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      Chloe Pitt pulled on the hem of her dress that hugged every curve, and clutched her wine glass tight, wishing she were anywhere but here. The Romantic Love Conference was for famous authors, not a scared pre-published one. She took a sip of wine to calm her twisted nerves. “Stella, this dress is way too short.”

      Stella Evans cast her gaze over her and frowned. “No, it’s not. You want to get some attention, don’t you?”

      “For my writing, not my boobs.” Chloe stood closer to the table as if it were a shield. She twisted her finger around a lock of hair.

      Stella rolled her eyes. “There’s more to life than t-shirts and jeans. Jeez, live a little. Stop being so nervous. You keep twisting your hair like that and you’re going to look like a Shirley Temple.”

      Chloe lowered her hand. “I can’t help it. When I get anxious, I twirl my finger in my hair. I’ve done it since I was a kid.”

      “Relax, girl.” Stella looked at her empty glass. “I’m going to get a refill.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      Stella narrowed her green eyes. “Are you kidding? We’ll lose our table.”

      “It’s not like were sitting down.”

      “So, I like putting my drink on a table.” She whirled around and glanced over her bare shoulder. “Stay here. I promise I’ll be right back with our drinks.”

      Without waiting for another protest, she flounced away, her pretty, frilly, pink dress showing off her long legs. Her curly red hair swayed back and forth like her hips. She could easily pass for a model. Not Chloe––unless it was for Hobbit Magazine. Her legs were too short, and no matter how much she curled her hair, it was straighter than a nail.

      Stella disappeared into the herd of men and women huddled around the bar.

      Chloe opened her purse and took out her phone. She stared at pictures of her sweet Sam, a cocker spaniel, who had recently crossed over the Rainbow Bridge. Since she’d been gone, Chloe’s small house had grown bigger with loneliness. It was the only reason Stella had been able to talk her into coming to the conference.

      Being here was better than wallowing in self-pity.

      She stared at the picture of Sam lying underneath the ash tree in the backyard. It had been her favorite spot. She brushed her thumb over the screen, wishing she were stroking Sam’s silky fur. The photograph blurred and Chloe wiped a stray tear, hoping she hadn’t smeared her mascara for the twentieth time.

      Stella burst through the crowd carrying two glasses of red wine, the liquid sloshing back and forth. “Chloe! Chloe!”

      Chloe stuffed the phone back in her purse and tried to smile. But her throat swelled up with a lump of grief.

      “Guess what?” She shoved the glasses onto the table.

      Chloe jerked her hand back and shook the wine off her fingers. “Stella, you’re spilling the wine everywhere.”

      “Will you shut up about the wine? I just got done telling Tom Burrows about your book, and he wants to talk to you!”

      “You’re kidding?” Chloe looked nervously around for the handsome agent who everyone and their brother wanted to be represented by. Anyone he represented got sweet, sweet deals. “I thought he was only interested in contemporary––not Sci-fi.”

      “He said it doesn’t matter.” She clapped her hands together. “Dragons are in. And he loved the concept. He’s going to come over here for a drink.”

      “Really? I can’t believe you told him about my book.”

      “My book’s already published.” She elbowed her playfully in the ribs. “The point of being here is to get your book published.”

      Chloe immediately fluffed her hair and straightened her dress again. “Do I look okay? Is my mascara smeared?”

      Stella sighed. “You’ve been crying about Sam again?” Her voice was soft.

      Chloe bit her lips. “Yes, I miss her so much.”

      She clasped her hand. “I know. She was a sweet little girl. Come on, you’re supposed to be having a good time. And just think––Tom Burrows wants to look at your pages.” She picked up a napkin and gently dabbed the skin underneath her eyelashes. “There.” She smiled. “You look beautiful.”

      The crowd parted like the Red Sea. Tom Burrows strutted toward them. He was much shorter than she’d thought. He had blonde hair that was almost too perfect and dark brown eyes.

      “Oh, my god. He’s coming over here.” Chloe’s heart beat faster than the blaring music. “Stella, I don’t know what to say.”

      She laughed. “Just pretend he’s a cocker spaniel.”

      Chloe glared. “That’s not funny.”

      Stella slowly stopped laughing. “I know.” She patted Chloe’s shaking hand. “I’m sorry.”

      “So, is this the writer you were telling me about?” a silky voice asked.

      Chloe’s throat dried up and any words she’d had deserted her.

      Stella shook her head. “Yes. This is Chloe Pitt. Chloe, this is Tom Burrows.”

      Tom took a sip of his drink and smirked. “Any relation to Brad Pitt?”

      Chloe bristled at the thousand-year-old joke. “No.”

      “I was kidding. Of course, you’re not. Not even the slightest.”

      Tingles swept up Chloe’s arm, every hair standing up as if she were Spider-woman. Sweat trickled down her back. Her senses dinged something was off. Crap, her power was shifting into full gear and she gripped the edge of the table. Damn it!

      Don’t scry. Don’t scry. Don’t scry.

      Oops, not listening.

      She arched her back, her eyes fluttering and wham––her consciousness drifted out of her body.

      “Chloe?”

      Stella’s voice seemed far away as if she was yelling down a well.

      Her soul descended into Tom’s body, sending his to sleep. People never remembered when she literally possessed their body, but she remembered––the good, the bad, and the ugly.

      She shuddered as she looked at herself sitting at the table through his eyes. He was smug and confident, too confident. The word tasty repeated over and over in his mind.

      In a split second, she was back in her body, gasping for breath. The whole experience lasted for about sixty seconds.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, as he ran his cold fingers down her bare arm.

      Chloe’s stomach tightened. She glanced at Stella who shrugged and raised her hands.

      “I know you two have loads to talk about. I see an old friend, so if you’ll excuse me.” Her voice sped up and she refused to look at Chloe. Stella knew about her ability, but always pretended it didn’t happen, and when it did happen, she dodged her like a speeding bullet.

      Stella grabbed her wine, spilling some on the table as she hurried away, her heels clicking on the floor.

      Tom laughed. “I didn’t mean to scare her.”

      “You didn’t.” I did. Thanks a lot, Stella.

      “Well, don’t you be nervous,” he smiled.

      She realized she’d wrapped a lock of hair around her finger. She immediately unwound her hand and placed it next to her side, determined not to do it again.

      He held up two fingers and saluted her. “I promise I’ll behave.”

      She smiled nervously and wrung her hands. “Sorry. I’ve just never pitched anything before.”

      He stood closer to her, a little too close. “Why don’t you tell me about your book?”

      She nodded and took a deep breath. “It’s a science fiction romance.”

      “What? I can’t hear you.” He pointed to his ear and leaned closer.

      She frowned. The bar was noisy, but not so much that people couldn’t hear the person standing next to them. She spoke louder. “I said it’s a science fiction romance.”

      “This isn’t going to work for me. Let’s go to the pool area so we can talk. I have a private table there.” He turned around as if he expected her to follow.

      She hesitated. Her scalp was prickling. Not a good sign. Something bad was going to happen.

      Run. Run. Run.

      The thought raced over again and again in her mind. She licked her bottom lip and took a step backward. She hunted for Stella, but she’d disappeared into the crowd.

      He glanced over his shoulder. “I suggest you come, or you’ll be liable for making the biggest mistake of your life.”

      She wasn’t so sure. Her scalp tingled even more. Following him could lead her to the biggest mistake of her life.

      “Are you coming?” He frowned, his chin tilted up, reminding her of a scowling king.

      “I’m coming.” Her voice was softer than a baby’s sigh.

      She moved and followed him like a good royal subject.

      Tom headed for double doors that led out to the pool area. Men and women sat on at tables or huddled in small circles. Fire pits were lit at a couple of tables and white lights were streamed across the patio.

      “Hi Tom.” A woman waved. Lucy Hamilton was a successful author and her books hit the NYT list again and again. She was one of the many authors Tom represented.

      “Lucy,” he said briefly. He didn’t stop as he headed for a table that was away from the others and dimly lit.

      The hairs on the back of her neck stood up. She slowed her pace.

      Tom slid into one of the chairs, then motioned for her to sit next to him. The chair was a little too close for her comfort. He cast his gaze over her. “Sit, my dear. I promise I won’t bite.” He licked his lips.

      Her stomach recoiled. Chloe wished she were wearing her usual jeans and t-shirt for the fiftieth time. She sat in the seat but edged it a way from him.

      He frowned but didn’t comment. He lifted his hand and motioned to a waiter who headed over to them immediately. “What would you like to drink?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, needing to have her wits about her.

      “I insist.”

      She blurted. “A glass of red wine.”

      “Yes, Mr. Burrows,” the waiter said. “What can I get you?”

      “Cabernet?”

      “Yes,” she nodded.

      “Bring us a bottle of Caymus Napa Valley.”

      The waiter bowed. “Yes. Right away.”

      Chloe lifted her eyebrow. “A bottle?”

      “Yes,” he drawled. “We have much to talk about. Now, this book. Tell me about it.”

      He scooted closer, so close she inhaled his thick citrus cologne that smelled as if he’d bathed in orange juice.

      She cleared her voice and started describing her dragon-shifter book.

      He touched her hand, his thumb caressing her. “Not so fast. Slow down, my dear. We have all the time in the world.”

      She pulled on her hand, but his grip turned hard.

      “Release my hand, please.”

      His upper lip turned into a curl. “Of course.”

      The waiter came over with two glasses, the bottle, and presented it to Tom. Tom nodded and waved his hand. The waiter quickly uncorked the wine, then poured a small amount of red liquid into his glass. Tom swirled his goblet then sniffed. He took a sip.

      “Very good. Please pour.”

      His glass was filled to the top.

      “Just half a glass,” Chloe said.

      Tom lifted his eyebrow. “Half a glass? I ordered a bottle just for you.”

      Chloe bit her lip, not sure what to do. She’d never been good with people–animals were so much easier to read. Animals were trustworthy and their intentions straight-forward.

      She held up her finger. “One glass.”

      “One glass it is.” He smiled, but his smile reminded her of a cat toying with a cornered mouse.

      He picked up the bottle himself and poured the glass, then set the bottle down. “Now, a toast to your book.”

      She frowned. “But you haven’t even heard all of it.”

      “If it’s as beautiful as you, I’m sure I’ll love it.”

      She stiffened. This was her first pitch ever, but she’d never heard anyone going through this. Then again, no one she’d ever known had pitched to Tom Burrows.

      “Come on, drink.”

      She reluctantly picked up her glass and took a sip.

      He watched her, his eyes eager. “Now, the book.”

      “Yes,” she said. “A dragon shape-shifter––”

      Icy fingers moved along her thigh and she jumped.

      “What are you doing?”

      He laughed. “Sorry, my dear, but you’re so close.”

      “Mr. Burrows, do you want to hear about my book or not?” Her voice sounded funny and thick. She took another sip of wine to clear her throat.

      “Yes, I want to hear about your book, especially the love scenes.” His hand was back on her thigh, but this time, he descended it lower.

      “Get your hand off me.” Her voice struggled to get the words out, and her vision blurred. The pool, lights, and his leering face swirled around her like a merry-go-round.

      Oh, God, no!

      “What my dear? I didn’t hear you.” He nuzzled her ear, his tongue slobbering all over her.

      “If you don’t stop, I’ll scream.”

      He chuckled. “Try.”

      She opened her mouth to yell, but nothing came out except a whiff of air. “I swear I’ll tell.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I don’t like to be threatened.” He skimmed his hand up her back then grabbed her neck hard. “You’ll pay for this. No one threatens Tom Burrows and gets away with it.”

      She winced, but it was all she could do. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Because tonight I wanted a curvy girl.”

      Tears welled in her eyes.

      He licked her face and she shuddered. “And tonight, I’ll have it.” He forced another glass down her stiff her lips.

      The pool swam around unmercifully, then she closed her eyes, and remembered no more.
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        * * *

      

      “Chloe, Chloe, wake up!”

      Someone slapped her face and she slowly opened her eyes to a pounding headache and dried up mouth.

      Stella wrapped a towel around her. “My god, girl, what have you done?”

      Chloe put her hand on her forehead. “I don’t know what happened. I don’t remember anything.”

      Stella sat back on a chair. “Chloe, you’re naked…at the pool.”

      Chloe’s chest tightened. “Oh, shit. How did this happen?” She clutched the towel tightly.

      “I don’t know. You tell me. Tom said you threw yourself at him and said you’d fuck him if he’d represent your book.”

      “No, no, no! That’s not true. He put something in my wine.” Tears streaked down her cheeks. She clasped Stella’s arm with her shaking hand. “You believe me, don’t you?”

      “I want to…” Stella looked away. She lowered her voice. “But he’s Tom Burrows.”

      Chloe dropped her arm, then glanced over her shoulder. Her face, neck, and ears turned red hot. Men and women were eating breakfast at the tables, giving her death and curious stares. “I’ve…I’ve…got to get out of here.”

      “I’ll get you another towel, since your clothes are nowhere to be seen.” Chloe winced at her friend’s disgusted voice.

      She wiped the tears away from her face and bit her trembling lower lip. Her heart thudded dully in her chest. Before her career had even started, it was all over. People weren’t to be trusted.
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      The bells of Angarth Citadel stopped ringing, signaling another mate was about to be chosen. The light shone through the glass window of two dragons and fell on Drake’s cheeks. The warmth failed to lift the scowl on hiface. He crossed his arms over his chest and slumped in his seat.

      King Greum lifted his arms. “Thanks to Ysam, another mate will be chosen.”

      Drake grumbled under his breath. “Yeah, right.”

      His friend, Isto, elbowed him in the ribs. “Shut up. You want the king to hear you.” He glowered. “Sit up straight.”

      Drake reluctantly sat straighter and kept his mouth shut.

      It wasn’t fair that Ysam had gotten a mate after his damn brother killed destined mates on Earth. With his Drake’s luck, one of those mates had been his. He didn’t know why he had to come to the damn ceremony and watch others find happiness while he never would.

      “Rise,” Queen Cosima said. “The Fates are coming.”

      The baptismal pool bubbled and frothed. Three glimmering lights rose to the top and then burst out, descending onto the altar. The first light transformed into Rillo, the shortest, but the most powerful of the Fates. Her dark hair was piled high behind her and her dark eyes glowed. Her robe glimmered as bright as Zalara’s two suns, Clostos and Blostos.

      “Greetings, King Greum, and Queen Cosima.” She stretched out her hands.

      The king and queen bent down and kissed the top of her hands.

      “I’m pleased,” she said. “That Ysam completed his quest. I hear we have a baby on the way.”

      Drake clenched his fists and his muscles tightened. “Not fair,” he grumbled.

      Isto scowled. “Will you stop?”

      Drake clamped his jaw tight before he said something really stupid.

      The other two lights changed into Rillo’s sisters, Avenor and Ythei.

      Rillo gestured toward the voluptuous redhead. “Ythei, do you have a Mating Stone?”

      “Yes, I do.” She clutched her fist tight. “But there is much anger in this one.”

      Rillo frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Avenor stepped forward. Her long blond hair glittered in the sunlight. “Before these two can mate, the anger and hate must dissipate or the mating will not be successful.”

      The king ran his fingers through his dark hair. “Another riddle, Fates?”

      “Matings are never easy, my lord.” Rillo bowed. “They must be earned.”

      “I’m beginning to see that,” the king rumbled. The queen clasped his hand and his frown slowly turned into a smile.

      Drake turned his head, swallowing the bitterness running up his throat. He wished he’d have a woman look at him the same way, but all was lost for him, thanks to Ysam’s fool brother.

      Ythei lifted her arm. “I call forth Drake––the Angry One.”

      Drake gasped and his belly fluttered. All eyes stared at him as if he were death.

      “Go.” Isto pushed him.

      His heart hastened. Drake slowly climbed out of the pew, his legs trembling. The Angry One? What the hell did that mean?

      He broke out in a hot sweat and squared his shoulders, hoping to look calm. The king and queen cast him a disapproving look. He didn’t bother looking at the crew of the Orion, since Ysam was now a part of their team.

      On the altar, Ythei took his hand in hers. She rubbed her thumb over his flesh. “I feel so much anger and hate in you.”

      “Losing one’s family tends to do that.”

      “You’re not the only one who lost a family.” She squeezed his hand so hard, he winced.

      He hung his head. “I know. But I can’t get my little sister’s screams out of my head. She was so terrified, clinging to me…and…I…I…could do nothing.”

      “To find love again,” she said. “You must free your anger and your hate. Otherwise, your mating will not be successful and another stone will not be released. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “Yes, I understand.” He clenched his fists, trying to hide the sarcasm from his voice.

      “Good.” She placed a silver stone in his other hand.

      Immediately, warmth rushed up his arm and his skin tingled. The faces on the altar faded as if he’d fallen into a spinning tunnel. Another face formed in the tunnel––a curvy woman with blue-black hair and silver eyes. His breath and heart quickened. Wearing a low-cut black swimsuit, she was beautiful, exotic. She walked on a beach, holding a board under one arm. Waves swirled around her feet. The wind blew her hair behind her shoulder, and above her right breast, she had a silver dragon tattoo–the same color as his dragon and the Mating Stone.

      The beach and girl slowly dissipated. He swayed and had to brace his legs to keep from falling over.

      Ythei clasped his arm. “Are you all right?”

      “The vision…she was so beautiful. I can’t believe she’s mine.”

      She lifted a slender eyebrow. “Yours? Not yet. She has suffered much, and if you try to force yourself on her, you’ll lose her.”

      Her overwhelming lack of faith was staggering. His reputation must be sorely tainted with the Fates.

      “I wish you luck.” She leaned close. “You’re going to need it.”

      He stiffened and forced himself to smile. “Thank you.”

      King Greum motioned toward the row with Ysam and his crewmen. “The Orion will take you to Earth and provide you with the coordinates of your mate.”

      Drake’s gut tightened–not exactly what he wanted to hear. He bowed slightly. “Yes, my lord.” He returned to his seat, clutching the warm stone tightly.

      The King raised his hands. “The ceremony has concluded.”

      The three Fate sisters dissipated into smoke that disappeared into the baptismal pool.

      “Let’s see the stone,” Isto asked.

      Drake slowly opened his palm.

      “That’s the same color as your dragon.” He frowned. “I don’t think anyone else’s stone matched the color of their dragon.”

      Drake put the ball in between his thumb and finger. “I know.” The light shone off the ball, matching the woman’s eyes.

      Isto frowned. “What do you think it means?”

      Drake shrugged. “I have no idea.”

      Isto clapped him on the back. “All of this time you’ve been bellyaching that Ysam’s brother killed your mate, only to find out you were dead wrong.”

      His chest tightened. “Yes, I’m aware of that, but I really thought…”

      Isto shook his head. “You thought wrong.” He scratched his temple. “And now you have to go on the Orion after all the grief you gave Ysam.”

      Drake glared but didn’t argue. Isto was right. He’d jumped Ysam, furious over what his brother had done. He really thought he’d never have a mate, and now he had to eat his damn words.

      The crew of the Orion slowly got out of their pew and headed toward the back of the church. Captain Topaz stopped. “The Orion leaves tomorrow at eight. Be ready.”

      Drake met his sour gaze. “I will, Captain.”

      Ysam walked past with Anonghos whom everyone called Hoss. Hoss was the head of the security team. Swallowing his stubborn pride, Drake said, “Ysam.”

      Ysam stopped and turned around. Hoss stood at his side with an angry look.

      Drake ignored Hoss and concentrated on Ysam. “May I talk to you alone?”

      Ysam glanced at Hoss and tilted his head. “I’ll catch up.”

      Drake led Ysam away from the crowd, ignoring the curious and angry stares. Isto waited for him at the back of the church. The crew of the Orion, except for Topaz, were at the back talking, but Drake could feel their presence––like a heavy brick, ready to slam into his head if he made a false move toward Ysam.

      He braced his shoulders. “I owe you an apology.”

      “Yeah, I expect you do.”

      Drake’s anger prickled, but he shoved it back, not willing to take on the crew of the Orion. “I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions. I really thought Daidhl had murdered my mate.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “It was a feeling I had.”

      Ysam studied him before he answered. “Or maybe it’s something else. You’ve been angry as long as I’ve known you, Drake.”

      Drake frowned. “That’s not true. Why the hell would you say that?”

      Ysam cast a small smile. “Even right now, it’s taking all of your energy not to lose your temper.”

      Drake turned away. “I was trying to apologize.”

      “I know you were, but unless you get your anger under control, there’s liable to be more assumptions. You’re a powerful dragon, Drake, but that doesn’t give you the right to be a bully.”

      Heat flushed through Drake’s body, and he gritted his teeth. Ysam turned and left. Drake inhaled and exhaled ten deep breaths, trying to control the rage threatening to break loose like a thunder storm, but his dragon howled and gnashed its teeth.

      He thrust his fingers into his hair. Every day he fought not to unleash the violence, always one step away from erupting. But each day, it became harder and harder and harder. How could one woman help him control something that had been a problem his whole life?
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      Chloe leaned on the rental counter at Breezy’s, mentally going over her finances in her head and sighed heavily. This month, she’d be a hundred dollars short on her mortgage. She twisted her finger around a lock of hair. Being a paddle board instructor in Mexico was a huge cut in pay compared to being a copy editor at Denver’s Westworld newspaper. How was she going to pay for her beloved home?

      After the Romantic Love Conference, she had quit her job. Her picture, Tom’s, and his lies, had gone viral. She thought of denying his accusations, but who would believe her? She had been naked at the pool. Luckily, no photos of her being naked had surfaced, but that didn’t mean they weren’t out there. She suspected Tom had taken some and would threaten her if she tried to tarnish his reputation.

      She wiped a hated tear from underneath her sunglasses. Tom was a well-respected agent, while she was a nobody. It felt like every newspaper, magazine, and blog, had picked the story up. She took a quivering breath. At least down here, no one knew her, or Tom, or the Romantic Love Conference.

      But money was becoming a dreaded issue. Maybe she should sell her beloved home, but then where would she go? Her throat turned scratchy, and she took a sip of water to keep from bursting into tears.

      She looked up and jammed her worries back. A customer was approaching, but not just any customer. A Greek God headed toward her. His incredible bulk of solid muscle glistened in the sun, and the wind blew his jet-black hair across his face. But she could see his golden eyes––lion’s eyes.

      Since the Romantic Love conference, she’d sworn off all men––no matter how handsome, but there was something about him that chipped away at her vow.

      Ridiculous!

      “Hello,” he said huskily.

      She smiled, her heart beating wildly. “How can I help you?”

      “I’d like to rent a paddle-board.”

      She glanced at his wrist that had a purple band. “You’re a guest, so you don’t need to rent it.” She handed him a ten-foot board along with a paddle. “Have you ever paddle boarded before?”

      His fingers brushed over hers and a shiver of excitement rushed over her. Heat flushed over her. Her mouth fell open and she stood perfectly still. For a minute, the same dreaded tingles rushed over her trembling fingers.

      Please, no.

      She clenched her fists and braced herself to be shoved into his consciousness, but she remained in her own body. She blinked and gasped. For the first time ever, she was able to control her gift. That had never, ever happened before.

      “No.” He winked. “But I’ll manage.”

      She shut her mouth and managed to find her voice. “If you need help, let me know.”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “Don’t worry. I will.”

      She wondered how she was able to control her scrying. Usually, the power just took over whether she wanted it or not. She scratched her head. It must have just been a fluke.

      As he walked away, her gazed was glued to him like a moth to a flame. His backside was as heart-stopping as his front. Muscles strained and flexed with each step. Water splashed onto him. He easily moved the board into the sloshing ocean, then put the paddle on top of it. He swung one chiseled leg onto the board and sat astride.

      In a quick movement, he was on all fours on the board. When he stood, his thick thighs tightened. A pesky wave smashed into him, and he flew off the board, landing head first into the water. Chloe covered her mouth to keep from laughing.

      He came out of the water like a nymph, swinging his thick hair out of his eyes. “Fates!” His voice was more of a growl than a curse.

      He clutched the board again and grabbed the floating paddle. Once again, he climbed onto the board and stood. This time, it was a little bit longer, but he shifted his weight and fell to the side, head first.

      The man burst out of the water with his lips pinched together tightly.

      “Sergio?” She turned to her co-worker who was busy cleaning a board. “I think there’s a guest out there who needs my help.”

