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      Simon took another swig of beer as he surveyed the room from the shadowy corner of the Dark Moon bar. This was about the last place he wanted to be and yet here he sat pissed off and drinking because of circumstances out of his control. Most of his life’s work into shifter genetics had disappeared overnight and since then he couldn’t settle down.

      Months of hard work, long nights and diligent research gone up in smoke all because the Alpha of the Blackwood pack had tangled with a fucking bear.

      A low growl formed in his throat. Said bear stood behind the bar of Dark Moon right now, serving drinks and laughing it up with his friends, practically taunting him. Before now he’d had nothing against Calder and his presence here, but as he prepared to pick up the ashes of his undercover mission and return to his own pack after months of being away, bitterness threatened to choke him.

      How easy had his life been before the Blackwoods? Before Kitty, a cougar shifter, showed up in their territory and got them involved with the entire Dark Moon crew? He sighed. That wasn’t fair.

      He didn’t blame Kitty, the now mate to his alpha and best friend, Rafe. She’d been terrorized by her own clan after an unfair ruling that left her ostracized and relegated to the neutral zone—the one tiny strip of land that sat between the borders of the cougar clan and the wolf clan. That allowed for all kinds of shifters to congregate without fear of overstepping clan boundaries, or persecution for dozens of other bullshit crimes the councils might have in place at any given moment. The heart of said territory being the very place he sat in now.

      “Hey Doc, you going to sit there all night and glare at Calder, or what?” Gage, another member of the Dark Moon crew questioned as he slid into the empty chair next to him.

      “Fuck off,” he retorted. He normally liked Gage, but tonight he wasn’t in the mood for company even if the shifter had a point.

      The shifter laughed, taking a swig of the beer in his hand. “You’d like that wouldn’t you?” He suddenly leaned forward. “But here’s the thing. Calder is a part of our crew whether you or anyone else likes it. And the tension running between the two of you is making people uncomfortable. Hell, it’s making me uncomfortable and I like you. So what’s it gonna be Doc? You going to join us in a round or are you heading home now?”

      The thinly veiled threat in Gage’s question did not go over his head. He might be the only doctor in these parts, which gave him a wide berth, but that didn’t mean they were going to let him start trouble in their own bar.

      Not that he’d come her for that.

      Why then? Why was he still sitting here feeling sorry for himself? The Blackwood pack had taken him by force and tried to make him a prisoner. He’d allowed that illusion because of the breadth of research and equipment those men had at their disposal. He had no idea how they’d gotten their hands on all of it, but he refused to pass up the opportunity to do real research on his clan’s serious fertility issues. And because his Alpha had agreed it was a good idea.

      “Relax. I’m just having a beer. Your bear is safe from me.”

      Gage snorted. “It wasn’t the bear I was concerned for. I swear, Simon, for such a smart guy you sure can be thick sometimes. Lucky for you, his bear is patient and he appreciates how you check up on his pregnant mate. We shifters get a little crazy when it comes to our women you know.” The shifter stood and clapped him on the back. “You and Calder are both good guys, you just need to let the dust settle and the time you spent with the Blackwoods to fade. Until then, stay out of trouble, okay?”

      With that, Gage left the table and disappeared through the door that led to the kitchen and the access to the upstairs where most of them lived in the second floor apartments.

      He did want to forget about the Blackwoods, but for now that was all but impossible. The rogue pack had also been experimenting with a new breeding program no ruling council would have ever approved. Especially considering it included the humans. The working theory of it all hinged on the idea that when one of them bred a human, the shifter DNA would be so completely dominant the resulting child would be as close to pure shifter as possible.

      Unlike the crossbreeding of shifters, where DNA competed for dominance and resulted in mixed shifter species that the councils deemed volatile and dangerous. Their stance made Simon’s blood boil.

      Any shifter could be volatile and dangerous. He’d yet to be presented with any scientific evidence that suggested cross species mating would result in an unacceptable shifter.

      Fuck, he hated those bastards sitting on the council and their antiquated rules.

      Their refusal to progress with the times made it easy for these rogue groups to flourish as they abandoned the clans and the rules that governed them.

      Of course, there were always exceptions to be made, particularly when science and power got involved. Case in point, the white cougars. They’d all been secretly bred in a lab with a specific set of criteria and chemical enhancement that did actually lead to shifters with superior skills. That decades long experiment had also come to a screeching halt when one of their shifters stopped toeing the line, got pregnant and refused to be a test subject again.

      Niki had proved to be more extraordinary than anyone had known, even if she did scare the hell out of most of their kind.  He smirked. He liked the idea that she kept many of their kind on their toes.

      He didn’t believe the Blackwoods weren’t completely off the range with their ideas about humans. It might have worked too, had he not learned their intentions with the first human test subject. They didn’t just want her to get pregnant and bear wolf cubs. Nope. That breakthrough wasn’t good enough for that criminal element. They were also going to use her to re-invigorate the warrior program that had been used to breed the white cougars.

      They wanted to manipulate the DNA so that their wolf young would be born superior to all other shifters. They basically wanted super soldiers. Not only would the council not allow this, but he and Rafe were also against it and he’d done his best to sabotage the effort by making sure the human’s invitro didn’t take. Unfortunately, they took that failure personally and when the woman tried to leave, they went after her and their actions wound up costing the pack everything. Including the death of their alpha.

      Now science would have to wait for nature.

      Which wasn’t going to take long, considering two of the Dark Moon crew had recently mated humans. They were both currently pregnant. One by a hybrid shifter and the other the bear.

      He was most interested in the bear cub since the whole point of his experiments were to discover whether a non mixed shifter could breed successfully with a human.

      Which all led him back to his original frustrations and role in his clan.

      The infertility issues plaguing them.

      The failure to procreate certainly wasn’t for the lack of trying. He leaned back in his chair, stretched out his long legs and crossed his ankles. He’d certainly done his part in the effort and earned a variety of nicknames because of it.

      Hounddog, Romeo, Casanova, etc. etc. Whatever. Was it his fault that so many of the females of his pack were attracted to him? It wasn’t as if they didn’t know what they were getting themselves into. Whatever instinct many of his pack mates had that made them want to settle down with one woman seemed to be missing from his DNA. He was fine with that. His work as a doctor had become the most important thing in his life and that required a lot of attention.

      Bonafide doctors who knew of and could treat a shifter were few and far between. For the last few months his facility had been barely able to handle the workload without him. He should be happy to have returned. What happened to a now fractured pack of rogue wolves who refused to operate within council rules and regulations wasn’t his concern anymore.

      It was time to let it all go. Wait and see would have to be his new motto. And yet, that unsettled not sure what came next feeling clung to him like an unwanted virus.

      It kept him rooted in his chair for a while longer as he contemplated what came next. Another beer, a female in his bed, or his new reality. He made no move towards any of the females, nor did he move towards the door or his motorcycle that sat outside waiting to carry him to a home he hadn’t seen in months.

      Simon blew out a hard breath. This inexplicable turmoil stirring him up made no sense. He didn’t need the danger of living with the Blackwoods, nor did he need the stress of living a double life. All he had to do was get his ass back home and get back to his old life.

      Simple and easy. And just going to the clinic for work wasn’t enough.

      He glanced over at the bar again and a surge of anger fired through his blood.

      This was all because of a bear.

      It didn’t help that his logical brain knew that his anger was misplaced. Calder had simply defended his new mate. There were some things that easily superseded the bullshit breeding contract she’d made with the Blackwoods.

      For one, her status as a true mate. That kind of connection was often coveted and quite rare. And for two, as far as anyone other than him and Rafe knew at the time, she wasn’t able to conceive. That had made her useless to the pack and their grand experiment. The whole point of them recruiting humans had been to test different fertilization theories, not start a stupid war. Unfortunately, their first attempt had made them possessive and blown the entire operation.

      As he sat there lamenting his current situation, the door of the bar opened and a woman he didn’t recognize swept in. Every patron in the place turned and stared, including him. The room grew deathly silent as Simon joined the crowd in checking out what had to be the most unexpected newcomer to town.

      The first thing he noticed was the fiery red hair. Hell, it was kind of hard not to when it was the radiant color of fall leaves at their peak and it flowed all the way down her back and past her ass. And while he couldn’t quite see more than the side from this angle, he got the impression of a curvy butt that made a man like him want to take a bite.

      His inner wolf growled.

      He fought the urge to straighten in his chair and instead raised his glass for a deceiving lazy sip of his beer while he continued his perusal.

      She was unusually tall too. Nearly as tall as him and he was almost six-four. As she stilled and placed her hands on her hips, his eyes were drawn to her beautiful face.

      Fuck.

      Porcelain skin, lush lips almost as red as her hair and green eyes that flashed in the dim light of the Dark Moon. At least she wasn’t a female tourist who’d wandered off the beaten path. No. This one was all shifter. Only he couldn’t quite tell which kind.

      He closed his eyes and inhaled the scents of the room deep so that he could filter them out until he was left with hers. Only he didn’t need a damn filter to catch hers. It was fucking potent. More so than anyone else in the room.

      There were many layers in fact. Fresh air and cold bitter wind. That didn’t exactly make sense considering it was early fall but still felt like summer. He also caught pine and flowers, which made perfect sense. The Dark Moon was just far enough away from town to be surrounded by trees and wildflowers, making it the perfect retreat for many shifters to come and go. Even unseen if that’s how they preferred and they knew Bhric, the alpha here at Dark Moon, well enough to use the back door.

      Next he catalogued the spicy scent of the woman before him. That came with attitude and somehow didn’t surprise him at all. The majority of shifter women were neither meek nor mild. They were generally as strong as the men and willing to fight for what they wanted. And he didn’t totally doubt that there was some science behind the red-headed gene that made them extra saucy, especially considering hers came with an extra sexy layer of smokiness to it.

      Simon shifted in his chair and tried to ignore his growing erection. While he did have a thing for red hair, the same could be said for any pretty woman willing to temporarily walk into his sphere no matter the color of her hair. As long as they were prepared to walk back out when all was said and done.

      Below all those layers there was one more scent he hadn’t quite identified. It was almost as if it was playing coy, as if trying to hide from him. Yeah, he knew that made no sense, but that’s where his mind went with the elusive scent anyway.

      He pushed everything else from his mind and took another deep breath. This scent was much darker than what he expected. Even a little desperate in its intensity. Almost palpable even. And it made his cock go suddenly so hard he almost couldn’t breathe. As he felt an overwhelming pull from that scent alone that he almost couldn’t control, realization dawned…

      “What? Have you never seen a woman before?”

      Her saucy question came out on an accented lilt that made his body instantly harden more. She might not have been talking directly to him and instead addressing the entire room who sat staring at her, half with their mouths hanging open, but he wanted to tell her no. At least not one like her.

      This woman—a stranger to these parts—wasn’t just a shifter. She was THE shifter. A dragon. The nearly fabled creature said to be the origin of all shifters. A creature who hadn’t existed in these parts in more decades than he’d lived.

      And she was in heat.
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      Kenzie shifted side to side before settling her hands on her hips, uncomfortable being the sole focus of attention at the moment. Being surrounded by a roomful of shifters, even if they weren’t dragons, put her on edge. These men might not automatically know about her—uhh—situation, but they were red-blooded men on shifter steroids nonetheless.

      They could affect her without them even knowing why.

      And she wasn’t here to fight or get laid. She just needed to take a minute before she went up the mountain in search of her brother. Steel herself, so to say, before dealing with that confrontation.

      So the first thing she did was dial up the sarcasm. Men were men no matter what country she stood in and very few of them enjoyed being called out for acting like assholes.

      In fact, most of them ignored her question and went back to what they were doing. A few grunted first and then turned away. Although one in particular stared at her from the corner with an intensity that constricted her chest and made it difficult to breathe. Not that she would turn and give him the satisfaction of her full attention. But from what she could tell from her excellent peripheral vision, he wasn’t making a move to look away or come near her either.

      Fine. She could live with that for now. Instead of dwelling on him, even if he was damned good looking from what she could see, she focused on putting one foot in front of the other as she headed toward the long bar that ran nearly the full length of the back wall. It had been one hell of a long journey and she needed a beer.

      She headed for a stool at the far end, as far away from the other patrons as she could get, and took a seat. While much of the tension still winding her tight didn’t leave, some of the stress from traveling melted away as she propped her arms along the scarred, wooden surface.

      Desperate to relax and let her gaze wander, she took in everything about her surroundings. From the basic, but clean concrete floor with tables scattered all across the main room, to the area in the back where there were multiple pool tables set up and currently surrounded by shifters drinking heavily while they played their games.

      Didn’t seem like the bars in America differed all that much from her home across the pond.

      The entire time she observed, she got the distinct feeling her single mystery shifter still stared at her relentlessly. The raised hairs on the back of her neck proved it. Although why she cared she didn’t know. He didn’t know her. Couldn’t know anything about her. A dragon’s ability to mask themselves from other shifters was one of the things that made them superior.

      Her secret was safe—for now. There were no dragons in this establishment. If there had been, she wouldn’t have made it two feet inside the door before they’d attacked. As it were, she could finally relax. She’d left Scotland and dragon country far behind and here she could be anonymous.

      Well, kinda.

      There was still the matter of Galen, her brother. He’d reported in from this territory not long ago and was likely still here somewhere. After she rested a bit, she’d suss him out and figure out if he planned to stand with her or against her over her plan to permanently relocate to America.

      “Can I get you something?”

      One of the largest non-dragon shifters she’d ever seen stopped in front of her and placed his hands atop the bar from the rear.

      Her nostrils flared. A bear.

      She’d not heard anything about bear shifters settling in this area yet. Although admittedly she hadn’t paid much attention to the place they called ‘The Dragon’ in many years. In fact, she had not paid a whole lot of attention to any of America since her parents’ deaths.

      “Yeah. A Guinness?” It was framed as a question because she had no idea if they carried her usual. This was a tiny village and she imagined their resources could be limited. She made a mental note to find out where she’d have to go to find all of her favorite essentials.

      “Sure. We may be in the middle of nowhere, but we’ve got taste. Bottle okay?”

      She nodded and bit her lip. Her desire to bite his head off flared, but if she wanted to acclimate to the area and potentially stay a while, then she needed to keep the barkeep in her good graces. She’d gone through town first and as far as she’d seen this would be the only place to get a cold drink when she needed it.

      Unless of course she planned to hide up on the mountain in solitude.

      She frowned at that idea. There wasn’t anything about her own company that made her think sitting still and hiding out would ever suit her. Although security here would be her sole responsibility for now and she expected that would take up all of her time. There was a lot of ground to cover and a lot to learn about the locals.

      Starting with a bear who served up drinks in a bar.

      A moment later he returned with a napkin and the familiar black bottle he popped open in front of her. As the stout’s deep, rich scent of yeast and barley hit her nose, she breathed deep. It was like a quick reminder of home that seemed to settle the animal inside her. Although she should be just as freaking exhausted after their trip.

      “You passing through?” the bear asked, not at all subtle.

      Kenzie grabbed her drink and downed a generous swallow as she contemplated both the man and his question. He was obviously fishing.

      She took her time setting down the bottle and taking a breath before she answered. “Maybe. Maybe not. Got an old family place near here.”

      She eyed him warily waiting to see if that nugget meant anything to him. Most shifters, especially in small towns seemed to know everything about everything that went on around them. Likely, if what she said were the whole truth then this man would certainly know or know of her family.

      Instead, he simply walked away as if what she said meant absolutely nothing to him. An odd reaction for sure. She chalked it up to the bear in him. They were generally calm and uninterested until they were riled up. Maybe this one was a loner. Although bartenders weren’t usually the loner type. They were the listening type. She’d learned long ago that if you wanted to know something you went to the man behind the bar because chances were he’d heard everything and then some.

      She shrugged his strange response off and turned her attention to her beverage. If they carried Guinness then maybe there were other elements of the old dragon ways of this area that hadn’t been completely lost. Not that she remembered them exactly either. It had been a very long time since her da had told her bedtime stories about the reign of dragons in the Americas.

      And she definitely didn’t remember him ever telling her why they left. Maybe it was the damn heat. She placed the beer bottle against her warm neck and reveled in that bit of cooling touch. God, what she wouldn’t give for a dark underground room and the best damned air conditioning system money could buy. She already missed her place in Scotland. What with all its modern conveniences and ideal placement underneath the base of the mountain.

      Some of her brothers were fine to live their lives in a house the size of a castle at the top of the mountain, but not her. She was definitely a night person, always avoiding the heat and light of the sun. She looked out one of the windows at the side of the building and stared at the mountain looming not far away.

      There she knew she’d find some sort of respite. Their family home may be in a dire state of disrepair according to Galen, but she’d bet her left tit that she had an ancestor or two that craved the dark same as her. Not all dragons were drawn to the light.

      Tonight she would find a place to rest and then tomorrow she would investigate the mountain. She needed a good place to hide and soon. When Galen found her, she didn’t expect he would be all that happy to see her. Although hopefully he would understand their predicament.

      All of her brothers were extremely loyal to “the family” and while Galen might have been a bit wilder than the rest, even he managed to sow his oats under the guise of useful duty to the family. Hence his coming to North Carolina to resettle the shifter population.

      Rumors on their side of the water ran rampant and apparently, things were getting out of control here and it was only a matter of time before the humans tried to intervene. Only a dragon population could curb that outcome. As head of security it should have been her job to scout the area and make preparations for the family, not her brother.

      She grimaced. That was before.

      Going into heat after years of nothing had suddenly curtailed her options. Her brothers might be forward thinkers in most aspects of life, but not in this one. Females, once able to bear dragon kin, had but one sole duty to fulfill.

      She wrinkled up her nose and tried not to sneer. By now her brothers would have found her empty quarters and they’d begin hunting for her. They had no real reason to believe she would come to where Galen was since he too would likely pressure her to fulfill her duty. Hopefully that bought her some extra time.

      One brother she could handle. Four, or worse, all five at once—no freaking way.

      There was a lot more to the story than they knew. This situation had placed her in more peril than anyone had guessed. While her family might think they could negotiate and manipulate the situation, her spies told her differently. The fact that a royal female was now fertile could easily start a feud—if not a war.

      It was in all their best interests that she leave before the word spread any further than their tiny kingdom.

      Here in America she believed they could establish dominance once again quite quickly. Of course, there were still safety issues to consider— exactly why she was needed. The rest of the family just needed to shut up, get on board and let her do her job.

      The air shifted around the room and without turning her head to look, she guessed that her mystery shifter was on the move. She hadn’t forgotten his scrutiny, but she had moved on to another topic in her head. Multitasking was one of her better skills.

      Along with fighting.

      The few women blessed with a dragon were all powerful women. It’s one of the reasons the men had to fight for the right to be their lovers and potential mates. Women of their kind could stand no weakness, the main reason they never took well to humans.  Male and female dragons often shared that sentiment, but especially the women.

      Almost silently someone took the seat next to hers. Talk about an air shift. His presence did more than move the air. It sucked it clean from the bar and her lungs. In fact, it took every ounce of her concentration to make them function again. Slowly in through the nose and out through the mouth she chanted in her head until breathing again became second nature.

      She had no idea what was going on, but she didn’t like it. Feeling off balance NEVER happened to her. Which only made her more curious about the man now sitting so close without her permission.

      “A little far from home, aren’t you?”

      Her head jerked sideways at his question as she finally turned to get her first close-up look at the wolf that dared to sit next to her. And yes, she was one hundred percent certain this man was a wolf and obviously some sort of Alpha for him to have this kind of pull over her. There simply could be no other explanation.

      Right?

      RIGHT?!

      Kenzie purposefully took the time to peruse the man before she met his eyes. Because she had a feeling once there, she would forget to look away. So she started from the bottom and worked her way up. Well-worn black leather boots adorned his feet. Motorcycle boots if she guessed correctly. She filed that tidbit away for later as she would definitely want to know more about that.

      Then the legs. Clean, worn denim hugged powerful legs that were larger than she expected. She might have lingered a little longer than necessary on his massive thighs. But it couldn’t be helped. She liked power and a man’s legs could tell her a lot. His were thick with muscle and yet still lean. She’d bet he could move fast given the proper motivation.

      Moving on, she spied a definite bulge at the crotch, but she skimmed over that quicker than shit as well.

      Not the place a woman in her current state wanted to linger for long. Not if she wanted to keep her sanity anyway. She would ignore the tightening of her core that clamored for attention and keep moving.

      A simple navy t-shirt covered his torso but didn’t actually hide the broad chest beneath it. Of course, that didn’t stop her imagination from running wild as she imagined the six-pack abs underneath and possibly a light sprinkling of downy soft hair that would match the blondish-brown hair on his head. He was lighter than most men she liked to look at, but that didn’t seem to matter in this case. He still managed to pull off handsome and rugged at the same time and she liked it.

      Speaking of…

      She finally lifted her head to see beyond the top curve of his shirt. No hair peeking out there by the way. So maybe not as hairy as she expected from a wolf.

      His Adam’s apple bobbed and that was enough to keep her moving rather than linger on why. Oh boy. Up close and personal like this she could see he had a strong square jaw with a cleft in the middle. But it was the full lips that had her swallowing thickly. They were a dusky shade of pink that merely enhanced their appearance. Those were kissing lips if she’d ever seen them. That they were twisted in a kind of sardonic smile only made them more appealing.

      Unfortunately, kissing made her think of other things and she was in no position to go there. Especially not with him. However, did that stop her from imagining the feel of his lips against hers? Or the feel of his hand on the back of her neck as he held her firmly in his embrace?

      Kenzie sighed. Her lack of experience when it came to full blown sex did not mean she was immune to certain thoughts or experiences. On more than one occasion she had kissed a man and liked it. Hell, she’d kissed another female and liked that too.

      This was so stupid. She had to get her thoughts under control and stop thinking of or looking at his lips. She wasn’t going to kiss a wolf. It might be time for more than kissing, but that could only occur with a worthy male she selected after lots of consideration, not a stranger.

      That thought still didn’t put a halt to her perusal. She skimmed up his perfectly proportioned nose before finally meeting his piercing blue gaze. They weren’t just any color of blue either. Ice blue. The ice to her flame. Polar opposite and exactly the kind of thing that pulled at both her and the dragon inside of her.

      Speaking of which. She felt her blood stirring as her heart began beating faster.

      “Like what you see?” he asked.

      She lifted her shoulders as if it meant absolutely nothing. Unashamed that she’d taken him in as slowly as she did. If he thought that would make her blush or shy away, he couldn’t be more wrong. Sex or no, she was absolutely not a wilting flower. If life had taught her nothing else, she had learned that she had the power to take whatever she wanted as long as she was willing to do whatever it took to get it. And she usually did.

      “Acceptable,” she replied.

      His snort of laughter made her press her lips together to keep from smiling.

      “Good thing I have strong self esteem or I might be wounded.” He held his hand over his heart as if to mock an injury.

      “If you were that easily offended then you would not be worth my time.” And that was the cold hard truth.

      His laughter continued and she decided she rather liked that low, rough rumble emanating from his chest. Especially the way it vibrated across her skin. It perked up the dragon even more too.

      Easy girl. Don’t get ahead of yourself. He is not for us.

      Although she imagined how easy it would be to go home with this one if she wanted, but it would take far more convincing before she took that path. Even if there was a pull in that direction. There was also the fact one of her brothers would likely hurt him if they got wind.

      First things first. She still had the matter of her wayward brother to deal with and he may or may not be so happy to see her. Especially if he’d heard from the family. Throwing a wolf into the mix now could easily be the last straw.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” he started. “I do like a woman with confidence, but don’t you think it’s a little bit dangerous for you to be in here right now? You know. In your uhh—condition.”

      Kenzie felt the blood drain from her face. What had he just said? No. He could not. She shook her head trying to get her thoughts clear. There was no way he meant what she thought he meant. It just wasn’t possible. Only another dragon would know and this man, while beautiful and intriguing, was certainly no dragon.

      But he was trouble. She felt that clear to her bones and that was about the last thing she needed right now. There was a good chance this mating heat thing could start a war if word got out. If her plan to come here and hide failed, then any kind of distraction could get them all killed.

      She needed to focus.

      “I have no idea what you mean. Just because I’m different from the rest of you doesn’t make me have a “condition”. Besides, I’m just passing through so you don’t have to get your panties in a twist. I’ll be out of this bar and out of your hair in no time.”

      That might have been a lie, one too easily told. But this was not the time to tell anything else to a stranger…
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      Simon bit back a snarl. This woman’s sharp little tongue made him surprisingly indecisive. As in he couldn’t decide whether he wanted to throw her out of the bar or take her back to his place and fuck. Although if he was honest, the latter would probably win out if he let it.

      He was currently in the middle of a long dry spell and this woman pulled at him like no one else in a very long time. Scratch that. Like no one ever, which unsettled him to say the least. Dragon or not, he wanted her.

      Not that he was one of those snobs who made up so much of their clans. He saw no problem with interspecies dating, fucking, or mating. To each his own and all that bullshit. Just because he spent all of his free time trying to solve a procreation problem, didn’t mean he shared other’s hang-ups. As the only full-fledged doctor in this territory, he actually had a lot bigger issues to worry about.

      Shifters might heal quickly when all the conditions were just right, but there were more and more cases coming up where the conditions were fucked up and they needed his help.

      “I’m not talking about what you are. It took me less than two minutes to figure that out, sweetheart. It’s the other that concerns me.”

      Her back went ramrod straight and that gave him pause. Why would a shifter detecting her mating cycle be anything unexpected? Every shifter possessed superior senses, especially scent. It gave them serious advantages when there were many things that could not be hidden because of it. Such as emotions, being able to tell whether you were dealing with a shifter or not and what kind, and like in this case, when a female hit the peak of her reproductive cycle.

      “The other? I think you need to explain what the hell you are talking about before I assume the worst and take offense,” she hissed. “Especially since I don’t think you or anyone else in this bar is going to like me when I’m offended. In fact, consider your words wisely because this structure will not contain me if things go too far.” She took another swig of her beer and he tried not to focus on her hands gripping the glass or the subtle shift of her throat as she swallowed. Both of those were too dangerous for his peace of mind.

      Simon lifted his hands in mock surrender. “Okay, relax. I’m not trying to offend you, but you are the one in a bar full of shifters giving off pheromones like nobody’s business. Eventually one of them is going to try and take you up on what you’re offering. As the one who ends up having to patch people up when things get ugly, I was just trying to prevent a little bloodshed if you aren’t looking for trouble.”

      Her eyes widened and her head jerked back in obvious surprise. What the hell that was supposed to mean, he didn’t know. He was generally pretty good at social cues between men and women, but this woman was throwing him off.

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, seriously.”

      “You don’t smell like a dragon,” she hissed. “No one in here does. So how the hell are you getting anything off of me, wolf?” She sneered over the word wolf and he wanted to laugh. Someone seemed a little big for her britches. What a shock. Guess the rumors about them were true.

      Not that he had encountered many, but still. Let’s just say their reputations preceded them.

      “All shifters have the same superior sense of smell, honey. Maybe some a little better than others, but still. Something that potent is kind of hard to miss.”

      Her lips parted and she bared her teeth at him along with another hiss. If this wasn’t such a serious matter he would have laughed out loud. As it was he was thinking he needed to get her out of here before she started any trouble. The men were a little hard to read with her messing with his head, but he could feel the air shifting the longer she sat there.

      One way or another, something not good was coming down the pike.

      “Are you trying to tell me that I smell bad or something? It has been a long trip and I do need a shower, but I’m civilized. I wear deodorant.”

      While he was relieved she had a sense of humor, he failed to understand why she wasn’t taking him seriously. And bad? That would be a hell no. Her delicious scent had gone straight to his head and he was in danger of doing something drastic all on his own. There was a lot more for her to worry about than just the other men in the bar.

      “I’m sure you know what I meant. And I’m not even implying that it’s you who would be in danger if this situation were to get out of hand. I have no doubt you are more than capable of fighting off each and every one of these shifters if that’s what it came down to. But maybe you could take pity on me since I’m not in the mood to spend the rest of my evening stitching up bloody shifters.”

      She paused, a questioning expression crossing her pretty face. “Why are you the only healer in this region?”

      That was a damned good question, but not necessarily one he wanted to get into in the middle of a bar on his first night off in ages. So he shrugged instead. “Guess it just worked out that way. Now if I can’t convince you to take pity on me by leaving the bar, how about something else?”

      “What did you have in mind?” She asked the question, but he could clearly see she doubted his answer would entice her.

      “Dinner?”

      A tiny crack of a smile formed at the edges of her mouth. “That’s not what I expected at all.”

      “Thought I would suggest sex instead? I mean that is usually what a female shifter in the throes of mating heat typically demands.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “Excuse me?” she asked, her voice lowered to well below a normal whisper. “How the hell would you know something like that?”

      Simon stared at her, dumbfounded. What the hell did she mean? Everyone would know. It wasn’t exactly something she could hide. Mating pheromones were strong for a reason. They may not be as productive as they once were when it came to actually producing offspring, but they more than did their job in attracting the opposite sex. As someone who sat next to her with a vicious hard-on could easily attest too.

      Except…

      He glanced around the rest of the room. Why was he the only one who had made an approach? When an unmated female shifter cloaked in mating scent walked into a room, it often sparked action that wasn’t always good. Shifters liked to fight for dominance and this was normally one of those occasions they didn’t miss the excuse to do so.

      Especially since it wouldn’t get them locked up over it. There were laws about public fighting, but those rules were often bent for mating heat.

      He closed his eyes, pushed out the loud music playing through a multitude of speakers and used his other senses to gauge the crowd. While tension radiated off of several of the closest men, including Calder standing behind the bar, he wasn’t picking up anything even remotely close to what currently surged through him.

      Something wasn’t right here and he didn’t know what it was. He reached out and grabbed the mystery woman by the wrist. “I think it’s time to take this somewhere else.”

      Her already ramrod straight posture stiffened to a razor sharp point as she slowly turned her head to where his fingers currently encircled her arm.

      “I don’t know what the hell you think is going on here or how you think you know what you may or may not know. But I do know that if you don’t get your hands off of me in the next two seconds things are going to get ugly. And I don’t mean in an embarrassing kind of way. More like the get away from me or get dead kind of way.”

      The menacing hiss of her voice had Simon rethinking everything he knew about female shifters. Yes, they were strong. Yes, they could be combative when provoked. But this. This felt completely different. The tension and power sizzled from her.

      Unfortunately, before he could respond they were dramatically interrupted by another newcomer.

      “Mackenzie Dawn Ferguson!”

      At the booming sound of an unfamiliar male voice, she yanked free from his hold and spun around on her stool.

      “Oh shit,” she whispered, even though she had to know everyone in the room heard her since they’d all gone silent.

      “Do not dare oh shit me, wee sister. You have approximately five seconds to tell me what the hell you are doing here before I burn this place to the ground.”

      Simon raised his eyebrows and stared over at the female next to him. Wee sister, huh? While he couldn’t file away the fact that there were suddenly two dragons taking up space in their tiny town, he did put that information on pause. He wanted to see where this little têtê-à-têtê between them was about to go.

      “Stop blustering like an idiot. I doubt the proprietors of this bar would take kindly to you burning anything with all these people around. So chill.”

      A low rumble sounded behind him and without looking Simon knew that Calder had moved closer and was at the moment growing uncomfortable with the current situation.

      Me too, buddy. Me too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Mortified. That’s how she felt while standing in a room full of lesser shifters avidly watching while she was being dressed down by her jerk of a brother. Why in the hell did he have to have the worst timing in the whole world?

      “I don’t really care what anyone would take kindly to. So if you have a problem with this then I suggest you leave immediately. You don’t belong here.”

      So much for Galen being less of an asshole than her other brothers.

      “Is that really necessary?”

      Kenzie’s head swung sharply to the left. Holy shit, had she just heard correctly? Had the stranger sitting next to her just tried to intervene on her behalf? Did he have a death wish?

      She didn’t know what to think about that. Normally she’d rip the head from anyone who dared to do such a thing. But coming from him—well—it seemed kind of—nice.

      “It would be best for all if you stayed out of this, wolf.” Her brother’s barely chained anger dripped from each word out of his mouth.

      “The name’s Simon, although I think you already know that. And I don’t know how you treat your women, but I’ve never believed humiliation a necessary device to get what I wanted.”

      Uh oh.

      Galen advanced two steps. Kenzie jumped from her stool and blocked him from reaching Simon. An interesting name for an interesting shifter. Wolf or not. He’d scented her heat and that made him different. Although how, she had no idea yet.

      “Whoa, Galen.” She could already see the scales pushing at his skin. Not to mention the heat already blasting from his pores and she still stood several feet away from him. “I don’t think this is the smartest way for us to re-introduce ourselves to the locals, right?”

      Now there was a growling coming from behind her and she did not want to turn around and look. If the wolf shifted now so would Galen and then where would they be? His full-blown dragon body would not fit inside this puny bar. Hell, even hers wouldn’t. She had to get him out of here and fast.

      “We should go.” She stepped forward and touched her brother’s arm. As she’d expected it blazed burning hot. “We can talk about this at home.”

      “You’re going home. Not me,” he seethed through clenched teeth.

      “Stop trying to bully me into doing whatever you think you want. I just got here and I am most certainly not going home. Now turn around and lead me to your home. You’ve got one of those here, do you not?”

      “Are you sure you want to go with him?”

      “Simon!” The sharp bellow sounded not far from the man standing behind her. The bear, she guessed.

      “Shut up, Calder. I’ve got this.”

      “You’ve got nothing. Let them go before you get hurt.”

      The bear was smart. She’d give him that. Although as alpha as Simon appeared, she doubted he would agree. His anger was nearly as palpable as Galen’s. Kenzie sighed. She’d spent enough years running interference between males. She did not come to America—to The Dragon—for more of the same.

      Don’t say another word. I already said I would go with you. So let’s go.

      This time she chose not to say the words out loud and instead spoke telepathically to her brother. If she kept calling him out in front of a room full of shifters, he would never back down. Not until he burned something. That something probably being the entire bar, like he’d threatened.

      You don’t belong here.

      Galen’s words burned through her mind, making her own dragon push against her skin. He was seriously pissing her off.

      Just go outside and stop acting like a child. I’ll follow you out.

      Several long seconds passed, although as far as she was concerned it felt like several hours. Her heart beat heavy in her chest as her dragon readied for a fight. Now she’d have to do something to appease both her brother and the dragon inside her. So much for rest.

      Finally, Galen turned on his heavy boots and exited the building. No one behind her made a sound, but she felt the collective sigh nonetheless.

      She turned quickly to Simon and held out her hand. “It was nice meeting you, Simon.” His name came out a bit silkier than she’d intended, but she chalked it up to the surge of adrenaline coursing through her.

      “You too, MacKenzie.”

      She shook her head. “Just Kenzie. No one calls me MacKenzie other than my brothers when they are pissed at me. Makes me hate it even more.”

      Simon smiled at her and she swore something melted inside her.

      “I like them both. But I definitely am not a brother to you, so Kenzie it is.” He grabbed her hand and instead of shaking it, he lifted it to his mouth and placed a soft kiss to her fingers. Her already overworked heart sped up.

      “Thank you for the invite to dinner. I would have liked to take you up on it.”

      His smile grew bigger and his grip tightened on her hand. “You don’t have to go, you know. We could go out the back.”

      She shook her head. “Yeah, I do. I thought I’d have a bit more time before I had to face Galen, but here I am. If I try and put him off now, he’ll lose his shit for sure. No one wants to see that, least of all me. Maybe another time?”

      “Tomorrow then. I insist. How about breakfast?”

      All this mention of meals made her stomach growl. It distracted her and before she realized it, she’d nodded her head.

      “Great. Meet at the bakery in town at nine?”

      Wait. What?

      “Oh I—I’m not sure—”

      “Nope. It’s a date. You agreed and it would be rude to take that back.” With that, he dropped her hand and walked away, disappearing behind the swinging doors at the opposite side of the bar. She watched him, too dumbfounded to say anything until the doors stopped swinging and the other shifters began to go back to their business.

      All but one. The damn bear. He stood there watching her with a strange grin on his face. She had no idea what that was about, but she didn’t have the time or inclination to figure it out. She fished out an American bill from her pocket, tossed it on the bar and turned on her heels, practically running for the front door to get away.

      What the hell had just happened? Somehow she’d managed to piss off her brother, amuse an odd bear and make a date with a sexy, but not for her wolf all in the space of thirty minutes or so. And she hadn’t even finished her beer.

      A freaking date.

      Dragons didn’t date. At least not any that she knew of. Dragons had sex. Although not her. As a royal female no one would touch her for fear of what her brothers would do to them. Well, that was the case until she went into heat. Now they would all want a piece of her. If she had stayed there would have been dragon challenges, one after the other until someone had the balls to win her.

