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Excerpt

He opened the throttle again and the bike leapt forward, devouring the road with blurring greed. Sera clung to Tyson again, her mind spinning. She wanted to deny everything. Dragon shifters? Pft. As if. But she couldn’t. There was a tiny part of her brain that argued it was all true. It all had to be true. But what did she do if it was? And what did that make her?

Tapping into her mind once again—and seriously, what kind of human could do that, if not a magical, mythical one?—Tyson said, “Tell me something about yourself that you’ve always wondered about. Something you felt made you different.”

Sera pressed herself to his back and slid her arms more firmly around his waist. Once again, his heat was a baking comfort that both relaxed her and made her pussy constrict with want. It was a wonderful sensation, one she wanted to submerge herself in. And yet at the same time, it made her nervous.

Because you’ve never connected with anyone before? And now here you are, more than connected with a guy who is, essentially, still a complete stranger?

Closing her eyes, she let out a soft sigh, aware of the microphone embedded somewhere near her lips in the helmet. “I don’t mix well with people,” she murmured, and even to her own ears she sounded…sad. No, that wasn’t right. Perplexed. “It’s not that I argue or that I’m shy. I’m not. But I usually prefer my own company or the company of the animals I work with to people.”

“What do you do for a living?” Tyson asked. “Are you a vet?”

Sera felt the corners of her lips curling as she thought of her answer. How was her mysterious stranger going to react? “I work at the zoo as an animal keeper. My primary focus is Puff, the zoo’s Komodo dragon.”

Tyson did exactly what she thought he’d do. He laughed. She hugged him closer, loving the way his belly and chest shook with the uncomplicated, real sound.

“Of course you do,” he chuckled, and she could hear the grin in his voice. “Why do I find this unsurprising?”

She grinned, wriggling her thighs a little more firmly against his hips. “Because I’m wearing a Puff shirt?”

He shook his head. “Nope, although it’s a very nice shirt.”

She smiled wider. “Ta muchly.”


Sera’s Dragon

Fire Mates, Book 1

Lexxie Couper

Published 2016 by Book Boutiques.

ISBN: 978-1-944003-42-5

Copyright © 2016, Lexxie Couper.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of Book Boutiques.

This book is a work of fiction. Any similarity to actual persons, living or dead, locales, or events is wholly coincidental. The names, characters, dialogue, and events in this book are from the author’s imagination and should not to be construed as real.

Manufactured in the USA.

Email support@bookboutiques.com with questions, or inquiries about Book Boutiques.


Blurb

Life isn't easy for a modern-day dragon shifter. Unlike those wuss werewolves, dragons can't just shift and go for a run through the nearest forest. They can't go flying on a whim. Forget about scared villagers slinging arrows; these days it's Neighborhood Watch zealots with AK-47s. Then there's the whole sex issue. Try telling the little cutie at the local Starbucks that a soul-shattering orgasm might end in bed flambé. No, being a dragon shifter kinda sucks. And for Tyson, it's even worse—because he's suddenly in heat.

Bad news for the stranger he spies running along Bondi Beach.

Ty instantly recognizes Sera as his mate. Now he has to convince her, while also dodging the psychopathic dragon hunter on his tail. Scorching sexual persuasion should do the trick. Hopefully. Because if Ty doesn't join with his Fire Mate before his heat cycle finishes, bad things will happen. Lots of bad things.
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Chapter 1

Sydney, Australia

Heartburn sucked. Even for a dragon shifter.

Tyson Conley pressed the heel of his palm to his sternum and rubbed in a slow circular motion, knowing it would do sweet F.A. to relieve the pain. This is what he got for eating spicy meatball pizza. Every friggin’ time, he ended up in hell. At some stage of the game he was going to learn his lesson.

He could already feel the insidious heat radiating up through his throat from his chest, but whereas a human would pop a Mylanta or two and be done with it, he was now in for a scorcher of a time. Thankfully he couldn’t exhale fire in his human form, but that didn’t stop the inferno in his chest from making him wish he were dead. Damn, it felt like the lining of his digestive tract was being scalded to hell.

Ty let out a growl, a thoroughly bestial sound that made the old duck sitting at the table next to his flinch. She stared at him, washed-out blue eyes wide behind her thick glasses.

He gave her an apologetic smile, fighting the urge to fidget in his chair. “Sorry.” He pushed the remains of his pizza away. He was done. If Ryan ever turned up, he could eat the rest of the damn thing. As far as Tyson was aware, spicy meatballs only made his younger brother more—

A million pinpricks of fire raced abruptly over Tyson’s flesh. Then another million. His breath caught, his mouth went dry and, despite feeling like he was about to spontaneously combust, he felt frozen.

What the hell?

The old duck beside him glared, thin mouth puckered with disapproving disdain. He must have made a noise to warrant her obvious ire once more. What it was, though, he didn’t have a bloody clue. Another growl? A groan?

Invisible fire swept over his skin again, hotter this time—so much hotter. And purposeful. Shooting over his skin like an inferno until his dick was so fucking hard he wanted to cry out in pain. And pleasure. Oh God, did he want to cry out in pleasure.

Holy shit…

The mating fire.

Tyson twisted in his seat, frantically looking around the beachfront café even as he felt like he was burning up. No one stared back. No one gazed at him with open hunger. No one stalked toward him with single-minded purpose or made coy goo-goo eyes from afar. The only one paying him any attention was the old duck with the sour-lemon face, and there was nothing hungry or sexual about the way she stared at him. She looked as if she were about to pull an Uzi from her handbag and save the world from a psychopath.

She leaned toward him, eyes narrowing behind her pink glasses. “Are you on drugs, son?” Her lips—painted the same pink as her coke-bottle glasses, Ty noted in a brief moment of surreal detachment—pursed tighter. “Are you tripping?”

Fresh fire scalded his flesh, so hot, so intense, he gritted his teeth. His cock throbbed with such impatient insistency he feared he was going to erupt. He blinked at the old woman. Opened his mouth. Closed it. His throat wouldn’t work. His balls felt ready to burst.

Mating fire? How could he be experiencing the mating fire? Since when were there female dragon shifters in Syd—

A woman jogged toward the café, holding the leash of a massive animal that could be a dog but looked more like a hairy…thing…loping beside her. She moved at a leisurely pace, dark-red ponytail flipping behind her head like a dancing flame, slim body radiating energy, breath slipping from her in streams of delicate mist Tyson knew only he could see.

She ran past the café, dog-slash-thing keeping pace, and Tyson’s entire body went up in flames. Heat and lust and want. Need.

Urgent need. Hungry want. Dire lust.

His heart slammed into his throat. His mate. His Fire Mate. Fuck, he’d seen his Fire Mate. And she was—

He bolted to his feet, stare locked on the woman jogging through the crowded footpath. His table went skidding, bumping into the old duck’s. The remains of his pizza clattered to the floor, along with his untouched beer, his phone and the old duck’s glass of wine. Beer and wine splashed his ankles, dribbled inside his shoes, but he didn’t care. He had to catch her. Had to—

“Sonny,” she hissed. “Do you know you’re making noises like a—”

Dragon.

The word reverberated through his head, drowning out whatever word the old duck had used just as the crowd swallowed up the jogging woman.

Dragon.

He was making noises like a dragon. A dragon in heat.

He was making noises like a dragon in heat because he was a dragon in heat. And Christ on a pony, his Fire Mate had just jogged by, oblivious to his existence, triggering the mating fire—and she was human.

Human. How the fuck could she be human? Surely he was wrong. True, he didn’t detect the distinct honeyed-sulfur scent all female dragon shifters exuded…but since when did dragon shifters mate with humans?

Since never, that’s when. They may fuck them every now and again, but mate with them?

No. It wasn’t possible.

Of course it isn’t. So tell that to your body.

His body, however, wasn’t listening to logic and millennia-old fact. His body was well and truly on its way to shifting—shifting for fuck’s sake!—and unless he did something soon, something drastic and/or crazy, the busy Bondi Beach esplanade was going to find itself plus one very horny, very large, very medieval mythological dragon.

He stumbled away from his table, trying to find the woman—his mate—in the flow of pedestrians filling the footpath that ran between the café and the beach. He had to get to her. What the hell he was going to say, he didn’t know, but he had to get to her and, if nothing else, kiss her. And hope to all things holy that simple contact would quell the shift.

“Sonny, did you know you have a very large erection?” his ever-informative elderly neighbor asked, hissing again, her voice somehow punching through his stunned disbelief.

Tyson blanched. He jerked his gaze back to her, down to his groin, to the bloody obvious hard-on tenting his cargoes, and then back to the woman. “Err…”

She smirked, and for an insane moment, she didn’t look old at all. Or duckish.

And then fresh fire razed Tyson’s flesh, licked at his balls, his groin, and he forgot about old ladies. Fresh fire accompanied by a bone-deep shudder, and he knew his Fire Mate had turned around. She was jogging back toward him.

Fast.

He bolted. Vaulting over chairs, tables and the café’s neat row of potted palms. There was a shocked shout from behind him, a few loud what the hells, a bray of stunned laughter—and then nothing.

Nothing but the thumping of his heart and the roaring of blood in his ears.

Bloody hell. He was about five minutes away from an uncontrolled and unwanted shift into dragon form, he was still fighting a mean case of heartburn and he was sporting an erection the size of a cricket bat. What a perfect first impression to make on the complete stranger he was going to kiss right here on the busy Bondi Beach foot—

He ran straight into her.

There was a startled oof, a growl, a warm and firm body pressed to his…followed by an explosion of heat over his flesh, through his body, into his soul.

Two wide, stunned blue eyes stared up at him—and then Tyson crushed her lips with his. He kissed her and invaded her mouth and let the demand pounding through his body be consumed by her sweet, destined blaze.

A stranger’s tongue was in Sera’s mouth. In her mouth.

Holy smack, a stranger’s tongue was in her mouth. Rolling and sliding over her tongue. The stranger was kissing her. No, not just kissing her. He was fucking her mouth. Making goddamn love to her mouth with his tongue while something long and thick and wicked hard that was most likely an impressive erection poked at her belly. He was cupping her right breast in a strong, kneading caress, teasing her hard nipple, and what was she doing?

Just what the hell was she doing?

Was she fighting him off? Was she pushing him away and kicking him in the balls? Was she letting Hannibal rip said kicked-in balls off?

She sure as hell wasn’t paying heed to all those stranger-danger lectures from when she was a kid, that’s for certain.

No. She was standing there like some kind of skanky ho, letting him. Letting him. His tongue was practically playing with her tonsils and she wasn’t putting up a fight. Far from it. She was kissing him back. Her tongue was stroking his, her lips were parted and she was kissing him back big-time. Holy smack, she was even moaning.

What the hell was wrong with her? It was like she had lost control of herself the second the guy slammed into her. Shit, even her hands had strayed to his chest—his broad, hard, smooth chest that seemed to burn under his light-cotton shirt with a heat that should have screamed fever but instead it made her pulse quicken, her pussy throb and her tongue stroke his some more.

This had to be some random—and thoroughly surreal—act of impulsive seduction. Like the guy in New York who gave out hugs, except this guy gave out mind-blowing, tonsil-stroking kisses. Had to be.

She had to stop him.

Except she didn’t. Someone else did.

“Hey, hey, hey,” a man barked to her right, a second before the tongue-fucking stranger was hauled backward. “There’ll be none of that here, mate.”

Something growled. An animal. A big animal.

Sera snapped her gaze to Hannibal, but her cousin’s dog was just sitting at her heel, licking his balls.

She jerked her gaze back to her stranger—her stranger?—and almost let out a yelp.

She hadn’t gotten a good look at him before, just remembered a quick flash of hunky, dark yumminess a second before he crushed her lips with his. Now he stood glaring at the cop holding his arm, very much still hunky and yummy what with his dark, floppy hair, equally dark straight eyebrows and dark-dark eyes. Very much hunky and yummy but oh so very much frightening. Menacing. Malevolent.

As dark and hunky and yummy as he was, he looked like he was about to rip the head off the cop who suddenly didn’t seem to appear as brave and determined and authoritarian as he had a second ago. Now the cop looked scared.

Scared of her stranger. The guy who had come out of nowhere, kissed her until she moaned and was currently glaring at the cop, nostrils flaring, chest heaving, growling in an utterly inhuman way that turned Sera’s pussy to liquid.

Oh God help her, she’d just French-kissed a psychopath. And was horny about it.

Oh wow…

“Y-you can’t…” the cop stammered, stumbling back a step.

Her growling, nostril-flaring stranger sucked in a breath and swung his gaze back Sera. “I can smell your want.”

The claim was a low murmur through barely parted lips. His eyes seemed to glint, another growl rumbled in his chest and, with a shudder unlike any Sera had ever seen, he turned and sprinted away. Through the bustling pedestrians on the footpath toward the crowded sands of Australia’s most famous beach.

He didn’t slow. He didn’t deviate from his path. He ran straight for the water, stripping his shirt as he went, and splashed into the surf, still wearing his cargo shorts and shoes.

“What the hell?” Sera whispered, watching him.

Without breaking his break-neck pace, the sun glimmering off his bare torso, he dove under the first wave and was gone.

Sera blinked.

Shook her head and blinked again.

Her stranger didn’t emerge from the water. She scanned the waves, certain her eyes were playing tricks on her. Nothing. All she could see was a beach full of laughing, swimming people, none of whom had kissed her senseless in the last five minutes.

Whoever he was, he could hold his breath for a long time.

“Ummm.” The cop beside her shuffled into view. “Do you…do I need to take a statement…”

Sera tore her stare from the breaking waves and frowned at him. He looked uncomfortable. Uncomfortable and ruffled. His cheeks were pink and his gaze didn’t want to settle on anything.

Well duh. Of course he’s ruffled. Did you hear the noises your stranger made? You’re ruffled too—although for some insane reason it’s because you’re horny. And while we’re at it, why on earth are you still calling the psychopathic kisser your anything?

She shook her head and offered the cop a sheepish smile. “No. It’s okay. He’s my…my boyfriend.”

What the hell? Now why in the name of God did you say that?

The cop seemed to flinch, as if the very thought of standing near the psychopathic kisser’s girlfriend was dangerous. He shot Hannibal a quick look, perhaps hopeful her cousin’s Irish Wolfhound-Mastiff mix might give him some reassurance. Hannibal, ever the epitome of un-neutered canine, continued to lick his balls, totally uninterested in the whole situation.

Sera frowned again, this time at the dog. His disinterest in itself was just as freaky odd as her stranger.

God, will you stop calling him your stranger? Seriously, it’s getting…weird.

It was. The whole thing was. The man, his kiss, her reaction to it, the very pleasant heat his touch had provoked, smoldering away in her core. Hannibal’s complete lack of care about it all. She ran with her cousin’s dog for one very specific reason—he wouldn’t let anyone near her. It wasn’t like she was constantly in need of protection; she wasn’t. But just of late, every time she went out she seemed to get accosted by weirdoes. Hannibal kept them all away.

All, that was, except her stranger. And seriously, could you get any weirder?

I can smell your want.

The man’s murmured words slinked through her head and, for the love of God, her pussy contracted.

Now there’s a weirdo, Sera Hayes. Your psychotic kisser. What are you going to do about him?

Do about him? Chase him? Press charges against him? Hell, she didn’t even know his name.

Damn, why didn’t she know his name?

Are you serious?

“…doing this again on a public footpath, okay?”

Sera blinked. The cop was still talking. Admittedly a few steps farther away from her than where he’d stood before, his hand resting on his gun, but still talking to her nonetheless.

“Sorry?”

He scowled. “I’m not sure what’s going on with you and your…boyfriend, but next time, please avoid doing it on a public footpath, okay?”

Doing it.

It.

The word sent a wave of shimmering, tight, wanton need through Sera. She bit back a gasp, staring at the cop as he continued berating her, her pussy throbbing and pulsing and doing all manner of squirmy horny things at the thought of doing “it” with her stranger. Her nipples pinched tight, her heart raced faster and, before she realized it, she was pressing her thighs together at the memory of the way he’d kissed her. The way he’d cupped her breast and made love to her mouth with his—

The shark alarm at Bondi Beach wailed into life, a high-pitched siren that shattered the highly erotic and utterly disturbing memory.

Sera let out a gasp, her heart not just missing a beat but a whole goddamn chorus. She jerked her stare to the beach, her throat tight. People were running screaming from the surf, the shark alarm continued to wail and, above it all, a cacophony of shouts filled the air, all yelling the same thing: “Shark! There’s a fucking great big shark in the water!”

The cop ran for the beach. At a dead sprint on the exact trajectory her stranger had run only moments earlier. Why the cop was running for the waves, Sera couldn’t decide—hysterical relief over something other than her to deal with, perhaps? Whatever reason, she was glad for it. She wanted to go home. Go home, take a shower and forget this whole surreal episode had happened.

“Strange that a shark could get past the shark nets, no?”

Sera started at the voice to her left. She swung about, finding a little old lady complete with poorly applied pink lipstick and matching shell-framed glasses standing beside her.

“I mean, correct me if I’m wrong, dearie,” the wizened woman continued, “but aren’t those nets there to keep the swimmers safe and the sharks out?”

The woman’s eyes seemed to glint behind the thick lenses of her glasses as she stared hard at Sera. Hard enough to make her squirm.

Sera frowned, gripping Hannibal’s leash tighter. The dog—finally finished with his scrotal-licking preoccupation—came to the party on his protective duties and rose to his feet, a low growl rumbling in his chest.

The old woman shuffled back a step, flicking the huge beast a hesitant look.

Heat flooded Sera’s cheeks. She gave Hannibal’s leash a gentle tug. “Oh, right,” she muttered to him, trying to make him heel. “The psychotic kisser you don’t worry about one iota, but the little old lady gets your wind up?”

“Psychotic kisser?” the lady echoed, that glint not just in her eyes turning her inspection into something close to intense fervor. “You didn’t consent to his affections? Oh dearie, you need to report him. Do you know his name? His address? I can help with the report if you wish. Do you know where he lives? I could go with you now to demand an apology if you like.”

The questions lashed at Sera. There was no other way to describe it. They came at her fast, the little old lady shuffling forward with each one, coming closer and closer. Hannibal growled again. Louder this time. Growled and strained against his leash.

Sera swallowed. “N-no…I don’t…” She stopped, frowned. Looked out at the beach and the hordes of people keeping distance from the waves and back to the old woman with the piercing stare again. “I mean…how did a shark get—”

“You don’t even know the man who kissed you moments ago?” The elderly lady pulled a face of disgust. “Shameful.”

New heat flushed Sera’s cheeks. “That’s not…” She fumbled to a halt, biting her bottom lip with her teeth. Why did she feel like she had to protect her stranger? Especially against a woman who looked at least eighty-five in the shade?

No idea. But you do. Don’t you? And while we’re pondering the surreal and ludicrous, where exactly did your stranger go? Into the waves semi-naked and you haven’t seen him since. He hasn’t popped up once, not even to take a breath. How is that possible? Where did he go?

And why do you so desperately want to know?

She didn’t know the answer to any of those questions. It pissed her off. Enough that she forgot her reprobate mother had managed to raise a daughter who was polite and respectful to elders. She narrowed her eyes at the possible octogenarian scowling at her. Hannibal growled again. “Are you always this pushy?”

“Only with little hussies who snog complete strangers in the street.”

Sera’s eyebrows shot up her forehead, going from angry to stunned in a single jump. “Excuse me?”

The little old lady muttered something that sounded a lot like “stupid cunt”, shook her head and then offered a smile so saccharin, Sera’s mouth fell open. “I must be off, dearie. It was lovely talking to you.”

She turned and shuffled away and, for the first time, Sera noticed she wore running shoes with her matronly dress. Albeit pink running shoes, to match her lipstick and glasses, but running shoes all the same. Pink running shoes and thick black socks.

Sera blinked. “That is the freakiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

Really? Freakier than a gorgeous, sexy guy who scares the shit out of a cop with just a flare of his nostrils? Or freakier than a man who runs into the surf after kissing you with more passion than you’ve ever been kissed in your life?

She swung her head and stared at the beach, doing her best to ignore the ridiculous way her sex throbbed at the memory of that unbelievable kiss. The beach was packed with confused people. They stood at the water’s edge, staring at the waves as if searching for the shark. The alarm was no longer wailing and the cop who’d come to her rescue earlier was now trudging back up the beach, heading in her direction.

“Whoops, Hannibal, time to go.” She pivoted on her heel, tugging the still-growling dog with her, and began trotting along the footpath.

Yes, it was time to go. Time to go home, have a shower and put this whole situation behind her.

Now if only her damn pussy would stop carrying on, reminding her with insistent force exactly what she was trying to forget—one brilliant kiss from a complete stranger.

Stupid bloody pussy.


Chapter 2

Tyson climbed out of the surf naked and human once more. Damn it. He really liked those cargoes. And the shirt he’d tossed aside, come to think of it. And he’d only just broken in his shoes so they were perfectly comfortable and—

Crikey, Ty. Are you really worrying about your clothes? You do remember what just happened, don’t you?

He did. But it was better to concentrate on the here and now than the twenty minutes ago. At least until he ascertained the tiny beach surrounded by rocky cliffs he was currently wading toward was as unpopulated as usual. A larger-than-normal wave smashed into the backs of his thighs and he struggled to stay on his feet, casting a slow stare along the deserted inlet as he did so. Thank God he knew the little impossible-to-reach beach existed, otherwise Sydneysiders would be getting a side order of dragon with their six p.m. news that night.

That would be bad. Contemporary man wasn’t equipped to deal with the concept of dragons, let alone dragons that were also humans.

That he’d had to resort to diving into the water back at Bondi Beach to hide his uncontrolled shift made him a little unnerved. That he’d had to swim underwater in dragon form for so long before he was able to shift back unnerved him even more.

Unnerved? Think that’s probably a slight understatement there. Seriously, when was the last time you shifted without intent? Hell, when was the last time you shifted, period?

He bit back a growl, the waves lapping at his ankles as he finally cleared the surf. Until today, he honestly couldn’t remember the last time he’d shifted. Unlike the country’s lucky canine shifters, who could shift and go for a run in the nearest National Park, cocking their legs on any and every tree that came along, dragon shifters were pretty much confined to human form. It wasn’t scared villagers one had to worry about nowadays, but backyard guerillas with their registered handguns. Even heading out to the country posed various threats, given every farmer and his dog possessed a Government-approved high-powered rifle these days.

What with the vicious feral pigs running amuck in the country, Tyson wasn’t surprised the farmers were armed to the teeth. He’d had a run-in with one such wild boar back in his teenage years and his right calf still ached in wet weather due to the injury he sustained. Even a dragon had to draw the line somewhere when it came to taking on prey. Those feral pigs and antsy farmers made flying around in the bush a high-risk exercise. Try to take wing near a farmer’s property and you were bound to have your belly hit with a round of bullets.

Dropping onto the sand, the fine grains biting into his naked butt, Tyson dragged his hands through his wet hair. As always after a shift, his skin tingled. It was a wholly wonderful sensation, like walking through a cascade of liquid heat bubbles, but unlike nature had intended, he couldn’t enjoy it right now.

He’d met his Fire Mate. The one female his id, his soul and his body would forever be joined with. His destined mate, his future, his forever…and she was human. How the fuck did that even happen?

He didn’t know. But he had to find out. It was impossible for a human to be a dragon shifter’s mate. Impossible.

First things first though, Ty. You need to find some clothes.

He wriggled his toes in the sand, staring out at the Pacific Ocean stretching before him and then up at the imposing, vertical cliff face behind him. His home was about forty minutes west of where he was now. Forty minutes of densely populated Bondi packed to the rafters with camera-toting tourists and Smartphone-wielding locals. A naked man running through the streets was bound to grab attention. The last thing he needed was to get his bare butt a spot on someone’s YouTube playlist, Twitter feed or Instagram account.

So, shift again? Wait until night and shift? Fly home?

His gut knotted, his skin tingling with a million pricks of icy fire. As enticing as the idea was, it was dangerous. Too dangerous. The air above Sydney was one of the busiest flight paths in the world. No matter how fast he was, how low he flew, he’d be detected. Pilot, stargazer, it didn’t matter which, he’d be spotted. When in dragon form, he was roughly the size of a sperm whale with a wingspan that rivaled that of a 747. He was also covered in scales the color of iridescent blood. Pretty hard to miss.

Besides, he couldn’t wait that long. He couldn’t. As much as he’d like to believe the whole human-as-Fire-Mate thing was some preternatural fuck-up he could ignore, he couldn’t. His croi, his inhuman source of existence, had found hers—whoever she was—and now he had to claim her.

Claim her, fuck her, brand her and join with her on every level imaginable.

Within the next twelve hours. Or all his worries about being detected would mean sweet fuck-all.

Which means you’re not only going to have to climb the cliff buck-naked, but also do a runner through the streets until you can find something to wear.

Tyson let out another growl, this one a little less human and a whole lot exasperated. He wasn’t a small man. No dragon shifter ever was. At six-five and ripped with muscle, he was pretty damn intimidating to look at. He knew that. However, no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t see himself pulling a Schwarzenegger à la Terminator and just walking up to a guy his size, demanding said guy hand over his clothes. While Tyson wasn’t worried about being beaten to a pulp—he was damn near invincible in a physical punch-up, after all—there was that constant social media threat. And the threat of being arrested. That was a situation he could really do without.

As far as the human world was concerned, Tyson Conley of Sydney, Australia, was thirty-five years old. At least, that’s what Tyson’s driver’s license said. If cops started digging however, they’d discover that identity only went back five years. If they really knew he was over two hundred…

No. He had to make it to his home without police attention, or if not his home, at least a phone to call his brother. Ryan had stood him up for lunch. In Tyson’s mind, that meant his brother bloody well owed him.

Okay. So what’s the plan, Stan? Get home, get dressed and get hunting?

He pushed himself to his feet, wiped off the sand clinging to his naked butt, shook more from his balls and swiped a few grains from the end of his cock. His cock which, he was more than a little dismayed to see, was already growing stiff and fat at the idea of finding his mysterious human Fire Mate.

Lord love a duck, he’d never had much trouble getting it up, but this was borderline ridiculous. Getting a hard-on just thinking about finding her? What the hell was his dick going to do when he was actually near her again?

What was it going to do when he was inside her?

The thought was too much for him. Too enticing and too inescapable. He groaned, his gut clenching, his groin tightening. Her taste filled his mouth, his mind having already stored every possible detail it could from their short, explosive kiss.

Fire swept over him, again, scalding his senses. His cock jerked, now as hard as it had ever been, the head wet with pre-come. His balls didn’t just ache, they throbbed with exquisite agony. Needing her touch, her tongue, her mouth…

His knees gave out.

He stumbled back a step, the mating fire rendering his legs weak. God, he could barely stand. Pain lashed through him, the pain of absolute lust and desire. He fell to his knees, gut roiling, breath caught in his throat. Scary need lanced through him. Consumed him. His cock jerked again, a pulsing spasm that sent wicked pleasure deep into his core. He threw back his head and squeezed his eyes shut. Fuck, he was going to shift. Again.

He was going to shift unless he did something to stop it. Something to—

He grabbed his dick. Wrapped his fingers around its thick, rigid length and pumped.

Raw pleasure burst through him. Raw and concentrated and absolute. It speared into his groin, into his very center. He gritted his teeth, blinding showers of red and orange and white erupting behind his closed eyelids. Ancient hunger and primordial need turned his blood to rivers of molten lust. He pumped his cock, head back, mouth open. The image of his mysterious Fire Mate filled his head. They were her fingers on his cock, not his own. They had to be. If he was to stop the shift, it had to be her fucking him with her hand. It had to be her fingers jerking him off, bringing him to release.

He thrust into her tight grip, his cock stretching her fingers wide, his pre-come wetting them, making them slick so he could fuck her hand faster. Harder. And he did, moaning as she snared his balls with her other hands and kneaded them with violent force. A blistering summer gust blew up the beach, like a blast from a sand furnace, and Ty cried out, his skin so hot the wind caused an impossible chill to ripple over him.

His mysterious Fire Mate worked his cock, stroked it, squeezed it. Punished its bulbous head with brutal urgency before pumping again. Her fingers choked the root of his shaft even as she tugged and massaged his swollen balls. He shuddered, the rising excitement in his core licking at his control, running through his veins. The fire simmering beneath his flesh turned hotter, so hot. He cried out again, the sound inhuman. It reverberated around the inlet, bounced off the rocky cliff walls and assaulted him—the mating cry of a creature beyond rational thought.

God help him, he was close. Close to shifting. Close to coming. Close…so close.

Fuck her hand. Fuck her hand and believe it’s her mouth. Before you shift and all is—

He slammed his hand up and down his cock and pictured her mouth sucking it. Pictured her lips stretched. Lips that tasted so sweet, that felt so soft under his. He saw her sucking his dick. Felt her lash its length with the tongue he’d had in his mouth less than an hour ago.

His skin rippled, the shift so close now his bones began to burn as well. A raging inferno consumed him, a pyre of rebirth he knew couldn’t be tempered or controlled. It was a race. A race to release. Either his climax or his dragon would win, and if the shift claimed him first…

Fuck, gonna come, gotta come, gonna…gotta…oh fuck.

A shudder rocked through him. Painful. Violent. He thrust into his Fire Mate’s mouth, fucked it. It was so good. So fucking good. And still the shift loomed closer. His mind, his god-cursed human mind, knew it his hand, not her mouth. His hand, not her cunt. And he needed that mouth and that cunt. Needed them so much. Her sweet pussy that was his and his a—

He came.

At the thought of his cock slamming into her sex, Tyson came hard. Ropes of thick seed erupted from his dick, arcing through the air to splash the pristine white sand.

His release poured through him like liquid energy, and as it left him in powerful jets, the fantasy it was her causing this pleasure overwhelmed him. Overwhelmed the shift and, with one final cry, with one final shudder, he collapsed completely. Naked and covered in sweat and come and sand.

But human. Thank fucking Christ, still human. At least on the outside.

