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The dragon king sees how Fate has smiled on a number of his subjects and seeks a little of that for himself.

	 

	 

	King Leortis is no fool. As soon as he notices how a group of human friends all mated with dragons, he’s interested. After all, he’s been looking for his mate for almost two thousand years. Leortis drops in on one of the dragons unannounced—Agnoroth—and crashes his barbeque. His keen insight pays off. When Leortis meets the human Cardin Robinson, he knows he’s the one. Unfortunately, the cute redhead is struggling with self-esteem after discovering his boyfriend cheating on him—soon to be ex, as far as Leortis is concerned. Between getting rid of a cheating boyfriend and dealing with unrest with his family, can Leortis woo his jaded mate and bring him home?

	Reader Advisory: This story follows events that happened in Capturing Autumn’s Airy Breeze, part of the Autumn Feast anthology.

	 


 

	 

	Dedication

	 

	 

	There are far better things ahead than any we leave behind.

	~C.S. Lewis

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Are you certain of this, Your Majesty?”

	King Leortis Vermilion cast a cold, narrow-eyed glare at his friend and head royal guard—Vicar Rhomes. “If you ask me that one more time, Vicar, I will demote you.” Upon seeing the dark-skinned man’s black eyes widen, Leortis asked mildly, “Why do you keep asking me that?”

	That was his third time, after all.

	“My apologies, King Leortis,” Vicar replied as he glanced out the window of the SUV-style limousine. “After hearing how Ruldin is contesting Leonidas’s right to be your heir, I’m just surprised you’re leaving the castle right now.”

	Snorting, Leortis shook his head. “Ruldin is a fool. Not only would he be a lousy king, but his bid for the throne will never work.” He smirked at Vicar. “Why would dragons accept my younger half-brother as a ruler, who’s known for impetuous decisions and shady dealings, even if they’ve never been proven, instead of my direct heir, who has been groomed for the position and is very well respected by many?” Leortis couldn’t understand why his half-brother thought he had a chance. “There are so few backing Ruldin’s desires, I’m surprised no one has laughed in his face, yet.”

	“Only his relationship with you has stopped many,” Vicar pointed out.

	“Then I’ll have to remind others that I have no relationship with Ruldin.” Leortis tapped his chin with one finger thoughtfully. “Send out a notice that I’ll be making an announcement at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. Everyone available should be on our secure line.”

	Leortis loved modern technology, even though his dragon wasn’t too pleased that half their wealth was tied up in electronic figures. Still, he kept a massive cavern full of gold and gems to keep his other self happy. If he were honest, Leortis enjoyed rolling in his wealth, too.

	“Will do, Sire,” Vicar replied, pulling out his phone and beginning to type on the device. As he did so, he commented, “So... Agnoroth. If you don’t mind my asking, why choose him? Some of the others have a much higher standing in our society.”

	“Exactly.” Leortis grinned widely, pleased with his plan. “I have every right to drop in and check on the well-being of a dragon who recently finished his restitution to another.”

	“Recently?” Vicar smirked at him, something he wouldn’t have done if anyone else was in the cabin of the vehicle with them. “It was almost a year ago.”

	Leortis arched his brow as he pointed out, “I’m almost two thousand years old, Vicar. A year is nothing.”

	Vicar chuckled, the sound deep and low. “There is that.”

	Nodding absently, Leortis returned his attention to the window. He knew Vicar was nearing his millennial, so the fellow dragon shifter understood. Staring at the passing scenery, he turned his thoughts to why he was making this trip.

	Over the last few years, four human friends had turned out to be mates of dragons. While he would never begrudge a fellow shifter finding his one and only, a blessing of Fate, at his age, he wanted some of that for himself. To that end, he’d decided to meet these humans.

	What is it about them that drew Fate’s attention and gifted them with dragon mates?

	Leortis couldn’t even guess until he met them. That was why he was stopping at the home of Agnoroth. The air dragon had helped another dragon kidnap the mate of one of Leortis’s trackers. Since it was done under duress—the other dragon had held some treasure Agnoroth owned as leverage—and Agnoroth’s half-brother, Kazeem, had spoken on his behalf, he’d been sentenced to restitution in the form of working six months in the king’s orchards.