      She rolled her eyes. That antiquated BS was not for her. Not only would she not be fought over like a piece of property, she had no intention of risking her family at the same time.

      She would be hunted. Of that she had no doubt. The stasis of her heat had done something weird to the magic that always resided in her. Her dreams had turned downright terrifying and the malice of whatever could come for her had crawled across her skin. It was as if someone else out there knew about her situation and what that meant she had no idea. However, she had a hunch that whatever their intentions they were in no way honorable. That feeling of impending doom had been so strong that her every instinct had screamed at her to run as far and as fast as she could. So she did.

      Maybe her actions had been hasty and foolish in hindsight, maybe even a normal symptom of mating heat, but at the time they had felt as real as everything else going on around her.

      And now, instead of worrying about finding that mountain to hide in, she was going on a date.

      An idiotic, unbelievable, crazy clear to her bones idea, FREAKING DATE.

      It was official. She’d lost her damned mind.
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      Kenzie exited the bar to find Galen already gone. That didn’t surprise her. He had no patience for waiting on anyone and he knew she would have no trouble following his scent. In fact, he expected it.

      She walked behind the bar, following the trail Galen had left her until she hit a clearing full of gorgeous wildflowers in every color imaginable. For a moment she just stood there and absorbed the sweet scent of late summer flowers, twilight and the scent of angry burning dragon. He’d shifted here and obviously taken flight. To catch up with him she would have to do the same.

      Amidst the beauty of nature and the light of an emerging moon bathing her face, Kenzie called the magic that would transform her from her human body to her dragon. For some shifters the transition could be painful. For an original like her, it came effortlessly and without pain. It wasn’t the easiest thing to describe, but she often equated it to offering the same sense of freedom that came from removing tight clothing after a long, long day.

      She felt glorious as she lifted skyward and took off after her brother. To her surprise he did not go in the direction of the mountains and instead led her out of town many miles. Where the hell was he going?

      When she finally spied the house in another open clearing not far from the road, she was relieved to see it was not located near any other shifter habitats or human homes. It was secluded and large. Although not exactly large enough for a dragon. Once inside she would have to control her emotions so she didn’t accidentally shift and tear the building apart.

      That thought made her giggle. If it happened it would be because her brother had provoked it. So in a way it would be his own fault. She also hoped this wasn’t where she’d have to stay. With floor to ceiling windows on nearly every wall, it would not provide nearly enough darkness during the day for her comfort. She needed it pitch black or sleep would allude her. Her family used to tease her that she must have vampire blood running through her veins.

      As if there were such beings.

      She landed safely several hundred yards away from the house and used her magic to once again transform. There were no wildflowers growing here and that disappointed her. Seeing that field had given her a shot of happiness in the middle of a stressful time. Where ever she settled she would make sure she had her own field of the colorful flowers growing wild and abundantly.

      “Took you long enough,” Galen greeted as she stepped inside his side door and smack dab into the middle of a grand kitchen. It wasn’t nearly the size of the one back home, but far more sizable than she expected from her view of the exterior. “Hungry?” He pushed a platter of meat, cheese and bread across his marble topped island.

      “Oh damn. Starved.” She grabbed a handful of bread points and piled meats and cheeses on top until she had several layered sandwiches that she basically inhaled in less than a minute.

      “That’s classy, Sis. Real classy.”

      Kenzie shrugged. “Get over it. I’ve been traveling for days. That’s left me equally tired and hungry. Manners are not utmost on my mind.”

      “Mmmhmm,” Galen hummed while eyeing her warily. The look in his eyes said he thought she was full of shit and that he knew the real reason for her unexplained voracious appetite.

      “Don’t look at me like that. I didn’t do this on purpose.”

      One of his eyebrows lifted. “That’s not entirely true. Apparently the decision to travel from Scotland to America was not only your sole decision, but you did it without informing anyone you were leaving. Do you have any idea what kind of risk that entailed?”

      She bristled at Galen’s tone. “If you keep talking to me like I’m a child, I am leaving here too. I didn’t think I was capable of mating heat so maybe you could cut me some slack. I haven’t figured out yet how I want to handle it.”

      “You have a responsibility now,” he said, lowering the tone of his voice.

      “That’s easy for you to say. You haven’t been asked to compromise your body and your life.”

      He shook his head. “We’re all asked to make sacrifices at some point in our lives. It’s our duty. All of us will be expected to produce heirs as soon as suitable mates are located.”

      She rolled her eyes and turned away from her brother. The hope that Galen would see her side was quickly dying. She needed to change the subject. At least for now.

      “Tell me what’s been going on here. I thought we couldn’t stay here. Isn’t it dangerous or something?” Not that she feared danger. Quite the opposite. If anyone in their family flew too close to the sun for comfort, it would be her.

      “Yet another reason why you don’t belong here.”

      “Don’t bullshit me, Galen. You’re here. And now I am too. If there’s any danger I need to know about it so I can work on our security.”

      Galen narrowed his eyes while shaking his head. “Do not go there. You aren’t staying. I promised our brothers if you showed up here I would make sure you promptly returned to Scotland. I can handle security of one little mountain range.”

      Anger surged through her. Galen was beginning to sound like a broken record and she refused to hear it anymore. “Unless you’re planning to drug me and forcibly remove me from The Dragon, I’m not going anywhere. And don’t even think about trying that. Your dragon might be slightly stronger than mine, but I’m far more diabolical and I’ve got raging hormones on my side as well. Trust me, you do not want to test that. So you can either accept my decision or I’ll walk out that door now and we can be enemies with no hope of providing a united front that the shifters here probably need. It’s your choice.”

      When she finally took a breath she realized that the kitchen had filled with smoke and said smoke was coming from her. She looked down at her hands to find claws and scales pushing at her skin. She was losing control of the shift.

      Before her brother could say anything, she continued. “I know. I’m going.” She strode past him before he responded with something stupid and out the door she’d entered through. His house was simply too small to accommodate a full size dragon and she wasn’t sure she could stop the change.

      Outside she took deep breaths in an attempt to temper her rage. If this was the kind of thing out of control hormones caused, she was in more trouble than she thought. Same thing for anyone who got too close when she struggled with an agitated state.

      “You okay?” Clearly Galen didn’t get it.

      “I just need a minute or a hundred,” she said through clenched teeth.

      “How about a truce? Would that help?”

      She lifted her head and faced him. “Probably. Arguing with you is causing me to lose control. I don’t like it.”

      He chuckled. “Oh trust me. I don’t either.”

      “Does that mean you’re okay with me staying?” She didn’t want to push it, but yeah—actually she did. The sooner Galen accepted the truth the better off they’d all be. She didn’t have time to keep arguing. Not when she had a region to map and security systems to configure. Oh and she needed a place to stay.

      “Does this house have a basement?”

      Galen smirked at her question. “Some things never change, do they, vampire dragon?”

      She rolled her eyes at the nickname. He always liked to tease her with when her need to avoid the daylight, and sometimes any light at all actually, got the better of her. “You know the drill. I like what I like. So what’s the deal?”

      “This house does not have a basement. I didn’t have a lot of choices in large homes and definitely couldn’t be picky about something underground.”

      “That’s a pity. Then I’ll have to hit the mountain and check out the old homestead. Is it still standing?”

      They both turned towards the largest peaked mountain off in the distance. Despite the miles between them and it they could see its ragged, snow topped peaks quite clearly.

      “Oh it stands all right. But it’s a mess. The amount of work it needs to be livable again is staggering. We’re going to need a team to get it done. It might actually be easier to just build something new.”

      She scoffed at him. “Team Schmeam. The two of us are pretty capable and I need a place to stay as soon as possible. You can leave that part to me.”

      When Galen didn’t respond, she turned to see him fixated on the mountain as if he hadn’t heard her. Except the tic in his jaw gave him away. He clenched it so tight she expected to hear grinding teeth any moment. The decision on whether she would stay here or not wasn’t settled as far as her brother was concerned. But he’d have to get over that.

      Scotland wasn’t a safe haven for her anymore and she couldn’t go back. And despite the decades there, she’d never felt as connected to an area as she did this one. The earth beneath them teemed with magic, somehow anchoring her. She shook her head at her strange thoughts.

      The idea that she could be so connected to a place so soon after her arrival sounded ridiculous.

      Besides, she knew it wasn’t her choice of living location that he found to be the biggest problem. No, that came from the heat inside her.

      Getting her brothers to let go of their family past and come to some sort of agreement so they didn’t have to turn her into the family baby making machine wasn’t going to be easy. Unless…maybe she could find a suitable human for Galen to mate with. It wouldn’t be easy. While dragon/human mating was possible, it was her understanding that the success rate was somewhat low.

      But there had to be someone out there suitable for her brother. Somewhere. She could start a search. She’d need a computer and strong wifi. Surely one of the locals here could accommodate her request.

      Maybe even that wolf she’d met at the bar.

      Simon.

      She nearly groaned out loud as she remembered their agreed upon date. Breakfast. She grimaced. Not that she had a problem with the meal. Breakfast foods were her favorite. Only she preferred to eat them at night because daytime was for sleeping.

      “Well, do you have any rooms without windows in this strange house?”

      Galen shook his head. “You really are crazy. C’mon I’ll give you a tour and you can pick where you want to sleep. I might have a closet without a window.”

      She scrunched her face. “A closet? Someone my size cannot fit in a closet. What if I shifted in the middle of my sleep cycle?

      He turned away from her on a scoff and headed toward a hallway that seemed to lead deeper into this new home.

      “I’m serious, Galen. I’m not sleeping in a closet,” she said, trailing after him.

      “We’ll see, vampire dragon. I swear you have got to be the only dragon alive who is nocturnal.”

      This time she grinned. Him calling her names had to be a good sign. At least that’s how she decided to take it. She refused to believe that living here in the tail of the dragon couldn’t work out. First, she’d take a nap and then when the sun set she’d head up the mountain and survey the situation herself.

      It couldn’t be as bad as Galen let on…
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      Actually it could.

      Several hours later and refreshed from a nap that she did actually take in a closet. Although was it really a closet when it’s twice the size of a normal bedroom?

      Kenzie now found herself inside a crumbling stone castle high atop the mountain. Decades of abandonment had not been kind to their old family home.

      Still…she could see the possibilities and they were endless. And more importantly it had a huge underground section that could easily be converted into living quarters for her. She took it as a sign and it made her almost giddy.

      As for the rest of the house…

      Well, Galen had been right as usual. It was going to take a massive amount of work to restore. But restore it she would. She crossed the vast space of the wide open living area to the crumbling exterior walls, dodging piles of rubble until she could look over the edge.

      The view astounded her. The castle had been built at the highest vantage point that gave her a sweeping view that went on for many miles. It was obviously intended as an overlook for the clans below. The cougars to the left, the wolves to the right and the seers behind them both. That left the tiny village in between.

      A curious place if nothing else. A place where shifters, seers and even witches if her nose didn’t lie, congregated together without fight. The fact she’d encountered a hybrid witch yesterday afternoon on her way into town reminded her that she needed to talk to Galen about the curse.

      When she’d finally drifted to sleep, dreams of her father telling his bedtime tales had filled her head. And one memory in particular had remained when she woke. That curse had stood for decades and should have prevented her or her brother from entering this territory.

      It wasn’t from the lack of magic. No, that she knew still existed here. She’d felt it vibrate across her scales the moment she flew within range, growing stronger the longer she stayed. Kenzie inhaled deep, letting the rich scent of ages old magic fill her. The air was rife with it. More so than probably anyone here knew.

      No wonder dragons had settled here. The earth magic was as strong here as at home. Maybe even stronger.

      “I see it didn’t take you long to make your way here.”

      Kenzie laughed. Of course her brother would follow her. “Are you going to chaperone me every time I leave the house? If so you should probably know that I am meeting Simon in the village in a few hours.”

      “Simon?”

      “The wolf from the bar.”

      “What the hell for?”

      She lifted her shoulders. “A meal apparently. He seemed nice.”

      “Nice! What the hell, Kenzie? He’s a wolf.”

      She turned and walked towards her brother. “What difference does that make? I’m not planning to screw him. Although, as long as I’m planning to stay here I think it’s important to make friends with the locals. And apparently Simon is the only healer in this region. Did you know that?”

      “That’s not important right now. You going out on a date with a wolf. That is going to be a problem.”

      She finished crossing the debris-strewn room to stop in front of him. “Nae, Galen it isn’t. Let’s get something straight once and for all. I did not come to America so you could tell me what I can and cannot do. I came here to start a new life, same as you. So you need to either get on board with that or get the hell out of my way. I will not be dictated to. Ever. And besides, it is not a date. Dragons don’t date, remember?”

      “But—”

      “No! Don’t you dare go there. I know what you’re thinking and my mating heat has nothing to do with this. I’m going to eat breakfast, not sleep with him. I would never take that kind of risk.”

      His eyes flashed and she waited for him to lash out at her. Dominant dragons like her brother liked being told what to do even less than she did. However, by some miracle he kept his mouth shut. She’d take it, although she’d have to brace later for whatever payback was surely brewing in that brain of his.

      “Perfect,” she continued. “Now that we have that out of the way. I need to know more. How are we here? As in what happened to the curse on this place that locked us out all those years? It’s not as if the magic is gone. I can feel it and it’s incredibly strong.”

      He shuttered his eyes and broke eye contact. “You’re right. It’s very powerful here. Stronger than I’ve felt anywhere else in the world. As for the curse that locked us out all those years ago. I haven’t quite figured that out. The last time I came here to check on things, I discovered the wards preventing my entrance gone. At this point I can only assume that the last of the witch’s line who created it has died out. Although I haven’t been able to confirm that. The witches, if there are any left here, are in hiding.”

      “That’s convenient.” She didn’t mention the hybrid she’d encountered the day before because there was a chance she’d been wrong. It would have to be looked into and she didn’t believe in reporting on anything without all the facts.

      “I don’t know about that. We’ve been forced to wait generations to return. And in the meantime the remaining clans have dug in and violence and evil now runs rampant in these mountains.”

      A shudder worked up her spine. “Why does that not surprise me? From one frying pan to another, right?”

      His brows drew together. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing, Brother. Absolutely nothing.” She wasn’t ready to get into the political turmoil she might have left behind if any other dragons had figured out her situation before she left. She also preferred facts over feelings and until she knew something concrete, she’d keep quiet. If any of their rival clans wanted to hunt her all the way across the globe, she’d be ready for it.
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      Simon took a seat in the far corner of the Sweet Retreat bakery that gave him a view of all entrances and exits. Maybe it made him paranoid to do so, but his experience with the Blackwoods taught him to stay on guard at all times and it felt ingrained in him now. He expected no trouble, but it made him more comfortable nonetheless.

      It was ten minutes to nine and he was alone at the moment. Sienna, the owner of the bakery and mate to Gage, a wolf hybrid, was flitting back and forth between the front bakery case and the kitchen. He’d heard about this place since the day she opened. A lot of shifters he knew often used an overload of sugar to fuel their insanely fast metabolisms and considering how good a baker Sienna was, her shop was extremely popular among the locals as well as the smattering of tourists who sometimes wandered through their tiny town.

      He was more of a carnivore himself, but he indulged in something sweet now and then. And to be honest, the donuts she kept refilling the case with smelled divine. He could smell pumpkin, maple syrup, apples and his favorite, cherries.

      “You sure I can’t get something for you while you wait? I can practically see your mouth watering from over here.”

      He smiled and shook his head. “Nah. I’ll wait until my friend arrives.”

      “Friend huh? That sounds cryptic.”

      Oh boy. The last thing he wanted to do was activate the gossip chain today. Not that he wanted to accuse the sweet human of such a thing, but he knew her well enough. Her and her group of friends here in the Gap were notorious when it came to gossip.

      She rounded the corner and his gaze zeroed in on her full rounded stomach. She was days past her potential due date and if he was honest, part of the reason he kept spending so much time in town was to keep an eye on her without alerting her or Gage to his worries.

      He expected cross species gestation to be a little fluid and while his preliminary tests indicated the shifter DNA to be dominant, the gestation period for a wolf cub had long passed. So they were flying blind into the unknown at this point.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “Nuh uh, don’t try to distract me with questions about this baby who refuses to come out. As you can see I’m doing just fine. I guess she/he will get here when it gets here. Now tell me about this friend you’re meeting. It sounds mysterious and far more exciting than this.” She pointed at her rotund belly and he had to force back a smile.

      For a half a second he contemplated how he could deflect her questions until the door opened and he caught the scent of the woman in question. He and Sienna turned to the door and stared. Him, because he’d thought of nothing else since she’d left the bar and seeing her again soothed something restless inside him.

      Sienna probably because she’d never seen her before and would now have first dibs on lighting up the local cell phone tree.

      “Wow.” Sienna sat in a nearby chair as if Kenzie’s presence had taken her breath away. He understood the feeling exactly. His heart was already beating a little faster since catching her scent. “Is that your friend?”

      Simon didn’t respond. He was still drinking her in. She looked different from the evening before. Brighter maybe. Or more relaxed. Her thick, red hair still flowed freely down her back and sides, but she’d changed from denim casual the night before to a free flowing sundress that stopped just short of the floor, while still managing to hit all the right curves on the way down.

      And holy hell. Those curves looked even more perfect in the light of day than in a darkened bar after too many beers to count.

      She reached up and removed the sunglasses covering her eyes. He nearly whimpered when her gaze met his, mesmerizing him even further.

      He stood as she approached, purposely ignoring the snort from Sienna as she watched shamelessly. Kenzie, on the other hand, looked between the two of them with clear confusion settling in her eyes.

      That got Sienna’s attention as she struggled to her feet. Simon lunged forward and grabbed her arm until she steadied herself. “Well, excuse me while I get back to work. As soon as you know what you two want to eat just give me a holler. Besides the full bakery case I just finished refilling, I’ve got homemade Belgian waffles with fresh berries and cream on special this morning.”

      “Okay.” That was the extent of his conversational skills at the moment. He still couldn’t take his eyes off of Kenzie.

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Kenzie said as she approached. “Should I come back another time?”

      “Lord no,” Sienna squeaked. “Simon’s been sitting here all morning waiting on ya. Although if I’d known ‘his friend’ meant a gorgeous red headed stranger, I would have ribbed him a whole lot more.”

      Kenzie didn’t smile, but he did notice she bit her lip to probably hide one. “Thank you. Although I was just thinking how incredible you look. When are you due?”

      Sienna rubbed her stomach again and smiled. “Any day now I think. I guess this one wants to be stubborn. Although that doesn’t surprise me considering how stubborn my ma—my baby’s father is.”

      Kenzie smiled too and he nearly swallowed his tongue. Whatever sacrifice to the Goddess he needed to make to see that happen again, he was ready to do it. Right now. Anything.

      “Don’t worry. I know all too well how stubborn shifters can be. My name’s Kenzie by the way.” She held out her hand to the other woman.

      “Sienna. It’s—uhh—nice to meet you.”

      While they shook hands he tried to recover enough wits to reenter this conversation. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. Sienna is one of my patients and the owner and creator of this delicious establishment.”

      “I figured the patient bit since you mentioned you were the only healer—doctor in this region.”

      “He is. Although since Bhric got mated to Marci not too long ago, we now have a nurse who is practically a doctor in her own right.”

      He nodded. “It’s true. Marci is great and we are lucky to have her.” Although why they were talking about him when all he wanted to do was find out more about her he didn’t know. He needed to get his head on straight or this little meeting would go south quickly.

      “Well, anyways…I’m going back to work and will leave you to it. But seriously, let me know when you want breakfast.”

      “I don’t want to put you out,” he said.

      That got him a look from both women, although why he had no idea.

      “Pregnancy isn’t a disease or something, Simon. You know that. I’m still perfectly capable of doing my job here.”

      Oh shit. That’s not what he’d meant, but to backpedal now was far too delicate of a situation for someone like him. “You’re right, of course. Please forgive me.”

      This made both Kenzie and Sienna relax and he breathed a sigh of relief. When in doubt keep it fucking simple. How many times had he learned that lesson over the years?

      When Sienna disappeared through the kitchen door, Kenzie nudged his shoulder with hers and whispered, “Nice save. I thought for a minute you were going to pull a caveman on her and then I would have had to kick your ass in her defense.”

      He raised his hands in surrender. “Totally not necessary. I definitely didn’t mean to offend her or even imply she couldn’t do her job.”

      “She is human though and that shifter baby is wearing her out. Are you concerned about the delivery?”

      “Oh, so you can say what I tried to avoid and it’s all good?” He shook his head and turned to the chair opposite his and pulled it out.

      “Ya, of course. I am a female. It’s different.” She took the seat he offered and he returned to his across from her.

      He fought not to roll his eyes. “I think it might have to do more with the dragon than the female.”

      “They are the same. Do you mind?” She pointed at the carafe of coffee sitting on the table. “I am overdue for some caffeine.”

      “Here, let me.” He tipped over the unused mug he’d reserved for her and poured her a full cup. “How do you take it?”

      “Black with a smidge of sugar. Just enough to cut the bitterness. But without any of that fancy stuff.”

      It was his turn to smile as he prepared the coffee to her liking and offered it to her.

      “You have me curious,” he admitted. “How much do you know about Sienna from that brief conversation?”

      She raised her eyebrows as she sipped on her coffee. “Enough to know she is human, the baby is not, I’d guess wolf and that the birth is imminent.”

      Wow. She got straight to it and she knew more than his nurse would from an initial examination.

      “She’s also not as strong right now as she’s letting on. Her cub will have to be born soon or she will not make it.”

      Simon stilled. That was even more than he could tell. What the hell?

      “Do dragons possess psychic abilities? Because that is far more information than given off of scent and appearance.”

      “It was her touch. What I can’t see or smell, I can feel. So I guess, yes, you could say in some cases a dragon can possess some of the skills of a seer. But that shouldn’t surprise you. There is an entire clan in this region that has the ability to see as much if not more than I can.”

      He leaned back in his chair and studied this puzzling woman. Her candor this morning surprised him after learning almost nothing last night. Besides the magnetic pull he’d felt for her since the moment she walked into the Dark Moon bar, that had nothing to do with either of their brains, he now held an equal fascination with the rest of her physiology.

      “That clan you mention is as tight knit as they come. You won’t ever find them wandering around town or mingling with shifters.” His words were bitter and it wasn’t great that he hadn’t kept that anger to himself. This woman was no ordinary dragon. Her brother had named her as a Ferguson. As in the original Fergusons, he was sure.

      That definitely made her an original too. Or at least of the original line. Many of the stories and lore had been lost over the century or so since they’d left, but enough of the pieces remained to make it clear. They were essentially the creators. Or their magic was.

      “Why is that?”

      When she asked her question he had to think for a minute to remember the last thing he’d said. He was getting sidetracked into territory he had no business in. Still.

      She is a dragon.

      And he was a man of science with a ridiculously healthy curiosity.

      “Shifter fertility. Our shifter females have had a lot of trouble bringing babies to term in the past couple of decades and I’ve been trying to figure out a solution.”

      She nodded, sipping on her coffee. Since she seemed interested, he continued.

      “When both the female wolves and the cougars all but stopped getting pregnant and no one knew why, I expanded my medical specialties into the realm of reproductive endocrinology. We’ve since made some progress, but lately it’s been one step forward two steps back.”

      “Procreation has gotten complicated.”

      It wasn’t so much her words that sent a flare of warning rippling through Simon’s mind as much as the odd look that crossed her face. Her skin had paled and her eyes turned dark with an emotion he couldn’t quite read. Sadness maybe? Either way it disappeared as quickly as it appeared and he opted to shrug it off for now, but catalogue the reaction for further examination at a later time.

      “Yes, it has. As for why the seers refuse to help, I’m afraid that would be above my paygrade. You’d probably have to ask someone on the council to get an answer to that one. We have treaties in place with each clan, but that doesn’t make us allies. More like we all barely tolerate each other. I always figured the psychics considered us beneath them and they preferred to keep to themselves than to mingle with the riff raff.”

      “That doesn’t sound very neighborly at all. What in the world would you have to fight about?”

      He looked at her curiously. Why was she asking these questions? Was it curiosity or something else?

      “I’m afraid that list would be far too long for one meal to cover. If you’d like to join me for dinner, I could probably cover at least some of it.”

      Her laughter pealed through the room, both melodious and heartwarming. While he didn’t understand her yet, it made him hopeful that she could laugh. Not everything in this world was meant to be intense.

      “We haven’t even had breakfast yet and you already want to have dinner?”

      He shrugged. “I like to nail down my schedule early. It makes life easier. Plus, I already know I want to see you again.”

      She smirked at him. “How could you know that already? I’m still not sure breakfast was a good idea.”

      He leaned forward and touched the hand she had rested on the table. “Trust me, it was. Especially if you like waffles. Do you like waffles? If so, you are in for a treat. Sienna’s are out of this world.”

      For a moment Kenzie froze, her attention focused solely on where their hands touched. Not wanting to push too fast, he slowly withdrew and she relaxed a fraction.

      “I like your confidence, wolf. But I think I’ll hold my final judgement on the outcome of breakfast until I’ve tasted these amazing waffles you preach about. Shall we order?”

      “Hell yeah. I’ll just run back to the kitchen and left Sienna know we’re ready. Be right back.”
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      Kenzie watched Simon the wolf disappear through the kitchen door on a sigh. His automatic thoughtfulness to the pregnant human along with his confidence was starting to get to her.

      She’d never spent much time with a healer and it made her wonder if they were all like him. She doubted it. This wolf had something she didn’t see often. He paid attention to everything and then adapted to his surroundings.

      Maybe it was a wolf thing, but she doubted it. Her gut told her it was a Simon thing.

      With him gone to the kitchen she took a moment to survey her surroundings. The interior was actually tiny with only a handful of tables available as seating, that at the moment were all unoccupied. There were only two doors that made exiting limited, but doable in case of an emergency. Although she couldn’t be sure the second door led to an exit without examining the kitchen.

      Maybe instead of planning her escape routes, she could take a real break this morning and enjoy the sweet aroma and simple ambience of the small space. The baked goods case, for example, was not small and was currently completely filled with a variety of delectable smelling goodies. That alone made her want to try one of everything.

      It took a massive amount of energy for a dragon to fly, which meant she needed to refuel often. The reality of that meant she could eat her way through house and home on any given day. Speaking of…

      She really needed to see about finding some of the necessities she’d need for her lair. A bed, basic appliances, walls, windows, etc. First, she needed to pick up a notebook. She liked to keep her thoughts organized and written out. It was a necessary key to early success.

      Her thoughts were interrupted when Simon returned, carrying two plates of waffles that were piled at least ten high. When her stomach rumbled, Simon smiled. She had to fight not to lick her lips when she caught scent of the thick layers of butter infused with maple syrup.

      “Here you go. I hope it’s okay, but I assumed that dragon metabolism has to be through the roof, making your dietary requirements larger than most.”

      Kenzie burst out laughing. “I like how you make the fact I’m about to embarrass myself by eating a metric ton of food sound so reasonable and scientific.”

      He laughed too as he put the plates down on the table and retook his seat. “You should see how sensitive human women are over it. They often obsess over every little thing they put in their mouth. It’s weird. Although scientifically speaking, I guess it makes some sense, since they do have slower metabolisms.”

      She knew she should be paying attention to what he said, but her mouth watering was a complete and total distraction. The delicious aromas of the food in front of her had suddenly overpowered all other thoughts.

      “Eat, Kenzie. I can sense you need to.”

      Hmmm. And a little bossy. This healer wolf had a lot of interesting sides.

      Instead of arguing with him, she chose to dig in.

      When her mouth closed around that first bite, she was convinced she’d died and gone to heaven. Each flaky layer of waffle literally melted on her tongue, the flavors exploding over her taste buds until her vision blurred.

      She chewed and swallowed slowly, savoring every moment. This meal was going to take a while. “Good Goddess, that is the most amazing thing I have ever tasted. How in the hell has that human managed to make something as basic as breakfast food orgasmic?”

      She felt more than saw Simon’s body jerk over her last word and barely hid the smile his reaction caused. Damn, she loved knowing that she had that kind of effect on him. Teasing him would be way more fun like this.

      Something dark crossed into Kenzie’s thoughts and she remembered why she’d come to America in the first place and how she really had no business sitting here with a man that she found more attractive than she should.

      He was a distraction and a danger. That much seemed clear. And still she had come. Eagerly.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She shook her head and refused to answer his question, instead shoveling more food into her mouth to ensure her silence. The fact she also felt silly right now wasn’t helping her frame of mind. If there was ever a word she never expected to apply to herself it would be silly. It simply wasn’t how she was wired.

      Head of security was an important job and one she took completely serious. Every day, three hundred and sixty five days of the year. So sitting here stuffing her face with deliciousness while avoiding looking directly at the man across from her was beginning to irritate her.

      Her back stiffened and her resolve hardened. She wasn’t now, nor would she ever be, some soft-spoken woman who cowered from the truth. Even when it stared at her in the face like it wanted to devour her.

      Yeah, in the midst of that little tirade she had going on in her head, she’d lifted her gaze from her plate and met Simon’s blue-eyed intensity head on. Her fork clattered against the plate as she fought to control the building storm inside her.

      “Stop looking at me like that.” He was making it difficult for her to breathe and even think straight.

      “Like what?” Simon kept his expression neutral but the deepening color of his eyes was far from neutral. He too had stopped eating.

      “I should nae have come here,” she hissed, her voice tight and raspy while slipping deeper into her native accent. Just another thing to confuse and annoy her about this situation. Her control was slipping and at such a rapid pace she wasn’t sure she could stop it.

      “What exactly are you afraid of?”

      That made her body jerk that time. How dare he? “I’m afraid of nothing.” That was a goddamn lie and he could probably scent it. Kenzie let the anger and fear wash over her. Anger was one of their most powerful emotions and it often masked everything else. Or at least that’s what she hoped for in this case.

      Unfortunately, the damned wolf had closed his eyes and inhaled deep. She needed to get the hell away from him before she completely lost it and did something she would regret for the rest of her life.

      You know, like reach across the table and pull him into a kiss. Or worse yet, climb into his lap and rub herself all over him.

      Kenzie surged to her feet over those insane thoughts. This had to stop and it was up to her to shut it down.

      “You’re attracted to me and it’s making you very angry. Why?”

      Her head whipped around and her eyes widened when she once again met the molten heat flaring from his eyes. “Wow, arrogant much? How dare you make such—”

      “I’m only calling it like I see it, Kenzie. What I can’t figure out is why you’re so upset about it. You’re in heat. It’s a natural response. And it’s completely unnecessary for you to suffer through it like this.”

      “Please don’t tell me you’re suggesting what I think you’re suggesting,” she said through gritted teeth. He wasn’t exactly wrong that something about him had made something flare hotly alive inside of her and she was having trouble getting it under control. But that sure as hell didn’t mean she was going to throw herself at him. Or spread her thighs just to ease a bit of discomfort.

      There was simply too much at stake.

      “There are multiple ways to skin that cat, darlin’. You just have to decide which you prefer.”

      Kenzie rolled her eyes. Was he serious right now? It was too damned early in the day for this kind of bullshit. “I’m leaving. If I had any interest in cheesy pick up lines or other types of male stupidity, I could have stayed in Scotland for that.”

      She gave one quick forlorn look at the amazing waffles she’d barely touched and then forced herself to turn and walk away. She’d be back for more. Some time when a certain arrogant, ridiculous wolf wasn’t around.

      Kenzie was halfway through the front door when a powerful grip grabbed her arm and whipped her around.

      “Don’t underestimate me, Kenzie Ferguson. Being a dragon doesn’t give you a free pass to be rude.”

      She opened her mouth to blast him with a tirade the likes of which he’d never seen and instead found herself backed against a wall with a hard body pressed to her front, his face an inch away from hers.

      Oh crap.

      “I only wanted to help you. To watch you suffer is painful. But dammit. That fire inside you is…”

      He didn’t finish his thought before he closed the gap between them and pressed his lips to hers. For a moment, her body stiffened and her mind fought against his touch, but the kiss was shockingly gentle. And unhurried. Where she’d expected a frenzy, she got a slow glide of soft lips and tender nips against her fevered skin.

      It was impossible to ignore the lure she felt as her body softened against his. While her arms remained at her side, she tentatively opened her mouth and allowed him deeper access. The resulting riot of sensations as he swept inside left Kenzie’s mind reeling.

      She couldn’t fight this. She’d been crazy to think she could.

      As if they had a mind of their own, her arms lifted to wrap around his neck and her fingers tangled in the soft strands of his thick hair as she pulled him impossibly closer.  But it was the moan that slid between her lips from him that broke the tether of sanity she stubbornly continued to cling to.

      Her world tilted and turned upside down as he took her deeper into their kiss. Of course the dragon part of her woke and judging by the heat building inside her, she was fully onboard with this action.

      That thought semi-sobered her as she pulled back and gulped for air. Simon, on the other hand, said nothing. He simply struggled right along with her as he stared down at her with those crazy blue eyes that instead of looking like ice, now reminded her of blue flames.

      “I’m not going to lie,” he said. “I want you. But the intensity of that want is shocking, to say the least.”

      She didn’t know how to take that. Was he somehow referring to the fact they were so different? As in not the same species? Why would that matter to him? Did he somehow know what would happen? Was there more to his research than he’d let on?

      “I don’t understand how you know what you know. Only a dragon can sense another dragon in mating heat.”

      “I don’t see how that’s possible. All shifters have an enhanced sense of smell. And your alluring scent is downright intoxicating. It’s impossible to miss.”

      He reached up to touch her face and she nearly panicked. If she didn’t get away from him she feared where this might lead.

      She pressed her hands against his chest and gave him a gentle push. He didn’t fight, retreating several steps. “And yet no other shifter in that bar reacted to me in any way other than blatant or subtle hostility.”

      “That’s good then. If another shifter thinks he can have you, he won’t live long enough to make a move.”

      Her mouth dropped open and she froze in place. She’d heard the words clearly that came out of Simon’s mouth, but she had to have misunderstood them.

      “Excuse me?”

      A slow, arrogant smile crossed his face. It was normally the kind of look that would get a shifter’s ass kicked for using it on her. On him, however…

      Dammit, she was losing it. This heat had done something to her brain and she was not thinking as she normally would.

      “Don’t,” she said. “Just don’t. If you say something stupid like ‘you’re mine’ right now I’m going to get angry. And like I said before, there are certain kinds of angry you definitely don’t want to see from me. There’s still time to chalk this up to a mistake and move on. In fact, I have more important things to deal with than this.”

      She nearly winced at her own words. That had come out sounding meaner than intended. But maybe it was for the best. When it came to shifters it was always best to be blunt. Sometimes even forceful.

      “You won’t be able to hide from this. You should know that. The pain will only get worse.”

      She didn’t know. That was the problem. Due to her status in the original family and her stressful job as chief of security, she didn’t spend much time around other females. Since she’d never gone in heat before that had never been an issue.

      Although she’d heard the rumors and seen the way some of the females behaved… Going after the man, sometimes in multiples. She’d heard many were insatiable.

      Still, that wasn’t her. She had enough fortitude and strength to maintain her dignity.

      “I can make it better.” His voice lowered to a rasp, a sexy sound that made tingles erupt along her spine and other places. She could easily imagine just how much better he could make it. If she were that kind of woman.

      “I’m a doctor, remember?”

      Well, that made her blush. As the heat of it suffused her face, she tried to turn away. But they were in tight quarters at the entrance to the bakery and there was no where else to look or move to without going back in the dining area or walking outside.

      “What are you saying? You can cure this with your science?”

      A low rumble of laughter rolled through his chest. “Cure? No. There’s only one cure and I think we both know what that is.”

      She wrinkled up her nose. “That I know you can’t do then. Dragons can’t mate with other shifters.”

      The smirk on his face fell, but that rumble continued and she didn’t know whether to smile because she liked it or shove him out of her way and get the hell away from him. This silly wolf was messing with her brain.

      “Don’t be so sure about that. We’ve got a whole town of hybrids here who prove cross shifter species are more than possible.”

      Kenzie frowned at his words. His arrogance and confidence were maddening. “That may be true, but you don’t know dragons. Our magic is stronger. More specific. To cross that with another shifter isn’t just foolhardy—it’s dangerous.”

      “Okay. Miss Know it All. Come to my clinic then and let’s see what science can and can’t do for you. If you’re willing to donate a little blood to the cause, I may be able to create an injection that will get you comfortably through your mating cycle.”

      Kenzie needed to breathe. The more he spoke about her cycle and making her feel better, the more she thought about sex. It was completely illogical. He was too sexy. That’s all there was to it. Healers were supposed to be old and ancient with wisdom. Not young and hard and fully capable of satisfying her in every way she could dream of.

