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Dedication


For all my adventurers out there—the intrepid souls and the armchair travelers. 

“It’s bad manners to keep an adventure waiting.”
― Unknown.
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Introduction


Keep your supernatural rivals close. Really close… 

When a popular and wealthy werewolf shows an interest in her, Elspeth Murray walks away without a backward glance. Regrets—yep, she has a few, but she’s an intelligent dragon. Playing sensual games with a wolf isn’t worth the aggravation and becoming entangled in a dangerous battle of passion and politics. No thanks!

Iain Murray can’t shove the siren dragon woman from his mind, despite the drama dallying with her might cause in his pack. He understands that pursuing her could have deadly consequences for himself and his species. But the pull of their undeniable chemistry is too strong to ignore, and soon he finds himself embarking on a risky bout of cat and mouse with his own kind. As the tension mounts, Elspeth and Iain must decide whether to risk everything or walk away from the only true love they’ve ever known.

Contains a paranormal world on the cusp of significant change. Humans, stand back. Let’s watch the shenanigans unfold… 





Prologue


In the beginning, war flourished among the paranormal species. Battling with the enemy became a sport, with each separate race—the wolves, felines, dragons, gargoyles, fae, and many others—scrambling for land and riches and, above all, power. 
With each passing year, the territories became smaller as the human population increased. Several paranormal packs and clans settled in newly discovered lands, and the wars began afresh over choice pieces of the countryside.
One momentous day, the paranormal folk called a truce and held a meeting.
“There is enough land for all,” declared a dragon. “We must allocate the acreage, and if we wish for more, we should offer a fair sum in the way of human men and women.”
Boos and jeers met this suggestion until a fae queen spoke up. “If we continue in the way of our ancestors, none of us will win. Humans are intelligent, and their learned men and inventors are taking great strides. If we do not pull together, the humans will take over this country, and we will have no lands.”
“What do you mean?” an alpha wolf demanded with a toothy scowl.
A gargoyle spoke first. “We must blend with the humans and ape their behavior. Purchase land and integrate for this is the means of survival. If we are smart, we can earn land and riches and gain power without humans realizing. We could own land that no one can take from us.”
“You mean to hide from the humans and suppress our natures?” a feline asked.
The fae queen nodded, her red curls stirring and resettling. “Humans are intelligent, but so are the paranormal races. We can live with humans without them noticing our differences, but we have to agree to cease this senseless war and killing. The infighting must stop.”
“I suggest we consider this idea and discuss it with our packs and clans. We should resume this discussion next week.”
The meeting ended, and much debate ensued among the different races.
The following week, the rulers of every paranormal group signed the agreement, and the long war ended. Each species learned to live with others and avoided committing acts that drew the wrath of their fellow paranormals. The magical races commenced interaction with the humans and prospered, some earning positions of immense power. Everyone has lived the Paranormal Treaty to the letter. Until now…




Chapter 1


Elspeth Murray charged along a well-lit alley and used her electronic keycard to enter the rear door of the nightclub.  She was ten minutes late. Blast the Auckland rush hour traffic.
Family or not, Adelaide Penn would ream her a good one and likely dock her wages for her tardiness. The clatter of bottles and glassware and the faint wail of an electric guitar, along with the sweet tang of alcohol, hit the second she stepped inside. She peered left and right, her fingers crossed behind her back.
The coast was clear.
In the spartan staff dressing room, Elspeth stripped and scrambled into her uniform. Yet another theme: Sixties night. The uniforms were short minidresses paired with knee-high white boots. Those with long hair—like her—wore a black velvet headband, and the only jewelry allowed was dangly red plastic earrings to match her red minidress and three bracelets to be worn on the left wrist. Adelaide planned her theme nights to the nth degree, and woe betide any of her staff who didn’t follow her precise orders.
“You’re late,” Adelaide snapped from the dressing room doorway. Her aunt had arranged her black hair in a bouffant style, and she rocked her black minidress, her showgirl legs encased in sheer hose. Instead of boots, she wore black ballet flats, and the black pearls around her neck shone with a luster that spelled expensive and real.
“I’m sorry.” Elspeth didn’t offer an excuse. Adelaide would brush it aside, anyway.
