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      Dragon shifter Alex is beautiful, but a lifetime of being targeted for his beauty has turned his heart into ice.

      Only Nicole, the smart-talking human who wears her heart on her sleeve, can show him what it means to be normal. In a family of high achievers, she's a simple barista. Self-acceptance is kind of her jam.

      Now ruthless dragons from Alex's past are threatening to invade Earth. They've set their sights on taking Alex, too.

      But Nicole's not letting Alex–or her planet–go without a fight.

      This steamy, complete romance novel contains the power of true love, a dragon shifter who's found his family, and a truly addictive cup of coffee. These dragon invaders don't know what they're up against. The dragon empire is about to be rocked by a simple barista from Earth!
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        Alexandrite

      Alexandrite is the very rare color-change variety of the mineral chrysoberyl. [It]... is green to bluish green in daylight and red to purplish red in incandescent light. Fine material is exceptionally rare and valuable. Color-changing alexandrite is nature's magic trick.

      ~ from the Gem Encyclopedia http://gia.edu/alexandrite.
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      Hi, guys, this is Nicole.


      I’m starting this YouTube channel because a month ago my family blew up, my house burned down, I lost my job, and I realized I have no friends.


      I kind of spent so much time trying to hold everyone else’s lives together that I forgot to focus on my own.


      Ha ha.


      Anyway, I’m in therapy again, going twice a week, and it’s really helpful. I’m subbing in the coffee shop I worked at in college, even though I don’t know anybody anymore, not even the manager. It’s just a temporary job, until...


      (blows air)

      I have to figure out what I want. And the problem is that I don’t trust myself to know what I want, to even identify what I want, because...


      Well, because I don’t trust myself.


      Back when I had a family, I got told all the time that I was making things up, or feeling hurt for no reason, or my memory was wrong. So I’m posting a video on the Internet where I’m absolutely sure nobody will ever say hurtful things or call me wrong again. Ha ha ha.


      (tucks lock of dark hair behind ear)

      Yeah, I can’t figure out what I want. I still have to figure out who I am.


      Maybe I’m not the only one?


      That’s what I was thinking...


      Oh, and the absolute last thing I want is to put myself in a position where I’m told, ‘You’re crazy, Nicole, that never happened.’ Like, I would kill myself if I just had to swallow that toxic waste down again. So I’m documenting my life 24/7, like the Nicole Truman show, minus the conspiracy and whatnot. So you can see I’m not making it up.


      Why would you think I’m making anything up? “UNEMPLOYED GRAD TURNS BARISTA” isn’t exactly world news.


      Well, yesterday, in the shop, I served a dragon. Alex.


      That’s not the weird part. He comes in all the time since my brother Darcy’s wedding to his sister Amber a couple of weeks ago.


      My brother has an exciting life. Ha ha.


      Anyway, Alex asked me for a venti caramel macchiato with extra whip.


      I told him to get real. This wasn’t a Starbucks.


      We laughed, because he does this every day. We’re both dorks. Except he’s the good-looking one.


      So then he asked me for my help.


      And then it got really weird.
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        * * *

      

      Nicole checked her first video post.

      Twenty views. Zero comments.

      She shouldered her messenger bag, patted the long-haired wiener dog dancing next to the door, handed him his daily Milk-Bone, and squeezed out of the neat town house where she was house-sitting. While she descended the stairs to the street, she replied to her sister Jackie’s text that had been sent a couple of hours ago from New York. My video career hasn’t taken off yet. Don’t bother to make graphics.

      A second later, she received this reply. Influencers start at zero. Tara says the graphics are in your email.

      Nicole rolled her eyes to disguise the very real warm feeling squeezing her heart. The only thing I influence is my boss’s internet speed.

      Jackie replied with a laugh-crying emoji.

      Nicole picked up the red scooter where it had been abandoned on the sidewalk, centered her phone camera over the barcode between the handlebars, and paid for the rental via the transit app. She hopped on and scooted down the city hill, across the Morrison Bridge, to the boutique shopping district around Hawthorne.

      Portland at five in the morning on a weekday was quiet, and this was the only time that it smelled vaguely like the ocean, even though they were close enough to do Tillamook in a day trip. Mount Hood loomed in the east. The sky was just beginning to lighten when she stopped in front of the Fresh Beans coffee shop, ended her trip in the app, and stowed the scooter next to a throng of similarly abandoned rentals.

      It was funny how she used to have to walk or take mass transit everywhere. Then, one day, the scooters popped up, and life was totally different.

      Like how only two months ago, Nicole’s siblings had all lived at home and worked the family lingerie business. In one single weekend, her parents split and left forever, their house burned down, the lingerie business was sold, her brother got married, and her sisters moved to opposite coasts.

      Things changed in an instant.

      Take how everyone always thought Earth was alone in the universe, and then one day five years ago, dragon aliens had landed, and life was totally…

      Well, not different, exactly. The dragon shifters stuck to themselves. Only a couple of hundred lived on Earth, and so even though one dragon family had a clothing export office just over the river in Vancouver, she hadn’t met a dragon face-to-face until her brother Darcy’s wedding to dragon-shifter Amber.

