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      Vrae Galaxy

      

      Stars whizzed on the main bridge screen, but the Kamtrinian ship was faster, leaving the Intrepid in the dust.

      Nucl pressed flashing buttons rapidly on his navigation and security board. “Captain, the Kamtrinians are out of our phaser range. We’re losing them!” His panicked voice matched his shaking fingers.

      Tash, captain of the Intrepid, leaned forward on his command chair that had control panels on each side of the arms. The right panel readings listed the damage to the colony––buildings disintegrated, vegetation burned, and lifeforms dead. “I can see that helmsman. We need to remain calm.”  His heart was thundering, pumping adrenaline at ultra speed, but his voice remained in control. His bear demanded to be set loose so he could tear apart a Kamtrininan, but he drew on his training as a United Planet Confederation Captain to push back his anger and control his animal.

      The Intrepid rattled as it chased after the faster ship.

      Tash’s intercom binged on the left control panel. “Captain?”

      Tash cringed. It was his youngest brother, Ryruc and the chief engineer. “Yes, Ryruc.”

      “Damn it, Tash. What the hell are you doing? The engines can’t take much more of this. The Intrepid will shake apart.”

      Ryruc was the alarmist of the family and the one with the shortest temper.

      “Captain,” Vaughn, the Intrepid’s science officer and Tash’s brother, looked up from his red-colored scanner. He narrowed his green eyes. “If we enter the Chronos Star Solar System, we will be violating Confederation Command.”

      Knup tapped his headset and punched the smooth buttons on his blue keyboard. “The Kamtrinians are demanding contact, Captain.”

      Tash sank back into his black chair. “Put them on the screen.”

      A tall, muscular humanoid with smooth white skin and three black eyes flashed onto the soft gray screen. “I am Yagok, Captain of the Executor. You are about to enter our solar system, which is a violation between our two confederations.”

      Tash refused to show fear, but something about those three beady eyes reminded him of swirling, black holes and sent the hair on the back of his neck standing up. “This is Captain Tash of the Intrepid. You murdered innocent men, women, and children on Taurous. We have––”

      Yagok growled, his eyes glowing darker. “They were invaders.”

      “Taurous and Sutois are part of our solar system. You had no right to destroy them.”

      Yagok smiled. “Only the strongest will survive, which you will soon discover. Prepare to be destroyed. Communications out.”

      Nucl turned around, sweat glistening off his temples. “We have to do something. We have to destroy them. They decimated the colony!”

      “I’m very aware of what they did, Nucl.”

      A group of scientists had recently set up a settlement on the farthest orbiting moon––Taurous––of Sutois, which was the farthest and unknown planet of the Vrae Galaxy. Their mission had been to study the unknown planet of Sutois for possible life and development for the Confederation.

      “The engines are overheating,” Ryruc growled. He was very close to letting his bear escape. The Intrepid was his baby and his bear was fiercely protective of her.

      Nucl gripped his console. “Captain, we can’t reduce speed.”

      “She’ll break apart,” Ryruc snarled.

      “I suggest, navigator,” Vaugh said. “That you remain calm and not endanger the ship. Or you risk tangling with our chief engineer.”

      Nucl’s face turned several shades of grey. Ryruc was twice the bear he was, and when the Intrepid was in danger, he showed no mercy.

      “But…”

      Tash clutched his navigator’s seat, dominating the bear’s fear. “Nucl, stay on course. Reduce ultra-speed to nine. I’m not sure what Yagok is planning, but we have to keep our wits together.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” he grumbled. He was wise enough not to argue with Tash, since Ryruc was still listening.

      Tash swiveled his chair. “Knup, have you been able to reach Confederation command?”

      Knup shook his head. “No, Captain.” He furiously typed on his beeping keyboard. “Static is blocking our communications. It’s coming from the Kamtrinian ship.”

      “Vaughn, what do we know of Sutois?”

      “Not much, Captain. The atmosphere is similar to Aria–oxygen atmosphere, water, plants, minerals–and the planet can support life. No advanced civilizations inhabit the planet. However, the scientists had reported before their demise that there was life on Sutois. They were preparing to investigate when they were attacked.”

      Tash rubbed his chin. “Maybe that’s why they were attacked.”

      Vaughn nodded. “Possibly.”

      Nucl glanced over his shoulder. “Captain, the Kamtrinian ship is slowing down.”

      “Be prepared. Yagok said they planned to destroy us.” Tash stood. “Why wait until they reach the edge of our galaxy? Vaughn?”

      Vaughn had returned to his scanner. “Unknown, Captain. But they appear to be firing up their weapons. Wait, there’s a second ship.”

      Tash’s adrenaline whisked through him, his bear demanding to be released. The hairs on his back rose and his nails lengthened. He clenched his fist, struggling to remain in control. “How could we have missed them?”

      Vaughn jerked his head up. “The second ship appears to have had a cloaking system.”

      Tash’s mouth ran dry and the adrenaline pushing through his veins spiked, making him sweat. He hit the alert button. He scrambled for his captain’s voice, almost got it. “Red alert, red alert. All crew members report to battle stations.”

      Rather than calm, cool and collective, he growled. “Nulc, raise our shields!”

      Nulc cried, “They’re firing, Captain!”

      Two torpedoes fired. The spinning white lights slammed into the Intrepid’s shields, and she jerked.

      Vaughn pushed the shields’ control on his panel.  “We lost shield number one.”

      Tash ordered. “Return fire!”

      Nucl fired photon ruptors. The ruptors smashed into the first ship, but the second one disappeared.

      Another hit slammed into the Intrepid from behind, and she lurched forward.

      “The second ship is behind us, Captain,” Vaughn said. “We’re trapped.”

      “Not yet, we’re not. Nulc, navigate to maneuver five.”

      Maneuver five meant the ship would move down rather than forward or backward. Just as the first ship was to return fire, the Intrepid vertically dropped, so the two Kamtrinian ships were facing each other. A crash rocked overhead.

      “Captain?” Vaughn smiled. “The first ship fired on their own ship, but it disappeared.”

      “We were lucky,” Tash said. “I doubt we will be again. Nucl, circle around to the first ship.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Vaughn, scan for the second ship. Look for any unknown gas.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      The Kamtrinian ship filled the screen. “Fire, Nucl. Full proton torpedoes.”

      Torpedoes blazed toward the Kamtrinian ship. Victory was at hand, but another blast slammed into the Intrepid, sending her into a spinning nose dive. Tash somersaulted, the bridge rushing around him. He crashed into a wall, dots blurring his vision.

      Sparks bursts through the bridge like a chain of explosions.

      “Captain!” Ryruc yelled over the intercom. “We’re down to one shield and one engine.”

      Tash slowly crawled to his feet, ignoring the pain throbbing in his back. “Vaughn, what the Jiarus happened?”

      “That second ship has a new weapon, Captain. I should have surmised this.” Vaughn was surprisingly still at his post, his hands gripping the scanner. “We can’t withstand another direct hit.”

      Knup snatched his hands off his flickering console. “Our communication system has short-circuited, Captain. Even if we get out of here, I can’t reach Confederation command.”

      Phasers zapped the ship. Lights blinked. The Intrepid jolted, then slowed.

      Ryruc buzzed. “Captain, we need to make repairs or we’ll be dead in space.”

      Tash’s gut dropped to his feet. The Kamtrinians would blow the Intrepid into oblivion. “Evasive procedures, Nucl. We have to save the ship. Set a course for Sutois.”

      “But Captain, we have to fight.”

      “Nucl, there are over three hundred crew men and women on board this ship. I’ll not risk their lives to satisfy your lust for revenge.” He narrowed his eyes. “That’s a direct order.”

      His body bulked up with the bear threatening to cut loose. The navigator flinched and immediately set a course away from the two starships.

      “Ryruc, divert all power to shields. Nucl, maneuver six.”

      “Aye, Captain,” they both answered.

      The ship jumped straight up, just as the two Kamtrinians fired, hitting each other. Explosions flared on the Kamtrinians’ bridge. They tipped forward, hanging in midair.

      “Considerable damage on the two ships, Captain,” Vaughn reported. “This may give us the time to make repairs on Sutois. I would suggest that we land on the planet itself instead of the star port on the moon. The Kamtrinians will be expecting us to land there.”

      “Agreed.” Tash set back in his chair, his heart slowing to a steady pulse. “Let’s just hope we can make repairs before the Kamtrinians find us.”

      “Life forms have been reported on Sutois’s surface, Captain,” Ryruc interrupted over the intercom. “I suggest we be prepared for hostile creatures.”

      “They could also be non-threatening,” Vaughn argued. “We need to study before we attack.”

      Tash glared at Vaughn. “We will be on yellow alert until I know it’s safe for our people.”

      Vaughn huffed and whirled around. He returned to his station, muttering. Sometimes his voice of practicality and reasoning drove Tash crazy. His choices were nil. The Intrepid wouldn’t survive another battle with the Kamtrinian ships. To survive, they needed to make repairs.

      He rubbed his sweating forehead and gritted his teeth, hoping he hadn’t made a deadly mistake.
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      Plop. Plop. Plop. Heavy rain thumped on Lisa’s coffin.

      Your fault. Your fault. Your fault I’m dead.

      The accusation haunted Kathy of every day, of every morning, of every night. The pain lodged in her gut like a ball of chains. She closed her eyes and hung her head. Her tears splashed on to her tightly closed fists.

      Father James flicked Holy Water onto the casket. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for Thou art with me; Thy body and Thy staff they comfort me.”

      Kathy bit her lip, trying not to become a blubbering mess. She fingered the silver unicorn bracelet that had been Lisa's favorite. Her sister had fallen in love with unicorns when she was a child, and their mother had given her the elegant bracelet when she’d turned twenty-one. Kathy thought about burying the silver chain with Lisa, but she couldn't part with it. The little diamond-eyed unicorn was the only thing that had kept her sanity.

      Instead, she had put Lisa's white stuffed unicorn beside her in the coffin. Their father had given it to her one Christmas. Lisa had squealed with delight when she opened a bright, green package with a huge red bow. She’d only been four at the time, but she kept the little unicorn always––even brought it with her to college.

      Emptiness filled Kathy’s gut. Father James was wrong. Lisa did have something to fear in the shadow of death. She had been alone when evil came––evil from outer space.

      “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life.”

      Kathy sucked in a trembling breath, her lower lip quivered. Lisa deserved to have had a longer life. Kathy could never make up for what she had done. Because of her stupid mistake, her sister had been murdered.

      Agnes Malloy, her best friend since grade school, gently put her hand over Kathy’s white knuckles. Her blond hair was flattened against her head. She’d forgotten to wear a rain coat or hat. Droplets splashed off her leather jacket. Water dripped from her dark eyelashes that framed her new golden eyes.

      Ever since Agnes mated with a Zalarian, her beautiful brown eyes had changed to an eerie gold.

      Kathy stiffened and chills slipped down her spine. Agnes’ eyes slowly sparkled, meaning ghosts were nearby.  She could see the dead.

      Agnes leaned close. “Lisa’s here.” Agnes’s voice was so soft Kathy barely heard her, but the words shot through her like a cannon.

      Kathy clasped her trembling hand over her wrist to hide the bracelet, gulping down deep breaths. She desperately scanned the crowded burial, hunting for her sister’s dark head and bright smile.

      Nothing.

      Her shoulders drooped. As much as she tried, her abilities didn’t swing to seeing ghosts. She sighed heavily and dabbed her eyes with a tissue. Kathy’s gift was reading auras and knowing whether people were lying, which had been completely useless in protecting Lisa.

      “This concludes our ceremony,” Father said. “The family is meeting at Lisa’s favorite bar–O’Toole’s located at the corner of Sixty-Fourth Avenue and Indiana.”

      Kathy stared at Lisa’s newly dug grave. She was laid to rest with their parents, Jim and Nancy Strong, who had died in a car accident six months ago.  A drunk driver had slammed into their car, killing them instantly. Tears blurred Kathy’s vision and gnawing pain gripped her breaking heart. In less than a year, she’d lost all of her family.

      Agnes squeezed her hand. “Your parents are with her.”

      Kathy blinked away the tears. She leaned forward and sat taller. Her heart beat zoomed to Mach one. She scanned the people that huddled around the grave site, looking for Lisa, an older woman with straight brown hair, and her tall, broad-shouldered father, hoping just this once, she could see them.

      “I’m sorry, Kathy.”

      She jumped at Father James’s voice, adrenaline boosting inside her. Her heartbeat lurched into Mach two.

      “If you need to talk…” He handed Kathy the cross that had been on top of the coffin.

      She nodded, wordlessly. Her throat pinched shut. The world screeched to a stop. Her chest tightened, crushing her lungs. She couldn’t breathe.

      She clutched the cold, gold cross in her shaking hands. The finality slammed into her. All of her family was gone. She was alone.

      “Thank you, Father,” Agnes said for her.

      People shuffled past her, muttering their condolences, their auras light blue.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “She was so young.”

      “She’ll be missed.”

      In robot fashion, Kathy answered. “Thank you. Thank you for coming.”

      Lastly, Agnes’s brother Frank, an FBI agent, clasped her hand. At the Arvada Police Department, he was a larger-than-life legend, especially after he went to Quantico. Like Agnes, he was the only one who knew what really had killed Lisa.

      “Kathy, I’m so sorry.” His voice cracked. “We should have been able to protect her.”

      “I know. But you tried. Her death was my fault. I never should have insisted on going to get a Starbuck’s.”

      His grip turned firmer. “Daidhl would only have succeeded in killing you like he had with your sister and my agent.”

      Daidhl had been a dragon-shifter from Zalara, who had been possessed by an evil alien. He went on a killing spree and murdered Zalarian designated mates. Unfortunately for the victims, Daidhl mimicked Jack-the-Ripper.

      Frank had ordered a FBI man to guard Kathy twenty-four hours, which was why she thought she could leave her sister without fear. The burly man looked mean enough to take on a velociraptor, but the creature cut him down as if he were a gecko.

      “No. It’s my fault.” She wriggled her hand free. The pain banged against her heart like a sledge hammer. “I should be…lying there…not Lisa.”

      Frank looked around as if to make sure no one was listening. “Kathy, you’re talking nonsense. That creature nearly destroyed all of us.”

      Kathy opened her mouth to argue, but how could she prove a legend wrong?

      “He’s right.” Agnes lifted her chin. “Daidhl was possessed. He almost killed Anonghos…” Her voice faded.

      Anonghos was her mate, but he couldn’t be here since he was summoned to be at the Mate Ceremony on Zalara. Agnes and Anonghos could barely keep their hands off each other. Kathy was happy for Agnes, but every time she saw Anonghos, resentment pricked at her. If the Zalarians hadn’t come to Earth, Lisa would have still been alive.

      Kathy took a small intake of breath. “I just can’t believe she’s gone.”

      Agnes rubbed her arm. “I know. I can’t either.”

      Kathy sighed as the haunting memory flashed over in her mind. She had stepped out of the elevator, sipping her latte and carrying a tray with a grande mocha and a regular coffee. Agnes’s partner had blocked her from going into the apartment and told her what happened. Screaming, she’d dropped the tray, spilling coffee on the floor and splashing it on the wall.

      Later, she learned…Lisa’s limbs and organs had been strewn around the bed. This all happened over her obsession for Starbuck’s. “It’s my fault she’s dead.”

      She woke every night in a cold sweat, replaying the scene in her mind like a bad re-run.

      “Lisa’s body was so badly mutilated I had to have a closed casket. It’s my fault she’s gone.” Her low voice cracked.

      Agnes glanced to the side of her. “Lisa doesn’t blame you.”

      Heat flushed through Kathy's body. She looked up at the heavens and clenched her fists. “Do you know how much I hate hearing you say that? I know it’s not reasonable. But I can’t stand it that you can see her while I can’t.”

      All of the pent-up frustration and anger rolled out in her voice.

      Agnes flinched. “You’re right.” She hugged her. “You’re right. It’s not fair.”

      Kathy stared down at her feet. “Is…is she still here?”

      “Yes, she’s standing on the other side of you.”

      Kathy turned to the side, desperately wanting to see Lisa one more time, but all she saw was the rain, grass, and blowing trees. She reached out her shaking hand, wishing she could touch her, but only the wind blew across her flesh. “I’m sorry, Lisa. I’m so sorry.”

      “Kathy, Lisa wants you to forgive yourself.”

      Kathy jerked her hand back and narrowed her eyes. “Well, that’s not happening. Besides, when you say that I never know if Lisa is really saying she's forgiven me, or if you’re pretending that she’s saying it.” Her sharp and rushed voice shot barbs at Agnes.

      The color drained from her face. “You know I’m telling the truth.”

      Pain shot to the back of Kathy’s tight throat. She gobbled down cough drops. “I know.” Light blue aura shimmered around Agnes, which meant she spoke true, but it didn’t matter. Neither she nor Lisa would ever convince her that she was innocent in Lisa’s death. Now, every time, she made a decision, she second guessed herself. What if she made the wrong choice again? What if someone else died?

      The stale argument grew wearisome. Drawing on her attorney voice, she said, “Let’s go. People will be arriving soon.” She stood. “If you’re here, Lisa, I’m sorry. I should have protected you.”

      Agnes clasped her arm. “Kathy, Lisa…”

      Kathy raised her hand, the jangling bracelet skimming down her wrist. “I don’t want to hear it.” She left Agnes and Frank, with her head high, but then her normal strutted strides changed into a heavy-footed walk.

      She headed for the stretched out black limo, drawing her arms close to her waist. A thickness rooted in her throat. Her vision blurred. She pulled out her phone and called Lisa.

      “Hello, this is Lisa. I’m out and about. Just leave a message and I’ll call you right back.”

      Her chirpy voice made Kathy wonder where she was right now. She wanted to believe she'd call her back. That she hadn’t been murdered. That she was out shopping or hiking a mountain or getting her hair done. But she wasn’t. She wouldn't return her call. And never would.

      Kathy clutched the phone close to her tightening chest, hoping Lisa could hear her beating heart and know how much she loved and missed her.

      “Ma’am.” The chauffeur opened the door.

      “Thank you,” she mumbled, not really seeing him. She slid across the seat and rubbed her sweating forehead, trying to ward off the lightheadedness. How could this be happening?

      Agnes followed shortly behind. With all of Kathy’s family gone, Agnes was her closest relative. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “I know.” She darted a hesitated glance at Agnes. “I just need to get back to work.”

      She wrinkled her brow. “Are you sure?”

      The limo pulled away from the grave site, leaving Lisa back in the cold and rain. Kathy would never forgive herself for Lisa dying instead of her. She wiped her damp face. “If I don’t go, I’ll go crazy.”

      “When my dad died, I took a week off.”

      Her skin tingled as beads of sweat formed. “But you had Frank. I have no one. I don’t even have a home anymore. I’ve been living out of a damn suitcase.”

      Agnes squeezed her hand gently. “You could come and stay at my place.”

      “I don’t know.”

      Agnes lowered her head. “I know I’m not the cleanest person, but…”

      “No, your housekeeping isn’t the problem. I have a hard time being around Anonghos.”

      She stiffened. “Why?”

      Kathy avoided her penetrating gaze, leaning her head against the cool window, and watched all the other sad graves. “If he hadn’t come here…”

      “If he hadn’t come, Daidhl would have killed everyone–including you.”

      Tears slid down Kathy's face. “I understand that, but I can’t help what I feel.”

      “Without the Zalarians protecting us, the Kamtrinians would have destroyed Earth.”

      “But Lisa would be alive.” Kathy ran her fingers slowly down the window.

      “No, both of you would be dead.”

      Her hard-cop voice failed to ignite the usual spark that would result in an easy banter between them, but Kathy didn’t have the strength. She shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “Did you ever think that maybe Lisa was killed because she was a mate? Daidhl only killed mates.”

      She frowned and tore up the tissue still in one hand. “No. Yes. I don’t know…I never thought she would have been on the list.”

      “But Lisa had a healing power, Kathy. She was a psychic. Zalarians can only mate with psychics.”

      Kathy opened and then closed her mouth. She was at a loss for words. And she was never at a loss for words. In court, she had dazzled the other attorneys and judges with how she could think on her feet. But lately, she had difficulty wearing the same matching shoes.

      Agnes broke her thoughts. “When my mom and dad died, I thought my life was over. Frank and I were on the outs and the only thing I had was the job. I thought…that’s all I wanted…”

      Her voice drifted off.

      “Then, you met Anonghos.” Kathy smiled through her blurry eyes. “A dragon after your dreams.”

      Agnes linked her arm through hers. “Yes. You don’t have to do this alone. All of us care about you.”

      “I appreciate your support. I really do. But right now work is what will make me sane.” But that wasn't exactly true, either. Work made her crazy. Every time she reviewed a case, a thousand questions posed in her mind. Had the police coerced her client into a confession or not? Had her clients been given their Miranda rights? Should she file for a mistrial or proceed? Before Lisa's murder, she was so sure of herself. Now, she had a hard-time deciding what suit to wear.

      “I get it,” Agnes said. “Work always used to be the answer for me, too.”

      Kathy bit the inside of her cheek. Her muscles bounded up tighter than a tongue-tied defendant’s. She avoided looking at Agnes. “At least, I have a slew of cases that will keep me busy until next Christmas.”

      Hopefully, working sixteen hours days as a defense attorney, she’d be able to find herself again. But the daunting task of making decisions haunted her. Maybe she needed to work for a firm or the Public Defenders's Office. She didn’t trust herself. All because of the damn alien. She never wanted to see another one as long as she lived.
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      The Angarth Citadel’s bells rang. Ysam grimaced, holding the barbell in midair, sweat trickling down his face. Another mate was about to be chosen. A heaviness built up in his throat. He didn't deserve one after what his brother had done.

      For the last couple of hours, he’d been the only one in the Zalarian training gym. He liked being alone since he didn’t have to compete with the Bravian and Dominan dragons. As an Inquistian dragon, he was built slightly smaller and shorter, and he was supposed to be a researcher or a scholar, not a warrior.

      He exhaled loudly and pumped the bar up and down gain and again, his arms shaking. The bells clanked angrily again. His gut clenched at the dreaded summons. The last thing he wanted to do was go to a Mating Ceremony, but ignoring it wasn’t an option. Not if he ever wanted King Greum to appoint him to the Orion's security team.

      Ysam slammed the weights on to the bench press with a loud clink. Fates, he so didn't want to go to the citadel, but he was out of excuses. Besides the Fates, he doubted anyone else would notice if he wasn't there. He slowly sat up, gasping for breath, and snatched the nearby towel, then wiped the sweat gently off his bruised face and battered torso. Maybe the others were right. What if the Mistonian had picked his brother because he was an Inquistian dragon and weaker than the Dominan and Bravian dragons. What if he followed in his brother’s footsteps?

      All Ysam cared about was becoming a security officer, but what if he was never strong enough? He threw the towel in a tub and put his hands over his face. His stomach quivered. He stood and his legs shook. Everyday he pushed himself a little further, determined to bulk up his body.

      The bells chimed again. He jogged over to the showers, then quickly rinsed off the sweat, still wishing for the ninetieth time he didn’t have to go to the ceremony. Within minutes, he was dressed and headed toward the annoying chimes. Men were coming from all directions, heading for the three-turret Citadel. His breathing slowed as he thought of all the women, who had been murdered. Only the queen had survived, because she was on a mission when the Kamtrinians detonated a dioxide torpedo on Zalara. He missed all the women’s easy chatter and their sweet smells.

      But they were gone––forever.

      In the middle turret, the sun’s rays glistened off the oval glass-stained window of two intertwining dragons. Above the window was the annoying bell.

      “Where the Fates do you think you’re going?” An angry voice growled behind him.

      Ysam groaned silently.

      Slap. Slap. Slap. The sound of a fist pounding into a palm sent Ysam on red-alert. He refused to answer and quickened his step.

      “Hey, I’m talking to you.” Someone pushed him hard from behind.

      Ysam stumbled and fell on his hands, scraping his palms and knees, tearing his pants.

      His tormentors laughed and surrounded him.

      “Stay down there like a gur.” A surly voice commanded.

      Ysam jumped to his feet. Adrenaline whooshed through him. His walloping heartbeat grew louder in his ears. Six Bravian dragons surrounded him. He immediately went into a side stance, fists raised, his weight on his back leg.

      The leader of the bunch, Povour, towered over him. Hate flickered in his eyes. He pointed his finger. “Because of your brother, some of us won’t have mates. We don’t need your kind to reproduce.” He spat, barely missing Ysam's boot.

      Ysam narrowed his eyes. One side of his cheek twitched. “My kind?” His voice was a low, warning growl.

      “You’re a vorkon. Vorkon’s don’t get humans.” He walked around him, seizing him up. “Why don’t you go mate with a dirty vorkon?”

      Fuming heat flushed over Ysam’s face, neck, and ears. Vorkons were hairy, fat creatures with long claws that liked to bury themselves in the mud. He curled his toes, but didn't lower his fists. “Back off, Povour.

      The bell rang again–three more minutes.

      “Who’s going to make me, Inquistian?”

      Ysam puffed out his chest. “I am.”

      Povour growled, then swung his meaty fist. Ysam ducked and slammed his fist into his blustering face. Blood burst from Povour’s nose.

      “You bastard!”

      Two of Povour's friends pinned Ysam’s arms. He struggled to free himself, but it was useless.

      Povour wiped the blood off his face. “You’ll pay, Inquistian-vorkon.” He doubled his fists and smashed one into Ysam's face. Pain exploded in his right eye. Two fists rammed into his gut repeatedly lifting him off his feet, stealing his breath.

      The bell rang like a bugle to the rescue.

      “Povour, we’re going to be late.”

      “Fine,” Povour said. “Drop him.”

      Mercifully, they released him. Ysam fell to the ground, spitting up blood and gasping for air.

      “To remember who you are.” Povour kicked him hard in the ribs.

      Ysam fell to his side and watched them head to the Citadel. Pain pulsed through him. He dragged himself to his feet. He wiped blood on his sleeve and winced. Damn, there wasn’t time to change. Hopefully, he could huddle in the back without anyone noticing his bloody appearance. Besides, there was no way the Fates would call his name–not after what Daidhl had done. Or what he could do.

      He gasped for breath as he climbed the paver stairs. With each step, he winced, holding his throbbing side. A guard opened the door and cast a disapproving look over him. In the back of the Citadel was a window with a bench. He huddled on the bench, put his hands on his knees, and lowered his head, sucking in deep breaths.

      The bell finally ceased ringing and the citadel grew quiet. Ysam raised his head, barely able to see out of his right eye. Over hundred-fifty men were crowded in the pews, anxiously waiting to see if their name would be called.

      King Greum and Queen Cosima stood on the altar and above their heads was the stained-glass window. The King raised his hands over his head.

      “Welcome, all of you. Soon one of you will be granted a mate.”

      A fluttery, empty feeling filled Ysam's aching stomach. Heavy tension sucked the air out of the room. He hung his head, wishing they would say the name so he could get the hell out of here.

      Queen Cosima bowed her head. “Another mate has been chosen.”

      Quiet murmurs broke out in the citadel.

      The baptismal pool bubbled. The Fates floated out of the water, their white robes sparkling. They were the mothers of their race and the last of the women shape-shifters.

      Rillo, the smallest of the three and the most powerful, raised her arms. Her dark hair and eyes were a sharp contrast to her robe. “Greetings, Zalarians.”

      Murmurs ceased. The tension in the citadel skyrocketed. Everyone was eager to hear their name read, but Ysam. What if Povour was right? What if there was something inside his genes that would lead him to commit a monstrosity?

      He stared out the window, not caring whose name was called.

      “I am saddened over those of you who have lost mates. Daidhl laid a heavy stroke against us."

      His fingers turned ice-cold. Another bull-size target was just painted on his forehead.

      “But remember,” she said. “It was not the Orion’s navigator who committed these terrible crimes. The Mistonian was the one who possessed him and forced him to commit these ghastly murders.”

      “Because he was an Inquistian,” someone mumbled in the back of the room.

      Ysam tensed. He couldn’t tell who it was and was too tired to care.

      “Shut up,” someone else growled.

      “Gonna make me, Inquistian?”

      “Silence!” King Greum raised his arms.

      The bickering immediately stopped. The king was the largest and the fiercest dragon. No one in their right mind dared defied the king.

      He turned to Rillo. “Please, continue.”

      Ysam sighed heavily. Was Daidh’s legacy going to be Ysam’s? Fates, he’d do everything in his power not to fall down that path.

      He leaned the back of his head against the window and wrapped his arm over his throbbing gut. Every time he took a breath, pain pulsed in his ribs.

      He licked the blood off his lip.

      “Yehti, do you have the Mating Stone?”

      “Yes, I do.” Yehti unclenched her fist.

      The eerie stillness sent chills down Ysam’s spine. He edged off the bench and crept toward the doorway. All he wanted to do was fly back home before Povour and his crittens decided to use him again for a punching bag.

      Rillo frowned. “But, Yehti, there are two stones. Why?”

      “I don’t know.” Yehti shook her head and her red hair shimmered. “The chosen one has not been revealed to me.”

      “I can answer this,” Avenor said. She was the tallest of the three and rarely spoke, but she was supposed to be the wisest. Her blond hair was like a halo around her slender shoulders. “The stones are twins–brothers if you will. One is active while the other is dormant.”

      Her voice was so low that Ysam had to strain to hear her.

      “Meaning?” King Greum looked curiously at the stones in Yehti’s stretched out palm.

      “Both Mating Stones must be used before the next stone will be revealed.”

      “You’re talking in riddles.” Queen Cosima’s green eyes flared with anger. “Speak plainly.”

      Avenor bowed her blonde head. “As you wish, your Majesty. The gray stone is Daidhl’s and the other is Ysam’s.”

      Sudden coldness hit Ysam's core like an iron fist. Loud hisses and growls broke out at once. Ysam quietly banged his head against the door jam. Nonononono…

      “Silence!” King Greum snarled, his eyes glowing fiercely. Once again, the grumblings instantly stopped.

      “Ysam, come forth.” His command was a death sentence.

      Ysam glanced at the crack between the two wooden doors, wishing he could transform into a tiny set and escape. But that would be the coward’s way out. A member of the security team would cringe at such a gutless thought. He took a long deep breath, braced his shoulders, and made his way up the main aisle. His heavy boots echoed off the wooden floors.

      Each row he passed, he could feel their deathly stares on his back and hear whispered remarks, but he couldn’t make them out. Not that he wanted to know what they were saying. For the past month, he’d had his fill…reject…traitor…butcher.

      In the first pew, the crew of the Orion watched him curiously, some with open hostility. Anonghos, the chief of the security, stood next to the captain. Taog was a fierce and brave captain. A man that Ysam would have sworn his loyalty. But he didn’t want to serve him as a navigator like Daidhl but be a member of the security team.

      Ysam’s palms turned sweaty, and he wiped them on his pants. Taog flashed his gaze over him, his expression completely blank. How could he prove he was worthy to be on the team when every minute he was beaten to a pulp?

      King Greum scowled. “Who hit you?”

      “I don’t remember.”

      He raised his eyebrow. “Listen, Zalarians, and listen well, Ysam is not responsible for Daidhl’s actions. Taking your frustration out on him is the coward’s way out. I will not tolerate another beating.”

      Ysam hung his head and heat drained from his face. In those few words, the king had destroyed his pride. For the past month, he’d fought his own battles, never asking for a champion. Any respect he’d earned from his tormentors flew out the window.

      “Ysam.” Avenor reached out her arm. “Come here.”

      He obediently approached her.

      She smiled. “You want to be part of the security team?”

      “Yes, more than anything.”

      She looked at him curiously. “Tell me why?”

      “Because I don’t like bullies. I don’t care where they come from.” He lowered his voice. “Even if a bully was my brother.”

      “Before this is over, you will heal your brother and yourself.”

      His mouth fell open. He was too stunned to speak or breathe.

      A loud scoff burst through the crowd. Ysam hung his head and angled himself away from the congregation, unable to meet their hostile stares.

      Greum glared. “Silence!”

      His loud growl echoed off the citadel walls.

      “Thank you, Greum.” She motioned to her sister. “Yethi, please give him the blue Mate Stone.”

      Ysam reluctantly held out his palm. Yethi carefully placed the stone in his scuff up hand. Heat radiated from the stone. Burning energy burrowed through his veins like lightning. The Citadel whirled around him faster and faster. He shook so hard his teeth chattered. A vision formed in his mind of a tall, curly dark-haired woman in a courtroom. She defended a young man and argued passionately with the judge. He squeezed his eyes tightly. He knew her.

      The vision faded. He opened his eyes and sucked in air. His muscles tightened, and he drew his head back stiffly.

      “This can’t be right. Not Kathy Strong. Anyone but her.” He leaned closer to Avenor and whispered. "Daidhl murdered and mutilated her sister. You can’t be serious.”

