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				Chapter One

				Weak. Pathetic. Blind. Stupid.

				Weak. Pathetic. Blind. Stupid.

				Caitlyn Jacoby’s feet slapped the ground in rhythm to the insults screaming through her brain. Part of her wanted to say to hell with jogging, to hell with the whole PT routine as she was about to be court marshaled. Or demoted. Or whatever the hell they did to dragon sentries who had completely failed their king. Not that there was exactly a precedent for this sort of thing—in the two centuries she had been alive, she’d never heard of another member of her clan messing up this badly.

				Nothing like being the first. Ugh.

				Trying to clear her mind, to forget what waited for her in Dylan’s lair, she continued to run through the miles of desert that stretched before her like a mixed-up artist’s palette, reds and oranges and purples blending with a million different shades of gray and brown. In the distance, the sun rose slowly over the craggy mountains, setting the sky—and the sand all around her—on fire. It was a beautiful sight, one that rarely failed to make her grateful to be alive. But today Caitlyn only glanced at it before closing her eyes and blowing out a long, silent breath.

				Normally her early morning workout was her favorite time of day, but today all it did was give her more time to think. To worry. To regret the many, many mistakes she’d made.

				She was a failure as a sentry, a joke. One step above the traitor who had helped land her in this position. Her beast growled at the thought, lunged against the stranglehold she’d had on it since it had gone insane the night before. She tightened the noose, forced it down before it could get even more out of control. Before she could get even more out of control.

				Its answer was a vicious hiss and a scrape of claws against the inside of her skin. Her dragon wasn’t happy with her, but then the feeling was entirely mutual. She might have fallen prey to the blindness of friendship but surely her beast should have suspected that something wasn’t right. It had failed her and in turn, she had failed her entire clan.

				Weak. Pathetic. Blind. Stupid.

				The words continued to beat at her even as she increased her already brutal pace. Soon she was running full out, holding nothing back, her stride long and fast as she covered huge stretches of the amber-lit desert. Maybe if she ran far enough, fast enough, she could outrun what she’d done . . . and what she hadn’t. Maybe she could figure out how she was supposed to face Dylan after everything that had gone down.

				Just the thought of the Dragonstar king, of the disgust and disapproval she would see in his eyes, made Caitlyn want to weep. She had worked so hard to gain entrance to the Council, to be a sentry that Dylan and the others could be proud of. But she had screwed up, royally, and now she had to pay for it. Which was fine—she knew she deserved whatever was coming to her. She just wished she’d been smarter, braver, more observant. Maybe then Michael would still be alive. And Lana. And Josh. And all the many, many others they’d been forced to build funeral pyres for too soon.

				The first caverns were in sight now, the last moments of her reprieve almost over. Her stomach clenched with nervousness and shame and her dragon roared, reacting to her upset. It was trying to defend her, but right now she wanted nothing from the beast, not even its protection. So she ignored it, slowed her pace and focused on what she was going to say to Dylan. As if there was anything she could say. She was totally out of—A movement near one of the outlying caves suddenly caught her eye and she felt everything inside of her freeze. Even her beast settled down, stopped scratching and struggling against the hold she had on it. She didn’t know if that was a good thing or bad.

				Eyes narrowed, Caitlyn slowed her pace even more as she watched the entrance of the cave, waiting for whatever was there to reveal itself again. Maybe it was another Dragonstar—Shawn liked to roam this same stretch of desert at dawn, after all. But her internal radar wasn’t going off, wasn’t alerting her that another dragon was near. And these initial caverns were pretty much deserted these days. Deeming them too easily accessible, Dylan had ordered his clan to move back to deeper, darker caves. Caves that had very limited access and entrances humans were a lot less tempted to poke around in.

				So what had she seen? she wondered as she used her magic to blur the edges of her outline until she blended into the stark desert all around her. What was out there? An animal looking for food? A lost hiker looking for civilization? An enemy looking to strike another blow to the Dragonstars?

				It was that thought that galvanized her, had her hurrying across the last few hundred yards between her and the caverns. If the Wyvernmoons had returned, it meant they were gunning for Dylan, trying to hit the Dragonstars while they were still reeling from the last attack.

				It was her job to make sure they never got a shot at him.

				Reaching inside her for the dragon that was so much a part of her—and that had been right below her skin for the last forty-eight hours, aching to get out—she was shocked to realize her beast had retreated. Instead of biting and snarling in an effort to get at the intruder, it had gone completely quiet.

				What the hell?

				She yanked off her sweaty T-shirt, reached deeper and prepared to shift. But her dragon wouldn’t rise for her, wouldn’t budge from where it had curled up deep inside of her. She could feel it there, waiting, watching, but for whatever reason, it refused to come to the fore.

				Nothing like this had ever happened to her and for a minute, Caitlyn refused to acknowledge that it was now. Instead, she tried to force the shift, to make her dragon bend to her will. But for the first time ever, the stubborn beast was having no part of it.

				Frustrated, angry, and more than a little confused, Caitlyn tried to figure out what to do. But until she knew what was happening, what was causing her dragon to retreat, how was she supposed to fix it? Was this just part and parcel of her betrayal of the clan? She hadn’t lived up to her responsibilities as a Dragonstar, so her dragon was punishing her for it even as she had sought to punish it?

				Pain lanced through her at the thought, but she shoved it back. She could drown in self-pity later. Right now she needed to figure out if whatever she’d seen was a threat to her clan or not. But being unable to call her dragon left her handicapped, and she wasn’t willing to take chances right now—not when her clan was already in such bad shape. Narrowing her concentration, she focused on the magic that burned so brightly inside of her. Wielding it, bending it, manipulating it was her special talent, one she could only hope didn’t decide to abandon her now too.

				No, there it was, brighter and hotter than ever. She wrapped her thoughts, her focus around it. Then she thrust it outward, searching for Logan, whose psychic powers would enable him to pick up on her misgivings.

				Caitlyn, what’s wrong? It only took a couple of seconds before his voice was there, sharp and concerned, in the corners of her mind.

				I don’t know. I’m at the edges of the primary cave set. I saw something, but I’m not sure what it was.

				I’ll be there in ten minutes, he said, and she got the impression of him running through a long, dark hallway, whose uneven walls were embedded with precious gemstones the size of grapefruits and cantaloupes.

				Great, he was already with the High Council. That meant they would be here, en masse, in the next few minutes. What if she was wrong? She’d look even more stupid than she already did.

				But what if she wasn’t? What if the Wyvernmoons were back, sniffing around in an effort to do God only knew what this time? The Dragonstars were already crippled—they couldn’t withstand another full-fledged attack.

				Wait for us, Caitlyn. It was Shawn, her closest friend and one of the other sentries, talking to her now, using the connection Logan had established to send his thoughts straight into her head. She started to tell them that she would, but then she caught another shift of movement near the entrance of the cave. She streaked forward, using every ounce of power she had to get down there before whatever she was seeing disappeared again.

				Damn it, Caitlyn! Don’t be an idiot. Gabe’s admonishment rang in her ears, but she ignored him. There’d be hell to pay later from Dylan’s second-in-command, but it wasn’t like she wasn’t already on the chopping block.

				She made her way carefully across the last few yards, making sure to keep her image blurred as she went. A human wouldn’t be able to see much more than a shimmer of air as she moved. Another dragon would be able to see her, as their eyes functioned differently, but she couldn’t worry about that now. The other sentries would be here soon—she just had to pinpoint what it was she was seeing and then they could back her up.

				She was only a few feet away from the cave’s opening when she found what she’d been looking for. Who she’d been looking for. Scooting to the side of the cave, she crouched down behind a large rock and simply watched him for a moment, even as everything inside of her reeled at the sight of him.

				It couldn’t be him, she told herself. Not now, not after all these years. She had to be projecting, seeing him in this man’s similar build and coloring.

				Still, hard as she tried, she couldn’t get away from the idea either. Not when her dragon was still curled up inside of her, all but purring at the sight of him—the traitor—just as it had done the first time she’d seen him nearly six decades before.

				He looked exactly the same. Oh, his clothes were different—this time he was dressed in faded and worn blue jeans and a black T-shirt instead of a suit—but nothing else had changed.

				Not his broad, muscular build and mile-wide shoulders.

				Not his sharp cheekbones, midnight black eyes and fallen angel face.

				Not even his dark hair, worn long and pulled back from his strong jaw with some kind of leather tie.Even his skin was the same. A warm, tawny color that was the same shade as the sun-kissed sand at her feet.

				But it wasn’t possible, she told herself furiously. There was no way this was the same man she’d known so many years before. First off, because he did still look exactly the same. So did she, but dragons aged much more slowly than humans. If he’d been thirty-five when she first saw him, he’d be ninety-five now. And while she didn’t know all that much about humans, she knew enough to know that the man standing in front of her was nowhere near the century mark. This man was still very much in his prime.

				Her dragon stretched at that observation, swished its tail in lazy agreement as a wave of heat swept through her. It burned away the barriers she’d placed around her memories of him, memories Caitlyn had spent decades ignoring. They welled up inside of her, spilling out in all directions. Memories of his mouth on hers, of his arms around her, of his naked chest pressed against her back as he took her again and again.

				She flushed at the recollection, trembled, even as she tried to shove the thoughts—and the emotions they evoked—back down deep inside herself. What was wrong with her? she wondered frantically, as her nipples peaked against the soft cotton of her bra. As her knees trembled and her whole body softened. It had been decades since she’d seen him, since he’d disappeared without a trace, and yet here she was, getting all hot and bothered—for the second time—over a man who couldn’t possibly be what he appeared. Add in the fact that her clan mates were due any second and it was a completely untenable situation, especially since she had never shared her long ago folly with anyone.

				Who was he? And what was he doing here? The questions chased themselves around inside her brain, haunting her now as they had so many years before. Part of her didn’t care. Not with all the strange feelings and heat welling up inside of her. That part wanted nothing more than to say to hell with duty and just get the fuck out of here as fast as possible

				Her dragon snarled at the thought, coming to the forefront for the first time since it had sensed his presence. Angry claws raked her from the inside—a demand that she go nowhere. A warning that there would be hell to pay if she tried.

				Caitlyn grimaced at the sharp edge of pain, then did her best to ignore her beast’s demands. She was already in enough trouble with Dylan. The last thing she needed was for him to show up and realize her dragon was practically in heat. And over a human male whose very existence made no sense.

					“So, are you going to hide behind that rock all day?” His voice, smooth and rich and frighteningly familiar, startled her. “Or are you going to come out here where I can see you?”

				Her dragon preened at his attention, even as Caitlyn wondered how the hell he’d known she was there. She hadn’t made a sound and her magic made her all but invisible to human eyes. It simply wasn’t possible. Maybe he was guessing . . .

				But then he was walking straight toward her and around the rock. Crouching down next to her. Their eyes met and every doubt and couldn’t-be she had disappeared. It was him, Matthew Blackwell, and against all sense, all reason, and every law of physics she knew about, he had not changed at all.

				His eyes widened as he looked her over, shock rippling across his face. But it was gone almost as soon as it had come, buried under the smooth charm she remembered so well. “You know, hiding her head in the sand never worked very well for the ostrich either.”

				“I’m not—” To her eternal shame, her voice and her hands shook. Clenching her fists, she called forth the fire that was never far from her surface. Her dragon roared a protest, but she ignored it, focused on the pain and the pleasure of the burn. Focused on the strength the flames brought her. When she was calmer, she cleared her throat then tried again. “I’m not an ostrich.”

				“No?” He flashed her the crooked grin that haunted her dreams much more often than she liked to admit. “Just a dragon then.” Standing up, he reached a hand out to help her to her feet. When she didn’t take it, just stared at him incredulously, he asked, “So, are you going to sit there are all day, then?”

				“Of course not.” She sprang to her feet so quickly she narrowly missed banging her head on a jagged portion of the rock. “Who are you?”

				“You know exactly who I am.” His grin flashed wickedly, took her back to a time she’d done her damnedest to forget. As her breath caught in her chest, her dragon panted a little inside of her. Obviously it remembered that long ago weekend as well.

				“Do I?” she asked acidly, long sublimated hurt and rage mingling with the desire she did not want to feel. “I’m not so sure, especially since the last time I saw you, you were human.”

				“I’m still human. See?” He extended his hand again, in the purely human manner of greeting, and this time she did take it, hoping that the skin to skin contact would enable her to read something from him.

				But as his hand enveloped hers, electric shocks that had nothing to do with her powers shot through her, blindsided her. For sixty years she’d been telling herself that her memories had exaggerated her reaction to him, that time had made her remember the course of events incorrectly. But if anything, she’d underestimated his effect on her. The thought galvanized her, ripped her out of the strange stupor that had overwhelmed her at the first contact. She started to tug her hand away but he wouldn’t let go. His fingers clasped hers for a lot longer than necessary as his thumb stroked over the back of her hand. “And you are?”

				“Getting annoyed.” She yanked harder, until he finally relinquished her hand. “And that doesn’t tell me much.”

				“I didn’t realize it was supposed to.” He lifted one eyebrow in challenge and her dragon shifted uncomfortably inside of her, even whined a little. It remembered the pleasure Matthew had once brought her, pleasure the likes of which she hadn’t felt since, and it wanted more. The hussy.

