a mountain, his to the top of an empire. Neither were paths they would likely choose if they were free to make their own decisions.

But no matter how many times she told him she was sorry, it was never going to be enough. She would have to make the best of the situation, and if he let her stay, she would learn to tolerate the snide comments, she would learn to shoulder the accusations he threw at her. Anything to stay with Charlie. The small boy, now half asleep in his chair, was worth every sacrifice she had made so far, and every future sacrifice she might have to make. Even the ones demanded by George Lancaster.

“Do you want to carry him?” Poppy asked, as Charlie nodded his head toward the table.

George looked at her as if she might have an ulterior motive—she’d get used to that, and she could not blame him—but where Charlie was concerned her motives were always pure. Poppy hoped to one day make George see that, but right now she was just too tired.

“It’s been a long couple of days, and I ache in every muscle,” she admitted. “I don’t want to risk dropping him.”

George nodded and moved to stand next to Charlie, who looked up at the big man, the stranger he had only just met. But instead of being shy, he raised his arms, and George lifted him up. Cradling Charlie against his chest, he looked down at the child and inhaled his scent. Was that why Charlie was so relaxed in his father’s arms? He could smell that they were family.

The sight wrenched her gut. Would she lose her son to his father? Two dragons… She reached out and grabbed the countertop, her knees weak. George moved fast, his left hand reaching out and grabbing her elbow to keep her upright.

“I’m OK.” Poppy inhaled deeply. “Just tired.”

“Come.” George released her, and she felt the loss of his presence as he turned his back on her and walked away with their son. It was the weirdest sensation for Poppy. She had been the center of Charlie’s world for so long, and he had been the center of hers. Now that had changed, irrevocably. It would never be just the two of them. Those days were gone. 

No matter what happened, she could never run again, never take Charlie away from his father. As she followed George back upstairs, she accepted her fate, whatever it would be now she had handed her son’s safety over to George Lancaster. He would protect Charlie.

As George opened the door of what must be a guest bedroom, and laid Charlie down on the bed, she watched a wave of tenderness wash over his face, only to be replaced almost instantly by a hard, resolute expression. Poppy quickly took over, taking off Charlie’s shoes and his jeans, leaving him to sleep in his T-shirt. Then she kissed him goodnight and pulled the covers up over him. 

George stood back, watching her, and when she had finished, he leaned forward and murmured, “Goodnight, Charlie.”

He left the room, pausing at the door, waiting for her to follow. Poppy took one last look at her son, and prayed he would be safe. If she had broken into the house, what if someone else did the same? What if someone kidnapped him? Was there anywhere safe in the world?

“He will be OK,” George said. “The alarm is on.”

Poppy nodded. “Good night, Charlie bear,” she whispered and then left the room.

George turned and walked down the hallway. Poppy stood watching him, not knowing what she was supposed to do. Did he want her to follow? 

Realizing she wasn’t behind him, he stopped and turned to her. “Come. We need to talk.”

Obediently, she walked after him, her insides churning and her breathing ragged as she wondered what fate he had in store for her. She was at his mercy. Running wasn’t an option. Steeling herself to accept whatever punishment he might decide to issue for… well, everything, she followed him, only stalling when, instead of going downstairs, he stopped at his bedroom door.

“I thought you wanted to talk,” she said her voice high.

“I do.”

“Then maybe we should go downstairs… Maybe coffee.”

“You do not need caffeine in your system,” George insisted.

“I’m not so sure.” She took a step back, heading for the stairs.

“Poppy, that is not a request,” he said, and kicked the door open, while not taking his eyes off her.

Poppy stood her ground, but his unwavering stare made her realize this was not a battle she was going to win. With a sigh, she walked towards him, slipping past him into his bedroom. Her body heated up at the thought of what was going to happen between them. All those sleepless nights spent dreaming of his hands on her body, his mouth kissing her, tongue licking her… She blushed at those thoughts, a tremor of desire passing through her. 

She wanted him. She could no more deny that knowledge than she could deny the love she felt for Charlie.

“Why did you come here?” George asked.

“I told you. We need your help.” She sighed. “We need your protection.”

“From who?” George asked.

There he had her. If she told him whom she was running from, she would also have to reveal whom she stole the dagger for. The whole shameful story would pour out of her mouth.

“You want me to protect you, but you won’t tell me who from?” George asked.

“Does it matter who it is?” she asked.

He snorted and turned away, shaking his head. “It does to me. And I thought you actually wanted to protect the child. But not as much as you want to protect yourself.” He turned back to her, his eyes flashing green. “Or do you protect a lover?”

“No,” she said hoarsely, full of shame. Shame for wanting to protect her brother from this man before her, despite the way he had betrayed her. And why? Because she had promised their parents she always would, and she hated breaking promises. Yet her loyalty was misplaced.

George raked his hand through his hair, and turned from her, heading out of the door. “Bathe, and then sleep. We will speak of this in the morning. I hope you use the time to think about whose side you are truly on. If not, I may have to think carefully about keeping you under the same roof as my son.”

His words cut her deeply. George Lancaster was going to make her choose. Her son and his father, or her brother. There would be no contest. Poppy was sure they both knew that. 

The door closed behind him, and she stood in the middle of the room, listening to the sounds of the house. Then she went to the bathroom and filled the bath with hot water. She could not remember the last time she had sat in a bath full of water; on the mountain all water had to be carried from the water pump and heated on an open fire. She had soon got used to washing in minimal amounts of water.

But tonight, she was going to spoil herself. Poppy closed her eyes and let go of all her thoughts and fears. She would take everything as it came, one moment at a time.

Getting out of the bath, she dried herself off and went back into the bedroom, expecting to find him there. When he wasn’t, she experienced an inexplicable wave of disappointment.

Hoping he wouldn’t mind her borrowing his clothes, she went to his closet and took out a large T-shirt. With it nearly reaching her knees, and her damp hair hanging around her shoulders, she left the bedroom and tip-toed down the hallway to check on Charlie. 

She stood in the doorway and listened to his breathing: it was so familiar, so comforting. Hoping she had made the right decision to come here, and still trying to figure out how her mountain refuge had been discovered, she padded back to George’s bedroom and slipped into his bed.

Sleep took her, but somewhere in her dreams, he was there, holding her tenderly. If only that could be her reality, instead of the man who looked at her as if she were the worst person on Earth.

Which, to him, she was.


Chapter Six – George

He’d risked being seen, and released his dragon to fly over the city. He’d climbed almost vertically to get above the scattered clouds, and then hid behind them, drifting along towards the coast before crossing out over the ocean and flying hard, wings flapping, heart pumping, lungs burning with the effort, but it had cleared his head and allowed him to put everything in perspective.

She was in his life. That was all that mattered. That and the child she had brought with her. No matter how much he wanted to force her to tell him everything, the look on her face told him it was not that easy. She had secrets, secrets that might put her or the boy in danger. He would give her time. Time to learn to trust him, time to figure out for herself what his motives were.

And what are our motives, his dragon asked.

To make another child with her. To make her want to stay. To make her want to be our mate forever.

His dragon soared higher and then turned to spin towards the water, pulling up at the last moment, the tips of his wings flicking spray up into the air. His dragon kept low, skimming the water, only rising back up into the clouds when he neared land. 

He landed in the grounds of his mansion, and looked around. One thing he did need to find out from her was how had she wound up in his bedroom. The walls were impenetrable, with motion sensors on top of sharp rock that jutted upwards. The gate was the only weak point, but no one had ever climbed over it before. What made it more surprising was that Poppy had managed to enter the house with a child in tow. A small child, who unless he had turned into a small dragon and flew, would not have been able to climb over the walls without her carrying him.

Stalking back to the house, he let himself in and reset the alarm. Tomorrow he would question her, and then put new measures in place to ensure no one else entered the grounds the same way. He sighed. Putting guards on patrol in the grounds might also have to be considered. It was something he had resisted, since it made flying as his dragon harder. But Poppy and Charlie’s safety was more important than nighttime flying.

His dragon reluctantly agreed. They were going to have to be careful until they figured out what was going on. He would also have to tread lightly around the investigation he had launched. George was certain this was what had triggered Poppy turning up in his bedroom today. He simply needed to put all the pieces together, and make her see that bringing down whoever was out to hurt her and Charlie should be the top of their priorities.

Walking quietly up the stairs, George mused over this thought. Charlie was obviously Poppy’s top priority, and yet she was unwilling to share any information with him that might lead him to the Heartsfire Blade. What would be so important to her that she would risk her son’s safety?

A promise, his dragon rumbled.

A promise? George asked.

She made us a promise, a promise that she won’t break, I’m certain.

His dragon usually had good senses when it came to people; he had hundreds of years’ experience dealing with liars and cheats, after all. You think she made a promise to someone, one that she is not willing to break?

It is plausible. His dragon lay down and closed his eyes, content now that they had stretched his wings. It should be easy to discover what that promise might be.

Of course, because now they had her name. He could dig into her past, and pull up all her skeletons, of which there were many, he was sure.

But that could wait until tomorrow. He needed to sleep, and he also needed to check that she was still here. Part of him was scared he would open his bedroom door and find her gone. Or that she had never been there, and that Poppy and Charlie were a vision he had dredged up in a bid to put a stop to his longing.

However, he knew she was real before he opened the door. He knew she was still there before he set eyes on her. He could sense her, his body attuned to hers, and an ache for her sprung up in his loins. Sleep might evade him after all.

He took off his clothes, and lay down in the bed next to her, noting she wore one of his T-shirts and wondering if she had spent the time he was out rummaging through all his personal items, both in here and in the rest of the house. It did not matter: whatever she found would not leave the mansion, because if he had his way, Poppy would never leave the mansion. Not ever.

He knew it was unreasonable, but as he pulled her body against his, wrapping his arms around her curvy body and inhaling her sweet scent, he knew he would chain her to his bed rather than let her leave his life once more. His hand cupped her breast, and his thumb chafed against her nipple, and she stirred in his arms, muttering something about dragons. 

George smiled and closed his eyes. In the morning, he would wake her and show her exactly what he had been dreaming about all these years. He would claim her as he had longed to claim her since that solitary night they spent together.

And he was certain she would not put up a fight. He’d watched her closely, watched how her body responded to his looks, how her face flushed pink and how she secretly looked at him with open lust. Oh yes. He was sure she was his, she just did not want to admit it yet.

But perhaps a few nights in his bed, a few nights of having him inside her, a few hours of having his body worshiping hers, might just make her admit she wanted him too.

And who knew, maybe one day she would admit she loved him. 

A dragon could dream.


Chapter Seven – Poppy

Poppy woke up. In the arms of George Lancaster. 

As she lay there with her eyes half open, she tried to figure out how she felt about that. For one, she had always considered herself a light sleeper. Living in the cabin, she had always been easily awoken by noises outside. It was a self-preservation mechanism that had served her well. So how he had entered the room, undressed—and she knew for a fact he was naked under the sheets—and climbed into bed with her, all without waking her up, was worrying. It hit her ego for a loop.

Poppy Madison had lost her touch. All in a matter of eight hours. 

And then there was the other thing. The thing that was nestled against her back, the thing that she wanted inside her. She closed her eyes and tried to get rid of the naughty thoughts that were inside her head. If she wriggled back on him, would he wake up, would he make love to her? Her stomach flipped at that idea, and heat flared in her core. She truly was a lost cause.

But only around George Lancaster. She hadn’t been with another man since that night, even in the months that followed, when she had no idea she was pregnant with his child. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t taken precautions when she had sex with George. She wasn’t that stupid or naive, and yet here she was five years later.

In his bed once more, her inner voice teased her.

Yes, in his bed once more. In his arms. And completely lost to a man who didn’t trust her, and with every good reason. All she had to do was open her mouth and tell him about her brother. Tell him she stole the blade in return for her younger brother’s safety. Her brother, whom she had promised her parents she would look after when they went on vacation, and never came back.