	Agnoroth had done his work competently and quietly. Then he’d left. From what Leortis had heard, Agnoroth had spent a couple of months tracking down, then wooing, his mate. That had been nearly ten months before.

	The screen separating him and Vicar from his driver—Warzer—began to lower, catching his attention. “We’re here, Sire,” the male stated, his deep voice easily carrying within the enclosed space.

	“Good.” Leortis peered out the tinted windows at the expansive lawn beyond the gate. As much as he wished he could have just landed in dragon form behind the fencing, that way he could have seen Agnoroth’s expression when he’d arrived, Leortis knew flying as a dragon in broad daylight was a big no-no. While his scales were a pale shade of brown, even flying in at night would have been risky, due to how populated the area was. Giving Warzer a grin, he ordered, “Let him know I’m here.”

	“Yes, Sire.”

	Warzer reached out the window, which he must have opened at some point, and in the next instant, a buzzer sounded.

	A few seconds later, a tenor answered, “Did you forget your code again, Stefan?” The voice held a clearly teasing quality. “Maybe if you came around more often, you’d remember it. Give me a minute, and I’ll buzz you in.”

	Turning his head, Warzer peered over his shoulder at him, arching one white-blond brow in silent question.

	Leortis smirked as he lifted his shoulder in a half-shrug. If he had to guess, he figured that was Kristof, Agnoroth’s mate. He would have to remind the human that he should check the cameras—or at least ask who was there—before just opening the gate.

	As Warzer started them forward again, he figured just their unexpected arrival would be warning enough.

	Watching the mansion come into view, Leortis chuckled softly as he watched the front door close. Evidently, Kristof had been watching, and he must have realized his mistake. Leortis really hoped the human was getting Agnoroth.

	Now I get to see his expression after all.

	As Warzer pulled the vehicle to a stop, Leortis saw the door open once again. Agnoroth exited the house, and as soon as Warzer climbed from the vehicle, he called, “Who are you?” As was typical of an air dragon, his voice was pitched surprisingly high, easily hiding just how lethal the male could be.

	With his superior hearing, Leortis heard Warzer reply as he walked around the SUV to the back door. “I’m Honor Guard Warzer. It’s good to see you doing so well, Agnoroth.” Then he opened the back door.

	Vicar climbed out.

	Leortis waited, knowing the dragon was peering around the space, not only looking for danger but scenting for it.

	“Honor Guard Warzer.”

	Agnoroth either repeated or greeted.

	Leortis wasn’t certain which.

	Then Agnoroth’s gaze strayed to Vicar and the SUV.

	Vicar stepped aside as he banged the top of the vehicle twice—the signal that it was safe to climb out.

	As if I couldn’t handle any trouble that came my way.

	Still, Leortis understood and followed procedure. He climbed from the SUV and smiled at Agnoroth. To his mild amusement, he watched Agnoroth’s eyes widen and his lips part in obvious surprise. Then the air dragon dropped to one knee and bowed his head.

	“King Leortis, it’s an honor.”

	Gods, sometimes I’m such an ass.

	Leortis shook his head as he lifted his hand and beckoned with his fingertips for Agnoroth to rise. “Hello, Agnoroth. I hope I’m not interrupting.”

	Agnoroth climbed back to his feet as the door opened, and a black-haired human stepped onto the front patio. “You kinda are, actually.”

	Even though the voice had come through speakers, slightly distorting it, Leortis realized this man had opened the gate. “You are Kristof, mate of Agnoroth.” He dipped his chin slightly. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

	Kristof huffed softly as he crossed his arms over his chest. “And you’re the head dragon honcho, eh?” Cocking his head, he swept a narrow-eyed stare over him. “Agnoroth did his time. Whadda’ya want?”