				Caitlyn, are you all right? It was Logan again. We’re almost there.

				Her dragon snarled, lunged, but Caitlyn was expecting it this time and knocked it back again. I’m fine.

				She turned back to Matthew, watched as his smile faded. She had the uncomfortable feeling that he could read her mind—or at least hear Logan talking to her. A feeling that was reinforced when he said, “Time for me to go, huh?”

				“No!” The word burst from her, and she didn’t know if it was her talking or her dragon. Or worse, if it was both of them.

				He smirked. “Well, that sounded emphatic.”

				Heat stung her cheeks, again, but she ignored it, did her best to inject as much hard-ass as she could into her voice. “This is private property. I need to know who you are and what you’re doing out here.”

				“You think you can just hand some money to the New Mexico government and these caves suddenly become yours?” he asked, an amused edge to his voice.

				“That’s usually how it works, yes.”

				“This land belonged to someone else long before it belonged to your dragon king.”

				A frisson of fear worked its way down her spine at the easy way he had twice now referred to dragons. “Who are you?” she demanded again.

				He grew serious. “No one you need to worry about. I’m just looking for something out here. As soon as I find it, I’ll get out of your hair.” Reaching out, he stroked an errant strand of hair out of her face. She had to fight not to shiver at the contact. Before she could respond, he glanced over her shoulder. “Looks like the cavalry has arrived.”

				She followed his gaze, watched as Logan, Quinn, Shawn, Gabe and Dylan piled out of Gabe’s Range Rover. “You need to tell me exactly what you’re doing out here,” she said, turning back to face Matthew. “Or these guys will—”

				She stopped in midsentence, fury overwhelming every other emotion inside of her. Matthew was gone. And once again, she hadn’t seen it coming.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				“Hey, Cait, what’s the problem?” called Shawn as his long legs ate up the ground between them.

				She was still too busy staring at the spot where Matthew had been standing to answer him. Was she losing her mind? Caitlyn asked herself frantically. Had the pressure of being a screw-up somehow driven her totally around the bend? How else could a human—a human—just disappear from in front of her?

				“I don’t know,” she answered as the five men surrounded her. “I just—” She started to tell them what had happened, what she’d seen and what she thought Matthew had said to her, but her dragon hissed viciously inside of her. No longer lazy and curled up, it was pushing at her, pressing at her, clawing her from the inside out in an effort to make its point. The difference between her beast now and when Matthew was around was incredible, and one more thing she wanted some time to think about.

				Still, how much could she trust the beast? Usually its instincts were unimpeachable but it had failed her once before with Matthew. And then, just recently, with Callie. How could she be sure it wasn’t doing the same thing again?

				The thought pissed the creature off and it growled, low and long. She ignored it and opened her mouth to tell Shawn and the others everything. And was completely astounded when the only words that came out were, “I was heading to Dylan’s place and I was sure that I saw something moving out here near the mouth of this cave. I came up to investigate, but whatever it was, it appears to be gone.”

				What the hell, she asked herself again. What was she doing? Matthew knew about dragons, knew about Dylan. She’d already screwed her clan over once. She couldn’t do it again. But even as she told herself what she needed to do, what she had to do, she knew she wasn’t going to say anything about him. Not yet, when she still didn’t understand who he was or what he wanted.

				“You didn’t find anything?” Gabe asked. Was it her imagination or was he looking at her closely, as if waiting for her to trip up.

				“I haven’t had a chance to look around much yet,” she answered, careful not to lie—like most shifters, dragons had a tendency to smell untruths a mile away. But her deliberate skirting of the truth only made her feel lower. Bad enough her ignorance had nearly destroyed the clan, now she was keeping secrets from her king and fellow sentries? So not a good idea.

				She wanted to change her mind, to tell them everything she could about Matthew—which wasn’t much, but still. At the last second she held back. Her dragon was going crazy, demanding that she listen to it, and she hadn’t stayed alive as long as she had by ignoring her beast when it chose to talk to her. Not to mention the idea of telling them about her past with Matthew was about as appealing as a root canal. No. Better to keep quiet until she knew exactly what she was dealing with.

				Still, it was difficult, especially when Shawn slipped an arm around her shoulders and said, “Don’t worry about it. Better safe than sorry, right?”

				“Absolutely.” Gabe moved a few paces to the right, his keen dragon eyes searching the ground for clues. “Let’s take a look around, anyway.”

				“Did you find something?” Dylan asked, moving toward his second in command with the sleek grace that seemed so at odds with a man his size.

				“No. Just a feeling.” Gabe didn’t look up from the area he was scanning. “Besides, if Caitlyn thinks she saw something, that’s good enough for me.”

				The words were a slap in the face, and Caitlyn whirled on him, expecting to see the sardonic amusement the other shifter so often wore these days. She didn’t find it, only a quiet respect that she didn’t understand. Didn’t he know what she’d done? Didn’t he realize that she had betrayed her clan—not just with Callie, but here. Now. For a near-stranger whose existence she couldn’t begin to understand.

				The men spent a few more minutes poking around, satisfying themselves that Caitlyn had simply overreacted to the tension that was riding all of them especially hard these days. When they were convinced that things were fine, they headed back to the SUV, beckoning for her to join them.

				But the last thing she wanted to do was cram herself into that car with a bunch of testosterone-laden men who were too big for it anyway. Especially since her dragon wasn’t exactly on its best behavior.

				Besides, if she continued to Dylan’s lair on foot she’d buy herself more time to figure out what the hell was going on—with her dragon and with Matthew. It seemed like a good plan, at least until Dylan waved the others on their way. “I’ll walk with Caitlyn. Meet us in the War Room in forty-five minutes.”

				The other shifters nodded, and then Gabe was barreling back the way they’d come, his speed and the tires kicking up a spray of sand in his wake.

				They watched in silence as Dylan’s highest ranking council members drove away, then, as if by mutual agreement, started walking in the same direction the SUV had taken. Caitlyn kept waiting for Dylan to lambast her, to hit her with her mistakes, to fire her, but for a long time, her king didn’t say anything. Just adjusted his stride so that she could keep up with him. She was fast, but he was close to six-seven, with the long legs to prove it.

				The tension grew as they walked and Caitlyn hated every second of it. There was a time, not very long ago, that she would have relished a chance to hang with Dylan alone. He was brilliant, sarcastic and one of her closest friends. But right now it was awful as she waited for the other shoe to drop.

				Just when she couldn’t stand it any longer, just when she knew she would go crazy if something didn’t happen, Dylan cleared his throat and said, “Phoebe’s pregnant.”

				Of all the things Caitlyn had expected him to say, of all the words she’d thought might come out of his mouth, those two hadn’t even crossed her mind. It took her a little while to wrap her head around them—and what they meant. So much time, in fact, that Dylan glanced at her out of the corner of his eye.

				“Seriously?” she finally squeaked out.

				He nodded grimly. “Yep.”

				“Oh my God, Dylan! That’s amazing!” Forgetting herself for a second, and all the reasons she no longer had the right to be so familiar, Caitlyn launched herself at him. “Congratulations!”

				His arms came around her and he squeezed her tightly, lifting her off the ground for a second before letting go. “Thanks.”

				She looked up at his face, expecting the same thrill she felt to be reflected there. Instead there was only a grim acceptance that seemed completely out of character. “Wait a minute,” she said. “You are happy about this, aren’t you?”

				“Of course.” He forced the words out between gritted teeth as he scanned the horizon.

				“Yeah. I can tell.” She punched him in the arm, waited until he looked at her to speak. “What’s going on? We’ve been waiting for an heir for decades. This is awesome news for the clan. Not to mention the fact that you’re going to be a daddy. What is there not to be thrilled about?”

				“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe the fact that the fucking Wyvernmoons are doing their damnedest to destroy us and I’ve just painted a gigantic target in the center of my mate’s back, daring them to kill her and my unborn child.”

				Horror swept through her at his words. “We won’t let that happen, Dylan. You have to know we’d all die to protect Phoebe and your child.” Unconsciously, she’d included herself in the statement. When she realized what she’d done, she backed off a little. “I mean, Paige and the guys will do anything to keep them safe.”

				He got in her face then, his swirling, silver eyes seeming to look right through her. “And what about you, Caitlyn? Don’t you include yourself in the group who will keep my mate safe?”

				“Of course. It’s just . . .”

				“Just what?” he asked impatiently. “Spit it out.”

				“I’m being stripped of rank. I understand why—of course, I do—but I don’t see how I’ll get a chance to watch out for Phoebe if I’m no longer a sentry. Of course, I’d always stand between—”

				“Stripped of rank?” Dylan looked at her as if she’d lost her mind. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

				It was her turn to be confused. “I assumed that’s why you wanted to speak with me. To express your displeasure with my failure.” She kept the words formal, her tone excruciatingly polite.

				“Are you kidding me?” He gave a short bark of laughter that didn’t sound the least bit amused. “I wanted time to speak with you because I want to promote you, not get rid of you. You’re one of the best sentries I’ve ever had—why the hell would I want to fire you?”

				“Callie.” She wanted to say more, but she couldn’t get the words out. Hell, she could barely breathe past the sudden thickness in her throat. She’d thought she was prepared, thought she was ready for anything Dylan had to say to her. But she wasn’t ready for this. Not his praise or his acceptance. Not after what she’d done—what she’d failed to do. For a second, Matthew’s face fluttered in front of her eyes, but she beat it back ruthlessly. She would deal with him in her own time, in her own way.

				Everything about Dylan softened a little at the strangled word and he sighed heavily, even as he reached for her a second time. “Oh, Caitlyn,” he murmured softly, as if he understood all the things she didn’t know how to put into words.

				She closed her eyes at the first slide of his skin against hers. It wasn’t sexual, this feeling that welled up inside of her. Wasn’t even close to being romantic. Dylan was her king, and desperately in love with another woman, and even if he hadn’t been, she had never thought of him as anything more than a big brother.

				But the hug felt good. The close, skin-to-skin contact that she had been denying herself for days now. For the most part, dragons weren’t the most demonstrative animals—unless they were angry—but that didn’t mean they didn’t crave affection, sweetness, understanding, every once in a while. From the second she’d found out about Callie, about her own failures, she’d cut herself off from that affection. She didn’t deserve it, and even as she relished the comfort of Dylan’s arms around her, she waited for the refuge to be yanked away. Waited for him to figure out exactly what she’d done. If he didn’t understand it was her duty to explain it to him.

				“I messed up,” she said, her words muffled against his shoulder.

				He squeezed her more tightly, until it was hard to breathe. Her heart was beating a million miles a minute and she didn’t know what to do, what to say, to make up for all the mistakes she’d made.

				But as they stood there, her guilt all but overwhelming her, Dylan smoothed a hand down her hair and whispered, “You have to stop blaming yourself.”

				She heard the words, understood them and the truth that rang through them. Knew that he believed what he was saying. But he didn’t understand. He might be king, and one of the most brilliant men she’d ever met, but some things were beyond even his massive intellect. Maybe because he was king.

				She saw it every time she closed her eyes. Every time she tried to sleep or eat or think. The last bloody battle between the Wyvernmoons and Dragonstars that had left Shawn bloodied and two of the other sentries dead.

				It was her fault. All. Her. Fault. She might not have unraveled the safeguards, might not have injected innocent Dragonstars with the most horrific biological weapon they had ever seen, but she had been roommates with the woman who had. Best friends. Close enough to be mistaken for sisters.

				And she had never even seen it coming.

				Crazy, right?

				More like horrifying.

				Every time she thought about Callie and the warning signs she must have missed, guilt ripped through her. She’d let her clan down, let her king down. And now Dylan was talking promotion. Entrance into the highest, most elite section of the Dragonstar sentries and Council.

				She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, only that she kept waiting for him to say, “Gotcha.”

				A quick look up at his face told her that the thought had never occurred to him. “It’s going to be okay, Cait,” he told her in a voice that was even deeper, gruffer, than usual—as if she wasn’t the only one having trouble forming words.

				“How?” she choked out. “How is it ever going to be okay again? Lana is dead. So are Brian and Michael and Liam and God only knows how many others.”

				“Hundreds of others.” Dylan wasn’t so calm now, his voice no longer soft. “Thousands. But that doesn’t have anything to do with you. Those deaths are on my shoulders, not yours.”

				“Bullshit! They’re dead and I could have prevented it. If I had only seen . . . if I had only thought to look—”

				“So you’re psychic now?” he asked caustically.

				“No, of course not. But—”

				“But nothing. We can only do what we can do, Caitlyn. Logan is psychic and he never saw it coming—how do you think that sits with him? Quinn and Phoebe worked with Callie every day at the lab,” he continued, “and neither of them had a clue. Neither did I, and I’m king. I’m tied to each one of you, know each one of you, better than anyone else on earth. I chose her for a sentry, put her on the Council. Gave her my trust and access to places and people, to safeguards, that she never would have had otherwise.

				“Do you think I don’t wonder every night what I did wrong? How I missed it? And worse, what I did that made her turn traitor?” His hands were fisted, his eyes filled with the same torment that had her waking up screaming in the middle of the night. “The difference is, I can’t afford to let my feelings take over. I still have a job to do and I’m going to do it. There’s no way I’m going to let Callie take that away from me. She’s already taken more than enough.”

				His words made perfect sense, and maybe there was a part of her that knew he had a point. But still—“It’s not the same.”