They had gone on a cruise off the island where they were staying, when a storm hit and the boat went down. No trace of them was ever found, their watery grave lost forever. What other choice did she have than to keep that promise? She was a woman of her word, in everything she did. Not only with friends and family, but in business too, which was why she was so well thought of and held in high regard.

Until that one fateful night. When she lost all reason, after her brother got himself into trouble. Her life had ended that day. Until the first stirring in her belly that told her she was carrying a new life inside her. A second chance.

“Are you awake?” George asked, his breath caressing her neck.

“Yes.” She’d promised not to lie to him, but it would be so much easier to lie here with her eyes closed and pretend she had not heard the rumble of his voice.

“I have to go to work today. I should familiarize you with the house, and introduce you to Alfie.” With that he unwrapped his arms from her body and slipped out of bed. It took all her resolve not to turn over and watch him. Instead, she closed her eyes and imagined.

His tall, broad frame, covered in golden skin, pulled taut over rippling muscles. Dang, this was torture. 

Poppy slipped out of bed. Keeping her back to Gorge, she reached for her clothes. They had been clean four days ago; now they were dirty, and smelly. However, walking around in George’s T-shirt and nothing else was not an option, especially since she was about to meet Alfie, whoever that was. George did not seem to be a pet dog or cat kind-of-a-guy, so Poppy assumed Alfie was like a housekeeper.

Or a lover! What if George was gay, or bisexual! 

She squashed that thought flat. There was no way Poppy was sharing a man with anyone, man or woman.

“Will the boy be awake?” George asked, as he opened his closet.

“Charlie. He has a name,” Poppy said.

A pause in George’s movements. “A good name. Why did you choose it?”

Poppy didn’t pause; she pulled on her mud-stained jeans as she spoke. “I liked it. Why else do you give a child a name?” she asked flippantly. He didn’t need to know that she had obsessed over George Lancaster all through her pregnancy and named her child after his father.

“Why indeed?” George asked and closed his closet.

Poppy wrestled her bra on under her T-shirt, and decided she might just as well keep it on. Only because her shirt was dirty and torn. Not because she wanted anything of George Lancaster’s next to her skin. Loser, she told herself. Which described her perfectly. She had lost everything because of her brother, and she was about to do the same again, unless she was open with George.

She sighed, and looked up at the ceiling. Tonight she was going to come clean and tell him everything. It would give her time to get her story straight, try to make him understand her motives. And if he went after Brax? So be it. She was done protecting him at the expense of herself and her family. A family that now included George Lancaster, whether she liked it or not. He was the father of her child, and that had to be more important than her wayward brother. 

Brax had made his choices. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to conjure up the image of the men in the mountain. He’d been there. She was sure of it. Up until now she had tried to persuade herself it could not have been him. But in truth, she knew it was. He was still wrapped up in all this, and still willing to use her for his own ends. But how had they found her?

Poppy looked down at the ring on her finger, the only item of jewelry she possessed. It was their mother’s ring. She twisted it around. Brax was supposed to give it to his fiancée whenever he found her. Instead, after the Heartsfire Blade incident, he had given it to Poppy, told her he was sure Mom would have wanted her to have it. They both knew that wasn’t true. They both knew Brax had always been their parents’ favorite. But Poppy had been desperate for the sentiment to mean something.

She pulled it off her finger as far as the knuckle; it was time to let go of that part of her life. “Poppy,” George barked, and she pushed the ring back on her finger.

“Yes?” she asked, her brain foggy with the past as she looked at him.

“Are you all right?” He frowned at her, and she realized she had been sitting here frozen in her thoughts.

“Yes,” she said, and got up. “Do you mind if I keep your T-shirt on?”

“No.” His eyes roamed her body, and her insides squirmed, but she fought for control. She was so weak-willed, she was in danger of transferring her love and loyalty to the first person who came along who might fill the void inside her where a loving family should live. But she doubted George Lancaster had any more intention of loving her than Brax, or her parents.

She longed for Charlie to be in her arms, to kiss his precious head and inhale the scent of him. “I’m going to check on Charlie,” she said, and stumbled out of the room.

He watched her go; she could feel his eyes boring into her back, but she did not look back. Whatever game George Lancaster was playing, she wanted nothing to do with it. She would live here with him, she would sleep in his bed. She would have sex with him… But she would keep her heart intact, and only open it to Charlie, or any other children George might put in her belly.


Chapter Eight – George

He watched her. His eyes fixed to her as she walked away. She was a woman in turmoil, fighting some internal dragon. His goal today was to find out what that dragon was. Or who? She was running from something, or someone, and he aimed to track them down and annihilate them.

His dragon stretched and flexed his claws. I haven’t had a good annihilation for years.

I don’t necessarily mean physically, George answered.

Pity, his dragon replied lazily, puffing smoke into the air.

George was a powerful man. A rich man. There were few who were untouchable to George Lancaster. He had made himself strong and powerful, all because of this woman.

He put his jacket on and adjusted his tie in the mirror. This was who he was now. So removed from the person who had seen a woman in a blue dress across the room. 

He turned to look along the hallway as she reappeared, the child in her arms. He heard the boy’s sleepy voice, and his mate promise him breakfast. A smile flittered across George’s face, and something stirred in his chest that was not lust. It was something deeper, and not just a need to protect.

There, in the hallway, stood everything this man could ever need. They could strip away the money, and the power, and leave him with these two people, and he could be happy.

But squashing our enemies like a bug would be much more satisfying, his dragon rumbled.

“Good morning, Charlie,” George said gently to his son, who smiled shyly in return and hid his sleepy face in his mother’s neck.

“Say morning, Daddy,” Poppy prompted softly.

Charlie looked up at George, studying him, before answering, “Morning… Daddy.” The word “daddy” was spoken as if it were a new, foreign word, then Charlie hid his face in Poppy’s neck once more, and whispered, “What’s a daddy?”

Poppy’s face flushed red. “A daddy is the same as a mommy, only he’s a man.”

“He doesn’t know what a father is?” George asked.

“We’ve lived on our own since before Charlie could talk. It never came up,” Poppy said.

“You lived alone? The two of you?” George asked, glimpsing a chink of information he could use.

“Yes,” Poppy said, kissing Charlie. 

“On a mountain.” Charlie threw his arms open wide.

George frowned at Poppy. “You were in hiding?”

She closed her eyes and nodded. “I wanted Charlie to be safe.”

“From the bad men,” George murmured, remembering Charlie’s words from last night.

“Yes.”

The crease in George’s brow deepened. “Was I counted among those bad men?”

She hesitated, but then said, “Not in the same way.”

“Then in what way?” George asked, squaring up to her, before relaxing. He did not want to come over as threatening; he didn’t want Charlie to see him as a bad man who threatened his mommy. “Of course.”

“Of course what?” she asked defensively.

“You knew how important the blade was.”

“Not until after.” She shook her head. “And then it was too late.”

“And you were afraid of what I would do to you? That is why you never came to me,” George asked, the picture clearer.

“Not physically.” She kissed Charlie and hugged him tight. “I was afraid you might take…” Poppy didn’t finish her sentence.

“I would never part a child from his mother,” George insisted.

Poppy smiled weakly, hugging the child tighter. “He’s all I have.”

“We should go downstairs and get Charlie some breakfast.” George headed for the stairs, feeling happier, lighter. Poppy had not revealed much, but it was enough. Enough for him to begin to piece the puzzle together. With the information he already held, he would make a link, and the whole mess would unravel, leaving him with the means to go after the person, or persons responsible. “I’m afraid Alfie will make you porridge.”

“I like porridge,” Charlie admitted.

“We have it for breakfast most mornings,” Poppy stated.

“Unless we’ve walked to the store, and then I get chocolate flakes,” Charlie said happily. “Can we go back to the store and buy some soon, Mommy?”

“There are stores here. Different stores,” Poppy explained. “We can go and buy some…”

George turned to look at Poppy. “I can order some in.” He smiled at her. “You and Charlie came here for my protection. For now, that means you should stay in the house or grounds.”

“Good idea,” Poppy readily agreed.

“We also have a pool,” George announced.

“Like the one in the mountains?” Charlie asked excitedly.

“No, not like that,” Poppy replied. “But I bet this one is warmer.”

“Good, because the Icicle Pool is brrrr, cold,” Charlie said, shaking and then giggling.

George laughed. “Much warmer.” 

“Sir?” Alfie asked, suddenly appearing in the kitchen doorway, his face one of shock as he took in the scene before him. “I thought I heard voices. I nearly went to get my gun.”

“No guns needed,” George insisted quickly. “This is Poppy. And this is Charlie.”

“Are we taking in waifs and strays now?” Alfie asked suspiciously.

“No,” George said, with a hint or warning in his voice. “Poppy and Charlie are our guests.”

“He’s my daddy,” Charlie blurted out.

Alfie grabbed hold of the doorframe for support. “Your what?”

“Poppy, why don’t you take Charlie though into the kitchen, while I talk to Alfie,” George suggested.

“Sure,” Poppy agreed. “Come on, Charlie bear, let’s go get you a drink. If that’s OK with you?” she asked Alfie.

“Ye… Yes. Orange juice in the fridge,” Alfie said, looking at her intently as she walked by, before turning back to his boss and raising his eyebrow in question.

George shrugged. “A surprise for me too.”

“It’s true?” Alfie asked.

“The boy is mine, yes,” George confirmed. “But that is classified. It stays within these four walls. Understood?”

Alfie nodded. “Where did she come from? She didn’t come home with you last night, and I never heard anyone knocking on the door.”

“That is a good question,” George asked. “She was in my bedroom. Last night.”

“She got in?” Alfie’s mouth fell open. “How?” He shook his head furiously. “I never let her in. I never left the gate open.”

“It’s OK, Alfie.” The old man needed to know the truth. “Poppy is good at getting in… Or more particularly … out of places unseen.”

“You mean she’s the thief?” Alfie said, his hand going to his brow. “Such a long, noble bloodline… tainted.”

“It still is noble,” George insisted. “I’m proud to call Charlie my son.”

“She named him after your father?” Alfie asked, coming closer to George.

“I think it’s coincidence,” George admitted. “To Poppy, I was a means to an end. I don’t think she planned to conceive my child. I don’t expect she would have given me a moment’s thought, if she had not discovered she was pregnant.”

“And it’s taken her how many years to tell you?” Alfie asked.

“I know, old friend, but she is here now, and I plan to make the most of it,” George confided.

“And why is she here now?” Alfie asked.

“Because we are close,” George gave Alfie a knowing look.

“You think we’re close to retrieving the blade?” Alfie asked in surprise.

“We shall see. Pieces are moving across the board. And I aim to be the last man standing,” George announced.

“I hope you are that last man, sir, you know I do. But I also hope you can let it go… if it comes down to a choice between the blade and your family. She is your mate?” Alfie asked.

George sighed, and nodded. “When you are growing up, you expect everything to be so much less complicated than it ever ends up being.”

“That is the joy of life, sir. It’s why your mother gave you your name,” Alfie smiled.

George huffed, like he had when he was a child, every time someone teased him about being named after the greatest dragon-slayer who ever lived. “She was a wise woman,” George agreed.

“And let her be your guide now. I know the blade is a symbol of honor to your family. But family is more important than honor.”

George slapped Alfie on the back. “I’m glad you are here to remind me of that, old friend.”

“I owe you much, sir. I will always remember that.”

“Does that mean you will babysit them for me?” George looked at his watch. “I have to get to the office.”

“I will,” Alfie agreed. “Are you going without breakfast? I made your favorite.”

“Let them eat it.” George smiled. “I hear they like porridge.”

“There’s nothing wrong with porridge. It’s an old Scotch recipe,” Alfie said.

George grinned as he walked past Alfie, and into the kitchen. There he found Poppy and Charlie drinking orange juice. “I have to go. Alfie will show you around. Including the pool. Stay on the grounds, please.” His words were meant to come out as a request, but they were more of a command, even to his own ears.

“Yes, sir,” Poppy said, with a mock salute.

