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Dedication


 


To my husband Terry…always.


To all the people who’ve ever felt different and alone. This
one is for you.


 








Chapter One


Planet Croan


Supercontinent Dragonia


The Tarrian Jungle Near the Ithaycan Desert


Marc Gampia’s Compound


 


Marc Gambia was in bloody agony.


But not from any physical pain.


As he stood at the entrance of his compound, he studied the
woman walking through the market below. At least six feet tall, she walked as
if nothing could faze her. She wore a short-sleeved long tunic belted at the
waist. It couldn’t hide her full breasts or the wickedly sharp sword she also
wore in a scabbard on her belt.


Aknada Tyrus looked less than a warrior but more than the
average woman. Many men had shunned her in the past for her abilities as one of
the few female Daryk Ones. His admiration only grew. But he’d witnessed her
strength and courage. Right now he didn’t think of her muscles, her height or
her ability to fight several men at once.


No, he had other visions in his head.


His gaze fixated on her and his body responded with
lightning speed. He clenched his fists as his cock grew hard. Thank the god
Draconus for his long tunic. It managed to hide his erection, for the most
part.


Thunder rumbled—a warning of what would come.


Above him, storm clouds gathered. Huge dark-as-sin clouds
threatened to unleash hells on the Tarrian jungle. Rain had pounded them for
days—they hadn’t seen monsoons like these in some time. People worried as
streams and rivers rain high and threatened floods and devastation. Situated on
a high point in the jungle near the Ithycan desert, Marc’s fortress compound
seemed invincible. It would shelter his people, hundreds of them, if it came to
it. He just hoped this unrelenting storm system would calm.


People had already started to gather their goods, to hurry
to their own shelters or cross over the drawbridge into the fortress grounds.
Thunder rumbled nearby, and he returned his attention to the woman.


Long, flowing white pants hid beautiful leg muscles, and
black boots protected her feet. Black hair, thick and curly, flowed in a wild
tumble just below her shoulders. If she would turn and look at him, he’d
remember how pretty her blue eyes would be, how they’d sparkle with amusement,
anger and love.


Not love for him. Love for her brother Rayder Tyrus and
Rayder’s wife Xandra Shorenus Tyrus. For the new friends she’d accumulated
since moving into Marc’s compound along with Rayder and Xandra.


Aknada even loved Marc’s dragon Arcos. Arcos lay in his own
building outside the compound, keeping watch over the area, and Aknada
frequently visited the tame dragon in the evenings.


Yes, Aknada loved a lot of things and people. Just not the
man who ached deep in his gut and—if he would admit it—his cock. His gaze
followed her as she stopped at a kiosk where a woman sold fine shawls and other
garments. Marc swallowed hard as his imagination leapt forward. Repressed
sexual need gnawed at his reserve. He wanted to stomp down the hill and take
her in his arms, kiss her until she moaned in passion. Drag her off to his
private chamber, strip her naked and feast on her until she begged him to sink
his cock deep into her sweetness.


He almost groaned.


Perhaps if he approached her, told her how he felt—


Not bloody likely. He knew it would not make a difference.


A week had passed since Rayder, Xandra, Aknada and Marc had
participated in a raid on Admiral Aramus’ ship the Beast and freed
dozens of Magonian women from slavery. Rayder and Xandra had moved to the
compound on Marc’s insistence. Rayder had thought it wise because Xandra was
now with child and they wanted somewhere relatively safe from the strife still
running rampant in the country.


Not much chance of that. Eryk Gauth, a Daryk One who hailed
from the harsh glacier region of Imekland had called for Rayder’s assistance.
Eryk needed to rescue the woman he loved from Bardannia Castle, which had been
attacked by neighboring Leadios Castle. Rayder had left with a contingent of
fifty men and other Daryk Ones, including Dane Charger, the ruler of Grimnald
Castle.


Leaving a disgruntled Marc behind.


He rubbed his side and winced. He wasn’t entirely healed
yet. Unlike a Daryk One, he was a mere man who wouldn’t recover fully in only
one or two days from a sword wound. Marc sometimes envied what Daryk Ones could
do. After all, they protected the Dragonian population against dragons, rogues
and slavers determined to bring the country into war with the other
supercontinent of Magonia.


Magonia believed in a pious, godly life. A desolate, hot
mining continent, Magonia was harsh on its women and believed they should be
kept under a man’s command. They prayed to one god—Magon. To them, the only
true god. Dragonians prayed to Draconus, but there were other deities, other
ways of worshipping. Marc didn’t give a shite about gods—he didn’t pray to a
one. Life was here and now, and when it needed fixing, he’d do what it took to
solve the problem. Looking to a god for help never figured in his thoughts.
Like all good Dragonians, he knew how to curse and took Draconus’ name in vain
all the time. It didn’t mean a damn thing.


Right now he couldn’t think of one god who would hold a
candle to the woman Marc gazed at longingly. She was a blood phenomena. A
female Daryk One. Strong. Capable of killing dragons. Protecting most men. Yet
Marc had longed for her for years. Grieved for her for the three years he
believed her murdered by Admiral Aramus.


He admired Aknada with everything inside him and craved her
like a drug.


She, on the other hand, seemed to hate him.


Despite the fact Marc knew Aknada had some feelings for him,
Aknada’s scars ran so deep no man could reach her.


Marc rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. He’d be damned
to the seven levels of the hells if he didn’t find some way to forget wanting
her. But if he could never have her, he’d have to find a way to forget this
gnawing craving.


* * * * *


Aknada winced as lightning flashed over the compound. She
glanced apprehensively at the clouds gathering over the large stone structure
situated on a hill not far from where it gave way to the beautiful cream, black
and white Ithaycan desert. People already crossed over the drawbridge into the
castlelike structure, leaving the market below with quick steps, eager to
escape the approaching storm.


As she looked at the imposing compound that had become her
new home, she noted a figure staring at her from the drawbridge. No matter what
she did, he always lurked around the corners and appeared when she least
expected. She couldn’t ignore Marc Gampia, though she’d been trying to all week.


But how could she disregard the striking figure he made
commanding everything around him?


His tall, broad-shouldered frame showed his strength. He
wasn’t a Daryk One, but he stood taller than her. A wild rush coiled low in her
stomach as she dared peruse him. She felt feathery light, sweetly uncoiled at
the sight of him—a sensation she’d never experienced in the presence of another
man.


Anger raced through her. Then longing. Then incredible
craving to know him in a deeper sense. It didn’t matter that she’d known him
since she was a child. She had to experience more, find the essence of what
made Marc who he was. It seemed imperative and painfully urgent. She didn’t
know why, but it was always this way with him. It terrified her. She’d seen how
her brother looked at his wife, as if she moved the planet and the heavens, and
how Xandra gazed at Rayder with a worshipful love. Undoubtedly Rayder had found
his mate. Aknada didn’t know if she could experience what her brother had with
Xandra.


Marc’s gaze cut to Aknada, and when he saw her gazing
intently at him, his mouth curved and he waved. Involuntarily she waved back
then scowled that she’d given him that much attention. Damn his hide. But she
couldn’t tear her gaze away just yet. Since Aramus’ ship had been destroyed and
sunk in the bay, Marc had changed his appearance in subtle ways.


He’d cut his waist-length hair until it lay just below his
shoulders. Instead of hanging straight it now waved in a glorious silvery blond
tangle. Few men would have looked masculine with such hair, but harsh features,
his dark brown brows, the slash of his mouth…well, no woman could fail to
appreciate his attributes if she had a single living thought in her mind. Marc
wasn’t pretty—though Rayder had often teased Marc that he dressed like a dragon
in heat. Colorful. Marc was a ruler, a slaver if she took his occupation most
literally. He wore red tunics over buff or black trousers. Today he wore an
unusually tame dark brown tunic with tan trousers stuffed into boots that came
to his knees. He didn’t wear armor, but a huge dagger was stuffed into a sheath
at his waist. He wore knives far more often than swords, though he’d been
talented enough with a sword when they’d raided Aramus’ filthy slave ship. She
wanted to reach out and feel the texture of that thick hair, wrap the strands
around her fingers. Wanted to— What?


Thunder rolled again and rain splattered the ground in huge
drops.


She was reminded of another rainy day when Aramus’ men had
dragged her kicking and screaming from the Beast’s slave hold. Her
stomach jumped in revulsion at the thought of those conditions. She’d endured
the same for weeks before she’d been sold to Pian, a man who saved others from
a life of slavery.


“You all right, Aknada?” Tamina, the pretty woman selling
shawls in the booth next to her was quickly gathering her wares.


“Of course.”


Tamina smiled. “I saw you looking at the master.”


Aknada snorted softly. “Master? I cannot believe you all
call him that. Why do you insist on acting as his slave?”


The young blonde shrugged and her long braid swung back and
forth. She couldn’t be more than sixteen. “Well, that is what we are, isn’t it?
He bought us, therefore we are his to do what he wishes with us.”


“Has he made any unwelcome gestures toward you?”


The girl looked flabbergasted. “Oh no, Aknada. Nothing
untoward. He’s treated me like a sister ever since he bought me from my
previous master.” The girl swallowed hard. “He’s…the man I was with before, he
bought me from another man and so on. I’ve been bought and sold six times.”


Aknada’s mouth fell open. “How awful. Did the men demand
favors from you?”


The younger woman shrugged. “Two had relations with me.”


Aknada winced, repulsion rolling through her body. “Raped
you?”


Tamina’s eyes held no pain, and that surprised Aknada. She
knew only too well the type of pain the girl had endured.


The blonde shrugged again. “The other men wanted servicing.
I just sucked their cocks.”


Aknada shuddered. Even thinking about servicing a man in any
way made her blood run cold. Then she thought of the master, the man on the
hill. She glanced toward the drawbridge. Marc still stood there, watching.


“Has the master ever asked you to service him?” Aknada
wanted to know, watching the younger woman’s eyes grew wider as she glanced
from Aknada to Marc.


“No. Never. As I said, he treats me like a sister. I’m very
grateful. He said I could go if I pleased, but now that I’ve been here three
months, I cannot imagine leaving. I’m safe here.”


Aknada tried to reconcile the picture of Marc as a benevolent
master. He wasn’t a taskmaster. She’d never known him to be. But he also wasn’t
a gentle beast. She’d seen him punish men harshly for roguish behavior,
especially when it came to women. A man would never harm a woman on Marc’s
watch.


Thunder rolled in the heavens, and Aknada snapped out of her
thoughts and assisted the young woman in closing her kiosk and gathering the
valuable shawls. Most of the other vendors had already run toward their
shelters nearby or to the compound’s inner courtyard where they’d find shelter.
Marc remained on the bridge, hands on his belt.


Tamina ran ahead of Aknada, and just before the young woman
made it halfway up the wide bridge, the girl slipped. She teetered, lost her
balance and plunged to the left.


Time slowed for Aknada. She dropped her garments and reached
out. Tamina slammed into the wood railing, it cracked, and with a cry, the girl
hurled off the bridge.


“No!” Aknada’s hand missed Tamina by inches.


Aknada heard a shout and before she could think, she saw
Marc diving over the edge and plunging into the murky waters.


“Marc,” Aknada whispered. “Damn him.”


Didn’t he realize he was hurt? It hadn’t been that long
since a blade had lashed across his vulnerable flesh. Remembered fear gripped
her throat as she flashed back to Aramus’ ship and the struggle Marc and Aknada
had experienced to free the slaves. She remembered seeing the blade cut across
Marc’s ribs. The moat waters weren’t clean. By the god, his wound would
putrefy.


Aknada rushed to the edge of the drawbridge. Rain lashed at
her clothing and soaked her hair. Lightning flashed across the sky in a
blue-white streak of anger.


Tamina’s head bobbed above the surface and a moment later so
did Marc’s. Marc held Tamina up, his arm anchored so that he could swim toward
shore. He was using his left arm—at least he’d taken that precaution.


Aknada ran back down the drawbridge and to the right,
hitting the shoreline with its tangle of vines. She struggled through them just
as Marc drew Tamina onto the bank. Both sputtered and coughed. Tamina lay on
her back and gasped for air. Aknada slid down on a muddy patch to reach them
then came to a stop next to Tamina.


“Tamina.” Aknada caught her breath. “Are you all right?”


Tamina smiled. “Very fine, thanks to the master.”


Marc coughed violently and grabbed his injured side. “Bugger
all, that hurt.”


Anger prickled inside Aknada. “You… You—” She turned the
full force of her glare on him. “You could have been killed.”


“Jumping into the moat?” He shook his head. “It isn’t the
first time. That damn railing keeps breaking. I’ll cut off the balls of that
cretin who promised to use good wood this last time.”


The dark thunderhead growled and rain began pelting them
with force.


They struggled up the muddy bank and through the vines to
the clearing. Gate guards had come down to the broken drawbridge railing. Marc
ordered the men to have someone repair the damage immediately after the storm
subsided.


Marc clasped both women by the arms and hurried them along.
“Come.”


“My shawls,” Tamina said. “I must have them.”


They grabbed up the shawls and made their way toward the
inside of the castle.


In the courtyard, the rain still came down, and many people
still rushed to shelter in the great hall or in other gathering rooms Marc made
available to the masses when storms hit. They stopped just inside the main
entrance with the huge stone arch hovering over them.


Tamina beamed at Marc. “Thank you, Master.”


“My great pleasure.” He returned the young girl’s smile.
“Are you sure you don’t need to see the healer?”


“Not at all, sir. I am quite sure I would have been fine
even you hadn’t jumped in. I am a good swimmer.”


He nodded. “Be that as it may, I didn’t know that. I’ve run
into quite a few women who can’t swim a damn.” He glanced at Aknada, and it
reminded her of an embarrassing situation several years ago. Damn him.


Tamina, shawls in hand, left with a grin and a wave and
moved toward her friends.