But for how much longer?

He stared out at the calm, cerulean Pacific and saw his Fire Mate running past him. Her flaming ponytail flipping behind her, her sublime body moving for him, only for him, and the dragon he truly was deep in his soul growled with rising, insatiable need.

He had to find her.

Now. If not sooner.

* * * *

Sera stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around her torso. Well, that was a big freaking waste of time and water. Fifteen minutes fucking herself with her own fingers in a desperate attempt to get the memory of her psychotic kisser out of her mind, and who did she see when she finally closed her eyes and came? In hunky, sexy, smoldering vividness?

Him. Her stranger. It was like he was in the shower with her. If she didn’t know any better, she’d swear she could smell him, a spicy smokiness on her every panted, gasping breath. If she didn’t know better, she would have laid money she’d heard him roar with mutual release when she came.

Of course, what he sounded like when he climaxed was something she totally knew. Not. So what the hell was the whole point of her shower? She was still horny, still thinking of her stranger and now, it seemed, she was insane.

She shoved the corner of her towel under her armpit in ferocious frustration and stormed across her bathroom. “Brilliant. Freaking brilliant. I’m a skanky ho losing her mind. Just what Mum always wanted me to be.”

At the thought of her mother, dead now for close to fifteen years, she pulled a face. Yeah, her mum had been all about maternal guidance and high hopes for her precious little one. As long as the high hopes and maternal guidance didn’t interfere with Mum’s daily poker-machine playing, her nightly bed hopping with whoever offered to pay her rent and her hourly drinking.

Perhaps Sera really was a chip off the old block, in the end. She did, after all, gladly and willingly play tonsil hockey with a complete stranger today.

“Stop it, Sera.” She shook her head, willing the thought of her less-than-perfect childhood away. The damp kiss of her hair on her shoulder blades sent a shiver rippling through her, a delightful sensation that made her nipples pinch hard beneath the towel. So what if she’d kissed a guy? It wasn’t like she was now married to him. It didn’t mean she was going to screw him senseless if she ever saw him again. And seriously, what were the odds of that happening? Sydney was a massive place. A person could be lonely in a crowd here.

And you’re not lonely at all, are you, Sera?

“Damn, woman.” She rolled her eyes. “What is it with you and the melodramatics today?”

Sera hurried from the bathroom into her bedroom. She wasn’t lonely. The fact she didn’t really connect with anyone made little difference. She had her cousin. Sure, he was a bit of an oddball, but at least he didn’t give her a hard time about always feeling cold no matter how hot the day, or teasing her for wanting to constantly be in the sun. At least he didn’t call her “lizard” like her work colleagues did.

She liked her life the way it was, thank you very much. She was doing exactly what she wanted to do—looking after reptiles. One big reptile, in fact. Despite what her fellow animal keepers called her behind her back, how many people in the world could say they cared for a Komodo dragon?

And how many could say they’d been kissed senseless by a stranger in the street? A tall, dreamy, gorgeous stranger who didn’t faze her cousin’s dog and scared the crap out of a cop? A mysterious man who would bring her to climax after climax after climax if given the—

“Oh, for Pete’s sake.” The exasperated groan fell in the silence of her room and she dropped onto the edge of her bed. “Now you’re freaking hornier than you already were.”

This was ridiculous. She wasn’t normally like this. What was going on? Anyone would think the guy had worked some freaky voodoo magic mojo on her to make her so obsessed.

Letting out a sigh, she slumped back on the bed. Her pussy throbbed with the fading echo of her recent orgasm. Her clit still felt tender. Swollen. What she really wanted now, right now, was her stranger between her thighs, sucking on it, licking it. Nibbling on it with not-so-gentle bites before lapping at her—

Sera’s belly flipped-flopped and she caught her bottom lip with her teeth. She truly was a skanky ho, it seemed. An insane, skanky ho with an obsession for a guy she didn’t even know.

“Again, I say brilliant. Freaking brilliant.”

She lay motionless for a long while, refusing to touch herself no matter how much her body demanded she do so. Her body was a slut. As it had proven today. Once she got herself under control, she’d pull on some clothes and head over to work. It was almost dark. She didn’t normally take the long cross-city commute to the zoo come nightfall and the zoo’s sole Komodo dragon, a cantankerous reptile by the wholly silly name of Puff, certainly wasn’t expecting her. But she felt the need to go see him anyway. See him and take comfort in his ancient presence.

Okay, now you really do sound insane, Sera. You need to—

Her doorbell rang.

She snapped upright, bending her body into an abrupt right angle. The towel dug into her armpits and she let out a little yelp, and another—the latter from ridiculous nerves when the doorbell rang again.

So are you going to go answer it?

It rang again. And a fist pounded on the door. An insistent fist.

Sera pushed herself to her feet and ran for the door. It made no sense, of course, especially when wrapped only in a damp towel, but she had to answer the door. She had to. A warm tension in the pit of her belly demanded it. Told her to run to the door, fling it open and throw herself into the arms of the man every fiber in her being, every molecule in her body, told her was standing on the other side. Throw herself into his arms, wrap her leg around his hip and kiss him until—

She stopped herself from yanking open the door half a heartbeat after her fingers wrapped around the knob. What the hell was she doing?

Pulse pounding, mouth dry, pussy aching, she looked down at herself.

The towel had fallen from her body somewhere between her bedroom and the front door. Her breasts were swollen and heaving, her nipples hard and puckered. Her belly was doing some bizarre, hitching dance, as if it knew what was about to happen and couldn’t wait.

She sucked in a sharp breath, dismayed and, quite frankly, more than a touch worried, and let out a soft groan. The air smelled of her pleasure. She was so ripe, so ready to be fucked she could smell her own need.

And even with that horrifying realization, even at the sight of her naked body, at the feel of her juices on the tops of her inner thighs, she was still about to pull the door open. Because on the other side was her stranger, her psychotic kisser. She was sure of it. Completely sure. And she so wanted to be kissed by him again. Kissed and fucked and claimed.

Holy moly, woman, what is wrong with you?

She jerked her hand from the doorknob as if it was a snake. An angry snake. Took a step back from the door.

Stared at it.

Heard her blood roaring in her ears, like the hungry call of a creature from her dreams.

The doorbell rang again and she gasped.

“I can hear your want,” a man called from the other side of the door, his deep voice muffled by two inches of steel-cored wood. “Just as powerfully as I can smell it.”

Sera gasped again. She scurried back, stare locked on the closed door. He was here. Holy fuck, how could he be here?

Doesn’t matter. Open the door and let him in.

She shook her head. “Not by the hair on my chinny-chin-chin,” she whispered.

“I’m not a wolf,” he called from the other side.

Sera didn’t just yelp this time, she squealed. She stumbled back several more steps, mouth open, ready to tell whoever her stranger was to go the fuck away, when her heel came down on the towel so conveniently on the floor behind her. Soft Egyptian cotton slid over polished wood, and before she could save herself, the world slipped under her and she landed on her arse. With a thud. And another yelp.

“Fuck, that hurt!”

The door slammed open before the exclamation could finish bursting past her lips, the sound of splintering wood drowning out her cry a second before her mysterious stranger stormed into the house and scooped her from the floor.

“What the hell are you doing?”

Her question squeaked from her. There wasn’t really any other way to describe the way the words came out of her mouth. She squeaked them, like a trapped mouse. Except no mouse had ever been held naked against a chest so broad and hard, by arms so strong and perfect. Oh God, were they strong. And perfect.

Reality hit her.

“Put me down!”

She thrashed in his arms, far too turned-on for her sanity. She writhed and bucked until, with another shout, she tumbled from his strong, perfect arms to her feet. God, she was all about making stupid noises today, wasn’t she?

She hit the floor with a solid thud, bounced on her feet, stumbled sideways and scooped up her towel as she went. For a surreal moment she saw herself in all her naked glory—damp hair lashing around her face like red strands of rope, boobs jiggling, arms and legs waving about. For another surreal moment she thought thank freaking God I waxed yesterday, and then she was backing up against floor-to-ceiling mirror, knotting her wet towel around her chest and glaring at the man currently standing in her house.

“Who the hell do you think you are?” she spat out between ragged breaths.

Eyes the color of midnight studied her. He didn’t take a step. He just stood motionless, his tall, imposing, dominating body decked out in snug, faded Levis and a black polo, his gaze trained on her through an artfully messy tumble of glossy raven-black hair. “I—”

She didn’t let him finish. “How did you find me…are you a stalker? Are you stalking me?”

He shook his head, a pained expression flashing across features that were way too gorgeous not to be unnerving. “No,” he said, and Sera ground her teeth at the hungry way her body reacted to the deep timbre of his voice. “But I need to—”

“Fuck off,” she snapped, narrowing her eyes. “That’s what you need to do. Why the hell did you just break in my door if—”

“I heard you fall and hurt your—”

“That doesn’t mean you can—”

“Listen, you need—”

“Get lost, creep! And to think I just masturba—” She slapped her hand to her mouth. Oh Jesus, had she really almost said what she’d been about to say?

Her stranger—stop it! He’s not your anything!—cocked his head to the side and took a step toward her. “What did you just do?”

Sera smooshed herself closer to the mirror and cursed her idiocy—one, for backing her bare butt against a solid surface, limiting her escape options, and two, for opening her big, idiotic mouth. “Take another step,” she snarled, fighting to keep her anger, “and you’re in for a world of pain.” She should have been furious and petrified and panicked. Instead, the closer her stranger came, the more she wanted him, as if she were a cat to his funky-arsed catnip.

Cat, mouse…what other kind of animal do you purport to be this afternoon, Sera? Goat? Monkey? Lizard?

Her stranger’s eyes seemed to shimmer with a burnished heat. “I like the sound of that last one.”

Sera’s mouth fell open. He didn’t just read her mind. No way. “Okay, seriously, take one more step and I’m kicking your balls in!”

A small, crooked grin curled one side of his mouth. “One more step and I’ll have you flattened to that mirror with my mouth on yours.”

A wave of traitorous heat rolled through her, tight and delicious and…wrong. This was so wrong. A strange man was in her house, had broken into her house and seen her naked—God, held her naked. He’d kissed her, stalked her back here and now she was horny? Again? This couldn’t be any more wrong.

So why does it feel right, Sera? Right on every damn level?

She narrowed her eyes. And then said the most ridiculous thing she’d ever uttered in her life. “Try it.”

His nostrils flared. “Okay.”

He moved. With wholly unnatural speed.

One second he was several feet away, the next he was pushed against her, his hands pinning her wrists beside her head, one thick, hard thigh rubbing between her legs. Rubbing over her clit. Stimulating it. Teasing it.

“H-how…” she began, her voice barely a croaking whisper. “How did you…”

“Because I’m a dragon,” he stated on a low murmur, gazing into her eyes, “and you’re my Fire Mate.”

And then his mouth did indeed claim hers. Thoroughly.


Chapter 3

He kissed her. He couldn’t not kiss her. This wasn’t exactly what he’d planned, but when he’d detected the delicate musk of her arousal on the air, trickling through the minute space around the door, when he’d heard the waver in her voice and the rapid beat of her heart, he’d all but shifted there and then.

Then when he’d heard her fall, heard her cry out in pain, well—he couldn’t stop himself from smashing open her door.

And he’d found her naked.

He’d planned to talk to her, convince her of what he was, what she was, before claiming her body. But then he’d found her naked and his plan—admittedly not a stellar one—went to hell in a handbasket.

She was warm and firm and wet already, and she’d writhed against him, her skin sliding over his, her feistiness stirring an appreciation in him beyond the chemistry of their destined relationship, and he had to kiss her. He had to.

He delved his tongue past her lips, swiping at her teeth, tasting her mouth. She groaned, a low sound of confused need. He could feel the fight in her still, it thrummed through her body like charged energy. She stood crushed against him, her muscles coiled, but her lips moved against his. Moved and, finally, parted.

He growled, his hands jerking hers farther up the mirror, the action forcing her breasts upward. The towel unknotted, sliding open.

A wave of primitive lust surged through him. His cock jerked in his jeans, thick and hard, straining at the zipper of his fly, demanding release. He lashed his tongue over hers, feasting on the softness of her lips, the wildness of her tongue, as he rolled his hips against her sinuously.

She groaned again and rolled her hips in response. Her towel slipped farther, revealing more of her delicious body to the room, and Tyson growled again, thrusting his erection harder to her belly. He wanted to bury himself to the balls in her sex. He needed to. The pull in his soul, the driving need, was beyond control. That he hadn’t already taken her made his head spin. Or maybe it was the lush scent of her musk doing that? Maybe it was the soft heat of her naked curves against his body? He didn’t know. All he knew was he could hear her heart hammering beneath her breast, could feel her nipples rubbing against his chest, could smell her need in his every breath, taste her sweetness on his lips and tongue and had to kiss her more. Had to show her what it was to be a Fire Mate. The raw pleasure of a kiss, the pure desire.

Kiss her before claiming her.

All of her.

He released one of her wrists and raked a hand down to her breast, capturing its exquisite form. She bucked, gasping into his mouth.

He squeezed her breast again, loving the way she responded to his touch. It was instinctual. Natural. He pinched her nipple, rolling it between thumb and forefinger before dragging the pad of his thumb over its tip. She moaned, thrusting her pussy forward before hooking one leg around the back of his thigh.

His head swam, iridescent swirls of red dancing behind his eyelids. He needed to embed himself in her soon. Before the heat of the fire mating overwhelmed him. Dragging his mouth from her lips, he wove a path up to her ear. “I want to be inside y—”

She slammed her fist into the side of his head, and then struck his chest before he could even digest the first blow.

He staggered back a step, and another when she slammed both hands to his chest and pushed.

Without tearing her gaze from his face, she scooped her towel from her feet and grasped it in front of her breasts. He didn’t have the heart to tell her he could still see her nipples. Not when she looked so fierce and angry and delectable. At some point soon he really needed to find out her name. Preferably before sinking his cock into her pussy.

Deep inside him the fire of his mating need flared hotter. Stronger.

Soon. He had to have her soon. If he didn’t, and that heat turned into an inferno…

“Jesus.” She gaped at him, eyes wide. Shocked. “What are you? Some kind of depraved, perverted hypnotist preying on helpless women? How did you make me do that?”

He grinned, lifting his hand to rub at his temple. He had to give it to her; she knew how to swing a fist. “I’d hardly call you helpless, and I’m not a hypnotist.”

“Oh?” Her blue eyes glinted with sharp sarcasm. “And what would you call yourself then?”

Tyson’s heart thumped at the question. He held her gaze with his own. “Dragon shifter.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Dragon what? Are you in some kind of a cult? Am I being pranked? Punk’d? Am I on Candid Camera?”

He laughed. He couldn’t help himself. “No. I’m a dragon shifter. Sometimes I’m human, sometimes I’m—”

“A dragon?” She looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. “Big, scaly reptile creature from mythology?”

He nodded. “Dragon. Big, scaly reptile creature from mythology. With wings.” He paused a heartbeat. “And you’re my destined Fire Mate.”

Sera’s pulse pounded in her throat like a sledgehammer. She studied the man before her, a very distant part of her mind completely dismayed at how someone so gorgeous, so sexy, could be so freaking insane. The rest of her mind was only concerned with one thing.

Run!

She flung the towel at his face and did just that. Fast. As fast as she could, sprinting for her bedroom. Not stopping to see if he was following her, not caring her bare backside was on complete display if he was. Her phone was in her bedroom and her bedroom door had a lock on it. As far as she was concerned, those two things far outweighed her naked butt. If she got to her room before he could grab her, it’d be worth it. She could slam the door, lock it and call the cops.

Lock the door? Are you kidding? Did you see what he did to the locked front door?

She ignored the thought. Now wasn’t the time to be rational. She had a guy in her home who claimed to be a dragon.

Her heels skidded from under her as she reached the end of the short hallway and she almost went down. Scrambling for traction, she pulled herself upright and dove into her bedroom, grabbing the edge of the door as she did so. She turned and, throwing all her weight behind the door, slammed it shut.

Or rather, slammed it into her mysterious stranger’s open palm.

He stood directly on the other side of the threshold, his stare locked on her face, his nostrils flaring. He lifted his other hand, her towel hanging from his fingers. “Drop something?”

She turned and ran across her room, searching for the heaviest, hardest thing she could find. A weapon. She needed a weapon.

There was nothing. Nothing except her iPad on her bedside table.

She snatched it up and spun around to glare at him, wielding the slim device. “Come near me and I’ll—”

He stepped into her bedroom. Tall and dark and imposing and sexy and delusional. “God, you’re magnificent,” he stated with a shake of his head, as if in awe. “I can see why we’re mates.”

Sera stood her ground. Just. She jiggled the iPad beside her head and stamped her foot, all too aware she was naked again. Damn, how intimidating could a girl look, naked and waving an iPad? “Will you stop saying that?”

Her deluded cultist psychopathic stalker grinned. “Nope.”

She ground her teeth. “Okay, if you really are a dragon, prove it. Change. Now.”

He raised his eyebrows at her, his dark eyes dancing with mirth. Mirth, of all things. “You do know what a dragon looks like, right? Big reptile creature with wings? If I shift now I’ll destroy your entire apartment and quite likely cause some serious structural damage to the whole building.”

Sera barked out a harsh laugh. “Huh! How convenient.” She darted a quick glance around her room, looking for something more threatening than the iPad and found nothing. Not even a pair of work boots she could hurl at him. Damn it, from now on she was keeping a cricket bat beside her bed. Better yet, a bazooka.

Her stranger’s lips curled into a relaxed smile. “I’ll tell you what, come with me to the Gap and I’ll show you.”

Sera’s heart slammed into her throat. “The Gap? That cliff overlooking the Tasman Sea? The place where quite a few people go to commit suicide? Why the fuck do you want me to go there?”

“It’s secluded and at this time of night, deserted. I don’t want anyone seeing what I’m going to do.”

Sera’s heart didn’t just slam into her throat at his words, it damn near leapt out of her mouth. “Gee, let me think. A nutjob stalker who thinks he’s a dragon is asking me to go with him to a suicide cliff so there are no witnesses. Whatever should I do?”

Her nutjob stalker took a step toward her. “Well, hon, it’s either come with me to the Gap or make love to me right here and now on your bed.”

She cocked her head, pouring every ounce of her disdain into her face as she hefted her iPad higher above her shoulder. “Those are my only options? I don’t have, oh, I don’t know, the option to kick your head in before calling the cops?”

He shook his un-kicked-in head. “No.”

She sucked a ragged breath. The mirth had left his face. Just like that, the laughing, relaxed psychopath was gone. Replaced with a man radiating raw desire and burning hunger. It should have petrified her. Why didn’t it? She should be scared but she wasn’t. She was angry, she was incredulous and she was something else she wouldn’t under any circumstances let herself analyze, but she wasn’t scared.

Why not?

Her stranger’s nostrils flared. “You’re not scared because your body, your heart, your id, knows exactly who I am. It makes no sense, I know—you’re human, after all, but it is what it is. I know you can feel it, a powerful pull in the pit of your belly, an undeniable yearning in your soul. A heat so exquisite in your sex.”

Sera gasped. He was right. How the hell was he right? She stared at him, all too aware her nipples were hard points of flesh. All too aware she was utterly, completely exposed.

And now, all too aware she was turned-on. Aroused like never before.

Damn it, she was as depraved and insane as he was.

“H-how do you know…” She couldn’t finish asking the question. It was lunacy.

Her stranger’s lips curled into a slow smile. “Because you’re my Fire Mate, and I am yours.”

She swallowed. The tingling in her pussy she’d done her best to deny was growing more insistent. “What does that mean?”

His smile curled some more. “This.”

He crossed her room in three long strides, plucked the iPad from her hands, tossed it aside and threw her onto the bed. His hands shoved her legs apart before she’d finished bouncing on the mattress, his mouth capturing her sex with wicked greed.

She cried out, not in terror or fury or shock, but with pleasure. The second his lips claimed her folds, the second his tongue stroked her clit, she was awash in pleasure. She fisted the duvet beneath her, bunching the silk as she squeezed her eyes shut. Gasping breaths tore from her throat, shallow and rapid and hot. God, how could she let this happen…how could she want this?

How could she not?

His tongue tormented her clit, his hands roaming her thighs, her arse. He hauled her closer, securing her tightly to his mouth, jerking her hips off the bed as he did so. She cried out again, her pussy flooding with liquid heat at his aggression. This was insanity—and she didn’t care.

Damned if she did. Whatever the hell was going on, it was right. He was right. Her stranger was right. She was meant for this, for him.

“Oh God.” She rolled her head from side to side, planting her feet on the bed and straining onto her tiptoes to push her sex closer to his masterful mouth. “That feels so good. So good.”

His tongue wriggled into her slit, back over her clit and into her sex again. His hands cupped and squeezed her arse cheeks, his fingers working closer and closer to her hole. She’d never been touched there, and she was aching for a complete stranger to do so. A ribbon of wanton need twisted through her belly, made her moan and thrust harder against his mouth.

“P-please…” she groaned, opening her eyes to stare with dazed rapture at her bedroom ceiling. “Your name…tell me your—”

He lifted his head from her pussy, replacing his tongue in her folds with two fingers. “Tyson.”

The name was a growl and it awoke in her an elemental want. Her very nerve endings seemed to ignite with pleasure. Her entire body thrummed on the cusp of something beyond her comprehension. It was as if she was being torn apart and remade for him and him alone, all from the mere utterance of his name. God, how would she survive when he possessed her with his body?

A shudder rocked through her at the euphoric thought. Her sex pulsed, constricting on his squirming, scissoring fingers.

“Tyson,” she moaned, his name like ambrosia on her tongue. “Tyson.”

He growled again, a truly animalistic sound, and reclaimed her sex with his mouth. His tongue lapped at her folds, her clit. His fingers raked over her backside, smearing her juices over her flesh. He stroked them over her puckered anus and she gasped, bucking upward. Fresh pleasure pooled in her core and she called out his name again. It felt wonderful on her lips, powerful. A secret only she knew. And every time she called it, her pussy contracted and her body reacted.

“You taste like molten honey,” Tyson said against her inner thigh, his fingers dipping back into her folds. “I could drown in your taste without fight or regret.”

The proclamation sent a tight shudder through Sera’s center. She was close to coming. Damn it, she was so close—and she wanted so much more.

She wanted his cock inside her. She wanted his tongue in her mouth and his hands on her breasts. She wanted all of him. Wanted him to brand her, mark her as his and—

He flicked his tongue over her clit and then sucked on the tiny nub and she lost all train of thought.

“Oh yes oh yes oh yes!”

The words left her in breathless pants. A quivering sensation began to build at the base of her spine, in her anus, in her core. He sucked on her clit and wriggled his fingers in her sex and she whimpered and tossed her head and clung to the duvet. And just when she didn’t think she could take any more, just when she knew she was going to erupt, going to come, he dropped her bottom back onto the bed, slid up her body and captured her lips with his.

She tasted her pleasure. His fingers continued their scissoring torment of her sex, driving her higher and higher, closer and closer to release. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, cursing the fact he was still clothed even as she loved the way his hard body pinned her to the bed. He was massive and powerful and in total control of her pleasure.

Her surrender should have terrified her. Instead, it made her ache for more.

For it all.

His tongue swirled over hers, his fingers stroking at the sweetest spot within her constricting pussy. She buried her hands in his hair, the cool, soft strands like a balm to her flushed skin. She was on fire. So hot with need and lust and desire she wondered how she still lived. Could a person die from pleasure overload? Spontaneously combust from rapture?

When their lover is a dragon, perhaps it’s possible.

The thought whispered through her dizzy mind, wickedly ridiculous and at the same time completely sane. It sent a ribbon of pleasure unfurling through her, or maybe that was his other hand closing over her breast…

She whimpered into his mouth, and then moaned in protest as his lips dragged away from hers. A moan that turned into another whimper as he flicked his tongue over her distended nipple before sucking it. Hard.

“Fuck yes!” She arched beneath him, grinding her clit to his palm and holding his head to her breast. “Harder, suck it harder.”

He did, drawing on her nipple with greedy force. His tongue tortured the tip and she closed her eyes, unable to stand even the dim light of her room anymore. She was experiencing sensory meltdown. Anything else but what Tyson meted upon her body was too much.

With every caress of his fingers inside her, she grew hotter. With every suck on her nipple, every knead of her breast, she grew closer. If he were to touch her clit once more she would come. She didn’t doubt it.

And still she wanted more.

“Oh God, Tyson, I want you inside me. I need your cock inside me. So much.”

He groaned, rolling his tongue over her nipple before lifting his head to stare down into her face. “I…you need…” He licked his lips, his face a mask of tormented agony. “Tell me your name.”

“Sera,” she gasped. She could barely hold on any longer. Her climax rushed at her, a squirming tension beyond her control. “Sera Hayes.”

“I need to feast on your fire first, Sera,” his eyes shimmered dark heat, “or else…”

He didn’t finish. Instead he buried his head between her thighs once more. His hands gripped her arse cheeks, his fingers pressed against her anus, his tongue stroked her clit.

And she came.

Powerful, constricting convulsions of utter release that racked her body. She came and she cried out his name, a name he’d uttered barely moments before and yet it felt like the only one she’d ever known.

The only name that ever mattered.

And just as he said he would, Tyson feasted. He continued to lap at her folds, his hands spreading her thighs wider, his tongue stroking and laving her sex as the last throb of her climax faded.

Sera lay motionless, staring at her ceiling. She knew she should say something. She’d just had the most intense orgasm of her life. She should at last say “good work”. But all she could do was bite her bottom lip and listen to her heart hammer in her ears. All she could do was lie still and feel him continue to lick her pussy.

All she could do was feel the fire of her release radiating through her body and wonder where her sanity had gone.

Say something. Anything.

What? What could she say to the man who insisted he was a dragon and who just gave her the best freaking orgasm she’d ever had?

“I hope you didn’t break my iPad when you threw it aside.”

Idiot.

Tyson chuckled. He lifted his head and worked his way up her body to settle between her legs. His erection, still trapped by his jeans, nudged at her swollen folds and she let out a little groan.

“I threw it gently onto the pillow. See?” He shifted, stretching for something beyond her head. His cock pushed harder at her sex and she groaned again. How could she possibly still be horny?

’Cause you’re an insane skanky ho, remember?

A grin curled Tyson’s lips as he resettled between her thighs, his obsidian eyes watching her over the top of her iPad as he held it in front of her face for inspection.

She let out her own chuckle. “Good to see.”

He nodded, dropping it back onto the bed before studying her face. “Now, do you believe I am—”

“Hellooooo?” A high-pitched, decidedly female voice called from the front of Sera’s apartment. “Is anyone there?”

Sera’s stomach lurched. With a jarring smack of reality, she remembered her front door was still open. Kicked wide open by the man between her legs.

Anyone could walk in. Or hear what they’d just done. Anyone at all.

She stared up into Tyson’s face, her cheeks hot, her stomach knotting.

And heard footsteps on her hallway floor.


Chapter 4

Sera scrambled off the bed. Or more to the point, she shoved Tyson off her, kicking and thrashing her legs so much in her efforts to clamber off the mattress she whacked him in the shoulder, the chest, the balls and the gut.

He hissed in a breath, mainly at the pain in his unsuspecting balls, before twisting off the bed and straightening to his feet.

“Fuck, where are my clothes?”

Sera was throwing the duvet around, wide-eyed. She didn’t seem to notice her iPad went clattering to the floor. Tyson watched her, a part of him wanting to laugh. Another part of him, however, realized that was probably a foolish idea.

“Of course,” she went on, and he got the feeling she wasn’t talking to him, “the day I need clothes lying around everywhere is the day I actually decide to be tidy and put them away in the freaking morning.”

For a second, Tyson considered reminding her it was likely she’d find a wealth of clothes inside the cupboard opposite the bed, but he was enjoying the show too much.

“Hellooo?” the uninvited arrival called again, her voice closer. “Is anyone here? The door was open.”

Sera spun to him, gloriously naked, hair a wild tumble of red, cheeks flushed, breasts heaving.

His groin tightened. His dick, still rigid and aching for release, jerked in his jeans. His skin practically shimmered from scalding heat, the force of the mating fire still controlling his body. He wanted to throw her back on the bed and fuck her senseless, regardless of their unexpected guest. Let whoever it was watch, for all he cared.

But Sera cared. He could see it in the panic on her face. And for his Fire Mate, he would do anything.

In a blur, he retrieved her towel from the floor near the door and held it out to her.

She leapt at him. Snatched the towel from his hand and wrapped it around herself so tightly he wondered how she could actually breathe.

“Are you there, dearie?”

Tyson narrowed his eyes. He knew that voice, didn’t he?

“Dearie?” Sera frowned.

Christ, it’s the old fucking duck!

Sera’s mouth fell open. “That sounds like the old lady from the café! What the fuck is she doing here?”

He looked at her, his gut knotting. “You know her?”

She glared at him. “She harassed me after your kiss on the footpath. I have no idea who the hell she is.” Her glare almost crackled with tension. “This is all your—”

“Dearie?”

With a muttered, “Shit. Stay here,” Sera shoved past Tyson and all but ran from her bedroom.

“Oh, hello, dearie,” he heard the old duck say, and the knot in his gut twisted. There was something wrong about the elderly woman. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. The same something that had caught him off guard back at the café before he’d chased after Sera. A sharpness to her voice. An awareness. Like the old woman wasn’t as old as she appeared to be. Like she was only pretending to be decrepit and doddering.

“What the hell are you doing in my home?” he heard Sera snap, her anger turning the words sharp. “Did you follow me? How dare you—”

“I just wanted to check on something,” the old duck interrupted, her voice growing less old and less duckish with every syllable. Less duckish and more… “Wanted to be sure before…”

Tyson’s heart slammed into his throat. Ice surged through his veins. The old duck wasn’t just an old duck at all. She was—

Dangerous.

In a single stride, he stepped out of Sera’s bedroom, his gaze falling instantly on the stooped old woman shuffling toward his mate.