      “Si, I saw that one. Muy guapo.” He flashed her a teasing smile that usually set the younger women’s libido into overdrive. His blue eyes were a sharp contrast to his dark skin that left women falling all over him.

      “I’m the instructor. Nothing more.”

      “I could go teach him, no?”

      She frowned and he burst out laughing, shaking his head.

      Ignoring him, she snagged a board and trekked down the beach. The cool water lapped over her feet. She slowly waded into the ocean, then easily paddled over to where the man had gotten back on the board for the third time.

      “Hi, I’m Chloe, and one of the instructors here,” she said. “It looks like you’re having some trouble. Would you like some help?”

      “Yes, I would.” He flashed her a smile that made her heart beat faster.

      She cleared her throat. “What’s your name?”

      “Drake.” He put his massive arms on the board.

      “Interesting name. That was actually the name of my junior high school.” She cringed inside. What a stupid statement.

      He shrugged. “My parents were interesting people. How much for the lesson?”

      “No charge.” She spread out her fingers on her tummy. “You need to suck in your core and spread you weight evenly between your feet.”

      “Care to show me?” His voice was like a caress.

      She tried to ignore it, but her curiosity was piqued, which was never a good thing. Look what had happened at the damn conference.

      Drake edged closer and his golden lion-eyes, promised desire. She inhaled the smell of ash as if he’d been sitting near one of the resort’s fire pits. Strange––because no pits were lit at this time of the day.

      “Sure.” She hoped her voice sounded like an instructor’s and not a love-sick girl’s. Despite her curvy size, she easily got onto the board and distributed her weight evenly between her legs. She immediately sucked in her core. “Now, you take your paddle and alternate between each side. Nice easy strokes.”

      He climbed on his board and wobbled but managed to put his oar in the water. “Like this.”

      “Very good. Distribute your balance evenly.”

      He quickly aimed the board toward her, but he went too fast. A wave struck him, he wavered, then went dove to the side, almost hitting her. Water whooshed over the back of her board, making it tilt. Chloe paddled hard, her arms moving as fast as they could and sucking in her gut.

      He exploded out of the water, steam sizzling around him as if he were on fire. “Fates!”

      Her eyes widened and her limbs shook. His scowl turned her insides to jelly, and he slammed his fists into the water, splashing droplets high into the air.

      She glanced over at Sergio, who was busy handing out boards. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She whipped her head around.

      He was back on the board with his legs straggling it. “Just embarrassing to be a complete failure in front of you.”

      She frowned. “You’re embarrassed?”

      His ears turned bright red. “Yes. Wouldn’t you be if you were trying to impress someone?”

      Her chest tightened and her throat dried up. She looked down, not sure if she should believe him. Taking a deep breath, she took the coward’s way out and went back to being an instructor. “Do you want to try again?”

      “Fourth times a charm.” He hopped up on the board and got on all fours. His hair hung on either side, hiding his face.

      “Now, take your time to stand.”

      He nodded wordlessly. He stuck his arms out and slowly stood, sucking in those magnificent abs. Lordly, he’d could be a romance book cover model.

      She held her breath as he steadied himself, then picked up the paddle.

      “Good. Now, just dip the paddle on one side then other. Now come parallel to me.”

      “Okay.” He followed her advice, but was so close, she could reach out and touch him.

      “Let’s move slow.”

      “Anything you say, beautiful.”

      She shivered, remembering Tom’s comments. “Don’t call me that.”

      Concern filled his lion eyes. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      The same tingles raced up her arms––goosebumps popping out everywhere.

      Oh, God, not again.

      This time, she couldn’t control it. She thrust her head back and descended into Drake’s body. She shoved his soul and saw herself sitting on the paddle board staring up into the sun. But something was strange. His skin felt weird––heavy, thick, as if she were wearing two coats.

      Suddenly, she was back into her body, breathing hard.

      He shook his head. “Fates, what just happened? I felt like I went into a trance.”

      She blinked. People didn’t usually even notice when she took possession. Another strange thing about this man, but she played innocent. “What are you talking about?”

      “Never mind.” He stared at her as if he knew she was lying.

      She forced herself to go into instructor mode, even though her heart beat wildly. She avoided his gaze and paddled away. “Let me go first, and watch what I do.”  She didn’t turn around to see if he followed, but she could feel him watching her, tracking her as if she were prey.

      For the next hour, she helped him. He was respectful and didn’t make any more brazen comments. But she couldn’t shake what it had been like when she was inside him. No one had ever felt like that before. Besides being the hottest guy on the beach, there was something different about him.

      Luckily, Sergio waved to her from the beach with two guests, holding their boards.

      “I think I have to more guests to help.”

      He followed her gaze, then flashed her a heart-stopping smile that made his eyes crinkle. “Chloe, thank you for helping me.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Wait. Do you do private lessons?”

      She stopped. “What?”

      “I asked if you do private lessons?”

      “Um, yes. But…”

      “Let’s talk about it over dinner tonight. Please.”

      “I don’t know.”

      He held up a finger. “At least one drink. Wait, don’t answer. I’ll be at Jose’s at seven.” Before she answered, he paddled away, lost his balance, and flew off the board. This time, he came up and flashed her another handsome grin.

      She couldn’t help but smile. She’d been inside him. No malice had lurked there, but he wasn’t completely normal, either. One drink wouldn’t be a problem. Besides, she needed the money. One private lesson would pay a lot more than she received as an instructor.

      Just to be sure there was no monkey business, she’d ask Sergio to be at the bar to watch for anything funny, like Drake putting something in her drink.
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      Chloe arrived at Jose’s and spotted Drake right away. He leaned against the bar. His dark hair flowed freely around his shoulders, and an opened shirt revealed rock-hard abs. He was looking around the bar and when his gaze fell on her, a wide grin spread across his handsome face.

      He walked across the bar and held out his hand. “You came.”

      She raised her eyebrow at his excited voice. She held up her finger. “One drink.”

      Sergio sat near the bar and raised his beer. Chloe released a shaky breath and took Drake’s strong hand.  He led her toward a chair at the bar.

      “You look beautiful.” He winked.

      She gestured toward her clothes. “Even wearing a t-shirt and jeans?”

      He ran his hand down her arm. “Yeah, especially in jeans and a t-shirt.”

      She stiffened.

      He dropped his hand immediately. “I’m sorry. Did I offend you?”

      “No.” She slid onto the bar stool. “Have you ordered?”

      “Not yet. I was waiting for you. What would you like?”

      “A Tecate would be great.” She looked over at Sergio to make sure he was still there. He’d kept to his word and had another beer in front of him.

      Drake motioned toward the bartender and ordered two beers. He turned to Chloe. “So, how long have you been here?”

      Chloe moistened her mouth. “About four months.”

      “What made you come to Mexico?”

      She tensed, thinking about the conference––the humiliation, the shame, the fear––but she said nothing of this. She lifted her beer. “How can you argue with paradise?”

      “You can’t. It’s truly beautiful. A place where you can forget everything.” He took a sip of his beer.

      “Are you trying to forget something?”

      He put his beer down. “Aren’t we all?”

      She twirled the brown bottle around in a circle. “You’re not just here for a vacation?”

      “I’m here to let go of my anger.”

      “Really?” She’d detected rage and heat bubbling below the surface, and she thought it wouldn’t take much for Drake to explode.

      He smiled and gently clasped her hand. “Being with you makes me smile.”

      Warmth spread through her. She searched his eyes and her instincts told her he was telling the truth. “You’re definitely the most intriguing man I’ve ever met.”

      He released her. “Why is that?”

      “I don’t know. Most men who came down here are looking for a good time.”

      He lifted his eyebrow. “What makes you think that’s not what I want?”

      She studied him. “I just get the feeling you’re looking for something else. What are you looking for?”

      “A chance at redemption.”

      She frowned. “Now, that’s a tall order.”

      “You have no idea.”

      He was becoming more and more mysterious. Unlike with Tom, her senses weren’t ringing.  A mariachi band burst into song and people were headed to the dance floor, including Sergio.

      Drake put his hand on her thigh, making her nerve endings tingle.

      “Would you care to dance?”

      Her stomach churned faster and faster. She bit her lip. “I’m not a good dancer.”

      He put his hand on her lower back. “Don’t worry. I’m a good teacher.”

      Sergio was on the floor and he caught her eye. He nodded, as if to reassure her.

      Chloe hesitantly gave Drake her hand. He clasped it gently but firmly, and led her to the floor. He took both her hands and pulled her close to his chest. His heart pounded as hard as hers. He was at least two heads taller than her, and the power emitting from him told Chloe that he could easily break her in half.

      Drake immediately took the lead and put his hand on her shoulder blade and held her hand. “Relax. I promise I won’t bite.”

      She nodded, wishing he hadn’t used Tom’s infamous last words.

      “Do you know how to do the two-step?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good.” His smile squelched her doubts. He easily moved her across the floor––quick, quick, slow, slow. A night breeze brushed over them and the singer sang, “Te amo.” The trumpet shouted, the guitar strummed, and the violin sizzled.

      Drake spun her around and then glided her back in one easy step. She hadn’t danced for so long, and he was a masterful dancer. He looked down at her with appreciation in his eyes, and she was lost.

      The fast-paced music changed to a slow love song. Drake pulled her close and locked his arms around her waist. Her stomach tensed. She thought about pushing him away, but she found herself clutching the back of his neck.

      “You seem skittish,” he said.

      “I…uh…um…”

      He lowered his head and she pulled away.

      “What? What are you doing?”

      “I was going to kiss you, but you’re acting like I was going to bite you.”

      She dropped her arms. “You needed to ask. The dance is over.”

      He blinked and his mouth fell open as if he couldn’t believe she wasn’t falling all over him.

      She hurried away, afraid he’d jump into a rage of anger.

      “Chloe, wait.” His strong voice made her quicken her step.

      She looked for Sergio but didn’t see him. Someone grabbed her arm and turned her around.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” Instead of anger, there was concern in his eyes.

      “I…I…have to leave.”

      “Please, tell me what I did wrong.” Sadness echoed in his voice.

      She swayed and rocked on her feet. “What?”

      “I know I’m a big guy, but I wouldn’t hurt you. I like you and just want to get to know you. Will you give me another chance?”

      “You mean you’re asking?”

      He hung his head. “Yeah, I am.”

      She studied him. Her pulse increased. Once again, she read his mind. He was telling the truth. She still couldn’t understand why she could read his thoughts. This was too damn weird. She needed to find out why.

      “All right. Dinner. No dancing.”

      He jerked his head and lifted his hands up. “Deal.” He motioned with his arm. “Shall we?”

      “Yes,” she said slowly, hoping she wasn’t making another mistake.

      A table vacated that was near Sergio. She pointed. “I want that table.”

      “Okay.” He went over to the waiter who was cleaning off the dishes.

      The waiter glanced over at her and winked. He was a good friend of Sergio’s. In a quick instant, they were seated.

      “You’re not going to look at the menu.”

      “I know everything here by heart. Remember I work here.”

      He put the menu down. “So, what’s good?”

      “Grilled octopus.”

      “Grilled octopus, huh?” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      She folded her hands and put them on the table. “Are you game?”

      His eyebrows squished together. “Most people don’t like it?”

      She shrugged. “Some people.”

      “I’ll try it.” His eyes turned somber.

      The waiter took their drink and dinner order and left.

      A slow smile spread across his face. “What did you do before being a paddle board instructor?”

      “I was a copy editor.”

      “Was?”

      “I needed a change,” she said quickly.

      Her vision blurred. She grabbed a glass of water and swallowed back the misery bubbling up her throat. Every night she tried to write, but her will had been broken. After Tom telling the whole industry that she tore off her clothes and tried to seduce him, what publisher or agent would want to work with her?

      “What’s wrong?” He clasped her hand.

      She wiggled her hand free and crossed her arms under her breasts. “Nothing. I’m just tired,” she lied. “When I get overtired, I get weepy.”

      The mariachi band broke out in another song and waiters hurried around them, carrying plates filled with aromatic dinners of guacamole, shrimp, steak, steaming vegetables, and fancy exotic drinks.

      “This job wears you out?”

      “Yes, but I like it.” Her phone beeped and she glanced down. A notice of her mortgage being due tomorrow made her tense. “Um, do you still want that private lesson? It’s a hundred dollars for a full day. Tomorrow’s the only day I have off this week.”

      “Yeah, I would love it. Money’s no problem.” He leaned closer. “Did I tell you I have a big ego?”

      “No, but I can see that.”

      “I hate making a fool out of myself in front of everyone. Is there a private place we could go?”

      “Actually, there is. I like to go there to get away.”

      “Is it a private island?”

      “No, it’s a rocky beach the resort owns, but hasn’t developed yet. There will be less prying eyes.”

      The waiter came over with two more beers. He raised his bottle. “Tomorrow.”

      She laughed. “Tomorrow, it is.”

      And on Friday, she could pay her mortgage. Maybe life was looking up.
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      Drake sat back on the motorboat. Water sprayed over him, leaving a hint of salt on his lips. Warmth caressed his face, easing the turmoil inside him. Last night, he’d gotten on Earth’s internet to find out more about Chloe and suddenly, his world was turned upside down. A man named Tom Burrows, had posted naked pictures of Chloe.

      Drake had paced back and forth all night, battling to control his dragon. He couldn’t get the image of Chloe, lying naked on a lounge chair. She was asleep, her hair covering half her face.

      But it was definitely her.

      He folded his arms across his tight chest. His nostrils flared. He took a deep breath, pushing back the anger ready to burst out and destroy.

      Chloe glanced over her shoulder. “Don’t worry. It will be all right. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      He frowned. “What?”

      “You look tense.”

      “Just didn’t sleep last night.”

      “I promise you’ll sleep tonight.” She slapped her ass. “I’ll work your butt off.”

      He forced a smile. She went back to steering the boat. Her white blouse billowed in the wind. Underneath she had on a simple one-piece black bathing suit. But based on the damn pictures, he knew she had a black birth mark just below her right nipple and her bellybutton was pierced. The suit covered her bellybutton. His stomach hardened. Everyone in the world knew about her birth mark and bellybutton.

      She was his mate, and he didn’t like sharing her with the whole world. If he could destroy the damn pictures, he would, but once on Earth’s internet, only the Fates could remove the sexy pictures that gave him a punishing hard-on.

      He closed his eyes, trying to keep his dragon under control. All he wanted to do was rip apart the man who claimed Chloe had thrown herself at him. Burrows’s article said Chloe had not only tried to seduce him, but that she had tried to steal his notes for a book. He thought she was better than that. The Fates hadn’t said his mate was a manipulator and a thief.

      Under Drake’s rule, she would never reveal herself again. Not unless she wanted to find herself locked up in a tower.

      She shifted, and he noticed her brown sandals showed off pink toe nails. She had strong legs, and an amble ass that he could grip hard when he slammed his cock inside her. Her curly blue-black hair rustled behind her. She was the sexiest captain he’d ever seen.

      Mine.

      She belonged to him. No damn agent would ever see his mate naked again.

      He ran his hand through his hair and gritted his teeth. He took deep breaths and leaned his head back, soaking up the sun. Birds soared in the air. He wished he could transform into a dragon. Flying always calmed his brewing anger, but he was on Earth, and strictly forbidden to unleash his dragon.

      Something rubbed against his thigh. He glanced down. Colorful beach towels were rolled up into a nice bundle and had slid next to him. Two paddle boards were stacked neatly on top of each along with four paddles. Near the boards was a cooler. Chloe had said she’d packed water, beer, sandwiches, and fruit, but the last thing he wanted to do was eat.

      Not after staying up all night surfing the internet, hunting for pictures of Chloe.

      He really could care less about paddle boarding, but he needed a way to get her alone. Abducting her at the resort would lead to too many questions. In his bag, he had a can of ragon gas, which, unfortunately for her, would knock her out until he got her to his space ship. He’d landed and cloaked the vessel in a vacant lot next to the resort. If the resort had been on the main drag, he’d have had a devil of time landing his ship.

      She glanced over her shoulder, her sunglasses hiding her beautiful silver eyes. “We’re almost there.”

      “Can’t wait.”

      She pulled the boat into a small cove that had long, black cliffs looming over a rocky beach. The water was calm and flat. She aimed for a wooden pier. No one was on the pebbly beach except for birds that hopped on one foot. Stairs were carved into one of the cliffs that led down to the beach, but no one was on it either. “Not a lot of people come here,” she said. “Because the beach isn’t as smooth as the others.”

      This was going better than he had planned. “I can see that, but it’s beautiful.”

      Chloe took off her shirt and folded it neatly on the captain’s chair. His mouth went dry as he caught a glimpse of her cleavage. Fates, she was exquisite.

      She got out of the boat and hopped onto the pier. “I have to tie the boat.” She finished tying the rope and clasped her hands. “Ready for your lesson?”

      “Yeah, I’m ready.” He should douse her right now with the gas, but it was a sunny day, and he wanted to enjoy his time with her before he totally pissed her off. Besides, the Fates told him to be gentle with her because she had a lot to overcome.

      “Good.” She got back into the boat and picked up her paddle board. She tossed it into the water along with the two paddles. She jumped into the water. “Come on.”

      “I’m coming, teacher.”

      He tossed his paddle board and oar then dove into the water. Chloe’s legs pumped to keep her afloat, and he clenched his fists to keep from caressing her silky thighs.

      He burst out of the water and grabbed hold of his board and oar.

      Chloe easily swung her leg up and saddled her board. She held a paddle in each hand. “Get on your board.”

      “Sure.” He easily imitated her.

      “Wow, you did that easily.”

      He shrugged. “I’m not a total klutz.”

      “Now, let’s stand. The water’s flat here, so it should be easier for you to stand without having to worry about a wave crashing into you. Once you’re up, I’ll hand you a paddle.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Watch me. First put one knee on the board, suck in your gut, and stand.” She did this in one fluid motion. “Now, you do it.”

      Drake put one knee on the board, sucked in his gut, and stood. He smiled. “That’s wasn’t so hard.”

      She frowned. “Keep sucking in your gut. You seem to be losing balance.”

      “I don’t––” He wobbled and tried to correct himself. “Whoa.” The board wiggled, he flew off the side, and splashed into the warm water. He sucked in a bunch of salt water and kicked his way to the surface. He grabbed the board and hacked up half his lungs.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Do…I look okay?” he growled.

      She scowled. “Geez, you don’t have to get so mad. I was just asking.” Her voice scalded with anger.

      He winced. “No, it’s my fault. I just hate making a fool of myself.”

      “You’re not making a fool of yourself. You’re a beginner.”

      He rolled his eyes.

      “And soon you’ll be a pro at this.” Her voice softened and she winked. She gestured with her arm. “Now, try again.”

      He grinned and shook his head. He leapt up on the board and concentrated. He sucked in his core, then put one knee down on the unstable board. He shifted his weight, which made the board stable. Very slowly, he knelt on one knee and then stood.

      “Good job.”

      Her encouragement made him more determined. He positioned his weight evenly and the board stilled.

      “Now, you’re getting the hang of it. The next step is to move.” She handed him his paddle, while still holding her own. “Alternate from side-to-side nice and slow.” She was steady in her movement and made it look so easy.

      But he knew different. It was far from being easy.

      He stuck the oar on the starboard side and then alternated to the port side.

      “Good, slow strokes.” She paddled in front of him. The sun glistened off her moist skin and her ponytail swayed as she moved.

      Fates, she was becoming more and more tempting. He wanted her. He wanted to possess her. His stomach growled, and he wasn’t sure it was from hunger. His dragon was tired of waiting.

      He gripped the oar tighter, trying to get a grip on his emotions. But the image of her being naked for the whole world to see popped into his head. A pounding erupted in his ears. His vision clouded. Adrenaline rushed through him. All he wanted to do was break Tom Burrow’s thick neck.

      Suddenly, the plastic snapped in his hands. He wobbled and fell off to the side, splashing into the water.

      Chloe paddled over to him. Her face had turned ashen. She frowned. “Did you just break the oar in half?” Uneasiness crept into her low voice.

      Crap, he must have scared her. He couldn’t see her eyes behind those sunglasses, but he bet they were huge.

      “I started to slip and didn’t want to fall,” he lied. He clasped the board, dangling his arms over the side. “Sometimes I don’t know my own strength.”

      “Apparently not.” She sighed. “Well, you can’t paddle board without a paddle. We’ll have go back and get another one.”

      “I could borrow yours.”

      “No, I think it’s best we go back.” She looked nervously around as if she were going to ask for help.

      Time’s up. Forget the beautiful day.

      She paddled quickly over to the boat and climbed inside. He climbed in behind her and carefully lifted the board and laid it next to hers.

      Her hands were on the wheel, but he could see they were shaking. “Could you untie the bowline?”

      “Sure.” He untied the rope and tossed it onto the wet floor.

      She started the engine and pulled out of the cove.

      He reached into his bag and pulled out the ragon gas. Fates, he hated doing this, but he was sure she’d never go anywhere with him again. Once again, his anger got him into trouble again.

      “Chloe,” he said softly.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Yes.”

      He sprayed the gas into her face.

      “What are you doing?” She slapped him and staggered back. “Stay away from me.”

      He snatched her glasses off her face, her eyes were so huge, that he hesitated in spraying her again.

      She screamed and beat on his chests with her fists. She reminded him of when his sister, Delias, died in his arms. She’d the same terrified look and his heart broke.

      He grabbed her wrist. “I’m sorry.” He sprayed her again.

      Her eyes fluttered back. She tilted her head back and her legs caved. He caught her and lay her on the back of the boat. He kissed the top of her warm forehead. “Forgive me.”

      He steered the boat down the coast until he came to where he left his cloaked space ship, the Leo. The Leo was a small fighter ship, but she had speed. He’d rather have taken the much bigger Excalibur, but Topaz had refused. How could he blame him? Ever since his sister died, he’d been reckless in flying small fighter ships. He’d already destroyed three. The captain obviously didn’t trust he’d bring back the Orion’s prized shuttle back in one piece. He beached the boat, then carefully lifted her out.

      Her breath warmed his heart. He held her close. What was he going to do when she woke up? She’d be panicked and scared out of her wits.

      He needed to do something nice for her. He doubted she would want to travel through space in a swimsuit. He’d heard that Ysam had brought extra clothes for his mate. Well, he could do the same thing.

      After he had Chloe secured, he hurried over to the resort. He knew where she resided there. Using dragon speed, he raced until he found her private residence. When using the speed, humans had a difficult time tracking him. Not all Zalarians possessed this ability, but he did.

      No one was in the hallway. He put his hand on the lock and turned until it busted. He used his shoulder to bump open the door. Her room was nothing but an oversized hotel room. She had a neatly made queen bed, a flat screen television, and a dresser. A kitchenette didn’t have a single dirty dish.

      The desk was a disaster. Books, a laptop, papers, and pens littered the small space. This was obviously where she spent her time and must be important for her. He put the laptop, books and papers into a nearby backpack. He opened her dresser and pulled out her undergarments and some shirts and shorts. He quickly stuffed them into a small suitcase he found in her closet.

      Someone knocked on the door. “Chloe, are you in there? Are you okay?”

      He grabbed the backpack and suitcase, then leaned against the other side of the door.

      “Chloe?”

      A man entered the room. Drake recognized him. He was her co-worker at Breezy’s.

      He turned around. “What the hell?”

      Drake punched him. He slammed onto his back and didn’t get up. Drake touched his neck and felt a pulse. He was alive but stunned. Drake raced out of the room as fast as he could, clutching the suitcase and backpack.

      “Stop him!” the man yelled.

      Damn, he hadn’t hit him hard enough. He burst out of the building. People were racing after him and a group of men who had guns blocked the way to his ship.

      Topaz wouldn’t be happy, but Drake didn’t have much choice. He immediately transformed into a dragon and snarled.

      “Dios Mío!” A man made the sign of the cross.

      One of them fired. Bullets stung him but didn’t hurt him. He released a stream of fire. The men jumped to the side. He flew into the air and toward his ship. He had to transform into a human.

      “There he is!”

      “Fire.”

      Loud bangs hurt his ears, then sharp pain slammed into his shoulder and lower back. Bullets flew past him.  The hatch door opened. He stumbled into the ship, then pushed the button. Chloe’s backpack and suitcase fell at his feet. The hatch slowly shut. Blood dripped onto the floor. He clutched his burning shoulder and pulled away his reddened hand. The ship spun around him. He couldn’t pass out. He shook his head.

