
        
            
                
            
        

    
Fated to the Grumpy Dragon




The Dragon Overlords (Book 6)

Riley Storm


Copyright

©2024

Fated to the Grumpy Dragon

Riley Storm

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic means, without written permission from the author. The sole exception is for the use of brief quotations in a book review. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real.

All sexual activities depicted occur between consenting characters 18 years or older who are not blood related.

Edited by Olivia Kalb – https://www.oliviakalbediting.com/

Cover Designs by Jacqueline Sweet Covers


Chapter One

Emma

The budding flower of hope died in a flurry of cursing and snarls from outside the dingy walls of the trailer where I lived. The language was as dark as the night outside.

I should have known better than to give even a single flicker of flame to such an idea. After all, peace with the dragons, even if it was more than just a rumor, wasn’t guaranteed to bring me anything.

The hellhole I’d chosen for myself wasn’t about to change anytime soon. We couldn’t just up and go back home. Many of us didn’t even have homes left to go back to. Life in the refugee camp would go on.

As terrible as it was.

The flimsy metal door flung open, followed by a bark of red-hot anger as it smashed against the exterior wall and bounced back into the face of the person trying to come through.

“Stupid, fucking door. Doesn’t even know when it’s supposed to stay open, useless piece of shit. Goddamn rain! Fucking soaked.”

I cringed, looking helplessly around the interior of the trailer, hoping nothing was out of place or amiss. I kept my breathing low. Soft.

“You would not believe the absolute bullshit going on today,” Robert “Bob” Sullivan snarled, stomping across the freshly cleaned floors in his rainy boots, tracking water, mud and who knew what else indoors.

He opened the fridge, and his hand darted in, snagging a beer like a lizard does a fly. Aggressive and lightning quick. He popped the top, the cap dropping to the floor. His boots came off as he sat, tossed haphazardly toward the door, spraying water and bits of mud everywhere.

What did Bob care, though? He didn’t do the cleaning. I did. Not that it stopped him from screaming at me if it wasn’t perfectly clean. Or if I took too long to clean. Any attempt to tell him it would go faster if he helped had long since been abandoned.

Bob didn’t take orders. He gave them. This was his camp. He was the boss, and he expected people to do as he said. At six-five, touching tw0-fifty, he was not a man to cross either.

The recliner chair creaked as he dropped into it.

“Another ration cut,” he spat, answering his own sentence as if I’d spoken. He preferred it that way. “I told them I don’t get enough food as is, but they didn’t listen. They don’t care, the fucking feds. Stupid politicians. They’re still eating fine, of course. But not us, not here. I have to suffer because they won’t give up a damn thing.”

I knew what the others in the camp were doing for food. I knew what Bob ate. After all, I prepared it. There wasn’t a single “lack” on his plate. Maybe it wasn’t the AAA-grade steaks and lobster he thought was his due, but he ate well every day. Many in the camp had to skip meals. Bob had beer to spare.

At least you’re not in a tent. You get to eat full meals as well. No empty belly. Not anymore. That’s why you’re here. The warmth of the trailer. The food. Keep that in mind.

I often was not full, however, because I gave away much of my food. What I kept for myself was enough.

“Beer!” Bob barked, draining the last of his bottle and holding it out by the stem, waggling it impatiently when I didn’t immediately materialize at his side.

Heaven forbid I have to take five steps across the trailer to reach him.

Fresh refill in hand, he took a long swig and then went back to cursing the politicians, the military, the people in the camp. Everyone he could think of. Never himself. Bob was perfect.

I snorted.

The baleful glare of two watery blue eyes pinned me in place. “Is something funny?”

Swallowing nervously, I shook my head. “No, Bob, that wasn’t a laugh.”

“It sounded like a laugh. Why are you laughing?”

Telling Bob he was wrong was never wise. Having him think I was laughing at him was worse. I licked my lips, right hand shaking. With a large effort, I stilled it.

“I was agreeing with you.”

“About?” he growled.

“The politicians. You’re so right. They’re so greedy.”