She snapped up when she saw him, growing a good foot as her spine straightened from its previous hunch. Her eyes, still behind coke-bottle glasses, widened and her pink-smeared lips stretched into a hideous smile of delight. “I knew it!” she cried.

Tyson leapt at her, smashing his fist into her jaw.

She went down in a crumpled, pink-wearing heap to the ground.

Sera screamed. “What the hell are you doing?”

He turned to face her, his gut still knotting. “Listen, hon, I don’t have time to sugarcoat it. You need to get dressed now. Jeans, boots if you have them and a long-sleeve shirt.”

She gaped at him and for the first time since arriving at her apartment, he saw genuine fear in her eyes. Christ, this wasn’t how it was meant to go. He was meant to be inside her body by now, moving inside her, bonding with her, mating with her…

“W-why?” She backed away a step, her stare growing wider. “Why did you just hit an old—”

He closed the distance she’d made between them in a blink. “Sera, get dressed or I’m dragging you out of here in that towel. Or buck naked.” His dick twitched at the word “naked” and he bit back a growl. Fuck, the mating fire was almost beyond his control. He was running out of time. They were running out of time. “Do it now or it gets dangerous for all of us.”

She didn’t move or say a word for a split second that felt like a lifetime. He didn’t want to force her, didn’t want to throw her over his shoulder and carry her away. Hell, he didn’t want to subdue her when she put up the inevitable fight, but he would. It wasn’t the best way to start a lifetime together, but if he had to do it, he would. Fast.

She turned on her heel and ran for her room.

He followed. As much as he wanted to believe she was doing as told, he couldn’t risk her trying to climb out a window in an attempt to get away. She was his Fire Mate, after all—she was bound to be feisty.

His heart, still thumping much harder than it should, skipped a beat when he found her beside her bed, yanking on a pair of snug black jeans. His gaze slipped to her naked butt just as she covered it with denim, and fresh fire prickled over his flesh. His balls grew heavy, his cock stiffer. He barely contained a moan, turning away from the sight of his mate dressing.

Slipping. He was slipping. This wasn’t good. He was on the verge of shifting into dragon form and then he’d be stuck in this apartment and the world would discover dragons truly existed. But worse, Sera would suffer the hideous, horrific consequences of a brutish, primitive need he wouldn’t be able to resist.

If he didn’t do something soon, it was all over.

Do what? You can’t fuck her now. Not with a—

“Ready.”

At the sound of her voice, he jerked back around and noticed she’d covered the top half of her body with a blood-red shirt. Emblazoned on the front was a cartoon image of a Komodo dragon wearing an Australian-flag hat, the lizard sitting above gold, glittery letters that read Go on, Puff. There was significance to the shirt, Tyson was sure, but at the moment he could only focus on one thing—getting her out of here.

“Now,” she snarled, “tell me what’s going on before I—”

He grabbed her upper arm and almost ran from the room.

The old duck—ha! Right. How had he been fooled?—was still crumpled on the floor. As they approached her, Sera’s booted feet stomping and stumbling like hiccupping thunder, the woman groaned, shifting slightly.

Tyson sank a swift kick into her side. The muffled “oof” from the floor was far from strong and very satisfying.

Sera let out another scream, this one less terrified and a tad more horrified. “What the hell are you doing?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he pulled her down the hallway and through the apartment’s open door, turning back to slam it shut behind him. He shot her a quick look. “Can you lock it?”

She stared at him like he’d grown an extra head. “Gee, I dunno. Do we have the time?”

He growled, a low gnarr deep in his chest, and she started, staggering back a step. “T-the key’s inside.”

He bit back another growl, closed his fingers around the doorknob and snapped it off.

“Holy shit!” Sera’s face leeched of color. “How did you do—”

He didn’t let her finish. His heart pounded, his pulse did the same. Skin tingling with a million pinpricks of excruciating fire, he hurried down the building’s three flights of stairs to the street, dragging Sera along.

The summer night air wrapped around him in greedy haste the second he pushed open the foyer doors and ran outside. Given the inferno claiming his body, the humid air felt like a chilly gust of wind. He turned to his right, half expecting his bike to no longer be parked down the street.

If the Extraho Venator had discovered who he was, they likely would have trashed his bike. Force him to run, fight or shift, and shifting was exactly what the hunters wanted.

Per the Extraho Venator’s own rules, a kill only counted when the shifter was in dragon form.

Fuckers.

His stare fell on something black and shiny sitting in the shadows away from the streetlight, however, and he let out a sharp breath. Thank God. The old duck, whoever she was, may have tracked Sera to her apartment but she obviously didn’t know much about Tyson. Yet.

He ran toward his bike, still hauling Sera with him. Coming to a halt on the footpath, he unhooked the spare helmet his gut had told him to bring and turned to his mate.

She cocked an eyebrow at him, rubbing her upper arm. “Nice bike. A Honda Fireblade. Exactly what I imagined most psychotic dragons would ride.”

He grinned, the steely sarcasm in her comment making him feel happy, of all things. “You don’t think I should be driving an imported Chrysler Crossfire? Or a Pontiac Firebird? Or a—”

“Yeah yeah, funny bastard.” She snatched the spare helmet, rammed it onto her head and flipped open the visor. “Now shut up and take me wherever the hell you think I need to go.”

With a laugh—a wholly surprising sound, considering the Extraho Venator seemed to have found him—he pulled his own helmet off the handlebar, pulled it onto his head and climbed astride his bike. “Get on,” he said, knowing she could hear him through the helmets’ comm system.

She studied him through the narrow window of her open visor. “Are you going to hurt me?”

Her question, asked with such calm curiosity, came through his helmet’s small speaker. He looked at her, his chest tight.

He wanted to say no. He really did. But he couldn’t lie to her. “Not if I can help it.”

It wasn’t the answer she was expecting, he knew, but there must have been something in his voice that made her trust him. Or maybe it was the mating fire working on her in some elemental human way he couldn’t fathom. Whatever it was, she flipped her visor down and climbed onto the seat behind him.

Starting up the bike’s powerful engine, he tucked the kickstand away with his heel. “Don’t forget to hold on,” he said, a second before opening the throttle and flinging the Honda down the street.

Hold on? Holy fuck, did he say hold on? Sera locked her arms around the lunatic controlling the black rocket disguised as a Honda and squeezed her eyes shut. The G-forces pummeling her were at once absolutely petrifying and exhilarating. She pressed herself harder to Tyson’s back, tucking her helmeted head into the crook of his shoulder and gripping his hips with her thighs. Once again, she found herself in a ludicrous, surreal situation thanks to this man and, once again, all she wanted to do was go along.

But this fast?

She lifted her head a little and watched the dark Bondi streets streak by in a blur of shadows and houselights.

Seriously? This fast?

“Tell me what the hell is going on?” she shouted, giving up the attempt to track where they were going. In for a penny, in for a pound, her darling reprobate of a mother used to be fond of saying. A lot. Usually when pissed. Or stoned. Or both. “Seriously, if you really are some fucked-up cultist weirdo, thanks for the orgasm and everything, but don’t think I’m going to be letting you give me another one until I get some answers.”

“Sera.” His voice stroked her ear from somewhere in the helmet. “You don’t have to shout.”

“I can if I want,” she shouted back, wriggling closer to his body. He was warm. So very warm. And, as her cousin and her work colleagues and the few friends she’d collected and lost over the years had often pointed out, she was cold. Hugging him was like someone had switched a heater on inside her. It was nice. Of course, she wasn’t going to tell him that, regardless of the amazing orgasm. “Now answer my questions. Who was that old lady and why did you—”

“There are a few things I need to tell you about the mating fire,” he cut her off, suddenly banking so sharply to the left her belly rolled and she hugged him tighter. “A few complications, as it were, about being a dragon shifter in heat.”

“Oh my God, really?” Sera pulled away from him a little, and then slammed hard to his back once more when he flung the bike faster down the street. She glared at the side of his neck through her smoky-black visor. “Still with the dragon thing?”

“One,” he went on, clearly ignoring her, “when a dragon shifter experiences a truly soul-shattering orgasm, they…well, they’re engulfed in fire. Only their Fire Mate can withstand such an inferno. Two—”

“Wait wait wait!” She tried to pull away from him again, and again he propelled the bike forward faster, making her grip tighter. “Engulfed? As in, spontaneously combust?”

“As in, spontaneously combust,” he answered, his voice steady and matter-of-fact in her ear. “Two, if a dragon shifter doesn’t claim his Fire Mate within hours of detecting her, he’ll begin to lose control over his ability to shift between forms. Not really ideal in today’s society, I’m sure you’ll agree.” He paused for a moment, throttled back, flung the Honda around a sharp U-bend and let it rip again, shooting them along a narrow street that felt as if it was going almost straight up. “Ultimately, if he doesn’t fuck her senseless within about twelve hours, he’ll shift into dragon form and stay in dragon form. Not so much a problem when his mate is also a dragon shifter, as is the norm—she can, after all, shift into the same form for copulation—but not good if—”

“Copulation?” Sera burst out. Her pussy throbbed at the word. The vibrations thrumming through the bike’s rear seat didn’t help any. Damn it, how could she possibly be turned-on by all this?

“Copulation,” Tyson echoed, and Sera swore she heard a grin in his voice. “Easy when it’s dragon to dragon, a might tricky when the Fire Mate is human.”

Sera stared at the back of his helmeted head. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

He didn’t answer.

“You’re not just psychotic. You’re delusional, deranged and demented.”

“Honey, it’s been eight hours since I first detected you on the Bondi Beach esplanade. It’s been seven hours and fifty-five minutes since our first kiss and close to thirty minutes since I buried my head between your legs and tasted you. If not for those blissful, stolen moments, I think I’d have very little control over the shift now. Unless I bury my dick in your sweet pussy soon, and by soon, I mean in the next few hours, you’re going to have a horny dragon on your hands.”

“This is ridiculous!”

“Sera,” his voice played with her senses, part seduction, part rumbling growl, “when I’m in dragon form, I don’t think like a human. I think like a dragon. A dragon in heat. That means I will fuck you, my mate, whether you’re human or not, and I won’t be able to stop myself.”

The blunt statement sank into Sera’s belly like a cold blade. She pulled away from Tyson as much as their dangerous speed would allow. “I want to go home. Turn around and take me home. Now.”

He shook his head, the streetlights streaking over his black helmet like lines of electricity. “I can’t do that. The Extraho Venator know where you live and they’ll use you to get to me.”

“Who the fuck are the Extraho Venawhosit? The old lady you beat the shit out of in my house?”

She felt Tyson’s muscles tense. “The old lady isn’t just an old lady, Sera. She’s a dragon hunter, an Extraho Venator. They kill our kind for sport and glory, and have done so for centuries. She may look doddering and fragile, but don’t be fooled—the old bitch could most likely beat the shit out of Chuck Norris if it meant a dragon trophy to gloat over.”

Sera’s stomach lurched. She thought of the old lady with the freaky pink running shoes and black socks. She thought of the almost feverish way she’d questioned Sera on the Bondi Beach esplanade. She thought of Benedict Cumberbatch’s voice coming out of a dragon’s mouth as Martin Freeman waved a sword at him. She thought of Tyson’s eyes shimmering with a molten desire she couldn’t help but also feel in her core.

She shook her head, pulling even farther from Tyson’s back. “I don’t understand any of this. I don’t want any of this.”

“Honey,” Tyson’s voice was soft, and didn’t sound anything like Benedict Cumberbatch’s, “I don’t understand it either. There is no way a human should be a Fire Mate. It’s impossible, but you are. You can feel it, I know you can, and there’s nothing you can do to change the fact.”

Sera swallowed. He was right. She could feel it. Something unlike anything she’d felt before. A drawing to him, an attraction so powerful she couldn’t begin to fathom it. Hell, she was sitting on the back of his bike going who knows where with the man. He’d gone down on her and she knew almost bugger-all about him. If there wasn’t something supernatural about the situation, she needed to check herself into a loony bin.

She closed her eyes and let out a ragged breath. “So where are you taking me now?”

He chuckled. Or maybe he growled. She couldn’t really tell. “To the Gap. I’ve got four hours to prove to you what I am and it’s unlikely I’ll even remember I’m part-human during the last two.”

He opened the throttle again and the bike leapt forward, devouring the road with blurring greed. Sera clung to Tyson again, her mind spinning. She wanted to deny everything. Dragon shifters? Pft. As if. But she couldn’t. There was a tiny part of her brain that argued it was all true. It all had to be true. But what did she do if it was? And what did that make her?

Tapping into her mind once again—and seriously, what kind of human could do that, if not a magical, mythical one?—Tyson said, “Tell me something about yourself that you’ve always wondered about. Something you felt made you different.”

Sera pressed herself to his back and slid her arms more firmly around his waist. Once again, his heat was a baking comfort that both relaxed her and made her pussy constrict with want. It was a wonderful sensation, one she wanted to submerge herself in. And yet at the same time, it made her nervous.

Because you’ve never connected with anyone before? And now here you are, more than connected with a guy who is, essentially, still a complete stranger?

Closing her eyes, she let out a soft sigh, aware of the microphone embedded somewhere near her lips in the helmet. “I don’t mix well with people,” she murmured, and even to her own ears she sounded…sad. No, that wasn’t right. Perplexed. “It’s not that I argue or that I’m shy. I’m not. But I usually prefer my own company or the company of the animals I work with to people.”

“What do you do for a living?” Tyson asked. “Are you a vet?”

Sera felt the corners of her lips curling as she thought of her answer. How was her mysterious stranger going to react? “I work at the zoo as an animal keeper. My primary focus is Puff, the zoo’s Komodo dragon.”

Tyson did exactly what she thought he’d do. He laughed. She hugged him closer, loving the way his belly and chest shook with the uncomplicated, real sound.

“Of course you do,” he chuckled, and she could hear the grin in his voice. “Why do I find this unsurprising?”

She grinned, wriggling her thighs a little more firmly against his hips. “Because I’m wearing a Puff shirt?”

He shook his head. “Nope, although it’s a very nice shirt.”

She smiled wider. “Ta muchly.”

She hadn’t intended to wear her Puff shirt. It had just been the first one she pulled from the closet when Ty had been hurrying her to dress and she’d decided she couldn’t argue with the gods of fate or appropriate clothing or whatever higher power contributed to the surreality of her situation.

“Welcome.”

The interplay was quick and sweet and, once again, Sera reveled in the comforting warmth of him. “So, apart from my cousin, I’ve not really had much to do with people.”

“Tell me about your cousin. Your parents.”

Her belly churned a little at the last request and she caught her bottom lip with her teeth. Her parents…

“Sera?” His voice whispered in her ear, gentle but concerned. Yes, she could hear it. How did he know? Was he reading her mind again?

“You tensed on the word parents.”

She opened her eyes and stared at the back of his helmet. As much as she was starting to love the bike ride, at this point in time she really, really wanted to see his face. “How do you—”

“I pick up…vibes, for want of a better word, from you that translate to thoughts. Never happens with anyone else so don’t be asking me for the lottery numbers.”

She swallowed. “Vibes?”

His shoulders moved with a slight shrug. “I can’t explain it any better than that. As I said before, honey, none of this should be possible, so I’m as in the dark about these kinds of things as you are.”

A sharp snort tickled the back of her nose. “I doubt that.”

“Okay, maybe I do know a little bit more. Like, how aroused you are on the back of my bike, how much you’re enjoying the feel of my body against yours, how alive you’re feeling right now…”

Sera cocked an eyebrow. “And these are all vibes, are they?”

He chuckled, throwing his bike into a deep, banking right turn. “I have the senses of a dragon, Sera. Which means I can smell your arousal even through this helmet, feel it in your rising body temperature, especially between your thighs where you’re pressing against my backside, and hear it in your rapid heart rate.”

She couldn’t stop the smile playing on her lips. “Think you’re clever, do you?”

“Nope. I know it. Now stop trying to deflect and tell me more. Your mum?”

Sera let out a sigh. “She was abusive and violent and volatile. I hated her just as much as I loved her. She told me that my dad was a Celtic bastard who deserted us both and went back home.”

“Do you believe her?”

She shook her head. “She lied about everything.”

Around her, the streets had grown quiet and still, the windows in the houses dark and devoid of activity. They’d been riding for a while now and, despite the fact she’d never been to the Gap before, she suspected they were drawing closer. For one, she kept catching glimpses of the moon—a fat, bleached-white full one—reflecting off the still, black waters of the ocean. It turned the low waves to white slashes, like someone had painted an endless sheet of black cardstock with strokes of Liquid Paper.

“So you may have Scottish in you, which would account for the hair,” Tyson commented, and Sera could tell he was trying to make her feel calmer. Her heart really was pounding, and if he could indeed sense it, it must sound like an insane drummer on speed was banging away in her chest.

“Or you may have Irish, which would account for the temper.”

“Hey!” She slapped him on the shoulder, and then snatched at said recently slapped shoulder when Tyson gunned the engine, making the bike lunge forward.

He laughed in her ear. “Okay, so we talk about your mum later, maybe in a few decades. Anything else odd about you?”

“What? Apart from the fact I let you give me oral sex after knowing you for all of about, hmm, five minutes?”

“It wasn’t five minutes,” he protested, changing the bike’s gears. His thigh muscle bunched and coiled with each shift and Sera couldn’t help but notice how hard it was moving against hers. What would it be like to swivel herself around his hips and straddle them? Press her body to his, her pussy to his groin?

“I fear that last idea may make me crash.”

Prickling heat raced over Sera’s cheeks. He was reading her mind…her vibes again. And it turned her on. “Why do you make me so horny?” she whispered, her throat thick.

“Slide your hand down my stomach and you’ll find you do the same to me.”

Tyson was giving her a rhetorical command, she knew that, but she couldn’t help herself. She did as told, her fingers and palm finding a bulge so thick and hard straining at his fly, she wondered how the zipper resisted the pressure.

“Fuck, hon.” Tyson’s groan played with her nerve endings and her nipples pinched tight. “I was kidding. You’ll kill us both before the Extraho Venawhosit find us if you do that again.”

She pressed herself closer to his back. “How much longer before we reach the Gap?”

“About five minutes.” His voice wavered.

She caught the toggle of his zipper and inched it a little lower. Low enough for his cock to force it open a mite more with its straining rigidity. “Ride faster,” she whispered, dragging her thumb over his velvet-smooth tip.

He groaned again, and it wasn’t a human noise.

Sera’s pussy constricted. She tugged his zipper lower still, stroking his length as she revealed it. He didn’t seem to be wearing any boxers or briefs and the thought sent a delicious lick of excitement into the pit of her belly.

“Fuck.” His voice didn’t just waver, it cracked.

“I love the heat,” she continued on a husky murmur. “I’m always cold, can’t get enough of the sun. My work colleagues call me ‘Lizard’ because I can’t seem to regulate my body temperature.” Once more she touched her thumb to the tip of his cock, now almost fully free of his jeans, and found it moist. Her mouth filled with saliva at the thought of his pre-come wetting his skin and she wrapped her fingers more tightly around his dick. “Except when I’m with you, that is. I haven’t felt cold since you walked into my home and scooped me naked off the floor.”

Tyson’s moan rumbled deep in his chest. She could feel it vibrate through his body. His cock pulsed in her hand. “Sera…”

“I can eat anything spicy,” she all but breathed, working her hand up and then down his shaft in slow, squeezing strokes. “I’ve never met a chili I don’t l—”

She didn’t finish. Tyson banked sharply once, then again the other way and hit the brakes with such force the bike’s rear tire squealed. The noise sank into Sera’s helmet like a scream but before she had time to register it, or anything else about their sudden stop—like their whereabouts—she was being pulled from the seat.

Her feet had barely touched the ground before her helmet was yanked from her head and Tyson was kissing her, his dick once again in her hands, long and thick and hard and throbbing.

When had she grabbed it? Had Ty put her hands around its thick girth? She didn’t know.

Did it matter?

He could be crazy, Sera. He could be a psychotic cultist. He could be a nutjob who beats up senior citizens for fun. He could…

His tongue swept over hers, his cock stiffened in her hands and Sera’s last-ditch effort at rational thought was lost.

Oh, fuck it.


Chapter 5

Her mouth moved over his, her hands gripped his cock. Tyson raked his own up her back, tangling his fingers in the wild tumble of her hair. He’d never been kissed with such hungry fierceness. Her tongue invaded his mouth, mated with his. She sucked on its length before capturing and nipping his bottom lip.

Hot pleasure speared through him, down to his balls. He groaned, pumping his cock upward in her grip. It meant fuck-all that they were standing in an empty car park with nothing but the dark night to hide them from anyone who happened by. It meant even less that locals used the road skirting the other side of the car park to access their homes—homes that overlooked the spot where they stood now.

None of it mattered because Sera was pumping his dick with such amazing, talented hands he could barely think at all.

What if someone drives past? Looks out their window? This isn’t what you brought her here for, idiot. This isn’t what you—

She squeezed her fingers and dragged her thumb over the tip of his cock, the friction sending fresh pleasure through his groin. He moaned into her mouth, capturing her tongue in response.

Christ, he was about five pumps away from coming at this rate.

No. You have to stop her. You can’t come. Not until you—

The thought vanished the second Sera pulled from the kiss, dropped to her knees and took his cock in her mouth.

Oh fuck. Oh fuck yes, yes…

She sucked on his length, her tongue working the underside of his dick as the back of her throat pressed down on his cock head.

Tyson slammed his hips forward, incapable of doing anything else. It felt so good. So fucking good.

With a low moan, Sera’s hands found the waistline of his jeans and tugged them down over his hips.

The warm night air kissed his naked arse. Lightning raced through his veins. He threw back his head, fisting his hands in her hair. His skin prickled with heat, his pulse pounded in his ears.

Sera’s tongue laved the root of his cock with slow strokes before sliding her mouth up his length, sucking firmly all the while.

“Honey,” Tyson groaned, his fists balling tighter. “You need…I can’t…”

She plunged down his length again, one hand cupping and tugging his balls, the other squeezing and kneading his arse cheek.

Scalding pleasure ribboned through his dual existence. Deep within his soul, the beast roared. He gritted his teeth, willing away the climax rushing toward him. He had to stop her. He couldn’t come, not yet, but damn if he wanted her mouth anywhere else but his dick. Fuck if he could stop his Fire Mate.

Fucked if you don’t, Ty.

The bleak thought tore through his mind and he bucked, yanking at Sera’s hair.

Stop her, Tyson!

“Sera,” he tugged at her hair again. Tried to pull away. “Honey, you need—”

She sucked down his cock once more, so deep he felt the back of her throat on his cock head.

His head lolled back, his eyes fluttered closed. How could he fight this? He wasn’t strong enough. Her mouth was so wet, so hot, so tight…

Stop her. Before it’s too—

Sera pressed a fingertip to the puckered hole of Tyson’s anus.

Pleasured lashed him. His balls rose up, grew hard and his hips slammed forward. He cried out, part rapture, part terrified frustration. “Sera,” he choked out, throat strangled with overwhelming pleasure. “Oh honey, you need to…” He pumped into her mouth even as he tried to pull away. She wouldn’t let him escape. Her moans of pleasure vibrated around his turgid dick. Her finger pushed at his arsehole again, sending fresh, horrifying, exquisite heat to his core. With every push deeper into his hole, with every tight suck on his cock, Sera pushed him closer and closer to oblivion.

“Sera,” he ground out, unable to look at her. The second he saw his cock disappearing between her full lips—lips no doubt glistening with moisture—he’d be lost. He would come.

And Sera would die.

Stop her!

“Sera!” he gasped, pulling at her hair. “Sera! I’m going to…I’m going to ignite!”

The last word tore from his throat in a hoarse scream. He shoved her away, stumbling backward. When his cock popped free of her sucking mouth, he bit back a groan. The sensations of her lips and tongue sliding over his erection as he escaped almost undid him. His cock throbbed. His orgasm was still close. Too close.

She looked up at him, still on her knees beside his bike. The moon cast her in a pale silver glow and he could see how glazed her eyes were, how fogged and crazed with lust. The mating fire had claimed her as well, had held her in its rapturous grasp. If he had doubted she was his Fire Mate before, the raw, elemental need in her eyes destroyed that doubt. The magic of their destined joining burned in her eyes, a desire so hot, so potent, just looking at it made his cock pulse in harmony.

“Ty?” She reached for him, his name a husky breath.

He shook his head, taking another step back and pulling up his pants. How the fuck he had the self-control to do such a thing, he didn’t know. Not when his dick throbbed with such urgent need, not when his skin burned with the incinerating blaze of the mating fire. It physically hurt to pull up his zipper. “One more suck of your mouth,” he croaked, his mouth dry, his throat tight, “one more stroke of your tongue on my cock and I’m going to come.”

She straightened to her feet, her eyes still ablaze. “So?”

That single word made his balls ache. His cock jerk. He closed his eyes and shook his head again. “Remember what I told you on the ride up here, Sera? One soul-shattering orgasm and I’ll spontaneously combust. With how turned-on you make me, with how fucking aroused I am, my soul isn’t just going to shatter when you make me come, it’s going to obliterate.”

Her eyes cleared of her molten lust and she stared at him, catching her bottom lip with her teeth.

Tyson bit back a groan. Damn, he so wanted to step closer and do that for her. Wanted to suck on that lip so recently teasing his dick. Instead, he took another step away from the temptation she presented. He had to.

“If I come in your mouth, you’ll be engulfed in flames, hon. You’ll die. I need to be inside you. I need to be buried in your sweet pussy. I need to be mated with you in the most carnal way before I come.”

She stepped toward him, her fingers moving to the zipper of her jeans. “So come inside me. I’m ready. I want—”

He held up his hand. Christ, how could he keep going when all he could smell was her juices? All he could hear was her thudding heart and ragged breath? “And,” he continued, keeping his voice steady, “I have to show you.”

“Show me what?”

“What I truly am. I’ve told you but you still don’t believe me. I can taste your doubt. You’re under the spell of the mating fire, your body and mind is controlled by its force now, but you need to see me in my other form. Your mind needs to comprehend it. I need you to believe what I am, to acknowledge it before I enter you…otherwise I’ll wonder for the rest of my long, long life if you would have run away from me screaming before we mated.”

She stepped toward him once more. “Tyson, I—”

“Watch me, my love,” he whispered, a second before he turned and ran for the chest-high, steel-and-wire barrier lining the footpath alongside the cliff’s edge, fifty yards behind him.

He heard Sera shout. He heard her feet scramble for traction as she came after him. He heard her heartbeat slam against her breastbone. He felt her shock in every fiber of his body, and then his fingers were curling around the cold, steel top of the barrier that separated him from the lethal, one-hundred-and-thirty-foot plunge, and he was throwing himself over it. His feet hit the narrow strip of ground on the other side of the barrier then prickling, scalding heat erupted over his entire body…

And in one fluid leap, he dived headfirst off the Gap.

Sera screamed, her throat stripped raw. She ran for the barrier, threw her hands over the top and tried to scale it. She failed. The barrier was four feet tall and slightly curved, arcing toward the sea, a design intended to hinder people from doing exactly what she was currently attempting.

She let out a choked cry, her stare locked on the black emptiness beyond.

Her chest ached. Her heart smashed into her throat.

He’d done it. Oh God, he’d done it! He’d brought her up here, made her believe he was something unreal, something magical, made her want him, need him…and then thrown himself to his death. Oh God, he—

Something massive and red shot upward from the darkness. Something moving so fast she could barely track it. She stumbled back a step, her mouth falling open.

Holy shit, that can’t be…

The massive red blur spiraled upward, upward, until the only way she could watch it climb in the sky was to bend her head back so far her neck protested in pain.

Oh God, Sera, are you seeing this? Are you really seeing this?!

Her pussy throbbed. Her nipples pinched tight. So tight they hurt; a glorious ache that fed the want in her core. A squirming heat blossomed in her sex and her pussy throbbed some more.

The sound of something like massive wings—wings!—thumped twice way above her head and then the red blur curved in the air, the moonlight glinting off scales the color of blood, and the dragon dove straight toward her.

Dragon.

It was a dragon. He was a dragon.

Tyson was a dragon!

Sera couldn’t help herself. She laughed.

As if the joyous sound had drifted all the way up to it, the dragon opened his long, elegant muzzle and screeched. The cry was so like the noise most movie T-Rexes made, Sera wondered for a surreal second if Hollywood directors were dragon shifters too.

She watched the dragon dive toward her. Watched him draw closer, closer, until, at the last second, he extended wide and majestic wings and swooped just over her head.

Laughing, she lifted her hand, her fingertips skimming his belly as he passed. The contact of silken scales to her flesh almost made her come. Her sex constricted in a powerful convulsion of wet heat. Her juices flowed, turning the junction of her thighs damp. She let out another stunned laugh, watching as the dragon spiraled upward again before winging his way out over the ocean.

The moon reflected off his impossible presence, turning his scales to shimmering jewels. He was glorious. Divine. Sera couldn’t find the words to describe him.

Mine?

She smiled, nodding to herself. He was hers. And she was his. Her Fire Mate. It made no freaking sense—hell, she was watching a dragon the size of a whale fly over the ocean, why would it make sense?—but she believed it utterly. She was his and he was hers.

A soft noise dragged her stare from Tyson’s magnificence. The footpath was empty, as was the car park, where Tyson’s bike stood. Even the road was deserted, and the houses on the other side of it sat dark, their windows devoid of light. She squinted into the night, turning her attention to the car park and the black shape of the Honda.

Was someone there?

She frowned. “Hello?”

No one answered.

Sera stared hard at the Honda. Something felt off, but—

“Shit, the keys.” The sudden realization the keys still hung in the ignition sent a chill through her euphoric joy. Tyson hadn’t removed them before pulling her from the bike when they’d first arrived, and she sure as hell hadn’t thought to do so when he’d run for the barrier. He may be a dragon shifter with a built-in mode of transportation, but Sera had no doubt he’d be pissed if his bike were stolen while he was flying around proving to her what her heart should have known without proof.