				“Oh, really?” Dylan lifted a brow, stared at her out of eyes that were both weary and wise. “And what makes you so much better at this job than I am? Than other dragons who are three times your age?”

				“You don’t understand.” She winced even as she said the words, knowing that she sounded like a spoiled three-year-old but unable to stop it.

				“I understand that you’ve been beating yourself up for Callie’s betrayals for days now, when you had no control over it.”

				“She killed all those people. She hurt them, infected them, on my watch. Right under my nose.”

				“Right under all of our noses. You aren’t responsible for Callie’s action. None of us are.”

				“Not even you?” she asked archly, throwing his words back in his face.

				He shook his head. “Not even me.” The words sounded rough, like he forced them out, and she figured they probably tasted even worse than they sounded. She started to shake her head, to present her case against herself one more time, when Dylan pulled back, his huge hands fastening around her upper arms, demanding her full attention.

				She met his odd silver eyes, watched as they grew darker, seemed to glow, and she knew that his dragon was close to the surface now. As was hers. She could feel it again, the roughness of its skin scratching against the inside of hers. She ignored it. She didn’t need her dragon’s protection right now. Didn’t want it after the last trick it had pulled.

				“Your guilt is eating you alive, Caitlyn. You’re dragon. Powerful, strong, practically immortal, and yet you didn’t see this coming. Worse, you didn’t stop it.

				“That failing, that utter inability to protect the people you are charged with protecting—the people you would die to defend—is like acid, eating away at your soul until it’s all you can think or feel or comprehend.

				“The darkness is all around you and you can’t find a way out.” His voice drifted off, but he didn’t release her—not her arms, or her gaze, which he still held captive with his own.

				She trembled, shocked at Dylan’s ability to put everything she was feeling into words. Horrified at the knowing—the responsibility—that was reflected in his eyes.

				“You’ve done everything for us, Dylan,” she began, wanting to comfort him for the very thing that she refused to take comfort for. “You’ve done everything you could, everything you know how—”

				“And so have you.” There it was, the gotcha she’d been waiting for all along. “Listen up, because I’m only going to say this once. You know how this touchy-feely crap gives me hives.

				“You’re one of the best sentries I have, Caitlyn. Strong, smart, fast, willing to take on anyone or anything to keep our clan safe. I’m proud of you. More than that, I respect you and everything you’ve done for the Dragonstars. Your promotion is totally earned. And more, it’s necessary for the safety of the clan. The safety of my mate and unborn child. I’m putting you in charge of creating new clan safeguards from the ground up, safeguards that no one has ever seen before. These safeguards will protect our clan, and others—even stronger—will protect my family. You’re the only one talented enough to do it, and if you turn the position down, then you’re not only defying my wishes and a direct order from your king, but you’re also leaving us vulnerable. Leaving them vulnerable. Open to another attack. You won’t do that.”

				Dylan spoke matter-of-factly now, as if what he was saying was nothing more, or less, than accepted truth. But it wasn’t. She knew better. She blamed herself for Callie’s betrayal because the blame rested squarely on her shoulders. Dylan might not be willing to accept that, but she was. And so were the other sentries, many of whom looked at her like she was a stranger these days. She couldn’t stand it, though she knew she deserved it.

				“I was so sure you called me to the War Room to talk about my failures,” she admitted so softly that Dylan never would have heard her without the dragon’s sensitive hearing. “I was prepared for that, understood the necessity of it. But this—” Her voice broke. “I think this is so much worse. I don’t know if I can do it.”

				Dylan stepped away then, the last of the softness and comfort dropping away so suddenly that she blinked. “You don’t have that luxury,” he snapped. “You are a Dragonstar sentry, sworn to protect the clan, your allegiance sworn to me. You are the newest member of my High Council and you will do that job. There is no other choice, and failure and self-pity have no room in the job description.”

				His tone, even more than his words, had her back straightening. Her spine—and her will—stiffening. Now that she was being called on the carpet, getting what she deserved, she didn’t like it. Particularly Dylan’s implication that she was a coward. She might be a failure, but she wasn’t afraid. Not of doing her job, anyway.

				“I understand.” When she spoke, her voice was as hard as Dylan’s.

				“You’d better,” he answered. “Now let’s move it. The meeting was supposed to start fifteen minutes ago and it’s not like we have time to waste.”

				He upped his pace and she ran full out to keep up with him as he raced through the desert. She was still reeling from the trust Dylan was putting in her—and the dressing down that had cut to the quick of her pride—when they finally made it to the entrance of his cave.

				Following him down the long, winding hallways loaded with stalagmites, Caitlyn did her best to wrap her head around the new developments. It wasn’t as hard she would expect it to be—maybe because she had something concrete to work on. A surveillance and protection detail for Phoebe that would keep her safe against any and every threat. The Dragonstar queen would hate every second of it, but Caitlyn couldn’t afford to let that sway her. Not after everything she had already done. A part of her wondered if that was why Dylan had chosen her—because he knew she would rather die than fail him ever again.

				As she settled onto the wide, flat rock that had long been her favorite perch in Dylan’s War Room—one section of the huge underground cavern that served as his lair—a sense of rightness, of resolve—settled over her. She wasn’t sure she belonged here anymore, wasn’t sure she deserved a place in this beautiful room with its gorgeous stalagmite formations and jewel-encrusted walls, but Dylan thought she did. She wasn’t going to let him down again, wasn’t going to mess up when so many lives hung in the balance. When the clan’s two most important lives hung in the balance

				She had screwed up once, but that wasn’t going to happen again. She wouldn’t let it, even if it killed her.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				An hour later, she thought it just might. All of Dylan’s highest ranking sentries—Quinn, Gabe, Logan, Shawn, and now her—were gathered around one end of the long table that stretched nearly the length of the cavern’s right wall, and they were all arguing harshly with one another.

				Gabe pointed to the map stretched on the table. “We need to widen the perimeter,” he ordered. “There are too many areas of vulnerability in the desert, too many areas the Wyvernmoons can hide. They can’t be allowed to get in here, not again. We need to patrol it all.”

				“Don’t you think we all want that?” Shawn demanded. “But there just aren’t enough of us. Not to mention it just isn’t feasible. Not unless we want to turn this into a military compound like the Wyvernmoons live on.”

				“What’s wrong with that?” Logan demanded. “They’re a hell of a lot safer than we are, obviously.”

				“They’re safer because we aren’t sociopathic and don’t spend all of our time trying to wipe them out of existence,” Shawn countered.

				“And why aren’t we doing that?” Gabe asked. “It would solve a hell of a lot of our problems if we just went in and slaughtered them all.”

				His suggestion hung in the air, no one quite knowing what to say to it. Caitlyn searched his face, looking for signs that he was kidding, but she was deathly afraid that he wasn’t. The Gabe she used to know would never have suggested wholesale murder of civilians, but that was before the Wyvernmoons had killed his mate and child. This new Gabe was ten times harder than he used to be and less compassionate than she could ever have imagined.

				“As that kind of widespread murder isn’t an option for us right now—” Shawn began, but Gabe interrupted him.

				“Again, why isn’t it? Why don’t we go over there and end this once and for all?”

				“Because we are not murderers.” Dylan’s voice cracked like a whip. “We are not evil. And we will not become what we despise the most just to end things.”

				“So we’ll just roll over and die instead?”

				“No one is suggesting that,” Quinn told him. “We’re working on curing the damn virus once and for all. And you know as well as I do that we’re formulating a plan to bring the Wyvernmoon Conseil to its knees. But I will not be a party to killing innocent civilians, innocent children, simply because our enemies are okay with it. We are not monsters and we will not become monsters, not even for this.”

				“That’s easy for you to say,” Gabe retorted. “You get to go home to your mate every night.”

				Caitlyn gasped at his words, felt everyone around the table recoil as well. Wild fury filled the air as Quinn jumped the table in one leap, landing inches from Gabe. “That’s right. I do get to go home to Jasmine. Thank God.” He was up in Gabe’s face, his hands clenched into fists. “But I almost didn’t get that luxury. I almost lost her. And I am sorry that you lost your family. We all are.

				“But you aren’t the only one suffering here. Your mate was Dylan’s sister. Your daughter, his niece. My brothers are dead because of the Wyvernmoons. Shawn has lost family. So has Caitlyn. Everyone sitting here has lost someone they love to those bastards, and I promise you, Gabe—I promise you—we will take them down. But not by becoming indiscriminate killing machines. Not by murdering children.”

				Caitlyn waited, breath held, to see how Gabe would respond. To see if he would lose it and lash out at Quinn as it looked like he wanted to do. As she waited, she wondered if Dylan would step in and reprimand him. Their king was notoriously lax with his Council, allowing argument and debate from his sentries that his father never would have tolerated, but that didn’t mean he would let this go on. At the same time, Gabe and Quinn were his best friends. Quinn was obviously right, but would Gabe see it that way? Or would he see Dylan’s support of Quinn as just one more blow?

				Knowing that he would—and knowing that she couldn’t stand to see him hurt more if there was a way to prevent it—she too leaped the table. Insinuating herself between the two angry shifters, she stroked a hand down each of their backs. While a talent with magic was her main gift, her second talent was an ability to manipulate emotions. In this case, to bring calm where it was so desperately needed.

				“It’s all right, Gabe.” She deliberately kept her voice low, soothing. Used it to add another layer of serenity to the emotions she was already projecting. “We’re going to end this. We’re going to protect the clan. I promise.”

				“How?” he demanded.

				It was a good question, and one that they all needed to answer. As she searched her brain for something reassuring, Logan stepped up and said, “We’re going to train more sentries, get them in the field as quickly as possible. And we’re going to fill the last vacancies on the Council. Get things as close to normal around here as we can get them.” His voice didn’t waver, but Caitlyn felt the words—and the pain that lay beneath them—like a blow. As did all of the sentries. Logan’s closest friends, who also happened to be Quinn’s brothers, had both been on the Council. Both of them were dead now. One to a Wyvernmoon attack. The other to the deadly virus that had ravaged their people for far too long.

				His words had Quinn looking away, his body rigid with pain and an acceptance that she knew had to have been hard-won. How could he stand it? she wondered suddenly. Quinn was brilliant, the most powerful and talented healer the Dragonstars had ever had. How did he handle the fact that he’d been unable to save his family? Dylan’s family? All of the other dragons who had fallen victim to the plague the Wyvernmoon’s had lambasted them with? Maybe if she could understand that, if she could figure out how the others dealt with their guilt, then maybe she could find a way to cope with her own failures.

				“If we stop the Wyvernmoons from coming in?” she began, working to cover all of the men with her gift. To soothe all of their pain. It was difficult though, as they were incredibly strong-willed and powerful. But so was she, she reminded herself. And she was one of them now. Time to step up and act like it. “Do we also stop the virus?”

				Quinn’s jaw was granite hard when he looked at her, his eyes narrowed. But he was calm and that was something. It had been less than a month, after all, since his mate, Jasmine, had nearly died from the insidious little bug.

				“We’re still working on that. Obviously, we’ll be able to stop people from being injected with the virus, but will we be able to stop the airborne cases? The ones that spread from dragon to dragon randomly? We don’t know that yet.

				“Phoebe’s managed to isolate the most recent strains, and we’re studying the differences in the ones that are customized to individual dragon DNA and the ones that are broader, that anyone is susceptible to.”

				“Not anyone, right?” Gabe spoke up again, but he too sounded much more controlled. “You’re immune––”

				“So far, I’m immune,” Quinn corrected. “Jazz and Phoebe are working on the why’s of that right now. It’s a breakthrough, obviously, that I was able to save Jasmine through an infusion of my blood, but we don’t know if it worked because she was my mate or if it would work on anyone.

				“Plus, this virus is biological warfare, remember.” His voice was grim but not defeated. Caitlyn took comfort from that as best she could. “As we find ways to fight it, they will find ways to make it work. It’s the nature of the beast.”

				“We have to eradicate it,” Logan said flatly, firmly. “We have to find a way to wipe it off the face of the fucking earth.”

				“Believe me, I’m trying,” Quinn snapped. “It’s not as easy as you make it sound.”

				“He wasn’t accusing you of anything, Quinn,” Caitlyn said, using every ounce of power she had to keep him calm. As she smoothed her hand from his back to his shoulder she half-expected it to be bitten off—the beast was riding him hard these days, even after finding his mate—but after a moment of taut stillness, Quinn relaxed a little. She counted it a sign of Jasmine’s influence that he could back down even that much. Quinn wasn’t known for his give.

				“We’re training new sentries.” Dylan’s voice was final. “More sentries will help us do what we need to do to defend our clan. Shawn and Paige will be in charge of the new program, but even if they start tomorrow—which they will—it will still be a while before the new recruits are ready. In the meantime, I have a couple of ideas to fill the other vacancies on the Council. After I speak with them, we’ll talk more.”

				“That’s all well and good,” Gabe said, tapping the map emphatically. “But we need to close our borders, now.”

				“How can we do that?” Caitlyn asked incredulously. “We live in the desert. There are hundreds, thousands of caves out here, miles of nothingness. We can’t patrol it all.”

