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 Chapter One 
 
    PJ 
 
      
 
    It’s not every day that a girl slays a dragon. 
 
    Wait. I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me back up here. 
 
    When Jenny, Tanya, and I fell into the hole in the back of the cave, I slid only a short distance before coming to an abrupt halt. Turning, I climbed back up to the cave where we’d sat around joking just a short time ago. 
 
    I was the only one who made it out.  
 
    After waiting ten minutes, and hearing nothing from my friends, I knew I had to save them. After all, I’d talked them into this adventure. In some ways, I was responsible for whatever came next. 
 
    Standing beside the hole, I fretted. What could I do? 
 
    Some would say I should call 911, but it could take an hour or more for them to reach us. And I’d already determined I had no cell service when we were eating lunch. I could hike back outside and to the vehicle, where my phone might find service, but during that time, my friends could be stuck somewhere in the cave system, suffering. 
 
    There was nothing quicker I could do except wrap a rope around a stalagmite, attach it to my harness, and leap in behind them. Once I located them, we’d regroup and find our way back to the surface together. 
 
    As an archaeologist, my expertise would be invaluable, wherever we ended up. 
 
    I stepped down, but my feet went out from underneath me immediately, and I was swept away from the upper cave by what felt like a mini tsunami. Coughing and sputtering and spitting out brackish water, I sloshed back and forth, plunging toward the bowels of the Earth. 
 
    It seemed I fell for days, which was impossible, partly due to the length of my rope, and also because a channel like this couldn’t extend for more than a few hundred yards. The dark must be messing with my perception of time. 
 
    As I swooshed along with the water, I didn’t see Tanya or Jenny. After their first few shrieks, I no longer heard them, which scared the hell out of me. Were they unconscious and unable to cry for help? Or worse? My heart ached for my friends.  
 
    Sadly, the only sounds were the rush of the water and my grunts when my body hit a hard corner. 
 
    I had to admit, if I wasn’t so frightened for Tanya and Jenny, this ride would be cool. I’d always loved waterparks, action, and adventure. The breeze from my movement whipped back my long, blonde—no, make that bright blue—hair, colored in honor of Tanya’s birthday. My body zipped along, cresting small hills, then plunging down the other side. I took corners higher than if I competed in an Olympic luge event, flattening out as I skimmed along the top of the walls. I could swear I even looped in a complete circle. 
 
    Just when I was beginning to believe this natural waterpark ride would never end, I spied a solid stone wall waiting for me ahead.  
 
    Oh-oh.  
 
    I scrambled, clawing at the sides of the channel, trying to slow my plunge, because it looked like I was about to become a PJ pancake against the solid granite. 
 
    Then I spied three holes, evenly placed along the lower part of the wall. Daylight gleamed from beyond the holes. 
 
    The water took a sharp turn left, but, oddly enough, my body was swept to the right, aiming for the farthest opening, as if the cut-out had been made just for me. 
 
    Feet first, I flew through. 
 
    With my heart jumping up into my throat, I shot out into an enormous, open cavern, where I kept falling like I’d leapt from an airplane without a parachute. 
 
    As I plummeted through the air, I could swear I saw the ruins of what had to be a lost city below me. Lost, because I hadn’t heard of any discoveries like this beneath the cave systems in western Georgia. Believe me, I not only would’ve heard, I would’ve been down here exploring already. On a volunteer basis, if they wouldn’t hire me on at the dig. 
 
    My rope pulled up sharply, bringing me to a jarring halt and knocking the wind from my lungs. I was left gasping, hanging in space. 
 
    Gulp. I bit back my scream, because I did not like heights. A minor flaw in my chosen career, because, sometimes, archaeologists needed to work on scaffolding or cliffs. But then, I only got out in the field during summer, and when I did, I found work on ground level.  
 
    For the rest of the year, I rode a desk at the university. 
 
    Just call me Indiana Jones. Actually, it’s PJ. 
 
    “Help!” I squeaked. Not that there seemed to be anyone around to jump to my assistance. Above my head, I dangled from the hole in the top of the cavern. The ceiling around me appeared to be covered with blue-green twinkle lights. Stationary, they lit up the enormous cave, essentially substituting for the sun. I shook my head, because I’d never seen or heard about anything like this before. 
 
    Being suspended from a rope a hundred feet below the top of a huge cavern, with at least eighty feet of air beneath me, was not my idea of a fun way to spend an afternoon. 
 
    Maybe I needed to rethink my love of adventure. 
 
    I peered around. No Tanya. No Jenny. Had they fallen through the same hole, or had they somehow been sucked through the others? Strange. Almost as if it was fate. 
 
    “No way,” I whispered. Who believed in fate, anyway? 
 
    As soon as I got out of this predicament, I’d find my friends, but there was nothing I could do for them at the moment. I couldn’t do a thing for myself, at the moment. 
 
    Despite my nausea-inducing fear of the height, let alone my valid concern about falling, this place fascinated me. 
 
    Why hadn’t I heard of it before? 
 
    The city ruins appeared to be made up of dusty-tan stone buildings in various sizes and shapes, although most were covered with vines. 
 
    And what a city. It had to span at least a mile. I ached to yank off the vegetation, pull out my excavation tools, and begin a new dig. There was nothing better in life than unearthing a new find’s secret treasures. 
 
    A lush forest surrounded the ruins, stretching away in all directions. In the distance, I spotted tiny meadows filled with colorful flowers. Insects hummed as they zipped through the air around me, and high-pitched chirps coming from the woods told me there could be animals and birds living among the vegetation. 
 
    “This is freakin’ awesome,” I said. 
 
    Imagine the headlines when I returned home and shared my discovery. Articles would be written about my great adventure. The internet would be on fire, with people calling, asking for my take on what I’d found. Grant money would pour in, everyone eager to become part of the excavation, which I would head, because this was my find. 
 
    I’d finally get tenure at the university. 
 
    Overhead, from inside the hole, a creature screamed. It wasn’t a, “help, something’s chasing me,” scream. Or even a, “I’m super-happy,” scream. It was more of a, “hey, what’s that yummy thing dangling in the air?” scream. 
 
    “Oh, hell,” I whispered as a big black rodent peeked through the hole. Its yellow eyes lit up when it spied me rocking below it like a very plump minnow on a hook. 
 
    Just call me rat-bait. 
 
    “No, no, no,” I shouted, shaking my head. I rubbed my eyes, but the creature still peered down at me. “One, go away! And two, you can’t be a spelaeomys florensis.”  
 
    Or, flores cave rat to the rest of the world. Well, the part of the world who was not excited about prehistoric rodents. Thought to have died out before the fifteen-hundreds, the only information anyone could learn about the creature came from subfossil fragments. 
 
    Obviously, someone got their extinction date wrong. 
 
    Called the biggest rat that ever lived, these babies weighed in at about three pounds. 
 
    Ugh. My flesh crawled as I gawked up at it. 
 
    As the rat squirmed out of the hole, I shrieked and tried to swim through the air to get away—a totally useless move on my part. With what I could swear was a sly look in its eyes, the rat started shimmying down my rope like an Olympic climber. 
 
    My archaeologist friends got the creature’s weight wrong, too. Based on the creaking of my rope, this one had to be ten, twelve pounds, about the size of a poodle—without the curly hair. Or the cute doggy face. 
 
    How long would it take a creature that size to gnaw through my bones? Because I was too big to be consumed in one gulp. Assuming the beast could leap onto me and somehow kill me.  
 
    Please, let it kill me before it started to eat me. 
 
    “Stop,” I yelled, banging on the rope, hoping to dislodge it. I knew it was mean that I hoped it would lose its grip and fall to the ground, but I did not want it turning me into the latest food supply. There must be smaller rats or plants or bugs or something up in the cave system it could eat instead. “Get lost, creep.” 
 
    Yeah, like that would scare it away. 
 
    The rat was not listening. And its grip was better than a toddler clutching a forbidden piece of candy. 
 
    Inching further down the rope, getting closer to me all the time, the spelaeomys florensis wiggled its whiskers and chomped its not-so-little teeth. 
 
    It was going to chew on me. Latch onto me and give me a horrible disease. Assuming I lived long enough for the disease to take hold. 
 
    My short life flashed before my eyes. Parental abandonment. Foster care. Graduating from college. Hooking up with, followed by breaking up with Jim, who became a certified, first-class a-hole when he told me he wasn’t turned on by my overweight body. 
 
    And lastly, hiking with my friends. 
 
    “Go away,” I shouted at the rat.  
 
    “Prehistoric rats are extinct. Prehistoric rats are extinct,” I chanted, as if saying it over and over would make the creature disappear.  
 
    But rat-boy was determined. He—or she—kept working its way down toward me, one clawed foot placed in front of the other, big teeth gnashing.  
 
    Just when I thought it was going to hop off the rope and onto my back, where it would proceed to touch me while I screamed and flopped around, the rat stopped. 
 
    It almost smiled, if a spelaeomys florensis could smile. I imagine it did for its baby spelaeomys florensis’s, but that was not me. 
 
    “Please, leave me alone,” I said softly. “Be a good ratty and climb back up to the hole.” 
 
    The rat started gnawing on the rope. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Hauling back, I tried to smack it, but I lay face-down and had to twist and fling out my arm. The little beast was beyond my reach. Ignoring me, it kept chewing on my rope. Working its way through. 
 
    Threads went ka-boing. Frayed pieces were caught in the breeze and carried away like dandelion fluff. 
 
    Ratty paused and grinned. No other way to look at it. This thing was out to get me. It dug into the shreds of my rope once more. 
 
    Snap! 
 
    In seconds, my rope gave way, and I was free-falling, wailing. Scrambling to clutch air. I didn’t check to see what the rodent was doing. Climbing back up to the hole, for all I knew. After all, its mission had been accomplished. 
 
    As I tumbled, I caught movement to my left. A giant bird was flying my way, roaring. 
 
    Great. I’d barely avoided becoming a rat snack, only to turn into a big bird’s dinner instead. It would swoop in and swallow me down in one bite. 
 
    Of course, I might splat on the ground before something ate me, because it was rushing up fast. 
 
    Below, I spied a grassy area in front of the ruined city, which might break my fall. Sort of. But no memory foam bed was lying around, waiting to catch me. 
 
    Something big and shiny and sapphire-red dove below me. 
 
    No time to rub my eyes, but…I had to be wrong.  
 
    Remember, my brain shouted, the spelaeomys florensis was not extinct.  
 
    Who could say if someone had messed up and declared dragons extinct, too.  
 
    Not that anyone believed they’d existed to begin with. 
 
    It couldn’t be a dragon. If I was going to start believing that, I might as well start believing in unicorns.  
 
    “Not possible,” I shouted as I flew toward it like an overzealous kamikaze bomber. 
 
    I smacked into the bird—okay, dragon, because tail and spiky back ridges and scales! 
 
    We flipped, spiraling toward the ground. 
 
    Clinging to the creature’s neck, as if I rode a rollercoaster toward hell, I screamed. 
 
    The grass rushed up to us, and I didn’t just splat on the ground. I landed hard, like I’d been filleted on top of the dragon’s belly. 
 
    Dragons were not squishy. 
 
    Air chugged from my lungs in one quick gasp, and I floundered, trying to suck in wind. My head spun, and it took me too long to find my wits. 
 
    When I finally re-gained control of my breathing, I sat up, straddling the dragon’s stomach. 
 
    It lay underneath me, its neck extended, its snout flopped to the side, on the ground. Its wings lay sprawled apart like I’d impaled the poor beast with my plus-sized body-spear. 
 
    “Forget tenure at the university,” I said hoarsely.  
 
    This was horrible! Worse than when I tripped at the introduce-the-new-dean-of-the-department social, dumping my Bloody Mary down the front of her white dress. 
 
    It even topped that time I’d farted in my classroom while my students were working on their finals. 
 
    My colleagues were never going to let me live this down.  
 
    Because I, Pamela Jean Brendon, had just killed the sole surviving Earth dragon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Jarik 
 
      
 
    Leave it to me to get knocked on my ass by my mate. Talk about mortifying. 
 
    As I lay underneath her, trying to catch my breath from when I smacked on the ground—not from her landing on top of me, because she weighed less than a blade of grass—I wondered if there was some place I could slink away to, because my ego demanded I retreat. 
 
    Then I could brush myself off, gather up my pride, and stride back into my mate’s life.  
 
    My hunt was over. It was time to claim her. 
 
    “I’ve killed a freakin’ dragon,” she whispered. Through my slitted eyes, I noted her sitting astride my abs, gazing down at me.  
 
    She thought I was dead? 
 
    The male part of me responded to her close proximity, and I knew the mating lust had sparked already and was eager to take control. 
 
    “What am I going to do?” she asked, wringing her hands. “It’s not like I can bury the body. One, it’s too big. I’d never be able to drag it away. Two, I didn’t bring a shovel.” Her short chuckle came out slightly hysterical.  
 
    Wait. Bury me?  
 
    “I can’t pretend it never happened,” she said. “The first person to appear in the cavern will have a hard time missing the dead dragon lying in the grass.” 
 
    She believed she’d killed me? I held back my snort of laughter.  
 
    “Someone will find out. They’ll expose me.” Her voice rose to a shriek. “I’ll never work in archaeology again. Hell, I’ll be lucky to get a job mopping floors at McDonalds.” 
 
    Should I let her keep talking? Or reveal I was alive and eager to get to know her better? 
 
    “But a dragon! I’ve actually discovered a fire-breathing dragon. A dead one, but still…a beast we can study.” 
 
    Hold on there. I was not available for a surface dweller’s version of examination. From my people’s history, it always included chains, sharp blades, and bright lights. We dragons had been subjected to enough of that in our past already. 
 
    “Maybe this won’t be that bad, after all,” she said. Her fingertips stroked my scales. “This specimen is fascinating, and he’s all mine.” 
 
    Ah, so she claimed me, too.  
 
    “He’s gorgeous,” she said. “His body is muscular. His scales are firm, yet soft. They’re not sharp, like I assumed they’d be.” 
 
    And I was ticklish. It was all I could do to hold still underneath her touch. 
 
    I already suspected who she was—PJ, the remaining, missing surface dweller friend of Jenny and Tanya. Every unbonded male in my kingdom was seeking her, but the Lifegiver had brought her to me. 
 
    To think I’d put aside my quest for a mate and come to the Noran city to search for the dragonstone heart. Once found, I planned to restore the heart to its rightful place so that Tanya and Jenny would be allowed to remain in Muraque. Then, I would’ve looked for my mate. 
 
    Instead, I’d met up with PJ along the way. 
 
    Well, I guess I should say I smacked into my mate, PJ, along the way. 
 
    “And wings!” Leaning to the side, she tapped her lip with an index finger. “They’re so broad. So big.” 
 
    Not the only thing that was broad and big. My inner male was shouting inside my dragon, insisting it was time for him to come through. 
 
    While the order was reversed, she’d hunted me down, captured me, and claimed me. 
 
    Nothing I could do now but reveal who I was. I shifted into man-form. 
 
    “Holy hell,” she yelped, her spine going rigid, her butt shifting on my belly. “What the…Where did the freakin’ dragon go?” 
 
    Keeping my eyes half-closed, I waited to find out where she’d take this. I wanted to gain my feet, haul her up, and kiss her. 
 
    Mark her as mine. 
 
    “You’re not quite a dragon, now, are you? You’re some kind of shifter.” She wiggled her sweet ass. “You’re…” A chuckle leaked into her voice. “You’re not just a dragon, you’re a complete man, too. A…good-sized man.” 
 
    More than good-sized. And the proof was rising fast.  
 
    During the mating lust, I’d have little control. My need for her would never be fully slaked, though my goal would always be to satisfy her first.  
 
    “I said I was taking a dating hiatus after Jim, but this whole falling through the Earth and landing on a dragon shifter situation is making me reconsider.” 
 
    No dating? We’d see about that. 
 
    And who the hell was Jim?  
 
    “Jim said…Well, I shouldn’t be sharing this with a dead dragon shifter, but why not? Who else can I tell if not you? Jim said he found me unappealing. Can you believe it? I’m not that bad looking.” 
 
    She was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.  
 
    “Then, he had the nerve to say I’d look decent if I just lost weight. Decent?! Evil bastard.” 
 
    From what I’d seen already, PJ was beyond perfect. She was gorgeous, with curves in all the right places. As for Jim? A growl rumbled in my chest. 
 
    “Oh!” She jumped, but remained astride my body. “Maybe you’re alive after all? I shouldn’t be saying any of this, but I imagine you’re unconscious from the fall. After all, I slammed on top of you. You probably hit your head.” The weight of her gaze landed on my face. “You’re kinda cute. Dark hair, richly tanned skin. And lots of muscles. I like that.” Her fingertips traced along my shoulders. “You still have those awesome scales when you’re in this form, thankfully. A mix of dark blue and deep red. They feel like raised tattoos.”  
 
    My stomach muscles quivered as I held in my laugh. Her touch, like dragonfire on my skin, tickled.  
 
    “This entire situation is magical. With you lying underneath me, looking beyond perfect, I feel as if I’ve somehow stumbled into a reverse Snow White, minus the dwarves. Nothing against dwarves, but I do like that seven men aren’t running around me at the moment, acting grumpy or sneezy.” 
 
    The little green jealousy monster was clawing its way through me. Seven men? 
 
    “It’s kind of nice we’re alone, because…” She gulped. “Okay, because I want to kiss you. Knowing you’re out of it, that you won’t be aware I’m doing it, just adds to the charm. My only concern is consent, because I’m all about making sure the other person’s as into it as I am before proceeding further.” 
 
    My rock-hard rod should show her I was as into this as she was.  
 
    Palms braced on my shoulders, she leaned forward. “This can be quick. I’ll steal a tiny kiss, before you wake up and tell me to get lost.” 
 
    Her mouth met mine, and heat exploded inside me. My cock surged forward, ready to impale itself inside her. 
 
    As her tongue traced my lips, teasing them to open, I groaned. 
 
    She sat up abruptly again, and I opened my eyes. 
 
    “Oops, sorry,” she said, her fingers fluttering against her lips. “You, uh, didn’t feel that, did you? Crap.” Color rushed up into her high cheekbones, and her eyes gleamed.  
 
    My mate had long, blue hair—much like a Noran elf’s, a lush shape with full breasts, and hips I ached to hold onto while grinding inside her.  
 
    “Double Crap,” she said. “I’m not going to be arrested for killing a dragon, I’m going to be arrested for kissing a guy without his consent.” 
 
    Rising up, I flipped her onto her back and loomed over her, my palms planting on either side of her shoulders. 
 
    “Consider this consent,” I growled out, as my mouth captured hers. 
 
    In one breath, I claimed PJ as my mate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    PJ 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t anything better than having a naked, virile man lying on top of me, the proof of his interest pressing between my thighs. 
 
    Dating hiatus? Fuck that. For some reason, this man turned me on like no one ever had before. And, luck was on my side, because it appeared he felt the same. As his fingers trailed down my side, his breathing increased, making it clear he also didn’t mind I’d made moves on him while he was sort of unconscious. 
 
    Jim had gone flaccid during my strip tease. He’d turned away, told me to cut back on the carbs. 
 
    This dragon-man didn’t seem to think I needed to cut back on anything. 
 