Aknada turned her disapproving gaze on him. “Come on, it’s
off to the healer for you.”


“I’m well enough.”


She shook her head as a new anger grew. “Do not defy me on
this.”


He took a step toward her, and that brought his big, muscled
body near. She sucked in a breath, half expecting her body’s usual reaction of
overwhelming panic when a man stepped too near, too quickly. Instead, she
marveled at how commanding and strong he looked, even when dripping wet, his
hair a tangle around his strong features.


His gaze danced over her face, and when his voice came, it
was a low, soft rumble that skated across her skin like a caress. A very wanted
and needed caress. “Worried about me?”


She opened her mouth to retaliate and couldn’t think at all.
It took her a moment too long, and when he started to chuckle, she almost
cracked him in the jaw.


“I think I like that,” he said quietly.


But even low and soft, his voice sounded intimate and as if
he were stroking a woman into submission.


His voice echoed inside her, doing strange things to her
that she couldn’t define. She found her voice but it was shaky. “What?”


“I like you being worried about me.”


Anger replaced her concern. “You could have torn your wound
open jumping in after Tamina. What were you thinking?”


He shook his head. “Hopefully saving Tamina. You don’t swim,
remember?”


“I could if I had to.”


He sniffed. “I was not assured of that. All I remember is—”


“Stop. I don’t want to remember. Don’t you dare remind me of
that time you tried to give me a swimming lesson. It was a complete disaster.”


“So it was. Why do you insist on being embarrassed by things
that happened when you were so young?”


She poked his chest with her index finger. “Because I was a
fool then. I trusted too much. I trusted you.”


Amusement played with his lips, and her gaze fell on that
mouth with a hunger that rocked her.


“You cannot hide from me, Aknada.” His gaze turned serious
and intent.


“Of course I can. I’m not the same woman you knew three
years ago.”


“There are parts of you that are the same. Beautiful and
wonderful parts I refuse to believe are destroyed.”


She flushed, felt the heat rising in her cheeks and wanted to
cover her face with her cool palms.


She covered her discomfort and made a tsking sound in
her throat. “Other than Rayder, you have to be the most stubborn,
pain-in-the-arse man I know.”


“So you’ve told me many times.” He winked, heat mixing with
joviality. “Or have you forgotten?”


When she didn’t speak, his expression fell a little. As if
he expected something she wouldn’t provide. He might be dripping wet, but he
still managed to appear strong, fearless and more masculine than any man she’d
known.


“Come,” he finally said. “If you’re concerned about my
wound, you can check it for me.”









Chapter Two


 


Aknada wondered if she should do this. She followed Marc
through the mob of people in the great two-story entrance. Light filtered in
from a window high above, and despite the blackish clouds outside, she felt
safe in the room with so many people. If she left it, if she went to another
room and found herself completely alone with a man—well, that was another thing
altogether.


Ahead of her lay the huge central staircase that spread out
at the top into two wings. Coming down the massive steps was a female figure,
graceful and tall. Bavarda Himalan. The woman’s garment, a long tunic that
reached to mid-calf, was flowing, filmy and pure white with the barest hint of
gold threading. She seemed to float down the staircase, her thin body
accommodating the angelic way she came down the steps. She had a narrow face to
match, but it was still striking. She smiled and no one could deny she had
great appeal. Men wanted her, and from the tales Aknada heard, they had the
woman often. But men who wanted her had better be able to afford her cost.
Bavarda was an expensive and greedy whore with tricks up her sleeves aplenty.
Many a man, according to Xandra, had found himself without money and sometimes
without a dick if Bavarda decided to snap it off with her teeth. Apparently
Bavarda had earned her nasty reputation well when she’d taken Farcam’s and
Oscan’s cocks and tossed them out the window. The men would never be the same
and had almost died. When Rayder had explained how the men had treated Xandra
on the ship, Marc had banished the eunuchs from the property.


Aknada’s stomach tumbled. If there was one person who never
made her feel comfortable, it was Bavarda and her arrogant, haughty expression
and airs. Her long, blonde hair was thicker and smoother than Aknada’s
out-of-control tumble. And Bavarda coveted Marc without modesty or pretense.
Aknada’s blood boiled at the thought. God Draconus forgive her, but Aknada
wanted to peel the woman’s hide.


Xandra Shorenus Tyrus descended the steps behind Bavarda,
and when she saw Aknada, she smiled brightly. Xandra’s blue eyes sparkled with
amusement. Her beautiful red-blonde hair lay in a fringe across her forehead
and flowed over her shoulders in thick waves. She was younger than Aknada, but
then Aknada often felt older than time. Her experiences seem to have carved
themselves into her skin and bones.


Xandra passed Bavarda at a quick pace and gave both Marc and
Aknada a hug.


“Someone ran up to my room and said you’d both almost
drowned,” Xandra said, her eyes bright and worried. “I thought you couldn’t
swim, Aknada.”


Aknada sighed. “I can paddle around with a feebleness that
is most painful to see. Other than that…I cannot swim. A strange affliction for
a Daryk One, no?”


Marc laughed. “A feckin’ damn exaggeration. You know to
never believe half of what people say around here. Not only did we not drown,
Aknada didn’t even get wet.” He threw her a teasing glance.


“Rumors of our demise are highly exaggerated,” Aknada said
with a smile.


“Thank Magon.” Xandra sighed and smiled. “The storms are
awful. They’re keeping me awake.”


“You really should go back to sleep and rest.” Aknada
sometimes worried about her new friend’s health. With Rayder gone, Xandra
didn’t have anyone to look out for her.


Xandra stepped away. “With everyone coming in out of the
storms, I’ll need to help get beds set up. It doesn’t sound like this storm is
going to leave soon.”


Xandra was right. For a few moments Aknada had ignored the
storm, but thunder seemed to roll continuously, and lightning sent harsh light
dancing against the walls. Xandra hurried away and left them with Bavarda.
Maybe Xandra didn’t care for the woman either.


Bavarda stopped in front of Aknada, her sharp features, cool
green eyes and blonde hair giving her an angelic appearance the woman hadn’t
earned. The woman took in Aknada as if she lacked something essential.
“Darling, you have been working your muscles like a man. I thought I told you
ease up on that. Men just don’t want women who can pick them up.”


“Good afternoon to you as well, Bavarda.” Aknada brushed by
the woman as quickly as possible, but Marc’s chuckle stopped her.


Marc stood at the bottom of the stairs. “Bavarda, I don’t
want to hear any more rumors of men missing their cocks. It’s bad for your
business. Cease or I’ll have to ban you from the compound.”


The woman frowned, but it was more a pout that emphasized
the lush lines of her red lips than real disapproval. Bavarda trailed her hand
down his arm and ended at his fingers. She brought his big hand to her mouth
and kissed the back. “My dear Master, you know I’d never do anything to
displease you.”


Aknada bristled as the woman pressed Marc’s hand to her
right breast. He drew back immediately, but that didn’t stop Aknada from
wanting to slap the whore silly.


Marc shook his head and started up the stairs. “You heard
me, Bavarda. Keep your hands on the men’s cocks if you want, but leave your
teeth out of it.”


Bavarda’s laugh—a cackle really—reminded Aknada of an old
woman with a pointy nose and a bad temper who had been housed near her on
Aramus’ slave ship three years ago.


As Marc came alongside Aknada, she threw him a doubtful
glance. “Are you sure that woman isn’t a danger?”


Marc threw her an unsure glance as they proceeded up the
staircase. “No, but then I cannot be sure about that with anyone here, can I?”


Her fingers smoothed over the dark wood railing, her boots
tapping against the solid stone steps. “You can count on me.”


Why had she said that?


Marc laughed softly. “I know. You are the most reliable of
people.”


His phrase went straight to her heart and warmed it. “Thank
you.”


He didn’t speak while they finished climbing the stairs. She
glanced around the structure. So many times when she and Rayder were children,
they visited here. When times had seemed simple and complete. Of course no time
was simple or complete. Time faded memory enough to make everyone forget.


“This place is still beautiful,” she said softly as they
reached the landing.


He turned, and she couldn’t help but take in his height. She
was tall, but he was taller, and the breadth of his shoulders made her feel
small. Almost delicate. Something she’d never felt around another man. She
hated it. Not that he was larger than her, but that she felt vulnerable. She
wanted desperately to erase the unreasonable fear. She knew Marc wouldn’t hurt
her, and yet her fear of men ran deep.


Those eyes, so blue and as mysterious as the Protican Ocean,
warmed. “Thank you. My father would be proud, I would hope.” He winked. “Hurry
up. We have wasted much time getting here.”


He headed to the left, passed several doors on the landing
and reached double, dark wood doors belonging to his chambers. She’d never been
in there before, not even when she’d visited as a girl.


“Are you certain about this?” she asked with a breathy need
to pull in air.


He turned and looked her quizzically. “What is it?”


“Your room?”


For a moment he looked confused then his gaze cleared. “Ah,
I see. You are concerned people will talk if you are in there alone with me.”
He nodded and placed his hands on his hips. “As well they might.” His eyes
turned serious. “You know I would never harm you.”


She nodded.


Marc opened his bedchamber door and gestured for Aknada to
enter. “After you.”


She hesitated just long enough to signal more discomfort.


“I am sorry.” He held up both hands. “If you would prefer to
check my wound in more neutral territory—”


“Do not be ridiculous.” She waved one hand, not willing to
show additional weakness. She stepped into his chambers and he followed her.
“You need dry clothes.”


“What about you? You’re not exactly dry yourself.”


“Merely damp. I can change when I return to my room.”


With a nod, he walked past her to a huge dark wood wardrobe
where she guessed he housed his clothing. She glanced around his quarters,
impressed by the size and grandeur of the rooms. But they weren’t really his
taste. His father had liked the grandiose and made certain the entire compound
hinted at opulence.


The huge bed against the far north wall was simple, but
several pillows graced the head. Two small windows shaped in a quatrefoil
allowed murky sunlight to spill into the room. Rain splashed the glass. A flash
of lightning followed by a crash of thunder made her jump. A table near the windows
caught her attention, and she wandered toward it. A book sat between two large
candlesticks. Surprise and a wave of pleasure engulfed her when she recognized
a volume of her poetry. Only a few copies had ever been made. She didn’t know
he’d purchased one. A bookshelf along the south wall featured many other books.
Why was this one by itself?


Clutching the book in her hands, a smile ready on her face,
she turned and stopped cold. Marc stood next to the bed, facing away from her.
He pulled the tunic over his head, revealing his naked back.


Broad, muscular shoulders moved with power. But it wasn’t
only the strength that shocked her. A pattern of scars, slightly pink and
raised, crisscrossed his back.


“Marc.” She gasped his name softly, horrified.


He turned quickly, his dark brows a slash over his concerned
gaze. If she thought his back took her by surprise, she also wasn’t ready for
the rest of him. Dressed only in his fitted trousers and knee boots, he took
her breath away. She’d always known a strong body resided under all those
clothes, but she wasn’t ready for the reality. She’d never seen him without his
shirt. Over the years, she’d seen him cutting wood and building things, but
never without a shirt.


When he planted his hands on his hips, chest muscles flexed
and bunched under a sprinkling of dark hair that trailed down to rippling
stomach muscles. Hair arrowed toward his waistband and disappeared. Her lips
parted, but she couldn’t think of a thing to say. Even the bandage that covered
his ribs couldn’t detract from his impressive build. He was beautiful. No. He
was so amazingly compelling that her entire body reacted. Something she never
expected to feel again in her life stirred low in her belly. A hot yearning
blossomed to life. With that sensation came a spark of hope. Perhaps… Just
perhaps…


No. She was damaged. Ruined for all other men. None would
want her. And she wanted none of them.


He walked toward her, and that’s when she saw more than
concern in his eyes. Curiosity and perhaps even embarrassment filled his face.


“Your back.” She couldn’t hold back the words as he took a
couple of steps toward her. “What happened?”


He stopped a fair distance from her. He shoved a hand
through his hair and it tumbled across his shoulders. “I didn’t mean for you to
see it.”


“Why?”


“Because I am…” He drew in a slow breath. “How do I explain
this?” Pain flickered in his eyes. “Remember when I was fifteen and a madman
held me for ransom?”


“Oh Draconus. Yes. I was… I feared for your life.”


He smiled gently, his eyes shimmering with memories. “Father
paid the ransom and found me, but not before the madman had me for three days.”


Tears rose in her eyes. “How could I have forgotten? The man
beat you, whipped you. That’s why you never take your shirt off.”


“Not in public.” He smiled but it vanished quickly.


“Not even for women?” Heat filled her face at her own
impertinent question. “I mean—”


“No. Not for the last three years.”


Disbelief filled her. “You haven’t been with a woman in
three years?”


“No.”


Another question popped into her mind, but she didn’t ask
it. It simmered inside her. Three years? As long as she’d been gone from his
life?


He took another step forward and nodded toward the book she
still clutched. “Your poetry.”


“I didn’t know you had a copy.”


Again he moved forward, each step measured. He held his hand
out, and she handed him the book. His big hands smoothed over the cover, and a
soft, quivery burn tingled in her stomach She caught her breath.


“I actually had two copies. I gave one to Xandra. Rayder had
a copy and while Xandra was on Aramus’ ship she read your work and loved it.
But I will not part with this one.” His gaze snapped up to hers, those eyes so
warm and compelling. “I want to read more of your work. Did you write while you
were with Pian’s caravan?”


She shook her head as those tears burned her eyes again.
“No. I wanted to. I yearned to, but…” She shook her head.


“But?”


“It’s as if I cannot manage to get the words past a barrier.
Past pain.”


The understanding in his eyes urged her to say more, but
instead she switched topics. “Your side. We need to tend to it.”


The spell hovering around them broke, and she returned the
poetry to his table.