      This time she did roll her eyes. At her own stupid behavior. “I need to go. I have a castle to rebuild.” She pushed past him and swung through the door. The dragon inside was pushing at her to get out. For whatever reason it was as agitated as the rest of her. She needed to take to the sky and get some of this pent up magic out of her system.

      Yeah, that’s what she needed. Some space and her dragon. That’s all this was.

      “Don’t forget to come by the clinic. It’s over that ridge and just inside Comyn land.”

      She turned to see where he pointed even though she knew exactly where the new borders of the Comyn clan were. Galen had already drawn a rudimentary map for her so that she could survey it herself.

      “Unless you’re too afraid.”

      His blatant hint of challenge slammed into her as the last tether of her control started to snap. As much as she wanted to roar at him in response to his sarcasm, she guessed shifting to her dragon form while in town wasn’t a safe move. She still didn’t know much about the human population here other than there were some close and that many of them had learned some of their secrets.

      Yet another safety breach she still had to deal with.

      Instead she walked away without another word or a look back. Although she felt his stare burning at the back of her neck, taunting her to turn around. She refused. She could not shake the feeling that if she did, something would irrevocably change between them and she’d be helpless to stop it.

      Kenzie shook her head. More silly nonsense. Apparently, her head was filled with it at the moment. She had half a mind to go build her lair and hide out there until this misery ended.

      If she wasn’t in heat, the wolf wouldn’t be able to tempt her.
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      Simon couldn’t get the smile off of his face the entire way back to the clinic. For the first time in weeks, he was anxious to get back to work.  He had an entirely new mission and it hinged on one mysterious female dragon.

      MacKenzie Ferguson. He rolled her name through his mind as he tried to imagine exactly what she would look like in dragon form. Only that wasn’t what he saw at all. His imagination went in the opposite direction and it was a very dangerous place to go.

      Instead of the dragon, he saw Kenzie naked and under him. The one true place he wanted her to be right now. He was going to have to admit that her hormones were off the chart of any female shifter he’d ever encountered and they messed with his head as much as they seemed to hers.

      It hadn’t been particularly difficult to realize she was warring with the need eating away at her. She probably never would have allowed him to kiss her otherwise. And what a fucking kiss that had been.

      Heat. Goddess, that was an understatement. Kissing her had been like kissing fire and he still felt the lick of flames around the edges of his mind. It had taken every ounce of everything he had not to take her right there in the bakery. His mind had blanked except for one thing.

      The need to claim.

      And her being out of his sight, and the rest of his senses for that matter, didn’t seem to clear his mind. The wolf inside him was pacing. At least that was the best way he could think of to describe the activity of the beast that usually laid quiet inside him. They were both restless and agitated.

      Not the best way to face his patients either. If there were any waiting on him. Marci had proven ridiculously efficient and while he’d kept away brooding, she’d held down the fort mercilessly. He was surprised Bhric had not tried to haul her away. The Alpha of the Dark Moon pack was more aggressive than most shifters and that was saying something considering they all carried an excess of certain genes. Like aggression and protectiveness. Marci called him her beast on the regular and he’d found that surprisingly appropriate.

      However, like Kenzie, Marci was an alpha female in her own right. The prolonged mating period between her and Bhric had wreaked havoc with the human’s brain, but once they’d realized the problem and fixed it, she recovered quickly.

      He entered the clinic to complete chaos. The waiting area and hallway leading to the private medical area was lined with shifters of all types. While they all looked angry, none of them looked particularly in need of medical attention.

      “Where the hell have you been?”

      Simon turned and came face to face with Bhric. The angry snarl stamped across his face wasn’t exactly a good sign.

      “I don’t see where that’s any of your business.” And he wasn’t about to get into this with anyone other than his own Alpha right now. In fact, he and Rafe really needed to talk. As attracted as he was to Kenzie, he couldn’t help but wonder if they were all about to have a dragon problem.

      “It is when my mate has to take up your slack.”

      Simon growled, but managed to keep his nasty retort to himself. Whatever was going on it had brought chaos to his clinic and for that he could understand Bhric’s position. He was only looking out for his mate as he should.

      “What exactly is going on here anyway?”

      “Human hunting party. Apparently some folks over in Sweetwater haven’t forgotten what happened at their biker bar and they’ve been looking for shifters. Although they just refer to us as monsters.”

      “They came all the way here?”

      Bhric shook his head. “No. Apparently, some of the remaining Blackwoods returned to that bar today and one thing led to another…”

      “And they shifted in public again,” Simon finished.

      Bhric nodded. “Got themselves shot up this time too. Most of them were able to shift and are already beginning to heal. But one of them, well, he’s not doing so well. Just a kid too.”

      Simon was already on the move before Bhric even finished his sentence. He pushed past the men and women blocking his path and slammed into his trauma/operating room. There were far too many people taking up space and he ordered all of them out.

      No one moved right away. Rafe, who stood holding pressure against the young man’s neck who was currently unconscious and laid out on the table, let loose with a loud growl so filled with power that even he felt it all the way to his bones.

      It worked too. Everyone scrambled from the room faster than he thought possible.

      “What have we got?”

      Marci didn’t skip a beat. “Single gunshot wound to the back of the head. No exit wound so the bullet is likely lodged in the brain stem.”

      “Has he been unconscious since he was brought in?”

      “Yeah. Since he was shot,” Rafe answered. “I thought he was dead already, but apparently he’s still hanging on. Thanks to her.”

      “Why the hell didn’t someone call me?”

      “No time. They just got here and I’ve been a little busy trying to keep him alive.”

      “How long has he been like this?”

      Rafe shrugged. “I got a call about an hour ago, but I don’t have all the details yet. Considering it happened in Sweetwater, I’d say at least two hours.”

      Simon gathered his supplies and settled in to work. He hadn’t dealt with something like this for many years. Specifically, not since his residency in a human hospital. Typically, shifters were able to heal most injuries and viruses on their own. Which is why he was able to spend so much time devoted to his fertility research.

      However, an unconscious shifter couldn’t make the change to his animal form and begin the healing process. And magic was about as imperfect as science sometimes so a bullet stuck in his brain would have to come out before there was even a chance of recovery.

      After examining the wound and verifying all vitals, Simon frowned. “Let’s get him on his side. I’m not going to be able to access the bullet from this angle.”

      As the only other shifter in the room, Rafe helped Marci maneuver the young shifter into position. While Marci proceeded to set up the surgery by shaving all hair away from the wound, Simon gathered all of the instruments he thought they would need.

      Unfortunately, they were not set up as efficiently as a hospital would be for this kind of thing. Performing this operation would take them longer, but they had shifter DNA on their side too. They might not be immortal, but they were far from fragile like the humans.

      “Are you going to be able to save him?” Rafe asked, his question gruff and clipped.

      “Yes. It will be a little tricky getting the bullet out, but once that’s done things should heal on their own.”

      Simon ignored the sharp look Marci gave him. She hated when he made promises about medical outcomes. She was always reminding him that there were too many unknown factors in the world that he couldn’t control. And he always reminded her that they were shifters not humans and she couldn’t expect them to have the same kind of medical issues as their fragile counterparts.

      He settled down to get to work. “You might as well go and get some coffee or maybe do something about that hoard in my waiting room. I don’t know why all of these people are here, but it’s not necessary.”

      Rafe grumbled something under his breath, but Simon’s attention was already laser focused on the man underneath his scalpel as he made a series of incisions that would give him the access that he needed. The bullet was deeper than he liked and it was going to take time to remove it safely.

      A commotion sounded outside the door and he frowned. He’d never be able to concentrate like this.

      “Can you grab my headphones?” he asked.

      “Already on it.” She turned and picked up his battered, well-worn set and then proceeded to place them over his head and settle them around his ears. With his enhanced hearing, every little noise in the clinic could serve as a distraction. So he always wore his headphones when he needed to concentrate.

      Not always so he could listen to music, because sometimes he found that just as distracting. Depending on the situation, he preferred the silence. And in his life total silence was hard to come by naturally. While not perfect, this was the next best thing.

      He closed his eyes and let the world slip away. A quiet calm slid through him and settled the animal inside. Bhric wasn’t completely wrong to call it a beast. He often felt the same. There were days and even months when the ability to maintain control was a constant struggle. The quiet helped.

      It also gave him the necessary ability to give his task complete focus. Everything else in the room disappeared as he gently worked through tissue and muscle to locate the lodged bullet. The little fucker was definitely burrowed in.

      Time passed, although he had no concept of how much. It wasn’t until he dropped the last shard of metal into the tray Marci held for him that he finally relaxed and rolled his shoulders.

      “We should probably clean that up and save it just in case.”

      Marci nodded and then tilted her head towards the door. Simon turned and his eyes widened when he found the most unlikely surprise. Kenzie was standing on the other side of the window that looked into this room, her shoulder against the jamb, her arms crossed over her chest, watching him.

      He yanked the headphones from his ears, but the sudden cacophony of sounds in the clinic made him cringe. It was easy to understand how he’d not heard or seen her arrival, but how had her scent evaded him? He breathed deep searching for it, but the smell of blood and antiseptic and human overpowered everything else.

      Simon suddenly needed to get out of the room. “You okay to stitch him up? He probably doesn’t need it, but for appearances it’s probably for the best.”

      “Sure,” she said, her gaze moving back and forth between him and Kenzie.

      He could already see the questions forming, but he had no intention of acknowledging them. “Just make sure you use the dissolvable ones so there’s no hang ups when he regains consciousness and shifts.”

      He jerked off his gloves and tossed them in the trash and then crossed to the sink and began the arduous process of removing blood.

      “How long has she been here?”

      Marci shrugged. “Not sure. A few hours, I guess.”

      Simon glanced at the clock to see more than four hours had passed since he’d started. It didn’t surprise him that the surgery took that long since they’d been dealing with the brain stem, but it never failed to surprise him that he so easily lost track in his work.

      “And she watched all that time?”

      “Yeah, she did. Who is she? I don’t recognize her.”

      What was he supposed to say? The woman he was dying to get inside? A woman who likely represented something not good for their kind? Or maybe the shifter who held the secrets to all of their fertility issues in her blood?

      That last part was probably wishful thinking. But in a way it made sense. If the stories were true and all other shifters came from their magic, why would they then not hold the key to unlock their genetic secrets?

      He actually couldn’t believe she’d come to the clinic. The idea that a dragon would willingly part with their blood for testing seemed ludicrous. Or maybe it was because she felt what he did. An indescribable pull.

      It was her mating heat. It was simply the only logical explanation and he counted on logic every day of his life. What didn’t make sense to him was how she could stand in a room full of shifters and no one else notice.

      His wolf was getting antsy just from the thought of it.

      It made her irresistible.

      And dangerous.
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      Kenzie had come to Simon’s clinic out of pure curiosity, but she’d stayed because the work he did enthralled her. It shouldn’t have been a big deal. His focus was on shifter fertility, a problem she kind of understood. But instead of some routine testing, she’d walked into pure chaos, which should have had her turning right back around. Yet, she stood for hours and watched him operate on a shifter’s brain.

      The idea of that alarmed her at first. Until she’d overheard the discussion about what happened. Apparently, he’d been shot in the head by humans, a fact that gave her pause.

      She made a mental note to discuss the shifter/human relations in this area with her brother, Galen. While Simon’s work seemed important and a real benefit to the community, the basic idea that shifters were risking themselves with the general human population was a serious infraction. One she would have to deal with.

      Where the hell were their leaders during all of this? She had so many questions.

      A shift in front of her pulled her attention back to the main man in question as he moved position and continued work. His attention to the task at hand impressed her. He appeared completely focused and unaffected by anything going on around him.

      The headphones made her curious. With his hearing sensitivity she was surprised that he wanted to use such devices. The volume would have to be kept low so as to not hurt. And even more curious, what was he listening to? The human woman who had to be the nurse he and Sienna spoke of, stood stoically by his side, offering her assistance whenever he gestured and never wavering from her task.

      A spark of envy ignited somewhere deep inside her, making her wish for things that could never happen. She was about to squelch it for good when Simon turned his head and met her gaze. Those ice blue eyes bored into her and beyond. That look she felt clear to her bones. He was so much more than a healer.

      The desire to know more about him nearly drove her to her knees as she forced herself not to pry. Just because she had the ability to “see” inside his mind, didn’t make it right. In fact, how many times had she preached that very thing to her brothers when they chose to ignore what was right and violate someone’s privacy?

      She closed her eyes and took a slow, deep breath. Just looking at him made her weak. She wasn’t immune to the hot lust glistening in his eyes. Even if it was just a by product of her mating heat, dammit. In return, her body reacted. Her heart beat faster, her legs trembled and tiny beads of sweat broke out across her forehead.

      She wanted him.

      So what? It was a natural reaction to a beautiful man by a woman biologically programmed to be interested. It meant nothing more. She had an itch that needed to be scratched.

      She almost laughed as the rationalization of what she felt continued in her mind. If it were anyone else she would know there was more than biology at play here. But when it came to her heart and mind she refused to go there.

      Or more precisely, she refused to believe.

      Her eyelids lifted and she found him still completely focused on her. Intensity radiated off of him and if she wasn’t careful, they would soon find themselves in a compromising situation. Rules and biology be damned.

      “What are you doing here?”

      The rude question from a stranger jerked Kenzie back into reality with a force strong enough to give her whiplash. So much so she had to rub the back of her neck before she turned to face her inquisitor.

      Another wolf from the smell of him.

      A tall, dark and handsome man, despite the deep scowl stamped across his face, stood behind her. The loose but rigid posture he presented while leaning against a nearby wall screamed Alpha as loudly as a sign above his head would have declared.

      “I was invited here by Simon to discuss his work. Although I’m not sure that’s any of your business, wolf.”

      The man made no visible reaction to her snarled response. She knew better than to start a conversation this way before assessing the full situation, but something about the way he’d interrupted had set her off. And she refused to backpedal at this point. She’d learned long ago that once started, she’d have to finish.

      “Since Simon is pack, my pack to be more specific, then it does make it my business. But that’s not what I meant and I’m sure you know that.” He pushed off the wall and all casualness disappeared. “What are you doing in the Dragon, dragon?”

      Kenzie soaked in the disdain of each word he uttered and let it breathe through her. They’d expected their return would not be welcomed with open arms. Shifters had strong instincts about dominance and having a more dominant species return with no warning would no doubt set them on edge.

      Unfortunately, it was not her duty to placate them. That’s what her brothers were for. They were the diplomats, not her.

      “You should talk to Galen. He’s the one—”

      “Kenzie.” Simon’s voice behind her interrupted her thought process and her body instantly reacted. Unfortunately, the subtle flare of arousal did not go unnoticed by the man who’d confronted her, as one of his eyebrows cocked high on his forehead. Dammit.

      She scrambled to regain control as she fought not to turn her back on the alpha she didn’t know in favor of the one demanding her attention from behind. Although how it was a demand she didn’t fully understand.

      Coming to Simon’s clinic had been a huge miscalculation on her part, but she’d have to deal with that later. Her presence had been noticed and she’d have to deal with that.

      “Rafe, what’s going on? I thought you’d left.”

      The wolf Simon called Rafe did not waver from his eye contact with her. Yes, she recognized it as a useless dominance game, but if he wanted to play it that way she would let him. She wouldn’t call him out on it, but she also wouldn’t succumb. It was not her nature to allow it.

      “I came back to see how the surgery went and instead found this lovely creature observing.”

      While the words were complimentary, Kenzie didn’t feel them that way at all. His wolf was on the defense and she wasn’t sure she could take anything he said at face value.

      “Kenzie is here at my invitation. She’s my guest. Is that going to be a problem?”

      Quite a bit of time passed with no response from Rafe. A suspicious, albeit gorgeous wolf who didn’t exactly fit the mold of what she’d expected. He wasn’t just tall and good looking, he was also broad as a barn. Much bigger than what she expected from his breed. It was easy to see how he could be the pack leader. Simon might be an Alpha in his own right, but Rafe was extremely different. He exuded his dominance with every word he spoke or every look he threw at you. His leadership would be as natural as any she’d ever seen.

      “Not a problem today,” he finally answered. “Although I do still want some answers.”

      Kenzie unscrewed some of the tension that had wound her muscles tight over the last several minutes as relief swept over her. Despite appearances, they really weren’t here to start a fight with the local population. Although what exactly her brother’s agenda might be she couldn’t even guess.

      “I’ll let Galen know you’d like to talk to him.” It was the least she could do to keep the heat off of her. She had bigger problems to deal with at the moment. Including the wolf standing at her back making her senses go haywire.

      “So he’s back then?” Rafe questioned.

      She didn’t understand the question though. Galen had been here for several months now and hadn’t left as far as she knew.

      A slow smile crossed the Alpha leader’s face. “I guess your male has a mind of his own then. Comes and goes as he pleases?”

      The wolf’s implication that she was somehow submissive to her brother made Kenzie’s brain nearly explode. Her hackles rose and scales pushed at her skin. Not liking her presence was one thing, insults were completely another.

      Simon must have sensed her anger rising and what that might mean. He stepped closer until the heat of his body pressed into her back, effectively blunting some of the edge. Or at the least it split her dragon’s focus and stopped her from tearing through his clinic.

      “Galen is her brother, not her mate.”

      Even in her state of distraction, she recognized the possessiveness in Simon’s tone and judging by the narrowing eyes of the Alpha leader and the compression of his lips into a thin line, so did he.

      This conversation was going south so much faster than she anticipated and she feared this man was going to get the wrong impression.

      “As I just arrived here yesterday afternoon, I don’t know much yet about Galen’s comings and goings. But rest assured as the head of our family’s security force, I will soon have all of it organized and in hand. And while I can understand your concerns about the sudden appearance of our family amongst your clans, I can only urge you to speak with my brother about the details.”

      In the midst of her speaking to Rafe, Simon’s hand had curled around her waist, and once again caused her mind to falter. Her reactions to him were definitely getting out of hand. Clearly it was time for her to leave.

      “Simon. A word.” The rough timbre of his leader’s command was not lost on her despite her mind focusing on Simon’s touch more than ever. Unfortunately, some of the other nearby shifters had picked up on the rising tension and were beginning to gravitate towards them.

      “Let me get her settled in my office and then we can talk.”

      She half expected Rafe to object, but as Simon propelled her forward and past the Alpha leader, he only watched them go with something akin to worry clouding his eyes. Yeah, join the club. She was worried too.

      Simon led her to the end of a long hallway, to a door with one of those fancy high tech locks that looked like it needed to be opened with a retinal scan. That not only got her attention, but it gave her pause. What kind of information was he hiding behind these doors to need that kind of security?

      When Simon leaned forward and the computer scanned and mapped his eye, she could no longer keep quiet. “That’s some big deal security for a small town clinic.”

      He smiled without looking at her as the door unlocked. “Small town doesn’t mean backwoods. While I no longer consider my work top secret, it is sometimes sensitive and time consuming. I can’t risk anyone tampering with it, even accidentally.”

      She frowned at the logic of his statement. It made sense minus any real cloak and dagger stuff like she’d half expected. When she stepped through the door and into an ordinary looking office with an organized and sparse desk dominating the middle of the room, her confusion tripled. Other than the desk there was only a row of locked file cabinets against the side wall. Definitely nothing that seemed to warrant a high level of security.

      Although there were two other doors that led from this room to others and one of those had a similar lock on it. Maybe there was some hope for something interesting after all. Kenzie shook her head at that. Her suspicious mind and wandering imagination were getting the better of her. So much so that it took her far too long to realize they’d stopped moving and Simon still had his hand wrapped around her waist.

      Or that his head had dipped closer to the point she felt his warm breath against the side of her neck when he spoke.

      “Do you mind waiting here while I speak to Rafe? I figured you’d be more comfortable here than out there where someone might figure out your condition.”

      Oh Goddess. The word condition slid over her skin like a soft and sensuous caress. The fact it had come out of his mouth on a low growl hadn’t helped. She had to admit that this situation was starting to drive her crazy. Maybe she just needed to scratch that itch after all.

      Maybe then she could focus on the important things like the Alpha leader starting some trouble. Or the general reception of her family’s return to this area and whether that would ignite a war. Not to mention the rebuilding of their ancestral home.

      “I can wait,” she answered, cringing at the breathless sound of her voice.

      “Dammit.” His curse came out on a similar growl and before she could question it, he spun her around and pulled her into his arms. “I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

      She started to question him and stopped when he pressed against her and she felt his erection pressing against her hip. It made her gasp.

      “This cant—”

      “ Do not tell me can’t. Fuck that. You don’t want it, that’s a different story, but don’t feed me that bullshit about can’t. We aren’t children.”

      “It’s just the mating heat. We have to resist it. It will eventually pass.” Although on a level so deep she refused to examine it, she doubted her words.

      Simon dropped his hands and took a step back, making her immediately miss his heat. Her brain was telling her she could resist, but her heart was saying something else. She blinked. Wait. What?

      She closed her eyes against the information right in front of her because it simply couldn’t be true. They barely knew each other. The mating heat had to be playing tricks on her. There simply was no other explanation.

      “Are you really that naïve?” The desperation in his voice had not disappeared, but there was now a thread of anger alongside it.

      “I am not naïve, just realistic. I don’t know much about your life with your clan, but mine with my family is heavy with responsibility and expectations. I may have come to America for a change in scenery, but that doesn’t diminish the rest of my duties. I will have to eventually succumb.”

      Simon leaned forward and traced his fingers down the side of her face. The resulting shiver worked the entire length of her body as she soaked in every millisecond of his touch.

      “Responsibilities or not, you are still a woman. You have your own desires and wants and there will be times when those need to come first. We simply can’t survive otherwise.”

      She closed her eyes to his words and his touch. What he said made sense even if she didn’t believe that it applied to her. But maybe for a moment she could pretend. With him. For him. She lifted her eyelids and angled her face upward to meet his gaze.

      Once again that ice blue stare felt like it saw right through her. The molten heat inside the ice called to her and her fire within to do something—anything. Her focus moved to his lips. To say they were as beautiful as the rest of him was a massive understatement. They were full and lush and she could imagine them pressed against her.

      Kenzie sighed. This train of thought was too dangerous as was the churning white-hot need pulsing through her. And yet, she couldn’t stop it. Just once. That’s all she needed to make it go away.

      With him only four or five inches taller than her nearly six-foot frame, it was easy to lean forward and quickly press her lips to his before she could change her mind. His eyes widened in surprise and she tensed as a riot of new sensations immediately washed over her.

      But it was his moan that did her in. Or maybe it was the arms that wrapped around her and pulled her flush against his body that sparked the frenzy. Either way, she kissed him harder as their tongues collided and clashed against each other. They were both moaning now and the sounds melded together into a cacophony of desperation and need.

      One of his hands curled around her leg and pulled it up and around his hip. This positioned his very erect cock up against her core. All of her nerve endings came to life and Kenzie nearly blacked out from the suddenness of the all consuming hunger holding her enthralled.

      She panted for breath. How could a kiss be so—so. Hell, she couldn’t even form words anymore. As if she couldn’t get enough, she bucked against him and hissed when the motion hit her in the best spot possible that sent pleasure racing through her.

      He broke the kiss and immediately let her go, taking several steps back as she attempted to regain her balance from the sudden loss. She touched her fingers to her still tingling lips and dared to tilt her head to face him.

      Heated lust still filled his eyes, but the anger had grown.

      “Simon,” she whispered, her voice breaking as he pulled farther away from her. Swiping her tongue across her swollen lips, she closed her eyes against the sweet heat of his pure, primal desire for her. They’d crossed the line of safety she’d promised to keep away from.

      “I have to talk to Rafe. Then we need to talk.”

      Kenzie shook her head. This had to stop before it was too late. “I shouldn’t be here. I don’t belong.” She could have been talking about being in his office, in his clinic and around his wolf. Or she could have been talking about here in the Dragon at all. The thoughts were currently interchangeable.

      Galen had tried to tell her it was too dangerous for her to be here right now. Maybe she should have listened. Kenzie bristled at her own thoughts as much as Simon’s declaration that they needed to talk.

      Talking was the one thing she didn’t need. She was not a child in need of scolding any longer. Nor did she need advice on what she should or shouldn’t be doing. She was a dragon, for cripes sake. She’d damn well do as she pleased. No one controlled her destiny but her.

      Simon cupped her chin. “You belong more than you know. Doesn’t make this any easier though, I’m afraid.” He sighed. “Let me settle Rafe and then we’ll figure it out. I promise.”

      With the ring of ‘I promise’ reverberating through her mind, she nodded, eager to have a moment to pull herself back together. That he smiled at her in response only made her stomach swoop harder than when he kissed her. But only after he disappeared through the door and she found herself alone in this quiet, windowless office, did the implications of this situation begin to sink in. Something wasn’t right. It was as if this burning need inside her had gone beyond—something.

      She was a dragon in a territory that she didn’t belong. Even though she could control it if she wanted to, it wasn’t her home.

      Even worse. She’d just had her first real kiss. An unforgettable, mind melding, control destroying kiss. From a wolf.

      And she knew without a doubt she’d made a grave error.
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      “You have a lot of explaining to do.”

      Simon had found Rafe pretty much in the exact spot where he’d left him, lounging against a wall outside his one operating room. While that loose stance and nonchalance stamped across his face might look easy going from the outside, he knew better than most that Rafe hid his emotions well.

      He didn’t rule their clan with anger or force. He didn’t have to. He’d more than proven himself as a fierce opponent when challenged. Especially when it came to his mating outside their clan. Hell, outside their breed.

      He was the first wolf pack Alpha to take a mate that didn’t shift into a wolf. But Kitty wasn’t an ordinary cougar shifter either. Her DNA was complicated and only he and Rafe knew the full extent of it. Although when and more importantly, if she gave him children, they might not be able to avoid the true nature of her genes.

      “So you know—”

      “That she’s a dragon? How could I not? The scent of her fire from within is so strong I could pick it up the minute I got within a mile of her. Hiding she does not do well.”

      Simon shook his head. “I don’t think she’s trying to hide.”

      Rafe’s lips compressed into a thin, grim line before he responded. The two of them had been best friends for a very long time and he liked to think that he knew his Alpha well. But when it came to Kenzie he was hesitant to even guess what Rafe might be thinking.

      Having dragons show up in their territory easily changed everything.

      “I would imagine not. Although I’m more concerned about why they are here than whether they are sneaking around. What do you know?”

      “Not as much as you seem to think. I met Kenzie at Dark Moon yesterday. I tried to take her to dinner but her brother, Galen, interrupted my plans. So we met for breakfast instead.”

      Rafe laughed, his face transforming. “You’re already dating her? Jesus, Simon. You kill me. Is there any woman you won’t seduce?”

      He didn’t know whether to laugh or take offense. Yes, he had a reputation with the ladies. In the past. Ever since he’d gotten involved with the Blackwood Pack, his extracurricular activities had come to a grinding halt. To his surprise the desire to go back to that had disappeared.

      “I haven’t seduced her, if that’s what you’re thinking. Although I don’t deny that I am interested in her.” Could that be more of an understatement? He was more than interested, but he wasn’t sure how much he should confide in Rafe at the moment. He trusted him more than any other shifter he knew, but this situation could turn volatile. Hell, it was already prickly as evidenced by this sudden inquisition.

      “No duh,” Rafe snickered. “And I assume it’s reciprocal if she’s here. I swear I don’t think there’s a single female alive who is immune to your charms. Unless she has an agenda that neither of us is aware of.”

      “I don’t think it’s like that. Kenzie is—different.” Simon clenched his jaw against the sound of his own voice. He probably sounded like a bitch defending a woman he barely knew. But he believed in instincts and his were screaming at him to protect her at all cost.

      Rafe’s right brow lifted and that concerned him. He’d tried to keep this light and obviously failed. That brow was more telling than any other gesture Rafe could make.

      “Different how?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know yet. I need some time to figure it out.”

      Rafe pushed off the wall and sauntered closer. “What is there to figure out? You either want to sleep with her or you don’t. That’s your deal.”

      Simon bristled at Rafe’s assessment. Not once in all the years of his friendship had Rafe ribbing him about his love for the females ever bothered him. Until today.

      He needed to take some time and analyze why that was. It was easy to believe that Kenzie’s mating cycle was going to his head, but he had a feeling it went deeper than that.

      Problem was, he was a scientist and a gut feeling wasn’t enough for him to hypothesize. He needed hard facts and evidence. Neither of which he’d had time to gather.

      “You’re thinking too hard about this, my friend. That’s unlike you. At least when it comes to women. You aren’t thinking she is your mate or something crazy like that, are you?”

      Simon blinked, unseeing for a moment as the sound of his blood catching fire and rushing through his veins filled his ears.

      “Oh shit. Judging by the look on your face that’s it. isn’t it? Fuck, Simon. Are you crazy or something? She’s a goddamned dragon. Who we know nothing about. Shit. This cannot be happening.”

      He scrubbed his hands over his face and tried to push the idea of mating the red-haired beauty out of his head. But dammit, Rafe had planted the seed and now it didn’t want to go away. The idea had been there all along, he’d just been ignoring it. Now, he couldn’t.

      Of course there was also her taste still lingering on his lips and tongue, contributing to his madness. He’d thought a taste would settle them both. He’d been wrong.

      “I’m well aware what she is and all that implies. Unfortunately, I can’t be of much help to you about it because I know very little. You’re older than I am. How much do you remember about them from before?”

      Rafe frowned. “It’s been nearly a century since they left. In fact, it’s hard to believe sometimes that much time has passed.”

      He nodded. While shifters weren’t immortal, their magic-infused genetics meant they often lived hundreds of years. It was the one facet about his kind that drove the science loving geek inside his mind absolutely mad. Magic. He ground his teeth together just thinking about. That little element of their DNA was the hardest to pin down and he hated it.

      “Many of the details have been long since forgotten,” Rafe continued. “I suppose since most of us still living back then were quite young. Dragons were loners. I remember noticing that a lot. They kept to themselves most of the time. And there weren’t a ton of them. Thanks in part to the witches that were thriving back then. They were the sworn enemies to dragons and were always fighting against their rule of this region.”

      Simon recalled some of the tales. He’d been raised on them. Dragons were arrogant and controlling and the witches were vain and vindictive. It didn’t make for a great combo and led to constant battles. And after the dragons abandoned them, the witches tried to drive out the rest of their kind.

      It was one of the reasons the councils elevated the Guardians to more than simple protectors. The black cougars were stronger than most shifters, cunning and fast. And their rarity meant they were shrouded in just enough mystery to create fear in the entire region.

      “The dragons were also quite violent when it came to how they ruled the Tail of the Dragon. At least the royal family had a reputation for being blood thirsty.”

      “The Fergusons?”

      Rafe nodded. “Yes. And let me guess. Her last name is Ferguson.”

      It was his turn to nod. “It is. Mackenzie Ferguson to be exact and it’s her brother Galen Ferguson who first returned not long ago.”

      “And the rest of the family? What do we know about them?”

      “Nothing. She hasn’t made mention of anyone else. But if they are going to rebuild that run down castle at the top of the mountain, then it’s probably a safe bet more of them will be coming.”

      Rafe’s jaw clenching was the only hint he got that his alpha was not taking that news well. That and the clenched fists at his side. This situation was about to blow up in his face.

      “Fuck. They’re already rebuilding?”

      “Kenzie mentioned it. Again, I haven’t had much time with her yet so there are very little details to share.”

      “You’re going to have to find out.”

      Simon swore. He knew exactly what that little declaration meant. “I’m not doing this again. We agreed.”

      “Well, the world just fucking changed. We’ve got dragons popping up out of the blue and knocking at our door and we need to know sooner rather than later what the hell they are up to. We aren’t going to be able to contain this and the councils are going to demand answers.”

      “Then ask her yourself. She’s down the hall in my office. I’m not going to be your spy.”

      Rafe’s brows pulled together and Simon sighed. His best friend was about to pull rank on him and give him no choice.

      “This situation needs a subtle hand, not a bulldozer. And we have shifter relations to consider. We have no idea how delicate this situation might be and we can’t afford to offend the royal family the minute they arrive.”

      “This is bad.” And the sensation of his chest constricting and cutting off his breath only reinforced his belief.

      Rafe lowered his voice. “I’m not asking.”

      Simon’s wolf balked at the command despite the thread of power that came with it. It always did when he was challenged directly by another alpha. He could continue to fight it, but it would ultimately get him nowhere. He loved his clan and respected and loved his alpha. To refuse would be tantamount to treason whether Rafe pushed it that far or not.

      He was also right. One or two dragons they could handle. Anymore than that and things might get dicey. If their intentions were less than honorable the sooner they realized that the better.

      “If it makes you feel any better, I’m not thrilled with putting you in this position again. I’m very aware how unfair it is. But you are the only one who has already made a connection. Galen is tight lipped and prone to disappearing the minute anyone gets too close. We’re having trouble keeping up with his whereabouts let alone what his agenda might be.”

      “It’s going to be nigh impossible if they rebuild that fortress. No one else can reach it without days of treacherous climbing, which they would see coming a mile away.”

      Rafe nodded. “So you see my dilemma then? We can’t sit around and do nothing. Not when you have an obvious way in.”

      Simon’s wolf growled, only this time not just in his head.

      Rafe’s eyebrow quirked again, but other than that he didn’t respond. They knew each other well enough that he didn’t have to.

      He pushed back at his wolf, forcing the beast to recede. This was not the time to start a fight dammit. “You know I do. But that doesn’t mean I like it.”

      “Duly noted,” Rafe said. “Although I feel the need to caution you nonetheless. Getting too close to this woman is almost a guarantee for serious trouble. She’s forbidden fruit. That’s enough to make you think something that simply isn’t true. I implore you to guard your heart. If at any time you think you can’t, I want to know about it. We’ll figure it out together. It’s what we do, right?”

      Rafe strode forward and they grabbed each other’s right forearm in their version of an embrace/hand shake.

      While Simon nodded, his inner turmoil ratcheted to an all new level. With that simple flip of his head he’d already lied. In a matter of less than twenty-four hours, Kenzie had already cracked the barrier he used to protect himself. And at this point he wasn’t sure if he could or even wanted to stop it.
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      Simon returned to his office to find Kenzie no longer sitting in his chair waiting for him. Heavy disappointment crushed down on him despite the logic in his brain telling him that she was smart to leave.

      His attachment to her didn’t feel entirely natural and she didn’t yet seem receptive to the whole thing yet. It was possible that like him, she needed some time to digest what was beginning to happen between them as well.

      As he backed out of his office to go and check on his surgery patient, a low moan snagged his attention making him freeze.

      “Kenzie?” He stepped back inside and breathed deep. As before, he scented her lingering aroma but this time as he filtered beyond the mating heat that filled his head with dark and dirty thoughts he found something else.

      Pain. And lots of it.

      He searched the office including the attached bathroom and the small, private lab he knew she didn’t access because the door needed a retinal scan to get through to no avail. There was no sign of Kenzie beyond the scent of her anguish.

      This resulted in a near blinding rage from the animal inside him to the point his vision blurred and fur pushed painfully against his skin. A change he could normally resist, but this fight was harder. The wolf sensed trouble and he wanted free.

      “Calm down. I’ll find her.” He didn’t know whether he was trying to soothe the beast or the human, although both were an integral part of him.

      He rushed back out of his office and followed the pain filled scent. Luckily, he didn’t have to go far. He turned the corner into a corridor that led to the back door where he found Kenzie on the floor, slumped against the wall.

      Simon rushed forward, her pain becoming his pain the closer he came. He dropped to the floor and began searching for the source. “What happened? Did something or someone hurt you?”

      “No,” she moaned, clutching her middle. “Right after you left it started,” She hissed a sharp breath as another wave of whatever assaulted her.

      “Can you describe it to me or at least tell me where it’s located?” Although with her arms wrapped around her torso the where seemed pretty obvious.

      She shook her head and moaned again, no more words coming out.

      “I’ve got to get you to an examining room so I can help, okay?” He didn’t wait for her to respond. He got the impression that time was of the essence. However, the minute he got his arms under her shoulders and legs and attempted to lift her, a deafening anguished roar filled the corridor. The likes of which brought Simon back to his knees as the walls of his clinic shook violently.

      Her dragon was fighting for release and he couldn’t hold her for long. Not with her skin heating up and burning through his clothes. He called on his own animal for extra strength and pushed to his feet, and sprinted for a room. If she shifted, she’d destroy the building and bury everyone in it alive.

      He lowered her on the closest bed as gently as he could then ran for the small refrigerator across the room and grabbed one of the syringes always on hand for these kind of situations.

      While most shifters he dealt with wouldn’t cause his entire building to collapse, a shifter out of control in animal form could be dangerously destructive to anyone in its angry path.