      Drawing on his dragon strength and ignoring the hot pain, he stumbled to the cockpit. He had no idea that human bullets would hurt so badly. Chloe was strapped to a chair, her head tilted to the side. It would be some time before she woke.

      He coughed and spit up blood. He wiped his palm over his mouth and smeared crimson onto his hand.

      He wiped his palm on his pants, then forced himself to focus on the panel. He plotted a course for Zalara and the ship lifted off the ground. He steered it out of Earth’s atmosphere, but his vision kept skipping back and forth to tunnel vision. He hacked again and again and blood dripped out of his mouth. Fates, he was about to pass out.

      He contacted Topaz.

      “Topaz here.”

      He held his shoulder. “Captain.” His voice was rattled. “I’ve been…shot.”

      “What happened? Do you have your mate?”

      “I was forced to transform–”

      “You know that’s a violation of my orders.”

      “Yes,” he gasped. “Captain, I’m about to pass out.”

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m sending you coordinates now.” But the console went fuzzy. He set a course for Zalara then everything turned blurry. His arm dropped to his side, and he passed out.
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      Chloe slowly came around and lifted her head. She winced. Pain throbbed between her temples. She shook her head, trying to clear the fog in her mind. What was happening? Oh, God. It happened again. She pulled on her wrists and like last time, she couldn’t move.

      The nightmare of what happened with Burrows slammed into her chest. She gasped to breathe, but air refused to fill her starved lungs.

      Come on, wake up.

      She shook her head hard. This time, her mind cleared. Holy Mother of God, she was having a nervous break-down.

      She stared at large black screen which had stars swooshing around. Was that a computer? Different colored buttons blinked. Cold flushed over her body and she shivered. She glanced down, afraid she was naked again, but she still had her one-piece on and her white cover-up.

      In the corner of the room, her backpack and suitcase were slumped over on each other.

      A man was slouched over a chair that faced the screen and blood drizzled down the metal onto the floor. She knew him. “Drake?”

      He didn’t budge. She struggled to move, but she could barely shift. Her chest tightened. She couldn’t take another humiliation. She leaned her head back.

      Think.

      First, things, first. She had to get free, but obviously she wasn’t strong enough to break her binds.

      “Drake, Drake!” she yelled. “Wake up!”

      He slowly stirred. “Chloe?” His voice was low and groggy.

      She was done being patient. “Release me, you bastard.”

      He rubbed the crease between his brow. “I can’t. You’ll try and escape, which is pointless.”

      “Why?” she asked slowly.

      He twirled around in his chair. She gasped. Blood trickled down his shoulder and pooled on his thighs. His face was ashen and pinched.

      “What happened to you?”

      He leaned his head. “I got shot, which was more painful than I thought possible.”

      “Who shot you?”

      “If it makes you feel any better, the security guards at your resort.”

      She tilted her chin up. “You didn’t answer my question. Where am I?”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “You don’t know.”

      She gritted her teeth. “If I did, I wouldn’t be answering.”

      “Outer space. We’re on a course for Zalara.”

      Her heart skipped a beat and her eyes widened. “You mean that’s really outer space?”

      He grinned. “Yes. It is.” He cleared his throat. “How are you feeling? Sometimes the ragon gas makes humanoids woozy.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh, so now you’re concerned?”

      “You’re my mate. Of course, I’m concerned.” His husky voice softened, but he wasn’t fooling her. He’d lured her in once only to betray her.

      “I’m your what?”

      “Mate.”

      “Like hell I am.” She struggled to pull on her wrists, but the steel bands were tighter than handcuffs. “Then release me. If we’re in outer space, it’s not like I’m going anywhere. Besides I’m cold.” She shivered as if she were freezing. Which wasn’t really a lie, but she’d say anything to get out of her bonds. He was weak. Maybe she could turn this ship around and return to Earth.

      “I could give you a blanket.”

      “Really? You’re going to parade me around in a one piece on your planet. You might as well have me walk around naked.” Her eyes and cheeks turned hot. She lowered her head and mumbled. “You’re no better than Burrows.”

      He frowned. “What did you say?”

      “Nothing.” Heat pulsed through her body at remembering that horrible night.

      He studied her. She knew he didn’t believe her, but she refused to tell her kidnapper.

      Time to try another tactic. “You’re hurt. I can help you. If you let me out of this chair.”

      “I’m probably making a mistake…” He pushed a button on the control panel and click––her manacles unlocked.

      She rubbed her wrists that were strangely not bruised. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He sat straighter. “Something’s wrong.” He clenched his fist. “The coordinates are all wrong.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He slammed his fist down hard on the metal arm rest and it cracked.

      She jumped, her heart nearly flying out of her chest.

      “Fates, we’re not going to Zalara!” His snarling voice sent her heart beating a mile a minute.

      She cleared her throat. “So, where are we going?”

      He pushed buttons while his other hand gripped his shoulder. “I don’t know. I haven’t been in this part of the galaxy.” He glared at her. “I must have hit a wrong button after being shot. Damn it!” His angry eyes sent chills down her spine.

      “Calm down. Can’t you reset the course?”

      “Yes, but it will take time. Time, we don’t have.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m about to pass out.” His voice was fading.

      She raced over to him. “No, don’t pass out.” She put her hands on his flushed cheeks. “I don’t know how to fly this damn thing.”

      “You’re…going…to have…to try.”

      She licked her lips. Maybe there was one way. She’d never done this before. Who was she kidding, she’d never wanted to. Determined, she called upon her scrying. At first nothing happened.

      She took a deep breath and tried again. Small tingles rippled through her finger tips, but then disappeared.

      “Come on,” she said. “Just do it.”

      Not knowing what else to do, she stared into Drake’s droopy eyes as if trying to stare into his soul. More tingles circled her finger tips, then painstakingly slow, they moved up her arms. A snail would have inched faster.

      Her body shook and her head tilted back. In a split second, she slipped into Drake’s consciousness. Waves and waves of hot, burning agony slammed into her and she gasped for breath. She tried to see passed his anguish and only got a glimpse of a code. She’d no idea whether it was coordinates to Earth or Zalara. She pushed to see which one, but his torment blocked out her attempt.

      Suddenly, she was back in her own sweating body, kneeling on the floor and panting. Drake’s head was tilted back on the chair. She put her hand on his chest, hoping for a heartbeat. She got one, but it was faint.

      No matter what Drake had done, she couldn’t leave him like this.

      But first she had to set a course that would hopefully take her back to Earth. She stared at the console, unsure what to do. Number keys were on the panel and lucky they were similar to Earth. She closed her eyes and thought of the code.

      She opened her eyes and pressed the numbers. A yellow light blinked off and on. Hoping she wasn’t making a terrible mistake, she pushed it. The ship slowed and moved in another direction, but she had no idea which planet they were headed for.

      Drake slowly sagged in his chair. He couldn’t die. If they were going to his planet, his people wouldn’t be pleased. What if they tortured her? Every evil alien movie popped into her head. She shook from head to toe. The air got thinner. She hyperventilated to the point where she was seeing black dots.

      Breathe, just breathe.

      Drake rolled out of the chair and landed on the floor.

      She had to get a hold of herself. There had to be medical supplies on this space ship. Ignoring her trembling legs, she got up off the floor. She opened all the cabinets on the bridge, but only found equipment that reminded her of cell phones, tape recorders, or iPads. Nothing that was useful to stop Drake’s wounds.

      She realized there was no door. Maybe it was invisible or hidden. She slid her hands over a smooth wall. It was opposite where Drake was sitting and she thought this was the logical spot for a door.

      She inched her hand around, hoping to trigger an opening. Part of the wall glided open and revealed a corridor with more smooth walls. She glanced over at Drake who was still motionless. She wasn’t sure she should move, but when he moaned, the decision was made for her.

      She entered the corridor and the door behind her stayed open. She sighed with relief. She pressed her hands on the right smooth wall and inched along. Another door opened and she smiled. Two medical boards that reminded her of flat screen televisions hung on the wall above each bed. They had buttons and gadgets that measured heartbeat, respiration, oxygen, body temperature, and blood levels. She hurried over to a cabinet and ripped it open. Stacks of gauze, bandages, bottles of antiseptic, fluffy cotton balls, and tape, were all in neat rows. Below the cabinet were drawers which had different types of surgical scissors, scalpels, surgical probes, forceps, and sutures.

      She ran her shaking hand through her hair. She’d no medical training, but if she didn’t do something, Drake could bleed to death or even die. Kidnapper or not, she didn’t want to be on a ship, in space, with a dead guy.

      “I can do this. I can do this. I can do this.” Each time she said the words, her voice got stronger.

      Taking a deep breath, she grabbed a rolling chair and put gauze, bandages, a pair of rubber gloves, and antiseptic on the seat. She rolled it over to Drake. He was too heavy for her to move, so she’d have to patch him up here. She snagged blankets, scissors, scalpels, probes, forceps, and sutures.

      She grabbed two cloths and a filled up a bowl with hot water. Drake was slumped close to the floor, so it didn’t take much to move him on her spread-out blanket.

      He groaned.

      She yanked back her hands. “I’m sorry. Drake, can you hear me?”

      But all she got was a low moan.

      His shirt was riddled with red splotches and she couldn’t figure out how he’d survived. Maybe he was like Mr. Spock on Star Trek, and his organs were all in a different places.

      She picked up a pair of scissors and cut his shirt in two. She’d never seen bullet holes before, and these were gruesome. Red splatters of surrounded the dark black holes. The holes looked as if someone had taken a drill to Drake’s flesh. Blood had dried on his skin, but the one on his shoulder was leaking. Her stomach churned around and around. She bit her lip to keep from losing all her tortilla chips.

      She had to patch him up whether she liked it or not. Hopefully, they could get Drake to a better medical care, but for right now, she was the only bet in town. And she would need him to get them to help.

      She dipped the cloth into the hot water to wipe the blood off his broad back. Her shaking hand caressed his thick muscles. When she was teaching him how to paddle board, she’d admired his physique, but touching him in such an intimate way was beyond her wildest dreams. Men like him had never noticed her. They were always after her friends or colleagues. She was always the droopy wall flower.

      She placed the cloth into the water and the water immediately turned dark red. She wrung out the cloth, then wiped his back down again until the blood had all been soaked up. She patted his skin dry with the other cloth.

      Next, she dabbed the clean cloth with antiseptic and dabbed the wounds.

      Drake hissed loudly.

      “Drake, are you awake? Do you want me to do this? Is there something else I should do?”

      But he didn’t answer. His eyes were shut tight.

      “God, here goes nothing,” she murmured as she put on the rubber gloves.

      She inspected his hip first and forced herself to put her fingers on either side of the wound. She stretched the skin so she could look inside. Surprisingly, the bullet hadn’t gone that deep. All she had to do was to pull it out like she’d seen on all those medical shows. Sure, so easy for Patrick Dempsey on Grey’s Anatomy. That had been a television show––this was real life.

      And she wasn’t a doctor.

      Sweat dribbled down her temples. She picked up the forceps to try to remove the bullet with her shaking hand, but the wound was too small. Reluctantly, she picked up the scalpel, but her hand was so damp with perspiration that she had to wipe it on her suit.

      “You can do this,” she whispered to herself.

      Reluctantly, she clasped the scalpel and slowly cut into his flesh. It was like slicing into a piece of steak. She hated this. Being a surgeon was definitely not up her alley. Unfortunately, she couldn’t stop shaking and the incision was a little jagged. So far, Drake hadn’t flinched or groan or growled. He definitely had a temper and was likely to smack her if she hurt him.

      This time, the forceps cooperated and she was able to pull out the bullet. Blood gushed out of the hole. Her stomach swished uneasily, and she bit her lip to keep from losing her cookies.

      She quickly threaded the needle with the sutures and stitched up the hole. Blood coated her hands and she gasped to breathe. When she was done, she wiped away the blood and put a bandage over the wound.

      One down. Two to go.

      The one above wasn’t as neat as the first. From what she could tell, the bullet had shattered. This was way above her pay level, and she refused to even attempt to do anything. She gently put another bandage over it. God, the pain must be unbearable.

      Last, she examined his shoulder. The hole was deep and when she looked inside, she couldn’t see any shrapnel. Poking or stabbing him with a scalpel would do more harm than good. The problem was that the wound keep bleeding compared to the other two. A bandage wouldn’t be very effective. Stitching was probably her only option until a professional could examine his injuries.

      Once again, she threaded the needle with the sutures and pinched his skin together. Blood seeped through her fingers, but she held the skin tight. The needle pierced the flesh and she wove it in and out slowly until there were four stitches holding the flesh together.

      She needed to do the other side, but Drake was face down.

      “Drake,” she asked softly. “Can you roll onto your back?”

      Silence was her only answer.

      “Damn it.” She carefully placed her tools to the side and went to his other side. This wasn’t going to be easy.

      She shifted her fingers underneath his left side and lifted, but it was like moving a passed-out football player. He wasn’t going anywhere.

      Not willing to give up just yet, she snaked her hands underneath him and using her whole body, shoved her weight forward. He lifted up an inch and fell back down.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      She jerked her hands back.

      His black hair hid his face except for one golden eye that was filled with anger.

      “I…I was trying to move…you onto your back, so I could finish….stitching you.” Her voice faded as he gave her the death glare.

      “You’ve been doing what?” He glanced over his shoulder and winced.

      “I’m sorry. But you were shot three times. Once in the shoulder and twice in the hip. I got one bullet out of your hip, but the other one shattered. I think the bullet might have gone through your shoulder, but I don’t know for sure.”

      He slowly sat and rubbed the bridge between his nose. “Why would you do this? I kidnapped you.”

      “You were hurt and in pain. I couldn’t leave you in misery. Also, I don’t know how to get home without you”

      His jaw tightened. “Not to burst your bubble, but the pain’s still here.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t have any medical training. I tried…”

      He lifted up his palm. “Stop.” He formed a steeple with his fingers and pressed them to his lips. “I appreciate what you did, especially since you don’t anything about Zalarians.”

      “You’re a Zalarian?”

      “Yes, I come from Zalara. We’re dragons.”

      Her mouth fell open and she shook her head. “You’re what?”

      He transformed into a silver dragon with light green stripes down his limbs and wings. He still had the bloody wounds on his shoulder and lower hip, but they were only bigger and bloodier.

      She jumped back and put her hand on her racing heart. “No, this can’t be happening. The gas is making me hallucinate. There’s no such things as dragons. There’s no such things dragons. There’s so such things as dragons.”

      Smoke puffed out of his nose.

      She squeezed her eyes shut tight. Blood rushed between her ears and the only thing she could hear was her mad thumping heart. “No, no, no. Wake up. Wake up. Wake up.”

      Someone gently clasped her wrist. She cried out and her eyes flew open.

      Drake had transformed back into human form. He immediately released her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you, but as you can see, we do exist.”

      She put her shaking hand over her chest to keep her racing heart from leaping out. “I must be losing my mind.”

      “You’re not.” His eyes softened, filling with an inner glow. “Chloe, you can finish, if you would like.”

      She put her hand down. “Are you sure? I don’t know anything about dragon anatomy.”

      He smiled wearily. “In this form, we’re built like humans.”

      Her heart returned to normal. Her eyebrows furrowed, then released. “Why did the bullets harm you?”

      “Because I was in humanoid form. If I had been in dragon form, the bullets would have never penetrated my scales. Unfortunately, what happens to me as a human impacts my other form and vice versa.”

      “Oh, interesting. So as a humanoid, nothing else is different.”

      Mischief flashed in his tired eyes. “Our cocks are bigger than your males and they have ridges to give women more pleasure.”

      Her face and ears turned red hot. “Oh.”

      He laughed.

      She arched her eyebrow. “You’re not mad? You seem to get angry easily.”

      He frowned. “Normally, I would…I’d be smashing things…yelling… but there’s something about you that seems to calm me. You know, beauty soothes my savage beast.”

      “Yeah,” she said slowly. “Right.” She washed the wound just above his pectoral. God, he was magnificent, even if he was a kidnapper. He watched her every move, which made her eleven times more nervous.

      Her hands shook as she threaded the suture through his flesh and then tied the knot. “There…All finished.”

      He ran the back of his fingers down her cheek. “Thank you.”

      She lowered her gaze and heat flushed through her. “You’re welcome.”

      Something slammed into the ship and it rocked.

      Chloe jerked her head up. “What happened? Did we hit something?”

      “No.” He put his hands on the floor and groaned. “Someone fired on us.”

      “What?” Another hit and Chloe fell on her side.

      “Strap yourself into your chair.”

      “But…”

      “Now!” he roared.

      She scrambled to sit in her chair, her fingers fumbling to buckle her belt.

      He strapped himself in and pushed buttons on the control panel.

      He growled. “What the hell did you do? I told you to steer the ship, not to change the damn course!” Smoke flared out of his nostrils.

      “I’m sorry. I pushed in coordinates.” She trembled, too afraid to tell him that she’d leaped into his mind. God, he’d be so pissed.

      “Good job,” he snapped. “Because we’re totally off course and approaching another unknown solar system.”

      She bit her lip and hung her head. Her chest tightened. She gripped the arm rest hard, wishing she were anywhere but here. She pressed her lips together tightly. It wasn’t her fault they were in this mess. He was the one who had kidnapped her. She hadn’t asked for this. First chance she got, she would jump into his skin and find the coordinates back to Earth, so she could run away from her red-hot-tempered dragon.
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      Drake shifted in his chair to bring up the rear review screen and pain stabbed his left hip. He clenched his jaw. Fates, it was as if steely knives were cutting into his flesh. He panted, trying to stay in control. He had to focus. A Kamtrininan small fighter ship was pursuing them and preparing to fire again.

      He frowned and his gut turned rock hard. “Damn it, it’s a small Kamtrinian fighter. Luckily, it’s not powerful enough to destroy us. The Leo’s shields are holding. However, a ship that small usually isn’t far from the mother ship.”

      “Who are the Kamtrinians?”

      He glanced over at Chloe who sat rigidly in her seat, her fists tightly clenched.

      “They’re our number one enemy,” he said forcing his voice to be patient.

      “You mean yours,” she said softly.

      The Kamtrinian ship fired, and he maneuvered away, their ruptors barely missing them. “Yours as well. If it wasn’t for my people, all of yours would be dead!” All his good intentions flew out the space ship. His voice was much sharper than he intended, and Chloe didn’t answer.

      He locked onto their ship with a photon ruptor and fired. Every time he shifted in the chair, agony pounded in his hip. His shoulder was stiff and the stitches pulled, but the pain was manageable––not so with his hip.

      The Kamtrinian eruptor sizzled, missing their ship. But when they fired again, the ruptor hit the Leo’s bridge. Their shields held, and the ruptor failed to cause any damage.

      The Kamtrinian ship fired again, nearly missing them. He had to get Chloe out of here before the Kamtrinians were joined by their larger ship.

      He launched the Leo into ultra-drive five. Stars whizzed passed them faster and faster. “Maybe we can out run them. If they contact the mother ship, more fighter ships will be dispatched, and we wouldn’t survive a fleet of Kamtrinian star fighters.”

      Chloe failed to respond once again. He glanced over his shoulder. Her face was pale, and she stared at the screen with wide eyes.

      The Kamtrinian ship went into ultra-drive and kept pace with them. He increased the drive to six…seven…eight…nine. The Leo shook and whined, but he didn’t care. They had to outrun the Kamtrinian fighter.

      “Drake, the ship’s breaking apart.”

      “No, she’s not,” he lied. The Leo wasn’t built to go past seven.

      Up ahead was the Centaurus Star System, which was always risky to enter. Rumors of ships disappearing and never returning had been circling the United Planet Confederation for months. Topaz had ordered they stay away, but he didn’t have a choice. If they stayed out here much longer, more Kamtrinians would arrive.

      He signaled Topaz. “Captain, this is Drake, we’re under attack.”

      Nothing.

      “Topaz, are you there? Can you read me?”

      More silence.

      “Does anyone read me? Answer me.” He scanned the Leo for any damage to the communications but found none.

      “There’s something wrong. The Kamtrinians aren’t jamming our communication system.”

      Chloe finally answered. “Then, who is?”

      He tilted his head. “Something up in Centaurus Star System is.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I just said that,” he snapped, hating himself for losing his temper again.

      He plotted a course to try to get back to Zalara, but the Kamtrinians fired again. “Fine, if that’s how you want to play.”

      He maneuvered the ship around and headed straight for the ship, determined to blow them out of the space.

      “Drake, what are you doing!” Chloe yelled. Her fearful voice did nothing to deter him.

      “Shut up!” He repeatedly fired ruptors at the Kamtrinian ship. Blasts of ruptors ricocheted off their ship’s shields. They were weakening but holding.

      The ship fired at Drake, but he was ready and shifted the Leo wide to one side and then the other. Their ruptors rushed past them. The distance between their two ships lessened.

      “Drake, stop. You’re going to get us both killed.”

      “No, I’m not. Trust me!” He thought if he could force the ship to change course, then maybe they could out distance them, giving him a chance to contact Topaz.

      For some reason, the Leo lost speed as if she’d just run out of fuel, but her tanks were full. Ultra-drive six…five… The Kamtrinian closed the distance between them.

      “What the hell’s wrong?” Drake rapidly jabbed his finger on the accelerator, trying to make it go faster, but the ship continued to lose speed. Ultra-drive four…three…two…one. He slammed his fist down on the button hard. “No!”

      Chloe screamed.

      He gritted his jaw, waiting for their two ships to crash, killing all of them instantly.

      Sweat drenched Drake. His damn temper had gotten the best of him, and now he was not only going to kill himself, but his mate. She didn’t deserve a fiery death.

      He jumped out of his seat and transformed into a dragon. He wrapped his arms around his shaking mate, shielding her from the upcoming blast.

      His heart raced and he lowered his head, waiting for the ships to burst into flames.

      The Kamtrinian ship lost speed as well, as if slamming on the brakes. The nose of the Leo and the Kamtrinian ship just touched. Close enough for them to see into each other’s bridge.

      He shuddered. He could never get used to the Kamtrinians’s three black eyes and white marble skin. Their eyes had no reflection, as if they were statues. As far as he was concerned, they were mindless killing machines that all needed to be destroyed.

      There were two people on the bridge––a male and a female, but that didn’t mean there weren’t more of them. The females looked exactly like the males except they were smaller in build and their lips were bright red. They glared as if they wanted to jump through their screen and rip both him and Chloe to pieces.

      Drake transformed back into humanoid form and slowly released his mate.

      “Oh, God.” Chloe gasped. She shrunk back into her chair as if trying to melt away.

      He returned to his seat and mumbled, “You just came face to face with your worst enemy.”

      “Why, why did we both stop?” Her voice quivered.

      “I have no idea.”

      “I can answer that,” a mysterious voice said, which sounded like it was inside the space ship.

      Drake clutched his chair and whirled it around, hunting for the intruder. Had the Kamtrinians developed a weapon they didn’t know about? His main objective was to protect Chloe at all costs. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead. He unbuckled himself and stood in front of her. He drew his eruptor. “Who said that?”

      “Drake,” Chloe whispered behind him. “The voice is coming from inside our ship.”

      He held his eruptor ready to fry an intruder. He wouldn’t let anyone harm his mate. “I know. I know.” He glanced over his shoulder at Chloe. Her eyes were damp and overly bright. “Stay behind me.” He braced his feet shoulder length apart, ready to battle, ignoring the warning sharp pain stabbing his hip. He lifted his chin high. “Show yourself, you coward.”

      A glittering starlight flashed on the bridge so bright that Drake had to shield his eyes.

      The light dimmed. “We are the Seps, and you’ve entered our solar system uninvited.” Each time the voice spoke, the light changed shape. Its slow tone promised retaliation.

      “I didn’t have a choice,” Drake growled. “The Kamtrinians were chasing us.”

      “Nevertheless, you came, bringing violence. You turned and attacked. You’re not innocent.”

      Drake’s adrenaline spiked. He pulled his upper lip, baring his teeth. “Zalarians are nothing like Kamtrinians. We’re not the murderers. They are.”

      “Violence is something we don’t tolerate. Both your species are too violent for our taste.”

      He glared. “Show yourself! Why are you hiding behind the light?”

      “We can take many forms. This is only one of ours. We do not like to get so close to such violent species.”

      His vision clouded red. “Do you have any idea what these bastards have done to us?” He gnashed his teeth, wishing he could rip the light into shreds.