“Wait. I’ll clean up in the bathing room and then you can
bandage the wound.”


He entered the room connected to the south wall and closed
the door. Feeling almost weak, she settled on a chair near the bed. Emotions
rioted through her. Fear. Apprehension. A strange excitement. Overwhelming
tenderness. This man did so many things to her. She’d fought the feelings for
so long it was second nature for her to deny them. Seeing him vulnerable with
evidence of physical pain still marking his body—by Draconus, she could barely
stand it. That craving, both indefinable and undeniable, made her yearn to
touch him. At the same time, she feared his touch.


She sat for a long time before he left the bathing room. He
wore clean buff-colored trousers, but he was bare-chested and barefoot. His
freshly clean hair hung in wet tendrils around his shoulders. Only a man as
masculine as Marc could have thick blond hair that long and still appear all
man.


She stood and reached for the medical kit she’d found next
to his bed. He sat on the bed, and she scooted the chair up to the bed. With
quick efficiency she cleaned the long cut. The healer’s stitching and special
salves had worked wonders on a wound that should be far worse. As she started
to touch his wound with salve, she hesitated.


“It’s all right,” he said softly. “If you want me to do it—”


“No. I can do it.” And she could.


She’d thought touching him might frighten her. Instead, her
concern for him brushed aside any worry. After all, she’d half carried him off
Aramus’ ship after they helped free the slaves. Still, she moved quickly. After
she dabbed the salve, she realized she’d have to wrap a fresh bandage around
him. She reached for the bandage roll.


Her breath froze. But not with fear. With an unbearable
awareness of him as a man. Even though she was a Daryk One, nothing about him
was weak or in need of her protection. He was tall, powerful, utterly
masculine. He smelled clean and intoxicating. A heady combination of feelings
bombarded her. Her hands shook as she wrapped the gauzy bandage around his
middle. She tied off the bandage, making sure it was tight.


“Aknada.” His voice, so deep and husky, rasped close to her
ear.


She stood and he followed.


They were only inches apart. Being this close to a man
should have made her skin crawl. Her body shudder. Instead, for one brief
moment, she forgot to experience fear. More than once he’d looked at her like
this—and not just since they’d been reunited after three years apart. So long
ago he’d gazed at her with heated longing and a suppressed need she knew could
explode at any minute.


Or, the little critic in the back of her head said, it was
all her imagination. Maybe he’d never acted as if he wanted her. Never
insinuated more times than she could count that he’d like to be with her
sexually. Maybe everything wonderful about their relationship all those years
ago had been an illusion.


Those cool eyes, somewhere between silver and blue, warmed
and caressed.


She ached with memories of their life before she was taken
prisoner by Aramus. Marc had teased her frequently, but she’d given as much
back. She’d always been his equal. He’d always shown her the utmost respect.
Even the lively banter between them had energized her rather than diminished.
Other than Rayder, she could not think of another person who had shown her such
unwavering friendship.


“Do you remember?” he asked softly, his eyes intent. He
didn’t move or try to touch her. “When we kissed?”






Chapter Three


 


How could Aknada forget? Several months before her betrothed
was killed and she was kidnapped, Marc had teased her about her betrothed
Braxis not knowing what a real kiss was. Marc had leaned in and brushed his
mouth over hers. A shocked look had hit his handsome face and erased the
cockiness. He’d turned and left. She’d stood there with her mind swimming and
lips tingling.


Months…no, years of suppressed passion had quivered and
held, dangling on the edge and ready to ignite.


“I remember,” she said, feeling breathless.


“Can I touch you?” Marc’s voice sounded so soft and
compelling.


Could he? Could she stand to have him touch her? “Yes.”


Ever so slowly, he reached for her hand. He simply held it.
“It hurts me to think you suffered at Aramus’ hands. You know I would have done
anything to find you, but I thought you were dead. Can you forgive me for not
searching for you?”


Sweet pleasure filled her as his hand enveloped hers. She
felt no fear, no revulsion at his touch. Happiness added to the gratification.
“There’s nothing to forgive. You didn’t know I was alive.” Tears filled her
eyes rapidly, shocking her. She sucked in a breath. “Would you have searched
for me if you knew I was alive?”


Consternation altered his expression. “By the god, of course
I would have.”


She sighed. “I know. I know you would have.”


His eyes closed and a smile touched his lips. He lifted her
hand to his mouth and kissed her fingers. “Thank Draconus. That’s a weight off
my mind.” He released her hand. “I have much to atone for.”


Surprise hit her. “Why?”


“All our years together as friends, I wasted time.”


“How?”


“When you became betrothed, I was enraged. But not at you.”


She nodded. “I remember. I didn’t understand why you were so
angry.”


“Because Braxis wasn’t worthy of you. But more because I
didn’t offer for you first.”


Aknada froze in shock.


“It is true.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
He eased away from her and moved to the window where he stared outside at the
storm.


Stunned into silence, she waited. Her mind whirled. She
could no longer deny what she should have understood all along. Even if Marc
didn’t love her, his affection was strong and sure. He cared for her deeply.


“Marc.” She walked toward him. “Will you…will you help me
with something?”


Perhaps he could help her banish her fear of men. If she
couldn’t trust him, whom could she trust? Perhaps he could kiss her again.
Touch her until she no longer flinched.


He turned slowly. “Anything.”


“You know what happened to me on Aramus’ ship. I think you
understand the humiliation. I felt powerless after I was raped. I felt unclean
and as if my strength had been stripped from me.”


His eyes burned with anger. “You are the strongest woman I
know. You survived something no woman should have to go through.” Fire ignited
in his eyes. “I wish I could have killed Aramus myself.”


She nodded, and more tears came to her eyes. When had she
ever cried this much? She allowed tears to spill down her cheeks.


“By the god,” he whispered. “Please don’t.”


He walked toward her until he stood in front of her again.


She wiped at her cheeks. “I’m sorry.”


“There is nothing to be sorry for. Aknada, I cannot stand
this any longer.”


Worry dried her tears. “What?”


“I missed my opportunity before, and I won’t again. Marry
me.”


Panic rose above other emotions, and she stepped back until
she bumped into the table behind her. A candlestick tipped over. Outside, the
storm raged like Marc’s dragon Arcos when angry. She had planned to ask him to
initiate her into gentle touches. On the hand. The shoulder. Anything in slow
increments that would make a difference. Marriage? No. He would expect sex.


He held up one hand. “I know it is sudden, and you’re
surprised.”


She shook her head. “Marc, it’s too much.”


“I understand. Please let me propose something else. I know
what happened to you makes it difficult for you to touch a man or be touched.”


“Yes.”


“Give me time to show you how it could be between us.”


Uncertainty raked her with sharp points. “I am not whole. I
cannot give you what you need. I cannot give you sex.”


Anger flashed in his eyes. “Damn it, Aknada, even if I could
never touch you again, I would still want you for my wife.”


Her mouth popped open, but she couldn’t speak.


“I have a proposal for you.” He moved another step closer,
and she moved another step away. “Come to me every day and touch me if you
want. I will not touch you again. Ever again, if you don’t want it.” He closed
his eyes, his voice lower and deeper. “Though I ache for you, I will let you
set the pace.”


Now she was more than surprised. She was amazed he’d been
thinking the same thing as her.


He continued. His face more animated. “All my life I’ve
wanted you. I’ve longed for you. Every day I ache to be inside you. But I know
it may never be unless you heal. Unless my feelings for you can erase the
horrible things that happened to you.”


Those damn tears threatened to spill again. “I will think on
it. I…I have to go and…”


She bolted, heading for the door as if a dragon stalked her.
She left his room, slammed the door behind her and hurried to her room. Before
she could reach it, Xandra left her chambers and came toward her.


Xandra’s eyes reflected worry. “Whatever is wrong? Are you
all right?”


Thunder rattled the structure, so loud it made them both
start. “I’m fine.”


“You’ve been crying.” Xandra’s fingers curled around
Aknada’s biceps. “What’s happened? Did Bavarda upset you? Or perhaps Marc?”


Aknada shook her head. “Bavarda couldn’t upset me. Marc is…”


“A pain sometimes, I know. Do you want to talk?”


Xandra sighed when Aknada didn’t speak. “There’s nothing to
say.”


Xandra leaned forward. “You can tell me anything.”


Aknada knew that, and it comforted her. She opened her
bedchamber. “Please come inside.”


Xandra shook her head. “I would, but we’re still busy
feeding people downstairs.”


“Oh my goodness. I’m sorry. I’ll help.”


“No, no. Do not be concerned.” Xandra frowned. “I know you
are going through so much. I cannot imagine your pain. But Marc loves you. No
one can help but see it. Everyone knows it.”


Aknada felt as if she’d been knocked over. “He’s asked me to
marry him.”


Xandra burst into a happy smile and gasped. “That is so
wonderful. Congratulations.”


“I didn’t say yes.”


Xandra’s happy sparkle faded and thunder crashed outside as
if to pinpoint her disappointment. “Why?”


Despite her affection for Xandra, Aknada’s temper broke
loose. “Why is it that everyone thinks they know what I should do?”


Xandra’s eyes widened. “That is not how I meant it. You must
go with your conscience and what burns in your heart.” Xandra touched her
chest. “You will do whatever is in your heart, whatever you believe is right.”


Aknada, who didn’t often show signs of affection, drew
Xandra into her arms for a hug. “Please forgive my temper.”


When they drew back, Xandra said, “I’m more than fortunate
to have you for a friend.”


“And I you. Now I will help you with the people downstairs.
The storm isn’t letting up.”


Xandra frowned. “This is the worst storm I have seen. I was
also thinking of going to Arcos’ abode to make sure he’s all right.”


“Arcos is all right.”


“In any case, I will venture out and check.”


Aknada didn’t want her friend to venture outside alone.
“I’ll go with you.”


They didn’t bother to wear cloaks that would protect them
from the rain. Both knew they’d be drenched regardless. They left the structure
through a back entrance near the kitchens and dashed into the onslaught. Rain
pounded them, inky clouds so swollen they almost touched the jungle canopy.


“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Xandra gasped her words
as rain lashed at her face.


Aknada feared losing her friend in the furious wind and
grabbed her upper arm. An enormous gust caught her breath. “Neither have I.”


“Hurry!”


Arcos’ building was huge, large enough to accommodate the
beast’s need for a bed and eating area. They opened the side door and heard
Arcos give a low rumble of greeting. As they stepped inside, Arcos didn’t move
from his position on his stomach. Instead the massive, beautiful dragon rolled
over to his side and yawned. Huge wings, almost lacey in appearance, folded and
unfolded for one moment in an array of spectacular colors—pink, purple, blue
and green. Arcos’ long body was midnight black, the eyes a jewel green. The
dragon had horned crests at the top of the head and the long muzzle held dozens
upon dozens of razor-sharp teeth. Still, the creature was endearing in the
oddest way. Though he wasn’t a female—females were larger than males—this
creature was still enormous.


Xandra laughed. “Lazy beast.”


The male dragon grunted, the sound huffy, almost indignant.
Aknada laughed too. “Marc’s pet is definitely spoiled. Look at that padded
bedding. The huge food bowl. What on earth has he been feeding the thing?”


Xandra shook her hair out of her face. “Arcos leaves the
building every day and he does his thing…feeds, that is. Sometimes he brings
food back. Lizards. Small furry creatures with ten eyes and just as many legs.
Disgusting actually.”


Xandra’s deadpan amusement fueled Aknada’s affection for the
woman. She loved her friendship with Xandra and cherished their time together.
Maybe she could confess a few things in confidence.


“Xandra, I have a few questions for you… You must promise
not to say a thing to Rayder or Marc or anyone?”


The younger woman gestured to a couple of chairs on one side
of the barnlike building. “Shall we sit down?”


“Of course. How is the baby?”


“The healer says I am hearty and the baby is solid. All is
well.”


“I’m relieved to hear it.”


Xandra folded her hands in her lap. “What did you want to
ask me?”


“This is hard for me to speak about. You’re right about
Marc. He does care for me. But I cannot marry him because of my faults.”


Xandra frowned deeply. “Faults? We all have faults, but if
you love each other, I do not see how you couldn’t overcome any faults.”


“Most people do not have the faults I have. I am a female
Daryk One. You know how rare we are. Most men and other women find me
reprehensible.”


“Bah. Here you are well respected. No one treats you badly
except for Barvarda. And she treats everyone that way.”


Aknada had to make her understand and decided bluntness
would accomplish the task. “I am sexless. Those men…Aramus…they took my
sexuality from me and destroyed it. I can never get it back. I thought perhaps
I could allow Marc to touch me now and again so at the least I wouldn’t flinch
whenever a man comes near me.”


Eyes filling with sympathy and understanding, Xandra leaned
forward. “My dear friend, I know you’ve suffered. And I think it’s a wonderful
idea to allow Marc to touch you. I am sure over time you will ease your fear.”
Xandra’s voice lowered, as if she feared someone could hear them. “Have you
considered that marrying Marc may help the situation? You will have the
security of the marriage. And if you cannot get rid of your aversion to a man’s
touch, you will still have Marc’s love.”


It made sense. “I suppose I could. But how long would it
take before Marc would begin to resent me?”


“Why would he resent you?”


“Because I cannot have sex. Not ever again.”


Conflicting emotions danced in Xandra’s eyes. “I thought when
I met your brother that I would never have love. Never have sex or a man’s
loving touch. After Taris Elian’s cruelty I didn’t believe a man could be so
wonderful. But even though I was afraid of him at first, Rayder’s gentleness
and passion found a way through to me. And I found a way through to him. Making
love with Rayder is…” Her eyes went misty as she looked into the distance. “Is
the greatest expression of love I’ve ever experienced. I wouldn’t give it up
for the world. Perhaps over time you will find that with Marc. But even if you
do not, you will still love each other. Because love is more than a physical
meeting of bodies. You and Marc are so much more.”