	“Kristof!” Agnoroth cried, clearly scandalized. As he grabbed his human and tucked him to his side, he lifted his free hand with his palm out. “I’m so sorry, Sire. I—”

	Leortis chuckled, unable to contain his mirth as he waved away Agnoroth’s apology. “It’s perfectly fine. Refreshing, actually.” Smiling at Kristof, he replied, “I want to meet you and your friends, and I’d hoped Agnoroth would give me a hand in that.”

	“Of course—” Agnoroth began.

	At the same time, Kristof stated, “Then you’re in luck, because—”

	Both were cut off by the sound of another approaching vehicle.

	Kristof grinned widely. “And that would be Stefan. I thought you all were him.”

	“We figured as much.” Leortis turned his attention to the approaching extended cab pick-up. It was an older model but sounded to be in good running condition. His keen eyesight helped him spot Kazeem behind the wheel. “Ah, we have crashed a gathering of some kind, haven’t we?”

	“You’re always welcome here, Sire,” Agnoroth told him. Then he added, “But, yes. We’re having friends over for a pool party and barbeque. Kazeem and Stefan were the last to arrive. The others are out back.”

	“Ah.”

	Leortis nodded, then opened his mouth, intending to offer to return the next day. After all, he knew Agnoroth wouldn’t take the out. Then his attention was snagged by the sight of a slightly stocky redhead sliding from the truck’s back seat.

	Knowing it wasn’t Stefan, since he was the dark-haired, toned guy who’d gotten out of the front seat, Leortis wondered who it could be. He didn’t really know what made him look twice, since he didn’t usually go for redheads. As an earth dragon who specialized in quakes, he preferred fair features and blonds.

	Then why—

	When the stranger’s scent hit him, Leortis knew. He couldn’t help it. “Well, hot damn,” he muttered, admiring the human who’d arrived with Kazeem and Stefan. “Seems I’m gonna have to change my ways.”

	Leortis looked forward to that.

	“Excuse me, Sire?” Vicar asked softly, touching his elbow.

	Tearing his attention away from the redhead, Leortis only managed to glance at his head guard for an instant. Then he refocused on the stranger. He couldn’t help but admire him.

	The human had freckles on his nose, almost hidden by his black-rimmed glasses. His untucked t-shirt didn’t hide the fact that he had a soft belly with a little extra. His frame appeared stocky, but there was plenty of muscle definition in his arms.

	Leortis wanted to strip him and see if the man’s legs were equally muscular... and more.

	“Who is he, Agnoroth?” Leortis asked softly, ignoring his head guard.

	“I’m sorry, Sire,” Agnoroth replied, his voice quiet. “I don’t know.”

	“Stefan texted me earlier,” Kristof told him. “He’s bringing a buddy from the ski resort he works at. His name’s Cardin.”

	Humming, Leortis unbuttoned his suit jacket and began removing it. Judging by what everyone else was wearing, he was overdressed. After handing the coat to a clearly confused Warzer, he began unbuttoning his dress shirt.

	“Sire, what’re you doing?” Vicar asked, his voice soft.

	Grinning at his head guard and friend, Leortis told him, “I’m going to a barbeque to meet my mate.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Staring at the big house, Cardin Robinson nibbled his bottom lip pensively. He wrapped his arms around himself as unease churned in his gut. If he’d known Stefan’s buddy was rich, he would have declined the friend’s offer to join him at a barbeque.

	It didn’t matter that he’d really needed to get out of town to clear his head. Finding his live-in boyfriend, Shawn, in their bed with another had been a shock. Even Shawn apologizing and promising that the twink he’d been fucking hadn’t meant anything to him didn’t help.

	Apologies are good and all, but if the guy didn’t mean anything to him, why did Shawn do it?

	Cardin has asked Shawn that, too, and his boyfriend had blushed and shrugged. “He’s hot and came on to me, and I was horny.” Then he’d pointed between them. “You’ve been so busy with work that we haven’t had time to take care of my needs. Ya know?”

	“Oh, so the fact that it’s fiscal year-end, and I have to work long hours at the lodge because I work in accounting, you cheating is my fault?”