      The light burned brighter than it had before. “Your temper indicates you are reaching the point of savagery.”

      “I’m not a savage.” All of a sudden, the eruptor turned red hot, and pain sizzled his palm. He dropped the weapon and waved his hand. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I can see the rage inside of you, Zalarian. Your weapons, along with the Kamtrinians’, are no longer viable.”

      “What do you mean?” He stared at his hand in disbelief. He actually had blisters on his palm.

      “It means your hand-held weapons, and your ship’s weapons, are too hot for either of you to manage.”

      He rubbed his burned hand onto his pant leg. “You don’t understand. The Kamtrinians fired upon us first.” He thrust his chest out. “We had every right to defend ourselves. You have no right to interfere.”

      “On the contrary, I do. You entered our solar system. I’m simply putting an end to this growing brutality.”

      “Punish me if you must,” Drake said. “But spare my mate. She had nothing to do with my actions.”

      “Her background is no different than yours.”

      Behind him, Chloe gasped.

      Drake shook his head. “She’s not a dragon.”

      The Sep ignored him as if he hadn’t spoken. “You and your female and the Kamtrinian male and his female will all be put on a planet where you will fight each other. The winner and his mate will survive, while the loser along with his mate and their ship, will be destroyed.”

      He released a guttural roar. “No! You can’t do this!”

      “We are not without compassion. There are weapons on the planet, which you will be able to use to destroy each other. Also, we will make it so you can understand and communicate with each other.”

      “You’re not listening to me! Let my mate go! Punish me if you must.”

      “It’s done.” The light burned brighter and brighter and brighter.

      “No, wait!” A slight shiver rippled down Drake’s back.

      “Drake.” Chloe clutched his arm, her nails digging into his flesh.

      Drake turned around and cradled Chloe’s shaking body against his. “I promise I won’t let anything happen to you.” Hoping he could protect her, he turned away from the light and shielded Chloe with his body.

      The light exploded, then all went dark. Wind rushed around them. Chloe’s dark hair whipped his face, and he spat out strands of hair. He cradled her against his chest, but he was lifted off the floor and flung into the spinning stars.

      Chloe clutched his arms. “Don’t let go of me!”

      He gripped her arms tight and shook his head. “I won’t. I swear.”

      The roaring wind drowned his voice.

      Chloe was ripped away from him, screaming. He stretched out his arms and his fingertips brushed against hers.

      He yelled. “Chloe!”

      But all he heard was her faint screams as if she’d be tossed down a well.

      Drake fell, tossing and turning. The Leo remained at a dead stop in space. Cold air beat against his skin, and he gasped for breath. He drew on his dragon power, his arms and legs flailed, but no tingles gushed over him. His bones and muscles refused to stretch or bulk out.

      His heart beat wildly and air sucked out of his lungs. His eyes fluttered shut, and he whizzed toward an orange and blue planet, powerless to stop falling or protect his mate.
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      Chloe slammed onto the grassy ground, knocking the wind out of her. Her hair tumbled onto her face. Her thundering heart threatened to jump out of her back. God, she was on an alien planet. Her thoughts were scrambled.

      She hyperventilated. Calm down. Calm down.

      She inhaled sweet and spicy smells and the air was cool. A breeze brushed over her and she shivered. Crap, she was still wearing her white shirt over her swimsuit. She’d been so busy tending Drake’s wound that she’d never gotten to change. Great, she got to go to war in a one piece. But at least, she still had on her rugged sandals. If she’d been wearing flip-flops, she’d really be in trouble.

      She lifted her head up and scanned her new environment. As far as she could tell, she was in a meadow on thick purple grass. Pink, red, and yellow trees surrounded the meadow. At least the sky was blue, but there were two suns and one moon. This was too much.

      She dropped back down onto the soft grass and clasped it tight, trying to hold onto her sanity. She squeezed her eyes shut, wishing this all a wacky dream. The last twenty-fours had definitely skinned off her reality. First, she was kidnapped, not by a human, but by a silver dragon. Next, she was flying through outer space and now, she was on a Dr. Seuss planet forced into some kind of death-match, wearing a one-piece.

      Something landed a few feet from her with a loud thud. She jumped and scooted away on her hands and knees, terrified it could be one of the three-eyed Kamtrinians that reminded her of evil mannequins.

      “Chloe?”

      She stopped and turned around.

      Drake was slowly sitting up. His hair was hanging in front of his face, and his breathing was ragged. He only had on his trousers and a pair of shoes. Her gaze was quickly drawn to his injuries, but she didn’t detect any drops of blood. At least the stitches and bandages appeared to be intact after his fall. “Are you injured?”

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t…think so.”

      He rolled onto his feet and swayed. He took a step toward her and grimaced.

      She pushed herself off the grass and walked over to him. “Your hip is bothering you?”

      “Yeah.” He scanned the clearing and narrowed his eyes. “We need to move.”

      “And go where?”

      He stretched out his hand. She hesitated, but then clasped her hand around his rough one. “We have to search for weapons.”

      “You think there’s a weapon factory on this planet? As far as I can tell, it’s a jungle.” She frowned. “What planet are we on anyway?”

      He shrugged. “Damned if I know. We could be anywhere.” He pulled her closer then rested his large hands on her slender shoulders. “Listen to me carefully, Chloe. Somehow the Seps are preventing me from transforming into a dragon. If I can’t transform, then I’m no match for a Kamtrinian.”

      Her knees went weak and wobbled. Goosebumps broke out across her arms. “Because you’re wounded?”

      “No, they’re stronger than us. Kamtrinians are not carbon entities. Their genetic make-up is based on calcite, which is like your marble on Earth.”

      “We have to defeat aliens made out of rock. How is that possible? What are we going to do?” She gasped for breath as if the atmosphere had just gotten thinner. Her vision turned into a tunnel.

      “Chloe, Chloe. Stay with me. You’re turning white. Look at me.” He gently patted her cheeks. “Come on, don’t pass out on me.”

      Drake’s handsome face went in and out of focus. Chloe held up her hand. “Just give me a minute.” She bent over, put her hands on her knees, and concentrated on breathing.

      “Do you feel better?” Drake rubbed her back. He was being amazingly patient, which wasn’t his style.

      The ground stopped being blurry and her lungs stopped acting like they were starved. She stood up and met his serious gaze.

      “Are you ready?” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Not really. I don’t see how we can destroy aliens made out of rock.”

      “We don’t have much choice. Kamtrinians are not invulnerable. They’re just harder to kill.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “And how do you suppose we damage a rock?”

      “You’ll have to trust me.”

      She frowned. He seemed like he was holding his breath, but she wasn’t ready to jump and down for the Drake team just yet.

      His shoulders slumped when she didn’t answer. She shivered again and goosebumps broke out all over her.

      “You’re cold?”

      “I’m only wearing a white shirt and swimsuit. What do you think?”

      He winced.

      She wrapped her arms tighter around her mid-section to try and stay warm.

      “I wish I had a shirt to give you.” He looked up at the suns that were sinking toward rugged looking mountains. “It’s going to be dark soon. To stay warm, we’ll have to use body warmth.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Chloe, close body contact is the best way to stay warm. I’m not sure if we should start a fire until we know the lay of the land.” He scowled. “Unless you have a better idea?”

      She sighed. Yup, her angry dragon was back. “No, I don’t.” She lifted her hand. “Lead the way.”

      He clasped her hand firmly, not allowing her a chance to jerk back. “Come on. The Sep said there would be weapons. We have to find them before the Kamtrinians do.”

      He headed toward the thick jungle with bright colors that looked like something out of a Tim Burton movie. She just prayed there wasn’t anything in there that thought humans were a tasty snack.

      When they entered the jungle, she tightened her grip on his hand, too scared to let go. Drake was a big man, taller and more muscular than most men on Earth, but the Kamtrinian had looked at least a foot taller than him. And the Kamtrinian wasn’t wounded. Drake was walking at a slow pace and limping. In hand-to-hand combat, he’d have a devil-of-a-time defeating a marble statue.

      Once inside the lush jungle, the heat turned up. The colorful leaves blocked out the sun and trapped the warmth and humidity inside the lush bush. Sweat trickled down her back and down her chest. A mist hung in the forest, dampening her skin.

      What looked like birds flew overhead and chirped, but these creatures didn’t have feathers. It looked as if their wings were made of skin, but they were colorful and they sang like the birds back home. Other creatures made strange noises.

      Eeck. Eeck. Eeck.

      They must be like crickets or something.

      A creature bounced around in the trees screaming, and it reminded her of monkeys, but this thing was completely hairless and blue. It stared at them with huge orange eyes.

      The Seps said there would be weapons on this planet strong enough to defeat each other, but as far as she was concerned, the Kamtrinians had the upper hand. Unless phasers or guns or torpedoes dropped out of the sky, both her and Drake were totally screwed.

      Her sandals were sinking into the jungle floor and mud seeped in between her toes. “Where are we doing?”

      “We need to find shelter, water, and food. Those are our priorities right now.”

      As if forgotten, her stomach growled, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten in the last eleven hours. But this was a foreign planet. How would they know what to eat and what not to eat? They could bite into a poisonous planet and immediately die. Damn it, she didn’t want to be here. Camping had never been high on her to do list, especially an alien planet filled with God knows what.

      He stopped.

      “What?”

      “Quiet,” he snapped.

      Her senses went on red-alert and she scanned the thick jungle. Vines hung down and branches overlapped each other so it was hard for her to see anything two feet in front of her.

      “Get down.” His urgent voice sent chills down her back.

      She immediately knelt on to her knees and edged closer to him.

      “Stay still.”

      She nodded silently. However, her heart didn’t get the message to be quiet, and it pounded so hard she was sure whatever was out there would hear.

      Drake released her hands and moved around a bush. He looked over at her and put his finger up to his mouth. He disappeared around a thick bush, leaving her alone. Her lungs shriveled up again and she couldn’t breathe. Adrenaline spiked through Chloe like a lightning bolt. He left her! He left her! How could he do this?

      She turned around on her knees, twigs and rocks scratching her flesh. She still couldn’t hear anything. Anything. Not Drake’s movement. Footsteps. The eecks stopped. The blue-monkey thing ceased screaming. Everything went completely still except for her thundering heart.

      Oh, God. This was bad. Really bad.

      Something rustled behind her. Vines and branches were moving. Heavy footsteps were getting louder and louder. She crawled closer to a flower bush, trying to hide behind it, but thorns stabbed her flesh. She crouched lower to the ground.

      A slender white hand pulled back a branch, then the tall male Kamtrinian appeared. His three eyes reflected the jungle vegetation, reminding her of spiders. “They went this way.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Hurry, Ifea.”

      “Are you sure?” Ifea stood next to him. She was at least five inches shorter than him and had ruby red lips which were a sharp contrast to her alabaster skin.

      “Yes.” The male pointed toward the ground. “One of them is hurt. It’s the male. He’s limping, and it gives us an advantage.”

      “But what if the Sep is wrong and he can still transform into a dragon?”

      Tingles swept up her fingers. No. No. No. She went limp. She rose from out of her body that laid motionless on the muddy floor and hurled toward the male Kamtrinian.

      She descended into him like she would a human, but this was different. His body was hard and smooth, and she was squished tight. Like with humans, his soul was shoved back into his mind and she could peer out of his eyes.

      He looked down at the muddy footprints and crushed leaves as if looking for clues. He examined a broken branch and smugness swelled inside him–then evil. Evil, horrible plans of ripping Drake and her to pieces flashed in his mind.

      Just as suddenly that she went inside, she swooshed out of his body into hers.

      Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump.

      Her heart was in overdrive and she’d thought she’d start bouncing up and down like a jack hammer.  He was a hunter and would definitely find her if she didn’t hide under the thorny bush.

      Where the hell was Drake? Damn, him. How dare he leave her alone to be ripped in two by an alien!

      She gritted her teeth and forced herself to hide under the bush. Thorns tangled into her hair, tore her shirt, and ripped her flesh. Tears formed on the back of her eyelids, but she refused to cry. A sob might draw attention of the two creatures. She’d no idea their hearing ability. Maybe they had super hearing or super smell.

      She turned her head and clenched her fists tight, waiting to be ripped apart. A loud thundering made her open her eyes. The ground rumbled as if angry. She froze at the sound of breaking branches, twigs, and screeching animals.

      “Move!” The male Kamtrinian yelled.

      She turned her head and gasped. A huge boulder like the one in the Raiders of the Lost Arc rolled through the jungle, crashing everything in its path, chasing the Kamtrinians.

      “Chloe, Chloe, where are you?”

      “Drake?”

      She crawled out from underneath the thorny bush. A strong hand grabbed her wrist and yanked her out hard. Thorns ripped her flesh and clothes.

      “Drake–”

      “We have to move now!” He dragged her through the jungle. Leaves and twigs slapping her.

      Pain throbbed through her and she tried not to cry. “What happened?”

      “The Seps were right. I spotted a boulder up on a hill and used a log to roll it down on the path that the Kamtrinians were tracking us on.”

      She dug her heels into the mud and yanked on her arm hard. “Let go of me.”

      “Chloe, we don’t have time to argue.”

      She beat on his steel arm. Her body was hot, swore, and bleeding. “How dare you leave me there? Why didn’t you bring me with you?”

      He released her hand and she stumbled.

      He seized her shoulders. “Because the boulder was on an exposed hill. If my timing didn’t work just right, the Kamtrinians would have come after me, leaving you alone.”

      “You were trying to protect me?”

      He dropped his hands. “Yes.”

      She jammed her finger into his chest. “You need to work on your communication. Leaving me alone is totally unacceptable. Don’t do it again.”

      “Did you hear me?” He put his hands on his hips. “I was trying to protect you.”

      “I don’t care. This is not a one man show. You need to let me know what’s going on. Got it?”

      His face turned a slight shade of purple and shot missiles at her with his eyes, but he managed not to go ape shit on her.

      “Fine, I’ll work on my communication. Starting now. I found a place where we can stay.”

      “Really?” She cocked an eyebrow. “How could you do all this? You weren’t gone that long.”

      “It’s one of my gifts. Not all dragons have them. Mine is speed.”

      “Even with your hurting hip?”

      “It’s a nuisance, but I can still move. Just not like I normally do. Can we go? Before the damn Kamtrinians come back.”

      She motioned with her hand. “Won’t they just follow our trail again?”

      “Probably, but if you come with me, I’ll show you my plan.”

      She threw her hands up in the air. “Fine. Show me.”

      He led her deeper into the jungle until they came to a roaring river. A rickety rope bridge seemed to be the only way to cross. “Come on.”

      She rolled her eyes and followed him across the wobbling bridge.

      “It’s safe.” He walked across the planks that groaned underneath his feet. “Don’t worry.”

      “Yeah, right. Famous last words.” She shook her head, not believing she was about to walk across a bridge that seemed older than dirt, but her choices were slowly unraveling. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to walk across the bridge. The fast-moving angry river crashed into rocks. Droplets of water splashed onto her throbbing feet. If the river hadn’t been so angry, she’d like to have washed her wounds. But then again, she’d no idea what lived in the river. For all she knew, a dinosaur could be hiding in there.

      When she got across the river, Drake stood next to her, panting hard. His hip must be bothering him again. She wished she could ease his pain, but there was nothing she could do. He took out a sharp rock that looked like he’d whittled it down. He sliced one thick rope. The bridge creaked and tilted to the side. He cut the other bindings and the bridge crashed into the angry river.

      “It will take the Kamtrinians some time before they can cross it.” He reached for her hand, but she put both hands underneath her arm pits and gave him a superior look.

      He sighed and kicked a rock. “Follow me.” His quiet voice echoed with disappointment.

      She put her hands behind her back. She wasn’t ready to play Camp Fire girl with him yet. He’d done one too many things that put her in jeopardy of becoming the Kamtrinian’s first victim.

      He led her deeper into the jungle. The thumping of water mimicked the sound of her heart. Mist sprayed around her face. The painful scratches and stabs on her back, arms, and legs throbbed. All she wanted to do was rest, but Drake hadn’t slowed his pace. Even with a limp, he was much faster than her.

      He pulled back some thick vines and branches to reveal a dark path. The overhead trees blanketed it and the stones were wet, which were probably treacherous. She didn’t want to twist or sprain her ankle, not with the psycho couple after them.

      He gestured for her to move. “After you.”

      She furrowed her brows. “Is it safe?”

      He shrugged. “Safer than out here.”

      She glanced at his frozen face that didn’t give her a hint of what his plan was, but she was too tired to argue. She’d no idea where this led to, but her options weren’t many. Maybe if they could ditch the Kamtrinians, she could rest and they could come up with a better plan to defeat them.

      She carefully walked across the slippery path. Drake followed behind. He held a branch in his hand and he walked backward, brushing any trace of their footsteps away. He was smart. She had to give him that, but as far as she was concerned, he was a lousy kidnapper.

      The path led behind a waterfall and into a dark cave. Mist swirled around, and she shivered. She hesitated as she walked inside, because caves were not usually empty.

      “It’s safe. I promise.” Drake brushed passed her with his branch. “I’ll make a fire for you, but we need to go deeper into the cave.”

      She reluctantly followed him, rubbing her arms, trying to stay warm, but she was done being with the meek little captive and she wanted answers. Like why the hell had he taken her in the first place?

      Drake led her deeper into the cave. The light grew dimmer and dimmer. He led her around corners then up and down a tunnel. The outline of his muscular body was in front of her, but with his long legs, she had to hurry to catch up with him. She didn’t want to get lost in here.

      Darkness covered his body and the only the sound of his heavy footsteps showed her which way to go.

      “Drake?”

      “I’m here. I won’t leave you. It’s just a few more feet.”

      She blinked twice and then openly stared. She gasped. “Oh, my God. This place is beautiful.”

      He smiled and puffed out his chest. “I thought so.”

      A stream of white light pierced the blackness. Drake stopped and put his hand on his lower back, then maneuvered her into a huge cavern. Light came down from a small hole that provided enough illumination for her to admire the stalagmites that hung down from the ceiling and reflected off a pool.

      She gazed at him with wonder. “You found this while I was back in the jungle?”

      “Yes.”

      She ran her hand through her messed up hair. “I still can’t get over it. You didn’t seem you were gone that long.”

      “I told you. I’m dragon fast. Faster than most of the dragons on my planet.”

      “Apparently. You’re faster than the Flash.”

      He frowned. “Who is the Flash?”

      “He’s a comic hero and can run faster than the speed of light, but you make him look like he’s standing still.”

      Did she imagine it, or did a red flush rush over his face?

      He lowered his head and cleared his throat. “Thank you, I think.”

      “Don’t worry. It was a compliment.” She raised up her arms. “What do we do now?”

      “We rest and come up with a plan. I’ve tasted the water, so it’s safe to drink.”

      She trembled again.

      “Are you cold?”

      She rubbed her hands over her arms covered with goosebumps. “Yes, I’m freezing. This place is beautiful, but it’s colder than the North Pole.”

      “I’ll build you a fire. Stay here.”

      “You’re going to leave me?” Her voice squeaked.

      “I’ll be back soon.” He ran the back of his knuckles down her cheek, then he bent down.

      He brushed his lips over hers and she immediately tensed. She thought of the horrible night at the Romantic Love Convention–the powerlessness, the humiliation, the betrayal. She put her hands on his wide chest and pushed.

      He stopped. His warm breath washed over her. “I’m sorry. I should have asked before I kissed you.”

      She nodded. “I just can’t. I’m sorry.”

      “I’ll be back soon. I promise.” He stepped back and dropped his hands, then in a blink of an eye he was gone, leaving her alone in the damp, cold cavern.
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      Drake raced out of the cave, cursing himself for kissing his mate so suddenly. He should have tried seducing her. The images of her lying naked flashed in his mind again and the cords on his neck hardened. His pulse elevated and adrenaline swelled inside him. His speed increased and he gathered up dried wood and sticks.

      Pain seared in his hip and he cried out, collapsing onto one knee spilling all of the firewood. He panted hard and sweat dripped down his face. He had to get back to Chloe. He slowly picked up the scattered wood and twigs, hoping the Kamtrinians hadn’t heard his scream.

      He remained perfectly still, drawing on his breath. The winged creatures had stopped flapping their wings and had gone silent. His heart beat so loud he barely heard the faint footsteps. The Kamtrinians were coming.

      He limped back toward the cave slowly, erasing his tracks with another branch. He hissed loudly. Agony throbbed in his hip. He’d been able to draw on his dragon speed and he’d been moving so fast that he hadn’t noticed the pain until it was too late.

      When he reached the cave, he walked and ran back to Chloe, praying that he wasn’t leaving a trail right to her.

      His lungs squeezed tight. He detected splashing and hurried as fast as he could, ignoring the pulsing pain in his hip. He cursed the Seps for not allowing him to transform into a dragon. What if the Kamtrinians had found the cave and were now drowning his mate?

      He slowed, determined to fight to the death to defend his mate. The dim light shimmered onto the fluorescent pool and his cock immediately hardened. His sexy mate was swimming naked. Her blue-black hair flared around her like a shimmering cloak.

      She dipped her head back and her breasts peeked out of the water, her rosy nipples budded. His mouth watered and his fingers tingled with an ache to brush them over her flesh. He limped into the shadows, never taking his eyes off her. She was a nymph, tempting his very honor.

      She gasped. “Drake!” She swam over to where she’d shed what little clothes she had. “I was filthy and needed to rinse off. I didn’t hear you.”

      He emerged from the shadows and threw the wood onto the hard ground. “I can see that.” The images of her flaunting herself kept rolling over and over in his mind, but she had rejected his kiss as if he were taking something no one else had ever tasted.

      She dipped lower into the pool and her eyes were wide. “I didn’t mean to make you mad.”

      He clenched his fists and blurted. “Then, you shouldn’t have stripped naked and gotten into the pool unless you wanted me to join you.”

      She glowered. “How dare you! I wasn’t trying to seduce you! I was trying to get the filth of this planet off me and sooth the cuts all over me!”

      “Seems to me you like being naked for the whole world to see,” he grumbled. The minute he said it, he regretted it.

      Her face turned seven kinds of gray and then she hung her head. “You know, don’t you?” Her voice was so tiny that he felt he’d just shattered her spunk with a hammer.

      He bit his lip and sat on a rock. He put his elbows on his knees and rubbed his hot forehead “Yes, I saw.”

      Water splashed around and he looked through his fingers. Chloe quickly got out of the pool and put on her suit. Her hair clung to her shivering body. She wrapped the blouse tight around her.

      He sighed and straightened. “Tell me what happened.”

      She wiped a tear off her cheek. “Why? You’ve obviously made a judgment on what happened.”

      Blood pumped between his ears. He rubbed his forehead with his fingertips. “Chloe, I’m sorry. I can’t get those images out of my head.”

      “And you think I can? Do you what it’s like for everyone to think you’re a slut?” Her voice shattered, and she stared up at the stalagmites. “I’ve had to retreat down in Mexico and…pray…just pray, that no one would recognize me.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “But even down here…I can’t hide…I can’t escape.” She plopped down onto the ground as if she were a puppet and all of her strings had been cut. Her lower lip quivered and tears streamed down her red cheeks.

      He rose. “Chloe…”

      Her eyes shot lasers at him. “No, don’t touch me. Just leave me alone.”

      He put his hands up. “I promise I won’t touch you.” He walked toward as if she were a frightened gurry. “I’m just going to sit by you.”

      She scooted away but was still within arm’s length. She put her knees in front of her chest and crossed her arms around them as if they were a shield.

      “I just want to hear your side.”

      She rolled her eyes and laid her head on the top of her knees.

      “Can you please tell me why you did it?” He was trying desperately to sound understanding and burying the judgment deep inside his heart.

      “That’s the problem.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      She lifted her face, her eyes drowning in tears. “I didn’t do it. Tom Burrows drugged me, because he wanted a curvy girl.”

      Drake’s mouth dropped.

      “Then, the next thing I knew, I woke up naked at the pool. At the most famous romance convention in the world. No one, not the organizers, not my best friend. My life’s over. Leave me alone.” She scooted around, her back to him.

      Drake stared at her stiff back. He scratched his jaw since he couldn’t think of what to say. Was she really telling the truth? He thought about the photos. Chloe had looked drunk in every single one of them. He’d just assumed she’d been drunk when she threw herself at Burrows. But maybe she hadn’t been drunk. Maybe she’d been drugged.