With a quick glance at the dragon winging his way toward her from out over the sea, she hurried for Tyson’s bike.

Another T-Rex-like cry cut the silence behind her, sending additional waves of primitive lust slicing through her. Skidding to a halt beside the bike, Sera snatched the keys from the ignition and shoved them into her pocket. Her heart raced, her pussy pulsed. As soon as Tyson stood before her as a human again, she was jumping his bones. It didn’t matter that they were in public. If any late-night jogger or tourist came along, they could sit back and enjoy the show. She couldn’t wait any longer. She had to have him inside her. She had to feel his—

The noise came again. Louder this time. She jerked around and peered into the darkness just in time to see something small and gray leap into the scattered bits of low scrub next to the footpath.

A short, nervous chuckle fell from her lips. “Cat,” she muttered.

With a narrow-eyed stare at the spot where the cat had disappeared, she shook her head and ran back to the barrier.

The dragon waited for her, wings tucked against his muscled body, tail wrapped around his back feet. The spines along his back lay flat, the long, needle-like horns extending from his head shimmery in their luster. He watched her approach, his iridescent golden-green eyes unblinking. He extended his swanlike neck, drawing his head closer, nostrils flaring.

Sera slowed to a halt, her gaze holding his. “You are truly magnificent.”

A small lick of yellow flame danced from his right nostril.

“And there’s no way I’m running anywhere unless it’s with you.” She had no idea if he understood, but the tiny flames licking at Tyson’s nostrils suggested he did. As did the way he lowered his head before her, dropping his body closer to the ground.

Sera smiled. She knew what he wanted. What he offered. Without hesitation, she walked toward him. Her fingers traced the jeweled length of his muscled neck, the flattened spines, as she made her way to his shoulders. Using his bent leg as a step, she climbed onto his back and straddled his neck where it met his powerful body. “If you let me fall,” she said, shifting about until she found the perfect position, “I’m gonna be mighty miffed, do you understand?”

In response, the dragon snapped open his wings and, with a bunching of muscles and one almighty downward flap, launched into the sky.

Sera held on tight. The wind lashed at her face, rippled her hair back from her temples. The stars blurred around her like crazy white swirling streaks and, just as she thought she was about to throw up—an utterly unromantic thing to do, she knew—Tyson leveled out. He glided through the sky, the wind a gentle whoosh gliding past wings held wide. Sera squeezed him with her thighs, all too aware of the friction of her jeans on her clit. She rolled her hips, wanting to feel his power against her sex so much her head spun. Or maybe that was from the fact she was riding a dragon through the night sky. Either way, it was so fucking arousing she was on the verge of coming.

She splayed her fingers on either side of Tyson’s neck, his scales at once smooth and rough under her palms. Like oiled granite. She loved it. Wanted to experience that contradiction of sensations all over her body.

“Christ, I wish I was naked.”

The dragon let out a cry, softer this time, as if agreeing with her.

Sera pressed her clit harder against him, her breasts brushing his scales, and a shudder rippled through his massive frame. And another when she stroked one hand down his neck.

His wings thumped the air, propelling them forward, and Sera smiled. She had no idea where he was taking her, to the heavens for all she knew, but she didn’t care. She had finally found her place and it was with him, with her dragon, her Fire Mate.

The night flowed past her, the stars watching their flight. What may have been a lifetime later, Sera felt Tyson’s body shift beneath her, felt him bank into a graceful right curve. Instinctually, she held him tighter with her thighs and squeezed his neck. With four strong sweeps of his wings and a tilt of his head, he began a decline Sera both ached for and regretted beyond comprehension.

She watched as they drew closer to a short strip of sandy beach, noticed it was completely surrounded by dense, dark bushland and realized they must be flying toward the restricted area on Sydney Harbor’s South Head. It was an isolated and framed stretch of beautiful beach, a mere half mile from the country’s maritime warfare training facility.

With another series of wing thrusts and flaps and a shift of his body, Tyson landed on the soft white sand between bush and surf. He ran a few feet, wings still spread, before, with a shake of his head and a ripple of his tail, he came to a halt, turning his head to look at Sera still perched upon him.

She grinned. “Okay, I get the message.”

Her feet had barely touched the sand when she felt him shudder. It was as if her body was already attuned to the magic of his transformation and she could sense his imminent shift. And who knew, perhaps that’s exactly what it was? This whole dragon-shifter-Fire-Mate thing was new to her.

She stepped back, just one step away, her heart leaping fast as a shimmer of golden-red light seemed to dance over his form. For a split second the light turned blindingly bright. So bright she turned her head to the side and raised her hand to shield her closed eyes…and then it was dark again, and two strong hands were sliding around her waist.

“Ever see that movie From Here to Eternity?” Tyson’s lips brushed the side of her throat, his voice a warm breath on her flushed skin as his tall, hard and very naked body pressed against hers. He smoothed one hand up her rib cage, capturing her left breast with strong fingers. Her nipple beaded against his palm and she moaned, leaning into his embrace. “Wanna reenact the making-out scene here on the beach?”

He didn’t let her answer, and really, he didn’t need to. They both knew what her answer was. With the same animalistic growl she’d heard from him a lifetime ago on the Bondi Beach esplanade, he claimed her mouth with his.

She was soft and firm and supple and warm in his arms. Her body pressed to his, her clothes abrasive on his naked flesh…flesh still tingling with the transformation from dragon to man. He stroked her tongue with his, raking his hands up her back, into her hair and back down again. He cupped her arse, loving the way its toned perfection filled his hands. She moaned and rose onto tiptoe, pressing her sex to his rigid, uninhibited erection. The contact made his head spin and he groaned into her mouth, squeezing her butt harder.

Fuck, she felt so good.

With a savage yank on the back of her thigh, he jerked her right leg up, sliding his palm along her taut muscles until his fingers stroked her sex through her jeans.

She whimpered, rolling her hips to grind her denim-trapped clit against his erect cock.

Tyson dragged his fingers over her folds again, the dampness of her jeans telling him with no uncertainty she was just as aroused as he was.

Is that even possible?

Hooking her leg higher around his hips, he slipped his hand beneath her shirt and captured her breast. It was full and round against his palm and, with a quick jerk, he bunched the shirt over her chest, revealing her breasts to the night.

She whimpered again, her nipple pebbling harder under his hand. He cupped and kneaded her breast with growing urgency, his mouth still worshipping hers. The roar of the waves crashing on the sand beside them faded away, drowned out by the frenzied pounding of his blood in his ears. He had no hope of holding on much longer—fuck a duck, how had he lasted this long anyway?

Blistering heat surged through his veins and his dick swelled further.

Sera reacted, her body arching closer to his even as she tore her lips away. “Tyson.” Her voice fell from her in a ragged gasp. “Fuck me, please. I need you inside me.”

He didn’t have to be told again.

Far from gentle, he tore her shirt over her head and threw it aside.

She let out a squeal, the sound choking to a moan as he hauled her body back to his and took one nipple with his mouth. He sucked on the distended tip, rolled his tongue over it then sucking again. She clawed at his scalp, her nails raking through his hair. The painful scrapes sent exquisite jolts of tension straight to Tyson’s balls and he closed his teeth around her nipple, wanting her to feel the same.

Sera hissed and drove her pussy harder against him. “Yes! Again.”

He bit her nipple, a little harder this time, then laved its captured tip with his tongue before drawing on it with greedy suction. She whimpered, rolling her sex against his cock some more, words that sounded like “please” and “good” and “fuck” bursting from her in breathless pants.

His cock throbbed, impatient to know the sensation of sinking into her tight wetness. Refusing to surrender to his need, he switched his mouth to her other breast, his fingers pinching and tweaking her abandoned nipple as he suckled on the other.

“Oh God, Tyson!” She hooked her thigh tighter around his hip, not just grinding her pussy to his erection now but frantically dry-humping him. “Please, please…”

The mating fire was taking her again, controlling her, and it wouldn’t be long before both of them were lost to it.

And still he fought. He wanted to give her everything pleasurable a man could. He wanted to make her come with his mouth on her breasts; make her come on his hand as he fucked her with his fingers. He wanted to make her come with his tongue in her cunt.

He wanted it all.

But first, he wanted her naked.

With a low, savage gnarr from deep within his dragon’s soul, he hooked his fingers between her hips and jeans and yanked the denim down.

She let out a strangled cry, her nails scraping at his shoulders. He dragged his mouth from her breast long enough to jerk her runners from her feet, tossing them aside before stripping her jeans completely from her body.

And then he kneeled before her, every molecule in his body thrumming with need as he took in her naked, pale beauty in the moon’s silver glow.

He sucked a slow breath through his nose and the heady scent of her pleasure flowed into his being. Over his tongue and straight down to his groin. “You are perfection.”

She smiled. “And you’re wasting time. Fuck me. Now.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Gladly.”

In a blur of speed, she was on her back on the sand, Tyson kneeling between her legs.

“Ty…” His name slipped past her parted lips on a whispered cry.

He reclaimed her breasts with his hands, cupping and squeezing them together, kneading them before lowering his head and closing his mouth over one nipple and then the other.

She bucked beneath him, lifted a long leg and hooking it around his hip as her nails raked his shoulders. “Yes, oh yes.”

Her panting breaths grew faster. He sucked harder on her nipples, squeezing her breasts together with hands he knew weren’t gentle.

He was beyond gentle now. The mating fire was too hot, too consuming to fight any longer. Tiny grains of sand bit into his knees, heightening the blazing inferno of his desire.

He sucked on Sera’s nipples, flicked at them with his tongue, bit first one and then the other, sucked again, and all the while she writhed and clung and begged him for more. Begged him to suck harder, to bite harder. Begged him to never stop.

When her begs became wordless sounds, when her body began to shudder, when her thigh yanked him closer still to her heat, he drove one hand between her legs and plunged his fingers into her sex. Just as her cream gushed from her.

He buried two fingers in her pussy and groaned as her inner muscles squeezed and pulsed around them.

“C-coming,” she panted. “I’m coming.”

He scissored his fingers inside her, gazing down into her face as he did so. She arched on the sand, her head tossing from side to side, her flame-red hair fanning around her face. Her nails dragged over his shoulders, his arms. Her heel slid up and down his thigh.

He wriggled his fingers deeper into her sex, rolled his thumb over her clit and she cried out, neck bowed, lips parted, eyes closed.

The perfect image of pleasure absolute.

Still, he wanted to give her more.

He squirmed down her body, a distant part of his mind aware of the sand clinging to his sweat-slicked knees and shins, another part not even remotely caring. When it finally occurred, his release would turn the sand on which they lay to a smooth bed of glass anyway.

Dragging his mouth over her flesh, he paused at her navel, dipping his tongue into its shallow dent. Sera gasped a breath, her hands knotting in his hair. “I can’t…” she rasped, trying to lift his head from her body. “I can’t…too much…it’s too much…”

He denied her. He could feel another orgasm building in her core. Its power and force sang in his veins. His head swam, his cock throbbed. If he could sense her pleasure this potently before their true mating, what would it be like during? After?

Scalding heat engulfed his flesh at the thought. He groaned, the meaning of the mating fire irrefutably clear to him now. He’d never experienced love before Sera. Dragon shifters could only experience attraction and arousal, never love, until they found their Fire Mate. Now he’d found his…and he understood what the term really meant. It was beyond pleasure, beyond rapture. It was something else. Something more.

More. He wanted to give her more. He wanted to take more.

Grasping her inner thighs, he shoved her legs wide and claimed her sex with his mouth.

“Oh yes!” Sera’s scream tore through the night’s quiet.

As did Tyson’s growl seconds before he plunged his tongue back into her dripping folds. He fucked her pussy with lapping strokes, swiping his tongue from clit to perineum and back to her clit again.

She bucked against his mouth, her moans stroking over him like wild hands on his body.

“Tyson,” she begged, legs moving on either side of his head when he closed his lips around the tiny nub of her clit. “There…oh there, yes there…”

He suckled and nipped and tortured her flesh. His cock was so hard every caress of the night’s coastal breeze felt like lashes against its taut skin, and he didn’t give a rat’s arse. Sera’s orgasm was rushing at them both. Her body thrummed with it, as did his. Her climax was going to take her soon and the second it did, he was going to bury himself in her gripping heat.

“Oh God,” she whimpered. “Oh God, Tyson…oh Ty…again? How can…”

Her voice sounded stunned. Shocked. And ripe with pleasure. So ripe.

He thrust his tongue into her folds, swiped it up to her clit and lapped hard and fast.

She came.

A shudder racked her body, a cry tore from her throat and pleasure flowed from her sex. Over Tyson’s tongue, his lips.

And the second he tasted her release, he rose up between her legs and drove his cock deep into her sodden pussy.

“Fuck yes!” Sera cried.

The feel of her tight heat was beyond Tyson’s comprehension. Fire rained over his flesh like a million blistering kisses. He thrust into her, face buried in the curve of her neck, hands cupping her breast. Pumped his length in and out of her pussy until the fire in his core began to engulf him, and he knew he was but a stroke or two away from release.

Knew his soul was on the verge of shattering.

Knew Sera was about to experience what no other human ever had before.

Or had ever lived through.

That thought should have slowed him. Words of warning formed on his lips, but before he could utter them, before he could raise his head, strong legs wrapped around his hips, strong arms circled his shoulders and Sera was rolling him onto his back.

His eyes snapped open to stare up at her.

She straddled his hips, impaled fully on his length, gazing down at him as she rode his cock. “I’m coming, my love. I’m ready to burn.”

The statement passed her lips on a murmur the very moment her tight, wet sex contracted on his cock.

The very second his own climax, the climax of the mating fire, claimed him.

His seed poured through his pumping cock, his stare locked with hers and, as her cries of release rose to the stars, Tyson’s entire body ignited.

Blue-white flames erupted from every pore in his flesh, engulfing him completely.

He stared at Sera through the inferno. Watched her writhe and cry out as her fourth orgasm of the night took her. Watched the flames of the mating fire lick at her pale flesh and leave her unmarked…

Watched his human lover withstand the wholly inhuman fire of his climax, and then he couldn’t do anything except surrender to the absolute power of his orgasm, the consuming blaze of his pleasure. He threw back his head and roared.


Chapter 6

“I think it’s time we talked about your past. Your mum.”

Sera stiffened against Tyson’s body and he relaxed his arms around her back, letting her push herself upward from his chest where she’d slumped after their mutual orgasms.

The inferno of the mating fire had lasted the length of his climax, burning brighter with every spurt of come erupting from his cock. Sera had rode him throughout, her pale skin gleaming in the blue-white fire, her eyes ablaze with a desire as hot as the engulfing flames. Her sex had milked his cock until the fire was gone from his flesh and the only thing that lingered on his body was sand, the heady scent of Sera’s pleasure and a faint sheen of sweat.

He’d held her then, both silent, both beyond words, and she’d kissed him, just a woman kissing a man on the beach, the only sign of the magic of their mating the smooth, concave bed of glass they now reclined in.

He held her and kissed her and thought of how strong she was, how amazing, how trusting. His human Fire Mate, his love, his life.

Now she looked down at him, bottom lip caught by her teeth. Her tight sex still wrapped his cock, an exquisite sheath he never wanted to withdraw from. He trailed his fingers up and down the line of her spine, enjoying the feel of her fine bones under his touch. She was so delicate, so fragile, so human. And yet—as proven by their scorching mating—so not human.

“Tell me about it,” he said, watching her face. “Tell me about her.”

A frown pulled at her deep auburn eyebrows and she turned her head away, her stare sliding over the silver-tipped waves of the surf. “What more is there to tell? She wasn’t nice. She was a drunkard junkie who told me nothing about my dad except he deserted us.”

The words were spoken with angry pain Tyson couldn’t help but feel. He smoothed his hands up her back, wanting to let her stop but needing to hear more. It wasn’t just that she was his mate; she was his heart. And a man should always know his heart, even a man who was occasionally a dragon.

“You said he was Celtic before.”

Sera let out a ragged huff, returning her gaze to his face. “Who knows? She had a faded tattoo on her back of a Celtic love knot so maybe once, at some stage of her life, she did share something romantic with another person, but if it was my father, she’d forgotten by the time I was old enough to ask about him.”

Tyson studied her guarded expression. He didn’t have to ask any more questions about her mother to know there were no answers there. The last thing he wanted was to cause Sera pain of any sort, and dredging up unwanted memories was obviously doing just that. “All the dragon shifters I know here in Sydney have old European bloodlines,” he commented, drawing small circles over the curve of her hip. “So it’s possible your father—if he was Celtic, as your mother claimed—had shifter blood in his past. I’ve never heard of just the bloodline being the impetus for the mating fire, but I can’t think of any other explanation for the inexplicable.”

She tilted her head, her fingers tracing the outline of his nipples in a way he suspected she wasn’t even aware she was doing it. “The dragon shifters in Sydney you know? How many dragon shifters are there? I thought you were kind of…special?”

He smiled, letting his hands wander over the delightful curve of her arse before journeying the length of her thighs and back up to her waist again. “What? You telling me I’m not special, hon?”

She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

He nodded. “Damn straight I’m special.”

“And egotistical.”

“Yep.”

Sera slapped his shoulder. “Answer the question. How many dragon shifters are there in Sydney? Do you even know?”

He chuckled. “Not an exact number, no. Most of Australia’s dragons are located in Sydney, Brisbane and Melbourne, although quite a few have found themselves settling down in more rural, less-populated areas. There are both European and Asian dragon shifters in this country, although the majority is European, as far as I can tell.” He gave her a lopsided grin. “Are you sure your last name isn’t Wang?”

She laughed, a low chuckle that vibrated through her body and squeezed his cock with gentle pulses. It was a deliciously unexpected sensation and Tyson’s dick reacted the way all good, hot-blooded male dicks should—and cool-blooded dragon-shifter dicks, for that matter. It twitched with rising interest. But as much as the idea of flipping Sera onto her back and bringing her to another long and thoroughly satisfied orgasm was, he remained still.

“No, my name is Hayes, I’m afraid.”

He shrugged, grinning. “It was a thought. You mentioned a cousin?”

She nodded. “My cousin Yorick.”

Tyson blinked. And then laughed. He couldn’t help himself. “Yorick? You’re kidding me, right?”

She shook her head, the tousled waves of her hair brushing the naked curves of her breast and, once again, Tyson’s cock jerked in appreciation. He had to hurry up and get his answers. Otherwise he’d be fucking her during his half-arsed family history interrogation.

“No, his real name is Yorick. Yorick Wentworth Hayes, in fact. But only I call him that. Everyone else calls him Rick.”

“And Yorick,” Tyson had to pause to chuckle again, the action making his rapidly stiffening dick dance and jerk and jump about in Sera’s sweet heat. “Yorick isn’t remotely…lizardish?”

She threw back her head and laughed, the wonderful sound both rising into the night sky and sinking into his heart. He loved the way she laughed, with unabashed humor and glee. “Yorick is far from lizardish. In fact, I’d say he’s decidedly bearish.”

Tyson pulled a face. “Ugh, bear shifters are always grumpy. God save us if he is a bear shifter. Christmas dinners will be a ball of fun.”

“Hey,” Sera gave his shoulder a whack, her eyes twinkling with mischievous indignation in the moonlight, “that’s my cousin you’re talking about, lizard boy.”

His eyebrows rose. “Lizard boy?” He tangled his hands in her thick mane of hair, unable to deny the want in his body any longer. He’d get back to the family-tree investigation later. After he’d sated himself on her deliciousness. Grinning, he tugged her closer. “Lizard boy?”

She laughed, squirming in his hold. Her pussy gripped and squeezed his fully engorged shaft as she stretched out along his chest and it was all Tyson could do not to moan and shoot his load there and then. Hells bells, she made him hornier than a teenager and hotter than a…well, a dragon in heat.

“Hmmm, lizard boy,” she echoed, sliding up the rigid length of his dick. “But don’t worry.” She paused at the very tip of his cock, her folds wrapping the head, her gaze holding him just as imprisoned. “I have a thing for lizards.”

With an arch of her back, she slid back down his cock, burying him to the hilt.

He stretched her so fully. So completely. She stared down at his face, reveling in the utter pleasure that ignited in his eyes. Loving the way his nostrils flared. The way he sucked in a swift breath as her pussy gripped his shaft. The glass beneath him slid against her knees, a highly surreal and totally arousing reminder of who he was, what he was. It made her heart quicken and her pussy throb.

He was a dragon shifter. Her dragon shifter. And yet, even that wasn’t the most amazing, arousing part. It was the fact that he could just be a man, a simple human, and she still would want to spend the rest of eternity with him.

Would want to spend the rest of her life laughing with him, living with him, making love to him.

Is that just the mating bond talking, Sera?

It wasn’t. Her heart knew it, as did her body. The surreal lust-fever she’d experienced in the car park when she’d gone down on him without a single thought for their surroundings…that was the mating bond. The euphoric happiness she felt now was something altogether more powerful. More real.

And wonderful.

“Fuck, you feel so good,” he groaned, smoothing his palms up her thighs to her hips. His fingers curled into her flesh, his eyes closing for a brief second. She squeezed her inner muscles and slowly slid up his length. Up, up, until her pussy lips circled the rim of his cock head.

“Do I?” she murmured, watching the play of emotions on his face. Tortured control, aching pleasure. Her pulse pounded a little harder. God, she knew exactly what he was feeling. She felt his response not only in every fiber of her body but in her heart. A benefit of being his Fire Mate? She didn’t know. Whatever it was, she loved it.

He opened his eyes and stared up at her. “You do. So very, very good.”

With a slow curl of her lips, she inched down his shaft, holding his gaze as she did so. Her body still smoldered from their previous lovemaking, and not in the oh-God-he-burst-into-flames way. She’d had lovers before—three in her lifetime, to be exact—but none had given her what Tyson had. Four orgasms and his heart. She wanted to give him back just as much pleasure. He’d set her on fire, literally. She wanted to make him burn just as hot.

Rolling her hips forward, she ground her clit against the root of his cock, leaning forward just enough to brush her nipples over his chest.

Tyson groaned, his nails digging a little deeper into her hips. His nostrils flared again, the skin around his eyes tight.

“Will you ignite every time we make love?” She let the question fan over his lips, his chin, in a soft whisper.

His breath hitched in his chest and he raked one hand up the line of her spine to the hair at her nape. “I-I don’t…I don’t know. I suspect…” He paused, moaning as she squeezed her sex around his cock in a quick series of tight pulses. “I suspect with how fucking good you feel,” his hand fisted in her hair and he thrust his hips upward in a savage buck as if to prove his point, “how good you make me feel…yes.”

Sera drew a long, slow breath. “Better buy some fireproof sheets then.”

He opened his eyes, desire shining in their dark depths. “Exactly.”

She chuckled, lowering her head to capture his bottom lip with her teeth. It was meant to be a quick kiss, just to tease him, that’s all, but he held her still, his tongue swiping over her lips, his hand, a balled fist at her nape, his cock, a throbbing pole of hard heat embedded in her pussy.

Oh God, yes.

She sank back on his length, up again, down. He pushed into her with each sliding stroke, thrusting deeper and deeper into her sex, his hand in her hair, the other gripping her arse. Her folds burned with the stretching girth of his cock and she savored the pain. It was unlike anything she’d experienced before. It was raw and tormenting and exquisite.

“You are so fucking tight, Sera.” His voice was a husky croak. “So tight. So wet and so hot.”

The words caressed her senses. Her breath left her in a ragged whimper, only to catch in her throat when the fingers on her backside dipped to the puckered hole of her anus.

“I know you’ll be tight here too.”

Her heart smashed into her throat. Her belly knotted. Her pussy contracted. She caught her bottom lip with her teeth, a wicked tension stealing through her. Did she dare ask him to enter her there? Is that what he wanted?

Would it hurt?

“Tyson,” she whispered. Her flesh prickled with an incomprehensible urgency. “I want…”

His cock throbbed in her pussy as his fingertips pressed to her anus again. “Tell me, hon,” he groaned. “Tell me what you want.”

Sera closed her eyes. He thrust into her, a forceful stroke that made her whimper. Her anus constricted, her clit ached. God help her, she’d never been so on the brink of complete pleasure meltdown.

“Tell me what you want, Sera, and I will do it. There are no taboos between Fire Mates.”

Her throat grew tight, her pussy tighter. She could feel her juices seeping from her, slicking his ever-thickening cock. Fear and excitement and concentrated lust poured through her. Made her ache all over. Made her tremble.

She opened her eyes and stared down into his face. Saw the same emotions burning in his face.

“Take me there, Ty,” she whispered, her sex gripping his shaft, her pulse pounding in her ears. “Take me there and make me—”

He had her on her back before she could finish the command. One second she rode his hips, the next he loomed over her, his hand between her spread thighs, his fingers deep inside into sodden folds. The glass beneath her was warm, the melted sand a smooth bed against her damp skin. The night air played over her limbs like an invisible lover’s caress, but none of that mattered.

Not when Tyson lifted one leg and then the other and rested them on his broad shoulders. Not when he gazed down into her face with eyes that burned with desire and wondrous hunger.

Not when he stroked his cream-painted fingers over her clenched hole with steady, gentle fingers.

Oh God, Sera, he’s going to…he’s going to…

He pulled a deep, slow breath. “If you want me to stop I will.”

She shook her head, jerking her hips a little higher, aligning her butt a little closer to his jutting cock. “Don’t you fucking d—”

He pushed the head of his cock against her anus.

“Oh, oh…Ty…”

Her breath burst from her in ragged pants. Her belly hitched. She stared into his eyes, the eyes of her dragon.

He inched his hips forward and leaned into her, pushing her legs back. The bulbous dome of his cock head penetrated her. Slowly. So excruciatingly slowly.

Searing pain and pleasure radiated through Sera. She hissed in a breath…another…another, teeth gritted.

“Fuck, Sera.” Tyson’s murmur flayed her senses. “You’re tighter than I thought. Do you want me to—”

“Deeper,” she groaned.

He let out a moan, and pushed his cock deeper into her arse.

Wicked pleasure tore through her. She grabbed his arms, a distant part of her mind noting the way his biceps bulged. Hard and sculpted and perfect. So perfect. Like the pain and pleasure searing through her now. Pleasure she’d always held to be forbidden and wrong. God, how naïve she’d been.

“Not naïve, babe,” Tyson’s voice trembled, his stare holding hers, his cock sinking inch by amazing inch into her virgin flesh. “Just waiting for your Fire Mate.”

She squeezed the muscles of her anus, gripping his length as tight as she could. “Waiting for you.”

Her words, spoken on a ragged groan, seemed to unleash Tyson’s control. With a purely dragon growl, he sank fully into her arse. His eyes, equally as inhuman, blazed. He held himself motionless inside her for a beat and then withdrew, sliding out until the very rim of his cock head stretched her anus before plunging back into her tightness again.

Sera cried out, sounds without words. Words were lost to her, lost to the unrivalled sensations he filled her with. She dug her nails into his arms, bucking her hips into each stroking thrust. She cried out and whimpered and moaned and then, when she didn’t think she could take any more, when she didn’t think it was possible to feel more than she was already, he pressed his thumb to her clit and rolled it back and forth in quick, fierce strokes.

And she knew there was more Tyson could give her. So much more he would give her.

And it was that thought that pushed her over the edge. Pushed her to a release beyond the physical, a release beyond emotional.

His name tore from her throat the very second Tyson threw back his head and roared. The very second the world turned blue and they were both engulfed in white-hot flames. Flames that danced over their flesh, licked over their bodies. Flames that joined them together as they surrendered to their simultaneous releases.

The release of the Fire Mate. Powerful. Consuming.

Incinerating.

* * * *

Trying to redress was a bit of a joke. Tyson had tossed her jeans too near the surf, and they were thoroughly damp and sand-covered. He’d also ripped the zipper toggle clean off in his urgency to undress her. She held them up, giving him a pointed look.

He shrugged. “What can I say? I’m an animal?”

She rolled her eyes. “No, you’re a reptile. That still doesn’t mean you can damage all my clothes every time we bonk.”

He laughed, swiping his hands over his sand-flecked knees. “Does it help if I say I’m ridiculously wealthy and will buy you a new pair of jeans every time I break a zipper while yanking them from your delectable body so I can fuck you senseless?”

Sera gave him a wide grin. “Oh, well in that case, break away any time you like.”

He laughed again, his eyes twinkling before, with a shudder she felt in her core and a blinding flare of shimmering golden light, he transformed.

The massive dragon looked at her, stretched wings just as massive and thumped his tail.

Sera chuckled, then grimaced as she shoved her legs into the damp jeans. She really looked silly, what with the front gaping open, but at least she would be dressed—sort of—when they landed back in the Gap’s car park. As much as she loved the idea of riding naked on Tyson’s back, she didn’t love the idea of riding his bike barelegged through the streets of Sydney. They did have to get home somehow, after all.

Yanking at both sides of her fly, she cast her sand-dusted legs a woeful look. Well, if nothing else, she was trendy. The grungy-surfer look was a popular one at the moment, if the hordes of teenage girls visiting the zoo every day were anything to go by.

At the thought of the zoo, Sera’s cheeks filled with heat. Tomorrow she would go to work to tend to Puff and spend every freaking minute thinking about her real dragon. How on earth was she going to last the day without rushing to the loo to relieve the—

A hot fan of air tickled the backs of her legs and she turned around, finding Tyson crouched behind her, head lowered, wings spread.

“Okay, okay, I get the message.” She moved to his shoulders and climbed onto his neck, settling herself astride his muscled form. “You just better be in a rush to get home so we can…how did you put it? Experience the rapture of fucking each other senseless again?”

He lifted his head and stretched his neck to face her, regarding her with a steady gold-green gaze before the flattened spines between her thighs grew a little stiffer, pressing at her still-sensitive folds and clit through the denim of her jeans.

She wriggled against the wholly pleasurable contact. “Good.”

The spines stiffened a little more, pressing at not just her sex but her arse as well. She let out a soft moan. Her dragon’s eyes shimmered in response and then, with almost silent swipes of his majestic wings, they were airborne.

