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        Producer Reece Collier is brand new to her position on Sunrise in Sydney when a chance meeting with her fated mate threatens everything she’s worked for. Never mind that Kellan Donovan is the most gorgeous thing on two legs; her parents were a prime example of how finding your Fire Mate can ruin your life. Still, despite employing every trick at her disposal, Reece is completely unprepared for the mating fire…and just how much it makes her burn for the dragon.

      

        

      
        Thanks to his good looks and a koala video gone viral, firefighter Kellan Donovan is the “face” of the state’s fire brigade and rescue service. Not exactly the normal job for a dragon shifter to be sure, but Kellan loves it —but it’s seriously in jeopardy when he meets his Fire Mate, unexpectedly, just minutes before being interviewed on live TV. Hell, how is he going to control himself?

      

        

      
        No one said finding a mate would be easy, and Kellan and Reece have more than one obstacle keeping them from consummating their destiny. His coworker…her reluctance…a few deadly crossbow bolts…
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        For Kelli. Who always knows what to say, and when to say it.
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      Mating Fire: (noun) The sudden and undeniable magical joining of two dragon shifters, experienced as carnal, sexual hunger. If the mating fire isn’t acknowledged and acted on immediately, all hell can break loose.
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      Kellan Donovan hated Sydney.

      Too many people, too many cars, too much concrete and steel and litter and noise. Way too many idiots, and to top off all that, an unsettling number of dragon hunters.

      Zealous bastards.

      If he could stay put in Newcastle, he would. The coastal city a few hours north of Sydney had cleaner air, sweeping skies uninterrupted by towering buildings, beaches that stretched on forever, and one of the most beautiful lakes in the country. He’d made his home in Newcastle instead of Sydney over a decade ago and hadn’t regretted the decision once.

      Of course, the fact it was easier being a dragon shifter in Newcastle helped. In a city where a person could drive to rural farmland or isolated rain forest or rolling vineyards—each within an hour—to find somewhere to shift form when the need arose made for a pretty ideal living location.

      The number of Extraho Venator in Sydney had increased to ridiculous levels since the recent dragon activity there, but Newcastle had only one utterly inept dragon hunter. The man in Newcastle seemed to make only cursory efforts at hunting the small dragon-shifter population of the area, preferring to spend his time surfing.

      Kellan didn’t blame him. In fact, he’d surfed more than one wave alongside the guy.

      Yeah, life in Newey was great.

      Sydney, on the other hand, sucked.

      Especially on a gorgeous summer day, when he wasn’t on duty, when he didn’t have to be at the station house working on the fire engine, or training the new recruits, or keeping the brigade paperwork up to date.

      But here he was. In Sydney, when he could instead be back home jogging through Glenrock National Park, or swimming some laps at his favorite beach pool, or surfing, or hang gliding off Strezlecki Lookout…

      He bit back a growl, glared at the mad rush of traffic and pedestrians jostling for space and position outside the New South Wales Fire and Rescue headquarters, and ground his teeth.

      Being the “face” of the state’s fire brigade meant coming down to the hellhole of a city at least once a month for photo shoots, interviews and other public-relations responsibilities. Today, it was a guest appearance on the country’s most-watched breakfast news program to talk about the upcoming bushfire season.

      The irony of his position in the fire brigade was never lost on him—being the “face” of a government organization tasked with putting out fires while being a dragon-shifter who could set the Central Business District of Sydney alight with a few well-targeted blasts of fire was weirdly amusing.

      “Looking good, Dono.” A firm hand smacked him on the back, and he ground his teeth again even as he tempered his dragon’s more aggressive response to the unwelcomed—but not unexpected—touch. “Ready?”

      Sliding the smirking man beside him a level look, Kellan flashed a cold smile. “Call me Dono again, Ian, and you’ll find out just how ready I am.”

      Ian Perkins let out a nervous laugh, cleared his throat and smoothed his hand over his graying comb-over . New to the position of Media Liaison Manager for the NSWFR, the man thought because he was the person responsible for arranging Kellan’s appearances, that made him Kellan’s boss.

      Kellan was one hand-slap-on-the-back away from showing him how wrong that assumption was.

      Perkins was lucky Kellan had shifted form and gone for a fly before dawn that morning prior to heading to Sydney. For some reason, his dragon was agitated in recent days. The last thing Kellan—and Perkins—needed was a lick of fire flaring from his nostril and a bladder-loosening growl rumbling from his chest.

      Then again…

      Locking his gaze on Perkins, Kellan let the softest hint of his dragon’s inner snarl slip through his human throat.

      Perkins’ eyes widened and he jolted back a step, looking around himself. “Err…did you hear…” He cleared his throat again, and let out a hasty laugh, once more smoothing at his comb-over. “Thought I just heard some kind of animal growl. Weird. Okay, so I’ve got us an Uber coming. It’ll be here in a few minutes.”

      “I’m happy to just meet you there,” Kellan suggested. “I’m sure you’ve got stuff to finish off in your office. I’ve been to the studio a few times, so I know my way around it, who I need to check in with when I get there.”

      Raising a dismissive hand, Perkins made a big show of shaking his head. “I want to go through some things with you first. The show has a new producer, and I’ve heard she’s prickly.” He frowned, looked around himself once more and tugged at his tie. “You didn’t hear an…animal or something a second ago, did you?”

      “Hear an animal? Here?” Kellan lifted a puzzled eyebrow. “In the middle of Sydney? No.”

      Perkins hiccupped out a laugh again. “Just me, ’eh? Maybe I need more coffee. Anyway, I want to check you know what you’re talking about before you go on live tele…” He petered off, cleared his throat a third time and looked at his feet.

      Most likely due to the “are you serious” expression Kellan knew had fallen over his face.

      The Uber arrived before Kellan could say a word.

      Probably a good thing.

      The last thing the NSWFR head honchos would want was the face of the service knocking out one of their suits on the footpath outside HQ. It wouldn’t look good, especially not with Perkins being somewhere in his late fifties. And with the simmering tension flowing through his dragon these last few days, Kellan was very close to doing just that.

      “I’ll take the backseat,” Kellan said, opening the front passenger door of the SUV for Perkins. “I’ve got a podcast on accelerants I need to listen to on the way.”

      Perkins opened his mouth, thought better of whatever he was going to say, and climbed into the seat beside the driver—a young man who kept flicking Kellan puzzled looks.

      Settling into the backseat, Kellan pulled his AirPods from the hip pocket of his jeans, stuck them in his ears and closed his eyes.

      He didn’t have a podcast to listen to—when it came to accelerants, there weren’t many people in Australia who knew more than him—it was simply a good reason to be excluded from the conversation likely to take place during the drive to the studio.

      Adjusting his sunglasses on his face, he let out a slow breath and tuned out the world, focusing on the simple sound of his breathing.

      He’d spend the next forty minutes meditating. Maybe that would calm his dragon back down. It’d have to do. He had no chance or hope of shifting while in Sydney. Not in daylight hours. And as soon as the interview was over, he was heading back to Newcastle.

      “I’ve seen you on TV,” the Uber driver stated.

      Kellan pulled in a slow breath and, without opening his eyes or removing his sunglasses, fixed a friendly smile on his lips. Clearly it was going to be one of those days. “Yep.”

      “Kellan Donovan is the spokesperson for the New South Wales Fire and Rescue service,” Perkins declared. “And one of the best firefighters the service has.”

      “Yeah, you’re the guy who rescued that koala last year.” The Uber driver’s smile stretched wider. “In those bushfires up the coast.”

      Kellan dipped his head in a nod. “Yep.”

      Desperate for aid, the koala—a shifter trapped in marsupial form due to severe smoke inhalation and dehydration—had come scurrying across the smoldering ground to where Kellan stood surveying the destruction left in the extinguished fire’s wake. Kellan had knelt down and given the koala a drink of water from his own bottle and, unbeknownst to him, one of his crew filmed the moment on his smartphone and the footage had gone viral.

      Thankfully, there’d been no footage of, or human witnesses to, the poor koala slowly shifting back into his human form—skin singed and blistered by the flames and extreme heat—fifteen minutes later in the back of the Kellan’s SUV as Kellan stood guard.

      He’d told his crew he’d get the koala to a vet, took the poor guy to the hospital instead, got in contact with another marsupial shifter he trusted to come check on the guy, and then got back to fighting the fire.

      The footage of Kellan rescuing the koala, however, had been the impetus for Kellan’s fame. The NSWFR suits had contacted him after the clip hit over a million likes, deciding he was the perfect face for recruiting and educating the public, and Kellan was happy to oblige.

      Anything to bring more attention to the good work of the fire and rescue service.

      Of course, that meant conversations like this one happened more often than he’d like.

      “I thought about becoming a firefighter,” the Uber driver confessed. “But I wasn’t sure if I was cut out for it.”

      “Well,” Perkins said, grandiose excitement swelling through his voice, “let me tell you…”

      Kellan tuned him out.

      Tuned everything out except the sound of his own breathing again and the steady thump of his heart beating.

      Drew calm into his being, and let it flow through him until his dragon began to relax.

      Whatever was going on with the other half of his dual existence, he needed to settle it down. An agitated dragon wasn’t a good thing, especially during peak bushfire season.

      Do the interview, stick around for some very brief schmoozing, shake off Perkins, and get back to Newcastle. Go for a run, hit the waves.

      Yeah, that’s what he’d do. And when the moon was high in the sky, he might even go for a fly over the vineyards.

      It had been a while since he’d gone for a moonlit soar. There was something about flying in the pale light that made him feel—

      “We’re here,” Perkins’ raised voice shattered Kellan’s calm just as the Uber came to a smooth halt.

      Opening his eyes, Kellan gave the driver—studying him in the rearview mirror—a quick nod. “Thanks, mate. Five stars.”

      The driver beamed. “Thank you. If you need to get anywhere else today, let me know. My name’s Archie.”

      “Yeah yeah.” Perkins waved a hand at the young man. “We’ve got the app.”

      Kellan bit back a growl, even as he smiled at Archie and climbed out of the SUV.

      It was pretty fucking tricky staying calm around a tosser.

      Getting through the television studio’s gate security was easy. The guard working the full-body scanner recognized Kellan from the last time he’d been here. He asked how things were going up in Newcastle, and wondered if Kellan knew how the koala was doing.

      “The koala’s fine,” Perkins answered, waving another shushing hand. “Ask him how his abs are doing. I’m trying to convince him to be the month of May in next year’s charity calendar.”

      The guard’s eyes met Kellan’s.

      Kellan shook his head. “Not happening.”

      The guard laughed.

      Perkins rolled his eyes, the look he threw at Kellan almost a glare. “I’ll wear you down.”

      And I’ll fucking burn you to a cinder.

      “I’d suggest you think twice about that course of action,” Kellan said, collecting his security pass from the chuckling guard.

      Perkins scowled. “You don’t make my job easy, Donovan. You know that, right?”

      Kellan grinned and, with a quick nod at the guard, headed for the studio. “Hell yeah.”

      “Wait up,” Perkins called, a second before an alarm sounded.

      “Sir,” the guard’s voice rose above the wail, “I need you to step back over the yellow line.”

      “What?” Perkins’ stunned shout bounced around the building’s entry foyer, competing with the alarm. “What do you mean, step back? I’ve got to go with—”

      “Sir,” the guard said again, voice like steel, “step back over the yellow line. Now.”

      Kellan tossed a look over his shoulder, took in the guard’s quick grin aimed at him, caught Perkins’ indignant blusters and foot stomping, and then, with an appreciative grin in return to the guard, continued on his way to the breakfast show studio.

      Get it done, get back home, get on the waves then get in the sky.

      “Easy,” he muttered, striding into the organized commotion of the studio.

      He weaved his way through the cameras and crew, all running around doing their jobs with a charged energy he admired, heading for the area where he was to meet the producer.

      New producer. What was she going to be like? The previous one—a Brit who had to be at least sixty years old—had been easy enough to get along with, if somewhat obsessed with the way the studio lighting somehow made Kellan’s eyes look silver.

      Hopefully, the new producer wouldn’t take that much notice. His eyes were gray when human, but turned silver when he was a dragon…or when he was under extreme stress. He didn’t stress easy, not even when on live television, but there was something about the artificial studio lighting that made his eyes shimmer in a far from ordinary way.

      Maybe he should start wearing glasses whenever he appeared on TV? Maybe that would help his eyes look more normal?

      “Mr. Donovan?” a female voice called to this left.

      He turned, smile stretching his lips, his gaze falling on a tall woman with piercing green eyes and pitch-black hair striding toward him.

      Whoa, she’s absolutely gorg—

      His body burst into a million pinpricks of searing heat. His croi, the timeless magic of all shifter species, erupted in a tsunami of power as his inner dragon surged for release.

      Fuck.

      He clenched his hands into fists, shoving down  the unexpected need to shift. Fought against it as he otherwise stood motionless, stare locked on the woman walking his way.

      Looking at him. Studying him.

      His dragon roared within, craving to take form. His blood ran hot. His cock throbbed. A feverish need to destroy the distance between him and the woman and claim her, take her, right then and there, blazed through him.

      Is this… God, is this—

      Fuck!

      Holy fuck, the mating fire was igniting inside him.

      The mystical, potent force that burned through a dragon shifter the very second they encountered their destined mate—and unmade any dragon shifter foolish enough to think they could ignore it.

      You couldn’t ignore the mating fire. It was impossible. The mating fire was predetermined by Fate, and demanded immediate physical connection. Sexual connection.

      Base, raw rutting.

      You couldn’t deny it. To do so meant slow insanity and painful death.

      The mating fire only happened once to a dragon shifter, but when it did, it changed everything. Like a smug magical force shouting ready or not, here I come…

      Fresh heat razed Kellan’s body, sinking into his core and turning his cock to a hard rod of impatient need. Head swimming with carnal lust, he bit back a groan. Or was it a growl?

      The woman walking toward him, taking him in with an unreadable expression, was his Fire Mate.

      Of all the inconvenient bloody times.

      

      Reece Collier always knew one day she was going to get slammed by the mating fire. It was inevitable. It was just part of being what she was. But knowing didn’t mean accepting.

      Screw that. She’d had a plan to defeat the mating fire when it finally tried to overcome her since she’d hit puberty.

      A plan and a goal.

      Be damned if some screwed-up, magical Fate was going to dictate who she spent the rest of her life mated to.

      No way, Jose. Not even close.

      She’d seen what happened to her parents—the acceptance that, by the time she was a young child, had turned into bored indifference. The apathy turning into contempt. The loveless existence of a forced bond, the emotional lashing out over a situation neither had wanted. The hate-fucking neither could deny or resist.

      The resulting offspring both would look at with resignation and resentment, all too aware the life they’d always imagined they’d have was nothing like the one they ended up with, thanks to an absurd quirk of their kind…

      Reece wasn’t going to live that life, that reality.

      She refused to.

      She’d studied the mystical bonding force most of her kind experienced at some point in their long, inhuman life and made herself an expert. She was certain the mating fire could be beat—with serious meditation, intense physical distraction and dogged force of will.

      She could do it; when it tried to claim her, she could—no, would resist it. She was known for being stubborn and tenacious, and those traits would not go to waste.

      Hell yeah. She had a plan and she was going to follow it to the letter. The second she started to experience the first signs—a prickling fire creeping over her skin at the presence of her Fire Mate—she would excuse herself from wherever she was, get her arse to a quiet, secluded spot ASAP and initiate the plan.

      Deep meditation, followed by yoga, followed by deeper meditation, then if needed, some self-love to temper the sexual craving, followed by another yoga session and/or a ten-kilometer jog. And more meditation.

      The archaic magical force wasn’t going to control her body, soul, or fate. Screw you, mating fire.

      For decades, she’d been confident. Almost boastful of her ability to beat it.

      Thanks to the plan.

      Of course, the plan hadn’t counted on the freaking mating fire igniting inside her with a force so powerful, she could barely draw breath.

      It hadn’t counted on the fire making her want to strip naked the man currently staring at her across the busy studio, so she could climb him like a pole and boink him senseless.

      Her plan was also contingent upon it not happening while she was only in her second week at her new job.

      Hard to prove she was the best producer of breakfast news programs in the country when ruled by a sudden and dire need to scurry from the studio, panting like a horny teenager.

      Holy shit, she was in trouble.

      Breathe. Breathe. C’mon, remember the plan. Breathe…

      Staring at the tall hunk of a guy walking toward her—no, strutting toward her, like she was prize he was more than willing to claim—she pulled in a slow, deep breath. Pulled all the air in the room into her lungs.

      And let out a hitching groan at the distinct taste of honey and sulphur all dragon shifters exuded.

      Oh crap, he smelled like life. Like sex. Like—

      Stop it. No.

      Driving her nails into her palms, she ignored the desperate urge to cross the floor, fist her hands in his shaggy hair, and kiss him.

      “Mr. Donovan?” Hell, why did her voice suddenly sound as if she were ready and eager to commit the most debauched sexual acts known to mankind?

      Because right now you’re more than ready to fuck a man you’ve never met before. Right here. In front of your new work colleagues.

      Shit.

      The dragon shifter, her Fire Mate, drew closer, studying her with a slight flare of his nostrils.

      Was he who she thought he was? Kellan Donovan? The firefighter from Newcastle here to speak about bushfire safety with Mike and Stacey in the next segment?

      He couldn’t be. What kind of dragon shifter would be a firefighter?

      One with a sense of humor.

      She pulled in another slow breath, determined to ignore the prickling heat crawling over her body.

      God, he smelled so good. Looked so good.

      Six foot four at least, broad shoulders and chest, muscular and fit, with light gray eyes and dark, artfully messy hair that brushed the back of his collar at the exact length she found appealing. The exact length…

      A hitching whimper vibrated at the back of her throat, and she pressed her thighs together.

      The need to shift into her dragon form—a form she’d refused to take for over six months now, to prove just how much she was in control of her existence—slammed into her. How easy would it be to shift, smash through the ceiling, and soar to the clouds? He’d follow her, of course; all her studies of the mating fire said when one assumed their dragon form in the presence of their fated mate, the other would do the same without hesitation and they would begin their bonding in the sky.

      Most of her studies had admittedly been of ancient parchments, written during a time when dragons in the sky weren’t unexpected, but still…

      Shift. Change. Take wing and fuck him in the—

      She drew in another slow breath, tasting him on the air.

      Oh boy, the air tasted good.

      A light gleamed in his gray eyes, and for a moment they almost appeared silver.

      Her body responded, liquid heat pooling in the junction of her thighs.

      Her dragon purred with approval and anticipation.

      Reece bit at the inside of her mouth.

      Get the hell out of here, Reece! Remember your plan. Get away from him. Go meditate. Now. Now!

      A slow smile curled his lips, knowing and sardonic and far too sexy for its own good.

      She dug her nails deeper into her palms and swallowed.

      Get away. Why aren’t you moving? Go now! Before it’s too—

      “What the hell, Donovan?” a male voice cut through the studio noise, frustration warring with anger in each clipped word. “You didn’t think it was a good idea to wait for me?”

      A man stomped up to her Fire Mate, a glower on his face.

      Well, that cleared that up. Kellan Donavan, Newcastle firefighter and  next guest on her show, was her predestined mate.

      Yeah, but you’re not going to succumb to the mating fire, remember?

      Kellan turned his head a fraction, enough to acknowledge whoever the newcomer was, but not enough to take his gaze off her.

      Were his eyes silver? They couldn’t be. When in human form, dragon shifters were one-hundred percent human in appearance.

      Maybe if you got a closer look?

      She took a step forward.

      And stopped herself.

      Yoga. Isolation. Meditation. That’s what she needed now, not an up-close-and-personal inspection of a stranger’s eyes.

      Your Fire Mate’s eyes. The eyes you’re going to look into every day for the rest of your—

      “I didn’t think a grown man would need me to wait for him, Ian,” Kellan answered the shorter guy, even as he still watched her.

      Ian, whoever Ian was, shoved his hands onto his hips. “We need to have a talk about the way you and I should—”

      “Excuse me,” Kellan said, lips twitching, as he walked away from Ian, heading straight for her.

      Oh boy. Oh boy. Oh boy.

      She stiffened. Sucked in a swift breath. Clutched the iPad she used to run the show’s production tighter to her chest. Damn near hugged it.

      Run, you idiot! Now!

      “Reece, do you have a second?” Fingers wrapped around her wrist, and she let out a little squeal.

      Or maybe not a little one, what with the way the entire studio suddenly fell silent.

      Face burning—from shame and from the freaking mating fire—she spun to her left, stare colliding with the stunning woman holding her wrist.

      “Stacey,” she burst out, smile so wide it was a wonder her face didn’t split open. A distraction. Oh, thank God. A distraction was exactly what she needed to temper the rising sexual hunger burning through her.

      Wriggling her shoulders in a jerky little dance, she smiled wider still. “The Stacester. Stace. Mistress Stace. Stace the Mace.”

      Stacey Reed, the show’s female anchor—a woman who had more clout on the show than anyone else—raised an immaculately shaped eyebrow, curiosity on her beautiful face. Not surprising, given in the two weeks since Reece had started at the network, she’d worked hard to cultivate a serious, no-joking-about reputation, and now here she was, behaving like a bad Jim Carrey routine.

      Good grief, she was in trouble.

      “Sorry.” She let out a wobbly laugh and rolled her eyes, stomach churning. Stacey had the influence and power to get anyone on the show but her co-anchor sacked. “I’ve had too much coffee this morning.” Pressing her palm to her chest, she sucked in a slow breath and exhaled it with another shake of her shoulders. “What’s up?”

      Stacey narrowed her and relaxed her grip on Reece’s wrist. “I just wanted to let you know Mike is going to run point on the Curtis Armstrong/Rhys McDowell wedding segment.”

      “Oh, okay.” Reece nodded, her pulse pounding. Damn it, why wouldn’t her sex stop fluttering? Her body thrummed, eager and  impatient for her Fire Mate to strip her clothes off and— “Okay okay okay. Sure. How freaking weird there’ll be two of us on set today. Reeces, I mean. Rhys and Reece. It’s the Reece show.”