“I mean it,” George stated firmly. “I’m going to make sure the security is beefed up too. Since you managed to get in with a small child in tow.” He frowned. “You never did tell me how you did it.”

“It was easy,” Charlie said.

George cocked his head. “Really?”

“Pretty easy,” Poppy agreed.

“Are you going to tell me?” he asked. 

“You have security sensors spread out along the top of the walls. They are impossible to disable without setting them off.” Poppy began.

“So you didn’t come over the wall,” George questioned.

“No. I didn’t have the correct tools to disable them,” Poppy said matter-of-factly. “That left the gate.”

George nodded. “The gate is still intact, and if you didn’t have the tools to disable the sensors, you wouldn’t have had the correct tools to disable the keypad.”

“No,” Poppy agreed. “Which left only one thing to do.”

“We sneaked in,” Charlie whispered, jumping down, and crouched down, creeping along the side of the counter.

“You sneaked in?” George repeated.

“Yes. When a delivery arrives, the truck is let in. It does not set off the motion sensors. They drive slowly, so we positioned ourselves behind the truck, and followed it in. When it gets to where the road bends, by the pond, we hid in the trees.”

“Easy as that?” George asked.

“I don’t know about easy. But simple yes.” Poppy smiled. “Don’t feel so bad. Not many people realize how these things work.”

“It was Mommy’s job,” Charlie announced, popping up from behind the counter.

“Yes, I suppose it was.” George nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll upgrade security. Ask Alfie if there is anything you need. I will be home around five.”

With that, he stalked out of the kitchen.


Chapter Nine – Poppy

Charlie looked up at her with his big, innocent eyes. “He didn’t say goodbye.”

“I think he’s real busy,” Poppy said.

“Manners cost nothing, that is what you always say,” Charlie returned.

“That is true, young man.” The older man had entered the kitchen and walked across to the stove. “Sometimes even grown-ups forget their manners.”

“It’s true,” Poppy agreed. “But that does not mean you can.”

She lifted Charlie up into her arms. “I guess I’ll just have to have that goodbye kiss,” she teased.

Charlie kissed her noisily on the cheek, and then hung his arms around her neck. “But you aren’t going anywhere, are you, Mommy?”

“Nope,” she promised. “Never, Charlie bear.”

“Why don’t you two sit down, and I’ll ladle some porridge out for you.” Alfie fetched two bowls and set them down on the table.

“What about you, Alfie?” Poppy asked.

“I’ve eaten already.”

“You have to eat some too,” Charlie announced. “Otherwise, it will be all wrong. Since Daddy isn’t here.”

“What will be all wrong?” Poppy asked, her stomach growling at the smell of the warm porridge. 

“We can’t be the three bears,” Charlie announced. “You know… Since Teddy isn’t here.”Charlie’s eyes filled with tears. “Do you think the bad men hurt Teddy?”

“No, no one could hurt Teddy,” Poppy said firmly. “And one day, I promise I’ll go and get him.”

“You promise?” Charlie asked.

“I do.” 

Charlie’s face broke out into a smile. “But you still need to eat with us, Alfie.”

“Very well, young master,” Alfie said.

Charlie giggled. “I’m not a young master.”

“You will be one day.” Alfie set another bowl down and ladled porridge into it.

“Why?” Charlie asked.

“Blow on it,” Poppy warned as he scooped a spoonful up and was about to eat it. “It’s steaming.”

Charlie blew on it, and then put the spoon in his mouth. He was taking this all in his stride. He had only ever really known the cabin on the mountain, and here he was sitting in the dragon’s den, eating porridge, chatting to a stranger.

“You are the firstborn son of George Lancaster.” Alfie looked at Poppy, studying her. She could read his mind: it said, or so this woman says.

“What does that mean?” Charlie asked.

“It means that you are the oldest child, and that means you get to own all of this one day.”

“That isn’t why we came,” Poppy insisted quickly.

“That has nothing to do with me,” Alfie said. “All I care about is that you treat George with more respect than you did at your last meeting.”

“Our last meeting?” Poppy put her spoon in her bowl. “Our last meeting was a long time ago.”

“Which brings me to my next point…”

“Why didn’t I tell George about Charlie?” she asked quietly.

“Yes.”

“You know George better than anyone else alive, I’m assuming?” Poppy asked.

Alfie inclined his head. “Yes. That is a true statement of fact. At least for now.”

“At least for now?” Poppy asked with a frown.

“You are the mother of his child. His mate. That means that you are the one for him.”

“The one for him?” Poppy did not follow. “Listen, Alfie. We got together by pure chance.”

“There is no such thing as pure chance,” Alfie insisted. “You and he were meant to be together.”

“So you think I was supposed to steal from him?” Poppy asked.

“You stole something, Mommy?” Charlie asked with disbelief.

“I did,” Poppy admitted. “It was wrong, which is why I tell you never to steal. It makes people unhappy.”

“Did it make you unhappy?” Charlie asked.

“Sort of…” Poppy wasn’t sure about the answer to that one. If she had never stolen the blade, she would never have met George, and she would never have given birth to a beautiful son named Charlie. She covered his hand with hers. “But I’m happy I met your Daddy that night.”

“Because of fate,” Alfie said, and ate the rest of his breakfast in silence, for which Poppy was grateful; it gave her time to put her thoughts in order. Not for the first time in the last four days, had Poppy had to rearrange the way she looked at her life.

Was Alfie right, was fate at play here? If so, did she blame fate for everything that led her up to this point in time? The death of her parents, the promise she felt compelled to fulfill. The theft of the Heartsfire Blade, sleeping with George, conceiving Charlie. The list went on and on. But to blame fate was to let herself and Brax off the hook, and that she was not ready to do.

“Shall I wash the bowls?” Poppy asked, getting up from her chair when they had all finished.

“No, that’s my job,” Alfie insisted.

“Well, since we are going to make more work, I insist we help in some way. Charlie is used to doing chores,” Poppy said.

“Is he? Sounds like you are a mother who instills the best qualities in a young man,” Alfie said kindly.

“I don’t know about that, I’m sure Charlie would much rather spend his time playing. But where we lived before, let’s just say Charlie understood that we had to work together to stay alive.”

“Doesn’t sound like much fun,” Alfie said.

“It was the best fun,” Charlie insisted. “Mommy let me help her chop wood. And then I carried it into the house and we counted how many logs would fit in the basket by the fire.”

“Ahh, an education while you work.” Alfie smiled down at Charlie. “You look like your father did at your age.”

“You knew George when he was Charlie’s age?” Poppy asked.

“No. But there is a painting of him. It’s in the dining room. Do you want to see it?” Alfie asked, drying his hands and then leaving the half-washed dishes and leading them out of the kitchen.

The mansion was so big compared to their small cabin. A child could easily get lost in the place. As they walked, Charlie looked into the rooms they passed. An occasional ohh escaped him as he looked at all the open space. Their cabin could easily have fit into the whole of the entrance hall, with room to spare.

“Why does one man need so much space?” Poppy asked.

“He doesn’t, not really. But size is important when it comes to status,” Alfie said.

“He lives here because it makes him look important?” Poppy asked.

“Yes,” Alfie admitted. He opened a door leading off the hallway and let them inside before he added, “I know you will judge him for that. But you need to understand what happened when you stole the dagger.”

Poppy turned to Alfie, hating that this kept getting dredged up in front of Charlie, but knew she deserved all the shame it brought down on her. “Tell me.”

“The Heartsfire Blade was the symbol of power for the clan.”

“The clan?” Poppy asked.

“Dragons belong to a clan. Each clan has its ancient symbols of power.”

“The Heartsfire Blade.”

“Yes. It is imbued with magic. It is one of a few weapons that can pierce the hide of a dragon.”

“Magic? Like real magic?” Charlie asked excitedly.

“Yes.” Alfie nodded, and pointed to a painting of a man who had a keen resemblance to George. The man looked down on them with a stern face; in his hand was the jeweled dagger Poppy had stolen from George that night.

“And because the Heartsfire Blade was stolen, it weakened George’s position in the clan.”

“More than that. It weakened the clan’s position with the other clans.”

“Other clans. More dragons?” Poppy asked nervously. “And they are real dragons?” 

Alfie nodded.

“Are you a real dragon?” Charlie asked excitedly.

“Not me, no. But your father saved my life long ago, and so I swore to serve him.” He pointed to another painting of a boy in his teens.

“That’s my daddy?” Charlie asked.

“It is.” Alfie went closer. “See the resemblance in your eyes?”

Charlie looked closer, and then held up his arms to Alfie. “Can you lift me up, please?”

“I can.” The old man bent down and lifted Charlie up so that he could get a better look at the man who was a complete stranger to him, but who was his daddy. A daddy who was a dragon.

Poppy still struggled with the very idea of it. Let alone the thought that her son was a dragon too. A dragon who was part of a clan, who was weakened because of her actions. 

“What happened to George’s clan?” Poppy asked. “

Alfie let Charlie slip out of his arms and set him down safely on the floor. “George has made himself powerful enough that there are no ongoing repercussions,” Alfie said. 

“But they all know the Heartsfire Blade was stolen?” Poppy asked.

“Yes, the very same night you took it. George had to admit he had failed to guard it with his life.”

“And what happened to George?” What punishment had she caused him?

“His father lost his seat on the council. George was commanded to find it. To use every means at his disposal.”

“But he never has?” she asked.

Alfie shook his head. “Why come here now, Poppy?”

“That is the same question George had asked me, and I can only tell you the same thing. We lived in the mountains, out of the way. No one knew we were there.”

“Not even your family?” Alfie asked.

“No.”

“So why leave?” Alfie asked.

“Because bad men came,” Charlie said looking up at the other paintings in the room.

“Bad men. Men you knew?”

“Yes,” Poppy admitted. “The same man who I stole your Heartsfire Blade for.”

“And so the end game is upon us,” Alfie murmured.

As Poppy looked at the paintings, Charlie slipped his hand into hers. They would be safe here, George would protect them. Yet the thought of having stolen a weapon that could kill dragons, that could kill George, and Charlie, made her question if she had done the right thing coming here.

Getting on a plane and putting thousands of miles between her and Brax might have been a better idea. 

She only hoped fate had a plan, and that fate was on their side.


Chapter Ten – George

His day at work had been very productive. And short. 

George picked up his briefcase, and headed out to the reception desk, where a surprised face looked up at him. “Going home, Mr. Lancaster?”

“I am, Cherry,” George replied.

“I can’t remember the last time you left before me,” Cherry said. “It makes me feel so much better.”

“You work hard, Cherry, and I expect you have a family waiting for you at home.”

“No, unless you count my three cats. Mr. Cherry left a couple of months after the children flew the nest,” she admitted.

“That must have been tough,” George said.

“Not really, we only had the kids in common come the end of it. When they left, we both knew our marriage was never going to last.”

“Well, have a good evening anyway.” George thought over what Cherry had shared. He was lucky enough to know he would never tire of Poppy. But would she tire of him? Once Charlie, and any other children they had, grew up, he would lose any leverage to make her stay.

He would end up a lonely dragon, and no amount of cats was going to make that any easier. He had to make Poppy want to spend the rest of her life with him.

He smiled at himself as he rode the elevator down to the parking lot. He needed to change the inner dialogue in his head. He couldn’t make Poppy do anything, he was fairly certain of that. But what he could do was earn her love, try to show her he was a nice guy.

That would only work once the past was dealt with. Or more specifically, the man she had stolen the dagger for. He knew the connection now. Leaving the elevator and going to his car, he placed his briefcase on the passenger seat and patted it.

All the information he had was here. It told him exactly why Poppy had not shared with him the name of the person who she was stealing the dagger for—her brother, Braxton Madison. The only thing it didn’t tell him was why. Why did her brother want it? Or whom was he working with?

He’d instructed his private investigators to look into the brother’s known associates, but so far there was no direct link to another dragon clan. Which meant that there was likely money involved. A dragon clan had paid Brax to steal the Heartsfire Blade. Brax had used his sister to steal it.