      Unfortunately, he’d never treated a dragon or even studied their DNA so he had no idea if this would work, but at this point it was his only chance. If he couldn’t sedate her then they were all going to die.

      He turned back to Kenzie to see much of her skin had turned to scales. They were dark and armor-like with a fiery red glow around the edges. Shit. Now where was he going to stick the needle?

      He locked onto her face, still human for now, although the eyes were the slits of her dragon and he had no idea if he could get through to her at all.

      “Please, Kenzie. You can’t shift here. If you do, this building is going to come down around us all. There are a lot of people here I don’t want to see hurt. Can you understand that?”

      She stared at him, the look of her eyes wild and untamed. In any other circumstance, he would love to watch her transform. The magic of the shift was a little different for each person, but with her he imagined it would be spectacular. An original dragon would have to have enormous magic at their disposal.

      Finally, she nodded her head. That motion revealed a small part of her neck not covered by scales. He moved swiftly and plunged the syringe and needle into the one soft spot still visible.

      Her body jerked up and another ear splitting roar filled the clinic. The vibration rippled through the walls, so hard plaster crumbled and began to rain down. He watched in horror as Marci stumbled through the door and fell to her knees under the violence of it all.

      “What in the hell is going on?” she cried, which barely registered above a whisper against a dragon’s anguished roar.

      “Dammit, Marci. Why didn’t you run?”

      She struggled to her feet, her eyes going wide at the sight of Kenzie’s partial shift. “Holy shit. What is she? Is she a—?”

      The question was cutoff when Kenzie thrashed, flipped and fell from the bed to the floor. He rushed around the side to help her and breathed a marginal sigh of relief when he discovered more human than dragon struggling to stand.

      “I’ve got to get out of here,” she cried. “Now!”

      “You’re in no shape to go anywhere.” He reached down to help her up and was relieved to find her skin no longer burning as more of her scales receded. The medication was working.

      “You said it yourself. If I shift, everyone here dies.”

      “What?” Marci shrieked. “Why would we die? Does she not have control? What exactly is going on?”

      He tried to ignore Marci, but she’d gotten her bearings and was now attempting to get in his face. He was used to her bossiness in the clinic, but there were times like now where he wanted to eject her from the situation.

      “You’re not helping.” He lifted Kenzie and helped her back on the table. “I’ve given you a sedative that should keep you from shifting.”

      “Should?” both women asked in unison.

      He ignored their question and continued his directive. “Marci, you need to go clear everyone out of the clinic who doesn’t need to be here. And then cordon off this section. I don’t want anyone else in this wing of the building. Is that understood? And for Goddess sake, move everyone else as far away from this room as possible.”

      She clenched her jaw and nodded her head, but he could tell from the expression on her face it was killing her not to tell him what she really thought. He imagined that was a doozy. However, they didn’t have time for him to indulge her need to give her opinion. Not this time.

      “Simon, you need to get me out of here. I can’t risk being here. I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

      He studied the woman who still looked white as a sheet. He may have been able to sedate the animal side of her, if only temporarily, but the pain still remained. He saw every ounce of it reflected in the harsh lines across her forehead and around her mouth as she tried to hide it and failed.

      “Can you tell me what happened?” he asked. “You seemed fine when I left you.”

      She shrugged and turned her head away from him, a clear indication that she didn’t want to talk about it.

      “Don’t shut me out. I need to run some tests. Eliminate whatever I can. You up for that?”

      “No,” she said, turning back to him. “I’m not consenting to any tests. Not now, not ever.”

      Simon frowned. “Wasn’t that the whole reason you came here? To talk about my research and how you could possibly help.”

      “No. I came because I was an idiot. I was curious about what you do here. That’s all. Now I need to leave.” She patted her pockets. “Where’s my cell phone? I need to call my brother.”

      “I don’t know. In my office maybe. I was too worried about you to bother with your phone.”

      She struggled to a sitting position and he moved forward to stop her. “You’re not going anywhere right now. Not until we figure out what’s wrong.”

      “I need my cell phone. That’s what’s wrong.”

      Simon sighed. “Goddess, you are stubborn. If I promise to go look for it, will you lay back down and rest?”

      She stared at him in silence for several long moments before a loud sigh finally escaped between her lips. “Fine,” she relented. “But I’m still not letting you run any tests. Just bring me my phone and I’ll get out of your hair.”

      In the midst of her mysterious onset of pain and the near destruction it had caused, he couldn’t decide whether he wanted to throttle her or kiss her. Although with her taste still lingering on his tongue, he was leaning heavily towards the latter.

      Wait.

      He scrutinized her expression before once again scanning her body for obvious signs of distress. There wasn’t much to see other than she kept her legs bent at the knee as if it hurt to stretch them all the way out and her arms were still wrapped around her abdomen.

      “Does this have something to do with your mating heat?”

      She didn’t answer right away and he practically saw the lightbulb go on over his head. How could he be so oblivious to something that obvious?

      “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      She stared up at the ceiling when she answered him. “How the hell would I know? This is my first time. I know jack all about fertile female dragons because I was kept far away from them. They are prone to violence. I know that. So I wasn’t allowed to mingle outside our family except for work. Not that it mattered. The onset of mating heat didn’t happen for me when it was supposed to so everyone believed I was barren, including me. Fertile females are few and far between. Fertile royal females nonexistent. Well, until now.”

      Her answers had his mind moving frantically as idea after idea popped into his head. He was trying to read between the lines as best he could though.

      “Where are your parents?” he asked.

      A flash of fresh pain appeared across her face and just as quickly disappeared again. Crap. He’d hit a nerve.

      “They’re gone. Killed before I was fully grown.”

      Simon winced. The scent of her lingering pain over her parent’s violent end filled the room and soured his stomach as guilt settled in. Leave it to him to bring up what was probably the worst memory of her life.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, hoping she understood he was both sorry for her loss and for bringing it up.

      “It’s okay. I thought by now the loss would hurt less, but it never seems to lessen. I just think about it a bit less than I used to.”

      He reached forward and squeezed her hand. There was nothing he could do to ease that pain, but his need to touch and comfort overwhelmed anyway.

      She laid still and allowed his touch. As if indulging him, or maybe them both, in a small connection that could possibly become something more vital than either of them expected.

      A few minutes passed where neither moved or said a word until she finally tugged her hand free from his. “My phone. I need my phone.”

      In that moment he wanted to curse the damned cell phone. He was here, by her side. She should need no one else.

      He tried to shrug off those selfish thoughts, but couldn’t seem to let them go. Although for once he was smart enough to keep them to himself. She was in no condition to be argued with. Although as her potential mate, he had certain rights and responsibilities. Her well being and happiness were of utmost priority and if that meant giving her that damned phone, then she would get the damned contraption.

      And if she did with it what he thought she would, they were all screwed.
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      “Where the hell is my sister?”

      Simon felt the words more than he heard them as they too rattled along the walls of his clinic. Kenzie had done exactly as expected and contacted her brother. With one weak dragon barely able to move without writhing in pain and another stalking through his small building, Simon began to wonder, not for the first time, how in the hell he would prevent a war.

      Thanks to Marci, or maybe half the shifters in his waiting room, both Bhric and Rafe had returned to the clinic shortly before Galen. He doubted they’d come alone either. Both men were well informed about the risks the dragons posed to their communities. In fact, this development would likely pull the two leaders to work together once again to solve a common problem.

      “You should probably tell him where I am before he goes berserk on someone out there,” Kenzie whispered, her voice laced with more pain than before. “He controls his dragon well, but you never know for sure what a rage will do to his control.”

      Fortunately, the sedative he’d given her seemed to still be holding her dragon at bay, but he had no idea how long that would work. Now he had two to worry about. If they were moving in for good, he’d have to look into a larger building.

      “Don’t worry. There aren’t many left in the building and the ones able to greet him can handle themselves.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Kenzie!” Her brother’s roars were getting louder as he made his way to this side of the building, completely ignoring Bhric and Rafe’s attempts to talk to him. However, Marci seemed to have snagged his attention as he overheard her offer to lead him to his sister.

      Not a minute later, he practically crashed into their room as the door slammed against the wall nearly shaking on its hinges.

      “What the fuck is going on in here?”

      “Goddess, Galen. Calm the hell down.”

      Simon’s anger rose as he heard the strain in Kenzie’s voice. “Why don’t we talk out—”

      “I’m not here to talk to you.” Galen brushed past him and stalked to his sister’s side.

      “What did you do?” he demanded. “Did I not warn you that you were playing with fire? And do not dare joke with me about your fire. Goddammit! There is nothing funny about this situation. Not one damned thing.”

      “Calm down, Galen. I wasn’t going to joke. I agree this is not funny.” She winced and wrapped her arms around her abdomen a bit tighter.

      “She’s in a lot of pain. You need to back off.” Simon wasn’t about to brushed off like a piece of dirt on this man’s clothing. “I need to run some tests to figure out what’s happening and she won’t allow it.”

      Galen whirled on him, his eyes brimming with the red glow of his own fire. “She doesn’t need tests to know what’s going on.” He took several steps in Simon’s direction as anger twisted his mouth into an ugly snarl. “Although I can bet you had something to do with this. She reeks of you.”

      An unbidden deep growl rumbled in Simon’s throat in response to the threat coming at him. Dragon or not, he wasn’t about to be attacked for trying to help Kenzie.

      At the sound, Galen’s head swiveled back to glare at his sister. “Seriously, Kenzie? This wolf? What were you thinking? This is exactly why you had no business coming to America like this. You should have stayed home where you belonged.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Simon snarled. He was on the verge of losing his shit when Bhric and Rafe entered the room at his back.

      The dragon turned back. “It means, you dumbass—”

      “Galen,  haud yer wheesht,” Kenzie cried, but her protests were too weak to make a difference.

      Galen shoved a finger in his direction. “This is your fault. What did you do? Kiss her? Or so help me Goddess, if you—”

      “Enough. I told you to shut up already.” Kenzie’s voice rose high enough for the entire clinic to hear. Her dragon was overpowering the sedative in record time. “What we did or did not do is precisely none of your business. None of you!” She waved her arm around the room as heat shimmered from her skin.

      Galen returned his attention back to his sister, his voice gentling. “It is actually my business. As long as we are the only two of the family here, I am the patriarch. I’m responsible for your life AND your death.”

      “Death? What the hell?” Some of the anger deflated from Simon’s system as solid fear spiked through him.

      “That’s what happens when a female dragon’s mating heat is triggered and there is no acceptable mate to get her through it.”

      Simon’s head spun as he tried to wrap his head around Galen’s words. She was already in heat when they met. He didn’t understand.

      “Wait. She’s in heat?” Bhric interrupted while obviously sniffing the room. “How is that possible?”

      Galen didn’t bother to face Bhric or Rafe when he answered. “Because she’s not a wolf, or a bear or whatever hell else you all are. She is a precious and rare royal dragon. Meant to be a queen one day.” His voice broke as did his anger as sadness cloaked the room. “It’s not supposed to happen like this, wee sis. You were meant to grow old over the centuries…”

      Simon stepped forward until he too stood at Kenzie’s side. Although the sight of her watery eyes as her brother stroked her cheek nearly broke him too.

      “You might as well stop right there.” Simon’s voice was harsh with emotion. “She isn’t going to die. Not as long as I draw breath too.”

      Both Galen and Kenzie looked at him, but it was her eyes wide with shock that snagged his attention. “Let me run tests. I’m positive I can figure something out.”

      Galen shook his head. “Impossible. Nothing short of a—mating can save her now.”

      “Fine. No problem then. I volunteer.”

      A snort behind him almost made him smile—almost. Except this was no laughing matter and he was willing to do anything to keep Kenzie alive and well.

      “You can’t just—” she started to protest.

      “I can and I did. The pull has been there since you walked into the Dark Moon the other night. While I admit I thought I’d have some time to do this properly, that was just a formality for what I considered a forgone conclusion.”

      Before she could respond, Galen stepped between him and Kenzie cutting them both off. “That’s never going to happen.”

      Rage bubbled up so fast from the wolf, Simon didn’t even realize he was losing control until it was too late. Hair coated his skin as his bones began to shift. His teeth grew and claws formed from his fingers.

      This time it was Rafe who grabbed him by the neck and dragged him from the room. “Don’t you fucking dare shift, Simon.” The demand from his alpha came heavily laced with power, but for the first time since they were kids, Simon ignored him.

      “Dammit, Simon. Don’t do this. I may not be able to force you to my will, but I can damn sure fight you and then we’ll both lose. Is that what you want?”

      Simon closed his eyes. Fuck.

      Damned if he did and damned if he didn’t. Those were always his choices when it came to his life and he was past sick and tired of it. But Rafe was right. If he challenged Rafe now, the repercussions would ripple through their clan like wildfire as the dominance he fought to contain was revealed. Rafe’s status as Alpha would be questioned and the entire pack could devolve into an unending fight for control.

      And that was if Rafe or he weren’t killed in the fight, as they likely would be. They both knew his wolf unleashed would go for blood. Something he’d waited inertly for decades to happen.

      “Do whatever you have to do, but get it back under control. If that woman in there is worth fighting for then you need to find a better way. You attack her brother and whatever hope you have for a life with her will be gone. Trust me.”

      Those two little words from Rafe meant more than all the others. Well, that and the fact he knew to his core that he would do whatever it took to save Kenzie. He had to be smarter about this. Sheer force wouldn’t win this fight.

      With that thought solidified in his mind, the wolf melted away. His human half regained control and Rafe gave him an arrogant, knowing smile.

      “Knew that brain of yours would win out. Now what are we going to do to salvage this mess? Is there a way to save your girl without a mating? I think that’s going to be a fight for another day, okay?”

      He nodded, although the knots in his stomach grew ten fold as he remembered the horrified look on Kenzie’s face when he’d suggested the mating. As always, Rafe was right again. But if she refused his mate claim, or her brother did, then there had to be another way to save her.

      He was mulling over the ideas when Bhric pulled them back into the room. “All better?” he asked.

      Simon growled and Rafe shook his head.

      Smart asses, all of them.

      Galen stood at the window with his back to the room. Apparently, he’d backed down as well when he realized they weren’t going to push the mating thing again. At least not right now. But that subject was far from dead if Simon had his way and he sure as hell would.

      “I need to understand dragon physiology if I’m going to find an alternate solution. If I could run those—”

      “No tests,” Kenzie repeated.

      He sighed. If she was going to fight him every step of the way, he might have to resort to other drastic actions.

      First, he took a breath and started asking question. “Okay, then tell me more about a dragon’s mating cycle. I need more information to find a solution.”

      “I already told you I don’t—”

      “From onset it’s normally a six week cycle from start to finish,” Galen interrupted. “Unless of course, the egg she carries becomes viable. Then the female transitions into pregnancy that lasts six to nine months depending on the female.” Galen turned from the window and crossed the room. “The problems generally come before that though. If a female finds no mate deemed acceptable, then she generally goes into seclusion to wait out her cycle. The pheromones she gives off are uhh—rather intense. I’ve seen dragons kill each other trying to get to one of our females in heat. Fortunately for you, only another dragon can scent it. Otherwise we’d have a much bigger problem on our hands.”

      Simon considered all the information Galen gave him while remaining silent on the fact that he knew exactly what it was like to experience those pheromones in action. Although he wasn’t sure he had experienced the full effect considering he wasn’t contemplating murder just to get to her. But now that he thought about it, it wasn’t a horrible plan.

      If all that stood between him and his mate was the dragon in front of him…

      Simon shook that thought from his head. It wasn’t just him in the objection pool and he had a feeling that killing her brother would not endear him to Kenzie. At the moment he was feeling a bit more evolved than every other shifter who resorted to violence over every little thing.

      “What about sex without mating? What kind of effect does that have on the cycle?”

      An angry blast of heat from Galen filled the room, scorching the tips of Simon’s hair. If the foul stench of burnt hair wasn’t filling his nostrils he would have laughed at the dragon’s reaction. Talk about a hair trigger.

      “Relax. I wasn’t making a suggestion yet. I’m a doctor. I need all the facts. Even the uncomfortable ones.”

      Galen narrowed his eyes. “Your healer status doesn’t make your implication any more palatable.”

      “It’s right though, isn’t it?” Kenzie asked. “I only need to have sex to get through it?”

      Her brother’s eyes closed as he clenched his jaw and fists. “It’s not quite that simple. Well, it could be if there was another dragon here who was not your brother. But there isn’t and there isn’t enough time to get one here. Not even our fastest flyer could make it here on time.”

      A red haze grew at the outer edges of Simon’s vision as he tried to process all of the information being given. Kenzie did not belong to a dragon. If she were going to have sex with anyone, it would be him. While he fought against all the rage filled thoughts and desires fighting for a stronghold on his mind, leave it to Bhric to cut to the chase in the most blunt way possible.

      “What are you saying?” he asked. “That dragons have some sort of super semen that your females need to survive?”
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      Oh good grief.

      She needed to get the hell out of this room. Or maybe she’d just shift and bring the whole clinic down on top of them. Really, whatever it took to stop this asinine conversation right this second.

      When Galen denied the super semen comment with obvious reluctance she wanted to set the room on fire. This whole damn topic was getting completely out of hand. Not to mention the violent memories getting churned to the surface that she couldn’t handle. This topic needed to be dropped. Now!

      “This is getting us nowhere.” She turned to Galen. “And you are not helping. Can you stop acting like a teenage boy and just tell him what he wants to know so we can end this conversation already?”

      Galen’s expression didn’t move, but the look in his eyes did. They both knew he had a soft spot for her somewhere deep inside that mean outer crust of his. It was the sole reason she came to him for help despite all of his bluster.

      Any of her other brothers would have had her escorted home by now. Especially now. They’d force her to mate with a dragon to save her life. Fortunately, she didn’t have to test Galen’s loyalty. He’d been right about one thing. There wasn’t enough time to send for someone.

      She might not be well versed in her reproductive cycles, but she did know her dragon and right now she was sick as hell.

      “What Galen is afraid to tell you is that, yes, sex would help. And no, it doesn’t have to be a dragon. But—”

      “MacKenzie!” Galen snapped.

      She ignored him. “But sex with anyone other than a dragon during an active mating cycle is too risky. Mate or not.”

      “Riskier than death?” Simon demanded, his eyes white hot in their intensity as he glared at her.

      “Yes.” She had to keep her answers brief because the pain of the past was beginning to surface. She tried to fight it, but it was too hard to contain as a fresh wave of grief engulfed her.

      Rafe, the one Simon called Alpha stepped forward. “I have to say I agree with Simon here. You two are making no sense. I may not understand your unusual dragon dynamics, but I do know family and that means everything to our people. We don’t sacrifice our women for any reason.”

      Galen exploded. His skin turned to dark red scales and his eyes blazed yellow-orange with anger. He didn’t fully shift however, keeping himself in his half human, half dragon state. Unlike her, he had complete and total control over his dragon at all times, where she couldn’t always control her emotional responses.

      “Galen, please. They don’t know.”

      “That doesn’t give them the right to insult us.” His words came out rough and a little garbled, but she’d been around her brothers her entire life and she understood half dragon speak when she heard it.

      “We aren’t trying to insult you, but you are pissing us off. Like it or not, Simon seems to have some sort of connection with your sister. Which means he will help her no matter what it takes. So why not make it easier by being completely forthcoming? While Bhric and I are both leaders here, so we understand the importance of keeping some information private, there is always an exception and this situation seems to call for it.”

      She sagged back against the table she’d tried to sit up from. While they argued, her energy continued to wane.

      Simon noticed and rushed to her side. “Feeling worse?”

      She nodded, studying his face. In another time and another place she would have liked to explore the attraction they had between them. While mating was out of the question for them, that didn’t mean they couldn’t enjoy spending some time together. Because you know, she didn’t want to die a virgin and he had a body and face that made her ache for the unknown.

      She dug deep for her remaining energy and used it to reach up and touch his face. “I’m sorry you couldn’t help. It would have been nice to spend more time with you.”

      He turned his head and pressed his lips to her palm in a lingering kiss that she felt zing through her entire body. “Don’t talk like that. This isn’t the end. I’m not giving up yet and you shouldn’t either.”

      She had to admit, if only to herself, that she ached for him to find a way. The idea of not having one last flight under the rays of the moon physically hurt her heart. Not saying goodbye to her brothers wasn’t great either. They were going to be so pissed about this. What if their anger started another war?

      “I think we’re out of options.” She pressed her fingers to his lips and stopped whatever protest he was about to give her. “I do wish I’d had more time to get to know you. What I’ve seen so far I really liked.”

      “Kenzie.”

      She shook her head. “You are a good man, Simon. Something I haven’t thought about anyone outside my family in a very long time. I’m glad I got to see you here. Watching you perform that surgery was—it was beautiful art.”

      “Seriously. Stop talking like that. We aren’t giving up. Tell me why sex with someone other than a dragon during your mating cycle is so dangerous. I’m still confused.”

      Kenzie closed her eyes against the memories his question brought forward. Pain seared through her, robbing her of breath. “I can’t,” she panted, unable to see or feel anything now beyond all of the death.

      “Can’t? Or wont? How can I fix this if you won’t open up?”

      She tried to smile as she brushed a lock of hair that blocked his eye. “I’m sure you’ve learned by now that you can’t literally fix everything. Some things have to be out of your control, Simon.”

      “Bullshit. If I could get my patients to be open and honest every damn time I asked them a question, I’d be able to solve a lot more. Do you have any idea how frustrating it is to chase answers down a rabbit hole only to find out hours or days later that your patient left out pertinent details?” He threaded his fingers through his hair, tugging the strands until they stood on end.

      Despite her distress she wanted to feel those fingers in her hair. On her skin. Between her legs…

      Unfortunately that wasn’t ever going to happen.

      “Some secrets take time, Simon. Just because you want to know them now doesn’t mean I’m ready to share.”

      “Fuck. This isn’t right. Don’t you get that? It’s my fault this is happening. I kissed you.”

      “Don’t do that. Neither of us realized. Please don’t regret that kiss. Please. I’m pretty sure it was the best first kiss anyone could ever get.”

      The shock registered first on his face then he dropped to his knees, putting him eye level with her head resting on the pillow. “Please tell me that isn’t true.” When she didn’t respond he continued. “You are breaking my heart.” He pressed his forehead to her hand and she wanted to equally pull him closer and push him away.

      Instead she lifted his hand and examined the long, tanned fingers that fascinated her. Well, that wasn’t the only thing that did but those fingers for sure did. “I really liked watching you operate on that shifter. I was mesmerized the entire time.”

      “You and me both. I’d never actually operated on a living brain before. It’s not my specialty. Although I’ve dissected my fair share in medical school and prepped more than a few for surgery back in my residency days.”

      “If you attended medical school with humans, how did you hide your shifter?”

      He shrugged. “It’s not as hard as it sounds. The natural response for a human is denial when faced with something they can’t believe. So if I slipped with little things here and there they either didn’t notice or were too embarrassed to acknowledge. The only hard part was the training I needed. Long hours, sleepless nights, and endless study sessions were the norm for too many years. If not for my love of the subject I might have given up.”

      “But how do you apply what you learned to shifters? We are incredibly different than humans.”

      “We are some, although most aspects are crazy similar. So when I finished up my schooling and came back home, I took the time to study shifters closer than ever. From living to deceased there is always something to learn. Take today’s surgery for example. I had no factual idea whether removing that bullet from that boy’s brain would actually restore his ability to shift. It just made logical sense. That’s my currency, you know. Facts and logic. Those two things are more reliable than anything else in this world. People will lie, cheat and steal to get just about anything they want, but they can’t take away the facts or the logic about their situation. That’s where the full truth lies.”

      “You would make a good leader,” she said. “Although with your talent with those hands it might be wasted as a leader.” She shifted closer to him on the bed and lowered her voice. “Is the boy you operated on going to be okay now? Although if so you might not want to tell Galen that it was a human who shot him after they got into a fight. He’s not going to like that.”

      “Hey, I heard that. What the hell?”

      They both startled at the sound of Galen’s voice across the room. They’d been so deep into their conversation while Bhric, Rafe and him had been having their own little talk that she’d nearly forgotten they were still there.

      Suddenly, Simon’s head popped up. “Wait. Oh my Goddess. That’s it.” He swiveled around before she could ask her own question. “What about the egg? Tell me more about that.”
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      All that talk about surgery and he didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of it earlier. Now they were rushing Kenzie down the corridor to his small surgery room. If his theory was right all he had to do was harvest the egg from Kenzie’s reproductive system without rupturing the protective sac or before it deteriorated on its own and leached more of its toxins into her system.

      Goddess, that was a lot of variables. But he’d dealt with complex before and made it work. He’d damned well be able to do it again. This was Kenzie. A woman he felt compelled to be with no matter what everyone else said.

      He’d never held much regard for destiny in the past, but meeting her had rocked him to his core. He deserved—no, they both deserved—the opportunity to see where that led. Although they’d have plenty of time for that later. Right now he had to save her. As they wheeled her into place, Marci ushered all the others back out of the room. They tried to fight, but his nurse supreme could more than handle them.

      He washed and gloved while Marci raced around the room prepping Kenzie. While he was a doctor and had no trouble emotionally distancing himself from each patient, he deliberately kept his back turned to Kenzie as Marci helped her undress before she was laid out on the table with sterile sheets spread out across all sections of her body except where he needed access.

      “You can have a look now,” Kenzie teased, her voice light but slightly breathless. Since her voice alone affected him, he began mentally reciting his check list in pig latin, thus forcing his brain to focus on something other than the woman he was about to operate on.

      “What’s he doing?” he heard her ask Marci.

      “Concentrating. He does this when he’s about to do something he needs total focus to complete. Just ignore him and try to relax. I’m about to inject you with something that will hopefully keep that dragon of yours calm and then we’re going to get started on the anesthesia. Got any allergies that you know of?”

      “No.”

      “Good. Now relax. This really shouldn’t take that long.”

      Several minutes passed as he gathered up the last of his supplies and slipped his headphones around his neck, a fine tension threading through his body. Ready or not, they needed to get this done. Every minute that passed meant more time for reproductive toxins to leach into her system. That troubled him.

      He couldn’t wait to see this thing in person. There was so much to learn about dragons and he could think of no better way than through science.

      He settled in the chair that Marci placed at Kenzie’s side and took a fleeting glance at her face. The worry and stress that had been evident for the last few hours had disappeared and she finally looked relaxed. Although he didn’t particularly enjoy seeing her like this, on his table, about to endure surgery.

      “You ready?” Marci asked from her perch next to his Bluetooth stereo system.

      He wiped his lingering concerns and troubling thoughts from his mind. It was time to earn his keep. And as he lifted his headphones to cover his ears he heard Marci utter the magic words.

      “Alexa, Simon says play surgery list three.” She smiled and shook her head as the sound of rock music began to fill his ears and his mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In a little over two hours he exited the surgery room to search for Galen. He didn’t have to go far. The man was glued to the viewing window the entire time. At least that’s what Marci told him after he finished.

      “What happened? Is she okay?”

      Simon kept his doctor role firmly in place as he answered. “The surgery went well and the egg successfully removed. She isn’t awake yet, but will be soon. We need to think about moving her sooner rather than later. When the sedative we gave her for her dragon side wears off she is going to force a shift. And obviously we aren’t equipped to handle that here.”

      Galen nodded. “I can take her to my place, I have the room she needs.”

      “I’d like to accompany you. That egg wasn’t easy to get to and I’d like to monitor her until the dragon takes over the healing.”

      Galen stared at him silently, his arms crossed over his chest. “You have more than a professional interest in my sister.”

      Since it wasn’t a question, Simon didn’t answer. Instead he waited for Galen to go on.

      “You have to know that when it comes to Kenz, her future is going to be complicated. She has a lot of responsibilities to our family and as grateful as I am to you for saving her, you simply can’t get entangled with her. If that makes me sound like an ass, so be it. I can live with that and so much worse.”

      Anger seeped into Simon’s mind. There were so many things he could say and none of them would do a damned thing to help shifter relations. Where the hell was Rafe when he needed him? “We’ll prep her for transport as soon as we can. We have a medical van to use in cases like these. I’ll meet you around back.”

      He started to walk away, proud that he’d refrained from punching Galen. Although that seeping anger had turned into a fully involved fire that he couldn’t let go of. So he turned back. “You can spout your family bullshit all you want. At the end of the day the only thing I’m going to remember is that you were going to let her die.”

      He disappeared through the door of the operating room before that bastard could respond. He needed to call Rafe and get his ass back over here or there was going to be bloodshed any minute. Now that Kenzie seemed out of the woods and he wasn’t wracking his brain for ways to save her, all that adrenaline dumped into his system in a massive let down all at once.

      He was angry. He was frustrated. He was ready to fight. But most of all, he longed for a woman he supposedly couldn’t have and that fact was going to eat him alive or kill someone.

      “Simon?”

      The sound of Kenzie’s voice pulled his attention back to the task at hand. Taking care of his mate.

      “Good to see you awake again, beautiful. How do you feel?”

      A tiny smile crossed her face. “Like I’ve got a two ton beast lurking inside me who is going to freak out any minute if she doesn’t get out.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. You’ve been through hell today and she needs to protect you. Not to mention heal you. You think you can hold her off a little bit longer?”

      “Seriously not long. Where’s Galen?”

      “Probably still stalking the hallway outside. He’s watching me like a—well, a dragon I guess. Which sounds way more intense than an eagle by the way.”

      She laughed, the tiny sound a balm to his wolf’s crazy. “He’s not as scary as he seems.”

      Simon lifted one brow. “Maybe not to you. You’re his sister. To the rest of us, we’re all prey and we damn well know it. I keep waiting for him to start eating people.”

      This time when she laughed her body began to shake. “Don’t make me laugh. I’m still sore from you cutting me open.”

      He sobered immediately. “I’m sorry you had to go through with that, but I’m not sorry you are still here.” He brushed some hair from the side of her face, reveling in the silken feel of her hair against his skin. “Although I still believe this could have gone another way.”

      “No, Simon. It couldn’t.”

      All humor left her face and he wanted to kick his own ass for causing that. While he had every intention of breaking through that façade that prevented her from telling him what he wanted to know, he also knew now was not the time to push that.

      “How about we get you out of here then? Ready to blow this place, although not literally?”

      That got him another ghost of a smile and he instantly felt better. If he couldn’t convince her to give him what he wanted with logic, he would just have to charm it out of her. Although he suspected it still wouldn’t be easy. Without the allure of her mating cycle opening her mind and making her susceptible, she could just as easily shut him down.

      “I wouldn’t get all torn up about this if I were you,” she said. “Now that I’ve gone into a mating heat once, there’s a strong chance it will happen again and again.”

      He groaned at the image that immediately popped into his head. For the first time ever, he imagined a woman—no, not just a woman, Kenzie in particular—pregnant with his child. The ache for things potentially outside his reach intensified.

      It wasn’t that he’d been necessarily against having a family of his own. It just didn’t feel like something he wanted. Until now, his focus had always remained on the good of the clan. What the clan needed from him, he wanted to provide. And that had always been his medical knowledge and drive to find a solution for everything. He’d simply channeled that into their fertility issues. Now he was facing a challenge he hadn’t prepared for.

      Not that he couldn’t pivot and get the job done. He had ideas for days.

      “Try not to look so thrilled by that idea,” he deadpanned while unable to let go of the pregnant Kenzie image.

      She scoffed at him. “Considering where the first one got me, let’s just say I am in no hurry to go through it again. In fact, can I tell you a secret?”

      Oh yeah, now they were talking. Taking him into her confidence was the first step. “Of course. And now that you’re my patient you can rest easy knowing whatever you tell me falls under doctor/patient confidentiality.”

      “Ok, but I won’t be your patient long,” she said as he lifted her momentarily into his arms before setting her on her feet, all while trying to ignore how good and right she felt in his arms. “The thing is—” she hesitated. “While the rest of our species can be downright obsessed with procreation and my family doubly concerned about continuing the blood line, I couldn’t care less. I have zero maternal desires. I was perfectly content having never gone into heat before now. So the loss of that egg means nothing to me now.”

      Simon managed to hide his cringe at the mention of what he’d taken from her. But the roil of his stomach didn’t make it easy. As they headed out the door he heard Marci call out from behind him.

      “Hang on, I’ll be right back.” He released Kenzie’s hand and turned back into the room. Marci stood just inside, but off to the side so no one else could see her.

      “Uhh. What about—”

      Simon gave her a warning look that she thankfully picked up on immediately, stopping her from finishing that question. However, in her outstretched hand was the glass container with the bio material removed during the surgery. She held it up and dipped her head, a clear question on what she was supposed to do with it.

      Dispose of it. That was his first thought that he didn’t voice.

      Save it. You might need it.  And there it was. The doubt. If he threw it away like secondhand trash without first thoroughly examining and testing it, he might also be throwing away his last opportunity to solve his clan’s fertility issues once and for all.

      Kenzie was an original. Her DNA likely held secrets and keys he couldn’t dream of finding elsewhere. He took a deep breath and tried to make the right decision. His memory was clear on Kenzie’s fervent wishes. No testing whatsoever. That much was clear.

      As was his duty to his Clan and his Alpha. There was simply too much at stake to make a rash decision.

      “In my lab.” Three simple little words was all the instruction he had to give. Marci nodded as he slipped back out the door.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yes,” he said, knowing full well that was probably the biggest lie he’d ever told. Nothing about this situation was okay and might never be. Not until he solved every last puzzle. The Dragons. Kenzie. His clan. The need for resolution licked at the back of his neck like an out of control fire he couldn’t escape from. “Marci will take care of everything here, so for tonight I am all yours.”

      “Simon.”

      He ignored the silent plea in her eyes. “Don’t,” he warned. “I just had to forcibly stop your mating cycle by removing your egg. If you think that doesn’t affect me and I’m just going to send you on your way to go home alone, then I suggest you need to get to know me better because that’s not who I am. Now, my suggestion is you turn around and get in the vehicle that I am driving you home in. You’ll be able to lie down and rest. The less you argue, the sooner we’ll get there and the sooner you’ll be able to shift.”

      Her mouth opened and closed at least twice, but thank the Goddess she wisely kept silent. He too was feeling the need to shift. It wasn’t uncommon for his adrenaline to spike during a surgery only to crash afterwards. And after two surgeries today he was beginning to feel the after effects.

      While he had no desire to argue with her, he’d indulge her if she insisted. To say this day had gone to hell quickly was an understatement. There was also the strong likelihood that most of it would come back to bite him in the ass. Basically, he was in the middle of a shit storm of epic proportions. Looking down at Kenzie as she sashayed through his door and into the dark of night with her hair swinging free and bright, her body hidden in a thick, plush robe given to her by Marci, he couldn’t think of a single place he’d rather be.

      Except maybe in her bed, with his hands wrapped around her waist as she—

      Shit. He forced that thought out of his mind, but the damage was done. His body zinged with desire that went straight to his dick.

      Yes, he definitely needed to get her in a bed. Sooner rather than later too.

      Never mind that every single one of his thoughts today was going to send him straight to hell.
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      Kenzie flapped her wings in the cool night air and twisted her body into a spiral flight dive. Flying meant freedom and for the first time since she’d arrived in America, she definitely felt free. Thanks to Simon. His quick thinking had rescued her from certain death or a fate even worse.

      With a few more beats of her wings, she landed softly on the grassy hill behind Galen’s house. Magic flowed over her scales as the transformation from dragon to human began. Years ago, it had been a painful process she could hardly endure. But as the decades passed and she learned to flow with the magic instead of letting it happen to her, the pain had ceased and it became a nightly ritual that brought her peace.

      She grabbed the robe from the tree branch she’d left it on and covered her body. Nudity usually meant nothing to her, but Simon was on the grounds somewhere and she had a feeling tempting fate was about the worst thing she should do right now.

      The idea of mating with Simon made her heart beat quicken. Her pulse had raced and her breathing turned ragged. But it wasn’t only fear that caused that reaction. For a fleeting moment, she’d indulged in the desire that raced through her veins.

      Why did fate have to suck so much?

      Because that was life and she damn well knew it. One challenge after another. There would always be one more test for her to complete or an obligation to endure.

      She shook her head. These maudlin thoughts would get her nowhere. The fact remained she needed to stay away from Simon. He represented too much temptation.

      “Did the healer finally leave?”

      She whirled around at the sound of her brother’s voice to find him nearly upon her. She’d been so lost in her thoughts she hadn’t heard his approach.

      “No, he’s around here somewhere. I told him I would be gone for a while, but he mentioned something about needing to shift and go for a run.” She shrugged. “Guess he was feeling as restless as I was.”