      Good God, she was babbling like an idiot.

      A heavy pressure approached in her peripheral—Kellan, no doubt. Watching her. Studying her.

      What was he thinking? What opinion was he forming about her, especially with the manic way she was currently acting.

      What is he thinking? Do you really care what he’s thinking?

      No, she didn’t. Because the mating fire had no sway over—

      …hells bells, she’s…I can’t…

      The disconnected thought slipped into Reece’s mind, knotting with hers. His thought. Unfinished. In her head.

      Argh! She’d assumed the sporadic linking of minds between Fire Mates was a fabrication by lovestruck dragon shifters, but if she was hearing Kellan’s thoughts now?

      Her stomach clenched, her skin prickled, and her sex constricted.

      Shit, this was going to be trickier than she’d imagined.

      Stacey lifted the other eyebrow. “You need to rethink your caffeine intake, Reece.”

      Reece brayed with laughter, even as she struggled to keep her stare on her female anchor. To keep her hands by her side and not allow them to rip the clothes off the man silently observing her.

      Oh boy. Oh man. How was she going to survive this? How was she going to—

      “Commercial break over in one minute, Reece,” her director’s voice uttered in her ear via the small earpiece.

      “Fuck a duck!” she yelped.

      Silence fell over the studio again.

      “My thoughts exactly,” Mike Bailey, the show’s male anchor, laughed from where he sat on the set’s sofa.

      A deep chuckle rumbled on the air, sending liquid heat straight to Reece’s core. Crap, was that her Fire Mate’s laugh? That sexy, throaty—

      …adorable when she’s flustered…

      His thought whispered through her head, and she sucked in a swift breath, keeping her stare locked on Stacey even as her sex constricted again and her dragon purred with delight.

      Stop it. Not now. She sucked in a deep breath and groaned as Kellan’s scent flowed into her being.

      Her dragon growled, impatient for more than just his scent. Her body burned hotter, demanding she succumb to the mating fire.

      Get out of here. Now.

      “So I’m just confirming Mike taking point on the Armstrong/McDowell segment,” Stacey repeated. “You’re okay with that?”

      “Reece,” her director piped up in her ear, “our firefighter for the bushfire bit is AWOL. He’s meant to be getting wired up for sound by now.”

      “Donavan,” the man who’d berated Kellan earlier rushed up to where he now stood barely a foot away from Reece, “you’ve got to get mic’d up. The sound guys are waiting for you. I thought you were more professional than this.”

      Kellan’s gaze ran over her. It caressed her skin. Her dragon could feel it.

      Feel it…and liked it.

      Her pussy throbbed. Grew damp. Her nipples beaded into hard points. Her skin prickled, the very clothes against her flesh suddenly like the kiss of foreplay…

      She gasped. And groaned as Kellan’s taste, his smell, permeated her being again.

      No. No no. Shaking her head, she took a step back. No. She had to get out of here. She had to—

      “Good morning, Kellan. It’s been a while since you’ve been a guest of the show.” Warm delight filled Stacey’s voice and she touched Reece’s wrist again. “Reece, this is Kellan, the firefighter from Newcastle who’s doing the bushfire segment. You haven’t met him yet, I don’t think. He’s always a hit when he comes on. Kellan, this is Reece, the show’s producer. She’s new here, so be nice, okay.”

      A low chuckle to her left sent a lick of liquid heat straight to her core. Her Fire Mate, it seemed, was enjoying the situation.

      “Reece?” her director all but shouted in her ear, panic cutting his voice. “We’re back in forty seconds. Where are you? Where the fuck is Stacey? Is she with you? And where the fuck is the firefighter? He’s on straight after the break. Where the hell is—”

      “Here,” she murmured, turning her head to look at Kellan. To meet his silver-gray gaze. “He’s here.” And oh my God, he is gorgeous.

      Kellan’s lips curled and he dipped his head in a small nod of acknowledgement. “So are you,” he said.

      His voice did it; pushed her control to the snapping point.

      At the sound of the deep rumble of each word, the husky timbre of each syllable, concentrated lust erupted through her body, an inferno of raw need and indecipherable want.

      Her Fire Mate was here, looking at her. A mere step away. One step, one kiss, and their explosive, unavoidable bonding would begin.

      One step and one kiss…

      “No,” she snarled.

      Spinning on her heel, she pulled her earpiece from her ear, threw it at Stacey, and strode—no, ran—away from the studio.

      Ducking and weaving through the cameras and crew.

      Away from her Fire Mate.

      Away from it all.

      So much for being in control.
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      “So Kellan,” Stacey said, “why don’t you explain for new viewers what a fire plan is? Has it changed since the last time you came to visit us here on Sunrise in Sydney?”

      Hell, how many minutes since he’d seen her, his Fire Mate? Ten? How many since she’d left? Eight? Maybe seven?

      Bolted, you mean? Took off like a crazy rugby player in possession of the ball.

      “Get him on the set,” she’d yelled over her shoulder as she dashed away, taking her scent and heat with her. “Mic him up and get him on the sofa. I’m going to the sound room.”

      Why had she bolted? Without even making the barest of physical contact? Without acknowledging the mating fire and its need for immediate physical connection?

      What kind of dragon shifter would do that, knowing how horrific the outcome could be? Did she want to force him to shift form? Or didn’t she know? Was it possible she didn’t know what the mating fire was? Or that she was in fact a dragon—

      “I mean,” Stacey went on, a hint of panic in her voice, “having a plan for a fire seems very smart, but also very scary, right, Kellan?”

      How long before copulation had to take place? Six hours? Ten? Shit, maybe twelve? Damn it, he should know this. Every fucking dragon shifter should know this. Hell, why didn’t he know this?

      Someone cleared their throat. Someone else coughed.

      A million pinpricks of heat razed his skin. His cock throbbed.

      “And we don’t want our viewers without a fire plan, right Mike?” Stacey said. “Or, say, becoming frozen and unresponsive in a stressful situation. Wouldn’t you say, Kellan?”

      How long before he began to lose control over his form?

      The throat cleared again.

      How long before he’d shift into dragon form and hunt Reece down and—

      A firm hand clamped around his shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze, and he jerked his stare to the left, an agitated growl rumbling deep in his chest.

      Mike Bailey, the show’s male anchor, leaned across the small distance from the sofa next to the one Kellan sat in, worry etched on his face. “What would you say to any viewers out there, Kellan.” Mike’s blue eyes beseeched him for something.

      An answer? A response? To what question?

      Kellan frowned.

      “Who might be wondering what a fire plan is?” Mike went on, eyes screaming at Kellan to say or do—

      Shit.

      Kellan sucked in a sharp breath.

      Shit, he was on live TV. He was on live TV, supposedly to talk about fire safety in the bushfire season, and instead he was freaking out about the mating fire and how much time he had before he lost control of his dragon and shifted, and where the hell his Fire Mate had taken off to and why.

      Shit.

      “Sh—I mean, sorry.” He blinked, giving his head a shake. “I…”

      What? Forgot what he was supposed to be doing?

      Mike removed his hand from Kellan’s shoulder, let out a wobbly laugh and settled back on the sofa. “I totally understand, mate. It’s the bright lights that always freak me out. They’re far too hot, especially during summer.”

      Too hot. Exactly. He was too hot. He was burning up. The mating fire was turning his blood to rivers of molten lust and his body to a prickling inferno. If he didn’t find his Fire Mate soon—Reece, her name is Reece—he’d be in all sorts of shit.

      “A fire plan,” he said, fixing his stare on Mike as he gripped the arm of the sofa, “requires knowing exactly what steps you will take if a fire threatens your—”

      A loud crack sounded. A sharp pain sank into the center of his palm.

      “Oh wow, sorry to interrupt you, Kellan.” Stacey fidgeted on the sofa beside Mike, and waved a finger in the direction of Kellan’s hand. A nervous laugh fell from her lips and her eyebrows twisted into a frown. “But I think we’re having a furniture malfunction here.”

      Kellan jerked his stare down to where he gripped the sofa’s armrest.

      “Shit,” he burst out, jerking his hand away.

      Tuffs of white padding came with it, falling to the floor as more padding spilled out from five ragged puncture marks and the great big bloody hole in the leather made by the splintered wooden frame of the armrest jutting up through it.

      Kellan looked at the mess. At the fresh wound in his palm. At the destroyed arm of the sofa again.

      Shit. He’d broken the armrest with his hand.

      Deep inside, his dragon roared. Surged against the tenuous control he held over his shift. Pushed against it.

      Straining for his Fire Mate. Needing her.

      “Whoa.” Mike laughed, looking at the damaged armrest. “Think we need to have a word with our set designer.” He flicked Kellan a smile. “How’s your hand?”

      “Cut to commercial,” someone yelled from behind the array of cameras.

      “Thank fuck,” Stacey snapped, throwing up her hands. “Can we get someone here to fix-up Kellan’s—”

      Kellan jolted to his feet—on fire, in pain—and unclipped the mic attached to his shirt front. “I’ve got to go. Sorry. I’m…not good with blood.”

      He took off. Didn’t look back.

      Through the studio, past security, and across the foyer. Out of the building, into the bright morning sun.

      He had to get out of there. He needed to find Reece, he needed to find his Fire Mate. He needed to make physical contact as soon as possible. It was the only way he’d have any control over his form. If he didn’t, he—

      Something warm slammed into him.

      No, someone warm slammed into him.

      Someone tall and warm and smelling of lust and honey and sulphur and perfection.

      Kiss him. Kiss…

      The frantic thought flashed through his mind—her thought, Reece’s thoughts—a heartbeat before her green eyes locked on his, her hands tangled in his hair and she yanked his head down and captured his lips with her own.

      Her tongue swept into his mouth, demanding his. He gave it to her, growling into the kiss, his body igniting with lust and urgent want. A million pinpricks of fire traversed his skin, sank into his muscles, his bones, his soul. His cock throbbed, rigid and trapped in his jeans. Its length pressed to the soft plane of her stomach, the intimate contact detonating fresh heat in his groin.

      Elemental desire lashed at him, his croi burning with the force of their fated bonding, the potency of their hungry kiss.

      He grabbed her arse and squeezed, hauling her closer still to his body.

      She whimpered into his mouth and rolled her hips, grinding harder against his erection.

      Waves of heat rolled over him. His. Hers. Deep within his dual existence, his dragon roared and flexed and pushed for release.

      He groaned and kissed her harder, his hands far from gentle on her butt cheeks as he held her exactly where he wanted her—pressed to him, his to taste and kiss and mark as his own.

      She tore her lips free, her hands fisting his hair tighter, and rolled her head to the side, presenting him with the creamy column of her neck. “Do it,” she demanded on a panted breath. “Mark me.”

      Cock throbbing harder, he captured the side of her neck with his mouth, his body burning at the smooth warmth of her skin under his lips and tongue.

      Yes…

      He sucked.

      She cried out, clawing at his scalp, rolling her hips. “Don’t stop,” she rasped, as he began to pull away. “Please don’t stop! Keep going.”

      He sucked again on her neck, every fiber of his body an inferno. Every molecule thrumming with the urgent need to take her, to fuck her—

      Oh Reece, what are you doing…this isn’t…

      Her tumultuous thought tore at his mind, raw lust cut by anger and frustration.

      And fear.

      Her fear.

      He pulled away, head swimming, vision fogged by suffocating sexual urgency and pleasure. Hell, they were out in public, at her place of work. People mingled around them, no doubt watching. They needed to go somewhere private. Somewhere safe…

      “Reece…”

      Her name melted on his tongue and a hitching gasp left her, her pupils dilating as she looked up at him, fingers still tangled in his hair.

      “I…” she whispered. “I’m—”

      “Oi, Reece?” a male voice shouted somewhere in another world. “Reece, what the fuck is going on? The firefighter broke the sofa and took off and we need you back—”

      She jerked away, eyes wide, chest heaving.

      He stopped himself from grabbing her. Just.

      Scared. She was scared. Her fear shone in her face and throbbed in her heat.

      And yet, they were Fire Mates. They were bonded, the magic of their joined existence forged before they were even born.

      She doesn’t know you. Just because you’re Fire Mates doesn’t make what’s happening easy to accept or surrender to. You should—

      “Reece?” the unseen man shouted again.

      “Gregory. My director,” she whispered, stumbling back a step. “I can’t…” She pressed her palms to her stomach, shaking her head. “I refuse to let this happen. It can’t. I can beat this.”

      “Beat what?”

      Her stare locked on his. “The mating fire. I refuse to let this happen.”

      A shocked laugh tore from his throat.

      Her eyes narrowed and she pointed a finger at him. “Screw this. Screw you.”

      “Isn’t that the idea?”

      He regretted the words the second they passed his lips—lips still moist from her hungry kiss.

      “Coming,” she yelled over her shoulder toward the building, holding his stare.

      He ground his teeth, skin once again burning with tiny needles of fire. “Reece, you can’t seriously think you can ignore the mating fire? You know that’s impossible.”

      “Watch me,” she snapped. She spun on her heel and stomped back toward the studio’s entryway.

      What the…

      He closed the short distance between them, snagged her wrist and yanked her back to face him. “What are you doing? You know what will happen if we don’t—”

      “Reece?” A man came running up to them, headset slung around his neck, confusion twisting his eyebrows. “I don’t know what’s going on, but we need you back inside.” He flicked Kellan a quick look. “Your bit’s finished, Mr. Donovan. We slotted in something else. You can go back to Newcastle. Thanks.”

      “Sorry, Gregory. I was just making sure Mr.…Firefighter…man,” Reece scrunched up her face, pulled her wrist free of Kellan’s loose grip and let out a shaky breath. “I was making sure Mr. Donovan was okay.”

      Gregory frowned at Kellan again. “He broke the on-set sofa.”

      Reece’s eyebrows shot up, and for a second, Kellan sensed a wave of mirth rolling from her. And then a wall of sexual need smashed into him—hers? His? He didn’t know. But it was almost a physical blow, and his knees buckled, a thick growl rumbling deep in his chest.

      “Holy shit!” Gregory yelped, looking around. “Did you hear that animal or something—”

      “Donovan!” Perkins stomped over to them, fists balled and swinging by his side, glare locked on Kellan. “Do you have any idea how much you’ve just fucked up?”

      “Thank you for your time this morning, Mr. Donovan.” Reece fixed her stare on Kellan, held it for a brief second. “If your services are needed again, someone will call.”

      And with that, she spun on her heel and hurried away, Gregory tailing her, throwing glances over his shoulder at Kellan.

      “What the fuck was that?” Perkins stepped into Kellan’s line of sight, eyebrows high on his forehead. “I thought you were supposed to be good at this kind of—”

      Kellan growled. Locked his stare on the blustering man and growled.

      Didn’t hold back.

      Growled.

      The blood leached from Perkins’ face, his mouth fell open, and the acrid stench of terror suddenly bit into Kellan’s nose.

      Fuck. He needed to control himself. Terrorizing humans wasn’t part of his playbook.

      Shit.

      And still, it didn’t matter.

      Still, all his body wanted, all his dragon wanted, all his soul needed was his Fire Mate. He needed Reece. Like he needed breath. And if he didn’t have her soon, if they didn’t surrender to the demand of the mating fire…

      Hell, she’d actually denied the power of the mating fire. Spurned it.

      He had no choice. He had to get somewhere safe, somewhere away from the public.

      Home. Get home. Back to Newcastle. Now. Before Sydney suddenly has an ink-black dragon swooping around the skies above the harbor.

      Yeah, like that was doable. How the hell could he suppress the need to shift for over two hours? It wasn’t possible. He was strong, had a reputation for his iron control over his dual existence, but this? He had no hope of controlling this.

      “Tyson,” he growled, shoving his hand into his back pocket.

      “Tyson what?” Perkins threw up his hands, eyes wide. Incredulous. “Do you have any idea how humiliating that was? How much shame you’ve just brought to the NSWFR service?”

      Turning his back on the apoplectic media liaison manager, Kellan yanked his phone from his pocket, found Tyson Conley’s number in his contacts and hit dial, striding away from the studio building.

      Sydney’s apex alpha dragon would be able to help him.

      If nothing else, he’d be able to direct him to the best place to get his arse to immediately, so he could conceal his shift.

      The guy owed him a favor anyway.

      The bastard’s going to laugh himself silly when he hears what’s happened.

      Gritting his teeth, the mating fire singeing his nerve endings and sanity, Kellan thrust his phone to his ear. Tyson could laugh all he wanted, as long as he also helped Kellan get out the other side of this before turning into a very horny dragon whose sole purpose was to track down his Fire Mate and fuck her.

      “Donovan?” Tyson’s deep voice rumbled through the phone connection. “What the hell are you doing calling me? Aren’t you supposed to be on Sunrise in Sydney?”

      “I’ve got a problem, mate,” Kellan ground out, coming to a halt. He’d ask Tyson later exactly how he knew he was in Sydney. When he wasn’t struggling to stay human. “A hot one. A fiery one.”

      Silence filled the connection. For a beat. Only one.

      “Fuck a duck,” Tyson laughed. “The infamous Kellan Donovan’s finally been hit by the mating fire? Congrats, mate! My commiserations to the poor female dragon stuck with you for an eternity.”

      “Funny bastard.” Kellan gripped his phone tighter. Behind him, clearly not getting the cues to leave him alone, Perkins ranted about being ignored and being embarrassed and how he was going to get Kellan fired.

      Huh, fired. If only the tosser knew how accurate he was.

      “Here’s the deal though,” he said, fighting to keep his voice calm. Human. “The fire has taken off, mate. Contact’s been…delayed. And the shifting situation is tenuous.”

      “Fuck a duck,” Tyson muttered. “Again.”

      “Yep,” Kellan agreed with his own mutter.

      He flicked the immediate area around him a look. Way too many people hurried around the building. Sunrise in Sydney filmed in a sprawling studio lot built on one of the historic, centuries-old jetties jutting out into Sydney Harbor. Worst case scenario, he could dive into the famous water, shift below the surface and resurface somewhere secluded.

      The trouble was, he didn’t know Sydney or its harbor well enough to know where those secluded places were. Or how to find himself some clothes after the shift into dragon form destroyed the ones he was currently wearing. And his phone wasn’t waterproof, so he’d be up the proverbial creek getting any kind of assistance without making a scene—something he’d rather not do.

      And what happens if Perkins jumps in after you, thinking you’re trying to drown yourself after the Sunrise in Sydney debacle?

      Hell, that would be a great big fucking nightmare.

      “Are you still at the studio?” Tyson asked.

      “Yep.” He flicked a glance toward Perkins, now standing silent behind him, narrow-eyed and agitated, and then turned his attention to the deep harbor water a few feet away. “Just outside it. On a jetty. On the water.”

      “Alone?”

      “No.”

      “But your Fire Mate isn’t with you?”

      An image of Reece filled Kellan’s head, her green eyes holding his. Fresh heat erupted through him, the memory of her lips on his, her tongue, swelling through him. “No,” he growled.

      “Is the person with you human?”

      “Yes.” Damn it, words were already becoming harder to utter. If he didn’t do something soon, it would be game over.

      “How long do you think you have?” Worry ate up Tyson’s question. “Before you’ll shift? Minutes? Seconds?”

      “Mr. Perkins?” a male voice called. “Ian Perkins?”

      Kellan jolted around, his gut clenching at the sight of Gregory hurrying toward them.

      “Yes?” Perkins straightened, brushing at his shirt front, even as he slid Kellan an ambiguous glance.

      “Can you come with me, please, Mr. Perkins?” Gregory stopped, extending his arm back toward the studio entry. “Our producer has a few things she’d like me to discuss with you.” He flicked a smirk at Kellan, and then smiled wider at Perkins. “But only you.”

      Irrational jealousy sheared through Kellan, cold and tight, and then he let out a wobbly breath. Maybe Reece was doing him a favor. Getting Perkins away from him. Surely she was also struggling with the ramifications of denying the mating fire? “I think I just got a few seconds’ reprieve, Tyson,” he mumbled into his phone.

      “If you’ve only got a few seconds before you can no longer control your shift, get your scaly arse into the water as inconspicuously as you can. If you can last a few minutes…well, I’m doing my best to get there ASAP. I’m not that far away.”

      “What good will you getting here do?” Kellan clawed at the back of his neck, his chest as tight as his balls. “You’re not exactly my type, given what’s going on. And why the fuck are you ‘not that far away’? Are you tracking me?”

      Tyson snorted. “Calm down, Kel. Since my own unexpected almost-public shift, I’ve made it my mission to find a way to dampen the forced transformation of the mating fire. But it only works for about an hour. Two at the max. And of course I’m bloody well tracking you. The second an apex alpha from another territory enters mine, I know. And as far as territorial threats go, Kel, you’re the biggest one for me.”

      “I don’t know whether to be impressed or scared,” Kellan grunted, watching Perkins pivot around to sneer at him.

      “Stay here,” Perkins ordered with a jab of his finger in Kellan’s direction. “This isn’t over.”

      Kellan bit back a growl, watching as Perkins spun back to Reece’s director and followed him toward the studio.

      “Okay,” he said on a shaky breath back into his phone, “I’m…”

      …helped. God, I hope he’s going to be okay…

      Reece’s disconnected thought whispered through his mind, faint and almost impossible to hold on to. But there.

      “Ah fuck,” he ground out as his body, his croi, his lust, instantly responded to the gossamer-like tendril of connection with his Fire Mate. “Fuck, Tyson, I think I need to take a dip.”

      “I’m about a minute away, mate.” Stress filled Tyson’s voice. “Not even that. I’m almost there. I can see the studio. Take a deep breath for me.”

      Skin prickling, Kellan fisted his hair. “That’s going to help?”

      “Nope, but if you have to throw yourself into the harbor, at least you’ve already got a lungful of air, right?”

      Said lungful of air burst from him in a rough laugh. “If you get here in time, I’m going to thump the shit out of—”

      A wave of want crashed over him, hot and desperate and panicked. Reece’s want.

      Heat swept over him, a ravenous inferno of driving need. His cock throbbed so hard it ached. His knees buckled, and he hit the ground, phone clattering from his grip as his dragon surged for freedom.