      No, dragons hadn’t affected her life that much at all.

      Nicole fitted her key in the lock of the small shop just as the bling-bling of the bread delivery bicycle sounded. She waved and put her shoulder to the stuck bakery door. “Hey, Pike.”

      “Morning.” The massive, bearded mid-fifties man grabbed a big paper bag from the small trailer and followed her in. “How’s the job search?”

      “Awful.”

      “Sorry to hear that.”

      “It would be a lot easier if I knew what I wanted to do.”

      Nicole navigated the dim café, set her messenger bag on the rarely used chair behind the glass counter, and tied on her apron. She lifted her black hair into a bun and flipped on the espresso machines.

      “Hey, Pike. How’s going back to culinary school and starting your own business?”

      “At fifty? Awful.” He crouched beside her, snapped on gloves, and stocked trays of buttery croissants, cream-swirled doughnuts, crisp biscotti, and succulent sweet breads. “If I didn’t have sciatica, I’d go back to truck driving.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      “It’s not the baking.” He balanced a stack of delicate rose-honey macarons on a silver tray. “It’s the number of coffee places—carts, mostly—that don’t want to pay me for the job. They say the product didn’t sell. Great, where’s the product? Oh, it disappeared. Uh-huh, then pay me. No, no, we didn’t sell it, so we don’t owe you.” He lifted a pecan turnover and addressed an imaginary foe. “Yes, Melissa, you do owe me for the apple tarts you stuffed in your own mouth. If you don’t like it, you don’t get any more.”

      “Right on.”

      He sighed. “I wish. If I cut off everybody who’s done this to me, I’d never pay rent.”

      Nicole washed and dried her hands. “People suck.”

      “You got that right.”

      She set out her equipment, weighed her beans on the scale, tossed them in the grinder, and pulled her first shot.

      A little too fast, and a tiny bit sour.

      Maybe.

      At home, she’d drink it without complaining, but Fresh Beans was a professional coffee shop and customers paid artisanal prices for the delivery of artisanal coffee. She twisted the dial a micrometer and ran more beans through.

      Not fine enough.

      She ran the test a third time, and even before she tasted it, she could tell from the richness of the crema and the instinct of her experience that the third time was the charm. Nicole dipped in a fresh spoon for her taste—perfect—and used the rest of the shot in a no-foam soy latte for Pike.

      He accepted the to-go cup. “Hey, you’re a pal. Take something.”

      “I don’t want to be a Melissa.”

      “You’re not, right? You share your product, I share my product.”

      “I shared my boss’s product. I’m not the owner.”

      “Neither’s Melissa.”

      “Report her.”

      “She’s the owner’s daughter.”

      Nicole made the oof sound. “Family businesses are a one-way ticket to lifetime therapy.”

      “You know it.” He nudged a chocolate-filled puff pastry in her direction. “Nutella and dark chocolate. Baked fresh this morning.”

      “Okay, you got me.” She squeezed the fluffy puff and took a bite. The first taste exploded sweet pleasure in her mouth. “This is a keeper. Oh, wow. It’s orgasmic.”

      He chuckled. “I’m going to put that on my business cards.”

      “Do it.” Her eyes about rolled back in her head. “Everything you make is so delicious. I’m glad you’re not truck driving.”

      “You’re one of the good ones, Nicole.” Pike flattened his bag and headed out the door. His bike bling-blinged as he rode off to the next delivery, Portland-style. At least in August, there were a few days without rain.

      She finished the puff, washed her hands again, and then ground the beans, started the drip, filled the condiment carafes, and stocked the silverware cases.

      Her messenger bag vibrated. Inside, her brother’s voice called out, muffled, “Nicole? Nicole!”

      She raced over and rummaged for the source. Her fingers closed over a vibrating triangle the size of an eraser. She pulled it out. “Darcy? Can you hear me?”

      “Yeah, it sounds like you’re in the room with me.”

      “It sounded like you were inside my messenger bag.”

      “That would be a trick.” Darcy laughed. At six feet, he had to duck through low doorways. “Want to see another trick? Put the eraser thing on the counter and press the button on top.”

      She did as he said. A virtual blank screen projected above it, just below the coffeehouse painting that declared, “With enough coffee, I could rule the world!” Darcy’s cheerful, familiar face glittered in the center and then solidified as if it were a real screen.

      “Very Star Wars.” She passed her fingers through, and the screen disappeared. “Oops, I killed you.”

      “Press the button again.”

      She did, and the screen returned. “Cool.”

      “Did you get the sticky necklace it snaps into? When you turn it into record-only mode, Amber thought you could wear it more easily than your phone when you’re moving. And the recordings can be converted to a human movie file, but Amber says that’s a lot harder to edit.”

      Nicole checked on the drip coffee. “It’s great to have a big brother with amazing dragon technology.”

      “You want to hear the craziest thing?” He scratched behind his ear. “They put in that universal language implant the moment I left Earth, right? It turns out someone exported Latin American telenovelas, and so I’ve been catching up on a whole genre of TV I never thought I’d see, much less enjoy.”

      “You’re enjoying it?”

      “It’s no Bollywood, but it’s pretty good, actually. Keeps my mind off the fact we can’t leave.”