      “Nevertheless, she is your mate, Inquistian. Without you, she'll never heal.”

      He shook his head. “What? Me?” He threw his hands up in the air. “How the hell am I supposed to heal her? I’m her enemy.”

      Avenor shrugged. "The Mating Stones are never wrong. I will tell you this, Inquistian, if you win her over, you’ll achieve your dream of being appointed to the security team.”

      Anonghos, the chief of the Orion's security team, jerked his dark head up. “Impossible.” He glowered at Ysam.

      Ysam turned his head from his cold gaze. Anonghos had pursued Daidhl alone and knew first hand of the grisly murders.

      “His brother cursed us all,” someone yelled from the pews.

      “He’s an Inquistian,” another agreed.

      “He’s too small.”

      Only the king could make the decision on who was worthy enough to be a member of the Orion's security team. The king had a dark scowl on his face, and Ysam already knew the answer.

      Queen Cosima clasped his hand. “Greum.”

      The soft word spoke volumes. Greum stared down into her eyes. Ysam held his breath, waiting for his answer.

      King Greum tore his gaze from the queen and studied Ysam. “If you can win over the woman, Inquistian, I’ll grant your request.”

      The angry gasp and curses from the congregation nearly shook the roof off the Citadel.

      “But your Majesty,” Anonghos stammered.

      The king glowered. “You’re questioning my decree?”

      Anonghos bowed his head. “No, your Majesty.”

      “There’s one more thing.” Avenor looked between them.

      A sour taste filled Ysam's mouth. He dragged his scraped palms down his pant legs.

      “Daidhl’s mate is Lisa Strong.”

      Ysam’s heart shrunk in his chest. He took a step backward. Avenor’s beautiful face spun around him, and he shook his head, trying not to pass out.

      “Before the next Mate Stone can be revealed, Daidhl’s stone must be united with Lisa’s ashes. Only then can they be together. However, your mate must give her blessings on this mating.”

      Ysam ran his shaking hand through his hair. “You ask for the impossible, Fate.”

      “Nevertheless Inquistian, this is your task,” Avenor said. “You are the key in healing your mate. Without you, she’ll live a life of bitterness and loneliness, and you will condemn your people.”

      Queen Cosima took Ysam’s wrists. “There is more to you than meets the eye. Your strength will save you both. You are no more responsible for what the Mistonian did than Daidhl. The Mistonian possessed great power and was a deadly enemy. I believe in you. Soon you’ll believe in yourself.”

      Ysam pressed his lips together tightly. Heaviness weighed on his gut. She was wrong. He wasn’t a Dominan or Bravian dragon. Daidhl had proven that Inquistians weren’t strong enough to defeat an alien by themselves.

      He glanced at Taog who had a blank stare. No doubt, the captain of the Orion didn’t believe Ysam could accomplish this task or was worthy of being a part of his crew.

      Ysam hung his head with the weight of Zalara on his shoulders.
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      Ysam crept along an elegant apartment, decorated with wooden antiques. His dragon eyes could pierce the darkness. He slowly made his way down a hallway, his bare feet shuffling across the hardwood floors. He opened a door.

      A pair of jeans and a sweater were discarded on the carpet. A digital clock turned to midnight.

      Soft snores drew him to a four poster bed. Kathy was asleep, the sheet only covering half her naked body. Her long curls flared over her slender shoulders. One toned leg peered out from underneath the sheet. She sighed heavily and snuggled deeper into the pillow.

      She was so beautiful, so strong, so vulnerable.

      He crept closer to the bed, wanting to stroke her dark hair and moved his hand down her silky skin. The floor creaked.

      She woke with a start and turned her head. Her eyes widened in horror, then she screamed. “Don’t kill me!”

      Ysam dropped the bloody knife in his hand that he hadn't even known was there.

      He jerked awake, sweating in his bed, and gasping for breath. He put his arm over his forehead. Ever since Avenor had announced that Kathy was his mate, he’d been having the same nightmare. What if it was an omen?

      He rolled out of his bed and hurried to the bathroom. He splashed water on his pale face. Today was the day he’d meet Kathy and he couldn’t shake the feeling it would be the worst day of his life.

      A few hours later, Anonghos arrived. He took one look at him. “You look awful.”

      “I feel awful.” He put on his leather jacket. “Didn’t sleep well last night.”

      “Are you worried about the mission?”

      “No. It was probably just something I ate. I won’t let you down.” Avoiding his questioning gaze, Ysam shut the door. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      “That’s not very convincing.”

      He trotted past him. “That’s the best you’re going to get.”

      Ysam’s home was less than a mile from the port. Dragons and space ships flew over their heads. The rays of the suns warmed his face as they walked along the paved path that led to the port. The air was crisp. The tall leafed out trees and sweet, smelling flowers lined the path. Their boots crunched on the pebbles, but with every step, soreness rippled through Ysam’s battered body.

      Anonghos looked behind them and then back again. “There’s doesn’t seem to be anyone around, so I don’t think we will have any problems.”

      His cautious voice sent Ysam’s body overheating, and his pride took a nose dive.

      He stood taller and squared his shoulders. “I don’t need a body guard. I can handle myself.”

      Anonghos snorted. “By your bruised face, I think that’s a lie.”

      Ysam clenched his teeth. “Hey, ever since you came back here, my life’s been a living hell. Every dragon wants a piece of me.”

      Anonghos’s eyes turned hard and flinty. “It’s not my fault dragons have been taking their anger out on you.”

      Ysam rubbed the back of his sweating neck. “Look, the fights haven’t exactly been fair.”

      Anonghos shrugged. “Your brother pissed off a lot of Zalarians.”

      “Really? I hadn’t noticed,” he grumbled, kicking a rock.

      “Look, Ysam, I don’t have a problem with you. I just don’t like anyone telling me who can or can’t be on my team.”

      His fast-talking tone hammered that he thought Inquistians should be locked up in a laboratory. Ysam shoved his hands into his back pockets, wishing he could go on this mission alone. He didn’t want all of his mistakes broadcasted back to Zalara.

      Anonghos flashed him a hungry grin. “Besides, it’s been too long since I have seen my mate.”

      Ysam stopped. “Tell me, how many Inquistians are security agents?”

      “That’s no a secret. None. Inquistians aren’t as strong as a Bravian or a Dominian. You’re liable to get yourself or someone else killed. Inquistians are designed for research.”

      Ysam bristled. “I’m not a librarian.”

      “I never said you were. To be part of my team, you will be flying the ship. Everyone on my team needs to know how every aspect of a ship in case of an emergency.” He raised his eyebrow. “You do know how to navigate a ship?”

      He accelerated his walk to a sprint. “Yes, of course.”

      “Not so fast.”

      Ysam refused to wait and broke in a jog. He just wanted to get this test over with and try to keep the damn nightmare from coming true.

      When they arrived at the port, the King and Queen awaited them along with Taog who looked less than happy to be there. Ysam’s chances of becoming a security officer became slimmer and slimmer each time he saw the captain. Wooing a mate would not be enough to convince the captain he was worthy.

      The sun shined off the hull of the shuttle craft, the Stellar. It seemed bigger than normal. He’d maneuvered shuttle crafts all his life, but he had never steered one off the planet. What if he couldn’t handle the ship? His clammy palms twitched, and the heat of the suns shot his temperature up. Fates, if he couldn’t handle the ship, then he really didn’t deserve to be a member of the Orion crew. All of them were able to fly a ship solo.

      The queen flashed one of her warm smiles. “Good morning, Anonghos and Ysam.”

      Ysam squirmed uncomfortably, but composed himself and bowed slightly. “Your Highness.”

      “Greetings, Your Majesty,” Anonghos said.

      “Are you both ready for your mission on Earth?” Queen Cosima asked.

      “I am.” Anonghos grinned.

      The king gripped Anonghos on the shoulder and gave him a knowing smile.

      “Yes,” Ysam answered, but his voice wasn’t as confident as Anonghos’s.

      Greum’s smile faded when he looked at him and Ysam felt ten times smaller. The king motioned with his arm. “Let us know when you have made contact.”

      Anonghos frowned. “My mate has said that Kathy Strong wants nothing to do with us, your Majesty.”

      Greum put his hands behind his back and leaned back and forth on his toes. “Nevertheless, this is his path. Anonghos, you know the plan. You and your mate will introduce him to his new mate, but he alone must win her over.”

      “I would suggest Ysam brings her here…alone,” the queen said. “On Earth, she’ll be able to escape.”

      Ysam stiffened. Obviously, she didn’t think he had the wits to bring her around, but who was he kidding? Neither did he.

      Taog held his gaze. “That’s not a request.”

      “Yes, Captain.” Ysam put his legs together and stood at attention.

      “But Captain…” Anonghos interrupted.

      “He does this without your help. He’s the only one that can convince Kathy to be his mate and allow him to put the other Mating Stone in her sister’s ashes.”

      “I’ll manage, Captain.” Ysam stood taller and lifted his chin, as if to prove he was more than capable of this assignment, even though he thought it was a lie.

      “Good. Bring her here.” Taog handed him a canister. “Use the ragon gas. From what Anonghos has said, you’re going to need it.”

      Ysam reluctantly took it. Kidnapping was leaving a distaste in his mouth, but he wasn’t given much choice. For once, he thought the Fates were wrong. How could he be Kathy’s mate?

      Anonghos squeezed Ysam’s shoulder. “My mate, Agnes, knows you’re coming. She’s agreed to  introduce you to Kathy. We can trust her. She knows what’s at stake.”

      Pride echoed in his voice.

      “She’s not moving to Zalara?” Ysam asked.

      “My mate has some unfinished cases she wants to wrap up. As far as Kathy knows, I’m coming to see my mate.” Anonghos released his shoulder. “I really think she’s worried about Kathy. She was less than thrilled to know that you’re Kathy’s mate.”

      Tingles swept up the back of his neck and across his face. He rubbed his sleek forehead. “Great.”

      “But don’t worry, she won’t betray us.” Anonghos patted him on the back. “Good luck. You’re going to need it.”

      “Thanks.”

      The queen hugged him. “Good-bye, I have faith in you.”

      Ysam just wished he shared her same conviction.

      Greum shook his hand. “Our race depends on you mating with Kathy Strong.” He tightened his grip. “Don’t let us down.”

      “I won’t.” Ysam forced himself to look into the king’s firm gaze.

      Taog tilted his head. “If you need assistance, contact Anonghos.” His dismal voice cut into Ysam’s hope. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to report back to the Orion.”

      “Of course, Captain.” Greum motioned his arm. “Anonghos will report to you regarding the mission.”

      Ysam felt smaller and smaller. “I won’t fail.” His voice was loud enough for the captain to hear, even though the man didn’t slow his pace.

      He and Anonghos turned and entered the Stellar. The door slid closed behind them. They made their way to the helm. Normally, the bridge seemed so small, but now, it seemed to have grown twice it’s size. The enormity of the task slammed into him.

      He cracked his neck, then pulled on his t-shirt collar, as if it was choking him. If Kathy spurned him or refused to allow him to put his brother’s stone with her sister’s ashes, no mates would be selected, and they’d die as a race.

      No pressure there.

      Anonghos sat at the communication station. “Prepare for take off, Ysam.”

      “Yes, sir.” Ysam flicked on the engines. He wiped his sweaty palms on his thighs. The engines softly hummed then the ship lifted off the landing port. He plotted a course for Earth.

      Anonghos contacted the command. “Permission to leave orbit.”

      “You’re clear for take off,” a voice said over the intercom.

      Ysam grabbed the control with his shaking hands, held his breath, and slowly guided the Stellar off the landing deck.

      “Nice take off,” Anonghos mumbled behind him.

      Ysam exhaled loudly, not glancing at him.

      The bright blue sky and clouds disappeared and slowly evaporated as he jetted out of Zalaria’s atmosphere. The galaxy opened up to purple, pink, and silver colors streaking through the stark blackness. He broke out in a wide smile. Space, glittering stars, and Zalara’s two suns, Blotso and Clotso, sent adrenaline shooting through him. He’d never been this far out in space, and it was just as beautiful as he’d imagined.

      The Orion crew experienced this everyday. Did they take the beauty of space for granted or did they appreciate it? He’d appreciate it everyday of his life.

      “Oh, by the way,” Anonghos interrupted his thoughts. “Agnes has arranged for us to meet at a bar. Kathy loves to dance, and she thought dancing would be a good way for her to forget her troubles.”

      “What?” The beauty of space vanished as reality came crashing back.

      Anonghos smiled mischievously. “You do know how to dance, don’t you, Inquistian?”

      Heat rushed over Ysam’s ears, and he turned away from Anonghos’s smirking face. “I have…never…uh…seen a reason to,” he grumbled.

      Anonghos laughed. “You better learn.”

      Ysam refused to look at him and gripped the controls tighter. Dancing? He had two left feet. How the hell was he going to pull this off? He pulled the Mating Stones out of his leather jacket. One glittered blue while the other was a drab gray. He clutched his fist tight and put it against his forehead. Sorrow squeezed his throat. Daidhl had been his brother–his idol. Ysam had laid awake at night wondering over and over again if his brother had been present in his body as the invader made him kill, or had his conscious been shoved so far back that he hadn’t been aware. It was enough to drive a dragon insane.

      “Here.” Anonghos pulled up a small screen. “Watch the video and maybe you’ll not step on her feet.”

      For the remainder of the flight, Ysam steered the ship through space and kept glancing at the video of a man and woman dancing. The man would twirl the woman around, then grab her hands and bring her close to his chest. The man pushed her arm distance away.

      He was good at remembering how to do things mechanically, but actually doing it was another matter.

      “Did your mate say how I should break the news about Daidhl being her sister’s mate?”

      “I hate to say this, but she didn’t think the revelation would bode well.”

      “Maybe if I tell her about how kind and gentle Daidhl was before he was possessed by the Mistonian?”

      “You’re kidding right? You’re going to have a Fates of a time convincing her that you’re not like your brother.”

      “But Daidhl wasn’t responsible–”

      “I’m not sure there’s a good way to broach the subject at all, and the chances of her believing your brother was possessed are slim. According to Agnes, Lisa was her best friend. Whether you want to admit or not, Ysam, Daidhl was responsible for her death––possessed or not. Your best bet is asking for forgiveness.”

      Ysam didn’t look or answer him and stared straight ahead. Anonghos might be right. Before his possession, Daidhl had been the the kindest, most thoughtful, and dedicated dragon he knew. He just hoped his brother hadn’t had any control of his body. Otherwise, he had been a monster.

      This mission wasn’t just to save the Zalarians or to achieve Ysam’s dream. He could finally give his brother peace. Silently to himself, he vowed, “I won’t let you down, Daidhl. I’ll bring your mate home to you. I swear.”
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      After a long hard week, Kathy walked into a crowded O’Toole’s to meet Agnes. People crowded at the bar and tables. Most people were standing, which she could used as an excuse on why she couldn’t stay long. She inhaled the smell of beer and fried food. Both had been Lisa’s favorites. She had loved to toss back a stout, indulge in shepherd’s pie, and dance.

      Every Friday night, O’Toole’s had a live band. Tonight was no different. Kathy usually loved to dance, but tonight all she wanted to do was go back to her hotel and veg out.

      Her stomach growled, but fried food was the last thing she wanted. Since Lisa’s funeral, whenever she ate, her stomach revolted. The bar’s aroma of french fries, gravy, and nachos sent her swirling stomach speeding out the door. She broke out in a hot sweat as if she’d just finished jogging a mile.

      She took a tissue out of her purse and wiped her face. How she allowed Agnes talk her into having a drink, she’d never know, but she was off her game.

      Eating wasn’t the only thing evading her. Sleep was evasive and Mr. Sandman hadn’t visited for two weeks.  All she wanted to do was collapse in her hotel room and zone out watching the television.

      “Kathy!” Agnes waved her arm. She sat at a table with Anonghos, her brother, Frank, and another man she didn’t know. The man was clean cut like Frank except his hair was a lighter brown. She would have thought he was another G-Man except he wore jeans and a leather jacket. The FBI required all agents to wear a suit and tie or at least a dress shirt, tie, and sports jacket when they worked a shift.

      He’d be ruggedly handsome except for the fading bruises on one side of his face. He must be another detective that liked to use his fists instead of his head when confronting a suspect. Maybe he was Agnes’s replacement. No doubt she’d be representing his suspects.

      Marrying an alien would never be Kathy’s plan. She wanted to marry someone on Earth and live a normal happy life with cuddling on Saturday nights, kids, car pools, and football games.

      Nothing extraordinary.

      Agnes immediately gave her a hug. “How are you doing, hon?”

      Kathy squeezed her back. “As you would expect.”

      Agnes slowly released her. “I know. Have a drink. You’ll feel better.”

      Kathy smiled weakly. Drinking a glass of wine every night hadn’t taken the edge off her.

      “How’s my favorite attorney?” Anonghos gave her a bear hug and then quick kissed her on the cheek.

      “Surviving.”

      He put his hands on her shoulders. “You’ll get through this.”

      His strong voice only made her want to break out in her best attorney attack and tell him why he was wrong, but it wouldn’t be fair. Like her, Anonghos had had his fair share of losing family members.

      Agnes cleared her throat and Anonghos dropped his arms. “Kathy, this is Ysam.”

      “Nice to meet you Ysam. Kathy Strong.” She shook his hand. Being a defense lawyer, she could quickly judge a man or woman based on their handshake. His grip was strong and powerful––a mark of a dominant man.

      Dominant opponents never fazed her. In fact, she used to like a good fight in the courtroom, but then something she didn’t expect happened. Sparks of adrenaline ran up her arm, exploding into all directions. Tingles brushed over her flesh. Her body shook as if she just stuck her finger into an electric socket.

      The tavern grew smaller. Walls slowly moved trapping her as if she were in a horror movie with no way out. The noisy voices, banging plates, and clinging glasses faded. The only sound she heard was the blood thumping between her ears. All that mattered was Ysam.

      She unraveled her trembling hand. The minute she released his strong grip, the vision of shrinking walls vanished. The bar grew larger, the noise deafening, her breath panicked.

      Luckily, neither Frank or Agnes or Anonghos were looking at her. Agnes and Anonghos were busy kissing each other and Frank was watching the band set up. Maybe they hadn’t noticed. Her wild heartbeat slowly returned to normal as she fought to regain her composure. She wiped her sweaty palm on her skirt.

      Unfortunately, Ysam watched her with his curiously golden tiger eyes as if he knew she’d just had a panic attack of biblical proportions. The short attack left her knees knocking together like a bass drum.

      Unlike her, he didn’t seem to have a single reaction from their brief handshake. No sweating. No shifting. No blinking. He was cool, calm, and collected.

      “Kathy.” His husky voice was like a caress, making her shiver. How could just saying her name turn her insides into goo?

      She rubbed the bridge between her eyes. God, maybe she was having a nervous breakdown.

      Someone gently touched her arm.

      Kathy jumped backward like a terrified rabbit, knocking the chair over. Ysam caught the chair before it crashed onto the floor and put it back into place.

      She bumped into a waitress with a tray of drinks high over her head.

      “Hey, watch it,” the waitress yelled.

      Kathy moved out of her way. “Oh, I’m so sorry.” Her voice was barely audible. She glanced at Ysam, heat brushing over her face. “I’m not usually this clumsy.”

      He stood up and smiled. “No harm done.” He motioned. “Have a seat.” He was a gentleman and in her business, they were few and scarce.

      “Thank you.” She slid into the empty chair, and he skidded it toward the table. His fingers brushed against her back, and the goo churning inside her turned warm then hot. In a few minutes, she’d be panting in heat. What was it with this guy?

      Agnes looked at her with concern. “Are you okay? Your face is bright red.”

      Kathy waved her hand in front of her face. “It’s hot in here. That’s all.”

      Ysam’s eyes reminded her of Anonghos’s and Agnes’s. He couldn’t be a Zalarian since Agnes said they all looked like they played for the Broncos’s defense. He was slightly smaller, but his shoulders were wider than Frank’s, and Frank was no slouch of a man. Besides, Agnes knew how she felt about aliens, and had sworn never to introduce her to another Zalarian, ET, or any other creature from outer space.

      Frank gently touched her arm. “Tough week.”

      “Understatement of the year.” Bitterness snapped out in her voice.

      Frank winced, and she immediately regretted her tone.

      “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to live one day at a time.”

      “Frank, Anonghos, and Agnes told me about your sister. I am truly sorry for your loss.” Ysam’s husky voice stirred something inside her.

      She’d been strong for so long, and she thought how comforting it would be to lay her head on his chest and for him to hold her. What was she thinking? Having a relationship was the last thing she wanted. She’d absolutely no energy to meet the needs of a dominant man and needed to get the hell out of here before she did anything else really stupid.

      She put her hands on the table and looked around anywhere but at him. “What do we have to do to get a drink around here?”

      A dark-haired waitress came over, hoisting a tray of four beers over her head. “Hi. Here we go.”

      Kathy frowned. “I didn’t…”

      Agnes laughed. “Don’t look so surprised, Kathy. I know your favorite beer. Besides, if I didn’t order as soon as we got here, we’d die of thirst.”

      The waitress smiled. “You’re right about that. It’s going to be hopping all night. Is there anything else I can get you?”

      “When you get a chance,” Kathy said. “I’d like a glass of water.”

      “Sure thing.”

      She thought about going to the ladies’ room and splashing water on her hot face to put out the lusting fire burning inside her whenever she glanced at Ysam, but women were already standing in line outside the bathroom. Downing her beer and making excuses would be faster.

      Ysam cast her a brief smile, his eyes mesmerizing her. Usually when she wanted to discourage men, she’d put on her attorney face, but she was too damn tired.

      Instead, she took a long swing of her beer, squashing her fiery desire.

      Ysam followed her lead, but he took a smaller sip of ale. His eyes widened, and he licked the foam off his lips. “This is actually good.”

      She’d never seen anything so sexy, so tempting to kiss. God, her lawyer composure must be half dead. Men usually panted over her, not the other way around.

      Frank put down his beer. “Kathy, are you still living in a hotel?”

      Kathy tensed thinking of what used to be her sanctuary. She’d been so proud of her antiques, her artwork, all her modern conveniences, but thanks to Daihl, they were all tainted with the memory of Lisa’s murder. Every time she looked at any of her belongings––such as a chair, a painting, or even her expresso machine––all she could think of was her sister’s mangled body. “I don’t think I can ever go back there.” Her voice faded into misery.

      Agnes rubbed her back. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Thanks.” Kathy smiled weakly. “I don’t know what I would have done without you.” She looked at Frank and Anonghos. “All of you.”

      Tears blurred her vision. But enough was enough. She slumped into her chair and swooshed the unicorn bracelet around her wrist. She took a deep breath and raised her head high.

      Putting her interrogation face on, she looked at Ysam. “So, what do you do? Are you in law enforcement? I haven’t seen you around the department. As a defense attorney, I know most of the officers and detectives.”

      “And they know you,” Agnes smirked.

      She shrugged. “Cops don’t always clap their hands and jump up and down when I walk into the room. I’m fiercely protective of my clients’ rights. Guilty or innocent, they deserve to be treated fairly.”

      Frank rolled his eyes. “We know, Matlock.”

      “Admirable.” Ysam smiled. “Even the underdog needs their day in court.”

      Kathy blinked, not believing what she’d heard. She usually got the condemnation of how her clients should all be hung by their buster-browns.

      “But to answer your question, I’m not a security officer…yet.” Did she imagine it or did he nervously glance at Anonghos who shrugged.

      They didn’t know each other, did they?

      “I am actually studying to be in law enforcement,” Ysam said. “Right now, I’m in…research.”

      She frowned. Security officer? That was a strange term to use. “What kind of research?”

      “Scientific.”

      His short answer intrigued her.

      “Is it violent?” She took another sip of her beer.

      He lifted his eyebrow.

      She smiled slowly. “Your bruises. How did you get them?”

      “I had a disagreement with some friends.” He twirled his glass around as if lost in thought.

      “Some friends,” she murmured under breath.

      He was definitely hiding something, and he wasn’t fooling her. He reminded of her clients who avoided admitting what they did by only telling half-truths, which never worked. The truth always came out, one way or another.

      “Do you want to get some appetizers?” Agnes studied a plastic menu. “I’m starved.”

      A waitress walked by with a plate of bubbling nachos stacked with guacamole and sour cream. Kathy inhaled the grease and beans, and her queasy stomach pleaded for mercy.  “Food is the last thing I want.”

      Frank flashed his gaze over her. “When was the last time you ate anything?”

      She shrugged. “I had some juice and a piece of toast this morning. Why? You worried about my weight?”

      Frank plucked up her too loose jacket sleeve that hung off her arm. “No. Just the opposite. You look like a starving refugee.”

      “Don’t insult her.” Ysam’s gruff voice warned followed by a low growl.

      Kathy froze. The growl sounded exactly like Anonghos when anyone had threatened or dissed Agnes. No, she had to be wrong. Agnes would never betray her. Not after what happened to Lisa.

      Frank put his hands up. “Don’t get up set. My observation wasn’t an insult. I said it out of concern. She hasn’t been eating and could pass out.”

      He was talking fast as if he were afraid, but Frank Malloy didn’t fear any man. The hair lifted off the back of her neck.

      Before she could think, the lead singer of the band, Casey and the Bandits, yelled. “Happy Friday! Who’s ready to party?”

      The crowd roared. Normally, Lisa and Kathy would be ready to get out on the dance floor, but not tonight. Tonight she was frozen in her seat.

      “For our first song, we’re going to do some Def Leppard.”

      “Come on,” Agnes grabbed Anongos’s hand. “Let’s dance.”

      “Whatever you want.” Anonghos lifted Agnes off the floor and twirled her around on to the dance floor. She’d never seen her friend so happy.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” Frank said. “It’s been a long week, and I just saw someone I’d like to meet.” He quickly deserted the table and headed over to a voluptuous blond. Less than a minute later, they were on the dance floor.

      Awkward silence erupted over the table as the band played Def Leppard’s song Pyromania. Kathy drummed her fingers on the table, tapping to the beat.

      Ysam leaned close. “Would you like to dance?”

      Lord, he smelled so good as if he’d been barbecuing with charcoal, which she thought smelled so much better than a gas grill.

      “No, I really shouldn’t.”

      “Is it because of your sister?”

      She thought of Lisa being buried less than a week in the cold ground and put her hand over the bracelet. “I would feel guilty.”

      “I didn’t know your sister, but I don’t think she’d mind if you had one dance. You look like you need to do something to forget for a little while.” He stood and held out his hand.

      Lisa would have told her to go. “I don’t know.” She hesitated before she placed her shaking one in his.

      “I won’t bite. I promise.” He pulled her to her feet and she brushed briefly against his chest that sent more willy-nilly tingles through her. He maneuvered her out onto the crowded dance floor, and she waited for him to do the white-man shuffle.

      But she was wrong.

      Ysam looked at her with such intensity she couldn’t take her eyes off him or breathe. Her heartbeat increased. He wrapped one strong arm securely around her torso and put his hand on the middle of her back. She inhaled his spicy breath, turning her insides into a dewy mess. He pulled her close, their bodies becoming one.

      She couldn’t turn her gaze away. His other hand slowly raised hers. She automatically placed her palm on his muscular shoulder. His hold was strong just how she liked it when she danced.

      Ysam put one foot back, immediately taking the lead. He slid his foot to the side, inviting her to come with him, and she couldn’t resist. When he stepped forward, she put her foot back. He pressed her back again, his gaze never breaking. She followed his lead, pivoting her feet, her hips rolling across his, her breath quickening. He was so smooth, so graceful, so masterful.

      “I didn’t know we were going to do the tango.”

      He raised his eyebrow. “You don’t like this dance?”

      “No, I love to tango.”

      His possessive gaze left her dazed. A devious smile spread across his face. “Would you like to quicken the pace? Or are you not up to the task?”

      “Yes, I feel like I can manage.” She’d won more than her fair share of competitions, and his arrogance chipped her ego.

      He stretched out his arm, and she took his firm grip. He immediately pulled her toward him and dipped her. She arched her back, her heart beating wildly. He swung her to the other side and dipped her again.

      When he righted her up, they stared at each other, their faces almost touching. His warm breath excited her, making her feel they were the only two in the bar. He instantly curved his arm around her waist and hers around his. They twirled intimately around then swiveled to the other direction. Kathy’s blood thumped between her ears. All of the dancers disappeared. The only thing that mattered was Ysam.

      Her heartbeat matched the rhythm of the pounding drums and thumping guitars. She whirled around. He firmly took her hand, then quickly released it. In one slick motion, he clasped the other, then spun her around and around and around flawlessly. People, Casey, and lights swished around her. He drew her toward him hard and lifted her with only the tops of her toes touching the dance floor. Both their hearts beat as one and they inhaled each other’s breath.

      A light glisten of sweat flickered off his forehead. She put her palm on his stubbled face and he slowly lowered her to the floor. She bent her head back,  and he lowered his head, his hot breath blowing onto her chest.

      Casey went into AC/DC’s I Shook Her All Night Long and suddenly, sinful pleasures popped into her mind of locking her legs around his rocking hips. What was she thinking?

      She broke away and put her arms up in the air. He stood back like a bullfighter. He stalked her, his arms up in the air. She curtsied before him. Never making a mistake, he wrapped his arms around her waist and hers around his muscular one. They circled each other, their eyes locked in a fierce fervor, moving around the floor as if they owned it.

      He grabbed both her hands and she arched her back, his grip holding fast. She lost herself in the soul of the pumping music and Ysam’s arms. Their dance was one of passion, of freedom, of lust…

      People squished and squashed her toward Ysam, but easily he glided her around the magical dance floor, keeping her safe in his arms. She couldn’t take her eyes off his.

      Their gaze remained locked a moment longer, a moment where she longed for his touch, for his lips, for his kiss. As if reading her mind, he bent his head and his lips brushed over hers. His spicy breath spurred excitement rushing through her veins. She clasped her palm against his stubble cheek, her heart beating in anticipation of tasting his masculinity. Desire flickered in his eyes, and her throat ran dry.

      But the music ended, the moment lost. He slowly raised his head and stepped back, giving her a chance to catch her breath. She gasped. “You’re…a good…dancer.”

      He raised his eyebrow. “Am I? I haven’t had much practice.” His husky voice was as mesmerizing as his dance.

      Her suit stuck to her uncomfortably. “You…could have fooled…me.”

      Casey grabbed the microphone. “Time for us to catch our breath and dance with someone special.” The band broke out in a slow ballad.

      “That was great,” Kathy said, still not believing what a wonderful dancer, he was. “I really needed to dance.” Such a stupid statement.

      Not many men could do the tango like he had. Let’s be honest, no man had.

      He held out his hand. “Would you like to continue?”

      She glanced around the now crowded floor with slow, kissing couples, pressing their bodies against each other, including Anonghos and Agnes, who were staring at each other passionately.

      Kathy moved her hair out of her eyes, still breathless from their dance. She wasn’t able to take her gaze off his lips. Her heart beat faster. “I don’t know.”

      “Let me make the decision.” He drew her into his arms, their bodies molding into each other. His heart beast as fast as hers. His arms wrapped around her waist, while she locked her hands around his neck. He looked down at her with those hooded-eyes. He was so handsome with his high cheekbones and tiger-gold eyes.

      Handsome men were a dime a dozen, but an expert dancer was rare. Something to be treasured.

      He bent his head lower, and her heart thumped up to her throat. His masculine scent teased her senses, and she wondered if he would taste as spicy as he smelled. Sh parted parted her lips, eager to have his lips brush against hers.

      People crowded them closer. She bumped into someone behind her.

      “Hey, watch it,” a drunken voice slurred.

      Ysam jerked his head away. The tender moment was lost. She turned around to look into a frowning, stumbling man, who was holding on to a titter-tottering woman.

      Ysam moved her to the side and his upper lip curled. “The floor’s crowded. I suggest you apologize to the lady.” He towered over the man who slunk down.

      “I’m sorry, lady.” His drew out the answer, then dragged the woman off the dance floor.

      “Thank you,” Kathy said.

      Ysam looked down at her possessively. “I protect what’s mine.”

      She blinked. “Yours?”

      The air drained out of her lungs. His golden eyes glowed eerily. He flashed her a look that made her heart yelp in fear. A clear red aura outlined his muscular body that meant passion, sensuality, power.

      Ohshitohshitohshit!

      He was a Zalarian. Anonghos had said the same thing when he came to claim Agnes. Daidhl had only killed women who were designated mates. She’d hoped her ticket would get lost.

      But lucky her, her number had just been called.
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      The lights over the dance floor had dimmed and the only one overhead light shone on Casey who clasped the microphone close to his lips. “My sweet love.”