Bob eyed me slowly. “I know I am. There’s war going on, and those fat cats still can’t be bothered to suffer like the rest of us!”

I breathed a soft sigh of relief as he returned his attention to the politicians while reaching over to turn on the television. Crisis averted.

For now. There would be another. There always was with Bob. The only thing bigger than his temper was his insecurity. I should’ve seen it sooner, but the early days of the refugee camp were such a disaster. I’d arrived without anything more than the clothes on my back, having missed more meals than I’d eaten in the week prior. I’d been tired, weak, cold, and hungry.

And then Bob had been there. He’d picked me up, helped me stay alive in the chaos that followed. At the time, he’d seemed like a really good guy.

“Beer!” he half-screamed, tossing the bottle at me.

I fumbled the catch but managed not to drop it. Even so, I froze, expecting Bob to erupt out of his chair.

“Then there’s these stupid rumors,” he spat.

I breathed softly and hurried to get him a fresh beer.

“Peace,” he said, hurling the word at the wall. “With the dragons? What a load of bullshit.”

The source of his excess irritation was obvious now. Bob knew that if peace came to pass, the refugees in the camp would go home. He would lose his spot.

Lose his power.

I had a momentary spike of fear. How would he react to that knowledge? There was only one convenient outlet for his rage.

Me.

“Are you fucking kidding me?!”

The beer sailed through the air.

CRASH.

The TV and bottle both broke, which sent Bob flying off the handle as he realized what he’d done.

“Bob,” I said, lifting my hands as he erupted from his chair, his face turning red, spittle flying from his mouth.

“They’re doing it. They’re really going to cave to those invading lizards! We should just nuke the bastards and be done with it!”

Even I, a poorly educated waitress from the middle of nowhere, could see the flaws with that plan. Not Bob.

“It’s going to be okay,” I said.

They were the wrong words. I knew it immediately and began backing away as he turned on me, finding an active source for his fury right there. The look in his eyes was wild. The walls of the trailer, already tight, seemed to close in even more. I was trapped with him.

Nobody to stop him. The ugly look on his face bespoke many punishments.

“How is it going to be okay?” he said in a low tone. “How? Do you think you know better than me? Do you think you understand all the shit I have to deal with? DO YOU?”

He was screaming by the end. I was crying. Trying to back away.

As I did, my heel caught something. I stumbled over it but caught myself. One of Bob’s boots.

His boots that he’d thrown lazily at the door, expecting me to clean up.

At the door.

Without thinking twice, I kicked the boot toward him, then bolted for the door and the rain and darkness beyond.


Chapter Two

Emma

I flung the door open while, behind me, Bob cursed at the impact of the makeshift missile. Not daring to look back, knowing I had the merest of inches of a head start, I grabbed the handles of the metal stairs that led up to the trailer door and started down.

Immediately, the rain slapped against me, pelting me with big, fat drops. The frigid water rose goosebumps everywhere as it sliced through the flimsy t-shirt I wore and sunk into my bones. A biting cold that only grew worse with each frantic step down the steps.

There was no stopping, though. I wouldn’t last long in the cold, but anything was preferable to what awaited me if I stayed. As if to put emphasis on that point, Bob started screaming how he would kill me.

I jumped the last step, feet hitting the soaked grass and sinking in slightly, muddy water pushing up between my toes. My legs absorbed the impact before I pushed off—and fell flat on my face. My bare feet had no purchase on the slick grass.

Thunder cracked, and lightning forked across the sky. A secondary roar drew my attention behind me as Bob appeared in the open doorway. Silhouetted by the darkness outside and the light inside, he was a monster come to life. No longer real, but a demon out to get me, to drag me back to its lair and feast upon my life, sucking me dry before casting me aside to search for a new victim.

Baring my teeth, I decided I would not be that victim. I would not let myself be wasted upon one such as him. Getting to my feet, each raindrop like a tiny needle prick as it slapped against my bare skin, I dug my toes into the grass. This time, I was able to find purchase, and I took off down the nearest row of tents without looking back.

