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Prologue

 


A time when all creatures roamed the
earth as only their true selves. Where magic was celebrated, and
dragons darkened the skies every day.

 


“I’m afraid there is no
hope for us.” No one made a sound as their leader continued. “Since
the humans found out about us and what we can do, we have been
doomed. I’m so terribly sorry.”

Coop looked around the room. There
were so few of them now that he could easily count everyone. When
he’d been younger, thousands of years ago, there wouldn’t have been
enough space for all of them to share this room. Now they were down
to a quarter of them sharing the space because so many, his own
wife included, had been murdered so needlessly. Coop was saddened
by it all. Turning to leave the large cave, he was stopped by his
brother, Xavier.

“The boys, they are well?”
He nodded and smiled. Coop felt it all the way to his heart, a
place that had been dead for so long, it seemed. “You have the
spell? You are going to use it on them? I so wish I had thought of
this before my own family was taken from me, Coop. You are a brave
man and a good father.”

“Thank you. And I shall use
it tonight. It is the only way to save them.” Xavier nodded, his
own heart heavy with the losses they’d suffered. “You know that I
would have shared should I have had it sooner. I’m so sorry,
brother, all of my heart is for you.”

“I know that. I do. But
they’re all gone now. My other half, my children. Killed for things
that are not fair to our kind.” Coop knew that all too well. “Aria
was a good woman, Coop. A good woman and mother to your sons. She
will be missed forever.”

“Aye, in my heart and those
of my sons’.” Xavier stood there for several seconds and Coop told
him he must go. “They’re awaiting word on what is to happen with us
all.”

“One more thing, if you
please. It won’t take but a second. I have left them all that I
have. It is where you keep them hidden away, the boys. Deep within
the cave, it’s all there.” Coop asked him what he meant. “I cannot
go on, brother. I just cannot. There is too much grief in my heart
for me to live. I have left my things for your children there. They
might survive this, with the magic that you’ve given them. And if
so, they’ll need more than you have to help them.”

“Xavier, please, you
mustn’t do this. They’ll miss you as much as I.” Xavier nodded and
said that it had begun. “You can come and stay with us. You’ll live
with us in the caves.”

“Nay, I cannot. I must go.
Just tell them that I love them with all of my heart.” There would
be no stopping him once his heart was made up, Coop knew this, but
it made his own no less full for it. “Goodbye, my brother. Take
care that you are not caught by the humans.”

Coop made his way back to his hidden
cave and sat before the fire. The boys, he knew, were resting,
their bodies getting stronger daily with their age. Soon they would
be as big as him, dragons of worth and size.

When his eldest son came to him, his
eyes full of fear, Coop knew that it was well past time that he did
what he’d been practicing. The magic that would keep them
safe.

Gathering his sons, six of them in
varying shades of blues and greens, he asked them to have a seat,
that he had a story to tell them. It wasn’t a story, not truly, but
a tale that would hopefully keep them safe.

“A witch told me once of a
great magic that only few can do. It takes a loving heart and a
strong dragon to make it work. I have asked her and she has told me
how to make it so. This magic, it will keep you all safe from the
humans.” They nodded, each of them knowing that it was a human
blade that had taken the life of their dear mother. “I will perform
this upon you, at the same time, and give you some magic that you
will use when you need it. This magic, strong and powerful, will
let you roam with the humans, and they’ll not know that your true
self is just below your flesh.”

“You mean we’ll be humans
as well?” He nodded, then shook his head at Cooper, his oldest. “I
don’t understand, Father. Will you explain?”

“Yes. The magic that I will
give you will let you change into your true self when you are
alone. But when you are out in the world, you will need to be a
human. A man.” Cooper looked at his brothers, then back at him as
he continued. “With this magic, I will also give you a gift.
Something that you will need to keep yourself safe should they find
out. A stronger armor than any other dragon before you, as well as
the same immortality that you have now, as man or
dragon.”

Hudson stared at him for long moments.
He was the thinker, and if he could find a reason for this not to
work, he would voice it loudly. He was much like his mother in that
way. She would be the first to say when she did or did not like
something, or if a plan was perfect. He only hoped that she would
have approved of this.

“I think you are very
smart, Father, to try and keep us safe. But I can only think that
this will not work on you. Or is that your plan?” The boy was much
too smart, Coop thought. “If you change us, who will do the same
for you?”