      Love was the last thing Kathy was thinking about as she stared into Ysam’s glowing eyes. Terror scampered up her spine as she thought of Lisa’s mutilated body. Killed and tortured by an alien. Ysam was an alien––a vision of her worst nightmare.

      She quickly yanked her shaking hands out of his and stepped away. “Um…I have to go…”

      Ysam edged toward her. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing…I have…to go.”

      He reached for her. “Kathy, wait.”

      Her eyes widened at his fingers as if they had changed into poisonous snakes.

      “Kathy.” Ysam followed her like a hungry wolf after a lost lamb. His broad shoulders easily parted the dance floor. He closed the distance between them.

      She wildly looked around the smoldering eyed dancing couples to see if anyone had noticed, but no one sensed the danger––they were too busy looking dreamily or kissing each other. How could she have been so stupid? She should have know something was up when Agnes had been so incessant in her coming.

      Ysam’s pace quickened. Kathy put her shaking hand over her racing heart to keep it from bouncing out of her chest. She whirled around and stumbled over a bar stool, banging her knee. She didn’t look behind her.

      “Hold me close,” Casey sang.

      The ballad was like a noose squeezing her neck, leading her into a trap–a trap set by her traitorous friend. Hot breath hissed over her neck. She glanced over her shoulder. Ysam was close to enough grab her. She held her breath, waiting to be yanked back into those strong arms, but a dancing couple stepped in front of him.

      Without hesitation, she bolted.

      She dashed off the dance floor, squeezing between couples. She bumped into Agnes.

      “Kathy? What’s wrong?”

      Kathy grabbed Agnes’s arm and squeezed hard. “I’m leaving.”

      Agnes winced. “Why?”

      She whispered in her ear, not able to hide her anger. “You broke your promise.”

      “Kathy, wait.” Ysam hurried over toward her, but another slow, moving couple blocked his path.

      Agnes looked between Kathy and Ysam. She licked her lips. “Wait, I can explain.”

      “No, you can’t.” Kathy whirled around and collided into a man who held a beer, sloshing golden liquid onto the wooden floor.

      “Watch what you’re doing, lady!”

      A loud growl from behind her sprang Kathy into action. She pushed through the crowd like a bulldozer, elbowing and clawing her way through.

      “Excuse me.” She panted. “Let me through.”

      Another man lifted his beer out of the way. “Jeez, lady.”

      “Excuse you.” A dressed-up blond glared, who had to step back to let her through.

      Kathy grabbed her purse from her chair and zigzagged through the crowded tavern like a pingpong ball. People grumbled under their breath and gave her dirty looks, but she couldn’t care less.

      She wasn’t going to be a Zalarian’s damn mate. Agnes may be happy, but no one in her family had been ripped apart by a homicidal extraterrestrial, either.

      She reached the door and shoved it open, nearly knocking down another couple.

      The woman lurched backward, her arms flailing in the air, but her partner grabbed her wrist to keep her from falling. He glared at Kathy. “You stupid, bitch!”

      “Sorry,” Kathy mumbled. All that mattered was getting to her car. She glanced over her shoulder. No one was following, but that didn’t matter. Ysam was an alien. No telling what he could do.

      She fumbled for her keys and managed to yank them out of her purse and pushed the keyless remote. Her car unlocked. She jumped inside, started the car, and squealed out of the parking lot as if the devil himself chased her.

      Angry tears stung her cheeks as she sped to the safety of her hotel. Her phone rang. On the car’s screen, Agnes’s name showed up. Kathy thought about not answering but changed her mind.

      “How could you do this to me!” she shrieked.

      “Kathy, I’m sorry. But listen…”

      “No! Don’t you or Anonghos or Frank ever talk to me again. You know how I feel about this. You tell that over grown lizard to stay the fuck away from me.”

      She hung up. Tears spilled down her cheeks. She gulped for air. Agnes’s betrayal was raw and ugly, tearing away years of friendship. She’d never trust her again.

      The Marriott loomed in the darkness up ahead, and she pushed on the gas, jerking the car in and out of lanes.

      Please, don’t let there be a damn cop.

      She drove the car ninety miles an hour into the parking lot, then slammed on the brakes. Tires squealed, and the car lurched hard. The angry steering wheel nearly jolted out of her hands, but she hung on tight, then aimed the car for the closest space.

      Before she got out, she peered through the windshield. Only black skies were overhead. Not even a cloud or a determined dragon cast a shadow over the full moon. She jumped out of her car, her legs pumping as fast as she could, and she raced to the front doors. Her lungs burned and sweat trickled down her face. Any minute, she waited for talons to dig into her shoulders and whisk her into the skies.

      She whipped open the glass door and burst inside. Her hair stuck to her sleek face, and she gasped for air. She clutched her purse tight and forced her shaking legs to move.

      The woman at the front desk frowned. “Are you all right, ma’am?”

      Kathy pushed her hair out of her face. “I’m fine. I’m in room 524. No calls, please.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Kathy glanced nervously behind her one more time, but only empty cars greeted her in the parking lot.

      Unfortunately, that didn’t mean anything. Daidhl had been able to turn invisible and kill his victims at will. For all she knew, Ysam could be tracking her. But she didn’t feel a warm or cold breath over her neck. She pushed the elevator button and paced back and forth, waiting for it to lumber down.

      Three, two, one…

      The doors slowly opened. She rushed inside and immediately pressed the close button. The doors shut and once again, the elevator clamored up, taking its sweet time. When they opened again, she ran to her room and jammed the key into the lock. The red light popped on.

      “No!”

      She jerked the key out and pushed it in the slot again. This time, the green light blinked. She flung the door open then pushed it shut and turned the dead bolt. She rest her head against the wood, sucking in air. Her stomach flip-flopped. Her fear wouldn’t be denied.

      Lucky, the toilet was only a few feet away. She emptied the beer and what little food she’d eaten. Cold shills shook her, and her teeth chattered.

      She turned on the shower faucet. Hot steam smoked through the bathroom. She stripped off her clothes that had Ysam’s spicy scent of smoldering fire and tossed them onto the tile floor. His scent had permeated her skin. What if he’d already branded her?

      She climbed inside trembling. Droplets massaged her weary, quaking body, chasing away her fears, sending them down the twirling drain. Her rapid beating heart and quick breath slowed to the thump of the water.

      She leaned her forehead on the wall, allowing the water to work out the kinks in her bunched up muscles. Fear slowly dissipated and all she could think about was the seductive dance and how it felt in his arms. For once, someone else had been in charge, allowing her to feel safe.

      He was a Zalarian and could possess all kinds of powers. Maybe one of them had been to make her want him when they were dancing.

      Stupid.

      Ysam couldn’t get inside. Even if he could, he didn’t know the number of her hotel room.

      Unless Agnes told him. Maybe she should change rooms.

      An hour later, she was in a different room on a different floor and was cocooned in a soft, fluffy robe. She climbed into bed and switched on the television. A mystery show droned on about a police woman sneaking into a house to gather clues without a search warrant. Clues that couldn’t be used in court. Her eyes grew heavy, and she snuggled deeper into her pillow, thinking of being twirled and swept off her feet. Sleep mercifully fluttered over her.

      She jerked awake to complete silence. The television was off. She hadn’t turned it off since Lisa had died.

      Her heart pounded faster than a judge’s mallet. Darkness and dread blanketed the room. She wasn’t alone.

      A pair of golden eyes watched her. She screamed, but in a split second, a large hand covered her mouth.

      Warm masculine breath brushed over her face. “I’m sorry, Kathy,” the familiar husky voice said. “You know why I’m here.”

      She shook her head, trying to dislodge his hand, but she couldn’t even budge. She shrieked again, but only released an angry muffle.

      “Forgive me.” He released her mouth.

      “Help police!” she screamed as loud as she could and spat in his face. She squirmed underneath him, kicking her legs and beating her fists on his chest, praying the police would shoot off his wings.

      She looked into his smoldering eyes. He lowered his head and his warm breath brushed over her. But instead of being terrifying, his breath was intoxicating.

      He savagely kissed her, cutting off her screams. His mouth was brutal and possessive, chasing away each protest, each attempt to clasp her freedom. His tongue thrusted with hard, deep strokes that were as shocking as they were exciting.

      Kathy was outraged. Her body burned with fury, her senses burst with a storming frenzy. Her hands were trapped against a granite-hard surface of his chest. When she tried to push herself free, it was like pushing against a brick wall.

      His hard flesh was between her legs and if he wanted, he could rape her and there was nothing she could do. Sizzling fear ripped into her beating heart. How could he be two different men? She squirmed pitifully.

      Only when he chose to end the intimacy could she wrench free and gulp for air. She opened her mouth to scream for help, but something sweet sprayed up her nose. Her scream died. Her arms and legs fell limply to her side. The darkness and golden eyes spun around as if her car had reeled out of control. She closed her eyes and passed out to her worst nightmare.
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      Ysam piloted the Stellar with ease, but he wished he could ease the guilt humming through him. The last thing he ever wanted to do was be a thug. His whole life had been standing up to browbeaters, but then with his mate, he was an overbearing bully.

      He’d never forget how it felt to hold her close and what a spirited dancer she’d been. The sexual force between them had awoken his dragon, and he’d lost all control.

      Dancing had been so natural and amorous. He could smell the fruity fragrance of her shampoo. The sweat glistening off her cheeks made her look so beautiful. He bet she was hot all the way down to her toes. She was an incredibly strong woman and all he could think about was how slick her skin would feel in the throes of passion.

      But the fear and anger in her eyes, when she had awaken dashed any hope of another dance. He’d never forget her terrified screams, her pathetic struggles… He didn’t know what to do, so like a heel, he’d kissed her. Her struggles only spurred on his desire, and if he hadn’t come to his senses, he would have taken her. He’d never done that with any woman.

      Shame settled into his gut at his roguish behavior. This wasn’t him. Why did she have to be his mate? She’d been through so much–stalked by a psycho killer, her sister brutally murdered, and now kidnapped.

      She didn’t deserve this. He’d spend the rest of his days making it up to her. If she let him…

      A soft snore drew his attention away from the screen.

      She was slumped over in her seat, her chest slowly rising up and down. Her long, curly, dark hair fell to the side. He inhaled her fresh scent that reminded him of a dewy morning. Mornings had always been his favorite part of the day, where the rising suns spread warmth over Zalara, animals forged for food, dragons woke from their slumber… They all waited for a new day of hope.

      When he’d carried her up to the roof top, her skin had been so soft, but what intrigued him were her muscular arms and legs. This wasn’t a pansy woman. She’d fought him with everything she had–fists flying, feet kicking––but she was no match for the ragon gas.

      She was stronger and taller than he expected. Her parted lips had been so inviting, he couldn’t resist kissing her. She tasted of strength and power.

      Besides kidnapping, he could add molestation to his list of sins against her. He sighed, not knowing how he’d ever be able to make this up to her.

      His telicator beeped. “Ysam, here.”

      “Did you obtain your mate?”

      A hint of doubt echoed in Taog’s voice.

      Ysam glanced over at Kathy. “Yes, Captain. I’m bringing her to Zalara as planned. We should be there in less than five hours.”

      “Good work.”

      Taog might be pleased, but kidnapping left a nasty taste in Ysam’s mouth.

      “Planning on finishing raping me?”

      He jerked his head around to stare into her heated brown eyes. “No, I’m sorry. I’ve never done that before.”

      She glared and pulled on her arms as if trying to wiggle free of the wrist restraints that pinned her to the chair. “Could have fooled me. The last thing I remembered wearing was my robe. Now, I’m dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt. Care to explain?”

      He avoided her gaze, trying to forget her tempting body that stirred emotions he refused to acknowledge. “I could either have taken you only wearing a robe or dressed you more comfortably. I didn’t think you’d want to travel through space wearing only a robe.”

      She stopped struggling and lifted her head high. “I think I should have been given the choice on what I wanted to wear.”

      He sighed. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “Another transgression added to your list of crimes.”

      “If you don’t like what you have on, I packed your robe and your clothes. So, you can change if you want to.”

      She scowled. “You packed my clothes?”

      He shrugged. “I thought you’d be more comfortable in your own clothing.”

      “You’re worried about my comfort?”

      Her sarcasm struck a note in his pride.

      “Yes.”

      “Then, why am I tied to this chair?” She pulled on the restraints.

      “Because I was afraid you’d try to escape.”

      She tilted her head toward the screen. “And go where? I’m in the middle of outer space.”

      Her voice was unusually calm. He expected her to go into hysterics.

      “If I untie you, will you promise to behave?”

      She gritted her teeth. “If you mean to comply with being your mate––no.”

      He frowned. Fates, she wasn’t going to make this easy.

      “However, if you mean not attacking you, I can promise I’ll behave. Unless of course, you intend to have me wear chains and walk ten feet behind you.”

      He winced. He put the Stellar on autopilot. He took some deep breaths as he slowly untied her. He brushed his thumbs over her soft skin and thankfully, there were no bruises on her slender wrists.

      “Where did you learn to dance like that?”

      “Watching videos.”

      “Excuse me? You learned dancing the tango by watching videos?”

      Her astonished voice stopped him untying her bindings.

      “Why? Is doing the dance difficult?”

      “Yes.” Her scowled lessened.

      He thought he saw admiration in her eyes and he couldn’t help smiling as he untied her restraints.

      “Oh, my God.” She pointed a shaking finger. “What is that?”

      He followed her gaze. His heart flinched. Adrenaline fired from his brain straight to his feet. “Fates, an asteroid storm!” Bits of hurling rocks and speeding debris spun toward them. He pushed her out of the way to get to the controls. “Sit down!”

      She didn’t argue, and with her shaking fingers, quickly buckled herself into her seat.

      Boom. Boom. Boom.

      Rocks repeatedly crashed into the Stellar’s hull. She swung back and forth and spun around. Smoke slowly came through the vents.

      He contacted Taog. “Captain, we’re caught in an asteroid storm. We need assistance.”

      No answer.

      “Our communications is knocked out. Or the storm is causing interference.”

      “No one knows we’re here?”

      The first sign of panic returned to her voice.

      He concentrated on the controls, maneuvering the ship through the asteroids, but tried to keep his voice calm. “The captain knows we were on course back to Zalara. I told him we were less than five hours, so the Orion will know where to look if we don’t arrive.”

      The blood drained from her face. “But that’s five hours from now. By then, we could be dead.”

      “I promise you, I won’t let that happen.”

      He entered the command for ultra drive, but another crash lurched the ship forward. The Stellar putted and stopped.

      “The last hit knocked out the ultra drive.”

      Another asteroid plummeted into the ship, spinning her around faster and faster. Kathy screamed. Ysam hung tightly onto the controls, using all his strength to set her back on course. Every muscle twisted and burned as he pulled up on the rigid levers.

      Debris banged into the shields, determined to break them apart.

      He gritted his teeth. “I can do this!”

      With one final pull, the ship stopped spinning. More asteroids ping-pinged off the ship. He quickly added more power to the shields and steered them out of the storm. He took a deep breath, ignoring the fear clawing inside him.

      His starboard lit up with damages all over the ship. “We have to make repairs.”

      “Obviously, but where?”

      He pulled up the ship’s navigator map. “Sutois.” He set a course for the unknown planet.

      “Where’s that?”

      “Not far.”

      Her eyes brightened. “Why can’t we go back to Earth?”

      He shook his head. “We don’t have enough fuel.”

      She folded her arms and slammed back in her chair. “Great. You kidnap me, run into an asteroid storm, and now we’re going to be marooned on an unknown planet. I can’t wait to see what happens next.”

      He flinched. Her lack of faith mimicked all the others who doubted his abilities to be part of a starship crew. She’d really be pissed if she knew the planet was dangerously close to the Kamtrinians’ solar system, both their sworn enemies. With fuel slipping away, he didn’t have much choice. It was either land on Sutois or float in space.

      The Stellar jerked forward, shaking.

      Kathy was breathing hard, and her face was pure white. “Oh, God, this isn’t happening. We’re going to die.”

      “No, we’re not. Trust me.”

      She flashed him a dubious gaze. “Yeah, right.”

      He steered them away from the asteroid storm. “We’re lucky. That was a small storm.”

      “That was a small storm?”

      “There are asteroids big enough to smash this ship into smithereens.” He frowned. “Sutois is mostly a water planet, so it’s going to be a tricky landing.”

      “Is it the blue planet straight ahead? Are there cities there?”

      He shook his head. “Sutois is an undeveloped planet. There are no advanced civilizations, so we’ve never investigated. The Confederation’s rule is never to interfere with a developing civilization, so we’ve left the inhabitants alone.” He glanced at the scanners. “I’m picking up readings of a massive land mass and lifeforms.”

      “God, I hope they’re friendly.”

      Her voice had returned to normal, but he could detect the fear brimming at the surface.

      The scanner beeped. “That’s strange. I’m picking up an Arian ship.”

      “What’s an Arian ship?”

      “Our allies. They’re bear shape-shifters from the planet Aria.” He pressed the communication panel and set the coordinates for ship-to-ship communication. “This is Ysam from the United Planet of Confederation. Do you read me?”

      Only silence greeted them. He pulled out his telicator. “This is Ysam from the United Planet Confederation, requesting contact from anyone on Sutois.”

      He was met with the same disappointment.

      “Maybe they didn’t survive,” Kathy said slowly.

      “No, the scanners have detected Arians.” He didn’t tell her that an Arian ship held over three hundred crewmen, but according to the Stellar’s computer, there were less than thirty alive.

      She folded her arms across her chest. “Do the Arians kidnap humans like the Zalarians?”

      Heat swelled up his cheeks. “No. The Kamtrinians haven’t wiped out all of their women. Only ours.”

      Kathy lost some of the daggers in her eyes. “I’m sorry. Agnes told me what happened with your women and children.”

      He nodded but didn’t answer. He had to use all of his training to navigate the Stellar through Sutois atmosphere and pray the ship didn’t burn up.

      The dark space and stars faded to blue sky and clouds. Sparks shot out from the Stellar’s hull. The ship shook uncontrollably. The heat on the bridge jumped up. Slick sweat dripped into his eyes.

      He glanced at Kathy who hung on to her chair tightly, her knuckles turning white. A glossy shine shimmered off her forehead, and her lower lip trembled. No matter what, he had to keep her safe.

      Ysam held on to the rigid controls that had a mind of their own, jerking his hands up and down. The ship rocked back and forth faster and faster and took a nose dive toward the vast water beneath them. If he crashed the ship into the sea, he’d only have minutes to get them out. The ship skimmed across the water, spume flying into the air and scattering on the screen. Using all of his dragon strength, he pulled up on the controls. The Stellar whined in protest, the controls threatening to rip out of his hands, but he hung on tight.

      The tops of strange blue trees rose on the horizon. He aimed for the red sandy beach.

      “God, we’re going to crash!”

      “No…we’re not!” He growled and pulled up on the levers, arching his back, putting all his strength into his arms that shook with pulsing agony. He roared in one last desperate effort.

      Kathy screamed.

      The levers violently ripped out of Ysam’s hands. Before he could regain control, the ship slammed into the beach. He flipped out of his seat and rolled over the dash board. A loud crack sent agony rippling through the blinding pain in his shoulder, stripping his breath away.

      Smoke swirled through the leaning bridge that was tipped to one side. Yellow emergency lights blinked on and off. He laid there, catching his breath. His arms rippled with pain, and nausea bubbled up in his gut from his throbbing shoulder.

      There is no pain. There is no pain. There is no pain.

      Kathy knelt next to him. “We’re…we’re…alive.”

      “You sound…surprised.”

      “Not the smoothest landing I’ve ever been in.” She frowned. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’ll survive.”

      She slipped her arm around his back.

      He winced, clamping his mouth shut.

      “I am so sorry. Let me help you.”

      She lost the edge in her voice.

      He wheezed as he rolled to his side. “I can get up myself.”

      “Don’t be stubborn.” She glared. “Please.” Her voice softened again.

      “Okay…Fine.”

      She gently helped him to his feet. Every single movement pissed off his shoulder, crippling him with pain, but he clenched his jaw tight. He pressed his arm close to his chest.

      She slipped his good arm over her shoulder. “Can you walk?”

      Not that he didn’t like holding her close, but he unraveled his arm. “I hurt my shoulder. Not my legs.”

      “You’re going to need a sling for your shoulder. Otherwise, you’re going to make it worse.” She looked around the dusky bridge. “Do you have any medical supplies?”

      “Sick bay is on the other side of the door. It’s not much.”

      They edged their way up the sloped floor. The bridge door refused to budge.

      “Stand back,” he said. He slipped his hand in between the door and pulled. Pain soared up his arm, and he stumbled backward.

      She put her hands on her hip and shook her head. “You’re determined to make your shoulder worse, aren’t you? Let me try.”

      “I’m not a weakling.” He bristled at her condescending tone that reminded him of all the others who had complained of his size.

      “Never said you were. You’re just hurt.” Kathy put her palms on the door and grunted. Her muscles bulged and contracted underneath her shirt. The doors creaked. “I can’t.” She dropped her arms and breathed heavily.

      “Let’s try together.”

      “Give…me a…minute.” She put one arm on the door and laid her head on her forearm.

      He waited patiently as he observed the damaged bridge. The circuits had definitely shorted out, but none of the control panels had been severely damaged. Maybe he could rewire them. If he could get communications working, he could contact Taog.

      “Okay, I’m ready.”

      Her strong voice failed to match her ashen face.

      He put his palm on one door. “Put your hands on the other one and pull when I say go.”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      “Pull.”

      She nodded and pressed her hands on the door. The doors inched.

      Misery pulsed through Ysam’s arm. “Pull harder.”

      She panted. “I…am.”

      Kathy stuck her fingers into the slot and pulled. The doors edged open wider. Ysam drew on his dragon strength and yanked hard. Misery pulsed through his shaking arm. Sweat poured down his temples. The doors creaked wider and with a loud screech, they opened wide enough for someone to slip through.

      “Kathy, go!”

      “But your arm!”

      “Go!”

      She bit her lip, but then she released the door that slowly slid back. She dashed through the opening faster than he thought a human could move.

      Ysam gasped for breath then drew on dragon speed. He spun around the sliding door and landed on the other side. He collapsed against the wall. The pain jerked through him.

      Smoke filled the corridor, blurring his eyes. Luckily, he didn’t smell fuel.

      She put her arm over her mouth and coughed. “Ysam, we have to get out of here. This ship is going to blow.”

      He gasped for breath and choked. “I…don’t think so, but …you’re right. We…need to…get out.”

      She wiped her sweating forehead with her sleeve. “We must…get you…a sling first for your shoulder.”

      “No, move…now.”

      Before he knew what was happening, she ripped the sleeve off her arm, then tore it into one strip.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Making you a sling.” She quickly tied the strip around his neck and gently moved his arm into the sling.

      He sucked in his breath, still not believing what she’d just done.

      “I’m sorry. I know it hurts.” She clasped his unhurt arm. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes.” He forced himself to stand.

      “Lean on me.”

      “I can walk.”

      “Yeah, right.” She held onto his arm.

      He thought about jerking free, but the pain in his shoulder protested. He reluctantly leaned against her and was surprised that for such a slender woman, she didn’t groan under his weight. He may not be as a big as a Dominian or Bravian dragon, but he was taller and broader than the average human male.

      Ysam led them toward the exit. They shuffled through the smoke, both coughing. Unfortunately, the exit door bulged inside.

      “That’s not good.” He pressed on the door. “Stand back. I’m going to have to kick it down.”

      “Are you strong enough?”

      He flashed her a scowl but was too tired to argue. He was a dragon––not a man. The gray smoke in the corridor grew thicker and swirled around them. They both coughed violently. He gently put her against the opposite wall. Drawing on his strength, he kicked the door as hard as he could and stumbled backward. The door groaned.

      “Ysam.” She gently touched his back.

      Her voice sounded like she was calling him from down a tunnel, but her caress spurred him to try again.

      Growling, he smashed his other shoulder into the door. Pain exploded inside him. He crashed on top of the door on the red beach. Warmth brushed over his cold body, and he laid on the hot sand, catching his breath.

      “Ysam.” Kathy hurried next to him. “We’re not alone.”

      His swimming vision faded in and out. “What?” He turned his head, tapping into his dragon strength, ready to transform and fight if he need be. He’d die protecting Kathy.

      A tall broad shouldered, brown-haired man watched them from the jungle. For the first time, he thought luck was on their side. He smiled. “Relax. It’s Tash. Captain of the Intrepid. Remember I told you an Arian ship had crashed. He’s an Arian and our ally.”

      Ysam had met Tash several times at a science exhibition on Zalara. Unlike some of the other captains, Tash was always interested what the Inquisitian dragons had invented.

      Tash looked nervously up and down the beach then hurried toward them. He was burly and muscular and not afraid of anything, but Ysam saw fear in his green eyes.

      Something was wrong. His long brown hair was tied back. As he drew closer, Ysam noticed he had a jagged cut from his right eye to the corner of his mouth.

      He knelt next to him. “Ysam, can you walk?”

      “Good to see you. Give me a moment.”

      He looked nervously up and down the beach. “You don’t have a moment.”

      His sharp voice cut through the haziness in Ysam’s mind.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “You’re being hunted. We all are.”

      Ysam rolled to his side and used his good arm to push himself up. “By what?”

      “The indigenous creatures––the Gogs––are hostile. They dine on humanoids.”

      Kathy’s face turned nine shades of white. “You mean, they eat humans?”

      “I had over three hundred crewmen when the Intrepid was forced to land on this cursed planet, but now, I’m down to thirty.”

      Ysam followed Tash’s gaze who was studying the spiky blue and green trees, the orange and red bushes, the blue sky, and red sandy beach. “How long have you been here?”

      “Thirty-seven days.”

      Tash grabbed Ysam’s good arm and pulled him to his feet. “We need to move. We’re too exposed out here.”

      Agony warped through Ysam, but he hobbled along Tash. He glanced at Kathy. “Stay close.”

      She flashed her gaze up and down the beach as she jogged next to them. “You don’t have to worry. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Come on.” Tash led them into the dense jungle. Vines hung down from the trees that kept brushing over their heads. The floor was covered with branches and twigs and flower petals. Thorny brushes with lavish purple and blue flowers grew next to to tall bluish green trees. A canopy of leaves shaded them from the hot sun.

      Tash knocked a vine out of his way. “We’ve managed to find a cave that gives us some defense against the Gogs.”

      Loud shrieks echoed behind them. Trees shook and the ground thumped.

      “Move!” Tash grabbed Ysam’s arm and dragged him through the jungle. He knocked vines and brush away from them. Kathy ran behind them, her thumping footsteps snapping the twigs and crushing leaves.

      The shrieks grew louder.

      “They must have seen your ship.” Tash looked over his shoulder. “They smell dinner.”

      Ysam’s heart and lungs froze and his stomach leaped, but he refused to give in to panic. In his calmest voice, he asked, “What weapons do they have?”

      “Some kind of stun-ray that has immobilized my crew. We’ve fired back, but our weapons aren’t strong enough to kill them. Our eruptors only piss them off.”

      Heavy footsteps made the ground tremble. The crunching of twigs and leaves grew louder. Ysam spread his wavering legs apart. He unwound his arm from Tash’s. “Kathy, go with him.”

      She looked at the rustling trees. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m a dragon.” He tilted his head. “Go with Tash. I’ll find you.”

      “How?” Tash demanded. “You can barely stand. You don’t even know where the hell we are.”

      “By her.” Ysam didn’t look at her. “She’s my mate. I could find her anywhere. Keep her safe.”

      “Didn’t know I smelled. What exactly do you propose to do?” Kathy whispered.

      “Burn them with dragon-fire.”

      “We’ve tried fire.” Tash glared. “It didn’t even phase them.”

      Ysam looked between them. “Nothing burns as hot as dragon-fire. If we run, they’ll pursue us, and locate your hiding place.”

      Kathy slowly stepped away. Sweat shined off her face. “You could be killed. Why are you doing this?”

      “I don’t like bullies… In any form.” He tilted his head. “Now, go. Before it’s too late.”

      Tash grumbled under his breath, “Idiot.” But he did as Ysam and dragged Kathy away from the approaching Gogs.

      Ysam quickly transformed into a dragon. His right wing lay useless at his side. Adrenaline steamed through him. He panted, breathing in and out, stirring the fire inside him. His chest burned and he roared.

      The trampling stopped for the first time.

      Ysam held his breath, curled backed his upper lip, and crouched, his tail twitching behind him.

      Obviously, chasing bears had been easy as pie for them, but he wasn’t a bear.

      Rustling and grunting started up again. Large hairy two-legged creatures moved in between the trees and vines. The Gogs were twice the size of any Arian. They had a single glowing orange eye in the middle of their forehead and dragged their arms on the ground.

      Five of them busted out and surrounded Ysam. They reached for their long silver eruptors around their waist. Before they stunned him, he exhaled, blowing a hot, fiery blaze. Their fur burst into flames. They howled and jumped around. Smoke and the stench of singed hair filled the jungle. One of them reached for his weapon. Ysam flicked his tail, and the creature sailed through the trees. Leaves and branches flew into the air. The other four fled into the jungle, screeching.

      Suddenly, a red beam shot out of the jungle and smacked Ysam in the chest. Searing pain melted his scales as if they were butter. He collapsed on his stomach, and his limbs went limp.

      Trampling footsteps rushed toward him. Dragon strength pumped through him. Ysam lifted his head slowly. The Gogs had razor-sharp spears over their heads but skidded to a halt.

      He narrowed his eyes and sucked in air, then released another stream of fire. Once again, flames danced over their fur. The creatures jumped around, dropped their spears, and retreated.

      Ysam moved, but every muscle and every bone was rigid. He panted hard, his nostrils flaring, inhaling strange sweet and sour smells of the jungle floral. But one stood above all the others.

      The scent of freshness, of a new beginning––Kathy.

      He gritted his teeth and clawed and clawed and clawed. Talons dug into dirt. He pulled himself. Sharp pain tore into his shoulder and his throbbing gut.

      Keep going.

      One thing he knew for sure. A dragon was the only shield between the bears and Kathy, and their complete annihilation.

      He would survive. No, he had to survive.

      The Gogs were bullies and he would make sure these bullies didn’t win.
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      In the last twelve hours, Kathy’s life had gone from bad to worse. Losing Lisa had nearly killed her. She had been desperate to pick up the shattered pieces of her life by burying herself in her work.

      But Ysam had changed all of her carefully laid-out plans.

      He’d kidnapped her and then she woke up in a space ship––faster than any rocket on Earth. Asteroids smashed into his ship, and he was forced to land on this savage planet. She was stuck in a cave, hiding from the Gogs. She covered her face with her hands, wishing she was dreaming, but when she dropped her arms, reality hit her. She was trapped in a cheesy scifi movie––complete with bear-shifters and flesh-eating aliens.

      The strangest thing was she could understand the Arians, because they had been born with a communication gene that automatically picked up other languages perfectly. They didn’t have to take second language classes or use Rosetta Stone to understand people. She wondered what would have happened on Earth if humans possessed this gene.

      She sighed. She’d no way to contact Earth. Her head pounded, and she rubbed her thumping temples. Even if she could contact NASA, what could they do? She was light-years away from Earth, and even if they wanted to, NASA didn’t have a craft that could reach her.

      She was on her alone.

      Kathy paced back and forth from one end of the cave to the other. It was as wide and deep as a small barn. The Arians had dug out fire pits throughout the cave to keep them warm. The light flickered off the pink, purple, and blue walls. It was as if she stepped back into the tie-died sixties. The cave would have been beautiful if her gut wasn’t busting with worry.

      The Arian Bears had been kind and led her to safety, but she couldn’t stop thinking about Ysam. She twirled the unicorn bracelet around her wrist to keep from going mad. She should be furious with him for kidnapping her, kissing her brutally, practically raping her, and then stranding them on this barbaric planet, but all she could think about was how it felt to dance with him––the vigorous way he looked at her, how masterful he’d been, how he’d mesmerized her. And how gently he’d removed her restraints and brushed his thumb over her flesh, sending tingles up her arm.

      God, stop it. What was wrong with her?

      He’d used her passion to seduce her. She needed to concentrate. She ran her trembling hand through her hair. Without him, she had no chance of returning to Earth. The Arians’ ship, the Intrepid, was disabled, and the Gogs guarded it. Even if the Arians could repair their ship, they couldn’t get near it.

      But maybe a dragon could.

      She leaned against a wall that was near the entrance and sighed. Tash had dragged her away from Ysam wounded and alone to face the Gogs. She knew there wasn’t anything she could do, but leaving him to fight her battles went against everything she believed in. She wasn’t a helpless woman.

      The Arians huddled together discussing their next move. They’d gone from over three hundred crew down to thirty. Their auras were all shades of muddy blue. They feared the future and speaking the truth. Could she blame them? She feared the truth, not wanting to face what happened to Ysam, what would happen to her.