      Right. She made casual conversation while she finished the daily setup for the café. “Still stuck on Amber’s alien estate?”

      “Until a new dragon Empress is declared. Apparently, they decide by a bare-knuckle battle royale. Three heirs have already died.”

      “Ay, caramba.”

      He stared at her.

      She didn’t mean to be flippant, but the succession problems of the Dragon Empire happening forever far away from Earth had as much to do with her life as the mating dance of caterpillars in Zimbabwe.

      If Darcy and Amber hadn’t happened to honeymoon at Amber’s mom’s home on the Outer Rim, like, a week before the old Empress had entered her death sleep—whatever that meant—and gotten stuck there when everything shut down, it would be no more than a sentence during the nightly news—which Nicole never watched.

      “You guys are going to be okay?” Nicole queried in his continued silence. “You’re not in any trouble, right?”

      “Trouble? Oh, no. Mother Onyx is…” He shook his head. “She’s, uh, something else. And Amber’s no slouch in the dragon intimidation department. Plus, we’re just a medium-sized estate on what was formerly the hinterlands of the Empire.”

      “If you’re in the hinterlands, what does that make Earth?”

      “Siberia,” he replied. “Outer Mongolia. Second star to the right and straight on till morning.”

      She laughed.

      “That’s why Earth got left alone for so long. Nobody wants to live in the Outer Rim, much less beyond it. The only dragons fighting over this estate are politicians doing it for a line on a piece of paper somewhere that says they increased their family holdings by x number of properties. So don’t worry, okay?”

      “Sure. You got quiet, and you don’t do conflict, so…”

      “Oh. Yeah, it’s these implants. I think you didn’t say this, but I heard you say, ‘Wow.’ And it was even in your own tone of voice.”

      “Ha ha, you’re right. I said Bart Simpson’s favorite Spanish phrase.”

      “Ay, caramba!” The r’s rolled off Darcy’s tongue in a natural way, as if he’d just completed an immersion program. “What’s amazing is that I can produce Spanish when I’m talking to someone else. Or Portuguese. Or dragon.”

      “Dragon? What’s that sound like?”

      “I don’t know, because it just comes out. It’s spooky.”

      “That would be so handy. You could travel the world, speak any language, and communicate with anyone.”

      “You should get one and become a translator.”

      “If I got one, then job security is out the window because dragon technology is getting shared down to us lesser mortals, aka humans.”

      He blinked and then frowned. “Uh, don’t tell anyone about the projector, okay?”

      “No problem.” She smirked as she pulled chairs down and slid them under the round tables of the café. “Who would I tell?”

      Her brother’s worried brows pulled down.

      Aw. Her heart warmed. Darcy worried about her. That was the real reason he was calling. “I should let you get back to your honeymoon.”

      “Amber’s on patrol. Hey, Nicole, I’ve got to ask you⁠—”

      “Hello?” The front door handle rattled and the door pushed in, and a backpack-lugging student poked her head through. “Hey, are you open?”

      Nicole planted her black combat boots and pointed at the wall clock shaped like a cat. “We open in fifteen.”

      “The door’s open.” The student shoved the rest of the way in and beelined for the register. “I want a regular nonfat mocha with extra whip.”

      “Then you’ll have to come back in fifteen minutes.” Nicole walked to the door and barricaded it from the three people converging on her.

      “But I’m already inside.”

      “Which means I can’t finish until you’re outside.”

      The student stared at her.

      Nicole stared back.

      Her heart used to thump. Conflict used to make her sweat. She used to um and aw and hiccup if she had to contradict someone, and the stress was so much, she cried every night.

      But that was old Nicole.

      Before several years of therapy, several kick-butt therapists, and, well, before everything burned out.

      She was new Nicole.

      And it had been a long time since she’d stuttered when she had to deal with strangers or customers.

      The student sensed that argument was futile. She rolled her eyes, exhaled with gusto, and stomped out the door. “I’m never coming back here!” She slammed the door behind her. The bell crashed against the door hard enough to make a dangerous crack.

      Nicole checked for damage.

      Darcy gave his usual nervous laugh. “Making friends, huh, Nicole?”

      “You’ve got to set boundaries, or people will walk all over you.” She turned the dead bolt, something she’d meant to do after Pike left to avoid exactly this scenario. “The first time you serve somebody fifteen minutes early, there’s suddenly a line out the door, you get behind before you’re even open, and the original person leaves a nasty review because they’re an entitled jerk who will never be satisfied.”

      “Makes sense. I, uh, better let you finish getting ready.”

      “I’m ready.” She sat behind the counter, propped her feet on the stool, and poured herself a small, relaxing cup of drip coffee. “But you can go.”

      He glanced at his watch and yawned again. “Are you sure? Oh, hey, how was your first video?”

      “About as successful as the rest of my life right now.”

      He smiled hopefully. “You’ve always followed your truth, Nicole, which means that this is the start of a great new era.”

      Happiness at her brother’s goofy, sweet, always-look-on-the-good-side optimism warred with embarrassment, and embarrassment won. “Uh, at twenty views, I wouldn’t say it’s started, exactly.”