“There will be no one to
change me, son. I will.... It is my wish to join your mother in
this earth.” He watched them, seeing if they understood the love
that he’d lost when she’d been murdered. “Giving you this magic, it
will be something I can tell her that I’ve done for her sons. You
know as well as I that she loved you more than anything on this
earth, including herself.”

“She died saving us.” Coop
nodded at Lincoln. “I’m not happy that you’re going to die, Father,
but I understand wanting to be with Mother. I miss her more every
day.”

“As do I.” He looked at his
sons, all of them growing into dragons of worth. “I must have an
agreement from you all. If even one of you does not want this, then
it will not work. I would say that you should think on this hard.
For once I have given this to you, there will be no going
back.”

“I wish to have it.” He
knew that Cooper would be the first. Not that he didn’t love his
father, but Cooper would see things in a way that most wouldn’t. To
not have this done would mean certain death for them all. Dragons
were too valuable dead not to be hunted for all time. “I will do
whatever it takes to make sure that you are proud of me as
well.”

“I am already, Cooper.
Forever.”

The others nodded too. They were ready
for this, as much as he was dreading it. Because once he started
the process to change his sons into men, then he would begin to
die. It would take all that he was to change them.

Standing up, spreading his wings out
behind him, Coop told them about the things that their uncle had
left them. They knew where the family jewels were, the things that
their mother had left them as well. Once they were standing, their
bodies strong and healthy, he felt his heart swell and break for
what he was about to do.