      No! he roared in his head, smashing his right fist against the ground as his bones began to unknit. No!

      Agony ripped through him. His muscles and bones screamed in protest, the halted shift like an imploding bomb inside his very being. His dragon railed against the imprisonment. His body burned up, consumed with the mating fire’s force.

      No! he silently screamed again, searching for the jetty’s edge through a fog of lust and need and pain.

      A few feet away. Only a few feet away. And beyond that, the dark water of Sydney Harbor.

      Hells bells, could he make it? Could he—

      “Kel.” A strong hand wrapped around his upper arm, and the distinct scent of Tyson Conley flooded his breath. “I’m here, mate. I’ve got you. This is going to hurt.”

      Vision blurring, he lifted his head and grimaced at the other dragon shifter, even as a hitching laugh fell from him. “More than this?”

      “’Fraid so,” Tyson muttered—a heartbeat before a piercing point of icy pain stabbed into the side of Kellan’s neck, followed instantly by excruciating, stinging heat.

      “Holy fuck!” Kellan roared. Or sighed. Or thought.

      Agony filled him. His spine snapped into a severe bow and—as the world turned to a swirling black fog—he crumpled to the ground…

      Kellan…oh my God, Kellan…!

      Reece’s alarm swirled through the pain, whispered through his mind, and then the black fog consumed everything.

      And there was nothing.

      

      “What have you done?” Reece smashed her palms into Tyson’s chest. “What have you done to him?”

      Tyson staggered back a step, a tranquilizer gun in his hand, his confused stare snapping to her face. “Reece?”

      She’d manufactured a reason to get Perkins back into the studio, away from Kellan. She’d made it so he’d be in there for a while, waiting for her to come see him, so she in turn could come out to Kellan, to at least explain what was going on. She hadn’t expect to find Tyson Conley freaking shooting Kellan with a tranq gun.

      What the hell?

      “What did you do to him?” she demanded, slamming her palms to his chest again. The urge to shift, to take her dragon form and tear Tyson apart, lashed through her. He may be Sydney’s apex alpha, but she was going to—

      “Calm down.” He snagged one of her wrists in a tight grip, a warning rumbling through the order. “Now.”

      She pulled at his hold, her own growl as low and threatening. “Tell me what you did to my Fire Mate!”

      Realization flooded Tyson’s face. Releasing his grip, he shoved the tranquilizer gun into his waistband at the small of his back, a soft laugh falling from him. “It’s you? You’re Kellan’s Fire Mate?”

      “Yes. It’s me.” She lunged past him, dropping to her knees by Kellan’s side. He didn’t move. Hell, he looked dead. She touched his chest, hissing at the chill her fingers encountered. “What did you do, Tyson?”

      The threads of their strengthening connection, the threads that had pulled her from the supply closet she’d locked herself in—the softest whispers of his thoughts in her mind, the heat of his building desire, his fear he was losing control of his form—were gone.

      She couldn’t sense anything of him or from him.

      Just a yawning emptiness.

      “Tell me!” she snarled, glaring up at Tyson.

      Around them, people began approaching.

      “Is he okay?” A young woman from the editing department stopped a few feet away, her worried gaze jumping from Reece to Kellan to Tyson and back to Reece. “Are you okay, Ms. Collier?”

      No, I’m not. The mating fire has consumed me, no amount of yoga and deep breathing seems to be helping, and my Fire Mate’s been freaking tranquilized by Sydney’s alpha dragon.

      “I’m okay.” She forced out a shaky laugh, patting Kellan’s chest. “Mr. Donovan here has,” what? “heat stroke. He’s passed out, but Tyson—this is my friend Tyson. Tyson, this is…is…” Shit, what was the young woman’s name again?

      “Charlotte,” the woman supplied, frown pulling at her eyebrows, nervous gaze flicking around them all again. “I’m on the ed—”

      “Editing team,” Reece burst out. “Tyson, this is Charlotte, one of the best editors I’ve worked with. Charlotte, this is Tyson. He’s…” Ah crap, what did she say now? “A fire expert I know. He was coming to take Mr. Donovan to lunch and they were going to talk about fires but now Mr. Donovan isn’t well, and he needs water, and Charlotte, could you get me—I mean, Mr. Donovan—a bottle of water, please?”

      Charlotte’s eyebrows disappeared into her thick fringe, and then she nodded with earnest enthusiasm. “Sure sure. I’ll be really quick.”

      She spun on her heel and sprinted for the studio’s main doors.

      “It’s okay,” Reece called out, giving everyone else mingling around a wide, calm smile. “Mr. Donovan will be okay. You can all just go about your normal business. Tyson’s an expert in heat stroke.”

      “I thought I was an expert in fires,” Tyson muttered, crouching down beside Reece to touch Kellan’s throat with two fingers.

      “Shut up,” she shot back through gritted teeth, smiling with more gusto at those around her.

      Confused and unconvinced expressions met her smile, but thankfully, everyone drifted away. When one of the executive crew told you everything was okay, you didn’t argue. Not if you wanted to keep your job.

      “Oh God.” She let out a shaky sigh and returned her attention to Kellan’s face. “That was…disastrous.”

      “We’re alone though,” Tyson conceded on a relaxed shrug. “So well done.”

      “My reputation as an in-control professional is shot,” she said, sliding her hand over Kellan’s chest, bringing it to rest on his heart.

      It pounded against her palm, way too fast and hard for her peace of mind. “Why is he so cold? What did you do to him?”

      “You don’t want to know,” Tyson muttered.

      “Yes.” She fixed him with a level gaze. “I do. I can’t feel him, I can’t sense him. It’s as if he’s not there—his croi no longer seems to be calling mine.”

      An unreadable shadow fell over Tyson’s eyes. “When did the mating fire begin?”

      “Maybe twenty minutes ago. And yes, I know that means the clock is ticking. Why is he like this? Is he unconscious? In a coma? Hibernating? What did you inject him with?”

      “I injected him with a serum made of ground dragon bone…along with other things. It’ll suppress the ability to shift for a while.”

      “You what?”

      A grimace twisted his lips. “Believe me, I’m as repulsed by it as you are. But it’s better than him shifting into his other form and hunting you down, wouldn’t you say?”

      A cold finger of guilt dragged up Reece’s spine, tempering for a brief second the singeing heat of the mating fire still burning her up.

      She’d done this. She’d made this happen.

      “Do I need to deal with you as well, Reece? Are you close to shifting? Given you’re the other half of Kellan’s Fire Mate dilemma?”

      She blinked.

      Tyson studied her, expression guarded.

      She fidgeted. “I’m okay.”

      She wasn’t. Sexual urgency devoured her, her croi smoldered with it, craving more than the hungry kiss she’d shared with Kellan. Her dragon’s existence pressed at her control, like a tidal wave constrained only by a thin sheet of rice paper.

      “I’m okay,” she repeated. Could he tell she was lying? She’d only been in Sydney for a month. Had barely started to interact with the small dragon shifter community here. Tyson was Sydney’s alpha, which meant he knew a lot about his fellow shifters living in the area, and could—by his very hierarchal dominance—sense a lot about them, as well. But could he tell how close she was to unraveling? “I promise.”

      Tyson’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll believe you. But at the first hint you’re losing control, the first bead of sweat I see on your forehead, the first inhuman sound I hear you make, I’ll dose you up. No hesitation or conversation. Understood?”

      She barked out a dry laugh. “Understood. The last thing I want is to end up catatonic on the ground outside my place of work.”

      “No, Reece.” He shook his head, holding her stare. “The last thing you want is an uncontrolled shift resulting in a horny dragon in the throes of the mating fire. Especially when your Fire Mate is currently out of action.”

      Her stomach clenched at the notion of a dragon untethered from its human sensibility and completely lost to the undeniable power of the fire.

      “I can’t have dragons wreaking havoc in my city,” Tyson muttered. “Not again.”

      Not again? What had she missed? She’d come from Perth for this job, the other side of Australia. The comings and goings of the East Coast shifters before her arrival were unknown to her.

      Some investigation was in order. But later. After she’d gotten through this insanity.

      “I’ll throw myself into the harbor before I let myself shift uncontrollably,” she assured Tyson. “I’ve got all the secluded beaches you showed me when I first moved here memorized.”

      “Good. Kellan was going to do the same thing.”

      Another fingers of guilt slid up her spine and, letting out a ragged sigh, she turned her attention back to her Fire Mate.

      “So what happens now?” she asked, brushing a stray strand of dark brown hair from his forehead. “Clearly we can’t just hang out here. We’re going to start drawing a crowd. Again. As it is, I’m probably fired. Sunrise in Sydney doesn’t stop airing until nine-thirty.”

      Tyson grunted. “Honestly? I wasn’t expecting Kellan to lose consciousness. I’d planned on us being able to walk away.”

      “What?” Reece’s heart smashed into her throat. Her dragon growled. She bit the inhuman sound back, glaring at Tyson instead. “You injected him with something you don’t—”

      “No.” He met her glare. “I’ve tested it on myself. And my brother. It made both of us groggy as all hell, but we didn’t pass out. It only suppressed the ability to shift for a while. Why Kellan has passed out… Maybe it’s the mating fire? Elevated body heat, adrenaline… Could be that his croi is in a heightened state.” He raked a hand through his hair. “This is what I get for trusting a Monstrum Venator.”

      “A monster hunter?” Reece gaped at him. “You injected Kellan—and yourself and your brother—with something you got from a Monstrum Venator? What the fuck, Tyson? Seriously, what the fuck? I thought you were smarter than—”

      “Holy crap,” Kellan groaned. “What hit me?”

      “Kellan!” Reece gasped, dropping her stare to her Fire Mate. A rush of heat and lust and relief and raw hunger crashed over her and, before she could stop herself, she pressed her palms to his cheeks and crushed his lips with hers.

      He groaned into her mouth, fisting a hand in the hair at the back of her head.

      …here…came back to me…my Fire Mate…yes…

      Fresh desire swelled through Reece at Kellan’s thoughts, and she deepened the kiss, her body thrumming with elemental heat.

      “Okay, okay.” Tyson’s low reprimand cut through the haze of pleasure burning through her as a firm hand clamped around her shoulder. “Public spaces, you two. Public spaces.”

      Tearing her lips away from Kellan’s, she swept a quick gaze around them.

      Yep, they were being watched. Why wouldn’t they be? A man stretched out on the ground, a woman kneeling over him, kissing him stupid, and another man crouched down beside them? Who wouldn’t find themselves staring at such a scene? Especially when the woman was Reece and the people mingling around all knew who she was and where she was actually supposed to be.

      “We have to get out of here,” she muttered, looking down at Kellan. “Now. Are you…I mean, how do you feel?”

      Confusion swam in his gray eyes. “I don’t know what Conley did to me, but I feel…odd. Like I have the hangover from hell. And something else, like a part of me is locked away.”

      “Can you shift?” Tyson asked, voice low.

      “Shift?” Kellan shoved himself up onto an elbow, frowning at Tyson. “Why the hell would you want me to shift?”

      “Can you?” Tyson pressed.

      Kellan opened his mouth. And then closed it. His frown darkened. “What the fuck?” he muttered. “I…I can sense my dragon’s existence but it’s…hobbled. As if it’s caged somehow. Did you do this?”

      Tyson straightened to his feet and held out his hand to Kellan. “Yeah, I did.”

      Kellan’s glare darkened. “How?”

      “I’ll tell you later. Or Reece can. Right now, we don’t have a lot of time. We need to get you two somewhere safe. For your sake and Sydney’s.”

      Ignoring Tyson’s offered hand, Kellan straightened to his feet. “Will I be able to—whoa!” Eyes closing, he pressed his hand to his eyes, swaying a fraction. “Shit, I feel like crap.”

      Leaping to her own feet, Reece slipped her arm around Kellan’s back. “I got you.”

      He smiled down at her. Yes, you do…

      Her skin erupted in hungry need at the warm contact of his body to hers, at the equal warmth of his thought.

      Damn it. She shut down the carnal response and fixed Tyson in a level stare. “Somewhere safe. Now. Before I make you regret what you’ve done.”

      Tyson chuckled, the sound far from worried. “Reece, I will do whatever I have to do to protect the dragons and the humans in my territory. Later, after you two have gotten through the mating fire period, you can tell me just how bloody heinous I am, but for now, let’s get you and Kel out of here. Not to call your bluff, but I don’t think you can control your dragon for much longer.”

      Drawing Kellan closer to her side, she scowled at Tyson. “What makes you say that?”

      “Your eyes are no longer human.”

      She blinked.

      Gentle fingers pressed under her chin. “Let me see,” Kellan murmured.

      She turned her head, meeting his direct gaze.

      “If it helps,” he smiled, “your dragon eyes are stunning. The most incredible green I’ve ever seen.”

      “Oh God,” she sighed, squeezing her eyes shut for a second even as she adjusted her arm around his broad back.

      “C’mon,” Tyson muttered. “My car’s this way. I illegally parked getting here in a hurry, so let’s hope it’s still there.”

      “And if it’s not?” Kellan asked, mirth threading through the question as he slung his arm around her shoulder.

      “Reece goes for a swim, and you and I catch an Uber.”

      Kellan snorted. “Practicality, thy name is Conley.”

      Tyson flashed them both a grin. “Yep. Now let’s get our arses out of here.”
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      “Donovan?”

      Head still full with fuzzy swirls of black light, Kellan swung his head toward the shout behind them.

      Shit. Perkins.

      The man strode across the jetty—no, almost jogged across the jetty—frown locked on Kellan, his arms swinging at his side, his bony fists balled.

      “Who the bloody hell is this?” Tyson muttered.

      “The media liaison manager for the NSW Fire and Rescue service.” Kellan slid his arm from around Reece’s shoulder, his head swimming with a wave of dark nausea. He ground his teeth, chest tight. “I don’t know what you’ve done to me, Conley, but I’m going to make you pay for it.”

      “I got this,” Reece murmured, smoothing her hand up Kellan’s back.

      He let out a shaky breath, smiling at her, and then groaned as a wave of lust slammed through him

      Reece’s eyes flared with green fire, once again no longer human, and she let out her own groan.

      …need him so much…so hard to fight it…need…

      She squeezed her eyes shut, grief etching her face.

      “I need an explanation, Donovan!” Perkins demanded, barely a few feet away and getting closer. “And it better be good, because I know at least five firefighters as good-looking as you who’d kill to be the face of—”

      A growl filled the air. Guttural and menacing and entirely inhuman.

      Perkins froze, terror flooding his face.

      Tyson snapped his stare to Reece, just as she staggered back a step.

      “I’m about… I’ve lost…” she gasped, eyes still squeezed shut. “Oh no. No no no…”

      “Reece.” Kellan reached for her. “It’s going to be okay. I promise. Take my hand. We’ll be okay.”

      “Ah fuck,” she breathed, shaking her head. “I’ve got…oh no…I’m going…”

      A shudder racked through her and she looked at him, dread taking over her expression, her eyes iridescent green. Dragon eyes. “I have to go!”

      She spun on her heel and, without another look at anyone, sprinted across the jetty.

      And threw herself into the water.

      “What the hell?” Perkins yelped, gaping at the jetty’s edge before running toward it.

      “Stop!” Kellan yelled, lunging after him.

      A steel grip clamped around Kellan’s elbow, jolting him to a halt. Tyson shook his head, expression bleak. “Mate, we have to get you out of here. I have no fucking clue how long the serum is going to control your shift, and you’re no good to Reece right now as a dragon.”

      “I need to go after my Fire Mate,” Kellan muttered, pulling against Tyson’s hold.

      “What the hell is going on?” Perkins shouted from the edge of the jetty, hands fisted in his hair as he scanned the water. “Why the hell did the producer of Sunrise in Sydney just jump into the harbor? Where the hell is she? She should have come up by now!”

      “Shit.” Tyson dropped Kellan’s elbow, stare locked on Perkins. “Go. Get out of here. Now. I’ll deal with the human and text you the location of a safe house when I’m done.”

      “No, I got this.” Kellan let out a rough laugh. “I brought the guy here, I need to get rid of him as well.”

      Tyson grunted. “In that case, all I can do is hope to hell you don’t have the ability to burn him to a crisp.”

      “Let’s hope.” Gut a knot of tension, Kellan flashed a grim look at Tyson and strode over to Perkins.

      What exactly was he going to say? About his unusual behavior and Reece’s? Whatever it was, it had to be quick. His dragon’s presence was already growing stronger, more substantial. Whatever Tyson had injected him with, its effects seemed to be waning.

      Maybe, “wow, how weird, eh? I don’t understand women, do you? Listen, I’m sorry I fucked up on air. I think I’m getting a migraine. I’m going to catch the train back to Newey.”

      Yeah, that’d do. Cliched, but difficult to argue against.

      Swiping at his mouth, he hurried closer to Perkins.

      And stopped as snippets of the man’s quiet mutters scratched against his shifter’s supernatural hearing.

      “…lucked into two of them? …but her eyes…”

      Her eyes?

      Crap, had Perkins noticed Reece’s inhuman eyes?

      Kellan hissed in a sharp breath.

      “Shit.” Perkins spun around, wild-eyed stare locking on him straight away. “Dona—I mean, Kellan. I didn’t know you were…” He stopped, raking a look over Kellan. Nervous tension oozed from him. He fidgeted on the spot, flicking a glance over Kellan’s shoulder, not doubt at Tyson, before frowning at Kellan. “The woman, the show’s producer. She hasn’t surfaced yet. She dove in and—”

      “My sister,” Tyson called from behind Kellan. “Don’t worry about her. She just lost a bet with me and had to jump in the harbor. That’s what she gets for challenging me to wear ladies underwear for a week.”

      Perkins gaped, eyebrows high. “You’re kidding.”

      “Nah, to be honest, they’re actually quite comfortable. I’m currently wearing a black lace G-string that—”

      “All right all right.” Perkins threw up a hand, face twisting with disgust. “I don’t want to know.”

      “Sorry.” Tyson let out a loud laugh. “We’re a bit of a weird lot. You should see us at Christmas. Our poor mum doesn’t know what she did to deserve us.”

      Kellan bit at the inside of his mouth. He had to give it to the Sydney alpha…the guy knew how to misdirect someone.

      “Anyway,” Tyson tipped the brim of an invisible hat, “I’ve got to get going, and I promised the Novocastrian here a lift to the airport.” He slid his pointed smile at Kellan. “Ready, Kel?”

      Kellan grunted. Okay, so Tyson had dealt with the Perkins problem after all. At least it meant he didn’t have to lie to the guy. They did have to interact for NSWFR commitments after all.

      “But our Uber’s arrived,” Perkins said, looking at Kellan again. “The one that brought us here to the studio. He was still in the area.”

      “You take it, Ian.” Kellan offered his right hand. His dragon pressed at the invisible restraint oppressing it. Snarled. Flexed. “I’ll get going with Conley. I’ve got a killer headache anyway. I’d be useless company. Don’t want to bring your star rating down.”

      Perkins didn’t engaged in the handshake. Instead, he frowned once more at Kellan. “Weird. This is weird. How do you two know each other?”

      “Gotta go, Donovan,” Tyson called. “It’s getting hot, and I’d hate for you to get burned.”

      “He’s my…” Kellan dropped his hand. Fuck, if Perkins didn’t stop talking soon… “Boyfriend.”

      Perkins’ eyebrows shot up.

      Kellan cocked an eyebrow and threw his arms wide. “Surprise.”

      Christ, what on earth was he doing?

      “You’re gay?” Perkins took a step back. “Since when?”

      Chest tight, skin beginning to prickle, he hiccupped out a laugh. “Ah, y’know, since…awhile. I gotta go. Get back to Newcastle. See you next…thing, okay?”

      He turned and strode across the jetty to Tyson, snagged a handful of the other dragon shifter’s hair, planted a quick, tight-lipped kiss on his mouth, and let him go with a flourish. “Let’s go,” he damn near shouted, throwing the words back over his shoulder toward Perkins.

      Tyson looked at him for a heartbeat, and then slapped his arse. “My wife is going to want to have a word with you,” he murmured out the side of his mouth.

      “Your wife loves me and I’m the godfather to your daughter,” Kellan muttered back. He hurried away—from Perkins, from the jetty’s edge, from the studio—with long strides, weirdly glad for the fact Tyson not only fell into place beside him, but took his hand as well. Keeping up the boyfriend charade would help a little with Perkins’ obvious suspicion. “I’m not worried about Sera. I am worried about Reece. Where did she—”

      “Reece knows all the secluded beaches dotting the harbor and the safe houses in the surrounding suburbs.” With a quick check behind him, Tyson dropped his hand. “She’ll get herself to one or the other, and we’ll go find her. I suspect you’ll be able to start sensing her again, what with how fiercely the mating fire is burning through you both.”

      “You have safe houses? For your dragons?”

      “Don’t you?” Tyson sounded surprised. “Up your way?”

      “Never needed them. There’s only a few of us, and apart from me, we were all mated.”

      Tyson snorted. “Good thing it hit you here then, isn’t it? Okay, let’s get you…”

      “…I think…might be two…”

      Kellan stopped, the faint scratch of Perkins’ distant voice pricking his ears.

      He turned and regarded the media liaison manager still standing on the edge of the jetty studying the water, a smartphone now pressed to his ear.

      Two…might be two…

      Two what?

      What was Perkins talking about? And to whom?

      Two…might be two…

      A knot tightened in his gut. Worked its way up into his throat.

      Two…might be two…

      “What’s up?” Tyson asked, coming to a halt beside Kellan.

      Rubbing at the back of his neck, Kellan shook his head. “I don’t know. Something feels…not right.”

      “Probably the shit I pumped into you.” A sheepish grimace pulled at Tyson’s lips. “Sorry. It’s going to mess you up for a while, I suspect.”

      “Yeah, about that.” Kellan turned and started walking again, his dry chuckle sounding more like a growl. “You’ve got some explaining to do.”

      “Absolutely. Once I’ve gotten you to a safe house.”

      “First I find Reece.”