	“I didn’t say that,” Shawn had countered, gripping his hands. “Just relax. It’s done now, and I’m sorry. Let’s just move on.”

	Shaking his head, Cardin had pulled away from his lover of three years. “I need to take a walk. Clear my head, okay?”

	Ignoring Shawn’s words, telling him to stay, Cardin had left their apartment and gone for a walk. He’d headed back to work. At least numbers always made sense.

	Cardin had been walking through the back offices when Stefan had stopped him. The man had worked as a children’s ski instructor over the winter season. With it being summer, he wasn’t around much but occasionally dropped by to lend a hand with maintenance. Cardin guessed it was to keep busy when his partner was working, not that he knew what Kazeem did for a living.

	While Cardin hadn’t realized he’d shed a few tears, Stefan had. Unable to help himself, he’d poured out the whole story to his new friend. Stefan had immediately invited him to a barbeque at his friend’s place, who lived outside Denver a couple of hours away.

	Getting out of town for a few days while deciding what to do about Shawn had sounded like a fantastic idea. He’d double-checked that Stefan’s buddy—Kristof—wouldn’t mind. Then he’d worked well into the evening, wrapping up the last of what needed to be done.

	He’d literally snuck into his own apartment and packed a bag, leaving a note for a sleeping Shawn to find in the morning. Then he’d spent the night at a hotel, where Stefan picked him up at the ass-crack of dawn. Fortunately, he’d managed to doze in the truck.

	Shawn had called him three times already today, but he’d missed them. He still hadn’t checked his voicemails. In fact, after receiving several texts, too, he’d silenced his device.

	“Hey, everything all right?” Stefan asked, nudging Cardin with his elbow.

	Nodding, Cardin still couldn’t tear his gaze away from the big house. “Just suddenly feel under-dressed,” he admitted, rubbing up and down his arms uneasily.

	Stefan patted him on the shoulder as he grinned at him. “Don’t let the house fool you,” he encouraged, then waved at his own attire. “You’re not under-dressed. Promise.”

	Cardin didn’t really feel relieved, but he nodded anyway. Stefan wore a t-shirt with a band logo as well as board shorts and flip-flops. His partner, Kazeem, had dressed a little more formally, wearing khaki shorts and a polo shirt.

	“Then why are those guys in suits?” Cardin asked, indicating the trio of men next to the SUV parked in front of the house.

	Per Stefan’s instruction, Kazeem had parked the truck to the left of the attached garage. From his vantage point, Cardin could see the group talking quietly together. He was too far away to actually make out the words, though.

	“I don’t know who they are,” Stefan admitted, cocking his head. “They’re probably not staying.” He began moving toward the group, who were at the front door. “Come on,” he urged. “It’s hot out here, and I’m ready to swim.”

	“Oh, damn,” Kazeem muttered as he wrapped his arm around Stefan, falling into step with them. “That’s... uh... Mister Leortis Vermilion.” His brows furrowed as he narrowed his eyes. “I wonder what he’s doing here.”

	“Mister Leortis?” Stefan repeated, snapping his head up to look at Kazeem. “Mister Leortis as in the head honcho, that Mister Leortis?”

	Obviously, Stefan recognized the name, but it didn’t mean anything to Cardin. He didn’t know which of the three men they were referring to, either, but as Kazeem nodded, he found his gaze straying to the broad-shouldered, toned one in the middle. His dark hair was swept away from his aristocratic features and fell in thick waves to his nape, just barely brushing his shoulders.

	Cardin wondered what it would feel like to run his fingers through all that... then immediately felt guilty for the thought.

	I’m here to decide what to do about my cheating boyfriend, and here I am having inappropriate thoughts about some hot rich guy.

	Unable to help staring when one of the guys took off his jacket and began unbuttoning his nice shirt, Cardin blurted out, “Why is that guy taking off his clothes?”

	To Cardin’s eternal embarrassment, the man must have heard him, for he pinned his brown-eyed gaze on him and smiled. “Because I’m getting comfortable to enjoy the barbeque,” he claimed as he handed off his shirt. “I haven’t been to one in... years.”