Which brought him around to his favorite piece of information. Poppy Madison was not a career criminal. His family name would not be tarnished by the blood of a thief who stole for personal gain.

In fact, Poppy was the opposite. Or had been. Before she disappeared, and she had disappeared approximately four months after the Heartsfire Blade was stolen, around the time her baby bump would have been harder to hide, she had been employed by companies all over the world to do security assessments.

Those assessments included testing the defenses of some of the biggest national and international companies, private individuals, and government facilities. In short, she was paid to break into buildings and then advise on weak spots, and troubleshoot ways to tighten everything up. It now made complete sense as to why she had so easily got into the mansion.

He whistled as he drove. He wasn’t sure how much of this he was going to let on to Poppy. He would rather she told him herself, because that would mean she trusted him.

He drove home, stopped at the gates, and keyed in his code. The gates opened and he drove in, making sure to check the rearview mirror, to ensure no one snuck in behind his car. He’d never have thought about that weak spot. George had lived in the mansion for over two years and it never occurred to him, nor to anyone who wanted to get in.

Not until Poppy.

Not until Poppy. And Charlie. George was certain his whole life was about to be turned on its head and spun around and around. He promised himself he was not going do anything rash to ruin things between them. He was so close to having it all. So very close.

George got out of his car. Unusually, Alfie was not here to meet him. Strange. Alfie had met him as he came home from work everyday since forever, it was one of his many obsessive tendencies. Along with making sure the lawn never got above a half an inch before he mowed it, or that the laundry got done every Tuesday. The old man was bordering on OCD, which was why this break from routine worried George.

Letting himself in the back door, he set his briefcase down and listened, a bubble of anxiety building up inside him.

What if someone else had got in? What if Brax was here? What if Poppy coming to him really was a setup?

Or what if someone had hurt his family? That family included Alfie, who was like an uncle to George.

He walked along the hallway, and then paused. He could hear voices. Raised voices. He moved quicker, checking each room as he went, keeping his footsteps light and his fists raised. Then he heard it.

Laughter.

Not just Poppy and Charlie laughing, but the old man too. What the heck?

George doubled back, grabbed his briefcase, and stalked back to the kitchen, battling with his emotions. He was happy they were safe, but a small ball of jealousy sat in his stomach. His family was having fun. Without him.

Alfie, who was his most trusted friend and confidante, had abandoned his usual duty of meeting his boss, in favor of laughing with two strangers.

He rounded the kitchen doorway, and stood surveying the scene before him. It was a mess. The usually spotless kitchen had flour on most surfaces, and Alfie was helping Charlie knead dough.

“Hi there.” Poppy smiled at him. “You caught us.”

“I can see,” he said, his voice reserved. 

“Alfie said you don’t normally get home until eight.”

“You spoiled the surprise, Daddy,” Charlie announced excitedly, pummeling the dough.

“Good evening, sir. I didn't hear the car,” Alfie said.

“I can’t imagine why,” George said sarcastically, but it went unnoticed.

“Why don't you go and have a shower and get changed out of your suit, and then you can come down and choose a topping to go on your pizza,” Poppy said.

“Pizza? That is what you are feeding our child for dinner?” George asked.

Poppy came around the counter, and walked up to him. Right up to him. “We gave him a choice. It’s his first day, and he’s missing all the things we left behind,” Poppy said quietly, but her voice held a warning. She was magnificent; he saw the flash of anger in her eyes, which quickly dissipated. She would fight for this child to the death.

“I see.” He dragged his eyes away from her face and looked at the small child, who was tearing the dough apart and then thumping it with his tiny fists, while Alfie, who looked a decade younger with a smile on his face, helped.

“I hope you do,” Poppy responded. “It’s going to take him a while to adjust.”

“And whose fault is that?” George asked, wishing he could take the words back as soon as he uttered them. “I’m sorry.”

“That’s OK,” Poppy replied. “It is a fair accusation. I hope one day you will see I did what I did because I thought it was the right thing.”

“Which is all any parent can do,” George admitted, fixing a smile on his face.

“It is. I’m sure you will learn that too. They don’t come with a handbook,” Poppy said.

“The same could be true for mates,” George confessed.

“About that,” Poppy began.

“You know?” George asked. Had she known all along?

“Alfie gave me a quick lesson today. We were looking at the paintings.” Poppy pushed a stray hair back from her face, and a smudge of flour appeared on her cheek.

He instinctively lifted his hand to wipe it away, watching as she flinched from him. “I won’t hurt you. I can't hurt you,” his voice a low growl.

“So Alfie said.”

“So what are you afraid of?” he asked.

“Hurting you.”


Chapter Eleven – Poppy

The evening had been a blast, for Charlie at least, and Charlie was all that mattered. George and Poppy had skirted around each other, neither knowing how to act around the other. There were moments when they might be any other married couple at home with their child, and then they would touch, or exchange a look and that world short-circuited, to be replaced by the awkwardness of strangers.

“You look tired out,” Poppy said to Alfie as they cleared the dishes. “You go to bed, and I’ll tidy up.”

“No, get away with you, you should spend time with George and that wee boy of yours,” Alfie said, a Scottish accent slipping into his voice.

“Where are you from, Alfie?” Poppy asked, helping the old man whether he liked it or not.

“Originally from Scotland, but that was another lifetime ago.” He smiled at her fondly. “You are not the only one with secrets in your past. But mine are old, and set in time. But yours...”

“I don’t know what you want me to say,” Poppy said.

“I don't want you to say anything. But I do want you to do something. For that boy of yours, if nothing else,” Alfie said.

“And that is?” Poppy asked, although she was sure she knew the answer.

“Let him have a mother and a father. A mother and a father who know who they are to each other. Don’t leave him feeling as if he has to choose.”

“I’d never make him choose,” Poppy insisted.

“Sometimes it is not an out and out choice. That is gone from you, since you walked over the threshold into this house. George will never let you go.”

“I kind of figured that out for myself,” Poppy said.

“Then make a go of it. Because Charlie, being the bright boy that he is, will know he has to pick a side. You or his daddy. Don't let the wee bairn have to make a choice.” Alfie finished wiping the countertop down. “You know, the dishes can wait until the morning.”

“I agree,” Poppy began. “Good night, Alfie.”

“Good night, Poppy. Think on what I said.”

“I will.” Alfie left the kitchen, and Poppy put on a fresh pot of coffee while she waited for him to say goodnight to George and Charlie. When she was sure he wouldn’t come back and catch her out, she ran the hot water, added dish soap, and washed all the dishes. 

She needed the time to think over what her next move was to be, and it gave George time alone with Charlie. Not the easiest thing to do, when you were used to having sole responsibility for a child. But she didn’t want to be a clingy mom, and she did want Charlie to bond with his daddy.

“Mommy!” Charlie said about half an hour later, when he came into the kitchen with George.

“We thought you had snuck off to bed,” George said, although his expression said he thought she might have snuck off somewhere else.

“Alfie said he would leave the dishes, but I know he likes the kitchen to be clean. I think we tired him out today.” She wiped her hands and set the dish towel back on its hook.

“He’s used to a quiet life, but he likes having you here,” George said.

“And do you? Like having us here?” Charlie asked.

“I do,” George agreed. “It means I get pizza for dinner.”

Charlie giggled as George picked him up. “But now I think it is time for bed.”

“Oh, one more ride on your back?” Charlie asked.

“So is that what you two have been doing?” Poppy asked lightly.

“Daddy makes the best bear,” Charlie announced.

“You mean I’ve lost my job as mommy bear?” Poppy asked, looking sad.

“No! You will always be my mommy bear. You give the best hugs, Daddy gives the best rides!” Charlie looked flushed, his cheeks pink with excitement. At least she hoped that was all it was.

“Let’s get your teeth brushed and into bed,” Poppy said.

Charlie groaned but didn’t complain too much. As George carried him upstairs, he rubbed his eyes, and rested his head on his daddy’s shoulder. By the time they reached his bedroom, his eyes were drooping. Between them they undressed him, and brushed his teeth, before Poppy pulled the covers back and George placed him on the bed.

“Goodnight, Charlie bear,” Poppy whispered, pulling the covers up to his chin and kissing his forehead. She frowned, placing the back of her hand on his forehead.

“Everything all right?” George asked.

“He felt a bit hot, I’m not sure if he’s coming down with something.”

George moved closer to the bed and felt Charlie's cheeks. “Maybe a little hot.”

“I’ll check on him later.” Poppy kissed him again, but Charlie was already asleep.

“Good night, Charlie,” George whispered and kissed him too. It was a tender moment between father and son that made her heart ache. They had missed so much time together, and guilt flared inside her. Alfie was right, she needed to make this work.

Reaching for his hand, she took it in hers, and curled her fingers around his large hand before he could pull away.

George looked at her, questioning her, but she had no idea what her reply was supposed to be. How could she tell him that she ached for him, a deep-seated ache that only he could cure? The same ache that had lived inside her every day since that fateful night. Yet at the same time, she was scared, scared of letting him in, scared of letting him see her past. Scared of laying it bare for him to pick over and confirm what she had always known. When he saw the bad choices she had made, the things she had done for love. He would throw her out of the house, and tell her their son was better off without her.

“I made coffee,” she said feebly.

“I don’t want coffee,” George said.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“What we both want,” he answered.

She swallowed down her panic, but he was right, the whole evening together had been difficult for one reason, and one reason alone. It had nothing to do with trust; it had everything to do with the sexual tension that was stretched taut between them. 

“I...” she began, but he placed his fingers on her lips.

“Shh,” he whispered. “No more words.”

Then he bent down and picked her up in his arms, carrying her to his room, leaving her with no doubt as to what he planned to do to her. Her insides tightened, a coil of pleasure, waiting to unfurl.

George stood up, and undressed in front of her. Poppy could not peel her eyes away if she tried, she wanted to drink him in, to compare this reality to the dream that had been on repeat in her head every night since they met. She swallowed down her longing; her dream had not done him justice, or else he had matured over the years, his body sculpted from hard rock, from his chest, down over his stomach, and lower. Poppy was left in no doubt that he wanted her. 

He came toward her, predatory and hungry, a flash of green in his eyes reminding her that he was otherworldly. That was another brief lesson Alfie had given her today, he had explained how dragons were the most ancient of shifters, able to change from humans to animals, or in George’s case, mythological creatures.

George hovered over her, his face close to hers. She looked down at his lips, and moistened her own, before looking up into his eyes. Her heart thumped loudly when he fixed her with his mesmerizing stare and then moved, his fingers catching the hem of his overlong T-shirt and pulling it over her head. He dropped the T-shirt to the floor, and then traced the curve of her breast with his fingertips. Dang, he set her world on fire.

Heat pooled between her thighs, a heat she was very aware of, while an ache grew inside her, an ache that only he would be able to erase.

George kissed along the swell of her breasts, his fingers moving to unclasp her bra, freeing her, allowing him to lavish attention on her nipples, which were taut buds of sensitivity that his tongue was put to torture. Poppy arched her back and offered herself to him, her hand fisting his hair as she watched his mouth at work. 

Wanting him to experience the same kind of pleasure, she wrapped her hand around his hard length and stroked him, up and down, up and down. His mouth clamped onto her nipple, and he sucked hard, her reflexes making her squeeze his shaft, her hand pumping up and down. She felt the first of his precome leak out, and focused on his pleasure, instead of her own.

That was made impossible, when he pressed his hand between her thighs and stroked her clit through the fabric of her clothes, his finger pressing against the center of her need.

“I want you,” he whispered in her ear, his teeth nipping her earlobe and then sucking it in.

She wanted him too, but the words were stuck in her throat. Losing his hard length, she began to undo her jeans, her fingers unable to cooperative because her brain was a jumbled mess of need. All she could think about was George being inside her, of reliving that night in its entirety.

He gave a sigh of exasperation, and pushed her hands aside, making short work of her clothes. Once she was naked before him, he lifted her so her head was on the pillow, and then he drank her body in, stroking her soft skin, watching her reaction to his trust with wonder.