He took the long way back to the Gap’s deserted car park, a gloriously wonderful flight involving low, sweeping glides over the water’s surface and graceful arcs high in the sky. It truly was amazing, and Sera found herself just as aroused by the flight as she was the thought of Tyson’s naked human body moving inside hers. Her pussy tingled and her nipples pinched tight. Flame-proof sheets or not, when they got home—his place or hers, it didn’t matter—she was jumping his bones. Jumping his bones, bonking him silly and fucking him senseless. Maybe even all three.

The deliciously wanton thought was still tickling her funny bone when they landed in the wide clearing next to the cliff face. She laughed, swinging her leg over his neck to slide from his body. Her feet hit the ground, her hands trailing over his scaly shoulder as she lifted her face to smile at him.

At the very second a soft thwak sounded behind her—and a long, thick arrow was suddenly jutting from the crimson beauty of Tyson’s chest scales, as if it burst out of his body from within.

Her dragon threw back his head and screeched, a deafening wail that ripped the silent night apart. The bolt trembled in his body, bright green blood seeping from the puncture with sickening ease.

Sera froze for barely a heartbeat then spun around. Her heart slammed into her throat and she let out a strangled gasp.

Oh fuck!

The little old lady from the Bondi Beach esplanade was running toward them from the far side of the car park, pink lips pulled into a hideously gleeful grin, coke-bottle glasses crocked on her face, a wicked-looking, three-stringed silver crossbow gripped in her gnarled hands.

The old lady last seen lying unconscious on Sera’s hallway floor.

The old lady who wasn’t just an old lady, but an Extraho Venator.

How the fuck had she found them?

Sera spun back to Tyson, a scream tearing from her throat. The dragon swung his head toward her, the silver bolt in his chest now somehow glowing…

Tyson threw back his head and roared again, so loud Sera slapped her hands to her ears. A shudder rippled over his body and fresh blood gushed from around the bolt.

No no no!

“Tyson!” she screamed, her heart smashing against her breastbone. “Go! Get away!”

His iridescent gaze locked on hers and everything slowed down. Slowed while a lifetime of thoughts whipped through her mind in the time it took her frantic heart to manage a single beat.

A lifetime of isolation, of loneliness. Of never feeling connected to anyone, of finding her only solace by working with reptiles. The rapture of being kissed by Tyson on Bondi Beach, of feeling his heat, of watching him fly. The ecstasy of riding his strength, of being engulfed by his fire. Of loving him after only a day, of needing him, knowing she couldn’t live without him. Knowing he was hers and she was his forever.

Unless someone killed him, unless someone did the impossible and took him from her…

No!

Her Fire Mate’s eyes shimmered white-yellow as he trained his gaze on the Extraho Venator and let out a deafening screech, wings spreading, teeth baring. Sera’s stomach rolled. The strong ocean breezes ripped through her hair like brutal fingers and she screamed at Tyson to get away, to fly, even as she heard another taut thwack from behind her.

NO!

A second bolt—silver and black and sharp—sliced through the air barely an inch from her head. Sera’s hair tore at her scalp as the bolt’s speed sucked it into its wake and even that was slow. Impossibly slow. Hideously slow. So slow she could see it piercing the night. Heading for her dragon. Her lover. Tyson.

She opened her mouth and screamed again, lunging forward. Throwing herself through the impossibly thick sludge of air between her and Tyson. Fighting physics to stop the second crossbow bolt from spearing into his body…

And he lurched aside, one massive wing swiping forward to deflect the bow, a spray of blood spurting from the stretched membrane where the bolt’s tip had sliced him before falling to the ground.

Behind her, the old lady let out a vicious hiss stream of curses.

Cold, furious grief consumed Sera.

Controlled her.

She spun away from Ty, fists balled, jaw clenched, and ran at the Extraho Venator.

Ready to kill the old bitch.

She crashed into the woman just as the hunter was bringing up the cocked silver crossbow once again.

It was like slamming into a sponge-covered skeleton. Sera drove her shoulder straight into the dragon hunter’s bony chest, driving her backward. The woman let out a furious shout, glasses falling from her face, but before she could right herself, Sera smashed her to the ground.

Cold pain detonated in Sera’s knees, switching to an agonizing burn as the gritty concrete tore open her jeans, then her flesh. But she didn’t stop. She couldn’t. The old woman was writhing and thrashing and bucking beneath her with such force, Sera could barely pin her to the ground.

God, how can she fight like this? She’s too old…

She scrambled for the hunter’s wrists, desperate to stop the swinging punches the old duck flung at her.

One smashed into Sera’s jaw, hard enough to fill her head with black smudges of dizziness. Behind her, Tyson screeched, and even as Sera struggled with the Extraho Venator she could hear his cries were nowhere near as strong as before.

Another fist cracked against her jaw and this time she toppled sideways.

It was enough for the old woman to worm out from under her, wiggle a few feet away. Sera saw a flash of pink running shoe before the woman’s foot connected with her shoulder. Her jaw. Her cheek.

Another screech tore through the night sky, weaker still. Sera’s stomach rolled. If she didn’t do something soon…if she didn’t stop the old bat…if she didn’t help Ty…

She clawed at the hunter’s legs as the old bitch attempted to crawl away, part of her brain noting the saggy, flesh-colored nylon stockings stretched over boney knees and stringy calves. And then Sera’s mind blanked and she let out a shout.

The woman reached for the crossbow, her hand just inches away—

White-blue fire blasted the weapon, engulfing it in flames.

The old woman screamed—part fury, part pain. She recoiled, rolled to her back, fingers black and nails on fire. The air filled with the stench of burning flesh, the sound of bacon sizzling in a frying pan.

Sera watched, struck dumb, as the hunter shook her smoldering hand. Gaped when the woman rammed already-blistering fingers into her mouth.

Then came back to her senses and threw herself at the dragon hunter again.

But not before the bitch rolled over and reached for the crossbow once more, still glowing white-hot, its last bolt cocked.

NO!

She scrambled to grab her legs, the Extraho Venator’s boney limbs writhing, thrashing.

“Get off me, you hussy!” the old woman spat, trying to dislodge her.

Sera was having none of it. She was going to get the damn crossbow, ram it down the old cow’s throat and pull the—

A heel struck her in the throat. Hard.

She collapsed sideward, her lungs instantly screaming for a breath she couldn’t pull. Christ, she couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t—

The woman staggered to her feet. Another kick smashed into Sera, and if she wasn’t freaking out so much about not being able to breathe, she would have cried out with frantic pain.

“Going to teach you a lesson later, missy!”

The old woman’s voice came at Sera from a long way away. Or was it Tyson’s wail that seemed so distant? So faint?

“But first I have a dragon to kill.”

The words sank into Sera like a blade. Cold. Cutting.

Hideous.

And Sera screamed. Her throat opened and air stripped it raw as she drew a ragged breath then screamed out her agony.

She scrambled to her feet. Rage took hold. Propelled her forward. She’d be fucked if she was going to let a senior citizen kill her Fire Mate.

The old woman stumbled backward, wide stare darting from Sera to Tyson. Sera couldn’t look at him. Not until she’d torn the bitch apart. Not until she’d destroyed the very thing trying to destroy him. She ran at the Extraho Venator again, cold satisfaction racing through her veins as the geriatric turned and fell to her knees.

YES!

She leaped at the now-cowering woman—at the very second Tyson let out another screech.

At the very second the old duck snared her fingers around the crossbow and swung it up in a savage arc. Smashing the solid silver stock into her jaw.

Fireworks burst in Sera’s vision. Time slowed. She felt herself float through the air for what seemed like a lifetime—and then crash to the ground.

Her head hit the concrete. The taste of copper filled her mouth, coated her tongue. She groaned, pain tearing at her body.

Pain and terror and grief.

Ty. Oh God, you have to stop her. You have to save—

Something hard stomped on her chest. Sera’s eyes flung open and she stared at the Extraho Venator grinning down at her through pain-fogged vision.

“Such an annoying little cunt,” the old woman commented, her voice snippy. Oddly disappointed. “Still, you’ve made this fun.”

Somewhere far, far away, something roared.

“Hear that?” the hunter smiled, pink lipstick smeared over her wrinkled face. “The dragon’s dying. It’s the magic of the bolts. Made with pure silver and an ancient enchantment. Not only poisons the blood, but inhibits the dragon’s ability to emit fire or fly away.” The old woman snorted. “Which makes it easier for me to cut its heart out while it’s still beating, wouldn’t you say?”

“Get the fuck off me!” Sera raked her blunt nails down the woman’s shin, her calf.

The old bitch hissed, contemptuous fury etching her seamed face as she drilled her heel into Sera’s chest. She bent a little, staring hard at Sera. “Going to wash that filthy mouth of yours out with soap, missy. After I kill the—”

Sera smashed her fist into the side of the woman’s knee.

The hunter squealed, staggering sideways, her face contorted in pain. “Bitch!” she spat through clenched teeth. Teeth, Sera noted with surreal clarity, smudged with bright pink lipstick.

Eyes wild, the woman jerked the crossbow up to her chest. Aimed it squarely at Sera’s heart. “If I didn’t need this last bolt to immobilize the dragon, I’d put it right between your—”

A burst of blue-white fire streamed over Sera like a spear of incinerating heat.

Engulfing the Extraho Venator in fire so hot, so bright and blinding white, it was all Sera could do not to look away.

And there was no way in hell she was looking away.

Five seconds later—surely it wasn’t more?—the flame was gone and the dragon hunter stood motionless before her. Or rather, a body of incinerated ash did.

For a breathless second the ashes of the Extraho Venator’s form held their integrity, maintained the shape of her body. And then they dissolved. One second there, like a charcoal-covered statue, and in the blink of an eye, nothing but a pile of gray soot on the ground.


Chapter 7

Sera’s heart slammed into her throat. She stared at the ash scattering across the gritty concrete car park.

And spun around when she felt the nerve endings in her body thrum and heard Tyson groan.

“Ah, fuck that hurts.”

He stood naked and hunched, one bleeding arm hanging limply by his side, his other hand tentatively reaching for the bolt buried in his chest just above his heart. His fingers brushed its thick length gingerly—and he staggered sideward, eyes closing.

“Ty!”

She ran, catching him just in time to stop him collapsing entirely to the ground. Blood oozed from the ragged flesh around the bolt. His skin was slick with cold sweat and her fingers slid on his arms, his back. She went down to the ground, holding him to her body, supporting him. Cradling his upper body in her lap.

“Oh God, Ty!” She jerked her stare from his face to the bolt sticking up so rudely from his flesh and muscle, and back to his face again. His eyes were closed, his skin white, so white. “Don’t you fucking die on me!”

He chuckled, a weak hiccup of a laugh that made her stomach roll. “Didn’t…see that…coming.”

Sera shook her head, lifting her fingers to the blood-drenched bolt. “Yeah,” she let out a dry chuckle, her heart racing, “you’ll need to up your game next time.”

He laughed again, weaker this time. “I’ll…do…my best.”

Off in the distance a siren wailed, so faint she could barely hear it. Loud enough to tell her someone had called the authorities. With all the screeching and screaming that had gone on, she was surprised they weren’t here already.

She swallowed, shooting a quick glance over her shoulder. Lights filled the windows of the houses, more than one dark silhouette visible. She was running out of time. God, what should she do?

Turning back to Tyson, she let out a strained breath. “How did she find us?”

Tyson shook his head, a wobbly movement that made him hiss. “No…idea. A GPS…tracker…my bike…I guess.” He hissed again, his face scrunching up, fresh beads of sweat forming on his forehead.

Sera studied his face, her gut churning. If she could resurrect the fucking dragon hunter, she would, just so she could kill the old bitch. “We have two options, babe,” she stated. “I call an ambulance and answer a gazillion questions I’m sure neither of us can truly answer, or I put my zoologist hat on and…” She stopped, dropping her gaze once more to the bolt piercing Tyson’s chest. It was so close to his heart. Even with her limited knowledge of human anatomy, she knew that—and something told her Komodo-dragon anatomy and dragon-shifter anatomy weren’t really in the same ballpark. If she pulled it out, what would she be risking? If she left it there, how much longer would he survive?

He’s going to die, Sera. No matter what you do, he’s going to die.

She bit back a sob. Fuck, what should she do? What could she do?

The approaching sirens grew louder.

“Sera.”

Tyson’s soft voice jerked her attention to his face and she found him gazing at her through heavy eyelids.

His tongue scraped over his bottom lip in a slow swipe, his breath coming from him in short, raspy pants. “I…didn’t mean…this…”

Scorching heat ribboned through her. Twisting through her belly, her chest, deep into her heart. Part stubborn denial, part furious determination, part unfathomable understanding, part something beyond her comprehension.

No. She wasn’t going to let this happen. She wasn’t. He was her Fire Mate, her lizard boy. And she was the queen of caring for lizards. It’s what she had done her entire life. She’d found wounded reptiles and cared for them as a child, had been caring for a special reptile her entire career. She was Sera Hayes, the country’s best Komodo-dragon expert. Her job was looking after a scaly, rare, exotic creature.

Tyson was no bloody different. He was just as rare, just as exotic and sometimes just as scaly, and if he thought she was going to let one pissy little crossbow bolt ruin everything that now mattered in her life, he had a lot to learn about this particular human.

She ground her teeth, fixing him with a hard, unwavering stare. “You owe me a Puff the Komodo dragon T-shirt, buddy,” she muttered before, taking care not to bump Tyson too much, she grabbed the hem of her shirt and yanked it over her head.

The warm night air flowed over her body, pebbled her nipples. She ignored the sensation, instead bunching the soft cotton into a wad and resting it lightly on Tyson’s chest, right beside the bolt. Ready to stuff the wound with the shirt the second she pulled the bolt free of his flesh.

Free of his flesh? Are you insane? You can’t do that. You can’t!

But instinct told her she had to. Instinct that felt so right. She had no choice. Something was telling her it was the only way to save him. Something she didn’t understand but trusted beyond question. It made no sense, but she knew she had to pull the bolt from his chest. She knew it was going to be okay.

She knew.

She gazed into Tyson’s eyes. “This is going to hurt, babe.”

He smiled, the action slow. “I…kn—”

Before he finished the word, Sera pulled the bolt from his chest.

Blood erupted from the wound, thick and brilliant red.

“Fuck!” Sera cried, shoving the wadded shirt against the wound.

And still his life force flowed from him like a river, soaking the shirt until his blood oozed over her fingers and dripped to the ground.

Stop it now!

A scalding tingle whipped over her flesh. Her fingertips burned.

Save him! Save your Fire Mate!

Gaze locked on Tyson’s gray face, Sera threw the drenched T-shirt aside, lifted her hands and pressed them, one atop the other, over the ragged hole above his heart.

Another white-hot tingle tore over her flesh, down her arms, into her hands. She jerked, teeth clenched, heart hammering.

The stench of burning flesh filled her nose. The sound of hissing meat filled her ears. Tyson groaned, his teeth clenched, his eyes squeezed shut. He stiffened on her lap, one hand flailing on the ground, the other finding her shoulder. Grabbing her. Holding her.

Molten heat blazed in her hands and, unable not to look, Sera dropped her gaze.

They looked no different. They just looked like her hands. Hands she’d had her whole life. Nails blunt and a little dirty, fingers long and a little crooked, more than a few freckles marking skin overdue for moisturizer. A faint scar from a run-in with an irritated monitor lizard three years ago crossed the back of the right one. Her hands, just her hands, nothing special about them and yet they felt on fire.

“This can’t be sanitary,” she muttered—a heartbeat before she realized there was no blood oozing from between her fingers or under her palms.

She blinked. Tyson’s wound no longer bled and his skin was no longer gray. In fact, he seemed to almost glow. As if he was…

On fire.

Excruciating heat engulfed her hands, as if she’d plunged them into lava. And still she pressed her palms to Tyson’s chest, held them to the hole left by the bolt. She pressed her hands harder to his flesh until certain knowledge filled her—now is the time—and she jerked her hands away to stare at his chest.

Her mouth went dry.

Holy fuck, what the hell?

The wound was gone.

No, that was wrong. It was still there but healed. Like it had been cauterized.

She swallowed, staring at her palms. “How the—”

“I suspect…” Tyson’s low murmur jerked her gaze from her hands and she found him looking up at her, his eyes clear and direct and alert. So very alert. And knowing. “That Celtic father of yours had Druid blood in his veins.”

Sera stared at her palms, her normal, slightly grimy palms.

“As well as dragon shifter,” Tyson finished.

“What does that mean?”

He laughed, touching his fingertips to her jaw. “It means, my sweet Fire Mate, once upon a time, one of your ancestors must have been a Druid…mysterious religious men who, as the legend goes, were all about a harmonious relationship with the dragons of lore.” He traced his thumb over her bottom lip. “And it means your Celtic Druid great-great-great-great-great grandfather or whoever most likely got it on with a dragon shifter and all sorts of magic happened.”

“Y’know, I keep thinking I’ve reached the end of this surreal, insane education and then you just go and teach me some more.” She frowned, her pulse pounding. Because she’d just healed a dragon with her bare hands. Or maybe because said dragon had just told her she’s a Druid. Who the fuck knew? She didn’t. “Does this mean I’m some kind of Druidy witch or something?”

He chuckled. “Hon, this means if I cut myself shaving, I’m not really going to need to go looking for a Band-Aid.”

Before Sera knew it, she was laughing. And crying. At once. She swiped at her cheeks, her head spinning. “Holy shit, I don’t even know what to say at this point. And to think the highlight of my days used to be guessing what color Puff’s scat would be each morning.”

Tyson grinned. “Hon, I have no clue what that even means.”

She laughed. “It means I had a bloody boring life until you came along.”

His dark eyes twinkled. “Aren’t you glad I did?”

She nodded. “I think the answer to that is a resounding yes.”

His eyes twinkled more, damn near close to flickering with mischief. “Now, there’s a set of clothes in my bike’s saddlebag. How ’bout I get dressed and we go home? There are wickedly hot things I want to do to you right now and I have to say, the locals have had enough excitement for one night. And those sirens are getting a tad too close for my liking.”

She stared at him. This was all so…so… Fuck, she didn’t know what it was, but it was so something.

“Real, Sera,” Tyson said, a slow, warm smile curling the edges of his mouth. “It’s real.”

With a low grunt and a slight cringe, he eased himself upright. The fact he was buck-naked didn’t seem to bother him at all. The fact he’d just had a crossbow bolt sticking into his chest seemed to bother him even less.

She returned his smile. “Is this kind of thing normal for you?”

His grin stretched wider. “Sera Hayes, nothing in my life has been normal since I felt you run past me at Bondi Beach. From that very moment, the existence I’d known for over two hundred years went right out the proverbial window.”

Sera’s mouth fell open. “Two hundred years? Two hundred years?” A cold lump formed in her belly. “How many Fire Mates have you had in two hundred years? Am I just the latest in a—”

He pressed a strong finger to her lips. “Sera, a dragon shifter only has one Fire Mate in their entire life. If they never find them, they will never experience love. But once they do, their heart never belongs to anyone else. Ever.”

She swallowed. “I guess that explains why I never dated much.”

He laughed, the sound happy and joyous and relaxed. “I guess it does.” His face turned serious and he traced the line of her lower lip with his thumb again. “I’ve waited over two centuries for you, Sera Hayes. You weren’t at all what I was expecting, but you are worth every minute.”

She let out a sigh. “Two hundred years. I’m going to spend the rest of my life sleeping with a geriatric.”

Tyson chuckled. “Do you have a problem with that?”

Sera rolled her eyes. “Hmmm, let me think…sex every night with a sexy, two-hundred-year-old dragon? I think it’s a life I can get used to.”

His grin turned very cheeky…very naughty. “And judging by the very less-than-human way you healed me, I think it’s going to be a loooong life at that. But don’t worry. There’s not a chance in hell I’ll ever require Viagra. Not with you as my mate.”

Sera’s belly did a little flip-flop at his words. Her pussy joined in with a constricting heat. God, she was horny. How could she be horny after everything that had just happened? Was it part of being a Fire Mate? Part of her funky dragon-shifter bloodline? Or even funkier Druid background? Bloody hell, she had some Googling to do when she got home. For now, however, she didn’t remotely care what the answers were. She was starting to suspect everything about her life with Tyson Conley would make her horny, whether it be slow, cheeky smiles, moonlight dragon-back rides or dodging maniacal Extraho Venators.

And you’re totally okay with that, aren’t you, Sera?

She frowned, the thought surprising her. She was totally okay with that. Lifting her head, she touched her fingers to his jaw. “Y’know, the second you kissed me back at Bondi I’ve pretty much been in love with you. No matter how insane, regardless of everything else that’s happened since, I’ve wanted nothing else but you.” She traced his bottom lip with her fingertips. “Your smiles, your sense of humor, your hands on my body…” Her cheeks filled with warmth. “Your lips on my skin. The fact you’re a dragon is just an added bonus.”

Her belly tightened, her confession making it flutter. A lifetime of caring for lizards, a career of being the country’s best “dragon keeper”—and now her she was, with her very own real dragon. Life honestly couldn’t get any better. She was the Fire Mate of a centuries-old dragon and wouldn’t want it any other way.

Tyson lifted his hand and covered hers, turning his head to place a soft kiss on the center of her palm. “The fact you’re human isn’t just a bonus for me, Sera. It’s what makes you perfect.”

She gave him a little grin. “Never had anyone call me perfect before.”

He grinned back. “Never had the need to call someone perfect before.”

“Are you going to flatter me like this forever?”

“I’m pretty damn certain I am.”

Sera laughed. “Excellent. I’m pretty damn certain I can live with that.” And then, just as Tyson started to laugh, she wrapped her arms around his neck and claimed his lips.

The kiss was short but there was nothing sweet about it. It was dirty and hungry and made Sera’s pussy throb and her nipples pinch hard. She tangled her fingers in Tyson’s hair, swiped her tongue against his and gasped for breath when he broke the kiss.

“If we don’t go now, the cops are going to get a real fine show,” he uttered on a ragged breath. “And a real fiery one too.”

She gave him a lazy smile. “Get dressed, lizard boy, and take me home. There are wickedly hot things I want to do to you right now.”

“Well, when you put it that way…”

A shudder rippled through his body and, as they did each time he shifted near her, Sera’s nerve endings sizzled with exquisite fire as her naked lover shimmered before her to become her glorious, majestic dragon.

She sucked in a quick breath. “The neighbors!” she hissed. “They’ll see you!”

He looked at her with his iridescent eyes, lowered his head and nudged her thighs apart with his muzzle.

She felt his hot breath fan over her sex through the denim of her jeans, felt her excited juices turn her crotch damp. He stroked her sex with the end of his muzzle once, twice, and then—wings spreading wide—moved his head to her feet.

Sera laughed, her core already beginning to burn with the mating fire, her pussy already wet with anticipation. “Well, when you put it that way…” she murmured. “And really, who’s going to believe them anyway?”

She moved to the base of his strong, elegant neck and climbed astride, pressing her belly and chest against him. Rolling her hips until her clit pressed to the flattened spines along his back, she stroked her fingers over his scales.

“Fly me to the moon, lizard boy,” she whispered. “Or at least the closest deserted beach.”

And with a glorious screech and powerful, graceful strokes of his wings, he did.

The End
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Fire Mates, Book 2

Lexxie Couper

Chapter 1

Yorick “Rick” Hayes knew he was in trouble when the cop didn’t smile back. She was a very sexy cop, with a very sexy mouth, a very sexy throat, very sexy long blonde hair in a ponytail, and a very sexy body, all wrapped up in a very sexy, authoritarian cop’s uniform—complete with a not-so-sexy but very authoritarian gun on her sexy hip.

If he weren’t three points away from losing his driver’s license altogether, he’d consider throwing caution to the wind and flirting his arse off. The trouble was, he was three points away from losing his license altogether—three points now hanging perilously in the balance, thanks to his rather childish desire to drive faster than the posted speed limit. And a veterinarian without a license was a veterinarian who couldn’t get to emergencies. Of which there were many, considering Rick was the only vet in North Shore Sydney who specialized in reptiles.

Who knew so many people in the snobby end of the city owned lizards? Not Rick. Not until he’d settled in Sydney and opened his own veterinary practice after finishing his degree. Then it was call-out after call-out after call-out. And so many were for reptiles, he’d seriously started to wonder if he was being pranked by his cousin—she of the Komodo dragon obsession. He wasn’t.

The snobby end of the city just seemed to have more pet lizards and snakes per head than the rest of Sydney, which, considering most pet lizards and snakes cost a small fortune to procure, made sense in a bizarrely financial way. Have ridiculous amounts of money, will spend it.

The snobby end of the city also had its fair share of pet dogs, cats, rabbits, ferrets, parakeets and hamsters, so on the whole, Rick was kept busy doing what he loved most—caring for sick and injured animals.

Well, loved almost the most. Loving very fine ladies was what he really loved the most. Ladies like the very fine, very sexy lady cop waiting for him to produce his license.

He stared at her from his place behind the steering wheel of his dilapidated pickup, unable to ignore the delicate subtlety of her top lip and the wicked fullness of her bottom. It was a very kissable mouth. It went perfectly with all her other verys.

Maybe if he smiled again?

He did.

She didn’t.

“You do realize,” she said, her voice smooth and throaty and far too no-nonsense, “you were driving ten kilometers over the limit?” Her sunglasses reflected Rick’s face like a bowed mirror.

Refusing to admit defeat, he smiled one more time, putting all his not-inconsiderable, roguish, cheeky charm into it. “And who would have thought this old thing,” he patted the exterior of his door with his palm, “had it in her?”

His far too no-nonsense, very sexy authoritarian police officer didn’t react. Or respond.

Damn. Maybe he was losing his touch?

“License.”

The one-word command, spoken with an American accent, of all things, sent a ribbon of equal parts nervousness and excitement twisting through Rick’s belly. The reaction was odd, he had to admit. He knew why he was aroused—the cop was sexy, as he’d already noted—her body lush in all the right places, her legs long, her hips curvy, her breasts full, and the accent just topped it off. But he didn’t understand why his body seemed to be thrumming with what he could only describe as nervous energy. Getting a speeding ticket wasn’t the reason, either. He’d received enough of those to know how that felt. No, this was different. This was…

“License.”

He blinked, the cop’s growled order jerking him back from the weird, introspective moment. When in the hell did he get introspective?

Mirrored sunglasses regarded him.

Rick frowned, suddenly feeling flustered. “Err…”

With an exasperated sigh, the cop bent at the waist, raised one hand and removed her sunglasses, staring him hard in the face.

Fuck, he wished she hadn’t.

Her eyes were green. The greenest green eyes he’d ever seen. Thick, honey-blonde lashes and a smidgen of dark brown eyeliner only made them appear greener. They were stunning and mesmerizing and his dick stood instantly at attention.

But not just his dick. It was as if every single cell in his body zeroed in on every single cell in hers. The urge to open his door, bury his fingers in her hair, bury his face in the side of her neck and breathe, just breathe, was so overwhelming, he found his hand on the door handle before he could blink.

What the hell?

Jerking his hand back to the steering wheel, Rick stared at the cop, his breath caught in his throat, his cock ramrod straight, his heart smashing against his breastbone.

What in the hell was going on?

The cop looked at him, green eyes holding his stare with unwavering intensity. And then he noticed the slightest shift in her body, and his stomach rolled. She was reaching for her gun.

Oh crap.

“License!” he burst out, squirming in his seat in an attempt to snare his wallet from his back pocket. “Yes, license.”

The cop’s stare dropped to his lap, no doubt to make sure he wasn’t going to produce something nefarious, like his own weapon, and Rick had to bite back a groan. There wasn’t a hope in hell she would miss the wood he was sporting. Not with the way he was thrusting his hips upward in his so-far-utterly-futile attempt to retrieve his wallet. Bloody hell, since when was it so hard to pull a folded rectangle of leather from a pocket?

“Err…” The ridiculous sound vibrated in his throat once more, his focus fixed firmly on her face as he fought with his wallet. He writhed and thrust his hips up again in an attempt to make more space between his arse and the car seat. Of course, that meant his bloody inconvenient erection whacked against the bottom of the steering wheel. He hissed in a sharp breath.

“Are you okay, sir?”

The question didn’t help. Damn it, the sound of her voice was like some sort of aural Viagra. His dick got harder, his heart beat faster and that urge to crawl from his truck and…and…do things to her got way urgent. Wickedly horny things. Downright filthy things. Things like lick her pussy until she came on his face…things like bend her over the bonnet of his truck and bury himself up to the balls in her sodden sex…things like riding her back as she soared above the clouds in—

Rick blinked. Above the clouds? Ride her back? What the fuck?

He squirmed some more in his seat, flashing an apologetic smile. “Just…let me…I can’t seem to get…”

Damn it, why was she still looking at his crotch? It wasn’t helping. Not one little bit.

“I think you’d better get out of your vehicle, sir.”

Rick froze. His heart leapt into his throat. Out of the vehicle? Fuck no. No no no.

“Err…I don’t think—”

The cop’s green stare slid back to his face, her expression unreadable. “Out of the vehicle, sir. Now.”

Oh no, this is not good. Not good.

“Err…”

Her fingers closed around the grip of her Glock. Her nostril flared. “Sir, I’m not asking.”

Fuck. Fuck fuck fuckity fuck fuck!

Rick stared at her through the window. He had two options. Do as she ordered and get out of his pickup, or ram his foot on the accelerator and drive.

If he went with option one, if he climbed out of his truck, thus removing the barrier of metal between them, he knew beyond any doubt he would throw himself at her and proceed to do all those things his suddenly psychotic libido was telling him to do. Right up until the point when she pulled her gun, jammed it against his temple and blew his suddenly psychotic brains out. He wouldn’t be able to stop himself. There was something so potent, so compelling, so bloody intoxicating about the woman. Even now, still strapped in his seat, his stare locked on her face, every fiber in his body screamed at him to take her, claim her, fuck her, mate with her…

Fuck a duck, he was in trouble.

“Sir?”