“We’re short-staffed tonight,” Adelaide said in her crisp, no-nonsense voice. “You can work a double shift to make up for your tardiness.”
Elspeth suppressed a groan but nodded her compliance. There went her date. Since this was the second time she’d canceled with this guy, he’d probably call her trouble and move to his next conquest. Too bad. The extra money was handy since she hated to rely on her parents to pay for her science degree and other expenses.
“I’ve shifted the rotation, which means you’ll work the VIP tables. You’ll have half an hour dinner break between your shifts.”
“I had a date. Can I text him to cancel before I start?”
“I expect to see you on the floor and working in five minutes.” Instructions issued, Adelaide strode away.
Elspeth sent her text and apologies but didn’t expect a reply. She sighed because she’d looked forward to the outing, then stalked along the tiled hall and into the dim-lit nightclub where the hubbub from clubbers and the live DJ was noticeably louder. At the wait staff station, she picked up her tray, plucked her order tablet from the charger and signed in, resigned to six hours on her feet.
The VIP section was popular with the wait staff because the customers tipped well, but the servers worked for every cent and tolerated arrogance and entitlement. Rudeness was frequent, as were touchy-feely customers who considered staff part of the entertainment.
Elspeth inhaled a breath full of designer perfume and aftershave, hair products, and a whiff of drugs—something herbal since that was the latest trend. She strolled past the closed-in vaping section. Enormous windows allowed glimpses of happy, flirting customers, plus the fragrant colored clouds they blew. The air conditioning unit extracted the smoke, but she hated working that room or passing drinks through a specially designed serving slot in the wall. Her dragon sense of smell worked overtime, and even resorting to medicinal rub inside her nostrils didn’t counter the stench.
“Miss! Can you get me a drink?” a tall, bespectacled man asked in a pleading tone. The mirrored balls hanging from the ceiling cast weird shadows over his face, but his smile was pleasant, and she thought it genuine because of his polite demeanor.
“I’m sorry, this isn’t my section.” Elspeth halted near his table and narrowed her gaze against the flicker of colors coming from the nearby dance floor. A couple jostled her, pushing past, and she scowled after them before turning her attention to the man.
He grunted and pulled a comical expression. “The server in this section is more interested in flirting with the female customers. I’ve tried to snare his attention, but he never glances my way. He’s too busy staring at their boobs.”
“All right.” Elspeth felt a pang of sympathy for him. “What would you like?”
“A bottle of lager, please. Actually,” he said and shot the guy working his section a glower, “can you bring me two bottles?”
“Sure, no problem.” Elspeth added the order on her electronic. “Can you make sure you stand near the VIP section so I can find you?”
“I will,” he promised. “Thank you.”
“And I’m sorry, but I’ll need to take orders from my section before I come back with your drinks.”
“I understand.” He glared at the male server again. “My guess is I’ll still get my drink from you before this guy glances in this direction.”
Elspeth laughed. “My best advice is to take his name and write a complaint or ask to speak to the manager. I’ll be back soon.” She hustled to the roped-off VIP section and nodded at the burly guy on security. “Hi, Jimmy. How are things tonight?”
Jimmy was a beefy man and not much of a talker. He scanned the crowd of affluent twenty-somethings before rolling his eyes. That expressive gesture revealed way more than mere words.
Elspeth grinned and strode into the VIP melee to take orders. She noticed the striking man sitting at a booth straightaway since his lack of interest in the music and the crowd made him stand out. Brown Hair sat alone as if waiting for someone. Her dragon shifted beneath her skin. Yum. Sexy man.
Several women sent him surreptitious glances, but he ignored them, keeping his focus on a tablet. His black button-down shirt hugged broad shoulders, and Elspeth got an impression of height. His brown hair was longer than the trend for very short. In fact, she’d call his locks tousled and shaggy. Her fingers tingled with the urge to ruffle his curls. Yep, a tasty man.
A couple approached and slid into the booth with him. His lips curved in welcome, and Elspeth noted his sincere smile and his white teeth. Minutes later, two younger women joined them, and Elspeth saw she was right about his height when he rose to greet the newcomers. One woman pressed close and brushed a kiss across his mouth. His face remained expressionless when he pulled away, but Elspeth gained the impression he disliked the liberty.