      Galen quirked his brow at her and she immediately wanted to take back her words. Although there was nothing she could say that wouldn’t result in her brother finding some way to use it as innuendo. Yes, he was a smart ass of the first order, but he also wasn’t dumb.

      “He thinks you’re his mate. I believe this is exactly the kind of trouble I warned you would happen if you stayed.”

      “He’ll get over it. I’m not in mating heat anymore so it shouldn’t be that much of a struggle.”

      Galen’s frown deepened. “And that’s another thing. How did he even know to begin with? The pheromones given off by a dragon are olfactory specific. No other species is meant to detect them.”

      She’d wondered that herself too many times. “I have no idea. This is all new territory for me. Maybe he’s different from the other wolves somehow.”

      Galen seemed to ponder this and she took that opportunity to walk towards the house.

      “He’s quite a contradiction. I’ve actually been watching him since before your arrival. He serves as the clan Omega to their Alpha and yet he is so much more. I sense a power in him that he keeps tightly leashed. He’s stronger than all the other shifters I have encountered in these mountains. Smarter too. If he were dragon, he would be a good match for you.”

      Kenzie stilled, her back going ramrod stiff. “Why are you saying this to me? He’s not a dragon. What’s your point?”

      “Consider it a warning, sister. I highly doubt he’s going to tuck tail and run just because of a few missing pheromones. You’re going to have to deal with this and make sure it ends. We can’t risk a repeat—”

      “I know what has to be done—” she hissed, anger seething from every pore of her freshly healed body. “I almost died to prevent that from happening. Isn’t that enough?”

      “I know you’re pissed right now, sister. But I am glad you didn’t die. It would have been unfair.”

      “Then you should have come up with a way for me to live. Instead it took someone outside the family to save me.” She didn’t care if her words sounded bitter or mean. All of her emotions were too fresh. While she’d been ready to make the sacrifice for the greater good, she couldn’t shake the unfair sentiment that her own brother had not tried very hard at all.

      Before Galen could respond, a large wolf stepped out of the trees and into her line of sight. Goddess, were all wolf shifters that big? She’d seen so few of them and it had been so long ago, she had little frame of reference. She couldn’t stop staring at him. His gorgeous silver and gray coat shimmered in the moonlight and for the first time ever, she didn’t automatically sense him as the lesser animal to her dragon.

      No, Galen was right. There was an enormous amount of power in him. She shivered in the face of it as he stood quietly and regarded both her and her brother. He’d probably heard every word exchanged between them. If so, he would never give up until she told him everything.

      Before she could formulate a plan on how to handle this situation, his magic sparked and he flowed from wolf to human as effortlessly as she did to dragon. No bones crunching. In fact, no sound whatsoever. This was not at all what she remembered from other shifters. It should have taken him more time and effort to shift.

      “Like I said…”

      She ignored Galen. She was tired of talking to him. If ever she needed a break from every single one of her brothers it was right then. She turned back to tell him exactly that only to discover he’d disappeared.

      “He’s quick,” Simon spoke behind her.

      Kenzie slowly turned and faced the now human and very naked Simon. Her eyes widened. Calling him big was feeling like an understatement now that she got a complete look at him. How had she barely noticed the size of his shoulders? Or the bulking muscles of his chest and arms? Then there was the six-pack. The more she traveled south the more her mouth watered. This was getting dangerous.

      Screw it. She took it all in and holy crap. HUGE. That was the only word she could think at the moment. She also couldn’t tear her eyes away. He had that incredibly sexy V-cut thing that led down to—

      “How are you feeling?”

      She heard Simon’s voice, but she had no idea what he’d said. It pretty much took all of her effort and then some just to drag her gaze back up to his. Although her mind stayed firmly on the package down below.

      What the hell was wrong with her? Her heat was supposed to be over. Yet, she stood here ogling him like a piece of meat she couldn’t wait to eat. Or something she seriously wanted to climb. And ride.

      She shivered as heat shot through her and her core tightened. Not to mention the ache now building between her legs. It felt no less powerful than it did in his office when he’d kissed her.

      Crap. Now she was thinking about that.

      Not just thinking. She still felt the ghost of sensation caressing her lips. The warm and welcoming taste of him when he’d tangled his tongue with hers. She longed to do that again. This time with her hands in his hair and his naked body pressed to hers.

      “Kenzie!”

      She jerked at the sharp tone of Simon’s voice. She blinked, looking at his face and finally seeing him. “What?”

      A slow smile crept across his face. “Well, I asked how you are feeling, but I think I know. I take it the shift fixed you right up.”

      She nodded, heat crawling up her neck and face. Of course he knew exactly what she was thinking. Her arousal was a dead giveaway. Something that could never be hidden from a shifter. She dared a quick glance down and almost gasped when she discovered she was not the only one now aroused by this situation.

      “You can’t really blame me, all things considered.”

      But she didn’t understand. Why? There were so many questions and even fewer answers. It was beginning to annoy her.

      “Why are you aroused?”

      He laughed. “Seriously? Why are you?”

      “I don’t know.” And she was dead serious. The mating heat was over. She was certain of it. She wasn’t an idiot. She knew many shifters screwed for fun or sport. But she had never been one of them. That kind of thing had never interested her. Not with any dragon she knew.

      This had to be different though. She wanted him as much, if not more, than the first night she’d seen him. And that was saying something because he’d dripped sexuality at that bar and she’d lapped it up like a starving woman. Of course, she’d been under the thrall of mating heat then so it had been completely understood and even acceptable.

      Simon’s expression changed. It went from slight amusement to a look of curiosity. Great. Now she was his next puzzle. She had a feeling that alone was like throwing down the gauntlet.

      Then his mouth dropped open and his eyes widened. It was such a shocking difference, she looked down to see if she’d accidentally dropped her robe in some sort of warped invitation. Relief flooded through her when she found just the opposite. She had such a white knuckled grip on the edges of the fabric she was going to tear it in half if she wasn’t careful.

      Taking a deep breath, she relaxed her fingers as she counted to ten. But her muscles were wound so tight and her heart pumping so fast there was nothing short of another shift that was going to calm her down. Or you know, maybe the other thing…

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” she finally asked. “What’s wrong with you?”

      He closed his mouth, but his eyes remained wide. “Are you a virgin?”

      That question came so suddenly and out of the blue she didn’t know how to react. That was the last thing she’d expected him to say. How was she supposed to respond? No matter what she said, she was going to look like an idiot. Might as well go with the truth.

      “Yes,” she said without offering any further explanation. What was the point?

      “Fuck.” That was the only response she got before Simon turned and disappeared into the bushes.

      She stood there, feet rooted to her spot, eyes blinking rapidly because she couldn’t believe what just happened. He’d walked away. No questions, no rants. No nothing. What the ever living hell?

      After a full minute or so of standing there like an idiot, Kenzie sucked in a deep breath and held it before letting it out slow. Her emotions were flying sky high and she couldn’t pinpoint which one had control. Anger? Maybe. Embarrassment? Probably. Humiliation? Yeah, that’s the one that burned the brightest.

      She tightened the robe around her middle and started forward, although she had half a mind to simply disappear. Shift and fly. Her flight response was in high gear at the moment and her dragon would get her the hell out of here and fast. Wherever Galen had disappeared to, it probably wasn’t far. Which meant he’d heard every word of their exchange.

      Mid groan on her behalf, Simon reappeared in the clearing fully clothed. He’d disappeared to put on clothes. She felt so stupid she almost slapped her forehead. Thankfully she had the foresight not to and saved herself from further embarrassment. Still, these last few days had gone to hell in a handbasket as far as she was concerned. So much so that hiding out in a broken down lair at the top of a remote mountain was starting to look pretty damned good.

      “Probably better for us to talk like this. Less distractions.”

      Kenzie rolled her eyes, uncaring how childish that looked. “I think I would have lived. It’s not as if I haven’t seen naked men before.”

      Simon’s mouth quirked as did his eyebrow. “I don’t think I want to hear about other men you’ve looked at. I need to stay focused.”

      “On what?” she asked.

      “Your health for one. I should check your vitals and your incision.” He took a step toward her and she took a step back.

      “I’m fine. Really. Not even a scar left.” Although she knew her important bits were covered, she tightened the belt of her robe anyway. But with the heat still gathered between her legs and the flush most certainly all the way to the top of her head, she did not want Simon getting any closer to her nakedness.

      His eyes narrowed as he stared at her, his gaze traveling the full length of her body and back up to her eyes. She swore she felt that look like a soft touch against her bare skin. Good Goddess, she was going crazy now. He was just a male. And this situation was getting out of hand.

      “Okaaaay then. How about we grab some food and then talk? I feel like I owe you an apology.”

      She wrinkled her forehead. “What for?”

      “Because you must be starving by now. I’ve never calculated the number of calories it takes to fuel a dragon, but I imagine it’s a lot. While watching you fly was certainly a sight to behold, I feel certain you have not consumed enough nutrients today to keep up.”

      “You watched me fly?” She hadn’t sensed anyone. At least not of the shifter variety. There had been several wild animals… “Actually, I ate while I was out. But you’re right. I could eat again.” She always could.

      “Great. Do you want to go out or do you think Galen will mind if we raid his kitchen?”

      Kenzie laughed as she pictured Simon raiding her brother’s home. That would actually drive Galen crazy and it sounded absolutely perfect.

      “I’m sure my brother would be happy to share.” She barely managed to stifle her giggle as she led Simon inside and to the kitchen. “I hope you like barbeque. It seems my brother has some sort of weird fascination with the pork and ribs from some local place he frequents. His fridge is packed full of it.” She opened the refrigerator and began pulling out containers. “Do you have a preference?” She read the words scribbled on the takeout containers. “Ribs or pulled pork?”

      “Definitely pulled pork and if you have some hush puppies to go with them I’ll be in heaven.”

      She went ahead and pulled all of the aluminum trays out of the fridge and pushed it closed behind her with her hip. “What’s a hush puppy? Should I be scared?”

      “Golden fried and sweet deliciousness. You’ve never had hush puppies?”

      She shrugged. “I need more information before I can fully answer that question. Sometimes your American dishes do have Scottish equivalents and we just call them something else.”

      “Here, let me help.” He grabbed all of the containers out of her hands and placed them on the counter. He then proceeded to open each one and lay out all of the food.

      Kenzie went ahead and grabbed the plates, forks and serving spoons and tried to ignore the strange sensation rolling through her core. It was just food and they were both hungry. This wasn’t another date.

      “Yes!”

      She looked up to see Simon holding out a bag for her to see inside.

      “Hushpuppies.”

      She peered inside. “Fried bread? This is what has you all excited?”

      “It is not just bread, my lady. Hush puppies are something special. Sweet, seasoned and fried to perfection. You’ll see.” He plucked one out of the bag and stuffed it in his mouth.

      She wrinkled her nose. “Aren’t they cold? Shouldn’t we heat it up first?”

      “Cold, hot, room temperature. Whatever. I’m not picky. Although yeah, I guess if you want to get technical they are better fresh and hot. Next time we’ll go over to Luanne’s southern barbeque in Sweetwater and I’ll introduce you to the absolute best home cooked food this side of the Mississippi. Her fried pickles will amaze you.”

      She opted to not tell Simon he sounded like he was speaking a foreign language to her right now. Barbeque, home cooked, everything fried. America was getting stranger and stranger sounding. Although he sounded a lot like he was talking about another date. When they were done eating she’d have to remind him that they couldn’t continue to see each other…
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      Simon had to admit it was absolutely fascinating to watch Kenzie’s emotions play out across her face. So much so he wondered if she even realized it was happening. Although how a conversation about delicious hush puppies made her grow nervous and quiet he didn’t understand.

      He needed her to relax and just go with the flow. The tension she tried to cloak from him was wearing her out. Plus he wanted to know more about her. Since food was a big deal here he hoped it was in Scotland as well.

      “So, if you don’t eat a lot of barbeque and all the fixin’s back in Scotland. What do you eat?”

      She picked at her food and took several bites of pork before she finally answered. “Fresh caught salmon is my favorite and it’s plentiful back home. Don’t get me wrong. The fish here is pretty good, but it just doesn’t compare.” She sounded wistful as she continued. “My brothers are all crazy for bangers and mash, so that was a staple often served in our lair. Oh and don’t get me started on the scones or the tablet.”

      “Tablet?”

      “Oh Goddess, if you have a sweet tooth you would die for it. Especially if it’s got a bit of whisky infused in it. It’s the perfect complement to all the sugar, milk and butter. I’ll be sure to have some brought over for you to try.” She picked up a hush puppy and turned it over in her hand. “Although if you prefer your goodies fried then you really need to try a battered mars bar. You will think you’ve died and gone to heaven.”

      He was beginning to agree with her and it wasn’t because of the food she’d described. The look on her face as she relaxed and told him about her favorites back home was the best thing he’d ever seen. She was already more beautiful than any woman he’d met, but in the moment where it was nothing but the two of them having a conversation—breathtaking.

      “You sound like you miss home.” He gently tried to change the subject so he could learn more. Just listening to her talk had a balming affect against his weary soul. Sometimes he needed a break from all the tension and intrigue that had become his life of late.

      “I do. But I don’t regret coming here either. A lot of my family history is here and I’m as anxious to learn more about that as I am to experience new things. I know this probably sounds weird, but I kind of like change.”

      He shook his head. “I get it. Routines can get old after a while. Sometimes a change of scenery is exactly what, well, the doctor ordered.”

      Her peal of laughter over his silly pun both soothed and riled him up. There was an inherent sweetness to it that felt great, but the sultry undertone made him think of pushing her down into a thick pellet of grass so he could slide against her skin to skin.

      With the remembered scent of her sharp arousal outside strong in his mind, it was impossible not to imagine how good it would feel to be inside her. Goddess, she would be so snug around him too. His brain nearly melted at that thought. It also sobered him. Age of a shifter could be difficult to determine, but from what he’d picked up on they were probably close to the same age. Which made it all the more difficult to think of her as a virgin.

      A surge of fresh possessiveness coursed through him making his muscles tight and his cock harder than before.

      Mate.

      The word popped into his head before he could stop it and it dug its claws so deep into his mind he knew the echo wasn’t going away. No matter how many times he pushed it away or fought against it, it had taken hold and wouldn’t be denied.

      Now he just needed to find a way to convince her to take a chance on him.

      “Simon, are you still here?”

      He blinked at his name from her lips and focused in on her words, most of which he’d missed. “Sorry,” he said. “Got lost in my thoughts for a second.”

      She sucked her bottom lip in and bit down for a moment and he groaned at the action. Biting was his weakness. Whether he gave them or received them or in her case, watched her bite her own lip, he could barely breathe with the need to possess her literally gripping him by the balls.

      “I guess it’s not important,” she said.

      “No, it is. Everything you say is. I just have a bad habit of getting lost in my thoughts sometimes. Please forgive me.” He reached up and traced his finger across the spot where her teeth had sunk into her lip. “Did it hurt?” he asked.

      “Did what hurt?” She looked confused, but the breathlessness of her voice told him so much more.

      “The bite to your lip.” Before she could answer he was out of his seat and around the kitchen island. He spun her stool, gripped her thighs and spread them wide enough to step between them.

      Of course her resulting gasp only egged him on. It wasn’t a protest. This time he touched both thumbs to her bottom lip as he cradled her face in his hands. “You haven’t answered me yet,” he whispered as his head lowered until their lips were mere inches apart. He could see the tiny little indent where her teeth had pressed in and the pressure in his cock increased ten fold.

      “No, not really. I mean—I don’t know. I didn’t think about it.” Her lips parted as her breathing grew shallow.

      What he did next he couldn’t have stopped if he wanted to—and he didn’t. He leaned forward and sucked her lip into his mouth and pressed his teeth into the tender flesh. It all happened so fast, but the nip turned into a bite and he pulled back knowing damned well he had no business being so rough with her.

      Only she wasn’t complaining. In fact, her eyes had dilated and she reached forward and grabbed his forearms. She was pulling him in not pushing him away.

      “This is dangerous,” he admitted. Not that he particularly cared. He ignored danger all the damned time.

      “I know. And I like it.”

      He closed his eyes and groaned. If she or anyone else thought he could stop after something like that…

      “We need to go somewhere private.”

      He reared back thinking someone must have hit him on his head. Had she just said…

      “Don’t look so shocked, Doc,” she said, laughing. “People have sex all the time, right?”

      “Indeed they do.” Although that statement didn’t apply to her at all. But as much as he wanted to question her, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He’d wanted her since the moment she walked into Dark Moon. Hunger for her had hit him in the face long before he’d caught her mating scent.

      “I have a cabin not too far from the clinic. I haven’t used it in a long time, but it’s probably somewhat presentable.” Not that he gave a shit about presentable. He’d just as soon take her here, outside under the black sky dotted with brilliant white stars with the cool air brushing across their heated skin. He ran his hands down her face and traced a line down her neck.

      “Too far.” The husky tone of her need filled voice went straight to his dick, making him regret both the jeans and underwear confining him.

      “We can’t stay here. Not with big brother watching.”

      She pulled out of his touch. “That’s for sure. I know of a place, it won’t take long to travel there,” her voice hitched, “but there’s only one way to get there. Follow me, I’ll show you.”

      “I don’t care.” And he didn’t. As long as it meant he got to spend some time alone with her while preferably naked, he was in.

      He followed her back outside into the darkness and the crisp night air. He took a deep breath and used that moment to calm the racing of his pulse at the thought of seeing her naked.

      “It’s up there.” She turned and pointed to the top of the largest mountain that loomed against the night sky in the distance. “Our old family lair still stands, although it needs a lot of work.”

      Simon compressed his lips. For him to travel there on his own would take days. That definitely wasn’t going to work for him. He didn’t want to wait an hour to his place. “What are you suggesting?” Although he was pretty sure he already knew the answer.

      “We can be there in less than ten minutes. If we fly…”

      He took a deep breath. While he spent more time with humans than most other shifters, and considered himself well adjusted to the modern world, the idea of hitching a ride… Well, it sounded kind of weird. And about as unromantic as he could get.

      “You want me to—?”

      She nodded. “Yep. Why? Is that not manly enough transportation for you?”

      He thought he’d hid his cringe well, but obviously she’d picked up on his hesitation. Not that he’d say it out loud now. “I’m game if you are, sweetheart.” Plus, he had to admit he was beyond curious. Shit. How often would he get a chance to get up close and personal with her in dragon form?

      Ha! All the time if he had his way.

      “Good. I’ll shift and you climb on. There’s absolutely nothing to be afraid of. Even if you fell off, which you won’t, I’d easily catch you.”

      Before he could give her his no fear response, she untied her robe and dropped it to the grass. His eyes widened. To his credit, however, he managed to stay still and not react. Though the wolf’s low growl in his head let him know that she had his full attention.

      He’d already seen her acres of pale, perfect skin on his operating table, but dammit that wasn’t even close to the same. Without the sights and sounds of a medical facility, not to mention the absence of white sheets covering certain parts, he was getting a completely different perspective.

      Goddamn, but she was beautiful.

      Unfortunately, as much as he wanted to take his time and begin memorizing every inch and curve, her body blurred under a shimmer of light blue magic and desire gave way to curiosity. The transformation from gorgeous woman to breathtaking dragon only took a few seconds, but his brain grasped every detail it could along the way.

      Fair skin gave way to red-black scales, that were more red in some places and more black in others. Hands and feet instantly changed to long, curved claws that gleamed in the moonlight with their deadliness.

      As she looked down on him with horns on her head and oversized teeth peeking from the sides of her mouth, he had to admit that her sheer size alone could intimidate just about anyone or anything.  Which gave way to another more frightening thought.

      If these dragons decided to wage war on the shifters of this region, what chance did they have? How would a wolf, or a cougar or hell, even a bear, fight that? With those troubling thoughts swirling in his mind, he climbed on her back and grabbed hold as she flapped her massive wings and lifted into the air.

      He'd flown in a plane once and he’d thought that seemed unnatural, but this. Holy shit. With the cold air of night whipping through his hair and the beautiful glide of Kenzie’s wings sending them soaring up the mountain, he couldn’t contain his excitement as he let the wolf come forward and howl into the clear, crisp air.

      She must have liked his reaction because she followed that up with a shot of fire that lit up the mountain they were flying straight toward. As they closed in on a wall of solid stone, he tightened his grip just in time. She banked left, then right, heading straight up the mountain face.

      A minute later she flew over the top of the mountain and an old, decaying castle came into view. At least he didn’t know what else to call it. Its sheer size was massive, but it had been abandoned and not held up particularly well on its own. Kenzie dropped down on the ground and he slid onto the grass. While he stared at the stone and marble structure he missed her shift until she came up next to him, dressed in the exact robe she’d left behind at Galen’s house.

      “Where did that come from?” he asked. There was no way he missed her stashing that robe somewhere else.

      She shrugged. “Conjured it. I don’t actually have to carry or find any clothes if I don’t want to.”

      Yet another tidbit he did not know about the dragons. “I didn’t realize you had that kind of magic at your disposal.” There was so much he didn’t know and he couldn’t wait to learn more.

      “We have all of the abilities of the supernaturals that were created by Fergusons. It’s how they got it.”

      “Wait. So that means you can also speak—”

      Yes. I can communicate without speech.

      He heard the voice in his head as clear as if she’d spoken, but she’d not uttered a sound.

      “You’ve been holding out on me. What else you got? Are all dragons like this?”

      She smiled, but instead of answering right away she walked towards the entrance to the original dragon lair. He surveyed the area. He’d never been up here. For him or the wolf, the journey would take days and not be easy with the rough, rocky terrain covering the side of the mountain. There was also the matter of the signs that warned trespassers away. This was well known as private property and nearly everyone had honored that despite the decades of abandonment.

      There were stories, of course. Shifters who’d made the trek up here back in the 60s or 70s, but that had not gone well. Lives had been lost and—

      “Wait. If you have all those abilities, then the stories about this land being spelled to keep people out are true.”

      Her steps faltered for only a moment, but it was enough he noticed. She remained silent until they got inside, her reluctance to talk about it palpable.

      “That wasn’t us. I’ve been told that there used to be a very powerful coven in the area and it was their spell that banished us and everyone else from this mountain. At least that’s the stories I grew up hearing anyways.”

      It was his turn to stop and stare. “Banished?” What the hell was she talking about? “Your family abandoned us.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not the story I heard at all. No one wanted to leave, but they were forced to in order to survive. Why else would we leave? My family had everything they needed here. Especially magic. The land here is so rich with it. I noticed the difference as soon as I arrived.”

      “I have no idea.” And as much as he wanted to hold onto his skepticism, he had a feeling she was telling the truth. The witches and the shifters did not always get along. While they were currently in a somewhat tolerable situation with the few left in the area, that hadn’t always been the case. In the last war between their two kinds many lives had been lost by both sides.

      “So what happened to the spell? How is it we stand here now?”

      “Galen believes the last of the family line that created it must have recently perished. Nothing else makes sense, I guess. I doubt it was a change of heart that brought it down. Witches can hold a grudge like no one’s business.”

      He nodded. She was right. No witch would have broken something that powerful without massive motivation. He made a mental note to pass this information off to Rafe as soon as possible. He could probably contact the Guardian of the Gunn clan for clarification. He’d mated a powerful, albeit twitchy witch some time ago. Hopefully she could offer some insight into this new information.

      “Hold on.” His mind came to a screeching halt and switched gears. “If you can use magic to conjure clothing whenever you need it and vice versa, what was with the dramatic unrobing before your shift?”

      A sly smile crossed her face. “Would you believe me if I told you I was hoping to distract you? Not everyone loves to watch the shift from human to dragon. Some even call us monsters.”

      He thought on that a moment before once again meeting her gaze. “Nope. I’m calling bullshit on that. Your dragon is breathtaking and the change seamless. Why would I of all people call you a monster?”

      She turned away and walked over to a low window with crumbling stone beneath it. “I was testing you. I needed to see your reaction to the woman before you faced the dragon.”

      He frowned, not sure how he felt about her answer. “Did I pass?” His sarcasm came through loud and clear and he didn’t care. “Next time you want to know something about me, just ask. I don’t need to be tested.”

      “It wasn’t like that. Not exactly. I wanted to see if I was capable of distracting you.”

      “Distract me from what?”

      “Wrong word. You were—a—attracted to me, right? Turned on?”

      Simon nodded, taking several steps in her direction. He was beginning to get an idea where this might be headed.

      “I wanted to know what would happen if you saw me naked.”

      He took a deep breath as his mind recalled exactly how damned amazing she’d looked naked. It wasn’t a sight he would ever forget. “What did you think was going to happen?”

      “Why do you think I did it? I didn’t know exactly.” She bit down on her bottom lip with her top teeth and he was a goner.

      He ate the remaining space separating them with long strides until he was able to reach out and touch her. “You’re biting again.” His thumb grazed over the exact spot where her teeth had sunk in. “You should probably know that’s going to be my job from now on.”

      He dipped his head and nipped at her lip. Her eyes widened and the arousal he’d sensed earlier flared hotter than before.

      “Simon.” She spoke his name on a broken whisper and it was all the invitation he needed.  He put his hand on her hip and eased her closer until they nearly touched.

      “Kenzie,” he whispered, dipping his head to nip at the curve of her neck. By the end of the night she would be covered with his bites and more. Possessiveness flared to life again, but this time ten times more powerful than before.

      He needed her now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Kenzie didn’t know whether to protest or beg. This had been her big idea and now her insides shook with equal parts anticipation and fear. But the burning need in her core and between her legs was literally driving her crazy. It was time to end this.

      Whatever problem her mating had started had yet to fully resolve, making it difficult for her to think about much other than Simon and his intense blue gaze raking over her.  Not that the rest of him was any less intriguing. She’d liked it a lot when he’d emerged from the woods without his clothes.

      Now with his mouth on her skin, it was even better. All her brain wanted to focus on was how to get more. She didn’t have to wait long. His mouth closed over hers and she melted into him. He also grabbed her hip and pulled her tight against his entire body and she got a clear indication of how much he wanted her in the form of his hot erection pressed against her middle.

      Which only got better when he grabbed her thigh with his other hand and pulled her leg over his hip, opening to the hot press of his cock against her needy core. She whimpered in his mouth as he plundered her with his tongue, something he did with no hesitation and with no questions asked.

      Like an Alpha.

      She ignored that thought because her brain couldn’t function beyond the sensations flowing across her skin and rushing through her blood. Within minutes—no, seconds—he had her breathless and panting. The need for him was unlike anything she’d ever imagined.

      He tore his mouth from hers and looked down at her. The previous glimpses of lust and need were nothing compared to the blaze in his eyes now. Whatever shield she had tried to maintain to keep this situation simple, disintegrated under the force of his hot stare.

      “Goddess, Kenzie, you are literally going to kill me.” His hoarse voice sent a zing all the way to her toes. “You need this. Hell, I know I need this. But I’m so twisted up over you and what this means, I’m not sure we’ll both come out of this okay at the other end.”

      His breath caressed her lips with every uttered word. All she could think about was the delicious heat and what it meant. She knew there was something she was supposed to say in a moment like this, but she couldn’t think of it for anything. Nothing beyond the desire currently consuming every living cell of her body. He’d done that. He’d awakened something in her and it had grown to the point there was no stuffing it back into the proverbial box.

      She had to see this through.

      “Please don’t stop now.” There was nothing else she could say. To put a halt to this now—well, she feared there’d be no recovery.

      He breathed out on a shudder that vibrated against her skin, and he pressed his lips to hers once again.

      While no less urgent, this kiss was nothing like their first. In his office they’d come together under stress and impulsive needs. With no thought of anything other than a compulsion to be together. This time it was still as exhilarating and stunning as before, but they no longer felt like strangers. Every touch, every bite, and every kiss felt intentional despite the temporary nature of their relationship.

      For just one night she was prepared to surrender to the undeniable attraction that held her enthralled.

      Kenzie pulled back from the kiss and blinked up at him. “I need you to be my first.” She had no idea why she continued to bring that embarrassing fact up, but for whatever reason she wanted him to know just how important this was to her. It would never be forgotten.

      A low, quiet groan rumbled from his chest, making her shudder against him. Good Goddess, but that was hot.

      “As far as I’m concerned, that makes you mine.” Before she could respond he lowered his mouth back to hers and whatever question or comments still in her mind disappeared. Instead she was lost in the scent and feel of her wolf. His conviction in what he wanted from her was a powerful aphrodisiac that fed every desire and need consuming her.

      Another groan from him and the kiss deepened, making her feel like he was drowning in her every bit as much as she drowned in him. It was obvious as they continued to press against each other that some barrier between them was dissolving. A fact she couldn’t—or wouldn’t—face right now.

      They were no longer two people, unknown to the other. Something much deeper was happening and they were both helpless to stop it. All while lips clashed and hands fisted in each other’s clothes.

      Fuck.

      She hated obstacles.

      Kenzie pulled on her magic and in an instant they were both naked and pressed skin to skin. That low growl of his increased and the heat of his erection was suddenly pushed against her inner thigh.

      “Don’t move,” he commanded, his voice taking on a gruff, gravely tone that made it hard not to melt on the spot. She froze in position—that being the position of his cock pressed against the most sensitive spot on her body.

      “Simon,” she started to protest and stopped. There was a look in his eyes that in no uncertain terms let her know that he was in charge now, not her.

      She didn’t normally take orders well, but there was something about that look, or about him, that made her make an exception. She also didn’t want him to stop and was willing to do just about anything to prevent it.

      “I don’t want to hurt you. You are far too precious to me for that. We need to go slow.”

      She pulled her brows together because she didn’t understand why he thought she needed kid gloves. Then she realized it was her own fault.

      “I’m a virgin, not dumb, Simon. I’ve been to University, I’m well read, I’m more than capable of any diplomatic mission I could be tasked with as well as a warrior fully capable of taking on any front line enemy that dares to threaten my family. But you don’t think I know what I’m getting into with sex?” She laughed. “I have a box of sex toys at home that would make you blush six ways to Sunday if you saw them. I’m not a virgin by choice, but by design. My family name made it all but impossible for me. Doesn’t mean I don’t know how to take care of business. Needs are needs.”

      By the time she finally shut up, his growls had turned downright feral. His eyes were also glowing gold with just a tinge of blue left around the edges.  “You are treading on dangerous ground, Kenzie,” he said on a hoarse whisper.

      “Am I?” She tried to pretend she didn’t know, but failed. Her breathing was as erratic as his. “Do it,” she dared, hoping her teasing him didn’t backfire.

      “We should have went to my place. I at least have a bed. You deserve more than a quick fuck against a wall in a crumbling pile of rocks.”

      She followed his gaze around the long abandoned great room of her family’s home. “I don’t need a bed, but if it makes you feel better.” She reached for her magic once again and conjured a luxurious bed like the one she used back in Scotland. In fact, all the details were the same right down to the exquisite and very expensive sheets she preferred for sleeping.

      His arm tightened around her back as he lifted her and tossed her onto the plush mattress, following her down at the same time. “If it’s so easy for you to create whatever you want with magic, why not go ahead and use it to fully restore the castle? Why make do with the much smaller house Galen is staying in?”

      Kenzie breathed through the rush of need having his weight press down on her caused. Now was not the time for remodeling conversations. “It doesn’t quite work like that. The magical stuff isn’t exactly real.”

      He shifted his leg to push hers farther apart, making it easier for his hand to run the full length of the inside of her thigh. “This bed feels pretty real to me.”

      She gasped when his fingers reached the apex of her thighs and he slid one of them inside her. “It’s only temporary,” she panted. “When I leave the area, so will my magic. And while it’s simple enough to make some clothes or a bed appear, an entire castle is far outside the scope of my power.”

      When he grazed the perfect spot, she arched into his hand for more.

      “Hold still,” he growled, removing the pressure he’d begun to apply.

      She whimpered, partly in frustration and partly because she knew he wanted something from her that it wouldn’t be easy to give—her submission.

      Although she did try to keep still. She definitely couldn’t handle him stopping now as the desire and need flamed through her blood, threatening to explode at any moment.

      “I’m going to make you come first, beautiful. Not only do I want to watch you come apart underneath me, but it will make this much easier for you.”

      She could have protested, but why? He was offering her everything she’d ever wanted and he seemed intent on not taking no for an answer. Instead she reached out and touched him, her hands running along the hard slabs of muscle that covered his chest and shoulders.

      The feel of his strength made her itch for more. She wondered if every man felt like this and promptly decided they could not. Simon was unique. Perfect. Made for her.

      She tried to shut that thought out and couldn’t. The more he stroked, the higher she climbed and the knowledge of what he was to her solidified.

      Mate.

      Kenzie squirmed, struggling with the feelings and sensations Simon’s touch created inside her. The pressure that was building was enough alone to make her want to scream. He wasn’t just going to make her come. He was going to make her COME!

      She stared into his eyes, afraid to look away and miss one single moment. Especially when his blue eyes turned golden with the glow of the wolf. They were both shifters and she understood what it meant to have those two sides always competing for control. She also knew that when the two halves co-existed in equal states, it was about the sweetest place to be.

      Was that where he was now?

      “I see your wolf,” she gasped as his finger stroked her sweet spot.

      His cock jerked against her thigh and her heart skipped a beat as she thought about all of that inside of her. Shifters didn’t shy away from nudity and she’d seen her fair share of naked males, but good Goddess she might as well have never seen a single one because they simply didn’t compare to—him.

      She tightened her fingers deep into his flesh as her inner muscles began to contract. She tried to wait. To make it last a bit longer, but she’d never felt anything this incredible.

      “Go with it, beautiful. Let me see you come.” The guttural command sent shivers along her skin as her body detonated in waves of intense pleasure. If that wasn’t enough to begin with, Simon moved so quick, spreading her legs wider and lowered his face to her core. Where he proceeded to lap at her pussy and lick up all the slickness his touch had caused.

      Her hands grabbed at his shoulders, her fingers curling and her nails scraping against his back. Her orgasm bombarded her with continued ecstasy and his name tumbled from her lips in an endless stream. As he continued to work her over, she bucked her hips for more and it threatened to become too much, until finally the convulsions began to subside.

      Yet, she still wanted more. So much so it was easy to see that he could become an addiction. If he wasn’t already.

      As her brain tumbled a million different thoughts through her mind, Simon lifted his head and returned to his knees. She followed the lines of his body until her gaze clashed with the long, thick cock jutting in her direction.

      She thickly swallowed as the enormity of what they were about to do slammed into her. He’d warned her that he wouldn’t just walk away and she’d chosen to ignore that warning in favor of this one night.

      And she didn’t care. That realization crystalized in her brain as he leaned toward her with his hand fisted around his cock, a spot of precum leaking from the tip.

      Yes.

      She wanted more.

      Even if that meant he would never settle for once.

      He pressed the head to her entrance and stopped. “Tell me this is what you want, Kenzie. I need to hear you say that you need this as much as I do. That you understand that you are mine.”

      Nothing could have stopped her from having him. No words. No threats. No responsibilities.

      She nodded and that must have been good enough for him. He slid his hand up her belly to grasp a nipple between his fingers as he pressed into her nice and slow.

      She gasped and tried to squirm for more, and yet he continued torturously slow. Her inner muscles clenched as another orgasm began to roll through her before he was even half way in.

      “Simon!” She knifed upward until she could sink her teeth into his jaw.

      On a deep growl, he slammed home with one thrust as the release tore through her in continued waves. She couldn’t think, only react as everything became a blur. Teeth. Fingers. Cock. Pussy. He may have lifted her legs over his shoulders, but she couldn’t be sure. She truly felt blinded by pleasure as he pounded into her.

      Every angle. Every thrust took him deeper than the last. And then he was on her sweet spot and all was lost. She exploded again while Simon never stopped. There were screams, although even those sounded disembodied as he rocked into her one last time as a fierce roar ripped from his lungs.

      Her eyes widened as she felt the pulses of his release. Her fingers dug into his back as she begged him to get closer. Not an easy feat with their sweat slickened skin. Although they both clung to each other to attempt that very thing.

      By the time her mind came back into her actual brain, they had both collapsed against the bed. She released the death grip she had on his arms and winced at the deep rivulets she’d caused with her nails.

      “Sorry,” she whispered.

      “For what?” He raised up on his elbows and looked down at her.

      “I might have gotten a wee rough. You’ve got holes in your arms from these.” She wiggled her fingers in front of him.

      “Holy shit, Kenzie. You think I care about that? Fuck. That was insane. I need to breathe for a minute, but then you’re going to have to do that again.”

      Warmth bloomed in her chest and it had nothing to do with physical activity. There were so many reasons why this night couldn’t be repeated. She had to tell him. If she didn’t he would never relent. Maybe the truth would get to him.

      “I know what you’re thinking and you need to stop. I told you. You are mine and I meant it. This only made me more certain. Now give me a kiss and make sure you mean it.”