“I want to kiss every part of you. I want to lick every inch of you, and I want to suck...”

She got his meaning, but right now, she wanted him to harass a part of her. “Shut up, and idiot me.”

His eyes flared green, and he moved, deliberate and slow, his hands brushing her skin, inflaming her desire, his chest rubbing against her nipples, as he nestled his body between her thighs. Poppy eased her legs apart, opening for him, and he drew two fingers along the length of her sex, and then teased her clit, until she squirmed beneath him.

“I don’t know if I like my woman giving me orders,” he said silkily as he stroked her, pushing his fingers just deep enough to tease her to the point of insanity.

“Do you want me to beg?” she asked, pushing her body down so his fingers pushed deeper.

“Maybe,” he replied.

“Idiot me, you big bad dragon,” she said, pouting.

He threw his head back and laughed. At the same time, he guided his shaft inside her, thrusting hard and deep, impaling her completely.

She groaned as he stretched her, the muscles of her sex not used to such an invasion. This spurred George on, and he ground into her, his hips circling as he stretched her further. He took her, slowly and forcefully, to the edge of her orgasm, his mouth nursing on her breasts, then whispering in her ear, telling her everything he was going to do to her before this night ended.

As her orgasm crashed into her, and George filled her with his seed, she had no doubt he would live up to his promise, and she could not wait. She would no longer need to dream about her dragon; he was here inside her, and she was where she belonged.


Chapter Twelve – George

He felt the loss of her, and opened his eyes, reaching for her. She wasn’t there.

George sat up, his senses roaming the room. Maybe she had gone to the bathroom, but the door stood slightly ajar, and there was no hint of movement.

His heart thumped in his chest as he swung his legs off the side of the bed, grabbed a pair of sweatpants, and pulled them on as he headed out of the door. Moving silently to the top of the stairs, he stood and listened: was she downstairs? Maybe she couldn't sleep and needed some tea.

“Shh, it’s OK, sweetheart.”

His head snapped around. He had overreacted, she was in Charlie’s bedroom. His blood chilled, had she got what she wanted, sex with a dragon? Did she hope to conceive his child in one coupling just as she had before, and was preparing to leave?

“I’ll get you some water.” 

He heard the creak of the bed as she got up, and moved to intercept her. As she left Charlie’s room, her face was pale. “He’s got a fever.” Poppy’s big blue eyes looked up at him. 

“What can I do?” George asked quickly.

“He needs medicine to calm the fever.”

“I’ll see what’s in the medicine cabinet,” George said, although he hardly ever got sick, so the supplies were going to be scant.

“I need medicine for a child,” she said gently, then dragged her hand through her tangled hair. “We had a first-aid kit with everything we needed in an emergency back at the cabin.”

“But it’s all still there,” George said gently.

Poppy brushed a tear away, and then her finger went to the ring on her finger, which she twisted back and forth. “I don’t have anything.”

Poppy didn’t just mean medicine. “I’ll fly to this cabin of yours when Charlie is better and get everything you need.”

She looked up at him, her eyes widening, then her breath quickening. “You mean as a dragon?”

“Yes.” He nodded.

“Thank you, but right now... can I borrow some money? I can run out to the drugstore if you watch Charlie.”

“No.” He brushed her hair back from her face, and felt her skin, she felt hot too. Maybe it was from her worry. “I’ll go.”

“Thank you,” she said, and placed her head on his chest. “He’s never been this sick before.”

George stepped back from her, and ran down the stairs two at a time, calling, “I’ll be back in half an hour.”

***

It took longer. He had never had to do a run to a drugstore in the middle of the night before. The two stores he knew of were closed, and so he’d had to drive further, relying on Google to guide him there.

As he waited for the gates of the mansion to open, he cursed their slowness, but didn’t forget to check his rearview mirror as he drove inside. His head of security was going to come over tomorrow and make some adjustments to the security system. George was going to ask Poppy to meet with him, but not if Charlie was ill.

He parked the car, and let himself in, walking quickly along the hallway, up the stairs and then into Charlie's room, where Poppy was sitting on her side of the bed, holding his hand. Charlie had a cold towel pressed to his forehead, and his face was flushed red.

“Here.” He passed her the medicine and watched anxiously as she read the instructions.

“Thanks, this should work.” Poppy opened the bottle and measured out the correct dose. “Here, Charlie bear, open wide.”

“Does it taste bad?” he asked.

“No, it’s strawberry flavor,” she reassured him. “And it will make you feel better.”

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Yes, honey. It will, I promise.” 

Charlie opened his mouth and took the medicine, pulling a face, and saying, “It’s all sugary.”

“It is, it’s as sweet as my Charlie bear,” Poppy said.

“I love you, Mommy.”

“I love you too,” Poppy said, taking the towel off his forehead and replacing it with a kiss. “I’ll go wet this for you.”

“I’ll do it,” George said, taking it from her.

“Thanks.” Poppy smiled, but looked scared.

George went to the bathroom and wet the towel, wringing it out before taking it back to Charlie. He handed it to Poppy, and as she turned to him, he put his hand to her forehead. “You are burning up too.”

Poppy put the cold towel on Charlie’s forehead and then put her hands on her cheeks. “I’ll be OK, it’s just the worry.”

“Poppy. I’m going to get you some water, and I want you to take some medicine too.” He knelt down by her side. “And then you need to get some rest. You will be no good to Charlie if you exhaust yourself.”

She nodded, and he went downstairs to fetch some ice-cold water and medicine. By the time he came back upstairs, she looked worse. 

“Lie down next to Charlie,” he ordered.

Poppy obediently got up, and moved around to the other side of the double bed, and climbed in wearily. He lifted the covers and she slid under them, but George did not pull them right up to her chin. Handing her the water, he watched while she sipped it and then swallowed the pills he offered her.

“Thank you,” she croaked.

“Your throat sore?” he asked.

“A little. But mainly dry,” she said, sipping all of the water before handing the glass back to him. “We must have picked up some kind of virus.”

“Do you need me to call the doctor?” he asked worriedly.

Poppy shook her head. “Fluids and controlling our temperatures should be enough.” She reached out and took his hand, a tear running down her cheek. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” he replied.

“Not about that,” she said so quietly he had to lean forward to hear her voice. “I mean about everything.”

“It’s OK, that is in the past.”

“No, it’s not. It never will be. Not until the Heartsfire Blade is back here.”

“I’ll deal with that,” he said. “And anyway, the most important thing is that you are here.”

“But the Heartsfire Blade...”

“It doesn't matter, Poppy.”

“I can tell you who I stole it for.”

“Not now,” he frowned. “When you are stronger.”

“But it’s close.”

“I know,” he said.

“You do?” she frowned.

“Yes. I know about your brother,” he ventured.

“Brax.” She shook her head wearily. “I was such a fool.”

“It’s what you do for family,” George said, his understanding of why Poppy had acted the way she did deeper than she could ever know.

“I’ll get it back to you,” Poppy said. “I promise.”

“I’ll handle it,” George said firmly.

“No, it’s my mess,” Poppy said, as she slipped away from him into a world of sleep.

“No, not anymore. I’m going to destroy them, Poppy. I’m going to make sure they never come after you or Charlie again.”

He had all the information he needed in his briefcase; all he had to do was form a plan. Then he would act. He would get his hands on Braxton Madison and make him tell George where the blade was, and who he was working for. And then he would make him pay!


Chapter Thirteen – Poppy

“Here, good old porridge will make you feel better,” Alfie said.

Poppy looked down at the bowl in front of her. “Yum.”

“I can get you something else?” Alfie said.

“No, I mean it, it’s just what I need.” She looked across to Charlie who was already eating his. “Slow down, Charlie bear, your stomach hasn't had any proper food for couple of days.”

“I know, that’s why I’m starving,” Charlie said.

“Take it steady like your mom says,” George said coming into the room and helping himself to coffee. “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay home?”

“No, thanks. Your office is going to be wondering where you are,” Poppy said.

“I’m sure they are gossiping like mad,” Alfie said. “George has been working seven days a week since he started that company.”

“All work and no play makes for a dull boy,” Poppy teased, spooning her porridge into her mouth and savoring the creamy taste.

“They already know how dull I am,” George said. 

“Well, tonight you need to put your socializing face on,” Alfie warned George.

“Why?” Poppy asked.“Are you having guests over?”

Poppy had only seen delivery drivers and a couple of security guards in all the days she and Charlie had been here. George was so protective, she could not see him suddenly throwing a party, even when he looked so happy that she and Charlie were well again.

“No guests here. But Tim Hucknall is having his annual charity gala, and I am expected to attend.”

“If you don't he’ll take it as a personal snub,” Alfie said.

“Why?” Poppy asked.

“Because Tim Hucknall is the leader of the Fireclaw Clan. George needs to go or it will look bad, and we don't need any more bad feeling between the clans.”

George shrugged. “I’ll go over there, make sure I’m seen, and then slip away.”

“Or...” Poppy said, getting up off her chair, and refilling her bowl with porridge. “I’ll come with you.”

“You?” George asked.

She looked down at her clothes. “I think I’d fit right in.” She sat back down and played with the porridge in her bowl. “You’re right, terrible idea.”

“No,” George said. “It’s a great idea, but I’m worried you aren't going to be strong enough. You and Charlie have been ill.”

“And now we are better.” Poppy didn’t know why she was pushing to go; parties were not her thing. Was it jealousy? Was she scared George would go off with another woman, one who hadn’t stolen from him? Or was it because she wanted it to be a symbol of his acceptance of her. If he took her out and introduced her as his what? Girlfriend. Mate. Then it would mean he meant to keep her around.

“OK,” George said, grabbing a piece of toast and heading out the door. “I’ll send over a dress, and we need to do something with your hair.”

“I can wear it up. Or I can go out to a salon,” she suggested.

“Not yet,” George said, and she didn’t ask him why. She could still recall their conversation from when she was ill. He was trying to track down who stole the blade, and who was responsible for threatening her and Charlie. He hadn't mentioned it again, and neither had she. Whether he had made the connection between her and her brother before she said his name, or whether she had fed him the information, she didn't want to know. She simply wanted it over with.

As far as Poppy was concerned, she had chosen her side, and that side was not Brax’s. 

“I’ll walk you out,” Poppy said, getting up from her chair and following George out of the kitchen. “How much do you know?”

“About what?” he asked.

“About my brother?” 

“Enough to know that is why you stole the blade.” He stopped and turned to face her, taking her hands. “I understand. I really do. I have done things for the sake of family before. I still do.”

She pressed her lips together. “I’d like a chance to tell you everything.”

“Later. Maybe after this gala, we can go somewhere. Alfie can babysit, and we can talk.”

“I’d like that,” Poppy said.

George kissed her cheek. “Promise me you will not overexert yourself. Because if you look tired when I come home, I’m not going to this gala.”

“I’ll take it easy.” She smiled. “You introduced Charlie to the world of cartoons while he was ill, remember? I have a day of Looney Tunes to look forward to.”

“Enjoy. Rest. And don’t worry.” With that he turned on his heel and left her. Poppy grinned and returned to the kitchen, where she sat eating and drinking coffee, while Alfie bustled around her and Charlie. Then they retired to the sitting room, where they curled up on the sofa together.

***

It was just past lunch when Alfie called her. “Poppy! There are two women to see you.”

“To see me?” Poppy asked, getting up from the sofa where she had been dozing off. She was not completely well, but she was going to go with George no matter what.

“Yes,” Alfie said, with a small smile. Whatever was going on, the old man was in on it.

“What’s going on?” Poppy asked.

“You go and I’ll sit with Charlie,” Alfie said. “They are in the kitchen waiting for you.”

She walked out of the sitting room, and back toward the kitchen. Sure enough, there were two women waiting for her.

“Hello, Miss Madison,” the first one said. “I’m Toni, and I’ve been sent by Mr. Lancaster to do your hair, he said you were going out this evening.”

“Which is why I have come with some dresses for you to try,” the other woman said. 