Aknada smiled and sighed as understanding eased its way
inside her. “How did you get to be so wise, my friend?”


The other woman laughed. “Me? Well, I think it’s from having
good friends like you. I once thought Magonia was all there was of the world.
That Dragonia was an evil place. At least I kept trying to convince myself that
all the things I heard about Dragonia and its people were true. But there was
always a smidgen inside me that didn’t ever believe it. I am learning something
new every day.”


Right then Arcos rolled upward to his feet. Aknada jerked a
little in surprise. “By the god, I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to Arcos doing
that.”


“Ah, but you will. Just like anything else it takes time.
Give what you and Marc have half a chance. You might be pleasantly surprised by
what you find.” Xandra stood slowly. “I have an idea.”


Aknada chuckled. “Uh-oh. Should I be frightened?”


“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m sure Marc will like
it.”


* * * * *


As he walked through the great hall where dozens of people
had bedded down for the night, Marc worried about the weather. He’d never seen
such a tempest. It had raged for hours. Night fell quickly under the gloom.


Xandra had found him in the great hall a short time ago to
let him know she and Aknada had checked on Arcos and found the dragon happy to
stay out of the storm. Marc wasn’t surprised Aknada hadn’t come with Xandra to
report on the dragon.


He stopped in the middle of the crowd and surveyed,
searching to see if anyone lacked for food and water and bedding.


As he stared at the jumble of people housed in his abode, he
couldn’t force Aknada’s sweet vulnerability out of his mind. Draconus, he
wanted her.


He shouldn’t have proposed. She’d been about to ask him for
help when he’d asked for her hand and scared the daylights out of her. He
scratched the back of his neck and gave a frustrated growl. His impetuousness
had driven her away. He would be damn lucky if she’d ever talk to him again.


He hadn’t lied when he said he wouldn’t touch her if she
married him. He would become pious and sexless if that’s what it took to claim
her. He’d witnessed her uncertainty and restraint. He knew part of her did want
him. It was in her eyes.


Fuck Aramus for doing so much damage to such a vital and
wonderful woman.


A woman cleared her throat. He turned, surprised he’d been
caught off guard. Aknada stood there, dressed in a gown that took his breath.
All his life, she had always dressed more like a man than a woman. She’d worn
trousers that rode close to her body, tunics she’d borrowed from Rayder, thick
belts to hold a huge sword. Black boots to stomp on any man who dared mess with
her. He’d never thought of her as anything but feminine, but this… This dress
made his cock sit up and take instant notice.


His eyes widened. She was a treasure, and he wanted to touch
her, kiss her and hold her in front of Draconus and everyone. He hungered to
marry her.


The long blue dress hugged her like a second skin.
High-necked and with long, fitted sleeves, the silky material coursed over her
body. Tight across her breasts. Skimming over her slim waist and stomach, down
over her rounded hips and legs so that it ended at the knees in a swish of
fabric that trailed behind her. He couldn’t see her legs, and gods he wanted
to. The dress showed him everything and nothing.


He swallowed hard. “Aknada.”


He couldn’t press another word past his lips.


She smiled, a little uncertainty flickering inside her dark
eyes. “Marc. Please come to my room.”






Chapter Four


 


Aknada trembled, her knees hardly holding her up as Marc
followed her up the staircase toward her room. Her chambers were on the
opposite landing from his. Part of her wanted to tell him it was all a
tremendous mistake and she didn’t plan to let him in her room for any reason.
The other part of her couldn’t wait to get him alone. She could feel his gaze
burning her. His eyes had widened with pure male appreciation when he’d first
seen her then blazed hotter when she’d suggested he follow her. Fear mixed with
yearning. A yearning so blazing she couldn’t imagine how she’d fulfill it. When
they reached her door, she hesitated with her hands on the double doors. Then
she pushed through her hesitation and opened them.


Marc closed the doors behind them. She drifted to the two
small windows. Lightning flickered above the jungle. Thunder rumbled in the
distance. The storm lashed the compound.


“Scouts tell me the creeks are rising and the river is too
high. We could have flooding soon.” Marc’s voice broke her from musing. He
stood close behind her.


She turned and met his gaze. His gaze slid up and down her
body and took in her dress.


She smiled softly in reaction to his heated stare. “We will
be fine. How long has this place been here?”


“In my family since my grandfather’s time.”


“And it weathered storms as fierce as this?”


He shook his head. “Not to my knowledge.”


“You know how long memories are. People conveniently forget
the bad times until they come around again. They claim that life now is bad
because it’s easier than admitting that it was just as bad in the past.”


His smile filled with admiration. “Have I ever told you what
an intelligent woman you are?”


She ducked her head and warmth stole into her face. “I’m not
used to praise.”


“If you were my wife, you’d have my praise every single
day.”


The hushed tone in his voice coupled with the hunger in his
took her off guard. “I don’t know if I can do this.”


“This?”


She swallowed hard, her mouth dry. “Marry you.”


“Take your time to think on it. As much as I would like to
marry you today, I won’t pressure you.”


Slowly, as if he feared frightening her, he stepped closer.
A quiver passed through her and she turned away from him. She gazed at her
surroundings. The large bed at the north side of the room was richly appointed
in vivid colors of red and green and blue. Soft pillows lay in a scatter over
the bed. She had closed the windows against the rain but left the shutters open
to allow sun inside. Paintings and tapestries hung along the walls, warming the
harsh gray stone. A large armoire on the right side of the room held her
clothes, all of them new and all bought by Marc. A desk in another corner held
books and pen and paper. Candlesticks and oil lamps covered one table near the
bed. The room was staid but feminine. She couldn’t complain about the
accommodations.


“Aknada.” His voice rumbled close behind, and she whirled
toward him. “Why did you ask me to your room?”


Could she speak honestly? She didn’t know. After all, if she
blurted out everything she thought and wanted, mortification would surely be
the result.


“To talk.” True in part. Not so true in others.


Too close. He was too close. She stepped back until her
knees hit the bed and she sat down abruptly.


He stared at her, uncertainty clear in his eyes. “May I sit
next to you?”


She nodded, hardly daring to look him in the eyes. She hated
her timidity. Why couldn’t she look at him?


He settled to her right but kept significant space between
them. “Whatever you want to say… Whatever you want to do… I’m yours.”


I’m yours.


His declaration burst through her with tremendous power. She
shook with it, but at the same time she did not know if she could handle what
he offered.


“I just want to touch you. Every day I want to touch you.
You cannot touch me,” she said in a jumble of words.


He smiled, and the masculine lines of his face looked carved
in stone. “Believe me—having you touch me every day will please me. Would you
like to talk first?”


“What about?”


“Anything. About how I’ve grieved for you for three years.”


His eyes provided the truth—no one could deny the sincerity
in his eyes.


“I missed you.” The words came from her on a sigh. “I missed
how you tease me. I missed your odd sense of humor and the way you treated me
as an equal when few else would.”


The curiosity in his eyes heated up. “How could I treat you
as anything but who you are? Wonderful. Beautiful. The woman who haunts me.”


His words sent desire spiraling in her stomach. “Haunts you?
That doesn’t sound like you, Marc. You were always so…stoic around me.”


He nodded, a sheepish expression touching his face. “I was.
But only because I wanted you so much.” He scrubbed one hand over his face. “I
was a damn fool for waiting. I should have asked for your hand before Braxis
did.”


Amusement managed to wedge its way past her surprise.
“Please don’t. Do you know how flattering it is to hear? Never in a million
years would I expect to hear such words from you. It humbles me.”


Before he could respond, she did something she couldn’t have
yesterday. She’d touched him when she’d half carried him off the slave ship,
but she hadn’t thought of him as a man bent on harm, only as her friend.


She slid closer to him on the bed and touched his shoulder.
“Let me just touch you.”


“Yes,” he said softly, his voice deep and sensual.


She pressed the muscles in his shoulder. Smoothed her
fingers over the cloth of his tunic. “Take off your tunic.”


It had taken everything she had to say that.


Slowly he stood and pulled the tunic over his head, baring
that magnificent chest. Sinew moved in his biceps, a dusting of dark hair on
his forearms.


She followed by standing as well. She smoothed her palm
between his pectorals, feeling the crisp hair and solid muscle. He sucked in a
breath. Following every curve, she tested softness over hardness. Her fingers
slipped over one nipple.


He drew in a sharp breath. “Draconus. What are you doing to
me?”


A small smile found her lips. “Does that feel good?”


She dared look up from the tantalizing view. His gaze was
heavy-lidded and hot. Oh, he liked what she did all right.


“What do you think?” he asked, his already deep voice heavy
with sensual promise.


She returned her attention to his chest. His nipples were
tight points, and as he let out a soft groan, her body reacted. Her breasts
felt larger, her nipples hard points.


Marc’s unmistakable arousal showed in the bold press of his
cock against his trousers. He was full, thick and—by the god—he looked huge.
Granted, she hadn’t spent time studying men’s cocks up close.


A flush burned her cheeks. Her heartbeat quickened but
didn’t pound. Fear didn’t factor into it. Only curiosity and growing
excitement. Excitement because she didn’t feel scared. Apprehensive perhaps. A little
tentative.


“Aknada.”


She glanced up and his gaze tangled with hers. He was
closer. How had he gotten so close? Her hands slipped upward over his
shoulders, testing the tensile strength, the heat burning under his skin. She
leaned in, mesmerized by his eyes. His lips parted.


“Your eyes are flaming,” he said.


As a Daryk One, her eyes would flame red during battle,
anger or sexual arousal. She couldn’t hide her feelings from him, even if she
wanted.


His fingers traced the side of her neck with the most tender
of touches. She flinched, drew back with a gasp.


“No.” Her throat was tight as she stood. “You promised.”


His hands came up in surrender. His chest heaved, a flush
covered his cheeks and his cock still pressed against his trousers. Eager to
take her. Hungry.


For a few seconds, he represented everything she hated.


Men who wanted to hurt her. To subjugate her to their will
for their own needs and pleasure.


“Aknada, I’m sorry.” He rushed the words. “I didn’t realize
I was touching you until it was too late. I—” He cut himself off, lowering his
hands. Dejection and self-recrimination filled his expression.


Fine trembles skipped over her skin. She shivered and rubbed
her arms. But it wasn’t cold from fear but awareness of him as a man.


“Please.” He held one hand out. “Forgive me.”


“It is all right. I know you didn’t mean harm. When Aramus
took his clothes off, I knew it was all over. His cock was small. But big
enough to…” She closed her eyes as tears started to rise. God Draconus, she had
cried too much lately, had felt too much shame. She wanted to be rid of it. She
sensed telling him would destroy the terrible tale lodged inside her for so
long. “He crawled on top of me. They’d pinned me to the cabin floor. It was so
hard and cold. He cupped my neck, but he wasn’t gentle like you. He started to
choke me. I thought he intended to kill me. I fought. I fought hard, but there
were too many men. I was passing out, the edges of my vision going black. Then
I felt his… He shoved inside me and it hurt—”


“No.” Marc stepped forward, pain clearly etched on his face.
“My sweet, please. You don’t have to tell me. You do not have to relive this.”


She shook her head and the tears fell anyway. “I do. I have
to tell someone. I’ve never told anyone exactly what happened to me.”


He stopped in his tracks, so close to her but still at least
three feet away. She saw a horrible answering pain in his eyes, as if it hurt
him to hear what happened to her. “Then tell me everything.”


She turned toward a window and watched the storm. Lightning
flashed so close, thunder crashed almost immediately. Rain lashed at the
building, angry and unrelenting. The atmosphere lent itself to dark memories or
powerful lovemaking.


“Aramus hurt me, but he came with two thrusts. So it was
over quickly.” Her tongue felt thick, a bad taste forming in her mouth as she
recalled the horrible moment. “That was bad enough, but then each man had a
turn. There were six men holding me down. That’s what it took to keep me from
ripping them to shreds. The only reason why I wasn’t horribly injured was that
each one of them came fast. But every thrust hurt.” She shuddered. “They let me
go and left Aramus’ quarters.” She sighed, trying to relate her emotions as
tears rolled down her face. “I lay on the cold floor for a while. I couldn’t
believe that could happen to me. I was angry at them but angry with myself for
not being able to fight them off.”


“There were too many. It wasn’t your fault.”


She nodded. “Intellectually I know that. Emotionally it’s
hard to remember.”


“Of course.”


“I vowed that day I would never allow a man to have sex with
me ever again.” She closed her eyes to the storm.


“That wasn’t sex.” His voice rasped, angry for her. “That
was brutality and punishment. They wanted power over you. A disgusting attempt
to destroy you. But you aren’t destroyed. You’re a whole, beautiful woman. They
couldn’t take your soul from you and your life.”


His words soothed the ache inside her. “I know.”


“I would give everything for you, Aknada. My heart. My
life.”


She heard a break in his voice and it made her turn. Shock
kept her silent for a moment.


Tears glittered in his eyes. And as odd as it seemed, she
felt like comforting him. Touching him so that she’d know his warmth. She
walked toward him, and when she reached Marc, she slipped her arms around his
neck to hug him. Slowly, ever so tenderly, his arms circled her back and waist.
As if he feared she’d balk or break, he tucked her close. She rested there and
moment to moment became acutely aware. His naked chest felt hot against her
breasts, the press of his still hard cock against her belly. She quivered and
he smoothed his hands over her back in a caress. Happiness replaced
uncertainty.


His embrace was gentle and comforting and his arms a haven.
His breath brushed her neck, his lips close to her skin. Heat came off him,
warding away the chill taking possession of her body. Every inch of his muscle
screamed of power. Though she was a Daryk One and stronger than most men, she
would have to fight hard to win against Marc. Yet she knew in her heart she
would never have to. She trusted him with her life.