    His hands gripped my shoulders while his mouth moved on mine. Sparks flew through me, centering between my legs.  
 
    I shouldn’t be grinding against him already. He was barely touching me. But I did it anyway, unable to resist him. 
 
    What would it be like to give myself to a man who wanted me not just for who I was inside but for the shape I presented to the world? 
 
    It would be awesome. 
 
    “I do not know who Jim is, but you are the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen,” he said gruffly. His fingertips stroked my cheek, along my neck, then cupped my shoulder.  
 
    I bit down hard on my lower lip and studied his face, looking for hints of deceit. If he was like Jim, I’d say, let’s do it, and he’d close his eyes and fantasize to get off—something he told me he’d done most of the time. 
 
    Talk about a mood-killer. 
 
    “Are you teasing me?” I asked, hesitancy ripe in my voice. Because it wouldn’t be easy to trust another guy, even if only for a hookup. 
 
    “Does this feel like teasing?” He pressed his lower body against mine, the evidence of his arousal raking across my pussy. 
 
    Heat spiked through me, and I couldn’t hold back my moan. 
 
    “Feels real, but…” I could watch him, see what he did, before I trusted him. 
 
    A quick glance around told me we were alone, thank heavens. We lay in a tramped-down circle in the broad, grassy meadow that spanned the front of the city. Tall flowers swayed in the breeze. Leaves rustled in the woods nearby. But no voices shouting or chattering nearby, making me believe we were alone. 
 
    No one would see us unless they pretty much stepped on us. 
 
    I could do whatever I pleased with my dragon-man, which was an intriguing thought. 
 
    Nervousness snaked up my spine, telling me I was stupid to let another man into my life so soon after I’d been burned. Especially a man I’d just met. But, really, it wasn’t like I’d ever see him again. We could do…whatever, after which he’d go on with his life—whatever that was for a dragon-shifter, while I’d return to the university. 
 
    One of my biggest fantasies was having a hot encounter with a stranger. 
 
    He kissed his way along my jawline, stopping to nibble on my earlobe. 
 
    The best kind of shivers wracked my frame. 
 
    I was crazy to be contemplating this. But, hell, while I was sick of being hurt by guys, I was even more tired of holding myself back. 
 
    I would test him. 
 
    “What if I do this?” I asked, unclipping my harness and unzipping my climbing suit all the way to my belly. If he found my rounded body unappealing, he’d go limp in seconds. Nothing would hide that. 
 
    His snarl ripped through his chest. He kissed my collarbone and moved to the top of my breasts peeking from beneath my lacy blue bra. While his teeth plucked at my nipple through the material, he prodded me with his still-rigid cock. My clit shouted more! 
 
    So far, so good.  
 
    “How about this?” I asked, my voice soft and husky, because, despite my best intentions, I was into this guy already. It was going to be painful if he pushed me away.  
 
    Sitting up a little, I pulled my arms from my sleeves and shimmied my climbing suit down over my hips, leaving most of me exposed to his view. 
 
    Nothing but my bra and blue thong remained between us. I was never more grateful that I refused to leave my apartment before putting on cute undies. 
 
    His breath caught as he gazed down at me, and I stiffened, guarding myself against his rejection. 
 
    Instead, he sat back on my thighs, his cock thrusting between us, and slid his hands across my belly to my breasts, where he stroked my nipples through the fabric.  
 
    “Take this off?” he asked, with a hitch in his voice, as if seeing me fully naked was the most exciting thing in the world. “And this?” He flicked the side of my thong. 
 
    “You’re not going to get me hot and bothered, then say you’ve changed your mind, are you?” I asked. Changed his mine. Why not be clear? I was worried he’d say I was ugly. 
 
    “I’m going to lick every inch of your lovely body, then fuck you.” 
 
    My breathing shuddered to a halt, and I grinned, because that pretty much summed up my stranger fantasy. 
 
    “I know I’m taking things out of order,” he said, as if admitting he was doing something bad. “But I can’t help it.” 
 
    Well, the usual order would be him asking me out, me saying yes, dinner, maybe the movies, a kiss, then— 
 
    “Normally, I’d bring you to my palace and woo you, first.” 
 
    Sounded old fashioned, but wooing could be fun. Wait a minute. Palace? 
 
    “After that, we’d wed,” he added. 
 
    Uh-uh. I lifted my eyebrows. “I just met you.” 
 
    He pressed his fist against his chest. “We know each other here.” His smile sunk through me like melted honey. This guy was not only gorgeous, his words, his touch…He was dangerous. He cleared his throat, as if he had something momentous to say, but frankly, the palace, the wooing, and the wedding stuff had taken us beyond momentous territory already. “Under the usual circumstances, we’d wed before I took you to my bed and made love to you for hours.” 
 
    Hours? Mmm.  
 
    “But I can’t wait.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I could wait, either. 
 
    “I need you now.” 
 
    The words thrilled through me. 
 
    “However,” he said. “Before I reverse the order and strip you and lick every inch of your body, I must ask one question…” 
 
    Ah, here it comes. He’ll say, It’s okay if I pretend you’re skinny, right?, or, Do you mind if I close my eyes while we do it? 
 
    I held myself tight, waiting for him to spit out the worst. 
 
    “Do you accept me into your life and your body as your mate?” he asked, his fingers tickling down my sides. 
 
    I arched my hips toward him, seeking… 
 
    Hold on. Life, body, mate? This was not what I was expecting. Life, body, and mate sounded momentous, too. What, exactly, was he asking me? 
 
    I frowned. “You mean, do I want you to touch me, kiss me, lick me, and fuck me?” My voice squeaked out as I laid it all out for him. “If so, yes.” 
 
    “Yes?” The word came from deep in his chest, almost as if we were speaking vows. “You’re completely sure?” 
 
    “I am.” He had me so heated up, I’d promise him just about anything as long as he kept touching me. 
 
    “Then so be it.” He spread my legs wide and crawled between them. Without a how-do-you-do, he slid my thong aside and stroked my slit. 
 
    While I groaned, he tugged my thong down over my hips. His palms spread me wide, and his fingers tweaked my clit. He leaned forward and breathed on me. 
 
    Electricity jolted through me like I’d been struck by lightning. Tipping my head back, I shrieked. 
 
    So much for remaining hidden in the deep grass. If anyone was around, they’d come running, believing I was about to be murdered. 
 
    No, I was about to come after a guy barely touched me. 
 
    He chuckled. “You like that?” 
 
    Hell, yeah. “More.” 
 
    While a few fingers slid inside me, stroking my inner walls, he breathed directly on my clit. 
 
    Moaning, I thrust myself up toward him, which drove his fingers deeper. Little pants coming from my throat, I thrashed on the grass. 
 
    I’d never been this tightly sprung for a man before, and he wasn’t inside me yet. 
 
    While his thumb rubbed my clit and his fingers slid in and out, he reached up and fondled my breast, pinching the nipple that had solidified into a pebble. 
 
    I writhed, wanting all of it. My whimper slipped out. “Please.” 
 
    “Please, Jarik?” 
 
    “You’re Jarik?” 
 
    “Yes, PJ.” 
 
    Somehow, he already knew my name. But I guess that made sense, since this entire hookup was magical. 
 
    If my brain was working, I’d ask him how he knew who I was, but all I could focus on was the feel of his fingers going faster. His mouth replacing his thumb, sucking my clit deep inside his warmth. His tongue flicking across the tip. 
 
    I wanted to hold back, at least until he’d shoved himself inside me, but I was rushing for the cliffs, aching to tumble down the other side. 
 
    When he shoved more fingers inside and tweaked my G-spot, I shouted out his name. And spasmed around him. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Like that.” He stroked my belly, all while his fingers moved in and out, his thumb soothing my clit while I twitched and shuddered. 
 
    Embarrassment climbed into my cheeks, and I knew my skin must be flushed scarlet. “Sorry I came so soon.” Could I crawl away into the grass and hide? 
 
    He grinned and rose up over me. His cock teased my slit. “Surely you don’t think we’re finished yet?” 
 
    “I am,” I said. “I’m never good for more than one orgasm.” Assuming I got one. Lately, with Jim, I’d had to pretend. Probably because I could tell he was doing the same. 
 
    “You, my mate”—Jarik’s lips hovered over mine—“are about to experience multiple orgasms.” 
 
    Grasping my legs, he tucked my ankles over his shoulders.  
 
    He was pushing forward, his enormous cock probing and…vibrating? when hoarse screams erupted in the nearby forest. 
 
    Jarik froze, his eyes widening. “Fuck,” he said, pulling away from me. “The dead are rising.” 
 
    “Dead?” I gaped up at him. “Hold on. What’s rising again?” 
 
    He sat back in a crouch and extended his hand toward me. “Tell me, love. Are you up for a run?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Jarik 
 
      
 
    The Lifegiver had been generous, bringing PJ to me. But before I could fully savor her body, we needed to escape the ghost wraiths of Noran. 
 
    PJ peered around. “What was that—” 
 
    Another unearthly shriek echoed from deep within the forest, cutting off PJ’s question. She gulped and stared up at me before sitting bolt upright.  
 
    Her body trembling, she got to her feet. “No big rats around, but there’s something creepy going on here.” 
 
    “The wraiths are still some distance away, but they’ll fly to us quickly.” 
 
    “Flying wraiths?” She scowled. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “We need to get inside the city walls before they discover us.” The Noran magical protections would prevent the wraiths from crossing the threshold, but out in the open, we were prey. 
 
    Grabbing her hand, I pulled her behind me across the grass, rushing toward the entrance to the crumbling ruins. 
 
    “But, but…” She stumbled, tugging up the scrap of fabric she’d worn snug against her slit. Still right on my tail, she stuffed her arms into her blue outfit and zipped it to her chin, covering her gorgeous body.  
 
    I wanted to groan about my loss, because I’d be a happy dragon if I could touch and kiss her curves forever. I’d been so close to giving us both complete satisfaction. 
 
    “This way,” I said, taking her arm, encouraging her to climb the long expanse of stone steps that ended at the main entrance, avoiding tumbled rocks and encroaching vegetation. A quick glance told me the wraiths had not appeared on the edge of the forest yet, but they would soon. We had to hide or get inside the outer walls immediately. 
 
    “A walled city,” PJ said in awe, pausing to gape at the tall doors. “Where did this place come from? I’ve heard nothing about this, and I’m well-read.” 
 
    “It has always been here. For thousands of years.” 
 
    With me urging her on, we rushed across the broken stones making up the broad, sweeping exterior courtyard. Huge planters had been knocked over and shattered, and statues lay in fragmented heaps. In days gone by, the Norans would mount and dismount from their horned-horses on this level surface. Servants would lead their mounts away to the stables, while the elves would enter their residences. 
 
    Approaching the main entrance, PJ stopped again and looked up. Vegetation had overgrown most of the exterior, as nature tried to reclaim this part of the world. Three lifetimes from now, after the vines and saplings had worked their way into the mortar, we’d be hard-pressed to find more than crumbling piles of rock.  
 
    But I knew from past ventures into this area that the stone buildings were sound. Not that I’d explored beyond the exterior walls of the city, as I’d never found a way inside and I’d needed to avoid the wraiths. Fortunately, the structures appeared unchanged from the last time I’d been here. We should be safe searching inside. 
 
    As far as I knew, no one had ventured into the city since the last Noran passed away from disease. 
 
    I stared at the main entrance door. Locked, like the last time I’d been here. Only the gods knew how we’d get the door open.  
 
    “Interesting.” PJ squinted at the locking mechanism and ran her fingertip along the series of knobs protruding above. I assumed a certain pattern would open the door, but while I’d tried in the past, I’d yet to discover the correct code.  
 
    The wraiths shrieked, moving nearer. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” she asked, staring toward the woods.  
 
    “Death wraiths.” 
 
    “Of course.” She rolled her eyes. “Sounds like something from a video game. But then, what else can I expect today, after meeting a dragon?” 
 
    “We’ve got to get inside right away,” I ground out. “Escape the wraiths.” 
 
    She flicked her hand. “Then open the door.” 
 
    “To unlock it, we need the code.” And we must discover it fast. Bracing my shoulder against the door, I shoved, but the frame didn’t budge. 
 
    “Hmm,” she said, frowning. She nudged me to the side. “Maybe I can figure it out.” 
 
    “No one has been able to discover the correct sequence thus far.”  
 
    “A challenge?” Her lips lifted, creating dimples in her cheeks. “I know it sounds smug, but those who’ve tried before are not me.” She tapped her temple. “I’ve always been good with puzzles.” 
 
    “I hope you’re fast with puzzles,” I said, unable to keep my urgency out of my voice. I didn’t want to scare her, but our situation was dire. 
 
    Rubbing her palms together, she bent forward and squinted at the lock. “Aren’t you a tricky looking thing, huh? But you won’t best me.” 
 
    “Quick, PJ.” 
 
    “I know. Death wraiths. Which we can escape if we get inside. What will we find once we’re in there? Dancing zombies?” 
 
    “I must seek the dragonstone heart.” 
 
    Her smile fell. “I was kidding.” 
 
    “I am not. The Norans stole and hid the heart inside the city.”  
 
    “Hold on.” She whirled on me, but blinked as her gaze was pulled to the woods. “That’s odd.” 
 
    We were running out of time. The wraiths had reached the edge of the forest and were drifting across the grass. While they’d yet to see us, they would soon. They’d smell our blood, if nothing else. 
 
    “Weird to see fog like that. It’s grayish, almost in shapes. And moving.” She shook her head, as if dismissing what she was seeing with her own eyes was easier than admitting she might be mistaken. “I thought you were…I don’t know. Making all this up? Because, there’s no such thing as death wraiths.” 
 
    “They’re coming,” I shouted, easing her forward, wishing I could scoop her up and get her out of here. But, if I shifted and left the city, I’d give up before I started searching. I couldn’t do that to my brothers and their mates. 
 
    PJ spun back, and her fingers trembled on the lock. “You’re…serious about this.” 
 
    “Would a dragon lie to you?” I asked. 
 
    She snorted. “Since you’re the first dragon I’ve met, you’re going to have to wait for my answer.” 
 
    “No time to wait. Get that door open and get us inside.” 
 
    “Who the hell are you, anyway?” Hands cocked on her hips, she tossed a scowl over her shoulder, before facing the door. “I realize we’re going backwards, since we’ve…well, almost you know, but now there are a bunch of weirdos screaming in the woods and there’s that strange fog, and you’re saying we need to find a heart, which sounds…morbid. Before we go any further, you need to explain.” 
 
    “I already told you. I’m Jarik.” I bowed fast and peered toward the grassy area between the city and the forest. The wraiths milled around, trying to acclimate to the lunarlight. “I’m Jarik Drekorian Smytherin Kalapos, to be exact. Third in line for the dragon throne. But can we discuss this later?” 
 
    “Yeah. Sure.” She tapped her lip. “I can play along. Third in line. Does that mean you’re a duke or something?” 
 
    “A prince. My older brothers were born before me.” I stared at the knobs, wondering which sequence would open the door. I could make something up, but the lock had a failproof stop. Guess wrong, and the device wouldn’t reset and allow another attempt for more than an hour. 
 
    We didn’t have an hour. 
 
    “This must be some sort of game,” PJ said, glancing toward the grassy area. “That’s strange. It’s almost as if…” She shook her head, making her blue hair slide along her back. “I sort of understand the dragon part. Okay, I don’t, actually, because, how could I? But I’m going with it for now. But the rest? Death wraiths? You a prince? Come on.” 
 
    I didn’t have time to explain. The ghostly spirits would be on us in seconds. Stooping down on my heels, I glared at the lock. This time, I’d get it right. 
 
    I’d have to, because it was our only salvation. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you until you explain,” she said shortly. Pink stained her cheeks, and fire almost chugged from her ears. “Despite the fact that I kind of like you and you just gave me the best orgasm in my life.” 
 
    Only kinda liked me? I’d need to drag this woman to bed and turn kinda into an overwhelming yes. “That was your second best.” 
 
    “What?” she sputtered. 
 
    “Your best orgasm is yet to come.” 
 
    She smacked my shoulder. “Don’t get cocky. Tell me what’s really going on here.” 
 
    “I’m Jarik, a dragon prince,” I said quickly, praying the wraiths would continue to drift around in the field. If we remained motionless and stooped down, we might escape their clutches. “I live with my brothers and other dragon shifters in a valley some distance away from here.” 
 
    She nodded, encouraging me to continue.  
 
    “The first dragon to leave the surface settled in our valley. After he died, his body solidified into white crystal. His dragonheart changed into ruby-red gypsar, and the magic it emitted has protected us from outsiders for generations. The heart was stolen. I’ve been tasked to find it, and it’s somewhere inside this city.” I waved toward the crumbling ruins. “If I don’t return the heart within five—no, make that three—days, since it took me almost two to get here, Jenny and Tanya will not be allowed to remain with my brothers, as their mates for life.” 
 
    “Hold on. Back up a second. Jenny and Tanya are here somewhere? They’re safe?” 
 
    “Very safe.” My brothers would die rather than see them harmed. 
 
    “They weren’t hurt from the fall?” 
 
    “Not a bit.” 
 
    “Can you take me to them?” 
 
    “Once I find the dragonstone heart, I’ll gladly do so.”  
 
    A shriek rang out, telling me our time was up. The wraiths drifted across the field, arms outstretched to grab us. 
 
    PJ’s grin filled her face and brought a sparkle to her blue eyes. “Then what are we waiting for? I’ll help you find the heart.” She examined the lock and poked her fingertip into the tiny hole. “Looks like a simple tumbler system. We may not need the code, if you have the key.” 
 
    “Key? Wait,” I said, standing. “You believe me?”  
 
    She scrunched her face. “Are you lying?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then let me get this door open, and we can find that heart.” 
 
    A shriek from the bottom of the stairs kicked me into protection mode. While PJ fiddled with the lock, I grabbed a beam lying on the stones and swung it at the first wraith to reach me, severing its head. The rest of the body exploded, scattering gray dust into the air. 
 
    PJ straightened, studying the turrets and bastion, oblivious to the battle going on behind her. “I don’t suppose death wraiths are friendly?” 
 
    “Only if you enjoy having someone suck every speck of your energy from you,” I grunted out while slamming my beam into the next wraith to issue a challenge. It wailed and flew back a hundred feet, but it wouldn’t be knocked down for long. “Wraiths leave nothing behind but a dry husk.” 
 
    “Not my kind of party.” Gnawing on her fingernail, she straightened and scanned the exterior wall. She jumped and yanked on some vines, pulling them off the stone on either side of the door, then stared further. “Hmm.” 
 
    This was taking too long. Before the next flock of wraiths could come at me, I charged the door, my beam lifted, intending to bring it down on the lock. If nothing else, brawn should get us inside. 
 
    With a gasp, PJ stayed my forward motion with a hand on my arm. “What the hell? This entire place is a priceless artifact. What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Getting us inside while we’re still human.” 
 
    She snorted. “Human, for you, is debatable.” 
 
    I growled. “I’m as human as you.” 
 
    Her slender eyebrows lifted. “Except when you’re a dragon.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” I shouted. “We’ve got to get through these doors.” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” Her pink lips crimped and she spun back to stare at the lock. “Just give me a little more time before you go all he-man. Please?” 
 
    “We don’t have time.”  
 