      His body reacted to her name on his lips. His mind relived their kiss, the velvety friction of her tongue, the warmth of her breath mingling with his, the perfection of her mouth moving over his as she kissed him…

      “My city, my say, Donovan.” Steel laced Tyson’s voice. “Sorry, but that’s the way it is. I don’t need you losing control of your dragon in public if the serum wears off before we find—”

      With a throat-deep growl, Kellan stepped in front of Tyson, stare locking on his. He was taller than the other dragon shifter by at least half a head. When it came to apex alphas, Kellan knew if he wanted, he could probably defeat Tyson in a challenge. He himself would walk or fly away bloody and severely broken, but he’d win. He didn’t want to. He didn’t want Sydney, and he didn’t want to hurt his friend, but if Tyson tried to stop him from going after Reece…

      A wave of heat and worry rolled through him, and he drew himself straighter, holding Tyson’s gaze. All he wanted was to find Reece. To see her, talk to her. Touch her…and let the mating fire consume them both.

      No one was going to stop that, not even Tyson.

      “Reece first,” he growled. “I need to know she’s okay. Imagine if it was Sera.”

      The muscles in Tyson’s jaw bunched. His eyes flickered.

      “There’s something not right going on,” Kellan grumbled, shaking his head. “I feel it in my gut. Not about Reece taking off. Just…something…”

      Tyson’s phone started ringing.

      Holding up a finger, he pulled it from his hip pocket, studied the screen for a split second, a frown pulling at his eyebrows, and then connected the call. “You’ve got Tyson Conley. Who’s this?”

      “Tyson…”

      Kellan’s body erupted as his heightened senses heard Reece’s voice on the other end.

      “I’m on Obelisk Beach, I’m naked, and I’ve just begged a complete stranger to use his phone. Tell my Fire Mate he’s got half an hour to get his arse here or our possible future together is going to start off on the wrong foot. If it starts at all. Oh, and Tyson? Tell him to bring clothes.”
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      Well, this is frustrating.

      Reece hugged her knees to her chest, forcing her attention to the grains of sand biting into her bare butt. It was the only way to keep her mind off the sexual hunger building within her again.

      The small, secluded nude beach—located inside the northeast part of the harbor and surrounded by dense natural bushland—helped.

      Not to mention the nudity. The sight of almost fifty naked people of varying shapes and sizes and ages helped temper the mating fire. Maybe all the naked people relaxing and swimming in the gentle surf confused it somehow? By now, the average dragon-shifter pairing caught in the throes of the mating fire’s force would be hot and sweaty and naked with each other.

      And she was definitely under the throes of the annoying phenomenon, whether she liked it or not.

      Even a freaking six-kilometer swim across Sydney Harbor—the first half completed fully submerged and in dragon form—hadn’t stopped it.

      Cooled it down somewhat, yes. But stopped it? Nope, no way, not even close.

      Thank God, she’d actually studied the maps Tyson had given her when she’d first moved to Sydney, branding into her mind the little nude beach in case she ever found herself post-shift and without clothes.

      Easy to go undetected on a beach where everyone was naked.

      Also easy to wade out of the water that way, even if she had swam to the beach from next to the Harbor Bridge.

      None of her fellow beachgoers knew that, of course. Nor did any of them seem to care she was buck naked. When in Rome, as the saying went.

      Not having a towel, though, or a phone…yeah, that was a tad inconvenient.

      She readjusted her position on the sand, turning her attention away from a middle-aged couple walking hand-in-hand into the surf, and studied the narrow tree-shrouded access path opening out onto the beach.

      How long since she’d called Tyson?

      How much longer before Kellan arrived?

      Where was he?

      At this rate, she was in risk of needing to go back into the water. And if she shifted into her dragon form again, it was unlikely she’d have the control to return to her human one.

      Damn, she was horny. Burning up.

      So hungry for her Fire Mate, she could shift right now and soar through the sky, seeking him out wherever he was and—

      Stop it! Look at the waves. Meditate. You’re on a freaking beach, for Pete’s sake. Make the most of it.

      She jerked her eyes to the gentle waves, watched them sliding back and forth over the sand for a few heartbeats, and then closed her eyes.

      Drew in a deep breath and held it for ten seconds.

      Exhaled.

      Drew in another. Held it longer. Counted her heartbeat fifteen times.

      Exhaled.

      Drew in once again—

      A distinct, familiar scent filled her nose. Flowed into her being.

      Reece…

      Her own name whispered through her head, accompanied by a wave of desire—Kellan’s desire. For her.

      She snapped open her eyes and a jolt of urgent, feverish lust sank into her core as her gaze locked on her Fire Mate, sitting on the sand beside her.

      Smiling at her.

      She sat motionless. “Hi.”

      A part of her brain registered the fact he was shirtless. That part of her brain didn’t give a rat’s arse where his shirt was, or why he wasn’t wearing it, because that part also registered the fact he had the most impressive upper body she’d ever seen on a man. Broad shouldered and broad chested. His pecs were lightly dusted with fine dark hair, and his abs were defined and utterly touchable even in his sitting position. His skin was a healthy bronze, either from the sun or genes, and the urge to trail her fingertips—no, her lips—up the strong column of his neck to his stubble-darkened jaw almost choked her.

      “Hi,” he said. His voice played with her senses, sending a ripple of lust and aching need through her.

      She drew in another deep breath, desperate to win the battle with the mating fire even as she knew it was a lost freaking cause.

      Her body craved his. Her skin cried out for his. Her core clenched and grew tight and wet with a necessity she couldn’t deny.

      The fact she wasn’t climbing onto his lap, straddling his hips, and kissing him senseless was unfathomable.

      Soon…

      His thought whispered through her mind.

      After all the reading she’d done about the wispy mental connection between Fire Mates, she’d been sure she’d hate it, that she would find it intrusive and invasive.

      But for some reason, it wasn’t.

      He held out something to her, another smile pulling at his lips. “I thought you might like this. Thought it might come in handy.”

      Dragging her stare from his face, she studied what he’d offered her.

      His shirt. Folded loosely.

      “I suspect it’ll be big enough you can wear it as a dress if you like,” he continued, a gentle laugh in his voice.

      She returned her attention to his face.

      His lips twitched. “Or, I could just strip my jeans off, and we could give everyone here a damn good show.”

      An image flared through her head: both of them naked, her straddling his hips, impaling herself on his engorged length as he massaged and kneaded her breasts with his hands before taking one nipple into his mouth and—

      She snatched his shirt from his hand and yanked it over her head.

      He chuckled, although it sounded as shaky as her breath.

      “So was that your thought or mine?” she asked, when her head popped through the large neck hole. God, the shirt smelled like him. And it was still warm. He must have only just taken it off. “That…almost pornographic mini-movie in my head?”

      “No idea.” A husky timbre filled his voice. “But I’m liking it.”

      She snorted out a laugh, adjusted his shirt farther down her torso, and tucked her knees back to her breasts. “We’d get arrested.”

      “We would.” Mischief filled his face. “But imagine how everyone would react when we spontaneously and simultaneously erupted in blue fire.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “You’re assuming you would give me a soul-deep, bone-melting orgasm?”

      He grinned.

      Her dragon almost purred with rapture at the playful expression.

      “I guarantee I will.”

      Her dragon definitely purred.

      “And if you didn’t?” she asked, heart racing.

      The blue fire that engulfed Fire Mates completely when—or more accurately, if—they shared a soul-deep mutual orgasm was hotter than any natural flame. It didn’t happen for every Fire Mate pairing or coupling, but when it did, it was beyond powerful. Of everything she’d learned about the mating fire, it was the one thing she’d been fascinated by. The blue flames would lick over their bodies without hurting or burning them, heightening the pleasure of their orgasms and joining their existences on a level beyond emotional.

      It sounded scary and beautiful and insane and incomprehensible and absurd and dangerous.

      And here was Kellan, promising she would experience it with him.

      Which was hilarious, given she didn’t orgasm easily. Not a single one of her previous sexual partners—not even the incubus she’d dated for a few months back in Perth—had ever given her one. They’d come close, but none had hit a home run, as it were. Thankfully, she had a vibrator that took care of things nicely for her.

      She was half tempted to demand Kellan live up to his confident claim right here on the beach.

      If it weren’t for the fact she still fought to control the mating fire.

      You’re kidding, right? Look at him. He’s gorgeous. And so far, he’s made you laugh and smile and come to your rescue and he fights fires for a living. A dragon shifter who fights fires. How could you not find that amazing?

      “If it helps, I am a nice guy.”

      She blinked at Kellan’s low, calm proclamation, her heart thumping into overdrive. Meeting his gaze, she swallowed. “I’ve only got your word on that.”

      He dipped his head in acknowledgment of the factual statement, his smile small but warm. “I could give you references? Some people to call, human and shifter alike.”

      Rolling her eyes, she let out a wry laugh. “Hmm, let me think…”

      He grinned.

      A heavy lump filled her throat. Despite everything going on, she felt relaxed with him. Horny, but relaxed. Comfortable. Which confused the hell out of her. She’d been determined to not experience any kind of connection with her Fire Mate, but here she was, feeling…well, happy.

      “I’m not the only dragon shifter to try to deny the mating fire,” she said, studying his eyes. Gray with flecks of steel blue. She’d never seen eyes like them before.

      “I know,” he answered. “And trust me, until the burn ignited within me when I first saw you, I was adamant I was never going to be ruled by something beyond my control. Screw that for a joke.”

      She chuckled, recognizing almost word for word one of her own internal arguments about the mating fire.

      The lump in her throat grew tighter. Okay, so she may not be the only dragon shifter to want to fight against Fate and magic, but was she going to be one of the alarmingly high number who went insane because they did fight it?  One of the dragon shifters who, after going insane, were killed by a fellow shifter to keep the world safe?

      Was her stubbornness going to be her undoing?

      Catching her bottom lip with her teeth, she stared blankly at the sand between his feet.

      If she capitulated now, merely because he made her relaxed and happy, didn’t that make her weak? Would they end up like her parents, hating each other but incapable of staying away from each other when the shine wore off? Wasn’t that the very thing she wanted to avoid?

      Kellan sighed beside her. “This whole Fire Mate thing is weird, isn’t it?”

      She let out another wry chuckle. “You can say that again.”

      “When I saw you in the studio…” His voice grew deeper, husky. “When I first saw you, apart from suddenly becoming insanely horny and distracted as all hell, it was as if everything that I was and ever have been made sense.”

      His words tugged at her soul, and she lifted her head to meet his gaze again.

      “Does that make sense?” he asked, a slight frown creasing his forehead. “I’m a firefighter, not a wordsmith, so I’m probably sounding like an idiot. But when I first saw you, when I saw you smile and heard your voice, the world suddenly had meaning. Purpose. And all the uncertainty I’d ever experienced seemed to fade away and all I wanted was to make you happy and for you to like me.” His frown deepened and he let out a wobbly laugh. “Hell, I really hope you’ll like me. But I understand if you’d rather not—”

      She kissed him. Couldn’t help herself. And it had nothing to do with the mating fire, and everything to do with how wonderful and contented she felt simply sitting beside him. How he felt so safe and comfortable and right.

      So she kissed him; a soft, gentle brushing of her lips on his.

      Which was dangerous.

      The second their lips touched, the mating fire ignited into an inferno, blazing a prickling heat over her skin, sinking it deep into her core.

      Sexual hunger flooded her. Demanded more. Insisted.

      Instead, she pulled away, sucking in a steadying breath and resting her forehead against the curve of his shoulder.

      He sat motionless, his own breath choppy.

      She was putting them both through hell. She knew that. And why? Because she was stubborn enough to want to deny an undeniable trait of their kind? An element connected with the magic of their species?

      Her croi was irrevocably bound to Kellan’s; had been since her existence began even if she hadn’t known it until this morning. She wasn’t old for a dragon shifter, but despite her youth, she wasn’t stupid. And for all her bluster and bravado, she wasn’t selfish.

      She never had been.

      “I will never hurt you, Reece.” Kellan’s deep voice rumbled through her confusion. “And if you never want to see me again after we’ve made it through the sexual rawness of the mating fire, I’ll disappear from your life. I won’t force you to do something your human side doesn’t want.”

      Closing her eyes, she let out another shuddering laugh. “Kellan, can I just say if you’re not a nice guy, then you’re doing a really good job of pretending you are.”

      He chuckled. “Trust me, acting is not my thing. I’m the face of the New South Wales Fire and Rescue because I look the way I do, and I give good interviews. If you’ve seen me in the TV commercials for the fire brigade, you know my actual acting ability is nonexistent.”

      A frisson of contented warmth stroked up her spine, rivaling the carnal lust trying to control her.

      Yeah, spending time with him—not fucking him, not kissing him, simply spending time with him—was nice. And yet, time was ticking down. If they didn’t surrender to the sexual demands of the mating fire soon…

      “So what happens now?” she whispered, lifting her head to look at him again.

      He gave her a wry smile. “Well, I guess that’s your call. Tyson’s given me the address of the closest safe house. He assures me it’ll suffice for whatever happens next.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “What does that mean?”

      He grunted out a laugh. “I asked the same thing. He said it’s equipped to cope with everything that might transpire during the mating fire.”

      She rolled her eyes, even as a smile pulled at her lips. “If we get there and there’s not a roomful of candles and a king-size bed with satin sheets and a saxophone-heavy playlist, I’m going to be utterly disappointed.”

      “See, now you’ve painted that picture, it’s all I want to find.”

      That tremor of comfortable happiness traced up her spine again. “Okay, so we get our butts to the safe house and…bow chika bow wow?”

      Throwing back his head, Kellan burst out laughing. “I know instant lust comes with the whole mating fire territory, but I think I’m already falling into instant love with you. Or at least your sense of humor.”

      A wave of searing heat erupted over her skin and she sucked in a slow breath, the urgent sexual hunger she barely controlled igniting again. “Watch it, fireman,” she muttered, forcing down the compulsion to climb onto his lap, tangle her hands in his hair and let the mating fire sweep over her completely. “It’s way too early to throw out the L word. I haven’t even decided yet if I like you.”

      He grinned. “You like me.”

      She did. Damn it.

      “So how do we get to the safe house?” She slid her hand from his exquisite arm and frowned. “I’m assuming Tyson’s not here?”

      “He’s not. Just as we were about to climb into his car, he got a call from his wife. His daughter has a fever and Sera needs to take her to the doctor. However, Tilda is part dragon shifter, part human, so she can’t just go see any doctor, and Tyson went into full-on protective-father mode the second Sera told him what was going on and abandoned me on the jetty.”

      Reece blinked, an image of Tyson and Sera’s adorable little baby girl filling her head. “Oh no. Is Tilda going to be okay?”

      Huh, so one way to temper the sexual lust of the mating fire—worry about sick babies.

      So not the way she’d choose to deal with it.

      “I think so. He sent me a text just before I got here. It said “the magazines in this doctor’s waiting room are older than us.” If he’s still got his woeful sense of humor, I suspect she’ll be fine. My deputy chief has a six-month-old and fevers seem to be a big thing with bubs. Of course, he’s 100-percent human, and so’s his bub, and I have no freaking clue about babies apart from they’re small and they smell.”

      Reece laughed.

      He grinned. “See? You do like me.”

      “Maybe.” She let out a sigh. “Maybe not. But whatever the answer is, we need to get to the safe house.”

      His jaw bunched. “We do. Whatever Tyson pumped into me has controlled my ability to shift for a while, but you don’t have that luxury. I gotta say, I don’t know whether to be impressed or insulted with your control over the mating fire.”

      She snorted. “Don’t be insulted. I want to strip those jeans from your body, straddle your naked hips and ride you like a—”

      “Let’s go.” He jolted to his feet, snagging her wrist on the way up and pulling her to his side.

      His shirt fell over her butt and thighs, loosening the grains of sand clinging to her bare arse, and she swiped at the back of her thighs with her palms.

      The faint caress of skin on skin stirred a wave of fresh want within her, and she shuddered, nipples beading. “We really need to hurry. How did you get here?”

      “I’ve got an Uber waiting.” Threading his fingers through hers, he strode toward the beach’s access path. “The same one who took me and Perkins to the studio. Young guy called Archie. Thankfully he was still in the area when Tyson got the call. Said his other ride had cancelled and he was available. When we got here, he said he’d wait around for a half hour or so.”

      “Archie needs five stars then.”

      “He does. Will you make it to the safe house?”

      “If you kiss me while we’re in the backseat of the Uber, I will.”

      He groaned out a chuckle. “Reckon that’ll impact my five-star rating?”

      “Probably.”

      He chuckled again, quickening his pace as they entered the tree-shaded access path. “Who wants a five-star rating anyway?” They burst out into the small carpark a few seconds later, almost at a run.

      A cool breeze flowed around Reece, playing with her hair and bare thighs. The soft sensation detonated new need in her and she bit back a groan. What would it be like, Kellan’s fingers trailing over her bare skin? More to the point, what would his lips feel like? His tongue?

      Liquid heat pooled in her core and she bit at the inside of her bottom lip. “Hurry,” she whispered, squeezing Kellan’s hand. “Hurry.”

      He flicked her a quick look, stopped, turned to her and, cupping her face in his palms, kissed her.

      A deep, slow, hungry kiss.

      Ah yes…

      She groaned into his mouth, pressing her hips to his, and growled as he pulled away. Sure, the kiss had taken the edge off a little—his intention, no doubt—but with every second denied his lips, her human frustration and impatience grew.

      Seriously, she wanted to fuck him senseless. No croi involved, no magic, no Fate; just a woman fucking the man she found utterly desirable.

      “This way,” he said, eyes more silver than gray. Fingers still threaded through hers, he hurried over to a parked SUV a few yards away and pulled open the back door.

      The driver watched her slide into the backseat in the rearview mirror, and then moved his attention to Kellan as he slid in beside her. “You found her?”

      Kellan chuckled, throwing her a smile. “I did. How fast do you reckon you can get us to that address I gave you earlier?”

      The young man grunted out his own laugh, turned over the engine, and looked at them both in the mirror again. “Time me.”

      Kellan laughed.

      Reece’s heartbeat quickened. She already loved the sound of his laugh—relaxed, warm, friendly. It was wonderful and infectious.

      God, she wanted to kiss him again. Now. Hard.

      “Hey,” she whispered, sliding her palm up his thigh. Higher. Higher. Until it reached the hard bulge of his groin.

      “Archie, mate?” Kellan leaned forward and tapped the back of the Uber driver’s seat. “Can you do us a favor and ignore what’s about to happen?”

      “Why? What’s about to—ahh.” Archie cleared his throat as Kellan twisted in his seat, fisted a hand in the back of Reece’s hair and captured her lips with his.
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      Hell, this was a bad idea.

      Kissing her in the back of an Uber…yeah, not a good idea at all.

      Kissing wasn’t enough.

      Not even close.

      He should slide his hand up under the shirt she wore and cup her breast and pinch her nipple and then rip the shirt off her and take her breast in his mouth and suck on her nipple until she screamed his name and then drag her onto his lap, unzip his fly and—

      A core-deep shudder racked him. A frustrated growl rumbled in his chest.

      Nope, kissing was their only option. For now.

      Fuck, what if he lost control of himself? Of his lust?

      Breaking the kiss, Kellan brushing his thumb over her bottom lip, reveling in the soft caress of her exhalation. “Tell me something about you,” he murmured.

      Yeah, he needed to regain some control, before things got completely out of hand.

      Her green eyes shimmered, iridescent with the magic of their species, and she let out a slight laugh. “Okay. Umm…I suck at math.”

      He snorted, her confession stirring something powerful in him. Was it possible to fall instantly in love with someone? He’d been joking earlier, when he’d told her he was falling in love with her sense of humor, and yet…

      “My second favorite subject at school,” he muttered, allowing his gaze to roam over her face. Had he ever seen eyebrows so straight? And her freckles…he wanted to mark every one with a soft kiss.

      “Freak,” she mocked, smiling. “What was your first?”

      For an answer, he kissed her again.

      She chuckled into his mouth and returned his savage lust with her own.

      His cock throbbed, hard and ready.

      An utterly human reaction. His dragon—still trapped by Tyson’s serum—gnarred deep from its imprisonment.

      He lashed her tongue with his, coaxing more from her. She gave it. One hand curled around the back of his neck, drawing his head harder to hers, her other hand slipping down over his bare chest, his abs, to the bulge of his erection again.

      He jerked out of the kiss, sucking in one quivering breath after another.

      I’ll lose control…

      She let out a hitching moan, as if aware of his strained thought, and nodded. A wave of frustration rolled from her, hot and potent.

      Kellan’s heart thumped faster, and he let out a laugh. “I can feel you again,” he whispered.

      Except for one fleeting moment when he first regained consciousness, he hadn’t been able to sense her mind, her existence, since Tyson had injected him.

      Did that mean the serum’s effect was almost gone?

      Shit, how much longer before they arrived at the safe house?

      “How old are you?” she asked, her voice husky.

      In dragon years and human…

      He smiled as her thoughts slipped into his. The serum may be wearing off, which left them with the danger of the ticking clock again, but at least it had allowed their nebulous mental connection to return. They had twelve hours from initial meeting to completely surrender to the mating fire in human form, otherwise things got weird. And scaly. How long had it been so far? He’d lost count.

      “I’m a spry two hundred and fifty,” he grinned, flicking their Uber driver a quick glance. If the young man was paying attention to their conversation, he’d likely think Kellan was deliberately being an idiot about his age. Hopefully.

      Reece’s eyes widened. “Two hundred and fifty?”

      “Hey hey hey.” He shot his eyebrows up with a chuckle. “Don’t sound so horrified.”

      She snorted. “Not horrified. Impressed. You look good for an old fart.”

      He pouted. “Ouch.”

      She grinned, and then leaned toward him and brushed her lips over his.

      He loved the feel of her mouth, her breath mingling with his.

      A wave of need rolled through him, and deep in his dual existence, his dragon stirred. Yeah, Tyson’s serum was definitely wearing off. They needed to get to the safe house soon.

      With how much he wanted Reece, it was all he could do not to haul her onto his lap and claim her now. Seriously, could his dick get any harder?