Just that single word passed her lips, but if Rick didn’t know any better, he would have said it was strained. A plea for everything he wanted to do to her.

He knew better.

He planted his foot on the accelerator and took off.

As fast as his old pickup would go, which, given that he liked speed and had spent an inordinate amount of money on the engine, was ridiculously fast.

He floored it, shifting gears with the skill of a frantic fugitive desperate to escape capture. Which he was. But better that than shot trying to hump a cop on the side of the road.

What the hell was going on with him?

Shooting a look in his rearview mirror, he saw the female officer running back to her vehicle. His mouth turned dry. His cock throbbed, still as hard as ever. She was following him.

Of course she was following. What did he think she was going to do? Wave him off? Shrug and chalk him up as “the one that got away”?

Rick’s already rapid heart rate kicked up a notch. Damn it, what the hell did he think he was doing?

“Saving my arse,” he muttered, shifting back a gear before flinging around a corner and flooring it again, just as a siren began wailing behind him. “Hopefully by the time she catches me, this…this thing going on with me will have—”

His mobile phone burst to life, the sound of the Beatles singing I Am the Walrus telling him it was his receptionist on the other end of the line.

He snatched the device from the passenger seat where he’d tossed it at the start of his journey, connecting to the call with a jab of his thumb before slamming the phone to his ear. “What’s up, Rose? I’m kinda in a situation here.”

“You’ve got an emergency call-out, Doc. A dog mishap. Pretty bad one by the sound of it. The owner’s close to being hysterical.”

The news was sobering. And had the same effect on his dick as a cold spoon smacked against its engorged head.

Rick never thought he’d be so happy to lose an erection.

Repeating the address of the patient three times to cement it in his head, he told Rose to prep for surgery then disconnected the call. Gone was the feverish need to flee the cop. All that mattered now getting to the animal that needed him.

Fast.

Ten minutes later, the wail of the siren behind him an inescapable reminder of his pursuer, Rick screeched to a halt in the driveway of a rather massive McMansion.

And saw the emergency straightaway.

Oh fuck.

A beagle was hanging facedown from the house’s short wrought iron fence, its side impaled on one of the ornate spikes.

The second Rick opened the door, the poor animal’s yelps and whines filled his ears, its pain reaching into his heart. A tingle rippled through him, the kind he always experienced when confronted with an animal in torment or agony. It spoke to him on a level he never questioned, an instinctual understanding of the situation and what needed to be done. His heart slowed, his breaths grew deep and, as he alighted from his pickup, his head cleared.

All that existed was the dog and Rick.

Ignoring the elderly woman kneeling by the beagle’s hanging head, her sobs and pleas for help a distant whisper, Rick crouched and placed his hands on the dog’s chest. The animal’s tortured yelps quieted immediately. Its heartbeat vibrated through his palms, an erratic, weak beat that sank into Rick’s belly.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

The voice yelling at him was from the cop. On a deep level, one he would need to examine later, his body responded to her just as it had when she’d removed her sunglasses. His groin stirred, his pulse quickened, every nerve ending thrummed. But only for a moment, a brief recognition of her, before the reason for Rick’s existence—the care of wounded and sick animals—drew his full attention once again.

He lowered his head, drawing his eyes level with those of the impaled beagle. “It’s okay, mate.” He spoke in a low murmur, feeding the dog his calm through slow, gentle strokes of its chest. “I’m going to get you off this.”

He raised his hand to the beagle’s muzzle, smiling as the dog licked the back of his fingers, an acknowledgement of Rick’s presence. “That’s a good boy. I know, I know.”

Lifting his gaze to the woman kneeling beside him, he gave her a reassuring smile. “This is your dog, yes? You are Mrs. Beaumont?”

She nodded, tears wetting cheeks soft and wrinkled with age. “I don’t know what happened. I let him out to do his business and then he was yelping.” She paused, fresh tears chocking her voice. “I rushed out and found him like this.”

Rick touched her shoulder with a steady hand. “He’s going to be okay, Mrs. Beaumont. I promise. What’s his name?”

The old woman’s gaze jerked to the hanging animal, her lips moving soundlessly for a second before the answer found its way from her throat. “Barney. His name is Barney.”

Rick stroked her shoulder, studying her face. “Barney will be fine, Mrs. Beaumont, but you have to do something for me, please. I need to move quickly.”

For a moment he was overwhelmed with the tangible scent of her grief. It wrapped around him and streamed through his nose and mouth, a testament to her love for her dog. It wasn’t the first time Rick had experienced such a sensation when dealing with a distressed animal owner. He’d come to expect it, even used it to help soothe the person’s fear, but never had it hit him so hard. For a moment, all he could do was drown in the sour-ash odor—and then it was gone, nothing but the heavy scent of summer jasmine and the copper tinge of the beagle’s blood flowing through his nose.

“Mrs. Beaumont?” he said again, needing the elderly woman to look at him. Her grief was only upsetting her dog. Rick could feel the increasing stress flowing from the beagle in waves. “I need you to go inside and bring me some clean towels and warm water. Not boiling, but warm. Can you do that please, Mrs. Beaumont?”

Mrs. Beaumont’s stare jerked back to Rick. A second wave of her grief washed over him, just as potent. “Y-yes, I can do that.”

He gave her another warm smile. “Remember, Barney will be okay. I promise.”

The elderly woman was on her feet and rushing to her open front door before Rick could finish reassuring her. But that was okay. That was exactly what he wanted.

Lifting his head, he gave the police officer standing to his right a long, steady look. Once again his body reacted to her presence, to her stunning green eyes, a whirl of debauched images assaulting him. Suggesting things he ached to do. But only for a moment, and then the dog’s pain welled through him again and the surreal pull on his body faded. Almost gone.

Almost.

He looked from Barney back to the cop. “I need you to get my bag from behind the passenger seat in my truck.”

She frowned—for all of a second—and then turned and ran to his pickup.

Rick returned his attention to Barney, running his hands over the dog’s body. Low whines played at his senses, telling him the animal was growing weaker. He needed to get him off the fence ASAP before his own weight tore the flesh wider. Unfortunately, the spike had come close to piercing his gut, and judging by the color of the blood oozing from the puncture wound, there was a real risk of the small intestine rupturing with any movement.

Repositioning himself until he was directly in front of the dog, Rick cupped Barney’s head in his hands, rubbing his forehead lightly against the beagle’s. “It’s going to hurt, mate. I can’t tell you it’s not, but I’ll make it quick and I’ll make it better as soon as I get you down, okay?”

Barney’s tongue, worryingly dry, licked at Rick’s chin.

He smiled, closing his eyes and keeping his forehead against the distressed dog’s for a heartbeat longer, letting Barney feel his calm. His promise.

His power.

Barely another heartbeat later, the cop was beside him again, his bag—the emergency kit he always carried in his pickup—in her hands. She lowered to a crouch beside him, her green eyes serious, her body tense. “What do you need me to do?”

Her soft voice caressed Rick’s senses and, once again, that surreal, hyper-sensual awareness of her rippled through him, but it was tempered this time, as if his body (or hers?) knew now was not the time. Instead of insane lust, what flowed through him was a warm feeling of completeness that, in Rick’s opinion, made no bloody sense at all.

Pushing aside the unexpected sensation, he gave her a quick look. “I need to remove Barney from the fence and I need to do it quickly. I need you to stem the flow of blood from the wound as I pull him from the spike.”

She frowned. “The towels? Mrs. Beaumont—”

Rick shook his head. “Is better inside. This isn’t going to be easy for anyone to see, let alone her. Her heart is too entwined with her dog’s to experience it.” He returned his attention to Barney, changing his position again until his hands were all but supporting the dog’s weight. “There’s sterilized gauze in the bag. You’ll need a lot, I’m afraid.”

He heard his cop move, a distant part of his mind noting how, somewhere between being pulled over and now, she’d become “his” cop. How she’d gone from a sexy woman in a uniform he’d considered flirting with to the woman about to help him do what he was born to do, and he didn’t doubt in the slightest she could. His gut told him his cop, whoever she was, was exactly where she was meant to be—by his side.

And that made not one iota of sense at all.

He pressed his forehead to Barney’s for the last time, closed his eyes and drew in all the positive energy around him, pulling it from every living thing he could. Drawing it in, channeling it, letting it flow through him into Barney. Giving the dog the healing energy and ancient power of the Earth. He didn’t know how he did it. He never did. It was just the way it was and he didn’t question it.

Why would he?

“My God…how are you doing this?”

The whispered gasp beside Rick sent a shard of something tight to his core. He opened his eyes and lifted his head, looking at his cop. She stood at Barney’s side, her hands full with wadded strips of gauze, her eyes wide, her expression one of utter, enrapt awe.

Doing what? he wanted to ask. But he couldn’t.

The second their stares connected, a bolt of pure energy scored through Rick, as if the sun had set fire to his soul. And then, without thought or hesitation, his blood boiling, his nerve-endings sizzling, his heart hammering, he straightened his knees, pressed his palms to Barney’s body and slid the dog from the fence spike.

*

Kenna Mackay couldn’t believe she was on fire. Now, of all times, every molecule in her body was at the incineration point.

Is this why you didn’t call for backup?

She stared at the serious man lifting the poor dog from the fence. A man who, only a short while ago, had been roguishly, worryingly sexy as he’d tried to flirt his way out of a ticket—and felt her entire existence burn hotter still.

And the only way that could be happening was if part of her existence, the part she’d denied for so long, was recognizing her destined mate. And there wasn’t a hope in hell that was—

“The gauze, Officer. Now.”

Kenna blinked, numb shock smacking into her. The man’s blue gaze flicked from her to the dog and back, his expression both calm and determined.

Oh hell, the dog.

She leaped forward, pressing the folded strips of gauze to the torn wound in the beagle’s left side. Hot blood flowed from the hole in the dog’s body, staining the gauze red with horrific speed. But the animal didn’t make a sound, nor fight the man sliding him from the fence. In fact, the dog gazed at him, something close to utter trust in his beautiful brown eyes as the spike quickly exited his body.

Kenna had never seen anything like it.

Without hesitation, she scooped her arm under the beagle and pressed her other hand to the wound, now freshly exposed. For a few seconds she held the dog’s entire weight, her stare jerking between the surreally calm animal and the man she’d chased to this very spot, and then said man wrapped his arms around the dog, placed his hands over hers and said, “I’ve got him.”

But the words didn’t make it to her ears. Not when the roaring of her blood was so deafening. Not when, at the very instant he touched her, she was engulfed in heat so incinerating the only sense left to her was sight.

She gaped at him, her heart hammering its way into her throat, her mouth, her temple.

Good Lord, her Fire Mate was touching her.

No. It’s not happening. I refuse to acknowledge—

“Honey, I know you’re feeling whatever the fuck is happening between us as well, but you’ve got to let go of Barney now so I can save his life.”

The words, uttered in a low murmur, made her blink. Her stomach clenched. No, her sex clenched. No, it was her chest, her heart. Her ass. Her wings…

Wings? Wings? What the hell is going on?

Kenna staggered back a step, sliding her hands from beneath his, her stare still locked with the stranger’s.

And the fire consuming her abated. A little.

The man’s lips curled in a loose smile, two dimples creasing either side of his mouth, his face turning from handsomely serious to blow-your-mind gorgeous. “We’ll talk about that later,” he said, curling his arms until he cradled the beagle against a chest Kenna only now noticed was broad and undeniably well sculpted. “But first…”

He turned from her and lowered the dog to the ground, the animal far calmer than he should be, given he’d just been impaled by a fence.

And yet even that fuck-with-your-head fact wasn’t important. Not now. Not when, after forty-two years of constant, tenacious suppression, the dragon deep inside her was surging to awareness. The very aroused dragon.

God save her. It was mating time.

Chapter 2

Three hours later, standing in the waiting room of Dr. Rick Hayes’ veterinarian practice, Kenna watched Mrs. Beaumont cover Rick’s face in kisses and barely suppressed the urge to rip out the sweet, fragile, grateful old woman’s throat.

The mating fire scorched Kenna’s body, pumping through her heart and pulsing in the muscles of her sex. She ground her teeth, the sight of Mrs. Beaumont’s lips connecting with a smiling Rick’s cheek, lips and forehead awakening a base, irrational and thoroughly territorial jealousy.

Damn, she was in trouble.

How many decades had passed since she’d behaved like a dragon shifter? How many? Enough to almost forget the ridiculous, animalistic carrying-on of her kind. Enough to almost forget how damn embarrassing the primal, bestial traits of her other existence were.

Enough to almost forget she was a dragon shifter.

Even when Tyson Conley, Sydney’s oldest and most respected dragon shifter, stupidly blew his cover a few months back, Kenna had remained detached. The city’s shifters had rallied together, pooling their considerable resources to squash the media coverage, effectively killing the exposure of their kind. Who knew there were editor-in-chief dragons at both leading newspapers? And even the clips that kept popping up on YouTube of a shadowy dragon silhouette soaring into the night sky were regularly removed from the net within twenty-four hours.

By their very nature, dragon shifters were solitary creatures, but when it came to protecting their secrets they banded together like steel.

But Kenna kept her distance. If she stayed away from dragons, if she denied the dragon inside her, then she wouldn’t be a target for the Extraho Venator. And if she wasn’t a target for the Extraho Venator, those damn dragon hunters wouldn’t be able to butcher her.

Like they had her twin sister, forty-two years ago.

The grim thought punched into her, tempering the dangerous jealousy toward Mrs. Beaumont. But not the raging heat simmering beneath Kenna’s skin.

Curse it, what the hell was she doing, experiencing the mating fire?

She slid her stare to the vet happily bathing in the old woman’s sobbing gratitude. Nothing about him hinted at being a dragon, but he had to be. It was the only explanation for the ancient magic she’d felt surging through him when he’d tended to the beagle on Mrs. Beaumont’s fence.

Not to mention the fact the second she’d laid eyes on him, every nerve ending in her body had burst into scorching fire. God save her, she’d almost climbed into his pickup and onto his lap the moment he’d lowered the driver’s-side window and looked at her with those flirting blue eyes of his. Eyes, she couldn’t help but noticing, now doing a very fine job of flirting with Mrs. Beaumont.

“Thank you, Doctor,” the old biddy gushed, her hands cupping Rick’s square jaw, open adoration on her wrinkled face. “Thank you so much again for saving Barney!”

Rick laughed, pressing his palms to Mrs. Beaumont’s hands to gently lower them. “No thank yous required. Really.” He smiled, flashing twin dimples, his eyes sparkling with joyous mirth. Kenna’s sex contracted at the sight. Damn it, he was cute. Cute and dangerous. Tall and rangy, with a latent strength in his sinewy, broad-shouldered form, lips that promised all sorts of wickedness, scruffy blond hair that was the very definition of bedhead—all draped in a cocky arrogance that made her pulse quicken and her pussy clench.

She had to get away from him before she lost control.

So why are you still here? Why did you follow him when he brought Barney and the near-hysterical Mrs. Beaumont back to his practice? Your shift was almost over. You could have gone home, but what did you do? Told Dispatch you were helping with an animal emergency. You didn’t have to do that, but you did. Why did you stay while he operated on the dog? Why didn’t you go then, hmm?

Because she had to issue him a speeding ticket and it would have been distasteful to do so when the dog’s life was still hanging in the balance.

That’s bullshit, Kenna Mackay, and you know it.

Kenna bit back a growl, the sound far too bestial for her liking. It was bullshit. Speeding tickets and official police procedure had nothing to do with it. He’d barely been breaking the speed limit but her gut told her to stop him. At least, she’d thought it was her gut. Now she had to wonder.

And you never called for backup. Despite a ten-minute pursuit, you never called for backup. Why? Because you didn’t want anyone to come between you? Because you wanted him all for yourself? Because the mating fire had taken control of your damn senses?

Her sister had experienced the mating fire, had in fact bonded to her Fire Mate three months before she was slaughtered. Kenna remembered the way Ciara behaved—as if all control and inhibition had been stripped from her. As if her mind and body weren’t her own.

Kenna didn’t even want to acknowledge the fire. Especially if it meant succumbing to her dragon side.

Especially if it meant succumbing to Rick Hayes.

She didn’t succumb to anyone. It wasn’t safe. Her sister had discovered th—

“…without you, Officer Mackay.”

Kenna started. The sound of Mrs. Beaumont weeping her name jerked her away from dark thoughts a second before soft hands pressed to her cheeks and even softer lips were smacking against her cheek.

Oh God, the sweet old thing was kissing her.

“Thank you, Officer,” Mrs. Beaumont gushed, pulling away just enough to stare at Kenna with the same adoration she’d bestowed on Rick. “If you weren’t there to help Dr. Hayes, I don’t know…” She hiccupped a sob. “Barney may not have made it.”

Kenna opened her mouth, certain she should say something. Nothing came out.

It didn’t seem to matter to Mrs. Beaumont, however. The elderly woman flung her arms around Kenna, squeezing her in a surprisingly crushing hug, all the while thanking her for helping Dr. Hayes save her beloved Barney. Promising Kenna she would bring Barney to visit her at the station when Dr. Hayes said it was okay for him to come home. “And I will make you scones! Spicy pumpkin ones. To say thank you some more. You and Dr. Hayes can come for afternoon tea and…”

Whatever she said next, Kenna didn’t hear it. Because at that very moment, Kenna made the mistake of turning her gaze to Rick.

He was watching her.

Their eyes connected and raw lust roared through her, a surging force of heat that obliterated anything and everything else. She knew an old lady was hugging her, thanking her, but all she could comprehend was the incomprehensible desire to strip naked, throw herself at Rick and fuck him until she ignited.

And by the unmistakable hunger in Rick’s stare, that desire was mutual.

Get away from him, Kenna. Get away. Before it’s too late and you—

Inside her, deep in the prison of her soul, her dragon screeched. Crying for release. Begging for freedom.

Calling to her Fire Mate.

* * * *

Rick had no idea what was going on. None. He was pretty sure he’d saved Barney. That would explain the profusely grateful Mrs. Beaumont currently squeezing Officer Be-Still-My-Beating-Heart. He must’ve tapped into the same mysterious force he always did, in order to complete Barney’s surgery. That would explain the familiar tingling in his gut and chest. But it was all a blur.

When had he driven back to his clinic? No idea. When had he operated? Who knew?

If he had to put his current state of mind into words, the best he could come up with was “horny beyond belief” and even that didn’t come close. There was a disgusted part of his mind that couldn’t help but wonder if he’d sported a semi throughout Barney’s surgery, he was that turned-on.

Had he really thought he’d been aroused by Officer Mackay back on the road? A schoolyard crush compared to what he experienced now. How in the hell he managed to stand still and let Mrs. Beaumont hug her was beyond him.

How he stopped himself from throwing the sweet old beagle owner from his clinic, along with his currently bemused receptionist, before locking the door and doing everything to Officer Mackay he’d been aching to do since first making eye contact with her wasn’t just beyond him. It was beyond plausibility.

Hell, he didn’t even know the officer’s first name yet and he was ready to pump her full of his seed—and that was an entirely messed-up thought. He never fucked without a condom but the thought of taking Officer Mackay with a thin film of latex separating them…nope. Not possible. Not doable. Not at all.

He swallowed, his dick throbbing. Damn it, if he didn’t know better, he’d say he’d been drugged. It wasn’t humanly possible to be this turned-on.

But he was. And if he didn’t get Mrs. Beaumont and Rose out of his clinic soon, they’d bear witness to his totally uncouth seduction of Officer Mackay. And by uncouth seduction, he meant begging her on his knees to let him fuck her.

Because that’s what he was going to do. As soon as they were alone. It was either that, or jerk himself off so hard he may very well rip off his own dick.

A low moan tickled his ears…or was it a loud roar in his head? Both? He stared at the police officer being hugged by Mrs. Beaumont. Did she make the sound?

Yes. She’s calling to you.

The tingling in Rick’s stomach and chest—a leftover from whatever it was he did when connecting with animals—intensified. It razed through him, like a wave of charged energy unlike any he’d experienced. The longer he gazed at Officer Mackay, the more the sensation consumed him.

Connected. It’s all connected, Yorick. You, the woman, the tingle, the lust, the need, the power…

Christ, the power. It was the very power he’d been tapping into since childhood, that which made what he did—healing, caring, communing with the creatures of this earth—so much easier. And yet it was more. It twisted through his very existence, a surge of unfathomable magic so ancient he could taste the primordial mist of its birth. And the more he looked at Officer Mackay, the more potent, the more entwined with her it became.

She who is born of fire she who is born of flight she who is born of…

The babbling thought made fuck-all sense but Rick didn’t care. He had to claim her. Now.

“Rose?” His receptionist’s name sounded more like a yelp in his throat. She sat behind the front counter, and Rick was thankful for the fact it was chest-high. If it weren’t, Rose would be getting a damn good look at his trapped erection. “Rose, I need you to drive Mrs. Beaumont home.”

The command—for that’s what it was—tore from his throat in a strangled growl. Rose’s eyebrows shot up. “You don’t want me to print her paperwork first? Get her payment info and all?”

Rick shook his head, refusing to let himself look at Officer Mackay and the still-hugging Mrs. Beaumont. Not until we’re alone. Not until we’re alone.

She who is born of fire she who is born of flight she who is born of…

“We’ll bill her later,” he ground out, heart smashing hard against his breastbone. “After you see her home, take the day off. I’ll take care of the remaining appoint—”

Rose shook her head before he could finish. “You don’t have any. It’s Saturday, remember? I’m only here because of the emergency.”

He blinked. Saturday? How had he forgotten what day it was?

She who is born of fire she who is born of flight she who is born of…

“Come along, Mrs. Beaumont.” Rose’s voice sounded as if it was coming from a distance, and Rick frowned. His head felt fuzzy. He felt hot. Sucking in another desire-drenched breath, he watched Rose cross to Mrs. Beaumont and curl her fingers around the elderly woman’s upper arm. “Let’s get you home, shall we?”

Rick’s breath grew short. Shallow. From the corner of his eye, he could see Officer Mackay but he couldn’t look directly at her. Not yet. Instead, he kept his focus on Rose. If he looked at…

She who is born of fire she who is born of flight she who is born of…

…the other woman…

…Druid’s dragon…

…it was game over.

Dragging Mrs. Beaumont away from the officer, Rose shot him a look over her shoulder, her expression telling him loud and clear she thought he was insane. She knew Rick well—she’d been his receptionist for close to ten years now—and had seen him at work with more than one unattached female pet owner, but the way she was looking at him now said one thing.

Hitting on a cop? Really?

If only he could tell her he had no choice.

Need her need she who is born of fire she who is born of flight need to claim her need to mount her need to…

With a smile at Officer Mackay, and a quick smirk at Rick, Rose led Mrs. Beaumont, still gushing her thanks to Barney’s saviors, across the waiting room. Rick stared hard at them, his heart slamming faster and harder in his chest as they neared the clinic door.

Closer. Closer.

The door swung open, the small metal bell attached above it dinged with inordinate volume once, twice, and then, with another smirk over her shoulder at Rick, Rose pulled the door shut behind her.

“Oh boy.”

Officer Mackay’s soft exclamation, barely more than a whispered breath, sank straight into Rick’s chest. He turned toward her, not even remotely knowing what he was going to say.

And was driven back a step as she slammed into him.

Her lips crushed his as she wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her hands in his hair, balling them into fists then plunging her tongue into his mouth.

The kiss was savage. There was no control, just raw, ravenous hunger. Her tongue slid over his, mated with it. Her teeth nipped at his lips, his chin, his jaw. She bit his earlobe, lashed her tongue into his ear and then claimed his mouth again.

It was the most untamed, uninhibited kiss Rick had ever experienced.

Christ, it was amazing.

He raked his hands up her back, snared her no-nonsense ponytail in a tight fist and yanked her head backward. She let out a moan, her hips thrusting against his as Rick’s mouth assaulted her throat. His cock strained against his jeans, nestling against the softness of her mound. Her police-issue belt dug into his waist, her walkie-talkie drilling into his hip. He didn’t care. Not when she was making such raw sounds of lust as he kissed and sucked on her throat. Not when her hands scraped at his chest, searching for his shirt buttons.

He pulled away a little, just enough to grant her fingers access to his collar. She fought with his shirt, growling low in her throat. Rick heard the soft pop of a button tearing from material, the sound sending carnal jolts of heat into his groin. She was wild. Fuck, she was wild and savage.

His cock pulsed at the thought, aching for attention.

It would have to wait. Rick wanted more of her first. Releasing her ponytail, he grabbed her police cap, pulled it from her head and tossed it aside, all the while covering her throat, her jaw, her lips in frantic kisses. Her flesh tasted like smoke-infused honey. It was intoxicating.

He dragged one hand down her back again, squeezing the firm curve of her backside as he hauled her sex harder to his. She moaned at the punishing contact, her nails scraping over his chest, around his shoulders.

A rational part of Rick’s mind told him this was insane. He told the rational part to fuck off, yanking the hem of her shirt from her trousers and shoving his hand beneath the stiff polyester. Her skin felt like hot velvet under his palm, and fresh jolts of tight need sank into Rick’s cock.

Christ, he was so fucking hard.

And she was so damn perfect. Reclaiming her mouth—he couldn’t seem to get enough of it—he let his hand explore the dip of her waist, the ridges of her rib cage. When his fingers found the swell of her breast, contained by a bra as no-nonsense as her ponytail, she groaned into his mouth and ground her sex against his rigid dick. His head swam.

“This is…oh God, this is so…” she moaned against his lips, her nails dragging over his chest until her fingers captured his nipples. “Touch me, touch them. Now.”

He didn’t need to be begged. He wriggled his fingers under the cup of her bra and squeezed the heavy perfection of her breast.

“Oh yes!” she cried, her nipple beading under his palm. “Squeeze it, pinch it.”

Exquisite agony throbbed through Rick’s cock at her commands. He yanked his hand free of her bra, silencing her shouts of dismay with a kiss nowhere near gentle. He fucked her mouth with his tongue, taking utter possession of her sweet lips as he hooked his fingers at the edges of her collar and tore her top open.

She threw back her head, begging him to kiss her tits, suck them, bite them. Rick shot her face a quick look, the feverish pleasure flushing her cheeks making his heart miss a beat. God, she was gorgeous. Stunning in her raw sensuality. A creature of pure response and unchecked desire.

And his. All his.

Dropping his gaze to her chest, he snared the thin straps on her shoulders, pulling them down her arms along with the sleeves of her top, lowering the bra to rest just beneath her breasts.

“Yes!” she cried, her hands fisting in his hair, tugging his head down. “Suck them now. Hard, please. Hard!”

He did, closing his lips around one tight nipple and sucking with fierce pressure. She bucked against him, her nails scraping over his shoulders, across his back, back to his shoulders again. “Bite it,” she growled.

Rick caught the puckered nipple with his teeth, rolling it back and forth before sucking again. She whimpered, a keening noise he’d never heard before. Wild and feral and thoroughly feminine. Christ, he could die a happy man listening to the sound. He wanted to hear it again.

He switched to her other breast and, once more, Officer Mackay filled the waiting room with low, throaty moans of pleasure. But it wasn’t enough for Rick. He wanted to taste all of her.

Returning his lips to her mouth, he reached for her belt.

She stopped him with a hard shove.

He staggered back, his stare flinging to her face, his throat growing tight at what he found there.

Crazed lust filled her eyes. Her lips were parted, glistening from his kiss. Her cheeks were pink with a high flush. Her breasts rose and fell with each heaving breath she took, her open shirt and bra hanging from her body as erotic a sight as Rick had ever seen.

Oh Dian Cécht, I have found…

The nonsensical thought didn’t finish. It couldn’t. Not when Officer Mackay released her belt and stripped her trousers from her legs, taking her underpants with them. Not when she stood before him half naked and completely exposed.

Rick didn’t hesitate. He destroyed the tiny distance between them, hauled her off her feet and spun to face the reception counter, depositing her on top of it.

She gasped, the granite surface no doubt cool on her pussy. And gasped again when Rick wrapped his hands around her knees and yanked her forward, enough to slide her wet sex to the counter’s edge. He flicked her a quick look, reveling in the passion blazing in her green, green eyes.

“Rick…” she murmured, shifting on her perch. Anchoring her fingers around the counter’s edge and lifting her hips, spreading her thighs wider.

It was all the request he needed.

He draped her legs over his shoulders and thrust his tongue into her sodden sex.

“Oh…y-yes…God…oh that’s so…”

Her whimpers turned to cries, her cries to groans. Rick lapped at her labia, her clit. He sucked on her folds. The louder she groaned, the more he tortured her with his tongue and teeth. Her clit grew fat against his lips and he sucked on it with greedy want. She bucked against his mouth, her booted heels driving into his back. It hurt, a gloriously wonderful pain of raw lust and demanding need. He continued, laving his tongue over and over the button of sensitive flesh. Flicking it, biting it. Sucking and flicking it again.

And with every swipe and thrust of Rick’s tongue, Officer Mackay begged for more, begged him to claim her, fuck her. Begged him to keep going, keep going, her cries growing wilder, her hips bucking higher, higher—until a shudder racked her body. Until her legs contracted around his shoulders and she came, her cream gushing over his lips and tongue and chin.

“Oh God, Rick, yes…yes…”

Rick’s cock strained against his fly, the metal teeth of the zipper digging into his engorged length. If he didn’t sink into her pussy soon, he was going to blow. And even if he did manage to get inside her, he wasn’t going to last long. He was feverish with his need for her. He was on fire. He was burning up.

Smoothing his hands up her waist, he lapped the last of her juices from her folds and straightened, gazing at her pleasure-etched face. “I need to fuck you now, hon. I can’t hold on any longer but I have to tell you, I haven’t got a condom and I don’t want—”

Her throaty chuckle stopped him. “Condom?” She hooked her legs around his hips and jerked his groin hard against her sodden folds, her eyes hazy with pleasure. “Since when do dragon shifters use condoms?”

Rick’s heart missed a beat.

He blinked, a frown knotting his forehead. What did she just say?

