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  Chapter one
The Forbidden Tome


Evie Horace lingered in the restricted archives long after the Eldridge Library had closed its doors to the public. The air hung heavy with the scent of aged vellum and polished oak, a perfume she had loved since her first day as head archivist. Her auburn hair sat in its usual messy bun, a few rebellious strands brushing the frames of her glasses. She tugged her modest cardigan tighter around her curves, more from habit than any chill. At twenty eight she had perfected the art of disappearing into her work, where books never demanded anything she could not give. 
Tonight something felt different. A faint humming vibrated along her nerves, guiding her past rows of dusty folios toward a forgotten corner sealed by iron lattice. She should not have had the key. She had never requested it. Yet her fingers closed around the cool metal as though it had always belonged in her pocket. The pull grew stronger, an invisible thread wrapped around her ribs and tugging gently but insistently.
Behind a stack of seventeenth century almanacs rested a single volume. Its leather cover bore no title, only an embossed dragon curled around a glowing rune that pulsed like a heartbeat. Evie’s breath caught. The glow intensified when her shadow fell across it, bathing her fair skin in soft golden light. She knew she should call for security. She knew she should document the anomaly according to protocol. Instead her hand moved of its own accord, fingertips brushing the warm surface.
A rush of heat surged up her arm. The rune flared bright enough to sting her eyes. Pages flipped open by themselves, releasing a whirlwind of sparkling motes that danced like fireflies. The humming became a roar that vibrated through the stone floor. Evie stumbled backward, heart slamming against her ribs.
“This cannot be happening,” she whispered, voice tight with rational panic. “Old books do not simply activate. There is a logical explanation. There is always a logical explanation.”
The air tore open in the center of the aisle. A vortex of midnight energy spiraled outward, knocking scrolls from their shelves. From within that swirling portal burst a dragon. Massive obsidian scales caught the emergency lighting and threw it back like liquid night. Wings wider than the aisle itself unfurled, membranes so dark they seemed to drink the light. Golden eyes, ancient and piercing, fixed directly on her. The creature’s presence pressed against her mind, regal, patient, and unmistakably male.
Evie’s knees buckled. She caught herself on a reading table, unable to look away. Fear and awe warred inside her chest. The dragon lowered its great head until its breath, warm and scented of smoke and cedar, brushed her face. Then the air shimmered again. Bones and scales folded inward with fluid grace. The enormous form shrank, wings collapsing into broad shoulders, talons becoming strong hands. In seconds where the dragon had stood now towered a man.
He was easily six and a half feet of sculpted muscle wrapped in olive skin that bore faint iridescent scale patterns across his collarbones and down powerful forearms. Raven black hair fell to his shoulders in careless waves. Those same golden eyes locked onto hers, and the magnetic pull she had felt toward the tome doubled, tripled. Heat bloomed low in her belly. Her nipples tightened beneath layers of wool and cotton. She hated how her body responded before her mind could mount a defense.
“You,” he said, voice deep and commanding, each syllable precise. “At last you have come.”
Evie straightened, pushing her glasses up her nose with a trembling finger. “I do not know who or what you are, but you will stay exactly where you are. This is a restricted archive, not a… a stage for hallucinations.”
His lips curved, more predatory than amused. He wore nothing but loose black trousers that hung low on his hips, as though the shift had conjured the bare minimum of modesty. The sight of his bare chest, the way muscle shifted beneath skin with every breath, made her mouth go dry. She forced her gaze back to his face.
“My name is Torin Blackscale,” he continued, stepping closer despite her warning. “Lord of Midnight Peak. I have waited centuries for the one the tome would summon. For you, Evie Horace.”
Hearing her name in that velvet tone sent another unwanted ripple of desire through her. She folded her arms across her chest, trying to hide the way her breathing had quickened. “How do you know my name? And centuries? That is impossible. Dragons are mythological constructs designed to explain natural phenomena before science gave us better tools. You are either a very elaborate prank or I have finally lost my mind after one too many late nights cataloging.”
Torin’s golden eyes never left hers. The charged eye contact felt physical, like a caress sliding down her spine. She could not look away even though every rational part of her screamed to run. He radiated power, ancient and controlled, yet beneath it she sensed something almost gentle, a patience born of long loneliness. The realization unsettled her more than the dragon had.
“The tome does not make mistakes,” he said. “It recognizes the blood of the Fated One. The scholar whose heart carries latent fire.” His gaze flicked to her auburn hair, then back to her hazel eyes. “The prophecy is clear on this point. When the forbidden tome awakens, the dragon of midnight shall be bound to the woman who carries the scholar’s mark. Our union will either save or doom the ancient lines. I have guarded this truth alone for five hundred and twelve years.”
Evie laughed, a sharp, disbelieving sound. “Union? I am sorry, Mr. Blackscale or Lord Whatever, but I do not accept destiny dictated by dusty leather and poetic nonsense. I believe in research, cross referencing, and peer review. Not… whatever this is.” She gestured at him, at the scattered papers, at the lingering sparks still drifting through the air. “You appeared out of nowhere. In dragon form. That is not how reality functions.”
He moved then, slow and deliberate, giving her time to retreat. She did not. Some treacherous part of her wanted to know how close he could come before her logic shattered completely. When only an arm’s length separated them, he stopped. His scent enveloped her, smoke and rain and something darkly sweet.