      Pulling out of the gentle kiss, she studied him, mischief in her green eyes. They were iridescent again, the magic of her croi smoldering in their depths. “Why a firefighter? For the irony?”

      He laughed and rolled his eyes. “I know, I know.”

      She chuckled. Waited.

      His chest tightened. Man, it had been a long time since he’d thought about why he’d become a firefighter.

      She’s your Fire Mate. If you keep a secret like this from her, what chance does your relationship have?

      Chest growing tighter still, he brushed a strand of her dark hair from her temple. “A very good friend of mine died in a house fire a decade ago.”

      No, it wasn’t so much he hadn’t thought about this, more he hadn’t allowed himself to think about it.

      Reece frowned, and her eyes lost their glow. “Oh, Kellan. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” It was. Now. Maybe. “Douglas was like a little brother to me. We used to surf together when I lived up in Maroochydore.”

      “Was he,” her voice dropped to a whisper, “one of us?”

      He shook his head. “Human,” he murmured back. “We met on the beach one day. Got to talking about surfing. Just…became friends after that. He was young, enthusiastic for life, and didn’t have any family in Australia. He was a teacher. Kindergarten. Came from London on a working visa—which is where I came from before we moved to Australia.”

      With another sigh, he let his mind float back in time for a heartbeat. The extended life of a dragon shifter meant a change of identity and/or location every few decades was a necessity. Ninety-four years ago, he’d decided the land Down Under was worth trying, and he hadn’t changed his mind since.

      “Douglas was writing a children’s book in his spare time,” he went on with a soft laugh. “An adventure story about kids who were born connected to dragons, of all things. He had no idea what I was, but bounced ideas of me. I’d convinced him I was a mythological creature nerd thanks to Dungeons and Dragons.”

      Reece raised her eyebrows.

      He shrugged. “It was the best I could come up with, and I enjoyed talking dragons. I didn’t know any of us when I first got here. Didn’t want to, to be honest. The possibility of the mating fire slamming into me just as I started my life here didn’t appeal…so I stayed away from any of us.”

      “Makes sense,” Reece said. “I moved to Sydney for the same reason. There’s no un-mated…us here at the moment. Apart from me. I was going to be safe. And then you came along…”

      He snorted, cupping her face in a tender hand. “Sorry about that.”

      Smile curling her lips, she gave his wrist a gentle squeeze. “I don’t know if it’s too soon to say ‘don’t worry about it,’ so can I let you know?”

      With a laugh, he dropped his hand and settled back against the seat. “Deal.”

      Silence stretched between them for a moment. Behind the wheel, Archie hummed along to the song playing on the radio, Taylor Swift’s “Shake It Off.”

      “What happened?” Reece finally asked, her voice as gentle as her hand had been on his wrist. “To your friend?”

      An image filled Kellan’s head of Doug the last time he’d seen him; running back into the surf, board under his arm, waving at Kellan with not a care in the world.

      A cold weight pressed on Kellan’s chest. “He called me late one night, said he’d finished writing his book and asked if I’d like to come around. He wanted to give me a copy to read, but it’d been a while since I’d shifted, and it was a new moon, and I was itchy to fly, so I said I couldn’t come.”

      Reece’s eyebrows dipped.

      Closing his eyes, he rubbed at his face and pinched the bridge of his nose. Yeah, it had been a while since he’d let himself think about this. A long while.

      He remembered returning from his midnight flight over the ocean. He remembered seeing the cop walking away from his front door.

      He remembered the cop stopping as he approached, asking him if he was Roger Blake, his identity at the time. He could still hear the cop telling him—

      “Kellan.” Reece’s fingers pressed to his arm. “I can feel how much this is hurting you. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want.”

      “I’m alright.” Opening his eyes, he let out a ragged breath and stared with a blank gaze at nothing. “I was his emergency contact number here in Australia, and when I got back from flying about there was a cop waiting for me. There’d been an electrical fire in the apartment below Doug’s. The building was old. Nowhere near up to code. The fire engulfed the whole building. Guttered it. Four people died. Including Doug.” His gut clenched. “He was just a young bloke, having an adventure. Living his short human life. And if I’d been there, he would probably still be living it now.”

      Kellan’s gut clenched at the memory. He wouldn’t have been able to shift into his dragon form as the fire took hold of the apartment complex, but he would have been able to withstand the flames even in his human form. Would have been able to get Doug out…and anyone else in the building.

      “So that’s why I’m a firefighter now,” he said. “And probably will be for as long as I can, regardless of who and where I am.” He shrugged. “Because fire is a cruel bastard of a thing sometimes, and if I can stop it taking a human life, I will.”

      Reece studied him, and then threaded her fingers through his. “Thank you.”

      “For?”

      “Sharing that. Letting me see a bit more of you than just the hot guy with incredible abs.”

      He snorted out a laugh.

      She smiled. Squeezed his hand.

      Contentment washed over him, and for a moment he didn’t know if it was his or hers.

      “Mine,” she whispered, settling her head on his shoulder.

      Deep inside, his dragon flexed and stirred again. A prickling heat crept over his body. His heart raced a little faster.

      “This is nice,” he mumbled.

      “It is.” She wriggled closer to him. “Not at all what I’d expected.”

      “Me either. Although the urge to…y’know…is getting closer and more powerful.”

      She laughed. “Hell yeah. If we weren’t in this car…”

      He swallowed, even as a thick pressure pulsed through his groin.

      How much longer? How long had it been?

      “Your turn,” he said, chest tight. “You mentioned you moved to Sydney. From where? When?”

      “Perth. A few weeks ago.”

      He laughed. “I didn’t give you a lot of time to hang out here un-mate—” He flicked Archie a quick glance. Still humming along to the music on the radio. Good lad. “Unattached before changing everything in your life, did I?”

      “Fate has a strange sense of humor,” she replied with a small shrug. “But I’ve got to admit, at the moment, I’m not as angry as I thought I would be.”

      The pressure in his groin grew hotter. His chest tightened more. “So, any reason you were…are determined to resist the…”

      …mating fire…

      “…thing that happens?” he asked. He didn’t think their driver was paying them any attention, but still.

      “My parents. They hated each other. Seriously hated each other. But wouldn’t leave each other alone because of the…” She slid a look at Archie and leaned a little closer to Kellan, hand hovering over her mouth. “…destiny thing.”

      With another glance at Archie, she let out a sigh and settle back in her seat again. “It was the most toxic, unhealthy relationship, and I hated being a part of it. I grew up thinking if it happened to them, why wouldn’t it happen to me? There was no way I wanted it happening to me, so I decided to refuse to let it. I’m a bit of a control freak, in case you haven’t worked that out yet.”

      He laughed. “I like your honesty. And I’m more than happy for you to control what we do when we—”

      “Here.” The car drew to a halt, and Archie twisted behind the wheel to look at them. “Sorry that took a while. The traffic sucks at this time of the morning. Gotta say,” he said with a smirk, “I’m a little disappointed. I was kinda expecting a full-on…y’know…” He wriggled his eyebrows and smirked some more. “What with the way you started the trip.”

      Reece gave him a sheepish smile. “Sorry.”

      He waved a hand. “Nah, it’s alright. I guarantee something exciting will happen today.” He slid his grin to Kellan. “For all of us.”

      “You’re probably right.” Kellan offered his own grin and extended his right hand. “Thanks, mate. Five stars coming your way.”

      Archie completed the handshake, smiled at Reece, and then winked at Kellan. “Have fun.”

      Reece burst out laughing and climbed out of the car.

      Kellan followed, closing the door behind him.

      “See you soon,” Archie said.

      Frowning, Kellan bent to correct him through the open front passenger window, but with a gun of the engine, the Uber took off.

      “It seems we’re not the only one in a hurry,” Reece said, taking Kellan’s hand in hers.

      Kellan snorted. “Seems not.” He ran a slow gaze over the large concrete-walled building on the other side of the sidewalk. “Tyson has a strange definition of the word ‘house.’”

      At least big enough to accommodate a small plane, the windowless structure was surrounded by wattle and eucalyptus trees.

      “Looks cozy.” Reece squeezed his hand. “Do you think we’ll find candles in there?”

      He slid her a smile. “Blue fire, here we come.”

      She sniggered. “You said come.”

      He grinned. “God, I love you.”

      She froze for a second. And then pulled him to her with a savage yank and captured his mouth with hers.

      

      Somehow, she wasn’t exactly sure how, they found themselves at the door of the safe house.

      Had they kissed their way there?

      Possibly. Her lips throbbed from Kellan’s moving over hers with a brutal hunger she felt in her very soul.

      Her body ached from need. Her skin burned with lust.

      Breath ragged, she leaned against the cold concrete wall, nipples so tight they were points of agony, and watched Kellan key in the security code to the safe house’s big metal door.

      “Hurry the fuck up,” he muttered, his stare locked on the little red light of the keypad.

      If she weren’t so desperate to feel his body moving with hers, to feel his hands, his mouth on her breasts, her hips, between her thighs…she’d rib him about being impatient.

      But she was desperate. And not because of the mating fire.

      She wanted him. Because he was gorgeous and adorable and sweet and had shared with her a story that didn’t paint him as a powerful alpha dragon, but rather a human with feelings and failings and holy fuck, could the door just hurry the hell up and open already? Seriously, how long did a lock take to disen—

      The red light switched to green and a low, electronic buzz cut the air.

      “Thank fuck,” Kellan burst out on a breath. He pushed open the door and slid her a look. “Let’s—”

      She threw herself at him, crushing his mouth with a kiss, fisting her hands in his hair.

      He groaned, hauled her to his bare chest, and grabbed her arse cheeks.

      Yes. Oh God, yes.

      They stumbled and lurched over the threshold, into the safe house, tongues battling, hands kneading and tugging at clothes and going everywhere hands could.

      The solid clunk of the thick door swinging shut registered in her mind for a brief second, and then all the only thing that registered was Kellan’s hand up under her shirt—his shirt—cupping her right breast, squeezing it.

      Oh yeah…

      His feverish thought washed over her, bringing with it a wave of concentrated pleasure and desire.

      Hell yeah…

      Her own thought burned through her, and she rolled her hips, craving even more. It wasn’t enough, Kellan’s hand on her breast. She wanted his mouth. She wanted him sucking her tit and biting her nipple.

      He tore his mouth from hers and her breath caught at the blazing silver of his eyes. “Gladly,” he growled, before snaring the front of the shirt in two fists and tearing it apart.

      The safe house’s cool air kissed her bare skin a heartbeat before he scooped up her left breast in a strong, rough hand and sealed his lips around its nipple.

      “Yes,” she cried out, the savage sucking sensation on her flesh detonating an explosion of pleasure inside her core. She bucked, arching in his arms as he flattened one hand to her back and held the heavy swell of her breast exactly where he wanted it.

      A shudder raced through her and she moaned, skin prickling, breath shallow.

      He sucked on her nipple, nipped it between his teeth, and sucked on it again.

      Her head swam as an inferno of pleasure consumed her. Her knees gave out and, with a growl, he scooped her up, his glowing silver eyes scanning the area around them. “Let’s find somewhere more comfortable and horizontal to continue this.”

      A laugh fell from her, even as her pussy contracted at the way his jaw bunched and his nostrils flared.

      Another wave of raw lust crashed over her, and her breath caught as she tasted Kellan’s need in it. “Hurry,” she ordered. “I can’t—”

      He moved, the inside of the safe house blurring as he traveled with inhuman speed across the floor.

      She squealed with delight, the sound dissolving into a moan of anticipation when he lowered her to a large leather sofa and kneeled on the floor between her spread legs.

      “Fuck, you are beautiful,” he said, brushing the backs of his knuckles over her cheek before skimming his hands down over her breasts. Her nipples tightened at his soft touch and she groaned, eyes closing.

      “Hurry,” she said again. “Kellan, please—”

      His mouth closed over her left nipple.

      “Oh yes,” she exhaled, grabbing a fistful of his hair.

      He suckled and nipped and feasted on her breasts for long, giddy moments, flooding her core with molten urgency, and then moved his mouth lower.

      Down over the plane of her hitching stomach, to her navel, and lower still.

      Holy fuck.

      His tongue stroked over the tiny hood nestling her clit, and she slammed her hips upward, ramming her sex to his mouth.

      He chuckled against her flesh, his hands smoothing along her inner thighs until his thumbs parted her folds and he licked her newly revealed clit.

      And licked. And licked.

      And licked.

      “H-holy ffffff….” Pleasure destroyed the word. She bucked against his mouth, clawing at his scalp, the edge of the sofa, the backrest…

      He licked at her, over and over, his tongue adoring her clit as his thumb inched deep inside her sex, seeking out her warmth and wetness.

      …tastes…perfection…want her…

      His thoughts burned through her mind, tangled with her own need and desire. Propelled her closer to eruption.

      Shaking all over, she planted her feet on his shoulders and spread her legs wider. Granting his thumb, his tongue, more of her.

      He lashed at her clit, and then it wasn’t his thumb inside her but his fingers, scissoring and stroking and driving her closer and closer to the edge.

      “Kellan…” she rasped. “I’m…I’m going to…come soon…”

      Her skin prickled. Her heart raced. Her dragon roared, hungry for the force of their union.

      “Kellan…” She bucked against his lashing tongue, one hand in his hair, the other in her own. “I want…I want…”

      She wanted him inside her. Not his tongue or thumb, but him. She wanted their souls and bodies and croi to join.

      And yet, she wanted to come all over his face as well. Wanted to ride this wave, giving herself over completely to the mastery of his mouth.

      “I’m going to c-come soon,” she groaned, the base of her spine tingling. So close. So close.

      He lifted his head a little and gazed up her body, eyes utterly inhuman, ablaze with silver fire.

      “Let me taste you, gorgeous,” he said, voice barely a breath. He rolled his thumb over her clit, and she whimpered, the touch different to his tongue but just as incredible. “Let me make you come all over my face first, and then I’ll bury myself to the balls in your exquisite pussy and make you burn blue fire.”

      Oh God…

      The plea and dominance in his voice undid her. A savage trembled racked her body, her dragon roared deep within her. Her core contracted. “Kellan…”

      “I promise,” he whispered, returning his head to between her thighs. “I promise.”

      His hot breath fanned her wet sex, and then he nipped her clit, sucked it, and flicked it with the tip of his tongue.

      “Holy fuck!” she cried, as her orgasm shattered her restraint.

      He growled with approval, the primal sound vibrating through her sex, into her body, her soul. He lapped at her release, tongue wild, hands holding her thighs wide.

      She bucked into his mouth, his name bursting from her with every squeezing pulse of her climax.

      …my Fire Mate…my soul…my woman…

      His thoughts washed through her, waves of warmth and pleasure and burning desire.

      “My Fire Mate…” she moaned in returned, lifting her hips and spreading her thighs wider. “I’m yours…”

      She was. As he was hers. The mating fire had taken them both, and he’d shown her what it would bring and holy fuck, it was incredible, and why on earth had she wanted to resist this when it was so perfect and right?

      He continued to lick at her clit, his tongue growing faster, wilder.

      More…need to taste more…

      He plunged two fingers inside her as his feverish thought filled her head. Wriggled them together against her inner walls. Stroked her G-spot.

      Her world shattered again, her second orgasm more powerful than the first.

      Yes… His tongue lapped and flicked. His fingers stroked and thrust.

      And then, as her breath fell from her in shallow, rapid pants, as her skin prickled and her dragon roared, he lifted his head. “I need to be inside you, Reece. I need—”

      The safe house’s door slammed shut.

      Reece squealed.

      Kellan jolted to his feet, fists balled, spinning to stare at the man settling himself against the closed door several feet away.

      “Archie? How the fuck did you get in here?”

      Scrambling with her torn shirt, Reece leapt to her own feet and gaped at their Uber driver.

      “Slipped a small steel chock into the door before it closed.” Archie smirked, first at Kellan, then her, and back to Kellan. “You should really have checked before you started…y’know, doing the nasty. But I guess, you were both busy, and it did kinda sound like the door was closing. Sorry for the interruption, by the way.”

      Kellan’s snarl filled the space. His shoulders bunched. His whole body seemed to turn to granite. “Get the fuck out.”

      The young man crossed his ankles, smirk stretching wider, and raised his eyebrows. “And miss this show? Yeah, nah, don’t think so.”

      “Get out.” Kellan took a step toward him. The air seemed to crackle, as if the very particles burned. “Or I’ll make you get out.”

      Hands tucked behind his back, Archie wriggled his shoulder blades against the door. “Nah, I’m good.” He flicked a look around the safe house’s interior. “This is actually perfect.” He directed his smirk back at Kellan and planted his feet flat on the floor. “Besides, I can’t be bothered waiting any longer.”

      “Okay, I’m done being nice,” Kellan snarled, striding toward him.

      “Stop,” Archie shoved himself from off the door with a grin and whipped a small, loaded crossbow from behind his back. “Or I’ll, y’know, shoot.”

      Reece’s blood roared in her ear. Her dragon shrieked.

      Kellan froze. “You’re serious? You’re an Extraho Venator?”

      Reece’s heart slammed into her throat.

      Oh no.

      Extraho Venator. Dragon hunter.

      Archie beamed, leveling the weapon straight at Kellan’s chest. “You like it?” He moved the pistol-sized steel and wooden crossbow a fraction higher—aiming it at Kellan’s neck. “Small, easy to carry around, but still very effective. Powerful enough to pierce muscle, bone,” he arched an eyebrow, lips stretching into a smug smirk, “scales. Been in my family for centuries.”

      “You’re a dragon hunter?” Reece’s stomach rolled. Her voice fell from her, tight and somehow strangled and yet still bouncing around the safe house’s large interior.

      In her entire existence, she’d never encountered a member of the secretive guild that hunted dragon shifters for sport. She knew of them, knew they existed in every country. She knew of dragon shifters who had faced them. The ones who’d lived to talk about it. Others had not.

      She also knew, like most dragon shifters, Extraho Venators preferred to kill when their target was in dragon form.

      They were callous and cruel. Brutal. Tenacious. Once they had a target, they didn’t stop until their target was dead—or they were killed themselves.

      Archie dipped his head in a minute nod, his stare never leaving Kellan. “Born and raised, bitch. One of your kind killed my uncle ten years ago, and while he was a mean cunt of a man, he still didn’t deserve to be burned alive. So as you can imagine, I’ve been waiting ever since for payback. And here it is. Sweet, ’eh?”

      “I didn’t think Extraho Venator started hunting until their balls dropped,” Kellan said.

      Ice ran through Reece’s blood at the menace in his voice. Did Archie realize how much danger he was in?

      Did Kellan?

      Archie snorted, pressed one hand to his chest, and then narrowed his eyes. “Ouch.”

      Kellan chuckled, the sound mirthless.

      Archie narrowed his eyes. “Oh, I fucking hope you turn first, big boy. I’ll enjoy the fuck out of shooting you. Now do me a favor and shift, will you, so we can get this over with. I’ve got some bragging to do, and I can’t wait. A double kill like this? I’m going to dine out on it for years.”

      Reece’s stomach lurched.

      “What makes you think she’s a dragon shifter as well?” The menace hadn’t left Kellan’s voice.

      “Extraho Venator born and raised, remember? I know a fire-breathing freak when I see one.” Archie flicked a look over Reece. His grip on the crossbow didn’t waver. “Couldn’t believe you actually put her in my car. Thanks for that, by the way. Then you two got all hot and heavy in the back—hot, get it? Hot—and her eyes started to glow green. Double-bunger time.”

      “Not very sporting like.” Kellan tsked calmly. “But then, you Extraho Venators aren’t exactly known for your high ethics or morals, are you?”

      “Fuck you very much.” Archie spat, the thick wad of spittle landing on the floor in front of Kellan. “And fuck the other Venators as well. They think they’re better than us. Fuck them.”

      “Why do you think we will?” Reece called from beside the sofa. Her torn shirt hung loose on her shoulders, but she’d be damned if she’d cross her arms over her half-exposed breasts. Be damned if she’d let Archie think she was scared. Screw that for a joke. “Change, I mean.”

      Archie didn’t even flick her a look. Clearly he’d identified Kellan as the bigger risk and wasn’t going to take his focus from him.

      If she charged the Extraho Venator, would he try to shoot her? Instead of Kellan?

      “You’re both in heat,” he sneered. “That disgusting thingy you lot call the mating fuckfest or something. I know what happens if you can’t fuck before time runs out. One or both of you will transform into your dragon form. When that happens, you die. Both of you. And then boom! I win the kewpie doll for the best kill of the year. A double-bunger. Or should that be double-banger? No, that’s not right. Neither of you are going to get to bang today. Sorry. Talk about a mood-killer, eh?”

      “Hey gorgeous?” Kellan threw over his shoulder at her, as if chatting about the weather. “Remind me when this is over, I have to give Archie here a one-star review on his Uber profile.”

      Archie trained the crossbow’s bolt back onto Kellan’s chest. A mortal shot. “Fuck me, you’re funny, big boy.”

      Kellan took another step forward. “I’m not just a pretty face.”

      Archie gave the crossbow a tiny shake. “I’ll shoot you in that pretty face if you take another step.”

      “What have I got to lose?” Kellan snorted. “You’re either going to kill me as a dragon or shoot me as a human. I may as well go out in style and take you with me.”

      “Huh.” Archie’s eyes narrowed again. “Good point. Okay, what about this then?” He swung the crossbow a fraction, training it on Reece instead.

      Kellan growled.

      Reece’s gut clenched. Her dragon surged for release, craving to rip Archie apart. To burn him. Eat him.

      Archie raised his eyebrows again. “I’ll shoot the bitch if you take another step, big boy. Or if she takes a step. One less dragon kill, for sure, but I was only hunting you anyway. When I kill you, I’ll be the youngest Extraho Venator to take down an apex alpha dragon. You’re the trophy we’ve been hunting after all, not the cunt.”

      Reece rolled her eyes. “Why do males think that word is such an insult? Do you have any idea just how incredible and amazing and tough a cunt is?”

      That mirthless laugh fell from Kellan again.

      Archie sneered. “A feminazi dragon? Shit, you should be thanking me, big boy. I’m saving you from spending the rest of your life being stuck with her.”