“You can’t run from me!” the demon howled at my back, the voice whipped into a frenzy by the wind as it skirled down the seemingly never-ending row of green army tents, each staked out in perfect precision.

I pumped my arms harder, sending all five-foot-three of my frame into a panicked deer-like run. My hair was soaked already, sticking wildly to my face wherever it landed.

My head start didn’t last long. I’d just reached the nearest road—really a widened path between the tents—when a hand grabbed my shirt and spun me around.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Bob sneered.

I slapped him. Hard.

Before he could recover, I hit him with my other hand. This time, I bent my fingers, clawing at his face with all my might.

Bob reeled, howling in pain at the unexpected attack.

Then I was off, darting left then right down the row of tents. Three tents in, I jumped the guidelines keeping the sides of the tent taut and eased my way between them, crossing rows. I could hear the occupants inside, shuffling around uncomfortably as the rain pounded the tarp-like material overtop.

Living in the tents was not fun, but it was better than being outside, that much was certain. On a night like tonight, with the cold and the rain, it could easily spell a death sentence without proper clothing.

A black t-shirt and leggings were not proper clothing. I had to find somewhere warm and soon.

I emerged from between the tents, looking to my left and planning my next move. When I looked right, I froze. Bob was right there. His back was turned to me as he tried to discover where I’d gone.

Moving slow, I eased back between the tents, sinking onto my haunches, hiding myself just in time. The rain splashed off my shoulder as it poured down from the tent roof, soaking me even more thoroughly. I shivered, teeth clattering against one another. Clamping my jaw shut to prevent the noise, I struggled to think happy thoughts. Warm thoughts.

Easing my head back out, I looked around, but Bob was gone.

Breathing a sigh of relief, I stepped out into the open. Or tried to. My right foot didn’t entirely respond. I clipped the tent guideline, shaking the entire structure.

“Hey!” a muffled voice shouted from inside. “Get off our tent, you idiot! You’re going to knock it down! What are you doing outside anyway?”

Bob immediately reappeared in the intersection. Our eyes locked, and he came for me, murder in his eyes.

I ran for it. Left. Right. Between tents. Doubling back. I used every trick in the book to lose him. Eventually, I wound up at the center of the camp, staring up at the giant obelisk that was the Washington Monument. The base of it was sprayed with graffiti several layers deep. Along one side, garbage was piling up.

A perfect sign of the times, of the impending collapse of our nation upon invasion by a foe we couldn’t defeat.

And also a shelter against the rain.

I resisted the pull to go inside. It was too obvious. Bob would think to search there. There was only one way to escape him for good. I would have to leave the camp itself.

Gritting my teeth, I ran for the gates. They had been set up off Constitution, using the German American Friendship Garden as their basis. I knew I was getting close when I spied the footpath. Kept clear of tents, it wound through the grounds of the monument. Now, I angled for it, aiming to follow it to the gates.

Two feet short of the path, with freedom in sight, my right foot plunged through the layer of water covering the ground, finding a pothole I hadn’t seen. I screamed as my ankle was wrenched badly, and I fell uncontrollably.

My head slammed into the asphalt. Hard.

The world around me spun. I blacked out. I knew I’d blacked out because, when I came around, I was on my back, staring at the sky.

And two men were standing above me. Neither was Bob. These men wore black uniforms. With guns. They had lights attached to their guns, the beams pinning me to the ground.

“Help me,” I moaned, something other than water leaking into my eye.

The world spun as I tried to move.

“What about this one?” one of the guards said, pointing his light in my face.

I screamed at the brightness. The scream set off more pain. And thus, more screams.

“Be quiet,” the other one snarled, kicking me in the stomach hard enough to expel air.

Everything was going fuzzy and dark. There was nothing but the men. And the flashlights. The bright lights. The lights. So bright. Bright. Pain.

The light surged immensely until I cried out in pain once more, throwing an arm over my face to try to block it out. But I couldn’t. It was everywhere. Surrounding me.

“What the hell is going on? Are you okay?”