				“And we sure as hell can’t fence it.” Shawn flashed her a quick smile and she beamed under the praise implied in the look. For the first time since she’d sat down, she felt like more than a little girl playing at the big kids table. At least until she remembered Matthew and how she had let him disappear without so much as a word to her clanmates.

				“We should fence it,” said Quinn.

				“But humans have had free passage in and out of here for two hundred years,” Logan responded.

				Not that many had utilized that passage. Sure some came through town, stayed a little while. Some even tried to set up shop. But the safeguards were such that most humans never felt overly comfortable among the dragons. Or maybe they just realized the unpredictable nature of the men who roamed the streets with them. Whatever the reason, humans had a tendency not to last too long in their little section of New Mexico desert.

				“How do we suddenly account for the change?” Logan continued.

				“If we’re dead, we won’t have to account for anything,” Gabe snarled. “We have to cut off access somehow. And the safeguards aren’t working, no matter what Dylan says.”

				“We’re not cutting the access off.” Dylan’s look said he had had enough. Gabe opened his mouth to argue, but a quirk of Dylan’s brow had him reconsidering the situation. Everyone else backed off quickly as well. They might not be a Council that stood on ceremony, but they all recognized a royal decree when they heard one. And since no one wanted to challenge the king on an issue he had taken very much to heart since he’d mated with a woman who had been raised human, and who still considered herself human despite her dragon blood, they all found somewhere else to look.

				Quiet reigned for long seconds before Shawn said, “So what are we going to do?”

				“We’re going to patrol these boundaries.” With a finger, Dylan traced a line around the desert outside of town that covered about thirty miles more in every direction than they were currently patrolling. It also encompassed all the outlying caves, including ones that weren’t occupied by Dragonstar clan members. “Shawn will work with Caitlyn to design safeguards to keep anyone with dragon blood out.”

				“Anyone?” Logan asked incredulously.

				“Anyone,” Dylan answered firmly. “It will be an inconvenience to Dragonstars who head into the city regularly—”

				“Not if they have the code to the safeguards,” Gabe said. “We can—”

				“No one will be able to break those safeguards except the people in this room.”

				The silence was absolute as everyone absorbed his words and the meaning behind them. Gabe finally spoke, his voice loaded with contempt. “So, instead of taking on the Wyvernmoons once and for all, we’re going to become a police state.”

				“I will not risk the safety of my people at the hands of another traitor. I. Will. Not.” Dylan looked each of them in the eye in turn. “I trust the five of you implicitly. At this point, you and Phoebe are the only ones I can afford to trust. I will not police my people—they can go where they want, when they want, without answering to me. They are free to leave any time. But to get back in, they must be let in by one of you. We won’t ask where they’ve gone, what they’ve been doing—I don’t care about that. But they will not have the chance to rip our safeguards apart and let in anyone that we do not want let in.”

				“Is it even possible to create safeguards that strong?” asked Logan. “I’ve never seen ones so powerful that no one can unravel them.”

				“We’re going to make it possible. Next to me, Shawn and Caitlyn have the strongest magic in the clan. Together we’ll find a way.”

				“All right then,” Shawn said with a grin that said he was looking forward to the challenge. “We’ll get started on that. In the meantime, how are we breaking down the patrol? That’s a lot of land to cover.”

				“We’re going to have to use dragon and human form,” Gabe told him. “There’s no other way to cover that kind of distance. And since being in dragon form that consistently is going to put us at risk of discovery, we’re going to have to be extra careful, make sure any sentries we train can maintain invisibility for that length of time.”

				“We’ll find a way to make it work,” Dylan said, a feral look on his face. “Because the next time the Wyvernmoons attack, I don’t want to take a chance with any of your lives. I want to be able to rip those bastards apart.”

				“We’ve done that before,” Caitlyn said. “It hasn’t made much difference.”

				“It will this time. Because I want to get them before they ever set foot on Dragonstar land. And I promise you, Gabe, if they come at us again, there will be no mercy. No one, surrender or not, fleeing or not, will fly out of here. If they attack us again, we’re wiping every single one of the bastards who come at us out of existence.”

				“Damn straight,” Gabe told him fiercely. As everyone nodded agreement, Caitlyn looked around the table and realized that their beasts were riding them even more fiercely than hers was riding her. Maybe it was because they all knew what she was just now really coming to understand: they weren’t just in a fight for their own lives and the lives of their loved ones. They were in a fight for the very survival of their clan, and nothing could be allowed to stand in their way.

				Not fear, not anger, not worry about the other Dragonstars’ delicate sensibilities. They were at war and it was past time they started acting like it.

				That included her. The first chance she had, she was going back to the caves and searching for Matthew. She might have made a mistake earlier in letting him get away, but this time things wouldn’t unfold like that. This time, he wasn’t getting away from her until she got answers to all of her questions. And depending on his answers, maybe not even then . . .

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Another wild-goose chase.

				Another two years of research wasted.

				It wasn’t here, had probably never been here and he had just wasted way too many months on this latest useless search.

				On the plus side, it wasn’t like he was going anywhere. After all these years, a few months here and there really didn’t matter to Matthew one way or another.

				Except, his shoulders sagged, there really was no plus side. Despair slammed through him at the thought, had him thrusting a hand through his hair and focusing on the small cracks in the sand at his feet as he tried to just breathe.

				There were thousands of them, tens of thousands, and as he walked he tried to tally each one. At first, it seemed impossible. They were infinite, unending. Or at least, that’s how it seemed. In reality, nothing was infinite, nothing lasted forever. Nothing except—

				He slammed a wall down on the thought, knew that it would kill him if he let himself think too clearly about it. So he didn’t, instead he just walked, following the cracks with his eyes and feet as he counted each one. And did his best not to lose it completely. If he just kept walking, just kept moving, he would be okay. This overwhelming grief would pass him by and he would get through this. Just as he’d gotten through everything else he’d faced in the last one hundred and fifty-three years.

				The wall didn’t last, no matter how hard he tried to maintain it. Instead, he repeated the empty reassurances to himself over and over again. Perhaps if he repeated them often enough, he’d start to believe them. It was worth a shot, as the lies sure beat the hell out of his current my-life-is-a-fucking-never-ending-nightmare that was his current mantra.

				Frustrated, furious and more depressed than he wanted to acknowledge, Matthew headed slowly back to his car. To the copied documents that, at this moment, felt like they’d been his last hope in the world.

				What was he supposed to do now? he wondered. How was he supposed to go on knowing that the shaman had been right? That it would never end? That he would run through this same cycle forever? Again and again and again.

				He couldn’t.

				That was the point. He simply could not go through this miserable circle of research, exploring leads, making mistakes and being disappointed one more time. Not if he wanted to retain his sanity—something he’d probably need in the long stretch of existence that yawned before him as pained acceptance finally began to take root. His future was as wide-open as the universe itself. As endless. And as eternal.

				Settling himself in his car, he rested his forehead against the steering wheel and tried to come to grips with the fact that he was completely screwed. There was no other word for it. Even if he had the energy to hit the books again, to try one more time to search out the magic he needed to break the curse, he didn’t have a clue where to start. He’d exhausted every lead he had, sought out new ones and exhausted them as well. There was nowhere else to turn. This was it for him. He was stuck like this—young, never aging, never being injured, never dying—for eternity.

				It didn’t sound so bad unless you actually lived it. Unless you watched as everyone you knew died and your entire way of life vanished. Not a day went by when he didn’t wish to go back, to change things. If he’d known how things were going to end up, he never would have tried to get answers about the Manso Native American tribe. Hell, if he’d known things would end like this—with them all but wiped out of existence and him the exact opposite—he never would have set foot in the New Mexico desert at all.

				But recriminations would get him nowhere. He’d had enough regrets during the last century and a half to figure out that much. Still, he didn’t have anything else to do. Not anymore. He could sit here and explore might-have-beens for a decade or so and it still wouldn’t matter.

				His mind flashed to Caitlyn for a brief moment. She was one more thing he regretted, one more thing in his past that he couldn’t change. He still found it amazing that her dragon hadn’t gutted him on sight—God knew, he deserved it after what he’d done to her the last time they’d been together. It had been unforgivable.

				Still, he couldn’t change what he’d done, couldn’t fix it. Not now, when so much time had passed and—

				A loud bang broke up his reverie, had him jumping before he could stop himself. He glanced around wildly for a second, trying to figure out where the noise had come from.

				He didn’t have far to look. Caitlyn had just landed on the hood of his car. She’d hit it with enough power to not just get his attention but to also put a crater-sized dent in the hood. He tried to get angry about that fact, but couldn’t, not when she was crouched down and staring at him through the window, her turquoise eyes swirling dangerously.

				Terrific. Just what he needed to make the day complete. A pissed-off, territorial dragon determined to make him pay for what she believed was an invasion of her territory. Not to mention one who gave every appearance of wanting to roast him after his disappearing act six decades ago.

				When he didn’t immediately leave the car, she pounded twice on his windshield with her fist, a blatant demand if he’d ever seen one. Fantastic. Matthew rubbed a weary hand over his eyes before reaching for the door handle and letting himself out of the car. He had no idea what he was going to say to her, but it wasn’t like staying in the car and praying for everything to just disappear was really a viable option.

				“Can I help you?” he asked, walking around to the front of the car. Keep it pleasant, he told himself. Don’t piss her off any more than she already was. Though he knew he’d win, he had no desire to get tangled up in a fight for dominance—especially not with a woman he had once made love to.

				She stood up slowly so that he was forced to bend his neck to look up at her. She followed his every move with her eyes, her body poised to strike at any second. “Who are you?” she demanded.

				“I’m no threat to you or yours.”

				“That’s not what I asked.” She leaped down off the car in one smooth movement, landed lightly at his feet. As she did, he smelled the same mixture of plush gardenia and sweet, wild, desert wind that he’d associated with her for the better part of a century.

				“Maybe not, but that’s what you meant.” It was strangely exhilarating to stand this close to her, to see again all the pent up cravings that lived inside of her. Even her anger was passionate.

				“You don’t get to decide what I meant.” She moved even closer, until her face was a mere inch from his. Like most of her kind, she was tall and he remembered liking the fact that her eyes were on the same level of his, that she didn’t need to look up at him to make eye contact. Or strain her neck when he’d kissed her.

				She’d tasted like cherries and vanilla—dark and sweet and just a little bit dangerous. It was a combination that had swept him off his feet, had him responding to her in a way he’d never responded to another woman, even the wife he had once adored. Was it any wonder she had freaked him out so completely during that one weekend in Flagstaff?

				“If I don’t get to make that decision,” he asked. “Who does?” Though it was stupid, and completely the wrong thing to do, he found himself pulling her tail just to see if she would roar. He kind of hoped so, and how sick was it that he was actually looking forward to seeing Caitlyn lose her temper? He grew hard at the thought. If the swirling sparks in her eyes were anything to go by, it would be a spectacular one. “You speak, I interpret meaning. It’s called communication. Conversation. I know this isn’t your first time participating in the ritual. Though we spent most of our time together otherwise engaged, I do remember a few sentences occasionally being exchanged. Besides the obvious, I mean.”

				He stepped back and waited for the explosion. It didn’t take long. For a second, he thought her head was actually going to spin around.

				But when she spoke, she was disappointingly cool. Calm. Collected. “You know, Matthew,” she said in a patient voice that set his teeth on edge. “I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, but you need to leave my clan out of it. You don’t belong here.”

				That was the understatement of the year. But then again, he didn’t belong anywhere, and after his latest failure, maybe this was as good a place to be as any. It could even be better, if it got him this close to Caitlyn again. Though she might not agree—yet.

				“So, where do I belong, then?” The question slipped out before he knew he was going to ask it, and though he tried to play it off like a joke, he could tell by the look on her face that she understood more than he wanted her to.

				“I’m sorry, Matthew, but that really isn’t my problem.”

				Of course it wasn’t. What the hell had he been thinking? “I never said it was. You’re the one who came looking for me, after all.”

				“Because you’re trespassing,” she snarled. “You need to get the hell off of our land.”

				“Why? I’m not hurting anyone, not disturbing anything.”

				“You’re disturbing me.”

				He grinned, he couldn’t help himself. She was so fierce—eyes narrowed, hands curled into claws, her gleaming white skin flushed a delicate rose as her long blonde hair whipped around her in the wind. “Oh, yeah? And why is that?” He didn’t give himself a chance to think, just reached out a hand to see if her skin was as soft and dewy as it looked. As it had been all those years ago when he’d kissed every inch of her.

				She slapped his hand away with a growl. “You don’t want to do that.”

				“You’re probably right,” he agreed. “But I can’t seem to help myself.”

				He reached for the hand that had batted his away. Circled her wrist and stroked the delicate skin there with his thumb. It felt good to touch her, better even than in his dreams. He lifted her hand to his lips, brushed a soft kiss across her palm as her eyes widened incredulously.

				Her surprise didn’t last long and she yanked her hand away with a growl that seemed to come from deep inside of her, low and dark and strangely arousing. A normal man would have been afraid especially considering the fact that her eyes changed abruptly. He realized that he was looking into the eyes of the dragon and not the woman.

				But he wasn’t a normal man, and he had nothing to lose. What was she going to do? Kill him for his impertinence in touching her? He could only dream of being that lucky. “You live in the middle of one of the driest places on earth. How is it that your skin is so soft?”

				“Is that really what we’re here for? Beauty tips?”