      “Did he really drug you?”

      “Just go away.” Chloe’s pain sunk into his thick skull. Everything he thought about her was wrong. She wasn’t a manipulator or a tease or a slut. She was a victim. Tom Burrows had hurt his mate and stolen her dream.

      Something he would deeply regret.

      “I guess that’s why you were doubly upset with me, since I drugged you just like he did.”

      She sniffed but didn’t answer.

      “I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you.”

      She inched further away from him as if he were a disease. Could he blame her? She curled into a little ball, her hair hiding her face, but he knew she was crying. He wanted to cradle her in his arms and promise he’d never hurt her again, but she’d never believe him.

      All he could do was guard her.

      He leaned his head back on the rock, trying to think of a way to kill the Kamtrinians. Chloe had fallen asleep and her snores lured him to sleep. Then the nightmare came…

      Drake gazed up into the bright blue sky. Not a single cloud only the bright burning suns. He hiked up the rocky mountain trail that he’d been up a million times. It was steep and kept going up and up and up. The flowers were in full bloom on the mountain and the sirks were singing. He inhaled the scent of the fragrant flowers and the woody trees.

      He reached for his water bottle and took a big swig.

      Delias lugged behind him. She had the same jet-black color hair as he did, but she wore it in a ponytail. Her face was flushed from hiking, but her green eyes sparkled with excitement.

      “I can’t believe I’m going to finally make it,” she panted.

      “Finally,” he laughed. “This is only your third attempt.” He offered her a drink.

      She punched him in the arm, but she took the bottle. “Shut up. I’m not a trained officer on the Orion.”

      “I know.” He gave her a quick hug.

      She was five inches shorter than him, but she was muscular. Being outdoors wasn’t her thing. She preferred to be indoors working on painting and sculpting. She was a gifted artist and had painted their family portrait that hung in their living room.

      “Thanks.” She handed him back the bottle. “How much farther?”

      “About half a mile. Are you sure you want to keep going?”

      “I’ve made it…this far.” She wiped the sweat off her forehead. “I want to keep going.” She flicked her hand. “Lead on.”

      “Let me know if you need to rest some more.”

      She laughed. “Will you just move?”

      A loud boom made them both stop in their tracks. Something shot through the sky and then exploded. White specks of dust descended toward the ground.

      Delias stopped smiling and put her hand on her forehead. “Drake, I feel weird.”

      “What do you mean? I told you we could have taken a longer rest break.”

      “No, it’s not that.” Her face turned pale and her rosy lips cracked. “I’m tingling.” She swayed then fell to the ground on her hands and knees.

      “Delias!” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and turned her around. “Are you okay?”

      Her eyes were huge. “No. I’m cold. My heart is thumping super-fast as if to keep me warm. But I’m getting colder.” Her lips turned blue and her eyes went from green to icy white. She grabbed his arms. “What’s happening to me?”

      “I don’t know.” He transformed into a dragon and breathed fire on some nearby twigs. He changed back and moved her closer to the burning blaze.

      “Drake, it’s not helping.” Her hair slowly changed from jet-black to snow-white.

      He ran his hands over her, trying to keep her warm, but it was as if he were running his hands over ice.

      She cried out and shook. “Fates, the pain. I can’t breathe. I can’t move. Drake, help me. Get me to a hospital.” Cracks broke out on her face and hands.

      “Don’t die on me, sis. I’ll save you. I promise.” He gently lay her down on the ground.

      She nodded wordlessly, trusting him like she always did. Ever since they were kids they’d been close, reading each other thoughts, finishing each other sentences, having their own language. She was his other half, his best friend.

      He transformed back into a dragon.

      Chips of ice broke off from her thick hair. Her cracked skin went from icy blue to pure white, but then she faded, turning transparent. “I don’t want to die.” She reached out to him and her arms snapped. “Do something.”

      Her eyes turned vacant. She flicked her head back, screamed one more time, then exploded into zillion pieces of ice.

      “Noooo!” He wailed, his heart hardening into pure hate. He picked up the shards of ice frantically, as if he could put her back together again. He was too stunned, too shocked, too numbed by her death to realize the futility.

      A mountain breeze blew all of her pieces back down the rugged trail.

      He screamed. “Delias!”

      “Drake, Drake wake up. You’re dreaming.”

      A strong but gently hand shook him. His eyes fluttered open. He jerked up off the ground, frowning at the stalagmites and pond. He blinked.

      Chloe knelt next to him. “Are you okay? You were crying.”

      “What?” He frowned and wiped wetness off his cheeks. “Sorry. I was having a nightmare.” He maneuvered over to the pond and splashed water on his face.

      She rubbed his back. “I know.”

      He liked her soft touch and he took a deep breath. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She clasped his hand. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Normally, he wouldn’t, but he felt drawn in telling her about Delias. There was something earnest in her eyes that she really wanted to know, wanted to help.

      Chloe covered her mouth. “All of your women died? Even the children? The babies?”

      “And the old. Everyone who was female died that the day.” He hung his head. The same pain banged on his heart. It was a wound that would never heal. “The Kamtrinians spared no female.”

      “How awful. I’m so sorry. They killed your mother?”

      He shook his head. “My mother had died a year earlier.”

      She furrowed her brows. “What was it that killed your sister and everyone else?”

      “A dioxide torpedo. The Kamtrinians not only like to murder, but they like to create despair and agony.” He gritted his teeth. “They believe killing all the females is the worst thing they can do, so we can die slowly as a race.” He took a deep breath, trying to fight off the rage brewing inside him, holding her hand was helping. “It’s why we come to Earth. We need mates in order to survive.”

      She tilted her head to the side and pursed her lips together. “But why did you choose me?”

      “I didn’t. The Fates did.”

      She frowned. “Who?”

      “The Fates are our goddesses. They see who our mate is and give us the Mating Stone. We can’t mate with anyone. It must be ordained.”

      She rubbed her forehead. “Oh, God, this is so weird. What makes Earth women so special?”

      “You’re the closest to us in make-up.”

      “You’ve never mated with any other aliens?”

      He shrugged. “I had a distant ancestor who did. He mated with a Mulean.”

      “What’s a Mulean?”

      “Muleans are lion shape-shifters from the planet Mulea. They’re extremely fast. My sister and I were the only ones who possessed this ability.”

      “Okay,” she said, stretching out her voice. She widened her eyes and cocked her head to the side. “So, there’s a planet inhabited with lion-shape shifters?”

      “Why do you find that so strange? I’m a dragon.” His voice hardened.

      She put up her hands. “Sorry. I’m just having a difficult time believing all this. My world has been turned upside down, and I’m trying to make sense of it.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, you’d better find a way. You’re right in the middle of it.”

      She rubbed her forehead. “True. So, the lion planet and your planet are allies?”

      “Yes. Zalara and Mulea are all part of the United Planet Confederation. Our orders are to protect planets who do not possess sophisticated space travel, but we are not to interfere with their development. Earth follows under our jurisdiction. The Kamtrinians invade planets and deplete their resources after they kill the native inhabitants.”

      “Really? Wow. Um, so is Earth in danger?”

      “Yes. We developed a shield to protect Earth from the Kamtrinians, but they struck down our women while we were protecting Earth.” He picked up a stone and threw it into the water. “We weren’t prepared. The soulless bastards are always one step of us.” He lowered his head and took a quivering breath.

      “You’re wrong,” she said softly.

      He jerked his head hard. “What?”

      She swallowed. “About them being soulless. They do have souls.”

      He growled. “How the hell would you know?”

      She looked down at her twisting hands. “I…uh…was inside him.”

      He fixed his stare on her. “You were what?”

      “I can scry, Drake.” Her voice was really small and her cheeks burned as if she was embarrassed. “I have the ability to descend into other people’s bodies. I can see, hear, taste, and feel what they experience.”

      “So, what? You just popped out of your body and landed in a Kamtrinian just to see what it would feel like?” His voice came out harsher and faster than he expected.

      Her red cheeks turned even darker, and she sat taller. “No, it’s not like that. I can’t control this ability. It has a mind of its own.”

      He ran his hand through his hair. “Figures you have an ability. As far as I can tell, all of the designated mates had some kind of psychic talent.”

      “I can’t help it. I never wanted this dumb ability.” She wiped her hand over her wet cheek.

      He clasped her shaking hand and caressed it with his thumb.

      She immediately pulled on her hand. “Let go.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s just the Kamtrinians took my sister,” he said. “I just can’t believe something so evil could have a soul.”

      “Just because your evil, doesn’t mean you don’t have a soul. Tom Burrows had a soul, and he’s definitely evil.”

      “I know.” He edged closer.

      She watched him warily as if she were afraid he’d do something to hurt her.

      “Your ability isn’t dumb.”

      She rolled her eyes and turned her head.

      “It might even help us defeat the Kamtrinians.”

      She jerked her head around. “What?”

      He kissed her trembling hand and smiled when she didn’t try and pull away. He traced his fingers along her firm forearm. His heartbeat quickened as he caressed her silky flesh. This wasn’t a weak woman. Working as a paddle board instructor had made her muscles strong. He couldn’t help but wonder about her legs, and what it would feel like to have her wrap them around his hips as he pulsed inside her. “Don’t you see? You’d be able to see what they were thinking, what they were doing. It would give us an advantage.”

      She bit her lip. “But I can’t control it.”

      “Maybe together we can help you learn to control your ability.” He clasped her chin and stared into those big eyes. “Trust me.”
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      Trusting someone wasn’t easy for Chloe, especially a man and especially after what happened after Tom Burrows, and after being kidnapped. But Drake had done something no one had ever done–he’d actually praised her ability, even called it a talent.

      When Stella had discovered Chloe could enter other people’s bodies, she’d called it creepy.

      Not Drake. Not her dragon. Not her kidnapper.

      He had faith in her. Something she didn’t possess. Maybe there was more to him than just anger.

      He moved toward her. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from him. Her heartbeat sped up and her mouth moistened. Drake slowly pushed up her sleeve and she was too mesmerized to pull her arm away. She should yank away, but his fingers were so gentle as he caressed her.

      He lowered his head and the heat of his warmth breath brushed over her flesh. Goosebumps flickered up her arm. It took her two attempts before she could answer him. “Trust isn’t easy for me.”

      “It’s not easy for me, either.” He kissed her wrist then his lips followed the tingles his fingers had already kindled. When he reached the bunched-up sleeve at her elbow, he slowly slid the shirt off her arm, then the other.

      Chloe should tell him to stop, but she couldn’t form the words. His long hair teased her cold flesh. He pressed his mouth into her neck and she moaned. He clasped both her arms as he nuzzled her. His mouth was warm, his tongue hot. He flickered his tongue over her neck and licked her earlobe. She shivered.

      “Are you cold?” he whispered.

      “A little.”

      “I’ll make you hot.”

      “I bet you will.”

      He pushed her gently down on to the hard ground. He captured her lips with his, his tongue pushing her mouth open. His hot mouth was full of spice. The thought that a girl could get burned kissing a dragon entered her mind, but instead of pushing him away, she gripped his massive shoulders.

      He rolled down the straps of her suit and her naked breasts pushed against his chest. He smothered them with his hands, kneading them and cupping them in his palms. She threaded her fingers through his hair, which was as silky as she expected.

      Drake left her mouth and looked down at her breasts. “Fates, you’re beautiful and you’re mine.” He wet each nipple with his mouth.

      Chloe might have had a response, but with the thrill of his tongue swirling over her nipples, she could only respond with a pleasurable gasp. She arched her back, her fingers twisting into his thick mane, and he obliged by sucking harder, chafing her skin with his tongue until she was panting vigorously.  Heat swelled between her thighs, and she was dangerously close to having an orgasm.

      He moved off her breast and inched down her torso. His hands pulling down her suit until it was down to her hips. He thoroughly explored her belly button with his tongue. She clenched his hair tight as the first wave of an orgasm gripped her, shaking her.

      She cried out his name.

      “I like hearing my name,” he murmured. “But we’re not done yet. Not by a long shot.”

      Painstakingly carefully, he rolled the suit down past her buttocks, thighs, and calves. His fingertips and hair brushed against her hot flesh. He neatly rolled the suit a short distance away.

      “Spread your legs for me.”

      As if under a trance, she followed his command.

      He yanked off his boots, pants, and shirt. She flashed her gaze over him, gasping for breath at his magnificence. He really was a Roman God with all of his hard-chiseled muscles, rugged face, and thick long hair, but it was his cock that made her tremble. He’d said his cock was designed to pleasure women better than a human male. Besides being huge, it had ridges that would cause such an intense friction that she wasn’t sure she’d survive.

      “Like what you see.” He turned his lips into an amused smile.

      “So, sure of yourself?”

      “Actually, I am.” He knelt down at the edge of her toes and made good on his promise. He flickered his tongue over her toes then down one foot. Sweet pleasure rippled up her thighs. Drake’s hair, his calloused fingers, and wet mouth built another orgasm. When he placed his mouth on her dark curls, she screamed. He probed and prowled his tongue, teasing and torturing her. She stretched out her hands, wishing she’d something to hold onto as another fierce wave of ecstasy flared between her legs. This time, when her climax came, she arched up her hips the gush of sensations flooding over her until she feared she was in danger of fainting.

      Drake laughed. “Such a passionate mate.”

      He stretched out on top of her, forcing her to move her legs even wider to accommodate him. With one quick movement, he thrust his cock inside her. God, it was everything she knew it would be. Each time he moved, intense friction drove her mad. She dragged her nails down his back as he pumped furiously inside her. Their rhythm was desperate, violent, and passionate. Rocks and pebbles dug into her buttocks and back, but she didn’t care. She locked her legs around his hips, pinning him to her, riding the frenzy.

      Her heart zoomed, sending blood and adrenaline rocketing through her. The fiery orgasm was stronger and more powerful than the other two. Who was she kidding? She’d never experienced anything like this. Her heart beat faster than it ever had in the past. Blood crashed through her veins like a rolling surge. She struggled to breath. Drake kissed her, filling her mouth with his tongue.

      Every nerve was on fire, her flesh burning. He pinched her nipple hard and she burst. She came, exploding into hot, sizzling fury.

      Tingles gushed from her fingertips all the way down to her toes. She soared out of her body and looked down at the Roman God, pumping furiously into her. Then just as quickly, she slammed back into her body. Power unleashed inside her and she trembled, clutching Drake’s shoulder.

      He picked up his rapid pace and then thrust his head. He roared. It was more animal then human. He released his hot seed into her core and collapsed onto her, panting.

      Neither of them spoke. Drake was still rocking his hips in little spasms. Chloe ran her hands down his broad back, admiring the muscles rippling beneath her palms and smiling faintly at the dampness. He was as spent as she was.

      She took a trembling breath. “Do you always make love like this?”

      “No.” He tossed his head back. “I’ve never experienced this.” He panted and shivered. “I’ve heard sex with mates is different.”

      “So, this was different for you, too?” She twirled her finger in his hair.

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “I’m always angry, ever since Delias died. But you…you make me a better dragon.”

      Her eyes widened. “I do? How?”

      “Every time I touch you, my anger slips away.” He nuzzled her neck.

      Her heart warmed and she ran her leg over his. No man had ever told her being with her made them a better man. “Drake?”

      “What?” He kissed the valley between her breasts.

      More pleasure flushed through her. “Something’s changed with me, too.”

      He grinned. “You’re more than satisfied and want to do it again?”

      She laughed and playfully slapped his shoulder. “You’re incorrigible.”

      He suckled her neck and then suckled her breast, making it more and more difficult for her to gather her thoughts.

      “Drake,” she panted. “I’m serious. Stop, please.”

      He lifted his head. “You really want me to stop? You’re not enjoying this?”

      “Of course, I like what you’re doing, but this is serious.”

      “Okay, I’m listening.” He ran his hand down her side, his eyes full of mischief.

      She quivered. “Drake, please! This is important.”

      He kissed her briefly on the lips. “Okay. This time I’m listening.”

      “My ability feels different. It’s like I turned on the light switch.”

      He gazed at her. “How so?”

      “I always used to feel like I was running around blindly in the dark, never knowing how to control my ability, but now, I feel different. Like my eyes are opened for the first time.”

      His gaze turned serious. “I have heard there is a power when mates have sex for the first time. I’ve been told things will never be the same.”

      “Wow. You should bring an instruction manual.”

      He lifted an eyebrow.

      She rolled her eyes. “Get your mind out of the gutter. I’m not talking about sex, but what happens afterward.”

      “It’s different for every couple.”

      She frowned. “Really?”

      He ran his hand down her arm. “Our human mates are not ordinary women. They are gifted women, and their gifts become stronger after we mate.”

      “But it sounds like you dragons are changed as well.”

      He smiled. “Of course, we’re hornier.”

      “God, will you stop?”

      “I can’t help it. You tempt me like no other woman has.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “You’re mine.”

      His eyes were filled with passion that warmed her heart.

      Mine…Mine…Mine.

      Her hot flesh prickled. The word repeated in her mind like a broken record, but what did this mean?

      She frowned. “What do you mean by mine?”

      “You’re my mate. I will not share you with anyone. You’re mine to protect.” He lowered his forehead onto hers, then nestled his head in the crook of her neck.

      Thoughts of being controlled or threatened or hurt raced through her mind. What if she escaped one evil man, only to fall in the arms of another? She needed to find out. For the first time, she concentrated. Her heart beat wildly. As if by magic, tingles swept over her fingers and up her arms. But this time it was different. She was in control. She wanted this to happen.

      She softly entered his mind. He was a jumbled mess. His anger was at a low simmer but she doubted it would take him much to explode. But what was behind the simmer nearly broke her heart. Loneliness, sorrow, and fear swirled around him, but guilt beat down on him. He blamed himself for his sister’s death. His grief nearly choked her, but his fear that he would lose another person he loved scared her. He would do anything to protect them, including sacrificing himself.

      Now that she’d found him, she didn’t want to lose him. She didn’t know if she loved him, but she wouldn’t lose him either. The thought was too terrifying. She flashed out of him and trembled.

      “You just went into my mind, didn’t you?”

      She blinked. “You felt that? No one has ever felt it when I’ve scryed before.”

      “I told you, it’s different with mates.” His voice was a little chiller.

      “Are you mad?”

      “You need to ask before you do this. I don’t like my privacy being invaded, even from you.”

      “I’m sorry. I promise I’ll ask.” She thought about his raw pain that fed his anger. It wasn’t something she could keep silent about. “It’s not your fault your sister died.”

      He stiffened. “Yes, it is.”

      “Drake, there wasn’t anything you could do.” She laid her hand on his shoulder.

      He jerked away. “Yes, it is. Her death isn’t a subject for discussion.” His hard tone returned and he pulled out of her, then laid on his side. “We need to get moving.”

      Not wanting to anger him, she decided to play it safe and not mention his sister again. He wasn’t ready. She sat and looked down at his stony face. “How are we going to defeat the Kamtrinians?”

      He rested his forearm over his forehead. “It won’t be easy.”

      The juncture between her legs was sore, but she’d never felt so alive. A cold breeze brushed through the cavern and she shivered. Goosebumps broke out all over her skin. She missed having Drake’s warm body on top of hers. She sighed and grabbed her swimsuit then quickly wiggled into it, painfully aware that Drake was watching her every move with his hooded eyes.

      “Drake, the Seps said there would be weapons here.” She quickly put on her shirt. “We need to go look for some. I’m sure the Kamtrinians have been busy gathering them.”

      “Maybe. The Kamtrinians are confident about being stronger than a Zalarian and definitely stronger than a human.”

      “That could be their undoing.”

      “True. I have some ideas on how to kill them and get back to our ship.” He snatched his trousers and dragged them over his muscular legs and his magnificent cock. She busily braided her hair to keep her eyes looking anywhere but him.

      She hoped it didn’t mean he was going to do something stupid. Like really stupid. “Your idea is?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Like I told you before, the main genetic make-up in Kamtrinians is calcite. Carbon dioxide has a corrosive effect on calcite.”

      “Go on.”

      He dropped his hand. “It’s dangerous, but we have to start a fire. A very big fire.”

      “What? Why?”

      “The Kamtrinians won’t burst into flames, but they’ll undergo physical and chemical reactions when the forest is burned.”

      “And then what happens?”

      “Their skin will heat up faster than their insides, and crack and will then fall off. They’ll be weakened, weakened enough for me to engage in hand-to-hand combat.”

      “If they’re in a weakened state, you’d be strong enough to defeat them?”

      “Yes, if I had a weapon that I could bash them with, I think I could destroy them.”

      She frowned. “Drake, there are two of them. You can’t possibly defeat both of them. You’re going to need help.”

      “No, there’s no way in hell you can defeat the female, even if she’s weak. She’d kill you. I won’t allow that.” His voice sounded like she didn’t have a choice in the manner.

      “I’m not a helpless female.”

      He opened his mouth.

      She put on her palm. “I understand I’m not strong enough to fight her, but maybe I can do something else.”

      “Like what?” he asked warily.

      “My ability. Maybe I can use it to control her emotions.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “Have you ever done that before?”

      She shook her head. “No. But I told you my ability feels different. It’s more powerful. I think I can do more than just watch someone’s emotions while I’m inside, I think I could control them.”

      A muscle twitched in his cheek. “You will not do this with me.”

      She stood and marched over to him, not caring if she pissed him off. She jammed her finger into his hard chest, wishing it were his thick skull. “Did I say I would do this? Don’t put words in my mouth, Drake. Ever!”

      He grabbed her wrist. “I don’t like being controlled.”

      She met his angry gaze, refusing to cower beneath him, even though her gut was quivering. “Neither do I.” She jerked on her wrist. “Now, let go of me.”

      “Fine.”

      He released her, but a wall had gone up between them. She’d invaded his personal space, just like Tom had invaded hers. The trust that had been slowly building like a fire between them was dying, and she’d no idea how to rekindle the flame.
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      Drake slipped on his shirt and thought of what his mate had said. As much as he wanted to believe he could take on two Kamtrinians, it was insane, even if one was female. If the damn Seps would have allowed him to transform into a dragon, he wouldn’t have hesitated, but he couldn’t transform. Even though he was ten times stronger than a human, he was no match for two Kamtrinians.

      He sat on a rock across from Chloe. She was quickly braiding her hair. Her skin glowed and was scratched where he’d kissed her. She was beautiful, but she’d been inside him and peeled back a layer he didn’t want to share with anyone–not even her.

      “Do you really think you could control the female Kamtrinain’s emotions?”

      She stopped braiding her hair. “Maybe. But I would need to practice. It’s not like my ability will work the first time. This is a new power, and I’m still trying to figure out how to control it.”

      He gritted his teeth. “As much as I hate this, I think you’re right.” He ran his hand through his hair. “Since I’m the only one here, you’re going to have try to control my emotions.”

      She lowered her hands. “I thought you didn’t want me to go inside you.” Her gentle voice was hesitant, and she looked at him warily.

      “I told you I don’t like it, but we don’t have a choice. You’re right. I can’t take on two Kamtrinians at the same time. One would be hard enough, but two would nearly be impossible.”

      “I know this is difficult for you, Drake, but we have to work together to survive.”

      He snorted. “I get this.” He folded his arms across his chest. “Make me happy.”

      She furrowed her eyebrows. “What?”

      “You heard me. Make me happy.”

      “Well, I don’t know if I could do that with you scowling.”

      He drew in a sharp breath, then released. “Look, Chloe, the Kamtrinian isn’t going to help you control her feelings. She’s going to be intent on killing you. I’ll be easy compared to them. Now, try it!” His voice came out loud and reverberated off the walls.

      She jumped. “Fine.” She put her hands on her hips. “You don’t have to shout.”

      Blood pounded between his ears and his vision turned red. His nostrils flared, sending smoke into the air. He kept his arms pressed to his side to keep from shaking her.

      Chloe took a step back and put a shaking hand over her mouth.

      If she couldn’t do this, he was going to tie her up in here to keep her safe. He couldn’t take on the damn Kamtrinians if he had to worry about her.

      She slowly sat and crossed her legs. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, inhaling and exhaling. His dragon smell detected her warm breath, which soothed him.

      A prickle edged up the back of his neck and he stiffened. He felt the same sensation when she’d entered his mind earlier.

      His pulse elevated. He narrowed his eyes, his vision blurring to red. He clenched his fists tight.