A sharp pinch on her backside had Elspeth leaping off the ground and bumping into a table. On hearing laughter, she whirled to glare at a pair of young men not much above the legal drinking age.
“I saw that,” Jimmy, the security man, growled from behind Elspeth. “If I catch you touching any of the wait staff again, I’ll toss you out and make sure Adelaide bars you from every one of her clubs countrywide.”
“You can’t do that,” the braver of the two protested. “My father is a lawyer, and he wouldn’t allow it.”
“Try me,” Jimmy invited, his glower not leaving the youths. “The security cameras will support my story. There is no excuse for poor behavior. Order your drinks and let Elspeth do her job.”
A band emerged on stage to replace the DJ. Elspeth shuffled between bodies and tables to take orders. Then, it was a matter of skirting the crowd to the bar. At least the mass thinned out once the live entertainment started. Some customers gravitated to the dance floor, but the rest took their seats and listened to the rock music. Adelaide had an excellent ear for what worked with her clubs, and the customers appreciated the often-original compositions.
It was busy in the VIP room. Typically, two wait staff covered the area, but Adelaide had been right when she’d mentioned they were short-staffed. The customers kept Elspeth busy, although they tipped well. Even the bespectacled guy tipped her, and she served him twice more before he left the club.
He’d raised her curiosity because he hadn’t seemed interested in the music, and as far as she could see, he hadn’t met or talked to anyone but her. Elspeth shrugged and dived back into serving her section.
“Miss!” a dark-haired twenty-something male with mocha skin hailed her.
Elspeth redirected her steps, scanning tables and booths for others who might want a drink. Brown Hair indicated their empty glasses. She acknowledged him but headed for the dark-haired man first.
“Hey!” The woman sitting at the end of Brown Hair’s booth grabbed Elspeth’s arm as she tried to pass. “We want to order a drink.”
“I know.” Elspeth paused, maintaining a pleasant mien. “I’ll return to take your order.”
“Take it now,” the woman ordered, her almond-shaped eyes smoldering with temper. She glanced at Brown Hair and flipped her own locks before turning her glower back on Elspeth. “I’ll have champagne.”
“No,” Elspeth said, firmly but courteously.
“I’ll get you fired if you don’t take our order. I’m not—”
“Janet, that’s enough. The server told us she’d return. You still have drink left, and you’re keeping her from doing her job,” Brown Hair intervened.
Shock darted across the woman’s features, the twist of her mouth spoiling her natural starlet beauty. “You’d stand up for her ahead of your girlfriend,” she snapped, sneering. “A dragon.”
Elspeth, like other supernatural creatures, had excellent hearing. But what shocked her most was she hadn’t scented the group’s otherness. Judging by the woman’s disdain, she wasn’t a dragon, so what was she?
Elspeth hurried past the table to the dark-haired man and his date. “Hi, I’m so sorry. What would you like to order?”
“Two firebirds and two shots of Scottish whisky,” the man said. “We’re leaving once we finish these drinks. Can we close off our account?”
“Yes, of course.” Elspeth plugged the order into her electronic. She called up the table number and told the man the total. He pressed his watch to the face of the electronic and payment transferred from his account to the club.
“Your tip.” The man tossed her a gold coin.
“Thanks.” Elspeth pocketed the cash. “I’ll be back soon.”
Elspeth wove between the tables, intending to go to the bar to collect the drinks since her tray limit was full.
“Hey! What about us?” the woman from Brown Hair’s table shouted. “You told us you’d take our order next.”
“And I will.” Elspeth fixed her smile even though she’d prefer sending a stabby glare at the demanding woman. Really. Privileged customers with money didn’t have the right to run roughshod over everyone else. “Your order will be the first on my electronic when I return.”
Elspeth stalked away, ignoring the woman’s shouted threats and the accompanying giggles from the nearby tables. The shouting beauty was the sort who’d complain. Adelaide would be fair, and since the security guy, a fellow dragon, had heard the entire exchange, Elspeth was positive Adelaide would back her.