      “So your plan really is to wait for one of us to shift form?” Reece asked, shaking her head. “Then you’ll shoot whoever does it first?”

      “Yep.”

      “What do you think the other will do to you while you reload?” Kellan asked.

      Archie jerked his stare to him.

      A tiny smile pulled at Reece’s lips. Could the hunter’s knuckles be any whiter? And was that a slight tremor in his hand?

      “I’ve got a fucking big knife in my back pocket.”

      “A knife?” Kellan snorted. “Oh, well, in that case, I’m petrified.”

      “Shut up,” Archie snarled.

      “And if your aim sucks?” Reece asked. He snapped his focus back to her.

      Yep, his hand shook ever so slightly. Good.

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Do you really want to deal with not only an angry dragon, but a wounded one?”

      Kellan snorted again. “You really didn’t think this through, did you, Archie?”

      “Shut up!” Archie shouted, stabbing the crossbow toward Reece. “Shut up or I’ll shoot the cunt now.”

      “You’re a pile of ash if you do,” Kellan promised. Menace laced his voice again, cold and hard. The promise of unending agony filled each vowel and syllable. “I’ll make you a deal, Archie—let Reece walk out of here now, untouched, and I’ll transform into my dragon form and you can shoot me as soon as I do.”

      “Hell yeah!” Archie burst out. “Get out of here, cu—”

      Reece moved. Fast. Throwing herself forward.

      “Fuck!” Archie screamed.

      And fired.

      A solid thwak splintered the air.

      She saw the blur of the bolt heading for her a split second before an inferno of pain detonated in her shoulder.

      Ah shit, that hurts…

      For a sickening moment, she registered cold steel piercing her flesh, scraping against the bone in her body, and then the force of the bolt flung her backward, knocking her into a lurching spin.

      “No!” Kellan’s roar destroyed the world, although it wasn’t a word.

      Nor was it a human sound.

      Existence shuddered.

      Fury and fear sheared through her—Kellan’s—a heartbeat before she hit the floor.

      Agony devoured her. Suffocated her.

      Existence shuddered again, and suddenly, the world turned hotter. The very air blistered. The safe house’s ground shook as massive wings tore through the burning air.

      Pain and heat overwhelmed Reece. Smothered her.

      And then…nothing.
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      “Thank God for Game of Thrones.”

      Kellan squeezed his eyes shut, pulled his phone from his ear, and pressed it to his forehead. Counted to ten. Put it back to his ear. “I have no clue what you’re talking about, Drake.”

      “The TV show?” Arriman “Ari” Drake said on the other end. “So-called event television. Huge all over the world. It had dragons in it. CGI dragons, at least.”

      “Why are you telling me about a television show?”

      He didn’t have time for this. He’d called the state’s best Cleaner for help, not to chat about a TV show. Reece was unconscious in his bedroom, Doctor Fields was on her way, and the mating fire was burning through him like an apocalyptic storm, turning every second into a nightmare battle of willpower simply to keep control over his fucking body, his horny dragon…hell, his very existence.

      “Because,” Ari answered, laughter cutting his voice, “I’m going to work my magic, put out some sneaky fake social media posts, hashtag dragons in Australia, and hopefully anyone who saw you flying your big black scaly arse between here and Sydney will hopefully think the fucking great big black dragon they saw was a promo for the Game of Thrones prequel.”

      “You’re kidding? You’ve reduced me to a…a…what? Dragon-shaped blimp?”

      “When you say it like that, well, yep.”

      Kellan let out a sigh, pinched the bridge of his nose, and shook his head. He had no problem picturing the other dragon shifter’s playful grin. The guy looked like a Viking cosplaying as a biker, but when he grinned, he made almost anyone with a pulse—human, shifter, male, female—suddenly get very interested in exploring things they may not normally think about exploring. Hell, even Kellan had found himself wondering what Drake must be like in bed more than once, thanks to that grin. And the guy’s mischievous sense of humor was infectious.

      Right at that moment, however, the only thing on Kellan’s mind was what had happened in Tyson’s safe house in Sydney.

      An image of Reece on his bed, Archie’s crossbow bolt still embedded in her shoulder, destroyed the picture of Drake in Kellan’s mind, and he bit back a growl.

      “Is there any talk yet?” he asked, stomach churning.

      Ari let out another short laugh. “Not yet. I gotta say, I never expected you’d be the dragon to present me with such a challenge. A full-on dragon flight in the middle of the day? You’re not making my job easy, Kel.”

      “Sorry about that, mate.”

      “It’s all good. I like a challenge. All us Cleaners do. But again, I say thank God for Game of Thrones.”

      “I’m going to have to watch this show one day,” Kellan muttered.

      “It’s good. You’ll like it,” Ari said, not a hint of stress or agitation in his voice. “I’ve got the whole series on Blu-ray. I’ll bring it up with me.”

      Kellan blinked. “You’re coming up here?”

      “Yeah. Told you, you’ve presented me with a big challenge. Most of the threat of discovery happened here in Sydney, but I just wanna make sure you’re going to be okay up there. ”

      “I’m okay.” He was. Reece, however…

      “It’s all good, mate,” Ari said, no doubt misreading the worry in Kellan’s voice. “This isn’t a challenge for territory. Promise. I’m not interested in being an apex alpha at all. You’re a friend. I wanna do right by you.”

      A shaky breath scratched at Kellan’s throat. “Thanks, Ari.”

      “Told you, it’s all good.” A relaxed chuckle rolled through the phone connection. “I’ll send you a text when I hit your neck of the woods. Catch you later, mate.”

      Ending the call, Kellan tossed the phone—his old landline he hadn’t used in months—onto the coffee table and clawed his hands through his hair.

      Cleaners were always good to have on your side, given how important they were to keeping the existence of dragon shifters from human knowledge, but they existed in an entirely different hierarchy. Cleaners answered to no apex alpha, which made them an unknown quantity in a territory.

      Kellan had never needed the skills of a Cleaner before, but he and Arriman had struck up a friendship when Kellan first moved to the state. Ari—for all his menacing, lone-dragon persona—was a great guy who wanted the dragon shifters in the area he covered to know he had their backs. As long as they didn’t do anything stupid, that was.

      Shifting into a dragon in the middle of the day and flying over two-hundred kilometers up the most populated stretch of Australian coastline? That was almost the very definition of “stupid.”

      Kellan let out another sigh. His shift into his dragon form had taken him by surprise. One second the ability to transform had still been repressed, the next…

      He’d been a dragon.

      A pissed-off dragon.

      A very pissed-off dragon.

      Staring down at the human—the hunter—who’d shot his Fire Mate.

      And then the pissed-off dragon had done what any protective dragon would do when their fated mate had been shot by an Extraho Venator—incinerated the foolish human.

      His gut churned again.

      He’d turned Archie into a pillar of ash with a single blast of fire, had split the air with a roar of fury, and then had scooped up Reece in one talon-tipped claw and burst through the safe house’s roof. Had flown straight to Newcastle.

      In full daylight.

      Shit, Tyson was never going to let him live this—

      …am I…

      A wave of groggy confusion swelled through him, threaded with pain and anger, and he jolted to his feet, his heart slamming up into his throat.

      Reece.

      A prickling itch of sexual awareness crawled over his skin as the gossamer threads of their mystical connection ignited the mating fire’s urgency again. His cock throbbed.

      “Not the fucking time,” he snarled at it, hurrying to his bedroom.

      Another wave of Reece’s confusion and pain crashed over him, more potent than before, as his stare fell on her. Threaded through it, however…

      Kellan bit back a groan. She was as sexually ravenous as he was. How the hell were they going to survive the next few minutes before the doc arrived without doing anything stupid with the mating fire burning through them both like this?

      And making love to her while a crossbow bolt jutted out of her shoulder would be very stupid.

      “Heya,” she mumbled, lips curling in a slow smile as her heavy-lidded gaze found him. “So we’re still alive, I see?”

      He crossed to his bed, his blood roaring in his ears, his body thrumming with starved need, and settled his arse on its edge beside her. “We did.”

      An image of Archie’s ashes scattering across the safe house’s floor flashed through his mind.

      “That’s good. I’m partial to being alive.” Wincing, Reece lifted her hand and feathered her fingers over the inflamed skin where the bolt pierced her body. “Even with this sticking out of me.”

      “The doc’s on her way. She’ll get it out soon.”

      Eyes closing, she let out a shallow breath. “Okay. Not going to lie, this is not how I thought my day was going to go.”

      Threading his fingers through hers, he laughed. “Me either. I was planning to go for a surf when I got back from being on your show.”

      She groaned, another wince pulling at her face. “My show. Yeah, I’m probably sacked by now. Taking off like I did. Damn it, I liked that job.”

      “You know Arriman Drake?”

      “The Cleaner with the sexy grin?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” A small jolt of jealousy sank into his chest even as he rolled his eyes. “Leave it at the door.”

      She smiled up at him, mischief dancing in her eyes. “Only by reputation. Why?”

      “He’s on the job. Tidying up my mess. He might be able to sort out the job situation. From what I hear, there’s not much he can’t fix.”

      “Your mess? What mess?” She frowned, and then ran a gaze around the room. “Umm…where are we? This is not the safe house, is it.”

      “No. This is…this is my house.”

      She blinked. Shucked herself into a sitting position, wincing and hissing in pain the whole time, and then studied the bedroom again. “Your house. We’re in your house. And this is your bedroom?”

      “Yes.”

      “In Newcastle.”

      “Yes.”

      “How did we get here? What happened to Archie?”

      A heavy pressure wrapped around Kellan’s chest. It was a fact of dragon-shifter life that if an Extraho Venator discovered your existence, it could come down to kill or be killed. But finding out your Fire Mate killed a human barely a few hours after you’d met them? It wasn’t exactly the best first impression.

      Reece’s eyes narrowed. “Is Archie still alive?”

      “No.”

      “How did he…” She waved a hand.

      “By fire.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “You shifted?”

      “I did. I didn’t plan to. Didn’t know I could. But he shot you, and then…I suddenly shifted and dealt with him, and flew us both here.”

      “Flew?” She blinked again. “In the day? From Sydney to Newcastle?”

      He swallowed.

      She stared at him, and then let out a short laugh. “Holy crap.”

      He didn’t move.

      She frowned again. “So, you just flew up the coast and…what? Landed in your backyard? Hoped no one was looking?”

      With a sigh, he rubbed at the back of his neck. “I’ve got two homes here. One a few minutes’ drive to the station house, and one on acreage forty minutes out of Newcastle itself. Isolated. Surrounded by lots of trees and bush.”

      “Ahh.” She nodded, brushing her fingers over the skin next to the crossbow bolt. “So we’re at the isolated home. So the only people who might have seen you are the possible thousands who looked up at the sky as you flew up the coast.”

      He grimaced, rubbed at the back of his neck again and let out a dry laugh. “Ever heard of Game of Thrones?”

      “Oh, I love that show.” She grinned, green eyes shimmering. “So I take it Arriman Drake is going to somehow make it seem the dragon anyone saw today was part of that show’s promo?”

      “How did you guess?”

      She shrugged, winced, and rolled her eyes. “Idiot.” She touched his wrist with her fingers. “Me. I’m the idiot, not you. I need to remember I have an arrow sticking out of me before I shrug.”

      “It would help.”

      She grinned again. “I guessed because I’m in show biz, or I was. It’s what I would do if I was presented with the same predicament. Hey, maybe I should become a Cleaner? If I’m now unemployed.”

      “You are incredible,” he said, unable to stop himself.

      She smiled up at him. “I’m a control freak who doesn’t like not having a plan. Sorry. Life with me is going to be annoying.”

      “I don’t care.” He smiled back at her, cupping the side of her face in a steady hand and brushing his thumb over her bottom lip. “I don’t think I’ve ever been happier.”

      “Or hornier,” she said, eyes flaring green fire again. “As soon as the doctor pulls this damn thing out of my shoulder, I’m going to impale myself on your—”

      Loud banging bounced through the house from the front door.

      They looked at each other. Reece’s lips twitched.

      A warm wave of happiness rolled over Kellan—his and Reece’s—and he straightened to his feet. “If this is anyone but the doc…”

      Reece grinned. “Hurry up. I can’t wait much longer.”

      He turned to go, swung back to her and dropped a quick but gentle kiss on her smiling mouth.

      Her hum of approval vibrated through him, making it hard to pull away.

      But he did. Just.

      Striding from the room, his whole body thrummed.

      “Hurry,” she laughed after him.

      He did.

      Yanking open the front door, he let out a long sigh.

      The woman standing on the other side arched a dark eyebrow at him. “Not the greeting I was expecting, Kellan.”

      With a wry grunt, he shook his head and waved her in. “Sorry, Emmaline. Until I saw you this second, I think I was half expecting to find a pain in my arse on the other side of the door.”

      “Do I ask?”

      “No. You’re here, and that’s what matters.” If it had been Perkins—as a dark part of his mind had suggested when he’d wrapped his fingers around the doorknob—who the hell knows what he would’ve done.

      Emmaline didn’t waste any time chitchatting or making small talk. She strode to Kellan’s room, crossed to his bed and inspected the flesh around the crossbow bolt.

      “This is the doc,” Kellan told Reece over Emmaline’s head. “Emmaline, this is Reece.”

      “Is the Extraho Venator who did this dead now?” Emmaline asked without looking up from Reece’s shoulder.

      “Yes.” Something dark—not guilt, not triumph, but something conflicted and primal—twisted through Kellan.

      “Good.” Emmaline lifted her head, smiled at Reece, and then flicked Kellan a quick look. “It may be traitorous to my own kind, but I like to see the gutless chickenshits who call themselves Venators get their comeuppance.”

      “Your kind?” Reece frowned, winced as Emmaline touched her shoulder a little harder, and frowned again. “You’re not a dragon shifter?”

      Emmaline snorted, her attention once again fixed on Reece’s injury. “No, I’m human. One of those rare humans who know all about the existence of your kind and your unique biological physiology.”

      She flicked Kellan another quick glance. “Kellan here saved me from a house fire once. As he was carrying me out, the roof collapsed. He protected me, shielded me with his body. Any human—no matter how strong or tough—would have died under that much burning debris. Of course, I needed to know why he didn’t.”

      Reece’s eyes widened as she slid her stare to Kellan. “You told her?”

      “Hell no. I found out.” Emmaline laughed. “Did a little stalking, a little investigation. I was a forensic doctor before I went into the private sector, so I know how to be sneaky.” She dropped a wink at Reece. “Suffice to say, I was impressed. And now, if any of the shifters in the area need medical care, Kellan gives me a call.”

      “And she fixes us up and gives us a lollipop.” Kellan said with a smile. “But because she has an evil sense of humor, those lollipops are made with cayenne pepper and ghost chilies.”

      Reece blinked. And then beamed at Emmaline. “Okay, I like you.”

      Emmaline beamed back. “And I like you. Which is a good thing, given you’re Kellan’s Fire Mate. I’d hate to grumble about his life partner at the Newcastle dragon-shifter Christmas party.”

      Reece blinked. Again. “There’s a Newcastle dragon-shifter—”

      “No, there isn’t.” Kellan released a drawn-out sigh and gave Emmaline’s shoulder a soft nudge with the back of his hand. “Not to tell you how to do your job, Doc, but my Fire Mate has a bolt sticking out of her shoulder and, well, to put it mildly, we’re still in the middle of the mating fire and—”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Emmaline waved a hand at him. “I hear you. Pass me my bag, please.”

      He did, his gut clenching as she withdrew a hypodermic needle and filled the syringe with a clear liquid from a tiny vial.

      “What’s that?” Reece asked, watching her.

      “Propofol.” Emmaline flicked the syringe. “An anesthetic used on both humans and reptiles.”

      Reece’s eyebrows shot up. “A what?”

      “Shhh,” Emmaline said, attention fixed on Reece’s arm. “This might hurt just…”

      She injected the anesthetic into the inflamed skin right next to steel bolt.

      “…a bit,” she finished as Reece hissed.

      Kellan stepped closer to the bed, every fiber in his body flaring at the pain in the sharp sound.

      Reece’s eyes flickered green light, and then she let out a breathless laugh. “Ow.”

      “Give it a few minutes,” Emmaline straightened, “and we’ll be ready for extraction. Now, Kellan, if you’ll be so kind as to point me to the bathroom.” She smiled at Reece. “I don’t need to pee, but I figured, given your current heightened sexual state, you two would like a few moments’ reprieve from my intrusion.”

      Reece shook her head. “I think I love you, Doc.”

      “Hey hey hey, fragile Fire Mate ego in the room.” Kellan rolled his eyes with a smile. “Go make yourself a cuppa if you want, Doc. You know where the kitchen is.”

      Emmaline grinned. “I do.”

      She left the bedroom, whistling “Puff the Magic Dragon” on her way.

      Laughing, shaking her head again, Reece looked up at Kellan. “Well, she’s amazing.”

      “She comes in handy.” He brushed a strand of hair from Reece’s cheek. “Does it still hurt?”

      “A little.” She threaded her fingers through his. “But not enough for you to not kiss me. I’d hate for that fragile ego of yours to feel threatened.”

      “Ahh, I see.” Bending at the waist, he dropped a soft kiss on the middle of her forehead.

      “That’s not what I want,” she growled, snagging his shirtfront and yanking his mouth down to hers. She took command of the kiss, sliding her tongue over his.

      Heat raced over him. His skin began to prickle. His cock throbbed. His balls grew heavy.

      With another growl, she released his fingers, grabbed his wrist and placed his hand completely over her bare breast.

      Her nipple beaded beneath his palm, and he let out his own growl, fighting to control the desire and need burning through him.

      He worshipped her mouth, losing himself in the hot wildness of her lips and tongue and teeth. He pinched her nipple, cupped and squeezed her breast. Deepened the kiss and then groaned as she deepened it again.

      Fuck, how much longer before—

      “Ahem.”

      He jolted back, almost tripping over his heels, as Emmaline strode into the room.

      “Clearly the anesthetic is doing its job.” She arched an eyebrow at him as she stopped at the side of the bed, and then gave Reece a pointed look.

      Reece chewed her lip. “Umm…sorry?”

      Emmaline waved a dismissive hand again. “I’m kidding. Ready to get this horrible thing out of you?”

      Worry flickered over Reece’s face and she looked up at Kellan. “Hold my— Holy crap!”

      “Done.” Emmaline lifted the bolt, presenting it to them both. Blood trickled from its sharp metal tip. “Now, let me look at the damage…”

      

      That’s so going to leave a scar.

      A short time later, frown pulling at her eyebrows, Reece trailed her fingertips over the fresh knot of pink, tender skin just below her shoulder joint.

      Thanks to her croi, the wound was already on its way to healing. Emmaline had sewn the skin back together with six tiny stitches of bright pink surgical thread, and then, with a smirk, handed Reece a bright red lollipop.

      “For you,” she’d said, before plucking her bag up from the floor and striding from the room. “Kellan, see me out,” she’d called over her shoulder as she disappeared through the open door.

      Kellan had chuckled, tapped the lollipop and smiled at Reece. “I’ll be right back. Don’t eat that. Trust me, it’s hot.”

      Pushing herself from the bed, Reece had made her way to the en suite bathroom and studied the “damage” left by the bolt.

      “Definitely going to leave a scar,” she muttered. Bastard Archie.

      “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      Heart thumping fast at Kellan’s deep murmur, she turned from the mirror and smiled.

      He leaned against the doorjamb, exquisite arms crossed over his just-as-exquisite chest. His gray eyes glinted silver, the hunger and urgency in them turning Reece’s core to liquid heat.

      Lifting an eyebrow, she rested her butt against the basin’s edge. It didn’t worry her that she was naked save for the torn remains of his shirt hanging from her shoulders. He was her Fire Mate, and there was nothing she didn’t want him to see or know. Or touch. “You’re not half bad yourself.”

      He chuckled, and the silver in his eyes seemed to burn brighter. “How’s the injury?”

      “What injury?”

      His nostrils flared. His chest heaved with a shaky breath. He was doing his best to control himself, she could see that. Restraint radiated from him. Tension tightened the skin around his eyes and his hawkish nose. Damn, she loved his nose. His face…

      Heart racing, anticipation shivering through her, she trailed her fingertips over the healing wound, and then lower. Over her chest, her left breast. Paused at her pebbled nipple. Touch me here, Kellan. Please…

      He moved. Fast.

      Destroyed the small distance between them in two strides and buried his hands in her hair. Crushed her mouth with his.

      Kissed her.

      Made love to her mouth with his tongue and lips.

      She moaned and rolled her hips, grinding the curve of her sex to the ridge of his erection imprisoned by his jeans. A firestorm of lust surged through her and she pulled away, fisting her hands in the soft cotton of the T-shirt he wore. “I want this off you. I want your skin against mine. Now.”

      His jaw bunched. “Are you sure your injury—”

      She shut him up with a kiss as hungry and savage as the one he’d given her.

      He groaned into her mouth. She laughed and pulled away again. “Take it off,” she ordered. “Before I tear it off.”

      Silver fire glinted in his eyes. “Done.”

      He took a step backward and yanked his T-shirt over his head.

      She captured his small, tight nipple with her lips before he could drop his hands and sucked on it with greedy need.

      “Hell’s bells, that’s good,” he rasped, one hand tangling in her hair, the other cupping the back of her head.

      Skin prickling, she moved her mouth to his other nipple and lavished it with frenzied attention, her sex constricting with every hitching intake of breath that tore from him. She liked hearing his control fraying. She liked it a lot.

      A pleased chuckle fell from him and he tugged gently on her hair, removing her mouth from his body. “Do you now?”

      Her pulse quickened at his response to her thought. “Hell yeah.” She dragged her thumb over his left nipple, and then pinched it. “I like knowing I’m pushing you over the edge.”

      “You have no fucking idea how close to the edge I am, babe,” he ground out, eyes closing, hips rolling. His erection pressed against her, and a fresh wave of liquid need pooled into her core.

      “I think I’ve got an idea.”

      “I think you might,” he rasped.

      She slid her palm over the perfection of his abs to cup his hard length through his jeans. “Want to move this to the bed?”