      She stuck her trembling hands into her back pockets, wishing she knew where Ysam was, or if he was even alive. She never should have left him. He was her only link to Earth.

      Vaughn, Tash’s younger brother, walked over to her. Within his blue aura, a stream of orange and yellow flickered close to his body––a man of intelligence. He handed her a cup of clear liquid.  “You need to drink something.” His thick brown hair flipped out the nape of his neck, which had ugly claw marks.

      She shuddered, thinking of the pain he must have endured. “I can’t stop thinking about Ysam. Do you think he’s alive?”

      “I don’t know. Tash said the Gogs surrounded him. If he’d been an Arian, he wouldn’t have survived. But he’s a Zalarian and a dragon. There’s a small chance he lived.”

      “Oh,” she replied, as she stared down at the cup of water. Her hope crumpled. “He’s my only hope of getting back to Earth.”

      “You don’t have much faith in us?”

      “I do. I don’t think humans would have lasted as long as you have. So, can we go and look for him?”

      He shook his head. “The Gogs like to hunt at dusk. The jungle will be crawling with them.”

      She bit her lip and wiped away a tear. Even though he had kidnapped her, she couldn’t help but admire Ysam. He attacked the Gogs, giving her and Tash time to escape.

      Vaughn clasped her arm. “I’m sorry.”

      She nodded, her throat closing up like a hung jury.

      “Drink.” He motioned toward the cup.

      She eyed the water suspiciously. “I’m not thirsty.”

      “Don’t worry. It’s safe for humans and Arians to drink. I boiled the water and ran the enegerizer over it to kill any dangerous bacteria.”

      “What’s an enegerizer?”

      “A device that rearranges matter. In this case, the energerizer changed any dangerous molecules into electrolytes, which on this hot planet we need.”

      She sniffed the cup and couldn’t detect anything foul. Her mouth drooled at the freshness and her parched throat begged to be refreshed. “Here goes nothing,” she murmured and drained the cup. The liquid was tasteless, but immediately doused the drought in her throat. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. That’s pretty.” He gestured toward her wrist. “Is that a bracelet?”

      She nodded. “It was my sister’s. She loved unicorns, ever since she was a little girl.” Her voice turned flat.

      “Where is she?” he asked curiously.

      “She was murdered.” Kathy’s voice choked, and she put her hand over her tightening chest.

      “I’m sorry.” He squeezed her shoulder. “Death, especially murder, is never easy.” He dropped his hand and sighed heavily.

      “Thank you.” She followed his gaze.

      “The jungle’s unique and beautiful, and normally I would have loved to study the trees and animals here.” His eyes darkened. “If it weren’t for the damn Gogs.”

      “I’m really sorry about your crew.” She shivered. “That must have been horrible.”

      A vein trembled in his cheek. He turned his head. “We drained our eruptors trying to take them out, but there were too many of them. For every five we killed, ten more would appear. We tried to protect the women, but the Gogs seemed to prefer them.”

      Bitterness and sadness echoed in his voice.

      “Tash tried to save a nurse, but she was ripped right out of his arms. He fought back viciously, but two of them jumped him. He barely escaped alive.”

      “Is that how he got the slash on his face?” Images of Ysam’s handsome face being sliced turned her worry into a gnawing fear.

      He nodded.

      She fell against the wall. “There’s no way to get off this planet.”

      He shook his head. “For such a primitive species, they have a shield generator that prevents any form of communication outside the planet. The shield doesn’t impact our telicators, so we can communicate with each other when we’re on patrols.”

      “But Ysam said they were no cities built here. How did they build the energy shield?”

      “I suspect the Kamtrinians provided the shield.”

      Fear drained any warmth she had in her body. She wrapped her arms tight around her waist. “Why wouldn’t the Gogs eat the Kamtrinians?”

      “Because the Kamtrinians’ biology is based on calcite, which is marble. The Gogs would break off every single tooth.”

      “So, there’s an alliance between the two of them?”

      “I believe so. As long as the Kamtrinians provided them with fresh meat, the Gogs have no objection of them cultivating this planet.”

      The sun sunk behind the jungle and the air in the cave turned chilly. Tingles broke out all over Kathy, leaving goosebumps on her arms.  She couldn’t stop trembling. Not just from the cold air, but the thought of the Gog’s ripping out her flesh.

      She rubbed her arms. “God, I feel like I’m on board the Indianapolis.”

      He frowned. “What’s that?”

      “In World War II, the U.S.S. Indianapolis was a heavy cruiser that sank in the ocean. It happened so fast no communication signal was sent. Over a thousand men went into shark-infested waters.”

      “What’s a shark?”

      “Sharks are huge, powerful fish with razor-sharp teeth, but unlike the Gogs, they swim in the ocean. The men of the Indianapolis were stranded in the ocean for days before help arrived.”

      “How many survived?”

      “Three hundred out of eleven-hundred men lived.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

      He gently put his hand on her shoulder. “I fear if we don’t find a way to either get off this planet or shut down their communication interference, we will suffer the same fate of your Indianapolis. But at least some of them survived––we won’t.”

      She stared out at the purple dusk that would have been pretty if they weren’t in moral danger. “But we have something the men of the Indianapolis didn’t have.”

      He frowned. “What?”

      She stared into his troubled eyes. “A dragon.”

      “Kathy,” he said softly. “We don’t even know if Ysam survived.”

      Her mouth went dry. “I can’t believe that. He can’t be dead.” She pulled away from him, tired of doing nothing, of worrying, of trembling. “Where’s Tash?”

      “He won’t agree to go looking for Ysam.”

      “Then, he’s a fool. Ysam just might be the key to your survival. Have you ever thought having a flying dragon might be an advantage over a walking beast?”

      “Well, yeah. But…”

      “No, buts. I’m finding Tash.” She stormed away from him determined to save Ysam. She had no intention of hiding in a cave and wait her turn to be dinner.

      Vaughn slid in front of her. “Tash is busy.”

      She folded her arms across her chest. “Doing what?”

      He glared. “What do you think? Fortifying the cave.”

      She pointed toward the jungle. “Your best fortification is a dragon.”

      “Captain!” A man rushed past them. “There’s movement in the jungle. Something’s coming. The Gogs are preparing to attack.”

      Kathy stared at the shuffling trees. Her pounding heart chased away her steel nerves as she took a couple of steps back. God, those things were coming.

      “Do you have a weapon I can have?” she whispered, afraid the Gogs had super hearing.

      “Our weapons have proven to be useless,” he said. “They only seem to irritate them.”

      “What are you using?”

      He didn’t answer but stepped in front of her.

      His silence terrified her. They were defenseless. Someone was about to die. If it was her time to go, she hoped she died quickly. Having those things rip her apart piece-by-piece scared the living daylights out of her. Lisa’s face flashed in her mind, and she cursed herself for her yellow streak. Maybe she deserved this. Her sister had died a long and painful death. Paybacks were hell.

      She looked around the cave for something to defend herself and snagged a thick branch. As if the branch were a baseball bat, she practiced swinging it across her shoulder.

      Men rushed past her. Vaughn joined their ranks, and they formed an indefensible line in front of the cave. Several of the women fanned out around Kathy. They were taller and more muscular, but like her, they had weapons. Some had thick branches, others had sharpened sticks into spears, some had bags of rocks. Like her, they were ready to fight.

      “Shades!” Tash ran down the stony bluff, sending dust and stones flying into the air. “It’s Ysam.”

      Adrenaline surged through Kathy, and the heaviness in her chest lightened. She bolted and burst through the line of testosterone. She skidded to a stop and covered her hand over her mouth. Her lungs squeezed tight. A red and orange dragon covered in mud and leaves had left a trail of smushed brushes and trampled flowers, and laid at the bottom of the steep, rocky ridge.

      Tash swerved next to Ysam’s still form. He put his hand over his nostrils. “He’s alive.”

      She exhaled in relief, but when the trees rustled behind them, another stream of adrenaline blazed through her like a forest fire. “Tash, look out! They’re coming!”

      He whirled around, snarling and growling.

      She raced down the hill, pumping her legs and hanging on to her branch, ready to bash one of those things if they tried to hurt them.

      Someone grabbed her arm that held her weapon and dragged her back up the craggy slope.

      “Let go of me.” She formed a fist in her other hand and swung hard, determined to get to Ysam.

      “Hey!” Vaughn ducked, but managed to hold on to her. “You’re not going anywhere.” He ripped the branch out of her hand and put her in an unbreakable bearhug. It was as if two bolts of steel had wrapped around her.

      “No!” Her chest heaving, she stomped on his feet and slammed her head backward as hard as she could, hoping to knock him out, but she hit his chest rather than his stubborn head.

      Tash motioned with his arm.  “I need help down here.”

      Regardless of the approaching danger, five men ran down the hill then surrounded Ysam. They bent down and put their hands underneath the dragon’s belly.

      Ysam released a low moan as if he were in pain.

      “Vaughn, let go of me!” Kathy twisted again.

      “Stay calm,” Vaughn growled softly. “This could be a trap.”

      Kathy immediately stopped struggling. A sleek slate of sweat gripped her as she gasped to breathe. She couldn’t take her gaze off the thick jungle. Dusk had grown darker, but she could make out the Gogs’ gorilla-sized forms. Their orange eyes peered through the murky forest watching, waiting for the first sign of weakness.

      Tash nodded. “Lift.”

      She blinked in surprise. Straining and snorting, the Arians lifted Ysam, who was unconscious, and inched their way to the cave. Their deep red auras glimmered with their strength. Sweat dribbled down their grim faces, and their muscles bulged and beefed up against their shirts. Their feet shuffled across the dirt. Not even a hundred men would have been able to lift the dragon––forget moving him.

      But these weren’t men. They were aliens––Arians.

      The ten men grunted and groaned louder than a herd of rutting elk.

      “They need help,” Vaughn whispered in her ear. “Will you promise to stay here?”

      “Yes.” She nodded, never taking her gaze off those glowing orange eyes.

      He released her, then hurried to help the other men. They edged up the rocky terrain, their backs to the jungle, their concentration only on taking one step at a time.

      The Gogs’ heavy footsteps stomped on the ground. Pebbles and rocks rolled down the embankment. Trees and branches rustled. The hanging vines draped over the heads of the massive creatures with only one single orange eye.

      A woman raised a fiery torch. Her nervous red aura beamed around her athletic body. “They’re coming!”

      The light flickered off the Gogs’ sharp-pointed teeth and red-stained claws. They howled like a pack of hungry wolves. Kathy froze.

      Some of the men glanced over their shoulders, snarling and gnashing their teeth.

      “Keep going!” Tash ordered.

      Fear flickered in some of their eyes, but they obeyed and lumbered up the ridge, their feet skidding on the rocks and dirt.

      Tash motioned with his arm. “The rest of you try and draw them out.”

      Without hesitation, the rest of the men ran down the hill and some of the creatures pursued them.

      But the remaining Gogs approached, weapons drawn. Their eyes glowed with victory. Drool dripped from their lips.

      Legs trembling, Kathy followed the woman’s lead and grabbed the branch that Vaughn had taken away from her. She glared. The bastards had absolutely no mercy. The Arians would be defenseless. They were all heroes, risking their lives to save an alien.

      She forced her shaking legs to move and let loose a war cry.

      The creatures didn’t even flinch.

      Ysam stirred. He shook his head and moved one wing slightly, stirring dust into the air. Men sneezed and lost their grip. Ysam fell on the ground and groaned, but he turned his head and released a loud shriek.

      This time, the howling Gogs hesitated. Doubt and fear flashed in their eyes.

      Kathy put her hand over her mouth. Dried blood and mud were splattered across his chest.

      Ysam puffed black smoke out of his nostrils, as if a stern warning.

      Their eyes wide, the Gogs retreated back into the jungle. She was right. Ysam was their advantage.

      He laid his head on the side of his large body, breathing hard.

      Tash studied the forest. “We have to get him to the cave before the bastards bring in reinforcements.”

      The Arians nodded, catching their breath. Some of them had their hands on their hips. Others were looking up at the steep slope with dread while some stared warily at the jungle.

      Kathy walked along side the men, carrying her branch. The Arian women followed her lead. Men didn’t pay attention to the women as they edged up the embankment.

      Dusk had turned to darkness. The glows of the fires flickered out of the cave. When the men reached the entrance, they slowly lowered Ysam to the ground. Even with the wide entrance, he was too big to fit inside the cave. Kathy never realized how small the entrance was until seeing an over grown dragon at the opening.

      Tash glanced at his men, puffing hard. He looked up and down the line as if counting. “How many drew them off?”

      One of the men who had carried Ysam ran his hand through his black hair. “I don’t…know… I believe ten Arians went into the…jungle while we were carrying…the dragon.”

      Screams emitted from the jungle. Kathy jumped, her heart leaped up high. This was bad. Real bad.

      Horrible shrieks made her wince. It sounded as if someone had been ripped apart. The Arians glanced at each other.

      “Some of them didn’t make it, Captain.” The dark-haired man dropped his arm. Sorrow filled his voice.

      “Damn it!” Tash growled. His eyes blazed with fury.

      Refusing to give in to panic, Kathy examined Ysam’s chest. The dragon was truly their only hope. “Do you have something to patch him up? His chest has been ripped open.”

      “Yes.” Tash panted. “Ryruc, get the…medical…supplies.”

      The dark-haired man frowned. He took deep breaths before he answered. “The supplies are for Arians. I’m not sure….they’ll work on…Zalarians.”

      Kathy looked up at Ryruc. His long hair stuck to his glistening body. He was magnificent, but all she cared about was her dragon. She stroked Ysam’s head, surprised on how smooth his scales were. “If he dies, you die.”

      He stared at her with his deep green eyes. “Agreed.” He vanished into the cave.

      Ysam laid his head in her lap, breathing hard.

      She slid her hand down his long neck. “You saved us. Thank you. Now, we’re going to save you. Why don’t you change back?”

      He groaned.

      Vaughn knelt next to her. “He can’t, Kathy.”

      She frowned. “Why? Those things could come back.”

      “I know,” he said softly. “But Ysam was hit with their ray. It kills us, even in bear form. Luckily, in dragon form, the ray only wounded him. If he changes back in to a humanoid, the wound could kill him. We have to heal him as a dragon. We don’t have any medical supplies that could heal such a massive wound on a humanoid.”

      His gaze was solemn and his voice was less than hopeful.

      “But you can heal him?”

      Vaughn avoided looking at her or answering her question. Instead, he focused on Ysam. “Can you roll onto your back? I know the movement will hurt, but the only way I can tend your wound is if you’re on your back.”

      The dragon looked at him warily, but slowly rolled on to his back, hissing loudly.

      “I’m sorry, Ysam.” She cradled his head in her lap. She clasped Vaughn’s wrist. “You didn’t answer my question. Can you heal him or not?”

      Vaughn broke her hold, then examined Ysam’s wound closer. “I don’t know. Our last doctor was killed in a raid. I’m the only one with the medical knowledge that might be able to heal him.”

      “Might?”

      He glanced up at her. “I’m not a doctor, Kathy. I’m a science officer, but I will do what I can. I’ve studied Zalarian biology enough that I might know what I’m doing.”

      “Look!” A woman pointed. “Nulc’s returning.”

      A large brown bear, bigger than a grizzly, burst out of the forest snarling, and raced up the embankment, creating a whirlwind of dust. Blood streaked down one leg.

      Tash stood in front of Ysam his hands on his hips. “Where are the rest of the men who went with you?”

      The bear transformed back into a man with short red hair who was slightly smaller in built than Tash. He held his arm, blood seeping through his fingers. “We were ambushed, Captain. We fought but Dech and Walfea were both taken.” He hung his head. “There was nothing I could do.”

      Tash clutched his shoulder. “At least you made it out alive.” He dropped his arm. “Did you see any others?”

      He shook his head. “No. They went in the opposite direction.”

      Four other bears bolted out of the jungle as if the angel of death himself were after them. When they reached the top of the cave, they transformed back into men.

      “Captain,” a tall blond man said. “We saw Dech and Walfea being dragged deeper into the forest. We threw rocks and spears at them, but the Gogs ignored us. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault, Grirr. The important thing is that you and your party made it out alive. All of you go rest. I don’t believe the Gogs will attack––at least not now.”

      Kathy’s stomach clenched. He didn’t have to say why, but the horror of what was happening to Dech and Walfea hung in the air like a death penalty sentence.

      “If you’ll excuse me, Captain.” Nucl looked down at his arm. “I better get this attended.”

      Tash nodded.

      As Nucl and the other men entered the cave, the light flickered over their grim faces. Kathy sucked in her breath. A dirty brown aura formed around them, indicating negative energy. It hovered over them like a dark cloud. She hadn’t noticed the brown aura before due to the darkness, but it was definitely there. Unfortunately, since they all moved together, she couldn’t tell whose aura was brown.

      Uneasiness squeezed her lungs tighter. Suddenly, the aura shifted to a dirty gray, meaning someone was blocking their energy. She’d no idea the powers the Arians possessed, but she felt like someone was purposely hindering her psychic abilities. The scarier question was why?

      Nucl glanced over his shoulder at her with hate in his eyes. She shivered and actually took a step backward. The air suddenly grew colder or her fear grew bolder. Nucl reminded her of a gang member who threatened to kill her when she failed to get his brother off. His brother had been innocent, but she just couldn’t prove it.

      Was Nucl lying about what happened to Dech and Walfea in the jungle? What would he gain? Whatever his reasons were, it wouldn’t bode well. What if this betrayal had something to do with Tash’s crew? She couldn’t conceive of such a terrible deed, but they were aliens, and an alien had brutally murdered her sister.

      The memory of Lisa’s horrible death jetted her heart into panic mode. She had to get out of here before the traitor had her head on a platter. Ysam had to return her to Earth. He just had to.

      “Guards!” Tash motioned.

      She startled.

      Two burly men came out of the cave and then immediately transformed into the hugest bears she’d ever seen. They could easily rip apart a grizzly.

      “Secure the cave.”

      The bears sat on either side of the cave, turning perfectly still. Tash sat between them but didn’t transform.

      “Those bears are so big,” she whispered to Vaughn.

      “They’re security bears. That’s what they’re bred for. They guard us. My brother, Ryruc, is a security bear.”

      As if on cue, Ryruc rushed over with a couple of medical bags. “Here, Vaughn.” He tilted his head toward the cave. “Where has Nucl been?”

      “Tracking the Gogs.”

      “Nucl? Tracking? And we believed him?” He laughed, looking back into the cave. But his laugh wasn’t a merry one, more of suspicion.

      “I keep telling you, Ryruc.” Vaughn released a sigh. “Nucl, wouldn’t betray us.”

      “Huh, uh. Well, first, he has to satisfy me.”

      Vaughn grabbed his arm. “Ryruc, leave him alone.”

      Ryruc’s aura turned dark red. He broke his brother’s grip and growled. “You may trust him, but I don’t.” He leaped on to his feet and disappeared into the cave.

      Note to self: keep an eye on the navigator. Ryruc might prove to be an ally, but his aura revealed he had an anger problem that could backfire. “What was that all about?”

      “Ryruc has never forgiven Nucl for pushing the engines too far on the Intrepid and overheating them.” Vaughn pulled out a small gold tube the size of a lipstick. The top of the tube turned white as he moved it along Ysam’s body.

      “Did Tash order him to push the engines?”

      “At first, but when Ryruc said the ship was shaking apart, Tash ordered reduce speed. Nucl argued with Tash, and in those moments, the engines overheated.”

      “Idiot.” She shook her head.

      “Don’t judge Nucl harshly. The Kamtrinians had just wiped out a group of scientists on Sutois’s farthest moon––Taurous.”

      She touched his arm. “I’m sorry about Dech and Walfea. Is there nothing we can do to save them?”

      “No. We’ve tried before to rescue other prisoners, but only lost more men.”

      “Will the Gogs kill them right away?”

      He filled what looked like a syringe that was big enough for an elephant. “Not always. Why?”

      “Maybe a dragon could rescue them.”

      Ysam looked up at her with wearied eyes. Maybe she was expecting too much for him, but she couldn’t stand the thought of those brave men being eaten.

      “Ysam,” Vaughn said. “This is going to sting. Don’t move.”

      Ysam sighed heavily and tensed.

      Vaughn stuck the needle into his side and slowly injected it deeper.  “Ysam, relax.”

      Kathy stroked his neck softly. “I’m here. Do you remember our dance? When it seemed like we were the only ones on the floor? How you twirled me around?”

      The dragon looked at her with half-hooded eyes, but then fluttered them shut. She was surprised that a dragon could have such long lashes. Vaughn dipped a cloth into some liquid and gently patted the gash. Ysam hissed loudly.

      “I know this hurts,” Vaughn said. “But there’s dirt and mud in this laceration. You don’t want it to get infected.”

      Tears blurred Kathy’s eyes. “Think of the pounding music, Ysam. You were a magnificent dancer.”

      Each time Vaughn dabbed the wound, the rag turned bright red and when he dipped it into the bowl, the water bright pink. Ysam’s chest rose up and down repeatedly and his jaw was clamped tight. Kathy wished she could do something to ease his pain, but all she could do was cradle his head and pray this procedure would work.

      “There.” Vaughn put the bloody rag into the bowl. “Much better.” He threaded another longer needle that looked like some kind of torture device. He stuck his hands into Ysam’s chest and stitched torn flesh. Blood gushed out of the wound, and Kathy turned her head, her uneasy stomach flipping over.

      Vaughn moved slowly stitching and tying off strings. “I’ll have to make a paste to cover his wound to stop the bleeding and allow his internal organs to heal. Like with us, the stitches will stretch and expand or shrink and contract based on whatever form he takes. I’ll be back.”

      The yellow moon peered over the majestic mountains that reminded Kathy of the Rocky Mountains. She loved hiking, but she had never worried about a man-eating monster chasing her.

      Creek-Creek-Creek.

      She tensed and reached for her branch to defend her sleeping dragon. “Tash,” she whispered. “What is that?”

      “Night bugs.” He didn’t turn around.

      Anguish cries and terrified howls thundered over the jungle.

      Chills slid down to Kathy’s back. She jerked to attention.

      Tash hung his head. “One of them was just killed.”

      Tears slipped down Kathy’s eyes for the poor men, her sister, and her dragon. Time was closing in on them and if the slaughter continued, in only days, they could all be dead.
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      Agony cut into Ysam’s chest like a red-hot laser. His lungs shriveled up. He fluttered open his eyes and gasped for breath, forcing air in and out of his body. His nostrils flared, and he inhaled Kathy’s fresh scent. He slowly realized he laid on something soft. Kathy had cradled his head in her lap.

      She had been so gentle, so kind.

      The sun’s rays warmed his chilled body, chasing away last night’s nightmare. Gogs had attacked him relentlessly. Every time he killed one, six more would come after him. Only his dragon fire kept them at bay. If he’d been anything less than a dragon, he’d have been dead. No wonder the Arian crew had been decimated.

      Tired of being in dragon form, he slowly transformed back into a humanoid. The pain doubled, tripled, quadrupled––the cave, sky, jungle swam around him faster than his swirling stomach. He closed his eyes and concentrated, taking deep long breaths. When he thought he was in control, he opened his eyes. The world had stopped spinning.

      Kathy stared down at him. She brushed his hair back. “Vaughn said that the pain would be worse as a human. How are you feeling?”

      “Like my insides were ripped out,” he said in a raspy voice.

      “Would you like some water?”

      He licked his chapped lips. “Yes, please. My mouth is completely dry.”

      She tenderly lifted his head, shooting pain through his chest. He gritted his teeth, refusing to cry out. She gently brought a cup to his lips. He gulped greedily, liquid running down his chin and on to his recently patched up chest.

      “Not so fast,” she said. “You don’t want to make yourself sick.”

      He put his hand up and winced. The slight movement sent another round of agony through him, pulling on stitches and cutting short his breath. “I’m…done.” His voice rasped as he strained to be heard.

      She immediately put down the cup and smiled. The impish grin left him unsettled. Slender brown brows arched above eyes that had a glint of gold within the dark bronze, supple red lips were elegantly curved, undoubtedly sensual.

      When she bent her head, silky strands graced over his skin, then she tenderly kissed his dry lips. Her tongue teased his mouth to open, and she flickered her tongue inside. He greedily kissed her back and clawed his fingers into her hair, pulling her closer, turning the kiss bolder, fiercer.

      Pain jolted through him, but he didn’t care.

      She slowly broke away. “Do you feel better?”

      Her soft lips spread warm through him hotter than a shooting star. His eyes widened in surprise. “Why did you kiss me?”

      “You look like you needed it.” She brushed his hair out of his eyes. “And I wanted to. On Earth, when I was a little girl, my mom would kiss my forehead and ask me if I felt better.” She laughed. “Not like I kissed you, but I always found a kiss melts away any pain. I thought you needed it. So, do you feel better, even a little bit?”

      No, but he lied, hoping she’d kiss him again. “Yes… Thank you. You’ve…been here all night.”

      “I couldn’t leave you.” Tears welled in her eyes. “Those things could come back and hurt you. I’ll never forget how you fought to protect us. I wanted to thank you for saving my life.”

      “You’re welcome.” Her concern and passionate kiss gave him hope that there could be a spark between them, but he frowned. “You should have stayed in the cave.”

      “And let them feast on you? I don’t think so. You’re my only way back to Earth. And I am going home.”

      The flicker of hope he had went up in smoke. Her voice was fierce, daring him to defy her.

      Determined and stubborn, she wasn’t going to give this up, but she was an attorney and used to getting her way. Even if they got out of here alive, he couldn’t take her back to Earth. He was under strict orders to take her back to Zalara. One way or another, she was going to his planet.

      His heartstrings tied into a double-knot. He hated deceiving her. He’d rather unleash more of her passion by dancing or kissing her. Deceiving someone wasn’t him. He’d always told the truth and now, he was lying to someone who he should always be on the straight and narrow path, but he didn’t have a choice.

      “I appreciate your faith in me, but right now, I’m not doing anyone any good. You should stay in the cave where it’s safe. I wouldn’t be able to protect you and me.”

      “You wouldn’t have to. I have this.” She lifted a thick branch that she obviously thought would deter the Gogs.

      Her proud voice pricked his paternal instincts. “Your weapon would have been the death of you.”

      She looked at the jungle. “As long as it was quick.”

      He didn’t like her dubious tone. “What do you mean?”

      “Promise me that if those things surround us and there’s no way to escape, you’ll kill me.” The gravity in her voice haunted him.

      He frowned. “Are you serious?”

      She nodded. Her unblinking stare unnerved him. “Yes, I am. I know it’s the coward way out, but I don’t want to be tortured or slowly eaten. I’d rather die.” She sighed and leaned back against the wall of the cave.  “All I can think about is my poor sister and how she suffered.” Her gaze turned misty as if she’d gone far away. “Every night, I dream of that bastard sneaking into my high rise. I can smell his foul breath, hear my sister’s screams, and see the terror in her eyes… Then I wake up in a cold sweat. I’m back in my hotel, scared and shaking in my bed.” Her hands were trembling. She hid them behind her back. “I don’t want to be carved and diced up into tiny pieces or have my heart ripped out.”

      His gut clenched into a slab of shame. Damn you, Daidhl. “Is that what happened to your sister?”

      “Yes. The only good thing was that most of the mutilation happened after she was dead, but it doesn’t make the pain any easier.” She wiped away a tear and smiled sadly. “Lisa was more than a sister to me. She was one of my best friends, and now, she’s gone.”

      Guilt spliced into him. Her life had been ripped apart, because of Daidhl. Ysam would never be able to convince her that his brother wasn’t a monster.  How could he ever convince her to allow him to put his brother’s Mating Stone in her sister’s ashes? “I’m sorry.”

      “Everyone is sorry, but being sorry doesn’t change anything.” She looked up at the morning sky. “What really gets me is that the stars and planets have always fascinated me. I always dreamed of exploring new worlds like on Star Trek.”

      “What’s Star Trek?”

      “A television program.” She gently put her palms on his cheeks. “Daidhl ruined all of that for me. Now, the only thing I want to do is go back to Earth. I don’t want to die on this planet, Ysam, or be killed by a hairy-one-eyed alien. I want to die on my own planet of natural causes.”

      The skin across his chest tightened. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

      “Except for the kidnapping,” she said drily.

      “I’m even sorry for that.” Hot tingles whooshed over his face. “But my people are dying.”

      “I understand your race is dying, because you can’t reproduce, but I think women should have a choice on whether they want to be mated with an alien or not. Kidnapping violates our rights.”

      “I get it, Kathy. Being an overgrown bully isn’t my idea of a hero, either.”

      “Then, why did you?” She cast him a sharp gaze that made him feel he was up on the witness stand being interrogated.

      “Because I have orders.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Please.” She drew at the word. “Orders can be broken.”

      He scowled. “Not if I want to be a member of the Orion. Captain Taog gave me an order and if I disobey him, I’ll never be a security officer.”

      “That’s your dream? To be a security officer?”

      Her scorn stroked his anger and he growled. “Don’t belittle my dream.”

      “I’m not belittling your dream. Why don’t you just ask Anonghos if you can be on his team?”

      He rolled off her lap, ignoring the sharp pain, and sat away from her. Her simplicity just fueled his frustration. “You don’t understand. I’m an Inquistian dragon. We’re supposed to do research and science. Only Bravians and Dominans dragons are ever appointed to the security team.” His bitterness cut into his tongue like sharp thorns.

      “Are you saying you have a caste system on Zalara?”

      “What’s a caste system?”

      “A caste system is where people are pigeon-holed into certain roles based on their birth. No matter what, they can’t move into another occupation or lifestyle.”

      He scratched his head. “I wouldn’t say we’re that rigid. On Zalara, you have to prove yourself to be worthy to be a member of the Orion. I could apply for a science officer job, but that’s no what I want to do.”

      “What’s wrong with being a science officer?” She tilted her head toward the cave. “Vaughn’s a science officer, and he saved your life.”

      “I’m grateful for what he did but being a science officer isn’t good enough for me. I watched my mother and sister vaporize before my eyes. Like you, I’ll never forget their screams or the terror in their eyes. Our scientists, including me, should have known what the Kamtrinians were planning and kept our women safe.”

      She squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry, Ysam. I really am.”

      “We were so busy protecting Earth that we weren’t prepared. Because of our negligence, all of our women are dead.”

      “So, you think a security officer would have stopped them for killing your mom and sister,” she asked softly.

      “Of course not. But I have always hated bullies and killers. I want to make sure my people and yours are never vulnerable again. I don’t want to be sitting behind a desk doing experiments or researching theories. I want to do something.”

      “And you don’t think doing research is helping people?” a gruff voice asked behind them.

      Ysam winced and turned to look at Vaughn’s angry and hurt face.

      “That’s not what I meant Vaughn. Research is important, but I want to do more.”

      “Raw strength isn’t going to get us out of here, my friend. We have that with us, and you’re badly wounded. The Gogs outweigh us in strength and brawn. We have to figure out how to repair the Intrepid or your ship to get out of here.” He marched past them and headed over to Tash who was talking with the security bears. “And that, my friend, takes brains.”

      Kathy smiled wearily. “You hurt his feelings.”

      Heat flushed over his cheeks and he squirmed, wishing he could take back his words. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “But you did.”

      “I understand that, Kathy.”

      She motioned with her hand. “Then, apologize to him.”

      He glared. “I can’t exactly walk just yet. I just had surgery.”

      Excuses. Dumb Excuses. But true excuses.

      “Fine. I’ll do it for you.” She stood and wiped her hands on her pants. “Plus, I want to know what their plan is.”

      His heart froze, then sped up. After the kidnapping, he never thought she’d speak to him, but now the woman was acting like his champion. No, not a champion––his defense attorney. “Kathy, I don’t need you to fight my battles,” he said softly.

      “God, men and egos.” She threw her hands up in the air. “I go half-way across the galaxy only to run into the same pride and arrogance.”

      He sat taller. “I’m not arrogant.”

      She smirked. “Sure, you’re not.”

      She walked down the embankment, carrying her stupid stick that would only piss off the Gogs. The sun’s rays highlighted the different subtle brown colors of her hair. Something he hadn’t noticed before.

      Her strides were long and determined, and her hips swayed back and forth when she moved. Fates, he respected her, but he loved to watch her sashay. She wasn’t the only one who needed to know what Tash and the other Arians plans were––he needed to be on the team.

      He put his shaking hand on the rugged wall and slowly forced his wobbly legs to move, very carefully. Sharp pain throbbed in his chest as if he’d been stabbed with eighty spears.

      He leaned against the wall until the pain was manageable. He needed time to heal, but time was a luxury. Drawing on his sheer will, he slowly walked down the hill to the little group huddled together a stone’s throw from the jungle.

      “Tash, that’s suicide,” Vaughn growled. “You’ll be killed.”