      “Sometimes, it takes a little time for the rest of us to catch up.” His smile faded, and worry wrinkled his eyes. “I meant to tell you before, but…Mom woke up a couple days ago.”

      The coffee soured in her stomach.

      He kept talking. “Sometime, if you’re up to it, if you want to talk with⁠—”

      “Oh, it’s opening time.” Nicole jumped off the chair and hovered her finger over the button. “Got to go.”

      Darcy waved cheerfully. “Have a great day! Talk to you tomorrow.”

      “Right, bye!” She ended their two-way broadcast, clicked the dial next to it to set the mode to passive recording, and stuck it to the wall behind her to record her in the café. She checked that her ‘Smile! This Café Is On YouTube!’ sign was still taped to the cash register and the second sign was posted in the window.

      The student who was never coming back here was first in line outside.

      Nicole turned the dead bolt and stepped to the side for the crowd to hustle past her to the counter. The line looked around for someone to help them get their coffee fix. Nicole ambled at a safe pace—she wasn’t sprinting unless someone was in danger—and then logged in to the register.

      “Um, can I order?” the student demanded.

      Nicole did not comment on the short length of never and made her what ended up being a completely different drink from her first order. As Nicole had expected, the student didn’t tip.

      She got into the rhythm of the morning.

      Fresh Beans was located in a heavy student area, so most of their sales were simple lattes and such until midmorning, when the freelancers and entrepreneurs set up their remote offices. They liked fine coffee and long conversation, and she didn’t mind. Baristas were like bartenders, except that they worked mornings before people had their coffee, and they didn’t get paid as well.

      At the one o’clock lull, her relief arrived.

      And so did he.

      Alexandrite Onyx.

      She knew before she saw him. A ripple of shock and a heightened murmur electrified the café. So, even though she was bent over getting a half-soy, half-nonfat, extra-hot mocha with two ice cubes, the hairs on the back of her neck stood up and everything tightened.

      Nicole stood, oriented on the pickup counter, and tried to hand it off. “Your drink.”

      “Hmm?” The woman, a shaved-head new punk with colorful tattoos, shredded jeans, and callouses from playing bass, couldn’t tear her eyes away from Alex waiting at the order counter. “Sorry, what?”

      “Your iced, hot-soy, nonfat mocha is ready.”

      “Oh! Thanks, hon.” The bassist, who was younger than Nicole but spoke with a from-somewhere-in-the-South twang, collected her in-house mug. “I was struck by an apparition. Is he, by any chance…?”

      “A dragon? Yes.”

      “Oh.” Her lips pursed, and she studied him again. “I was going to say Justin Bieber.”

      Huh.

      Then Nicole did the fateful turn and braced herself.

      But nothing really prepared her for the breathtaking first sight.

      The dragons were beautiful, all of them, in a zero-fat, I-could-be-a-male-model-or-an-Olympic-athlete-or-both way, but Alex took it a level up. His jaw was chiseled from stone, his cheeks were hollow, and his bones were sharp enough to cut glass. Designer shades hid his eyes. He was dressed in a tailored gray suit that must cost more than their entire café, polished black loafers, and his blond hair fell perfectly from the straight three-quarter part. Small lavender cuff links glinted at his wrists.

      He had a way of looking at people like he could see secrets under their skin, and had a coldness in his smile that extended to his heart too.

      Hot, manipulative, and emotionally unavailable? The trifecta. Of course he made Nicole’s insides quiver.

      Even standing still with one hand splayed casually on the counter, he commanded attention. “Nicole. I need you.”

      The gorgeous softness of his voice, like velvet and chocolate, caressed her ears and made the customers listening in swoon.

      She swallowed. “Ha ha. I told you at Darcy’s wedding that lines don’t work on me.”

      Until Alex, anyway.

      “Too bad.” Alex’s lips tugged into a heart-stopping smile. “Think of the fun we could have.”

      “I’m thinking. I’m thinking…”

      “But right now, I need you…to take your money back from this.”

      This meaning the guy next to Alex, hunching his shoulders and on tiptoes because Alex’s other hand clenched his throat.
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      Shock jolted Nicole out of her trance. “Hey! What are you doing?”

      “He stole from your tip jar,” Alex said, as if that were a perfectly normal excuse to throttle a stranger in public.

      “Stole? Where?”

      The man tried to shake his head and choked.

      Alex lifted him effortlessly, one-handed, to show a five-dollar bill folded in his fingers.

      “Oh, there’s a special room in hell for people like you.” She snatched the bill.

      “It’s…mine…” he hissed.

      She studied the five. It was definitely her tip. The bassist had drawn her band’s symbol across Lincoln’s forehead, as she always did. Nicole went through the jar every shift after her visits and had saved several, even though this was no time for saving sentimental items, especially when they were liquid cash.

      The man dangled helplessly. His face was a normal color, so Alex was using his special ability to lift the man, but he gripped with authority.

      Delicious, mesmerizing authority.

      She flattened the bill on the counter and flicked her fingers at Alex. “Okay, put the thief down.”

      After a slight hesitation, Alex obeyed.

      The man rested on his loafers and rubbed his neck. “It’s mine. I got it out of my wallet.”