“I, Cooper Manning, of the
Manning Dragons of the earth, give to my sons, Cooper, Hudson,
Lincoln, Lucas, Tristan, and Xavier, all that I am. Each of you
will take a part of the earth with you when you are converted. The
part of you that is unique in all ways will be strengthened and
enhanced. You will be immortal, forever, and those that you take to
your heart will be as well.” His sons bowed before him when he told
them to. He said the words over them that would change them to men.
Coop could feel his body shutting down, his heart beating a little
less. But he had one more thing he wished to bless them with, and
held himself upright to give it from his own dying heart. “One day,
true love will come to you. And you will have more than you’ve ever
known. It will fill you in ways that you cannot ever imagine. Love
will be yours for all time. For only then will you become a true
dragon, a Manning dragon.”

~~~

Cooper sat with his brothers while
their father lay dying. Coop’s heart was weak from what he’d done,
and it was tearing him apart. Father was weak, yes, but he
continued to tell them tales of their mother, of their adventures
when they were only small dragons. They were going to be alone
soon…their father was so close to joining their mother that it hurt
Cooper in ways that he hadn’t expected.

“What shall we do with his
body?” Cooper looked at Tristan and asked him what he meant. “He
will not be able to lie here. If the humans were to find him,
they’ll surely cut him into pieces. I don’t want that for him. We
were never able to bury Mother in the proper way after what they
did to her.”

“We could burn his body.”
Cooper wondered how that would work when Hudson continued. “His
scales will be worthless to them should they come upon his body.
The magic that he held within him will also be useless to them. He
will be nothing more than a carcass that they’ll leave
alone.”

Burn his body. It was something to
think about. But he didn’t want to, not while he was still
breathing, his body still alive. When he laid his head upon his
father’s chest, hearing his heart beating slower and slower, Cooper
wondered what his father would think if he knew that the magic that
he’d given them hadn’t worked. That they were all still
dragons.

“He gave his life to keep
us safe, but it did not work.” No one said anything as they each
watched their father. “Dragons such as we are, we’ll be hunted and
killed by the humans. There is nothing we can do but wait for
them.”

“We will survive if we stay
here.” Cooper told Xavier that they’d have to leave eventually. “To
feed and to fly, yes. But perhaps we could do that only at night.
To keep to the skies and not let them see us.”

“They know we are about and
will have spies out looking for our lairs. We will have to kill any
man that comes for us, and still we will not be safe. We are, after
all, dragons that have a great deal of magic.”

Coop stopped breathing. Cooper didn’t
hear his father’s heart, and knew that it was the end. He was quiet
for a bit longer, waiting, hoping for just one more beat, one more
sound that would mean he was still alive. But there was nothing.
Their father was dead. Sitting up, he told his brothers that Coop
had passed from this world into the next.

None of them had ever seen a dragon
die before. Their mother had been dead when they found her. Each
dragon that they’d come upon when they were out had been dead long
before they found them, their bodies stripped of every part of them
so that they resembled less of a dragon and more like a pile of
bones that had been cut up.

Dragon’s scales were used for roofs
for humans’ homes, and for shields. The very meat of them was
roasted and stored away so that it could be used for medicines and
potions. Their hearts were cut up and dried, then ground into a
powder for the humans to use to keep them from sickness, as well as
magic to have a grand garden and trees heavy with fruit. The only
part that would be left was the bones, and sometimes even those
were carried off and used for something. Cooper hated all
humans.

“We will do as suggested by
Hudson. It is the only assured way that we can—”

Before he could finish, he felt the
stirring of the earth. It shook so hard that it knocked each of
them off their feet. As they lay there, terrified that someone was
coming for them, their father appeared before them.

His body was still aground. But
instead of dark in death, he was brilliant in light. Faeries,
thousands upon thousands of them seemed to be covering him. Before
Cooper could tell them to stop, to leave him alone, Father
spoke.

“I love you, my sons.” Each
of them nodded and their fear was almost something Cooper could
touch. “I will now and forever join my true love, your mother. I
must warn you, when you find your other half, and you will, you’ll
have to be careful of the Slayers. They’ll know what you’ve found
by the magic you both will share. My sons, you will leave this
place and take your place among men. Becoming someone that I will
be proud of.”

“Father, the magic didn’t
work. We’re still dragons.” Cooper felt shameful to say a thing to
his father. To tell him that his sacrifice had not worked. “We will
be hunted and killed.”

“Nay, you only need to
think of being your other half. Becoming a man is that simple. The
same when you wish to be your true self.” Cooper wasn’t sure what
that meant, but his father continued before he could ask. “Go now,
before men come here. The magic to hide me will draw them here. Be
safe, my sons, and know that I love you more than I do any other
creature on this earth.”

Cooper stood then. The faeries were
still working, taking the body of his father apart. But as he
watched, he could see that they weren’t doing that at all, but
preserving his body. Faerie ropes surrounded him…strings of magic
wrapped around him like a cocoon that made him invisible to all. As