    The wraiths shrieked. 
 
    “And keep it down, would you?” she said, distracted. “You’re making it hard to focus.” 
 
    “It’s not me!” 
 
    I could almost see her rolling her eyes. “Men. And people say women make a lot of fuss. If you can remain patient, I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Two wraiths rushed me. I swung my beam, slicing them across their bellies. One puffed into soot, but the other kept coming, mouth open, arms outstretched. 
 
    “While the lock looks complicated, it’s probably a simple mechanism,” PJ said, stooped forward. “With supposed wraiths, and who-knows-what-else around, the people who lived here wouldn’t want to hang out on the doorstep playing with locks or wishing they’d remembered to bring their key. They’d create a simple code. If I study it enough, I’m sure I can figure it out.” 
 
    The surviving wraith latched onto my shoulders and leaned forward to give me its deadly kiss. My heart pounding, I grappled with it. And, when my feet connected with a broken planter, I tumbled down the stairs, taking the wraith with me.  
 
    “Have you seen a device like this before?” I groaned out, ignoring my aching shoulder that had collided with stone. Hauling my arm back, I slammed it into the wraiths’ face. Emitting an ear-piercing shriek, it disintegrated, coating me with dust. 
 
    I staggered to my feet and, weaving, made my way back to where I’d dropped my beam. Lifting it, I crouched and glared at the remaining wraiths. Too many. We needed to get inside. Now. 
 
    “I’m an archaeologist.” PJ tapped the knobs above the lock. “I study and explore the ancient past. Situations like this are all part of my job.” 
 
    I sincerely doubted fighting death wraiths was part of her job. 
 
    Four wraiths started up the stairs, but when I stomped toward them, they skittered toward the grass.  
 
    “Just try me,” I huffed out. 
 
    Stepping back, PJ studied the entrance. “Six turrets.” She leaned forward and pressed one of the knobs. 
 
    Something rumbled behind the wall. 
 
    “Open?” I yelled, swinging the beam at a few wraiths trying to inch past me to reach PJ. My flesh crawled with the overwhelming need to make sure she was safe.  
 
    “Not yet. Good things always come in threes, which tells me I need to figure out two more numbers. Maybe the portcullis holds the next clue.”  
 
    While I decapitated a wraith and then coughed from a deep inhalation of dust, PJ slid her finger across the bars spanning the opening, then leaned over to press another knob. 
 
    The door shuddered, but remained closed. 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    “And?” I asked feverishly. “Any ideas for the third number?” 
 
    “Don’t rush me.” Hands on her hips, she studied the four-story wall. 
 
    More wraiths flew toward me, all at once. I gouged one in the chest, knocking it backward, but the others had sensed a gap in my defense and tried to get past me. With one sweep, I cut them in two, coating my arms with blackness. 
 
    “Three,” PJ said, pressing a knob. 
 
    A click rang out, and the enormous door creaked open. 
 
    “See?” She turned and grinned. “Sometimes, it takes brains, not brute strength to solve a problem.” A frown filled her face as she glanced down my front. “What have you been doing while I’ve been working hard to get the door open? Rolling around in the dirt?” 
 
    With a growl, I chucked the beam aside, swept her off her feet, and raced inside the open doorway.  
 
    I tripped, and we crashed onto a mosaic tile floor. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    PJ 
 
      
 
    I landed astride a naked man for the second time in one day. Not bad for a woman who hadn’t dated in six months. 
 
    Because I’d had a minute—or maybe it was only two seconds—to contemplate my earlier uninhibited actions in the grass, I scrambled up and off him, my ears on fire. I shouldn’t be embarrassed for stripping and encouraging him to touch me. For screaming when I came. 
 
    But there it was. 
 
    It wasn’t quite regret, though…I felt vulnerable. 
 
    “Sorry I fell on you,” I said, brushing grit off my hands and knees. 
 
    Jarik rose, grinning. “You can fall on me any time you want.” 
 
    My heart kicking into high gear from his comment, I shut the door and turned the lock, leaving us in the dark. Something told me the dark was preferable to whatever waited for us outside. 
 
    Death wraiths. Sure. 
 
    Lord only knows why I believed any bit of Jarik’s far-fetched story. 
 
    Dragon kings. That alone was unbelievable. But dragon kings dying and turning into crystal? Uh-uh. Then add magical properties protecting a valley from discovery. A dragonstone heart that had been stolen by elves.  
 
    Elves. If I hadn’t seen Jarik shift with my own eyes… 
 
    Maybe I was starting to believe parts of this because I’d seen things in my life that couldn’t be explained. 
 
    And this sounded like something from an Indiana Jones movie. If you could believe someone was capable of finding a treasure, winning a girl, and taking down the bad guys, all within two hours, you could believe anything. Although, Jarik was much cuter than Indie, which was saying something, because I’d fantasized about Indie for years.  
 
    “So, I need more details if I’m going to help find the heart,” I said, leaning against the door.  
 
    Jarik brushed black stuff off his arms and chest. Really. Wasn’t that just like a man to horse around while the woman did all the work. 
 
    “We’re on a quest,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, a quest.” Best to focus on our mission, not on how awesome Jarik looked naked. And how his body still looked a tad eager for mating—his term, not mine, but I kind of liked it. 
 
    “We need to find the dragonstone heart and bring it back to my city— Muraque—in just under three days.” 
 
    “If we don’t, you said Jenny and Tanya can’t remain with your brothers.” We’d been celebrating a birthday what felt like an hour ago. How had they found men and mated with them so fast? “Are you sure they want to stay here? They’re not begging to be returned to our homes?” 
 
    “They’re in love and plan to wed. They’ve mated. Jenny with my oldest brother, our king, Drek, and Tanya with my next eldest brother, Kemir.” 
 
    “I assume Kemir is not also a king.” All this romance and dragons and quest talk was throwing me for a tailspin. 
 
    “Kemir is a billionaire businessman.” 
 
    I lifted my eyebrows, because, really? “A billionaire, living down here, in the center of the Earth.” Didn’t billionaires need tall buildings, the stock market, and a regular infusion of corporate warfare? 
 
    Jarik’s shoulders tightened. “You sound disbelieving. You’d think, after the wraiths, you’d—” 
 
    “It’s impossible.” I splayed my hands wide. “I was with Jenny and Tanya an hour ago.” 
 
    “Time works differently down here. I believe the Lifegiver held Tanya, then you, back, until it was time to release you.” 
 
    Ah, that sensation I’d had that I slid for days through the cave channel after jumping in to save my friends. Had some sort of mysterious, magical ‘Lifegiver’ arranged things so Jenny would find Drek, and Tanya, Kemir? 
 
    And me, Jarik? 
 
    Don’t go there. To buy into this, I’d have to believe the Lifegiver was some sort of below-the-ground matchmaker who fixed dragon shifters up with women from the surface of Earth. 
 
    Yeah, right. This was just a hookup, not some sort of magically-arranged encounter that would end in me mating with a dragon.  
 
    Except, Jarik seemed to think I’d been brought here specifically for him. 
 
    “Why do you think we’re mated?” I asked him, strolling around inside the short space between the outer and inner wall of the fortress city. I was eager to check out the walls, the floor, and excavate for treasure. This place could have a bailey or battlements, like medieval castles. If I had my say, I’d spend the rest of my life here, exploring, but we did need to settle a few things between us first. 
 
    “In my world, when a dragon wishes to mate, he goes to the Lifegiver pool for her blessing. I was granted the right to hunt a mate, and then I found you.” 
 
    Well, and then I landed on top of him. I tilted my head. “How do you know this Lifegiver sent me to you?” 
 
    “Since you’re the first unattached woman I encountered, you’re my destined mate.” Striding over to stand in front of me, he stroked my hair and pressed against my neck to pull my face up to his. He kissed me too fast; I didn’t have time to savor it. “And now, I’ve marked you again.” 
 
    Frowning, I stepped back a pace. “That was just a kiss.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Between us, it will never be just a kiss. But I marked you first with dragonfire. Outside, while we lay in the grass.” 
 
    “I don’t remember fire.” Liar. This man’s touch was fire. “Your breath! You breathed on me.” And it was hot and electric, and it felt fantastic. I’d practically come in a flash. 
 
    He nodded, his eyes gleaming, as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. That gleam suggested he wanted to lay me down on the tile and mark me all over again. Flames licked through my veins at the thought.  
 
    “A little exhalation doesn’t mean it’s time for you to move in and raid my fridge.” 
 
    “Never doubt that you’re mine,” he growled. “When I take you to Muraque, we will wed.” 
 
    “Just like that, we’re getting married? No flowers or chocolates or getting down on one knee at a baseball game and proposing?” I teased. Why was I even contemplating going along with this wild fantasy? I should be shoving him away, looking for the dragonstone heart, then figuring out how to restore it to his kingdom. Doing something to help my friends. 
 
    However, after meeting Jarik, I could see how someone could fall in love with a dragon.  
 
    Crap. I wasn’t falling for this guy already, was I? 
 
    “What does the dragonstone look like?” I asked. Anything to provide a distraction. Otherwise, I’d be stroking his shoulders. Kissing him. Dragging him down onto the dusty floor tiles. Hell, coating my own skin in black dirt. 
 
    “It’s red crystal. And heart-shaped.”  
 
    Duh. 
 
    As if he knew where my attention was wandering, his cock twitched and thrust against his belly. Talk about distracting. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you plan on walking around naked while we look for the heart?” I really didn’t want him to cover up, now did I? 
 
    He glanced down.  
 
    I tried not to stare, but jeez, he was big and beyond gorgeous. A smidge of light filtered in through cracks in the stone, highlighting him in all his glory.  
 
    The twitch had turned into a full-on woody.  
 
    “I prefer to be naked,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” Not that I was truly complaining. 
 
    “It’s easier to shift into a dragon if I don’t have to strip.” 
 
    If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I’d be laughing my head off. Because this conversation would sound wacko to the rest of the world. My world, that is.  
 
    I wasn’t so sure about Jarik’s. 
 
    Might be best to focus on the subject at hand, before I dropped my climbing suit and begged him to mark me again.  
 
    Who needed roses or baseball game proposals? 
 
    “Where do you think we’ll find the heart?” I asked, squinting as I strode ahead of him, into a four-story atrium, AKA cobweb city, where I stared around in awe.  
 
    Gilt, gilt, and more gilt. As if someone had strolled through here with a bucket of gold paint and a brush. I had a feeling it wasn’t paint. 
 
    On the opposite side of the room, a broad, ornate staircase wound up to the top floor. A long, railed hall with doors leading who knows where, awaited whomever dared investigate that area. 
 
    To my left was a large archway, and when I peeked through, I found what looked like a ballroom, if the fancy chandeliers, smooth wooden floor, and mirrored walls were anything to go by. Off to the right of the atrium, I spied a freakin’ glorious library, filled with dusty tomes. I itched to pull them from the shelves, one by one, and read them.  
 
    I wanted to run across the library floor…No, up the stairs! The urge to explore was nearly overwhelming. 
 
    Instead, I held myself back and returned to the atrium, where Jarik had remained while I was giving in to my curiosity. On the far side of the room, to the left of the stairway, stood another door. Who knew where that one led? 
 
    “I believe we’re in one of the many Noran castles that ring the outer wall,” Jarik said. “There’s one for each of the fifty elf families who lived here long ago.” 
 
    “Real elves?” 
 
    “Norans, actually.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” 
 
    “They died off. Some were murdered. Other succumbed to disease.” 
 
    “That’s awful.” 
 
    He shrugged. “A common side effect when surface dwellers come to this world.” 
 
    Surface dwellers. “You mean people like me.” 
 
    “You’re different.” The flick of his hand might wave off my words, but the seriousness in his eyes suggested otherwise. But then, how could he trust me? He barely knew me.  
 
    “Am I truly different than others who have come here to hurt you and your people?” 
 
    He cupped my face. Kissed me softly. Shivers flew through me from his simple touch.  
 
    “Would you ever cause me harm?” he asked. 
 
    My smirk couldn’t be denied. “I do bite on occasion.” 
 
    His growl ripped through the room. “Show me.” 
 
    I stepped back, away from his touch. This guy was addictive. If I wanted to find the dragonstone heart and help my friends, I’d need to keep my wits about me. “Maybe later.” 
 
    He caught my hand and pulled me back, into his chest. “PJ.” 
 
    “Jarik,” I mimicked, inserting pretend whine in my voice. 
 
    His sigh pressed his chest against my back. “You’re going to fight me on this, aren’t you, my mate?” 
 
    Spinning around in his arms, I grinned up at him. “What kind of reward do you think you’ll get, if you catch me?”  
 
    I giggled and darted away. 
 
    With a snarl, he stalked me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Jarik 
 
      
 
    Her laughter trilling out, PJ raced up the stairs.  
 
    Naturally, I gave chase. 
 
    I could’ve caught her easily, but there was something highly appealing about watching her ass sway as she ran, let alone the giggle she threw over her shoulder when she saw I was right behind her. 
 
    Reaching out, I pinched her hip. 
 
    She squealed and kept running, hitting the upper story landing and turning left to race down the open hall. 
 
    “You’ll never catch me,” she huffed out as she turned the knob on the first door she found and darted inside. 
 
    “Know right now, mate, I never lose,” I told her as I entered the room and shut the door behind us. 
 
    A bedroom. Perfect. 
 
    I leaned against the frame and crossed my arms on my chest. 
 
    Her gaze flew down my body, and she grinned. “You sure get worked up fast.” 
 
    No use pretending I didn’t want her. My cock had been making demands from the moment she landed on my abs in the grass. 
 
    Gods willing, I’d get another chance to mark her, and give her complete satisfaction. 
 
    With dragonfire roaring through my veins, I stalked forward and scooped her up, while she laughed and wiggled. Her hair tickled my arm, and I didn’t miss the fact that she leaned close and kissed my chest.  
 
    Growling with need, I tossed her up and onto the enormous bed, then leapt onto the mattress to join her. Since elves were eight to ten feet tall, their rooms and furniture had been built to accommodate their size. 
 
    When dust rose off the bed in a thick cloud, I rolled her to the side and shoved down the top blanket layers, revealing red silky sheets that appeared clean and unused, protected from the ages by the thick spread. 
 
    “What are you going to do to me, now that you’ve caught me, dragon man?” she asked in a come-hither voice. Reclining on the pillows, with her hair tousled and a big smile on her pretty face, she was the most gorgeous sight I’d ever seen. 
 
    I had to be with her. 
 
    Climbing up over her and bracing my hands on either side of her shoulders, I nibbled her neck. “I’m going to eat you.” 
 
    “Oh, no, mighty beast,” she said, her tone high-pitched, her eyes wide but filled with humor. “Please don’t eat me. I’m just a lonely archaeologist on a quest to find a heart.” 
 
    I smacked my fist against my chest. “You have already found one.” 
 
    Her aww was cut off when I tugged down the fastening on her blue outfit. 
 
    As my fingers trailed along the exposed skin on her chest and belly, she clutched my arms and lifted her hips, moaning. 
 
    Sitting up slightly, she yanked her arms from her sleeves. Her shoes were kicked off, landing on the carpeted floor with dull thuds. Her clothing soon followed. 
 
    Nothing remained between us except her few scraps of snug blue material that tempted more than they hid. 
 
    My breathing faster than it ought to be, I slid my thumbs through the sides of the garment tucked between her legs and tugged it down over her thighs, and all the way to her ankles. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, kicking the scrap of fabric aside and unclasping the blue fabric covering her breasts. It joined her outfit on the floor. 
 
    Unable to stop, I cupped her breasts with both hands. I leaned down and sucked a nipple into my mouth. 
 
    “Jarik.”  
 
    I liked that I could make her pant. 
 
    Dropping my body fully down onto hers, my skin met hers, and it was beyond arousing. 
 
    “PJ,” I breathed as I kissed along her collarbone, aiming for her breasts again. Round and full, with pink tips, they called to me. “I—” 
 
    “I want you,” she said, before I could ask. “Every bit of you this time.” 
 
    My mate could turn me on with a simple look or just a few words. I wanted to drive myself inside her body, but I also wanted her with me. 
 
    We were in no hurry. No reason I couldn’t get her heated up first. 
 
    Sliding my fingertips around her nipple, I teased the rigid bud. 
 
    PJ thrust her chest toward my hand, her eyelids closing, a moan escaping her lips. Her frantic hands cupped my shoulders, pulling me close. 
 
    I sucked her nipple into my mouth and stroked the tip with my tongue while I trailed my fingers down her belly to that overheated spot between her legs. I’d die if I couldn’t touch her. Taste her. 
 
    Her thighs splayed wide, and I cupped her pussy. 
 
    Fuck. She was unbelievably wet. 
 
    I kissed her belly that quivered and massaged her hips and inner thighs, working my way downward. 
 
    Lifting her legs, I placed them on my shoulders. 
 
    Her body lay spread out in front of me like a heavenly banquet. A feast for a man who had never eaten in his life. I licked her slit, savoring her sweet flavor. As she bucked, I held her down with my palm and plunged my tongue inside her. 
 
    Her tight bud called to me, and I gave it equal attention, sucking it into my mouth and then biting down hard. 
 
    She gasped, and when I drove three fingers into her, pressing until I could go no further, and breathed dragonfire on her slit, she thrashed on the bed and shrieked. 
 
    “Come for me, PJ,” I said, pulling out my fingers and plunging them back inside. “Do it for me again, love.” 
 
    “No!” Bolting upright, she yanked me up and over her, her hand reaching for my cock. She palmed it and slid her thumb across the wet tip. “Dammit, you’re going to be inside me when I come this time.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts. I want it. Now.” 
 
    Far be it for me to deny my mate a damn thing. 
 
    “I want you eager first.” 
 
    She scowled. “Consider me eager.” 
 
    Dropping back on my heels, I stroked her sides. Her breasts. “There’s one problem. I’m big.” 
 
    “No shit, Sherlock.” 
 
    “Sherlock?” 
 
    “I’m well aware of your size, since it’s been on display since I met you.” 
 
    “Are you complaining?” 
 
    She smirked. “Actually, I like how you run around with nothing on. It’s unusual. Intriguing.” 
 
    I could go with intriguing. 
 
    “Incredibly sexy.” 
 
    I liked that even better. But while I’d never been with a woman before, there were books in our library that described how to drive a woman wild. “I need to make sure you’re ready for me, because I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “Let me decide what hurts and what feels good, okay?” she said as she dropped onto her back and lifted her knees all the way up, past her head. “Finally, all that yoga’s paying off.” 
 
    “That means?” 
 
    “I’m…limber.” 
 
    Her body lay spread out before me like the richest treasure in the world. 
 
    It was only right that I devour her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    PJ 
 
      
 
    Even though I’d made my cock demands clear, Jarik was taking his sweet time fulfilling them. 
 
    My body was strung so tight, I felt like I was going to explode up through the roof. 
 
    While I kept my ankles behind my head, showing him everything I possessed down there, he crouched and exhaled on me again. 
 
    Dragonfire. I was rapidly becoming addicted to it. 
 
    He teased my opening, inserting one finger. Two. Three. Four. Pressing against my inner walls as he slid his fingers in and out. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” he murmured. His tongue stroked my clit, and it was all I could do to keep my legs in the air. I wanted to grab his head and pull him closer. Shout for him to never stop. 
 