Elspeth waited her turn at the bar, received her drinks, and delivered them as fast as possible, but ten minutes had passed when she returned. The rude woman and her companions had left. As she cleared the table and pocketed the cash they’d left as a tip, she smelled the otherness and froze. Wolf jumped to mind, but perhaps feline too. Why had they come here?
The werewolves had their nightclubs and kept to themselves. Wolves and dragons played nice for the sake of unsuspecting humans, but there was no love lost between the species. In centuries past, they’d had outright wars and killed each other. These days, the packs attended different schools, and the communities never intermingled.
If Brown Hair had been a werewolf, she needed to squash the interest she’d experienced from the moment she’d spotted him. She wasn’t vain, but she looked okay, and she’d thought the man had returned her awareness. Ah, well. He’d had a girlfriend—a rude one but stunning with movie star glamor. Dragons and werewolves were polar opposites, and that was the end of it.
Sensibly, Elspeth pushed Brown Hair from her head and returned to work. A man would only impede her plans, anyway.
[image: image-placeholder]Iain McKenzie ignored the myriad aches in his body—courtesy of a private fight organized by his father—and wove through the partygoers. He left the nightclub with regret deep in his belly. The instant he’d spotted the woman serving drinks, something in his chest had tightened like a compressed spring. The sore muscles and the throbbing, still-healing wound on his thigh ceased leaping to prominence each time he moved. Tension and lust had stayed with him throughout their time at the club. 
For a dragon.
Hell.
Since he’d arrived early, he’d observed the server. She’d spoken with Seth, and Iain had witnessed Seth’s beam, something his friend didn’t often do. Although he’d scented her dragon and expected it, she hadn’t even blinked at Seth, so his friend’s invention to conceal scent was working even better than they’d expected.
At least this outcome would please his father.
Iain’s interest in a dragon—not so much, which was why Iain intended to keep this inconvenient attraction to himself.
Outside, security guards manned the door, and a line of people waited for entrance. Even though it was late, the traffic on Queen Street was heavy. A green vehicle squeezed into a gap, cutting off another. A horn blasted. Neon lights flashed, and an inebriated couple sang a rude ditty as they staggered along the sidewalk.
“Let’s go to Wolfsong. It’s a much better club, and the serving staff isn’t so uppity,” Janet said, threading her arm through his once they hit the pavement.
Iain’s nose twitched at Janet’s potent scent. He mightn’t smell her wolf, but her Oriental perfume assaulted his nostrils. He pulled away, placing two feet between them. The other women wore fragrances too, but none was as overpowering as Janet’s.
He considered the evening, satisfied he’d completed his assignment to his father’s instructions, although he worried about how the wolf council intended to use the invention. His father refused to give Iain details. This secrecy didn’t bode well for peace between werewolves and other shapeshifters or the uneasy truce between them.
The fae and the dragons, the vampires, felines, gargoyles, and other smaller paranormal groups were making determined noises about coming out to the humans because, in this modern age, it was increasingly difficult to live a normal life. Fae could travel to their hidden lands, and the vampires were creatures of the night, the risk of their exposure to humans less than the paranormal species who must blend during daylight hours.
Werewolves preferred to stay in hiding, and the council was busy trialing ways to make this happen and increase their power base. This success with the scent masking pills—his friend, Seth’s invention—would please the twelve wolves leading their people, since it made it easier to sneak around and spy on other shifter races. It meant they could pass as humans…
“Iain!” Pique shimmered in Janet because he’d drifted and wasn’t paying her attention. Three months ago, their parents had met to discuss a mating. Iain opposed the match, but it appeared his father hadn’t passed Iain’s aversion on to Janet and her parents.
“What?” he asked, keeping his manner offhand and polite. Hell, all he wanted was to go home and rest his tender body. Take drugs for the pain or at least shift again to hasten his healing.
“Iain, darling. Let’s go to Wolfsong. I want to dance.”
“No,” he said, his tone decisive.
She pouted. “Never mind. I’ll dance with the girls.”
“It’s time for me to head home. I have an early meeting, and I’d like a clear head tomorrow morning.” And to stretch out on his bed to rest.
“Pooh, you’re no fun.” Janet fluttered her long lashes and leaned forward to better display her assets.
Iain bit back a snort. He’d much prefer to talk to the businesslike woman with long toned legs, who’d served them drinks. Her scent had comprised soap, shampoo, and the spicy undertones of dragon.