      “Does it really matter?” Tash folded his arms across his massive chest. “We’re all being picked off one-by-one. We have to get to the Intrepid and make repairs or knock out their shield generator so we can use the radio tower and communicate off planet. Those are our only two chances of survival.”

      “What tower?” Ysam shuffled closer.

      Tash glanced at him. “It’s on the other side of the jungle and heavily guarded.” The skin bunched around his eyes, and the scar down his cheek whitened. “I’ve sent Arains to try and dislodge it, but none of them came back except for one.” He kicked a stone so hard it rippled the purple-striped leaves off a nearby bush.

      Kathy’s eyes narrowed. “Who came back?”

      Tash looked at her curiously. “Nulc. Why?”

      “I was just wondering, that’s all.” But she wasn’t looking at Tash, she stared at Ysam as if she wanted him to read her mind.

      Something was up, but he’d no idea what. He sighed and turned away from her gaze. He was never good at reading women’s secret signals and always got them wrong. “Tash, tell me more about this tower.”

      Vaughn gestured toward the cave. “We need to talk inside where it’s safer and cooler.”

      The two suns rose higher in the sky and the humidity grew heavier, weighing on Ysam like a hot blanket. Not one single cloud offered any relief. Ysam’s temperature shot up, and he struggled to breathe, but he made his way up the hill without complaint.

      When they made it to the entrance to the cave, Tash led them to a group of large rocks that were set in a circle. Ysam wiped the sweat off his brow and gingerly sat next to Tash. “So, tell me about this tower.”

      “The tower sets on a cliff that is at least three hundred feet high and looks over the sea. Angry waves crash against the rugged rocks. The Gogs have guards posted around it. Even if we could climb the cliffs, we couldn’t defeat them.” He looked away toward the jungle. “But maybe if we had a decoy, we could draw them away from the tower long enough for us to set explosives.”

      Ysam shook his head. “That’s your plan? To sacrifice your self?”

      Tash snarled, the cords of his neck bulging. “I can’t stand and do nothing while my crew is murdered. I’m the captain. It’s my job to protect them.”

      “That doesn’t mean you have to sacrifice yourself, Tash,” Vaughn said softly.

      “You don’t have to do this.” Ysam clasped Tash’s stiff shoulder. “I can do it.”

      Tash shook his head. “You’re still wounded.”

      “I’m a Zalarian.” Ysam dropped his hand and gave him a fixed stare. “I’m a fast healer.”

      Tash drew his brows together, his face tightening. A vein quivered underneath his scar. “When will you be able to fly?”

      “In a couple of days.”

      “We could all be dead in a couple of days,” Tash said. “We need to move soon.”

      “You’ll only get more of your men killed. We need to fortify the cave. If I’m outside the cave in dragon form, I can keep your people safe.” Ysam frowned. “Why haven’t the Gogs attacked?”

      Vaughn shrugged. “We don’t know. They seem to attack every seven days.”

      Kathy raised one slender eyebrow. “Ritual, perhaps?”

      Tash’s eyes glowed darker. “Or it takes them that long to eat one of us.”

      “How many days ago has it been since they last attacked?” Kathy asked.

      Vaughn sagged his shoulders. “Five days.”

      Ysam leaned over with his elbows on his knees. “But first take me to the cliff. Can we get there without anyone else being killed?”

      “Maybe.” Doubt and desperation flashed in Tash’s eyes. “Nulc made it out alive. He knows the way. But first, I need to discuss this with my officers.”

      Tash and Vaughn left and headed back to the cave where Arians were gathered talking and drinking.

      Kathy clasped Ysam’s arm. “Did you know I can see auras?”

      “No, but all of our designated mates have psychic powers, I just didn’t know which one you possessed.”

      “Oh.” She dropped her arm. “Well, there’s something not quite right going on here.”

      He lifted his eyebrow. “You mean besides getting eaten by aliens.”

      “Yes.” She peered around him nervously then lowered her voice. “I saw dark brown auras last night around Nucl and the other men after Dech and Walfea were captured.”

      Weariness was getting a grip on him and he didn’t want to play a game. “Okay, I’ll bite. What does this mean?”

      “Dark brown auras mean deception. I couldn’t tell who, but I’m beginning to suspect Nucl. I don’t think he’s telling the whole story about what happened to Dech and Walfea.”

      Ysam rubbed his forehead. Nucl hadn’t acted suspicious after he returned from the jungle. He seemed defeated that he hadn’t been able to save the two brothers. Ysam understood those feelings of frustrations only too well.  “I think you’re imagining it.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Her haughty voice should have warned him he was going into dangerous territory. He dropped his hand and leaned back. “What would he gain by being deceitful? I think you’re just scared and overreacting.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she lifted up her stupid branch.

      Wrong thing to say.

      “You’re lucky you’re wounded, Ysam. Otherwise, I’d bash this over your head for kidnapping me and telling me I am overreacting. My auras have never failed me except when it came to you.”

      With that, she jolted up and headed over to the entrance of the cave, leaving him alone, cussing himself for his own stupidity.
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      Kathy flopped down on a rock. Her anger gripped her tighter than a hangman’s noose. Blood pumped madly inside her. She clutched the branch tightly. Ysam’s lucky she hadn’t hit him over the head. He was just like every overbearing detective or attorney or judge she’d ever faced in the courtroom.

      Except she hadn’t found herself kissing them.

      Overreacting was not in her repertoire of skills. As an attorney, she had to remain calm in a crisis if her client was going to trust her.

      But not her dragon. First he tried to seduce her with dancing, kidnapped her, then he doubted her ability to read auras. Not that she went around telling everyone she chose clients based on their auras, but this allowed her to defend the truly innocent. Sometimes her clients had been railroaded, but their innocence always shone through the darkness like a lighthouse beacon.

      Lately, back on Earth, she’d had trouble trusting her auras. Usually, she could make a definite decision, but since Lisa died, she second guessed herself. But with Nucl, the answer was clear. He was being deceitful, but she just wasn’t sure how.

      Ysam was wrong about Nucl. She knew it in her gut. The way he looked at her last night and then what happened on the Intrepid with overheating the engines… If Ysam wasn’t going to believe her, maybe Ryruc would.

      Shuffling footsteps crept toward her and she stiffened. She glanced over her shoulder.

      Ysam slowly made his way to the entrance. “Kathy, I want to talk to you.”

      As if she was going to listen to any more of his condescending comments. She got up, still holding onto her trusted branch and brushed past him to look for Ryruc. He reached for her, but she easily dodged his hand.

      Ryruc was talking quietly with his brothers and with some other Arians she didn’t know at the other end of the cave. She started in that direction, when Nucl quickly walked past them with his head down. Almost as if he didn’t want them to see him.

      Wasn’t he supposed to be an officer?

      “Nulc,” Tash called. “Where are you going? We need to talk about the plan.”

      Nucl clenched his fists and swore softly underneath his breath. Not loud enough for Tash to hear, but Kathy heard every word. “I’ll be vulking late, you asshole.”

      She froze. Before she could stop herself, she blurted. “Late? Late for what?”

      He narrowed his eyes and snarled. “That’s none of your business.”

      Her heart stopped. He flashed the same evil look he had last night.

      “Nulc,” Tasa called louder.

           Nulc’s gaze didn’t waver from Kathy. “I suggest you not say anything about what you heard. People have had a habit of disappearing around here.” In a split second, his evil vanished and his voice changed as he turned to face the crew. “Yes, Captain. I was just going to scout…”

      Tash shook his head. “Not until we have the plan down.”

      “Kathy.” A loud voice made her flinch. Ysam wobbled toward her. “Didn’t you hear me? I want to talk to you.”

      Nucl glanced over his shoulder, giving her a warning look. She couldn’t stop shaking.

      “What was that all about?” Ysam followed her gaze.

      “Nothing.” After the conference with the Arians, he’d been so condescending she knew he’d never believe that Nucl had threatened her.

      “Did you say something to Nucl?”

      She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. He was accusing her? “No, I didn’t. If you’ll excuse me…”

      He clasped her arm gently. “We need to talk.”

      She broke free. “We don’t have anything to talk about. When we get off this planet, you’re taking me back to Earth. Period.”

      Probably not what Ysam had planned to do, but she wasn’t going to be a docile prisoner. Even as she said it, she thought about going back to all the humdrum men who never made her as angry or as passionate as Ysam did. Damn him.

      “Ysam,” Tash motioned. “Come here.”

      While the men were all huddled, Kathy stared at the ground, not sure what her next move should be. She shuffled her feet and reworked her conversation with Ryruc and Vaughn over and over again, but she wasn’t any closer to solving the riddle.

      Back on Earth, she would have bulldoze right in for the answers, but she wasn’t on Earth and wasn’t even around humans. She was around aliens.

      She hugged her middle. Standing here like a wall flower wasn’t going to get her anywhere. Clanking of bowls and the smell of roasting fire drew her attention to the back of the cave. Maybe she couldn’t get anything more from the men, but maybe she’d get better answers from the women.

      An Arian woman with black hair was busy stir-frying greens and strange plants. She was the same woman who held a sharpened spear in her hand. Kathy walked over to her and smiled. “Can I help with anything?”

      The woman smirked. “If you could get us some meat, that would be great.”

      “I wish I could.”

      “Sorry. I’m just tired of eating leaves and roots. Three weeks of eating this stuff is making me crazy.” The woman tilted her head toward some plants that were laying on a rock. “If you’d like to shuck those and cut off the roots, that would be helpful. Since we can’t go into the forest to forge for food, we’re forced to eat greens, which won’t keep up our strength. Arians need meat.” She threw another purple plant onto the frying pan.

      Kathy picked up the knife and cut off the roots of the purple plants that remind her of seaweed. “I’m Kathy by the way.”

      “I know. I’m Ollae.” She wiped the sweat off her forehead. “I’m one of the Intrepid’s engineers, reduced to being the head cook.”

      The other women were busy repairing what looked like uniforms or washing the dishes.

      “How long have you been on board the Intrepid?” Kathy asked.

      “I have served under Captain Tash for the last three years. He’s a good and fearless captain. What do you do?”

      “I’m a defense attorney. I defend people who have been accused of crimes they didn’t commit.”

      Ollae dished the fried vegetation onto plates. “I know what an attorney is based on a class I took at the Confederation academy. On your planet, is there a great need for defense attorneys?”

      “Unfortunately, yes.”

      She gathered up the greenery Kathy had been working on and laid them in the pan. “From my studies, I didn’t think humans had the ability to know whether someone was guilty or innocent of a crime.”

      “Most don’t, but I can read auras, and I can tell if someone is lying or not.” Or at least, she used to trust her ability.

      “Really? What’s an aura?”

      “An aura is a colorful energy field that encloses around a human body or an animal or an object. I have the ability to see the aura’s size, color and type of vibration. Each color represents something different, so by reading my clients, I could read their energy and know whether or not they’re lying.”

      Ollae frowned and stopped stirring. “Do Arians have auras?”

      “You’re a living being, so you do.”

      Curiosity filled her green eyes. “So, what’s mine?”

      “You have a distinctive green aura that surrounds you.”

      “Which means?”

      “You like stability, security, and balance. Anything you do is well played out and you rarely make rash mistakes.”

      She smirked. “Greens would be a natural engineer.”

      Ollae smiled. “Yes, I loved my job.”

      Kathy giggled. “They also make good cooks.”

      Ollae blinked, then laughed. “Maybe that’s how I ended up head cook.”

      Her laugh made Kathy smile. It was good to hear laughter. Kathy muscles loosened just a little bit, but she had a job to do and forced herself to go into lawyer mode.

      “So, do you know most of the crew members?”

      “Most of them. Why?”

      “Do Arians fight all the time, especially the men?”

      Ollae’s brows furrowed. “No, why?”

      She lowered her voice in case Nucl could hear. “Last night Ryruc and Nucl seemed to be having a fight. I almost thought they were going to start punching each other.”

      “Figures. Ryruc’s never forgiven him for the pushing the engines too hard, but it’s not just Ryruc that Nucl has a problem with.”

      “What do you mean?” Kathy’s eagerness picked up a notch.

      “Nulc has had a problem with Vaughn. Ever since Tash appointed him to be science officer.” She shrugged. “What can you do when the captain is your opponent’s brother?”

      Kathy slowly cut the vegetables intrigued. “You don’t think Vaughn should have been made science officer.”

      She glanced over her shoulder, then said quietly, “Um, I wouldn’t say that. I just think Tash should have had Admiral Erript make the decision, so there weren’t any hard feelings.”

      “So, there’s bad blood between Nulc and the three brothers?”

      She stopped frying the vegetables and didn’t answer. Kathy bit her lip, wondering if she’d pushed too far.

      Ollae blurted, “Nucl’s tried to pretend getting passed over doesn’t bother him.”

      Her hard voice struck a chord with Kathy, her heartbeat stepped up a beat, but she pretended not to notice. She asked nonchalantly, “You don’t believe him?”

      “No, he worked really hard for that position. It wasn’t fair what Tash did.”

      Bitterness broke out in her tone that made Kathy’s eyes widened. She went back to cutting the roots, not sure whether she should keep probing Ollae after hitting an obvious nerve.

      She happened to glance up to find Ysam, watching her curiously. She found her spine and cleared her throat. “I’m curious. If Nucl was so frustrated, why did he stay?”

      “The Intrepid was the fastest and newest Aria ship. Turning down a post wouldn’t be the smartest career move to make.”

      Vaughn hadn’t told her that he had a problem with Nulc.

      “Kathy.” Ollae pointed her spatula at her. “You’re throwing the roots into the bowls. The roots are inedible.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” She quickly fixed her mistake. “Do you think Nulc is angry over this?”

      She shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. He’s probably still upset like anybody else would be, but he’s a good navigator.”

      “Ollae?”

      She turned around. “Yes, Captain?”

      “Is dinner about ready?”

      “Yes, Captain. We just need five more minutes, and we’ll be ready to eat.”

      “Good. We’ve come up with a plan.” He glanced wearily at Ysam. “Not a good one, but a plan.”

      Ysam’s eyes didn’t meet hers. After working with a gluten of testosterone over the years, she’d no doubt they’d come up with something dangerous and stupid.

      Nulc gave her another deadly stare. She wanted to ask Ollae if he had any special abilities, but she found herself having to get dinner ready and there wasn’t time for more questioning. The other women joined them and bowls of the vegetables and clear liquid were set on a large flat rock in the cave. The flat rock couldn’t have been part of the cave. Someone had to have brought it in here. On Earth, men would have had to use a bulldozer to move it.

      After the plates and food were put on the table, men and women dished their plates up and found a place to sit. Kathy took her plate and sat close to the entrance, reviewing her conversation with Ollae. She wasn’t sure being passed over for a promotion was a strong enough motive to kill the entire crew of the Intrepid.

      “Kathy, can I join you?” The hair on the back of her nape lifted at the sound of Ysam’s voice.

      Ysam stood holding his plate, looking extremely pitiful. He reminded her of a nervous nerdy high school boy asking to sit next to the most popular girl in school.

      “Yes, of course. As long as you don’t criticize me.”

      He grinned. “I promise I won’t.” He gingerly sat and only one hand held his plate as if his other one was too weak.

      Without asking, she snagged his plate so he could sit without spilling his dinner all over the ground. He cast her an appreciative look. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Once he was seated, she handed him the plate and their fingers brushed briefly, sending tingles and warmth up her arms. The smallest touch made her squirm uncomfortably. She avoided his gaze and scooted away. She immediately focused on her food. “By the way, how are you feeling?”

      “I still hurt, but the pain’s not as bad.” He stabbed a bunch of the fried vegetables with a fork. “Tash is going to make an announcement about tomorrow.”

      His heavy tone sent prickling chills down her back.

      “And?”

      “We’re going to attack the shield generator tomorrow.”

      Her stomach crunched into a tight, wad of paper. She played with the fried vegetables in the bowl unable to force herself to take a bite. “More Arians will die.”

      “We’re going to use a decoy.”

      She jerked her head up. “Who?”

      “Vaughn, Tash, and Ryruc. Nulc is going to take us to the generator.”

      She quickly looked at Nulc, who had a black aura hovering around him, and was stuffing his face with greens, probably taking more than his fair share of the food. “So, you can fly?”

      “No.”

      She scowled. “What?”

      “I’m going to climb the face of the cliff. Then, the others will distract the Gogs.”

      “You can’t even hold a plate. How the hell are you going to climb a cliff?”

      “My shoulder will be better by tomorrow.”

      His determined voice only made her want to punch him in the gut and the shoulder to prove to him the audacity of his plan.

      “Huh, huh.” She returned to stirring her greens around on her plate. Her stomach growled, but she hesitated in taking a bite.

      He swallowed. “It’s not bad.”

      “Did you know that Nulc competed to have Vaughn’s position on the Intrepid and Tash chose his brother over him?”

      “No, I didn’t. What does…Oh, wait, you still think Nulc is a traitor because of his aura, don’t you?”

      She tugged on her ear. “Yes. No. To be honest, I’m not sure. My auras have never been wrong before, but he’s an alien….”

      “Maybe they’re wrong when it comes to someone who isn’t human.”

      She dropped arm and sighed heavily. Maybe he was right. She forced herself to take a bite, thinking about what he said. The green and purple plants were crunchy and had a distinct vinegary taste to them. She gobbled down two more mouthfuls before she answered him.

      “Um, I read you correctly when I met you.”

      “Maybe that was just a coincidence.” He bumped her gently with his shoulder.

      Heat flushed over her face and she lowered her gaze. “Perhaps. But earlier Nulc said he was late for something and was angry when Tash called him over.”

      He tilted his head back toward the cave. “He could have been wanting to meet with a woman.”

      “All the women were preparing the meal.”

      “So, maybe he wanted to talk with the guards to find out if they saw anything.”

      “Then why wouldn’t he just ask Tash? Besides, Tash had just come in from outside and had already gotten the guard report.”

      Her voice picked up speed.

      His aura turned to a dark blue, meaning he couldn’t face the truth. She was wearing him down.

      He gestured with his arm. “Maybe he didn’t realize Tash had already spoken with them. I don’t know.”

      “I think you might be making a mistake in trusting Nulc.” She leaned closer, inhaling his woody scent that made her feel gooey inside. “He was meeting someone, but what if he wasn’t meeting with one of us?”

      He jolted. “You’re not serious.”

      She fiddled with Lisa’s bracelet. “Fine. Don’t believe me, but I believe you’re walking into a trap.” She stabbed her vegetables and pretended they were the most delicious thing she’d ever eaten––not once looking at Ysam’s doubting gaze.

      Ysam returned to eating his greens and didn’t say another word to her. He got up and headed back to the cave.

      Twilight had settled on the jungle, and the same creaking creatures sang their nightly song, reminding her of crickets. Immediately a case of homesickness settled onto her and the fried greens lost their appeal. She dropped her spoon into the bowl and got up, but a firm hand gripped her shoulder shoving her down.

      “Ysam, what are you doing?” She looked up into Nucl’s glaring stare.

      “I hear you’ve been asking questions about me.”

      “Let go of me.” Her heart beating quickly, she twisted her body and knocked her bowl over, scattering the greens onto the dirt. She tried to glanced behind him to see Ysam, but Nulc’s girth was too wide.

      He gripped her shoulder tighter, and she winced. She looked at the guards for help, but they were wolfing down their greens and gulping down the tasteless liquids.

      “Don’t scream.” His fingers turned into claws, digging into her flesh. “I’m telling you this one more time,” he whispered. “Stay out of my business.”

      Her lower lip trembled. “Stop, you’re hurting me.”

      “Is there a problem?”

      She’d never been so glad to hear Ysam’s voice.

      Nulc immediately released her.

      She darted to Ysam’s side and gripped his arm.

      Nulc glowered. “I don’t like her putting ideas into my woman’s head that I’m up to no good.”

      “Your woman?” Ysam carefully unwound Kathy’s stiff fingers then stood closer to Nulc. He was a couple of inches shorter, but he wasn’t the least bit intimidated. His golden eyes burned brighter and he curled his upper lip. Nulc took a step back and looked nervously at the two guards, who were now looking at them curiously.

      “Ollae is my woman.”

      Kathy groaned. Stupid mistake on her part. She should have found out who was who, before she did her interrogation, but since Lisa’s death, she wasn’t thinking straight.

      Ysam tilted his head toward Kathy. “She won’t be harassing Ollae with questions anymore.”

      Nulc cast her a superior look. “Good.” He strolled back into the cave, satisfied Ysam would keep her in line.

      Kathy rubbed her throbbing shoulder and glared at Ysam. She plopped down next to her bowl and started to clean up the mess, her appetite gone.

      Ysam knelt down next to her and examined her shoulder. “Did he hurt you?” he asked softly.

      She hesitated before she answered. “Why? Are you going to believe me now?”

      He picked up her hand and squeezed. She jerked it back, but he refused to release her. His grip wasn’t crippling but strong.

      “Listen to me,” he said quietly. “The Arians are very protective of their mates and you questioning Ollae about Nulc is considered an insult.”

      “She didn’t act like she was upset.”

      “Obviously she was, otherwise Nulc wouldn’t have come over here.”

      She thought about hers and Ollae’s conversation. “No, her aura never changed to dark red, which would mean she was angry.”

      He gripped became tighter. “Kathy, you’re not listening.”

      “Ow!” She pulled on her hand.

      “I’m sorry.” He immediately released it. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I just don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      Her fingers had gone numb, and she shook her hand to get the blood moving. “I think it’s quite the opposite way around. Nulc probably saw us talking and asked Ollae what we talked about. The conversation made him mad, not Ollae.”

      His gaze turned serious. “But promise me, you’ll not be doing anything to aggravate the bears. Without them, we would be vulnerable. We need the protection of the cave.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      He cocked his eyebrow and ran the back of his hand across her cheek, making her throat run dry.

      He kissed her, then playfully tugged at her lip. “That’s the best I’m going to get from you, isn’t it?”

      His voice was so tender, his kiss so hot, she’d forgotten he was an alien. She had to admit––she liked it. She who had sworn off all aliens.

      Afraid to fall under his captivating spell and end up kissing him again, she edged back. “I’m not a fool, Ysam, but I can’t ignore the auras. The last time I did, it ended in disaster.”

      Before he could ask her, she quickly got up to take her dishes back to the cave. She didn’t want to dwell on the past. The past was only full of pain.
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      Ysam woke outside the cave to the rising sun turning clouds pink, purple, and orange. A gentle breeze blew the tops of the trees. Today he would climb the towering rocky cliff to try and tear down the shield generator. His shoulder ached just thinking about it, and his stomach quivered. He ran his hand down his flat gut over the stitches that were still tender. He needed a few more days to recover, but they didn’t have a few more days.

      Time was running out. According to the Arians, the Gogs attacked every seven days and they only had one more day before the Gogs invaded again. If they didn’t get off this cursed planet, they’d all be dead. How long could one dragon hold off an army of Gogs?

      He stretched his arms wide and arched his back. He winced as his shoulder protested loudly.

      “You’re still not up to this, are you?”

      He turned to look into Kathy’s concerned eyes.

      “I’ll manage,” he said. “Don’t have a choice.”

      She stood next to him and neither of them spoke as the sun took its sweet time climbing higher and higher. He clasped her hand, not sure whether she would jerk it out of his. She gently squeezed his and laid her head on his shoulder. “Please don’t die today.”

      Her soft plea gave him hope that she cared…a little. Or maybe she only wanted him to live so he could take her back to Earth. Either way, he enjoyed the warm moment.

      “I won’t.” His bravado was a lie. He could die today. They all could die today. “I’m sorry about yesterday. You said when you ignored the auras something bad happened.”

      “I don’t like to talk about it.”

      He lift her chin. “Please. I want to know.”

      The crease between her brows furrowed, and she searched his face as if she were trying to determine whether she should trust him.

      “Does it have to do with your sister?” he asked softly.

      A tear slid down one side of her cheek. “Yes, it does.” She took a deep quivering breath. “Her aura had turned to a beautiful, very, very, fuzzy pale-blue with white sparks. I had never seen anything like it before. I immediately thought of the death auras, which are supposed to be a pale-blue, but I didn’t think Lisa could be nearing death.” She paused as if going over and over a mistake. “People can have pale-blue auras if they’re standing in the full sunlight and Lisa was standing in front of the balcony. I blinked and it changed back to green.”

      Curiosity got the best of him. “What does green mean?”

      “Lisa was very creative, especially in gardening. She loved to plant flowers and trim trees. Definitely an outdoor person.”

      Daidhl was anything but outdoorsy. He preferred the indoors, doing research, and inventing ways to protect their race, but according to the Fates, they were supposed to be mated. Perhaps, they saw something he didn’t, but it wasn’t the Fates he worried about. It was Kathy. He couldn’t for the life of him think of way to tell her about Daidhl and Lisa.

      The minute he did, any chance of budding happiness they had would die.

      Her face had fallen. Her whole body slumped. He brushed away another tear, desperate to bring her some happiness.

      “Lisa’s death wasn’t your fault.”

      “People keep telling me that, but…”

      He rubbed her back, wishing he could take away her pain.  “You don’t believe them?”

      “No.” She sighed. “If only I had said something to her, maybe asked her to come with me to get the damn coffee.”

      “Would she have?”

      “No.” She wiped away the wetness on her cheeks. “She’d just gotten done doing yoga outside on the balcony and wanted to rest. She said she was tired, which was unusual for her. I thought maybe she was coming down with something, and she needed energy. That’s why I went out for coffee.”

      “So, you did trust your auras.”

      She frowned. “No, it was a death aura. I ignored it.”

      He put his hands on her shoulders. “You thought something was wrong, Kathy, and thought your sister was ill. How could you have known she was going to be murdered?”

      Her argument died as if she was trying to sort out what he said. Doubt and truth seemed to battle through her eyes. Second guesses would drive anyone crazy and they were slowly tearing away at her.

      He smiled. “Could we have one more dance?”

      Confusion then realization flickered in her eyes. She bit her lip. He held his breath, waiting for her to respond.

      A morning bird burst into a sorrowful song. Not a good omen.

      She stared at the jungle. “Yes.”

      His heart beat so loud and her voice was so low he wasn’t sure he heard her correctly, but she put her palms on his chest. “A slow one.”

      She slowly raised her hands, then locked them around his neck, her warm breath brushing over his skin. He held her close, her body molding next to his. Her full breasts pressed against his chest. The only music was the drumming of their beating hearts. They moved slowly to the music, their feet shuffling.

      He inhaled the freshness of her hair and skin, wanting to imprint them on his memory. Her lips softly parted, and he didn’t wait to ask. This could be the only time he could indulge in her secrets. He kissed her, branding and dominating her in a way that bordered on desperation. Sweetness and spice filled him, fueling his desire. His lustful dragon roared, demanding more. He moved off her lips, planting kisses down her throat, licking her flesh. She arched her back and pressed her body against his. The moons of her breasts peeked from her shirt.

      “Ysam,” she panted. Her fingers threaded through his hair, her nails grazing his scalp.

      He shuddered, not believing how this woman stirred a passion he never knew he had. He kissed the narrow valley between her breasts. She moaned softly. He pushed down her shirt and bra to take a nipple into his mouth, sucking hard. Fates, his flesh turned rock hard and pressed her body against the wall.

      “Stop,” she gasped.

      He lifted his head, sucking in quick, shallow breaths. “What?”

      “The Arians…they’re awake.”

      Behind them, the shuffling of Arians getting up and the smell of frying greens meant breakfast had started.

      “I’m sorry.” He fought to gather his control and not ravish his mate in front of the sleepy bears.

      Her cheeks reddened into a dark hue. She quickly straightened her shirt, but the scratches on her cheeks and rustled hair screamed of their quick indulgence. “I better go help the women.”

      He nodded, cursing himself for practically taking her out in the open. She deserved better. His body turned quickly cold where warmth had been. He ran his hand down his sensitive chest. If the Gogs fired their weapon again, he wasn’t sure he’d survive. At least he would have Kathy’s taste on his lips. He’d find a way to make sure she’d lived.

      With the new dawn, the air had turned crisper and chiller. Purple, pink, and yellow stripped birds chirped and flew between the branches of the swaying blue trees.

      Kathy, two other women, and Nucl, brushed past him.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Ollae said there’s not enough greens for breakfast, so we’re going to gather some more plants.”

      Nulc looked at him. “Tash sent me to guard the women. They’ll be safe.” He quickly transformed into a brown bear and lumbered in front of the women.

      For all of Ysam’s protesting of Nucl’s innocence, dread nestled on the back of his neck, sending chills down his back. He stood at attention, watching the waking forest for the slightest movement of the Gogs.

      He transformed into a dragon and lurched onto his back legs if there was the slightest movement. He might not be able to fly, but he could leap into the air.

      Nucl turned around and hesitated, but then quickly moved down the ridge. He sat with his back to the jungle, which Ysam thought was strange. He should be facing the thick trees. In this form, the Gogs could attack him from behind and drag him into the darkness. Why would anyone sit like this––unless they weren’t afraid.

      Kathy and the other women were yanking up purple, pink, and green plants and stuffing them into a bag that they wore around their hips. They stayed several feet away from the thick vines that draped the trees.

      The colorful birds had stopped singing. He stood perfectly still. Twigs broke. Plants groaned. Leaves crunched. His heartbeat grew louder and blood whizzed through him, but he concentrated on the forest. Heavy footsteps squished in mud.

      He lifted his nose into the air and sniffed. The stench of rotting meat nearly gagged him.

      He released a loud shriek that sent the colorful birds flying into the morning sky. Nulc whirled around and growled at the jungle. Glowing orange eyes peered through the dark jungle and the outline of hairy beasts drew closer. Women rushed up the ridge, clawing at the dirt and sending dust flying into the air, like a herd of terrified meel.

      Arian bears rushed toward the women, snarling and growling.

      Shrieking, Ysam hurried down the embankment, never taking his eyes off the jungle. Gogs burst through the trees. Two of them rushed after Kathy. She wasn’t as fast as the Arians and was lugging behind.

      He blew a stream of fire at them, and they screamed as their hair caught on fire. A fiery blaze and black smoke zigged-zagged over their hairy bodies. The stench of burning hair and flesh made Ysam’s eyes blurry. They flapped their arms over their burning bodies in vain, trying to put out the fire, running in circles.

      Having no mercy, Ysam swung his tail and sent the two screeching Gogs hurling through the jungle like two fiery asteroids.

      The remaining Gogs drew their weapons and fired at Ysam. Searing pain hit his scales. He let loose a stream of fire that sent the Gogs scrambling back to the jungle.

      Kathy climbed and crawled up the ledge, but one foot slipped on a rock. She skidded down the deep cleft then rolled down. She fell on her knees. Ysam’s heart stopped, and he hurried toward her.

      Three Gogs grabbed and dragged her into the forest.

      He shrieked and pumped his legs as fast as he could, but the throbbing pain slowed him down. Wetness dripped from his left flank, and he gasped for breath but he wouldn’t stop.

      He crashed into the brush, wishing he could burn those bastards to a crisp, but if he blew out fire, he’d burn Kathy. Trees bent backward and vines snapped as he followed their trail. He gasped for breath, and the jungle trees, flowers, and shrubbery spun around him as he fought not to pass out.

      “Ysam!” Kathy screamed. One of them had thrown her over his shoulder, and she beat his broad, hairy back with her angry fists.

      He couldn’t believe such huge beasts could run through the forests so fast.

      Suddenly, a brown bear blocked his trail. His vision went in and out of focus, but he slowly recognized Nulc and snarled bearing his teeth.

      “Put me down! Ysam, help me!” Kathy’s voice grew distant.

      He had to follow her and moved, but Null blocked his path. His chest warmed as he was ready to spew more fire and burn him alive.

      Nulc transformed back into humanoid form. “Ysam.” He put out his hand and tilted his head. “You can’t follow them. It’s a trap. They’re using her as bait and trying to draw you out into the open. Gogs are hiding in the bushes ready to fire their  weapons on you. Your left flank is ripped wide open. You’ll die if you follow her.”

      Ysam snarled and bared his upper teeth. His tail switched behind him.

      “Ysam!” Kathy’s terrified screech tore out his thumping heart.

      Another bear crashed along side them. Vaughn quickly transformed. He went around to Ysam’s back side and his hand gently touched his flank. “Ysam, you left a trail of blood. You’re bleeding profusely.”

      “I scouted ahead,” Nucl said. “More Gogs are hiding on either side of the path the Gogs took, ready to open fire on Ysam. He can’t follow them. It’s a trap.”

      Ysam stretched his neck to look over the trees to get a better advantage, but if the Gogs were there, they were well hidden.

      Nucl pointed in the direction where he had come. “You can’t move forward with thousands of Gogs attacking on either side.”

      His suspicious voice made Ysam curse himself for not believing Kathy.