    Fingers moving, his mouth hot on my pussy, he drove me nearer to ignition. If he kept at it, I was going to burst into a giant ball of flames. 
 
    “Jarik!” 
 
    He glanced up. “Yes?” 
 
    “You know what I want.” What I needed. 
 
    “I do.” Looming over me, he braced his hands on the headboard. The tip of his cock slid inside me a fraction. 
 
    And something vibrated. 
 
    “Whoa!” I gaped up at him. “What the…?” I peeled myself off the headboard, where he’d pressed me, and when he rested back on his haunches, I crawled up his thighs. “What is that?” The end of his dick…Okay, so I hadn’t seen anything like that before. 
 
    “All of us have them,” he said, the pride of a thousand dragons blazing in his voice. “It’s made to give you pleasure.” 
 
    “I’ve gotta feel it inside.” 
 
    He chuckled. “That’s what I was trying to do.” 
 
    “Does it randomly vibrate, or can you control it?” 
 
    “I’m in full control.” 
 
    I wiggled my eyebrows. “So you say.” 
 
    His eyes darkened. “So I know, woman.” 
 
    “Let’s do it, then.” 
 
    Nudging my shoulder, he tried to rise up over me. “Lay down.” 
 
    “Uh, uh.” Grinning, I grabbed the head of his cock, squeezing. “I think you need to learn a lesson about teasing. I’m gonna be on top this time. You get to lay down.” 
 
    “PJ.” His voice deepened in warning.  
 
    All this alpha dragon he-man stuff was going to have to take a hike. He’d soon learn that I had equal say in this relationship. 
 
    Relationship? That gave me pause. I’d just met him, and I was already dreaming about a little thatched cottage, a stew in the crockpot, and a baby on my hip? 
 
    “Jarik,” I said mimicking him, but my voice came out shaky. What did I want, other than what he offered this moment? 
 
    “I’m happy to let you ride.” He tugged me down on top of him, and I brought up my legs to straddle his waist. 
 
    I wanted… 
 
    Warmth spread through me, and at that moment, I realized that being this dragon’s mate might be what I’d needed my entire life. 
 
    Even though it was too soon. And too heady. While I wasn’t sure I could handle the thought of commitment right now, I could handle what was probing between my legs.  
 
    With dragonfire lighting up my veins, I rose up over him and centered his vibrating cock on my clit. 
 
    Yum. 
 
    All this relationship stuff could wait until we’d found the dragonstone heart. By then, I’d know what I wanted. 
 
    While Jarik cupped my breasts and rolled my nipples, sparks shot through my body, making me wetter than I’d been before. 
 
    I dropped myself down, pushing, taking all of him inside me in a rush. Closing my eyes, I squeezed tight and he groaned out my name.  
 
    This is where Kegel exercises paid off. 
 
    “Fuck, PJ,” he growled out, his eyelids hooding. “You feel fantastic.” 
 
    It was wonderful. 
 
    Unable to hold still, I lifted up and pushed back down. 
 
    He groaned and pumped his hips in rhythm with mine. Pupils dilating, his hands trembled on my breasts as he urged me to go faster.  
 
    Picking up my pace, I rode him, rising and dropping back down, taking all of him to the hilt as he thrust up to meet me. 
 
    His vibrating dick was awesome. It seemed designed to tweak my clit on the way in, then rub my G-spot on the way out. It was driving me close to the rift. 
 
    But I wanted more. I wanted him slapping against me, groaning in my ear, and coming deep within me. 
 
    Lifting up, I released him and pivoted around until my back faced him. Then I took him deep inside again. While I shifted against him, he rose up and grabbed my breasts, pinching my nipples. 
 
    “I’m gonna…” I moaned out. 
 
    “Yes.” Pushing me forward, onto my hands and knees, he shoved himself deep. Pulled out, and plunged back in again. He went faster, his hips slamming against mine, while I braced myself against the headboard and enjoyed the ride. 
 
    When his vibrating cock paused over my clit, shock waves flew through me. My insides spasmed. My entire body spasmed. 
 
    I screamed his name, and he drove himself to the hilt, filling me up, stretching me even further than before. 
 
    Whimpering, I begged for more, and he gave it to me, while I crested and peaked over and over. 
 
    Until I was a limp mass beneath him. 
 
    With a deep groan, he shuddered and spilled himself inside me. 
 
    He collapsed on top of me and kissed my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Legs trembling, but my body humming, I slid off the very tall bed and got dressed.  
 
    “We need to look for the heart,” I said. While I had no regrets about what we’d just done, I had to do whatever I could for my friends, as soon as possible. 
 
    Jarik got up as well, but he did not dress. 
 
    “Want my undies?” I asked with a smile. “The thong would sort of cover you up. You’d look cute in it.” 
 
    He lifted his eyebrows. “I’m happy as I am. I enjoy thinking about where the garment rests against your body when you wear it.” Opening the door, he walked out into the hall, turning to wait for me. 
 
    “But, but…” I rolled my eyes, even though the effect was lost on him. “Aren’t you going to put something on? Since there’s bedding here, there must be closets full of clothing. Or we can make you a toga with the sheet.” Red silk, but hey, it would probably look fantastic on him. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “You don’t even have shoes,” I said. “If you’re not careful, you’re going to step on a nail and get lockjaw.” 
 
    He blinked and then shook his head. “My feet are tough, and I enjoy being dressed as I am.” He wrapped me up in his arms. “I love that you worry about me, but you must know I’m not concerned. I spend much of my life naked.” He tapped my ass and eased away. “One day, you’ll walk around naked all the time, too.” 
 
    “Doubtful.” I couldn’t imagine being confident enough to strut through life with my boobs bobbing around, the extra flesh on my hips jiggling. Let alone my inner thighs squishing together. I followed him down the stairs, toward the lobby, grumbling. “You’re going to get hookworm, fungus, or even stub your toe, and let me tell you, that hurts like a bugger. In fact—” 
 
    Pausing at the bottom of the stairs, he turned and tugged me close. “PJ.” 
 
    I gazed up at him, unable to miss the humor shining in his eyes. “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m fine. If I’m injured, I’d need only to shift into my dragon and back to this shape, and the injury will be gone.” 
 
    Whoa. Talk about an awesome trick. “How does that work, anyway?” I asked as he led me across the open foyer, aiming for the door in the back, to the left of the stairs. 
 
    “When I shift, my body takes on the genetic make-up of my dragon. Shifting back resets my genetic make-up to human.” 
 
    “Does that mean you can’t die?” 
 
    He opened the door and gestured for me to go ahead of him. “I can be killed as easily as anyone else, but shifting takes care of simple cuts and bruises.” 
 
    “Cool.” Stepping into a long hall with doors on either side, I spun to face him, walking backward. “I can see where a skill like that could be handy.” 
 
    His widening eyes as he stared beyond me made me stumble. “Watch—” 
 
    The floor dropped beneath me, and I fell, reaching out and dragging Jarik down along with me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Jarik 
 
      
 
    If nothing else, we handled the situation differently this time.  
 
    When the floor dropped out from underneath us, I grabbed onto PJ and pivoted to break our fall. Fate had other plans. 
 
    My already-sore shoulder slammed onto a rough-cut wooden floor, and we tumbled together until we came to a stop with me lying on top of PJ.  
 
    “While I…” She coughed and waved her hand, dispelling some of the dust hanging in the air. “While I like finding you on top of me, you’re kinda heavy.” 
 
    Chuckling, I lifted myself up and off her and extended a hand to help her rise. 
 
    Once on her feet, she peered around in the scant light filtering down from the room above. “Where are we?” 
 
    As a dragon, my vision was better.  
 
    Barred rooms stretched for some distance on either side, meeting up with other celled corridors farther ahead of us. “I’d say the dungeon.” 
 
    The lack of any rancid odor told me no one had been incarcerated here for some time. 
 
    She huffed and brushed off her clothing. “Figures. Why land in a spa, when you can fall into an ancient prison? Somehow, I doubt we’re going to find your dragonstone heart down here. We’ll have to find a way back upstairs, because they must’ve hidden it up there.” Staring toward the ceiling thirty feet overhead, she said, “Think there’s an exit nearby? We’re not going back the way we came down, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Since we don’t know where the heart could be, but we might as well start here.” With only a day-and-a-half to find it, because it would take me almost two days to return to my city, our time was limited. In any other situation, the search would be random, but I could feel the stone. It was within the city. I just couldn’t quite pinpoint where. 
 
    She started forward, but stumbled over a piece of wood lying across the floor. Reaching out, I caught her before she fell. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you brought a flashlight?” she asked.  
 
    I had no idea what a flashlight was other than “light”. “Let me see what I can do.” Taking the piece of wood she’d tripped over, I ducked inside one of the cells and approached someone who’d died chained to the back wall. 
 
    “Is that a…? Oh, hell, no. It’s a dead person!” Dry heaves sounded behind me. “You’d think, as an archaeologist, I’d be used to seeing bodies, but the only ones I’ve worked with were well-wrapped mummies. Not people who still have scraps of flesh clinging to their bones.” 
 
    From the multiple bone fractures, this poor soul had been tortured. “Maybe wait in the hall?” 
 
    The Norans had been tricksters, so we’d have to take care negotiating the city during our search. And they’d been cruel, savoring causing others pain.  
 
    While we dragons had maintained an unsteady truce with them, friendship between us had been impossible, because we couldn’t sanction their behavior. They, unlike the dragon people, had enjoyed returning to the Earth’s surface. To cause natural disasters—like tsunamis and earthquakes. Or to spread potions that caused anger, hatred, and despair. Self-indulgent, the elves thought it was fun to cause problems, then sitting back and watch others scurry about, trying to correct the issue. They’d also liked capturing humans to use for their own pleasure, only to tire of them quickly and throw them in their prisons not long after. 
 
    While we’d negotiated treaties that made it clear they were to leave the humans alone, at great expense to ourselves, the elves had broken the agreements.  
 
    After we’d chastised them yet again for enticing a large group of humans below ground to serve as slaves and concubines, they’d retaliated by stealing our dragonstone heart. 
 
    We’d sent envoys, begging for its return. Offered them jewels and gold, as if we needed to buy back what truly belonged to us. We even snuck into their city to search for the heart. All without success. They’d refused to give it back and, on his deathbed, the last survivor had suggested they’d lost the heart, to our horror. 
 
    Now, I had no choice but to find it fast. Without it, my brothers and their mates would be separated for eternity. As would PJ and me. If she consented to stay here with me, our holy ones would force me to return her to the surface with her friends. 
 
    Assuming I located the heart and restored it to the dragonthrone in time, would she want to stay with me?  
 
    Dragons fell in love fast after mating, but PJ was human, and she hadn’t known me long.  
 
    I had no choice but to convince her we’d be happy together. I’d keep reminding her of everything I could offer. My body. My heart. My life.  
 
    Winning PJ and locating the heart were the biggest challenges I’d ever taken on. But I’d succeed, or die trying. 
 
    After tugging material away from the moldering bones, I wrapped the piece around the end of the stick and tied it snugly. I shifted quickly—my shoulders and hips pressing against the cell walls while in dragon form—and lit the rags on fire. Returning to human form, I picked up my torch, and joined PJ in the hall.  
 
    “Shall we?” I asked, gesturing for her to go ahead of me.  
 
    Her arms wrapped around her waist, shivered. “Are we going to explore the dungeon first?” 
 
    “We’ll walk through it, but you can remain in the halls. While I’ll look, I don’t believe the stone is here.” 
 
    She stopped to stare at me. “How do you know it hasn’t been hidden in one of these cells? It could be behind a wall, tucked in a corner, or even underneath a pile of bones.” Flicking her hand around, she groaned. “This task feels nearly impossible. The clock is ticking, and this place is huge. I imagine it’s full of secret locations, like this dungeon. I’m worried we won’t find the stone in time.” Her voice choked off.  
 
    Hugging her, I smoothed her hair. “While our task may seem impossible, our odds are good.” 
 
    She leaned back in my embrace. “How can that be true?” 
 
    “Because I can feel the stone. I know it’s here somewhere. I’ll feel when we’re close.” 
 
    Her snort rang out in the quiet area. “That’s helpful.” We continued down the hall, my footsteps nearly silent, PJ’s regular thuds on the wooden floor. “Tell me. Do you feel it now?” 
 
    “I sense…something.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it’s not my rat friends.” 
 
    “Rats?” 
 
    Her sigh deflated her lungs. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “There are many terrible creatures in my world.” Unfortunately. While it would be easy to lie and tell her she had nothing to fear here, I couldn’t do it. If she stayed, she’d need to be completely aware of what we’d faced together. 
 
    “I imagine you’re right.” Her shoes crunched on dirt and other small things I’d rather not outline with our light. Bones, most likely. “Where I come from, my biggest worries are random gunshots, a car accident, or maybe cancer.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what those things were, but to her, they were horrifying. That was enough for me. “Here, something could eat you.”  
 
    “I’ve seen that already.” 
 
    Knowing it could lead to rejection, I had to give her an out. “With all the dangers in my world, I understand if you don’t want to remain here. With me.” 
 
    She took my hand and squeezed it, then didn’t let go. “You trying to get rid of me already?” 
 
    “Never.” Said like a vow, and in many ways, it was. 
 
    “Because…If you’ve changed your mind…I’d understand if you—” 
 
    I stopped and lowered the torch to the ground. Pulling her close, I rested my chin on the top of her head. I leaned back, cupped her face. Kissed her. Drank her in while trying to give her a taste of my confidence. Which was shaky. What if I did everything I could to convince her she’d enjoy spending her life with me, but she still said she wanted to leave? Could I smile and let her go? 
 
    “I’ll always want you,” I said. “But I’ll never force you to stay.” 
 
    She hugged me, resting her cheek on my chest. “I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I won’t do everything in my power to convince you that you belong here with me.” 
 
    Easing back, she gazed up at me, here eyes gleaming. “How can you feel that way so fast? While we’ve…been together, we’ve really just met.” 
 
    “Because a dragon mates for life.” 
 
    “Mates. There’s that word again. It sounds like commitment. Like when humans marry.” 
 
    “Even more binding.” 
 
    “Marriage isn’t often very binding. People seem willing to fling it aside fast.” 
 
    “I’ll never fling you aside.” 
 
    “Hmm.” She studied my face, as if she worried I lied, but I’d never be dishonest with her. “I…need time.” 
 
    “Take all the time you want.” I’d taken our relationship backward, but there was always wooing. 
 
    “Thanks.” Her grin rose. “You said something about persuasion. How do you plan to convince me to stay?” 
 
    “Know right now that I’ll use whatever tools are at hand to win your heart. And I’m not above fighting dirty.” 
 
    Her grin became full, and she traced her finger through the remaining wraith dust on my chest. “Maybe I like dirty.” 
 
    I groaned, wishing I could haul her off to bed again. The mating lust—and my cock—was rising already. 
 
    “I think…” she said, drifting backward. She lifted the torch off the ground. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Her fingertip slid along my chest again, and her smile was downright devious. “Where to now?” 
 
    I grumbled, but we didn’t have time to explore this. To explore each other. Time was running out, and we were no closer to finding the dragonstone heart.  
 
    We stood at the intersection of four halls of cells. I closed my eyes and sought whatever had originally pulled me to the Noran city. “Right.” 
 
    “Maybe you should go first?” she said. “In case some of your world’s dangers are lurking nearby. They can eat you instead of me.” 
 
    “Good point,” I growled. “Only I get to eat you.” 
 
    “I’m holding you to that.” 
 
    At the end of the corridor, we hit a dead end, a bricked-up wall.  
 
    PJ chuckled and traced her fingers along the stones. “So much for your spidey sense, since it pulled you in this direction. I think your intuition needs an overhaul.” 
 
    “Spidey?” 
 
    “Just sayin’.” She turned to head back up the hall, but stalled and gasped. “Oh, God.” The words rushed out of her. 
 
    “What?” Pivoting sharply, I crouched to take on whatever threat I’d find waiting. 
 
    Spidey was right. 
 
    Because a pack of knee-high arachnids scrambled toward us, their jaws working feverishly, as if they had our limbs between their teeth already. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    PJ 
 
      
 
    “Turn into a dragon and fry them,” I shouted, clinging to Jarik’s arm. 
 
    “Their armor is impervious to flames. And the hall is too tight. I won’t be able to maneuver if I shift.” 
 
    “Unless you have a better idea, then we’re about to become spider chow.” 
 
    Claws clicking on the floor, the huge black bugs rushed closer. Their teeth gnashed in anticipation, and their big orange eyes narrowed on us—their prey. Drool leaked down their chinless-faces. 
 
    I shuddered and backed away, hugging my waist, pressing myself against the wall. 
 
    While I always assumed I’d die on a dig—hopefully while unearthing an exciting find—I never dreamt my demise would come from being eaten alive by ginormous spiders. 
 
    “Is this the point where you tell me these creatures are actually cute children in disguise?” I joked. No way could they be friendly. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no.” 
 
    My heart slammed against my ribcage, probably hoping to escape and make its way back to the Earth’s surface. My hands were so clammy, my fingers slipped on my palms. 
 
    Spinning, I clawed at the wall, but couldn’t scrape out a speck of mortar. It must’ve been constructed by the best bricklayers in the world. 
 
    Elves, huh? 
 
    “Move back,” Jarik shouted. 
 
    There wasn’t much room, but I squeaked into the corner between the brick wall and the bars of the cell behind me. Wait. Could we fit between the bars? Maybe the spiders wouldn’t be able to follow. 
 
    No time. Jarik hunched forward and his breath hissed from his lungs. In seconds, sapphire and red scales rippled across his skin, his neck elongated and his snout appeared. A tail popped out from his backside. 
 
    What a glorious dragon he was. Even while my flesh crawled at the thought of the spiders, my jaw dropped as I took him in. 
 
    But he was right about the tight fit. The spiky ridges on his back rubbed against the ceiling. His flanks and shoulders were jammed against the walls. And his tail snaked around me, making it impossible to move. It was all I could do to suck in air. 
 
    Forget being eaten by giant spiders. I was about to be squished to death by a dragon. 
 
    Jarik kicked with his back legs, and the brick wall shuddered. Another thrust sent part of it tumbling. A third blow created a hole large enough we might be able to squeeze through. 
 
    He shifted back to his human form and pushed me toward the opening. “Go!” 
 
    Scrambling up over the pile of crushed mortar and stone, I shoved my head and shoulders through the opening. My butt? Well, hopefully, it would follow. 
 
    How was Jarik—taller and broader than me—going to fit? 
 
    Fortunately, this part of the underground was better lit, because our torch had been left behind. 
 
    Wiggling forward, I tugged my hips through the hole, bracing myself on the earthy, downward slope on the other side. 
 
    Pausing, I shoved my hair out of my eyes and gasped. 
 
    “Go back!” I shouted to Jarik. 
 
    He just shoved my butt. At any other time, his hand on my backside would be welcome. But this was a drastic situation.  
 
    “There’s nothing here but a tiny ledge,” I yelled. “I don’t think it’s even wide enough to stand on.” 
 
    A large, dark, circular cavern stretched ahead of me, but other than the narrow strip of stone, which snaked around either side of the room like a pouting lip, our only option was the black hole leading downward. 
 