      He let out a low, raw moan and opened his eyes. “Lead the way.”

      With a grin, she squeezed the impressive bulge filling her hand with soft pressure, and—without releasing him—walked from the bathroom.

      “The very definition of being led by my dick,” he said behind her, his voice husky. “I’m a fan.”

      She laughed, stopped at the side of his bed and positioned him until the backs of his thighs bumped against its edge. “Good. Ready?”

      “Hell yeah.”

      Sliding her hand back over his abs to the center of his chest, she shoved.

      He fell back onto the mattress, his laugh turning into a shaky groan as she climbed on top of him, straddling his hips.

      The engorged bulge of his erection, still constrained by his jeans, pressed to her naked folds, and she let out her own groan, grinding herself against his length.

      “Fuck, I want to be inside you.” He grabbed her hips, not so much guiding her gyrations but anchoring him to her, holding her as she controlled the movement.

      Fresh heat licked through her, and smoothing her hands over his pecs, she teased his nipples with her thumbs. “Soon.”

      “Soon?” He squeezed her hips harder, holding her as he thrust his own upward. “Are you torturing me?”

      “Absolutely.” She leaned forward, taking her weight on her palms to brush one of her nipples over his lips. “See?”

      He growled, his hands raking up her back, his upper body lifting as he attempted to take her offered breast in his mouth.

      She pulled back, her pulse fast, and arched an eyebrow at him. “Uh-uh. I’m in charge at the moment.”

      His cock jerked in his jeans, and he let out a ragged sigh. “Okay.”

      She pinched his right nipple and then suckled on it for a heartbeat, pressing her sex harder to his length. Rubbing against it. Riding him.

      “Fuck, Reece…” he groaned, his hands returning to her hips, squeezing them, and then moving to her arse. He cupped her cheeks, a shudder racking his body.

      …yeah…yeah…

      Pleasure flowed through her at his feverish thoughts and she nipped her way up to his lips, kissing him for long, slow seconds before teasing his lips with her nipples again.

      Every time he tried to take one into his mouth, she pulled away a little, loving the way he growled, the way his eyes flared with silver need. Loving the way his hands grew fiercer on her hips.

      “Reece…” he pleaded, slamming his hips upward.

      “Suck,” she ordered, giving him her right nipple.

      His lips closed around it with greedy urgency and he drew deeply, holding her motionless with a firm hand on her back.

      Pleasure sheared through her, thick and hot. She breathed his name, her core flooding with warmth, her sex constricting on a cock that wasn’t there.

      Need…need to be inside…

      Her head swam as his urgent desire slammed into her. She pulled back, dancing her fingers over his chest, down through the shallow valley of his abs, to his navel, her gaze holding his.

      Need…need…fuck…can’t hold on much…

      Her heart pounded against her breastbone. Her blood roared in her ears. “Blue fire,” she whispered, popping the button of his fly open.

      His blunt nails dug into her hips as he sucked in a ragged breath. “Blue fire…” he echoed, pressing his denim-encased cock to her sex. “I promise…”

      Reveling in the play of impatience and anticipation and open desire, she slowly climbed off his hips and lowered the zipper of his jeans.

      Oh fuck… A wave of excitement and carnal lust detonated from him as his erection sprang free.

      “Oh baby,” she whispered, watching its solid length quiver.

      A glistening bead of precome anointed its tip and, without thought or hesitation, she bent and licked it off.

      “Can’t wait…” he groaned, hips lifting.

      “Just let me…” she began, and then took his entire length into her mouth. Sucked. Drew on it. Laved it with her tongue.

      He groaned her name, fisting a hand in her hair and pressed his hips upward once more.

      She took him deeper into her mouth, the crown of his cock sliding over the back of her throat.

      “Oh yeah.” He bucked, and then laughed as she released his length with a pop and yanked his jeans off his legs entirely.

      “You have really hot legs,” she commented, tiptoeing her fingers up the inside of one thigh. “And an insanely hot dick.”

      He laughed again. “I think the mating fire has made you delirious. No dick ever looks hot.”

      She wrapped her hand around his jutting length, smearing the new bead glistening on its tip. “I’d normally agree with you. But your dick…” She bent forward and flicked her tongue over the tiny weeping slit as she slid one hand back and cupped his heavy balls. “Your dick is incredible,” she finished, before sucking him back into her mouth again.

      All the way down to the root, back up to the distended rim, and down again to the base of his shaft.

      And again. And again.

      “Oh f…sh…ba…babe…Reece…” The fist in her hair tightened. His hips bucked and, with a gentle but firm tug, he pulled her mouth off him and shook his head, eyes closed. “It’s…it’s too good.”

      A small laugh fell from her and she gave his balls another soft squeeze. “And I thought firefighters were tough.”

      He snorted, lips curling. “I’m tough. I’ve just never felt like this before.”

      The confession stole her breath. “Like what?”

      He opened his eyes and looked at her. “Like I’ve been made for one purpose and one purpose only—to be yours.”

      Her heart thumped faster, harder in her chest. “Is that a good thing? A good way to feel?”

      “It’s a perfect way to feel,” he answered.

      She smiled. “Then show me. Now. Be inside me. Be—”

      In a blur, he flipped her onto her back, nestling his groin to hers between her spread thigh and ground his cock to her sex.

      Oh yes…

      “I need to fuck you, Reece.” He tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear, his eyes glowing, the tip of his cock parting her folds. “Now. Please, let me be inside you. I can’t wait any more.”

      She lifted her legs and, locking her ankles behind his back, pulled him into her body.

      He groaned, embedding himself deep into her sex with a long, slow stroke.

      Stretching her. Filling her.

      Completing her.

      She tightened her legs, drawing him deeper still.

      He buried his face in the side of her neck, hips rolling, his length sliding in and out.

      …yes…my Fire Mate…my life…my future…yes…

      “Yes,” she breathed, agreeing with him. “Oh Kellan, yes!”

      They moved together, their rhythm in perfect harmony, their hearts the same.

      They moved as one and, as Kellan lifted his head, as his gaze found hers, as he threw back his head and roared her name and emptied himself inside her, her orgasm shattered reality—and the world erupted in blue flame.

      It engulfed them, razed over their bodies; the blue fire of their mutual, soul-deep orgasms. Their crois entwined, binding them irrevocably together, forging a connection, a joining of incomprehensible power and pleasure.

      They rode the peak of their union, the blue flames licking over their skin, burning brighter, brighter…until the fire ebbed and faded as they came down from their high.

      Until they were just two naked people lying together, legs tangled, fingers threaded, their hearts slowing, their bodies still joined.

      “Holy wow,” Reece murmured, her gaze dancing over the ceiling. “That was…” She let out a choppy laugh. “That was insanely incredible.”

      Lifting his head a little, Kellan studied her face. “See?” he whispered, brushing his thumb over her bottom lip. “Told you there’d be blue fire.”
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      “This is the best BLT I’ve ever had.”

      Arching an eyebrow at Reece’s proclamation, Kellan placed his own freshly made sandwich on a plate and crossed to the island counter were she sat. “I don’t know whether to be honored or sad for you that my pretty standard sandwich is impressing you so much.”

      She grinned around a mouthful of lunch, held up a finger as she finished chewing the bite, swallowed, and then laughed. “I am a woeful cook. Actually, I’m just woeful with any kind of food preparation, so any meal that I don’t make is going to be good. I should warn you about that, going forward.”

      “Duly noted. I’m the meal preparer in the house.” He perched his butt on the stool next to hers and took a bite of his own sandwich. She was right; it was good. “I’m okay with being the cook,” he said around his own mouthful. “I enjoy it.”

      “So that’s a tick.” With another smile, she finished the last of her BLT, and then propped her chin in her palm.

      “A tick?” He narrowed his eyes. “Are you making a pros and cons list on us?”

      “Absolutely.” She raised her eyebrows, lips twitching. “And you’re not?”

      Laughing, he took another bite of his lunch. “Nope.”

      “Hmm, talks with his mouth full.” A melodramatic scowl pulled at her eyebrows. “That’s a tick for the con column.”

      “Oh, is it now?” Trying not to grin, he dropped his sandwich back on its plate, snagged the low backrest of the stool she sat on, and dragged the stool around until she faced him directly. “What can I possibly do to counter that negative tick?”

      She chewed her bottom lip, pretended to contemplate his growled question, and then slid her empty plate toward him. “Make me another one of these?”

      “Done.” Stealing a quick kiss from her smiling mouth, he shoved himself off his stool.

      He made her another BLT. How could he not? In the few short hours they’d been together, he’d already fallen in love with her. Which was scarier than facing down any Extraho Venator, but it was still true. She was funny, quick-witted, intelligent, self-effacing, beautiful and fierce. And that was merely what he knew of her now.

      “Tell me,” he said, turning back to her, “about your life before moving to Sydney. Or your most embarrassing moment. Or a little about your family.”

      “Hmmm.” She took the fresh sandwich, studying it with overt seriousness. “My most embarrassing moment was the time I mistook Chris Pratt for Chris Pine, just before Chris Pratt was about to be interviewed on the show I produced back in Perth.”

      Kellan frowned. “Who’s Chris Pratt?”

      Reece blinked.

      “Kidding.”

      “Hmmm,” she said again, before taking a bite out of her sandwich.

      He grinned.

      Yeah, he was definitely in love with her.

      “Before Perth,” she went on, after swallowing, “I lived in New Zealand for a few decades, and before that, Canada with my family. I’m actually a Canadian citizen, if we wanted to be strictly legal by human laws, although I’ve been in Australia now for over thirty years. My fake Australian birth certificate is a work of art.”

      He laughed.

      “Which brings me to ‘a little about my family’.” She studied her half-consumed sandwich. “My mum and dad died when I was only young—by dragon shifter standards—and I looked after myself from that point.”

      The smile on Kellan’s face faded. “I’m sorry,” he said, gut clenching. The lives of their kind—of any non-human being, when it came down to it—were fraught with danger. Humans, for the most part, were still scared of what they didn’t know, and the majority dealt with that fear in ways that were brutal and fatal and cruel. Dragon shifters kept their existence hidden for their own preservation, but when one was discovered, it rarely ended well. “Were they killed by a—”

      “Hunter?” Shaking her head, she gave him a small smile. “No. Car accident. Wiped out by a snowplow during a blizzard a few kilometers outside of Saguenay in Canada.”

      “Shit.” Such a human way to die. Horrific, but human. “Shit, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s a very human way to die, isn’t it.” Letting out a soft sigh, she shrugged. “Don’t stress. It was a long time ago now, and they would have found the irony perversely wonderful; two dragon shifters killed by a snowplow in a snowstorm. They had wicked senses of humor, the pair of them, even if they didn’t like each other by the time they died.” She wriggled her eyebrows at him. “I inherited my sparking wit from them.”

      Chest tight, gut still knotted, he leaned forward and brushed his lips over hers. “I love your sparking wit.”

      She grew still. And then pulled back a little. Searched his eyes, her own flickering a luminous green. “Are we using the L word already? I mean, I’m okay with that, I think, if we are. I’m just checking before I—”

      A crossbow bolt cut through the air between their faces, piercing the tiled kitchen wall behind them.

      “Fuck!” a male voice snarled, as Kellan grabbed Reece and threw them both to the floor behind the island counter.

      “Stay down,” he ordered, holding her gaze as he pressed his palm to her cheek. “I’ve got this.”

      She rolled her eyes. “As if I’m letting you do this on your—”

      He sprang to his feet, launched himself over the counter and landed on the other side, focus locked on the man reloading a large, ornate crossbow.

      “Perkins? What the fuck?”

      Ian Perkins snapped his stare—and now-loaded crossbow—on Kellan. “Where’s my son, you fucking fire-breathing freak?”

      Fire-breathing freak.

      Biting back a growl, Kellan took a step toward Perkins. “So, you’re also an Extraho Venator?” Shit, what should he do? He’d never faced an Extraho Venator he personally knew. If Perkins was here to kill him as a hunter, he’d want Kellan to shift into his dragon form. If he was here for other reasons, though… “Since when?”

      Perkins didn’t flinch. The crossbow didn’t waver from his chest. “Since forever. Surprise, freak. I’ve been tracking you for months, waiting for you to change into your dragon form. Got keys to your house cut, put a tracker on your phone, even got the media job to stay closer to you. I had to grease a shitload of palms to get it, lay out a fucking fortune, and for what? Fucking nothing! And then the bitch came along, and I get the call it’s finally time for some action.”

      Anger licked at Kellan from behind, and he forced himself to stay still. To keep his attention on Perkins. Was Reece still down behind the counter? Or was she standing?

      Was she putting herself in Perkins’ line of sight? Letting the rage he felt radiating from her in danger?

      Perkin’s glared at him, eyes narrowing. “Now where’s my son?”

      “Honestly, Perkins,” he said. “I didn’t even know you had a—”

      “Archie,” Perkins shouted. “Where’s Archie?”

      Archie.

      Kellan’s stomach dropped. His blood ran to ice, then to molten fury. His dragon roared.

      Archie, their Uber driver, was Perkins’ son. The pair of them had been hunting Kellan together.

      Had put Reece in danger. Together.

      Drawing in a slow breath, he took another step forward. “Archie?”

      Perkins kept his ground. His hands didn’t shake. He didn’t blink.

      Shaking his head, Kellan shrugged. Hell, he hoped Reece was still hiding behind the counter. “I don’t know who Archie is.”

      A sneer curled Perkins’ top lip. “He took you both to some kind of warehouse. He sent me the address. He said he was going to hold you both until you’d shifted. I told him not to make a move until I arrived, but when I got there…” Pain, grief, unhinged hate etched his face. “There was no sign of him. Or you. Or the bitch.”

      Kellan narrowed his eyes. “Not up to his usual 5-star rating, ’eh?”

      “Drop the fucking sarcasm, freak, and tell me what did you do to Archie or,” he aimed the crossbow to the left of Kellan, “the bitch gets it!”

      “The bitch has a name,” Reece’s voice came from Kellan’s side. “Reece Collier. And this stitched-up hole in my shoulder is courtesy of your son.”

      Kellan bit back a groan, even as his spirit called out to hers. Damn it, she’d put herself in danger after all.

      Why was he both furious and insanely proud of that fact?

      Perkins’ eyes dropped to the healing wound in Reece’s flesh, a sneer curling his lip. “Good. I hope it hurt like fucking hell.”

      “Nope,” Reece shot back, with an indifferent shrug. “I wax my bikini line.”

      Perkins’ face turned red. Disgust twisted his lips, and he swung the crossbow to aim straight at Kellan’s stomach. “If Reece doesn’t shut her bitch mouth, Dono, old boy, I’ll shoot you in the gut. The tip is coated with the saliva of a Mongolian death worm. It’ll instantly make your blood feel like burning acid in your veins. A quick but agonizing way to die.”

      Reece sucked in a sharp breath. “I thought Extraho Venators only killed their target when it’s in dragon form?”

      Perkins narrowed his eyes, and swung the bolt back up to Kellan’s chest. “This isn’t about a trophy anymore, bitch. It’s about finding my son and making both you fucking freaks suffer! Now where is he?”

      Kellan lifted an eyebrow, his grin cold. Inside, his gut rolled. His dragon shrieked, craving release. “Do you really want to know what happened to your delightful offspring, Ian, my old mate?”

      The tip of the bolt shook. A fraction of a fraction. “Where is he?”

      Kellan drew in a steadying breath. Months of putting up with the bastard’s condescending chumminess, of thinking of the NSWFR every time Perkins slapped his back or squeezed his shoulder in a smarmy massage, or spoke to him like he was little more than a beefcake paid to make the state’s fire brigade look good…

      “Where do you think he is, Ian? Given he tried to kill my Fire Mate, and is now missing…” He left the rest of the sentence dangling, bleak joy snaking through him at the horror dawning on Perkins’ face.

      The tip of the bolt shook again. The muscles in Perkins’ jaw bunched. A bitter smile twisted the man’s compressed lips. “In that case…”

      He changed the crossbow’s aim. Slid it to the right in a heartbeat and squeezed the trigger.

      Fuck!

      Kellan spun toward Reece to shove her out of the way of the bolt.

      Or would have, if she’d still been standing beside him.

      In a blur of inhuman speed, she ran straight for Perkins, snatched the bolt out of the air as it passed her, and leaped into a fierce arc, striking her feet into Perkins’ chest.

      Reece drove him to the floor…

      Swung the bolt, point first, at his throat…

      Just as he slammed the crossbow upward, smashing it into her jaw. Flinging her to the floor, limp.

      “No!” Kellan charged forward, blood turning to murderous ice.

      Perkins scrambled to his feet a split second before Kellan rammed his shoulder into his gut.

      They hit the floor, Perkins wailing in pain as bones shattered with the force. The copper sting of blood flooded Kellan’s mouth, and suddenly the world turned red. Hot.

      His dragon, surging for release.

      No! He forced the shift down, burning up, even as he smashed his fist into Perkins’ jaw. His cheek. His nose.

      The need to transform, to turn the bastard to ash in a single blast of fire, tore at him. His dragon screeched, incensed and furious and primal. And still he pounded into Perkins’ face with human fists.

      If he shifted into a dragon right now, he’d destroy the kitchen, the living area, the entire side of the house. Would bring the whole structure down.

      He couldn’t risk Reece’s life.

      She’d survive the ensuing fire, but would she survive being crushed by a ceiling, a roof, half a fucking house?

      “Stop!” Perkins blubbered, blood and spittle flecking his swollen lips. “Stop!”

      Fisting Perkins’ shirtfront, Kellan drilled his stare into the flailing man’s face. “Why? So you can try to kill us again?”

      “Ssson…” Perkins’ head wobbled side to side. “My son…”

      “Hunted us just like you did!” Kellan snarled. “For no other reason than fucking bragging rights.”

      Perkins’ eyes rolled, one swollen so much it was little but a blood-seeping slit. “It’s…it’s all he knew…he only did…what I told him to do…”

      Icy hate cracked through Kellan’s anger. “Then I hope you feel proud of yourself, Ian. I hope the last thing you feel is guilt before I end your miserable Venator life.”

      He swung his fist back. Steeled himself for the killing blow.

      And snapped his stare behind him as a hand wrapped around his wrist.

      Reece stood there, holding his punch, her gaze finding his. “Don’t,” she whispered.

      “Listen to the bitch,” Perkins rasped, squirming beneath Kellan.

      Kellan jerked his stare back to the hunter. Pain screamed through his knuckles as he balled his fist tighter. “Y’know, Ian, I’m done with you calling the woman I love a bitch.”

      Perkins laughed, blood leaking from his mouth. “Love? Fucking monsters like you don’t know what love means.”

      Fury lashed at him. Resolve turned his blood to molten rivers. “Yeah, definitely done.”

      He coiled his shoulder and drew his arm back.

      No. Reece’s worry rolled through him. No…you’re better than him…

      “Kellan,” she whispered. “You’ve spent so much of your life saving human lives…”

      He had. Even those who didn’t deserve to be save, like the arsonists idiotic enough to be trapped by the very fires they’d deliberately lit.

      He’d saved them, because that’s who he was.

      He saved people.

      Chest tight, Kellan dropped Perkins’ shirtfront and straightened to his feet. “I’m sorry, Ian. I’m sorry about Archie.”

      Perkins may be a hunter, but he was still human. A human whose son was forever lost to him, because of ignorance and arrogance and selfish desire.

      If Kellan killed him now, would it achieve anything?

      No.

      Reece’s relief swam over him, warm and wonderful, and she took his hand in hers. “You are amazing, Kellan. And more human than any hunter could ever hope to be.”

      Perkins staggered to his feet, stumbled sideways and collapsed to his knees, staring up at Kellan. “Why…what are you…” Baleful hate and confusion twisted his mouth. Tears and blood leaked from his swollen eyes. He jerked his gaze around the room, growing motionless as his gaze fell on his crossbow on the floor a few feet away.

      Kellan let out a sigh, shaking his head. “Ian, mate… Don’t do it. Please?”

      Perkins stared at the crossbow.

      And lunged for it.

      With another sigh, Kellan grabbed the back of Perkins’ shirt. “Ian,” he said gently, gut clenching. “Stop.”

      Perkins slumped back to his hands and knees, head hanging. “You killed my son. You don’t deserve to live. You killed my boy. You killed…”A choked sob tore from him and he fell silent.

      Kellan stopped himself from pointing out Archie tried to kill them first. Just. What would it achieve?

      Instead, he held the back of Perkins’ shirt and met Reece’s gaze. What else could he do?

      “Seriously, Donovan,” a relaxed male voice uttered from the living area. “You should really lock your doors.”

      Heart thudding up into his throat, Kellan twisted a look over his shoulder, and let out a shaky breath at the sight of Arriman Drake striding toward the kitchen.

      “I mean, I know I said you don’t normally present any kind of challenge for me,” Arriman went on, a bemused smile on his lips as he ran his gaze over the scene, “but dare I ask?”

      “Drake.” Smile wry, anger and guilt still warring within him, Kellan kicked Perkins’ crossbow toward the Cleaner. “Your timing is perfect.”

      Picking up the crossbow, Arriman slung it over his shoulder and flashed Kellan a grin. “My timing is always perfect.” He turned his grin to Reece. “You’re Reece, right? Kel’s Fire Mate?”

      Reece’s fingers tightened on Kellan’s and she drew closer to his side. “Yes.”

      “How’s the shoulder?”

      She shrugged. “It’ll be okay.”

      “Excellent.” Arriman threw a nod toward Perkins, still slumped on his knees, head down. “Please tell me this is an Extraho Venator?”

      Perkins grunted. “Fuck you, freak,” he mumbled at the floor.

      “Yeah, but…well…” Kellan rubbed at the back of his neck. “It’s a little more complicated.”

      Arriman lifted a dark blond eyebrow. “Complicated? Huh. Sounds fun. I tell you what, I’m going to take away our guy here—”

      Kellan’s gut clenched again. “Umm…don’t kill him, okay?”

      Another lift of a dark blond eyebrow.