Her heart… Well, that was another thing.


After what seemed a long time, she drew back.


Deep within she craved deeper association with him, wanted
their emotions to flow back and forth with ease. Determination filled her. She
didn’t want a hollow life filled with regrets.


“If all I had was this with you, I would still be a lucky
woman indeed,” she said. “But I know there is more I could have with you.” She
smiled, the gesture fragile. “I will come to you again and again until you can
touch me and I feel nothing but pleasure.”


Unmistakable relief cleared his eyes. “Whatever you wish.”
She nodded and he returned to the bed to retrieve his tunic. He pulled it over
his head. He strode to the door and stopped with his hand on the door handle.
Caution flickered in those blue eyes. “Did you wear that dress to drive me
mad?”


A laugh flowed easily from her. “Yes. Am I wicked?”


He rolled his gaze to the ceiling for a moment. “Extremely.
I bid you good night.”


After he’d left, she went to the door and locked it. Her
heartbeat thumped hard, but this time with a growing recognition that she’d
turned a corner.


Marc had always dared her. A small portion of her wanted to
torture him, the way a little girl teases a boy she likes. Oh yes. If he liked
her dress, she knew what she wore the next night would drive him mad. Dressing
in an alluring fashion would make her feel more sexual.


Any doubts she’d harbored that he didn’t care for her and
didn’t want her had slid away since she’d left the desert caravan. She wouldn’t
make Marc prove himself over and over. Any problems she had with intimacy
rested on her, and she’d learned that with time. She would banish her fears
somehow. She’d learned that touching Marc brought pleasure, and his embrace
could soothe her pain and fear. By the god, it had felt so wonderful in his
arms.


Perhaps, just perhaps she could ease her own mind about a
more intimate touch.


She slipped off her shoes and lay down on the bed for a few
moments. Although the storm outside gave no quarter, Aknada lay quiet and still
as she reflected. She hadn’t pleasured herself since long before the rapes.
She’d forgotten how to find sensual pleasure. If she learned pleasure within
her own body, in the privacy of her room, she had nothing to fear.


Xandra left the bed long enough to shed her clothes. Without
guilt or worry, she began. At first exploration meant smoothing her hands over
skin. She definitely had curves. She wasn’t as slight as Xandra. She’d never
been considered over her weight, and most of her size amounted to muscle, bone
and height. Her fingers slid over her shoulders, her collarbone and tentatively
to her neck.


Yes, she liked the sensation, the shivery delight that came
with a touch to her neck. She would learn not to react negatively to Marc’s
touch in this area.


Soft and slow she drifted down each arm, touching and
teasing her own fingers and hands. She ignored her breasts—touching there was
far too intimate right this moment. No, she would work up to that. Inch by inch
she toured her flesh. With both palms she slid down her belly, circled her
navel with her palm until the repetitive motion created a new delight in her
belly. Oh yes, she liked that. The sensation was hot, swirling, demanding. She
drew up one leg and toured them with her fingers, removing the twitchy,
startled response that would normally commence if someone touched her legs. She
lowered that leg and then explored the other, up the calf, over the knee. The
thigh.


When she reached her thighs, she quivered. She brought both
legs up, bent at the knees. Touching the inside of her thighs again, she worked
her way to the sensitive, most intimate area. She kept her eyes closed and
dared to hope.


She placed a palm over her mons.


No shock. No fear.


She moved her palm so that it pressed on her clit.


Ah, that felt nice.


Better yet, she was moist between the legs. Either her
encounter with Marc or this personal session had done this to her. She smiled
with delight and continued to travel. She slowly teased the swollen lips,
spreading her own moisture around and around her opening, and the tingling it
created gave her incentive to do more. Using her middle finger, she teased her
clit. A sweet sting of heated pleasure caused her to gasp.


Yes.


She dared to imagine Marc touching her, and when fear didn’t
stop her, she smiled again. Yes. Yes. Yes.


She circled her clit again. More.


Using her other hand, she slipped one finger inside her
channel. She gasped in delight and buried the finger deeper.


Marc was there in her mind, urging her on with words she
somehow knew he’d say. Come, Aknada, come.


Gasping, she reveled in the quick accent. She swirled her
finger over her clit faster. Faster until she panted and moved on the bed with
frustration. She wanted it. Wanted it. She pumped her finger in and out, played
with her clit, built the ecstasy until she panted and moaned softly. She didn’t
imagine Marc fucking her but fell into the pleasure. This was for her. This was
about pure need.


Oh by the god, yes.


Climax hit.


Trembling, sweet and filled with relief.


As she came down from the orgasm, she sighed and a great
weight left her forever.


* * * * *


Marc didn’t head to his room right away after he left
Aknada.


He prowled like a beast.


He had to burn off this need for her before he punched a
wall or otherwise acted like a dragon on the hunt.


Frustration grinded inside him, but he didn’t blame Aknada.
No, he would never blame her for his own shortcomings. He’d scared the hells
out of her back there, touching her when he’d promised never to do it.


He was dragon dung.


Returning downstairs, he checked every corner of the
compound, making certain all stayed secure. The guards that always kept watch
on the four upper battlements and at the front entrance to the compound had
hunkered down under waterproof tenting. Marc told them to retreat inside. No
sense in them staying up there when it wasn’t likely the encampment would
receive a threat in this mess. Besides, Arcos would keep a watch from his
building.


He even visited Arcos, tromping through the heaviest rain
he’d encountered in his life to make certain the animal fared well. Arcos,
though happy to see his master, didn’t seem distressed by the violent weather.
Realizing Arcos was perfectly fine, Marc returned inside.


Finally, after supervising, surveying and generally
wandering the property with no more purpose, he retreated to his room a
dripping mess. The waterproof cloaking and hood hadn’t worked well.


He locked the door and leaned back against it with his eyes
closed. He was in pain again. During his walk of his property, his cock had
behaved, distracted by other business.


Now that he was behind closed doors, his body remembered all
too well how much he wanted Aknada. Emotionally, he felt as if he’d been
dragged through a wringer. When tears had come to his eyes, he’d been
mortified, but at the same time, showing her how he felt seemed natural. At one
time, honesty with Aknada hadn’t come easy. He’d always been afraid to reveal
deeper emotions to her. When she’d come into his arms, he thought he’d die.
Plain and simple, he could die at that moment and feel perfectly happy. His
body, though, wanted more. Heat poured through his veins. He wanted her more
than he’d ever wanted another woman. His body burned with desire. He clenched
his fists and launched away from the door. He tore his sodden clothes off as he
went. He tossed away his cloak. His boots flew to one side of the room, his
trousers in another corner. He yanked his tunic off and dropped it to the
floor. Naked, he stomped to the bathing room and turned on the water shower. He
stood under it, allowing water to trim away the day’s thoughts and worries. Yet
no matter what, he couldn’t remove the memory of Aknada nestled in his arms,
her breasts pressed to him, her hands on his chest. Touching his nipples.


He hissed in a breath and circled his stiff cock with a
solid grip. Maybe this way he could forget the aching, gnawing desire. He
smoothed his fist over the hard flesh. It wasn’t as if he didn’t take pleasure
this way like any man—in fact he’d often thought of Aknada while taking his own
cock in hand.


This time though, he thought he’d lose his mind and sense if
he didn’t do it now. Fast.


He didn’t try to stifle sounds of pure sexual release
issuing from his throat as he imagined Aknada’s pretty lips circling his cock.
Her hand would cup his balls, squeezing them and caressing them lightly as her
wet tongue and mouth wrapped around his length and teased him with stroke after
stroke. Shaking and moaning, he couldn’t resist imagining her pussy. He would
thrust into her warm center. Slick and hot and tight, her body would accept
him. She’d sigh with pleasure. She’d clutch him to her as he tunneled into her.
She’d shiver around him in ecstasy as she came on his cock.


He couldn’t take it anymore.


As lightning lit up the darkened room, pleasure crashed over
him. He growled as his cock released a stream of life force. Ecstasy scalded
him, made him shake and moan with pleasure.


As he washed away evidence of his sexual needs, he vowed
Aknada would someday trust him enough to accept him into her body. His idea
that he would take marriage with her selflessly without sex had vanished. He
wanted her to heal, and he knew the only way would be sex with him. Sex that
banished her memory of lost power, of humiliation and pain. He would erase
those horrible memories with dignity, wanton pleasure and happiness. He would
conquer her fear.


And if he was very, very fortunate, find a way into her
heart.






Chapter Five


 


Aknada watched refugees straggle into Marc’s encampment the
following day. Rain had retreated to a light drizzle, but dark clouds built
once again to the north.


Flooding started in the Tarrian jungle sometime in the night
as a river overflowed its banks. No one remembered the rains being this bad,
not even the elders. Rain had torn through camps in the desert, turning the
usual dry and sandy ground into a morass of quicksand, even sending a wide flow
of it into the jungle. She’d learned of all this from people as they arrived in
the area.


Xandra came to Aknada’s side. “This is awful.”


Xandra nodded, uncertain how to form what she thought into
reasonable words. “It is. But it is not the first time it has happened nor will
it be the last.”


“How could this be helped? Was there any way to warn
people?”


A soft chuckle of disbelief left Aknada’s throat. “People
have predicted the weather for many years and with great accuracy on Dragonia.
This time, their understanding of it failed. It isn’t possible to always be
correct. In anything.”


Aknada turned her gaze on Xandra when Xandra didn’t speak.
“I’m sorry. Did I say something untoward or offensive?” She smiled wryly. “I’ve
been known to do that.”


Xandra chuckled and squeezed Aknada’s shoulder. “Not at all.
I understand what you mean.” Silence surrounded them for a short time before
she asked, “Where is Marc?”


Aknada kept her voice steady. “He took some men into the
jungle. They’re checking for people who may be hurt and need shelter.”


Xandra slanted her a suspicious look. “Marc is an interesting
man. When I first met him, I thought maybe he was a true rogue. Not a rogue in
disguise like Rayder.”


“His past is dubious. He’s hidden behind the mask of rogue
to help other people. He prefers if people don’t know he’s a good man. It’s
safer if they think he is made of hard metal.”


“Isn’t he?” Xandra asked.


“It depends on what he is doing. In battle he is formidable.
He’s a man with many edges and angles. But I suppose you like him the way he
is.”


Xandra’s expression held mischief. “Yes. You’re right. You’re
worried about Marc though.”


“Of course. Just as you’re worried about Rayder.”


Xandra took her hands and squeezed them. “They’ll both be
all right.”


“How do you know?”


Xandra sighed. “I have to believe it or I wouldn’t think of
anything else all day. I’d be useless.” After a moment she released her
friend’s hands. “I am surprised you didn’t go with Marc.”


“I’m more useful here.” She didn’t admit that she feared
venturing into the jungle. That since she’d left Pian’s camp, she’d feared
things more than she should.


Xandra turned her attention to the hoards of people who came
toward the complex. Before he’d left, he’d organized men to protect the
outskirts of the property. Arcos stood at the side, watching everything and
everyone.


“Why didn’t Arcos go with Marc?” Xandra asked.


“Because Marc decided he wanted Arcos to watch over the
property.”


Xandra frowned. “How does he talk to dragons anyway?”


Aknada had wondered too. “I don’t know. I should ask him.”
She rubbed her temples as a headache started. “Three years have changed him.
And me. There is so much to learn.”


“You will come back to each other again. You’ve known each
other since you were children. That must mean a considerable amount to you
both.”


“It does.” In her heart, Aknada acknowledged the truth.


“Do not worry.” Xandra scanned the skies, which had started
to darken once more. “Of course, there is plenty to worry about with the
weather. That should take most of our thoughts. Come. I think it’s going to get
very busy in here soon.”


As Xandra predicted, it became intense. The compound filled
to capacity. Aknada and Xandra rushed to the compound cellar, which luckily
hadn’t flooded—it had been built to withstand horrendous weather. Marc had told
them about the extra stores of food, bedding and blankets. With the help of
several other women and men, they loaded supplies on rolling carts, pushed them
to the end of the massive storage area, then the stronger men carried supplies
up the stairs. It was hard work, and Aknada liked it. She felt useful, and she
didn’t miss her time with the caravan so much when she had good work to
accomplish.


Over three hundred people crowded the compound, and although
that many people had been in the building before, never had they needed so much
help. Thank the god food stores could keep up with demand. Aknada quickly
learned Marc had prepared for disaster at least on a small scale. The single
healer in the building showed Aknada and Xandra more of her methods. The great
hall overflowed with those in need. Few people treated her differently, which
she hadn’t expected. She’d become so used to being treated strangely because
she was a female Daryk One that she expected it. Part of her hesitated whenever
someone smiled or thanked her for a kindness. Could they mean it?


She stopped in the middle of the great hall, among the mass
of people, and reflected.


Xandra came up beside her. “You are smiling.”


Aknada instantly lost the smile. “Is that bad? I realize we
have a problem on our hands here, but…”


“I don’t see a problem. I see a lot of people well cared
for. Or at least as well as they can be. You seem pensive. Is anything wrong?”


Aknada continued to survey the room filled with women, men
and children. “People treated me differently in the past. Differently than they
do now.”


“Differently?”


“I was scorned in the past. Treated as filth by many. I can
see now that I made it easy for people to hate me.” She sighed, closed her
eyes, and when she opened them, Marc stood nearby. Water dripped from his hair,
down his face. He’d found a towel and worked to dry himself.


“How could you make it easy for people to scorn you?” he
asked.


Aknada’s heart swelled with happiness seeing him healthy and
safe. “By believing what they said about me. By giving them the power.” She
stepped forward. “Are you all right?”


He quirked a smile. “I am fine. You look tired.”


“I am.” She sighed. “Nothing a little sleep won’t fix.”