“Janet, I don’t care what my parents told yours, or what your parents informed you, but you are not my girlfriend. No one chooses my mate for me.” He paused, and the dragon woman flashed through his mind again, the suddenness stealing his breath. “Have fun at Wolfsong.”
The rest of their group had fallen silent during his firm rebuttal. Crap. He cursed under his breath on seeing the rounds of angry color in Janet’s cheeks, but his attempts at subtle rejection had failed. Damn, he should’ve found another way instead of embarrassing Janet in front of her friends.
Tomorrow, he’d take flowers to her house and apologize while reinforcing his stance on the matter of their mating.
He joined Seth, and by common consent, they turned toward the apartment they shared with two other wolves.
“You’ll be sorry, Iain McKenzie,” Janet screeched after him.
Iain winced but kept walking.
Seth murmured, “This won’t end well.”
“Yeah.” Iain dragged a hand through his hair and winced at the throb of his shoulder. “I should’ve used more tact. I’ll apologize tomorrow.”
“And if she runs to Daddy before you can say sorry?”
“The old ways of arranging a partner are wrong. Look at most wolf couples and tell me they’re happy. Most hate each other’s guts and take lovers.”
Seth grimaced. “Try telling that to the council members, most of whom have relationships exactly as you’ve described. Hell, Sharee Stockton propositioned me the other day, and when I protested and told her I don’t sleep with married women, she laughed and called me an innocent.”
“See, we agree. I’m not averse to a mate, but I want something lasting and meaningful. I refuse to settle because my parents and the council members issue an edict.”
“Good luck with that,” Seth said, a streetlamp glinting off his lenses. “Your parents’ position within the community makes you fair game for the single she-wolves.”
A trace of worry rippled through Iain because the pressure to conform was increasing. He’d brushed aside his parents’ requests to name a date for a mating ceremony to Janet. It was time for him to verbalize his objections more stringently, otherwise everyone would steamroll him.




Chapter 2


Early next morning, Iain left the apartment for a run. He blinked twice to shift his blurred vision and moisten his scratchy eyes, and he had to force his heavy, still achy, limbs to wind up into a run. The dragon woman had drifted into his dreams. A looker with class. She’d treated Seth with kindness and resisted Janet’s bullying. 
Janet adored drama. Iain didn’t, and once they’d completed the informal testing of the suppression drug, Janet had assumed he’d move on to a wolf-owned club.
Wrong.
Iain puffed out in exasperation. Yeah, he’d wanted to stop an incident within the pub between Janet and the staff. Instead, he’d caused a scene of his own.
The results of his ill-timed words would return to haunt him.
He’d lay a bet on this certainty.
Restless, Iain turned left past an old brick fire station when he reached the end of the street instead of running right, as he usually did toward the park. Each foot strike hurt like hell, but he forged onward because he couldn’t afford to slack and lose his fitness. Not with his father constantly pushing him, tossing him into savage fights.
He caught a flash of long, tanned legs and tawny hair as his path led him around the next corner along a tree-lined avenue. Immediately, his mind jumped to the dragon beauty he’d met the previous evening.
A grunt escaped him. Pursuing the woman would rain shit on his head, but the temptation to return to the club festered like a nagging sore.
Hell, hark at him. He was assuming she’d even be interested in him—a werewolf. Given the constant war of words between the werewolf council and the other paranormal species, his dating a dragon would create trouble. His parents would disown him for sure. His two older sisters, too. His younger brother—he’d cheer him on, but only in private.
Iain pushed himself, his speed increasing in an attempt to outrun his thoughts. The thud, thud, thud of shoe meeting pavement and the constant jolts of pain didn’t distract him enough. His father expected Iain to step into a leadership role with McKenzie Security.
Not Iain’s preference.
Iain enjoyed putting together packages for families and individuals or offering personal security to those in need. He wanted to forge his own path and leave his legacy rather than build on what his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather had fashioned from humble beginnings. While he was proud of their achievements, he preferred to stretch himself. A challenge. Iain’s idea to deviate from the well-laid life plan perturbed his parents, and he’d given up trying to explain himself.