      Her eyes flew open. “I can’t. There’s so much rage.”

      “Try again.”

      She put her hand on her sweating forehead. “I don’t know if I can.”

      “You’re going to give up on after one lousy try?”

      “No.” Her small voice didn’t convince him.

      “Then try again.”

      She dropped her hand. One knee bounced up and down. She moistened her lips then closed her eyes.

      Soft tingles swept up the back of his neck, massaging the stiffness. Her slow breath drew him to the rise and fall of her breasts. His fists slowly unclenched.

      Be at peace.

      He frowned. Not sure he heard right. It wasn’t his voice. Was it Chloe?

      Let go.

      The soft voice was subtle, slowly blocking out all his angry thoughts.

      Trust me.

      The knotted cords in the back of his neck unwound and the tension in his face lessened.

      She lifted her head. “Do you feel happy?”

      He shook his head but looked at her with wonder. “No, but I’m relaxed.”

      Her face went slack and paled. “Damn, I was going for happy.”

      “But you did good. It’s not easy turning down someone’s rage. It’s a start.”

      Her eyes brightened and she smiled. “You think so? You think I did good?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Her voice was low, and her skin was still a little gray.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “To tell you the truth–drained.” She rested her shaking hands on her knees. “This takes a lot out of me to manipulate someone’s emotions. It’s not easy.”

      Not willing to give up, he asked, “Do you think you could try one more time?”

      “I could try.” She rubbed her stomach. “To be honest, I’m starving and I think I need fuel to do this.”

      His gut growled as if to remind him he was just as famished as she was. “I’ll get something to eat.”

      She frowned. “How do you know what’s edible on this planet? We could eat something that could be poisonous.”

      He shrugged. “I’ll know. Our noses are more sensitive than humans. I’ll return shortly.”

      She stood. “I’ll come with you.”

      “No!” He pointed toward the ground. “You stay here.”

      “I’m a prisoner now?”

      “Of course not. But we don’t know where the Kamtrinians are. They could be waiting outside the cave.”

      She looked nervously toward the entrance of the cavern as if waiting for a Kamtrinian to jump out.

      He walked over and rested his hands on her shoulders. He kissed her on the mouth, drawing in on her softness to his hardness. “I’ll be back shortly.”

      She stood on her tippy-toes and wrapped her arms around his neck. She pressed her breasts against him, which made him want her all over again. “Be careful.” Her voice was soft, but he detected her worry.

      “I will.” He forced himself to unravel himself from her warm embrace and left before he couldn’t resist her charms.

      He hurried down the winding path back to the outside, but suddenly stopped in the darkness. His breath caught in his chest. His dragon hearing picked up something disturbing––silence. The creatures had been noisy all day and now, there wasn’t anything.

      He pressed his back against the cold rocky wall and moved slowly to the entrance, careful to stay in the shadows. He inhaled deeply, trying to detect a scent, but all he could detect were the creatures that were hiding in the trees, and the flowery fragrance of the jungle.

      But something was wrong.

      His heart accelerated while everything else in his body slowed down. He gritted his teeth and tried to transform, but all he did was break out in a hot sweat. Whatever the Seps were doing, he was trapped in this vulnerable form.

      He went to take a step out of the cave when a twig snapped. He slammed back against the hall, breathing hard.  The breaking twig had been at least a stone’s throw away.

      Another twig snapped, but this one was closer. Whatever was out there was getting closer. If he remained hiding, the thing might come inside and discover Chloe’s hiding place. Delias’s pleas echoed in his head, begging him to save her. He couldn’t let that happen to Chloe. She was his mate, and it was his job to protect her.

      He peered around the cave wall. The Kamtrinian female hid behind a thick pink bush, but he definitely could see her. Where was the damn male?

      His breath rose up and down on his chest. Although it was the Kamtrinian female out there, she’d still be incredibly strong. He needed to start the fire to weaken her. If he was a dragon, it would have been extremely easy, but thanks to the Seps, he wasn’t.

      Another snap drew his attention. But this wasn’t coming from where the female was hiding. It was to the left of the cave. The male was coming. He had to draw him off, away from Chloe.

      Cursing the Seps, he bolted from the cave, drawing on dragon speed, his heart nearly exploding from his chest.

      “There he is!” The Kamtrinian male yelled. “Ifea, go to his left.”

      Drake sprinted through the jungle. His adrenaline soared through him like a speeding rocket. His feet barely touched the ground and his arms pumped harder and harder. He leapt over fallen logs and small bushes. Leaves slapped him, and twigs and branches tore at his clothes and flesh.

      Heavy footsteps tracked him from behind and to the side. He poured on the speed, drawing the Kamtrinians farther and farther away from the cave. They were closing in on him, but he didn’t care. As long as he kept moving away from the cave, Chloe would be safe.

      The sound of roaring water rumbled ahead. Drake headed straight for it. His harsh breathing echoed in his ears. Out of the corner of his eye, the white alabaster skin of the Kamtrinians moved in out of the green, purple, and pink foliage.

      He jumped over a thick flowery bush and landed on the edge of an embankment that looked down on a raging river. Swimming wasn’t his strong point, but his mate was in danger. Water crashed onto rocks and logs were crammed against the rocky edge. He’d no idea what was in the river. Predators could be lurking, ready to tear him apart, but he didn’t have a choice.

      The thundering of footsteps was right behind him. He scrapped his hand through his hair, his muscles twitching. He took a step back and then leapt into the river. Water beat on him like an iron fist, forcing him under, slamming him against sharp rocks. He gulped in water and his clothes dragged him down deeper. His lungs squeezed shut begging for air and his eyes bulged. His heart pounded harder, sending adrenaline thrashing through his veins. Drawing on his dragon strength, he kicked his powerful legs and clawed his way to the surface. He burst out of the river, tossed his head back, and greedily sucked in air.

      An angry splash made him spin around. His hair fell across his face, blinding him, but he knew what it was, even before long fingers closed around his throat. His precious air was robbed. He closed a fist and slammed it into the Kamtrinian’s face again and again. He rammed his knee into his enemy’s middle, but it was like hitting stone. The Kamtrinian forced him under. Water gushed into his throat, filling his lungs. He twisted, kicked, and pounded, but it was like fighting a wall of granite. White lights blinked in his vision, and he lost focus. His arms and legs lost their strength. His chest tightened. The warmth escaped from his body, replaced with an eerie coldness.

      His death happened so quickly. He thought he could defeat his enemies, but they stole another woman from him, leaving him to die in hopeless misery and defeat.
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      Surprisingly Drake slowly woke to spitting up water on to his shirt. He lifted his heavy head and blinked, trying to focus. Where the hell was he? He pulled on his arms, but realized his hands were bound behind a tree.

      “Fumes,” a female said. “He’s awake.” She sat on a rock, watching him with no pity in those soulless black eyes.

      “Good.” The Kamtrinian male walked over and slapped Drake across the face.

      Pain exploded on his left cheek. Silver dots clouded his vision. He shook his head, trying to gather his wits.

      Fumes wrapped his long fingers in Drake’s hair and yanked hard. “Where is your mate, Zalarian?”

      Drake glared. “Go to hell.”

      “I see we’re going to have to do this the hard way.”

      He slammed his fist again and again into Drake’s face. Pain mushroomed, his eye swelled up, blood burst from his nose, and his cheek throbbed. Drake pulled on his restraints and kicked his legs, sweat dripping down his miserable face, adrenaline flowing through him, but it was useless. His bindings only cut into his flesh. There was nothing he could do. He’d no doubt the Kamtrinian would beat him to death.

      “Fumes, wait. Stop.” Panic rolled through the female’s voice.

      “What is it, Ifea?” He raised his fist but turned to look at the female who stared at the jungle.

      “I smell smoke.” Ifea pointed, her hand shaking. “Look, the jungle’s on fire. Fumes, don’t you see? He started the fire. We can’t stay here. We’ll die. I know it. I just know it.” Her voice turned rapid and her lower lip trembled.

      “Will you calm down? It’s not like we’re going to melt.” Fumes frowned. “There weren’t any storms.” He looked at Drake suspiciously. “It was your damn mate, wasn’t it?”

      Drake clenched his jaw tight, refusing to answer. For the first time, the darkness inside him lifted. His little mate must have been the one who started the fire. Every time he thought he had her figured out, she turned the engines on him.

      “Answer me, damn it!” Fumes slapped Drake hard again, the side of his face slammed into the bark of the tree.

      Drake spit blood into Fume’s glowering face.

      Fume ran his down his face, wiping off the blood. “The bastard’s not going to tell us where his mate is.”

      “I still think he would have, but you beating the crap out of him wasn’t going to make him betray his mate. Zalarians would rather die than turn over their mates.”

      “Really? Do you think I don’t know this? We’ve got to kill these two quickly and get you off this miserable planet.”

      She looked back into the jungle. “Now, we’re going to die, because of your stupidity.” Tears formed in her black eyes. Her pale skin turned gray. “I’m becoming weaker and weaker, Fumes.”

      Her voice was so lost that Drake almost took pity of her. Almost.

      Fumes held Ilfea in his arms. He left her then bent down. Hate glistened in his eyes.

      Drake gulped in ragged breaths.

      “You had a chance to tell us where your mate was, Zalarian. Have no doubt I will find her. Like you, humans are stupid, useless creatures. I would have killed her quickly, but since you’ve defied me, I’ll make her suffer like you will when the fire consumes you.”

      Ilfea frowned. “But he’s a dragon, Fumes. He’ll find a way to transform. I know he will.” She wrung her trembling hands. “He’ll find us. And kill us. We’ve got to get out of here.”

      Her terror reeked from her like a stinky soak. She edged farther away from Drake as if any minute he’d break his bonds and burn her alive.

      “Will you calm yourself? The Seps took away his dragon power. You’re safe. I doubt he’ll withstand the flames.” Fumes stood and kicked Drake in the thigh. Drake bit back a cry as more agony rippled through him.

      Fumes gently took Ilfea’s hand. “I promise I’ll keep you safe.”

      “I don’t know.” She raised her crackled hand. “My skin’s already beginning to crack.”

      Holding hands, the two Kamtrinians disappeared into the jungle, leaving Drake to burn alive. Drake had no idea whether Fumes was right. Normally, Zalarians, even in human form, fire had no effect on them. But the Seps had stolen his power. Maybe he was vulnerable. He leaned his head against the tree.

      But he’d learned something, if he could just stay alive enough to tell Chloe. The female Ilfea needed to get off this planet. She must have something wrong with her that made her vulnerable. It was an advantage, giving his mate a fighting chance.

      Smoke seeped out of the jungle. His eyes watered and he coughed. His temperature shot up. Through the leaves and thick branches, the blaze of fire greedily consumed ground, inching its way toward him. He pulled against his bindings, but they were steadfast. Sweat drenched his beaten body. He closed his eyes, hoping the Fates would protect his little mate.
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      Chloe squatted behind a bush. She put her shaking hand over her mouth. Fumes slammed his fist into Drake’s mouth. Every muscle in Chloe’s body tensed. She clenched her jaw tight, to keep from screaming at Fumes. Giving away her location wouldn’t help Drake. She had to be smarter.

      Drake was her only hope of getting off this wretched planet. She had to save him. Sleeping with him had rocked her socks off. It wasn’t just the physical sex, but he’d unlocked her heart. Trusting men didn’t come easy, but she was drawn to Drake. It was more than that she cared for him, really cared for him. Losing him would send her into a tail-spin.

      Fumes punched Drake square in the jaw. Drake snapped his head against the tree trunk. He spit out blood, spraying droplets on Fumes’s torn and stained jacket.

      She dug her nails into her palms, wishing she had the strength to pulverize him like he was Drake, but she wasn’t helpless, either. She stared at Ilfea, pouring all of her power toward the alien. Tingles gushed through her. Her limbs went slack and she slumped over. She descended into the female’s body. Like the male, her form was cold and hard. The female’s name was Ifea. Fear was already brewing inside her. Chloe tried to intensify it.

      He’ll kill you.

      Ifea put her hands over her ears. “No,” she whispered.

      Yes, he will. He can transform. He’s only waiting for the perfect moment. He started the fire.

      Ifea shook.

      You’ll burn. Burn. Burn.

      Chloe could feel Ifea’s pulse quicken, her terror igniting. Ifea yelled, “Look, the jungle’s on fire. Fumes, don’t you see? He started the fire. We can’t stay here. We’ll die. I know it. I just know it.”

      Chloe couldn’t hold on anymore and slammed back into her sweating body. She rolled onto her side, gasping for breath, but inhaled smoke. Her eyes watered, blurring her vision. She coughed violently, nearly spitting up her lungs.  She pushed herself up on her hands and knees.

      Angry white and black smoke swirled into the sky. Creatures screeched in terror, trying to escape. Thickness formed at the back of Chloe’s throat at their pitiful cries. She coughed and her eyes watered. Flames leaped up trees, their trunks turning black. Leaves crackled. Branches fell to the ground. Bushes groaned as pink, yellow, and purple flowers withered, turning to ash.

      Slimy things slithered over her hands. She yanked away and pushed the hair out of her face. Furry creatures the size of bunnies scurried past her. The leathery birds flew high into the sky. She hated hurting the innocent creatures, but she didn’t have a choice. She had to save Drake.

      Her fluttering stomach, and her swelling heart, blocked out her logic that she only needed, Drake only to get off this damn planet. Admit it. He made her feel safe and whole when they were together. She cared about him. Really cared about him.

      She wiped her mouth and smiled. Fumes and Ifea disappeared into the jungle. Drake was slumped against a tree. Blood trickled down his face, turning his neck and chest crimson. One eye was completely swollen shut.

      Smoke circled around her. Heat beat down her like a hammer. She had to move. Not sure whether the Kamtrinians were lying in wait or not, she darted from tree to tree until she reached Drake.

      He must have been slumped over, because his hands were slack and the bindings tight. She pulled and pulled but she couldn’t get the bindings to move. Behind her, the heat intensified. Her back dripped with sweat and her shirt and suit molded to her skin. She panted hard.

      “Damn!” She put her shaking hands on her knees.

      Something moved out of the corner of her eye. She whirled around. Her heartbeat raced, nearly exploding. A burning tree twisted and fell right toward her. She screamed and jumped to the side, smashing into a flowery bush.

      “Drake! Drake!” Coughing and her eyes watering, she struggled to get out, kicking her legs and her hands to break branches. Fire crackled, popped, and snapped. Red-hotness drenched her as if she were melting into a pile of goo, but she had to get to Drake.

      Ash and sparks flew into the air. She shielded her eyes. “Drake!”

      Smoke poured around her, her heart slamming against her ribs. She crawled toward where Drake’s body was slumped over. She picked up a red-hot rock, scalding her hand. Ignoring the pain and utilizing all her strength, she repeatedly smashed it into his binding. Her raging breath echoed in her ear.

      Ash fell on her hair and skin, sending throbbing anguish through her. “Come on!” Finally, the vines unraveled, one-by-one. She lifted the rock up and smacked the frayed vine. It snapped. “Finally!” She bent over, her hands on her knees.

      She put her hand on her chest, gasping for breath, the smoke weakening her.

      Drake was over on his side. He wasn’t moving.

      “No! No! No!” She knelt next to him. “Drake, Drake, Drake.” She patted his face. Her wild heart went into panic mode, threatening to pop out of her chest. Tears formed at the back of her eyes. She couldn’t lose him. He was the first man she thought she could trust. “Wake up, please don’t die.” Tears slid down her cheeks.

      He was so heavy. How could she move him? She put her hand over his nose. Warm breath blew onto her palm, but it was faint, too faint.

      She edged around him, then put her hands underneath his armpits and took a step. She barely moved an inch. “Drake.” She gasped, her arms shaking. “I can’t. Please help me.”

      Not knowing what else to do, she surged out of her body and fell to her knees.

      Drake’s mind was asleep, but his heart was beating. His eyes were shut so she couldn’t see what was happening. Time to wake him up.

      Wake up. I need you!

      Heat swelled inside him. She’d no idea if it was his dragon or the forest fire. Even worse, was her body going up in flames?

      Drake, please. Before we’re both killed. I love you. Wake up!

      God, did she actually tell him that she loved him? Did she mean it?

      Something stirred. His eyes opened slowly. A blaze rippled through the grass. She inhaled the ash and tasted soot on his lips. She must be on fire, but she didn’t care. Drake was all she cared about.

      Suddenly, he pushed, flinging her back into her sweltering body. She put her hands on the ground and shook her head.

      “Move! Your hair’s on fire.”

      Strong hands beat at her hair, then someone yanked her off the ground and dragged her through the forest. Her feet barely touched the ground. Leaves and twigs stabbed and tore at her flesh. Her vision was blurry, but through the smoke, she made out Drake’s large frame. His grip was strong and she was too dazed to think anything else but follow him.

      She tripped over a rock and before she hit the ground, Drake scooped her up and threw her over his shoulder. Her teeth chattered and she gasped. Blood thumped through her. She couldn’t keep her eyes open. Tingles swept her arms and down her legs then her muscles went to sleep. Her temperature surged as if she was a thermometer ready to explode, then she was out.
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      “Chloe, Fates, wake up.” Someone slapped her, and something cool dropped over her face.

      A nasty headache pounded between her temples. She frowned, then fluttered open her eyes.  Stalagmites were overhead and the air was cleaner. Water lapped over her. Cool air brushed over her sweltering skin.

      “You’re safe.” She recognized that arrogant voice.

      “Drake?” Her throat was so parched her voice was only a small puff.

      “Hey.” He brushed her hair out of her eyes. “You had me worried.”

      She realized she was back in the cavern. She licked her parched lips. “What happened?”

      “You disobeyed me.”

      She put her hand on her hot forehead. “If I hadn’t, you’d be a burnt toastie.”

      “No, I wouldn’t. You would.” His scolding voice was soft, but she could detect concern.

      She swallowed. “Why would you say that?”

      He kissed the top of her forehead. “I’m a dragon.” He cupped water in his large hand. “Here, drink.”

      She greedily drank.

      “Fire can’t kill me. I just absorb the flames, but…” His voice broke. “You’ve got blisters everywhere. Your hair’s singed. What were you thinking?”

      Her chest fluttered. She lifted her chin high. “I had to save you.” She broke out in a harsh cough, her lungs rattled, and she moistened her lips.

      A vein in his cheek quivered, his golden eyes darkened. “Fates, I have to get you to Tryker.”

      “What’s a Tryker?” she whispered.

      “It’s not a what. It’s a who. He’s the chief surgeon of the Orion. He could heal you.”

      The concern in his eyes made her stomach tighten. “I’ll be okay.”

      “No, you won’t.” He gently picked up her wrist. “Look at your poor hand.”

      She reluctantly looked at her hand. An ugly ragged welt was in the middle of her palm, even her fingertips were scalded. “I don’t feel anything.”

      “Because you’re going into shock. You started the fire, didn’t you?”

      She nodded. “I had to. You said it was the only way to weaken the Kamtrinians.” She forced a weak smile. “I had no idea what a great fire starter I was.”

      “Next time, let me worry about starting a fire.”

      He shifted, and a wave of agony stole her breath. She smelled burnt flesh and then shook. It was her. It was her burnt flesh. Her breath quickened and she gripped his arm with her other hand. “I’m…I’m…in really bad shape, aren’t I?”

      He nodded wordlessly. “I won’t let you die. I promise.”

      She wanted to believe him, but numbness slowly seeped through her. “I need to get out of the water.”

      “No, you should stay here. Once out, you’ll feel more agony.” He clamped his jaw tight, and his arms tensed. “I’ll have to kill the damn Kamtrinians quickly.”

      “Don’t you think we’ll have something to say about this?”

      Drake jerked around. “You!”

      “Hello, Zalarian. Miss me?”

      Chloe gasped and covered her mouth. Fumes had splinters splitting all over him as if he were Humpty-Dumpty who had fallen off the wall.

      “Let’s finish this, Kamtrinian,” Drake growled.

      “Of course.” Fumes cracked his neck and bony knuckles.

      Drake turned to Chloe. “Stay here.” He gently put her on the edge of the pool.

      “Drake, wait.”

      “What?” he snapped, never taking his eyes off Fumes.

      “I know why Ifea was so frightened.”

      “Who?” He glanced over his shoulder.

      “The Kamtrinian female. She’s pregnant.”

      Drake got out of the water. Drops slid down his broad back that was riddled with scrapes, cuts, and bruises. “So?”

      Fumes snarled and headed straight for Drake, murder reflecting in his eyes.

      Chloe gasped for breath, trying to think, but the agony was pulsing. Her vision zeroed in and out. Everything was turning fuzzy. “You can’t hurt her.”

      “Yes, I can. Watch me.”

      He roared and slammed his shoulder into Fumes.

      Fumes flew back into the cave wall, which split. Bits of stone and rocks flew in the air and crumbled onto the floor. The Kamtrinian wasn’t defeated. He lowered his head and rammed his body into Drake’s gut, throwing him onto his back.

      Drake groaned. Fumes dove on top of him. The two men rolled, grunts and curses heated the air as the men were in a death match. The sound of flesh pounding flesh mirrored Chloe’s headache. It was enough to churn her stomach.

      The Kamtrinian gained an advantage over Drake, pinning his shoulders to the ground, and proceeded to rapidly punch Drake in the face. Chloe wasn’t sure how much more he could take. She had to do something before he beat him to death.

      She drew on her power but barely any tingles moved up her fingers–only agony. She picked up a rock and threw it. Playing softball had given her a good arm. The stone smacked Fumes in the forehead, stunning him for a minute and giving Drake time to respond.

      Drake was able to break one arm free long enough to plow his fist into Fumes’s gut, knocking him off. Both men were on their feet, circling each other like rabid wolves, foaming and bloody.

      They lunged at each other, the crunch of bone and flesh made her heart sick. Fists drove one back, then the other. Hate and desperation flared in their eyes. Their heavy breaths and weary groans meant both were spent. What kind of creatures were the Seps to think this was a way to settle disputes? They were the barbarians.

      Fumes yanked out a sharpened stick from his ragged and ash stained jacket. He drew back his upper lip. “You can’t…win…Zalarian. Let me kill you and your woman and end this thing.”

      Drake spit blood onto the dirt floor and rested his hands on his knees. “Go to hell, you bastard. I’ll not let you harm another female.” His breath was ragged. “You’re losing your strength. You won’t last long.”

      “Fine. To the death.”

      Drake nodded. “To the death.” He stood tall.

      The two men walked around each other, sizing each other up, looking for weaknesses. Fumes twirled the sharp stick in his hand as if it were dagger–a weapon he obviously was perfectly lethal with.

      A quick movement caught Chloe’s eye and she turned from the two men. Ifea had both hands on the wall as if she needed it to support her. Her ashen face was more cracked and splintered then Fumes’s. Her legs shook as she moved.

      “Fumes.” She fell onto her knees. “Help me.” Her voice was so soft the alpha males didn’t hear her.

      Chloe dragged herself to her feet. Ifea was in as much pain as she was. Or worse since she was pregnant.

      She stumbled to Ifea who was on her hands and knees. “Fumes.” But her voice was so faint, Chloe had to strain to hear her.

      “Ifea.” She crumpled next to her. “What can I do?”

      Ifea looked up at her with those three black eyes, glistening with sorrow. “Nothing…I need…to get out of…here. My baby’s draining me. I…don’t have the strength.” She collapsed onto the ground. “Please don’t kill me.”

      Chloe brushed her hand over a large rock. It would be so easy to kill her. All she had to do was pick up a rock and bash her head until it was nothing but bits of rock and stone.

      “I promise I won’t kill you,” she said in a soft voice. She pulled Ifea onto her lap.

      The Kamtrinian was trembling. Her gray skin was turning black and more cracks split open. Chloe wiped the sweat off Ifea’s brow. “Is there anything I can do?”

      Ifea licked her cracked lips. “I was sick anyway…going back home…when…” She was struggling to get the words out.

      A piece of lead slammed into Chloe’s stomach and her shoulders slumped. “When you ran into us…”

      “Yes.” She licked her dry lips. “Fumes was desperate…out of his mind…our first child.” She fluttered her eyes shut.

      Chloe put her palm over Ifea’s nose. A slight brush of air blew onto her hand. “I’m sorry.”

      A loud grunt drew her attention away from Ifea. Fumes staggered back into the shadows, his hand over his chest where the stick protruded. Black goo dripped between his fingers. She’d no idea what that was, but thought it must have been blood. He dropped onto his knees, his head bent over, his shaking hands clasping the stick.