“Xandra.” Marc kissed her on the cheek. “You should rest.
Rayder will kill me if I let you get too worn out.”


Xandra placed a protective hand over her belly. “I’m sure
all will be well, and so is the babe. But I will leave you two alone and take
your advice. I’ll go upstairs and rest before dinner.” She left.


Marc stepped toward Aknada, and she didn’t move when he came
closer. She didn’t have the desire to back away, and that gratified her.


“Have you eaten today?” he asked.


“Not since breakfast.”


“Then let us go to my rooms. I have food there.”


She shook her head. “There’s so much to do here.”


“There is. But it’s almost evening. You need rest.”


Once he said the words, she recognized her body’s needs. Her
stomach growled, her eyes felt gritty, her body ached.


“All right.” She followed him with a docility she didn’t
like. Part of her rebelled against him dictating her actions. On the other
hand, she understood his intentions. He wasn’t bullying or requiring but
stating his concern for what she needed.


“All these people,” she said suddenly. “At least there is
enough food in the cellar for several days of this rain. I hope it ends soon.”


He slung the towel over his shoulder. “It probably will.”


As if the rain heard his declaration and took offense,
thunder rolled. People groaned, tired of the storm.


He reached out, as if he wanted to touch her. He stopped.
For that moment, she wanted him to touch her, needed the comfort. They locked
gazes.


“Enough.” She shook her head. “I didn’t mean to whine. It’s
not like me.”


“We’re all reacting to this the best way we can. You are not
whining…simply stating a fact.”


They left for his rooms. When they reached his chambers, and
he’d closed his doors behind them, he didn’t hesitate to strip. He tossed his
battle gear to the side in haphazard manner that made her smile. He tossed his
tunic over a chair to dry. He started to undo his trousers and when the top
button of his trousers opened, her gaze fixated there.


His gaze flew up to hers. “Sorry.”


She smiled. “It’s all right.”


Amazingly, it was.


He escaped to the bathing room. When he emerged scant
moments later, a towel hung around his waist. She sucked in a breath, once more
bowled over by his masculine energy.


“Feel free to use my bathing room,” he said.


Did she dare? They were here and perhaps she’d touch him
again. Despite her tiredness, she wanted it. She needed to feel him against
her. The fact she yearned for it rather than abhorred the idea of a male touch
gave her hope. Perhaps this slow initiation had started to work.


Once in the bathing room, she closed the door and stripped.
She stepped into the shower and pulled the cord that allowed water to flow in a
strong jet over her body. She used his bathing cream to soap her hair and body.
After rinsing, she felt refreshed and not as tired. She towel dried her hair so
that it didn’t drip. She left the room with the towel around her and looped
another one around her shoulders. When she stepped into the room, Marc lounged
on a couch against one wall. She’d always thought the long couch decadent, with
its fine blue, green and gold coverings. It had been in the family a very long
time. Any other man might have appeared feminine on the furniture, but not
Marc. His drying blond hair lay in a tangle about his shoulders, his arms were
propped on the back of the couch and his legs were spread apart. She darted a
glance at his towel.


No. Don’t look there.


“Feel better?” he asked.


“Much.”


“Tell me something. You said that people treated you
differently, but that you made it easy for them. What did you mean?”


His sudden drop into the subject took her off guard. She
wandered to the couch and sat on it. There was still a lot of room between
them. “Today people treated me like they did at Pian’s camp. They were
appreciative for my help and kind. Some of them even smiled at me.”


“That surprises you?”


“You remember what people were like with me before.”


He leaned forward and clasped his hands between his legs. “I
remember.”


“When people treated me as abnormal, I believed it.”


“You were only a child.”


“But when I became an adult, I still believed everything
other people said about me.”


Marc scoffed. “You didn’t believe me. I told you over and over
how beautiful you were.”


“You teased me at the same time. I didn’t know what to
believe.”


“Did you like it when I said you were beautiful?”


“I adored it.”


He grinned then sobered significantly. “I was very young,
too. I didn’t know how to tell you what I meant.” His eyes reflected
seriousness. He wasn’t playing games with her. “In my heart you were special. I
hurt for you when other people treated you with disrespect. If I’d been half
the man I should have been, I would have taken you in my arms and declared my
feelings. I didn’t, and I’ll regret that the rest of my life.”


The finality of his words shocked her. “No.” She shifted
until she sat near him. She clasped his shoulder. “You didn’t fail me. Please
never think that. Pian taught me a philosophy that I truly believe. It was
something I never thought about until I met him.” She hesitated only a moment,
and when she saw the receptive light in his eyes, she continued. “Pian said
that the more positive energy people show, the more positive life treats them.
Like begets like. If you are a whiny, grumpy, disagreeable person who only sees
the horrible things in life, that is what you get back. When I came to his
camp, I was all of that and more. I hated everything in our world.”


“Of course you weren’t seeing life in a good light after
what happened to you. It’s understandable.”


“Exactly. But as time went on, I decided to try Pian’s
philosophy. It started to work for me. When Xandra was brought to Pian’s
caravan, I realized I hadn’t let go of all my pain. I was hiding and afraid to
go back to living. I feared everything when I wasn’t in Pian’s caravan. Until I
came back to this compound, I half expected the people here to treat me with
the same ugliness of the past. When the caravan was attacked, I forgot everything
Pian taught me. Being here and remembering the good things about my life here…”


“Yes?” His eyes widened a bit, curiosity and his full
attention obvious.


“I remembered what I had with you. What I might still have
with you and everyone else here if I let it. When I ask for respect, I get it.
It’s only when I believe I don’t deserve it and when I treat others as if
they’ll harm me first…that’s when people treat me poorly.”


Marc nodded, understanding clear in his expression. A wave
of warmth touched her. “You are right. I’ve seen that at work many times. But I
only realized it two years ago, after you were already gone. If I’d have known,
I would have told you before you were kidnapped. You might have understood.”


“Would I? It would mean I’m mostly responsible for how
people treat me. That isn’t an easy pill to swallow, Marc. People do not want
to believe they are largely responsible for what happens to them.”


Marc nodded. “I know. It isn’t a concept many will follow.
But we do not need to worry if anyone else follows it. We only need worry about
us. If we do, perhaps our lives will be filled with everything we desire and
more.”


Her eyes teared up, but this time she felt happiness and
love for him fill her.


Love.


By the god Draconus, she had always loved him. Would always
love him.


It took everything inside her to speak her next words. “Can
I touch you again?”


“You can touch me anytime.” He smiled, and his eyes filled
with hunger. This time she welcomed the hunger. It gave her the strength to do
what she wanted.


“Take off your towel,” she said.






Chapter Six


 


Marc’s jaw dropped, and Aknada smiled. He hadn’t expected
this, and she liked throwing him off balance. It gave her a little power,
wicked as it was.


Without a word, he closed his mouth, stood and dropped the
towel. It pooled around his ankles.


She stared at his body for a long time, glorying in his
strength and beauty. With her love came new awareness. She didn’t care how long
it took—someday she would make love with him. She’d find the strength to open
her body to him.


“Sit down,” she said.


He did, sprawling with his legs widely parted, arms akimbo.
His eyes glittered with animal intent, and instead of frightening her, arousal
blossomed. She squirmed, loving the sudden feeling as liquid desire heated
between her legs. Her nipples beaded, hard points against her towel.


His cock rose quickly under her unrelenting gaze. She hadn’t
even touched him, but apparently it was enough that she admired him. Keeping
her towels secured, she knelt on the rug before him. She moved between his
thighs, and that’s when she saw his fists clench. Power flowed through her. He
was holding on to his control by a thread. She knew he wanted to touch her,
make love to her. But she trusted him. He wouldn’t do anything she didn’t want,
and for the first time in what seemed forever, she felt completely safe.


Rain sprinkled against the windows, the clouds darkening the
day to unnatural dimness. Thunder rolled as if heralding her next moment. Her
exploration.


His cock was beautiful.


She never thought she’d believe that of a man’s sex again.
Marc changed that. Her earlier assumption about his size proved correct. He was
thick and long. Veined and so utterly powerful-looking. A new pulse grew to
life in her body. Yearning made her wet, an ache building that reached her
womb. She wanted to know him in the deepest, most intimate way possible. He
could erase her injuries, and her bad memories would lie like dust. She knew
it. She simply knew it.


First steps first.


She drew in a breath and touched his thighs. He twitched.


Good. She liked having this power over him. Not just any
man, of course, but him. But more than wanting his submission, she also craved
his approval, his acceptance, his love. In return, she would give him her
surrender as well, and the power they had over each other would be everything.


She smoothed her palms over his hair-roughened thighs and
down his calves. He sucked in a breath and moaned softly. “Draconus.”


She laughed softly. “Draconus has nothing to do with this,
Marc. Just us. This is all us.”


He smiled and groaned. “Yes. Never a more beautiful word has
been spoken. Us.”


She returned his smile and proceeded, eager to learn more.


She encircled his cock with her right hand.


Draconus, he was so hard.


He hissed in a breath. His nostrils flared and his lips
parted. His chest rose and fell with quick breaths.


With a slow and smooth stroke, she moved her hand up and
down. He grew even harder. Thicker. Longer. His hips began to follow her
movement. When she looked up at him again, his eyes showed her everything she
needed to know. He not only loved what she was doing, he was losing control.


She had control.


It was what she needed.


His jaw muscles clenched. “By the hells, Aknada.” His voice
was raspy, deep with desire. “Put me out of my misery.”


Triumph and power surged through. “How? How should I do
that?”


“Any way you want.” His voice sounded strangled.


“I want you to tell me.”


He threw his head back and closed his eyes. His strong
throat worked. His muscles clenched and released as his breathing quickened.
“Do it faster.”


She’d also heard that men liked a woman to suck their cocks.
Did she have the bravery for that?


Leaning forward, she moved her hand down to grip the base of
his erection. His eyes were still closed.


Her mouth enveloped him as far down as she could take him.
He tasted clean and the heat of him in her mouth created an unexpected warming
in her lower stomach.


“Ah, god Draconus,” he whispered, his entire body shivering.
“Yes.”


She hummed, pleased with his reaction, but that only made
him squirm more. He gasped, he moaned. Instinct took over and she pumped him in
time with the up and down movement of her mouth.


He cursed, words she’d never heard him use before. She
didn’t stop, fascinated with his unbridled reaction. His musky taste intrigued
her. She’d heard so much about sex all her life—Dragonians savored sex more
than food. Their traditions, religious books, all of it was colored with sexual
images and instructions. Sexual prowess, especially among Daryk Ones was highly
prized.


She put aside inadequate feelings and closed her eyes. She
would feel her way through and concentrate on Marc’s enjoyment. He groaned, the
low sound overflowing with pure sensual pleasure.


“Wait,” he gasped.


She looked up and stopped. Strain lined his face, his eyes
narrowed and his breath came fast.


“I heard that men like it when a woman lets them spill their
essence in her mouth,” she said.


“You don’t have to do that.” Thick with desire, his voice
compelled her to continue.


“Yes, I want to.”


The fact she did want to gratify him gave her a new freedom.
A delightful and amazing freedom.


She leaned in and continued, and Marc’s cock hardened even
more under her touch. She licked him from base to tip and smoothed her fingers
relentlessly over his skin. All her motions, tastes and caresses blended in
pure pursuit of his happiness.


“Draconus.” His gasps turned to moans. “Please.”


She moved faster, pumping him and sucking. Seconds later his
frantic moans turned to a feral, deep growl.


Hot, male essence filled her mouth. She swallowed it down,
wanting part of him inside her. His body quivered as she licked away all
traces. She released him and smiled with pleasure. She stood and watched as
Marc’s heavy-lidded expression told how much he’d enjoyed what she’d just
performed.


“Aknada.” His voice purred against her ears. “That was…”


“A gift.”


His eyes, so filled with passion moments before, cooled. “A
gift?”


Confused by the chill, she tucked her towels closer around
her. “Yes.” Self-conscious, she backed up several steps. “I thought you liked
it. Consider it payment for all the trouble I’ve caused you.”


His eyes turned icy, the blue reminding her of cold waters
in Imekland. “Payment. You just took something special and trampled on it,
Aknada.”


A hundred conflicting emotions swelled inside her. She
covered her face in her hands for a moment. “This is all wrong. I didn’t mean
payment. I mean because I’ve given you such trouble. You’ve been kindness
itself since I came back into your life.”


“So you thought sucking my cock was payment for that?”
Contempt laced his voice, and his anger bit into her with icy teeth. She’d
never heard him use this tone of voice with her before. Before she could speak,
he launched in with, “Perhaps you were right to stay away from me all these
years, Aknada.”


Shock slammed her broadside. “What?”


He stood slowly, his nakedness a bold statement that still
drew the breath from her lungs and made her knees weaken. Strong thighs,
rippling muscles and big cock—all of it made her weak with a craving so
profound she couldn’t articulate it.


“I thought Daryk Ones married for life,” he said. “If that
were so, your connection with Braxis should make our union impossible. You
would still mourn your true mate.”


She swallowed hard around the truth. “I lied to you.”


His eyes darkened with discontent and stronger emotions
she’d never seen on his face before. “About what?”


She sank to the edge of the bed. “Braxis wasn’t my true
mate.”


Before he could speak to her, she rushed into the bathing
room and redressed. She couldn’t help those damn tears again. She’d destroyed a
tender moment with her clumsy words, but he’d trampled on her feelings and
chose to misunderstand her. Damn him too. Anger rushed inside her like a
swollen stream. After she dressed, she hurried from the bathing room.


Marc had dressed as well. He sat on the bed, his eyes dark
and almost blank. Where had all the tenderness gone?


He glanced up, but before he could say a word, she shook her
head. “Perhaps it’s better if I go for now.”


She left without him managing to say one word.