Silence hadn’t aided his situation.
His parents thought he’d accepted their directives and acceded to their wishes, their financial bribes. Their maneuvering him toward a mating with Janet showed him they thought they’d won.
Iain raced along a track, his speed faster than a human’s, his breathing calm and even despite his breakneck pace. The green scent of the trees and the underlying leaf litter filled each of his inhalations, and the fresh air burned away his anxiety. He made it a point to train and keep fit, more so than the other wolves he worked with at McKenzie Security. Whenever his edginess bloomed because of his father’s orders, he used exercise to wear off his inner tension. His peak condition helped when his father pitted Iain against other pack members.
He’d been training more than usual during the last six months.
He powered up a steep incline and sprinted along the road leading to the summit of Mount Eden. From the top of the dormant volcano, he had panoramic views of the city of Auckland. The other prominent volcanic peaks of One Tree Hill and Mt. Wellington were to his right. The city gave way to the harbor, the water not the standard sparkling blue yet since the hour remained early. Closer, he studied the perfect volcano crater below him since he now stood on the rim. During the day, the slopes were green with grass, but now shadows colored the slanting walls a dull gray, and beyond lay the slumbering city, slowly waking to greet the new day.
Iain checked the time and grunted. Soon he’d need to front up to his parents, draw his line and make them understand he was no child or hireling to order around. Screw tradition. His goal was to plow his path into the future, and if he made mistakes, so be it. He’d fix his messes, too, rather than expect someone to do it for him.
Iain stretched his muscles before jogging back down the mountain, his mind firm on his future. He refused to let others make decisions for him.
His phone buzzed—his father’s ringtone. Iain let the call go to voicemail, confident Janet would be the chief topic of conversation. He and Janet were incompatible, and their mating would be a disaster. It was time his parents realized this truth.
[image: image-placeholder]Elspeth’s alarm signaled time-to-wake way too early. She flopped over onto her back while her phone hooted like an old-fashioned car horn from the far side of her bedroom. After only four hours of sleep, body and mind resisted, but she struggled upright, loathe to miss her morning lecture. This was a visiting tutor and a respected scientist in the food technology field. Elspeth admired her. That she was a dragon, and she’d reached the top in the human world inspired Elspeth. If she kept working hard, she too could excel. 
Elspeth lurched from bed and almost tripped over the tangled covers. That wolfman from the club last night had kept intruding into her dreams. She frowned because, in her slumber, he’d worn not a stitch of clothing. Heat blossomed in her face and drifted down her neck to her chest.
“Gah!” Elspeth muttered and, after dealing with the alarm, stomped to the shower. Half an hour later, with a to-go coffee and her laptop bag in hand, she hurried out to her car. As usual, the older model car took three attempts before it spluttered to life. Her brother, Fergus, had promised to give her car a tune-up when he came home, and she prayed Gertie lasted until next weekend.
Elspeth backed from her drive and drove toward Auckland University, which was in the central city. Since it was still early, she expected light traffic during the drive from South Auckland. She’d debated catching the train but decided her own wheels worked better this morning because she planned to hit the supermarket on the way home.
The lecture was excellent, with Dr. Marchant discussing the latest food technology and science innovations.
“We are developing skills to adjust food properties such as scent and taste to make it more appealing to the consumer. This study is still in the experimental stage, but early results are promising.”
Elspeth straightened, recalling the lack of wolf scent last night. Curiosity prodded her. When Dr. Marchant finished her talk and the class dispersed, Elspeth hovered, wanting to ask follow-up questions. If the wolves had this expertise, other paranormal species faced a future full of danger.
“Hello, Dr. Marchant. Do you have time to answer more questions about scent concealment in food and…er…” She glanced at another student, a glasses-wearing girl with a severe expression, who also waited with questions. “Um, other things.”
Dr. Marchant’s blue eyes widened, and her nostrils flared. Elspeth caught the exact instant the woman identified her as a fellow dragon shifter. “I have more literature, and there are several online articles specific to your questions. If you don’t mind waiting while I speak to the others?”