	That left him in a pale blue undershirt that probably cost more than Cardin’s entire outfit. It also clung to his torso, showing off his wide shoulders and defined pectorals. He also had very cut six-pack abs.

	Wow!

	“I’m Leortis Vermilion. Please, call me Leo,” the man stated, holding out his hand.

	As Cardin reached out and took Leo’s hand, he heard a soft choking sound come from the big black man who stood nearby. He glanced at him curiously, but then Leo’s fingers closed around his own. A warm tingle spread across his palm and up his arm, making his hairs stand on end.

	Cardin glanced from where they touched, Leo rubbing his thumb over the back of his hand in an enticing way, then lifted his focus to the man’s face. Taking in the intense expression on Leo’s face, a shiver of arousal warmed Cardin’s gut. While he’d heard the expression—his eyes smoldered—until right then, he’d never seen it.

	And why is it directed at me?

	Unable to help himself, Cardin glanced behind him. Maybe Leo was looking at someone else.

	Nope.

	“I was told you’re Cardin. Is that right?” Leo asked, squeezing Cardin’s hand lightly.

	“Y-Yes,” Cardin replied, staring up at the man. Leo stood several inches taller than Cardin’s own five-foot-eleven, and he’d never been so close to a guy so big. “C-Cardin Robinson.”

	And Leo wasn’t even the biggest of the lot. The black guy next to him had at least two inches on Leo, and he was broader, too. His nearly black eyes also held a coldness that caused a shiver to trickle down Cardin’s spine.

	Fortunately, the man wasn’t looking at Cardin.

	Of course, that changed when Leo indicated the guy and stated, “This is my associate, Vicar.” Then the shorter but still serious-looking blond. “And this is Warzer. If you ever need anything and I’m not around, they will happily assist you.”

	As both men dipped their chins in nods of acknowledgment, the blond giving him a small smile, Cardin didn’t think Vicar would do anything happily. Finding his tongue, he mumbled, “Nice to meet you.”

	“Will you show us inside, Agnoroth?” Leo asked, shifting his focus to the man who must have been the host of the barbeque. “I smell the brats and suddenly find myself ravenous.”

	“Of course, Sire, uh, Sir,” Agnoroth replied, appearing a little shell-shocked. After being introduced to the high-voiced male and his partner, who turned out to be Stefan’s buddy, Kristof, Agnoroth led the way inside.

	On the other hand, Kristof stuck close to Stefan, whispering in his ear. As he did so, he glanced Cardin and Leo’s way. Stefan’s eyes widened, and his lips parted a little, his surprise clear on his face.

	Knowing he was the subject of whatever the man’s comments were caused unease to trickle down his spine, beating out the warmth that Leo’s handshake had created.

	“Are you cold, Cardin?” Leo asked.

	That was when Cardin realized Leo still held his hand, for he pulled him closer and finally released him, only to wrap his arm around his shoulders and tuck him close to his side.

	More than a little confused, Cardin peered up at Leo. He opened his mouth to ask... something, when he spotted the way the larger man dipped his head. His intention was clear as day.

	He’s about to kiss me!

	“I have a boyfriend.”

	Cardin blurted out the words, causing Leo to pause. When he straightened and hummed, Cardin felt guilty about the twist of disappointment he felt.

	“I should have known someone as beautiful as you would have a boyfriend,” Leo rumbled, sounding upset. “Come, Cardin.” He didn’t release Cardin as he started them walking, following Agnoroth into the huge house. “Let’s talk about that.”

	Still confused, Cardin nodded.

	What’s to talk about?

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	A bloody boyfriend. Damn it.

	Leortis should have known that Fate wouldn’t make it that easy. Still, he’d found his mate, and he had him in his arms. As far as Leortis was concerned, whoever the boyfriend was, he was now an ex-boyfriend.

	I just have to convince Cardin of that.

	“Yeah,” Leortis heard someone mumble behind him. “A cheating asshole of a boyfriend.”

	Leortis didn’t think Cardin had heard the speaker, for he didn’t respond. That was okay because he didn’t want his soon-to-be forever lover to be uncomfortable. Instead, he tucked that nugget of information away as he decided on how to use it.