				“I was trying to be polite, making conversation. You should try it sometime.”

				“Yeah, I’ll be sure to do that.” She paused for a second, waited, but by the time he realized she was waiting on him to make a rebuttal, the moment had passed.

				“Look, I don’t have time for this.” Caitlyn reached for him this time, her hand wrapping around his upper arm in a grip that was more prison guard than lover. How sick was it that he felt himself get harder anyway? “If you don’t want to tell me what’s going on, fine. You can tell the authorities.”

				“I’m afraid I’m going to have to decline your kind invitation.” He twisted out of her grip easily, and shock rippled across her face.

				“Who are you?” she demanded again, confusion warring with the annoyance on her face.

				A bunch of lies rose easily to his lips, stories and half-truths that he’d woven through the years when he’d found himself in situations that demanded an explanation. But as he stood there, trapped by the power and confusion of her gaze, he found that he didn’t want to lie. Not anymore and not to her. But the truth was too bleak, and something he didn’t want to talk about. Not now.

				In the end, he settled for the only truth that mattered. “I’m no one.”

				Caitlyn didn’t know what to think of the man standing in front of her. His words echoed in her head, sounded so sad and final that she actually hurt for him, even as she told herself she couldn’t afford to worry about him. This was the man who had made love to her for hours and then disappeared for decades.

				The one who she’d caught snooping around Dragonstar land three times now.

				But he was also the one who had just sent shivers down her spine when he’d kissed her hand. The one who made her dragon purr with almost no effort at all.

				So what did she do now? she wondered. On the one hand, every ounce of common sense she had screamed at her to take him to Dylan. He was poking around Dragonstar land, was difficult to get anything out of and knew that dragons existed. It stood to reason that he was an enemy, especially the way he continued to dodge her questions instead of giving her a straight answer.

				But her dragon didn’t see him as an enemy, and her instincts weren’t warning her of any danger. In fact, nearly every part of her—especially her beast—was drawn to him, fascinated by him. And the look on his face, the sadness in his voice when he’d said, “I’m no one,” touched something deep inside of her. Especially considering her dragon couldn’t sense the lie. He really believed what he was saying, and that bothered her more than she wanted to acknowledge.

				Still, she couldn’t afford to trust him just because she felt sorry for him. They were at war and he was a stranger, poking around where he didn’t belong. A human stranger, but that didn’t mean anything—especially considering that he knew dragons existed. For all she knew, the Wyvernmoons could have hired him to come out here and find out as much as he could about the state of the clan, figuring the Dragonstars would leave him alone because he was human.

				With Phoebe pregnant and the Council on the edge, she couldn’t afford to make a mistake in how she dealt with him. But she didn’t know how to deal with him––that was the problem. Her dragon had never responded to another male like this and it freaked her out, worried her. Split her concentration when she most needed to be focused.

				“Look,” she finally said, as the silence between them grew heavy with things unsaid. “I can’t just leave you here, unattended. Things are difficult right now and you look an awful lot like a threat.”

				He started to speak, and she held up a hand to hold him off. “Let me finish. At the same time, I’m not sensing anything malicious from you. So, you have two choices. You can get the hell out of here, now, or I can call in my fellow sentries. And this time you won’t get away with just disappearing the way you did last time.”

				“Are you sure about that?” His grin was back, more cocky and unrepentant than before, as if he knew what he was doing to her and was taking pride in it. Enjoyment. The thought made her teeth grind together even as her dragon preened under his smile. Her beast obviously liked cocky and obnoxious a lot more than her human side did. It shouldn’t come as any big surprise. Dragons were notoriously arrogant, after all.

				“Pretty sure, yeah.” She recited a simple incantation in her head, cast the net out to trap him in case he tried anything. But he didn’t, almost as if he knew what she’d done. Which was impossible. Humans couldn’t pick up on dragon magic, couldn’t feel it the way another shifter could.

				“What if you’re wrong?”

				“Then you’re more of a threat than I thought and I need to report you. Now.”

				He tilted his head, stared at her until she felt like a bug under a microscope. But she didn’t move, didn’t blink, barely even breathed. She knew what he was doing, knew they were playing a verbal game of chicken and that she could not afford to flinch first.

				Finally, when her teeth were on edge and her nerves almost shot—not to mention her insides clawed bloody by her dragon—Matthew said, “All right, then. I guess I’ll go. It’s not like there’s anything to keep me around here anyway.”

				It was the acquiescence she’d been waiting for, but instead of the relief she’d expected to feel, there was nothing. No relief, no concern, no feeling that she was doing the right thing. Only a strange, aching loneliness just below the surface of her skin, as if her dragon had missed him and couldn’t bear the thought of parting from him yet again.

				She didn’t know what the feeling meant, so she did her best to ignore it—and the way her beast hissed in protest—as she stepped away from him and walked to the passenger side of his now badly dented car. She didn’t know what all these conflicting emotions meant, didn’t know why she was having them now, for this man, after he’d all but abandoned her.

				All she knew was that she couldn’t let them matter. She couldn’t let them change things. She had to take advantage of his sudden change of heart before he decided that leaving wasn’t such a good idea after all.

				“All right, then.” She opened the car door. “Let’s go.”

				The door slammed shut before she could climb inside. He’d followed her, and now he was standing right behind her, his body just a little too close to hers for comfort. “Is there a problem?” she asked, turning to face him. Expecting him to back up at the too-close, too-personal contact. He didn’t step away, though, and suddenly they were face-to-face, chest to chest.

				Her breath caught in her throat and her dragon sighed, stroking itself against the inside of her skin as if it wanted to get even closer to him. She tried to tamp it down, to tell it that it was making a mistake opening up to him again. But the beast wouldn’t listen. It wanted him until it was all but trembling inside of her.

				She didn’t know if Matthew saw it, saw her vulnerability, or if he simply decided to stop fighting himself at the same time she did. Either way, he reached out, cupped the back of her neck and every instinct she had went on red alert, her nerves firing and misfiring as it became that much harder for her to breathe. He pressed at her neck a little, bringing her closer, and she growled a little, deep in her throat.

				His hold was strong, proprietary––and if any other man had tried it with her she would have clawed him. But it was different with Matthew, even after all this time—and hurt. Caitlyn told herself to step back, to get in the car, to move away from him as fast as she could, but her pride wouldn’t let her move.

				Or, at least, that was the story she was telling herself and she was sticking to it.

				“You should let me go,” she said, her voice low and husky and much more inviting than she’d wanted it to be. But the dragon was in control now and no matter what her human side wanted, the beast wanted another taste of Matthew. It had waited sixty years for the privilege.

				“I did that once,” he answered, his eyes as dark and shiny as the onyx pendant she wore almost everywhere. “It doesn’t seem to have endeared me to you.”

				“I—”

				He cut off whatever rambling answer she was going to make with his mouth, his lips firm but soft against her own. At the first brush of them against her own, she felt something inside of her give, melt. Felt the tension that had become so much a part of her in the last six decades simply dissolve.

				And then her hands were in his hair, tangling in the long, silky mess as she pulled him closer, held him to her.

				He groaned a little in the back of his throat and her dragon whined, desperate now to get closer.

				His only answer was a deepening of the kiss, his tongue running along the seam of her lips until she parted them with a gasp. And then he was inside her, exploring her, devouring her, rediscovering all the secrets he’d once known.

				Branding her in a way she wouldn’t soon forget.

				And it was good, amazing, so much better than she remembered. He tasted fresh and clean and crisp, like mint and lemon and cool, sweet water. He tasted wild and exotic, like every dream she’d ever had about him, but had refused to acknowledge.

				He nipped at her lower lip and she moaned—she couldn’t help herself. Even knowing that she was going to get hurt again, even knowing that this strange, powerful thing between them couldn’t last—she wanted more. She wanted everything they had once had, brief as it had been. Wanted everything and more.

				Moving her mouth against his, she loosed the reins on her dragon and let the beast take control. It went wild, desperate for a piece of him. Her talons burst through the ends of her fingers, scraped gently against his scalp before she shifted her hands, ran them down his back in slow, excruciating detail.

				He gasped at the feel of her claws against the sensitive skin of his spine, arching into the embrace as if he couldn’t get enough of it, as if the feel of her nails excited him. She pressed a little harder, not hard enough to draw blood but more than hard enough to get a reaction from him.

				His eyes flew open, his hands sliding down her own back to cup her ass and pull her forward, until her lower body was meshed against his rock hard erection.

				Her knees went weak at the first contact and she wrapped herself around him, let him hold her up as she strained to get closer. She wanted him inside of her, needed to feel him moving over her, his naked body pressed against hers one more time.

				With a muted roar and one, quick downward slice of her talons, she ripped the back of his shirt straight down the middle.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Matthew nearly came as Caitlyn literally ripped the shirt off his back. It had been so long since he’d held her, touched her. So long since he’d had any human contact at all, let alone this feast of the senses. He wanted to gorge himself on her, to devour every part of her until she lived inside of him once again.

				He’d spent the last sixty years trying to forget the feel of her, the scent of her, the deep down rightness of being with her. Now all he wanted to do was remember. Tangling his hands in her thick, blonde curls, he pulled her head back just a little, breaking their kiss despite her little moan of protest.

				The sound tore through him, nearly made him dive back in, but he wasn’t ready yet. He wanted to look at her, to see—There. There it was. Her eyes were darker now, and swirling, the color of the storm-tossed Atlantic just as a ribbon of sunlight broke across its surface. And there was her dragon, her beast, the wild heart of her peeking out at him through long, tangled lashes.

				During their brief time together all those years ago he had longed to see her shift, the most private part of him desperate to see the most private, powerful part of her. She hadn’t done it, though, and he’d had to content himself with glimpses of her dragon. In her eyes, in the suddenly rough hands that caressed him, in the wild sounds she made when he slipped inside her. It had made him crazy, made him desperate and he had nearly said to hell with his search. To hell with finding something that would end his torment once and for all. He had found Caitlyn and she was more than enough for the dark, wild heart of him.

				Or so he’d thought.

				He blocked off the memories, the nightmares and horrors that he couldn’t escape from. And focused on the feel of her soft, sexy body against his.

				“Matthew, please,” she murmured, her body straining against his as she tried to align her mouth with his once again. The second her lips met his, he exploded, imploded, caught fire in the most desperate, painful way. Her lips nibbled at his as her tongue stroked the inside of his mouth and he knew that she was going to burn him alive if he didn’t do something to stop her, to slow down the meltdown he was speeding toward.

				Dropping to his knees in front of her, he peeled her jeans down her long, long legs, stopping only to smile at the scrap of black lace that covered only the barest essentials. Then he leaned forward and pressed a kiss against the lace-covered heart of her.

				She gasped, moaned, pressed herself against him and he fought the urge to rip her panties off with his teeth. Instead, he slid them slowly down her legs and tossed them on top of her discarded jeans.

				“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured. “So goddamned beautiful it turns me inside out.”

				“Then take me,” she told him, the words dark and guttural. Her dragon was in control now—he felt it, saw it, and something rose up inside of him at the knowledge. Something primal and indescribable and so possessive that he almost didn’t recognize himself.

				Then he was moving, shifting, stripping her and himself. When she was gloriously, amazingly naked, he paused for a moment, just to look at her. Heat swept through him, along with a need to possess her, to devour her. To claim her in every way a man could claim a woman.

				He reached out a callused finger, circled first one dark pink nipple and then the other, reveling in the feel of her and the way she trembled and arched into his touch.

				“Matthew, please,” she whispered.

				“Please what, sweetheart?” He was so turned on that it was hard to talk, hard to think, but he had to know that she wanted him, needed him, as much as he did her.

				“Take me.”

				“Oh, Caitlyn, I will. Believe me, baby, I will.” He lowered her to the ground, shifting so that he was on the one lying against the still warm desert sand and she was the one above him. She pushed up until she was sitting upright, straddling him.

				“This doesn’t change anything,” she told him.

				It changed everything, but he wasn’t going to tell her that. Not now, if it meant risking being turned away before he got the chance to be inside her again.

				Instead of answering, he clamped his hands on her hips, pulled her forward and up until she was poised above him. Her knees on either side of his head. Her beautiful pussy aligned directly with his mouth.

				“Matthew—” she whimpered, her hips moving frantically against his hands. “I need—”

				“I know, sweetheart. I know,” he whispered, blowing directly on her clit. She gasped, screamed a little, and he took her higher, thrusting his tongue deep inside of her.

				Caitlyn arched beneath the onslaught, her dragon ripping and clawing at her as pleasure overwhelmed them both, sensation after sensation flooding her. Frightening her with the intensity of her response to him even as she craved more. Craved everything. She struggled for a moment, against him and the overwhelming feelings inside of her, but Matthew held her still, his strong arms and hands allowing her no surcease from the pleasure that was all but tearing her apart.

				“Matthew, that’s enough! I can’t take any—”

				“You can.” His voice was low, dark, more wicked than ever before and when she glanced into his eyes, she swore she saw flames flickering there.

				And then his tongue—his talented, titillating tongue—went from deep thrusts to long, luxurious licks that had release building along every nerve ending she had. Then he was pulling her clit into his mouth, sucking on her gently even as he looked deep into her eyes.