“Your fear is natural,” he murmured, tone dropping into something instructional, almost coaxing. “But your body already understands what your mind fights. Look at me, Evie. Really look.”
She did. She could not help it. The subtle scale patterns on his skin caught the light like hidden jewels. His shoulders looked strong enough to carry the weight of centuries. And those eyes, golden and ancient, held her with an intensity that made her thighs press together. A pulse of pure want throbbed between her legs. She hated how right he was. Her body responded to him on a cellular level she could not explain.
“This is insane,” she breathed. “I am a librarian. I organize knowledge. I do not get summoned by magical books to become some dragon’s… mate. The very idea is archaic and offensive to any independent woman.”
Torin’s expression softened by a fraction. “Yet here you stand, heart racing, pupils dilated, scent blooming with arousal despite every denial. The prophecy does not ask permission, little scholar. It simply is. Fragments have guided my kind for millennia. The scholar of hidden words shall wake the midnight dragon. Their bond shall either seal the rift or let the shadow consume all.”
She seized on the intellectual opening like a lifeline. “The rift? What rift? If you expect me to believe any of this, you will have to provide primary sources. Citations. Something more than cryptic verse and smoldering glances.” Her voice trembled only slightly. “And stop looking at me like that.”
“Like what?” he asked, voice laced with dark teasing.
“Like I am already yours.” The words left her before she could censor them. Heat flooded her cheeks.
Torin’s nostrils flared. For the first time she saw a flicker of raw hunger cross his regal features. “Because you are. The tome has bound us. But I am not a brute who takes what is not freely offered. You will come to me when the pull becomes too strong to deny. When your scholarly mind finds the evidence it craves.”
Evie backed away, bumping into a shelf. A cascade of scrolls tumbled down. She did not stop to gather them. “I need to leave. Right now. This conversation is over.”
She turned and fled down the narrow aisle, sensible flats slapping against the floor. Behind her she heard no pursuit, only his deep voice carrying after her with calm certainty.
“Run if you must, Evie. The bond does not break so easily. I will be waiting.”
She did not slow until she had burst through the staff exit into the cool night air. Her car waited in the employee lot, keys already in her shaking hand. She drove home in a haze, barely registering stoplights. Inside her small apartment she locked the door, leaned against it, and tried to steady her breathing.
Yet every time she closed her eyes she saw golden ones staring back. She felt the phantom heat of dragon breath on her skin. Her cardigan still carried the faint trace of smoke and cedar. Between her thighs she remained slick and aching, a humiliating truth she refused to examine too closely.
Evie stripped off her clothes and stood under a scalding shower, trying to wash away the impossible encounter. It did not work. The memory of Torin Blackscale, both dragon and man, had already burned itself into her blood. She pressed her forehead to the cool tile and whispered the same denial she had given him.
“This cannot be real.”
Even as she said it, she knew the words were hollow. The tome had awakened something inside her, something curious and hungry and no longer content with a life lived only between book pages. Somewhere across the city, a dragon waited with centuries of patience and eyes that saw straight through every defense she possessed.
Evie turned off the water but could not turn off the pull. It thrummed inside her chest like a second heartbeat, whispering his name with every pulse. She wrapped herself in her thickest robe and curled on the couch with a book she did not read. The pages remained a blur. All she could focus on was the charged memory of his gaze and the terrifying realization that part of her already wanted to return to the archives at first light.
She hugged a pillow to her chest and tried to ignore how perfectly her body still remembered the shape of his power. The forbidden tome had opened more than an ancient binding. It had opened a door inside her soul, and Torin Blackscale now stood on the threshold, waiting for her to invite him in.
Hours later, sleep finally claimed her, but even in dreams golden eyes watched, patient and commanding, promising that running would never be enough. The mate bond had begun its slow, relentless burn, and Evie Horace, logical scholar and reluctant dreamer, was already caught in its flames.






  
  Chapter two
Reluctant Alliance


Torin Blackscale stood in the shadows of the archives, golden eyes fixed on the woman who had haunted his every thought since the previous night. He had given her time to run, to doubt, to pretend the pull did not exist. But the bond would not be denied. When Evie returned at dawn, slipping through the staff entrance with nervous glances over her shoulder, he felt the dragon inside him stir with satisfaction. She could not stay away. None of the fated ever could. 
She wore the same modest cardigan, the fabric doing little to hide the generous curves he had already memorized. Her messy bun had loosened, auburn strands framing her face. Those hazel eyes darted toward the spot where the tome rested, now dormant but humming with latent power. Torin stepped forward, letting his boots scrape the stone so she would not be startled into flight again.
"You came back," he said, voice low and commanding. "Good. The bond grows stronger whether you acknowledge it or not."
Evie spun, hand flying to her chest. "You. How did you get in here? The library is closed." Her articulate tone wavered, but she lifted her chin in defiance. "I won't be part of whatever delusion this is. Take your prophecy and leave me to my work."
He closed the distance in two strides, towering over her. The scent of her, warm paper and faint lavender, made his blood heat. Centuries of isolation had taught him patience, yet the dragon in
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