      A shaky laugh fell from Kellan, and he gave Reece a smile. “It’s…”

      “Complicated.” Arriman shrugged. “Who am I to judge?” He dropped into a crouch in front of Perkins, waiting until Perkins lifted his head and met his gaze. “You’re not going to give me any trouble, are you?”

      Perkins didn’t say a word, but his shoulders drooped more.

      “I’ll take that as a no.” Slipping his free hand under Perkins’ arm, Arriman straightened to his feet, bringing the hunter up with him. “I’ll be back in a hour or so. Any chance you have some spare tiles in the garage?”

      “Tiles?” Dragging his stare from Perkins, guilt still gnawing at his gut even as his dragon growled, Kellan frowned. “What do you want tiles for?”

      Arriman slid a glance at the crossbow bolt jutting out from the wall. “I’ll fix that hole in the wall for you when I get back.”

      Kellan blinked. “You’ll what?”

      Arriman laughed. “All part of the Cleaner service, mate.” He pivoted on his heel and strode across the living area, heading for the front of the house, taking a subdued Perkins with him. “See you both in an hour or so.”

      “Oi, Drake?” Kellan called after him.

      The Cleaner paused at the entry foyer, smile relaxed. “Yeah?”

      “Knock next time, okay?”

      Arriman laughed. “Where’s the fun in—”

      Perkins slammed his elbow into Arriman’s gut. “Fucking freak!” He snatched the crossbow out of Arriman’s grip, and smashed it into the side of his head.

      “No,” Kellan roared, lunging forward.

      Arriman lurched sideways. Blood spurt from a massive gash on his cheek, his eyes rolled white. And then flared blinding red.

      Just as Perkins swung the crossbow at him again.

      “Enough!” he snarled, deflecting the blow with a swipe of his arm. “Enough.” He grabbed Perkins by the throat, eyes blazing red fire, and smashed him into the floor.

      The distinct sound of bone cracking, shattering, filled the room, and Perkins’ body turned limp.

      Motionless.

      Kellan stumbled to a halt, stare locked on the hunter.

      A raw, shaky breath burst from Arriman and he released Perkins’ throat. “Shit.”

      Chest tight, Kellan dragged his stare from Perkins up to the other dragon shifter.

      The red fire in Arriman’s eyes faded. Torment and regret swam in his face. “Shit, Kel.” His Adam’s apple jerked up and down his throat. “I’m sorry. I…” He clawed a hand through his hair, shaking his head. “I didn’t…I…”

      “It’s okay.” Kellan gave Arriman a slow smile. “Let’s be serious here; he was never going to stop hunting our kind, was he.”

      Arriman flicked the lifeless Perkins a glance. “No. But still, you asked me not to kill him.”

      Kellan let out a wry laugh. “You’ve probably saved my life. And my Fire Mate’s. I’d never be angry about that, or hold that against you. When it comes down to it, I’m a fan of both of us being alive.”

      Arriman grunted. “When you put it like that…” With a nod of his head at Reece, he collect Perkins’ crossbow off the floor, scooped up Perkins’ limp body, slung it over his shoulder, and then pulled open the front door. “I’ll be back.” A small smile played with his lips. “Don’t forget to find those tiles for me, okay?”

      Kellan chuckled, his guilt at what had happened to Perkins, a man he’d worked with for three months, beginning to slip away. How many dragons had he killed? How many lives had he taken? The moment Perkins chose the life of an Extraho Venator, he’d known it was potentially a fatal one. “I’ll get them as soon as I can.”

      Arriman dipped his head in acknowledgement. “Take care, Kel. Have fun,” he said, and stepped through the open door, pulling it closed behind him.

      “So that’s Arriman Drake?”

      Giving himself a little shake, Kellan turned to Reece. “Yeah. That’s the famous Cleaner.”

      “Is he going to be okay?”

      Kellan let out a short sigh. “I think so. He’s got a reputation for being a ruthless bastard when needed. I think we just saw why.”

      Lips pursing, she studied the closed door, and then flicked Kellan a mischievous look. “Y’know, his grin isn’t anywhere near as sexy as yours.”

      A wave of warm delight washed over him and he preened, even as he tried to play it cool. “Is that right?”

      Oh, who was he kidding? His Fire Mate had told him he had a sexy grin. He didn’t have to play it cool at all.

      Beaming wider, he slid his hands around Reece’s waist and smoothed them up her back, tugging her to him. “As far as first meetings go, this was…different.” He lowered his head and brushed a gentle kiss on her smile. “Sorry about that.”

      Laughing, she snaked her hands up his back and tangled them in his hair, tugging him back to her as he moved to straighten. “Don’t you dare apologize. I think I learned more about you in the last…how many hours has it been? I have no idea. I learned more about you in the short time since you walked onto my set than I could have in years with a human.”

      “And? What did you learn?”

      “That you’re brave, funny, intelligent, protective, respectful and kind.” Her eyes flickered iridescent green. “And as fucking hot and sexy as all hell, and you give the best orgasms ever.” She rose up onto tiptoe and pressed her forehead to his even as her hands danced down to his butt, grabbing it with a far-from-gentle squeeze. “I’m totally okay with that.”

      “Only okay?” he murmured, as a river of liquid heat flooded his groin.

      “Hmmm.” She rolled her hips, pressing the flat plane of her lower belly to the growing ridge in his jeans. “Ask me again in a few hundred years or so.”

      “Deal.”

      He kissed her.

      Thank God he was a firefighter, because he planned to spend those next few hundred years setting them both alight with blue flames as often as he could.
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      “I so wish I was that bike,” Jilly murmured, her gaze tracking the hunk of inked-up hotness ride past her apartment on a blood-red Harley.

      “What?”

      Jilly blinked. Oh God, had she uttered the words loud enough for Derek to hear?

      Heat rushed into her cheeks. Shit. Derek would be horrified. As much as she adored the guy, her friend could be a tad…prudish.

      Plastering an innocent expression on her face, she turned from her living room window and looked at him. “What what?”

      He frowned. Narrowed his eyes at her. “You said something about a bike.”

      “Oh, that. It was nothing.” Cheeks burning hotter, she smoothed her palms down over the fronts of her thighs, and then jerked them away her legs. Damn it, why was her stomach getting all tingling at the touch? Again?

      Every morning for the last two weeks, she’d watched the hunk on the Harley ride past her home, and every one of those fourteen mornings she’d found herself feeling tingly and aroused after he disappeared from her sight.

      Every morning after he disappeared, she took care of that tingly horniness with the aid of her battery-powered good friend, Mr. Rabbit.

      Of course, she couldn’t very well put Mr. Rabbit to work right now, could she. Not while Derek was here.

      “Nothing,” she repeated, giving him a shrug.

      “Nothing?” Eyes narrowing even more, Derek hurried over to where she stood. “Nothing is making you blush. I don’t believe you.”

      He looked out the window, his gaze darting around what lay two stories below.

      Jilly fidgeted on her feet. The building sexual ache that always followed her admiration of the unknown Harley rider burned hotter this morning. More insistent. Demanding.

      Wow, if she touched herself right now—

      “The dude on the bike?” Derek wondered, casting her an askew smirk. “Is it the dude on the Harley? Really?”

      “Why do you say that?” she asked, trying to sound surprised and confused as she returned her attention to the world beyond her window.

      Yep, there he was. Waiting for the traffic light to turn green. She could almost hear the powerful thrum of his bike’s engine. Could almost feel its throbbing vibrations between her thighs.

      God help her if he ever swung his head in her direction and found her drooling all over him. She would probably orgasm there and then.

      “Well,” Derek said beside her, “it’s either him or the geriatric on the mobility scooter on the sidewalk, and if it’s the geriatric, I’m worried.”

      Jilly snorted out a nervous laugh, even as her stare slid back to the hunk.

      Stomach tightening, sex fluttering, she studied him.

      Sexy as sin in black leather pants and a sleeveless black leather vest that showed off the muscular perfection of his arms, he could easily have stepped directly from her deepest sexual fantasies.

      Long blond hair hung down his back in a thick plait. Stubble roughened his chiseled jaw. Dark sunglasses wrapped his eyes.

      Licking at her dry lips, Jilly moved her gaze to the pièce de résistance—an exquisitely detailed and amazing tattoo of an emerald-green dragon extending from the top of his right shoulder down over his upper arm. As always, the sight of the dragon—its power and ferocity and beauty—made her pulse quicken.

      Years of studying for a Masters in Norse Mythology meant she was well-versed on dragons. And Vikings. The sexy Harley rider embodied both of her favorite things, all wrapped up in one delicious, wicked package.

      “Hey?” Something hard nudged her ribs. “Are you listening to me?”

      She jerked her stare back to Derek, fresh heat flooding her cheeks. “What?”

      Oh God, what were the chances he would ever let her live this down?

      Derek rolled his eyes. “You need to find a boyfriend, Jilly Parker,” he muttered, shaking his head as he moved away from the window.

      Jilly flicked a quick glance at the window. A heavy weight settled in her stomach at the green traffic light she found.

      Her biker with his dragon tattoo was gone.

      Maybe tomorrow she’d wait outside for him to drive past and flash a sign at him saying, Take me. I’m yours.

      A wry snort tore at the back of her throat. Even if she did, he wouldn’t. A hunk like that wouldn’t look twice at a girl like her. What with her size-fourteen jeans and curves that had long ago stopped being lush and voluptuous and now bordered on—

      “Earth to Jilly.” Derek snapped his fingers in front of her face, expression exasperated. “Come in, Jilly.”

      She swiped his hand away with a wave of hers, pulling her own frustrated face. “You need to tell me why you’re here,” she said, stomping away from the window. Tea. She needed a cup of tea. If Derek insisted on being here, tea would need to suffice instead of her vibrator. At least until Derek vamoosed. “I’m meant to be meeting Nadine for coffee in an hour and you’re holding me up.”

      A cushion smacked into her back. “Have you not been listening to anything I’ve said since I arrived?”.

      She snatched up the cushion from the floor and tossed it back at him. “No.” She resumed her stomp to the kitchen. “I’ve been ogling geriatrics on mobility scooters.”

      “You haven’t heard about the dragon sighting? Seriously?” Derek followed her, his burly bulk filling the small space before he hoisted himself up on the counter to gape at her. “The whole roof-of-a-warehouse-bursting-out-and-a-dragon-flying-away thing?”

      Jilly frowned. “Are you serious? That’s a thing in the news?”

      Derek nodded. “The official word is it was a promo stunt for some TV show about dragons that’s getting a prequel or something. At least that’s what’s being tweeted. From the video footage I’ve seen on Twitter and Instagram, the dragon is freaking amazing. If it is for a show, the budget must be huge.”

      Reaching for her kettle, Jilly tried to ignore the flutter of delicious heat in the junction of her thighs at the word dragon. An image of the hunk on the Harley with his dragon tattoo filled her head. Her pulse quickened. Her clit throbbed.

      Ah man, perhaps Derek was right? Maybe she did need a boyfriend? Nadine—her friend and co-worker—had been saying the same thing for some time now.

      She filled the kettle, set it to boil and then leaned her hip against the counter and studied her friend. “So you’re here to talk to me about some TV show promotion gimmick? Shouldn’t you be at work?”

      Swinging his legs, he snagged an apple from the fruit bowl and bit into it.

      Jilly watched him, tapping her foot with melodramatic exaggeration.

      He chewed, contemplated, chewed some more.

      “Well?” she finally said. The heat in her girly bits thanks to Harley Dragon Hunk had begun to fade. For some reason, she felt angry about that.

      Derek swallowed with just as much drama and exaggeration as her foot tapping and grinned at her. “I’ve got a job for you.”

      She blinked. “What kind of job?”

      A Masters in Norse Mythology didn’t exactly open employment doors, a fact her estranged mother had pointed out all those years ago before riding off into the sunset with Jilly’s ex-boyfriend.

      Derek raised the apple, opening his mouth.

      “Don’t you freaking dare,” she admonished, throwing a tea bag at him.

      It arced in the air with impotent trajectory and fell to the floor between them.

      Derek burst out laughing, bit the apple and then answered her with his mouth full. “It’s nothing that amazing. Just a temp thing at the pet shop on George Street. One of my clients owns it, and he needs a trustworthy person to look after it while he goes to the Perth for a funeral.”

      Removing the boiling kettle from the stove, Jilly frowned. “One of your clients owns a pet shop?” When it came to cake decorating, none finer than Derek could be found in Sydney. Nor any as in-demand and successful.

      He took another bite out of the apple, chewed and nodded. “He bought it for one of his girlfriends to pacify her for not leaving his wife. When the wife found out, he ended up with nothing but the pet shop. Oh, and the vacation home in North Queensland. And the yacht.”

      Jilly raised her eyebrows. “For a boring cake decorator, you have some very interesting people in your life, Sam.”

      Swallowing the last of the apple, he swung his legs and launched himself off the counter. “That I do,” he agreed. “But none as interesting as you. Now, do you want this job or not? I told Yuggie you were a natural with animals and had no problem dealing with poop.”

      Jilly thought of her options. Her current job was at a bookstore where the owner tried to feel her up every shift she worked, which meant she needed to slap Mr. Renner’s wrinkled, veiny, liver-spotted hands away from her butt and boobs twice a week.

      Running a pet shop had to be better than that, even with the poop.

      “I want it,” she said.

      He grinned. “Excellent. Now I’ve fixed this part of your life, I’ll see if I can track down the dude on the Harley for you. You need to get laid ASAP.”

      Jilly shoved him in the chest. “Get out of my life, moron.”

      He fell back, laughing. “Kidding, kidding.”

      Rolling her eyes, she pointed out the door with a smile. “Go.”

      Derek grinned. “Enjoy your tea, Parker,” he said, hightailing it out of her kitchen. “I’ll see if I can find out what TV show the dragon is for and snag us a set visit or something. Who knows, they might need a cake for the press party or something?”

      Dragon.

      The word ignited the fading throb in Jilly’s core, and she sucked in a sharp breath.

      She pressed her palm to her lower stomach. Her breath fell from her in shallow pants. Maybe she’d forgo the tea, since Derek had left.

      Perhaps she’d go put some mood music on, some Adele or Ed Sheeran, and then pull Mr. Rabbit out of the bottom drawer instead. Pull the curtains and—

      Outside her window, the sound of a motorbike’s engine under full throttle growled over the street noise.

      Jilly gasped. She knew that engine.

      Running to the living room, she pressed her palms and forehead to the window, a part of her mind scolding her for being so damn childish.

      The rest of her didn’t care. Her fantasy hunk with his dragon tat and black leather and scruffy beard and sublime arms had returned.

      Returned, and was coming to a halt at the traffic lights in front of her apartment.

      Oh boy.

      

      Arriman “Ari” Drake cut back a gear and flung his Harley around the corner, his blood hot and his pulse pounding.

      Not because of the Extraho Venator on his tail. Not because the dragon hunter had damn near dogged his every move for the last hour.

      Not because the cops involved in his current Cleaning job were being particularly annoying about the warehouse roof and wanted more cash than normal to lose the filed incident report.

      But because for the fourteenth morning in a bloody row he found himself riding down Harper Street when he had no bloody good reason to.

      And for the fourteen morning in a row, his cock had turned to a rigid pole in his pants for no reason he could fathom and a hunger bordering on unsettling flooded through him.

      So of course, where did he find himself again this morning?

      Riding down the street, not once, but twice. Twice.

      Not because he needed to, but because his goddamn body and a mysterious, pain-in-the-arse urgency forced him to.

      He could have headed in any number of directions trying to shake off the Extraho Venator, but the annoying bloody invisible tug on his groin had brought him this way.

      Down this street.

      Again.

      He was beginning to think someone was trying to lay a trap for him.

      Shooting a look over his shoulder, he searched for the irritating dragon hunter tailing him.

      No sign of him. Thank freaking god for that at least.

      Ari knew of this Extraho Venator. He was an imbecile with delusions of grandeur who called himself Blade but whose real name was Colin. Colin lived two hours north in Newcastle, but for some reason never hunted the dragons up there, and travelled almost monthly to Sydney to hunt the ones here.

      As yet, all Colin had managed to do was irritate the Sydney dragon-shifter population with his bumbling about asking random people if they knew where the “dragons hung out” while trying to bum a cigarette from them.

      Ari had kept an eye on him though, more out of professional courtesy than concern. As the region’s best Cleaner—a fixer who dealt with the fallout of any dragon-related issue and made it disappear—Ari liked knowing the comings and goings of any Extraho Venator in his area. Being a dragon shifter himself, Ari did not take well to hunters trying to kill his kind, no matter how inefficient they were.

      The fact Ari had somehow landed in Colin’s sights was an issue to be dealt with after finishing his current job.

      How Colin had actually stuck with him for so long today was anyone’s guess. Maybe it had something to do with the fact Ari kept finding himself drawn to this same bloody street.

      Throttling back his Harley, he returned his attention to the congested road. It wasn’t just a string of cars slowing him down now. The red light meant unless he wanted to run it—tempting—he had no option but to stop.

      Stop.

      On the street that inexplicably gave him a boner.

      Great. Excellent.

      His hog thrummed between his legs, as if the machine was as pissed as he was at being reined in.

      Shifting on its seat, he planted his right foot on the road and ran his gaze around the area, letting his other senses seek out whatever it may be that made this street so…so…arousing.

      No hint of the honeyed-sulfur scent of a female dragon, nor—for that matter—the musky-sulfur odor of a male one hung on the air. Nor could he detect the distinctive tinge of preternatural heat that accompanied the presence of a nearby dragon shifter.

      Whatever affected him, it wasn’t a dragon. At least, not one he could identify, and Ari knew of every dragon shifter in the city, including those that fell into the just-visiting category.

      It was his business.

      And just-visiting dragon shifters—like the dragon from up the coast, Kellan Donovan, whose mess Ari currently had the pleasure of dealing with—had a habit of causing all sorts of trouble.

      Kellan was a great bloke, and a good friend, but damn, he’d left a bit of a mess in Sydney the last time he’d been here. Of course, being hunted by a brutal Extraho Venator father-and-son team hadn’t helped much.

      Nor did the fact that the father of said father-son team had been one of Kellan’s work—

      The invisible tug on Ari’s gut, in his groin, intensified to almost physical pull, tearing a groan from him. An itch bloomed into prickling life between his shoulder blades, up the back of his neck, and across his scalp. Every hair on his body stood on end.

      Holding the handgrips of his Harley tighter, Ari sucked in a deep breath.

      Watched. Someone watched him.

      Right now.

      Colin? Or someone else? Something else?

      His cock throbbed, straining against the leather of his pants.

      His heart beating faster, Ari narrowed his eyes and ground his teeth. He didn’t like this. He was all for sexual pleasure and getting his rocks off with a willing partner, but getting hard when he didn’t know why? It was beginning to freak him out. And piss him—

      A car horn blasted behind him.

      Jumping at the jarring noise, Ari swung a look over his shoulder at the vehicle behind him.

      An elderly woman in a shiny white Tesla waved her hand at him in a hurry-up gesture before stabbing her finger toward the traffic lights.

      Ari turned back to the light.

      Green. Huh. When had that happened?

      The horn sounded again, double-tap style.

      He twisted on his seat and grinned at the old woman. “Yeah, yeah,” he muttered, tipping an invisible hat to her. “Keep your panties on.”

      She hit her horn again, and flipped him the bird.

      “I respect your feistiness, love.” He dropped her a wink, and turned back toward the traffic lights, skimming his gaze over the apartment building beside him as he did so.

      A woman watched him from one of the building’s windows.

      Sexual hunger unlike any Ari had experienced before gushed through him at the sight of her. An inferno of pleasure devoured him. His body seemed to ignite with need and urgency and want.

      Curves. Curves and dips and hips and breasts and thighs…

      Lust raced through him anew, carnal and potent and demanding. His hands burned, branded by the mere thought of cupping and squeezing the unknown woman’s breasts and hips and arse. His cock pulsed. His mind whirled.

      His dragon—the base, ancient creature—roared inside his mind, lunging for release. Craving the woman. Craving…

      Curves. And hips. And…and…

      He stared up at her, incapable of moving. Frozen by her existence even as his body burned with sexual want.

      Their eyes clashed over the distance.

      His heightened vision locked on hers, and his heart beat faster.

      Green. Her eyes were green. Hazel green and framed by thick auburn lashes. Green and full of a hunger as powerful as his. Hunger and confusion and—

      She jerked away from the window, gone from his sight.

      His dragon roared, furious at being denied. Ari’s body reacted the same, the hungry lust burning through him growing hotter, more demanding. A rain of icy pinpricks washed over him, followed by a tsunami of heat.

      Behind him, the elderly woman leaned on horn again, longer this time.

      “Fuck,” Ari muttered, flinging his Harley, full-throttle, forward. Through the intersection.

      The pull on his gut, his groin, his very existence, deepened. Turned painful. His croi seemed to swell, charged with timeless magic and fate.

      Grinding his teeth, Ari scanned the busy street for a place to pull over.

      He understood now, the powerful, impossible-to-deny draw to Harper Street and its reaction on his body. He knew what it meant.

      Fire Mate. He’d found the woman destined by ancient magic to be his partner for the rest of his life.

      There were many things a dragon shifter could control, and many things a dragon shifter could manipulate, but the power of the mating fire was not one of them.

      Dragons could lose their sanity trying. Ari had more than once cleaned up the mess left by those foolish enough to believe they could deny the force of the fated mating.

      When a dragon shifter finally encountered their fated mate, when the mating fire began—a twelve-hour period of intense sexual frenzy—well, trying to refuse it, ignore it, ended in pain. Sometimes insanity.

      Sometimes death.

      Ignoring the mating fire long enough caused a dragon shifter to transform into their dragon form regardless of where they were. If that happened, in the throes of the fire’s heat…

      A shudder of cold dread rocked Ari. It threaded through the lust searing his lungs, his veins.

      Mating fire. The early stages of the mating fire consumed him, claimed him.

      Fuck.

      He was in the mating fire and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

      All he could do was find the woman and surrender to the magic and lust of their joining. Find her and make her his until neither of them had the strength to stand.

      And hope to hell Colin didn’t find them while they were at it.
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