      “I transformed into a humanoid and crawled along the forest floor, following them. I was nearly discovered, but the Gogs were busy escaping Ysam’s fire.”

      The jungle floor was muddy and covered with twigs, leaves, and flowers, but Nulc didn’t have a single smear of dirt on his shirt.

      “Really?” Vaughn walked around Nulc. “How is it that you managed to keep your shirt and trousers clean?”

      Nulc opened his mouth and then shut it. He glanced between Vaughn and Ysam. A glisten of sweat reflected off his forehead. He licked his lips.

      “You’re lying.” Vaughn edged closer to Nulc and growled. His eyes turned to brilliant green.

      Nulc whipped out a Gog’s weapon. “I suggest you stay right there. Change into a humanoid, Ysam, or I’ll burn Vaughn.”

      Ysam reluctantly transformed back into a humanoid and narrowed his eyes. “So, Kathy was right. You are a traitor.”

      Nulc shrugged. “I had to do what I needed to do to survive. As long as I provide the Gogs with fresh meat, they’ve allowed me to work on the Intrepid.”

      “Why?” Vaughn demanded. His eyes widen, showing the whites, and his nostrils flared.

      “Because of my father,” Nucl growled.

      Vaughn glanced at Ysam bewildered. “What are you talking about?”

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” Nucl sneered. “Your family’s dark secret.”

      “You’re talking in riddles.” Vaughn’s voice shook with frustration.

      “Not so. Your father murdered mine.” Hate glistened in his eyes. “I see your father kept his dirty little secret from all of his sons.”

      His scorn bated Ysam’s patience. “You’re a liar.” Smoke puffed out of Ysam’s nostrils.

      “You turn back into a dragon, Zalarian…” Nucl pointed the weapon at Vaughn. “And I swear I’ll put a fiery hole in the middle of his chest.”

      Ysam raised his hands. “All right. Leave him alone.”

      “And for your information, Vaughn, I’m not lying.” His eyes glowed darker. “Your father was the previous captain of the Intrepid and his job was to protect his crew.”

      “He did.” Vaughn crossed his arms over his chest.

      “On this blasted planet, he allowed the Kamtrinians to take my father in order to save his own skin.”

      “That’s a lie.” Vaughn unwound his arms and clenched his fists. “My father would never abandon a crew member.”

      Ysam struggled to control the anger threatening to burst through. “This banter isn’t getting us anywhere, and in the mean time, my mate is about to become lunch. How do you know this is true, Nucl?”

      “Because the Kamtrinians showed me my father’s remains on their planet Ocrion.”

      Vaughn and Ysam glanced at each other. No one ever came out of Ocrion alive.

      Ysam narrowed his eyes. “How can this be true?”

      Nucl puffed out his chest. “Because I am a spy.”

      Shock, anger, and hurt raced through Vaughn’s eyes. “How could you turn on your own people?”

      Nucl spat on the ground. “Because the Confederation, our government, would do nothing.” He jammed his thumb into his chest. “And I wanted revenge.”

      “So, Ryruc was right,” Vaughn said slowly. “You did sabotage the engines.”

      Nucl smiled triumphantly. “Of course, I did. But I outsmarted your hot-headed brother.”

      “No, you didn’t,” Vaughn insisted. “He never believed you.”

      Nucl shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. You’ll all be dead soon. And I will be the lone survivor who barely escaped.”

      “What about your woman––Ollae?”

      “She’ll die, too.”

      Ysam couldn’t fathom the coldness in his voice. “But she’s your mate.”

      “No, she’s just warming my bed. Women are easy-come, easy-go.”

      Another scream jerked Ysam to attention. He had to get to Kathy. “Let me get to my mate.”

      “No,” Nucl said simply. His eyes glistened with laughter. “I promised the Gogs they could taste human meat.”

      Ysam had had enough. He drew on his dragon powers. Nucl still had the weapon pointed at Vaughn.

      “Now, stay where you are.” Nucl looked at Ysam uneasily, as if he knew he taunted him too far. His hand shook that held the weapon. He stepped back into the jungle.

      “Vaughn!” Tash yelled. He was getting closer. “Where are you?”

      Sweat trickled over Nucl’s upper lip. The trashing of the jungle got louder. In a split second, he ran, which was his big mistake.

      Ysam transformed into a dragon and lunged. Nucl fired the weapon and a hot ray whizzed past Ysam, singeing the tip of his wing. He shrieked angrily.

      Nucl bolted into the jungle as fast as he could. Even in bear form, he was no match for a dragon.

      “Ysam, don’t kill him!” Vaughn shouted behind him. “We need him.”

      Nucl wound through the jungle dodging trees, hurling over puddles, knocking away vines. Ysam crashed through bushes and knocking down trees. Vines tangled in his wings, but he didn’t care and pushed on, tearing them out of the falling trees. He couldn’t fly, but his brute strength could tear apart the forest.

      Voices yelled behind him, but they grew dimmer. He didn’t care. All that mattered was Nucl. He cursed himself for not trusting Kathy. Her auras hadn’t been wrong. He’d never doubt her again. By the Fates, if he had to burn the jungle to the ground, he would find her.

      Nucl dove behind a grove of thick trees. Hiding beneath the leaves and vines wouldn’t protect him. Ysam released a stream of fire. The trees burst into flames. He waited for Nucl’s screams or the stench of burning hair, but only the sound of crackling flames echoed in the jungle.

      Ysam barged through the flames. Bits of burning leaves and twigs flew into the air. He looked around, but there was no trace of Nucl.

      He was gone.

      And so was the trail to Kathy.
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      The Gog darted into the jungle with Kathy slumped over his shoulder. She bounced up and down on his body, knocking the breath out of her and every thought. Her arms and legs shook and her stomach tightened into a rock, hard slab. Her worst nightmare had just come true. She was being punished for what happened to Lisa and was about to be ripped to shreds and eaten.

      Branches and leaves slapped Kathy and yanked out her hair. A branch caught Lisa’s silver unicorn bracelet and ripped it off her wrist, cutting into her flesh. Her pulse quickened and hot tears swelled in her eyes.

      Fierceness rippled through through her. She beat on the Gog’s broad, stinky back that smelled like a wet dog. “Put me down!” She squirmed, trying to retrieve the bracelet, but the Gog’s icy fingers clutched her legs tight.

      She yanked his coarse hair out by the clumps, breaking her nails, and beat on his back with her fists. The creature didn’t even swat at her. She was probably no fiercer than a mosquito, but she wasn’t going to go quietly.

      She strained to peer through the thick trees, eagerly looking for Ysam. A fire-breathing orange and red dragon trampled through the foliage. Angry blazes singed through the jungle, chasing the Gogs. Black smoke rose into the sky. Hope sprang through her that the fire would light up her stinky capturer and he’d drop her. But the Gog pulled on the speed as if by magic–or fear. Ysam’s angry shriek seemed to grow further and further behind.

      Pleasepleaseplease don’t give up.

      He disappeared into the smoke.

      “Ysam!” She screamed and twisted.

      The snarling Gog clenched her legs tight. Five other Gogs were on either side of him. She was trapped in a herd of hairy cyclops.

      They raced into a similar pink, orange, and purple cave. But instead of a neat, swept floor, there were discarded bones scattered everywhere. Deep scratches marred the smooth walls. The aroma of roasting meat filled the cave. All she could think about was Tash’s poor crew and the last two, Dech and Walfea. God, it could be their flesh being churned over the fire. She pulled her mouth back in a disgusting scowl. Her stomach revolted fiercely.

      Her kidnapper slowed and stepped on a pile of bones, crunching them. He kicked a bear skull across the cave, and she flinched.

      She bit her lip and looked wildly at the jungle, her heart thumping hard, praying Ysam would hear her.

      Where are you?

      Terror slapped her in the face. She was on her own and if she wanted to survive, she’d have to rely on her instincts.

      The Gog finally stopped and threw her on a metal chute. Pain slammed into her back. She tried to get up, but he lifted his foot and shoved her down the chute backward. She whizzed down into blackness screaming, her arms and legs flailing.

      He glared, his single orange eye glowing like a hot coal. “Stop screaming!”

      She flew backward and slammed on all fours like a cat with nine lives. Agony gripped her knees and straight up her arms. She gulped for air, too scared to do anything else. Cold, damp air drenched her as if a bucket of ice water had been thrown over her head.

      The hole was at least twenty-feet deep, smelling of decay and rot.

      Overhead, the Gogs were talking. She could barely make out their hairy bodies. Lord of mercy, they were talking. They weren’t the dumb monsters she’d thought they’d been. And––she could understand them. Maybe they possessed the same communication that the Arians’ had. Why hadn’t they spoken before?

      She wished she was telepathic and could contact Ysam, but she could only read auras.

      Something moved in the darkness, and she scampered to her feet, trembling violently, her teeth chattering. Her heart beat rapidly. She’d give anything to feel Ysam’s strong arms around her, pulling her close. But he wasn’t here. If she wanted to survive, she had to be tough, not second guessing herself, and needed a weapon. She skidded her hands along the dirt floor, hoping to find a rock or stick or another branch, but her fingers only flickered over dirt.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” a tired, husky voice said.

      Kathy backed up against a cold wall, her heart jumping up and down so hard as if ready to climb out of the hole. “Who…who are you?”

      Her voice was barely a whisper.

      “My name’s…Walfea.”

      She couldn’t believe her ears and the tension binding up her muscles lessened. “Walfea? You’re an Arian?”

      “Yes. You?”

      “I’m…I’m…I’m human. My name’s…name’s Kathy. Are we…the only ones in here?” Her throat dried up with fear.

      “For now. Welcome to Shades’ hell, Kathy.”

      “I can’t…believe you’re still alive.”

      He released a low growl. She backed up against the wall away from him. God, he was a bear. Maybe he was starving and planned on eating her.

      “Stay…stay away from me.” Not that she had the power to do anything to stop him. He was a bear––a hungry bear.

      “My brother…Dech…didn’t make it. There wasn’t…anything…I could do…But listen. The screaming…the tearing…the crunching.”

      “I’m so sorry.” She put her hand over her thumping heart to keep it from escaping through her ribs, but the horror tore into her. Cold trampled over her, and she wished she could curl up in a blanket. She wrapped her arms around her legs and huddled against the wall.

      “But what kills me the most is that we were all betrayed.”

      She jerked her head up. “Nucl?”

      “Yes. Did he betray you, too?”

      “I’m not sure. We needed food, so some of the other women and myself were gathering vegetables when I was attacked.”

      He didn’t answer right away. “Nucl has been secretly setting up the raids.”

      “How do you know?”

      He laughed bitterly. “He’s actually come down and bragged. If I ever get out of here, I’ll rip him to pieces.”

      His scathing tone gave her goose bumps.

      She absently went to finger Lisa’s bracelet that always made her feel closer to her, but only brushed over her skin. Tears ran down her cheeks. It was gone. Her chest clenched and the same hollow pain washed over her. Losing the bracelet was like losing her sister all over again.

      She rested her head on her knees, hiding her quiet sobs. Lisa was gone. The Arians were gone. Her dragon was gone.

      Taking a deep breath, she laid her head against the wall and stared up the dreary shaft.

      Ysam, find me.

      Overhead, the Gogs mumbled among themselves. Loud thumping and flapping echoed above them. A horrible shriek made her jerk out of her skin. “What…what was that?”

      “Another creature has been murdered.”

      “What?” She rubbed her palms up and down her arms, trying to generate heat and stay warm.

      “I thought…I thought we were the only ones those things hunted.”

      Her voice was shaking so hard she could barely talk.

      “No, we’re not. This is a Kamtrinian prison.”

      Terror iced her lungs, cutting off her air, then snaked to her heart, freezing the beat. All the stories Anonghos, Agnes and Ysam had told her about the Kamtrinians killing all of the planet’s native life, depleting all the natural resources, and leaving the planet decimated made her insides quiver.

      Agnes said the Kamtrinians were made up of stone. She put her shaking hand on her sweating forehead. This was unreal. “I can’t…believe this.”

      “Better get used to it. You’re going to be here a long, long time… Unless they decide to kill or eat you.”

      Don’t panic. Don’t panic. Don’t panic.

      Get a grip, Kathy. Think!

      She forced herself to take slow deep breaths, trying to get her bearings. Her eyes started to get used to the darkness. With the light from above, she could barely make out Walfea’s form. He was slumped up against the wall.

      Clicks and clunks and clacks reverberated above. She looked up, but only saw shadows flickering off the wall. “What’s happening?”

      Gogs brought two buckets tied them to a chain that dangled over the hole. They slowly lowered the buckets down the hole, but disappeared into the dark. A foul smell grew stronger as the buckets grew closer.

      “They’re feeding us.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Something metal scrapped the ground. The chains creaked as the buckets were dragged up.

      “Don’t eat the meat.”

      She closed her mouth, knowing the answer, but she had to ask. “Is it…”

      “Yes, it’s from the other prisoners.”

      “Oh, god.” She covered her mouth, nausea gripped her stomach hard.

      Walfea moved. “You need to eat something.”

      “No.” She shook her head, refusing to eat anything prepared by the Gogs.

      “They don’t feed us often,” he said.

      “I don’t care. Ysam’s coming.”

      “The dragon? I don’t think they’re afraid of him anymore. Thanks to a filthy spy.”

      “Nulc.” Just saying his name left a nasty film on her tongue.

      “Yes. He even helped the Kamtrinians destroy the settlement on Sutois’ moon.”

      “What a bastard. Why is he doing this?”

      “I don’t know, but he hates Tash, and he’s bent on punishing him.”

      “How do you know this?”

      He lumbered off the floor and looked up. “I have keen-hearing.”  He sighed and lowered his head. “Sometimes I wish I didn’t.”

      She gingerly put her hand on the wall. “These are so smooth.”

      “Too hard to climb.”

      Defeatism bore down on him.

      “Maybe for a bear or a human, but not a dragon.”

      “Tash is looking for a settlement, not these dreary caves. The Gogs are smart and have a couple of huts away from here.”

      She frowned. “A front?”

      “Yes. They want Tash and the others to attack the settlement.”

      Her heart skidded to a stop. “It’s a trap.”

      “Nucl has a special surprise.”

      “Which is?”

      “He plans to hand over Tash and the others, including your dragon, to the Kamtrinians.”

      “No! I won’t let them hurt Ysam.”

      She was surprised at the force of her determination.

      “Really? And what do you suppose you’ll do?”

      Ignoring his sarcasm, she paced back and forth. “We’ve got to warn them.”

      “How? We’re caged like frligts.”

      Anger blasted through his voice and for moment, his eyes glowed an eerie green, but then the glow disappeared.

      She stepped back. “What are frligts?”

      “On Earth, they would be rats.”

      She shuddered. “But there has to be a way.”

      “I’ve tried and tried but can’t get out.” He slammed his fist onto the wall that echoed sadly in the hole. “The only time these damn walls move is when the Gogs want to eat one of us.”

      She shuddered.

      Stay calm.

      She put her hands on the smooth cold walls and inched along, trying to find where the doors opened. “There must be a lever of some kind that opens the walls.”

      “When I was dragged into this shade hole, I saw a silver handle on the wall. One of the Gogs had pushed it and I heard something move below.”

      “A wall.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Then I heard some scuffling and screeching. Not much to tell after that, because I was shoved down a chute. My brother was tossed into another one.”

      His voice cracked when he mentioned his brother.

      “I’m truly sorry for your loss, Walfea. I lost my sister, too.” She took a deep breath. “She was murdered.”

      The grumblings of the Gogs and heavy footsteps echoed down the hole. Flickering lights dimmed above and the sounds lessened.

      “They’re going to sleep now.”

      “Sleep? Really?”

      “Sure. Why not? We’re all trapped down here with no way to escape. They probably post guards near the cave entrance, but otherwise, they believe they’re safe.”

      “Which could be their undoing.”

      He scoffed, as if she was crazy, just like the prosecutors would do when she defended a client. She’d beaten them then, and she’d beat the Gogs now.

      “I know you don’t want to hear this…” She cleared her throat. “But besides climbing the walls, what else have you tried?”

      He growled, making the back of her hair stand straight up. She edged away, hoping he hadn’t gone rabid.

      “Please. Maybe we can come up with something together.”

      Her small voice was squashed by his heavy breathing reverberating off the walls. She suddenly had a terrifying thought–what if the Gogs threw her down her to feed him? Adrenaline pounded through her, and she hobbled to stand, praying she could survive.

      “I’ve tried climbing back up the chute,” he snarled. “But its too damn high. I even tried grabbing the chain to be lifted back up, but the damn thing broke.”

      A stupid, desperate idea formed. “So, is the chain still down here?”

      “Yes, why?” Curiosity had replaced his anger, but for how long?

      “I have a really dumb idea.”

      “I’m listening,” he said slowly.

      “What if you threw the chain around the chute?”

      “And climb? I’m too heavy to climb up. The chain’s not strong enough. That’s why it broke.”

      She braced her shoulders, then looked up the darkness, trying to make out the chute. Maybe she couldn’t, but she bet dollars to donuts he could. “Not you. Me.”

      “You? You’re right. That is an idiotic idea.”

      She stiffened. “Idiotic is maybe all that we’ve got.”

      His outline form moved in the darkness. Something clanked and clanged across the floor.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked. “I can drape this over the chute and pull you up, but then you have to climb.”

      “Maybe if the Gogs are asleep, we’ll have half a chance to escape, but if they’re awake, there’s no chance of escape.”

      He sighed heavily. “I know I’m going to regret doing this… Stand back.”

      Something whipped around in the darkness. The chute clanked loudly. She winced. They both sucked in their breath, waiting for the Gogs to investigate.

      Her heart beating fiercely, she closed her eyes and counted to ten silently. Fear twirled around her like a boa constrictor. Drawing on every ounce of determination and bravery she possessed, she slowly opened her eyes, but she couldn’t stop shaking.

      “Are you ready?” Walfea asked softly. His voice cut through the silence like a trumpet.

      She spat on her trembling hands. “Yes.”

      “Grab the chain and I’ll slowly hoist you up.” Doubt shone in his green eyes. “Once you get up there, I can’t help you.”

      “I know.” Her tone was braver than she felt. She put her hands on the thick chain.

      “Hang on,” he said.

      She nodded wordlessly.

      Walfea grunted and the chain slowly inched along. He puffed and huffed loudly. Kathy didn’t weigh that much, and the Arian must have grown weaker because lack of food. How could he eat, knowing he could be feasting on his brother?

      Her feet lifted off the ground, and she clutched the chain tighter. Her thundering heart threatened to explode from terror. God, this had to be the stupidest thing she’d ever done, but there weren’t any other choices. Ysam said he could find her based on her scent, but the Gogs had a hidden cave. What if he couldn’t find her? She refused to be the damsel in distress, waiting to be rescued.

      She might die, but she’d die fighting.

      The hole’s opening grew closer. Walfea groaned with each yank on the chain. He faltered and the chain slipped. Wind rushed over her. She bit her lip to keep from screaming and braced herself to tumble onto the hard ground.

      The chain lurched, cutting into her palms. Pain cut into her flesh. She cried out and caught her breath.

      “Sorry,” Walfea called from below.

      His voice was so weak. His muscles must be straining for relief.

      Movement shuffled above. The chain stopped moving, and she swung haplessly. She put her head on the thick links, trembling, waiting to be discovered.

      Goawaygoawaygoaway.

      Creak, creak, creak.

      The shackle quietly slid upward. She held her breath, afraid the Gogs could hear her. The opening got brighter. Her head banged against the chute, and she yelped, cursing herself for crying out.

      The top of her head throbbed. She huddled on the chain, shaking, and looked up, terrified to see orange eyes peering down at her. Only darkness greeted her.

      You can do this.

      She stretched out a shaking hand and gripped the edge of the hard chute with her slick palm. She had to do this. All of their lives depended on her getting out of here. She had to warn Tash and Ysam that they were walking into a trap. She took deep breaths.  One, two, three.

      In one determined, blinding effort, she flung her whole body toward the chute. Her hand slipped and the chute sliced into her, but her other one clamped on tight, stopping her fall. She swung dangerously, her arms straining to hold her weight. She sucked in her core and heaved up one leg that clanged on to the metal.

      A douse of sweat drenched her. She gasped for breath as she hung upside down like a slow-moving sloth. Just one more. Gritting her teeth, she grunted and climbed and clawed her way up on to the chute.

      She laid there panting and gripping the edge of the chute tight. Her heels pressed into the slick sheet. The opening now seemed millions of miles away, but she had to move––one inch at a time.

      Her mucky palms pulled up her shaking body, threatening to slip at any movement. She dug her heels as hard as she could into the sleek chute. With every stir, every shift, every shuffle, her arms and thighs cramped, begging for release. But she had to keep going.

      She breathed heavily and put her head on the metal to rest for just a minute. Anguish beat down on her. But she wouldn’t give up. She had to warn the others. Ysam had saved her life in the asteroid storm, in the jungle, and now, it was her turn to save him.

      Determined to fight her way to the top, she edged her way up. She thought of Ysam’s golden-tiger eyes, his dominating kiss, his lips on her skin that gave her strength to move, then clawed her way up the chute inch-by-inch, never taking her gaze off the opening. She panted and worried the dreaded Gogs would hear, but she refused to let her fear paralyze her.

      The opening was only inches way. Heavy snores was like music to her ears. Maybe this would work. She reached to pull herself up, but a sudden sound made her freeze except for her shaking arm.

      “Did you hear something?” a gruff voice asked.

      “No, why?” a tired voice answered.

      “Heavy panting. Don’t you hear it?”

      “It’s Tar again. Just shove him to the side. He’ll go back to sleep.”

      “It’s not Tar.”

      “You’re imagining things.”

      More shuffling sent her heart running down to her feet. A long dark shadow covered the opening. She crouched down on the chute, praying the Gog wouldn’t see her.

      “Gluk,” a male voice called. “Come here. I think I see something red and orange out there. It could be the dragon. Nucl said he’d be able to find his mate.”

      Kathy clasped the top of the opening and scrambled to the top. She carefully peeked out. Two bulky Gogs were standing at the entrance, and she couldn’t see past them. The others were slumped over against the wall or stretched out on the floor. Walfea was right. They were overconfident in their prison. Hopefully a mistake they would learn to regret.

      She climbed out of the pit and dove onto the bumpy ground. Her stomach clenched and bile threatened to rise up her throat. Her blood blended in with the fresh and dried crimson. She rushed over to the wall where a slumped-over Gog laid sleeping next to a silver level. Red buttons were lined up next to it. Hoping she was assuming right, she pushed all the buttons that immediately turned to green.

      “See.” One of them pointed. “There, he is.”

      “Good,” Gluk said. “Nucl was right. We’re ready to spring the trap. Wake the others.”

      Tears blurred Kathy’s vision. Damn, Nucl! She was too late.

      “I’ll go get the girl.” He turned around. His orange eye widened in disbelief. “Gluk, she’s escaped.”

      Gluk whirled around. “What?”

      Without hesitation, Kathy gripped the level and pulled. A rumble let loose in the cave.

      Gluk pushed the other Gog. “Get her, you fool. She’ll ruin everything.”

      The Gog next to her moved. His deadly weapon laid next to him. She snatched it and ran as fast she could, her legs pumping and arms moving, toward the back of the cave, hoping for a way out.
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      Ysam stopped and sniffed again, inhaling a fresh womanly scent. Even mixed with the smoky fire and sweet-smelling flowers, he could detect her. Kathy was nearby.

      Blood had dried on his backside and a pulsing ache throbbed every time he moved, but he didn’t care. He had to find Kathy.

      Hate burned in his chest. He curled back his lower lip and snorted smoke out his nostrils. She was still alive, but if those things hurt one hair on her head, he’d burn them alive–slowly.

      Tash and the others were tracking his trail. He’d left them behind. They were only delaying his progress. If only he could fly….

      But his damn wing was still on the mend.

      He scanned the jungle for signs of any structures, but so far, he hadn’t seen any. Where the Fates was their stronghold? Unfortunately, the one who described their encampment had been Nucl, so anything he said couldn’t be trusted.

      Unease settled in his gut. Ysam wasn’t a fool. This smelled like a trap. The key was still knocking out their shield generator, but he had to assume that Nucl had told the Gogs their plan.

      He hurried along, following the scent. Something dangled from a branch, glittering in the sunlight. He slowly approached and sucked in his breath. It was Kathy’s silver bracelet! She had come this way.

      Without hesitating, he transformed back into a humanoid and broke out in a wide grin. The pain intensified ten-times and his vision blurred, the bracelet swirling around him. He shook his head and the dizziness cleared. He was on the right trail. He quickly stuffed the delicate chain into his back pocket, then in a flash, returned to his dragon form.

      He proceeded slower, looking for other signs that she’d been this way. Brown curly stands of hair tangled on a branch caught his attention. In a few more steps, clumps of coarse, tan hair laid on the jungle floor. He sniffed and grimaced. Definitely, not Kathy’s–a Gog’s.

      The trees thinned, revealing a clearing, and he smiled. Five rows of grass huts and several Gogs meandered around, as if they had nothing to worry about. A cut down trail wound into the forest that led toward the cliff where their shield generator was located. He could see the towering satellite dish, carefully out of reached of the Arians. A fire pit burned and flickered. His nose wrinkled as he inhaled barbecuing meat and couldn’t help but wonder what crew member had met their end over a roasting fire.

      Kathy must be tied up in one of the huts. He inhaled, ready to fry them alive, but then he froze. Something was wrong. Kathy’s scent wasn’t coming from the huts. All he could smell was the foul stench of the Gogs and the sizzling meat.

      This didn’t feel right. Rather than giving into his adrenaline, he forced himself to lay low and trust his dragon instincts. He closed his eyes, not wanting to rely on what he wanted to see, but what he felt, heard, and smelled. He took deep breaths and concentrated.

      Every instinct told him he was being watched. The Gogs knew he was here and were planning some kind of attack. The sound of rustling trees, crackling leaves, and crying birds thumped in his ears, but he ignored those obvious noises. Far away voices caught his attention. Some of them were Arians, but these didn’t come from behind him. They rung from the right of him.

      He didn’t move and opened his right eye, searching for something out of place, something he hadn’t noticed, something hiding from a dragon.

      The tips of the jungle trees rustled and a rock rolled down the mountain. His heart beat quickened. Where had that come from? But then he froze. On a jagged ledge, a slab of rock slowly moved, but as he watched. It wasn’t a rock. The Gogs had a damn hologram!

      He looked down at the grass huts. Maybe those things weren’t real, either. What if they were hiding something inside the huts? Tash and his men could be walking into a trap.

      Ysam hesitated, but up on the cave, a fire fight broke out. Gogs spun out of the cave and dove to the side. Some came out screaming, their fur on fire. Whatever was inside the cave was giving the Gogs a hard time. He made his decision and raced toward the jagged rocks.

      The sound of a twig breaking made him skid to a stop. He inhaled, then narrowed his eyes. He burst out of the jungle, letting loose a stream of fire. Two Gogs hiding behind a thicket of trees howled in agony. He smashed them with his tail, sending them flying into the air. They crashed into the huts, but no grass or logs caved in. Just as he expected, another damn hologram.

      The Gogs weren’t mindless-eating flesh monsters. They had intelligence and technology, or else someone was supplying them with it. The instruments on the Stellar hadn’t detected any civilizations, but then he’d only programmed it for the surface. What if there was a community below ground? How could he have made such a fatal error?

      Gogs fired their weapon at him. He leaped into the air, exhaling. Two of them fell off the ledge shrieking. Fire crackled and sparkled all over their hairy bodies. Not one ounce of sympathy slipped into Ysam’s conscience. As he made his way up the trail, Kathy’s scent grew stronger. She was here. And she was alive.

      A huge white bear burst out of the cave, snarling and growling, and a leathery creature followed with eight arms, flailing all around. Death reflected in its eight blood-shot eyes. They both rammed into the Gogs, sending them flying off the cliff. More angry creatures that he’d never seen before, streamed out of the cave. Some were hairy, others feathery, still others leathery, and were all sizes, but they’d all been tortured or half starved. Fresh wounds, bruises, and dried blood marred their bodies. There was no mercy in their eyes. They wanted revenge.

      The bear transformed into an Arian with white hair. Anger flickered in his green eyes.

      Below, the Gogs opened fire, killing the leathery creature that tumbled off the ledge. The rest of the creatures retreated into the cage.

      The white-haired Arian bolted over to Ysam. His hair was tangled, and he’d a cut on his left cheek. His eyes were sunken in and he’d a scruffy beard. “I’m Walfea. Listen to me. Your woman set us free, but she’s in danger.”

      Ysam moved, but the great Arian stood in front of him.

      “Ysam, this planet. The Kamtrinians are using it as a prison. They’re the ones backing the Gogs. She’s in the back of cave and has one of their weapons, but it won’t last for long. I’m sorry. I couldn’t get to her.”

      Rage racked through Ysam. He transformed back into a humanoid form and gripped Walfea’s shoulder. “She’s mine to protect. But Tash and the rest of the men are planning to attack the huts.”

      “They’ll be killed immediately. It’s not Gogs hiding in there. It’s Kamtrinians.”

      “Go. Save your people.”

      Walfea transformed back into the great white bear and raced down the mountain, then disappeared into the bush. Ysam hoped he’d make it out alive. He owed him for trying to save Kathy.

      Once again, he transformed into a dragon and bolted up the rocky trail to the cave, cursing his throbbing shoulder and backside. The stench of death, burnt fur, and blood smacked him in the face. Worry and anger knotted into a ball in his gut. His throat welled up as he edged one foot into the multicolored cave, but it grew gloomier and murkier as he moved. His dragon’s eyes immediately adjusted to the darkness. Huge holes were line against one wall, and he assumed those must have led to the dungeon.

      Dead Gogs were on the ground. Some had gaping holes in the middle of their gut, while others looked like they’d been trampled to death. They sorely overestimated their defenses–––a mistake that Taog would never have had made. He was a shrewd captain and never underestimated an enemy.

      But then the Gogs were backed up by the Kamtrinians, the deadliest creatures in the galaxy.

      He crunched over the dead Gogs and knocked them into their smelly holes. He came across a live one who looked at him pitifully. Ysam shoved it into the pit, groaning and moaning. They would be the lucky ones if Kathy had as much as a broken fingernail.

      Gogs were huddled behind a cracked and burned metal wall that rose from the top to the ceiling.

      “It’s the dragon!” One them pointed at him.

      “Move! We’re trapped!”

      Ysam drew on the fire in his chest. Rather than firing, another hidden wall opened, and they all rushed inside like cowards.

      “Ysam,” a small voice called.

      He smashed the door and it crumbled into a ball. Pride swelled through him. Kathy stood against the back of the cave with one of the Gog’s weapons in her hand. More of them were scattered on the floor. He looked around. Phasers, long ugly spears, telicators, ultra bombs, and firing banks were stacked neatly. The little minx had discovered their weapons hold. No wonder they were all dead.

      She lowered her weapon. “Ysam.” Her arms shook and she collapsed onto her knees. He transformed back into a humanoid.

      He pulled her into his arms. “Kathy. Thank the Fates, you’re alive.”

      She clung to him. “I couldn’t die. I had to get to you. They were leading you into a trap.” She put her hands on his cheeks. “You came for me.”

      “I’ll always come for you.” He kissed her hard, needing to draw in her essence now that she was alive. He speared his tongue in her mouth, marking her as his. He could taste her fear and courage, but he hadn’t anticipated anything so arousing or so seductive as the tiny, low moans that came on each twirling of his tongue. He hadn’t anticipated himself nearly coming out of his skin, thinking of her other areas of her lush body that would be soft and silky, waiting to be worshiped. He’d never met a woman like her. Raw, carnal fire flamed his senses and made him dwell even deeper, driving him to turn his mouth this way and that so there was no part of her left unraveled, untouched. Fates, what if he couldn’t have gotten here in time?

      “Please,” she gasped. “The others…we have to…get out of here.”

      He cursed his loss of control and poor timing.

      “You’re right.” He clasped her hand. “Before I change back, I have something for you.”

      She frowned. “What?”

      He pulled out the silver chain and it dangled, glistening in the dim light.

      “My bracelet! You found it. I never thought I’d see it again.” She gasped and touched her throat.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him, then planting kisses all over his face. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

      He laughed and hugged her close. “If I knew I’d get this response from you, I’d always bring you jewelry.”

      She rested her hands on his shoulders. “Not any jewelry. This one means so much to me because you understood what it represents. I’ll never forget this.”

      His throat swelled up, and he gazed into the tears, glinting in her eyes. Her cheeks glowed, and she parted her bruised lips. He couldn’t resist and took what she offered, indulging in her womanly taste. He crushed her, not ever wanting to let her go. Her heart pounded as fierce as his and her fervor matched his. She was softening toward him, but what would happen when he told her about Daidhl? A sharp pain swelled in his chest. Would he lose her forever? Never see her again? Never argue?