Chapter Seven


 


Marc stalked the grounds outside the compound two mornings
later. By the god, at least the rain had stopped yesterday. Everything, though,
was a bloody mess. Mud covered almost everything, and the jungle was as
saturated as he’d ever seen it. More than that, his mood was sharp, tangled
with murky emotions. He couldn’t seem to control his mouth—he’d snapped at
people, treated them far more harshly than they deserved. He couldn’t seem to
stop it. All day yesterday he’d avoided Aknada and she’d avoided him. In truth,
even if they had wanted to spend time together, they’d spent too much time
helping other people who’d come to the compound for shelter. He’d worked
himself to the bone until sleeping last night came easy.


As he watched people leaving the compound, a sense of pride
and accomplishment mixed with his despair. He’d taken care of people. He felt
good about that. But the ecstasy of those last few moments with Aknada had been
destroyed by what she’d said to him. At least at first. He’d thought about it
yesterday. All day yesterday in fact. He hadn’t given her time to explain.
Still… What if she did suck his cock just to appease him? To pay him for
anything? His stomach tumbled at the thought. Gritting his teeth, he surveyed
the area and tried to put aside personal feelings for the moment.


Vendors hadn’t set up their carts or booths yet. Everyone
was still trying to sort out individual situations. Xandra and Aknada helped as
many people as they could, giving those who didn’t live in the area as many
rations as could be spared for their travels back home. By midday things should
have returned to somewhat normal. Before long his muscles eased, his stomach no
longer knotted with concern for those left over at the compound. People would
find their way. They always did.


Now he had to bloody well sort out his own life.


Moments later he heard a clash and clang that stopped his
breath.


The sound of swords crashing together.


He turned away from the drawbridge and rushed into the
compound. There, in the great hall, Aknada stood like a sentry. Her attire of
tunic, trousers and boots looked plain and practical. But that was where it
ended. The rest of her screamed warrior. A Daryk One ready to defend. She held
a sword at the ready, her stance self-assured. She wasn’t the vulnerable,
tearful woman he’d seen recently. She was in her element, a strong person ready
to defend and protect.


A huge man stood near a woman who cowered on the floor.
Aknada stepped between the man and the other woman. Her expression was fierce
with anger. No one else watched the scene. Aknada faced off against the much
larger man.


“Get away from her.” Aknada’s voice was low but strong.


“She’s my bitch wife. I’ll do what I want with her.” The
man’s deep, rumbling voice echoed in the hushed area.


“Not while I have anything to say about it,” Aknada said.


“What is going on here?” Marc asked, reaching for the hilt
of his sword, ready to jump in if needed.


The man turned and Marc almost flinched at the brute’s ugly face
and shiny bald head. Cruelty was written into every line on the middle-aged
man’s face. “This Daryk One freak is standing between me and my wife.”


Marc pulled his sword out of the scabbard and the sound rang
around the large room. “You insult my woman again and I’ll cut you down where
you stand.”


The man laughed. “This woman belongs to you? A Daryk One.
What kind of man fucks a woman who doesn’t know her place and is an aberration
against nature?”


Anger seethed inside Marc, but he had to be cautious. One
false move and this man could harm Aknada or the other woman. “Aknada is all
woman. And she’s all Daryk One. The only place she belongs is where she wants
to be. You are a fucking cretin. I’ll stand between the woman and you as well.
Get the fuck off my property and never come here again.”


“I’ll leave with my wife or not at all.”


“You will not touch this woman again.” Aknada practically
hissed the words.


“Do you want to stay with this man?” Marc asked the
cowering, small woman. “You may stay here as long as you like in safety and
peace.”


The small woman on the floor sprang up. “No. Don’t hurt my
husband. I’ll go with him.”


Aknada’s face creased with additional anger. “What?”


The woman passed Aknada and reached out for the man. “I must
do as he bids. He’s my husband and master.”


The man grabbed his wife’s forearm and tugged her to him.
“See. This bitch knows where she belongs.”


With that, the man marched from the room with the woman in
tow.


Aknada started after them, but Marc’s voice rang out.
“Aknada, stop.”


She halted but swung on him with a vicious glare. “He’s
taking her away. He’s going to hurt her.”


“Probably.”


“Probably? Probably?” Her eyes practically threw sparks as
she marched toward him. She still held her sword, and for one moment he
wondered if her anger were so high she’d lash out with her weapon. “Are you
mad? Why didn’t you stop him from leaving with her?”


“Because she has a right to make her own decisions. We have
no hold over her. If she chooses to go with him, it is her right. I would not force
her to stay here.”


“You are letting that woman go to her doom. Just like you
did me. You let me go.”


He could not believe she had just said that, and it burned
in his gut like acid. “What did you say?”


She stomped toward him, looking even more beautiful if that
were possible. Her hair was mussed, her eyes blazed. Her lips were red and
parted, her face harsh with anger. “You said so yourself. You let me go. You
did not speak out when you had the chance.”


His mouth twisted as matching anger boiled in his blood. “So
you didn’t forgive me. You lied about that too.”


“I didn’t lie to you the other night. It was ill worded. I
did not say what I really meant and you overreacted.”


“I know I did. And yet you still left. You aren’t fighting
for what we have between us, Aknada. You are letting your past dictate every
step.”


She was close to him now, still clutching her sword and
looking ready to give him more hells. “So I am supposed to excuse you for
taking my words and meaning and twisting it the other night? I thought you told
me that we were a mistake. That what we could have together is a mistake. You
cannot have it both ways, Marc. You either want me or you do not. How do I know
I can trust you?” Her words were lashing and harsh. “You let that woman go to
her death, and you know it.”


“We cannot save everyone, Aknada, no matter how much you
want to.”


Frustration twisted her mouth. “Why?”


“It’s not possible. There are too many.” He stuffed one hand
through his hair and groaned. “By the god, Aknada, you have always cared too
much. You have labored for days now, doing everything you can to help people.
At some point you cannot save people from themselves. In the end, the only
person you can save is yourself. Leave some bloody happiness for yourself.”


Though his words came out strong and steady with the intent
to calm, it had the opposite effect.


“Damn you.” She almost hissed the words, and then she moved.


Her sword came up and he reacted in an instant, holding his
sword in front of him. Their blades came within a hair’s breadth of touching.


They stared at each other, breathing coming fast. Her eyes
blazed into his as tension tightened. He knew they’d come to a point that would
either break them or save them.


“Fight me if it will make you feel better,” he said.


“I should.”


“If you think it is right and just.”


Her eyes burned with raw intent, so beautiful they cut his
heart. Draconus, if only those eyes would look at him with love, with passion.


“You have driven me mad since the first moment I laid eyes
on you, Marc Gampia.”


“And you have vexed me until I am at a loss for words. All I
know is what I feel. All I know is that I want you and need you more than
anything or anyone in my life. If that isn’t enough for you…so be it. You must
do whatever you must do. Whatever is in your heart. I cannot demand anything
from you.”


Her expression changed by degrees, as if sunlight first
touched her face and created a new dawn. Softness entered her eyes, her lips
parting on a sigh. Her sword lowered and slipped from her fingers. It clanged
to the floor.


“I’m sorry,” she said so softly he almost didn’t hear. “I’m
so sorry.”


Hardness melted from his soul. He felt renewed, light, his
body relaxing. “So am I.”


His sword slipped from his fingers and joined hers.


She burst into motion, throwing herself into his arms.
Without hesitation, no longer so afraid he’d scare her away, he tunneled one
hand into her unruly hair and held her as if he’d never let her go. She tilted
her chin up, her gaze locking on his. Tears swam in her eyes, and it undid him.
Still, he hesitated. He wouldn’t kiss her. Wouldn’t frighten her away again.
Whatever it took he’d resist her until—


She cupped the back of his head and brought his mouth down
to hers.


Fire erupted within Aknada as Marc’s mouth met hers. His
taste drew her in—clean and cool and sensual as any spice or aphrodisiac. This
kiss, oh this kiss was far different than the sweet and swift brushing of lips
years ago. His intimate embrace swept her straight into bliss. His fingers
clasped the back of her head, his arm bracketing Aknada’s waist. She couldn’t
escape him, but best of all found she didn’t wish to leave. Whatever
precautions she’d felt before had swiftly dissolved under this force called
passion.


Oh Draconus. Yes.


His tongue drove deep into her mouth, and the swift taking
started a firestorm in her stomach, driving away fear and uncertainty as she
met his invasion. She parried and dueled, her tongue taking him as swiftly as
he did her. She met him on equal ground, giving as much as he took, receiving everything
sweet and exciting he gave her. And by the god, he gave and gave. Her hands
plunged into his hair, for the first time feeling the silky strands coiling
around her fingers. Marc’s hard chest teased her nipples, his cock aroused
against her belly. Oh, the fact he wanted her—it felt good. Right. As it never
could have before this moment. Arousal swept her up, a firestorm of need and
emotion that had started as a flicker and exploded into a flame. His tongue
teased her senses, his single-minded attention to her needs consuming and
fueling the firestorm building between them. She’d seen so much pain, felt so
much hate and confusion—he took it all away. Here was a man she could trust,
who put his trust in her. He’d shown her so much, asked her to step up and
understand what he’d experienced the last three years without her.


She drew away from the kiss, her breath coming quickly. His
eyes burned into hers, the ocean blue hot with need. She knew what he wanted,
and by the god, she wanted it with a ferocity that shocked her.


He stepped away and looked around. No one watched them.


“Do you trust me?” he asked.


She shivered, but not from cold. Heat coiled in her belly.
“Yes. Do you trust me?”


“I do now.” Desire sparked high in his eyes. “Your kiss says
you want me.”


His self-assurance didn’t turn away her craving but made it
rise higher. Still, she couldn’t resist teasing him. “Do I?”


When his eyes met hers again, she saw a question. She knew
the answer she wanted to give, and it quivered low in her stomach, a seedling
flame ready to grow.


“Please,” she said, “we need to discuss our disagreement.
Make certain we understand each other once and for all.”


His fierce expression disappeared. “Of course. Where would
you care to talk?”


“Follow me.” She walked past him, heart in throat, pounding
as she realized what would occur next.






Chapter Eight


 


Marc followed as Aknada ascended the stairs. She knew it was
the only place they’d have privacy for what she had in mind. She hungered to
complete what they’d started so many years ago. Forever. For that was how long
she felt she’d known Marc Gampia.


Once she reached the landing, she headed straight for her
room. She wanted familiar things around her, a reassurance that when she
stepped over this edge, she’d have a safe place to fall. Once inside her room,
he closed the door behind him and locked it.


The finality of that action, that she was alone with a man
in a locked room, had once frightened her. Now she couldn’t wait. She wanted
him closer, her desire burning hot and low in her belly. She was damp and ached
between her legs, her nipples already tight. Oh yes. Desire was right. So
sweet.


“Is this all right?” he asked, barely stepping away from the
door. He held up one hand. “I don’t want to frighten you.”


She smiled. “I am not afraid.”


He returned her smile, and just as quickly his expression
turned serious and intent. She half expected him to talk, to engage her in
conversation to make certain she didn’t regret intimacy. Maybe their kiss had
confirmed her eagerness. Their argument had stunned her, though she now felt
foolish as all the hells.


She could not think of it now. Not when her heartbeat
slammed in her chest and her body warmed with anticipation. She turned to the
bed, knowing if she didn’t do something immediately, she might freeze. She kept
her back to him and stripped. She moved with the speed of a Daryk One. Her belt
fell to the floor, her empty scabbard, her tunic next to it. She didn’t turn
toward him, but reached down to her boots. She pulled them off, tugged down the
pants and left them all in a puddle. Her garments could no longer protect her.
Instead of turning, she waited for him to approach. She closed her eyes and
heard rustling.


“Wait.” His voice rumbled softly. “Do you want to undress
me?”


He was still worried about frightening her, darling man.
“No.”


Without another word he stripped. She heard clothing being
tossed here and there, the thump of boots on the floor telling of his haste.
She loved it. Loved that he could not wait to come to her.


His hands touched her shoulders, and she didn’t flinch. It
felt so exquisite and wonderful to have his skin against hers without concern
or fear. He palmed her shoulders as he pressed his body full to hers.


“What do you want?” his voice demanded of her softly. “Tell
me what would please you.”


Loving his caution, she reached up and touched his hands on
her shoulders. Heat filled her cheeks. “Kiss me everywhere. Slowly.”


A groan left his mouth. “With pleasure.”


He started with her neck, and his hot breath teased as he
flicked his tongue over the sensitive flesh at the side of her neck. She
quivered, aching deep inside. Love swelled and grew inside Aknada, and tears
filled her eyes, but this time it wasn’t terror or worry that motivated her
tears. She felt their burn, welcomed the emotion, true feelings coursing
through her as he breathed hotly into her ear before tracing the shell with his
tongue. She gasped. By the god, if he did that again, she’d go mad. Could she
wait while he kissed every sensitive inch of her body? Perhaps not this first
time.


His skin slid warmly against hers, heating her as he dared
to press his hips to hers. Fully aroused cock touched her lower back, and more
heat erupted between her legs.


“All right?” His voice hummed low in her ears.


“Yes. So right.”


He swept his hands down to her rib cage, cupping gently,
making her feel protected and more feminine than she could have imagined.
Sweeping strokes teased her belly, but he didn’t touch her breasts or lower to
her most private area. Caution ruled him, she could tell. He wanted her sure,
wanted her aching for him so fiercely she could never doubt what she felt for
him. She didn’t doubt. It was up to her to show him. Keeping her eyes closed,
she fell into the moment, awaiting each touch with an achingly intense desire.


“Touch me.” Her words came as a whisper. She clasped his
right hand and directed him to her mons. “Here.”


One hand remained steady on her belly. Slowly he eased his
fingers into her folds, teasing between the wet lips, circling. She gasped and he
drew back.