	Perhaps the direct approach.

	“If you don’t mind me asking,” Leortis began as he dipped his head a little to enjoy more of Cardin’s exquisite scent. “If you have a boyfriend, why’re you here alone?”

	As Leortis spoke, he gently squeezed Cardin’s waist, enjoying the slight give in his human’s flesh. He knew the love handle would provide the perfect purchase when he thrust deep into his mate. His extra flesh would also give Cardin a bit of padding, allowing Leortis to pound into him.

	Just the idea of sinking his dick into Cardin’s soft body caused his half-hard penis to plump further. If he wasn’t careful, he would tent his slacks. While the other dragons around him could scent his arousal, Leortis didn’t want Cardin to feel uncomfortable.

	“Um, well—” Cardin paused and nibbled his lip.

	Leortis wished he could slide his tongue along that bit of abused flesh.

	Cardin glanced around the hall they walked along, the scent of his discomfort perfuming the air.

	Damn. Didn’t mean to cause that.

	Seeing Agnoroth open the back door, Leortis eased his hold on Cardin’s hip and slid his hand to his back. He rubbed up and down his mate’s spine, attempting to soothe him. As he did that, he offered his human an out.

	“Perhaps it would be best if I were blunt, Cardin,” Leortis murmured, smiling at him as he guided him out the back door and onto the expansive patio. “The moment I saw you slide from Kazeem’s truck, I knew I needed to meet you, needed to get to know you.” Putting a bit of distance between their bodies tugged at his instinct to care for and touch his mate, but Leortis managed it. He gripped Cardin’s hand and brought the clearly shocked human’s fingers to his lips, kissing his knuckles lightly. Leortis held his mate’s gaze, admiring his green eyes through the lenses of his black-rimmed glasses. “I called you beautiful before, and I meant it. Will you give me the chance to get to know you? To see if we’re more compatible than this boyfriend who is not at your side?”

	Leortis knew they would be. Fate had deemed it so, after all. He just had to see how open Cardin was to the idea.

	“Um, that seems, well—”

	Cardin once again paused and nibbled his lip. He glanced around at the others who were pouring out the door from behind them and mingling with the guys already there. Then Cardin frowned, and when Leortis followed his gaze, he realized he was scowling at Stefan, who was talking with a couple of others and grinning at him.

	“Did you set this up?” Cardin’s tone took on a hard, combative quality. He pulled away from Leortis and started toward Stefan. “Did you call this hot guy and convince him to pretend to be interested in me?” Waving his hand toward Leortis, Cardin continued, “Because that’s not cool. I’m not a cheater like Shawn.” Cardin bowed his head and yanked his phone from his pocket. “I’m gonna call a cab.”

	“Whoa, whoa,” Leortis rumbled, taking the phone from Cardin’s hand. “Stop that.”

	“Hey! Give that back!” Cardin cried, reaching for his device.

	Leortis grabbed Cardin’s outstretched hand with his free one as he tossed the phone to Vicar. His guard caught it easily and shoved it into the pocket of his slacks. Cardin glanced between them with wide eyes, and fear began to perfume the area.

	Double damn!

	“Please, whatever you’re thinking,” Leortis began, using his thumb to massage Cardin’s palm. “It’s not true. I have never met Stefan before or talked to him in my life.” Seeing Cardin’s expression of disbelief, Leortis sighed deeply as he cradled his mate’s jaw. “My beautiful mate”—he rubbed his thumb along his jawline—”I don’t know who gave you the impression that you’re not desirable beyond reason, but I arrived here to speak with Agnoroth. You are the reason I am staying and crashing this barbeque.”

	For several long seconds, Cardin just gaped at him. Then his eyebrows furrowed. To Leortis’s relief, the scent of his anger melted away to be replaced by confusion.

	“Why?”

	Hearing that single word drew a smile to Leortis’s lips. He could easily work with interest, even if it was based in disbelief. Leortis was quickly learning that Cardin appreciated the direct approach.