      She couldn’t believe it when a giggle slipped from her lips. He was making her lose her mind. There was simply no other explanation. Soon she would have to ruin it all. But couldn’t she take a minute to pretend? Just a minute to revel in his power and strength and ability to make her nearly pass out from pleasure?

      Yes, yes she could.

      Because reality was coming soon enough and it was going to rip her heart out—again.
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      “What do you mean dragons don’t have a problem with breeding more dragons? I thought there weren’t many fertile females? Won’t you eventually die out if you don’t find a solution?”

      “No,” she said, staring off into the distance below them. “Shifters and humans are compatible, as you’ve no doubt learned. Shifter DNA is far dominant to human DNA and that allows shifters to have shifter babies. They might be birthed by human women, but they are shifters in every respect. So our general population has grown steadily while in Scotland.”

      “Okay. So why the big deal about you mating with a different shifter? You have five brothers, right? They should have no problem carrying on the family line. Provided they can find humans that will have them.”

      She laughed, a beautiful sound that made his body tighten with desire to sweep her back to the pretend bed still sitting in the middle of the room.

      “You don’t strike me as that naïve, Simon. When have you ever found anything about shifters to be that easy?”

      He pulled his lips into a tight line. He couldn’t ever remember a time when shifter life was what anyone would call easy. While they had good times and bad, certain situations always seemed to go from bad to worse and that stress caused a lot of fighting amongst the clans which inevitably lead to war. “There’s a catch, isn’t there?”

      It was her turn to frown and he hated seeing the light disappear from her face. “There is always a catch. And sometimes those exceptions are taught to us in the most painful of ways.”

      Sadness filled her voice as he glimpsed something he expected came with a lot of pain. “I didn’t mean to bring up something that would cause you pain. I only wanted to explore why the woman I have come to care for can’t become my mate.”

      Her eyes closed and he swore he saw moisture gathering at their corners. Fuck. He was somehow saying all the wrong things.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Simon. And I wish it were an option. But if you take nothing else from all of this you must understand that what we have together has gone as far as it can. Even if we both wanted it to happen, it just can’t.”

      A surge of anger whipped through his blood. He was so sick and tired of people telling him about what “can’t” happen. He balled his hands into fists and stalked across the room away from her and the back again.

      “I’ve devoted my entire life to finding the impossible solutions. Nothing is impossible. Tell me why and I will do whatever it takes to find a resolution. Use me. I’m certain I can help. I did it before, I can do it again.” He hesitated, taking a deep breath as the trace of humor he’d felt dissolved. “You need to take this seriously, Kenzie, because I’m not walking away from this. Not now. Not ever. It’s too fucking important.”

      Her visible cringe made his stomach cramp.

      “Trust me. I am taking this seriously. You think I can’t feel the bond trying to form between us? This is going to hurt me as much as it hurts you. But I’m not stupid. I KNOW the truth and the truth is we CAN. NOT. BE. TOGETHER.”

      “Then you need to fucking tell me because I’m ready to tear this castle down piece by fucking piece if I have to.” He stepped close to her and drew her into his arms, stomach to stomach, chest to chest. “Tell me why.”

      He could see that whatever she was holding back had etched pain across her face and he hated that. But as much as it hurt him to see her hurt, he needed her honesty more. “Tell me,” he repeated, this time putting the thread of steel only an Alpha possessed into his words. While she was dragon, with abilities that far outweighed his, she was not an Alpha. And he hoped that with the bond already formed between them, because fuck her assertion it was ‘trying’ to happen, she’d feel a compulsion to answer him.

      “That’s not fair,” she hissed at him.

      “Fuck fair. I want a damned answer.”

      She glared at him, her anger evident. But he didn’t back down. She was far too important to roll over and give up.

      “My parents didn’t have six children. They had seven.”

      He reared back, completely confused. “What the hell does that have to do with us?”

      “Do you want the story or not? If so, then shut up and let me tell it.”

      He wisely closed his mouth.

      “In addition to myself and my five brothers, I had a sister. A beautiful, sweet and loving woman and a rare white dragon. Goddess, she was so beautiful. My mother always used to tell me that when I was born, Fiona refused to let my mother care for me. She insisted that it was her duty to raise me. Apparently they used to fight about it and inevitably she would win because one of my bone headed brothers would cause some sort of trouble that my mother would need to take care of and force her to leave me in Fiona’s care. Needless to say, we were close. Unlike me, however, she was perfect in every way.”

      He touched her cheek. “You are perfect too. Don’t ever say otherwise.”

      Kenzie ignored his statement and continued. “Eventually, I needed less and less care and Fiona went into mating heat. She embraced her duty as a fertile female dragon and was prepared to take whatever mate our father deemed appropriate. She couldn’t wait to bear dragons. Only as you know, Mother Nature doesn’t ever play by the rules and delivered her mate to her in the form of a bear who had come to negotiate with our father.”

      “And your family refused to allow it?”

      She shook her head. “The complete opposite, actually. My father believed in all aspects of shifterhood, but especially fate, magic and free will. So they embraced her decision to mate Andrei and he left his original clan to join ours. He refused to take her away from her family and everyone was thrilled. Soon after Fiona got pregnant and our family got busy preparing for their baby’s grand entrance.”

      Simon wanted to tell Kenzie to stop. The physical pain he sensed from her as she got deeper into the story was driving him crazy. His wolf side was taking it even worse. He was getting angry and restless. But they both knew whatever this was he had to hear it. If he was ever going to understand and overcome her family’s objections to their probable union, he needed to fully grasp their objections.

      “That winter, the child was born and not long after we knew something was very different about Fiona and Andrei’s dragonling. Although no one expected how bad it would become.”

      He tried to think of what could have gone wrong. While shifters were typically born healthier than human babies, there could be complications. “Did you have a doctor to help?”

      She shook her head. “There were no healers in our lair at the time. However, it wouldn’t have helped.”

      He found that hard to believe. “Why not?”

      “Are you familiar with the term Chimera?”

      He nodded, agitation surfacing at the negative connotation. “I have heard it.” His stomach tightened as he imagined she was referring to the term often defined as a monstrous hybrid creature.

      “He was powerful, Simon. Even more powerful than our children usually are. He grew at an alarming rate, had uncontrollable bouts of rage, and could not be subdued even by my most powerful brother. It was crazy and we didn’t know how to handle it. Especially when dead bodies started showing up.”

      He now saw where this was going and wasn’t sure he wanted to hear about how whether they had to kill the child or not. Hybrids were different for sure, but monsters?

      Kenzie wrapped her hand around her throat. “We were all terrified, Simon. We had a real life fire breathing hybrid monster living in our lair and no one other than my sister could get near him.”

      “Kenzie,” he whispered, running his hand back and forth along her spine to comfort her. Her distress had turned palpable and he regretted making her talk about it. “You don’t have to tell me anymore. I think I can extrapolate the rest.”

      She shook her head. “No, you were right. You need to hear it all. Otherwise you will never understand why a mating between us can and never will be allowed to happen.”

      Simon’s already agitated wolf shifted in his mind, his irritation growing in bounds. She was wrong. Whether he heard the story or not, he would never give up. She’d effectively handed him another puzzle to solve. Yes, it seemed unsurmountable, but he didn’t believe in the impossible and wasn’t about to now. Every problem had a solution. He just needed to find it.

      Kenzie took a deep breath and continued. “Word spread about my nephew as did the rumors about his blood thirst. The clan leaders in our territory called for a summit and my father agreed. Rather than risk bringing any outsiders into our lair, my parents consented to go to them and the meeting was set. It was supposed to be a secret, but somehow word got out and by the time the meeting started everyone knew what was happening and why. Andrei and Fiona were with their son when he first heard the rumors. The resulting rampage did more than tear our family apart. It decimated it. My nephew killed his father first and then locked his devastated mother in a cage. I wish I could say that was the worst of it all, but it was only the beginning. By the time my sister got free and was able to subdue him, over thirty people had been killed, including my mother and father.”

      Kenzie’s voice broke and the pain of it pierced through all of his emotional barriers. If for even a second he’d believed that he could walk away from her, and he didn’t, the pain of her story tearing through him cemented his resolve. He would find a way to fix this.

      “I’m so sorry, love.” He leaned forward and kissed at the tears clinging to lashes that seemed to refuse to fall. She was breaking his heart. Fuck. He wanted to take that from her and save her from feeling this all over again.

      “To say our family was devastated is an obvious understatement. Everyone in our territory called for his immediate death. But no one was certain how it could be accomplished. While my brothers contemplated what had to be done, Fiona took the responsibility of stopping him all on herself. My quiet, sweet, loving sister poisoned her son and then took the poison herself. I lost half my family in the span of twenty-four hours and we’ll never be the same. So, no, no matter how you feel or how I feel, we cannot be mated. No one in our family will ever take that risk again.”

      “Kenzie,” he started.

      She pulled away from him and the room around them shimmered. The bed they’d shared faded into the rubble of the abandoned lair. The symbolism of the crumbling stone castle did not escape him. Like their family, this place was in pieces. But what she hadn’t quite figured out yet was that he was the man who would help her put them back together again.

      He’d done a lot of crazy things in his life, especially in the name of helping his family. His clan. It wasn’t much of a stretch for him to expand that to her family as well. She would be his mate. That he knew clear to his bones. He just had to solve the genetic puzzle and his mind was already sifting through the possibilities as she put space between them.

      He’d give her that space for now. He’d brought out an emotional response in her that she wasn’t quite ready for. But she would be. Until then, he had to get to work. He’d had no idea just how important stopping Kenzie’s mating cycle would become beyond the saving her life part.

      He was going to save both their lives. And he had the DNA sitting in his lab to do it.

      “Stop it,” she said, anger tinging her words.

      “Stop what?”

      “I think I know that look, Simon. Stop thinking you can solve this. You can’t.”

      “I can,” he said, refusing to believe otherwise.

      “Then you’re a fool. For years my brothers have believed we would find a way out from under this curse. They even have believed that coming to America and breaking through to this land would be enough to break it. They are wrong. You are wrong too. This isn’t just the case of some half-assed vindictive witch making sure we can’t stand on this land. Nor is it a simple science problem that you can fix in your lab. This is much bigger than that. So stop and take a breath and quit looking for a solution. You can’t break a curse you can’t understand. No one can.”

      “You think this is all because of some curse?”

      Kenzie nodded. “Of course it is. And it’s not going down just because we want it too. So let it go.”

      “I’m not letting it go. Believe what you want—for now. I will prove you wrong. What happened to your family was a tragedy, but it’s not destined to happen again. I will make sure of that.”

      Anger flushed her face bright red. “You need to leave. Just get out of my life and don’t look back. If you can’t do that, then I’ll leave.”

      Her words struck fear into the deepest recesses of his mind, but it also sparked a possessive anger that he couldn’t contain. That small ugly part of him that he hid as best he could. “Leave and I will hunt you, MacKenzie. And I will find you. I don’t care if you can fly to the other side of the world. I will find you. And then you will be my prisoner until I can figure this out. I have no qualms about locking you in a cage until you understand the truth. So you might as well get it through your head right now. You. Are. Mine.”

      For a moment she said nothing. The air between them stilled as darkness and anger swirled through his blood. There were many ways to define a monster. She just didn’t know it yet. He felt the fur trying to push through his skin and he fought it until he shook from the effort.

      His ability to maintain control thinned and things might have gotten worse if he hadn’t noticed the sweat beading at her brow or heard the air sawing in out and of her lungs in short pants. He started toward her, worry stealing through his mind.

      “Get out. Now.” Her words hit him as if they’d been sharpened by steel and tipped in blood. Or maybe it was the venom in her voice that uttered them. He’d gone way too far. Although he’d meant every word.

      “I’ll go. Because I know you need the space. But I suggest you not test me, Kenzie. Don’t make me hunt you. Neither one of us will like what happens next.”

      Her eyes changed until they glowed with the colors of a raging fire and her pupils narrowed into dragon slits. “Don’t underestimate me either, wolf. I can hold my own. Now get the hell off this land before I burn you to a fucking crisp.”

      Simon chuckled. As palpable as her anger felt, he liked that she didn’t back down. One day she would have to face the truth and it would take every ounce of her strength to deal with it.

      “Message received. I’m going for now. Now it’s your turn to heed my warning—MATE.” He uttered the last and then turned his back on her. He’d go for now because he had a lot of fucking work to do and she needed to catch her breath. But he’d be back and his fiery woman would have to deal with him whether she liked it or not.
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      Simon hunched over his latest lab notes as his mind wandered to Kenzie as it often did. It had been three weeks since she’d kicked him out and he’d only caught a glimpse of her once in town. True to his word, he’d given her the space she needed and to her credit she had not fled from him.

      It annoyed him a little that his wolf salivated over the idea of giving chase. It fired his blood and kept him on edge almost day and night. Sleep had become a thing of the past as he slaved over his research all while he ached to be with the woman he felt connected to.

      The fact he’d had one night with her and not another since drove him a little crazier each day. There was also the matter of her DNA that he’d been manipulating since his return.

      It had taken him nearly two days to get off that mountain on his own. Two days wasted that had delayed his research. By the time he got started, the adrenaline fueled anger dumping into his system had compromised his ability to control the beast.

      Simon took a slow, deep breath and held it as he placed a drop of his latest serum iteration onto the cell laden slide underneath his microscope.  Good old-fashioned research had become his constant companion and probable obsession—i.e., not much had changed in his life since his time with the Blackwood pack.

      Except that he had a mate out there who refused to acknowledge him. Yes, that fact was slowly eating him alive. But it also meant the stakes were a lot higher and made him more determined to solve their problems.

      He was also ignoring the fact that he’d gone against Kenzie’s fervent demands that there be no testing on her. Did indirect testing really count? He’d extracted DNA from her body to save her, which made him feel morally obligated to study it. He almost laughed at the thought anything he did had to do with morals. He’d lost those a long time ago.

      As he studied his latest testing results with renewed hope, a buzzer sounded from one of his security screens. He glanced up to find Rafe standing outside the lab door inside his office. Simon set aside his research and got up to let him in. Not even his alpha had the ability to enter this lab without Simon’s permission.

      Upon his return to the clinic, and before he pulled Kenzie’s egg from cold storage, he’d changed all the locks to his office and removed all access from anyone other than him. This shit was too important for an accident or someone butting into what he considered his personal business.

      At his computer station he entered the entry code to let Rafe in and he watched the door pop open and Rafe enter. Ignoring the sounds of his footfalls on the cement floor, he returned to his work station and again stared at the slide. At first, he didn’t believe what he was seeing. The cells were reacting to the serum in ways they’d never done before.

      “This better be good, Simon. You know I don’t enjoy being summoned. And there’s the fact I’ve been calling you for days and you haven’t responded. Are you having trouble with your chain of command again?”

      “I’ve made a breakthrough and I needed every second to make it work.”

      “A breakthrough? What exactly have you been working on in your mad scientist lab this time?”

      He rolled his eyes at Rafe’s assessment. He could mock and poke fun all he wanted, but if this fucking serum worked, he’d be eating crow for years to come.

      “What I’ve always worked on. And I think I’ve finally got something useful. I’ve created a fertility drug for our shifter females that utilizes the dragon magic that is embedded in Kenzie’s DNA.”

      “What! Are you serious?”

      He nodded at his friend. “Dead serious. It should counteract the hostile environment that’s been building over the last several decades.”

      “It should? You aren’t sure?”

      He lifted his shoulders. “My tests at the cellular level are conclusive. However, I have gone as far as I can without true clinical trials.”

      “What the hell does that mean? English, man. I don’t speak scientific.”

      Simon bit back a smile. It wasn’t that hard to understand what he meant, but he suspected Rafe wasn’t pleased to hear the next step.

      “I think you know,” he said. “Someone has to test it on live subjects. In order to do that I need female shifters to volunteer.”

      Rafe frowned, obviously mulling over the implications of that. “Is it dangerous?”

      “It could be. There’s no guarantee that on a larger scale the females won’t have a reaction of some kind or negative side effects.”

      “Dammit, Simon. Just tell me already. What kind of side effects and could they be lethal?”

      “You’re asking for facts I don’t yet have. Magic has always been and always will be volatile and with witches few and far between these days, I’m not sure we can prepare for the worst before testing.”

      Rafe stayed silent for a few minutes as he mulled over the facts. Simon expected nothing less from his friend. He wasn’t generally an impulsive leap of faith kind of leader. He liked to gather the facts and then consider them all before making a decision.

      “Can’t you test at least the dangerous aspects of it on some mice or something? There must be a way to find out more before we risk any of the females.”

      “No. We aren’t human and lab rats mimic human systems far different from ours. Any conclusions I could draw from a non-shifter would be near useless to us. We’ve got to live test it on a shifter female who has unsuccessfully tried to conceive or carry a child to term.”

      Rafe shoved his fingers through his hair. “Fuck. That’s tantamount to abuse. We’d be preying on the most desperate of our females willing to do anything to have a child. That’s a decision I’m not willing to make without at least consulting with a few others.”

      Simon cringed. If Rafe thought the council would take this serious he was in for a rude awakening. Those assholes were part of the problems among shifter kind. They couldn’t get out of their own damned way if their life depended on it.

      A heavy weight settled around his shoulders and threatened to drag him down. He was starting to come down from the adrenaline high he’d been using to fuel his research. It could work for a while when the excitement became palpable, but the aftermath crash would not be pleasant. He needed to eat and sleep.

      “You do what you gotta do. I did my part. I found you a solution. If it sits here going to waste then I took a big risk for nothing.” He scrubbed his palm over his face and stifled a yawn.

      “Don’t worry about it. She never has to know, dude. You did right by your clan and that’s the important part.”

      Simon’s gut twisted at the idea of Rafe being wrong. Since connecting with Kenzie, the machinations of clan life didn’t seem as important as they once did. He had something more critical to strive for and that was getting and keeping Kenzie in his life forever.

      To do that he needed to turn his research in a different direction. In an area of genetics that in the wrong hands would be more dangerous than that serum Rafe was afraid to test.

      He glanced at his safe and wished for Rafe to leave. He’d saved all of his work with the Blackwood pack and it was time to re-examine it. There had to be a way to manipulate the combined DNA between a dragon and a wolf that would not create murderous offspring.

      As if reading part of his thoughts, Rafe looked up at him and asked, “What are you going to do now? Do you still feel the pull to the Ferguson girl?”

      Rafe’s casual reference to her by her surname made anger rise inside him. The wolf too. She wasn’t just some girl. He expected his best friend of all people to understand that. He was a wolf mated to a cougar for Goddess’ sake.

      Not quite the same.

      He brushed that thought aside and refocused on his Alpha. “She is my mate,” he seethed through clenched teeth. “And there’s a lot more to her than just the Ferguson girl.” He followed that up with a series of unbidden growls. Rafe had stirred his wolf and he was feeling every ounce the anger Simon did.

      When Rafe broke into laughter, it took him every bit of strength he possessed not to punch the other man. While he might deserve it, Simon was still concerned as hell about this constant slipping of his control.

      “I get it. You know I do. Finding out your mate wasn’t at all who you thought she might be comes with a certain set of—challenges. I literally had to fight for my mate in more ways than one. I suspect it will be even more difficult for you. And speaking of…have you heard anything about their plans here?”

      “Considering Kenzie is avoiding me at all costs right now, don’t expect my spy mission to produce any results. Besides, I think I’ve done enough.”

      He and Rafe both looked towards the microscope as his Alpha nodded his head. “I agree. Your breakthrough sounds amazing, I only wish it didn’t have to risk lives.”

      “That’s an impossibility in science. I think even you understand that.”

      “I do. However, if I’m not willing to risk my own mate, how can I ask anyone else to?”

      He shook his head. “You don’t. Ask for volunteers. I guarantee more than you think will step forward, even with the risks involved.”

      Rafe pushed his hip from the counter and paced toward the exit before turning back. “I’ll think it over and then talk to Bhric and maybe Kane. I trust them more than the council. However, I’m not interested in creating more ‘scientific situations’ like those that you or Niki were embroiled in. We have to tread carefully.”

      “That’s why you’re the Alpha. I don’t want that kind of shit weighing on my mind. I can barely take care of myself.”

      Rafe looked like he wanted to say more, but after a few seconds he must have changed his mind as he turned away and disappeared through the door. The door he quickly crossed to in order to reengage the locks.

      If he was going to keep progressing and take the next steps in his research, he had to make damned sure no one else interrupted him. If Rafe thought that serum might cause trouble for him, he had no concept of what might happen next. Genetics had become a touchy subject in their territory thanks to first, the creators of the engineered white cougar soldiers, and then, the Blackwoods with their desire to use human females and genetic splices to create yet another version of a super soldier.

      That information he would hide to his grave. As for his goals…

      He just wanted his mate.

      And he would do whatever, or sacrifice whatever it took to make that happen.
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      Kitty took a deep breath and forced herself to knock on Niki’s door. When she’d accidentally overheard her mate Rafe and the Dark Moon leader Bhric talking about a new serum that Simon created, she’d barely been able to breathe.

      After so many failed attempts at conception, she had nearly given up ever being able to give Rafe the heir he needed. Then she’d finally gotten pregnant and she’d believed the fight was over. Until she miscarried.

      Then again.

      And again.

      Her mate assured her he didn’t care, but she knew better. That’s not how their world worked. Her mate was the Alpha of the Comyn wolf pack. He needed an heir.

      Yes, there was always the chance that his brothers would mate and it looked like if they mated with a human, they would be able to produce children. Then there would be a nephew that Rafe could call on to become the next Alpha when the time came.

      Somehow that didn’t erase the pain she felt every time she failed to produce. The intrinsic need she carried to have a child had nothing to do with pack politics or Alpha lineage issues and she wasn’t alone. Female shifters everywhere were suffering.

      Now there was a new hope for them and it looked like the men in their lives were going to suppress it “for their own good”.

      Fuck that.

      The door opened and Niki’s face widened in a dazzling smile. Even with her long, white blonde hair nearly obscured by a dark hoodie, she looked radiant. As one of a very few shifter women left from a scientific lab experiment gone wrong where the females were genetically bred to be the perfect blend of super soldier and alluring woman, she looked amazing no matter what she wore or what condition you found her.

      But since her daughter had been born, that beauty had grown exponentially. Motherhood agreed with her. An amazing feat all of its own considering the white cougars had originally been bred to not bear children.

      Not that she was jealous. She’d like to think those days were behind her after the hard lessons she’d had to learn. Every time she saw her friend with her child it made her happy. But she did want to see more women in their clans find that joy.

      However, there was no denying that Niki was special and meant for great things. Kitty needed some of that Niki magic right about now and hoped her friend would help her.

      Niki stepped aside and waved her inside. “Oh my Goddess, come in. I didn’t know you were coming by today. Hannah, is going to be so excited to see her auntie.”

      Kitty smiled and walked through the door. “I came by on the spur of the moment. I hope you don’t mind. Rafe is here talking to Bhric and well, something came up and I really wanted to stop by and talk to you. I need your help.” She figured she might as well get to the point. She had no idea how much time she had before Rafe came looking for her. An hour or so maybe? They’d have to move fast.

      “Oh yeah? What’s up?” Niki closed the door and walked toward her.

      “I kind of overhead Rafe and Bhric talking and well, I need someone with a certain skillset to help me break into Simon’s lab.”

      “Uh…”

      Kitty swung sharply at the unfamiliar voice and was shocked to find Lara, the cougar witch who’d mated with Kane, the cougar clan guardian, sitting at Niki’s dining room table. “Oh shit. I didn’t realize you had company.”

      “Don’t mind me. I’m just killing some time waiting for Kane to be finished with his official business. With Rafe and Bhric.”

      Kitty stared at the other woman, dumbfounded to find her sitting in Niki’s home. They hadn’t seen each other in a very long time and only once since she’d gotten into Lara’s face about stealing Kane, the Guardian cougar who she’d once been promised to. She didn’t even know that they knew each other.

      “Kitty, Lara, I assume you know each other.”

      Kitty nodded. That was kind of an understatement since she’d once considered the other woman her number one enemy.

      “It’s been a while.” And thankfully the animosity they’d once had for each other had passed even if they were never going to be best friends.

      Now she didn’t know what else to say. In a rush to get Niki on board with her plan, she’d blurted out details that could get her in a lot of trouble.

      “So you were saying you want to break into Simon’s lab. Care to elaborate?”

      She looked at Lara and then at Niki and shook her head. Fuck. She was going to have to find a different way.

      Lara smiled at her. “Don’t mind me. Just because my mate likes to consider himself the supernatural police chief around here doesn’t make me a snitch.”

      Kitty choked on a laugh that quickly turned into actual choking from that little statement. Supernatural police chief? Her laugh-coughing worsened. How could it not with that kind of gold dropped into her lap? Good Goddess. Any other day she could have had so much fun with that.

      But today she had something far more important on her mind.

      “I’m sorry,” she said after she finally got herself under control. “But that was hilarious.”

      Lara smiled at her again and Kitty felt infinitely better. Maybe there was more to the woman than she knew. Which wasn’t all that much beyond the fact she was half shifter and half witch. Some of that DNA Lara shared with her. I guess she technically was supposed to call Lara half sister? That about summed up the details she knew about Kane Gunn’s mate.

      They shared a demented father. They used to be bitter enemies. And they hadn’t spoken to each other in ages.

      Oh boy. This wasn’t going to be easy.

      “Okay, enough chit chat,” Niki said, grabbing her by the shoulders. “You can’t come in here and declare your intent to break into Simon’s lab and then not follow up with every juicy detail. What’s going on?”

      She hesitated only for a second more. It looked like she’d have to take a leap of faith in more ways than one.

      “Well, like I said I ‘accidentally’ overheard Rafe talking to Bhric. It seems Simon has finally found a cure for the female shifter procreation problems. He’s created some sort of serum that could fix everything.”

      Niki’s eyes widened and her eyebrows raised with them. She could see the skepticism already.

      “How is that possible?” she asked.

      Kitty shrugged. “I don’t know, but does it really matter? We’re talking about a cure. Do you realize how much that means to our clans?”

      Niki rubbed her head. “Yeah, I do. But why in the world would Rafe and Bhric want to not use it? That doesn’t make sense. They are as desperate for the problem to be solved as the rest of us. It could mean the difference between war or peace within our clans. We all know tensions are at an all-time high in the councils because of this crap.”

      She didn’t want to tell them the truth, but Niki was no pushover and if she wanted her help it would have to be based on all the facts.

      She stayed silent too long and Lara interjected. “This serum is risky, isn’t it? I can think of no other reason.”

      Kitty took a deep sigh. “Yeah. Apparently without shifter trials Simon has no way of knowing for sure if it will have any bad side effects. Although Rafe did say that Simon was fairly confident that it wouldn’t be fatal.”

      “Fatal!?” both women said in unison.

      Kitty frowned. Why hadn’t she found a softer way to say that? Because she was in the midst of a time crunch and she didn’t have time to be creative, that’s why.

      “Look, they talked about finding volunteers. No one would ever force this on us.”

      “They wouldn’t have to,” Niki said, narrowing her eyes. “Being unable to produce heirs to their mates makes women desperate. Desperate to try anything. I think I’m starting to get why they don’t want to risk it. Do you really think there is a male shifter out there willing to let his female die in the name of science all because he wants a child?”

      Both Kitty and Lara laughed harshly.

      “Yes. Maybe not Dean or Rafe or Bhric. But I guarantee you there are plenty out there willing to take a chance. Not every shifter in our clans is honorable like our mates. But forget that for a minute. Put the men and their uber protectiveness aside. Why should they get to make this decision for us? That’s not right.”

      Both women nodded and Kitty breathed a tad easier as she saw them move a little more towards her thinking.

      “Look, as much as I would like to debate this and take considerable time to contemplate the consequences, we simply don’t have that luxury. That meeting downstairs is going to end before long and this may be our only shot at getting that serum before they do something dumb like destroy it. We’ve got to take our chance while we can, ladies.”

      Lara looked at Niki. “She’s right. It shouldn’t be their decision alone. We need to take possession of that cure and then we can take some time and consider.”

      “Agreed,” Kitty said. “Are you going to help?”

      Niki smirked. “Of course I’m going to help. Just because I feel the need to be the voice of reason doesn’t mean I’m not going to help steal that shit. This is far too good of an opportunity to pass up. I’ve been sitting idle for too long. It’s time I got back to work in some way and this kind of thing is right up my alley. If you two try to do it without me, you are going to get caught.”

      Kitty snorted out a laugh. Leave it to her friend to interject a little ego into a heist. Although it was the exact reaction she’d expected. Niki wasn’t one to be left out of any kind of scheme that involved breaking and entering. After all, it was literally in her blood.

      A slight pang of guilt jerked in Kitty’s chest. Playing her friend against her weaknesses was just the kind of thing the old Kitty would do and she didn’t want to be that person again. But this was so damned important she had to risk it.

      “I just need to drop off Hannah with Sienna and then we can go. Do we know anything about the whereabouts of Simon or what kind of security he has?”

      Kitty shook her head.

      “Okay, I think we can still work around that. We’ll need a diversion for Simon and I’ll grab some extra equipment from my office that we may need depending on how paranoid the Doc is with his goodies.”

      Kitty bit her lip. “I think I have an idea on the diversion. Apparently that female dragon who’s been spotted around town the last few weeks has a connection to Simon. But she’s been avoiding him and that’s making him miserable. We can probably use that to our advantage and kill two birds with one stone.”

      Niki lifted her brow again.

      “What?” Kitty panned. “Do you know what a pain it is to deal with a grouchy Simon? I thought he was bad after the Blackwood situation, but this is so much worse. If she’s his mate and they need a nudge to make the connection…”

      “You are evil, woman! Okay, you do you and I’ll grab my crap. We’ve gotta go.”

      As Niki disappeared into her office, Kitty caught Lara staring at her. She tried not to squirm, but her past bad behavior with her and Kane wasn’t that far off from what she planned for Simon and his dragon lady. Although her heart was certainly in a better place.

      That should count for something, right?

      Right?!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Kenzie approached the clinic with trepidation. Whatever emergency Simon had that made him summon her wasn’t going to work. Although she had to admit she was dying to see him.

      She’d taken to showing up in town far more than necessary this past week in the hopes of catching a glimpse of him. Not that she enjoyed admitting that she missed him. But she did.

      In fact, her pining for him had gotten so out of hand she’d begun convincing herself that they could be friends. Not friends with benefits. That she knew she couldn’t handle. Just friend friends.

      Although deep in her mind, in an area she refused to acknowledge at the moment, she knew better. Her feelings for the wolf had grown infinitely stronger with distance.

      So far she’d seen him zero times and that was probably in her favor more than she knew. So what if that made her grouchy? Galen could shove his complaints were the sun didn’t shine as far as she was concerned.

      Kenzie spied the rooftop of the clinic through the trees and flapped her wings to slow her speed. She hated that every flight she took reminded her of her night with Simon. His ability to trust her as she flew him up the side of the mountain still awed her. Although making him go back down on all four paws hadn’t been her finest hour. Galen told her she was being mean. Although he did laugh about it and she noticed he did nothing to lift a finger to help Simon.

      With anticipation running alongside her nerves, Kenzie glided to the clearing around the back of the building and gently reached for the ground until her claws collided with the soft dirt. She immediately took note that a dozen or more trees had been cleared since she was last here that gave her some much needed breathing room for her dragon. Had Simon done that for her?

      Her heart softened at the thought.

      Maybe he’d been missing her as well. She took a deep fortifying breath and conjured the shift and some clothing as well. When the magic faded, she shook out her hair and ran her fingers through it until it rested across her back and around her shoulders in easy waves.

      She refused to acknowledge that her appearance mattered as she rounded the building and approached the front door of the clinic. While there was a back door, she’d noticed last time she was here it was a coded entry. Since this was a friendly visit there was no reason to force the use of that door and instead would use the public entry.

      Unlike her last visit, it appeared the clinic was empty of patients. Soft music greeted her in the lobby as well as the perfectly set temperature that suited most shifters. She also noticed a sweet aroma she hadn’t picked up on before. Vanilla maybe?

      No, sugar cookies. Her stomach grumbled. Too many hours had passed since her last meal and she suddenly found herself ravenous. Maybe if she followed the scent…

      Two doors later she found a small break room with an empty oven, an untouched microwave, a large refrigerator, a sink big enough to handle lots of cutlery and a small candle burning inside of a jar. No cookies.

      She sighed, disappointment warring with her ravenous hunger. She made a mental note to stop again at that cute bakery in town before heading back up the mountain. She’d need a stash of sweets for her busy days ahead.

      While the candle accounted for the delicious aroma, it did not explain why she’d come across no people this far. Where the hell was everyone? Particularly Simon, if he intended to meet with her.

      She backtracked to the lobby and took the other hallway she knew led to his office. She imagined him there, hunched over his work, lost in thought and losing track of time. She’d learned a lot about the man who worked tirelessly to help his people in the last several weeks. Particularly to his unfettered devotion to finding a way to help the local shifters procreate.

      A sharp pang of guilt hit her in the chest at backing out of her agreement to help him. That had been unkind, but under the circumstances and the mating heat that had been affecting her at the time, she hadn’t thought of strangers being her top priority.

      Since then she’d had some time to reconsider her position as well as consult Galen on the possibility of their magic having some kind of influence over the troubles plaguing these clans. They’d both agreed it would be worth looking into, at least on a limited basis. They needed to tread carefully so as not to open a can of worms that would lead to more trouble.

      Galen didn’t yet trust the local population and he vehemently believed that she needed to stay away from Simon. To the point he’d continually tried to convince her to return home to Scotland.

      She flat out disagreed. This would be her home now. Especially since she’d overheard a conversation between Galen and her other brothers about them all relocating here. Apparently they were planning some kind of gathering that would help them locate mates. Which should prove interesting considering how little humans here knew about shifters.

      She’d spaced out after that. She did not need to hear them boasting about their abilities to seduce women or any other stupid nonsense. But in her mind, the matter of her new home had been settled and she’d already begun the remodel on their lair. In fact, her private quarters were almost finished. Complete with no windows so as to not allow in a drop of sunshine. Speaking of.

      This day flying had irritated her skin. She’d have to ask Simon if he had any thoughts on how to make that more bearable. Especially if he preferred to meet during the day. She might have to accommodate future requests.

      Was that wishful thinking? Maybe so.

      She found Simon’s office door closed so she knocked softly to announce her arrival without jarring him from his work. And she waited. And then waited some more. What the hell was going on around here? She tried the handle and found it unlocked so she let herself in.

      “Simon. I don’t think you heard me knock. I thought we were supposed to meet at…” She stopped short when she found his office empty. Okay, this was getting freaking weird. Where in the hell was everyone?

      As she was about to turn to go and search the rest of the clinic, she heard a thump from behind one of the other closed doors across the room. In particular the one with the extensive security system that now looked like the door had a slight gap in it.

      As she moved toward it, her training and heightened senses kicked in. The scent of shifters hit her hard. Female. More than one. A full spectrum of species. But it was the sharp scent of magic that caught her attention most.

      There was a witch on the premises.

      Good Goddess. How long had it been since she’d actually confronted one of those? The population of witches in Scotland had dwindled down to almost nothing as they were driven from their homes by the ever increasing population of dragons. Despite the need for magic, dragons and witches did not get along.

      Anger flashed. If Simon had gotten involved with a witch…

      She crossed the room and shoved open the door. “What the hell is going on in—”

      Her progression into the room came to an abrupt halt as she came face to face with three women standing in front of a weird wall safe type thing that also looked a lot like a refrigerator.

      “Oh shit,” said the one closest to the refrigerator with some sort of bottle clutched in her hand.

      “Relax, I got this,” said the remarkable blonde. “Can I help you?”

      Kenzie narrowed her eyes at the false ring of her voice. Now there was a shifter not to be trusted. “Where is Simon?”

      “He’s not here and isn’t expected back anytime soon. Shall I give him a message?”

      Kenzie exploded. “Bullshit. I got a message from him to meet him here.”

      All three women looked back and forth at each other. “I thought you had them handled,” the one smelling like the witch said to the one clutching that bottle tight.

      “I thought so too, but it sounds like the wires got crossed somehow. Which means Simon is probably on his way back…”

      “Fuck.” Again the blonde.

      “What’s that in your hand?” Kenzie directed her question to the pretty one with the harsh looking scar running down her face. She had a feeling there would be quite a story behind the scar.

      “Nothing,” she said as she whipped the bottle behind her back.

      Kenzie narrowed her eyes, smelling both fear and panic. Or maybe guilt. Guilt and fear smelled pretty much the same. “You might as well tell me. No one is leaving here without a complete explanation.”

      “Is that a threat?” The sharp tongued pretty one glared at her.