Cooper stood there, his brothers beside him, he knew that, like
him, they mourned the loss of yet another parent.

“You are the eldest?” He
nodded to the faerie when she asked. “We have a gift for you. For
all of you, but you will receive the most. Your father was a great
man, your mother a queen among her people. We wish to bestow upon
you all that your father had.”

“My brothers, they will
need it as well. I should like to share.” She smiled at him and
bowed. “What have you done with his body?”

“He is being prepared to be
moved. We will make a grand garden upon him. Flowers will be there
for all to see, but only few will know that a dragon is there with
his other half, his love.” He nodded. It was as it should be. “You
will take this gift? You will share, but as I said, you will get
more than the others.”

“I don’t care. Please, just
do what you must so that we can hide.” She nodded again and touched
her fingers, small tiny ones, to his forehead. Then she did the
same to the others before coming back to him. “It is done? You have
shared it with us?”

“I have, Lord Cooper. But
you must leave here now. There are humans coming. The magic that we
used to do this thing has given them cause to come here.” He nodded
and looked at the ground where their father had been. “He is safe.
Just as your mother is now. Go, before they find you here and
murder you as well.”

He thanked her for her help and left.
The exit from this part of the cave was hidden so well that only
they knew about it. As they made their way into the night, he
thought of the human inside of him, and the pain of it took his
breath away. In seconds he was down on his knees. Whatever was
happening, he was surely going to die.

“You’re a man.” He looked
up at his brothers as they began to change into men themselves.
“We’ll be safe now, all of us. We’ll be humans for them until we
can find a place where we can be ourselves.”

“I don’t think that’s ever
going to happen again.” Hudson nodded and held his head tightly as
he did so. “We will need to train ourselves in their ways. Become
what they are. But never monsters.”

“No, never that.” They made
their way to a building…any would do for now. Hudson, like Cooper,
was staggering a little, but they were getting stronger as they
moved. He turned to look at Cooper as they were settling in the
empty shell of a house. “We will need to buy things, houses and
such.”

“Yes. But tomorrow. I am
too tired to think beyond how much we have lost.” Hudson and the
others agreed. “When the humans are gone from our cave, we’ll go
and find what Father was telling us about earlier, about the wealth
that will keep us safe.”

“I only hope there is a
great deal of it. I don’t know how to work, nor to become a part of
their world, do you?” Cooper told Xavier, the youngest brother,
that they’d soon learn. “I hope so. I hope so.”

He did as well. It was going to be
hard enough for them to learn to eat and dress like them, much less
get around. Cooper hoped that this worked. For he was as afraid as
he’d ever been in his life.


Chapter 1

 


Carson glanced longingly at the clock.
Thirty minutes and she’d be done with her shift for today. Her body
was aching and her mind was too exhausted to care about mundane
things like food and the cold. All she wanted to do was go home and
flop on her bed.

“Carson, can I have a word
with you?” She looked at her lead boss and wanted to tell him to go
away. “I just need a minute.”

“I can’t work.” He nodded
and told her he needed her. “I’m sure you do, but I’m tired and
you’ve yet to give me the bonus that I was promised the last three
times that I helped out. I can’t work like this all the
time.”

“I’m going to be short
three people for the night shift. You know how to run the machines
better than anyone else. I really do need for you to stay over. It
would mean a great deal to me.” She shook her head and told him she
wasn’t able to do it. “You’ll get overtime. And I promise you,
you’ll get the bonuses even if I have to take them out of my own
pay.”

“You said that before as
well. No, I can’t work another shift. This is the third time this
week that I’ve worked over for you. The money is great, but I will
be dead soon if I keep this up.”

He begged her again as she filled the
order in front of her. She worked on a pick line in a large
distribution company. Carson liked her job…it was easy, and she
really did make good money. But there was a limit on how many hours
she could work, despite them telling her how much they needed
her.

Alex was still standing there when she
was ready to go home. He begged like a little kid that wanted just
one more cookie.

“I cannot. Don’t you
understand? I have been here more hours than I’ve been off in the
last few days. I’m exhausted, and I want to go home. Nothing you’ve
said to me—the free meals, the bonuses, or the raise—has ever gone
through. I don’t deserve to be lied to so that you can meet your
quota.” He followed her all the way to the time clock. “Go away,
Alex. I’m done.”

“If you clock out, Carson,
you leave me no choice but to fire you.” She turned and looked at
him, her badge in her hand to use to leave. “I told you that we’re
short and you have refused to work for me. Company policy states
that you are to stay when the staffing is short. You clock out and
that’s the same as abandoning your job.”

She wanted to clock out. Needed to,
but she also couldn’t lose her job, and he knew that as well. So
instead of saying a word to him, she made her way back to her area
and set up her station again. Alex came to see her just as the
shift was beginning to start.

“I owe you, Carson. Thank
you.” She didn’t speak to him, afraid that if she did, she’d tell
him off. “You’ll see that I’m a man of my word now. I’ll make sure
that you have a meal when lunch break comes, and that bonus I
promised you. You’ll see.”

Carson worked six hours without a