	“Well,” Leortis began as he drew Cardin toward a lounge chair near the pool. “I intend to spend the day holding you, learning about you, and whispering sweet nothings into your ear.” Settling on the lounge chair, his legs to either side of it, Leortis easily used his paranormal strength to tug Cardin down in front of him between his spread thighs. As soon as he had his mate where he wanted him—namely, sideways in his arms and resting a shoulder against his chest, albeit stiffly—he purred into Cardin’s ear, “Beautiful man, I mean to steal you away from that jackass who couldn’t keep his dick in his pants and keep you all to myself.” Cardin gaped at him, and Leortis barely resisted taking his mouth. Reminding himself that his mate wasn’t his, yet, he added, “And let me assure you, I will never do something so stupid as stray from your side.”

	Cardin’s cheeks darkened to a scarlet hue, and he hunched his shoulders. “H-How did you know if you never talked to Stefan before?”

	“I have exceptional hearing,” Leortis told his human. “And he whispered it to someone as we were entering the house.”

	With his cheeks darkening further, Cardin cast an angry glare Stefan’s way. “Big mouth,” he muttered, hunching in on himself. “Never shoulda told him.”

	“Don’t feel that way, beautiful,” Leortis countered, once again cradling Cardin’s jaw and using the hold to get him to tip his head back and meet his gaze. “Then I never would’ve met you.” As much as Leortis hated that his mate was hurting, over the years, he’d noticed how Fate worked in her own time. “Us meeting, definitely Fate.”

	Cardin rolled his eyes, but at least his lips curved into a small smile. “Right. Fate.”

	“Don’t believe in Fate?” Leortis asked curiously, arching one brow. “Why not?”

	Gaping, Cardin stared up at him with wide eyes. “A-Are you serious?”

	“I am.” Smiling while teasing his thumb along Cardin’s jaw, Leortis admitted, “I believe in Fate, destiny, and finding one’s soul mate.”

	Cardin snapped his mouth shut and cocked his head. “Really?”

	“I do.” Leortis watched Cardin once again nibble his bottom lip. Unable to help himself, he groaned under his breath. Using his thumb to tug the abused flesh from between Cardin’s teeth, Leortis muttered, “Do you have any idea what a tease that is to me?”

	“Um, no,” Cardin whispered, his tone turning breathy.

	Leortis growled softly, focusing his narrowed eyes on Cardin’s mouth before meeting his gaze again. “You’re making it very difficult to resist kissing you, Cardin.”

	“I-I am?”

	Nodding once, Leortis licked his lips.

	Cardin swallowed so hard his Adam’s apple bobbed.

	“Cardin,” Leortis whispered, unable to deny the pull he felt.

	Dipping his head, Leortis once again prepared to kiss his mate.

	“Sire?”

	Warzer’s voice cut into his haze of need, and Leortis lifted his head. Breathing heavily, he asked huskily, “Yes?”

	“Cardin’s boyfriend, Shawn, is at the gate.”

	Cardin tensed in Leortis’s hold. “He is?”

	Leortis didn’t like the squeak in his sweet human’s voice as he heard Warzer confirm his statement.

	Frowning, Cardin wondered aloud, “How’d he find me?”

	When Cardin began to rise, Leortis moved his hand to his hip and held him in place. “Stay, beautiful,” he urged, rubbing his human’s back with his other hand, hoping to help soothe him. “Let’s see what he has to say about that?”

	Cardin didn’t look convinced, and he remained tense and sitting upright, but at least he nodded.

	“Allow him entrance, Warzer,” Leortis ordered, even though it wasn’t even his home. Then he turned his attention to Vicar. “How about some of that amazing food I smell?” Gently massaging the knobs of Cardin’s spine, Leortis asked, “What would you like to eat, beautiful?”

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Cardin knew he should get up as he answered, “A cheeseburger, please. Bacon, too, if there’s any.” He should move to another chair. No way should he face his cheating boyfriend while sitting between the legs of another man. Except, Cardin enjoyed the feel of the big man’s hands on his body.