      Alex tsked. “You don’t have a wallet.”

      “How would you know?” The man rested his shaking palms on the counter. He was a reasonably well-dressed businessman with a pretty fancy watch, a gold pin, and a new business case. It took him a minute, but he soon regained his authoritative snap. “Give me the brown sugar latte with extra foam. And I expect it to be free! You owe me for the injury I suffered at your establishment.”

      Alex’s lips curled back from his teeth. His velvety voice lowered. “You want to be injured?”

      “You. Barista. Call the cops and give me a drink, now! I’ll sue.”

      “Go ahead and sue.” She leaned her hip against the counter. “You know this whole establishment is under surveillance.”

      “What?” He paled and stepped back. “I didn’t consent to a recording.”

      “You consented when you walked past the sign on the door.”

      “No, I… For how long?”

      “Days, weeks, however long you’ve been stealing from the tip jar.”

      “How dare you?”

      “How dare I what?” She tilted her head. “Back up to the footage of just a few minutes ago? And see you try to pass off the most identifiable punk metal Lincoln in Portland?”

      “Punk metal?” The bassist perked up and hurried over to look at the artistically defaced bill. “Oh, honey. I just put that in there.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate you. I mean it.”

      “Aw, I appreciate you. You work so hard. But we’re not actually a punk metal band. We’re⁠—”

      “It’s not what you think.” The man straightened his suit. “I was just getting change.”

      Alex’s fingers flexed. “You didn’t put anything back.”

      “I don’t have to answer to you. I’ll call the police!”

      “No need.” Alex growled low and sounded like an entire pack of wolves had entered the coffee shop and found a target to be ripped to shreds.

      The hairs on the back of her neck stood up again, but this was not from excitement. It was legitimate fear.

      The man finally shrank away from Alex, realizing he was a full predator. “We can resolve this right⁠—”

      “Calling the police is a great idea.” Nicole slapped both palms on the counter to break them up. “Alex, you go stand by the croissants. You, sir, step back from the tip jar. Would you like to call the police, or should I?”

      Alex moved reluctantly to the other side of the register where she’d indicated. He glared at the man with what could only be described as seething rage.

      The man straightened his collar and cleared his throat. “I will call them. And you will prepare an apology for my mistreatment. Brown sugar latte, extra shot.”

      Alex’s shoulders rose. For some reason, every time the man opened his mouth, Alex’s rage rose.

      Sure, the man was a thief and a jerk, but there was no reason for Alex to act like the man personally insulted or wronged him.

      “Okay, so nobody’s getting any coffee until the police get here.” Nicole tapped her index finger on the counter to make her point. “First, I make change from the register, not the tip jar. Second, we’re going to watch the video together. Me, you, Alex, and the police. And you better believe I’m pressing charges for theft.”

      “For five dollars! Who cares about five dollars?”

      “Apparently, you do. Especially if we rewind to your earlier visits. Will we find out you’ve been ‘making change’ before today?”

      He twisted his lips.

      So, probably.

      She nodded at the businessman. “Go ahead. Call the police.”

      “Perhaps…it’s not necessary…”

      “Uh-huh. Okay, great. Get out of my store, and never come back.”

      He huffed. “You can’t kick me out!”

      “True.” She turned to the barista who’d come in to relieve her, who, like the rest of the customers, gaped at the exchange. “Brian, call the police.”

      Her half-Korean coworker Brian gulped, rubbed his full-sleeve tattooed arms, and fumbled in his pocket for his cell phone.

      “Wait! Wait, wait.” The businessman’s whole demeanor changed to desperate pleading. “I’m sorry. Please. Okay? I’m going through a hard time right now, and I can’t afford to buy my coffee. I need it in order to ace the presentation and get back on my feet again. Please.”

      Alex puffed up with anger.

      But she cut him off. “Let me get this straight. You stole from me, lied about it, and you still want a free coffee?”

      “Well, I can’t drink the crap they have at work.” He straightened his tie. “It’s drip. From the supermarket!”

      She rolled her eyes. “Get out.”

      The man looked like he was going to protest again.

      Brian pointed at his phone. “You want me to call the police?”

      “Sure.”

      The man stormed for the door. “I’m going to write a bad review! I’m a regular.”

      “Who regularly steals from the tip jar,” she snapped.

      “I’m calling the owner about you!” He lingered in the doorway. “Some cafés would pay me to drink their coffee for free!”

      He departed. There was a long silence.

      Brian lowered the phone. “Are you going to get in trouble?”

      “I doubt it. If we’re going to pay someone to drink our coffee every day, they better have two million followers on Instagram.”

      Brian snorted and then went to serve a customer who’d come up for a refill.

      Nicole turned on Alex.

      He was older, richer, and she’d thought a lot smarter than her, but the last few minutes had given her a doubt. “And you. What the heck is wrong with you?”

      His perfect chin jutted. “I stopped a crime.”

      “By committing one that was worse. You can’t put your hands on someone because they take five dollars. He could very well sue you for assault, and you would deserve it.”

      Alex regarded her for a long moment and then lowered his shades to display his startlingly unique lavender-and-teal eyes.