      Kenzie shrugged. “Just a fact. Especially considering none of you look like you are here at Simon’s request. Which means you’re trespassing. So you might as well get to the explaining part.”

      “I don’t take threats very—”

      “It’s okay, Niki. She’s just looking out for her man.” The female with the scar pulled the bottle from behind her back and held it up. “We came for this.”

      “What is it?” She couldn’t imagine what the hell Simon could have in his clinic that would be so important to these three women. This was a clinic and it wasn’t like shifters were drug addicts or anything crazy like that. Drugs didn’t exactly work on shifters like they did humans and it would take a whole lot more than that tiny vial of liquid to impact any of these women. Except maybe the witch.

      She turned to the third one, who’d mostly remained quiet, and took a deep breath. She wasn’t just a witch either. There was also cougar in her blood.

      “It’s a cure Simon has been working on. For the females of our clans.”

      Kenzie whipped her head back around at that nugget of information. “A cure for what?” Her stomach quivered as her brain began processing the possibilities.

      “Our fertility. But you already know that considering it’s your magic that helped develop this. Only now that it’s ready for testing, our males are being assholes and trying to hide it from us.”

      She tried to process the barrage of information that the woman had flung at her and failed. There was too much going on at once. “Say that again,” she requested even though she was pretty sure she’d heard every word. “Did you say my magic?”

      The woman holding the jar held it up. “Yeah. Simon said the key came from a dragon female. Since you’re the only one I’ve heard of around here so far, I assumed he meant you. Are there more females on your mountain?” As if she wanted to prove her point, the female uncapped the bottle and the scent of it filled the room.

      Kenzie’s stomach cramped as the realization of what Simon had done flooded through her. As the sharp pain of betrayal tore at her heart, the woman continued.

      “I know that it could be dangerous for one of us to test it. But what else can we do? We need to know if it works and someone is going to have to volunteer. Pretending it doesn’t exist is no answer.”

      She didn’t know what to say. Pain like she’d never felt before threatened to suffocate her. Simon had gone behind her back and used her without permission. It had to have been during the surgery. That was the only time she wasn’t fully aware of what happened to her.

      “He had no right,” she started, still struggling to catch her breath.

      “What do you mean?” Finally the silent witch spoke up.

      “I mean,” she started slowly, “I adamantly refused Simon’s request to use any part of me for his testing. Although I had decided to take it under consideration and my brother and I have been contemplating it.”

      “Oh shit. But I thought you and him were, you know, dating or doing some kind of dance around mating. That’s what Rafe, my mate, told me anyway.”

      “No. We are not. Mating with Simon is one hundred percent not a possibility.”

      “Why not?” the super pretty blonde sneered. “Is a super intelligent, good-looking, kind hearted wolf not good enough for a dragon?” She slapped her arm against the wall and the bookshelf attached to it shook. “I swear to the Goddess if you dragons are as prejudiced and fatalistic as our fucking councils I am going to go on a murderous rampage.”

      Under any other circumstance Kenzie would have laughed at the woman’s outrage. But not today. Not with the knowledge of Simon’s betrayal utmost in her mind. Instead she got angry.

      “Do not make assumptions or false accusations about my family. Otherwise I will show you the true definition of a rampage and I guarantee no one will like it.”

      The blonde’s eyes widened two seconds before she shifted on a snarl. Tattered clothing flew and Kenzie found herself face to face with the fangs of a rather vicious looking white cougar.

      The witch jumped between them before the cougar could launch.

      “Whoa, Niki. Stop before you do something you’ll regret. You cannot attack a dragon and expect to come out on top. Are you insane?”

      Damn right.

      Kenzie’s skin was shimmering with the red-black color of her scales as she fought not to shift. As angry as she was at Simon at the moment, she didn’t relish tearing down this territory’s only clinic. They didn’t deserve it even if he did.

      “What the hell is going on in here?”

      Kenzie whirled, as did the rest of the women because Simon had just entered the fray.

      Perfect. Him she could kill.
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      Simon wasn’t sure what the hell he was looking at, but based on the murderous look in his woman’s eyes he knew it wasn’t good.

      “You bastard,” she breathed at him, heat hitting him full force. “How dare you?”

      He was about to ask her what the hell she was talking about when he spied Kitty with the small vial of fertility serum clutched in her hand. And it was open.

      A new kind of fear struck through his chest as he tried to take a step in her direction. “Kitty, what are you doing? You need to put that back right now.”

      She looked at him with confusion until she realized he was looking at her hand. She followed his gaze for a moment before looking back at him. “I’m taking this with me, Simon. The females have the right to know it exists.”

      He held up his hands as if motioning for her to stop would make her listen. “I don’t disagree with you. I do want to test it. But we first have to find the right volunteer subject.”

      She shook her head. “No, Rafe and Bhric are going to hide it. Kane too. I heard them.”

      Fuck. This was not good.

      “It shouldn’t even exist,” Kenzie said through clenched teeth.

      He wanted to agree with her and explain everything, but he couldn’t take his eyes off of Kitty. Fear of what she might do had him transfixed.

      “Kitty, please. Put it back in the fridge for safe keeping and let’s talk about it. I’ll talk to Rafe again. I’m sure we can convince him to approve the tests.”

      She scoffed at him. “You know him better than that, Simon. He’s too protective of the females. He’ll never agree to sacrifice one.”

      The sad part was she was probably right and they both knew it. But he still had to convince her otherwise.

      “It’s not ready yet, Kitty. I need more time with it. It’s possible with more research I can make the testing less risky.” Another lie and unfortunately every one of them in the room could smell it.

      “Don’t lie, Simon. It’s ugly and smells bad.”

      “Got that right,” Kenzie agreed.

      At least her dragon scales had receded even if her anger didn’t. For now, he’d call that a minor win and move on to the next battle. “We still have to do this the right way and let Rafe decide what’s best.”

      “There’s only one thing to do.” Before he could blink or react in any other way, she brought the vial to her lips and swallowed the liquid it contained.

      All five of them rushed forward but they were too late. The bottle crashed to the floor as Niki tackled Kitty and glass shattered everywhere. He ignored it all and landed at Kitty’s side a mere second after Niki.

      “Goddammit, Kitty.” He calculated how long it would take for him to get the ipecac syrup and prepare a large enough dose to make her expel the contents in her stomach. He doubted he had enough time, but he had to do something.

      “It’s too late,” Lara said from behind him. “Magic takes hold immediately, especially when it’s that strong. There is nothing you can do to stop it.”

      “Fuck fuck fuck.” He continued to cuss as he lifted Kitty from the ground and carried her out of his lab in the direction of the nearest examination room.

      “Someone needs to call Rafe.”

      “The hell they do,” Kitty snarled.

      He looked down at her sharply. “Rafe is getting a call whether you like it or not. If you have some kind of adverse reaction to that serum it’s not going to be without him at your side.”

      They all filed into one of the rooms and he placed Kitty on the exam table. “I need someone to call Marci too. This is going to be an all hands on deck effort.”

      “Oh for cripes sake,” Kitty groaned. “I’m not that fragile.”

      He turned on her, his anger over this entire situation coming out full force. “Don’t fucking say another word. You are going to do as I say and follow every single one of my instructions to the letter. If anything bad happens to you, Rafe is going to go insane. And I don’t mean in a he’s going to be super pissed even though he is, kind of way. He’s going to go full out bat shit crazy if he loses his mate. People will die. Many more will suffer. Least of all him. Are you ready for the responsibility of that?”

      Kitty clamped her mouth shut as her eyes filled with fear. He wanted to feel smug over the fact she’d listened to him for once, but he couldn’t. He had not been exaggerating about the situation. The effects of the drug were unknown, but for all their sakes he hoped to the Goddess it wasn’t fatal.

      He would be the first to die at his best friend’s hand, and rightfully so.

      “What can I do?” Kenzie stepped forward, anger still shimmering from her in waves.

      “I don’t know yet. I’ve got to get her hooked up to this equipment so I can monitor everything and then I need to draw some blood. The first twenty-four hours are going to be critical.”

      When he lifted his head to meet Kenzie’s eyes, it nearly broke him to see the pain etched into her face. When he’d started his experiments he’d truly believed he would be able to explain all of this to her in a way that she would understand. Now he realized that simply wasn’t true.

      He’d betrayed his mate.

      He needed to get out of this room and pull his shit together. “Can you watch over her while I step out and grab what I need? And for Goddess sake, do not let her leave. Tie her down if you have to.”

      Kenzie nodded and all of the women closed ranks around Kitty.

      As he stepped from the room he heard Kitty ask a question that made him freeze.

      “If it’s not prejudice that fuels your refusal of Simon, what is it? Why would you not accept his mate claim?”

      “You mean besides his betrayal?”

      He winced at the bitterness of her tone. How in the hell he was going to come back from this he didn’t know.

      “You’d already refused him before all of this, right?”

      He didn’t hear a response from Kenzie so he assumed she’d probably gestured when Kitty asked her again.

      “So what is it then? Simon is one of the best men I know. I know it might not seem like it now, but he would make an excellent mate. Honestly, there’s no one better.”

      He slumped against the wall outside the door at Kitty’s assessment. She wasn’t right, but he certainly appreciated that she thought that. Her and Rafe. They were so perfect together it was almost painful. It had been worth the journey it took them to get there. As the time passed and Kenzie didn’t answer he believed she wouldn’t. But he imagined the freshly opened wounds were tearing her apart all over again. Would he ever stop causing her pain?

      When he was about to walk away and get back to work Kenzie finally responded.

      “Because I have no choice. Dragons can’t physically mate with other shifters. It’s impossible.”

      “I know she is not talking about sex.” Niki’s sarcastic but astute response rang through the hallway. “That ship sailed weeks ago.”

      “Niki,” Lara crooned. “Maybe we should mind our own business. If she doesn’t want to mate with him she doesn’t want to mate with him.”

      “It’s not about want.”

      “I knew it!” Kitty declared and he could imagine her rubbing her hands together with glee. Crazy woman. “Now please explain so we can come up with a plan to fix it.”

      “You can’t. It’s impossible.” The desolation in Kenzie’s voice threatened to cut him down at the knees. “Now that I’ve become fertile I have to avoid all contact and you know how impossible that would be during mating heat. And I certainly can’t keep asking him to remove my egg every single time. What a nightmare. But a child would be much worse. It would be a monster.”

      “What? That’s ridiculous. Interspecies shifters have had kids. Every one of us proves that.”

      “Trust me, it’s different with dragons. Our DNA is volatile and dangerous.”

      The women were throwing out ideas left and right and he was barely listening. All he could hear was the pain inside Kenzie and how much this was hurting her. It was extreme and it was all his fault. He’d taken things too far up on that mountain and she was paying the price.

      Didn’t matter that he hurt too. It was his fucking job to protect her.

      “Why not just use magic to fix it then?”

      Wait. What?

      Simon stood up and leaned closer to the open doorway as Lara continued her thought.

      “If having children is the only issue why not use magic to bind you from having any? Unless having a child is more important. I mean, I don’t know what your life goals are. But you and Simon seem pretty deeply connected. And that’s not something to take lightly. Walking away from a mate could have lifelong repercussions.”

      The room fell so silent after Lara’s revelation you could have heard a pin drop. The idea of using magic to fix their problems never occurred to him. Although it should have. He might have his brain rooted in science. But the science of shifters didn’t fall quite in the same realm as human science. Things simply work differently when you can introduce some of the more hard to find supernatural elements.

      Idea after idea ricocheted through his mind.

      “It never occurred to me that I could use magic to fix the problem.” Kenzie spoke so quietly, even with his sensitive hearing he had to strain to catch her words.

      “Magic is always a possibility. It should at least be considered.”

      “But how? Is it a spell? A curse?”

      He loved that Kenzie and he were on the same wavelength as she peppered Lara with questions.

      “A spell. Not the easiest to accomplish, but not the hardest either. I might be able to do it though. Otherwise we need to find a stronger witch.”

      That could be a problem. How many witches were left in the region? Simon rarely heard about any. Although if anyone would know it would be Lara. She was currently the only witch living within any of the shifter clans that he knew of.

      “Where? Are there more witches here?”

      Lara didn’t answer right away and he took that as a sign. Magic could be tricky, and wasn’t easy to wield. Although when done by an experienced user it held incredible power. And power, of course, had a way of changing things and not always for the better. Hence why the witches usually kept completely to themselves.

      “Maybe,” she finally answered. “They are extremely private.”

      Didn’t witches hate dragons? He was starting to imagine roadblock after roadblock. Still, this was all food for thought. But not right now. Right now he still had a fickle feline to keep alive at all costs.

      Fuck. His obstacles were piling up at an alarming rate. It was time to stop standing around and go on the attack.

      Rafe would never forgive him if Kitty died.
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      Kenzie dug her toes into the soft dirt of the clearing behind the clinic and kicked it into the air, adding the scent of fresh turned soil in to the breezy autumn air. She had half a mind to shift and fly the hell out of here. All of her good intentions of retaining a friendship with Simon and making a new home here in America had seemingly gone south in about two point three seconds.

      On the one hand, she was so angry with him for what he’d done without her permission that she was about to lose her mind. On the other, she’d seen the desperation in Kitty’s face the moment before she drank the serum. That woman had risked her life for a chance at a baby with her mate.

      That level of commitment and surety in what the other woman wanted out of life awed her.

      Kenzie paused. Would she do the same? How important was having a child to her? She’d not considered that question exactly. For so long it had been assumed that she was not fertile and would never bear young. A fact that she’d quickly adapted to with little thought as she focused on her career and not much else.

      The mating heat, however, changed her situation overnight and it became expected that she would produce dragon young for the good of the family and their royal bloodline. She’d also not given that much thought, figuring after she made it through her first mating season alone she’d clear her head and remember it was her duty. She always did her duty.

      That was simply their way. Only why did that have to fall on her shoulders now? Fate had dropped a mate in her lap that she rather liked. Well, before he betrayed her. Now she wasn’t sure how she felt. It was hard to see beyond the hurt and anger flowing strong through her veins.

      She sighed, blowing out a hard exasperated breath. She needed to get her emotions under control.

      “I was wondering where you went. Actually, I figured you’d be gone by now.”

      She stiffened at the sound of Simon’s voice behind her, but didn’t turn. All the emotions churning through her made it difficult for her to face him right now.

      “I needed some air.”

      “I thought you hated the sunshine?”

      “I do. Hence why I’m under the trees. How is Kitty?”

      “Her vitals are still stable. She’s holding strong. But we’re a long way from out of the woods. I’d like to throttle her for doing this.”

      She pulled her mouth into a grim line. “Get in line on the throttling bit. Although it’s not Kitty I’d like to throttle.”

      “I guess I owe you an apology.”

      She whirled to face him. “You guess? Seriously? You guess!” Her voice rose several octaves on the last.

      He held up his hands in surrender. “That’s not what I meant.”

      She glared at him. “Then what did you mean? Because from where I’m standing all I see is betrayal.”

      “I could make excuses. We could also get into the nitty gritty details of the suffering our clans have gone through over our fertility problems. But in the light of day, standing in front of you trying to make you understand, it still feels like excuses. Poor ones at best. But if I can help our females bear the young our clans need and they crave, how am I supposed to feel sorry about that?”

      “I know how important children are to shifters,” she said quietly.

      He nodded. “I suppose you would. Coming from the original line has to come with enormous pressure.”

      “It wasn’t really. Not for me. Not before. I was believed to be barren. I think some people might have felt sorry for me for that, but it honestly didn’t bother me. I actually gave it not much thought until the mating heat began.”

      “And then?”

      She shrugged. “If you are asking me whether children are important to me, my answer is yes. They are important to all shifters. But to me personally? As in my own offspring? I don’t know. I’ve never considered it as a choice. I accepted it when I couldn’t and then I assumed I would when I could.”

      “It is always a given, isn’t it?” he shoved his hands in his pockets. “Until you realize you can’t have them and you don’t understand why. Then I think it becomes a singular focus. Kitty is like that in a way. She feels an overdose of expectation to produce our Alpha’s offspring. But after many cycles of no conception at all and then several miscarriages when she was able to get pregnant, it doesn’t look good for her.”

      “And you really think my blood can help her?”

      He blinked down at her. “I do. The magical DNA inside of you has incredible healing powers. It’s off the charts in comparison to other shifters. I believe it comes down to getting it down to a dose that a non dragon can tolerate though.” He grabbed her hand and pulled it to his cheek, rubbing the skin against his. “But I am sorry I did it behind your back. I should have talked to you about it. You should have had a choice.”

      The sting of Simon’s betrayal both sharpened and softened at his words. It hurt so much that he would do that to her, but she also understood the importance of it all. How could she not? It was that singular fact that had prevented her from leaving the minute she found out.

      “I don’t know if I can forgive you.” That was her truth and they both deserved to get that out in the open.

      He pressed his lips to her fingers and a shiver worked along her skin. “If forgiveness came that easy I’m not sure I would respect it. I’m fully prepared to work for it, no matter how long it takes. All I can tell you is that these last few weeks without you have been pure hell. I had to do something to keep busy and making that serum was the only thing that kept me sane.”

      She pulled her hand free from his, unable to focus on her thoughts with his mouth touching her. The pull to forgive and forget was beyond magnetic when it came to this man. Yes, the mating bond had a lot to do with that, but not all. If she hated him, this would be about one thousand times easier.

      “Do you believe the witch?” she asked, suddenly changing directions.

      He shuttered his eyes for a moment. “I don’t believe she would lie. She had to go through her own version of hell to find her mate. If anyone can understand what you might be going through it would be her.”

      “But is she capable of a spell like that? Can she truly bind something as powerful as procreation?”

      “It doesn’t matter if she can or not. You can’t do that.”

      A fresh wave of anger swept through Kenzie’s blood. “What? Did we not just have a conversation about me having a choice? What the hell, Simon? Are you trying to make this worse?”

      She watched the muscles of his jaw clench and unclench as he obviously struggled with his response. But if he said one word about her duty to procreate she was going to have a Simon barbeque right here right now, consequences be damned.

      “It doesn’t feel like a fair choice,” he finally said.

      “So, what? You’re okay with us walking away from whatever this is between us? What if what we are feeling is the beginning of a true mate bond? Walking away could do more harm than good.”

      “Hell no. That is NOT what I am saying at all. What I am saying is that I need more time to find a better solution. I found one for our females. What’s to say I can’t figure it out for you too?”

      “Wow, your arrogance astounds me. You’re already assuming that the serum you made is going to work and yet Kitty is lying in a bed in your clinic with her entire clan praying this doesn’t cost her her life. Doesn’t that tell you anything?”

      “Yeah, it fucking tells me that my patients and friends should listen to what I say and not do whatever the hell they want. If they’d waited we could have figured out a way to test it properly without the potential of my best friend losing his mate.”

      “Do not fucking cuss at me, Simon Comyn. This is not on me. It’s all you. And them. It wasn’t my bright idea to do any testing without permission nor was it my bright idea for those women to break into your lab and steal it. And I’m not even going to get into how the males of your clans were planning to fucking hide it from their females. What kind of sexist bullshit is that?”

      When she finally took a breath, she wanted to scream she was so frustrated. None of this was her fault and yet every bit of it felt like her responsibility. If she had not come here none of this would have happened. She could have stayed at home in Scotland and watched the asshole dragons fight over her in their ridiculous version of Dragon Wars.

      What a stupid mess.

      “I need to go. I can’t stay here any longer. This whole thing is so far out of hand. You’ve learned nothing.”

      He stepped closer, until their bodies nearly touched. “That’s not true. But we’re both frustrated and afraid.”

      “What in the world are you afraid of?” she spat, not tempering her attitude in the slightest.

      “I’m afraid of a lot of things, Kenzie,” he started in a low tone that made her shiver with the vulnerability of it. “I’m afraid that something will happen to Kitty on my watch and I’ll lose my best friend. I’m afraid that you’ll consider Lara’s idea to magically sterilize yourself for me and then regret it. I’m also afraid that you won’t consider it. But most of all I’m afraid that I’ve fallen in love with a woman who doesn’t love me back.”

      Kenzie stared at Simon, unable to speak. What had he just said? Hell, what hadn’t he said? His confessions were slamming through her brain with the ferocity of a pissed off dragon. And speaking of…hers was fighting to get out and she was about to lose said fight.

      “You—you lo—“ Her face heated as she realized she couldn’t even speak.

      A broad smile covered his face for a moment before he once again turned stern. “Yes, Mackenzie Ferguson, I love you.”

      Her head was definitely exploding but she managed to push out a question. “But how?” She shook her head, knowing it couldn’t be possible. He barely knew her.

      “You mean besides the fact you are kind, loyal and beautiful?” He shook his head. “Or maybe it’s that I also know how much you have suffered in life and I admire the fact that you came out the other side of that confident, smart and brave.” He leaned forward and nipped at the bare skin of her neck. “Or maybe it’s the knowledge that I’m the only man that’s been inside of you and I ache to be there again and again and again.”

      Her stomach swooped as the memory of their night together slammed into her. She’d thought they were making a singular memory that would last them both a lifetime, but she miscalculated. “Simon…” she whined.

      “There’s more,” he said on a whisper as he pressed his lips to her neck.

      “There can’t be more,” she gasped.

      He growled. “There will always be more. Like how you genuinely care about people and put them first. You don’t look down your nose at anyone. I mean you’re a dragon for Goddess’ sake. If anyone had the propensity to feel superior it would have to be you. And yet, that’s not how you think.” He brushed his lips along her jaw, sending more shivers racing down her spine.

      “I had great parents,” she whispered brokenly.

      He suckled at her collar bone. “I wish I could thank them. Although I’d bet they knew exactly what kind of daughter they had and would be so proud of you.”

      Her heart cracked at his words. Or at least that’s what it felt like. Tears welled in her eyes as the realization that she would forgive him crystalized in her mind. She would always forgive him, because she too felt the same about him.

      “There’s also the way you smell,” he said as he buried his nose in her neck. “I can’t get enough of you no matter what I do.”

      She laughed. “That’s just the pheromones talking.”

      He groaned. “And that right there is the clincher. You talk science to the scientist. Now I know I can’t let you go.” His fingers dug into her hips and pressed them tightly together. That his hard erection lined up perfectly with her tall frame was enough to make her see stars when he rubbed against her.

      “You really don’t fight fair.”

      “Nope. Never will, either. Now stop talking and kiss me. I’m dying to taste you again.”

      She laughed as she gave in, melting against him as he swooped in and took her mouth with a rough growl. Something told her that his wolf was very near the surface and he needed her every bit as her dragon needed him.

      There was nothing slow or easy about Simon’s need filled kiss. Heat burned between them as her fire licked at her body and fueled her response. With his fingers splayed across her back as he held her, Kenzie felt everything.

      The wind sifting through her hair, the warmth of Simon’s touch pressing through her shirt, the sexy slide of his tongue against hers. She was sinking fast as her mate’s arousal engulfed her.

      Despite the tornado happening inside her, this kiss was slower than before, almost as if Simon needed to savor it. Because he thought it might be their last? Her heart nearly broke with denial and it spurred her to loop her arms around his neck and lean into him. No matter what happened after today, he had to know how she felt and maybe the only way she could do it was to show him.

      The kiss might have gone on for eternity, she wasn’t sure. She only knew that they stood there for a long time as they explored each other with long, lazy strokes. Until Simon groaned and the world tilted and changed.

      He slid his hands from her back to her ass, leaving a burning swath of arousal as he went. By the time he grabbed her tight and lifted her off the ground she was more than eager to wind her legs around his waist. She felt him move although he never broke the kiss so the details were lost on her until she found herself on her back on a fluffy patch of grass with Simon coming down on her.

      She’d definitely been wrong before. She could forgive him. Would, in fact. His good intentions were the deciding factor. It wasn’t this soul searing kiss, or the fact she wanted him so bad she couldn’t resist it. This was her choice. At least that’s what she planned to tell herself later.

      Simon never stopped or hesitated. He just kept his mouth on hers as his hands roamed her body. She couldn’t contain a moan as his strength and power suffused to hers with every new touch or squeeze. She was going to die from the perfection of his touch.

      She moaned and bucked her hips, urging him closer. “Need you naked. Now.”

      By the time he lifted his head to speak, she was writhing with a mindlessness that made it almost impossible to understand his request

      “Do your thing, baby,” he growled, his voice sounding as raw as her nerve endings.

      Her mouth formed into a silent O as his meaning finally sunk in.

      Yes!

      She closed her eyes on a smile and imagined them both lying in this field naked, shielded only by the long grass and the thick growth of trees that surrounded the clinic. She didn’t care. Any one of his friends or patients could come looking for him out here and she didn’t think twice about it. With his need as palpable as hers, her only focus was on how quickly she could make this happen.

      Pretty darn quick, apparently. His low moan and the sudden sensation of naked flesh against naked flesh told her their clothes were history. She’d always thought magic was handy, but this brought it to new levels.

      Before she could think too much, his lips found hers again and she sank into the heat, desire and pure need flowing between them. He wanted her as much as she wanted him. So she’d have him here and now no matter how crazy that might be.

      “Unless you want company, you should try and stay quiet,” he whispered against her lips. “Shifter hearing and all.” He didn’t wait for any kind of response as his erection slid through her wetness. She was more than ready for him.

      “I love how ready you are. Fucking perfection.”

      She had some sort of glib response on the tip of her tongue, but it disappeared the moment he plunged inside, filling her completely. A moan formed in her throat, but she swallowed it back. Just barely.

      She loved the fact they were outside in the fresh air and freedom. That didn’t mean, however, that she wanted an audience. So every time she had the urge to scream, grunt, or moan, she leaned forward and bit him.

      This drove Simon wild as he pistoned his hips faster each time she sank her teeth into his slickened skin. That overfilled sensation from before brought Kenzie racing to the edge far quicker than she expected. She wasn’t going to last long.

      Her orgasm was building and Simon must have sensed it as his thrusts increased, pushing her closer to the edge. Her nails dug into his shoulders as she clung to the pleasure frantically cracking open from the inside out.

      She needed to scream and thankfully he must have realized as he kissed her hard, swallowing all of her sounds as her orgasm rocketed through her, making her arms and legs shake. With each new wave, her muscles locked down around him and he groaned each time.

      Sweat beaded across his forehead and his hips bucked with wild precision. He was close. She loved watching him in the throes of passion. His facial features changed on every stroke and when he finally stilled his gaze locked to hers. The intensity and emotion she saw burning in his eyes was a look she was never going to forget.

      Hell, she had a feeling she would crave it for the rest of her life.

      They were both breathing heavy as she rode the aftershocks that wouldn’t quit. But reality began to creep back in. There was no way her brothers would sanction their mating and if they fought it, it would break her heart. She didn’t want to have to choose between Simon and her family. There had already been too much loss in her family.

      Use magic.

      The witch’s words flitted through her mind. She should have asked for more details. Except in a hospital room with a woman willing to die to have a child was not the right time or place for that discussion. They would never understand her decision to consider this unless she told them everything and she couldn’t.

      She’d already told Simon and that was more than she was allowed.

      “We should probably go back in before someone comes looking for us.” His words snapped Kenzie back to their present.

      “You’re right.” Only neither of them made a move.

      Her eyes met his again and she hesitated. There were so many things she wanted to say. There was only one decision to be made for them and it wasn’t for him to wait and see if he could find another way. When it came to shifters, science had its limits and he had to know that.

      “I can’t stay away from you again.” He spoke low, but she heard him loud and clear. Like silence, Simon had hit his limits too.

      She understood. She didn’t want to repeat the last few weeks of misery. “I’ll talk to the witch and have her talk to my brothers. I think if they believe the spell would work, they will give us their blessing.”

      He glowered and pulled free from her. “That’s not what this is about.”

      His suddenly heated tone caught her off guard as a cold chill swept across her body. “What do you mean?” Had she misread this whole situation? He’d said he loved her, but he also rejected the idea of using magic to fix this.

      “You aren’t getting sterilized for me. I won’t allow it.”

      A bit of her hope died at his rip-roaring, chest-thumping demand. She pushed him off of her and sprang to her feet as her magic shimmered over her until she was fully clothed.

      “And I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that this is my choice. Try to get this through that pig-headed skull of yours. My body, my choice. Now repeat that over and over, asshole.”
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      Kenzie arrived at her brother’s home to a flurry of noise and light. She’d waited for the sun to set before taking to the skies, but Galen’s house was lit up like an airplane landing strip on steroids.

      Laughter filtered through the trees to her ears and after a moment of sifting through the music and multiple voices she took off at a run towards the house. She recognized those voices.

      She slammed through the door, uncaring if she resembled a wild banshee after her tear through the woods. For a moment after her entrance, the house descended into silence as she stood and stared at the men gathered around a veritable feast strewn across Galen’s kitchen island.

      “Sister!” three of her brothers cried.

      A burst of chaotic noise engulfed her as all five men rose from their stools and one by one gathered her into their arms for a massive dragon hug.

      “What are you all doing here?”

      Ian, her youngest brother, pressed his hand to his heart and said, “Ouch, it pains me that you are not happy to see us.”

      She smirked at him. “I didn’t say that. I’m just shocked is all. No one said a word about coming here.”

      They all turned and looked at Galen, who was trying to bite back a smile. “What? I thought it would make a nice surprise.”

      “You knew they were coming?”

      He nodded. “Aye, I did. You should be grateful though. Coordinating their arrival was a lot of work I spared you from.”

      She rolled her eyes and walked with them back to their seats. She glanced over the food and laughed when she spied barbeque, baked beans, green beans, corn on the cobb and of course, hush puppies.

      “Barbeque. Why am I not surprised?”

      “Have you tried it?” Connor, one of the middle twins waved a hush puppy in her direction. “It’s surprisingly good all things considered.”

      “Oh I know. Galen eats it almost every night. I swear he’s obsessed with it.” She took a seat on one of the empty stools and grabbed a plate and began filling it with food. “I’m not sure what it will take for a girl to get a steak around here.”

      “Aww, poor baby,” Galen crooned. “Maybe if you didn’t spend half your time up at that crumbling castle and the other half moping about over Simon, maybe you could arrange for a meal or two.”

      “Who’s Simon?” Ian asked around a mouthful of food. “And why is she moping over him?”

      Kenzie stared daggers at Galen. She could not believe him. He’d wasted no time at all throwing her under the bus. Now she had no choice but to get right into her predicament before they’d had time to recover from their trip.

      “Local shifter healer. I met him my first night in town and yes, before you start your fifty thousand questions, I like him. Well, more than like him and I believe he is my fated mate. So go ahead, let’s get it over with. But before you start, know this, there is nothing you could ask or say or demand that I haven’t already thought of.”

      To her surprise they stayed silent when she finished. At least until Aleck spoke up. Figured, as the oldest they were likely to all defer to him on this matter.

      “You sound like you’ve come to some sort of decision about this Simon. Care to explain? Because no matter what you say we all know the outcome here. And we canna allow it.”

      Forks clattered to plates and a couple of them even choked on their food. Her brother had not minced words, drawing the line in the sand, which as the head of the family was generally his right. Her stomach roiled. She’d never defied anyone in her family. Had never even wanted to.

      Until now.

      “All things considered. I thought I could walk away from him, but I’ve recently discovered that I cannot. I’m in love with him.” The room exploded before she could even finish what she had to say.

      “Galen, what the hell? Why did you let this happen?” Aleck barked as her other brothers all piped in with their thoughts as well. Most of which she tuned out so as not to go on a murderous rampage as they argued about her as if she was daft.

      “Let this happen?” he choked. “I let nothing happen. Have you ever tried to stop our sister from doing anything? You’re an idiot.”

      Kenzie sighed. While this was going about as expected, she hadn’t quite been ready for it. She had half a mind to leave them alone and let them duke it out until they were ready to listen.

      Aleck pushed off of his stool and stood his finger pointing at Galen. “Don’t try to turn this back on me. You are the one who was tasked to watch over her. If it wasn’t something you could handle you should have said so and we would have never allowed her to come here.”

      Right about then Kenzie’s head exploded as did her mouth. “Excuse me? Allowed me? What the hell are you talking about? You don’t “allow” me to do anything. I make my own decisions. I didn’t even tell you I was coming here.”

      Aleck glared at her. “We’re royal dragons. We didn’t need to be told what you were up to. And we graciously let you go because you were taking your first mating heat particularly hard. So what’s the problem? Well, other than you have gotten yourself involved with a shifter. I take it that means you two have already had relations.”

      Kenzie pressed her fingers to her temple and willed her temper to behave. “Please tell me you did not just ask about my sex life because that is absolutely none of your business. Do you see me questioning you about yours?”

      “I tend to agree with Kenzie. I don’t want to talk about let alone think about her doing anything like that.” Ian winced as he said it.

      “Too late,” Aleck snapped. “That cat is out of the bag so to say. And once out there’s no putting it back. However, whatever you think you have going on with this Simon has to stop. I know that first time can be spectacular, but sex does not equal love.”

      Everyone around the kitchen groaned except for Aleck who didn’t seem to know when to shut up.

      “I am not a child nor an idiot. Something I can’t say about you right now since this is the ridiculous conversation we are having.”

      “Kenzie,” Aleck started again and she braced for what she knew was coming. “Have you forgotten what will happen if you continue down this path?”

      It was official. Aleck had gone so far past too far she had to temper a now murderous rage. “How dare you! I have considered every fucking detail, brother of mine, because I remember it like it happened yesterday not years ago.”

      “Aleck you need to shut the fuck up and sit down,” Galen warned. “And maybe listen. She didn’t come here without a plan.”

      “I don’t see a plan. I see a damned mess.”

      Galen stepped to Aleck and shoved him in the chest, making her brother fall onto his stool. “You are going to listen. Even if I have to tie you up and tape your mouth shut.”

      Aleck glared. “You’ll pay for that.”

      Galen turned to her. “You have the floor. Go ahead and tell them.”

      Kenzie narrowed her eyes for a moment as she stared at Galen. He knew. She had no idea how he knew, but he did. Otherwise he’d be losing his shit just like the rest of them.

      “Please, by all means, Kenzie. Tell us your plans.”

      She took a deep, fortifying breath against Aleck’s sarcasm and launched into the information that Lara had given her. While it had yet to be verified, she explained that if true, it could solve many problems when these kinds of situations come up. And they all knew they were bound to come up. She had no idea why Mother Nature would torture them with a fated mate who would provide them with dangerous offspring, but now they had more than two options. The rest would be up to them on whether or not they would choose the right one.

      “Are you really suggesting that you bind your ability to ever have children?” This time Lach entered the fray. “What about dragon kind?”

      This was the argument she expected and she knew she could fight it. “That’s what you five boneheads are for. That’s what you came to America for anyways, right? I heard you are planning some sort of strange gathering, which I assume will include all the human women you can round up.”

      Her brothers all looked around the room at each other without saying anything and she got the distinct feeling she was missing out on some important information. She absolutely did not have the time or inclination to figure it out now. There was enough on her plate and she wanted to get back to the clinic as soon as possible.

      “Yes,” Galen answered. “Although you should know by now it’s not polite to listen to other people’s conversations without invitation.”

      “Whatever. It’s not like I was trying to spy. You five are pretty much the worst secret keepers I’ve ever met.”

      Again with the darting glances at each other. There was definitely something else they weren’t telling her.

      “What about the boyfriend? This is what he wants too?”

      Kenzie wrinkled up her nose at Aleck’s use of the word boyfriend. It sounded weird and all wrong. Aleck just couldn’t stop being an asshole. “His name is Simon and he is my mate, not my boyfriend.”

      He ignored her. “That wasn’t an answer to my question.”

      Shit. This part was going to be tricky. “Well, it’s not his first choice by any means. Simon is a geneticist and is convinced that if given enough time, he can find another way.”

      “Like he did with your DNA?” Galen interjected.

      She cringed at the renewed uproar of her brothers and their latest outrage. She frowned at Galen. “I guess calling me a spy is a bit like the pot calling the kettle black, yes?”

      “Somebody had better explain right now or we’re going to go find this healer ourselves and maybe have an extra midnight snack. Then all of our problems would be solved.”

      Goddess, she was having a hard time not punching Aleck in the face. She couldn’t wait until he found a human to toy with instead of her. Of course she also hoped that she gave him the hell he deserved.

      To her utter shock, when Galen gave them the details of Simon’s experiments, they seemed fine with it. Oh they grumbled a bit, paying a bit of lip service to her trust. Blah blah blah. In the end, however, they weren’t that concerned. As long as Galen was able to retrieve her remaining DNA to avoid further testing.

      “Already way ahead of you.”

      She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. How the hell had he even known, let alone had time to go to Simon’s clinic and steal back her—

      “Don’t look so surprised, Kenz. The minute I heard what happened I took care of it. We cannot risk a dragon egg lying around unprotected where it could potentially be contaminated with other shifter DNA.”