single break, then when her lunch time rolled around, she wasn’t
surprised to find nothing with her name on it. Instead of making a
big deal out of it, she sat in the corner of the breakroom and
drank her water. She fucking hated Alex and his empty
promises.

At four in the morning she went out to
her car. There wasn’t any point in going home, she had to be back
on duty at six. It was tempting to just leave and not return, but
she had bills to pay and rent was due in a week. Carson prided
herself on keeping up with her bills. As she leaned back on her
seat, the tears fell. The knock at her window startled
her.

“Can you give me a hand?”
She didn’t roll down her window at the stranger, but shook her
head. “I just need a jump, please. My battery just died. You’re the
only one out here.”

What the hell? she figured. Getting
out of her car, she asked the man if he had cables. When he told
her that he did, she asked him which car was his. She knew that she
wasn’t going to sleep anyway, so she might as well do something
productive.

“The blue one over there in
the visitor parking. I appreciate this.” Nodding, she drove them
both over to his car. “You must be anxious to get home.”

“I have to work another
shift.” He frowned and asked her if she was serious. “Yes. I’ve
been here since yesterday morning. This will be my third shift in a
row here. Can you hook up the cables? Then I’ll make sure my car
runs.”

Once he had the cables hooked to both
batteries, he joined her in her car again. Not that she wasn’t
worried about being alone with a stranger, but she was too tired to
make a fuss over it. She looked at him when he said her
name.

“You’re Carson Langley,
aren’t you?” She nodded, remembering at the last second that she
still had her name badge on. “Why, if you don’t mind me asking, are
you working three shifts in a row? I mean, that’s not legal, is
it?”

“I don’t think so, but I
can’t lose my job. I have to work to eat.” He nodded and she turned
away from his kind face. “Alex said that if I didn’t work this
shift again, he’d fire me. It’s company policy to not abandon your
job.”

“And where is this pillar
of good humanity while you’re working thirty-six hours straight?
Home in his own warm bed?” Carson shrugged. “I was supposed to have
a meeting with him this morning at five, before the shift starts.
What time does he normally show up?”

“I think about nine. What
sort of meeting were you having with him?” Carson had a feeling
that she knew, and she was going to lose her job regardless of
working overtime. “You’re the new owner, aren’t you?”

“One of them, yes.” He sat
back in the seat and stared out the window. She did as well, but
she’d bet anything that her thoughts were nothing like his. As soon
as he got out and disconnected his cables, she asked him if he
needed anything else. “No, I think I have enough. Are you going in
soon?”

“I will, shortly.” He asked
her if he could pay her for the jump. “No, it wasn’t that much. I’m
glad that I could help you out.”

Nodding, he made his way to the front
of the building after making sure that his car was going to start.
When he turned and waved at her, she waved back. There wasn’t much
point in her going inside to be fired, so she put her badge on his
windshield under the wiper and left the lot. Hopefully, she hadn’t
just forfeited her last check; she was going to need it
now.

Stopping for gas, she made sure that
she only got what she would need for the next few days. Her rent
would have to be the first thing she paid, as well as her power and
heat. Food would take a distant third or fourth, depending on how
soon she got another job. Driving to her apartment, Carson knew
that she’d do whatever it took to keep from ever having to live in
her car again.

Her phone was ringing when she got
inside her home. Ignoring it, knowing that it was work, she went to
the little area that served as her bedroom. Taking off her shirt
and pants, she made her way to her bathroom to shower off the
stench of working for over twenty-four hours straight.

Standing under the warm water, she
cried again. Letting the tears fall over her face wasn’t very
helpful, but it was all she had for now. As soon as the water
started to chill, she got out and wrapped the only towel she had
around her as she decided what to wear. Not usually one for
leisure, Carson decided that today she’d be lazy. Besides, her
heart just wasn’t into job hunting so soon.

She didn’t own a television, so
sitting on her chair in the living room area was boring. But she
did have a nice view out of her kitchen windows. There she could
see the park that was just being covered in a nice dusting of snow.
All she could think about was that she’d have to find her boots and
think about getting a winter coat.

The phone rang again and again. She
thought about answering it, but didn’t want Alex to tell her that
she was fired. It was humiliating enough to know that she’d spoken
about the place to one of the new owners like she had. If she
hadn’t been so tired, she might not have said anything. But it was
too late to cry over spilled milk now.

After she had a bowl of cereal, Carson
pulled out her bed and laid down. She didn’t think she’d get any
rest, but her body hurt. The phone rang four more times before she
got up and answered it.

“What?” There was a short
burst of laughter on the other end. “What do you want, Alex? A
pound of flesh? I had no idea who he was when he asked me for a
jump. And while I didn’t lie to him, I did tell him that you had
threatened me when I just wanted to go the fuck home and sleep. Nor
how you have lied to me about bonuses and paid overtime every
single time you begged me to work. Which, you might remember, you
promised me for working last night.”

The silence had her thinking that she
wasn’t speaking to Alex. Nor the landlord who had on occasion asked
her out. When the man laughed again, Carson sat down and closed her