      Today, the right eye was mostly lavender with a hint of teal at the top, and the left eye was mostly teal with a hint of lavender at the bottom, but depending on which way he turned and the way the light shone, they’d switch. It seemed unique even by dragon standards. At her brother’s wedding, they’d had eight or nine dragons attending, and their eyes had all been beautiful gemstones, but only Alex’s had changed.

      His gaze narrowed. “How do you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “You are berating me, like you berated the thief, and yet I don’t feel angry.”

      “That’s because you know I’m right.”

      His lips twisted. “No. Definitely not.”

      “Well, I am right. One crime doesn’t deserve another.”

      “You humans have such a strange idea of morality.”

      Her heart beat in her throat, but luckily that got plenty of blood up to her head for talking. “Taking someone outside and beating them isn’t justice.”

      “It’s more efficient.”

      “Might doesn’t make right, Alex.”

      “Only a weak, genetically backward nonshifter would say such a thing.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, well, I fit that description. You didn’t come here to bust a tip-jar thief. What do you really want?”

      He held her gaze for a long moment. The slightest frown creased between his brows and then was gone like the ripple of sand on an ocean. “Triple shot Americano.”

      “Ah, no.”

      The colors of his gaze intensified. “No?”

      “Your hands are shaking. How many shots have you had today?”

      He looked up to the side to calculate. His fingers touched more than ten times. “Perhaps…seven?”

      “No wonder you’re so short-tempered. The only thing I’ll make for you is an herbal tea. Soothing Chamomile or Sleepy Time. You decide.”

      The frown crossed his brow once more. Somewhere between confusion, bemusement, and indecision.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I can’t decide.”

      “Oh, well, I recommend⁠—”

      “No, it’s not about the beverage.” He shook his head as though to clear it. “I need you to come with me.”

      There was no world in which that statement made sense. “Go with you? Where?”

      “My older brother is having marital difficulties, and⁠—”

      “Which one?” Seeing as he had like five.

      “Jasper.”

      Nicole tried to picture Jasper. She’d met him at the wedding. He’d been…brown…maybe…

      “A specific type of coffee will save him. We’ve paid a significant amount to a coffee roaster to expand her operations.” Alex pulled two small brown sandwich-size envelopes out of his suit jacket and handed her one. “Here’s the coffee we want.”

      “You dragons sure do care about your coffee.” Nicole opened the envelope. A funny streets-at-night-after-rain smell hit her nose, and the uneven-colored beans looked bizarre. “Is this drinkable?”

      “Dragons find it addictive. Taste it.”

      There was just enough to pull a shot. She cleared out the decaf grinder, ran it through, and pulled the shot. The crema was thin and oily, the shot was simultaneously sour and bitter, and it gritted against her palate like burned bricks.

      “Ugh. You want more of this?”

      “A lot more. It has a unique Portland flavor.”

      “Yeah, I’ll give you that. Hey, Brian! Try this.”

      The tattooed barista sipped the shot and choked. “What the—? Nicole!”

      “Ha ha!” She dumped the rest of the shot, because honestly, Alex did not need any more coffee even if he was a dragon. “So what’s the problem?”

      “The roaster insists this is the same blend.” He opened the second envelope.

      There weren’t even beans in the bag, just chunks and shards, charcoal and ash. “Whoa.”

      “It’s not the same. You can put it into a shot and test for yourself. It does not have the same taste.”

      “No need. I believe you.” She tilted the envelope in the light. “So you want me to call her out? Honestly, this doesn’t take a barista. Anyone with eyes could tell you these two blends are not alike.”

      “She does not admit the truth.”

      “Sounds like you need to lawyer up.”

      “I don’t have time to take the inefficient route.”

      She closed the envelope and handed it back. “So, what? I’m not going to stand by and watch you take someone outside and beat them.”

      “Yes, exactly.” He leaned forward, into her space, and the softest wisp of musk tickled her nose. “I need you to show me a third way. Speak like you did to the thief you confronted. He admitted the truth so easily.”

      “I had him cornered in my workplace on camera and with witnesses.”

      “Yes, and you did not have to remove one single fingernail.”

      She stared at him and only then became cognizant of the line Brian was drowning in as the after-school crew lined up for their final prepickup shot. “Just a minute. I have to do my job.”

      He reluctantly stepped back.

      She raced through the line, her mind filled with orders and actions, and she had to focus. Alex drifted around her mind.

      His request was a little weird. She didn’t know him that well.

      But if a hot celebrity came to her store every day and asked for help, why not help?

      That situation was more common in Hollywood, California, than a few streets adjacent to the Hollywood District of Portland. Of course, in Hollywood, the barista would also be a hot actor, so it wouldn’t be quite as weird.

      Alex was gorgeous. He made her heart thump. He’d joked about her being single at Darcy’s wedding, hinting that she just hadn’t met the right man—or dragon—and he flirted with her every time he came in. He was well aware of the admiration others bestowed on him. So he was certainly aware of her unwilling attention.

      That was it.

      He captivated her against her will. Even in the middle of pulling a shot, she couldn’t help her eyes from flitting to that side of the room and centering on the dragon man who defied human standards of beauty. He studied his phone like any other late-twenties GQ model out for the day in Portland.