“Dragon what?”

Officer Mackay laughed again, her legs grinding him even harder against her spread sex. “Ha ha, very funny. Now fuck me, Fire Mate. Before I shift and destroy your—”

Fire Mate. The word sank into Rick’s brain like a piercing finger of blinding light. Fire Mate. “What’s a—?”

The living electricity sizzling through his veins turned to molten heat and, in a rush of color and sound and smells, Rick was assaulted with vivid memories. Memories that weren’t his but the—

The Druid’s dragon she is beautiful join with me dragon join with me and I shall…

The force of the memories hit him like a wrecking ball. His memories. His, but not his. The Druid’s memories.

The Druid? Who the fuck is the Druid?

He staggered backward, breaking free of the officer’s hold, his eyes wide, blood roaring in his ears.

The Druid’s dragon she is beautiful join with me dragon join with me and I shall…

“Holy fuck.” He gaped at her, his heart well and truly punching its way into his throat. Druid? Druid? Holy Christ, was that the source of his mysterious power? Was he a Druid? In some former life? Was he—

“Rick?” He saw confusion twisting the pleasure in her face. “Rick, what’s going on?”

He swallowed. The tingling in his body reached his head, the memories lashing at him even as the throb in his still-engorged cock grew stronger. “Did you say dragon shifter?”

The confusion in Officer Mackay’s face turned to something else. Something close to terror. “Oh my God. Oh my God, you’re not a—”

She didn’t finish. Face bleaching white, she flung herself off the counter, snatched up her trousers, her belt and gun and ran to the clinic’s public toilet on the far side of the waiting room.

The door swung inward with violent force and, with a bang louder than a gunshot, slammed shut just as violently behind her.

Rick stood stock-still, every fiber in his body thrumming. Fresh memories smashed into him, wave after wave. Memories of his own hands, his own voice performing ancient rituals of life and death. Memories of the mystic energy of those rituals pouring from the earth into his soul.

Memories of cosmic spiritualism.

His heart hammered faster. His groin throbbed harder.

“Holy shit.”

A Druid. He was a Druid? Well, had been a Druid? In a former life?

“Holy shit,” he repeated on a murmur.

He dragged his hands through his hair, staring at the closed toilet door. He was a reincarnated Druid and he’d just given head to a—

Dragon.

“Fuck a duck, the Asterix comic books did not prepare me for this.”

Chapter 3

You can’t stay in here forever, y’know.

Kenna ground her teeth, pacing the tiny washroom. She refused to lift her head, knowing what she’d spy in the mirror above the basin if she did. She wasn’t ready to see the shame in her eyes. She sure as hell wasn’t ready to see the disgust.

How could she have done that? Gods, how could she have confused some kind of…of natural human attraction with the mating fire? Was she that out of touch with her other existence she couldn’t tell the difference between a chemically induced physical response—even a mind-blowingly hot one—and a fated bonding of mythical proportions?

No, it was more than just thinking Rick Hayes is cute. It had to be. You felt—

“Oh for fuck’s sake, Kenna. You heard him. He’s not a dragon.”

The words burst from her in a snarl. Her cheeks turned hot with fresh shame, her stomach knotted and, deep within its prison, her dragon roared with frustrated rage.

Kenna ground her teeth. Horny. The dragon was still horny. Still convinced the man outside the toilet was not only a dragon shifter, but her Fire Mate.

At the thought, a ripple of hot, hungry lust sheared straight through her core. She bit back a growl. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be. She was controlled. She was disciplined. She didn’t let her dragon out anymore. She didn’t think like a dragon anymore.

You just did, Kenna. You just gave yourself utterly and completely over to the mating fire without fight or hesitation.

Kenna’s stomach rolled. Her sex throbbed. She had. Decades of refusing to succumb to even the most basic urge to fly—to fly, for God’s sake—and she’d just gone and completely surrendered to the ridiculous, disgusting behavior of a rutting beast. Triggering something that couldn’t be stopped.

Oh God, she was pathetic and weak and—

She dug her fingernails into her palms. No. She’d turned her back on that side of her existence, thank you very much. She’d turned her back on it and she wasn’t succumbing again. None of that primitive, instinctual carryon. None of that animalistic, base behavior. None of the ridiculous shifting forms that made her vulnerable and exposed her to shit she didn’t want.

She was a cop, not a flying damn lizard. She was a woman with free will, not a beast incapable of finding a partner without Fate and freaky genetics. Not a mindless creature instantly bound and irrevocably joined to some stranger the moment they swapped saliva.

She wasn’t like that. She wasn’t. That’s what her sister had been, and look what happened to her. Betrayed by her Fire Mate, her own damn kind, and given to the Extraho Venator. Handed over to the dragon hunters by the dragon who was meant to love her beyond comprehension or condition.

Kenna wasn’t going to let that happen to her. And if the guy outside with the oh-so-clever tongue and cheeky grin and wicked dimples thought otherwise, he was in for a damn surprise.

She stopped pacing, snatched her Glock from where she’d dumped it in the basin, pulled it from its holster and cocked the hammer. “Right.” She swung to the door and yanked it open with her free hand, not even bothering to dress. “That’s it.”

Rick Hayes’ mouth fell open as she stormed toward him across the waiting room. Possibly because she still wore nothing on her bottom half. Possibly because she was leveling her police-issue weapon at his chest. Possibly both.

Kenna didn’t care. Or stop.

Not until she was inches from where he stood, gaping at her.

She rammed the muzzle of her gun under his chin, snaring a fistful of his collar to stop him from fleeing. “Tell me who the fuck you really are, Dr. Hayes, before I blow your goddamn head off.”

“Err…”

Kenna let out a choked roar. “Don’t ‘err’ me!” She drove the gun harder into his chin, balling her fist tighter on his collar. Disgust surged through her, but for Rick Hayes or herself, she didn’t know. “I want answers and I want them now. You have until three. One…”

His mouth worked. Sound, however, didn’t.

“Two…”

“I really don’t—”

She narrowed her eyes, ignoring the exquisite fire licking through her veins, the eager throbbing in her sex and the hungry cry of her dragon at his close proximity. Damn, was that an erection she felt bumping against her stomach? “Three.”

“Okay okay okay!” He frantically waved his raised hands. “I think I was a Druid in a former life who somehow or another joined with a dragon in some kind of funky ancient ritual.”

The statement burst from him in a frantic flood of shouted words, his stare locked on her face.

And yes, she’d been correct—it was an erection. A big one.

Her dragon screeched her approval. Scalding fire razed her body.

She shoved his chin higher with the Glock. “You’re a what?”

Rick swallowed, his Adam’s apple jumping up and down in his throat. “I think I was a Druid in a former life. All these memories just slammed into me that sure as shit weren’t mine, but…the second I experienced them, I knew they were mine. And it explains the whole ‘commune with animals, connect with cosmic energy’ shit I’ve been able to do for fucking ever.”

Kenna stared at him. She didn’t know what else to do.

“And the second I saw your eyes this afternoon, I was overwhelmed with the urge—no, the compulsion—to fuck your brains out over and over again until neither of us could move.”

The confession punched out her breath. “Okay,” she muttered. “That wasn’t exactly what I was expecting.”

But it’s what you want. The fucking over and over again part, yes?

A choked chuckle bubbled up Rick’s throat. “No shit, Sherlock.”

She frowned, refusing to acknowledge the molten need claiming her. Not until she had answers.

And then? Will you impale yourself on his very impressive erection then? Because the mating fire never lies, Kenna. You know that. And Druid, dragon or whatever, if you don’t consummate the mating soon, things will get a little wild.

She narrowed her eyes. “So…a Druid?”

He nodded. Or at least tried to. Her gun pressed to his chin made it difficult.

Kenna’s belly twisted. Dragons and Druids of ancient times had long existed in a harmonious relationship…to a point. Truth be known, it was all very vague to Kenna. The night her sister’s Fire Mate betrayed her to the Extraho Venator was the night Kenna lost any interest in her kind. She’d been young when that happened, barely one hundred and thirty-seven, but all dragon shifters knew of the ancient Druids.

What Kenna didn’t know was how one could be a dragon shifter’s Fire Mate.

Damn, she was woefully unprepared for this.

Get away. Now. You’ve got twelve hours before you need to deal with this. By then you’ll have regained control of your body and your mind. Until you do that…

No, not twelve. She’d first connected with Rick three hours ago, when she’d pulled him over for speeding. Which meant she only had nine.

As if to prove a point, her sex constricted, still acutely aware of the man standing so close she could feel his breath on her face, still feel his erection against her belly.

Her pussy gave a hungry throb, bringing with it a wave of heat that turned her blood to liquid fire and threatened to turn her mind to feverish mush. The mating fire. Damn it.

Get out of here, Kenna. Before whatever the Druid is doing to you finds you parting your thighs and begging him for—

She took a step back and lowered her gun. “I can’t stay here.”

Rick’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re going? I don’t mean to sound clingy or anything, hell, I’m the first to run when things get intense—and I think what’s going on between us blows intense out of the water. But you can’t just drop words like ‘dragon’, ‘shifter’ and ‘mate’ and then fuck off.”

“Yes, I can.”

Rick took a step toward her, effectively destroying the little space she’d put between them. “No. You can’t.”

She shoved her gun back under his chin. Not very professional, to be sure, but professional went out the window with her first orgasm. “You seem to forget who you’re talking to—a cop with a gun.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “And you seem to forget who you’re talking to—the man who just made you come with his tongue.”

A million pinpricks of heat lashed over Kenna. Not just at Rick’s very true statement, but also at his faint scent streaming into her body with every ragged breath she pulled. Her pussy clenched, her womb felt heavy. Her nipples pinched into painful tips of want.

She stared up at him, her pulse pounding with such force she wondered in a distant part of her mind why the windows weren’t rattling.

“I’m curious, Officer Mackay…” His voice was barely a whisper, his gaze an inescapable hold. “If I’m the Druid in this relationship, not the dragon shifter, what does that make you?”

Kenna swallowed. Or tried to. Her throat felt so damn thick, her mouth so damn dry. “There’s no relationship.”

The corner of Rick’s mouth curled. “Bullshit.”

He kissed her. Just lowered his head and, before she could stop him, brushed his lips over hers.

Before you could stop him? Really? You could have stopped him, Kenna. You just didn’t.

Nor did she stop him after his tongue touched her bottom lip.

Step away. Now.

The thought was insistent. And smart. But she couldn’t. She knew she had to get her head around what had happened, what was happening, but she couldn’t step away. Not when he kissed her the way he did.

Oh Kenna, what are you doing? Why aren’t you stopping him? Because you can’t? Or because…

She didn’t know nearly enough about her kind. She realized that now. She’d spent so long denying what she was, this mating fire situation was too much for her to digest. She knew how long she had to consummate the mating. She knew what would happen to her if she didn’t. What she didn’t know was how a human, albeit one of Druid decent, could be her Fire Mate. And how to undo it.

Because as sexy and attractive and masterful as Rick Hayes was, Kenna wasn’t going to be anyone’s Fire Mate. And she sure as hell wasn’t going to let herself be a dragon.

One more kiss. Just one…

The tempting thought almost undid her. Or maybe it was Rick’s tongue, slipping over hers with a tenderness both surprising and deliciously intoxicating.

Oh yes, just one more. One more kiss, one more orgasm, one more…

She jerked away.

Her dragon screeched, furious at being denied contact with Rick.

Your Fire Mate. It doesn’t matter what he is or isn’t. He’s your Fire Mate and you’re running out of time to do something about it.

She shook her head, her stare locked on the man. “This can’t happen, Dr. Hayes. You have no idea what’s going on. Forget we ever met.”

“What can’t happen? What don’t I have an idea about? What is a Fire Mate?”

His questions came fast. She shook her head again. “It doesn’t matter.”

Dark anger flickered in his blue eyes. His nostrils flared. “It does matter. I’m a player, Officer Mackay, I have no qualms admitting that, and you’re not the first woman I’ve fooled around with hours after meeting her. But you are the first woman to call me a dragon shifter, and by fuck, you’re the first woman to make me ache with such monumentally powerful lust I can’t even think of a word to describe it. It’s like I’m burning up. It’s like I’m on fire.

“I want you. I lust after you. I bloody well need you. Every fiber in my body, every cell, is screaming at me to take you in my arms and make love to you. Not just fuck you, but claim you. Possess you. And even someone as flippant as me knows that’s not natural. Not human. So tell me, before you go running out that door, what are you, what is a Fire Mate, and when the fuck am I going to sink my dick into your sex and make you mine?”

His voice became a growl, his stare fixed on her, his jaw bunching. Waves of raw lust radiated from Rick. Kenna only needed to draw a quick, shallow breath to taste it on the air, hot and sweet and masculine all at once. He was in the grips of the mating fire just like she was, and if she stood still for a second longer, he’d throw himself at her and neither would be able to resist what would happen next.

Let him.

She took another step backward. The cool air-conditioning of the waiting room felt like a million icy kisses on her feverish flesh, her moist sex. Her gut twisted. Her nipples puckered, her breasts grew heavy and swollen.

“Tell me, Officer Mackay.”

The command caressed her senses. Made her head swim. Made her pussy throb.

“I’m a dragon shifter,” she ground out. “You’re my Fire Mate, the man fated to be my partner in every way—emotional, physical and mental—for the rest of our lives. And you are never going to stick your dick in my—”

The clinic’s bell dinged.

Kenna spun on her heel, her face flooding with shame. Oh God, they’d forgotten to lock the door? They’d been so overcome by the mating fire they’d forgotten to look the damn door?

“It’s just me, Dr. Hayes. I wanted to bring Barney his sleeping—” Mrs. Beaumont stood in the clinic’s open doorway, one hand resting on the doorknob, the other grasping a tattered, fur-covered baby’s blanket, her eyes wide, her expression shocked. “Officer Mackay? Why aren’t you wearing your trousers?”

*

Rick watched Officer Mackay bolt to the restroom. Damn it, he really needed to find out her first name. If he was going to spend the rest of his life with her, he had to call her something other than—

Rest of your life? So you’re buying into the whole Fire Mate thing?

He blinked. It seemed he was.

Because it’s real. You know that. The bottomless, unfathomable ache for the woman tells you that. The same way the…the fire for her does. You’re her Fire Mate. Her destined, fated partner. Face it, Yorick, you have no freaking clue what the fuck is going on and the only one who can give you answers just fled into the loo.

He let out a ragged breath, turning to Mrs. Beaumont and waving his arm toward the recovery rooms. “Just through there, doll.”

She frowned, her lips pursing a little, her gaze flicking to the closed restroom door before she shuffled from the waiting room, leaving him alone. Christ, what kind of messed-up day was this turning out to be? His gut was a ball of desperate, frustrated need, his cock a rigid pole demanding attention—Officer Mackay’s attention—and she, his Fire Mate, was hiding out in the toilet.

What the hell did he do next?

Before the answer could come to him, Officer Mackay stormed out of the loo and toward the door, fully dressed, gun holstered, face set.

“Hey!” he called, moving to follow her.

She stopped, turned to glare at him, pointed a silent finger as if to say, “don’t even try” and then all but sprinted to the door—and was gone.

Well, she really has fled the scene now, hasn’t she, Yorick?

“Dr. Hayes?”

Rick started at Mrs. Beaumont’s voice. Damn it, he’d already forgotten about Barney’s owner. He faced her, offering a smile as she closed the post-op/recovery room door. “How is he, Mrs. Beaumont?”

Mrs. Beaumont’s face split into a wide smile. “He’s wonderful. He licked my hand when I gave him the blanket and he looks so spry already. You are a very talented vet, Dr. Hayes.”

Rick brushed off the compliment. “I just do what I do.”

The druid’s dragon she is beautiful join with me dragon join with me and I shall be re…

The memory slammed into him, the same memory as before, his hands performing a ritual he didn’t understand, but this time there were more details. Vivid and hyper-saturated memories. His hands were glistening, his fingers stained with crimson liquid. His voluminous sleeves, coarse white wool, dripped with the same. The air hung heavy with the scent of copper and charcoal and sulfur. The dragon’s cries echoed through his—

“Dr. Hayes?” Mrs. Beaumont’s voice scratched at Rick’s mind. “Are you okay? I know I interrupted you and Officer Mackay during…well, I know I interrupted you, but you do look—”

Rick shook his head, squeezing his eyes shut on the disquieting memory. “Sorry.” He opened his eyes and tried to refocus. “Just a bit of a headache.” His gut churned, his head swam and, beneath it all, his cock throbbed and his body craved. Burned.

Need her need my Fire Mate need her—

I shall be re—

“Do you believe in reincarnation, Mrs. Beaumont?”

The question fell from Rick before he could stop it.

The sweet old thing before him nodded earnestly. “Oh, very much so. I know without doubt Barney is my long-dead husband reincarnated.”

Rick blinked at the elderly woman’s claim.

“Barney will only eat chicken with sweet potato, and that was my dear old Ivan’s favorite meal. And Barney won’t leave his balls alone, just like Ivan.” She paused, a soft frown pulling at her penciled eyebrows. “Although Ivie played with his balls with his hands, not his tongue like Barney does. Having said that, I do believe if my husband could have licked his balls, he would have.”

The laugh was out of Rick before he could stop it. Mrs. Beaumont gave him a warm smile, obviously not in the least offended. Still, he felt he should apologize. “I didn’t mean—”

She shook her head. “Don’t be concerned. Tell me though, why did you ask?”

Druid the druid’s dragon she is beautiful join with me dragon join with me and I shall be re—

His hands glisten, his heart races. Lifting the sprig of sage, he shakes it over the dragon’s bowed head and with a single stroke—

Rick sucked in a breath. There was far more to the memory that time. Not enough to know what was going on, just enough to tease him. What was he doing with the dragon? Why was it watching him, its head lying on a lush bed of grass? Was it a female dragon? It sure felt like it, and somehow that was important. Significant. And what the fuck was on his hands? And why did his heart race now just thinking about it?

“Dr. Hayes?”

He returned his attention to the elderly woman standing in front of him. “No reason. Just thinking it would be great to come back as one of your pets.”

Mrs. Beaumont’s smile grew wider. Her cheeks turned a faint pink. “Well, that’s very sweet of you, Dr. Hayes, but I do believe you’re flattering me. Especially given the state of dress in which I found Officer Mackay. Where is she? I hope she didn’t leave on my behalf?”

The pit of Rick’s stomach tightened at Officer Mackay’s name. His cock twitched. If it were possible, he’d say his blood ran hot in his veins.

Need her need my Fire Mate need her—

“She didn’t,” he almost gasped. “She had a call to get to.”

Mrs. Beaumont lifted an eyebrow. A very skeptical eyebrow. “Hmm, well, please give her my best when you see her next.”

Rick found himself nodding. See her next? Yes, that’s what he had to do. See her. Hold her. Fuck her. Mate with her.

Make love to her.

Now.

“Mrs. Beaumont, what do you know about dragons?”

Now why the hell had he asked that question? Where the hell had his brain gone?

Out the door. With Officer Mackay.

The old dog owner chuckled. “Only what the movies tell me. My granddaughter loves watching one about a boy who trains a dragon. I don’t know what it’s called, but it’s quite lovely. Oh, and there’s that one with James Bond doing the voice. Now there’s a dragon I’d like to train. He could share Barney’s chicken and sweet potato any—”

Need her need my Fire Mate need her…

“Of course, Barney would be jealous but Ivan would understand. He got lucky many a night after a James Bond movie played on the…”

Need my Fire Mate need to hold her taste her oh Christ need to bury myself inside her and…

“Sure they’re just a myth, but who really knows? The myth had to come from some…”

Lifting the sprig of sage, he shakes it over the dragon’s bowed head and with a single stoke, performs the final rite of the…

“And I do believe there’s something quite romantic about dragons, don’t you, Dr. Hayes?”

Rick started, his pulse pounding in his neck like a wild drummer on speed. He swallowed. Romantic? That wasn’t exactly the word he was thinking of to describe what was happening between him and Officer Mackay.

No. But it should be. It will be. As long as you—

“Mrs. Beaumont?” He gave Barney’s owner a frown. “Do you know Officer Mackay’s first name?”

This time both of the old woman’s eyebrows shot up. “You don’t?”

He shook his head.

And that was when the disgust fell over Mrs. Beaumont’s softly wrinkled face, a face—up until this point—filled only with adoration for Rick. “Kenna. Her name is Kenna. She told me while you were operating on Barney. Of course, I assumed you knew that, Dr. Hayes, given that I found her half-dressed and disheveled in your presence.” Her lips pursed into a tight ring of disapproval. “Perhaps you aren’t the person I thought you were.”

“I—”

But Mrs. Beaumont didn’t wait for whatever response Rick hoped to God was coming out of his mouth. With a derisive sniff, a disgusted head-to-toe inspection and another sniff, she turned on her heel and hurried to the door. The bell above it danced with jerky excitement, the sounds of the street beyond rushed into the silence of the waiting room, and then Mrs. Beaumont turned back to Rick, her eyes beyond disapproving. “You may be a talented vet, Dr. Hayes, but I fear your morals are lacking too much for my liking.”

He gave her a lopsided grin. He had to. He didn’t have anything else in his repertoire for dealing with such open disdain. “Does it help if I say she’s my Fire Mate?”

Mrs. Beaumont’s lips pursed with even more sour disapproval. “I don’t want to know what you call it.” And with that, she stepped through the door and slammed it shut behind her.

Rick stared at her blurry shape through the frosted glass. A whirlwind of options presented themselves to his befuddled brain—chasing after Mrs. Beaumont, apologizing, making up some story about pranking her, telling her he was kidding, offering to treat Barney free of charge—but he didn’t bother with any of them.

He crossed to the door, flipped the lock and then ran across the waiting room, vaulting the reception counter in a single, one-armed jump.

Snatching the computer mouse from its resting place, he swiped it over the desk, waking the shiny Mac he’d recently purchased for Rose. One click later he was online, and sixteen key strikes after that he was looking at what was possibly going to drive him insane or answer all his questions.

He stared at the Google page before him, at all the results presented, before reading the top result.

The Dragon—Animal Symbols of the Celtic Druid.

His stomach knotted once again and his pulse gained speed.

“Yorick Hayes…welcome to Wonderland.”
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Fangs of Anarchy, Book 1

Dakota Cassidy

Chapter 1

“Whelp, you’ve done it now,” Irish McConnell muttered as his raven eyebrow rose on the sleek canvas of his granite-hard face. It was just the one, but it was always enough to make Claire Montgomery weak in the knees.

That and the perpetual stubble on his jaw. She wanted to feel it rubbed over every part of her, feel the scratchy tingle of his whiskers against her skin.

And yep, she’d done it all right. She’d outdone done it like she’d written the book.

“You have blood on your hand,” she pointed out, grunting as she stood to face him inside Boomer’s, an abandoned bar on the outskirts of their small town of Rock Cove, Maine. Her muscles ached and her eye was a bit sore, the scratches on her arm still raw but healing quickly.

Irish held up his hand to the light, looking at it with mock disgust. “And you know how hard real blood is for me to resist, Claire. What a crappy position to put me in.”

He said it as if it were her fault he’d walked into the middle of this. As if she’d offered him the genuine article to purposely tempt him.

“Blame, blame, blame,” Claire mumbled under her breath, looking down at the mess one of her favorite dresses had become.

Irish strode toward her, taking in the scene, his skin stretched taut over his high cheekbones. “Jesus Christ, Claire.”

“Leave Jesus out of this,” she huffed, forcing herself to stay calm while wiping the sweat from her brow with her forearm.

Irish looked at the mess on the littered bar floor, the neon sign blinking above his chiseled features making him look paler than he really was. His hair, like the feathers of a raven’s wing, gleamed slick and black in a short ponytail at the base of his skull.

His brow furrowed as he swiped the bottle of water she’d left on the bar, using it to rinse off the blood he’d managed to get on him from the door handle. He pulled a used cocktail napkin from one of the only nearby tables still standing and dried his hands.

Claire straightened her spine and waited for him to lose his cool. This scenario wasn’t going to happen without a heated exchange. Not if Irish was involved.

Their verbal sparring was legendary—she relished it. He made her use her brain, her words, and from the moment she’d met him, it had turned her on.

Yet Irish said nothing as he stood at the bar, roughly hewn, immorally sexy in his worn leather jacket and scuffed boots, bulky arms and thick thighs. Instead, his gaze fastened on hers and he waited until she broke first.

She always broke first. It was that stare. Penetrating her, devouring her, eating her up from the inside out.

“Say something. Say anything, Irish. Say it and be done.”

The leather of his jacket, identical to the one all his club members wore, creaked when he lobbed the napkin to the table, the sound abrasive and jarring to her sensitive ears. He pointed upward with a finger, still streaked with a crimson thread of blood. “Jesus. He might be your only hope at this point.”

Her sigh of exasperation echoed in the empty room. “Always helpful.”

Irish’s eyes narrowed and his jaw tightened. “Did you want me to rock you gently in the corner and blow unicorn kisses at you, Kitten, or do you want me to handle this first then give you the browbeating you deserve?” he asked, waving a lean hand around the room.

She lifted her chin in pure defiance. Irish McConnell had turned her down once before, and it had hurt like someone had stuck a hand in her chest and ripped her heart out. She knew why he’d turned her down, and it was logical, sane even. Still, she didn’t ask for anything from Irish because of it. Ever.

Lifting her chin higher, Claire said, “I didn’t ask for your help.”

“Well, you’re getting it.” He checked to be sure the door was locked before stalking back across the length of the bar, his thigh muscles bulging and pressing against his tight black jeans, and dropping his gloves on the scarred bar top.

Which meant things were about to get really real. When there was dirty work to be done, Irish always set his black leather gloves in a safe place. They’d been his father’s, and no one touched those gloves unless they wanted to lose a hand.

Claire planted her fists on her hips and shook her head, tamping down the naked fear of certain retribution. “You’re not allowed to help me, remember? We’re on two different sides. You know, like the Jets and the Sharks. The Montagues and the Capulets.”

He grinned then, the deep grooves on either side of his lean cheeks deepening. As always, when Irish smiled, it was an unlikely surprise. Like a meteor shower or an eclipse. It was a rare gift he bestowed on few, sure to steal the breath from any woman’s lungs and leave her in a puddle of goo.

Irish wasn’t just any old vampire. He was a cranky, pissy, hard-to-please vampire. The unlikeable, gruff president of the biker club Fangs of Anarchy—and the most irresistibly delicious man she’d ever known.

“You forgot Mothra versus Godzilla.”

She rolled her eyes at him and jammed a finger in the air. “Exactly. You’ve made our differences more than clear over the years.” He’d made them especially clear last year at their town’s annual Christmas fair and charity drive. A flash of red heat crept up her neck at the memory.

“And you decided now was the time to finally listen to me? What kind of alternate universe did I just walk into?”

Okay, so it was inopportune, to say the least. But no way could Irish be involved in this. One whiff of it, and her pack would string him up at high noon wrapped in cloves of garlic on a bed of crosses. There was nothing those cavemen biker club members the Road Dogs would relish more than to take Irish out—despite their races’ tenuous truce.

Claire dropped down to her haunches to assess how she was going to manage this, her nose full of the copper scent of blood, but she didn’t regret a second of it. Not one. Not right now. It had to be done.

Forcing herself to focus on the task at hand, she dismissed the vampire. “Go back to your club. I can handle this on my own.”

He reached down, hauling her up by her arm until there wasn’t an inch between them. “Not on your life,” he said, forcing the words from his tight lips like a thick milkshake through a straw.

It was always like this whenever they were within a hundred feet of each other. Tense, hot, an all-out war of restraint.

Even at this dark moment, when her life was crumbling around her, Irish’s body pressed to hers made her catch her breath. Every line of him, every inch of him was sculpted, unbelievably hard and cool to her own overheated limbs.

Claire tensed against his grip even though she wanted to melt into him, lean against his solid frame, take solace in his strength before all hell broke loose. “Do you want to die? Because that’s what’ll happen if you don’t go. Somebody’s bound to see your bike outside.”

Irish’s nostrils flared, his coal-black eyes consuming her. “I hid it. I come here to Boomer’s sometimes to get some peace and quiet. You know, away from the club and the clan. Luckily, no one ever comes out here much because they’re afraid of being hauled off to the prison camps, this being so close to the borders and all.”

“Who knew vampires needed special alone time?”

“If you had to run the club and lead an entire clan of misplaced vampires, you’d understand. They’re like a bunch of greased cats. Anyway, I’m always looking out for the one rebellious teenage vampire who thinks he can rage against the machine and get past the government borders. When I saw Boomer’s sign was lit up, I got suspicious.”

Damn. She hadn’t thought to turn the sign off after…Clearly, she lacked the stealth of a ninja. “Obviously peace and quiet isn’t what you’re going to get here tonight. Now, go home. I have to clean up.”

Rather than let her go, he pulled her closer, molding her body to his length, letting his hand stray to the swell of her hip. “Do you know the kind of hell that’s going to rain down on you for this, Claire?”

“Oh, hell-schmell. No one has to know unless you tell them. You’re my only witness,” she taunted, arching her back to get a better view of Irish’s face, fighting her hot longing for him. “You don’t want the same thing to happen to you if you rat me out, do you?”

She gave him a saucy grin as though she hadn’t a care in the world—even though she knew by tomorrow, her pack might be hunting her down like so much small prey.

He wrapped an arm around her waist, his eyes now amused. “You mean werewolf versus vampire? Hot. So damn hot, but don’t tempt me. Because you’d lose, pretty lady, and you know it. I’m stronger, faster.”

“Way older.”

His eyes glittered. “That’s fair. But with age comes wisdom and a certain prowess you obviously lack. This was messy, Claire. Really messy.”

That was fair, too. It was messy. Boomer’s was a shitwreck of overturned tables, broken glass, and blood. So much blood. “Yeah. Things didn’t exactly go according to the plan.”

Hah. They hadn’t gone at all like the plan because there’d been no plan, per se. There’d been a lot of screaming she hadn’t anticipated, though. Had she known, she’d have brought duct tape and a ball gag. Still, in the end, she’d won the battle.