eyes. She knew what was coming as surely as winter was arriving
soon.

“Miss Langley, this is
Lucas Manning. You did give me a jump this morning. And when I
asked where you were when I finally got to talk to Alex, imagine my
surprise when they told me you had been fired for job abandonment.
I don’t suppose it had anything to do with talking to me, now did
it?” She told him she had come home and that was all. “So it was
me. I’m sorry about that, I truly am. But I was hoping to have a
conversation with you regarding some of the other things that I’ve
found out about this place.”

“Mr. Manning, I’m sure by
now my badge has been disabled and my parking pass revoked.” He
told her that he was reinstating them now. “Why would you do that?
And if you think I know any more about the place you bought than
you do, then you’re going to be disappointed. I just worked the
lines.”

“Yes, you do. And a damned
fine job of it too, from what I heard. Not only do you work them,
but from what I’ve been told, you keep them running when there
isn’t anyone to do so. You’re very good at keeping morale up, and
you are the first person that will help out a fellow worker to keep
their quota up. I need you to come in here, now if you can manage
it, to tell me what else we’re missing.” She hadn’t thought anyone
had noticed that she did those things. Not that she was looking for
praise, but it was nice to know someone had noticed. “Alex Rush has
been terminated. And before you tell me you’d not meant to have him
fired, he did it on his own. I was coming in to do it before I met
with you.”

“He’s not a nice person. He
wants you to think he is the greatest thing since sliced bread, but
he’s not.” Lucas said that he agreed with her. “Mr. Manning, I’m
exhausted. I don’t have a pot to piss in, no money to drive back in
there, and if things go the way I think they will, I won’t get my
final paycheck either. They’ll take out too many fees for me to
receive it.”

“What sort of fees? And
please, call me Lucas.” Carson said nothing, and didn’t know why he
cared what she called him. “All right then. I’m sending my brother
to get you. He is near where you live. His name is Cooper. Please
don’t give him a hard time, he’s not in the best of humors
currently. Not that he ever is. Just come back in and we’ll get
this settled.”

The line went dead and she sat there
for a full minute with it buzzing in her ear. Someone was coming to
get her? And they were in a bad mood? Mother fuck, this was the
strangest job loss she’d ever been a part of. Going to her clothing
again, she pulled the first shirt off the hanger that she
touched.

“I’ll show him what a bad
mood is. Telling me not to give someone a hard time after telling
me they need me. Cooper Manning is going to be in for a rude
awakening if he thinks I’m going to be a pushover.” She pulled on
her jeans and snapped them. “Why are you even doing this, Carson?
Do you have rocks in your head? Are you addled? Well, if not,
you’re making a good show of it.”

The knock, more like a pounding at her
door, had her going there with a full head of steam. She knew that
she’d talked herself into a good snit and this man, whoever the
fuck he thought he was, sure wasn’t going to know what hit him.
Snatching open her door, she stared at the man standing
there.

“Are you ready?” She
nodded, her tongue all tied up in knots. Good Christ, he was
gorgeous. “Well, don’t just stand there with your tongue hanging
out. I’m on a tight schedule.”

She reached for her backpack before
she could think of what she was doing. But before the door closed
behind her, she stepped back into her apartment and waited. She
figured that he’d either leave without her or come back to get her.
Carson didn’t have long to wait.

“Who the fuck do you think
you are?” He cocked a brow at her. “You can’t just order me around
like I’m a simpleton. And I did not have my tongue hanging out like
a dog. I was surprised at your rudeness. In the event that you
missed it somewhere in your fucked-up mind, I was fired this
morning. Then I came home and was enjoying my time off. Then you
and your family had to call and demand that I do things your way. I
am so over bosses and bossy assed people making me do shit that I
don’t want to do.”

“Are you better now?” She
felt her face heat up. “I am well aware that you were fired this
morning, and the reason. My mood isn’t normally so sour, but this
was supposed to be an easy exchange of hands where we’d only have
to hire a new shift manager. Then we come into a shitstorm that has
people quitting and being fired. Did you know that the place was
inches from being closed down? Well, that and the fact that we now
have a mutiny on our hands because, and I quote, we ‘fired the best
boss in the world.’ I’m beginning to think he was stupid, not nice,
at being boss to those people.”

“I don’t care. I don’t work
there anymore. And had any of you asked me before you bought it, I
would have told you to turn your asses around and run. Your brother
said you weren’t in the best of humor. Well, neither am I.” He said
that he could see that. “I’ve been taken advantage of enough for
several lifetimes. I don’t need some rich fuck ordering me
around.”

“No, you don’t. And I’m
sorry.” Carson hadn’t expected that. Not only that he was saying
it, but because he’d sounded so sincere. “If we can start over, my
name is Cooper Manning. You’re Carson, that’s all I
know.”

“Carson Langley. I’m sorry
as well.” When he put out his hand for her to take, she had a
moment of fear. Not sure where it had come from, she put her
smaller hand into his much larger one. The tingle—well, more like
an electric current—ran up her arm and nearly took her to the
floor. He let her go immediately and picked her up when she was
about to fall over. “What the fuck was that?”

He stared at
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