      But she’d just broken away from someone else who always required her attention.

      Unwillingly. That person had dominated her thoughts. Forced her to tiptoe on glass. Crushed her soul and then sneered at the wreckage.

      What could a man—male—stranger like Alex do to her?

      She refused to find out.

      Nicole finished serving the line, hung up her apron, and pulled the recorder off the wall. She stuck it in her necklace, which rested just above her collarbone, shouldered the messenger bag, and led an expectant Alex outside.

      Her heart thudded. Her mouth went dry. She already felt the pull of expectations and the crush of disappointing others, and the fear of descending back to that person made her sharper than she needed to be.

      “It’s weird,” she said bluntly. “Your request. Coming here every day. Asking your barista to ‘teach you a third path’ between suing a liar and taking them out back to beat the lies out. You’re my customer, not my student. And you’re not as chill as you try to make people believe. Honestly, I’m worried about you.”

      He put his shades back on. “So you can tell.”

      “Tell?”

      “About the anger.” He flexed his fingers to claws. The iridescent sheen of teal melted to lavender and then receded back to human fingers covered by human skin. “I recently lost my temper and fought with my brothers. The experience was disturbing.”

      “Darcy said you guys fight all the time.”

      “They fight. Not me.” His cold smile returned. “My brothers are simple males. Quick to anger, easy to manipulate. A few days ago, my second-oldest brother, Pyro, surprised me with a jab.” He traced a finger across his unblemished cheek. “I experienced uncontrollable wrath. And so I very nearly eviscerated him.”

      She didn’t know what to say.

      Alex’s smile vanished. “My brothers are innocent dragonlets, Nicole. I desire to protect them from the forces who mean them harm. Until now, those forces excluded me. Your ability to soothe this…this odd, inexplicable rage is intriguing. I need to investigate.”

      The glitter in his eyes made her thighs squeeze.

      No, no, no.

      Nicole held up her hand in a stop gesture. “Yeah, I don’t know the source of your anger, but I know for sure I’m not the cure. So I wish you luck with that. Take a deep breath, count to a hundred, and find a therapist.”

      She held out her hand to shake his goodbye. Her chest trembled and her voice reflected the waver, but this was the right thing to do, definitely. Both for herself, who was still way more fragile than she tried to let on, and for Alex, who needed way more help than she could give him.

      He frowned at her hand and then clasped it.

      His fingers were larger than she’d realized, somehow, and stronger. The pads of his fingers were flat and dry, and he flexed with quiet power. Wild, seductive desires flashed in her mind. Her breasts tingled, tightening in response to his nearness, and then her feminine center clenched, throbbing hot and ready.

      His scent drew her closer. He was beauty. A god. An ideal. And also a male.

      His low voice seduced her ears. “You’re more than my barista.”

      She swallowed. “Oh? Yeah?”

      “Your brother married my sister. That makes us family.”

      A low curse boiled in Nicole’s blood, shoving away the fog. “But we’re not…really…”

      “We are. Really. Why have you never sought our assistance to replace your job? Or for the money that our family owes you simply for being related to Darcy?”

      “Because not everything’s about money, and besides, you never offered.”

      “Now I’m offering.”

      “I’m not interested.”

      “You must.” He clasped her hand and pressed it to his solid, muscular chest. The crisp suit seduced her hand. “I need you to save me from a terrible mistake. You’re the only one who can do this, Nicole.”

      She battled her desire and his. “I don’t see why.”

      “You cut deep to the heart of the disagreement, dissect the opposition, and stand triumphant on the truth.” His smile glittered and evoked a deep throb that slicked her pussy. “It invigorates me. I must have more.”

      You’ve always followed your truth, Nicole.

      Alex wasn’t just beautiful. He was calculating, clever, sharp. Somehow, he knew just what she wanted to hear.

      He would get inside.

      Her heart thudded hard.

      She wanted him. She wanted to be the type of woman he thought she was. A justice seeker, a crusader, a teacher. Someone who helped others and tore down lies.

      There wasn’t really a job for calling people out, was there?

      His smile widened. She hadn’t said a word, and yet he already knew that he’d captured her.

      She turned her hand to escape his and rested her fingertips lightly on his chest. “All right, I’ll help you. But you have to drop the flirting. I’m not looking for a relationship right now. Not with you, and not with anyone.”

      “You simply haven’t⁠—”

      “Ignoring my request is disrespectful.”

      He stopped midsentence, tapped his teeth together, and closed his mouth.

      Okay, maybe it was possible to communicate. “You have to listen and stay calm. If I ask you to stop, you have to do it. I won’t stand around while you ‘efficiently’ let your anger win over. It’s not attractive.”

      His lips tightened. “Anything else?”

      “That’s all I can think of right now.” She dropped her hand and clasped her messenger bag strap. “Why is this specific coffee going to save Jasper?”

      “Ideally, he will twist his would-be wife’s greed for this coffee until he can control her.”

      “That’s a little messed up. No, I take it back. That’s a lot messed up.”

      “Unlike a dragon, who would take advantage of the situation, Jasper will surely use his control to prevent the marriage.”