				It was an incredibly intimate moment, one the scared, hurt core of her wanted to deny, to ignore. To run away from. But he wouldn’t let her retreat, wouldn’t let her back away from the physical sensations or the emotions that were slamming into her one after the other.

				Her dragon screamed and she could feel it moving, just below the surface of her skin. It was as desperate for release as she was, maybe more so, and as Matthew’s hands slid up to cup her breasts, to pinch her nipples, her beast went insane. Her talons slammed through the tips of her fingers and she buried her hands in the sand in an effort to keep from raking them down Matthew’s sides and chest.

				But he was having none of it. He growled low in his throat, grabbed onto her hands and placed them on his chest and stomach, so that she was leaning back, her breasts thrusting skyward and her body completely open to him.

				He arched against her and she flexed her fingers just a little, digging her talons into him as he seemed to want, to need. Not hard enough to draw blood, but more than enough to mark him. To brand him.

				In response—or reward, she wasn’t sure which—he thrust first one finger and then another inside of her. Stroked her G-spot at the same time he licked around the tight bud of her clitoris. Orgasm slammed through her—fast and hard and never-ending—and she screamed. She couldn’t help herself, couldn’t control herself. All she could do was ride the wave of sensation after sensation as they swept through her.

				Matthew grinned against her, then pulled her clit into his mouth and began to suck. His hands grabbed onto her hips, held her in place above him as he continued to torment her. Sucking, licking, spearing his tongue deep inside of her, he loved her until one orgasm blended into another. And another. Until she was so sensitive that just the feel of his breath against her clit could send shivers of ecstasy down her spine. She couldn’t talk, couldn’t think, could barely breathe and still he persisted, until she was mindless and her dragon was completely defenseless.

				“Matthew, stop. Please,” she finally gasped. “I can’t take anymore. I can’t—”

				“You’ll take more,” he growled, thrusting his tongue deep inside of her. “You’ll take everything, Caitlyn. Everything you want, everything I have to give. Again and again and again.”

				He nipped at her then and she exploded all over again, orgasm after orgasm rolling through her as stars exploded behind her dazed eyes. Finally, when she was on the brink of insanity and her dragon was a quivering mess deep inside of her, he pulled her away from his mouth and rolled so that she was beneath him, her body still trembling from the last orgasm he’d given her.

				She grabbed onto his shoulders, her talons digging deep without her knowledge or consent. “Please, Matthew, please. You have to fuck me. You have to—”

				Caitlyn’s whispered pleas ran through him like a live electric current and he felt the stranglehold he’d held on himself and his own desires suddenly snap. With one powerful thrust, he buried himself deep within her. She was slick and hot and so fucking tight that for a moment he thought he was going to lose it before he could so much as take a breath.

				Then she whimpered, her hands pulling at his hair until he was once more looking her in the eye. He gasped at what he saw there—at the beauty of both Caitlyn’s forms that were staring out at him.

				She wrapped her legs around him, pulled him even deeper as her nails continued to dig into the heavy muscles of his back, and he knew he wasn’t ready for it to end yet.

				He rode her hard, his hands braced beneath her hips to lift her higher, open her wider. Over and over he thrust into the wet heat of her until he was on fire, flames of ecstasy burning through his brain, down his spine, over his cock. And still he slammed into her, not ready for this connection between them to end. Determined to bury himself so deeply inside of her that she would forgive him anything, even his boorish behavior of long ago.

				Though it was nearly dark and the desert had cooled considerably since she had landed on front of his car, sweat beaded on his forehead, rolled down his chest and back, and still he continued thrusting. His entire body trembled, his cock screamed for relief and still it wasn’t enough. Still he wanted more.

				He pulled back, draped her legs over his arms and went at her again, harder, deeper. She was sobbing now, screaming, her internal muscles clutching at him with every thrust. Her nails were digging into his hips, drawing blood with every push of his body. Her head was thrashing back and forth, her entire body quivering as he drove into her with all the power and pain that had made him who he was.

				He was buried deep, his mouth fastened on the inside of her knee when he felt another orgasm rip through her—a deep, dark wave so intense, so powerful, that it swamped him, buried him and dragged him under. He felt his own climax rip through him, the tight pulses of her body sending him straight to the edge and then over into the yawning abyss of sensation that waited for him.

				It started at the base of his spine and spread outward—through his cock, his stomach, up his back, around his chest. Pleasure and pain, power and passion roaring through him, flowing from him to her and back again as he emptied himself deep inside of her.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				“This doesn’t change anything,” Caitlyn repeated, even as she stroked her hands through Matthew’s thick, dark hair. She didn’t know who she was reminding—him or herself—but she felt the need to say it. The passion was still there between them, no doubt about it, but that didn’t mean she was going to leave herself vulnerable to him again. Once in a lifetime was more than enough for that kind of punishment.

				He levered himself onto his elbows, stared down at her with an indulgent grin that did nothing to hide the shadows in his eyes. “This changes everything,” he told her, “whether you want it to or not.”

				“No,” she said, fear coming back to life inside of her. She struggled to get out from under him. He tried to hold her in place, but she bucked and twisted until she was free. As she rolled away from him, her dragon roared a little, alarmed at the panic coursing through her.

				“This was just scratching an itch. Nothing more.” She knew she sounded desperate, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t love him again. She just couldn’t.

				His smile faded. “That was one hell of an itch you had, sweetheart.”

				The words hit her hard, had her face flaming with heat. But she refused to back down, not on this. “Maybe it was, but that doesn’t change the fact that this was a onetime deal.”

				He sprang to his feet with all the grace and power of a dragon, his long, lithe body not so much walking as flowing as he stalked her. Her dragon approved, rubbing itself all over her from the inside even as she took a few cautious steps away from him.

				“Don’t run away from me!” he snarled.

				That had her feet locking in place, her spine stiffening in a way nothing else could have. “I think you have me confused with yourself. I’m not the one who likes to run.”

				She watched as the words struck him, knocked him back. But it only lasted for a second before he was absorbing them. Moving beyond them, and the past that suddenly seemed to shadow her every thought.

				“I was an ass,” he said. “A blind, stupid ass who freaked out and ran at the first sign of happiness he’d experienced in nearly a century. And I’m sorry.”

				She didn’t know what to say to him, didn’t know where to start. Except—“A century? I thought humans rarely lived that long.”

				His jaw clenched along with his fists. “I’m not your typical human.”

				She had already figured that out. “So, who are you?” she asked again, breath held as she remembered the last time she had asked him that question. He had said, “No one,” his voice as flat and dead as any she had ever heard.

				What had he meant? she wondered again.

				And why did his pain matter to her so much?

				He shouldn’t matter to her at all. He was little more than a stranger, albeit one she had been intimate with. But that didn’t mean she had to care about him, had to worry about him—no matter what her dragon seemed to think. Especially after the way he had simply disappeared on her all those years ago.

				She’d left him in the shower after the most amazing sex of her life, had gone out to get coffee and some other stuff to make him breakfast. When she’d gotten back to her apartment, he’d been gone. No note. No explanation. Just gone.

				She’d felt like her heart was breaking, which was stupid as she’d only known him three days. But it hadn’t mattered. Her dragon had been nearly inconsolable with grief and she hadn’t been much better. By the time she’d finally recovered, finally gotten over the time she’d spent with him, her hurt had turned to anger and then finally a resolve to never let anyone close enough to hurt her again.

				Now that he was here, though, the anger was back. Along with the hurt and a slew of other feelings she’d rather not deal with, including an overriding worry for him. The man she’d met sixty years before had been dark, amusing, sexy, driven. This Matthew was still sexy, still dark. But the drive was gone and in its place was an inexplicable resignation. The change concerned her, even as she told herself she was an idiot for caring.

				Worrying about him wasn’t her job. Neither was taking care of him. The only thing she had to do was get his clothes on and make sure that he got to the Dragonstar borders and on his way to somewhere else. Sure, they’d had sex, but it didn’t have to mean anything.

				She wouldn’t let it mean anything. She’d escort him out of Dragonstar territory and then she could get back to her regular life. To the way things had been before she’d seen Matthew again.

				What did it say about her that that idea was suddenly much less appealing than it had been?

				The question popped into her head and she shoved it back down, refused to give it any credence. Then looked at Matthew and simply waited for him to make the next move.

				When he didn’t answer her question, didn’t do anything but simply stand there and stare at her, she knew she was right to ignore any feelings she might still have for him. If he couldn’t be honest with her, even now, than she didn’t want anything to do with him.

				Bending down, she scooped up her clothes and started yanking them on. As a shifter, she was rarely concerned with nudity—it was pretty much the nature of the beast, after all—but suddenly she was uncomfortable with him staring at her, his dark eyes cataloguing her nudity in a way that no other shifter ever would. She hadn’t been self-conscious when they were making love, but now that it was over, and she was thinking clearly again, she couldn’t stand the vulnerability.

				“Caitlyn.” His voice was soft, entreating, as was the hand he held out to her.

				She refused to let him get to her. She didn’t know what he was, only that he wasn’t merely human and if he didn’t trust her enough to share his identity with her, than she couldn’t trust him enough to allow him on Dragonstar land.

				“Get dressed. I have a meeting in an hour and a half. You need to be long gone by then.”

				He didn’t answer. She glanced at him, saw that he’d been waiting for her to do just that. “I am human, you know.”

				“Really? Then how is it that you’ve lived over a century? How is it you haven’t changed at all since I last saw you?”

				“Neither have you. Except for the hair.” He lifted one long, blonde curl. “I like it, by the way.”

				She ignored the compliment. “Yes, but we’ve already established that I’m a dragon shifter—and I still want to know how you know that—and that you are not. So what are you? How can sixty years pass and you not have so much as one gray hair to show for it?”

				For long seconds, Matthew didn’t answer. Just stared at her as lies and half-truths whipped through his mind at an alarming rate. He knew she’d sniff out a lie, but he’d never told the truth about this to anyone before.

				Usually, the idea of talking about what had happened to him repulsed him, made him furious at his plight all over again. But not with Caitlyn. Maybe because she wasn’t human, maybe because he had a feeling she would accept the creature he’d been turned into better than anyone else he’d ever met. Whatever it was, he suddenly found himself trying to find the words to explain what he’d never really understood himself.

				“I was an explorer, a historian, an anthropologist before that area of study even really had a name. While most of my colleagues were interested in cultures far away from North America, I was fascinated by the workings of the Native American tribes here, particularly the Manso and Apache tribes of New Mexico.

				“I graduated from Harvard in 1857 with a history degree and left the East Coast immediately to come West. Even then, that’s where the majority of Native American tribes were and I wanted to gain access to one, to live among the people so that I could study who they were and why they did what they did.”

				He glanced at Caitlyn, to see how she was reacting to his words, but she wasn’t showing any response. Just watching him with careful, interested eyes. It was the perfect response, one that let him continue with his story whereas too many questions or too much concern would have shut him down immediately.

				“It was harder than I thought it would be. By then, the tribes were wary of all white men, but especially white men in fancy suits riding fancier horses. I didn’t understand, then, what they were so afraid of. Didn’t understand just how much they had already lost and how much more they still could.

				“Still, the Manso took me in, and though some members of the tribe were suspicious of me at first, time and proximity eventually bled it out of them. Even the tribe medicine man warmed up to me eventually. Not a lot, but enough to allow me to participate in various ceremonies. Eventually, I was even allowed to marry into the tribe. I fell in love with Nizhoni, the medicine man’s daughter. We were married during the third spring I spent with the Manso and by the time I’d been with them six years, she had born me a son and we had another child on the way.

				“I was happy, convinced I was living the life I was always meant to. Sure, there were problems, especially with Manifest Destiny and the encroaching civilizations that were taking more and more of the West. Not to mention the Civil War. But we were pretty safe in our little section of New Mexico—no one wanted the desert—so I tried to ignore things outside the tribe as long as possible. Politics didn’t interest me, wars, land grabs. I just wanted to be left alone to study and write.”

				He shook his head, felt the old guilt take another bite out of him. “Of course, that was a problem. I didn’t realize it at the time—anthropology was a new science, after all—but in becoming a member of the tribe, I’d lost my objectivity. My ability to study it without letting my own opinions and experiences color my findings.

				“After six years with the tribe, I published my findings, including glowing reports of the peace and happiness of the Manso people. I talked about the wealth of their culture, the way they could draw everything they needed from the New Mexico land. And in doing so, I brought disaster down upon the tribe.”

				Talking about it was all it took to bring it all back, including the moment when he realized what he’d done, how he had been responsible for the death and destruction of the only people he had ever cared about. “A lot of Americans didn’t like reading about the prosperity of a Native American tribe when much of the country was starving, miserable, ripped apart by a Civil War that had already gone on too long. My writings rubbed a lot of people the wrong way, until a bunch of them decided they wanted what the Manso had. That they were entitled to it and could take it by force, if they had to.”

				He didn’t need to close his eyes to clearly see what had happened next, even after all the years that had passed. “I was gone when they attacked. Out, wandering the land and imagining the interest and excitement my series of articles was generating back East. Thinking about the letter I’d gotten from my editor earlier that week, demanding more articles. More information.” He shook his head. “I was so vain. Eventually, I wandered back toward the village—our village—and that’s when I heard the screams.