Irish’s delectable lips hovered near hers, making her gulp. “Do they ever with you?”

“Oh, c’mon. I’m pretty organized. But I admit, I’m better at planning a library fundraiser than I am at…this.” She stumbled over actually using the word to describe what “this” was. Her chest pressed against his heightened her lust, yet apparently dampened her vocabulary.

“They’ll kill you.” He hissed the words as though her death mattered to him.

“I’ve always said I’d rather be dead, haven’t I?” she challenged. When she’d spoken those words, she’d meant them. She’d said them loud and clear for two years, right up until just last week, when the full moon of her last birthday as a single woman was just around the corner.

She’d said it in front of her patrons at the library. She’d said it at the Pick and Pack while she shopped for rope and ant killer. She’d said it to her best friend Freya smack in the middle of a church supper.

In fact, she’d said it so much and so often, she might as well have wandered around with a sandwich board around her neck.

Irish lifted her, his fingers digging into her waist, plunking her down on top of the bar with a hard jolt. He spread her legs and stood between them, resting his hands on either side of her hips. “Was death really preferable to mating with Gannon?”

Claire shivered, goose bumps breaking out along her arms, bile rising in her throat. Just the mention of Gannon Dodd’s name made her want to projectile launch her lunch.

She stared Irish square in the eye. “Hmm. Let me count the ways. Being flayed alive and having vinegar poured into my raw wounds was preferable. Boiled in oil was preferable. Mating with the Abominable Snowman and the Lock Ness Monster in a ménage of sharp snowman claws and slimy water was preferable. So death was no big thing, as far as I’m concerned.”

“So you did this to avoid the mate? You couldn’t have just run off? Gone shopping out of town forever? Skipped over to one of the other paranormal territories? Hidden away?”

“Oh no. Make no mistake, Irish McConnell. I did this because Gannon’s a deplorable pig. But now that you mention shopping, a new pair of shoes might be in order.” She wiggled her feet encased in a pair of sparkly flats. They were ruined now—all the dragging and scuffling had ripped some of the rhinestones off.

Boo. A perfectly good pair of shoes and a dress trashed all in one night was so wrong.

Irish gripped her jaw, his long fingers curling into it. “Not a time to joke.”

Claire glared back at him even while his fingers on her skin drove her mad. He damn well knew what Gannon was like. Violent, angry, abusive. “Not a joke. I can’t go around without any shoes.”

“Claire,” he warned in that low, thick-like-caramel voice he had.

“Irish.” She mimicked his tone and his ultra-serious expression.

“Enough.”

“Or?”

“Or I’m going to hand you over to your pack. Lock, stock and fresh mouth.”

Leaning back, she felt around the bar for her phone and held it up for Irish to take from her. “Do you think a text is too impersonal? Is telling your pack via text that you just murdered their alpha and your intended mate too much like breaking up with someone in a text? I’ve heard that’s rude. How would you word that to Gannon’s brother Courtland, anyway? Dear Second Pig in Charge, surprise, you’re the new alpha of the pack! Claire Montgomery just murdered your fuckknuckle of a brother in cold blood by luring him into her web with her feminine wiles and big words he was too stupid and too uneducated to understand. All input welcome.”

Chapter 2

Irish glared at Claire, trying his best to ignore the frissons of heat she pulled from his body as easily as she pulled the books she loved from her library shelves. He clenched his hands into tight fists on either side of her generous hips.

Jesus Christ, she was everything. From the fiery cascade of auburn hair falling around her shoulders in shiny curls that he wanted to grip in his hand, to her pretty blue eyes. Claire was alluring, sweetly rounded, strangely olive-skinned for a redhead, and luscious-lipped.

Also forbidden, Irish.

Always.

Werewolves and vampires didn’t mix in this town. Ever. They really didn’t mix when the one woman you wanted more than you wanted to drink to sustain your immortality was mate to the alpha of a rival biker club. A rival biker club you were forced to live with.

But that had never stopped him from wanting Claire Montgomery. From wanting to splay her legs, rip off the scrap of panties she wore beneath her demure dresses, spread her wide, and take a long lick of the flesh he’d craved for five years.

Irish gritted his teeth. Claire didn’t know it, and he’d probably eat two heads of garlic followed by a swig of Holy Water before he’d admit it, but at all costs, he’d protect her.

And she was right. Gannon was a pig. A douchebag piece of shit who didn’t deserve someone like Claire Montgomery. But in the interest of keeping the peace, and keeping alive the gig he had going with Dodd’s club for synthetic blood, he stayed the hell away.

When she’d admitted how she felt about him last year at the town Christmas party, when she’d pressed her soft body to his, tried to capture his mouth in a kiss, his head had almost exploded right off his neck.

And he’d shunned her. Just like he was going to do now, even though he’d go home with her vanilla-wafer scent filling his nose and the memory of her breasts pushing at his chest, begging for him to run his tongue over her tight nipples.

The threat of vampires dying because they couldn’t live without the blood Gannon’s club provided was too real. Dodd would have taken that shit away in a heartbeat if he’d had even an inkling that Irish wanted Claire.

Irish and the Fangs ran the synthetic blood illegally. The same kind of blood on which humans had placed a tax so high three years ago, lower-middle-class vampires were starving, even dying painful deaths by the dozens.

Just another “fuck you” from the human government after they’d discovered it was unconstitutional to round up the paranormal and kill them all, which had been the original plan until the otherworldly revolted with the threat of a blood-sucking, entrails-eating uprising the likes of which humans had never seen.

Yet, even after the peace treaties and bullshit summits between both human and supernatural leaders, they were still at the government’s mercy just by virtue of their minority in numbers. The government used that against them, subtly, while trying to take them out by withholding vital necessities.

It was also considered too dangerous for paranormals to mingle with humans, so they’d sent them to obscure places like Rock Cove with the threat of mass extermination if they didn’t comply with the new laws. They’d given them towns to call their own, and left them to run them as they saw fit, leaving some paranormal territories in states of anarchy.

But not Rock Cove, Maine, where Irish had been forced to settle with his clan when the government had run them out of his home in New York, where he’d been a corporate attorney and only part-time bike enthusiast.

No one knew where Gannon got the blood, or who created it. But he’d cornered the market, and Irish had no intention of sacrificing the many with his painful lust for just one woman. It was a battle he fought every day, but he did it.

Still, this whole scenario wasn’t sitting right. She was hiding something—he just couldn’t pin it down. Claire wasn’t a murderer. Not without cause. He knew that much…smelled that much.

Claire swung the phone in his face, baiting him. “So, text? Or the more personal phone call?”

Irish pushed off the bar, mostly because he couldn’t stand another second spent so close to her. Even in the midst of this mess. “So, explain why you killed him. Please.”

“I’m not explaining anything to you, vampire. The less you know, the better.” She hopped off the bar, her feet slapping the floor.

She made her way over to Gannon’s awkwardly sprawled body, grabbing him by the feet and pulling him toward the door as though she were pulling a sack of potatoes from her car after a shopping trip. No emotion. Not even a twitch.

Irish blocked the exit. “What are you going to do with him, Claire? Bring him back to the Dogs at the club and just drop him off? Did you also lose your mind during your killing spree?”

“I wouldn’t step foot in that filthy club, and this was not a spree. A spree suggests more than one kill. A binge, if you will. Gannon was just one kill—even if it felt as if he had the grubby paws of a spree of people. Can you even believe I ended up destined to him? Me, a quiet, educated librarian with him, a disgusting…”

Irish’s ears went on alert. “A disgusting what?”

She shook her finger at him. “Never you mind, Coffin Lover. I’m not saying another word. No way am I letting you get in the middle of this.”

Irish crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head. “Uh-uh-uh. That still doesn’t tell me where you’re taking him.”

“Know any demons?”

She amused the hell out of him. Which he’d never show, but it made it damn hard not to indulge her. “A few, why?”

“Because Hell is as good a place as any to dump him. It’s where he belongs. Do they sell one-way tickets there?”

God. This woman. “Claire, stop being so damn difficult. I’m not letting you leave until you tell me what you’re going to do with him?”

She dropped Gannon’s legs, now becoming quite stiff. They plunked to the floor at a strange angle. “Listen here, Dark One. It’s none of your damn business. Wasn’t it just you who said you were going to turn me over to my pack? You have some phone calls to make, don’t you?”

“This is suicide.”

“Which rhymes with homicide. The noun used for what I just committed.” She reached back down, lifting Gannon’s legs again and throwing them over her shoulders to drag him outside, her heart-shaped face red, her chest rising and falling beneath the square cut of her neckline.

“Homicide does not rhyme with suicide. They only share the same suffix, Librarian.”

Claire stopped what she as doing for a moment and looked up at him, laughter in her almond-shaped blue eyes when she batted her thick eyelashes. “You stop. You know what a suffix is? Why, Irish McConnell, have you been practicing your Dr. Seuss?”

He gave her his best angry glare. “One fish, two fish, red fish, dead fish. Put him down, Claire,” he warned, letting his voice drop to a threatening decibel.

“Epic fail. It’s blue fish. Phew. For a minute there, I considered sleeping with you, Grammar Guru. Now you’ve gone and ruined it.” She leaned at the waist again, ready to hurl Gannon over her shoulder.

“Stop!” he bellowed, yanking Gannon’s legs from her grip and hauling his body over his own shoulder, cracking Gannon’s head on the exit door. Angry that her situation was forcing him to reveal a side he’d rather keep to himself. “The hell I’m going to let them kill you. You do remember the last werewolf to die for an infraction much smaller than this, don’t you?”

He watched Claire visibly shudder, smelled her ripple of fear. Good. Something needed to remind her she was on a suicide mission.

“I do. I remember. Joe Green.”

“And what did Joe do?” Irish asked as Gannon hung from his shoulder, his bulky body swaying to and fro.

Her nose wrinkled in cute distaste. “Had an affair with another club member’s wife or his old lady, or whatever you crazy bikers call them.”

He hated the disgust she held for bikers in general. Hated hearing it in her tone. Hated knowing she thought they were all ignorant, filthy scum of the earth. Someday he’d love to tell her that before the government interfered, he, too, had hidden amongst the humans, working as a very successful attorney, which was what paid for the synthetic blood he bought from Gannon while Irish searched for someone to recreate the formula.

“Right. They strung him up, stripped him of his patch, and burned the club’s tattoo right off his back. You werewolves might self-heal, but I’d bet my immortality it damn well hurt while it was happening. Remember Joe’s screams coming from the woods, Claire? How could you forget? You could hear it clear across town. A little bump and grind is nothing compared to murdering the alpha of your own damn pack. You’re bent out of shape right now, but you might change your mind damn quick if they come for you.”

Her beautiful blue eyes fell to the floor. “Fine. So what do you propose we do with him?”

“I propose you not ask questions. Just clean this place up—clean it good. Use your speedy werewolf skills, run home, get a bottle of bleach and get back here pronto. Leave nothing behind. Who knows who else comes out here? Someone might walk right into this mess if you don’t leave it spotless. Someone who might smell your blood mingled with Gannon’s. I haven’t seen many of the kids in town out here much because we’ve instilled fear in them about getting too close to the borders, but you can’t afford not to be careful, Claire. When Gannon turns up missing, you’re the first person they’ll come looking for. Be ready.”

He saw her bravado hit low tide when she said, “Shit. I didn’t think of that.”

Irish clenched his jaw. “There’s plenty you didn’t think about. Now handle this.” He turned to leave, wishing like hell he could stay. Claire put her hand on his back to stop him.

Just that small touch was all it took to create a rush of need in him so deep, so primal, it would scare the hell out of her. It scared the hell out of him.

“Thanks, Irish,” she whispered, the sweet lilt of her voice wrapping around his eardrums.

Walk away, Irish. Use those vampire legs and get the fuck out.

He nodded his head before pushing his way out of the bar and heading for his bike, trying to shake off the indelible scent of Claire.

The crunch of icy snow beneath his feet made what he was about to do real. Very real. Something he’d die a gruesome death for if he were found out.

Setting Gannon’s body on the back of his bike, he used a bungee cord to tie him upright to the seat. His silhouette under the moonlight made for a macabre image.

But Irish chuckled at the sight. He couldn’t say he was sorry the son of a bitch was dead. The werewolf had had it coming for a long time. He was a cruel pack leader, and an even crueler president to his club. He and Irish clashed often but they’d managed not to kill each other.

When the government had dumped them all here ten years ago and left them to their own devices, things hadn’t been so bad. At least not while Gannon’s father Hardy had ruled. The two clubs had managed to come to a peaceful, albeit tenuous understanding, enforcing laws as needed and, in general, keeping at least a modicum of the order one would expect to find in a small town run by humans.

They’d prospered together during a time when survival was dependent upon your neighbor. They’d moved into abandoned houses, made them their own, put their government supplements to good use, created families, went to school, hosted town events, lent each other helping hands.

But when Hardy got himself killed trying to cross the border into Canada and Gannon was handed the alpha role of his pack—shit went haywire, and it had been an effort ever since to contain the asshole and his cronies.

So whatever he’d done to Claire had to have been pretty shitty. She didn’t have it in her to hurt a fly—Irish knew that instinctively without question. She was spicy, no doubt. Her tongue was sharp, her mind sharper, but she was no killer.

Irish stared down at Gannon, the moonlight shining on his round face, his rubbery lips slack in death. Slapping the dead man on the back, he asked, “So, Gannon, what the shit did you do to make sweet, well-mannered librarian Claire Montgomery kill your dumb-fuck ass?”

Chapter 3

Claire let herself into her small house on Rose Meadow Lane at exactly three-fifteen, exhausted but satisfied she’d rid Boomer’s of the scent of death—and the grisly aftermath of Gannon Dodd’s murder. She’d stopped at the stream adjacent to her house to rinse away the blood on her body, each splash of water a reminder of what she’d done.

Stripping off her dress, she decided burning it was the only way to ensure Gannon’s odor didn’t linger. Claire balled it up, grabbing a match from the hearth and striking it, throwing it into the fireplace where fresh kindling awaited.

As the flames grew, she forced herself to block out the horror of tonight and focus on the fact that she was free of Gannon.

Free.

Whatever that meant in this day and age of paranormal segregation.

It means you don’t have to mate with the vilest piece of trash to ever roam the earth.

Lobbing her dress into the fire, she watched it turn to ash before heading to the shower to more thoroughly wash Gannon’s filth from her skin. Her stomach rolled. Even as a were who was raised on the blood of the hunt, she’d never seen so much carnage.

She kept waiting for regret to sink in, for remorse to penetrate this haze of adrenaline she was experiencing, but so far all she felt was enormous relief that Gannon would never hurt anyone else again. He also wouldn’t darken her doorstep or humiliate her in front of her book club by stomping his big, ugly feet through her beloved library to remind her she was his mate.

As she made her way to the bathroom, her calico cat, Mr. Darcy, slipped between her ankles, weaving in and out. She scooped him up, hugging him hard, still weak from the night’s events. All she wanted to do, all she’d ever wanted to do, was live quietly in this new way of life her kind had been forced into, and manage the town’s library surrounded by her favorite books.

But when the mate call had come, and Gannon had picked her at the ceremony, everything in her peaceful life had changed.

Tonight, it had crashed down around her, and nothing would ever be the same if anyone found out the truth.

She shivered, dropping Mr. Darcy on the top tier of his kitty condo, pushing that awful mate night from her mind. The night that gave Gannon the right to declare her his in front of their pack members. The very sight of Gannon made her ill. What would it have been like if she’d been forced to be his wife?

What if she’d had to endure his beefy paws and breath that smelled like a thousand rotting souls forever?

What if she told everyone exactly who Gannon Dodd really was? What he was capable of?

Claire pushed the bathroom door open, grabbing fresh towels from the cabinet and flipped the tap for the hot water. She leaned against the wall, pressing her burning cheek to the tile, swallowing back the bile continually rising in her throat. She needed to keep it together. Hatch a story and stick to it at all costs. Never deviate.

And Irish—she needed to be sure he stayed out of this from here on out. Rock Cove couldn’t afford to lose one of the only fair enforcers it possessed. Despite his club’s moniker, he’d kept Gannon and the Dogs in line.

The mere thought of him—and the lengths he’d gone to in order to protect her—made her heart tighten and her gut clench with fear. If Gannon had known how much she wanted Irish, he’d have killed her just for her thoughts alone.

Now she’d put Irish and his people in jeopardy.

Gripping the towels, she forced herself to stay in the here and now, breathing in the steam the shower created, letting her newly remodeled bathroom relax her frazzled nerves.

Whoever had owned this house before being offered something bigger and better by the government in return for leaving their home had taken great pride in the small things. Carved-out nooks in the walls, decorative sills on every window, crown molding, and ivory beadboard on the sides of her kitchen cabinets. When she’d found it and claimed it as her own, she’d kept the tradition of love and care alive, planting roses and verbena along the whitewashed fence out front, hanging pots overflowing with fuchsia and geraniums in the summer on her tiny front porch, planted impatiens in the window boxes, cramming them with color.

This house was more than she could have afforded on her salary as a librarian back in California. While she was resentful as hell that she’d been forced from her life without so much as a week’s warning, she was grateful she’d landed here when there had been absolutely no choice but to leave or spend the rest of her life in prison.

She lived where she still heard the ocean, where the waves still crashed against the rocks, and the wind blew soft and rose-scented in the summer. Where there was plenty of land to shift and run.

Her cell phone rang, stilling her step into the deep-blue-and-green tiled shower. Who was calling her at three in the morning? The strains of Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and Juliet pulsed in her ears.

Answer? Don’t answer?

Claire dropped the towels, turned the tap off, and ran for her phone, scanning the living room until she spotted it in the bowl on the table in her entryway. Her eyes flew open wide when she picked it up—Freya?

Freya was almost always in bed by eleven, tucked in after a long night of marathon Law and Order reruns.

Panic seized her. Stay calm, Claire. Breathe. She pressed answer and muttered, “Freya?” Thankful her voice was hoarse from all the screaming she’d done tonight; it lent being fake-awakened from a sound sleep some credibility.

“Did I wake you? Of course I woke you. It’s after three in the morning. How silly of me.” Freya’s sleepy yet still-sultry voice soothed her.

“It’s okay,” she offered, pinching her temple. “What’s wrong, Freya?” Something was definitely wrong. She heard it in her friend’s voice.

Freya paused for a moment, the crackle of the line hissing in Claire’s ear. “Are you sitting down?”

“I’m lying down. I’m in bed,” she lied, so effortlessly she might have patted herself on the back if not for the gnawing guilt.

Freya sighed into the phone. “Your intended is missing.”

Claire paused for a moment, praying some of her fifth-grade acting skills would save her. She’d been a mean Pilgrim Number One back in the day. She could certainly be one now when her life depended on it. “What?”

“Gannon’s missing, Claire, and no one can find him. They found his bike off of Rooster Rise, but no Gannon.”

Shit, shit, shit. His bike. His stupid, loud, ozone-eating, ugly bike. Rooster Rise was damn close to Boomer’s. Too close. How could she have forgotten to find his bike and get rid of it? “How do you know?” She winced when her voice rose. Squeaky. That sounded a little squeaky.

“The Dodds and their gang of merry men just came banging on my door. They’re doing a house-to-house search for him. Said they tried yours about an hour ago but you weren’t home. So naturally, they came here.”

Her hand began to shake. She tamped down the fear by biting the inside of her cheek. “But I saw him earlier this evening. He was at Captain Ahab’s, drinking, just like he does every night of his wretched life.” The foul, drunken sod drank like his existence depended on it. “Why would they go looking for him? He’s known for disappearing for days at a time. What’s the sudden panic about?”

She heard a rustle of fabric before Freya said, “Apparently, there was some big meeting he wouldn’t have missed for all the small woodland creatures in the world, and he missed it. Never showed up. That has the pack and his brother Courtland in a tailspin.”

Even in death, Gannon Dodd was still up her ass. “Well, they haven’t come back here.” Yet.

“But they will. You’re the first person they asked me about. They asked if I knew where you were earlier tonight, and if Gannon was with you. I think they hoped maybe you and Gannon were just, you know, getting to know each other and didn’t want to be disturbed. I had to bite my tongue to keep from telling them you’d rather be dead than let him inside your house, but really, they already knew that. It wasn’t as if you kept it a secret. Which, I’ll remind you, I told you was something better kept to yourself,” she scolded in her motherly tone.

That was true. Freya had worried often about how outspoken Calire was regarding the archaic mating ceremony, and more than once she’d pinched her arm to quiet her when she’d railed against the fact Gannon had picked her as a mate.

Claire’s knees wobbled as she made her way to her bedroom to find clothes. It was all she could do not to blurt out everything to Freya. The entire horrible night. They’d been best friends forever, shared everything. But if not a soul knew, not a soul could tell her secret. “Then I guess I’ll just wait for them to show up. I’d better get some clothes on.”

“Wait, Claire. Before you go…are you okay, honey?”

She pictured Freya’s pretty face, rosy-cheeked and ivory-skinned, her vanilla-blonde hair falling to her chin in silken waves as she gave Claire that worried look.

“What do you mean, am I okay?”

“I mean, I know mating with Gannon was a fate worse than death to you, and who could blame you? He was repulsive. But you have a good soul, my friend, and I wouldn’t put it past you to get upset because someone’s missing—even if that someone is Gannon Dodd.”

Oh, sorely misguided Freya. If you only knew. Her soul was blacker than the darkest night. There was nothing good about it anymore. “I’ll be fine. I’m sure they’re just panicking because they’re total idiots who couldn’t reason their way out of a paper bag. Gannon will probably show up at that dirty clubhouse tomorrow morning and they’ll find out he was off whoring and boozing. He’s probably passed out drunk on some hooker’s bed in the Zone.”

“Does he really go to the Zone?”

Freya’s disbelief that anyone was capable of going to a place like the Zone—where those who’d balked at the human government’s laws had opened up shop, and depravity ran rampant—might have made her laugh. Except, they were talking about Gannon.

“Where else could you find a woman willing to do him without the benefit of money as a dealmaker?”

Freya chuckled, soft and tinkling. “Score one for you. You’re right. But even so, do you want me to come over so I can be there when they question you?”

Claire couldn’t help but smile at the phone. Freya was ever the lawyer. Even though they’d taken her lucrative practice away and there was little to no lawyering to be had here in Rock Cove, you couldn’t beat the attorney out of her if you used a Louisville Slugger.

“I’ll be fine. Since when have you known me to back down from the Dodds? Never, that’s when. Go back to sleep, Sunshine. I got this.”

“Okay, but you call me if they give you a hard time. Promise?”

“Promise. Go back to bed. See you tomorrow.” Claire clicked the phone off and dug in her drawers to find some clothes. She threw on jeans and a T-shirt and then sprayed herself from head to toe with perfume, hoping to disguise the lingering scent of murder.

Simply washing away Gannon’s existence might be harder than she’d originally thought.

* * * *

Her doorbell rang precisely twenty seconds after the roar of motorcycle engines abruptly stopped. She took a long breath before propping her door open to find Gannon’s brother Courtland and the rest of his dimwit crew gathered on her small front porch. Their club jackets hung from their broad shoulders, their unshaven faces all looking to her.

As the icy wind of a Maine winter’s night rolled in, she affected an indifferent stance. “Don’t you boys need some sleep? Brain cells don’t reproduce by just squeezing really hard, you know. You need to constantly rejuvenate them.” Someone snickered from her lawn, but she couldn’t see past the crowd of bikers to identify who it was.

Courtland pushed the door open, wedging his way inside and planting his big body against it. His greasy, dirty blond hair trailed down his back in windblown mats as his beady reddened eyes assessed her.

Claire rose on tiptoe, her anger spiking as she waved a finger under his bulbous nose. “Didn’t your mother teach you any manners? You’re not supposed to enter someone’s house until you’re invited. Oh, wait. Your mother’s not with us anymore, right? Didn’t you buffoons eat her for dinner by mistake?”

Courtland, so like Gannon in appearance if you tacked on an extra forty pounds, made a face. “Shut up and get inside.” He pointed a finger in the direction of her living room, where the fire still burned bright.

Refusing to move, Claire glared up at him, towering over her. There was no use in cowering. That would be completely out of character for her when it came to Gannon’s brother and his crew. She’d never made any bones about how she felt about them before; she couldn’t afford to start now.

“Get out, Courtland. Get out now. You might think you have the authority to barge into my home, but you’re wrong. You’re just a lowly deputy to the council, and if I have to go to the council with a complaint, I will.”

Courtland ignored her, pushing past to take a sniff of the living room, his snow-covered boots leaving slushy footprints on her hardwood floors.

“Didn’t I use small enough words, Courtland? Get. Out,” she spat.

He was in front of her in an instant, his nostrils flaring, his eyes wild and glassy. “Don’t you tell me what the hell I can do!” he thundered from thick lips.

No fear—show no fear. Courtland was an ominous presence, and much like Gannon, you never knew when he’d fly off the handle. But this was her home, and he had no right to invade it.

She narrowed her eyes, her distaste for him and his ilk all over her face. “Or you’ll what? Beat me up like you beat up your old lady? You’re forgetting—I’m were, too. And I’m not some weak druggie were, strung out on that crap you get from the Zone, like your poor wife is. So let’s do this, big bad wolf.” She planted her finger directly into his chest for emphasis, ready to shift at a moment’s notice.

Courtland grabbed her hand, taking clear pleasure in twisting it—

Before he was shot through the air like a bloated cannonball, sliding across the top of her kitchen counter and crashing onto the floor.

Irish flew across the room behind him in a blur of black leather, hauling Courtland up by his jacket and pinning him to the wall with such force, the sheetrock cracked. “Touch her again and I’ll kill you myself,” he seethed, low and red-hot with anger.

Courtland tried to twist out of Irish’s grip, to no avail. Spit formed at the corners of his meaty mouth when he said, “Gannon’s gonna kill you for that!”

Irish let him drop, flicking him in the face with two fingers, making Courtland growl. “Aw, whassamatter, big guy? You need Gannon to fight your battles? You think he’d like it if he knew you were manhandling his intended mate? You said you had some questions for her. You didn’t say you were going to behave like a damn out-of-control moron. Good thing me and my boys decided to ride along, huh?”

When the rest of Courtland’s crew finally caught up to Irish, they surrounded him, with the Fangs right behind them, their pale faces crowding her kitchen.

Rosy, one of the oldest members of the Dogs, hovered behind Irish’s shoulder, bouncing nervously from foot to foot. Rosy was strung tight, wired and frenetic, with darting eyes and quick, often frenzied gestures. “He’s right, Court. Gannon’d be pissed. Relax, man.”

Courtland shoved his way past Irish, his eyes finding Claire’s. “Where’s my brother?”

Where he belongs. Claire squared her shoulders and affected indifference, which was perfectly normal for her where the Dogs were concerned. “Why would I even care enough to keep track of him? I think we both know how I feel about your sibling.”

Courtland’s moon-shaped face went blank. “My what? What did you just call him?”

She let a raspy sigh escape her lips. “Sibling means ‘brother’. I don’t know where your brother is, and I don’t care.”

“Nobody can find him, Claire, and his bike was just dumped off at Rooster Rise. He loves his bike.”

She jammed her hands in the pockets of her jeans to keep from jamming them down his throat and shrugged her shoulders. “That’s probably because nobody wants to find him but you, Courtland. Why all the fuss about Gannon taking off, anyway? Doesn’t he do this all the time? He goes off for days and you’re not waking the dead to find him any other time. No insult intended,” she said to Irish and the Fangs. “He has a history of disappearing into the Zone, doesn’t he? Did you check there?”

“He was supposed to be at a meeting. One he wouldn’t miss, and even if he was in the Zone, why would he ditch his bike?”

“Because Gannon’s not exactly a brain surgeon? Maybe someone stole it. The Zone isn’t Candyland. How should I know? I think I’ve made it clear how I feel about the mate with him. You’ve always known. So why would you think I’d keep tabs on his whereabouts?”

Courtland’s eyes narrowed to tiny slits in his chubby, unshaven face. “He said he was coming here to your place before our meeting. Where were you tonight?”

Had he? Damn that asshole. “Gannon says a lot of things. Maybe he did come here while I wasn’t home. I was out tonight. So if he came by, he was shit out of luck.”

Courtland’s glare said he was suspicious. “Where’d you go?”

“Strip-club crawl?”

Laughter rippled through the Fangs, the joke entirely escaping the Dogs.

“You’re a damn smart-mouth, Claire Montgomery. If I find out he was here, Miss Uppity—”

“You’ll what?” she yelped, her voice cracking. “Find out he was here? So what? Jesus, Courtland. Don’t be such a blithering idiot. Go back to that hole of a club of yours and leave me alone. I don’t owe you any explanations. I don’t know where Gannon is, but if I know your sibling, I bet he’ll show up, just like the bad penny he is. Probably tomorrow afternoon, smelling of illegal moonshine and the stench of some cheap woman. Now get out of my house and don’t come back!”

“You heard the lady,” Irish said, widening his stance.

Courtland jammed his face in Irish’s. “You have no damn right interfering in pack business!”

Irish smiled, sinister and cold. He waved a gloved finger under Courtland’s nose. “Uh-uh-uh, Second Fiddle Alpha,” he taunted. “First of all, you have no right to lay hands on a woman, and if you do it again while I’m in the vicinity, I’ll bleed your dog-ass dry. Second, I have every damn right. I run this town right alongside Gannon. If you’re going to question one of its occupants, I can do whatever I want in an effort to keep peace between us. Those are the rules as made by both parties. After your outburst tonight, it’s a good thing I came along. Now, get the hell out.”

Courtland gave a grunt of disgust, pushing his way past the Fangs and motioning his crew to join him before sending out a parting shot. “You’d better not have anything to do with this, Claire. Or I’ll see to your skinnin’ myself.”

She fought the shudder until the very last biker was gone, and that’s when it hit her. Full-on assault, square in the gut.

She was a party to murder.
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