      “That’s…good, I guess. It must suck to be a male dragon in a female-dominated society. Darcy told me being smaller and unable to breathe fire unless you chew a candy first really puts you at a disadvantage.”

      “That’s why it’s imperative we save him. The roaster is in Northwest.” Alex offered his elbow.

      Her heart thudded. “I don’t link arms.”

      He eyed her over the rim of his shades. “Do you have a preferred method to fly with me to North Portland?”

      “We could take an Uber.”

      “Traffic is atrocious, and I’m due in the office in an hour.”

      She reluctantly curved her hands over his mouthwatering bicep and breathed in his addictive scent. If Jasper could control someone with coffee, Alex could twist desires for his scent.

      The cracked concrete fell away.

      People on the sidewalk below stopped and pointed up at her. Alex rocketed skyward as fast as if gravity had reversed. Her stomach dropped. She clung to him.

      He raised a blond brow. “You’re pressing your breasts against my arm.”

      “Sorry!”

      “I don’t mind. You’re the one who doesn’t want to flirt.” He flew across the river and into the northern industrial area.

      Warehouse smells mixed with burned tires, fish stench from the river banks, and the glare of the bright clear sky. Train tracks, homeless camps, and blown plastic trash filled her view.

      Alex landed in front of a warehouse.

      Nicole dropped his arm and stepped back.

      Her knees folded.

      She caught herself before she collapsed. This was normal. She was light-headed because of the flight, and not because Alex made her swoon.

      He offered his hand. “Need help?”

      “No.” She straightened and tugged her sleeveless dress smooth. “All I need is for you to keep up your end of the agreement.”

      His lips curved in a gorgeous smile that revealed shiny white teeth. Her stomach flipped up and down. “If you say so.”

      “That’s right.” She straightened. “I do. Well, let’s go interview some roasters.”

      “Follow me.” He strolled past her and banged on the warehouse doors. “Moira? Faith? Open this door. You have five seconds.”

      The pounding of his fist echoed with a metallic ring.

      He nodded, silently counting.

      Wait.

      “Uh, Alex? Maybe you should give them a call.”

      “They won’t answer their phones.”

      “Maybe they didn’t hear you. Knock again.”

      He did, and the crash of his fist boomed through the space. If the roasters were inside, they heard it, and his cocky smile showed he read her mind. He lowered his fist and braced against the metal.

      “Hey! Maybe we should come back another time.”

      “There is no other time.”

      “But…uh… how about we⁠—”

      “…Five.” His fingers shifted to claws, dug into the solid metal, and he tore the sliding doors off their wheel tracks.
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      The warehouse doors peeled away beneath Alex’s dragon claws like crumpled aluminum.

      Alex ignored Nicole’s shout of incredulity. He leaned the doors against the corrugated wall and dusted his now-human-again hands on his thighs.

      “You can’t destroy someone’s business,” Nicole gasped. “This is the roaster’s property.”

      “I paid for the lease.” He straightened his cuffs and collar—perfection—and strode by the smoke-damaged cubicle walls forming a waiting room.

      Nicole caught up to him, her thick black boots clomping on the floor. Black leggings cupped her calves, a dark navy sleeveless dress fluttered below her knees, and the strap of her messenger bag crossed her heaving breasts.

      Her outrage was so adorable.

      All of her was adorable.

      Slim curves, glossy black hair, upturned nose. “You don’t look much like Darcy,” he’d said the first time he’d visited her at the coffee shop, and he’d startled her into their first real conversation. She’d touched her hair with a laugh. “Because Jackie and Darcy got the brown hair? Me and Tara are the opposite ends of the color spectrum. Tara’s blonde and a dancer and popular. Everything I’m not.”

      He’d been intrigued even then. “What are you?”

      “I’m still trying to figure it out,” she’d said.

      He didn’t know anyone like her. That had caused him to watch her more carefully. He’d felt the urge to visit her during Darcy’s prolonged absence and lingered to identify her type, discover her secrets, and remove the strange fascination she seemed to hold. The fascination that hardened his cock and filled his head with unforgivable distraction.

      Physically, he’d already studied her closely.

      Take her hands. The fingers were long and slender, the nails short, and the colors healthy. Delicate filigree rings adorned her fingers.

      He’d felt a strange urge to kiss every one. Savor the taste.

      Wrap them around his hard cock.

      Thrust into her saliva-slicked palms.

      But now that study was over and so were those urges. His only goal was to identify how she calmed his mind. And he’d already had one explicit demonstration.

      Why had he cared so much about a tip-jar thief? The weak human male had caught his eye and irritated him. But the instant Alex had realized the male was preying on Nicole, taking her money and getting away with it, he’d felt the white-hot rage.

      And then she’d calmed him. Bit by bit, sentence by sentence, point by point.

      He’d been right there. He could repeat every word. He’d memorized them.

      But he still didn’t understand why her words had calmed him.

      And that was what he needed now.

      Before it was too late.

      “Alex!” Nicole jogged after him in the warehouse. “Hey, Alex!”

      He shook himself back to the present and glanced over his shoulder at Nicole. “This is my building.”

      “Landlords still have to give notice!”

      “Moira! Notice that I
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