    “No choice,” Jarik said from right behind me. “Hurry!” 
 
    Ugh. Heights had been my kryptonite since I’d gotten stuck on the top of a rollercoaster when I was ten.  
 
    But we had no choice.  
 
    Gulping back my fear, I scrambled forward, pulling my legs through, then turning to find purchase with my heels on the narrow strip of stone encircling the cavern. I rose on unsteady feet, bracing my palms on the wall beside my hips, and inched over to the right, making room for Jarik to come through the hole in the wall. 
 
    Don’t look down. Don’t look down. 
 
    The chant wasn’t helping. My heart fluttered in my chest, and all I could do was cringe and stare into the endless blackness. It seemed eager to reach out, grab me, and haul me inside. 
 
    I was going to fall and I’d keep going until I reached the center of the Earth, where lava would burn me to a crisp like a scrap of tissue over a fire. 
 
    “Keep going,” Jarik said, joining me on the ledge. 
 
    “How about shifting? I’m up for a ride right about now.” 
 
    “It would be nearly impossible on such a narrow surface. And I can’t risk you falling while trying to climb onto my back.” He nudged my side. “Go. Work your way around to the other side.” He waved. “There’s a tunnel over there.” 
 
    Squinting, I could almost make out a black arched entrance, but it had to be at least two-hundred feet away. Two-hundred feet of scurrying along tiny ledge, that is. 
 
    “Okay.” My face scrunched with a mix of terror and anxiety, I shifted my feet over. Again. Slowly making my way along the ledge. It was all I could do to suppress my memories of being stuck on the rollercoaster. The wind gusting shaking my car. The crew down below saying it might take hours to fix things. The other kids laughing and pointing at my tears. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s wide enough for the spiders,” Jarik said. “Too many legs to maintain their balance.” 
 
    It was hard to see being perched on a narrow strip of stone as a bonus, but I’d take it. 
 
    A spider peeked through the opening in the wall. Spying us moving away from it, it thrust its spiky, clawed legs forward and butt-skidded down the gravel slope. 
 
    Overeager to sink its teeth into our flesh, it gained momentum and couldn’t stop. It tumbled over the edge and fell away, into the blackness. 
 
    No thud when it landed, which reinforced my belief the hole went on forever. 
 
    One spider down, about six left to go. Could I dare hope the others would be equally careless? 
 
    Another spider appeared in the opening. Seeing no friend-spider clutching us with glee, it must’ve realized what happened—did they somehow silently communicate?—because it hovered on the lip, rather than hurry down the slope. Its mouth opened and it shot out a long strand of gooey string that smacked against the cavern ceiling and remained stuck in place. 
 
    These guys were clever. With the string wrapped around its front legs, spidey leapt forward and swung across the black opening like an action figure from hell. It was nowhere near as cute as Spider Man, however. Scrambling up its spitty rope, it reached the ceiling, where it proceeded to scramble toward us, its legs evidently as sticky as its spit, because it didn’t fall while crawling upside down. 
 
    More spiders did the same, hurling drooly ropes toward the ceiling, scampering up them, then using the ceiling to make their way toward us in spider formation. 
 
    “They’re going to get us,” I said hoarsely. My skin itched, as if their claws had clamped onto me already. 
 
    “Keep going. You can do it.” He squeezed my shoulder and nudged me along. “Get to the other side.” 
 
    We’d barely made any progress.  
 
    Maybe I wasn’t made for adventure. My first real challenge outside a sedate summer dig, and I could feel my anxiety building, my will floundering.  
 
    I was about to give up. 
 
    The escapades of Indiana Jones seemed exciting when watched on a screen, but in real life, they sucked. It would be so much easier—and safer—to hang out at the university and teach kids about dusty ancient Egyptian tombs. 
 
    Halfway around, Jarik grinned. “Not much further.” 
 
    So he said. It felt like we had a lifetime of inching along left to go.  
 
    “You’re doing awesome,” he added. 
 
    Awesome was debatable, since it was all I could do to shift my feet sideways and not remain frozen in place as spider bait. 
 
    The spiders had reached the top of the wall above us, about twenty feet away, and they paused, staring at us, an arachnid SWAT team ready to descend. 
 
    Mission: Eat the dragon and the girl. 
 
    Just six of them staring down at us. Unlucky spider number seven was currently on vacation in the lava. 
 
    I wanted to cringe. Scream. Rush back through the hole, down the halls of the dungeon, find a way back up to the castle lobby, and rush outside. 
 
    Jarik’s supposed death wraiths couldn’t be any worse than demonic spiders. 
 
    Hold on.  
 
    My feet stalling on the ledge, I frowned. Did I really want to give up already?  
 
    Jarik held my hand tight. He kept squeezing it and shooting me encouraging glances. 
 
    “We’re going to make it,” he said, reinforcing again his confidence in us.  
 
    He wasn’t suggesting we should stop and let the spiders bite us. Or jump to our death. No, he believed we could make it to the other side of the cavern. 
 
    He believed in me. 
 
    How could I do anything less? 
 
    I’d be silly to give up this easy. 
 
    I gathered up the reins of my terror and cracked them like I rode a chariot from hell. Trembling legs straightened, I made sure my feet were solidly placed on the ledge. As confidence gushed through me, my spine stiffened. I lifted my chin. And I found a core of strength I must’ve kept hidden deep inside me. Enough strength to get through this.  
 
    Jarik and me. Together. 
 
    Glaring at the spiders, I shook my fist. “Dare you to touch me,” I shouted. “Come close, and I’ll squash you.” 
 
    “Don’t piss them off,” Jarik murmured, but his eyes gleamed with pride. 
 
    “They don’t understand me, do they?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Let’s not wait around to find out.” 
 
    Almost there. Only about forty feet of ledge left to travel. And, yay, an arched opening waited for us, with blackness extending beyond this cavern. But I could make out a dirt subfloor. I’d take a dark tunnel over this black hole to Mordor, because I was fresh out of rings. 
 
    The bugs had stopped and stared down at us. At me, in particular, as if they could understand English. Why not? Nothing was going like I’d expected since I’d decided to rescue Tanya and Jenny and jumped into the hole in the back of the cave.  
 
    It made sense I’d encounter spiders who understood every word I said. 
 
    Inching closer, the spiders gnashed their front claws. 
 
    I scrambled faster along the ledge, with Jarik right behind. 
 
    The spiders tracked us, moving when we moved, stopping when we paused to take a breath. 
 
    “Why aren’t they attacking?” I asked. 
 
    “No idea.” He waved to the opening we approached. “Go.” 
 
    We reached the end of the narrow strip of stone. I gaped at the three empty feet between us and a cave entrance leading to what I hoped was a safer location.  
 
    “Jump,” Jarik yelled, nudging my back. 
 
    “It’s too far,” I whispered, gaping at the drop off. “I’ll fall.” 
 
    “You won’t. You can do it.” 
 
    How could he still believe in me when I could barely believe in myself? 
 
    Taking a deep breath and gathering up my crumbling will, I crouched and then burst forward, right leg outstretched, chest thrust ahead like the first runner breaking through a finish line tape. 
 
    My feet landed on solid ground, and I yelped in excitement. No crowd cheered for me in my fictitious road race, but, damn, the soil felt wonderful beneath my hands and knees. 
 
    Jarik landed easily beside me and helped me stand. He nudged me forward. “No stopping now.” Urgency tightened his voice.  
 
    A quick look back told me the spiders were jumping into the tunnel. 
 
    “Run!” he said hoarsely. 
 
    Holding hands, we raced through a dark, damp cave. 
 
    A bluish light bloomed ahead. Would we make it? Wherever it was? 
 
    My breath coming fast, and my pulse pounding in my throat, we rushed toward the next opening. Anything was better than what awaited us in this cave. 
 
    The rising clicks of the spider’s claws on the cave ceiling told me they’d climbed and were gaining fast. 
 
    But when we reached the opening, we came to an abrupt stop. 
 
    A cavernous valley waited for us.  
 
    Overhead, tiny bluish-green lights shone down, providing daylight in place of the sun. To our left, water burst through a second, larger hole in the cliff and tumbled in misty falls down at least one-hundred feet, landing in a river very far below. Thick forests grew on either side of the river, and ahead, on the opposite side of the valley, a mountain rose to a tall peak. 
 
    If I hadn’t been scared for my life, I would’ve stood in awe, taking in this amazing place Jarik called home. 
 
    But our death rushed toward us, fangs dripping and claws extended.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Jarik 
 
      
 
    No choice but to shift. 
 
    If we tried to go over the side, the spiders would climb down the cliffs quicker than we could. And I hadn’t told PJ about their venomous bite. Once they latched on to someone with their claws, they’d sink their fangs in deep and inject a chemical that made the body rot from the inside out. 
 
    The falls precluded escaping to our left. Up would only bring us to the top of the cavern, where the spiders would confidently follow. And there were no handholds to our right. 
 
    We could jump, but the drop was guaranteed to kill us. I didn’t dare risk PJ. What if we missed hitting the river? Let alone the fact that there was no way to gauge the river’s depth. It could be shallow. 
 
    “The second I’m a dragon, climb onto my back,” I said. 
 
    Biting her lower lip and staring back into the tunnel with wide eyes, PJ nodded. 
 
    “Not much room,” I said. “But I’ll make it work.” 
 
    I bent over and rippled my skin. My groan chuffed out as my scales exploded from my flesh. Molecules deep inside my body went through a sequence older than time, a distant memory that allowed my kind to change into mighty beasts. My wings burst through my spine and settled along my back, and my lungs shuddered at the pain. As my neck extended, and my face bones popped into position, I tipped my head back and roared away the sharp agony brought on by the changing. 
 
    PJ scrambled up my leg and settled between two of my back spikes, with her legs straddling my ribs, her hands gripping the base of my wings. “Go,” she shouted, tapping my shoulder. “They’re right behind us!” 
 
    As the spiders scrambled down the sides of the tunnel and along the dirt floor, their claws reaching for PJ, I sprang forward and stretched out my wings. With a roar, I spun, and flames of frustration shot from my throat, blasting into the spiders. They cowered, even while their armor protected them from my fire. At least they wouldn’t be able to come after us easily, because their webbing was not impervious to my flames, and I was confident I’d scorched the glands that secreted the gummy silk from a hole just below their mouths. 
 
    I roared again, my furious voice echoing in the valley. An overwhelming urge to keep my mate safe had grown inside me since the moment I met her. Yet I was no closer to providing her with the protection she needed than I’d been when she landed on top of me outside the city. 
 
    But that would change once we’d located the dragonstone heart. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I caught PJ pointing. 
 
    A small, gleaming building sat on the other side of the valley, a short distance up the river embankment. The Norans had been built into the base of a mountain that soared all the way to the roof of the cavern. Could this be where they’d hidden the dragonstone heart? A sense of promise deep inside me pulled me in that direction. 
 
    “Ugh, don’t like heights,” PJ said in a trembling voice. 
 
    She didn’t like heights? 
 
    To make this easier for her, I soared so close to the river, the tips of my claws skimming the water.  
 
    “Now that we’re flying almost at ground level, I can open my eyes and look around. This place is awesome,” PJ said, her hushed voice barely discernable above the swoosh of my wings. “It’s beautiful.” Leaning forward, she patted my back. “So are you. You saved us.” 
 
    Just from the spiders. We weren’t out of the Noran’s clutches yet. 
 
    “Your scales…You’d think they’d be sharp, but they’re not. They feel strong, but flexible.” 
 
    For maneuverability.  
 
    “Whoa! Look at those things.” She pointed again. “They look like crocs, only bigger and meaner.” 
 
    Along the shore, ridders basked in the light emitted by the mass of lunar bugs coating the ceiling. One ridder yawned, revealing long, razor-sharp teeth. Slow-moving, the creatures were harmless, unless their young was threatened or you stumbled into their territory.  
 
    “I assume we’re going to look for the heart in that building,” PJ said. 
 
    As I neared the other side of the valley, my pace slowed, and I lifted back, extending my hind legs forward. I dropped down onto the grassy bank, relieved there seemed to be no ridders lurking about. While tucking my wings close to my body, I lowered my front legs onto the ground. 
 
    PJ slipped off my back, and I shifted into a man. 
 
    “Your dragon is amazing,” she exclaimed, skipping up to me. “I love how he left those spiders in our dust. And I love flying on his back. I could do that all day. Well, as long as you don’t fly too high.” 
 
    “Love.” 
 
    Her lips curled up on one side, but her eyes held shadows I couldn’t decipher. “You should know I’m slow to trust. I was…burned.” 
 
    By Jim? Jealousy should be flowing through me like red, hot lava, but, instead, I just wanted to take PJ in my arms and hold her. Tell her that I was starting to care for her. A lot. That I’d never hurt her. That I wanted to protect her from everything bad in the world.  
 
    Even though I knew this was impossible if she remained here by my side, I’d try my hardest. 
 
    “I won’t push you,” I said. 
 
    She gave me a quick hug. “You’re special, you know that?” 
 
    I kissed the tip of her cute nose. “As are you.” 
 
    Smiling, she stepped back and waved to the building gleaming underneath the lunarlights. The Norans must’ve built it from jellar, a bright blue stone that reflected light like ocean mica. “Can I assume something’s telling you we need to go inside?” 
 
    I did feel pulled in that direction. “Indeed.”  
 
    We walked up the bank and then wove along a path with gardens on either side, arriving at the front of the three-story building that had been built into the hillside. Despite the small size of the facade, only a bit more than one elf story, it had two towers, one on each corner. 
 
    “Looks like a mini palace,” PJ said. “Without a moat in front for protection.” 
 
    “I believe the river full of ridders keeps everyone away, since they lined the banks as we flew. Anyone approaching on foot would have to get past them.” 
 
    “Probably right.” 
 
    We walked up a broad set of stone steps and approached two doors tall enough to accommodate giants. 
 
    “I assume we don’t need to knock.” 
 
    “I don’t imagine anyone has knocked on these doors for years.” 
 
    No lock, which was a nice change from the main entrance, especially since I’d heard no death wraiths. So far. 
 
    I pulled the knob, and the door eased open. 
 
    “Whoa,” PJ said, peeking inside. “This is unbelievable.” She stepped through the doorway, and I followed. 
 
    Light filtered in from windows placed high beside the entry door, making the world around us glow. 
 
    “Would you look at that?” PJ said. She shook her head. “It’s like we’ve stumbled into the elf national treasury. Or King Midas’ bank vault.” 
 
    “The most famous of the Phrygian kings?” 
 
    “The kings were just a myth.” Her brow narrowed as she gazed up at me. “Right?” 
 
    Smiling, I strode forward on the polished marble floor, stopping at the top of another set of stairs that descended down into a lowered area filled with more wealth than I’d seen in my life. And, with an older brother who took great joy in successfully building up our family’s vast fortune, that was saying something. 
 
    Heaping piles of coins. Towers of faceted jewels. Giant golden chalices overflowing with glistening necklaces, bracelets, rings, and tieras. Tall statues that appeared to be made completely from precious gems and gold, silver, and platinum.  
 
    “You can take whatever you want,” I said. “Stuff your pockets full, if it pleases you. Fill bags. The Norans are gone and no one else will care.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Thanks, but I’m not the raiding type. Something I don’t share with Indie. Discoveries are meant to be examined, enjoyed, but left with the cultures they belonged to. I’m happy enough to look at it and imagine where each piece came from and how it might’ve made its way here.” 
 
    I nodded slowly, because I felt the same. You couldn’t eat coins or jewelry. The true value in life was from relationships.  
 
    From love. 
 
    While it had only been a short time since I met her, I did love PJ. Perhaps I shouldn’t. If I was wise, I would’ve held myself back, but I couldn’t help it. While some might say the mating lust and the bond we’d formed had driven me to love her, the reason I’d fallen was due solely to this woman. 
 
    She was special. 
 
    I just hoped she’d come to feel the same about me. 
 
    Her eyes sparkled with humor when she glanced my way. “I don’t suppose there’s a gold lamp hidden here, though, is there? Then we could rub it and wish for the heart.” 
 
    I frowned. “A lamp?” 
 
    Her giggle rang out. “You know. Aladdin?” 
 
    A rumble went through my chest. “Is this another man who hurt you? I will hunt down this Aladdin and slay him, if you wish.” 
 
    Laughter burst out of her, and her eyes teared. 
 
    Unsure if she was happy or upset, I fretted like a grandmother trying to placate an adored child.  
 
    “I think you should leave Aladdin alone,” she eventually sputtered out. “Jasmine will come after you if you hurt him.” 
 
    “Jasmine? You say the flower will challenge me?” 
 
    “Ha, ha.” Taking my hand, she led me down the stairs and out onto the main floor, where a narrow path wove among the riches. “One of these days, we need to watch a bunch of movies,” she said gaily. 
 
    I followed her as she gushed about the treasure, exclaiming over the intricate designs on a small statue, the size of the rubies mounted in a golden crown, and the patterns on the coins. 
 
    The floor underfoot appeared made up of pale pink tiles.  
 
    Except for a blue tile PJ stepped on before I could hold her back.  
 
    Something ground overhead, as if gears turned, which was never a good sign. 
 
    My heavy sigh rushed out, because I had a feeling our momentary lull was over. 
 
    We both froze, staring at each other. 
 
    Intending to haul her backward, I grabbed her arm. “We should—” 
 
    A net emerged from underneath the floor tiles and yanked us toward the ceiling.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    PJ 
 
      
 
    “Good time to take on your dragon form?” I asked Jarik. “Then you can sever the net with your claws or burn it with your flames.” 
 
    “Too tight. I can’t shift without risking hurting you. And if I cut or burned the net and didn’t shift back quickly enough, you’d hit the floor. We’re too far up.” 
 
    About thirty feet. This adventure was full of height challenges. 
 
    Squished together between the ropes, our backs were pressed together uncomfortably close. I enjoyed snuggling as much as the next girl, but I did prefer not to do it with a net wrapped around me, let alone suspended from a ceiling.  
 
    “Maybe I could hold on.” In the same way I clutched the ropes already. I might end up dangling when he released us, but I’d find a way down after that.  
 
    I did appreciate his unwillingness to hurt me, but how could we get out of this predicament? The city was empty, so there’d be no shouting for help. Where was a knife when you needed one?  
 
    “We’ve got to figure something out.” I shifted my butt. Tried to, that is. Wrapped up in the shapeless net, it was hard to breath, let alone move. 
 
    Was this what happy couples called together-time? 
 
    “Ideas?” I asked, because I was fresh out of them.  
 
    “I’m thinking.” 
 
    “Don’t suppose you’ve hidden a sword somewhere on your naked body?” 
 
    He chuckled, his back shifting against mine with the movement. Shoving at the net, he was able to maneuver around to face me, after which, he helped me do the same. I settled on his lap with my legs wrapped around his waist, my arms draped on his shoulders.  
 
    On any other day, this position would hold infinite possibilities. But being strung up in the air tended to dampen desire.  
 
    Funny how comfortable I felt when he held me, though. As if this was where I’d belonged my entire life. 
 
    What about Jim and your lack of trust? 
 
    “Fuck Jim,” I whispered. “And fuck trust.” 
 
    “Hmm?” Jarik kissed my forehead. “No worries. I’ll get us out of here.” 
 