      Blood drizzled down Drake’s side. He panted and picked up a large boulder. He slowly raised it over his head.

      In a loud voice, Chloe yelled, “Drake, no! Not like this.”

      He looked at her as if she were crazy. “Why the hell not? He deserves killing.”

      “He was only protecting his woman and his baby. He was racing to get her back.”

      Drake’s eyes glowed darker, and he pulled his lips back into a sneer. “How can you say this? You know what they did to us. To our women. To my sister.”

      “I know, but not like this! Not like this! This makes it murder. You’re better than them.”

      He glowered at her, his arms shaking. She wasn’t sure he could stop himself from ripping Fumes apart. His anger ruled him. He looked at Fumes who was spent–the cracks splitting through his blackened flesh like spiderwebs.

      Drake’s face was contorted with rage, his chest was heaving for air, his body glistening with sweat and blood. His arms shook. “Fates!” Roaring, he threw the boulder, and it shattered against the wall.

      Chloe jumped, not sure what she’d really seen. Fumes crawled away and pulled the stick out of his chest, his palms covered with the black goo. Ifea groaned pitifully.

      “Drake?”

      He held out his palm. “Give me a moment. Just give me a moment.” His voice cracked as if he was a second away from losing his cool and ripping the cavern apart.

      Drake walked toward the wall, his back to Chloe. He leaned his forehead against the rock, his fists were clenched. He slowly lifted one fist and placed it against the wall, softly pounding it.

      Chloe’s belly fluttered and her heart beat elevated. “I can’t believe you didn’t kill him.” Her soft voice was halting as if she were trying to convince herself that he’d controlled his anger.

      Drake whirled around. “I wanted to.” He glared. “Damn it, I wanted to bash his head until he was nothing, but pieces of rock.” His voice shook as if he were one step away from completing his wish.

      “Drop dead,” Fumes muttered.

      Drake ignored him. He lowered his head and gasped for breath that echoed off the walls.

      Chloe asked again, “So, why didn’t you?”

      “Why?” He pointed at Fumes. “Why didn’t I kill that bastard who would have killed either one of us?” The vein in his cheek vibrated. “I did it for you. I did it for you.”

      Tears ran down Chloe’s cheeks. Her heart swelled. No one man had ever done anything like this for her. He’d been so full of raw emotion, and he’d fought it back for her.

      Suddenly, Ifea faded away.

      “Ifea!” Chloe looked around her wildly. “Drake, she’s gone!”

      “So, is Fumes!”

      Only a pile of ooze signaled that the Kamtrinian had been lying against the rocky wall.

      Chloe gasped and put her hand over her rattling heart. She thought she was imagining things. A short redheaded man who looked like a Leprechaun with his green hat and coat stood in front of them. She waited for him to break out into a dance or laugh.

      Drake frowned and hurried over to Chloe. “Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m a Sep. My name is Zuyyer.” His bright blue eyes were filled with wonder.

      “How can this be? You’re too small to wield such power.”

      Zuyyer lifted his eyebrow. “Judge me by my size, do you, Zalarian? It’s always the same with you creatures. You judge everything by its size. Strength and power is not measured by size. Or have you not figured this out?”

      Drake scowled. “Hold your tongue. I am not an idiot.”

      “If you judge by your eyes, then I would have said yes.” Zuyyer held up his hand. “But I saw something different. Something I didn’t expect. Something I need to know.”

      Drake braced his legs apart as if he were ready to squash the Sep. “What do you want to know?”

      Zuyyer lifted his eyebrow. “You did not kill.”

      Chloe forced her throbbing legs to stand. “No, he didn’t.”

      Drake glanced over his shoulder. “Chloe, stay behind me.”

      “I don’t understand,” Zuyyer said. “Why didn’t you? Does the woman of your species control you?”

      Drake laughed. “Hardly. I did what I did because I love her. She’s my mate, and I’d do anything to please her. Even spare an enemy.”

      Chloe clasped his arm. “You do?” She couldn’t hide a smile, despite the burning pain gripping her. Love, he said he loved her. Was he telling the truth?

      He gently wrapped his arm around her. “Yes. Even if you weren’t my mate, I would have fallen in love with you. She’s in pain. I have to get her to Zalara.”

      “Perhaps.”

      Drake growled.

      “No, Drake.” She put her hand on his rapid beating heart. “Please.”

      Zuyyer squished his furry red eyebrows together. “But you are strange. I sensed you wanted to kill your opponent.”

      “Yes, I’d wanted to cave in his head for what his kind did to my people.” A vein trembled in Drake’s cheek. “Revenge is all I’ve ever thought about. I wanted to crush the life of every single one of them.”

      “Then, why didn’t you?” Zuyyer asked.

      He tilted up Chloe’s chin. “Because someone convinced me Fumes was protecting what was his, like I was protecting what is mine.”

      “Mercy and compassionate are not traits I thought Zalarians or humans would possess.”

      Drake and Chloe held hands and grinned at each other.

      Zuyyer smiled. “There may be hope for you yet, Zalarian. I’ll spare you and your mate. Do you want me to kill your opponents? Because they would have killed you.”

      “No!” Chloe clutched Drake’s arm.

      He smiled and lifted her into his arms. “I agree. All we want to do is leave here. My mate’s hurt and needs medical attention.”

      “You’re free to leave. Perhaps your people and mine can come to an agreement. Send an embassy, and we will explore a diplomatic path. Until then, good-bye, Zalarian. You have a remarkable mate. Not many Earthlings possess her ability.”

      A light shone behind Zuyyer that burned brighter and brighter.

      Drake pressed her head to his chest. “Cover your eyes! Don’t look!”

      Chloe closed her tight and buried herself in Drake’s chest. Warmth and wind rushed over her like a tropical breeze. Her skin prickled, flaming pain seeping down into her core. They lifted off the planet as if in a whirlpool, churning around and around. She clutched her arms around Drake’s thick neck tightly, determined to hang on to him. Drake’s beating heart anchored her, keeping her calm.

      She never wanted to be parted from him. He’d risked his life for her. No man had ever done such a thing. Wind picked up, whirling faster and faster. She plopped onto something hard, her head slipping to the side.

      “Fates, we’re back.”

      She slowly lifted her head. Her vision swirled. She squeezed her eyes then opened them again. Stars zoomed through darkness as if she were on an acid trip.

      Drake pushed buttons on the console. “I don’t understand. Earth is in the wrong place. So, is Zalara. The coordinates are all wrong. It’s like we were on the other side of the galaxy.”

      She frowned. They were back on the Leo’s bridge, sitting in their perspective chairs. “We’re…We’re farther away.”

      He shook his head. “No, we’re closer to Zalara.”

      “Drake,” she whispered, her throat too dry to scream. She reached for him with her trembling hand. “I’m sorry…I won’t make it.”

      He knelt in front of her and took her hand. “Chloe, what?”

      The agonizing pain exploded inside her and she squeezed his hand tightly. “I think the Seps kept the pain…” Another pulse made her gasp.

      “Chloe, Fates.”

      She panted hard, the pain making her eyes wider. “Under control…must have been controlling the pain…”

      “No…you’re…going to be fine.” His eyes glistened with anguish.

      Another wave gripped her and she cried out. She shook her head. “No, it hurts bad…back with a vengeance.” She gritted her teeth. “Drake, I’m burning.”

      He knelt in front of her and put his hand on her forehead. “Fates, your skin. It’s swelling and blistering. What’s happening? You’re a bloody mess.”

      “Just know”––she licked her cracked lips––“I love…you. Don’t…forget…me.”

      The last thing she remembered was Drake tossing his head, shrieking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      Drake hugged Chloe’s limp, feverish body. Her head slumped to the side and her arms were limp. Pain balled up in the back of his throat. “I’ll get you to Tryker. I promise he’ll heal you.” His voice cracked. Even as he said those words, doubt crept into his mind.

      He gently unwound his arms from Chloe. He put his hand over her mouth. A faint brush of air flickered over his shaking palm, but it was too weak. Time was against him.

      If she died, he’d come back for Zuyyer. He didn’t care if it was futile.

      “Topaz, come in, this is Drake. Do you read me?” He couldn’t hide the panic in his voice. Chloe was getting paler and paler and her breath shallower and shallower. She was dying.

      “Topaz, here. Drake, where the devil have you been?”

      “In the Centaurus Star System on an unknown planet.”

      “I gave strict orders that none of our ships were to enter that system.” His voice left little doubt that Drake would have to answer to him. Disobeying the captain of the Orion might have just killed his ability to be reinstated as an officer.

      “Captain, listen to me. I’m in route to Zalara. I need Tryker. My mate…” He clamped his jaw tight.

      “Your mate what?”

      “She’s burned, Captain. I don’t know if she’s going to make it.” His voice wavered, and he tensed, trying not to lose it, but he was one step away.

      “How far out are you?”

      Drake swallowed back the sorrow, the guilt, and the terror, threatening to drive him mad. “I’ll be there in less than two hours.”

      “Tryker will be ready.” His voice softened, but he still wouldn’t forget that Drake had violated a direct order.

      Drake put in a course for Zalara and warped into ultra-drive seven. The Leo rattled in protest, her engines screamed, but he ignored the warning signs popping on his console. If he could have, he would have pushed to ten, but seven was the highest she could go. All that mattered was getting Chloe to Tryker.

      “Stay with me, Chloe.”

      The next two hours were the longest in Drake’s life. Chloe wouldn’t answer him. She’d cough, then gasp for breath as if each one were her last. Why did she have to be so brave? Why hadn’t she stayed in the cave like he’d asked?

      Finally, Zalara’s two suns, Blostos and Clostos, welcomed him home. He whizzed past them to Zalara, a blue and green planet.

      He contacted the captain.

      “Topaz, I’m in the final approach.”

      “Tryker and his emergency crew will await you at the landing pad.”

      “Thank you.” Drake glanced at Chloe who hadn’t made a sound for the last thirty minutes. “We’re here. You’re going to make it. Do you hear me? You’re going to make it.”

      But she didn’t argue or agree. Her head was slumped to the side like it had been for the flight, and her arms hung limp on either side of her.

      The blackness of space dissipated to light blue. The Leo crashed into the atmosphere, whining and screaming in protest. Clouds and sky greeted her. She shook uncontrollably and fire shimmered at her wings. Drake steered her toward the landing pad.

      Flying dragons cruised out of his path. Angarth Citadel’s turrets beaconed to him. Right behind her was the space station and the landing pad. Emergency equipment waited for him along with Tryker, his doctors, even Topaz was there. Tears formed on the back of his eyelids, but he clamped his jaw tight, not wanting to break down. He had to stay strong for Chloe.

      His hands shook as he landed the Leo. He punched open the spaceport doors. Not waiting for Tryker and his team, he lifted Chloe’s limp body and bolted out of the bridge.

      Tryker met him with a gurney. “Put her on here, Drake.”

      Drake did as he asked and gently laid his mate down.

      “Fates,” Tryker mumbled. He opened up each of Chloe’s beautiful silver eyes. “What the hell happened? She has third-degree burns. Her skin is blistered and charred. The burns have gone through the dermis and into her other organs. Humans usually don’t survive those.”

      Blood pounded between Drake’s temples and his vision clouded.

      “No!” Drake grabbed Tryker’s shirt. “Don’t say that. You have to save her.” He shook him hard. “It’s your job.”

      “Drake. Let go of my ship’s doctor.” Topaz’s stern voice broke through Drake’s rage.

      Tryker was a couple of inches shorter than Drake, but no fear shone in his eyes. He broke loose. “Get a hold of yourself, man. I can’t work miracles. I’ll do my best.”

      Drake ran his shaking hand through his hair. “I can’t lose her.”

      Tryker put his hand on his shoulder. “I’ll do what I can.” His face grim, he glanced at Chloe’s blackened and blistered body. “But I suggest you prepare for the worst.”

      Drake rubbed his forehead and nodded, unable to answer.

      “If anyone can save her, Drake, Tryker can,” Topaz said. His faith gave Drake some hope.

      Tryker loaded Chloe into an ambulance that whizzed to the nearby hospital, which was only a mile away from the space port. Drake and Topaz transformed into dragons and flew alongside them. They quickly transformed back into humanoid forms at the hospital entrance and entered.

      Tryker took Chloe into surgery.

      In the waiting area, both Drake and Topaz took a seat.

      “I’m honored you’re with me,” Drake mumbled. Not exactly the truth, but it was the polite thing to say. Topaz had a million things to do astride from sitting in a waiting room. Drake wasn’t even a member of his crew.

      “It’s just not over concern for your mate that I’m here, Drake. I want to know why you disobeyed my order.”

      The last thing he wanted to do was relive the whole ordeal, but Topaz was a stern captain and wouldn’t leave until he got his answers.

      “I didn’t have a choice, Captain. A small Kamtrinian ship was pursuing us. If I didn’t try and lose them, then both myself and my mate would have been dead. I tried to contact you, but interference blocked out communication.”

      “From the Kamtrinian ship?”

      “No, from the Seps.”

      “Who are the Seps?”

      Drake caught the captain up on what had happened, sparing no details. Topaz didn’t ask any questions until he was finished.

      He lifted an eyebrow. “So, you’ve done what no other Confederation officer has been able to do with that star system.”

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      “You’ve established communications with aliens who have repeatedly ignored the Confederation’s attempt to establish relations.”

      Drake frowned. “I didn’t know the Confederation had attempted to establish communications in that solar system.”

      “You were no longer a member of my crew and certain information is kept from civilians, as you know. The Centaurus Star System is key in helping us defeat the Kamtrinians, since it is between our two galaxies.” He gripped his shoulder. “Thanks to you, we may be one step closer in keeping the Kamtrinians in their own system.”

      Normally, Drake would be jumping for joy at Topaz’s praise, but his thoughts were focused on Chloe. He couldn’t ignore the compliment, either. Drake cleared his throat. “Thank you, Captain.”

      Topaz dropped his arm. “When you’re ready, and if you so choose, you have a position back on my ship. You’ve proven that you can control your anger.”

      Drake put his elbows on his knees and rested his forehead in his palms. “Only because of my mate. I’m lost without her.”

      Topaz didn’t answer but stayed with him. Neither of them spoke as they waited for news from Tryker. A couple of times, Topaz was contacted and would go off to answer questions or give orders, but he didn’t leave Drake––something Drake wouldn’t forget. It was one of the reasons Topaz’s crew was loyal to him. Topaz always stood behind his crew, no matter their position.

      A few hours later, Tryker came out of the operation room. He had his mask pulled down and his scrubs on, but his grim face was all Drake needed to see.

      “I’m sorry, Drake. She’s stabilized for now, but I’m afraid it won’t last long. She’s too badly burned.”

      Adrenaline pumped through Drake’s body, breaking every restraint. He clenched his fists and roared.

      Topaz grabbed both his arms. “Listen to me.”

      Drake broke loose. He picked up a chair, then smashed into the wall. “Why! She’s dying captain. My mate.”

      “Have you claimed her yet?”

      “I love her,” he growled.

      “That’s not what I asked you.”

      He slammed his fist into the wall, leaving a hole. “No, there wasn’t time. And now, it’s too late.”

      Topaz glared. “Hoss’s mate was dying, but when he used the Mating Stone, she was healed.”

      Drake looked at Tryker. “Is that true? Is there a chance it could work?” He held his breath.

      “I don’t know. Agnes’s throat had been ripped out, and she’d lost a lot of blood. But this is different. Burns are a whole different animal.”

      Drake crashed two more fists into the wall.

      “Will you stop destroying my hospital?” Tryker growled.

      Drake panted, trying to regain his composure, but a sensation of strength pulsed through him. He was one step away from ripping apart the doctors and building for not saving his mate.

      “Drake.” A soft female voice stopped him.

      He turned around. Queen Cosima gazed at him with sorrow. Her blond hair glimmered under the overhead light and her blue gown glittered. “I came as soon as I could.”

      “She’s dying,” he blurted. “No one can save her!” His voice echoed off the walls.

      “You can,” she said gently.

      He glared at the good doctor who had his head bent as if in shame. “Tryker said the Mating Stone wouldn’t be enough.”

      “There are other stones besides the Mating Stone.”

      He stopped. His body overheated with exhaustion. “What?” He glanced at Topaz and Tryker who both shook their heads like this was news to them.

      “The Fates have other stones, but you must ask them. Go to Angarth Citadel and pray.” She walked over to the damaged wall and ran her hand over the break. “I’d lose your temper along the way. They don’t take kindly to being yelled at.”

      Not waiting another moment, Drake rushed out of the hospital, then transformed into a dragon. He flew as fast as he could to Angarth Citadel. He transformed back into a humanoid then whipped open the huge oak doors.  He gasped for breath. The Citadel was quiet except for the bubbling pool, and the only light came from the glass window above the altar.

      Sweat dripped down his face. Fates, he was desperate. He’d do anything to save Chloe, even pray. He walked down the aisle to the pool. He knelt down on one knee and lowered his head. He wasn’t sure what to say but decided to speak from his heart.

      “Fates, I kneel before you a broken dragon.” His voice was barely a whisper. “My mate is dying. She risked her life to save me.”

      Unwanted tears fell down his cheeks. “Tryker…can’t save her. She’s badly burned. Help me.”

      The pool frothed, but no one appeared.

      His heart severing in two, Drake got on his hands and knees, then prostrated himself. “I’ll do anything…Please hear me, great Fates. It’s my fault she’s dying. I beg you.” His voice trailed off as he wept bitterly.

      “Stand, Angry One.”

      Drake lifted his eyes. Ythei stood next to the pool, her image reflecting in the water. Her two sisters weren’t with her.

      He scrambled to his feet and bowed his head. “My mate…”

      “I know of your mate. So, you’ve pledged to do anything to save your mate.”

      He lifted his eyes. “Yes.”

      A silver dagger formed in her hand. “Blood for blood. Heart for heart.”

      He looked at her questioningly.

      “You must stab yourself in the heart to save your mate. Are you willing to do this?”

      The chapel darkened and the pool bubbled violently. Ythei’s golden eyes darkened. Her blond hair and teeth glowed. Her skin turned very pale. She looked like an avenging demon, rather than a goddess.

      Heaviness weighed his body down, and his heart shrunk. More than anything he wanted to be with his mate. He didn’t want to die, but he couldn’t let Chloe die, either.

      “Yes.” He snatched the blade out of her hand.

      She held his gaze. “Now, stab yourself in the heart, and I will heal your mate.”

      Without taking his eyes off Ythei, he held the blade to his beating heart. He lifted his head up and in loud voice, he cried, “I love you, Chloe!”

      He shoved the blade deep into his heart. Sharp, blinding pain slashed into him. His breath died, and he fell onto his knees. He dropped his arms to the side and tilted his head back. The Citadel floated around him. At least, Chloe would live.

      Ythei pulled the blade out of his chest, and he cried out. He coughed up blood and his vision blurred.

      “You’ll not die. Trust me,” she said. “Rise.”

      He spit up more blood, which spilled down his face and onto his chest.

      “Rise, Angry One. I command you.”

      Tingles rippled through him, his strength increasing. He forced his wobbly legs to move and swayed on his feet.

      Ythei put her hand on his chest and the pain faded, but it wasn’t completely gone. “You’ll carry a scar, which will show that you were willing to give your life for your mate.” She moved her fingers along the bloodied dagger, then rubbed her fingers. Where the blood used to be, a glowing white stone formed. “This is the Healing Stone.” She placed it into his shaking hand. “Only true love can heal your mate, Angry One. In order to save her, you must give her both stones at once. If she loves you as you do her, she’ll live.” She pointed. “The Healing Stone’s power is time limited. Go, before it’s too late.”

      With that, Ythei changed into white smoke and swooshed back into the bubbling pool. She hadn’t even given him time to thank her.

      He clutched the Stone in his hand tightly. Tears falling down his cheeks, he murmured, “Thank you, Ythei.”

      He rushed out of the Citadel and immediately transformed into a dragon. Drawing on dragon speed, he flew as fast as he could to the hospital.

      Topaz and Queen Cosima were still in the waiting room.

      “Fates!” Queen Cosima put her hand to her mouth. “What happened?”

      Drake ignored her. “Where’s Tryker? I have to see Chloe now!”

      Topaz stood. “He’s taken Chloe to ICU. Are you…”

      Not waiting for him to finish his question, Drake drew on dragon speed and raced up to the intensive care unit.

      “You can’t be here.” A male nurse tried to stop him, but Drake pushed past him.

      In the quiet ICU, Chloe lay on a bed with a medical board overhead. Tryker was at her side. He glanced up. “Damn it, Drake, what did you do to yourself?”

      “I pleaded for my mate to the Fates.”

      “I’m afraid you’re too late.” Tryker shook his head. “She’s very weak, Drake. I suggest you say your good-byes. I’m afraid she’ll be dead by sundown.”

      Drake panted. “No, she won’t.” He opened his palm to reveal the Healing Stone. “Ythei gave this to me. I need to give Chloe both the Healing and Mating Stones.”

      Tryker nodded. “May the Fates be with you.” He stepped back, giving Drake room to move to Chloe’s still body.

      Her face had blistered and her skin had turned an ugly black. Her chest was barely rising.

      Drake’s breath stopped briefly. Numbness swept over him that he was too late. Not sure if Ythei’s stone would work, he reached into his pocket for the silver Mating Stone. They were almost the same color. He didn’t know if them matching was significant or mere coincidence.

      He slowly approached Chloe, his strength diminishing in his shaking legs. Beads of sweat formed on his upper lip. He remembered his failure with Delias and how she’d pleaded with him to save her, only to die in his arms. What if he failed again? What if his and Chloe’s love wasn’t strong enough?

      He stretched out her stiff cold hand. It was so black he thought it should be hot.

      Please let this work.

      He knelt on one knee. “By the Fates, I claim you as mine for now and forever. You’re my mate. Never let us be parted.” His words shook, but they came deep within him. “I love you, Chloe Pitt. Come back to me.”

      He rested his head on her icy cheek as his tears fell on her cold flesh. Adrenaline beat through him and swept through his fingers, making them tingle. He squeezed Chloe’s hand, willing her to live.

      But so far, he hadn’t felt a tremor move. He’d failed again like he had with Delias. Another woman he loved had died. Why hadn’t Ythei let the dagger kill him? Angry tears fell down his cheeks. The wound on his chest burned as if all the hope he’d had went up in flames.
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      Tingles swept up Chloe’s burning right arm as if someone were brushing cool, ice over her burnt flesh. Chills fluttered through her body, easing her sensitive nerves. Her beating heart stopped sending fiery pain throughout her ravaged body. Her lungs were stronger, taking in more air. It didn’t hurt to breathe.

      She inhaled the smell of antiseptics and cleaning fluid. She slowly opened her eyes and realized someone held her hand. Wetness brushed over her skin. Whoever held her, was crying.

      Drake’s dark head was bent over, his hair flaring out on the sheets. Drake was crying.

      She moistened her lips. “Drake?” she croaked.

      Her voice was so soft she didn’t think he heard. She took a deep breath and in loud voice, she said, “Drake?”

      He lifted his head. His eyes were bloodshot and blood stained his chin as if he’d gulped down fifteen Bloody Marys.

      “Why do you have blood on your chin?”

      He kissed her hand. “Thank the Fates, you’re alive.”

      “So, what happened?”

      “It’s nothing. I just got…sick.”

      “I feel different. Did the doctors do something to me?”

      He shook his head. “No, I did.”

      “What did you do?”

      He brushed her hair with his shaking hand. “I…I claimed you.”

      Every time he touched her the burning anguish faded, but a weariness draped over her. She could barely keep her eyes open. Warmth went up her arm, but this wasn’t burning. The sensation was tender and made her feel safe.

      Suddenly, a throbbing headache beat away any warmth and happiness she felt. She pinched her lips together tight. “What do you mean you claimed me?” She couldn’t hide the irritation.

      He winced. “You were dying. I didn’t have a choice.”

      The hackles of the back of her neck stood up. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      He lifted her chin. “Claiming means you belong to me and can be with no other.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You took away my choice on who I wanted to be with?”

      “Chloe, you would have died. I would have done anything to save you.” His eyes and voice were so earnest, but she didn’t want to be controlled.