I didn’t recognize the voice. Narrowing my eyes to slits, desperate to figure out who it was, I opened my eyes.

The sun was out. That seemed … wrong. Why did it seem wrong? I was lying on my back, staring up into the confused face of a man I didn’t know. Eyes as green and clear as the seas peered down at me from under a pair of bushy eyebrows. Weatherbeaten but still healthy skin wrinkled as he frowned down at me, his handsome features etched with concern.

The sun was out. In the background, I could hear what sounded like the ocean. I could taste the salt in the air.

“W-where am I?” I managed to get out. “Who are you?”

All I got back was a look of confusion.


Chapter Three

Rhyse

Damn, they’re back already?

With that thought on my mind, I ducked back beneath the waves, spending just a little longer wrapped in the soothing embrace of the ocean as my tail propelled me toward shore.

They were a long way back. I’d only spied them entering the market out of sheer luck. There was plenty of room to avoid them, and I intended to do just that. Just knowing they were back soured my mood immeasurably.

I surfaced once more, this time between the boats moored at the seaside piers, using the steep-sided trawlers and sleeker pleasure yachts to shield my approach to the dockside market.

If they’re back, that does put to rest one rumor at least. The war with the humans must be over. There’s no way assholes like that would avoid the chance to inflict pain on those weaker than them.

A spray of salty water accompanied that thought as I snorted, powerful dragon lungs giving an added effect. At nearly the same time, my front paw dug its talons into the murky seabed. I was as close as I would get.

Closing my eyes, I changed, my body taking the shape of a human. The saltwater instantly soaked my clothes to the bone, but that wasn’t an issue. I would dry out swiftly in the strong morning sun.

Diving back under the water, I snagged the net that, until then, had been secured in one of my hind paws and hauled it over my shoulder as I easily swam for one of the wooden ladders leading up to the piers. Nearby, a gull cried out and dove into the sparkling waters, emerging triumphant with a fish between its beak.

Brushing aside some sea growth, I grasped the ladder rung and hauled myself up one-handed until I was standing on the dock. Flicking my hair back so it plastered itself to my shoulders and not my face, I let the water cascade off me for a moment. A nearby shifter mending a fishing net gave me a raised eyebrow.

There was a nice sandy beach less than a hundred feet away that made far more sense to use than the ladder. I shrugged by way of non-answer. I wouldn’t let him know I was hiding to avoid a confrontation.

“Good haul?” he asked.

“Not bad,” I answered, tilting my head respectfully in his direction before I headed into the maze of stalls and shops that made up the dockside market.

The cries of the various vendors hawking their wares washed over me like a familiar blanket, mixing with the smells of salted fish and fresh mussels of all sorts. Dragons meandered along, stopping here and there to inspect one item or another, occasionally engaging in lively debate over the prices for the goods on display.

Elsewhere, stalls filled with smoke and steam as they prepared food to order. A dragon woman dressed in a brilliant green glani wandered by, keeping a tired eye on two youthful children who bore the same dimpled smile that graced her face when she saw me watching.

I smiled back and again nodded in greeting but kept moving. All in all, life was peaceful. Calm. Relaxing.

If I ignored the jackals on the other side of the market. Gritting my teeth as the raucous laughter of their leader cut through all the other sounds, I headed for Darius’ to show him what I had. The elder man’s trinket shop was my favorite, and I always paid him a visit when I came to town, even if I wasn’t selling.

Cutting through the narrow passage between two tents, I nearly ran into a dragon just coming around the corner.

“Shit, sorry, Dillon,” I said. “Didn’t see you there.”

The dragon shifter in question, a tall man with a shock of short black hair on his head, smiled. “Not to worry, Rhyse,” he said politely. “In a hurry?”

“Not really,” I said, exchanging nods with Isaac and Sven, the two other dragons who were always at Dillon’s side. “Just in my own world, you know how it is.”

Dillon smiled. We weren’t exactly friends, but he was always friendly, which was something I couldn’t say about most of my kin.