    I loved the surety in his voice. 
 
    And he’d said, us. Not he’d get himself out of this. He really did see us as a couple.  
 
    That’s because this man is nothing like Jim. 
 
    “Perhaps we can find a loose place in the net?” I asked. “If we pick at it, we might be able to open a hole big enough for us to slip through.” 
 
    “I could drop down and catch you when you jump.” 
 
    My laugh burst out of me, echoing around the room. “We’re about thirty feet in the air. I’d end up knocking you on your ass again.” 
 
    “While I like the idea of you lying on top of me, you must know I’d never let you fall.” 
 
    I kissed him, slow and sweet, a mix of taking and giving. I couldn’t help wishing… 
 
    Now was not the time for wishes. We had a mission. After we found the heart and helped my friends, we could talk. And share more kisses. 
 
    How hard would it be to date Jarik, with him here and me up on the surface? Other couples made long distant relationships work. 
 
    But I had to ask myself: What was so important about my life that I couldn’t leave it all behind and remain here with Jarik? I loved my job, but look at the adventure I was having right now. My other friends would miss me, but none were closer than Jenny and Tanya, and from what Jarik told me, they planned to remain here with their mates. 
 
    I had no family. I didn’t even have a pet.  
 
    Jarik called me his mate and made it clear he planned for us to get married. When he’d mentioned a wedding, I’d scoffed, because I’d just met him.  
 
    But now… 
 
    I shook my head. How could I be contemplating staying here with him after such a short time? 
 
    He leaned back, frowning, but I doubted he was aware of my wild thoughts. 
 
    “What?” I asked. Completely distracted by dreams of us, had I missed something? 
 
    Index finger lifted, encouraging me to remain silent as he glanced around. 
 
    My heart stalled, because, what now? 
 
    Very faint, and so soft, I could barely hear it. A scratchy, swishy sound, that grew, as if something—or a few somethings—were coming closer. 
 
    I held my breath, because releasing air might draw its attention, and I knew…Just knew I wanted to remain hidden. 
 
    “I think we’re going to be grateful we’re up in the air,” Jarik murmured, staring beyond my right shoulder. 
 
    I scooted around enough to see, and my breath whooshed out. Too late. 
 
    “Hate snakes,” I whined. Something I shared with Indie. 
 
    Speckled black and brown, and longer than Jarik was tall, with large, rounded heads, an endless army of snakes slid into the room from low holes along the back wall. Somehow, I’d missed seeing the holes when I’d walked around. 
 
    Weaving among the gold and jewels and mounds of treasure, the snakes worked their way toward the center of the room, until they gathered together to form a black and brown, inundating mass the size of a small car, just beneath us.  
 
    Of course, underneath us. 
 
    “Snake party?” I asked. Odd that they gathered so close, and right under where we were suspended. I was kidding myself, of course, because there was nothing odd about it at all. This adventure had been one coincidence after another, starting with a rope and a big rat. 
 
    “Don’t suppose your Lifegiver is behind all this,” I said in a tight voice, my skin crawling, even though the snakes were nowhere near me. I pulled my feet up, tucking them against Jarik’s back.  
 
    “Can’t imagine why she’d bother with something like this.” 
 
    “She brought me here.” 
 
    “But it’s a stretch to say she also brought the snakes.” 
 
    I shrugged. “What do we do now? Even if we find a way out of the net, we can’t exactly drop down on top of them.” A shiver rippled through me at the thought of falling into the huge nest of snakes.  
 
    “Normally, I’d suggest we wait them out. After they leave, we’d escape the net, like we originally planned.” 
 
    “Why not suggest we wait them out right now?” 
 
    Eyes trained down, he bit his lips together, as if he didn’t want to share what was happening.  
 
    A quick peek made me grimace. “Crap.” 
 
    The mass was slithering around, somehow using each other to inch up toward us, resembling a writhing black and brown cluster of demented cheerleaders, stacking on top of each other to form a creepy pyramid. 
 
    I had no idea why they’d decided they needed to reach us, but did it really matter? 
 
    My heart had decided that, since I kept jumping from one dangerous situation to another, it might as well remain a solid lump in my throat. At this rate, it would forget it belonged in my chest.  
 
    “They’re climbing up here,” I said, my voice high-pitched and tense. 
 
    “They do seem to have a purpose,” he said.  
 
    “How can you be calm at a time like this?” I screeched out. 
 
    “Because I’m going to save us.” 
 
    More surety on his part, but I couldn’t imagine how he’d do it this time. Even a dragon would eventually run out of tricks. 
 
    “Don’t suppose these snakes are sociable,” I said, peering down at them as they continued to stretch and climb, getting closer every second.  
 
    “They bite.” His teasing eyes met mine. “And it’s not a fun kind of bite.” 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
    “I’ll shift. Burn them.” 
 
    “Ignoring your earlier concerns about shifting in a tight space, it would be a shame to hurt the snakes.” 
 
    Leaning back, he gazed at me, his face filled with amazement. “They’re poisonous. Coming for us. This variety is particularly aggressive.” 
 
    “I’d be happy if I never touched a snake in my life, let alone got bitten by one of these babies, but they’re living beings, like us.” But a tiny thought was skittering through my mind. I just had to turn it into an idea. I held up my finger. “Give me a second.” 
 
    “Make it a quick second. They’re almost here.” 
 
    I could hear them, their tongues flicking, their scaly skin scratching as they slid together. It wasn’t hard to picture them writhing all over me.  
 
    Sinking their teeth deep. 
 
    There had to be a way out of this tenuous situation. 
 
    I glanced up and remembered. “The ceiling is made of panels.” That was the idea I’d been trying to grasp on to. I’d noticed the ornate designs weaving around the ceiling when we first entered the room, and tucked the paneled system away in my mind. 
 
    Jarik peered up. “Think we can shift the one above us?” 
 
    A quick look down made me gulp. The weaving, hissing tower of snakes had almost reached our net. “We have to try.” 
 
    “Climb onto my shoulders.” 
 
    Ha. “You’re suggesting I use you as a jungle gym?” 
 
    His brow furrowed. “I guess?” 
 
    “I’m a little heavy, in case you hadn’t noticed.” If he had noticed, he sure hadn’t let on that my size mattered.  
 
    “You’re not.” 
 
    More surety in his voice. I could get used to this. 
 
    “I am.” Couldn’t he see what the rest of the world pointed out on a regular basis? There was no way I could crawl up onto— 
 
    “PJ,” he said firmly.  
 
    My scrambling thoughts came to an abrupt halt. “What?” 
 
    He took my hands and squeezed them. “You weigh next to nothing. Climb up onto my shoulders.” 
 
    We had no choice. I had to do this. For both of us. “Okay.” 
 
    Looking up, I clasped his arms and dragged one of my legs out from around his waist. While pulling myself up, I placed my foot on his thigh, then the other foot on his opposite leg.  
 
    “You’re sure,” I said, staring down at him, raking my teeth across my lower lip. 
 
    He grinned. “Hurry, love. We’re running out of time.” 
 
    “Love?” I said, my lower jaw practically touching my chest.  
 
    “Snakes?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” With some difficulty, I brought my focus back to the present, because my brain was all swimmy from emotion. “Escape.” 
 
    I scrambled onto his shoulders, bending at the waist with my butt jutting out, my hands on his head. He had nice hair. Thick and silky and I’d love to run my fingers through it for a long time, while he— 
 
    His hands grabbed my shins and he held tight while I reluctantly let go of his hair and straightened, clinging to the net to keep from falling backward. 
 
    My lungs felt like they were exploding, even though I’d only climbed Mt. Jarik, not Mt. Everest.  
 
    Hands shaking, I teetered, then told myself to get a grip. Reaching up, I pushed the ceiling tile. It popped up but fell down, back into place. 
 
    “You’ve got it,” Jarik said, watching. “Again.” 
 
    This time, I put all my energy into it, shoving the square up and sideways. 
 
    It smacked back down, but onto whatever subflooring existed up there, leaving behind a black hole. 
 
    I was really getting tired of black holes. 
 
    “Go, go,” Jarik said hoarsely. 
 
    While my hands could reach the sides of the opening, I lacked the upper body strength I’d need to haul myself up. “I’m not sure I can.”  
 
    Jarik stood. Literally, he rose up with me still perched on his shoulders. Like I rode an elevator, my head and shoulders popped up through the hole in the ceiling.  
 
    I peered around. Cave bugs lit up the tunnel I found myself in. I’d arrived at what looked like a three-way intersection in a series of cave channels. This portion had a dirt floor, which suggested we were leaving the main building and venturing into the mountains above and behind.  
 
    “What’s up there?” Jarik asked. “Is it safe?” 
 
    Nothing seemed poised to jump on me, but in this place, that notion meant next to nothing. 
 
    “PJ? The snakes have reached the net.” 
 
    Bracing my forearms on the sides of the hole, I hauled myself up onto my belly, leaving my legs dangling. 
 
    Jarik jumped and grabbed one side of the hole and easily pulled himself up. In seconds, he stood over me, staring down, leaving me amazed, jealous, and drooling. Because, those flexing muscles!  
 
    “Let me help you,” he said, offering a hand. 
 
    “Nope. Got it.” There was no way I’d let him haul me to my feet. I had to do something for myself, somehow maintain a tiny shred of dignity. If I couldn’t do this one thing, I was useless. I flung one leg up and braced my foot on the opposite side, then, pushing, levered myself around and onto my butt, my feet hanging down in the hole. “Did it!” 
 
    He stooped onto his heels beside me and gave me a quick kiss. “We make an awesome team.” 
 
    We did. 
 
    Leaning around me, he glared down. “Let me take care of our ongoing snake problem.” 
 
    When I peered into the treasure chamber, I yanked my legs up and tucked them underneath my butt. “Ugh.” The snake mass had taken over the bottom of the net. Some stared up at us, while others had decided staring was boring, that biting would be more fun. They’d climbed the net and were only a few feet from the hole. 
 
    Energizer snakes. They just kept on coming. 
 
    “Are you going to shift and burn them?” I asked. So much for preserving each sacred life. At this point, I was up for a little snake roasting party. 
 
    He showed me a thin, sharp rock he must’ve found in the cave. Leaning down, he used it to sever the ropes securing the net to the ceiling.  
 
    The snake and rope cluster dropped down onto the treasure. While they still might rebuild their weaving snake tower, we’d have time to run. 
 
    I wiped my brow and blew out a big breath. “Phew. That was close.” Rising up onto my feet, I peeked around, taking in the three-way intersection, with one tunnel sloping downward, the other two leading up. 
 
    “Where is your spidey sense telling us to go next?” I asked.  
 
    Jarik grabbed my hand and tugged me so fast, I stumbled after him. “Up here.” 
 
    Always uphill, the thigh-master. Never downhill, which would give my body a break. “Why, why, why?” 
 
    “Because the water is coming from up there,”—he waved toward the second uphill tunnel, then pointed to the down-sloping one—“and flow down there.” 
 
    “Water?” I sputtered out, chugging along behind him. 
 
    A sloshing sound reached my ears. 
 
    Uh, oh. 
 
    Glaring, I stared backward, toward the other uphill channel. 
 
    A wall of water rushed from the tunnel and took a sharp turn, aiming for us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Jarik 
 
      
 
    Swimming was not going to be an option. With the peak of the wave sloshing along the top of the tunnel, shoving away any air, we’d drown. 
 
    “Run faster,” PJ yelled, gaping over her shoulder as she stumbled, barely staying ahead of the water. 
 
    Where the hell had it come from? And why wasn’t it going downhill, flowing into the treasury chamber and out through the windows, toward the river? It seemed to defy gravity. 
 
    PJ’s suggestion that the Lifegiver was driving us from one dire situation to the next flickered through my mind. It couldn’t be true. But we had experienced one crazy coincidence after another since we met. 
 
    From the moment we met, actually, when I saw PJ falling from the sky and tried to catch her, only to have her knock into me and send us hurling to the ground. 
 
    My lungs on fire, I ran uphill, determined to find a way to save us. 
 
    We’d outdistance the water eventually.  
 
    But it kept coming, gaining on us fast. Roaring at our heels. 
 
    “We’re not going to make it,” PJ gasped out. Bright pink stained her cheeks, and her eyes echoed the despair I refused to give voice to. 
 
    “We will make it,” I shouted, half carrying, half tugging her behind me, trying to send my strength to her through our clenched hands.  
 
    “You can run faster,” she said in a hoarse tone. “Let go of me. Go on ahead. I’ll…catch up.” 
 
    Did she really think I’d leave her behind? 
 
    Her offer only made me more determined to get us through this together. 
 
    “Do you see any place ahead…where we can climb up and away from the water?” she chugged out. “Maybe a tunnel that…connects with this one?” 
 
    Unfortunately, no. In fact, the passage we raced through was narrowing. And becoming…smoother underfoot. Which was unexpected. 
 
    No longer made up of dirt or the rocky surface I’d avoided so PJ’s arms wouldn’t get scratched, the rounded walls almost gleamed, as if they’d been made from mica or a milky version of jellar.  
 
    We crested a hill, and half-slid down the other side, the wave gaining on us like a herd of morkets eager to haul us back to their nests and feed us to their young. 
 
    “What’s that ahead?” PJ pointed, hope ringing out in her voice. 
 
    A shadowy circle, recessed into the ceiling. Had we found an exit from this part of the cave system? 
 
    As we drew close, it appeared the circular area continued up.  
 
    “When we reach it, I’ll boost you,” I shouted. “Look for hand holds; anything you can find. If the passage keeps going, climb.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I’ll be right behind you.” If nothing else, the water should flow underneath us, rather than follow. 
 
    The second we reached the circle—which did continue overhead for some distance—I pulled PJ close and lifted her until she could scramble up onto my shoulders. 
 
    “Anything you can grab onto?” I asked, while the water sloshed over my shins, my knees, until it reached my thighs.  
 
    “There are a bunch of brackets mounted on the wall. Made of metal, I think.” Her voice echoed down to me. “No, not metal. They’re clear. And cold. They look like glass, which is weird.” 
 
    Everything about this trip was weird. 
 
    “As long as they’ll hold you, keep going,” I rasped out, my throat sticky with fear for PJ. I couldn’t care less about my own fate.  
 
    The unrelenting water rushed across my waist, my chest, rising all the way to my neck. Soon, I’d drown, but not before I’d saved my mate. 
 
    PJ stepped off my shoulders and fully into the hole. Soft thuds told me she was moving farther away, using the grips to pull herself higher. 
 
    When the water lifted me off my feet and shoved me forward, determined to carry me along with it, deeper into the channel, I snagged the edge of the hole and then one of the handholds. With a grunt, I used it to haul myself up and out of the water. 
 
    Steady pads overhead told me PJ continued to climb. 
 
    “An end in sight?” I asked, water sluicing down my body. My bare feet slipped on the rungs. 
 
    “Not yet, but there’s light ahead.” 
 
    “Keep going. I’m right behind you.” Moving farther into the passage, I caught up with her and remained close on her heels. “What do you see?” 
 
    I itched to find a way around her, so I could lead, because I worried about what lay ahead.  
 
    How could I protect her from whatever came next? I had no doubt there would be a next. 
 
    “I’ve almost reached an opening,” she said. “And it’s really bright up there.” 
 
    “Lunarlights?” Perhaps another cavern, the one where the Norans had hidden the dragonstone heart? Was our search coming to an end? 
 
    So close I could almost taste them, the pulsations of the heart called to me. Which was excellent, because we didn’t have much time left. If we were going to make it back to Muraque before our holy one, Ludar’s deadline, we needed to leave the Noran city within hours. Yet we may be no nearer to finding the heart than when we’d started looking.  
 
    “I see a big room,” PJ called down. “I’m going to climb up into it.” 
 
    “Be careful. Wait for me. Don’t—” 
 
    She chuckled. “I’ll be okay.” 
 
    As she left the passage, I followed her out, into a large, gleaming cavern. 
 
    “This is unbelievable,” PJ said in hushed awe. “Everything appears to be made of glass.” 
 
    “Or crystal.” Pretty, but I’d long since learned that the Norans had little appreciation for art. This room may be lovely to look upon, but it was no doubt lethal. 
 
    A smooth, glossy surface coated the exterior walls, without a plant or any other living thing in sight. Tall opaque spikes rose from the ground toward a ceiling that had to be sixty, eighty feet overhead. Bluish-green lunar bugs coated the upper part of the chamber, their light reflecting off every surface in a vertigo-inducing array.  
 
    Some of the spires had crumbled and lay in scattered heaps on the ground, a mesh of jagged shards. 
 
    “Where to?” PJ asked, staring across the chamber that had to be half a mile wide. “Other than back down the chute, because it’s got to be better up here.” 
 
    That was debatable.  
 
    “At least the water hasn’t followed us.” Her lips twisted. “Yet.” 
 
    “It kept flowing down the tunnel.” I peered around, looking for an exit or, even better, the ruby-red heart, because the rhythmic pulsations inside me had grown stronger. “It’s close. Here.” 
 
    “The heart?” 
 
    “In this room.” Eagerness to find it and return to Muraque filled me. Only then, would I be able to keep PJ safe. And do everything in my power to convince her to stay. 
 
    She started walking away, heading down a glass-strewn path that wove through the room. “Why don’t we split up and look around. I’ll call out if I see anything. Red, right?” She chuckled. “Let’s hope it’s just lying around, waiting for us. We can grab it and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    I snagged her arm before she took three steps. “We need to stay together.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “Why? I don’t hear or see anything threatening. No bugs, no snakes, no water. Not even a chunky rat with buck teeth.” 
 
    Nothing about this quest had been simple. When the next threat came, it would jump us, not announce its presence. I shrugged, unable to voice why I couldn’t shake the feeling of claws raking up my back. “I just think we should look for the heart together.” 
 
    “Okay by me, but let’s make it fast.” Taking my hand, she tugged me along with her, her shoes crunching on the shards.  
 
    Toughened from years of walking barefoot, I barely felt the splinters fracturing underneath my footfalls. 
 
    “After we locate the heart, I’m ready to find some sort of normalcy. Maybe close my eyes for a moment. Take a nap. I never thought I’d say it, but treasure hunting is exhausting.”  
 
    “Especially when we’ve spent three-quarters of our time running.” 
 
    “Or falling.” She smiled, but her laughter faded, and she shivered. “Funny how cold it is here. It’s been warm everywhere else.” 
 
    “Ice,” I said, as the frigid sensation crept past my toes and up my shins. “This isn’t crystal or glass.” My heart leaping up into my throat, I leaned close to a spire and confirmed my suspicion. “And these are not simple columns.” 
 
    PJ squinted through the milky surface. “Oh. There’s something—no, someone—trapped inside there.” Shudders ripped through her body. “This is horrible.” 
 
    Maybe not trapped. Buried. 
 
    “Do you think we’re found the Noran graveyard?” she asked. “Maybe these are dead Norans?” 
 
    “They’re not Norans,” I said shortly. Nowhere near tall enough, and the expressions on their faces… 
 
    She cringed when it sunk in. “Oh. Gross. Who are they, then?” 
 
    Victims. “The Norans used to…play with humans.” 
 
    “Those stories about elves luring people into their realm…” 
 
    “And never letting them go? All true.” 
 