“I see, this is a surprise,” Poppy said. “As you can see, I only have jeans and a T-shirt. I lost my luggage.”

“Then let’s get you fitted out with a new wardrobe. I have lingerie as requested, too. My name is Lucy.”

“Please call me Poppy,” she said with a smile.

“OK, Poppy, why don’t we go upstairs and get started?” Toni said.

***

Toni’s idea of getting started consisted of Poppy trying on more clothes than she would ever need. George had guessed her dress size almost perfectly, and the clothes Lucy had brought with her were almost all a perfect fit, but there was no way she could afford them all, and she hated the idea of George paying for them.

“There is just one last dress Mr. Lancaster asked me to bring,” Lucy said, and she pulled out a long blue gown. It was an almost exact replica of the dress she had worn the night they had met. 

“It’s perfect,” Poppy said.

“Mr. Lancaster had me go to his office and pick it up. He asked me to do any alterations you might need.” She walked around Poppy, tugging here and pulling there. “I think it needs to come in at the waist. If you slip it off, I’ll get to it while Toni starts on your … hair.”

“Sure.” Poppy turned self-consciously to Toni. “It needs a proper cut.”

“It does, whoever did this should be shot,” Toni said with a cluck of her tongue as she looked at the uneven layers.

“That would be me,” Poppy said.

“Oh, well, I’ll fix it in a flash.”

Toni’s flash was a long one, lasting about two hours, by the time she had washed and cut and blow dried, and then piled Poppy’s hair on top of her head. In between she was asked to try on the blue dress a couple more times; each time Lucy would study her closely, ask her to walk the length of the room and then stick a few more pins in.

When she was finally done, Lucy went downstairs and returned with coffee, which Poppy was grateful for, since her energy was flagging. What had started off as enjoyable soon turned into a chore, one which made her wish she was back on the sofa cuddling Charlie.

But at last, both Toni and Lucy were happy, and left with all their paraphernalia, leaving Poppy in a robe, with the need for food. Her stomach rumbled in response and she went to find Alfie and Charlie.

“There you are,” Alfie said. “We thought you were a lost cause.”

“Me too,” Poppy said. “But they managed to make me look halfway presentable.”

“Mommy, where is your hair?” Charlie asked.

“It is all up here. There are so many pins keeping it up, I think I’ll be taking them out for weeks.”

“Wow,” George said from behind her. “How did it go?”

“Fantastic,” Poppy said. “Especially the dress.”

“I can’t wait to see you in it,” he said, and then as he moved in close to her, he added, “And then I will can’t wait to see you out of it.”

She blushed furiously, and gave him a dig in the ribs, but in truth she could not wait either. If only they had met under different circumstances. If only they didn’t have the theft of the Heartsfire Blade and the threat of harm to her and Charlie hanging over them.

But life was full of if-onlys, and the only way to get past them was to fight. And Poppy was ready to fight for her happiness, and that of the people she loved.


Chapter Fourteen – George

He hated these things with a passion. Too many people, all trying to outdo each other. The only reason most of them were here was to keep the peace between the clans: they all knew it, and they all played along with it.

The only thing that was going to make the evening more bearable than usual, was having Poppy here beside him. Although that soon raised other questions. Questions he had to answer truthfully. Questions that would leave him exposed to some of the most powerful other dragons.

“George, good to see you,” Percival asked, taking his hand, but his eyes were firmly fixed on Poppy, and with very good reason. She looked beautiful, radiant even, in the blue dress that hugged her figure but still remained understated. Her hair, piled high on her head, showed off her creamy shoulders, and the diamond necklace he had given her just before they left finished off the look of a woman who did not need to wear a revealing gown to command attention. She moved with grace and poise. “And who are you?”

Poppy smiled. “My name is Poppy. And you are?” She held out her hand, and Percival took it and pressed his lips to it.

“I’m charmed.”

“Lord, Percival, that is so clichéd,” George said.

Percival shrugged. “It was new once.”

“Poppy, this is Percival, or Percy to his few friends,” George said.

“George always was a funny man. At least he was until he let that… what was it, the thing… that you were entrusted with…?” Percival asked.

George smiled, and then said, “Are you that old that your memory is failing?” He sighed and then added, “Poppy knows about the blade.”

“She does?” Percival’s eyebrows raised so high his forehead nearly disappeared. “This is her?”

“It is,” George said.

“Oh my, this is going to be an interesting evening,” Percival said.

“I can, of course, rely on your discretion,” George said.

“Of course, George. You know me.” Percival let go of Poppy’s hand, who stood looking bemused, and walked off.

“He is not going to be discreet, is he?” Poppy asked.

“Nope. Shall we get a drink?”

“Not so fast. What game are you playing?” she asked, her hand on his chest, her fingers caressing him, which did not go unnoticed.

“A bad one.” George closed his eyes, trying to figure out if this was worth the risk. 

“Tell me,” she said. Then she let her hand drop to her side. “Was the only reason you brought me here to use me?”

“No,” he said quickly.

“So why?” she asked.

“Everybody here knows that I lost the blade. It’s one of the reasons Tim Hucknall specifically invites me.”

“To embarrass you?” she asked with a frown.

“Yes.”

“But look at you…” Poppy said.

“I’m the dragon who let his mate steal the blade. That is what everyone here sees,” George said. “Me, I am not stuck in their old ways.”

“What does that mean?” Poppy asked.

“I’ve given it a lot of thought since you walked back into my life,” George said, passing her a glass of champagne.

“And?” Poppy said.

“I built an empire so that I could track down the blade and get it back. But really, the blade is part of the old world. Not the new.”

“Because money and power are all that matters, in this new world,” Poppy said nodding. 

“And I have more money than everyone else in the room put together,” George said. “And I am not bragging.”

“So what is your plan, George Lancaster?” Poppy asked.

“To see who Percival tells my secret to. And then see how far it spreads. I believe sooner or later it will be heard by the right person.”

“You are trying to flush someone out.”

“I have a theory that the blade was stolen to order, for another clan.” George maneuvered them through the other guests.

“And what are you going to do when you figure out who it is?” Poppy asked.

“I already have a good idea, but I would rather have proof of my own. And when I do, I will use my new-world power to take down their old world.” He looked at Poppy, needing her to understand his motives. “I don’t want to put you in danger. If you want, we can go home right now.”

“Not a chance,” Poppy said firmly. “We are in this together. I need to know Charlie will be safe. And to do that we need to take down those who think they can threaten us. If we do that, no other clan will dare to come near you. Right?”

“That is what I think. We make an example.” George scanned the room. “I can see Percival, he’s talking to another dragon from the Fireclaw Clan.”

“That’s Tim Hucknall’s clan?”

“It is,” George answered. His suspicions were raised; the information gathered already pointed to the Fireclaw Clan being behind the theft of the Heartsfire Blade.

“Do you think he is behind it?” Poppy asked.

George tilted his head and thought for a moment. “It would make sense. I did beat him at cricket at school.”

“Wait, this is all because of a cricket match?” Poppy asked.

“English gentlemen take cricket very seriously.” He kept his tone light, but this went deeper than cricket. The pieces were indeed coming together.

“You do?” Poppy asked.

George laughed softly. “I said gentlemen.” He put his lips next to her ear and said, “Do you think I am a gentleman?”

“No,” Poppy said, pulling back, and adjusting her dress.

“Do you like it?” he asked.

“The dress?” Poppy said. “Yes.” She looked down at it, and then up at George. “Oh my goodness.”

He opened his eyes wide. “I’d rather the whole room wasn’t looking at us.”

She looked around, but when her eyes met his again, she looked mad. “I know why you got me to wear this dress. I am such a fool.”

“Wait? What?” George asked.

“I thought you were being romantic,” Poppy said. “But really I’m bait.” She handed him her glass, and then said, “I’m going to powder my nose.”

She turned around and left him, pushing her way through the crowded room.

“Trouble in paradise?” Percival said, coming up beside him. “Or is history repeating itself? You better check she didn’t steal your wallet.”

“Funny,” George said. “So how are things?” George had heard rumors that Percival had made some bad decisions on the stock exchange, and he was in danger of losing his family home. When he told Poppy that money was the new power, he wasn’t lying.

“Could be better,” Percival said, and downed his glass of wine in one gulp.

“You know if you need anything, you can come to me,” George said. 

“No, I can’t,” Percival said.

“Why not?” George asked with a frown.

“Because Kyle Northridge owns my debt,” Percival said. “He’s got me right where he wants me.”

“In what respect?” George asked. Was Kyle Northridge trying to gain control of all the clans?

“I can’t talk about it,” Percival said. “He’s ….”

“What?” George asked.

“Coming this way,” Percival said.

“Hello, Percy,” Kyle said. 

“Kyle.” Percival kept his tone civil, but George knew he hated being called Percy. 

“George, I see you have a stunning woman on your arm. Have you broken your vow of celibacy?” Kyle asked.

“I never had a vow of celibacy,” George retorted.

“I thought you were being all noble and holding out for when your mate reappeared on the scene.”

“Correct,” Percival said, looking apologetically at George.

“Oh, she’s… And you knew, Percy, why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Kyle gave Percival a look that made him look down in deference. “I will deal with you later.” Kyle snapped his teeth at Percival, who jumped, noticeably on edge around Kyle.

“What is going on?” George asked Percival as Kyle sauntered off.

“He owns me. I’m his latest chew toy,” Percival said. “It’s all my own fault.”

“I’ve been out of the loop recently, he never used to be so…”

“Much of a mongrel?” Percival said.

“Yes,” George answered.

“Power,” Percival said. “His family is gathering it, trying to tear the other clans apart.”

George mulled that over. “Do you know why? What their end game is?”

“World domination. At least in the dragon sense,” Percival said, then his expression softened. “They are scared.”

“Scared?” George spun back around to face Percival. “Scared of what?”

 “One of the other clans… I can’t say.”

“Tell me, Percival. Unless you want to be my new chew toy?”

Percival face colored. “There are some perks to being his plaything. I’m not so sure about being yours.”

George understood the insinuation. “And you heard something?”

“Clan Lachlan.”

“What about them?”

“They are growing stronger, there is talk of war. There has been for years. But they are waiting for something. Or had been. Now they are on the move. Calling their clan together for some big powwow.”

George’s blood drained from his face, and he turned, scanning the crowd for Poppy. “Where is she?” 

He barged through the crowded room, ignoring the murmur of disapproval he left in his wake. He had to find Poppy. Now.


Chapter Fifteen – Poppy

She’s made a mistake. She had thought he was being romantic when he gave her this dress to wear, but really she was bait. He hoped that the person behind the theft of the Heartsfire Dagger would be here, see her, and it would make them break cover. 

Poppy splashed water on her face, and tried to clear her thoughts. She was mad, but why? It was imperative they flushed out the person responsible, and if she had to be bait, that was fine. What had upset her was that he had not included her in his plans. Didn’t he trust her?

Drying her face on a towel, she left the bathroom, intending to go and confront George. Instead, she got a confrontation of her own.

“You must be George Lancaster’s woman.” A man, blond, rakish mixed with surfer dude, stood before her, his blue-gray eyes glittering with amusement.

Poppy decided to see where he wanted to go with this. She smiled, her eyes glittering back at him. “I am.”

“And how is that going for you? Since you stole the Heartsfire Blade from him all those years ago?” He held out his hand. “I’m Kyle, by the way, and anything you say will be in complete confidence.”

Poppy took his hand, and said, “He’s a very strong character.” Her gaze did the rest, making a smile cross Kyle’s lips, before he put on his best sympathetic face.

“Why don’t we go somewhere quieter?” Kyle asked. 

She smiled and dipped her head, giving him all the encouragement he needed to put his arm around her waist and guide her toward the stairs. “Where are we going?” she asked. She didn’t mind a private talk with him, but upstairs… She was not going down that road again.

“Yes. We can have a very intimate chat.” He grinned, his teeth startlingly white.