“No, do not stop. That feels wonderful.” She grabbed his
other hand, keeping it on her belly. “By the god, please do not stop.”


She heard the desperation in her own voice—it didn’t sound
like her. She didn’t care.


He smoothed one finger around and around her outer lips,
spreading her cream then easing into a massage. Delightful tingling built. Her
breath came faster as excitement rose. She wanted. Draconus she wanted what
she’d never had but knew existed.


“Please… I want…” She could barely say the words, the
excitement escalating too high.


“Shh. Easy. Let me tease a little longer. It will make it
better.”


She groaned in frustration but relaxed as he continued to
tease between her legs. He slipped one finger deep into her pussy, and she
moaned at the pleasure.


“Yes, more.” She did not worry how desperate she sounded.


He complied, thrusting his finger as he would his cock, in
and out with a rhythm that learned her inner secrets. Warm and wet, her body
accepted his touch without restraint, urging her to burst into full-fledged
pleasure. He eased a second finger within and stroked. She shook, gasping and
panting.


She wanted an orgasm.


Touching herself had never proved so wonderful. She gasped
again as his middle finger swirled and stroked her clit, and firestorms of
pleasure threatened. She squirmed a little in his grip.


“I cannot take this anymore. I want you inside me.”


“But there is so much more.”


“I need you, Marc. I have already waited too long.”


“Making love slowly can add to the pleasure.”


She groaned. “Marc, I have waited for years for you. I feel
as if all of this has been foreplay.”


He chuckled softly. “Years of foreplay? I agree. Like this
then?”


“Yes.”


“When I thrust inside you, it will touch a special spot that
can give a woman the most pleasure.”


She’d heard of it and simply moaned an assent. To entice him
further, she parted her legs wide and planted her palms on the bed in front of
her. Animals often mated like this, but she didn’t kid herself. What she did
here was more than mating.


She knew without a doubt that Marc was her true mate—had
always been her true mate. Denying it had proved her downfall once too often.


Never again.


He bent his knees, and aroused cock touched between her wet
folds. She gasped. Oh, oh. That felt amazing. He hesitated, and she pushed
back. Blunt, hot man slipped between her folds. She tensed for a second as
searing pleasure bombarded her. She hadn’t expected this overwhelming
sensation. With the slowest movements, he pushed barely inside her, drew back.
Thrust again. Each increment made her quiver, his touch a revelation. This…this
was what drew Xandra and Rayder to each other beyond their love. This was a
manifestation of love. If she didn’t love Marc so much, she couldn’t do this
dance, this incredible baring of body and feelings. He teased between her
buttocks, circling her little hole with his finger and another shock of arousal
escalated.


“Don’t stop,” she said, ordering him with a breathless
voice.


He teased and teased, reaching down to locate moisture and bring
it to that forbidden entrance. Ragged breath mixed with her panting breaths as
his hips moved.


“More,” she managed to gasp.


“Sure?”


“Yes.”


His hips moved forward and thick, hot cock pressed her open,
stretching her flesh until he rested deep.


He groaned. “Sweet Draconus.” He didn’t move, his hands
gripping her hips with gentle pressure. “Take what you want, Aknada.”


Take what you want.


Freedom shot through her. She allowed her body and heart to
lead her. Her body demanded she squeeze him, clench around his long hardness.
Tingling started deep in her pussy, demanding a finish to the heat rising
higher by the second. She moved her hips, swinging into his body while he
stayed immobile. His thickness caressed sensitive tissues deep inside, and she
gasped and moaned as excitement rose quickly.


With one quick and gentle movement, he thrust one finger up
her back hole, and the unexpected sensation sent her into spasms as her pussy
started to tingle.


“Draconus.” His voice was rough and harsh, guttural and
thick. “That’s it, my love. Take me. Fuck me.”


His roughly spoken words, so unchained and heated, sent her
body into riot. The sensation of all that thickness buried deep inside her,
mixed with his finger in her ass, made her lose her mind.


The power she had over him, to give him such pleasure, made
Aknada’s desire go out of control. Yet she couldn’t seem to reach the place
that teased, beckoned.


“I need.” She moaned in frustration, writhing on his cock.
“Help me.”


He pumped his finger in her backside then reached down to
caress her clit with his other hand.


Climax slammed her out of nowhere and she cried out. Sharp.
Guttural. Unleashed. Hot pleasure pulsed as her pussy rippled around his
thickness. He stayed buried deep inside, not moving, riding out her release. As
she came down from the bliss, she realized he hadn’t come.


“What about you?” she managed to ask between gasps for
breath.


“I want to take you hard. Is that all right?”


Love burst inside her. He was still worried for her—still
concerned that he could scare her. “Take me hard.”


Without more hesitation, he plunged deep, his cock slamming
into her channel. In and out he thrust, a ferocious pace that served to send
her straight toward orgasm. She didn’t think she had more in her, but this time
the pleasure was so startling and unexpected she screamed out. She bucked in
his hold as he pumped hard, fucking her for all she was worth. It was a
freefall, a plunge from a tremendous height, and it took her breath away. While
she tumbled, drowning in pleasure, she expected him to come inside her. Instead
he groaned and withdrew. He turned her toward him, lifted her against his chest
and took her down to the bed with him. They rolled from one side to the next—he
was careful to keep his weight off her. She groaned as pleasure still tingled
between her legs.


Before she could speak, he kissed her and lowered his hips
between her thighs. His cock slid home, deep and hard. She moaned into his
mouth as he immediately moved, thrusting with a steady and demanding pace. Now.
Now he would come.


But no, he did not. Marc continued to take her with steady,
assertive plunges. His tongue took her mouth, thrusting in and out, tangling
with her own. With a helpless cry, she allowed the desire to strip her free of
every last inhibition. She writhed, lifted her hips. Her fingernails bit into
his shoulders for a moment, and he thrust hard. She broke into little pieces
with a scream. She sobbed as the pleasure destroyed her. He tore his mouth from
hers as he groaned and picked up the pace.


 


Marc thought he’d died and found a paradise beyond all his
dreams. Her sweet pussy, so wet and silky, clenched and released around him as
she came on his cock. Draconus, he loved it and wanted more. But he couldn’t
take it. He had to come now, before his head blew off.


He thrust hard once, twice, gasping and trembling as he
shoved his hands under her ass and held on. He kept her in place as he went
wild, powering into her like a madman.


A tortured groan left his throat as hot essence shot from
his cock and flooded her pussy. He thrust through the orgasm, not wanting it to
end, not wanting to leave her tight clasp. He rolled to the side and pulled her
close into his arms, his cock still buried deep. Aknada threw her leg over his
thigh and before he knew it she sat astride him. With her strong thighs
clasping his hips, she kept his erection tucked up inside her melting heat.
Shaking, chest still heaving for breath, he was amazed when his cock stayed
hard. Amazed when the sight of her, lips parted and cheeks flushed, made him
want more. He didn’t think he had an ounce of semen left to give, a particle of
strength. Instead he found his hips moving, his body reacting with stunning
intensity to her demands. And demand she did.


Aknada rode him, her hands planted over his pectoral
muscles. She rolled her hips then threw her arms above her head. She clasped
her fingers behind her neck, closed her eyes and danced upon him.


He was dying, coming apart as her body moved with a languid
grace that destroyed him. He wanted her to come again and powered his hips
upward into thrust after hard thrust. She went wild, her hair tossing, groans
of tortured pleasure escaping her. He growled, racked to the core with searing
sensations that threatened to shake him to the core. One last thrust and she
whimpered and shook. Her flesh pulsed around him, throbbing and clenching him
deep inside. The sensation of all that soft, silky womanhood holding him tight
drove him to the final edge. He erupted, shaking and groaning as climax burst
and filled his body with ecstasy. He poured into her with the greatest joy he
could remember in his life.


She slipped off him, and he gathered her close. He’d never
experienced a more earth-shattering sensation—he never knew sex like this
existed. Satiated, he allowed his thoughts to drift into oblivion.






Chapter Nine


 


Aknada awakened to Marc’s arms circling her. Cozy warmth and
satisfaction radiated within her. She sighed with contentment and joy. By the
god, had anything ever felt this wonderful before? She didn’t believe so. But
then reality swamped in like the storms that had ravaged the area for days. Her
eyes popped open. People still needed help, didn’t they? Was she selfish for
wanting more of Marc’s undivided attention and the glorious sensation of oneness?


Marc’s palm slid over her naked belly. She shivered with
sensual awareness. She moaned softly and soon their bodies communicated
joyfully. His lips traveled her body, tasting her ear, her neck, her shoulder.
His cock slid between her thighs, found her welcoming flesh. She sucked in an
excited breath as he edged his cock into her. He eased back and forth,
establishing a rhythm. Each movement caused tremors of delight to pulse between
her thighs. His body became an instrument of pleasure. Thrust after thrust
brought him deep within her.


He rested there without moving, his hot, hard body cradling
her from behind. He reached around to touch her clit, stroking with the
lightest touch until her body contracted and released over the hard flesh
inside her. She ached and wanted and desired. How could he bring her to this
insane and beautiful place with only a few touches? She didn’t know, and all
that mattered lay under his warm and beautiful care. Joy surged inside her as
he drew back and thrust. Each plunge, each slow and steady movement, increased
her desire until she twisted and writhed. She struggled and fought to reach the
pinnacle. His hips picked up speed, and when his fingers teased her clit again,
she burst into heady pleasure so tremendous she felt as if she’d dissolved.
Melted away. Disappeared in a staggering pleasure with no beginning and no
ending. She cried out, and with one last thrust, he shouted and shivered. Hot
semen flooded Aknada’s channel. She gasped at the sensation.


Marc kissed her shoulder and left her for the bathing room.
When he returned, he smiled. Knowing that if she looked at his wonderful body
for too long, she’d want him all over again, she left the bed for the bathing
room. As she cleansed, she wondered if she appeared different now that she’d
discovered beautiful sex.


She got her answer when she returned to the room and found
him lying in bed without coverings. While she couldn’t stop staring at his
body, he smiled.


“Is something wrong?” he asked, still with that
self-satisfied grin.


She hardly knew what to say. “Nothing is wrong. Everything
is right. I cannot believe it.”


When his smile disappeared, she wondered for a moment if
she’d said something wrong again. He held his hand out to her, and she went to
him. They curled together in a matched pair, his arms around her as she laid
her head on his chest.


His fingers caressed her arm. “You’re worried about
something.”


“Yes. For the moment it’s indefinable. I cannot think of a
way to describe it.”


“Maybe you want order where there is none. You’ve had so
much chaos in the last few years that you must want structure. And I remember
how you liked structure.” Irony touched his voice as well as teasing.


She laughed softly. “This… What we have between us is
structure?”


“No. It’s chaos.”


She laughed again, with genuine enjoyment. “What happens
next?”


His hands smoothed over her body with a tenderness she
craved, less sexual than comforting. “I am leaving that up to you.”


Oh.


“Perhaps I shouldn’t make a decision about anything. Our
land is in chaos. All of your friends are off fighting Drakus Fina, and I want
to fight him too. But I also want to stay here with you.”


“You’re a Daryk One. It’s natural you want to fight for
Dragonia and the direction it will take in the future.” He heaved a deep sigh. “If
you decide to fight, I’ll understand. I will worry about you more than you can
imagine. I’ll fear for you every day and night. If you decide to stay here with
me and protect this land and the people, I will be overjoyed. But you must do
whatever you think is right. Whatever is true in your heart.”


Tears touched her eyes. Was any man ever as wonderful as
Marc? Or had the god Draconus made only one of him? “I am not a whole woman.
Not yet.”


“Take all the time you need to feel whole. With me. Here.”


“You don’t want a beautiful, small, calm woman to bear your
children? To take care of your home?”


He chuckled. “No. I never wanted that. All I ever wanted my
whole life is you.”


Her heart opened as far as it could, sweeping her into a joy
more profound than a hundred new nights and days, more amazing than she could
have hoped. A yawning decision opened in her mind, and for the moment she knew
what she had to say. Marc had gone through a lot for her, and his lovemaking,
his concern, his sincerity showed the truth. A woman would have to be a fool
not to stay with Marc Gampia.


“You have always been there, Marc. No matter what I did or
said, you always accepted me for what I am. Because of that, and because I love
you, I accept your proposal,” she said.


He was quiet for so long, she wondered if he’d changed his
mind. She shifted out of his arms and sat up to look at him. He too sat up, his
eyes wide with amazement. “Which proposal?”


“Both actually. You asked me to marry you and to stay here
with you. I accept both.”


He grinned and scooped her back into his arms until they
tangled together in a wild kiss. When they returned to the surface, she was
breathless.


“There is so much to do here, Aknada. We have hard work
ahead of us. If Drakus’ war escalates, we may be in more danger than ever. We
have to look after Xandra and her child if anything happens to Rayder.”


She touched his lips. “Do not think it. Rayder will be fine.
So will Eryk and Dane. They have to be.”


“Even if they are, I do not see a way to avoid a war, do
you?”


She bit her lip. “No. People are not sensible these days.
They go to such extremes. They do so much to hurt others because of their
ridiculous beliefs.”


One corner of his mouth turned up. “People have never been
sensible. But perhaps one day they will be. In the meantime, we will keep our
counsel and keep what is ours safe.”


Ours. That sounded beyond wonderful to Aknada. Her heart
warmed with happiness and hope. Yes, she had hope. She had everything she could
ever want in life. “To think I almost lost you.”


“I did lose you.” His eyes filled with sorrowful memories.
“But I won’t again.” He gazed down at her, eyes warm with love. “I love you
more than I could have imagined. Hearing you say you love me—I can’t describe
how that makes me feel.”


She cupped his butt cheek and squeezed. She allowed her
hands to roam, touching him in ways that made him groan. “Then show me how it
makes you feel. Show me now and forever.”
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