    “Ugh.” She waved. “Does that mean all these columns are people from the surface?” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “Why didn’t they let them go when they were finished with them? Seems sad to keep them here forever.” 
 
    I shrugged, because I didn’t know enough about this extinct race to come up with a reply.  
 
    Her fingertip slid down the glossy surface, heating it, and a trickle of water followed, as if the spire cried. “Do you think they’re still alive inside the ice?” 
 
    “I hope not.” No one would be cruel enough to freeze someone alive. 
 
    Except the Norans. 
 
    “What should we do?” 
 
    “When we return to Muraque, I’ll send a team here to thaw this room. If the humans still live, we’ll take them back to the surface.” 
 
    Wipe their minds first, so they wouldn’t remember anything that had happened, but no need to tell PJ that. 
 
    Hugging her waist, she peered around. “This place is creepy. We need to locate the heart and put this place behind us.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    We’d started forward again, when a skittering, crackling sound reached us from ahead. 
 
    Dread curled through me like a wraith’s icy finger. Time for the next hurdle. 
 
    Stopping, we stared. 
 
    About twenty feet away, a mound of ice crystals lifted and dropped back down. Shifted. Pieces skittered across the glossy floor and locked onto others. A low, rumbling growl echoed through the chamber and the shards came together to form into a solid unit. 
 
    An enormous ice creature took shape. A mix of a lion and a giant bird—including wings—it crouched on the floor and shook its clear, glossy mane. Stretching, it raked its claws along the floor, creating deep furrows. 
 
    We must’ve made a soft sound, because its beaked-head turned, and its gaze shot toward us. Blackness flickered behind its eyes. 
 
    With a roar, it released a stream of ice in our direction. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    PJ 
 
      
 
    Crappity crap.  
 
    Leave it to us to jump from the griddle into the flames.  
 
    Welcome to the world of the ice griffin. 
 
    Damn elves. 
 
    “When I shift, I want you to climb onto my back and hold on,” Jarik shouted as the crystal monster stomped closer. “We’re getting out of here.” 
 
    “What about the heart?” 
 
    “It can’t be here. My instincts are wrong.” 
 
    “But I know you’re right. It is here. We just need to look for it. If we leave without it, Tanya and Jenny—” 
 
    He cupped my cheeks, and urgency tightened his face. “We’ll find a way to help them, but it won’t be with the heart. We’re almost out of time.” 
 
    Ice shot from the griffin’s mouth. Freezing in mid-air, it fell to the ground with a crash of shattering crystal. Had the Norans used this creature to lock humans into frozen spires?  
 
    Releasing me, Jarik hunched forward. Sapphire and red scales rippled along his skin, and his limbs elongated, forming muscular legs outfitted with talons. His neck stretched upward, and his snout grew. Sharp teeth poked through his gums. 
 
    He tipped his head back and roared. Flames shot from his mouth, slamming against the ceiling. While the lunar bugs seemed impervious to the heat, the icy surface melted.  
 
    Cold rain fell on us, as I clambered up Jarik’s leg and settled on his back between the spikes.  
 
    He exploded up off the ground, just as a blue-white blast of deadly ice crystals tore our way. If we hadn’t moved, we’d be a permanent part of the crumbling snow bank. 
 
    Jarik soared up above the huge griffin, as the creature leaned back on its haunches and sent another stream of freezing spray our way. 
 
    After darting to the side to avoid the blast, Jarik flew across the open chamber, aiming for the far side.  
 
    Holding on tight, I gulped at the drop-off below and prayed I wouldn’t slip and plunge to my death. 
 
    With a roar, the griffin burst up into the air, flying straight at us.  
 
    We weren’t going to get away. Eventually, we’d be hit with ice, which would slow Jarik and crystalize me on top of him. A few more sprays after that, and we’d drop to the ground and morph into spires like all the others. 
 
    Someday, someone would wander into this chamber and speculate about the tall ice structures and wonder if the people trapped inside still lived. 
 
    Meanwhile, my heart would either stop immediately or I’d remain locked in place inside the ice, unable to scream for help. My brain would be the only part functioning, and I’d live in horror for each remaining second of my life. 
 
    Jarik reached the other side of the room, but scrambled around, because there was no exit. Would we have to climb back down into the water-filled tunnel? 
 
    Wings beating frantically, he swerved, barely avoiding another blast of ice. 
 
    With a growl, the enormous griffin soared across the room with deadly intent in its black eyes. We must seem like paltry prey after generations of freezing humans.  
 
    More crystals shot from its mouth, and Jarik dove down to avoid them. He zipped around the spires, making me dizzy, with the griffin right behind. 
 
    Not ready to give up yet, I clung to Jarik’s back and searched the ground for the heart, but I couldn’t find even a speck of red among the blur of white. 
 
    We flew up toward the ceiling again, and I had to wonder how long Jarik would be able to keep going, let alone dart away from the icy spray. Would he tire? Made of magic, I doubted the griffin would stop until it had added more spires to its display. 
 
    The beast dove in close, and Jarik leapt to the side, roaring. Flames shot from his mouth, hitting the griffin, but they slid over the creature, barely generating a few drops of melted water.  
 
    As it flew beneath us, something red flickered beneath its icy crust. 
 
    Of course. 
 
    “Jarik. The heart,” I shouted. “It’s inside the griffin. Can you get me close?” 
 
    His chest rumbling, he pivoted sharply and flew after the beast, who must’ve heard me, because he was suddenly playing a game of cat and mouse, with him the mouse. 
 
    I hoped my dragon-cat would rip the griffin apart. 
 
    As if the creature knew we were coming for it, it flew in the other direction. Faster, Jarik gained on it. We rushed past and I reached out, hoping to grab the heart from its chest. 
 
    Could life ever get simple for me? My fist slammed against ice, and I moaned, shaking off the pain. Damn, elusive dragonstone heart. 
 
    Jarik roared, shooting more flames, and darted around to rush the griffin again.  
 
    Unsure what I’d do with it, I broke an icy stalactite from the ceiling as we zipped through the room. 
 
    When Jarik flew past the griffin, I jumped off his back and onto the creature’s. 
 
    Roaring and shaking to dislodge me, it plunged down toward the ground.  
 
    I clung tight to its mane with one hand, and, with the other, lifted the stalactite over my head. 
 
    The griffin darted sideways, and I clung to its back. Talk about a thigh workout. If I survived this, I was going to be sore for a week. 
 
    Slamming onto the ground, the griffin shook itself. I was thrust forward, hitting my chin on its head. Stars flickered in my eyes, and I shook off the dizzy feeling.  
 
    I needed to do something. If only I could remember what it was. 
 
    Something gleaming between the griffin’s shoulders brought it all back. 
 
    Get the dragonstone heart roared through me. 
 
    Yes! Lifting the stalactite, I brought it down sharply, stabbing it through the griffin’s spine.  
 
    The beast staggered, its legs splaying wide. It crashed to the floor and tried to buck, but I’d mortally wounded it.  
 
    Putting all my weight into it, I shoved the stalactite in farther, pushing it down through the creature’s chest. 
 
    With an ear-shattering scream, the beast combusted, disintegrating beneath me. Ice shards shot in all directions as I fell onto the floor and spun along the wet, icy surface. 
 
    Lying on the broken ice, gasping, I assessed my arms and legs, but everything seemed to work like it should. 
 
    Something warm pulsed beneath me, and, with a groan, I shifted to the side. 
 
    The dragonstone heart. Ruby red, it throbbed like it lived. I clutched it tight and my sigh of relief whooshed from me.  
 
    As I sat up, my body a big quaking mess, Jarik landed, skidding on the smooth crystal surface. Bones from the ice griffin clattered around his talons. He shifted and dropped to his knees beside me.  
 
    Heart in hand, I climbed into his lap. 
 
    “We freakin’ did it!” I yelled. 
 
    His grin warmed me through. “You did it, PJ. You.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have done it without you. We did it together.” 
 
    Cupping my face, he kissed me. “Together.” 
 
    Heat filled me at his touch, and the feelings I’d kept penned up inside burst like a herd of wild horses released from the gate. 
 
    “PJ,” he said, kissing my neck. “I…” 
 
    I knew what he held himself back from saying. In fact, I’d know almost from the moment I met him.  
 
    Crashed into him, that is. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere, Jarik.” Running my fingers through his thick hair, I pulled his face close. “I’m yours, for as long as you want me.” 
 
    He helped me to my feet and backed me against the wall. His voice came out in a growl. “Then you better get used to me being around, because I want you forever.” 
 
    I could deal with that. 
 
    After tucking the dragonstone heart into my pocket, I pulled him close. “I’m still waiting for that persuasion you mentioned.” 
 
    He unzipped my climbing suit. “Far be it for me not to deliver.” 
 
    I scrambled out of my clothing, aching for the heat of his body against mine.  
 
    Wrapping his arms around me, he pulled me against his chest and dropped his mouth onto mine. Our tongues tangled together, and fire flew through me, centering low in my belly. 
 
    His hands on my waist trailed fire, a sharp contrast to the cold wall behind me. A blaze zipping up my spine, I melted from his touch. Clutching him, I was unable to focus on anything but his mouth, his hands, the strength of his body. 
 
    He captured my breast and massaged the nipple. I wanted to arch my back to give him easier access, but that meant I’d have to stop kissing him, and kissing him was life. But if he kept doing that thumb and finger thing that sent shock waves to my groin, I was going to come in seconds. 
 
    I moaned, overwhelmed with knowledge that he wanted to be with me always. 
 
    With every touch on my breasts, my sides, my hips, he showed me how much I meant to him. Nothing was more arousing than having someone you cared about return the feeling. 
 
     “Jarik.” I sighed his name. I could barely think, let alone make my tongue form words.  
 
    While he sucked my nipple into his mouth, I ruffled his hair, fingering the silky strands. Need shivered through me.  
 
    I slid my hand along his waist. His quick inhalation encouraged me, and I took his raw steel against my palm. I slid my fingers down his length then back to the top, stroking the tip I couldn’t wait to feel buried inside me.  
 
    He twitched. Leaning his head back, he groaned. “Damn. That feels good.” His lips capture mine again as he pinched my nipples. I could willingly drown in his kiss.  
 
    While I squeezed and rubbed his cock, he nuzzled my neck, raking his teeth across my sensitive skin. 
 
    “Tell me what you want,” he said. 
 
    “You. Now.” I leaned back, savoring the contrast of the cold wall and the fire of Jarik pressed against my chest, my thighs.  
 
    He braced his palms on either side of my head and kissed along my jawline. One hand slid around to my back, and he pulled my lower body against his. His other hand stroked across to my chest to my waist. Between my legs, where he ground his palm against me. 
 
    My trembling limbs could barely hold me up. “Keep doing that, and I’m going to explode.” 
 
    “Not yet. But soon.” His fingertips pinched my clit. Rubbed. “Open your legs for me, love.” 
 
    Who needed brain cell function? Thighs splayed wide, all I wanted to do was feel. My whimper echoed around us. 
 
    “Do you like this?” One fingertip slid inside me. 
 
    “Ahh.” I arched my head back while savoring the heady sensation. “Don’t stop.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    I was wet. Ready for him already. I had been for what seemed like forever. Thrusting my hips forward, I moaned. “Jarik.” 
 
    “I live to please you, mate. Tell me what you need. This?” His thumb circled, pressed down on my clit. 
 
    I panted. He wanted speech? How could I think? My throat was tight. My lungs heaved. Between my legs… 
 
    He lowered himself to his knees in front of me and licked along my slit. Sucking my clit into his mouth, he rolled it between his teeth, stroked it with his tongue. 
 
    I keened, the sound growing louder, building to a fever pitch. “Take me. Please.” Deep inside, I coiled tight. Tension built with every stroke of his tongue. 
 
    Slipping three fingers inside, he created a rhythm that brought me so close, I was going to shatter. Fall apart in his arms.  
 
    “I can’t wait.” His deep, guttural tone made me tug on his arms, drag him to his feet. 
 
    I stared into his eyes, and my voice came out guttural. “Do it. Now.” 
 
    With a chuckle, he lifted me, and I hooked my legs around his waist. He pressed me back against the icy wall, and I writhed, because it felt awesome against my overheated skin. 
 
    Pausing outside me, he watched my face while slowly sliding himself in to the hilt. 
 
    Smoother than velvet. Harder than steel. And vibrating against my inner walls. 
 
    “That’s…that’s…” 
 
    He pulled out and shoved back inside, so forceful, I was lifted up in the air. Only his arms kept me grounded.  
 
    I shrieked. “Again. More.” 
 
    A fever took hold of me. I shifted my hips to pull him deeper. I wanted it all. 
 
    My butt pressed against the wall, he shifted his hips back and slammed into me. Over and over, until I was a melted, moaning, senseless thing in his arms, only able to focus on the exquisite sensation.  
 
    Each time he thrust forward, his vibrating cock slid along my clit, driving me toward the peak. Clutching his shoulders, I held on, while he rode me. 
 
    Stars flickered through the air, and my breath caught. Yes. I arched back, taking him deeper, then shuddered as I came. 
 
    As if sensing I was falling over the edge, he thrust faster. 
 
    Until I cried out his name. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    We left the ice cavern, miraculously finding a door on one side of the chamber that opened into a large room filled with Noran statues. The ceiling arched upward, in a clear dome. Above the dome, I spied the top of the cavern I’d first fallen through what felt like ages ago. Or, what I believed was the cavern. Like everywhere else, bluish bugs shone bright, lighting up the cave sky.  
 
    “We’ve reached the top of the mountain,” Jarik said as we walked over to the side of the room and stared down through a wide window. 
 
    Far below, the river flowed through the valley, and tiny specks along the shore must be the crocs I’d seen while flying on Jarik’s back. The falls plunged down to the river, on the other side of the cavern. 
 
    “Will we have to pass the spiders and go through the dungeon to get out?” I asked. I couldn’t hold in my shiver at the thought. 
 
    “Nope.” Jarik slid my hair to the side and nuzzled the back of my neck. His fingertips kneaded my back, trailing down to my bare butt. 
 
    I carried my climbing suit in my hands. Somehow, after coming together, he’d talked me into walking around naked. 
 
    Jarik could talk a lake into drinking water. 
 
    I’d dress eventually, but there was something wonderful about sharing my body with my mate, like he shared his with me. 
 
    “Pretty much back where we started from.” He pointed in the opposite direction of the falls. “We can fly through the valley next to this one, plus another, and then I know a quick path to my home.” 
 
    “How much time do we have left to get there?” I asked.  
 
    “More than a day. Enough.” 
 
    Turning in his arms, I smiled up at him. “I can’t wait to see my friends.” And I couldn’t wait to deliver the heart. To think I’d make it possible for all three of us to remain here with our mates. 
 
    I chuckled. Not long ago, I’d balked at the term, mate. Now, I welcomed it. 
 
    Moving around Jarik, I strolled over to one of the statues and stopped, staring up. “Man, if this is supposed to be an elf, these guys were tall.” 
 
    Ten feet, or more. As snobby as I’d heard they were, the being seemed to stare down its nose at me from its lofty height. It wore a floor-length, white robe, with a dark blue sash belting the garment in at the middle. Big eyes. Pointy ears. Thick white hair, flowing down its back. 
 
    I walked around the room, my bare feet nearly silent on the tile floor, peering up at the elf statues, while Jarik followed, his hand warm on my side. 
 
    “What do you think they used this room for?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged, but pointed to the raised dais ahead holding two ornate thrones. “I assume the king and queen would sit there and make pronouncements.”  
 
    Two shorter statues stood like sentinels on either side of the stairs leading up to the dais. 
 
    I walked over to one. Since it was about my height, I leaned in close to scrutinize the face. This one resembled the others, except it had black hair. 
 
    And eyes…That almost seemed to follow my movement. 
 
    I shivered. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Jarik asked from beside me. 
 
    “Something…” 
 
    The elf’s mouth creaked open and a plume of inky smoke poured out. 
 
    Dizzy, I sagged against Jarik. 
 
    “PJ,” he murmured as we collapsed on the floor. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Darkness enveloped everything when I woke.  
 
    Only the firmness of Jarik beneath me told me everything would be okay. 
 
    He stirred and groaned. “PJ?” 
 
    “What happened?” I mumbled, my voice sluggish. It was all I could do to speak. 
 
    “Drugged,” he said slowly. “Damn elf tricksters. They had to get us. Even from the grave.” 
 
    “I don’t have a watch.” And I’d lost my phone somewhere. Maybe when I was dangling in the air. “Do you know what time it is?” 
 
    He bolted upright, taking me up with him. Staring through the windows, his eyes widened with horror. “The lunarlights. They glow in cycles. Twelve hours lit, twelve hours dark.” 
 
    “Like the sun.” 
 
    Rising to his feet, he helped me stand. “We’ve been asleep too long. We have to go. You’ve still got the heart?” 
 
    My outfit lay where I must’ve dropped it. I leapt on it and patted the pocket, my breath hissing from my lungs when I found the solid mass there. “Yup.”  
 
    After dressing quickly, I joined Jarik, who stared out into the dark valley. 
 
    “We’re going to be too late.” How could I have let this happen? My curiosity had gotten the better of me, and now, Tanya and Jenny would pay the price. 
 
    No, I’d also pay the price. Me and Jarik. 
 
    “Come,” he said. He pointed to a door to the right of the dais. “We’re leaving. I’ll fly as fast as I can.” 
 
    “Take the heart.” I tried to press it into his hands, but he held them up and shook his head. “But you’ll fly faster without me on your back.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you here. We’re doing this together.” 
 
    Holding hands, we rushed for the door and shoved it open. An open deck waited for us, with a rail looping around the outside. 
 
    “The second I shift, climb on.” He paused. “I’m…Sorry for the height. I won’t be able to stay close to the ground.” 
 
    Afraid for our future, I wouldn’t even notice. In fact, I wasn’t even scared gazing over the rail, despite the hundreds of feet drop below.  
 
    “I think I’m getting over my fear of heights.” Jumping off Jarik and onto the griffin seemed to have cured me. 
 
    After he shifted, I scrambled up onto his back. We’d have to fly straight there, and, even at a furious pace, I didn’t know if we’d make it. 
 
    He dove down, the wind cutting through my climbing suit and whipping my hair back in a blue flag. 
 
    As we flew over, something shrieked in the forest. 
 
    Death wraiths? 
 
    I tapped Jarik’s spine. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll hold on. Use whatever maneuvers you need, but just go!” 
 
    As foggy wisps drifted up through the trees, Jarik plunged right, then swooped down, down, before darting left, aiming for the end of this valley.  
 
    The wraiths shot toward us, their open mouths endless blackness, their ghostly fingers outstretched. Shuddering, I had no difficulty believing they planned to suck out all my energy. 
 
    Jarik roared, shooting fire, and while the cloud of wraiths cringed, they kept coming. Reaching out, their razor-sharp fingers slicing across my arms and thighs.  
 
    When Jarik dropped fast, my butt lifted up off his spine, and I had to hold on tight as he darted beneath the death wraiths.  
 
    The furious sweep of his wings soon left them behind. It seemed they didn’t dare venture far from the forest. 
 
    We flew on, through a large valley next to the Norans’, then another and another. Eventually, he entered a long system of caves, but he didn’t shift. He kept flying, his pace never lagging. 
 