      She slowly backed off. “Sorry.” She smiled shyly. “We should go before end up doing something extremely foolish.”

      He nodded, gasping for breath. “I’m…going to change…back into a dragon. I want you to climb on top of my back, then wrap your arms around my neck. Will you do this?”

      Having her ride him, was the only way he knew he could keep her safe. For once, let her stubborn streak bend.

      “Wait.” She grabbed half-a-dozen weapons and stashed them in a bag, then slung it her over her shoulder. “Before we leave, you need to destroy their stronghold.”

      He smiled. “With pleasure.” He changed back into a dragon.

      She grinned back and immediately climbed up on his back and dug her heels into his side. It was as if she was meant to be there and fit like a snug glove.

      He headed for the entrance of the cave to make sure Kathy would be safe from the fiery blaze. Once dragon fire hit their arsenal, it would explode into a fiery blaze. He just wished he could fly. His timing would have to be exact because the explosion could take half the mountain-side.

      He inhaled a deep breath, his chest burning hot with violent vengeance. He blew a wide burst of fire. Without waiting for the explosion, he bolted out of the cave with Kathy holding on tight to his neck. Her heart beat frantically against him. He thought of taking her down to safety, but he had to get to the damn shield generator.

      A loud explosion shook the side of the mountain as he raced up the rugged trail. Rocks and dirt flew into the air and rained on top of them, pelting their flesh.

      “Oh, shit!” Kathy clutched him tight.

      Alarm ricochet through him. He hyperventilated. She could be hurt or even killed. In one swift movement, he turned, forcing Kathy to release him. She screamed, her eyes wide. Bits of ash covered her head and shoulders. Black soot stained her beautiful face. He shrouded her in his wings, cocooning her against his chest, then tucked his head down, protecting his mate.

      A tornado of heat and fire swarmed around him. Burning ash and hard rubble pounded the top of his head and his tough hide again and again. He drew on his dragon power, sucking in the fieriness, not feeling any pain and using everything he had to pull debris and fire away from his mate.

      Screams and screeches echoed around him. He inhaled the stench of burning fur and flesh. He hardened his pounding heart to their pitiful cries. The Gogs had tried to hurt his mate––something he could never forgive.

      The crackling of wood and leaves surrounded him. The pelting of rocks and ash slowly ceased. He slowly opened his eyes. Broken trees and brush burned in the jungle below. Where the grass huts had been, laid dead Gogs. A metal hologram machine was twisted and bent, obviously destroyed.

      He frowned. Where were the Kamtrinians who were supposed to be hiding in the grass huts? Had they changed their plans at the last minute?

      Luckily, he didn’t see any Arians next to the Gog’s badly burned and crushed bodies. He unwound his wings. Kathy stumbled into his chest.

      A sudden giddiness flushed through him. She was alive! Her dark curls were plastered to her head, and her shirt stuck to her sweltering skin. He wanted to change back to kiss every inch of her, but there wasn’t time.

      They had to get to the shield generator. With the Gogs almost destroyed, it could draw out the Kamtrinians. Their weapons wouldn’t stand a chance against the Kamtrinians’.

      “Oh, my God.” She put her shaking hand on her sleek forehead, smearing black ash across her . “What happened?”

      He gently nudged her toward his back.

      “Okay, okay,” she mumbled. “I get it.” She jerked her hand back and wiped it on her pant leg. “Your back’s red hot.”

      He snorted angrily.

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t know if I can sit on your back.”

      Damn, his scales would be too hot for a human. He glanced up the mountain. The path was treacherously now that some of the mountainside had broken away. Unfortunately, the shield generator hadn’t been damaged.

      He couldn’t leave her. Reluctantly, he transformed. “Come on!” He snatched her hand and dragged her up the ragged path.

      “Ysam, wait.” She fell on her knee.

      His chest tightened, imprisoning his thundering heart. Not to be deterred, he scooped her up in his arms and pumped his legs hard. Kathy weighed next to nothing. She wrapped her shaking arms tight around his neck and buried her face in his chest.

      The trail snaked up the mountain. As a dragon, it would have been easy to climb, but wounded and in humanoid form, his pace slowed. His legs cramped, and he panted hard, his lungs screaming for relief, but he couldn’t stop, wouldn’t stop. And he couldn’t leave his mate behind, not after almost losing her.

      He slipped on a ash covered rock and landed hard on one knee. Kathy screamed and tightened her grip around his neck. Sweat dripped down his temples, and he licked the salt off his lips. The pulsing pain in his backside made him groan. He gasped for breath as he continued up the daunting mountain that was covered with ash and deep crevices. One false move, and he and Kathy would tumble to their death.

      “Ysam, you need to put me down.” Her voice trembled.

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “I’m weighing you down.”

      He laughed harshly and held her closer, afraid she’d try to escape. “No, you’re not.”

      “You have to get to the shield generator.” She tilted her head. “Something’s there. I can see a black aura around it. I’ve never felt anything so evil, so full of hate.”

      He sighed and unwound his arms. “The Kamtrinians are here. I can’t defeat them as a humanoid.”

      “I know.” She stepped aside. “Go.”

      “I can’t leave you.”

      “Yes, you can.” She pulled out the Gog’s weapon. “I’m not unarmed. Go, before it’s too late. I’ll be all right.”

      He hesitated, hearing the fear in her voice. “No matter what you hear, don’t follow me.”

      She crossed her finger over her chest. “I promise. I’ll stay here.”

      He shook his head, not believing a word she said. But he didn’t have a choice. He quickly transformed into a dragon, then drew on his fire. His chest burned. He leapt up the path, his talons digging into dirt and rocks.

      The mountain turned, then opened onto a plateau. A slight shiver went down his spine. He stopped. A two-Kamtrinian space ship hid behind some burning and blackened trees, but he didn’t see any sign of them. He sniffed and couldn’t detect their foul stench. He turned around, not sure if he should leave Kathy alone. Afraid the Kamtrinians may be trying to capture her, he crept toward her sniffing, but only smelled ash and fire and her fresh scent. Heaviness swelled in his gut. He forced himself to turn away from running back down to her and raced over to the shield generator.

      The tower sat on top of a black building with double doors. He pursed his lips together. No guards were around, but he suspected they were inside. He’d be damn lucky if they were just Gogs.

      He leaned back on his haunches, jumped, and easily landed on edge of the building, but his backside screamed in protest. Ignoring the agony, he pulled himself up and squeezed underneath a metal bar––a stupid mistake.

      The shield generator blasted a yellow laser. Barbs of energy shot over his body. Agony gripped him as if ten thousands bolts of lightning shocked him repeatedly. He screeched, trembling helplessly.

      A bottom trap door opened and a Kamtrinian emerged. The light shone off his marble skin that looked almost transparent. He stared at Ysam with three shiny black eyes.

      “Foolish, Zalarian. I am Yagok, Captain of the Executor.” He raised his arms. “Did you actually think you could single-handedly destroy our shield generator?” He tilted his head back and laughed.

      Ysam’s belly knotted. He cursed himself for not trusting his instincts. This had been too easy, way too easy.

      Yagok knelt next to him. “Did you think the Gogs were the only guards we employed at our prison? I have an army of new bounty hunters coming here––smarter, stronger, and swifter than the Gogs.” He pulled his eruptor out of his belt. “Prepare to die, Zalarian. Don’t worry. Your pretty little mate will soon be joining you.”

      Tingling sensations of increasing strength pumped through him. Ysam growled. His muscles and veins strained against his scales.

      “Die!” Yagok sneered.

      A beam of light shot into Yagok. He arched his back screaming and the weapon flung out of his hand into the laser. Sparks flew into the air and the laser flickered, losing some of its power.

      Ysam gritted his teeth and drawing all of his strength, swung his tail. Yagok crashed into a beam of the tower and his body convulsed. His alabaster skin turned black. His eyes bulged.

      “Ysam! They’re coming!”

      He cringed––Kathy. She’d broken her promise.
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      The tallest pallid creatures Kathy had ever seen, and Nucl, surrounded her. They had three eyes that glared at her with hate. Her lungs failed to fill up with air and her hands shook violently as she clutched the weapon. She whirled around in a circle, her hands clammy.

      “You’ll pay for hurting our captain,” one of them snarled.

      Nucl laughed. “See what happens when you dwell into what’s none of your business.”

      A boiling heat filled her belly. She glared. “How could you betray your people?”

      His black aura oozed around him. He bared his sharp teeth. “My people? The same people who murdered my father? Tash and his crew deserved to die!”

      Dark smoke billowed down from the top of the building. She choked on the stench of burning rubber. Their captain hung loosely on a bar of the tower, but there was no sign of Ysam. Her insides quivered. God, please let him be alive.

      She aimed the weapon, her hands shaking. “Stay away from me….Or I’ll…I’ll shoot.”

      “You’ll be dead before you use it,” Nucl taunted. “The gama rays killed your precious dragon.”

      She glanced nervously up toward the building but didn’t see any sign of Ysam.

      She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Fine, don’t, but you’re alone. And I’m going to rip you to threads.” His hair and nails grew longer and his muscles bulked up.

      “Grab her.” He growled, and then he turned into a foaming brown bear.

      Her knees knocked together. Two of them darted toward her. She bit her lip and stepped back. A sound crunched behind her. She dropped to the ground, their fingers barely missing her.

      Nucl lunged for her, swiping a huge paw at her. She fired, her hands trembling. The weapon vibrated in her hand and a blazing ray shot out. Nucl’s paw burst into flames, blood shot in the air, and he howled, then ran in circles, banging his paw on the ground.

      Someone grabbed her hair and yanked her to her feet, forcing her to stand on her tippy-toes. She put her hand up to knock his away, but she only hit  steel fingers.

      He shook her hard. “Drop it!”

      Her heart nearly exploded, but she hung on tight to the weapon.

      Someone screamed behind her.

      The bastard holding her loosened his grip. Kathy slammed the weapon on his hand, stunning her for a minute, but he released her.

      She dove onto the ground. Fire streamed from the top of the building. The Kamtrinian behind her screeched, and his skin melted, his head caving in on his shoulders. His black eyes turned red-hot and dissolved.

      “Kill the human!” Another one rushed at her.

      She fired. He screamed and fell on to his knees, grabbing his blackened chest.

      Not waiting to see what happened next, she bolted. The ground was covered with splattered blood, but there was no sign of Nucl.

      Cold fingers brushed over her arm, but Kathy ran, her arms and legs pumping faster and faster. Heavy footsteps trailed after her getting, closer and closer. Her heartbeat thrashed between her ears, and adrenaline sent her feet flying over the dirt.

      Icy breath blew on the back of her neck. She darted to the left, trying to outwit the Kamtrinian, but her little maneuver failed. His breath was stronger, and she cringed, waiting for him to snatch her.

      A deafening crackle and rising heat made her dive on the ground.

      The Kamtrinian ran past her, not once stopping. She suddenly realized a small space ship was parked nearby. He was heading right for it. The door slid open.

      Creak-creak-creak echoed in her ears. She rolled onto her back and aimed the weapon. She screamed, her heart leaping out of her tight throat. The burning shield generator was toppling back and forth, leaning dangerously close to her, then swayed back as if playing a stupid game. She choked on the billowing smoke. Heat spiked inside her and sweat soaked her skin. Its shadow passed over her like prison bars.

      The engines on the space ship ignited, the ground shook, and fired. Hot wind rolled over her, shoving the generator closer and melting the support bars. The ship lifted off the ground, blowing scorching heat. Leaves, rocks, and twigs whipped into the air, hitting Kath’s face. She winced and covered her face with her arms.

      A dark shadow fell over her. She froze. Her eyes widened, and her heart stopped. The fiery tower rushed toward her. Heat whooshed over her body. She turned her head and braced for the sizzling agony.

      Someone grabbed her and whipped her off the ground. She inhaled Ysam’s smokey scent and wrapped her arms around his neck. Her eyes widened and her throat closed tight, cutting off her scream. The dark shadow followed them like the plague.

      She buried herself into the crook of his neck. His heart beat as fierce as hers. She closed her fists, waiting for them to die in a fiery blaze, but then Ysam leapt off the cliff. Wind rushed over them, and holding her breath, she clung to him tight.

      A horrible crash smashed behind them. Bits of twisted, blackened metal and flickering flames flew into the air. Sweltering heat burned inside her as if she were going to burst into a flare. Ysam’s skin was hot to the touch.

      He landed on the ledge below and then rushed toward the blackened and broken trees, bordering the jungle. She looked over his shoulder.

      The twisted tower sparked and crackled and laid in a crumbled heap on top of the plateau. Black smoke rose into the air, turning the blue sky to an ugly gray. Her thundering heartbeat slowed.

      “Ysam, you can put me down.”

      He gasped and slowly lowered her to the ground. His brows wrinkled. “Are you burned anywhere?” He moved his hands over her and turned her around.

      The soft movements touched her and warmth flickered in her heart. She shook her head. “No.”

      Blood dripped down his side. She sucked in her breath and put her hand on his shoulder. “You’re bleeding.”

      “It’s not bad. I swear.”

      “We need to bind the wound.” She examined the ugly gash. “You’ll definitely need stitches. What happened?”

      He bent over and clutched his knees. “The shield’s energy cut into my scales when I broke free. I’ll be fine.”

      His face had turned pale and a thick glisten of sweat shimmered off his forehead and cheeks. He must definitely be in pain and once again, he’d put himself in harm’s way to save her.

      She put her arms around him, her fingers stroking the back of his neck, and pressed her body against his. “That’s the second time you’ve saved my life.” She tilted her head and kissed him. “Thank you.”

      He slipped his arms around her waist and his kiss turned hungry. “You’re my life.” He looked down at her with half-hooded eyes. “I want you.”

      His husky voice sent her pulse racing.

      She scrunched her brows. “But you’re hurt.”

      He grinned. “I’m not that hurt.” He picked her up in his arms and carried her away from the burning trees and exploding mountain.

      His sure footsteps trampled the brush and broke twigs. She leaned her head against his chest, listening to his pumping heart.

      Having a sexy dalliance was crazy, but all she could think about was having Ysam put his hands on her hot body. She’d no idea if they’d finally escape from this planet, and she wasn’t going to die not knowing what it would be like to have him inside her.

      The smoke lessened and her eyes stopped watering. Thick trees and vines blocked out the sunlight and the smell of fresh flowers blocked out the fire. She frowned. The sound of thumping water caught her attention.

      “Is that a waterfall?”

      He nodded. “After I fought the Gogs when we first got here, I stumbled upon it.”

      She thought of Nucl and shuddered.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nucl,” she lowered her voice. “Do you think he’s nearby?”

      “If he is,” he growled. “He’d better stay away.” He kissed the top of her head.

      She stopped trembling and nestled closer into his arms.

      He maneuvered thick bushes away to reveal a small crystal pond with a bubbling waterfall. Bright colored flowers lined the base along with what like some kind of ferns, but their stripped leaves looked like red, purple, green, and pink rainbows.

      He set her gently down near the edge of the pool. She knelt down and ran her fingers in the cool water. She slumped her shoulders. “It’s beautiful, but what about the others? Shouldn’t we get the weapons to them?”

      “We will. But first I need to contact my captain.” He pulled out what looked like a Star Trek communicator. “Ysam to Captain Taog, can you read me?”

      “Taog, here. Ysam, where the devil have you been? We’ve been searching for you on Earth and space since we lost contact with you.”

      Kathy winced. Agnes and Frank must be sick with worry about her.

      Ysam’s eyes darkened, and he took a deep breath before he answered. “I ran into an asteroid storm. I’m on Sutois.”

      “Is your mate with you? What about the…”

      Ysam interrupted him and nervously glanced at Kathy. “Captain, we’re in imminent danger and need immediate evacuation aide.”

      She frowned, wondering what the captain was about to ask.

      Ysam’s voice sped up as he relayed the last forty-eight hours of terror.

      “We’ll be there in two hours,” his captain said. “Taog out.”

      All the tension in her muscles released, and she twisted her head around. They were finally going to get off this planet and she could go home. A sinking sensation hit her stomach as she looked at the desire in Ysam’s tiger-eyes. The question was did she want to leave her dragon? Kathy cleared her throat, not willing to give herself an answer…Yet. “So, do we find the others?”

      He smiled. “Not now.” He tossed his jacket and shirt on the dirt floor. “Most of the Gogs are dead or in hiding. You heard the captain. The Orion will be here in two hours.”

      “Are you sure?” Her mouth ran dry. Sweat glistened off the incredible bulk of muscle that strained and flex as he tossed away each of his boots.

      “Yeah, I’m sure. The Orion’s the fastest ship in the galaxy. Don’t worry about the Gogs. I can detect their foul stench. It’s very discernible.” His eyes darkened. “My hunger’s not.”

      He stripped off his pants. Dried blood was caked to his right buttock.

      “Are you sure you can do this? Your backside looks painful,” she said timidly.

      “I’m a dragon. Believe me, I can take it.”

      She blinked, following her gaze from his sculpted thighs to his rock, hard manhood. Kathy was no virgin, but his cock was thicker and longer than any man’s. He dove into the pool and then emerged out of the water, droplets running down his chest and his massive arms like a sexy god. He raised his eyebrow. “Are you going to join me?”

      Shyness skirted over her, but she was done being indecisive. Throwing caution to the wind, she tore off her shirt to only find his smoldering tiger-eyes watching her every move. There wasn’t hint of declaration of love that would go beyond the next rational thought. There was only the hot, intense moment they were in right now, only a promise of heat and wickedness and pleasure beyond her secret desires.

      She undid her bra and the straps fell down her arms. He released a loud gasp. She tossed her head back and laughed.

      “Kathy, you’re beautiful,” he whispered.

      “Sure. With the soot on my body and doused in sweat.”

      “Believe me. I never seen anything so desirable.”

      She stood quietly, searching his eyes for the truth. His aura turned orange, meaning he was being honest. She lowered her gaze, her body turning into a melting mess, and she stepped out of her jeans.

      A breeze blew over her and goosebumps broke out over her naked flesh. She ran her hands over her arms.

      “Is the water cold?” she asked.

      “Come in and find out.”

      She stepped her toe into the water and shivered.

      “God, it’s cold!”

      He lifted his arm out of the water. “Take my hand.”

      She bent down and he clasped her hand, pulling her into the icy water, stripping her breath away and freezing her heart. She cried out.

      He wrapped his arm around her waist, drawing her to his body. She pressed her palms on his arms that turned into a wondrous journey. Her finger tips caressed the slick surface of his forearms. When her hands didn’t burst into flames, with some fascination of what his skin would feel like, she spread her fingers flat over his molten flesh, moving them slowly over bulges of defined muscles. The residue of sweat had left his skin smooth as silk and her palms glided on their own. She moved up to his shoulders, then down his smooth chest, spreading her fingers apart to feel every hard-muscle that had tormented her ever since she danced with him that first night at O’Toole’s.

      He sucked in his breath. “You’re playing with fire.”

      “I know.”

      The dark disc around his nipples were roused. She brushed her thumb over one to find it velvetly soft. He tensed and his breath turned harsh. She glanced up to his heated stare, then giggled. With a smirk, she licked the salty sweat off one nipple.

      He jerked his head back and groaned.

      Her curiosity wasn’t done. She moved one hand down his flat, quivering stomach, then down toward the juncture between his legs. Her finger tips touched the tips of fine wisps of his hair. For the first time, she halted, not sure if she should tease a dragon.

      As if he knew what she was thinking, his mouth was on hers. It was a savage, ravenous kiss that conquered her mouth, dominated it, and molded it to his own with a raw passion. His lips were ruthless, his tongue capturing, but instead of frightening or shocking her, it brought her pressing her body against his. After both their near death experiences, she needed this. The kiss sent her hands clutching his shoulders and brought her softness against his hardness. He cupped her bottom and pulled her roughly against him.

      His flesh pushed against her soft curls. She gasped, her chest tightening. He planted kisses down her throat, and she arched her back, allowing him to feast greedily on one breast. He sucked and licked her, biting and nipping her nipple until building an orgasm. He stroked her womanly curls driving her made with desire, sending blood thumping down to her core.

      “Ysam,” she panted. “Please.”

      He picked her up by her legs, and his flesh was poised, hard, and thick between her thighs, pulsing with eagerness. She immediately locked her legs around his waist, wanting to feel him inside her. He slammed into her, knocking out any of her doubts, with the swift, demanding heat of his rigged cock. It stroked her insides, creating a friction so intense, so sensitive, so pleasurable, she clung to him for dear life. He thrust inside her hard, swelling and sliding, sating and sating her, and stuffing so deep and taut, she had no time to brace herself for the first wave of a powerful orgasm that shook her, shattering all perceptions of pleasures she’d experienced before.

      The same bristling question gripped her. She thought of never seeing or arguing with Ysam again. A sense of longing formed in her belly so intense, it hurt. His thumping rhythm turned fierce, blocking out her nagging debate, and the sensations so shocking so primitive that she had to dig her nails into his flesh.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ysam’s body mimicked her every spasm. She was supple and fiery, unbelievably passionate and greedy, pulling him deeper and deeper into the tightening core of her sex. He knew she was vehement about being a defense attorney and her auras, but he’d no idea this crossed over to her libido. He’d no idea the intensity of the heating pouring through his own loins, by the helpless desperation fueling his every thrust. He’d pursued her because she was his mate, to fulfill his obligation and become a security officer, but she’d turned the stars on him. He hadn’t expected to want more than a swift, perfunctory release. He hadn’t expected to feel more, to want more, to need more. And yet he did. He was trembling like a new recruit, unsure and unprepared on how to deal with each startled cry that gasped from Kathy’s parted lips.

      An ache he had long denied began to control each stroke, each gust of rugged air torn from his dry throat. He wanted to feel her wrapping herself around him, he wanted to hear her cries of passion, he wanted to see her flush with fervor. He wanted to take her every night, filling her every whim, her every desire, wanting to feel her nails digging into his shoulders begging for more, but his looming, dark secret swelled inside him.

      The thought of losing her forever sent the sound of his thrashing between his ears. In a desperate attempt, he called her name over and over, hoping to bind her to him. He should claim her with the Mating Stone, but the pain of losing her pounded into his chest. He could feel his body, his dragon, gathering itself, channeling all his heat, all his fear, all his power into a feverish push.

      As Kathy rocked her hips, taking him deeper and deeper, he thrust his head back and braced himself, holding her close, in the throes of an orgasm so bright and brilliant, that he roared, announcing his pleasure. He spent himself in a white-hot release, silently saying the mating words to himself, claiming her as his.

      They clung to each other, neither speaking, the water lapping over their heated bodies. Ysam couldn’t stop trembling and rested his head on her shoulder. She stroked his head. Fates, he wanted this to last forever.

      “I heard something over here,” someone cried.

      Ysam tensed, recognizing Tash’s voice. A bitter taste formed in the back of his throat. He lifted his head and softly whispered in her ear, “Hurry. The Arians are coming.”

      Kathy pushed back from him. Her flushed cheeks turned white. “Oh, God.” She unwound her shaking legs, and he carefully pulled out of her.

      They swam quickly to shore. Ysam got out first and pulled her out quickly. Neither of them spoke as they quietly got dressed. He was wondering if she was as shaken as he was of their experience. Her skin was chafed where he’d kissed her, but other than that, he couldn’t read what she thought.

      “Ysam, Kath!” Tash called. “Where are you?”

      “We’re over here,” Ysam answered, not taking his gaze off Kathy’s wet hair that slowly curled around her face. He opened his mouth to tell her how much she meant to him, but he was too tongue-tied to say anything and stared at her like a love-sick youth. Where was that self-assuredness that she brought out of him now?

      Tash and Vaughn burst through the jungle. They had cuts and bruises on their faces and one of Vaughn’s arms was bleeding.

      “Are you two all right?” Tash demanded. His harsh voice, leaving little doubt he’d suspected what they had been doing.

      Ysam stepped in front of Kathy and cast him an angry glare.

      “We just needed to wash off the soot,” Kathy mumbled behind him.

      Vaughn raised his eye brow, then a slow smile spread across his face. He rubbed the top of his forehead. “After the tower fell, we found the Gogs dead in a clearing.”

      “How many Arians did you lose?” Kathy stepped around Ysam and glanced nervously at him.

      He clasped her hand, brushing his thumb over her flesh.

      “Only one,” Tash said quietly.

      Kathy stood closer. “Who?”

      “Nucl,” Tash said in a low voice. “We found him in bear form. His right paw had been blown off, and he bled to death.”

      “I told you, Tash.” Vaughn glared. “He wanted to murder you.” He motioned with his arm. “He nearly had your whole crew murdered.”

      Tash ran his hand through his hair. “Don’t look at me that way. It’s my job as captain of the Intrepid to hand him over to the Confederation. We needed to know how deep his betrayal went.”

      Ysam looked at all their pinched faces. “We’ve got a bigger problem. Before I killed him, Yagok, Captain of the Executor, said that the Kamtrinians were sending more creatures to man their prison. I contacted the Orion, and they’re two hours away. But if they don’t get in here in time, we’ve got to defend ourselves.”

      A vein trembled in Vaughn’s cheek, and Tash grumbled a curse under his breath.

      The back of Ysam’s neck broke in chills. Kathy bit her lip. He gripped her hand tighter. He had to get her out of here before all hell broke out.
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      The beautiful waterfall turned eerie. Clouds covered the hot sun and Kathy stood closer to Ysam, clutching his hand tightly. His words struck terror inside her thumping heart. The Kamtrinians were sending more creatures here, more terrifying than the Gogs? She couldn’t imagine and didn’t want to imagine.

      Tears formed behind her eyelids, but she blinked them away. “What do we do now?”

      “We make a stand on the Intrepid,” Tash said. “It’s the only place we can be safe. We’ll repair her weapons first.”

      Ysam frowned. “The Gogs are no longer guarding it?”

      Vaughn shook his head. “No. We also discovered that Nulc, the low bastard, had been making repairs on her with the Gogs’ help.”

      “You’re kidding?” Kathy gasped.

      “No.” Tash’s eyes glittered dangerously. “Just another one of his many treacherous acts.”

      “Our people have started making more repairs on her,” Vaughn said. “We left the Intrepid guarded when we came and looked for both of you.” His eyes twinkled and his mouth curved up into a teasing smile.

      Tash scowled. “We need to get back to the Intrepid now.”

      Heat swelled inside Kathy, and she lowered her head. Obviously, both of them knew what they’d been doing. Vaughn was amused, but Tash’s anger made her want to pull her shirt over her head.

      Vaughn motioned with his arm. “This way.” He led them deeper in the jungle and thick debris, cutting away branches and leaves and knocking down vines.

      The jungle was untouched from the fire and the smoke, but the leafy trees blocked out the sun and wind and Kathy panted, her clothes sticking to her sensitive flesh. The juncture between her legs throbbed and her skin tingled from Ysam’s chafed skin and wicked tongue. When she’d steal a glance at him or he squeezed her hand or touched her lower back to maneuver her through the path, hot tingles swept over her, and her heart hammered wildly. She pushed her hair off her slick forehead, still no closer to making a decision regarding her dragon.

      Suddenly, broken branches twisted overhead and trampled underbrush signaled they must be getting close. When Vaughn pushed back thick vines, Kathy gasped.

      “Welcome to the Intrepid,” he grinned.

      A huge disc spaceship was tipped on to one side. Vines and cables with what looked like grappling hooks were strapped over her, and the hooks were  threaded through several bending trees as if the Arians were going to pull her down on one side. Kathy shook her head. Men would never have the strength to complete such a feat, but these were bears. She squeezed Ysam’s hand–and one dragon.

      Arians were going up and down a ramp, carrying supplies. One of them had white hair––Walfea! He’d survived.

      Walfea walked down the ramp and his eyes widened when he saw them, then he broke out in a wide grin. He ran over.

      “Kathy! I’m glad to see you.” He wrapped his arms around her and lifted her off the ground squeezing her tight.

      She laughed and hugged him. “I’m glad to see you too, Walfea.”

      At a low growl, Walfea lowered her and bowed slightly. “Sorry, dragon, but your woman saved my life. It’s not something I’ll ever forget.”

      “No offense taken, bear.” Ysam quietly stepped in between them.

      Kathy covered her mouth to hide a smile. Ysam’s jealousy was no different than any man’s, which used to make her angry and defensive, but with Ysam, her heart melted.

      “Tash, I’d like ask permission to take Kathy inside,” Ysam said.

      The captain nodded. “Request granted.”

      “I’d also like to offer my services to help repair the ship.”

      “Gladly accepted,” Vaughn chimed in.

      Tash nodded. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to find Ryruc to see what progress has been made on the weapons and engines.” He quickly left, his stiff arms gliding back and forth.

      “Walfea,” Vaughn said. “Will you take Ysam and Kathy to suitable quarters?”

      “Of course.”

      “Ysam, I’d like you to join me on the engineering deck and help me repair our eruptors.”

      “I will.” Ysam clasped her hand protectively. “But first I need to talk with Kathy.”

      The hairs on the back of her neck stood up and she frowned. His dark and heavy tone reminded her of her high school sweetheart’s when he decided to break-up with her right before home-coming.

      She looked at him, but he stared straight ahead.

      They followed Walfea into the Intrepid, and Kathy sucked in a quick breath. Smooth walls and a moving carpet greeted her. Emergency lights lined the based boards. She had to brace her legs to keep from sliding into one wall since the ship was tilted on one side. Ysam slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her against him.

      “She’s not at full power yet,” Walfea said. “So, we’re conserving energy. It’s going to take everything she has to break out of the atmosphere. As soon as Ryruc gives us the word, we’re going to straighten her.”

      Ysam smiled. “Need some help with it?”

      “Dragon strength would definitely be welcomed.” Walfea pushed a white button.

      Kathy blinked. Like magic, a door slid opened to a leaning elevator.

      “The elevators are working but are moving sluggishly.” He motioned with his arm. “Our living quarters are below.”

      With Walfea’s and Ysam’s large build, she was squished to the side. No more than three Arians could fit in such a tight space. The elevator creaked and wobbled, moving at a snail’s pace. Kathy thought they could have walked faster, but she wasn’t sure the spaceship had stairs.

      The door glided open to reveal an empty corridor with dull lights. “We haven’t been in our quarters much,” Walfea said. “So, there’s not much lighting here.”

      “Nobody’s down here?” Kathy asked.

      Walfea shook his head. “No, most of us are helping. With the majority of the crew gone, there’s much work to do.”

      “I can help do something.” The last thing she wanted was to be squirreled away and hide like a frightened princess.

      Ysam clasped her shoulders gently. “We know, but first I need to talk with you…Alone.”

      His eyes glowed darker.

      Walfea shrugged. “Sure.” He stopped in front of a wall and once again, a door magically slid open. “You can stay here.” His shoulders drooped, and he hung his head. “The Arian couple who lived here didn’t make it.”

      Kathy ran her hand down his thick arm. “I’m sorry, Walfea.”

      He looked up, his eyes glistening. “They were my friends. If you’ll excuse me.” He quickly left them, his spine stiff.

      Ysam led her inside the cabin. It was a little bigger than a hotel room with a queen bed, two white dressers, and an armoire, but what made her heart sick was the picture of a smiling couple staring into each other’s eyes hanging on the wall. They were obviously in love.

      “I feel like we’re invaders. We shouldn’t be here.”

      Ysam took her into his arms. “I know, but they’re not coming back.” He kissed her fiercely, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, then pressed her body against his, weathering the upcoming storm between them.

      Their breaths were hard and passionate. He planted hungry kisses down her throat. “Do you know…how much I care for you? How much I need you? Ever since I danced with you, you became a part of me.”

      His husky voice touched her soul.

      “And you me. I’ve never danced with anyone like you. Do you always dance that way?”

      His eyes darkened. “Only with you.”

      She gasped, her heart swelling at those words. His hard flesh pushed against hers. “Take me, one more time.”

      He lifted his head, passion filled those tiger-eyes. Without saying a word, he lifted her into his arms and carried her to the bed. His pounding heart promised passion and fervor that made her smile. When he put her down on her feet, she ripped off her shirt and clothes then tossed them on to the floor. They fell onto the bed together, their mouths and hands exploring each other slowly, stroking, licking, kissing.

      She moved her hands over his delicious hard muscles that rippled underneath her palm. She sucked and licked the salt off his pulsing throat.

      But he wasn’t idle. He squeezed her breasts and pulled on her nipples until they budded into hard buds. One hand stroked and cupped her curls. He edged down her hot body, sucking and nipping, worshipping each breasts until she was a withering mess.

      She threaded her fingers in his hair, pressing him to her chest. Heat sweltered inside her and she thought her dragon was deliberately, sending her up in smoke. He wakened deep-protected feelings inside her that she’d had kept locked away in her heart.