	I just hope no one notices the bulge behind the fly of my jeans.

	“You smell good,” Leo murmured into Cardin’s ear. He winked as he cast a pointed glance downward. “Can’t wait to explore why.”

	Feeling his heart thud in his chest even as his blood heated further, Cardin nibbled his bottom lip.

	So much for no one noticing.

	“And your lip.” Leo hissed as he moved the hand from Cardin’s back and cupped his own groin, blatantly adjusting a very large bulge. Continuing to hold Cardin’s gaze, Leo told him, “Once I have you, I’m going to kiss you every damn time you do that.”

	“Really?” Cardin would forever deny the squeak in his voice. “Y-You like it when I nibble my lip?”

	Shawn hated it.

	Leo leveled a heated smile upon him that sent a fresh wash of heat through Cardin’s veins. “Oh, yes.”

	Unable to help himself, Cardin smiled shyly even as he nibbled his bottom lip.

	His grin turning feral, Leo rumbled, “Oh, I can see you’re going to be trouble, beautiful.”

	“I-Is that good?” Cardin didn’t know where he gathered enough bravado to ask that.

	Leo’s eyes narrowed as he leaned closer and whispered in Cardin’s ear, “Very, very good, Cardin.”

	“Sire, uh, Sir?” Vicar cut in after clearing his throat. “I have some plates for you.”

	Cardin looked up and saw how Vicar managed to juggle four heavily laden plates between his two hands. Feeling impressed, he wondered if the guy had been a waiter at some point. Reaching up, Cardin took the two plates off the big black man’s left arm while Leo did the same from his right.

	“Here you go,” Vicar continued, dragging a small side table close to them. “I’ll go get drinks. What would you like, Cardin?”

	“Um, a beer would be great.”

	While Cardin figured eleven-thirty in the morning was a bit early to drink, he’d noticed a bunch of the other guys enjoying one. Besides, he could use a little liquid courage to deal with what he knew was coming. Cardin couldn’t decide what made him more nervous—facing Shawn or staying near Leo.

	“You got it,” Vicar headed away.

	“He didn’t ask you what you wanted,” Cardin commented, meeting Leo’s gaze. “That was kinda rude.”

	Leo chuckled softly as he reached for what had to be a bratwurst, judging by the size of the dog within the thick bun. It was loaded with cheese, pickles, chili, onions, ketchup, and mustard. “He knows what I want, beautiful,” he told him, cradling the food in a napkin. Then Leo winked at him. “But thank you for being concerned.”

	Cardin peered over the offerings, trying to get the heat he felt from just that wink under control. Picking up an orangish-colored potato chip, he murmured, “How long have you known Vicar? I assume he’s your bodyguard, right?” There was no other explanation for their watchful attitudes.

	“Yes, and I’ve known him...” Leo trailed off on a hum. “Well, a long time that feels like a lifetime.”

	Cardin nodded as he chewed, picking up the cheeseburger, pleased to see the ends of several bacon slices poking out. Lifting it, he eyed the chili cheese brat that Leo was easily putting away. Before taking a bite, he couldn’t help but comment, “You know, I don’t like the taste of raw onions.”

	Leo froze with the half-eaten chili dog before his open mouth. Lifting one brow, he watched Cardin chew his bite of food. Shocked he’d said that, Cardin fought his blush as he watched Leo set down the chili dog.

	“What about salt and vinegar potato chips?” Leo asked. He pointed at the pile of pale chips next to the barbeque ones. “Like them?”

	Then, to Cardin’s surprise, Leo began picking the diced onion pieces from his chili dog.

	“I-I didn’t mean that you couldn’t eat them,” Cardin sputtered as he saw the growing pile of white covered in other bits. “And, yeah. They’re okay. Not my favorite, but okay.”

	Leo

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
A

At

SUTMER EFT

CHARLIE RICHARDS
SUEDE DELRAY
\ LIZA KAY
DEJA BLACK
LYNN MICHAELS
CATHERINE LIEVENS:

28

4

ﬁ:





images/image.jpeg