    The equivalent of dawn arrived, with the release of lunarlights glow, and I knew this was the final moment. We needed to reach Muraque soon, or we’d be too late. 
 
    A faint sparkle ahead gave way to a series of gleaming buildings. No, call them castles. Hundreds of them, as if everyone was a prince in this realm. 
 
    Flying partway across the city, Jarik suddenly dropped down in front of a large, pink-colored building with stained glass windows on either side of the gilded door. After shifting quickly and pulling on pants he found in a box sitting beside the door, he took my hand. “Hurry!” 
 
    The door banged open, and we rushed inside. 
 
    “Tanya! Jenny!” I cried. My friends stood on the other side of the long, narrow room, glaring at a man dressed in ornate robes. Tall men who vaguely resembled Jarik stood with them, their arms protectively wrapped around my friends’ waists. 
 
    “PJ!” They left what must be Drek and Kemir and raced down the aisle, passing empty alcoves on either side.  
 
    “You’re here,” Jenny said. She winked at Jarik. “See you found my friend. Thank you.” 
 
    Jarik bowed deeply. “I was thrilled to find PJ while on my quest.” 
 
    “Actually, I kind of found him,” I said with a laugh.  
 
    “We’ve got a lot to talk about.” Tanya hugged me. “But I’m so glad to see you safe.” 
 
    But were we really safe? 
 
    “If I’m not too late, I’ve brought you two a gift.” Well, a gift for myself, too. Pulling it from my pocket, I held the gleaming red shape aloft. Just like I was performing in a high fantasy movie, I intoned, “I give you the dragonstone heart.”  
 
    Turning with a smile, I tried to hand it to Jarik, but he grinned and nudged my hand away. 
 
    “You found it,” he said. “It’s your right to restore it.” 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” a tall man said in a snooty voice. With a swish of his robes, he strode down the aisle and stopped in front of us. His thin lips twisted when he took in the man standing at my side, but they turned down farther when he spied the heart, pulsating in my hand. “You are too late.” 
 
    “It’s never too late to protect our people, Ludar,” Jarik said, wrapping his arm around my waist. He kissed my cheek. “I’ve not only brought back the heart, I’ve claimed a mate.” 
 
    “You needed to return within four days.” 
 
    “And today is the fourth day.” 
 
    “Was the fourth day.” He waved toward the window, where the lunarbug’s fading light barely created colorful shadows. “It is ending.” 
 
    “Then we’d better hurry.” Jarik grabbed my hand and tugged me around Ludar. “Come on, love. We’ve got one more job to do.” Opening the door in the back of the room, he urged me down a wide set of stairs. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “The crypt. Hurry.” 
 
    First a dungeon, now a crypt? Great. Would this adventure never end? 
 
    At the bottom of the stairs, we stopped, and my jaw dropped. 
 
    An enormous crystal dragon rested, like it slept, on a wide, gleaming gold platform. 
 
    “Is this the ancestor you told me about?” Reverence filled my voice. 
 
    “He’s been missing his heart for far too long.” 
 
    “Here,” I said, trying to hand him the dragonstone. “You restore it. Make him happy again.” Make the magic protect this valley again. I wanted to remain here in peace, secure with Jarik and my friends.  
 
    Heck, I wanted that thatched cottage, the stew in the crockpot, and the baby on my hip. A dragon shifter baby. 
 
    The others joined us at the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    “I said you’re too late,” Ludar said. “Even if you restore the heart, the women will have to be mind-wiped and taken to the surface.” 
 
    Mind-wiped? That sounded ominous. 
 
    “I think the dragon needs to decide our fate,” Jarik said. He nudged my back, encouraging me to walk forward, though he remained with me, his fingers warm on my side. “Restore the heart, PJ. Make the dragon complete.” 
 
    I approached the crystal creature, hoping it wouldn’t rear back its head and blast me with fire. Or ice, like the griffin. 
 
    But it slept on, appearing almost peaceful. As if it didn’t care if anyone came near. Without its heart, it might not. 
 
    I climbed up the short set of steps and gaped at the creature. The size of a house, it rested on its belly, its back legs tucked underneath its sides, its front legs stretched forward, far enough to hold its resting head. 
 
    The dragon’s eyelids remained closed, but I could swear they twitched as I walked around its side and approached its chest. 
 
    “How in the world am I supposed to do this?” I whispered. It wasn’t like I could grab a stalactite, stab down through its spine, then shove the heart inside. 
 
    Jarik stood below me, on the stone floor, my friends and their mates flanking him.  
 
    Jenny held her cupped hands beneath her chin. “Do it, PJ,” she whispered. “Do it.” 
 
    Tanya’s eyes gleamed. Trembling, she leaned back in Kemir’s arms. 
 
    If I failed, I not only harmed myself, I’d hurt my friends beyond measure. 
 
    Ludar glared from the bottom of the stairs. “Leave this room. We’ll return you to the surface with no knowledge of what has happened here. As far as you’re concerned, you were asleep and you woke on the ground.” 
 
    While there were some things I’d be happy never to think about again—like the spiders—how could I forget Jarik? My gaze met his, and in his gray-blue eyes, I found the confidence that had been building inside me since the moment we met.  
 
    His surety had kept me going.  
 
    Fuck Ludar.  
 
    I wanted to stay here with my mate and take whatever life dealt us, good or bad. If that meant strutting around naked, with my boobs jiggling, or even battling death wraiths and snakes, then so be it.  
 
    Because I refused to go on without him. 
 
    Turning on my shaky knees, I took a deep breath. I climbed up the crystal dragon’s leg until I stood beside its chest. 
 
    Piece of cake, huh? 
 
    It was anyone’s guess how to do this, but something told me I should… 
 
    I drove my hand forward, the heart tight in my fist. My fingers passed through the external structure as if they floated through air. 
 
    I released the heart, and it settled in the crystal dragon’s as if it had never been stolen. 
 
    It throbbed. A dull thud rang out in the room. More thuds, until a steady rhythm jarred my spine, making me stumble backward, down off the dragon. 
 
    The beast arched its back, making its spikes ripple. A big yawn consumed its mouth, revealing long, spiky teeth. 
 
    It lifted its head and stared down at me, before stretching out its neck to sniff me. Warm air puffed from its lungs, heating me through. The dragon tapped its snout on my forehead, as if in blessing. As my body shook from a mix of fear and excitement, my skin blazed, my ears rang, and my pulse raced double-time.  
 
    “I will not stand for this!” Ludar leapt toward me, his walking stick lifted over his head. The end flew off, revealing a gleaming blade. 
 
    Crap, he was going to kill me. 
 
    I gasped, and Jarik thrust me behind him. 
 
    Before Ludar could reach me, the crystal dragon roared. Flames rushed around me, cold when they should be hot, and hit Ludar. He stalled in place, his stick raised, his lips curled into a snarl. 
 
    The dragon settled back down on his golden bed and dropped his head onto his forepaws with a soft grunt. Tiny puffs of smoke curled from his nostrils. 
 
    My eyes wide, I walked around Ludar, but, even when I snapped my fingers in front of his face and pushed his side, he didn’t flinch. He remained motionless, his body harder than a statue’s. 
 
    “Is he dead?” I asked Jarik, shuddering when I realized how close I’d come to being murdered by this horrible man. 
 
    “No idea. We’ll have to ask our physicians to look at him.” He pulled me against his chest and wrapped his arms around me, sharing his warmth. “Or we can stuff him into a closet and, if anyone asks about him, we can say he took a walk in the forest.” 
 
    My laugh huffed from my throat, and I grinned. “Maybe he’s off, dancing with zombies.” 
 
    The steady pulses of the dragonstone heart beat in the room. Reassuring and true. 
 
    “The guards are back in place,” Jarik said by my ear. He kissed my cheek. “And you’re the one who has saved our city.” His chest shook, as if he chuckled, but I couldn’t see his face. “You’ve had a magical day. You’ve defeated Ludar, and you’ve captured a dragon. Me.” 
 
    No, Jarik captured me. From the moment I smacked into him, I knew he was the one.  
 
    I turned in his arms and smiled up at him. “So, mate…” 
 
    His eyes gleamed. “Yes, mate?” 
 
    Tickling my fingertip down his naked chest, I stopped at the waist of his pants. “What were you saying about a wedding?” 
 
    He swept me off my feet, and I wrapped my arms around his shoulders. “If I’m going to obey the dragon mating rules, we’ll need to wed fast.” 
 
    “Good. Because, I think you mentioned something about hauling me off to bed right after?” 
 
    He grinned and Tanya and Jenny hooted. 
 
    I pulled his head down for a kiss, happy I’d finally found a home in the arms of my dragon shifter. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    As I hurried down the broad, sweeping staircase leading toward the palace’s atrium, I tried to convince myself I wasn’t about to meet my doom. 
 
    Or be thrown into Tartarus, the Greek god’s version of the pits of hell—where I’d spend eternity avoiding the clutches of Hecatonchires, the many-armed giant. 
 
    You think a drunk guy with two arms is bad? Try one-hundred. And his lips…! 
 
    I shuddered. Not going there. 
 
    My heart a solid lump in my throat, I halted outside the Great Hall. The atrium’s fifty-foot ceiling seemed to press on my shoulders, the weight too heavy for my frazzled nerves. 
 
    The guard standing in front of the ornately-carved double doors grunted, then swept open the door and waved for me to enter. 
 
    After giving him a jittery smile, I swallowed, tightened my spine, and strode into the Hall. 
 
    I paused in the entry and gulped. Where was everyone? 
 
    My father, Zeus, sat with his wife in fancy, gold-trimmed thrones at the end of the room, matching scowls on their faces. 
 
    Hera bumped Father’s arm, and he looked up and grimaced. With a flick of his hand, he undid the top button of his Armani shirt. 
 
    Sunlight drifted in through the windows along the aisle, creating rainbows on the mosaic tiles. As I walked toward the receiving area, the click-click-click of my heels echoed in the stillness surrounding me, each step crying out a warning. If this had been a normal day, gods would be gossiping in alcoves between the pillars while waiting for an audience with their king. 
 
    The fact that this was me, Hera, and Father didn’t look good. 
 
    Hera leaned forward in her chair, and her blonde hair swung across her shoulders. She wore a black and gold Givenchy dress, and as much as I hated to admit it, it looked fantastic on her. The witch hated me. Of course, Father had cheated on her with Mother. Not that Mother could help herself. She was Selene, Goddess of the Moon. How could she be expected to maintain self-control when her orb was full? 
 
    I came to a halt in front of the dais and tried not to flinch under Father’s white-hot gaze. 
 
    “Pandia.” His sigh ground through my bones. “You’ve done it again.” 
 
    “I…I…” Could I get any more tongue-tied around him? He’d become an expert at reducing me to a crumbling heap by the time I turned five. Right after Mother dropped me off for a weekend at Olympus that turned into multiple lifetimes. “Can you be a little clearer?” 
 
    Thunder rumbled above the coffered ceiling. Never a good sign. 
 
    “Julius Caesar,” he said. 
 
    Let’s go back in time and party with some Roman guys, my half-sister, Aphrodite, had said. 
 
    They’re so hot, she’d said. 
 
    No one will find out, she’d said. 
 
    I should’ve known better. Every time I trusted her, I was the one who wound up dealing with our Father’s wrath. 
 
    “You know we reserve time travel for educational purposes.” He raked his fingers through his white hair, making it stand on end. “Just because you can shift to other Earth time periods doesn’t mean you’re allowed to travel into the past whenever you feel like it. Each time you do, you screw up a mortal’s destiny.” 
 
     “I didn’t mean to cause problems.” My words sputtered from me. “While sharing a bottle of wine, I casually suggested to Julius that he should think about the negative impact he made on others when he conquered the world. He asked what he could do instead, and we talked about gardening. Nothing’s more relaxing than digging in the soil. He—” 
 
    “Enough,” Father shouted, and thunder rumbled overhead again. “You’re so busy convincing others to think about their actions that you never consider your own. I will not tolerate your interference any longer.” 
 
    My stomach muscles quivered, but I held myself still. “I only wanted to help.”  
 
    Hades knows I’d tried to be a restrained, respectable goddess since I finished college and moved back to Mt. Olympus. As king of the gods, my father could do whatever he wanted. While I…Well, let’s just say that the life of a goddess could get monotonous. “It’s boring around here,” I whispered. 
 
    A lightning bolt screamed across the room, leaving Hercules’s portrait with a unibrow. I squeaked and ducked when a second beam zipped so close to me the aroma of singed hair filled the air. 
 
    “You’re the Goddess of Light,” Father shouted, making the rafters shake. “If you spent more time developing your assigned career, you wouldn’t be bored.” 
 
    “You know that’s only an honorific title,” I said. “Apollo has the sun wrapped up. The stars belong to Astraeus. Aunt Eos won’t let me anywhere near the dawn. What’s left? Goddess of the LED? When Aphrodite said we—” 
 
    “Don’t shift the blame onto your sister.” Father drummed his fingers on the arm of his throne. “This isn’t the first time you’ve been involved in something like this. Don’t forget the Columbus fiasco.” 
 
    I stiffened my spine. “I did not tell Chris to turn all those ships back to Spain.” Although, I had casually mentioned that explorers should realize that indigenous people might resent being indoctrinated into a new way of life. “And Julius and I barely talked.” 
 
    “You altered the past,” Father said. “After your little talk, Julius abandoned politics to grow daisies. Hera suggested we watch the Fourth of July fireworks display in D.C., but July no longer existed. I had to go back in time, wipe Julius’s mind, and return him to the path he followed before you intervened. You know I hate scrambling their brains.” Shifting forward, he braced his hands on his knees. “It’s past time you learned to think about the result of your actions.” 
 
    He saw me as selfish, did he? I couldn’t stop the crushing feeling from building behind my ribcage. It seemed I’d never please him. Please her. 
 
    Please myself. 
 
    Blinking, I stared through the windows behind him, struggling to maintain control. It was bad enough I broke down in front of Father, but Hera thrived on weakness. 
 
    “For whatever reason, you always end up interfering with the important ones.” Father lowered the end of his magical staff to the floor and leaned it against his knee. “If you chose simple men like goatherds or cowboys, this would not be a big issue.” 
 
    Goatherds? No thanks. 
 
    Cowboys were another matter altogether. 
 
    “When your mother left you with me,” he said. “I promised to raise you well. Instead, I let you run free.” He cut a glance at Hera and cleared his throat. “But I can’t keep covering for your mistakes any longer. Your punishment will set an example for the other gods.” 
 
    Punishment? 
 
    Hera dimpled a smile Father’s way but fed me a decidedly different one. I swear. Her teeth had points. 
 
    “We thought something similar to community service would do nicely.” Father shifted on his seat until his back faced Hera. 
 
    He grinned and winked at me. 
 
    I glanced back and forth between them, but couldn’t figure out what the gesture meant. 
 
    “Actually,” Hera said. “I thought Troy would be a great place for learning opportunities.” 
 
    “You know Pandia’s afraid of horses,” Father said. 
 
    Hera sighed. “True. Are you sure you won’t reconsider 1776 Virginia, then?” 
 
    His scowl made a black fog appear along the edges of the room. “There’s a revolution going on during that time.” 
 
    “What’s a little musket fire here and there?” The look she sent me could level a forest. “It’s still a fantastic era.” 
 
    “I chose Pompeii,” Father said. 
 
    Hera huffed. 
 
    Pompeii was…oh, yes, in Italy. “You realize this makes no sense. How will doing community service in Pompeii teach me to leave people alone?” 
 
    “I want you to observe the impact of a major Earth event without giving into your urge to interfere,” he said. “When I see you’re able to leave fate alone, I’ll bring you home.” 
 
    I tapped my chin. I had a few things planned for next week, but my calendar for this week was clear. “How long will this take?” 
 
    “Longer than you may think. You’ll need to know Latin.” He dipped his magical staff toward me, casting a spell. “79 AD will give you plenty of chances to observe mankind.” 
 
    “Hold on, there.” I darted up the steps, squeezed between the thrones, and grabbed onto his arm. “I thought you meant modern Pompeii.” I had no problem flitting back in time for a brief visit, but how could he expect me to spend more than an hour in the ancient past? 
 
    We were talking no AC. No internet. No mocha lattes. 
 
    Hera squinted up at me. “We can’t let her go dressed like that.” Taking Father’s staff, she poked it my way. 
 
    In a flash, I wore a toga and gold sandals. Definitely an odd look for me. 
 
    Father tilted his head, scowling at Hera. 
 
    “What?” she said with a shrug. “She looks good in white.” 
 
    His brow furrowed as he sought inward, sifting through my potential future in this outfit. “Yes, yes, a toga could work.” The slyness in his gaze sent anxiety skating along my spine. What in Hades was going on here? “Promise me you’ll stay away from important historical figures while you’re there. Observe, but don’t intervene, no matter what happens around you. Learn to respect destiny. You’re not the only one with a fate that must not be changed.” 
 
    A wave of concern washed over me.  
 
    Why was he bringing up my fate?  
 
    Something odd was going on here, but I couldn’t pin it down. “Just a sec. You want me to go back in time and observe? Isn’t community service about doing good things for others? And Pompeii’s the place with the—” 
 
    “Pandia.” His face flamed. “You question my judgment?” 
 
    “No. Of course not.” I directed my attention at the floor. “Exactly what big event are we talking about here?” Dread curled down my spine. I had a sneaky suspicion that— 
 
    Hera tipped her head back and cackled. 
 
    Shooting another broad smile at me, Father waved his magical staff my way.  
 
    Power blasted through me, and Mt. Olympus disappeared. 
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    Did you know? I’ve also co-written an alien sci-fi  
 
    romance series with Laney Kaye. 
 
      
 
      
 
    CAT SHIFTERS OF AAIDAR: ESCAPE 
 
    A Sci-Fi Alien Romance 
 
    Out now on Amazon & through Kindle Unlimited 
 
      
 
    Herc: 
 
     
A cat shifter mercenary—gun, fangs, and claws for hire—doesn't fall for a pretty little human. It's cost the Regime big-time to have me and my guys hunt down the Resistance fighters skulking in caves spread across this gods-forsaken planet. My sole focus here is this deployment. Until Maya touches me, igniting the first phase of a bondmate. 
 
     
But it doesn't matter how freakin' sweet she is. How sexy. No way in all seven hells will I complete the three bonds. As long as I don't kiss her, we won't hit second base. And I'll be damn sure to keep my hands off her incredible body, because having sex with her would bring on bond three, linking our souls for eternity. Problem is, now it's not just my life that's in danger. My heart is in all kinds of trouble.
   
 
     
Maya: 
 
     
Herc must believe I'm nothing more than a nurse working for the Regime. If he finds out I've infiltrated the military compound to rescue my imprisoned sister, my life's in danger. He may be the hottest guy I've ever seen—shifter or man—but I refuse to bond with someone who's hunting my people into extinction. 
 
     
Now that my mission's accomplished, I can flee into the desert. He'll never find me once I'm hidden in the Resistance stronghold. Problem is, Herc's hot on my heels. If he catches me, will he return me to the Regime? Or does he have his own--very personal--plan for me instead? Hooking up with me will ruin Herc's career and make him an enemy of his own people. But if he hands me over to the firing squad, the bullets won't need to hit my heart to shatter me into a billion pieces. 
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