				“I started to run, fearing that we were being attacked by another tribe. That was how great my arrogance was, my belief that I had done the right thing with my articles. I got back just as the attack ended and found my worst nightmare. They’d slaughtered everyone. The chief, the warriors, my pregnant wife and child. Everyone.”

				He spoke faster now, wanting to finish, to get the last of the story finished. His head was pounding, his stomach was queasy and his heart was beating much too fast. He looked down, once again focused on the cracks on the desert floor. If he closed his eyes now, it would play like a movie in his head. The blood, the suffering, the useless death. It had been over one hundred and fifty years and he could still smell the stench.

				“I went through the village, checked every single body for signs of life. I was crazed, desperate to find one person who had survived. But there was none. Everyone was gone . . . until I got to the medicine man. My father-in-law. He was dying, I could tell, but still I tried to save him. He told me not to, told me death had already marked him. Then he asked about his daughter, about my wife. Our child.

				“I told him the truth, that they had been murdered. He blamed me, told me I was the one who had brought this down on his people’s heads. Told me he had foreseen this at the very beginning, had known all along that my arrogance, my weakness would kill his people.

				“Then he cursed me. As it was the Manso’s fate to leave this earth forever, so would it be my fate to stay here forever. I would be a monument to the tribe, to my wife and unborn child. A living vessel of the knowledge and customs of the Manso people. I had stolen their lives, he said, so he would steal my death.

				“And he did. At first I didn’t believe him. Even after everything I had seen him do through the years, I figured he was just talking crazy. That he was delirious with pain and sadness and betrayal. But then one year passed, then another and another. At first I was too tied up in my own grief to realize what was happening, that I wasn’t getting any older.

				“But eventually the truth set in and I’ve been wandering the earth for the last one hundred and fifty years trying to make amends. For the first seventy-five, I was too broken to do much but endure my punishment and try to make sacrifices to atone for my role in the deaths of my adopted tribe. But it never got better, never got easier. Just harder with every day, week, month that passed until I was sure that I would go insane. Finally, I decided I had to try to break the curse. Even if it meant burning in hell for my sins, I had to find a way to die. I’ve been searching ever since.”

				“For what?”

				“Clues on how to break out of whatever he’d done to me. Ancient spells, long-forgotten magic. Something, anything, that would set me free.”

				“Have you found anything?”

				“I’ve found a lot of things, including proof that dragon shifters exist and live in the desert caves, but nothing that’s strong enough to lift the curse. It’s why I left you alone all those years ago. I didn’t know what you were, didn’t know that you weren’t completely human. I couldn’t face trying to explain this to you, couldn’t handle the idea of you turning away from me too.”

				He turned to face Caitlyn. “I’m so sorry that I left you alone, that I hurt you. But I’d never counted on you, never expected to feel that kind of connection to another person. When I felt it for you, even knowing what I did about myself, I ran. It was easier than dealing with the maelstrom of guilt and resentment, fear and hatred, that was inside of me.”

				“And now? Why did you come back after all this time?” Her voice was calm when she spoke, but he could see the pain in her eyes. God, he really was a bastard for dredging all this up again, for not keeping his hands off her when he knew he should have.

				But he couldn’t lie to her. Not again. “I came back because I was sure I was close, sure that I would find the ancient stones out here, in this desert, that would eventually let me die.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Caitlyn’s heart stuttered at the thought of Matthew no longer existing on the face of the earth. In the sixty years that had passed since she had last seen him, when she’d thought of him she had resigned herself to the fact that he was dead. But now that she’d seen him again, now that she knew he was immortal, the idea of him deliberately killing himself was anathema to her.

				And yet, hadn’t he suffered enough? Hadn’t he lived through more than any human being should ever have to?

				“Is that still what you want?” she asked. “Even now? Do you still want to die?”

				“I don’t want to live forever. Not like this. It’s not natural, not right. I was born in 1834. I’ve outlived everyone I’ve ever known. I don’t even exist in the world we live in today. Not on paper anyway.”

				He hadn’t outlived her, and she found it telling that he hadn’t mentioned that. Hadn’t even thought about it. She had fallen in love with him sixty years ago, had carried a torch for him all the years in between no matter what she’d told herself, and now she was right back to where she’d been all those years ago. Caring about a man who couldn’t care about her.

				But that didn’t mean she couldn’t help him, couldn’t give him what he most desired, even if it killed her.

				Her dragon screeched in outrage, its fire racing along every nerve ending she had. She winced, but didn’t try to fight her beast’s pain. It was easier, she’d learned, to just accept it. When the temper tantrum was over, she thought of her own magic, of Shawn’s and Dylan’s. They were the best magic wielders in the clan and when they combined their talents, it was usually enough to do whatever needed done, no matter how complicated.

				Would it be enough to break a centuries-old curse from a Native American medicine man?

				She didn’t know, but she had a feeling she was about to find out. Reaching down, she scooped up his T-shirt and jeans and threw them at him. “Here, get dressed. We need to—”

				She paused, midsentence, as everything inside of her froze. Stalking toward him, she stared at his biceps in shock, her mind sorting through and discarding a million different scenarios with each step that she took. “Where did you get that?” she demanded.

				“Get what?” he asked defensively.

				“That!” she said, pointing to the double ringed tattoo that twined around his upper arm. “It wasn’t there when I knew you before.”

				He looked down at it, started to shrug. “I don’t know. It just showed up around the time we were together. I figure it’s part and parcel of the whole curse thing.” But then his eyes narrowed, and he poked at it intricate black tattoos. “Except it looks different now. And it hurts a little bit.”

				“Different how?” she demanded from between clenched teeth. If that tattoo was what she thought it was . . .

				“Bigger, more defined. And I’m sure this second ring is new. It wasn’t there yesterday.”

				And there it was, the other shoe dropping directly on her. It was amazing she hadn’t been flattened by this point. Backing away from him, she tried to focus on something, anything other than the gorgeous tattoo that was the only thing she could see.

				Because it wasn’t a tattoo. It was an almost complete mating bond, one that would tie Matthew and her together forever.

				Her stomach revolted and she barely made it to the nearby scrub brushes before she got sick. How had this happened, she asked herself, horrified. How could she have let it happen? She’d spent her whole life waiting for someone she could mate with and now that she’d found him . . . now that she’d found him, the only way to save him was to break the magic that bound him to this earth. The only way to set him free was to kill him and, in doing so, sentence herself to death or, at minimum, six agonizing centuries of loneliness and pain.

				“I still don’t know what we’re doing here.” Matthew paused at the entrance to one of the caves, deep in the desert. It was so dark out now that he had trouble seeing, but Caitlyn’s dragon eyes obviously weren’t having the same problems he was. “You were just sick—we need to get you home, get you some ginger ale or whatever it is dragons take for upset stomachs.”

				She shot him a look that was half-amused, half-annoyed. “We drink ginger ale just like anyone else. And I’m fine.”

				“You didn’t look fine.” Her rubbed a soothing hand down her spine. “You need to take it easy.”

				She hissed at him, all amusement gone, but he didn’t back down. He’d failed her sixty years ago, had run from her and his own feelings. He wasn’t going to make that mistake again. “I’m serious, Caitlyn. Climbing through caves in the middle of the night doesn’t seem like a good idea for anyone.”

				“I’m dragon. Maneuvering through these caves is normal for me. Now, come on. I don’t want to miss them.”

				“Miss who?”

				She didn’t tell him, just kept walking. The passageway narrowed and he was forced to trail behind her, which wouldn’t have been bad—considering the view—except that he knew she wasn’t feeling well. Not just because she threw up, but because there was something inside of him that was tied to her. Something that told him exactly how shaky and uncomfortable she was feeling.

				She stumbled in the dark, something he’d never seen her do before, and he caught her before she could fall. “See?” he said, sweeping her into his arms. “I told you this was a bad idea.”

				“I’m fine.” She struggled against him. “I don’t need your help.”

				“Tough. You’re going to get it.” Her voice was rough and her nose sounded stuffy, as if she had a cold or had been crying. He was betting on the cold, as Caitlyn wasn’t exactly the emotional type. He paused at a fork. “Left or right.”

				“Right. Then go down about a hundred feet and turn left.”

				He did as she instructed, then paused, awestruck as they entered the most mammoth cave room he had ever seen, with high ceilings and gorgeous stalactite and stalagmite formations. At first, he was shocked that he could see so well, and then he realized that the whole room was lit up, though he wasn’t sure how they managed it as he didn’t see any lamps or torches.

				Taking a few steps into the room, he started to let Caitlyn down when he heard an exclamation from across the room. Turning, he found a giant of a man running toward them, his long, dark hair flying behind him. Right behind him was an auburn-haired woman dressed in jeans and a lab coat.

				“Is she all right?” the man asked, his strange silver eyes swirling the same way that Caitlyn’s sometimes did.

				“I’m fine, Dylan,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “Put me down, Matthew!”

				“What’s going on?” The woman reached for her, looped a hand around Caitlyn’s wrist. It took him a minute to realize that she was taking Caitlyn’s pulse.

				“Nothing, Phoebe. I tripped and Matthew freaked out. I’m fine.”

				“She got sick,” he said to the room in general, suddenly conscious of eight pairs of eyes staring at him. And most of them belonged to men the general size of a mountain. He was tall, about six-four, and had always considered himself well-built. But these men made him look like a kid. If all dragons looked like this, it was no wonder Caitlyn was so tall.

				“Sick, how?” Another dark haired dragon, this one with green eyes. He was already reaching into a bag, pulling out a stethoscope.

				“Keep that thing away from me, Quinn!” she said fiercely. “I’m fine.”

				“Are you sure?” Phoebe asked. She put a hand on Caitlyn’s forehead. “You’re not hot.”

				“Because I’m not sick.” She shoved at Matthew. “Now look what you’ve done. Will you please let me down?”

				He slid her to the ground reluctantly, but kept a sheltering arm around her shoulder. He knew these were her people, her clan as she’d called them, but nearly everyone in the room looked more than capable of violence, and he didn’t trust them.

				As soon as Caitlyn was on her feet, all eyes in the room shifted to him. “Who is this?” Dylan asked, his voice filled with menace. Matthew stepped forward, tried to shield Caitlyn with his body. But she wouldn’t budge, simply rolled her eyes again and muttered, “Give me a break. This is Matthew. He’s a friend of mine and I brought him here because I was hoping we could help him.”

				That was news to him. Eyebrows lifted almost to his forehead, he murmured softly, “What are you talking about?”

				“Just listen.” And then she laid out the story to them the same way he had done to her. As she did, he watched the men around him soften a little. Saw them relax as they realized he wasn’t a threat. They didn’t totally drop their guard—part of him wondered if they ever did—but at least they no longer looked like they wanted to kill something. He hadn’t been worried for himself—that whole eternal thing—but the last thing he wanted was for Caitlyn to get caught in the crossfire.

				“So,” she said, wrapping up his story. “I thought maybe we could help. Shawn and you and I. With the magic angle.”

				“What does that mean?” It was his turn to look at her incredulously.

				“It means that if you’re really serious about breaking the curse, I think we can do it for you. Magic is pretty much our specialty.”

				Suddenly he felt dizzy, like the whole room was spinning and he was the only thing standing still. He felt his legs buckle, reached out for the wall to steady himself. But Caitlyn got there first, wrapping a supportive arm around his shoulders. “I don’t think I’m the one you need to be worried about,” she whispered softly in his ear.

				“Are you serious?” he demanded. “You really think you can do this?”

				“I wouldn’t have brought you here if I didn’t. But the choice is yours. If you don’t want to try, we don’t have to.”

				“Are you kidding? I definitely want to try. I’ve waited forever to get rid of this thing.”

				“Okay, then.” She bit her lip, looked away. “Let’s do this then. I’m not sure how it will work, to be honest. If we break the curse, does that mean you’ll die instantly? Or will you live out the rest of your normal life cycle, dying at the age you were originally destined to? Or will it be something in between?”

				“I don’t care. Whatever it is, I want to try it. Let’s go.”

				She nodded. “Sure. Just give me a few minutes to talk to Dylan and Shawn, figure out how they think we should do this.”

				“Yeah, of course. Take your time.”

				She stepped away and he watched as she crossed the room, Dylan and a man he presumed was Shawn trailing in her wake. Was it really possible? he wondered. Could she really break the curse that had haunted him for over a century and a half? He couldn’t imagine what it would be like, what it would mean to be free again. Even if it meant he died right now, it would be worth it to—

				He stopped as Dylan suddenly raised his voice and pointed at him. He couldn’t make out the words—the acoustics in the room were terrible—but he could tell that whatever the dragon shifter was saying was not complimentary to him. But Caitlyn shook her head, he look on her face fierce as she answered him.

				As he watched her, it occurred to Matthew for the first time just what he would be giving up if he went through with this. For so long he’d had nothing in his life. Nothing but memories and loss and a never-ending future. But that wasn’t the case anymore, was it? Now he had Caitlyn, and if he went through with this, then he would lose her and anything they might have built together.

				The thought paralyzed him for a moment, as did the realization that she had already figured it out. She wasn’t catching a cold. She’d been crying when she’d stumbled in the cave, crying when he’d carried her the rest of the way.

				Damn, he was a selfish bastard. He told himself to go to her, to tell her to forget the whole thing. But he couldn’t make his feet move, couldn’t get himself to make the offer. Caitlyn had her whole life ahead of her. She didn’t need to saddle herself with someone like him. Someone who carried more baggage than the average 747.