“I’m not sure that’s such…” Poppy began, but his phone rang and he put his hand up to shush her. Charming. But as the picture of the caller flashed up on Kyle’s screen, she suddenly became very interested. 

Poppy made her move. She reached out for Kyle’s phone and pressed ignore. For a second he stared at her, then he said, “What did you do that for?”

“I didn’t want it to interrupt our…” She sighed audibly. “Do you ever want to do something just for you? Not because another person wants you to? You know, not because it’s your duty, or because someone says they are your mate?”

She sidled up next to Kyle and took his hand, breathing over his neck, and watching him squirm. “I do.”

“So take me upstairs, Kyle,” she said coyly. “Let’s do something for us.”

He grinned, put his phone in the pocket of his pants, and took her hand, pulling her up the stairs. “In here.” He pushed a door open.

“No.” She pulled him on further down the hallway, mentally recreating an image of the house as she moved. One of the curses of her job was that she was always analyzing security risks. But that was about to be a blessing, as she pushed the door of a bedroom open, and poked her head in. Empty. Her gaze swept the room, taking in the big windows and the balcony outside. She only hoped her rusty skills were not going to let her down tonight.

Poppy pulled Kyle into the room, and used her strength to push him back against the door, closing it and barring the way for anyone who might enter. Then she stroked his chest, giggling, while she moved lower, much lower. Her hands tugged at his belt and Kyle closed his eyes in anticipation. 

“You are wild, I can see why George Lancaster fell so hard for you.” A twinge of guilt was not enough to still her hands; she had to do this. She had to follow the plan. “And why you distracted him enough to steal the Heartsfire Blade.”

Her hands brushed his groin area, brushing against his hardness, but at last she had his belt undone, and then his button. His pants fell to the floor, and she slid down his body, averting her eyes from his swollen length, her hands only interested in one thing. 

Closing her fingers around his phone, she slipped it from his pocket, as she said, “Why don’t you step out of these?”

Kyle obediently lifted one foot and then the other, looking down at the top of her head as she slipped his pants out from around his feet. “I like it hard.” He swallowed. “And when I come, I want you to swallow it all.”

“I bet you do,” she said silkily, her hand reaching behind him and locking the door. “So no one interrupts us.”

“Good thinking, although George will break the door down if he knew what we were doing.”

She laughed, light and breathy. “George will break more than a door if he knew what you were telling his mate to do.” She pressed her body against his. “This can be our little secret.”

He nodded, teeth flashing. “If that’s what you want.”

“It is. And I’m sure by the time this is over, you will want it to be our little secret too.” She giggled. “Why don’t you lie on the bed? Make yourself comfortable.”

Poppy still had his pants in her hand as she backed away toward the window. She kept her eyes fixed on Kyle, watching him move, his cock hard, needing attention. Well, it was going to have to get attention from elsewhere.

As he climbed on the bed, and lay down, adjusting the pillows to get comfortable, she slipped out onto the balcony, relieved that the one next to it was where she pictured it to be. She slipped the key and his phone down the front of her dress, and his pants over the side of the railing, where they landed in the ornate fountain in front of the house. With Kyle’s shouts in her ears, she split the blue dress up to the thigh, climbed onto the railing, and jumped to the next balcony. 

Thankfully the room was empty, so she slipped out of the door, and along the hallway, the sound of Kyle’s curses following her. She was down the stairs before he began banging on the door, where she stood looking for George. 

He found her first, and he was not happy.

“Where have you been?” he asked, looping his arm through hers as a murmur went through the room. He looked towards the staircase. “What have you done?”

“You wanted bait, I was bait. You want answers, let’s leave right now.” She placed her hand on his chest, facing him, needing him to trust her. “Please.”

He held her upper arm with his hand, and guided her out of the house. Once outside, she reached down her dress, and pulled out the phone. Luckily it was unlocked, and she swiped through Kyle’s contacts until she found the picture she wanted.

“What did you do to your dress?” George asked, noticing the split.

“I had to redesign to make it more practical.” She held the phone out to George. “Do you know this man?”

“Yes. Zavier Lachlan.” He frowned. “Why?”

“He’s the person who made me steal the Heartsfire Blade. Brax called him Bernard, but when I tried to trace him afterward, I knew it was an alias. I’ve never been able to identify him.” Poppy began to go through Kyle’s messages, but they were all deleted; the man must have secrets if he covered his tracks so well.

“You are sure?” George asked.

“Do you really need to ask?” Poppy replied.

“No.” He began to walk to the car. “I’ll take you home.”

“Oh no,” she said quickly. “We have the element of surprise and we are in this together. We go together, or I will follow alone.”

“Poppy, you belong with our son,” George insisted.

“Together,” was her only reply.

“All right. But if I think it’s too dangerous, you are not going in.”

“And what if I think it’s too dangerous for you to go in?” she said in retort.

“You are impossible,” George said.

“You have no idea.” She grinned at him; he was beginning to understand they were equals. “There is one more thing I have to do, before we leave.”

“Which is?”

She ran across to the fountain and threw the phone into the water, to sink to the bottom of the fountain along with Kyle’s pants. “So he doesn’t know why I took his pants off.”

“His pants off?” George asked.

“Close your mouth, George. Or you might catch a fly.” She took his hand and pulled him toward the car.

“I have no idea what I’ve let myself in for, do I?” he asked.

“No, you don’t,” she said. “But the whole dragon thing… that trumps whatever I might throw at you, believe me.”


Chapter Sixteen – George

Clan Lachlan. So this was what it was all about? George was trying to piece it all together as they drove to the large house the Lachlans used as their headquarters. It was from here that they ran various low-profile businesses. 

George still could not fit the final pieces together. He could understand why they took the Heartsfire Blade, it had weakened his clan’s standing with the other clans. But what did this have to do with Poppy and Charlie? They had been living on a mountain for the last three years, so why go after them now? And who told them where they were? Poppy said she had no contact with anyone other than the store owner once every couple of weeks.

Yet this was why she had run. This was why she had gone off-grid, to hide Charlie.

Percival had said Clan Lachlan was looking to go to war. But they were not strong enough, unless they had backing from a lot of the other clans, or were operating like Kyle, and gaining control in other ways.

If they ever got their hands on Charlie, they would use him as leverage with George.

“Call Alfie and tell him to take Charlie somewhere safe,” George suddenly said to Poppy.

Her face was white as she dialed the number. “You think they will go to the house?” Poppy asked as her phone rang and rang.

“Possibly. Like you said, we have the element of surprise, but once that’s gone, who knows what will happen,” George said.

“Hi, Alfie,” Poppy said. “This is Poppy. I have a message from George, he said to take Charlie somewhere safe.” She glanced at George. “Who is this?”

George’s heart leaped in his chest. They were too late; they had his son. Well, whoever they were, they had better have thick dragon hide. Because this dragon was going to rip them to shreds.

“I think you know who this is,” Zavier’s voice said. Poppy had put her phone on speaker, and he turned the car around to head for the mansion. “I knew you would attend that party, George. You always have to do the right thing, don’t you?”

“This is between you and me, Zavier,” George said, accelerating off in the direction of his home.

“Well, I would call it more of a family matter. I’m afraid Alfie took a bit of a beating, by the way. He didn’t have his big, bad savior to defend him this time,” Zavier said. “My father will be pleased to have him back, and finish what he started.”

George closed his eyes briefly, fighting to control his dragon. “What do you want?”

“You dead,” Zavier said. “It’s as simple as that.”

“Why?

“All will be revealed when you get here,” Zavier answered and the line went dead.

“What did he mean?” Poppy asked. “About Alfie?”

“Alfie is from the Lachlan Clan. They originated in Scotland, before spreading their wings. When I was younger, much younger, I was visiting with them, when Zavier’s father took it upon himself to beat up Alfie, for sport.”

“Is Alfie a dragon too?” Poppy asked.

“No. He is the son of one of the clan’s mates. From before she met her dragon. The clan took them in, but Zavier’s father, Clonal, was a cruel clan leader. Didn’t tolerate them well, and when he had too much to drink, he would beat them.”

“And you stepped in?” Poppy asked.

“Yes. I asked that Alfie be gifted to me, in return for the goodwill of the Heartsfire Clan.”

“And he agreed?”

“Reluctantly. But we were strong, so much stronger then.”

“And so they decided to make you weak?” Poppy nodded. “By taking the Blade.”

“It seems Clan Lachlan knows how to hold a grudge for a very long time,” George said. “Clonal had a stroke, and Zavier leads them now. He wasn’t the firstborn, but he was the cruelest of Clonal’s sons. My guess is he was given the chance to lead by promising to bring down the other clans.”

“Poor Alfie,” Poppy said. She didn’t have to say any more; her fear for Charlie and what might happen was not something either of them needed to put into words.

***

When they reached the mansion, the gates stood open, and George guided the car along the road leading to the house, parking next to two other vehicles. He turned off the ignition and said to Poppy, “Your priority is to get Charlie out of the house. You have run before, you can do it again.” He dug in his wallet and took out a business card. “This is my lawyer, he will see to it that you have money.”

“But what if they get to him too?” Poppy asked.

“They won’t. He is part of the Heartsfire Clan and will die before he gives you up.”

“This is ridiculous,” Poppy said. “I can’t believe this is happening.” She took a deep breath, put the card into her bra, and nodded. “Let’s do this.”

“Get Charlie out, the rest is up to me,” he said again.

She nodded.

“Promise me,” George said, putting his hand on hers.

“Dang it. I promise,” she ground out.

George leaned over and kissed her cheek. “After this is over, you are going to go over our security measures and work out how they got in.”

She smiled. “I will. I think an electric fence set to kill might do it.”

George smiled at the irony. “I like that idea.” He also knew that chances were, someone was going to die tonight, but he did not plan for it to be him.

They got out and walked side by side up to the front door, where they were met by two men whose eyes glowed green as George approached. “Settle down, boys,” George said. “We’re here to see your boss, and if you burn us to a crisp, my guess is he will not be happy.”

They stood back and let George and Poppy pass. He noted the front door was broken off its hinges, and he didn’t have to guess where Zavier was, he simply needed to follow the trail of broken furniture. Somewhere in the house there was the sound of banging, as if they were trying to knock down a wall.

“Ahh, you made good time in the traffic,” Zavier Lachlan said, getting up from the sofa. “Kyle told me you had left. You had a little fun with him, didn’t you?”

“He’s in on this too?” George asked.

“No! I am not sharing power with anyone. But he made a good red herring, didn’t he? Did you like the snippets of information I sent your way?”

“That was you?” George asked.

“All me. He was only too happy to help. He likes his plans and schemes, but he doesn’t think big enough.”

George scanned the room, looking for Alfie and Charlie. There was no sign of either. As the banging continued, George had a glimmer of hope.

“Where is my son?” Poppy said, moving forward to confront Zavier.

“Safe,” Zavier said with a smile.

“Let us see him,” George said.

“Not until we have made our deal.” Zavier offered them a seat. “Please. Let’s get comfortable.”

“Just tell me what you want, Zavier,” George said.

“Money.” Zavier’s answer was blunt.

“How much?” George asked.

“All of it,” Zavier said, spreading his hands out and smiling.

“It’s yours,” George said.

“I know.” Zavier pulled out a piece of paper from a briefcase on the table and handed it to George, who took it and read it quickly.

“Last will and testament,” George said.

“Yes. This is really simple. You sign this, and I kill you. Your son inherits your business…” He passed a piece of paper to Poppy. “This one is for you.”

She looked down at it and then at George, shock on her face. “You want me to sign this? To leave Charlie in the hands of his uncle?”

“Yes. See we don’t need you. We just need Charlie, and these two pieces of paper.” Zavier pointed at them and then grinned. “Oh, Poppy, I could not believe my luck when you had sex with George. What a little hussy you are, and all for your brother.”

Poppy crumpled the paper in her hand. “I am not signing this.”

“You will, because that is what keeps Charlie alive.” Zavier grinned. “Imagine my surprise and happiness when Brax told me you were pregnant.”