“That’s fine,” Elspeth murmured, adding a smile to her words. Perhaps the doctor could advise her on the best direction for her job hunt. Elspeth wasn’t certain whether to apply to work in a test kitchen for a vast company or become a nutritionist, which was where her interest lay. She loved cooking and tweaking recipes to make them healthier, but her parents felt this would be a step backward, and she’d gain a better position with a larger company.
Finally, only she and Dr. Marchant remained in the lecture theater.
Elspeth thrust out her hand. “Dr. Marchant, I’m Elspeth Murray.”
“Elspeth, it’s lovely to meet you. I am dying for a cup of coffee. Is there a quiet café nearby where you could ask your questions, and we can drink coffee in peace?”
Delighted, Elspeth beamed. “I know the perfect place.”
Ten minutes later, they sat at a secluded table in the rear of a cozy café. An energizing coffee scent drifted in the air along with freshly cooked cheese scones.
“My treat,” Dr. Marchant said, her tone persuasive. “What will you have?”
“Oh, I couldn’t,” Elspeth protested.
“I insist.” She leaned forward, her pupils flashing to vertical before the doctor controlled the dragon tell. “It’s an honor to meet a fellow shifter working in the same field as me,” she said in an undertone. “A rare honor. Most dragon women don’t go on to higher education.”
Elspeth glanced at the menu. “My parents are more liberal than most. My older brother wants to join the police force. He’s studying law at present.”
“Law.” The doctor’s brows shot upward. “What do your parents do?”
“My father is a builder, and my mother dabbles in interior decorating. They often work together.”
A harried server appeared at their table, wisps of gray hair frizzing and escaping her ponytail. She apologized for the lengthy wait. “It has been so busy today, and the customers are indecisive.” Her rueful tone held bite.
“I’ll have a black coffee,” Dr. Marchant said. “And we’ll take two of your cheese scones.”
“Flat white, please,” Elspeth chimed in when the elderly server glanced in her direction.
“I’ll be back in a jiffy.” The woman tucked her order pad into her apron pocket and bustled off, pausing to clear dirty dishes from another table.
“Now, you had questions about scent enhancement technology?”
“Yes.” Elspeth leaned closer. “I wondered if someone could reverse this knowledge to take away scents. As well as studying food technology, I work part-time as a server in my aunt’s nightclub. Last night, a group of werewolves sat in my section, but it was only after they left I smelled their species.”
Dr. Marchant stiffened. “That’s interesting because I believe the inventor is a werewolf scientist. He’s only a young man, but he’s intelligent. For some time, scientists in my field have worried about the lack of scent in our modern food. We—I believe the crossbreeding to obtain the perfect fruit or vegetables has gone too far. Customers expect their product to look perfect, but this comes at the cost of flavor and scent. That’s why many modern flowers have little fragrance.”
The server arrived with their coffee and two cheese scones. Elspeth’s stomach released an urgent rumble. She clamped a hand over her middle as heat invaded her cheeks, but Dr. Marchant chuckled, her blue eyes full of delight.
“You slept late and didn’t have time for breakfast,” she suggested.
“You have magical powers. The truth—I worked a double shift last night after a worker called in sick.”
“Eat up,” Dr. Marchant urged, pushing a scone closer to Elspeth.
“What should I do about my suspicions?” Elspeth asked while she cut her scone in half and slathered it with butter and strawberry jam.
“I have contacts,” Dr. Marchant said. “This information will concern my colleagues. The fact a paranormal species wishes to disguise their scent doesn’t bode well for any of us, especially with the current unrest between the different groups. Of course, your discovery might be innocent.”
Elspeth frowned. “It makes one think they’re going to get up to no good.”
“Yes.” Dr. Marchant took a bite of her scone and issued a happy sigh. “A tasty cheese scone makes the world a better place.”
“True.” Elspeth decided to speak to her aunt and her parents to tell them about this worrying development. Stupid werewolves.
Apart from one, her dragon purred.
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“Nah, we’re good,” Iain said after a glance at Seth.
“Another night,” Seth agreed.
“More women for us.” Their flatmate retreated, the thump, thump of his footsteps and those of their other roomie receded. A vehicle started, the engine’s purr ebbing until all they could hear was the commentator on TV.
“I’ve decided to return to the nightclub and ask the girl who served our drinks out on a date,” Iain said.
Seth straightened on the couch and blinked at him through his glasses, looking much like a startled owl. “Are you crazy?”