				Suddenly, Dylan shoved away from the wall he was leaning against and strode back across the cave toward him. He didn’t look happy and Matthew braced himself for whatever was to come.

				“Are you sure you want to do this?” the other man asked him, somehow managing to look both incredulous and pissed off at the same time.

				No, suddenly he wasn’t sure at all. But Caitlyn looked so sure as she elbowed Dylan out of the way. “You don’t get to intimidate him into your way of thinking, Dylan. Leave him alone.”

				“But finding your mate is a gift! I don’t understand how he can just throw that away. Throw you away!”

				“Damn it, Dylan!” she hissed, burying her face in her hands. “You have to ruin everything.”

				“I ruin everything? He’s the one willing to kill himself even though he has a mate—” He broke off in midsentence.

				“What are you talking about?” Matthew asked, feeling like a child at the big kids’ table. He wanted desperately to know what was going on, but he just couldn’t quite get the inside comments that were flying around. “What mate?”

				“You didn’t tell him?” Phoebe asked, wrapping an arm around Caitlyn’s waist. “Oh sweetie, why not?”

				“Because this is what he wants. He doesn’t need to know anything else!”

				“Bullshit.” Dylan’s answer was both succinct and vicious.

				“Will someone please tell me what the hell is going on?” Matthew demanded. “What is it that Caitlyn didn’t tell me?”

				Dylan nodded at the strange tattoos on Matthew’s biceps, then pulled up his own shirt to reveal similar bands, although he had three of them. “Those are mating bands you’re wearing. You’ve bonded with Caitlyn—”

				“Not completely—”

				They both turned and hushed her at the same time. She growled low in her throat, but didn’t say anything else.

				“Bonded?” he asked. “Like . . .”

				“Marriage,” Phoebe supplied.

				“Only deeper,” added Shawn. “Soul mates. It’s part and parcel of the whole dragon thing. Once you find your mate, you’ll never find another one. It’s a once in a lifetime thing.”

				The top of his head felt like it was going to blow off. “And I’m Caitlyn’s mate?” he asked, just to clarify.

				“You’re Caitlyn’s mate,” Dylan agreed. “Now don’t you think it’s time you started acting like one?”

				“Shut up, Dylan!”

				Caitlyn stepped forward then, gently took his face in her hands. “Don’t listen to them, Matthew. This is your decision. No one else gets a vote.”

				“Is it true?” he asked.

				“It’s complicated—”

				“Is. It. True.”

				“Well, technically, yes, but––”

				He didn’t hear any more, the buzzing in his ears drowned out everything else. Suddenly he couldn’t be here, in this room, having this discussion with half a dozen pairs of eyes focused on him. Wrapping his arm around Caitlyn’s wrist, he started dragging her from the room.

				“Hey!” she yelped. “What are you doing? We haven’t broken the spell yet—”

				“Stop!” he said, trying to think despite the myriad emotions racing through him. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

				She didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “It didn’t seem relevant.”

				“Didn’t seem . . .” He paused, thrust a hand through his hair. “Are you kidding me? I’m your mate and you don’t think it’s relevant enough to mention?”

				“Not if you didn’t feel it too. I understand your desire to break the curse, Matthew. There was no way I was going to stand in your way, especially if . . .”

				“Especially if what?”

				She focused on a point over his shoulder. “Especially if you don’t feel the same connection I do.”

				“Connection,” he repeated. “Like a window into your emotions? Is that what you’re talking about?”

				“Yeah, I guess. It’s a bond, where you can see inside the other person, feel what they feel, know things about them that no one else does.”

				He thought back to the panic he’d felt all those years ago, the strange feeling he’d had that she could see every part of him, even the ones he kept hidden from himself. It had sent him running, and since then he’d done nothing but spiral downward. Had that been because of her as well? Because he was missing her?

				He reached for her, pulling her against him so that her cheek rested against his. And he knew. The second he felt her there, her body resting gently, sweetly against his. She was what he’d been searching for all along. Not some key to dissolve the curse, but her. His mate. Caitlyn. And he’d almost ruined everything.

				“I love you,” he whispered, brushing his lips across her forehead.

				“Don’t,” she said, trying to pull away. But he held her tight, refusing to let her go. He wasn’t ever going to let her go again.

				“Don’t what? Don’t hold you? Don’t tell you how I feel?”

				“Don’t feel like you have to give up everything for me!”

				He laughed. “Give up everything? Are you kidding me? Without you, I don’t have anything!”

				“Yes, but—”

				“I want to be with you, Caitlyn. Forever.”

				She looked up at him, her gorgeous turquoise eyes searching his face for something. He didn’t know what she wanted, didn’t know what to give her, so he just looked at her with all the love he’d had pent up for her for far too long.

				It must have been enough, because she smiled, really smiled, for the first time since they’d been making love. “I don’t actually have forever,” she said.

				He grinned. “How long do you have?”

				“About six hundred more years, give or take.”

				“Six hundred years, huh?” he asked. “Then I guess we’ll revisit this whole breaking the curse thing, in say, five hundred and fifty years or so?”

				She laughed. “Sounds good to me.”

				And then she kissed him.

				And for the first time in his very, very, long life, he didn’t dread the future. In fact, suddenly, he couldn’t wait to see what was coming next.
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				He was dreaming. He knew it, understood it, yet could do nothing to wake himself up.

				In the world of his mind’s creation, it was already too late. But then it always was. Part and parcel of his gift, these little trips into dreamland were his psyche’s way of foretelling the future. His future. And as the dreams were never wrong, he knew within a few minutes of falling asleep exactly what he had to do.

				Even as the idea came to him—even as he continued to sleep—Logan Kelly searched for a way around it.

				But there was none, as he’d known all along that there wouldn’t be. Better minds than his had been working on this for months now. Years. All to no avail. The thought that had snuck into his dreams, and expanded until it already felt like reality, really was the only rational solution.

				That didn’t mean he had to like it.

				As he slept, the walls and ceiling of the cave seemed to be closing in on him, the stalagmites closer and sharper than they had ever been before. Without conscious thought, he reached up and broke one of the very sharp ones off and shoved it into his pocket before using a burst of preternatural speed to get him outside.

				Under the stars.

				Amidst the sand and cacti.

				In the middle of the desert that had become more of a home to him than the rolling green hills of Ireland had ever been.

				The thought destroyed him, made him dizzy. Nauseous. Not the knowledge that he’d forsaken Ireland, but the sudden recognition that he would soon be forsaking the endless caves and deserts of New Mexico as well. And with it the only men and women he’d ever considered friends. Family.

				Bending over, he braced his hands on his knees and sucked huge, gulping breaths of air deep into his lungs. One after the other, until the world around him stopped spinning. One after the other, until the burst of short-lived panic receded.

				He would do this for them, he told himself, because he was the only one who could. That realization was enough to steady him, when just moments before he’d been certain that nothing would ever be able to do so again.

				Unable to bear his thoughts—his own stillness—for one more second, he began to walk. Around him, the desert teemed with life. Night predators searching out prey. Prey searching out new and better hiding spots. In the distance, an owl swept down toward the still warm sand at amazing speeds. Seconds later, a small animal squealed in pain.

				He refused to let it get to him. Predator, prey. It was the way of the world. Certainly, the way of his world, and after a decade of watching his clan mates living in fear, he was sick of being the quarry. Sick to death of hanging around and waiting for the next attack, the next wave of sickness, the next horrifying death of someone he loved and was sworn to protect.

				He was ready to strike. It was the nature of the beast, after all. The nature of his beast, and those of his closest friends. He would find his enemy’s weak spot, hit fast and hard. Whatever damage he sustained—whether it be fleeting or absolute—would be more than worth it if he could finally find a way to neutralize the enemy.

				He snarled at the thought of the Wyvernmoons, his long legs eating up the miles as he walked off his frustration, his pain. Inside, his beast thrashed and snarled in an effort to get out, but Logan kept him on a very short leash. One slip-up and the dragon would burst free. He couldn’t afford that, not now, when logic and reason had to be everything.

				Not now, when the hot-tempered screams of the animal would do nothing to advance the case he knew he had to make.

				As he walked, he memorized the feel of the desert at night. After more than two hundred years, he should be able to call it up at will, but he wasn’t taking any chances. South Dakota in the winter time was as different from New Mexico as one could get and still be in America. And God only knew how many winters he would have to endure in that hellhole compound before he would once again find his way back here.

				If he ever did.

				The pragmatist in him knew that there was more than a passing chance that he would die on this latest quest, knew that after he left here in a few days he might never see his beloved stretch of desert again. And while he didn’t fear death—at three hundred and ninety-seven years old he had faced that enemy many times before—he did regret that he might never again enjoy the peaceful solitude of a walk over the land, his land, while a blanket of stars stretched as far as the eye could see.

				He broke into a run then, all but flying in human form across the forty or so miles that separated him from the small house he kept in town. But that was the thing about dreams—fiction and reality could mix until it was impossible to tell one from the other.

				The closer he got to the small city that was the heart of the Dragonstars’ home, the more voices and thoughts crowded in on him. They pressed down from every side, nearly blinding him. Almost making him insane with the fear and worry and pain that threaded through so many of his fellow dragons.

				He could feel the walls closing in even though he was outside. Could feel time ticking away from him like the sand of his beloved desert through an hourglass.

				It was exactly what he needed to cement his resolve. Usually his psychic abilities drove him nuts. Though they made things easier in battle, the rest of the time they were nothing but a pain in the ass.

				An ability to eavesdrop on thoughts and conversations that were never meant to be public.

				An invasion of privacy that, even after close to four centuries, he sometimes couldn’t block.

				A knowledge of people’s most embarrassing moments, and deepest, darkest secrets.

				It sucked, big time.

				His psychic ability was one of the reasons he spent so much of his free time deep in the desert, away from the other dragon shifters. It was often the only way he could give the civilian dragons of the clan any privacy. The only way he could quiet the nonstop chatter in his head. It was also the reason it had taken him nearly three centuries to find a home.

				He shied away from the thought and the emotions that were still too raw even after all this time. Then he slipped silently into town, nodding to his friend and fellow sentry, Ty, as they crossed on the street. It was Ty’s turn to patrol the town boundaries, and though he looked like he wanted to talk, Logan didn’t stop. He couldn’t afford to, not now when his plan was only half-formed. It would still be too easy to talk him out of it.

				No, there was a Council meeting in a few days, a gathering of the other sentries like himself, and that was where he would reveal his plan. It wasn’t much time, but he was determined to be prepared.

				To be resolute.

				To be unshakable—otherwise his peers would never go along with what he wanted to do.

				They still might not—that fact was what had driven him toward town before he even knew where he was heading. He needed to talk to Dylan before the meeting, needed to talk him into the idea that was still not fully formed in his own head.

				It shouldn’t be that hard to convince the Dragonstar king, a little voice inside Logan’s head whispered. Dylan had to go along with it. They were running out of time. Even with the new advances that the clan’s healers—Quinn, Jasmine, and Phoebe—had made against the virus, it was only a matter of time before the Wyvernmoons trotted out some new version of the disease that was killing his people.

				Even with their last attack party decimated, it wouldn’t take long for them to regroup and head back to New Mexico, looking to wipe out the Dragonstars once and for all. And while they couldn’t beat the Dragonstars in a fair fight, the Wyvernmoons had much greater numbers, and an amorality that gave them a firm advantage. After all, they were responsible for the disease that had ravaged his clan for more than a decade.

				He wouldn’t let them destroy the Dragonstars. He couldn’t. Not when this clan, his clan, was the only one who had taken him in after long centuries of searching. Not when these people, his people, had given him the only home he’d ever known.

				That generosity was one of the many reasons it was so difficult to contemplate leaving. And one of the many reasons he had to.

				After checking around his house for signs of disturbances, he opened the door and let his senses flood the place—searching for the thoughts, the presence, of any intruders. He found none, but that didn’t stop him from making the rounds, checking every room to make sure no enemies lay in wait. As he did, he cursed the Wyvernmoons and the fact that such hyper-vigilance was even necessary when he and his clan mates wanted nothing more than to live in peace.

				It wouldn’t be for long, not if he had anything to say about it.

				When he was convinced his house was clear, Logan strode into the kitchen and yanked a pair of scissors out of one of the drawers. Then went into the bathroom and, without thought or remorse, cut off the long, flowing hair that had all but been his trademark for centuries. Amidst the Dragonstars, almost all of whom were dark, his too-long blond hair and amber eyes were legendary.

				After the hair was gone—and he was barely recognizable even to himself—Logan reached into his pocket and pulled out the stalagmite he’d shoved in there earlier. He studied it for a moment, made sure it was strong enough and sharp enough to do what had to be done.

				Then, without pause, he reached up and raked the hard, sharp tip of it down the right side of his face, from his eye to the corner of his mouth.

				They had reached the point of no return. As he watched blood flow freely down his face and neck, he knew that nothing else mattered.

				His clan would be safe. He would make sure of it.

				He woke up a few minutes later, shivering and huddled up on the couch in his living room in town though he had fallen asleep in his cave. He blinked a few times, brought the world around him into focus.

				And realized that the pillow he’d been sleeping on was coated in his blood.

				His fight had already begun.
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