      “You disposed of it?” Aleck asked.

      Galen nodded and she didn’t know how she was supposed to feel about all of this. Other than she was certainly tired of people making decisions around her as if her say so meant nothing.

      “What about this witch? Can we trust her?”

      “She’ll be here in about five minutes so you can determine that for yourselves. I’ve been assured by someone I trust that she is loyal to shifters.”

      Kenzie held up her hand. “Wait. What? She’s coming here now? How is that even possible? This idea literally just came up today and she’s at the clinic with her friends.”

      “I made arrangements, Kenz. I knew this was coming the moment all of this went down.” He walked over to her while the rest of her brothers fired comments and questions throughout the room, and bent to whisper in her ear. “And for the love of the Goddess, if you and Simon are going to have sex outside, check to make sure none of us are within a mile of that insanity. I’m pretty sure I’m going to be scarred for life.”

      The blood drained from Kenzie’s face as she burned with embarrassment. “You—”

      He held up his hand this time. “Nope. That is officially off the table for even a little discussion.”

      If she wasn’t mortified by the idea that Galen had heard them, the abject horror residing on Galen’s face right now would have made her laugh. In a way she saw it as payback for his not only spying, but butting into her life. It was called karma and it had smacked him in the face.

      “Enough arguing. We need to make a decision before the female gets here. And just so you know she will be accompanied by her mate, the Guardian of the Gunn clan and probably a hoard of other shifters who will remain in the woods. They don’t know us any better than we know them and they are understandably cautious.”

      Connor was the first one to speak up. “I’m okay with it if she is. It’s sad, but we’ve all seen what the pull of a mate can do to someone’s sanity. I for one don’t want to see Kenz suffer any more than she has to.”

      One by one all of her brother’s agreed until they got down to Aleck. While he wasn’t anyone’s staunchest supporter, she’d always considered him fair.

      “I don’t like this. Not one bit. But you’re right. This is your decision to make and if any of us tried to make it for you then we wouldn’t be the people our parents raised us to be.”

      Kenzie tried to ignore the tears gathering in her eyes. She should still be angry at him for behaving like an asshole. But as usual he knew exactly the right thing to say that would change her mind about him.

      “But…”

      Shit. She should have known it would not be that simple.

      “I don’t like the idea of a witch having that kind of access to you for any length of time. So if this is your decision then it needs to be done now. We are not going to get into the habit of letting powerful magic users into our homes without being thoroughly vetted.”

      “Good Goddess, Aleck. Stop whining about a witch. What are you going to do when—” Ian didn’t get to finish his sentence before Lach punched him in the gut and took his breath away.

      “I should talk to Simon first.” He’d been adamant about her not going through with this and giving him some time to find his own solution.

      Aleck shook his head. “This is the only way we can allow this to happen. And before you get your panties in a twist, by we, I mean all of us including you. Because you are in this decision with all of us. We all went through this before and we’ll all go through it again—together.”

      Kenzie bit her lip and nodded. She glanced around the table, meeting the eyes of each one of her brothers and decided that maybe they weren’t so bad after all. They’d all been through their family’s tragedy together and like it or not, it did feel right that they have a say so in this.

      She only hoped Simon would understand why she decided to do this without him.
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      Simon tore through the woods in a violent race against the clock. Rafe had received an urgent text from Bhric about Kenzie and insisted Simon go to her. While he was reluctant to leave Kitty in case something happened, her vitals were still holding at normal levels.

      And whether he wanted to go or not, which he did, his wolf would have driven him to it eventually. This way he got to control the timeline and his reaction when he laid eyes on Kenzie.

      Bhric said she was going through with the binding spell tonight. The idea still scared the hell out of him. It was one thing when nature took the choice of children out of your hands and another when circumstances forced you to choose.

      She chose me.

      His heart nearly seized at the idea of that. While he’d told Kenzie that he loved her, she’d not said it back. Not that he doubted her feelings. It may have been difficult for her to voice her emotions, but she had no problem showing him.

      His muscles tightened at the memory of being inside her and watching her come apart in his arms. Good Goddess, that sight had been burned into his brain and he hoped it was the first thing he saw every morning when he woke.

      When he broke through the next clearing of trees, he finally saw the lights that illuminated Galen’s pretentious big ass house. Not that he didn’t have the perfect excuse for one. He needed it, and so would Kenzie despite having her heart set on that castle at the top of the blasted mountain he’d nearly killed himself getting down from.

      Crazy fucking dragons.

      When he finally reached the front door, he slid to a halt and shifted back to human in record time. He could have been polite and knocked, but there was nothing about this situation that called for polite.

      She was his.

      And as his, he had a right to protect her.

      He popped open the door with the full force of the shifter. It banged open and slammed against the wall.

      As he prowled through the house he yelled, “Kenzie! Where are you?”

      That got someone’s attention. Two men he didn’t recognize walked out of the kitchen, their eyes wide and anger stamped across their faces.

      “Good Goddess, man. Where are your manners?”

      Before Simon could answer he felt the sizzle and pop of magic shimmering across his skin. He looked down in time to see he wore a—skirt.

      “What the hell?”

      “It’s a kilt. I was in a hurry and that’s my go to. I take it you must be Simon. I’m Ian, by the way,” the younger man held out his hand.

      He shook it on autopilot. “Where is she?”

      “Resting, I’d hope. That was some nasty business she went through for you. I sure hope you’re worth it. On second thought, you had better be. Take that as a warning.”

      Simon growled. He did not have time for games. He pushed past the other man and yelled for Kenzie again.

      “She’s probably in her room, back staircase straight ahead.”

      “I know where it is,” Simon snarled as he hurtled down the hallway in search of his mate.

      In his periphery, he noticed another man emerge from the kitchen and ask, “Was that the boyfriend?”

      “Yeah. Couldn’t you tell? He smells like Kenzie.”

      “Oh Goddess, I wish you would all stop talking about our sister’s sex life. That’s more information than I ever wanted in a lifetime. T.M.I., dude.”

      Simon didn’t slow, but the words registered and he would definitely have to revisit that conversation later. For now, Kenzie was the top priority.

      He jumped down the full flight of stairs in one leap and landed on his feet in front of another group of men. At least one of these he recognized.

      “Galen.” The word came out a lot like an accusation and he didn’t care. These assholes had allowed this to happen. They’d fucking neutered their sister like a pet animal. His anger grew by the second.

      Her brother turned and blocked the entrance to Kenzie’s room. Simon was one second from ripping his head off. In close quarters like this he’d bet he had the advantage. He could kill or maim Galen before he could get that dragon loose. As for the other men, well, that would depend on whether there was enough room for all of them to shift. He was betting not.

      “You’re not going in there until you calm down. She’s been through enough because of you.”

      “Because of me!” Simon roared. “I didn’t want this, you asshole. I told her to wait. We could have found another way.”

      Galen shook his head. “That’s a risk none of us were willing to take, including her. This was a family decision.”

      Simon stepped forward, a growl leaking from his throat with every step. “I’m her family now too.”

      “That may be. But you didn’t go through what the rest of us did.”

      “I know what happened.”

      “Knowing and living it aren’t the same. Not even close. Now calm the fuck down because she needs your support not your anger. The witch warned us it was going to hurt, but I think we all underestimated how much.”

      “I’m going in.”

      All three men standing between him and Kenzie closed ranks. “No, you are not. And I’ll eject your ass from this house if you even think about saying one cross word to that woman in there. As far as you’re concerned our sister’s a fucking saint. Is that clear?”

      Some of Simon’s anger deflated in the face of her brother’s fierce protectiveness of Kenzie. On any other day he would be grateful for her to have such protection. Today however, he could not calm his wolf until he talked to Kenzie.

      “I appreciate that you want to protect your sister. Really, I do. But today is not the day for 100% reasons. As much as I love logic, sometimes it takes a backseat, if you know what I mean. I’m worried about her well-being and my wolf is about to tear one of your heads off. I think we’re going to have to come to a compromise.”

      The three men looked at each other and Galen nodded his head. “He won’t hurt her. He loves her. Let him go, Aleck.”

      The one named Aleck glowered at him for several more minutes. “Seriously, one cross word and I’ll kill you myself.”

      Simon nodded. He could live with that. He knew the day would come when he and Kenzie had to deal with their communication issues, but right now he just needed to hold her and see for himself that she was alright. He brushed past the men who gave him just enough to squeeze by and entered the dark cavernous space.

      He smiled, knowing full well that this was exactly how she liked her lair. Dark and open. He had a feeling that came from a light sensitivity that affected her eyes. There just hadn’t been a chance to bring that up yet.

      He rushed to her bed, where she was buried under covers, her face pale and her bright red hair fanned across the pillow. He moved quickly to her side when Lara appeared from the shadows.

      “She’s okay.”

      “How can you be sure?” he asked, immediately regretting his biting tone.

      “Because she is strong. And she has faith. In the magic and in you. I hope you know how much she loves you. She wanted to wait for you.”

      “I wish you would have.” The pain of what she had to have endured lanced through him.

      “I too waited for you. But we don’t have long. The sleep spell I put her under to recover is wearing off. She will wake soon.”

      “We don’t have long for what?”

      She glanced at the door, lifted a hand and chanted something he couldn’t make out. “We don’t want nosy brothers to overhear.”

      She wasn’t making any sense and he was running out of patience. He turned to go to Kenzie and Lara grabbed his arm to stop him.

      “There is something I need to tell you. I wasn’t completely honest before. Although you must understand that I wasn’t sure who I could trust in this scenario. Especially considering no one would tell me why this spell was so urgent. It’s not natural forcing a woman barren so I can imagine the reason is likely horrifying.”

      Simon thought of the story Kinzie told him of her sister. A story he would never repeat to another soul.

      “But you know, don’t you?”

      He remained silent, but they both knew what his silence meant.

      “I wasn’t going to tell anyone the truth, but Kane insisted you were worthy of the knowledge. Will you keep my secret?” she asked.

      He really had no idea what she was talking about, but he’d agree to just about anything if it meant she would leave him alone with Kenzie. “Sure,” he said with one eye on the bed.

      “I lied about how permanent this spell would be.”

      Simon jerked his head towards Lara. “What?” That certainly got his attention.

      “I didn’t know what I was getting myself into and I still don’t. So I lied. I told her what I thought she wanted to hear. Or maybe what she needed to hear. Either way, they all believed and despite the tension seething within these walls, there is now a sense of relief as well.”

      “Then why are you telling me now? Why not keep the secret to yourself?”

      She dropped her head. “You will be her mate. Only a mate will know when the spell needs to be broken.” She passed a piece of folded paper into his hand. “And only a mate can break it.”

      She started past him as his mind reeled from all the possibilities of what this meant. There had to be a million questions he should be asking her, and right now he could think of none. Before she disappeared through the door she stopped and turned back. “Choose wisely, Simon. Once the spell has been broken it cannot be redone.”

      He closed his eyes at that last little nugget of information and then quickly opened them again. He had another question, only Lara was gone. He turned side to side and found nothing. Despite the door having not been opened, she’d disappeared.

      Fucking witches. No wonder they creeped everyone out half the time.

      He shrugged off the disorientation and rushed to Kenzie. She was so beautiful in sleep that it made his chest ache. Even though it was completely unnecessary because of his superb hearing, he placed his fingers over her carotid and felt for a pulse. The rhythm beat as strong and steady under his hand as it did in his ears.

      He quickly moved to the opposite side of the bed and pulled up the covers and slipped in. The idea of the pain she had taken on so that they could be together was quickly shredding his self control. He needed to feel her against him.

      Simon wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her against his front. He swore he heard a soft sigh, but he wasn’t sure if that came from her or his wolf.  He leaned forward and buried his face in her hair and began kissing at her scalp as he clung to her. He had plans to kiss and worship every inch of her as soon as she woke, which he hoped wouldn’t be long.

      “Simon, what are you doing here?” Kenzie turned and blinked up at him, her eyes still looking sleepy.

      “I think the better question is what were you doing here without me? And more importantly, how do you feel?” he whispered into her hair.

      “I feel really good.” She sounded like she meant that in more than one way. “I had to do it, you know. It was a family decision.”

      “I’m your family now too. Although you seem to have trouble remembering that.”

      She rolled into his arms until they were face to face. “Never,” she said. “But this was different. We were all thinking about the past. Our healing process demanded we do this together.”

      He heard the crack in her voice and knew that what she’d done had been the right decision for her. If it was right for her then it was right for him as well.

      “I love you, Simon. I’m not always going to remember to say it, but I do. I did this for us. I swear it.” She leaned forward and pressed her warm lips to his.

      He groaned at the contact. “Don’t be sweet now, Kenzie. I’m supposed to be mad at you.”

      Her mouth turned down into a slight frown. “Are you really?”

      “I don’t know. I was scared out of my mind the whole way here, then I was angry. Now I think I’m just relieved that you are okay.”

      “I’m better than okay now that you’re here. Thank you for not being pissed at me. My brothers tend to be a bit overwhelming, but when a family dilemma presents itself they are quick to take action. I didn’t even know that Galen had made arrangements with Lara until minutes before she arrived.”

      “Speaking of. I had no idea they would be here so they might not like me very much right now.”

      She laughed, the sound warming him from the inside out. “Oh, they like you.”

      “How could you possibly know that? You’ve been sleeping the night away like Sleeping Beauty.”

      “You’re here, aren’t you? Trust me. If they didn’t like you, you would not be allowed anywhere near our private quarters no matter what the situation. They are fiercely protective of their privacy.”

      He wasn’t completely certain of her assessment, but he wasn’t going to argue her point. They had more important things to focus on.

      “So what happens next?” she asked, her voice coming out on a slight tremble. He had no idea what she had to be nervous at. She’d already won the guy.

      “Depends on what you want. You went to all this trouble to make our mating possible, there’s no way I’m walking away now. Not that that was ever on the table to begin with.”

      “I know this might sound crazy after all we’ve been through, but my brothers are shockingly traditional when it comes to ‘the family’. They will expect you to reside in the castle with me.”

      He groaned. “Are we really calling that crumbling piece of rock a castle?”

      “Hey! I’ll have you know I have made tremendous strides on the remodel in the last few weeks. We should be able to move into my quarters in a week or two. Or maybe a bit more.”

      He rolled, placing his body over hers while keeping most of his weight on his elbows. “I love you, Kenzie. I’m with you wherever you want to be. Even if that means living in a run down old stone castle on the top of a remote mountain. Although we are going to have to find me an alternative means of transportation. I can’t take two days to get to work and I refuse to be the guy who needs his woman to bring him to work every day.”

      Her laughter rang out and quickly devolved to giggles that had them both rolling across the bed. When she finally came up gasping and out of breath she yelled, “You’ve got a deal. Now kiss me like you mean it and let’s call it good.”

      And he did.

      Kiss her like he meant it.

      Deep, thorough and without restraint.
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      Three weeks later

      “Any news?” After two weeks of craziness, Simon and Rafe finally sat down to share a beer, although his mind quickly wandered away from the conversation when in a déjà vu moment, the door to the Dark Moon bar swung open and Kenzie waltzed through exactly as she had the night they met.

      Her scent slammed into him and although it was different without the mating heat, it was no less alluring. His body tightened and he began calculating how long it would take him to get them somewhere private.

      “I’m going to take that as a no,” Rafe said. “And I think I’m going to take off considering your brain has gone south since your mate walked in.”

      Simon pulled his attention away from Kenzie as best he could. “Kitty came in this afternoon for some blood tests and I left it in Marci’s capable hands to handle it. She’s been geeking out over my research almost as much as I have. She’ll let us know if she finds anything.”

      “I’m just glad that serum didn’t kill her. I don’t know what I would have done…”

      Simon did. Because now that he had Kenzie in his life, he knew exactly what would happen if anything ever happened to her and it wouldn’t be pretty. The violent urges of the wolf that he kept contained would break free and he’d probably never have control again. He’d go feral.

      Kenzie gave him a look and proceeded to the bar so that he could finish his talk with Rafe. But watching her body language as she talked to Calder was beginning to mess with his head.

      “Go. Save your woman from that insufferable bear. One of these days he’s going to get too friendly and well, no more bear.”

      Simon barked out a laugh at Rafe’s bad attitude about Calder. The bartender had likely done nothing to warrant it, but the women flocked to him nonetheless. Not that he would ever—that man and his bear were extremely devoted to his mate, Jessa. And as far as he was concerned, the two of them deserved a happy life together. She’d been through the ringer with the Blackwood pack during his time with them.

      Those damned wolves nearly ruined all of his hard work by trying to create genetically enhanced shifter/human babies.

      He shook off those memories and crossed to the bar. After settling his hand across Kenzie’s back he leaned in to nip at her neck.

      “I wondered how long you were going to let me flirt with Calder.”

      Calder held up his hands in surrender. “Whoa. Don’t get me involved in this. I’d rather not have to fight your mate tonight.”

      Simon snarled, although there was no heat in it. He was in a damn good mood and even happier now that she was here.

      “Don’t start something you aren’t going to finish,” Kenzie teased.

      “Oh, I’ll finish it.” He grabbed her around the waist and lifted her into his arms. She didn’t hesitate to wrap her long, strong legs around him, which put her in the perfect place… “Right here if you aren’t careful.”

      He ignored the groan behind him. That’s what the bear got for flirting with his woman.

      “Let’s go outside,” he whispered in her ear low enough that only she heard it.

      “You and outside,” she laughed. “You have some sort of kink with the outdoors?”

      He slid his hand down and pinched her ass. “I’m impatient. Especially when my mate is such a tease.”

      They were both laughing as he carried her to the door, but before they could leave his phone began vibrating in his pocket.

      “Wow. You must be really happy to see me.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief and Goddess help him that gave him new ideas on how to handle her next. He had a feeling his mate was going to keep him on his toes.

      “I need to check on this. Marci’s running the clinic this evening and might need my help.”

      “Answer it. But if it’s not an outright emergency tell her you’re busy.”

      He smiled. “Bossy much?”

      She smirked and lifted her shoulder. Yep. Definitely on his toes. He shifted more of her weight to one arm and dug into his front pocket with the other for his cell. It wasn’t a call, but a text marked urgent. He pressed his finger against the button to unlock it and waited impatiently for the message to pop up.

      It was brief. Only two words. But they were some of the sweetest two words he’d ever read.

      He sucked in sharp breath.

      She’s pregnant.

      He needed no further explanation. He knew exactly what that message meant.

      “What is it?” Kenzie asked.

      Before he could answer her though his attention was pulled to another cell phone beeping just a few feet away where Rafe still stood.

      He briefly met his friend’s gaze and barely stifled a smile as he bent to read his screen. Rafe lifted his head and for a second he looked shell shocked. Maybe even a little paler than usual too.

      “Oh my Goddess, what is going on?” Kenzie hit his shoulder to get his attention. “Is everything okay?”

      He didn’t have to respond because Rafe let out a loud whoop and fist pumped the air.

      “Kitty’s pregnant.”

      “Holy shit. Really? It worked! This is amazing,” Kenzie cried as she landed a hard kiss across his lips. He growled, wanting to take that kiss much deeper. But all too soon she broke away.

      “You did it, Simon. You’re a real hero.”

      He wanted to feel that celebratory rush she felt as she processed the news, but he felt a little more cautious towards the situation. Kitty had been pregnant before. Many times in fact. Which meant he had a lot of baseline results he could compare to her blood tests taken today. Now he needed to get to his lab to find out.

      Rafe gave him a smile as he slipped through the exit, obviously headed to the clinic.

      “You want to go too, do you not?”

      She had her hands on his cheeks holding him so that he had to focus on her. Not that he wasn’t already looking at her.

      “I’m with you, Kenz. It can wait.”

      “Liar,” she laughed. “You think I don’t know you by now, Mr. Lab Geek.”

      “Hey!” he protested, although not too much. She wasn’t far from the truth. He spent an enormous amount of time with fluid samples, a microscope and various other lab equipment.

      “C’mon, let’s go. But I’m driving this time. No argument.”

      He laughed as he carried her outside. He knew that meant she was flying and he was riding. What she didn’t fully know was how much he loved it when she did. As a dragon she was lethal and a little scary, but also more breathtaking than anything he’d ever seen in his life.

      Plus she’d get them there in a fraction of the time. How could he complain about that? He had to get his eyes on those test results so he could compare.

      He placed her on the ground and took several steps back so she could do her thing. Her magic shimmered and he got a brief flash of her naked before her transformation began.

      “You’re such a tease. Don’t think I don’t know you just did that on purpose, you wench.”

      By the time she turned to look at him, he was facing the dragon in all her red and black glory. He wasted no more time getting into position on her back. He had the rest of his life to admire this gorgeous creature.

      In true Kenzie fashion, she sensed his urgency and lifted into the air as he settled at the edge of a wing. Fortunately, the sun had already dipped below the horizon. There was more to Kenzie’s sun aversion than her simply not liking it. He’d learned her eyes were sensitive to bright light. He’d created some drops she could take if she needed to be outside during the day to lessen the irritation, but she still preferred to fly only at night and sleep during the day.

      The schedule actually worked well for them. While she slept through most of the day, he worked at the clinic, continuing his research and taking care of any patients who needed his help.

      Like Kitty.

      Her blood tests had given him hope and they would soon be ready to test his perfected serum on another female shifter. Of course it would work. He’d known it from day one despite that tiny niggle of doubt. Although Kenzie continued to warn him that his ego was going to get him in trouble in more ways than one.

      Kenzie made a steep dive as they approached the clinic and Simon reveled in the wind tossing his hair and the amazing view of the surrounding land as they zipped along the tree line. He loved this place. Couldn’t ever imagine leaving it.

      All too soon, Kenzie’s claws were digging into the dirt after a smooth landing and he scrambled off her back.

      “Thanks, babe.”

      She responded with a shimmer of magic that transformed her back to human. “You didn’t seem to mind the ride this time.”

      He reached forward and brushed a wisp of red hair from in front of her eyes and swiped it around her ear. “I never do. I just like giving you a hard time about it.” He planted a quick kiss across her lips, wishing they had more time before Rafe arrived behind them. A repeat performance behind the clinic sounded really good right about now.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” The words came out breathless and he knew that had nothing to do with the exertion of flying. She did that effortlessly.

      He wrapped his hand around the back of her neck and pulled her flush against his body. “Always, Kenzie. You know you drive me crazy.”

      “A stiff breeze drives you crazy,” she laughed.

      He tried to be offended and failed. She was right. Being with her made him insatiable. “Can you blame me? You’re fucking hot.”

      “You two are killing me.”

      He and Kenzie whirled to find Marci waiting for them at the back door of the clinic. She had a file in her hand that clearly said she was expecting him.

      “Now you know how the rest of the world feels when Bhric comes around.” He swiped the folder out of her hands. “I assume you texted me because these results are different from anything before.”

      A broad smile crossed her face. “You’re damn right. I wouldn’t have gotten anyone’s hopes up otherwise.”

      He turned back to Kenzie and held up the file. “You ready to see what your brilliant mate was able to do, thanks to you?”

      She rolled her eyes, but he saw the excitement in her nonetheless.

      What she didn’t know was that she was next. He thought of the small piece of paper locked up in a new hidden safe in his lab under three layers of DNA coded security. He didn’t care how long it took. He was going to give her the choice of becoming a mother back whether she needed it or not.

      She grabbed his arm. “Let’s go, smarty pants. Dazzle me with your brilliance.”

      Marci shook her head and disappeared back inside and Kenzie followed.

      Nope, she had no idea, but she soon would.

      His mate, the love of his life, would know the true freedom of choice if it was the last thing he ever did…
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      Another week later.

      Kenzie bent her head and nuzzled the little bundle of baby boy nestled in her arms. This sweet child’s arrival had been touch and go through his entire labor and delivery. Right down to the moment Simon had delivered him via cesarean with the umbilical cord wrapped around his neck, his poor little face as blue and angry as a stormy night sky.

      Her Simon. The love and mate of her life had breathed life into his little lungs and the babe had pretty much taken the world by storm ever since.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she said without taking her gaze from the first male shifter born in the Dragon in almost two decades. She’d not been here all that long, but it was now her home and she was happy to see that life here would not only go on, but it would now thrive. More babies were on the way and she couldn’t be happier for it.

      “I doubt that,” Simon grumbled from his position just inside the doorway. “Unless you’ve decided to break your promise and invade my privacy without permission.”

      She laughed, placing one last kiss on the babe’s forehead before turning her gaze to her mate. “I don’t have to read your mind to know what you’re thinking. You, Simon, are an open book.”

      He rumbled something under his breath and she smiled while returning the sleeping child to his cradle. “Be careful what you wish for, mate of mine. I never promised I wouldn’t use magic on you.”

      Before she made it two feet in his direction, Simon crossed the room and pushed her back against the wall. “Okay then, Ms. Smartass. If you think you know everything, what am I thinking?” He uttered the words against her neck and she nearly lost her train of thought.

      Nearly.

      “Well, I’d venture to guess that your train of thought just changed as I now feel your arousal pressed into me.”

      “Damn right,” he snarled. “Although to be honest, since meeting you I’ve practically been in a constant state of arousal, so that’s not an impressive guess.”

      She twisted her head to the side and looked up at him. “You want impressive. Okay, wolf man. How about this?” She pushed at his shoulders and forced some space between them. If they were going to have this conversation, she didn’t want him getting distracted. “When you were standing at the door watching me with Brady, you were thinking about how close you might be to a breakthrough.”

      A sharp intake of breath told her she was not only right, but she certainly had his attention now. Good. Because it was imperative that he listen carefully this time.

      “You’re going to have to be a little more specific, babe. You know I’ve got a lot of research projects in the works and a couple of them look very promising.”

      “I’m talking about the one that pertains to me.” She looked to the side before continuing. “The project you have going that hopes to find a way for us to have a child without the worry that it would grow too aggressive or dangerous.”

      Kenzie swore the air in the room suddenly stilled. It also grew warmer, which didn’t make sense. Her dragon was at peace today.

      “Simon—“

      “How did you know?” He growled. “Who told you?” In those clipped words she felt his anger pressing hot and prickly across her skin, making the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.

      “No one told me. No one had to.”

      “Bullshit, Kenzie. How else would you know?”

      “I’m not an idiot,” she snapped. “I know you. You’ve sacrificed your whole life up to now to find a cure for infertility in shifters and I’m supposed to believe you wouldn’t do the same for me?”

      He let out what sounded like a frustrated breath, his hand swiping through his hair at the same time.

      “I knew Lara wasn’t telling the whole truth about the infertility spell. No matter how well she tried to cloak her scent, I still knew.”

      “How come you didn’t say anything?”

      She closed her eyes and took a calming breath. “Because at the time I needed to believe her. I was just as scared of mating with you as I was of living without you. I had to go with the flow until I could breathe again and get past the rioting of my own emotions. Plus, if my brothers didn’t believe it to be permanent, there would have been a lot more resistance.”

      He reached up and brushed her hair from the side of her face and tucked a lock between her eyes. “Look at me, Kenzie.”

      She slowly opened her eyes and blinked at the blazing orange centers of his normally crystal clear blue eyes. “Simon,” she gasped. “What’s going on?”

      “I made a vow to you that night. I will find a way to fix this, I promise.”

      “What if I don’t want you to fix it?” she whispered.

      He shook his head. “I know you’re afraid of the risk, but I won’t let us go down that road until I’m certain of the outcome.”

      She scoffed at him. “You’re good, hon, but no one can be that certain. It would be scientifically impossible to know for sure without a live test.” When he started to say something else she pressed her fingers to his lips to stop him. “But that isn’t what I mean.” She took another deep fortifying breath. “I don’t need to have a child.”

      His eyes narrowed and she could see the disbelief in them. All shifters seemed hardwired with the desire to procreate and yet, she didn’t.

      “I’m sorry if that disappoints you.” She tried to say more, to find an explanation that made sense, but the lump in her throat made it impossible.

      He stepped forward again and gathered her in his arms. Immediately his heat and love for her surrounded them both, giving her the comfort she constantly craved from him. Even her dragon stirred.

      “I am not disappointed. Ever. If we don’t ever break that spell because you don’t want to, that’s one thing. But to keep it in place because you don’t have a choice? That I can’t live with.”

      “What difference does it make if I don’t want a baby?” She tried to push him away again. “If this is about obligation to the clan, save it. I’ve heard that lecture enough times in my life.”

      A rumble deep from within Simon rolled through him and straight into her. The fact it carried heat again gave her pause. Blue flames in his eyes, blasts of heat when there shouldn’t be any. These thoughts triggered the memory of the first night they met in the Dark Moon bar.

      He’d been able to detect her mating scent. A feat no one other than a dragon should have been able to do. But he was a wolf. She’d seen his shifted form many times. He also smelled like a wolf…

      “It’s not about obligation. I don’t give a shit about that. My gift to our clans is the gift of science. I don’t owe anyone else more than that. And thanks to you and our mating, I believe our scientific breakthroughs have enormous potential.”

      She hadn’t heard half of what he’d said. There was no getting this nagging idea out of her head. It couldn’t be a mistake.

      “Simon, oh my Goddess. How did I not see it sooner?”

      His brow furrowed in obvious confusion. “Right? You and I have a different path than everyone else, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t have the choice to change your mind should that day ever come.”

      A laugh bubbled up in her throat. “We are definitely not thinking the same thing. Can we agree to disagree on the baby making thing for now and get to the real heart of the matter? You’ve been holding out on me.”

      “Kenzie, baby, what the hell are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about you, Simon. I don’t know why you’ve been hiding it. Especially from me. But it’s so damned obvious I feel like an idiot for not realizing sooner.”

      “Realizing what?”

      She leaned forward, making sure to lower her voice so that no one outside this room would hear her. “You’re not just a wolf are you?”

      His face went slack and the emotions disappeared from his expression. Except for his eyes. Those flamed bright orange at the center again, giving her all the confirmation she needed. He had at least some dragon in his blood.

      “No,” he answered flatly, seemingly reluctant to divulge anything further. “Does that matter?”

      It was her turn to frown. “You’d better not be insulting me with even a whiff that I might be like your council or their cronies. I can and will kick your ass if that’s what you’re trying to pull.”

      He snarled and bent to place his teeth at her neck. “You know that’s not what I meant, but damned if your threat isn’t making me hard again.”

      She sighed. “Again? Whatever. Stop trying to change the subject just because you want to get in my pants again.”

      “That’s not what I want to get into, Kenzie.”

      “You know what I mean. Tell me about this. I’m dying to hear about the dragon in your family history.

      He pulled back and looked down on her. “There is no dragon, babe. Just unidentified DNA and answers I can’t get because I believe they are a few generations removed and either no one knows or they won’t tell me.”

      “Oh, trust me. It’s dragon. It explains quite a bit too.”

      “Because a dragon can’t be attracted to a plain old wolf?”

      The cut of his insult struck instantly and she snarled in response. “I thought you weren’t going to piss me off? You could be part squirrel and I wouldn’t care. You know that so don’t pretend you don’t. Although I might object to a snake, because I really don’t like those.” A shudder ran down her spine at the mere thought.

      “I am definitely not a snake, Kenzie. I’m not kidding about the unknowing part. There are parts of my genetic sequence that literally match nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

      “Including mine?”

      “Yes. Including yours. Every time I get a new sample I cross check everything.”

      The idea of that sounded more than a little weird. And oddly invasive. She was going to let that go for now, but maybe soon they would have a little refresher on what might constitute an invasion of privacy.

      “Well, I’m no scientist, but I have other gifts on my side, including my instincts. And my instincts are freaking out over that little piece of you that screams dragon. Like the extreme heat you carry unlike other wolves. And don’t get me started about how the fire inside you flares in your eyes when you are extremely aroused or pissed off beyond belief.”

      “Are you seriously asking the scientist to put his faith in your gut instinct over all the scientific testing I have done?”

      “Yep,” she said, nodding. “And maybe, just maybe the answers you seek reside in you not me.” When he didn’t say anything more right away she asked him one final question, “Did I just blow your mind?”

      “As usual, yeah. But I like it when you do that.” He tightened his hold around her for a few seconds before running his hands up her sides until his long, strong fingers cupped her breasts and stroked across her nipples.

      The excitement of their connection sent a sizzle across her nerve endings as her buds tightened and her sex quickened.

      “You are a wolf with a one track mind.”

      “Mmm hmm,” he mumbled across her skin as he placed kiss after kiss across her bare chest just above her shirt line.

      “It’s all the science talk, isn’t it?” She laughed.

      “Of course, so keep that in mind every time you bring this up. I’ll need way more than just talk.” He nipped at her skin repeatedly until she began to squirm in his arms. He drove a hard bargain, but she had a feeling she could live with it.

      Just then, as if on cue, baby Brady squirmed in his cradle and let out a series of mews.

      “Calder’s coming for his son. I can scent the bear in both of them.” Her statement came out more of a whine than she’d meant, but talk about bad timing.

      “My office. Ten minutes.”

      “Bossy wolf.”

      “Dragon tease.”

      The grin spreading across her face threatened her sanity just as much as the pleasure would when he got his hands on her naked again. Life sure had taken a strange turn when she’d landed in Deal’s Gap and she was counting on the quirky small town and the man she couldn’t get enough of to keep life interesting.

      “I love you, Simon.” She said the words as she sank her teeth into his bottom lip knowing full well it would make him lose control.

      “Oh my Goddess, Kenzie. You are going to be the death of me.” He grabbed her hand and spun them around, all but dragging her from the room as Calder entered it. The man started to say something, but he must have clued into the idea that now was not the time for chit chat and instead chuckled as he turned to his son.

      At the door to his office Simon pressed his thumb on the pad to unlock the door and nearly took the damn thing off its hinges trying to get in fast enough.

      “What happened to ten minutes,” she teased, loving him more with need rigid in every muscle of his body.

      He whirled and pressed her against the nearest wall. There were no more words as their hands ripped at each other’s clothing. In less time than it took her to take a deep breath, he had her in the air with her legs wrapped around his waist as he buried himself inside her in one demanding to be let in thrust.

      Streaks of pleasure whipped through her as all thoughts of babies, research, and DNA fled from her mind as the pent up emotions from the long day broke free from her hold.

      “Mine to love,” Simon snarled as he bit at her ear lobe, neck and shoulder. “Forever.”

      “Yes,” she cried as he began pounding inside her. The sheer primal force of him taking her like this brought forth every wild instinct she often kept bound as she reveled in his possession.

      Dizzying pleasure surged through her as he worked his magic with every rasp of his hard flesh against her sensitive bud. She wanted to speak, say something profound, but found she could barely breath as she instead scraped her nails at his shoulders to pull him closer.

      The feel of his lips first nuzzling her bare breasts before his lips clamped down on a nipple sent her careening over the edge as pure heat surged through her. Hers. His. It didn’t matter. She only knew they were both falling together and it was the best feeling in the world.

      If he ever asked her to give him a baby and he could actually make it happen, she would never say no. There was nothing in this world she wanted to refuse him. Not when he gave everything he had in this world to those who needed it. Especially her.

      “Stop it, Kenzie,” he grumbled as his fingers ran lazily across her bare bottom as she laid sprawled on top of him on his office couch.

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      “Sure you are. You’re thinking so hard I can practically hear it.”

      She hadn’t projected her thoughts into his mind, but he had a knack for knowing when her mind was working against her.

      “Whatever it is we’ll figure it out together. No more secrets either, okay?”

      She really liked the sound of that. Plus, she was getting sleepy and wanted nothing more right now than the heat of her mate at her chest and the sound of his heartbeat at her ear as she slept. Life didn’t always have to be complicated. Sometimes it was just meant to be about the little things.

      “Okay, Simon. Whatever you say.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Are you ready to read more?

      If you haven’t read the entire Southern Shifters series, you’ll want to start there. Most of the characters mentioned in this book all have their own books as well. Including Calder, Gage, Rafe, Bhric and more.

      For Calder and Jessa’s story look for BEAR NAKED TRUTH.

      For Rafe and Kitty’s story look for BAD KITTY.

      For Gage and Sienna’s story look for SHIFTIN’ DIRTY.

      For Bhric and Marci’s story look for ALPHA BEAST.

      And for Dean and Niki’s story look for BE WERE.

      Keep turning the page or visit my website for a complete list of the Southern Shifter novels and the reading order.

      What about the DRAGONS you ask? Well, I’m currently writing Galen’s story so let me know you want me to hurry up by writing to me at elizagayleauthor@gmail.com

      Hearing that you are ready for more of these dragons will definitely motivate me to get to writing! Plus I absolutely love hearing from you.

      To keep up with all my news as well as for fun stuff join my reader group on Facebook where I love hanging out and chatting with readers!!
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