      She couldn’t deny them anymore. He’d turned her world upside down, dancing with her, kidnapping her, rescuing her. All of her excuses of wanting a normal life with ball games and movies and grocery stores paled. She didn’t want the ordinary. She wanted the extraordinary.

      His mouth found her womanly curls, and he speared his tongue inside. She arched her back and her hands clawed the blankets, gripping them tightly. He tortured her with his tongue, feasting on her leisurely, driving her mad. Another pulsing building orgasm shook her. Blood roared through her, and she gasped for breath.

      The rumbling orgasms slammed into her and she screamed his name. He looked up at her with hooded eyes.

      “I like hearing you scream my name, and I want to hear it again and again.”

      Her throat dried up at his velvety voice.

      He climbed up the bed like a panther and then arched his hips, thrusting his cock deep into her core. The same hot friction raged between them each time he slid his cock back and forth. Their hips danced and pounded to a fervent crescendo.

      She parted her mouth, and he filled it with his demanding tongue that dominated her every cry. The tension between them built rose higher and higher and Kathy clung to him until she came in a fury, her breath squeezing shut and the room spinning around.

      His hips rocked to a furious pace, slamming against her, filling her and filling her and filling her. With one final thrust, he spilled his hot seed inside her and collapsed on top of her trembling.

      She gently traced her fingers over his back. “Is this what you wanted to talk to me about?”

      He tensed. “No.” He stared down at her with such intensity, she squirmed.

      “Ysam, what’s wrong?”

      “I have to tell you something.”

      She stroked his hair. “I’m listening.”

      “First know, I love you.”

      “You do?” She stopped, her heart stilled. A flock of flickering butterflies fluttered in her belly.

      “You’re my mate, my life. I’d do anything for you.”

      No man had ever said such passionate words.

      “I––“

      He put his finger on her mouth. “Wait. I have to get this out. You’re my mate. I can’t lie to you any longer.”

      Time stood still. His aura was bright blue and anything he told her would be the truth. The butterflies in her stomach turned chaotic, pounding against her gut.

      She lifted her chin. “Lie to me? You mean you don’t love me?”

      He shook his head vehemently. “No, that’s not it at all.”

      The butterflies quieted and the tension in her muscles relaxed. “Then, what is it?”

      He lowered his head and gulped for breath. He lifted himself off her and her body immediately ran cold, goosebumps racing over her flesh. He sat on the edge of the bed, his shoulders slumped.

      “Ysam.” She caressed his stiff back that had turned suddenly cold. “You’re scaring me. What’s wrong?”

      “It’s my brother.”

      “What about him?” She crawled over to him and pressed her body against his back, trying to send him warmth.

      He didn’t speak.

      “I didn’t even know you had a brother.”

      He raised his head and sighed deeply. “You’ve met him.”

      His dead voice killed the butterflies, replacing them with an icy emptiness.

      “I have? But I have only met two aliens. You and Anonghos.”

      He turned around, his face turning to a sickly complexion, and he clasped her cold hands. He was trembling. “That’s not true, is it?”

      “What? I don’t…” The truth slammed into her like a rocket, knocking the breath out of her lungs. She put her hand on her chest. Her eyes widened and her lower lip trembled. She jerked her hands free. “No, tell me, it’s not true.”

      “On Zalarian, a Mistonian, a bounty hunter hired by the Kamtrinians, possessed Daidhl. His mission was to wipe out all the Zalarians’ designated mates.”

      “This can’t be happening.” She scooted away from him and put her hands over her ears.

      He seized her wrists and looked at her with pleading eyes. “He wasn’t evil before Kathy, I swear. He was kind and gentle and fearless. He was my big brother and my hero.”

      She jerked her wrists free and narrowed her eyes. “Your hero murdered my sister.”

      She hyperventilated into a frenzy. Venom surged through her veins and she balled her fists to keep from scratching his face.

      “I know,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.” He reached for her, his hand shaking.

      “Sorry? Sorry doesn’t even begin to cut it.” She jumped off the bed and jerked on her underwear, cussing herself for being so stupid.

      “There’s more.”

      She shoved her unruly hair out of her face. “More?”

      He sat on the bed like a beautiful marble statue. She had to hardened herself to not fall for his his sad tiger-eyes that pulled at her heart strings.

      “It’s about your sister and Daidhl.”

      She crossed her arms under her naked breasts. “What about them?”

      “They’re…uh…mates.”

      She frowned and then burst out into a hysterical laugh. “You’re kidding, right? That’s what mates do on your despicable planet? Slice each other into ribbons?”

      He winced. “The Fates said that Daidhl and Lisa were destined to be with each other. I’m supposed to put the Mating Stone in Lisa’s ashes, so they can be together.”

      “Well, that’s not happening.” She furiously put on her bra.

      “If this doesn’t happen, another mate won’t be revealed and we’ll die as a race.”

      She walked over to him and shoved him back hard on the bed. He fell backward and his eyes widened. She shook her finger at him. “I don’t give a damn about your planet. And if you ever touch me again, I’ll kill you.”

      The hurt in his eyes immediately made her regret her threat, but she bit back an apology. She’d never forgive him for keeping this secret from her. The same ball of overwhelming grief and guilt roosted in her stomach. She’d betrayed Lisa again––this time, sleeping with the enemy.

      She quickly gathered her clothes and dressed in the bathroom where she could quietly shed her tears. When she opened the door, Ysam was gone.

      The smell of their lovemaking made her stomach clench. She couldn’t stay here. She wanted to go back home, go back to her practice, go back to ordinary.

      The door opened and she was relieved the corridor was empty. She didn’t know where Ysam went and didn’t care. She got into the elevator and pushed the buttons like Walfea had.

      She hurried through the spaceship, needing to gasp fresh air. When she stepped outside, men and women were holding the thick vines, but she didn’t see Ysam.

      Tash was inspecting the vines. She hurried over to him.

      He glanced at her and frowned. “What’s wrong?”

      She braced her shoulders and met his hard stare. “Tash, when this is over, will you take me back to Earth?”

      “What happened? Where’s Ysam?”

      “I don’t know and I don’t care.”

      He lifted his eyebrow as if he didn’t believe her. She knew he must have suspected what she and Ysam had been doing with her disheveled hair, bruised lips, and scratched skin, but she wanted to go home, even if she had to steal a shuttle craft.

      “I helped save your people. You owe me this. Will you take me home?”

      “Is that what you really want?” he asked softly.

      “Yes.” Her voice sounded like her old attorney tone, but her heart was breaking.

      “You’re right and if this is what you really want, I give you my word that I’ll return you to Earth.”

      “Thank you.”

      Chills scurried down her back. She glanced over her shoulder. Ysam was watching her with a possessive gaze, but she wasn’t his––not anymore. She headed over to the women with her back straight and her head held up high. If she felt so strongly, then why did an empty pit form in her gut of never seeing him again or feeling his touch?

      She blocked out those thoughts as she approached the women who held the vines. Her muscles bunched into heavy knots. Ollae watched her warily. Kathy wasn’t sure what to say to her or even if she knew that Kathy had killed her mate. Her aura beamed orange and she didn’t detect any malice. Kathy’s muscles slackened. Maybe Ollae was in the dark as everyone else.

      She gripped a slippery vine and realized it wasn’t just one. Six vines had been wound around each into a thick chain, but even with this, she wasn’t sure it was strong enough to pull up a starship. Men were on the other two vines.

      Ysam headed toward her, and she lowered her gaze. She held on tightly to the vine, afraid of what she might do if he spoke or touched her.

      But he brushed past her without a word. At the back of the men’s line, he transformed into a dragon. Walfea draped a thick vine over his stocky neck.

      “Ready!” Tash yelled. His telicator beeped. He answered, his face paled, and he stared at them grimly. “A Kamtrinian ship is approaching. We have to get the Intrepid off her side or we’ll never make it out of here alive.”

      Kathy bit her lip, her arms and legs shaking. Her palms turned clammy, and she tightened her grip on the thick vine. She refused to die on this damn planet.

      “Pull!” Tash ordered.

      Kathy yanked with all of her strength, her muscles bulging and straining, her shoes digging into the wet dirt. She skidded and fell on to her buttocks, but clamored back on to her feet.

      The Intrepid stubbornly refused to move as if frozen in cement.

      Moans and groans echoed around her.

      “Come on,” someone growled. “Put your backs into it.”

      Kathy gritted her teeth and pulled harder, pain seizing her arms, but she refused to give up.

      “We can do this,” a woman gasped.

      Kathy recognized Ollae’s voice and pulled, her feet slowly inching backward and arching her back.

      Gasps grew louder. Something creaked. Kathy’s chest tightened. The side of the Intrepid cricked and creaked and groaned, lowering painfully slow as if it had all the time in the world.

      Tash ran in front of the women’s vine and clasped it. “Now, pull!”

      Kathy panted hard and yanked, her muscles straining. The pointy leaves on the vine dug into her palms. She grunted and edged back like the others. Their vine seemed to move some easier because of Tash’s amazing strength.

      She looked over her shoulder. Ysam had crept deeper into the jungle, his wide girth knocking down trees and trampling brushes. His power and tenacity never failed to amaze her, but he’d lied to her, destroying any trust budding between them.

      Tears built up on the back of her eyelids. She blinked and the vine slipped through her palms, tearing into her flesh.  She bit back a cry and rubbed her throbbing palms onto her thighs. Her tender heart threatened to break, but she was strong. She was an attorney. She’d overcome his betrayal.

      Ryruc ran down the ramp, slipped, and fell. “Tash!” He pointed toward the sky. “The Kamtrinians are here.” He scrambled off the ground, leaves sticking in his hair and dirt smudging his face. He limped over to stand in front of Tash.

      Eruptors fired overhead and trees caught fire close to the Intrepid.

      “Pull!” Tash screamed.

      The vine moved easier, then the side of the Intrepid embedded in the ground scraped and lifted off the ground. Adrenaline spiked through Kathy. She gritted her teeth.

      One more good pull. That’s all they needed.

      Something green moved through the clouds. A long cigar-looking ship headed straight for them. She stopped and her mouth fell open. Goosebumps rolled up her arms. On one of those crazy science fiction shows, cigar-shape spaceships had been photographed.

      The ship’s eruptors opened fire. Red-hot beams hit the ground. Kathy shielded her eyes and turned away. She broke into a sweltering sweat and gasped to breathe. The beams left long blackened cracks in the soil. Smoke curled above the dark marks. If one hit her, she wouldn’t have a chance. Her legs trembled and she fought the thought of running to Ysam.

      She held her ground and dig her heels into the dirt, and crept backward, her muscles stretching to breaking point.

      “Come on…” She gritted her teeth. “Move.”

      The Kamtrinian ship made another turn around, their weapons aimed at them, ready to pluck them off like sitting ducks. Kathy closed her eyes, hyperventilating.

      Something crashed. The thick vines jerked. Kathy flew, landing flat on her back, slamming the breath out of her. A loud shriek stilled her heart. Ysam was next to her in dragon form, blocking her view of the spaceship, protecting her again. Panting hard, she stared at him. Even after her threat, he still wouldn’t let anything happen to her.

      She struggled to her feet and came alongside Ysam, who set back on his haunches, snarling. Kathy winced, shielding her eyes. He blew out a stream of fire that hit the green cigar full blast, slowing down its path. The ship veered and flew out of the flames, the outside red-hot.

      “Everyone inside!” Tash yelled, moving his arm frantically.

      Another phaser beam hit the ground. Dirt and debris flew into the air, tossing Tash as if he were a teddy bear.

      “No!” Kathy screamed.

      He laid motionless on the ground, the wind blowing his long hair over his face.

      She ran toward him, but Ysam blocked her with his large body. He tilted his head toward his back. Tears blinding her, Kathy scrambled on top of Ysam’s back and hung on tight. He bounded into the trees.

      She held her breath, waiting for the defenseless Arian ship to explode. She held on to Ysam’s thick neck. His wings were out wide as if to protect the bears.

      The Arians suddenly cheered.

      “The Zalarians are here! The Zalarians are here!”

      A gigantic silver star ship burst out of the skies like a meteor, firing repeatedly at the Kamtrinian ship. The Kamtrinian ship spun around helplessly. Ysam jumped up, forcing her to fall off his back. He ran out of the trees and blasted another blaze of flames at the spinning, sparking Kamtrinian ship. The ship stalled and fell, whinnying, tumbling over and over and crashed onto the mountain.

      The force shook the ground, then the ship exploded. Kathy turned her head. Heat whooshed over the back of her. All that was left of the Kamtrinian ship was an angry fiery ball of green and yellow flames and twisted metals.

      More cheers broke out among the Arians.

      “Yes!”

      “We’re safe!”

      Vaughn and Ryruc were at Tash’s side. He had a gash on his forehead, but was sitting up.

      Ysam transformed and stood in front of her. Dirt and leaves cluttered his torn shirt that revealed his glistening chest. She was about to throw her arms around his neck for joy, but his stoney expression kept her arms close to her side.

      “You’re safe now. I’ll see that you go back to Earth and you’ll never have to see me again.”

      He walked away, his back stiff, his fists clenched. Kathy wrung her hands, emptiness spreading through her like the cold flu. She now fully understood the saying––be careful what you want, you might get it.
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      One month later

      

      Kathy wiped the back of her shaking hand across her mouth, breathing hard, then flushed the toilet. This was twice in one day. She blinked her eyes, refusing to cry.

      “Ms. Strong, are you okay?” Jane Brown, the court reporter asked, her grandmotherly voice full of concern.

      Kathy straightened her jacket and tossed her head back. “Yes, I’m fine.”

      But she was far from fine. Ever since she’d been home, she’d gone back to ordinary and had been miserable. She missed Ysam, his smile, his possessiveness, his tiger-eyes. How could she have told the man she loved she’d kill him if he ever touched or spoke to her again?

      What a fool she’d been. Her hurt and anger had overcome her better judgment, but she couldn’t focus on the biggest mistake of her life, Kathy came out of the stall with her attorney face on. “It must have been something I ate.” Kathy bent over the sink and rinsed her mouth.

      Jane rubbed her back. “My dear, you’re talking to a woman who has had six children. How far along are you?”

      “I’m not pregnant,” she said sharply.

      Jane’s blue eyes twinkled. “I can see it in your eyes. A pregnant woman’s skin always glows. And yours is beaming.” She frowned. “If you don’t trust me, then you need to see a doctor. You need to start thinking about what’s best for the baby.”

      Kathy walked out in front of her. “I am not pregnant.” As if saying she wasn’t pregnant made it true.

      Jane clicked her tongue.

      Kathy returned to court and apologized, then continued defending her client, accused of stealing his girlfriend’s car. But her mind was elsewhere.

      Throughout the rest of the hearing, she’d had to endure Jane’s scowl and looking at her as if she was the evil incarnate. She couldn’t help but wonder what the silver-haired woman would think if she knew the father was an alien shape-shifter.

      She shut her briefcase then left the courtroom and went straight to the drug store to buy a pregnancy test. Her throat ran dry as she played the scene over and over in her head of telling him she’d never wanted to see or have him touch her again. She even promised to kill him. Unfortunately, Ysam had kept his word and stayed away from her.

      When she got home, she ripped open the pregnancy test. Her heart beating nervously, she paced back and forth, wearing a hole in her bathroom floor, waiting for the longest three minutes to end. She grabbed the stick and groaned.

      Positivepositivepositivepositive.

      She sat on the toilet seat and rested her hand on her elbows. Tears swelled in her eyes and fell on her knees. Not only was she not ready for a baby, but especially not a dragon baby.

      After her jaunt in outer-space, she’d engrossed herself in cases, working twelve to fourteen hour days. She’d shut out Agnes and Frank, blaming them for being co-conspirators.

      “I can’t do this alone.”

      Agnes had gone to Zalara and Kathy hadn’t even told her good-bye. But she’d left Frank a telicator.

      Kathy tossed her suit and blouse onto the floor then changed into her sweats. Swallowing back her pride, she called Frank.

      He answered immediately.

      “Kathy?”

      “Frank,” her voice choked.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m…I’m pregnant.”

      Silence answered her announcement.

      She gripped the phone tight. “Say something.”

      “Ysam’s?”

      “Yes. Frank, I’m so scared. I don’t know what to do. I didn’t know who else to call.”

      “How far along are you?”

      “A month. What if this pregnancy is different than for a human?” She put her hand on her stomach. “I…I…need help. Could…you…call Agnes?”

      “I could, but I’ve got a better idea.”

      A heavy emptiness weighed heavily on her chest. She bit her lip. “What?”

      “How about if I call Ysam?”

      She swallowed, not able to speak. “I don’t know.” A tear slid down her cheek. “He probably never wants to see me again.”

      “He’s never left you.”

      Her breath bottled up in her chest. She frowned. “What?”

      “Taog offered him a position on the Orion, but he turned it down.”

      She sagged against the chair, her eyes unable to focus. “He did? But that was his dream. Why?”

      “Because he wanted to try the ordinary. He’s here on Earth.”

      Her pulse sped up and she sat straighter. “And he’s stayed away from me?”

      Frank laughed. “You were pretty clear that if you saw him again, he’d be a dead dragon.”

      “I know,” she said quietly. Heat flamed over her cheeks and her heart beat rapidly. “Where is he?”

      Frank blurted, “He’s working at O’Toole’s as a bartender.”

      Kathy touched her pulsing throat. “You’re kidding?”

      “No, I’m not,” he said in his best don’t-mess-with-me FBI voice.

      Kathy hesitated and twirled the string on her sweat pants tightly around her finger. ”Do you think he wants to see me?”

      “Kathy, a man wouldn’t give up his dreams for a woman unless he truly loved her.” His voice softened, reminding her of her father’s when he was trying to give her advice.

      “No, no, of course not.” Her voice faded as his words sunk into her stubborn brain.

      She put her cellular phone down and bit her thumb. Her stomach swirled uneasily, and she closed her eyes. Ysam had given up his dream for her. Who was she kidding? He’d given up his world for her. She’d never heard of any man who had done this. At least not in her world.

      He was extraordinary.

      She made a decision and jumped off the chair. Within minutes, she showered and was in her car driving to O’Toole’s. Should she apologize or plead or tell him about the baby? All of them seemed desperate and pathetic.

      She pulled into the crowded parking lot and rested her forehead on the steering wheel. She hadn’t even asked Frank when Ysam was working and was too chicken to call him, but here she was leaving her pride and hurt behind. This wasn’t just about her. She had a little life inside her, alien or human, the child was hers. And she didn’t want to do this alone.

      She threw open the double glass door and quickly glanced at the bar. A small table was opened, and she slipped in the chair. Her stomach swirled again, and she licked the sweat off her trembling upper lip. God, she wished she could have a drink.

      A blond female bartender pulled levers to fill up pilsner glasses. Another man was pouring wine into glasses, but no sign of Ysam.

      A waiter strolled over. “Hi, can I get you something to drink?”

      “Just water. Ah, um, is…Ysam working tonight? He’s a bartender.”

      “No, Monday’s his day off. I’ll be back with your water.”

      She tilted her chin down and left. Her plan had been a dumb one. She headed for her car.

      “May I have this dance?”

      The familiar husky voice made her heart skip a beat. She whirled around to see Ysam with his arm stretched out. He watched warily with his tiger-eyes.

      “You’re here.”

      “I never left.” He took a step toward her. “I love you. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” He hung his head. “I should have told you about Daidhl.” His voice cracked.

      He was so lost. He’d risked his life repeatedly on Sutois and then sacrificed everything for her. She was the selfish one, living in her grief. Lisa was gone. All her pent up anger dissipated and she let go. Her pulse raced, rising the her body temperature.

      “Stop. I know.” She ran into his arms and hugged him tightly, inhaling his spicy scent, never wanting to lose him. “I’ve missed you so much. I love you.”

      He held her and kissed the top of her head. “I’ll do ordinary. I’ll do anything. I just want to be with you.”

      She looked up at him and put her hands on his cheeks. “I don’t want normal. I want you.”

      He lowered his head, his lips captured hers, and she balled her fists in his shirt, never wanting to lose him again. Tears fell down on her face.

      “Why are you crying?” He brushed the wetness off her cheeks.

      “I’m…I’m pregnant.”

      “Frank told me.”

      She laughed. “I figured he would. Has any other Earth women became pregnant?”

      “No.” He kissed her wet cheeks. “You’re the first.”

      She pressed her lips together. “I’m scared. What if something goes wrong?”

      “We’ll do this together.”

      “But the doctors down here won’t know what to do.”

      He put his hands on her shoulders. “What are you saying?”

      She leaned her head on his chest. “I don’t know. Would your doctors know what to do?”

      “More than yours.”

      She sighed. “Come home with me.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “But before we go, I need to give you something.”

      She shook her head. “Not in O’Toole’s parking lot.”

      “O’Toole’s is where we met.”

      “You want to give me the Mating Stone, don’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      She put her hand on her belly. “I want a ceremony here with Frank, Agnes, and Anonghos.”

      He put his hand over hers. “Are you sure?”

      She clasped his cheek. “Yes.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      A month later, Kathy got her wish and had her small wedding at O’Toole’s. Since Ysam worked there, the manager had agreed to allow them to rent it out on a Sunday evening. Streams of banners hung from the ceiling. Ysam had surprised her and hired Casey and the Bandits to play.

      But it was his guest list that had her in awe. Taog the captain of the Orion and the king and queen of Zalara were present.

      The king himself would proceed over the ceremony. He was the largest and fiercest of the Zalarians and the most intimidating. His dark hair matched his dark mood.

      His wife was the exact opposite with her blond hair and fair skin. Kathy immediately liked her.

      Kathy wore a simple white dress and her tummy had grown. According to the queen, Cosima, Zalarian gestations were longer than humans, and her baby wouldn’t be born for a year.

      Frank stuck out his elbow. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes.” She clasped his arm. “I’m so nervous.”

      He winked. “You look beautiful.”

      Casey and the Bandits strummed Here Come’s the Bride. Kathy’s heartbeat went into orbit and her legs quaked.

      “Shall we?” Frank asked.

      Kathy nodded.

      Frank escorted her down a red carpet where the King waited holding a red book. He was dressed all in black except for his golden crown. He looked so solemn, but her eyes were drawn to her mate––Ysam. Her stomach fluttered and she didn’t know whether it was from nerves or the baby, leaping for joy. She’d no idea how active a Zalarian baby was compared to a human. She took a deep breath. In a year, she’d find out.

      Her mouth went dry. Ysam was so dashing, dressed in a black tuxedo. He had worn a red rose in his lapel. His tiger-eyes flashed with love and appreciation.

      Agnes stood next to Anonghos on one side of the aisle, and she clasped her hands together like a little kid. Anonghos had his hand on her shoulder and winked at Kathy, who couldn’t help but smile.

      On the other side of the aisle sat Queen Cosima dressed in a sparkling blue gown with the stern Captain of the Orion, who finally gave Kathy a grin. He really was handsome when he wasn’t so grim. Tash, Vaughn, and Ryruc had all come from the ceremony and nodded and smiled at her. She was so glad they were here. She’d missed them.

      Kathy just wished Lisa were here. She’d always wanted her to be her maid of honor and tears formed on the back of her eyelids. Ysam fiddled with his jacket and gave her a grin. She took a deep breath and blinked them away.

      The music stopped. Kathy stared up at the king, who towered over her.

      “Who gives this woman away?” he asked.

      Frank braced his shoulders and put his hand on Kathy’s trembling one. “I do.” He kissed her on the cheek then led her over to Ysam, who clasped her hand.

      “We’re gathered here to join our two people,” the King said. “And to bring joy to both worlds. With their courage, Ysam and Kathy helped save our allies––the Arians––which created a strong bond with us forever.”

      Kathy gripped Ysam’s hand tightly. He gently pulled her toward him and looked down into her eyes.

      “Do you, Kathy Strong, take Ysam to love and cherish in sickness and health?”

      Her heart quickened as she stared into those tiger-eyes. “I do,” she whispered.

      “Do you, Ysam, take Kathy to love and cherish in sickness and health and to protect her with your life?”

      Ysam lifted her hand and brushed his lips over the top of her knuckles. “I do.”

      “The Mating Stone binds and chooses us, seeing what we do not understand. Once mated, the bond can never be undone. Kathy, do you give yourself freely to Ysam?”

      She put her hand on top of his and in a clear loud voice said, “Always.”

      The king turned toward Ysam. “Do you have the Mating Stone and the ring?”

      “Yes.” Ysam slipped his hand into his pocket and first pulled out the ring.

      “Put the ring on her finger,” the king instructed.

      Ysam put the ring on her shaking finger.

      “By the power invested in me, I proclaim you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

      Ysam grabbed her shoulders and kissed her hard, leaving her no doubt of his love.

      Loud claps thundered behind them.

      “We’re not finished yet,” the king said.

      Kathy pulled her lips away and her knees knocked together. She glanced over at Agnes whose eyes were now the same color as her dragon’s.

      “Are you ready?” Ysam ran the back of his palm down her cheek.

      “Yes, I am.” But she couldn’t hide the doubt and fear in her voice.

      “The Stone,” the king said.

      Ysam dipped his hand into his pocket and gently opened his palm to a smooth blue stone. “Even without the stone, you’ll be my mate. I’ll treasure you always. You had my heart the first time I danced with you.”

      “And you mine.” She closed her eyes and clasped his hand.

      Adrenaline blasted through her palm and she arched her back. Her heart pumped like crazy, sending blood rushing through her veins. A white dazzling light blinded her, blocking out the king and Ysam’s face, and she shook uncontrollably. A million butterflies danced in her gut and she cried out.

      Strong arms held her. “Kathy, Kathy.”

      The light dimmed and she gazed up into Ysam’s concerned face. “Are you all right?”

      She put her hand over her tummy and something moved. “Our baby just kicked my stomach.”

      “He did?” Tears filled his eyes.

      Kathy raised her eyebrow. “She did.”

      He helped her to her feet. The cheers in the bar were deafening.

      Casey and the Bandits had blank looks on their faces. She laughed, knowing immediately the colors of her eyes had changed to golden tiger-eyes.

      King Greum raised his arms wide. “I pronounce you mated.”

      The cheers and claps were deafening. Kathy wrapped her arms around her new husband’s neck and kissed him. “I have a surprise for you.”

      He raised his eyebrow. “You do? Here? Now?” He ran one hand down her breast, making her nipple bud.

      Heat rushed over her cheeks, and she punched him playfully in the shoulder. “Not that.” She stepped away. “Agnes.”

      Agnes hurried to a small table at the back of the room and brought an urn. “Lisa was here, Kathy.” She sat it on a nearby chair. She clutched Kathy’s hand tight. “She was standing on the other side of you.”

      Kathy choked back a sob and covered her mouth.

      “Your parents were with her.”

      Ysam stared at the urn, then his mouth fell open. “Is…is that…”

      Kathy wiped away her tears, then kissed him on the stiff lips. She leaned into his ear and whispered, “Lisa’s ashes. I had her grave dug up then I had her cremated.”

      A solemn hush fell over the room, not a breath exhaled.

      Ysam lowered his head and he put his hand on his forehead. She stroked his back. “Do you have the other Mating Stone?”

      His lips were pushed together and the light glistened off the wetness on his cheeks. “Are you sure? Remember what Greum said. Once done, it can never be undone.”

      Kathy looked at Agnes who nodded.

      “Lisa wants to meet him. She knows Daidhl’s not the one who murdered her. She’s ready.”

      “Ysam,” She held out her hand. “We’ll do this together.”

      He nodded, wordlessly, and covered her sweaty palm with his. The urn was only a couple feet away, but to Kathy, the distance was a mile. She held her breath and closed her eyes.

      “Kathy?” Ysam asked gently.

      She opened her eyes and stared at the urn. She looked at all her guests. The Zalarians had tight faces as if they were afraid she’d change her mind. Agnes motioned with her hand and nodded eagerly. Frank shifted one foot and then another. The Arian brothers winked at her.

      She lifted the lid off the urn with her shaking hand. “Can I have the Stone?”

      Ysam placed it in her palm. Unlike her warm, blue one, the stone was cold and gray. She inhaled and then turned her hand, allowing the Stone to fall into Lisa’s ashes with a soft plop.

      Kathy clasped Ysam’s arm tight. White smoke rose out of the urn, then turned to a baby blue, then split in two.

      “Ysam.” Kathy covered her mouth. “I can see her. It’s Lisa.”

      Lisa had on her favorite white dress that glimmered in the sun. Her dark hair flowed over her shoulders and her eyes twinkled, but not her usual brown. They’d turned golden.

      Another figured formed next to her––Daidhl. He had the same build as Ysam and the same brown colored hair, but longer. Kindness shown in his eyes.

      Kathy gasped, but a golden aura glittered around him, meaning goodness and light.

      “Forgive me, Kathy.”

      She nodded wordlessly.

      He clasped Lisa’s hand.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Because of you both, I’m at peace.”

      Kathy glanced up at Ysam. Tears streamed down his face. He could see them both.

      A purple portal formed in the back of the room. Kathy could see her parents waiting.

      She took a step.

      “No!” Agnes warned. “If you go inside the portal, you can’t come back.”

      Ysam grabbed both her arms and pulled her back against his front. She leaned her head back, knowing she belonged with him.

      Lisa walked over to Kathy and smiled. “This is good-bye. And stop feeling guilty. I’m happy and at peace.” She kissed her on the cheek. “Take care of my niece.”

      Daidhl walked over to Ysam and put his hands on his shoulders. “Thanks for believing in me.”

      “You were my hero,” Ysam mumbled.

      “And you’re mine. I’m proud of you.” He turned toward Lisa and stretched out his hand. “Shall we?”

      Lisa took his offer and together they walked toward the purple portal. When they crossed the threshold, the portal, her parents, Daidhl and Lisa disappeared.

      Kathy turned around and hung on to Ysam tightly. He stroked her hair. “They’re at peace.”

      “I’ll be damned,” Casey said. “Knock me down with a feather.”

      Kathy laughed at his astonished voice. She looked up at Ysam through her tears. “I love you. Dance with me.”

      “Always.” He glanced over his shoulders. “Casey, the lady and I would like to dance to the tango.”

      A guitar strummed. Ysam took her hand and led her out onto the dance floor. He dipped her to one side and then the next. They stood close and glided around each other. The music pumping into a stomping rhythm. Ysam’s eyes promised passion, and she licked her lips in anticipation of having him fulfill his unspoken words. Her heart swelled. He twirled her around and she gasped for breath. He pulled her hard to his chest. She clutched his face with her palms, then arched her back. He lowered his head as if to kiss the hollow between her breasts. She broke away and curtsied while he stood tall, stalking her.

      He grabbed her hands and they swung around together. The bar and faces dimmed. All that mattered was Ysam. Her feet matched her beating heart and her hips swayed. Her body eager for the lust to come tonight. She pressed her back against his chest and flashed him a sexy smile. She whipped her head the other way and lifted her dress.

      His eyes darkened. He clasped her hand and twirled her around then dipped her low. She put her hand, spreading her fingers across his cheek. “I love you.”

      He kissed her, then lifted her slowly into his arms crushing her to him. “Tonight, I’ll show you how much I cherish you.”

      “I…know you…will,” she gasped.

      Ysam made good on his promise and that night they danced a passionate dance to the moonlight.
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      Damon is in love with the queen of the dragon warriors and the only way to get close to her is to be her personal guard. But the Fates are against him. Instead of wooing the queen, he’s forced to go to Earth to steal his destined human mate.

      Three months ago, Hera Athans woke up in a park with no memory of who she is, where she lives, or what she does for a living. Now, she’s in survival mode. Two months behind on her rent she’s one step away from being homeless—again. She didn’t think things could get any worse. But she’s wrong.

      Kidnapped by an alien and held captive on board the spaceship Orion only Hera has the power to soothe his savage beast. She must mate with a dragon shifter to save both their worlds and unleash a love that will shake the stars...or lose both Earth and Zalara forever.
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      Detective Agnes Malloy is stunned.…

       Jack the Ripper is back!

       Two women are found brutally murdered in modern-day Denver–their M.O. identical to the victims in 1888 London. But Agnes has no clues to the murder. Women are terrified, and if Agnes doesn’t solve the case, the police commissioner will have her handing out parking tickets.

       Her troubles increase when a mysterious man appears, claiming to be with the FBI. But no one called them. He insists that she needs his help–her life depends on it.

       It’s up to Anonghos, the chief security officer of the Orion, to stop a deadly alien from killing the Zalarian’s designated mates. He’s cut off from his ship, and to make matters worse, he doesn’t know who the alien is and must wait for him to strike.

       His only hope is to stay close to the curvy detective who just happens to be his mate, without her accusing him of being the murderer. The body is count about to sky rocket and only by working together can they stop an enemy bent on destroying both their worlds.

      Currently this is part of the 20 Shades of Shifters
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