      The throbbing headache was unbearable. She put her two fingers on her temples, trying to block out the pain. “I won’t be a slave to you.”

      “You would never be a slave to me, Chloe, but I’ll always be one to you.” He bent over and brushed his lips over her throat, sending sizzling sensations whizzing over her.

      She dropped her fingers. “I’m tired, Drake. My head’s about to explode. I don’t want to talk about this.” She squeezed her eyes shut, the bright overhead light shot stabbing pain into her temples. “I’m tired. I need to rest.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      She opened her eyes a tiny bit. Drake sat on a nearby chair, guarding her. Would it really be so bad to have a dragon for a mate?
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        * * *

      

      “Chloe, Chloe, wake up,” a female voice urged.

      Chloe opened her eyes. She sighed in relief, the pounding headache was gone. She was stiff, but the burning sensation inside her had vanished.

      A beautiful blond woman, dressed in a shimmering blue gown, smiled at her. “How are you feeling?”

      Chloe looked at her with curiosity. “Who are you?”

      “I am Queen Cosima, and I’ve come to check on you. How are you feeling?”

      “Much better. My headache’s gone.”

      “Yes, unfortunately Tryker discovered that you had a nasty reaction to one of our anesthetics.”

      “Well, I fell better.” She scanned the medical facility. “Where’s Drake?”

      The queen’s smile faded. “I’m afraid, my dear, he’s under the impression you didn’t want him here.”

      Chloe sat straighter on the bed. “What? No. I had the worst headache I’ve ever had.”

      “You told him you didn’t want to be mated?” Chloe detected the scorn in the queen’s voice.

      “He sprung claiming on me. I don’t want to be controlled.” She lowered her gaze. “Men…men haven’t always been good to me.”

      “Has Drake ever done anything to make you suspect you would be miserable?” the queen asked gently.

      Chloe lifted her head. “He does have a temper…and he knocked me out and he kidnapped me.”

      “Yes, he does, but am I correct in understanding you help him remain calm?”

      Chloe shrugged. “I guess so.”

      “What has been done can’t be undone. Here let me show you something.” She handed Chloe a mirror. “Look.”

      Chloe gripped the mirror tightly. “Oh my God, my eyes! They’re gold like Drake’s.”

      “Yes.”

      She lowered the mirror and frowned. “Why aren’t yours gold?”

      “I am the last of the female Zalarians.” Her voice echoed with sadness. “Our eyes didn’t change when we mated, but there were women who had gold-colored eyes. With humans, it’s different. The exchange of fluids, and claiming, changes your body.”

      Chloe sighed. “So, I’ll never have silver eyes again?” Her eyes were different than anyone else’s and she’d always liked them.

      “No, you don’t know what he’s done for you, do you?”

      Chloe shook her head, her scalp prickling. “What’s he done?”

      “You were dying, child. Drake went to our Fates, which in your culture, you would consider a goddess. He begged for your life. The Goddess granted his request, but he had to pass a test.”

      “What kind of a test?”

      “He had to be willing to die for you.”

      “What!” She sat rigid on the bed. Her breath dried up on her lips. “He’s not…”

      “Don’t worry.” The queen patted her trembling hand. “Your mate is alive, but he had to prove himself worthy. The test required Ythie, the goddess, produced a dagger. The sacrifice required blood for blood, heart for heart.”

      Chloe remembered the blood on Drake’s chin and his chest, but not much else.

      “Drake had to stab himself in the heart. He had no idea whether he would live. All that mattered to him was that you would live.”

      Her voice was like a cold shower, knocking some sense into Chloe. Tears swelled in her eyes, blurring away the queen’s face. “Oh, my God.” She bit her lip. “Drake.”

      She moved her legs and sat on the edge of the bed, catching her breath. She rubbed her eyes. “Where is he?”

      “He lost his temper in the hospital when he thought you were dying. My husband is making him repair it. Would you like to see him?” The Queen put out her elbow.

      “Yes.” She glanced down and realized she was wearing her clothes, a pink shirt and jeans. When Drake had first kidnapped her, he’d taken her clothes from her room. Warmth bloomed in her heart at his thoughtfulness. The dragon even had taken a bullet to please her.

      A tall dark-haired man hurried over. “Your majesty, I don’t think it’s wise to move her yet.”

      “I don’t you’ll be able to get her to stay, Tryker.”

      He scowled. “You told her what Drake did?”

      “Of course. Chloe, this is our doctor. He helped stabilize you, but it was Drake that saved you.”

      Chloe smiled. “Thank you. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”

      “Well, if you insist on seeing your mate, then I might as well help you.” He stuck out his elbow. “Shall we?”

      Chloe smiled. Together the Queen and her doctor escorted her out of sickbay that reminded her of all the space shows she’d seen with the blinking boards above the bed. They slowly walked down a white tiled hallway until they reached what looked like a waiting room with chairs.

      Shirtless, Drake was busy painting a wall. His muscles glistened with sweat.

      “Drake,” the queen called.

      Drake turned around. Their eyes locked.

      Chloe gasped. In the center of his chest was a long cut with stitches. God, it must have hurt. She unwound her arms from escorts. She stretched out her arms. “Drake, I’m sorry. I love you. Will you forgive me?”

      He dropped his paint brush and drew her into his arms. He kissed her hard, branding her. She raked her hands through his hair.

      “Drake,” Tryker warned. “Stop. You’re liable to hurt her wounds. She’s not completely healed yet.”

      Her dragon lowered her to her feet. “I would never hurt her. She’s my life.”

      Chloe touched his wound. “And you’re mine. I claim you.”

      He knelt in front of her. “Your slave forever.”

      She laughed. “When I get better…” She whispered in his ear what she wanted him to do.

      He ran his hands down her arms. “Consider it done.”
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      Three Months Later

      

      Chloe woke in Drake’s arms, spooning next to him. He’d kept his promise. They were at the Rocky Mountain Paranormal Conference, and Tom Burrows was here.

      “Are you ready for this?” he whispered in her ear, his warm breath making her hot.

      She rubbed up against him, loving how she could get him aroused so quickly.

      “You keep doing that, and I’m likely to take you again.” He ran his hand down her backside, making her shiver.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Promises, promises.” His eyes were lion gold, glowing with a blend of adoration and respect and…something magical. The something magical was what sparked her body with heat and made her trust that everything she was, everything she could be, was reflected in the depths of those eyes.

      He kissed her naked shoulder and gently rolled on top of her. His calloused thumbs caressed her nipples, making them bud. He molded his hands over her breasts and then his hands rode the curve of her hips. When he reached her thighs, he parted them and wedged his hips between her legs.

      She slid her hands up and down his back, still marveled at his strength. He put his hot mouth on one breast. She clawed her fingers into his hair, pressing him to her breast. Her breath was ragged as the shivers climbed up her back. Hunger and desperation spurred her on, rolling her hips.

      She was already wet and slick enough that he easily slipped his cock inside her heat. She took him deeper and deeper, enjoying the flesh that filled and impaled her.

      “Wrap your legs around my hips.”

      Not hesitating, she complied with his command. Drake lifted his hips and rode her with big, powerful strokes that became increasingly violent and ruthlessly savage. Their flesh smacked against each other. He drove into her with a ferocity that made him both moan with the bold jolt of pleasure.

      Each time with Drake, Chloe experienced a new wave of ecstasy with his magnificent ridged cock that stimulated her into mind-blowing orgasms. This was no different. She gasped as her body splintered into a thousand red-hot fragments that caused her to throw her arms wide, clutching the sheets tightly. The sheets anchored her as she arched her hips, meeting his fervent pace.

      Drake tossed his head back and released a roar. His long, hot seed surging inside her, she gripped his shoulders tightly, her own spasms mimicking his pulsing, ragged shudders.

      “You never cease to me amaze,” she whispered, feeling him still rocking his hips and his ridged cock, stimulating more pleasurable sensations.

      “I never tire of pleasing you.” His eyes turned serious. “Do you still want to do this?”

      She sighed. “Yes, I need to confront Tom Burrows, and I want you with me, but you need to let me handle him. I need to do this for myself.”

      “You know I can’t resist you.”

      He kissed her and she drew on his strength. She’d never be at peace until she confronted her nemesis.

      They lay in a bed for another hour. He let her set the time to get up. By lunch, they were both heading down to the conference. She wanted to hold Drake’s hand to give her strength, but she had to do this alone. Tom Burrows was her problem.

      Chloe put on a simple black skater dress that showed off her curves and sandals. She wore her hair down, and long silver earrings that glittered. She still was getting used to her golden eyes that looked mysterious and regal. They reminded her of a lioness’s.

      “You look ravishing. I’m not sure I should let you out of this room.” He picked up a lock of her hair and twirled it in his finger. The simple movement pumped sensations through her, down to the soreness between her legs.

      She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him. “You promised, remember? I have to do this.”

      “I know, but if he hurts you…”

      “Trust me, he won’t. Not if we do as planned.”

      Drake smiled. “Remind me not to get on your bad side.”

      She playfully punched him in the arm. “Like you don’t have a bad side.”

      His eyes turned serious. “Not anymore. All because of you.” He took her in his arms and kissed her.

      She lost herself in his embrace and was almost tempted to spend the day in bed with him again. Forcing herself to complete her plans, she pushed on his chest and broke off his kiss. “Please.” She panted. “I have to do this.”

      “I know, but I intend to pick up where we left off.”

      She nodded eagerly. “Agreed.”

      “Let me put this on you.” He clasped a necklace around her neck that had a silver dragon with a golden eye.

      The delicate chain was light on the base of her neck, while the pendant itself was warm on her chest. She looked into his smoldering eyes, and he took her breath away.

      He rested his hand over the dragon. “I’ll be there if you need me.”

      “I know.”

      They entered the hotel lobby that had posters and posters of romance novels and photos of famous authors hanging on the walls. Chloe’s heart pounded faster. She hadn’t been to a romance conference since her naked picture was splattered over the internet. Her legs were trembling, but she needed to do this. Their plan was perfect.

      It wasn’t hard to find Tom. He was sitting at the pool, talking with three attentive women. His blond hair was perfectly parted and the same smugness reflected in his eyes. She could only assume they were eager writers. Last time, she’d been one of them, and he’d used her naivety against her.

      He caught her gaze. A smirk spread across his face. He said something, and the three women turned around and gawked at her. Chloe lifted her chin in defiance and didn’t falter in her step.

      The horrible memory of the Romantic Love Convention rushed over her, and she couldn’t stop trembling. Heat rushed up to her cheeks. She’d never forget the whispers and the horrid looks people had given her, even Stella, who was supposed to have been her best friend.

      She could do this. She wasn’t the same timid woman. Besides, Drake believed in her.

      Chloe sat at the bar and ordered a Mojito. She stirred her drink and played with the gold necklace around her neck, fingering the dragon pendant. This was it. She drew on her power and descended into Tom’s body. He was so smug that he was suffocating.

      You have no talent.

      Tom frowned but kept on lording over the women.

      One of them is a reporter. She knows what you did. Waiting for you to slip up.

      Tom grabbed his drink, his hand shaking. Fear quickened inside him. He scooted away from the woman closest to him.

      The secret’s out. No one will believe you didn’t try and seduce me. You’re a parasite–a monster.

      Tom cracked his neck and squirmed in his chair. “Excuse me,” he said loud enough for her to hear. He sauntered over.

      The reporter is watching you. She plans to print your story and ruin you if you publish any more naked pictures of Chloe Pitt. It will go viral.

      He glared at Chloe and slammed his fist on the table.

      You’re a predator. You’ll pay for what you did.

      Chloe jumped out of his body and back into hers, refusing to cower. Getting him angry was only part of the plan.

      A loud growl made Tom’s face pale. Chloe glanced over at the bar where Drake was standing. He had his arms crossed over his chest and murder in his eyes. She gave him a warning look to let her handle it.

      Drops of sweat broke out on Tom’s upper lip. “I didn’t drug you.”

      “Yes, you keep saying that. But I have been in your head.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” His voice shook with anger and fear.

      “I know the names of the women you hurt. Beth Williams.”

      His eyes widened, but he kept his mouth shut.

      “Sarah Black, Nancy Sterling.”

      He licked his lips. “This isn’t possible. Those women…”

      She lifted her eyebrow. “Were too scared to talk?”

      He shrugged as he straightened his tie. “So? Who’s going to believe you? I’ll just accuse you of slander and sue you.”

      Her heart thumbed hard, pounding so fast that she broke out in a hot sweat. She could do this. She faced her enemy and held her head up high. “We both know the truth.”

      One of the women walked by. She gave him a long look, as if she knew something.

      Tom grabbed her wrist. “Chloe, you’ll never prove otherwise. No one will believe that I drugged you or those other women.

      She tilted her head and gave him her sweetest smile. “Really? Try telling that to Bill Cosby.”

      Anger and hate flashed in his eyes. “You’re a slut. I even had your picture blown up to remind me what a little whore you are.”

      She gasped. “You’re despicable.”

      “Am I? Just look at what you’re wearing, trying to tempt me again.” He gave her a lecherous grin. “I would have had you last time if you hadn’t been so curvy, but undressing you was more than pleasant. My lips and hands were everywhere–licking, fondling, squeezing.”

      Rage surged through her, and queasiness gripped her stomach. She couldn’t talk and quickly took a sip of her drink, refusing to let him unnerve her. She fingered her dragon pendant that gave her strength. “Is that what you think?”

      Luckily, her voice didn’t tremble.

      “Why else would you saunter in here?”

      She looked around the pool. “Other women are wearing similar dresses to mine. Are they all sluts?”

      “Yes. Mine for the picking. I’m an agent. I’m a god. Women will do anything to sign with me. I can make or destroy careers based on whether or not they please me.”

      “Like you did me?” she asked softly.

      “I knew you wouldn’t say yes, just by looking at you. I’ve gotten to the point that I can tell whether or not a woman will come to me willingly.” He tightened his grip.

      She pulled on her wrist. “Release me.”

      “Why? What are you going to do about it?”

      She fingered her dragon pendant. “You’ll see.”

      Behind him, men and women were coming out of the conference, watching them curiously, but some were scowling and whispering. Her friend Stella Evans was one of the women. She was a coordinator of the conference and headed toward them. Fire flickered in her green eyes.

      Chloe held her head up high. “If I had slept with you, you would have signed me?”

      He laughed. “No. I just wanted to fuck you.”

      “Mr. Burrows, you need to come with me immediately.” Stella had her hands on her hips. She snapped her fingers and two security guards hurried over.

      “What?” Tom turned around, immediately releasing Chloe’s wrist. “Stella––”

      “Ms. Evans.”

      Two security guards stood on either side of her.

      “You will leave the conference. All your appointments have been cancelled.”

      Chloe was impressed by her no-nonsense tone.

      More of a crowd gathered at the pool. Tom looked around. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “Your conversation with Chloe Pitt has been broadcasted throughout the conference. I can’t allow anyone to intimidate or harass my fellow authors. I will be reporting you to the Romance Writers of America for an investigation, and I will personally report you to the police department.”

      He whirled around, bearing his teeth at Chloe. He put both his hands on the table and rose out of his seat. “You bitch!”

      She shrank, her heart nearly leaping out. She gulped down breaths, unable to speak.

      The crowd parted as Drake barreled his away over to her. He growled and Tom took a step back. Stella’s eyes widened when Drake rested his hands on Chloe’s shoulders. She leaned back, needing to draw on his strength.

      Stella smiled.

      Tom pounded his fist on the table. “I demand––”

      “You will demand nothing, Mr. Burrows.” Her smile vanished. She pointed. “You will leave this conference or I will have the police escort you out. Your choice.”

      Tom looked around nervously, then headed toward the crowd.

      “Asshole,” someone murmured.

      “His career’s over,” another one muttered.

      Stella looked between Chloe and Drake. “I’m sorry. I…” She motioned with her arm. “The whole industry owes you an apology.” She frowned. “How did you accomplish this?”

      Chloe held up one finger. Tears formed on the back of Chloe’s eyes, and her throat dried up. She’d waited for the truth to come out, and thanks to Drake, it was out. She looked up at her dragon and allowed him to help her out of the chair.

      “Thank you.” She lifted her hair. “Drake?”

      He undid the clasp and brushed his fingers over her skin, sending chills down her back. She turned around. He molded his hand over the dragon pendant then put it in his pocket. “It’s off.”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      Stella frowned. “What’s off?”

      “My dragon pendant.”

      She furrowed her eyebrows. “It was a microphone?”

      Drake nodded. “Yes. Our technology is superior to Earth’s.”

      Stella lifted her eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

      Chloe gripped Drake’s arm. “He’s teasing.”

      Drake shrugged, but kept his mouth shut.

      This time Stella had tears in her eyes. “I’ve been such a fool.” She held out her arms. “Chloe, will you forgive me for not believing you?”

      Chloe smiled. These were the words she’d longed to hear. She hugged her. “Of course. He was very convincing.”

      Stella wiped the tears out of her eyes. “So, are you going to introduce me?”

      “Drake, this is my friend, Stella Evans.”

      He held out his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Wow, that’s some grip you’ve got.” She released his hand. “You’ve changed, Chloe. You’re more confident. Wait a minute. Are you wearing colored contacts?”

      Chloe laughed. “Maybe. If you’ll excuse me, Drake has to make do on a promise.”

      “Sure. I’ll leave you both.” Nervousness crept into Stella’s voice and she quickly exited the pool.

      “That thing’s really off?” Chloe put her hand on his back pocket.

      “I told you it was. So, what’s this promise?”

      “I want to go paddle boarding.”

      “I’m not good at that.” He pushed her hair behind her ears.

      “I know.” She locked her arms around his neck and pressed her body against his. Delighted he was hungry for her.  I like keeping you unbalanced. You’re sexy when you’re vulnerable.”

      “How can I resist?”

      “Did I tell you how much I love you?”

      “Every day.”

      “Thank you for this. I can’t believe I actually confronted him. I was so scared.”

      “You’re my mate and my world. I can deny you nothing.” He grinned. “Even going paddle boarding.”

      “When we go paddle boarding, I want to wear the dragon necklace–minus the microphone.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I always want you close to my heart.”

      “You’ve already captured it.”

      They left the pool, holding hands. Before they left for Mexico, Drake paid a visit to Tom’s house. Tom was more than eager to post a retraction and hand over all of Chloe’s pictures to a pissed off dragon.

      The next day, they were back in Mexico and cruising to her favorite private spot. The sun warmed her body and drops of water sprayed in the air, landing on Drake’s naked back. She could hardly wait to run her fingers over his warm flesh. He eased the boat into the cove, where they were alone.

      “So, we really have to do this?”

      “Tell me, dragon.” She walked her fingers up his naked chest, running them over his jagged scar, still not believing he’d stabbed himself to save her. “Ever made love in the ocean?”

      “No, I haven’t, but I’m willing to try.” He grabbed her hips and pushed them against his hard cock, making her gasp.

      She tilted her head. “Get the boards out and get out of those shorts.”

      They both stripped and were in the ocean. Chloe never thought she’d be doing this, but her dragon had opened a whole new world, leaving her with a confidence she never thought she’d possess. She trusted him more than anyone. Her unbalanced world was gone, and all she saw was a future of happiness.

      Water flapped over her. Her pulse raced as another orgasm built inside her. She clutched his shoulders tight as he thrust his cock again and again deep inside her, his hands gripping her buttocks. The dragon pendant sparkled in the sun, warming her chest. She locked her legs around him, knowing he’d never let her go, never let her be hurt, never let her fall. She was his mate and he was hers–blood for blood, heart for heart.
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        * * *

      

      Do you love dragons, witches, pirates? Then check out my books in S.E. Smith’s Magic New Mexico Series.

      

      Excerpt from Touch of Madness

      

      Theo tossed and turned in his bed, breaking out in a hot sweat. He drifted into the mysterious dream like he had every night ever since he discovered he was a shape-shifting dragon. But the dream offered no answers–only more questions…

      Dragons of every color flew through the midnight sky exhaling fire, chasing each other around the two moons that orbited the planet. He thought about shifting and joining them, but many times, he’d shifted and chased the dragons, but he could never catch them. Any time he tried to speak to anyone in his dream he’d awake disappointed.

      Magnificent mountains rose high around the lush valley where there was a three-turret castle veiled in an aqua mist.

      Theo walked along a familiar path toward the castle, inhaling the fragrant smell of exotic flowers and pine. Pine trees of every kind and some he’d never seen before decorated the valley and mountains. Despite the fire breathing dragons, the air was cool and crisp. He’d been here many times and knew if he reached the castle, he would receive answers. But every time he reached the portcullis, he woke up frustrated, tangled in his sheets.

      “Come, Theo,” a female voice urged. “I have need to talk with you.”

      The mist slowly dissipated from the fortress, revealing not four turrets, but five. The hidden one was bigger than the others and had a balcony large enough for twenty people. He didn’t know how he could have missed it. His heartbeat quickened, and he broke out into a hot sweat as he hurried toward the castle, terrified he’d wake before he entered.

      “You’ll not awaken this time,” the voice said. “I promise.”

      Not sure he believed her, he broke out in a dead run. He was about to rush inside when a guard blocked his way. He wasn’t any ordinary guard. He wore two leather baldrics across his chest. Not only did he have a sword, but he had a gun that looked like a laser right out of a sci-fi movie. He had a tattoo the shape of a Native American headdress on his right shoulder like Theo’s, which Theo hadn’t had until he transformed into a dragon for the first time.

      The guard put up his hand. “Halt.”

      Theo skidded to a stop. “Who are you?”

      “I am Servius. The Queen has asked me to escort you to her. Follow me.”

      Servius didn’t wait for Theo to answer. He led him down a hallway that opened into a Great Hall, where instead of a wooden or stone ceiling, it looked like something from outer space. Stars, planets, and galaxies that seemed to move around. “What is this place?”

      “I’m not authorized to answer your questions. Queen Antonia will answer some of your questions.”

      “Some?” Theo grumbled. He didn’t like the sound of that, especially since Servius knew more than what he was telling.

      Servius led Theo to a slender black-haired woman sitting on a simple throne. He stood on the other side of her, her only guard, but Theo had known enough witches to know that this woman probably didn’t need a guard. She had on a wispy aqua gown the same color of the mist outside. Around her slender neck, she wore a silver medallion with a sparkling diamond in the center.

      “Greetings, Theo,” she said.

      Theo recognized the voice he heard calling to him earlier. “Are you the queen?”

      “I am. Queen Antonia of the Dragons.” She smiled. Theo was surprised, because she looked like she was in her twenties.

      “Are you a shifter?”

      “No, only the males of my race are shifters, but the women possess other powers.”

      She didn’t tell him what powers, and Theo didn’t ask. He was still trying to digest this place that was more magical than Magic, New Mexico.

      “Is this real?” he asked.

      “What do you think?”

      “My mind says no, but my heart–”

      “Says yes,” she finished for him. “To answer your question, this is real.”

      “Servius wouldn’t tell me, but what is the name of this place?”

      “That, unfortunately, I can’t tell you. Your mother escaped to Earth and asked that you never know the name of this planet in order to keep you safe.”

      “Safe from whom?”

      “Sadly, another question I cannot answer.”

      “Why the hell not?” His voice turned into more of a growl then he had intended.

      Servius unleashed his sword. “You will not talk crossly to the queen.”

      Theo lowered his head. “My apologies, Your Highness, but why have you brought me here?”

      “To answer the questions that you need to know. Your mark for instance.”

      Theo waited patiently, even though he wanted to shake every answer out of her stubborn head.

      “The mark you–” She tilted her head. “Servius also bears the mark of the Lumis dragon, which are the orange and yellow dragons. You are the light that protects your homes and your soulmates.”

      Theo frowned. “I have a soulmate?”

      “Yes, all dragons do. You mate for life and can be with no other. Your position is to guard Magic, which we feel is a special place, because it is a haven for not only magical folk, but aliens as well.”

      “So, my father was a Lumis dragon?”

      “Yes, he was, but he was killed, which is why your mother fled to Earth and left you in Magic. His best friend killed him. That is all I can tell you. My purpose is not to tell you about your past, but your future.”

      “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s my future?”

      “Your mate is in danger, and without her, you’ll never be able to control your powers and will become a menace to those you love.”

      “That’s not very comforting.”

      “You must make her fall in love with you.”

      “I thought we were mates.”

      “You are, but soulmates do not necessarily mean true love. Only true love can make her whole.”
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