“How did he know?” Poppy asked.

“After you found out he was working for me, I ordered him to keep a close eye on you. We weren’t sure you would try to steal the blade back and return it to George. You’re that kind of a gal, aren’t you? You like to play by the rules. That’s why we had to come up with the whole ruse about Brax being in danger. I thought he played his part well, you should be proud.”

Poppy shook her head, and tears misted her eyes. “He’s no brother of mine.”

“Now, now, don’t let things end on a sour note, not when Uncle Brax is going to be Charlie’s guardian. We’ve watched him grow up. You did a fine job, hidden away on the mountain. We would have come for him sooner, but George began to build an empire, and so I waited.”

“You watched us?” Poppy said.

“Sort of, Brax checked in every now and again, but we tracked you with the chip in your dear old mom’s ring. You were so attached to it, even though everyone knew Braxton was your mom’s favorite.”

Poppy lunged at Zavier, but George caught a hold of her and pulled her back. “Don’t let him goad you.”

“You’re so right, George.” Zavier handed a pen to him. “Sign.”

“No,” George said.

“What’s it going to take?” Zavier asked. “Oh, I know. Brax.”

A man came in the room behind them, and Poppy turned, horrified to see her brother there. “Brax, why are you doing this?”

“Because I can.” He pulled out a dagger from his belt and held it up. “The Heartsfire Blade. This is where it all began. With one small trinket.”

“George, sign or we start chopping pieces off your mate.” Zavier put the pen under George’s nose. “She’s going to die anyway, but you can choose if it’s quick or slow.”

“George.” Poppy threw herself into his arms and whispered. “I choose you as my family.” Then she pulled back and said, “I always wanted to see your dragon before I died.”

Then she lunged at her brother, punching him in the face, and knocking him to the floor. George took advantage of the situation, and let his pent-up dragon loose. The mansion rocked as he smashed into the ceiling, and he hoped Poppy was unhurt as he thrashed his tail, taking out two of the guards.

Zavier threw his head back and roared, and his dragon erupted, crashing into George as a fight to the death began. 

Knowing he had to get Zavier out of the house, George clawed at his chest, pushing him backwards through the already broken window. He sprawled back onto the lawn, but was up on his feet in no time. The two dragons slashed at each other, fire erupting from their mouths to inflict further damage on each other.

They were well matched, hitting each other blow for blow, teeth biting, claws slashing. Then, from behind Zavier, came a slash of bright steel. The dragon turned in rage, And George saw Poppy run underneath him, and angle the Heartsfire Blade upward to where Zavier’s fiery heart beat in his chest. With both hands on the hilt, she plunged it upward. The dragon reared up into the air, and then fell backwards, the life leaving him as blood spurted from the wound.

Panic filled George and he shifted back to his human form, searching for Poppy, praying she had not been squashed under the bulk of Zavier’s dragon.

“Poppy,” he called.

“Here,” she said, coming towards him, dragon blood staining her dress. “I ruined the dress.”

He flung his arms around her, and pulled her close, kissing her head, then her cheeks, and then her lips. “I thought I’d lost you.”

“Never,” she said. “You are my family now. You, me, Charlie, and Alfie. If they are alive.” Her voice was choked as she spoke the last words.

“Let’s go get them,” George said. He took her hand and led her through the wreckage of the house. All of Zavier’s men had gone, including Brax. George didn’t care: he would round them up later, and make sure they paid for their crimes. The clans did not take kindly to this behavior, and Clan Lachlan would be severely punished.

“Where are they?” Poppy asked as they headed into the kitchen.

“In the safe room,” George said. He opened the door that led down to the basement, and went down the stairs, Poppy following. When they reached the bottom, he could see signs of where Zavier’s men had been trying to knock the wall down. They had no chance, since the safe room had metal walls and its own ventilation system. “I never thought we would use it. The people who lived in the mansion before I bought it were paranoid about being kidnapped. So they had a safe room built in the basement.”

“And they are safe inside?” Poppy asked.

“Let’s see. Alfie! Charlie! It’s safe now. You can come out.” Nothing happened.

“Charlie bear?” Poppy called. Then to George she asked, “Can they hear us?”

“Yes,” George said. “Charlie, can you open the door. You have to press the big green button. Can you do that?”

“Alfie said not to open it for anyone,” Charlie said, his voice faint.

“You can open it for us,” Poppy said.

There was a moment of silence and then the door popped open, and Charlie’s scared face poked out. “Alfie is asleep.”

George pushed inside, while Poppy picked Charlie up and hugged him. “Is he OK?”

“He’s still breathing.” George picked Alfie up and they all went upstairs, got into the car, and drove to the hospital. Alfie was part of their family, and more important than the wrecked house, or anything in it. 

“I tried to protect the boy,” Alfie whispered to Poppy, who cradled his head open the back seat.

“You did. He’s safe, and Zavier is dead,” Poppy said quietly.

“Someone tapped into the keypad at the gate,” Alfie said. “I tried to stop them.”

“Who had access?” Poppy asked.

“No one,” George said. “They would have to tamper with the system in the house.”

“Lucy,” Poppy said. “Lucy went down to get coffee.”

“Lucy?” George asked.

“The woman you sent with the clothes.”

“Dang it.” He hit the steering wheel. “She is from the Lachlan Clan. I trusted her.”

“It’s done now,” Poppy said. “Let’s be thankful we’re all alive.” 

George only hoped that Alfie would make it through this. The house could be repaired, but if Alfie died, because of him…

Poppy placed her hand on George’s shoulder. “He’ll be OK.”

And he believed her. As he believed in her. She was his mate. His own Heartsfire.

She had given him a son and heir, a reason to live.

When they got to the hospital, he carried Alfie inside, where the nurses soon swarmed around them and got him on a gurney. Then began a long wait, while doctors examined Alfie, ran tests, took x-rays, and finally told them they could see the old man.

“How are you?” Poppy asked.

“Couple of broken ribs. Internal bleeding, but nothing they can’t patch up.” Alfie held his hand out to Charlie. “We fought them off, didn’t we, Charlie?”

“We did!” Charlie exclaimed. “I hit them with the mop.”

“That’s my boy,” George said. 

“Where are we going to live now?” Charlie asked.

“The house can be mended,” Poppy said. “And in the meantime, maybe you two could come and stay at our place. When you are well enough, Alfie.”

“Yes!” Charlie said, jumping up and down.

“As long as we’re together.” George pulled Poppy and Charlie into his arms. Where they were going to stay, forever.


Epilogue

“More dragons,” Charlie said, pointing at the night sky where the two dragons above their heads were framed in silhouettes against the starry sky. They were standing on the mountainside, around a half a mile away from the cabin.

“I see them,” Poppy said, her face tilted up to the sky to watch the dragons navigate their way into the clearing where George, Poppy, and Charlie were waiting. 

“That one is your grandpa, Charles.” George pointed to the biggest dragon, who was flapping his wings, while angling his body so that he landed smoothly. 

“Same name as me,” Charlie said.

“Yes, Mommy named you after your grandpa.” George gave Poppy one of those smiles that made her knees go weak and her heart race. They had learned so much about each other over the last couple of weeks. 

“It was pure coincidence.” Poppy was still not ready to admit that she had named her son after George’s father, after an obsessive internet search when she found out she was pregnant. She didn’t want to share all her secrets. Not yet.

“What’s a co in see dent? Charlie asked.

“Mommy’s version of teasing Daddy.” George pointed to the second dragon, letting the conversation go. “And that one, that is your grandma.”

“Are you sure I should be here?” Poppy asked nervously.

“Yes, you are part of this family. And anyway, it’s thanks to you that we have the Heartsfire Blade back.” He leaned over and kissed her.

“So your dad is not here to bite my head off?” Poppy asked. “And by that I mean literally bite my head off.”

George laughed. “No, he’s not.” He shifted Charlie around so the he could get a better view of the dragons as they landed and then shifted into their human form. “Anyway, giving them their first grandchild is much more important to them.”

The two people stood in the clearing, shadows in the darkness of the forest. Then they moved, one figure rushing forward, and Poppy gripped George’s arm, wanting them to run and hide, but she stood her ground.

“Oh my, is this my grandson?” a woman’s voice called.

“Hey, Mom,” George said, and held out Charlie for her to take. “This is your grandma, Charlie.”

“Hi, Grandma,” Charlie said shyly.

“Hello there, Charlie. A good strong name.”

Charlie went to her, and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

“Thank you.”

“Mom, this is Poppy,” George said.

“George has been telling us all about you. Call me Eileen, or Mom. Whichever you feel most comfortable with. Although I do hope we will have a mother-daughter relationship. George tells me you lost your parents. And I have no daughters…”

“I’d like that, Mom,” Poppy said, and got a big bear hug in return.

“Dad.” George greeted a big, broad man. As he got closer, Poppy could see the strong resemblance between the two men.

“George.” Charles grasped his son’s arm and then hugged him. “It’s been too long.”

George took the Heartsfire Blade from the sheath he wore on his belt and handed it to his father. “Here.”

“Only five years late,” his father said, holding the blade up so that the moonlight glinted off its blade.

“That would be my fault,” Poppy admitted.

“Yes. Yes, it would,” the big man agreed, turning to look at Poppy.

“I’m sorry,” Poppy said weakly.

“Don’t be,” Eileen said kindly. “Things worked out in the end, and five years go by in a blink of an eye for a dragon.” 

“Not when you are waiting for your mate,” George agreed, putting his arm around Poppy.

“But you have her now, and another child on the way.”

“Yes,” Poppy replied, her hand patting the small baby bump that was wrapped in a warm coat against the chill mountain air.

“All is forgiven.” The big dragon tickled Charlie, who giggled. “You are part of this family.”

“I hope so,” Poppy said.

“Call me Dad, and we’ll forget all about it.”

“Dad it is. Shall we go to the cabin?”

“Yes, we can’t wait to see it.”

“There’s not much to see,” Poppy said. “Although since we’ve been staying up here while the house is repaired, George has insisted on building a new wing.”

Eileen laughed. “That sounds like George, never satisfied unless he’s thinking big.”

“We needed somewhere for Alfie to sleep,” George protested.

“How is he?” Charles asked.

“On the mend. He’s making cocoa for us all. You know how he is,” George said.

“We owe him a debt of gratitude for saving Charlie from Zavier,” Charles tone was somber.

“We do.”

“I didn’t agree with you when you saved him, George. I hate feeling indebted to a clan. But you did the right thing.”

“Not often you say that, Charles,” Eileen said to her husband.

“Really?” Charles asked innocently.

“No,” Eileen said, laughing. “Don’t you learn your grandpa’s grouchy ways,” she told Charlie. “You be more like your father. Although I expect he is a grouch too, sometimes. Most men are.”

“He can be, but I wouldn’t have him any other way,” Poppy said.

“That is good to hear,” George said, putting his arm around her as they neared the cabin. They stopped, and he kissed her under the stars, in the place she had spent so many years hiding from him. 

But now they were together, and Poppy had the kind of family she could only have dreamed of. As they turned toward the cabin, the door opened and Alfie stood waiting for them. 

“It all turned out OK, didn’t it?” she asked.

“It did.” 

“You know I used to dream of you?” Poppy admitted.

“And I used to dream of you. Every night. I’d close my eyes and there you were, in that blue dress,” George said. “You know, I never told you…”

“What?” Poppy asked. “Oh, come on, you can’t leave a girl hanging like that.”

“The night of the party…” He shook his head. “That crazy night.”

“Yes?”

“I didn’t give you the dress to wear so you would be bait.” He hugged her close. “I had it made after we first met. Because I knew one day I would meet you again. I had to, we are mates.”

“And fate brought us back together.”

“I like to believe so,” George said.

“I like to believe fate knew exactly what it was doing.” She patted his chest. “So you really are an old romantic?”

“Guilty as charged.”

Poppy might have been the thief who stole the Heartsfire Blade. But George had stolen something too that night. Her heart. Which she gave willingly to him, and he could keep it forevermore.

***
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