“Nope, quite sane. She’s attractive and kept her temper despite the provocation Janet offered.”
“She’s a dragon,” Seth shot back. “Sure, she has a rockin’ body, and she’s gorgeous, but think of the resulting family drama. It will not be pretty.”
“My family needs to understand I am my own man. I don’t require their help to find a woman. Besides, I feel nothing for Janet. Nothing. There’s no attraction or urge to spend time with her. She annoys the crap out of me, and she’s mean. You can tell a lot about a woman by the way they treat employees. People who are working hard to earn a living. Besides, suppose I reject Janet—they’ll line up another mate or give me a list, which is the last thing I want.”
“You’ve never mentioned this before,” Seth said, his expression impassive.
“I’ve been considering it for a while. I disagree with the council’s agenda—my father’s actions. Instead of giving werewolves an advantage, wouldn’t it be better for every paranormal species to improve their chances of a happy life? It doesn’t have to be them or us. We all live in the human world.”
“You’ve heard the rumors about supernaturals coming out to humans.”
Iain cocked his head, searching Seth’s face. “Are you in favor of coming out?”
“I see the advantages, but there are disadvantages too. Everyone on the council has a different opinion.”
“We should take advantage while humans are resetting after the virus. Governments worry about their economies, job losses, and food shortages. If they learn the virus doesn’t affect paranormal creatures, that might be the lever we need to show ourselves and prove we can live in peace with the humans.”
Seth sprawled back again and wriggled to get comfy. “No matter when an announcement occurs, there will be pushback. Fear of the unknown makes people crazy, and they react accordingly. You can’t stop stupid.”
Iain shrugged. “Maybe they’ll recover faster than you assume. Paranormals are part of the structure of most countries. Wolves, dragons, gargoyles, and felines hold offices in high places. They run councils and countries. They manage businesses, teach human children, and are in the police force. Nurses. Doctors. Firefighters. Farmers. Lawyers. We’re everywhere, and humans will learn they can’t shove us aside. Hell, our human friends have no clue.”
“All true,” Seth said. “But you’ll still have trouble going against your parents. Your father. What if they boot you from the pack?” He swallowed hard. “Or worse?”
Iain hesitated. He’d considered this, wondered what he’d do if confronted with this situation. “I have money saved and friends who’d help me, plus I’ve invested in property and shares, here and overseas. My parents aren’t necessary for my survival. I’d hate it if my family rejected me, but I can’t follow their orders when I abhor their plans for me.”
Seth’s brow furrowed. “And if your father forces the issue?”
“I’m hoping things won’t go that far. Will you visit the club with me?”
Seth’s frown deepened. “I don’t have access to more of the drug to conceal our scent.”
“If I want a date with the dragon woman, I’ll need honesty. I refuse to start a relationship in any other way.”




Chapter 3


Elspeth snapped to attention when her aunt entered the staffroom with a clipboard in hand and a don’t-mess-with-me attitude. Her coworkers sucked in a collective breath. Stan in security had told everyone about the latest ruckus in the VIP section. 
“Stupid arsehole became handsy. Sheryl objected, and he grabbed her boob. Told her to get over herself. A group of women witnessed the incident and backed Sheryl. Man, Elspeth. I didn’t know whether to record it with my phone or wade in and rescue the moron. The women used handbags, their pointy shoes, and one was right handy with her fists. Turned into a full-out brawl. The idiot was battered and bleeding when I rescued him. I reckon he’ll have a ripper of a black eye,” Stan had told her.
“Right,” Aunt Adelaide said. “I’m sure you’ve heard the stories about last night’s brawl. While the publicity doesn’t hurt, I don’t appreciate my customers fighting or the subsequent damage. With that in mind, I’ve changed the current roster. This new staffing schedule will remain the same for this month.”
Elspeth waited as her aunt allocated areas. The others received their orders until only Elspeth remained.
“Elspeth, a word in private, please.”
The steely note in Aunt Adelaide’s voice had everyone else fleeing the staff room and Elspeth jerking in surprise, racking her brain. Nope, no missteps. No misdeeds. She hadn’t witnessed the trouble, and she hadn’t mentioned the
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