“Hah, that I do, Rhyse, that I do. Please, after you.” He swept an arm in front of him.

I smiled and crossed the path. “See you later.”

“You as well,” he said, continuing down the row of stalls before stopping at a wood carver to admire a beautiful piece carved from one log that depicted a dragon breaching the surface of the sea, its wings tucked to its side and its tail fading into the water beyond.

I paused to appreciate the beauty of the craftsmanship before ducking under the low swinging sign and entering the shop that was my destination. Darius’ place was a true building, not a makeshift stall. I eyed the rows of beautiful shells lining one side and the tiny bits of gold and fancy mirrors, all products fished out of the sea at one point or another.

“Rhyse!” Darius eased himself off his stool as I approached, lowering himself gingerly to the ground. It happened to all dragons eventually. He had to be pushing almost a century in age, though nobody was sure. Given the slightly longer lifespan of a dragon to a human, he was probably an equivalent of eighty-five or so. But after a while, dragons often quit keeping track. It just didn’t matter.

“Darius,” I said, gracing him with a true smile. I didn’t enjoy people very much, hence my infrequent trips to town, but Darius was an exception.

I extended a tanned, weatherbeaten arm and shook his hand, marveling at the strength still present in his grip.

“Good to see you, my boy, good to see you,” Darius muttered. “How are you? It’s been, what, two weeks?”

“Three and a half, by my count,” I said, clapping him—gently—on the shoulder. “But who’s counting.”

He laughed. “Well, then, you must have something good for me.”

“A few things,” I said cryptically with a laugh. “Though I’m hoping you might have something for me.”

“Are you buying?” Darius asked, bushy white eyebrows rising in surprise.

“Information.”

“Well, that could be pricy.” He winked at me.

I laughed. There was a reason I enjoyed coming to Darius’. Laughter wasn’t a big part of my life otherwise. “I’d heard rumor that peace with the humans had come. Is that true?”

“Bah,” Darius said, waving a hand. “That’s no fun. I thought you wanted information. Yes, the sovereign signed a deal yesterday, by my understanding. A ceasefire with some terms or something. I don’t know. I don’t pay attention to that. Details aren’t my strong suit.”

An explosive laugh erupted from me like a bark. Darius was one of the sharpest dragons I knew. No detail got past him. If he didn’t know, it was because he didn’t care to. Still, if a ceasefire had been signed, then perhaps that would explain why the sovereign had sent a message ordering me to report to her at the palace that afternoon. She wanted to know if I had any results. Unfortunately, I feared I would disappoint her.

“Respect your elders, boy,” Darius admonished at my laughter, waggling a finger at me even as he grinned. “Now, show me what you’ve got.”

I hoisted my net onto his table and laid it out so he could see what I had. A little brown box. The locking mechanism attached to it put it as several hundred years old.

“Pretty chest. A little waterlogged, though,” he said, poking at the wood that was starting to wear away.

“A little,” I agreed before pulling back the lid to show him the encrusted gold coins within. “But these still look good, don’t you think?”

Darius locked eyes with me. “You found a new ship,” he said slyly.

“Did not.” It was a lie but so blatant of one that Darius wasn’t offended. He just chuckled and took some of the coins out to examine. They weren’t exactly rare but nor were they commonplace.

Many ships had wrecked in the so-called “Bermuda Triangle” over the years. Some of them had carried treasure. Most of them had met unnatural causes.

It was from these ships, sunk by patrolling dragons to keep our secret home hidden after winds had blown them near us against their will, that the treasures were taken. Fewer and fewer were found every year, though.

Which was why Darius was intrigued by the idea I’d found a new ship somewhere, one nobody else had located. Unfortunately, the chest had been the only thing of worth on it, but a new discovery was always fun.

We haggled over a price for the chest and the other shells I’d fished out, along with an old compass and case of maps from a hundred years ago I’d found on a downed steamer. Once that was done, we shook hands.

“Always a pleasure, Darius.”

“You as well, Rhyse. Don’t wait so long before returning.”

“No promises,” I said, pulling the door open.

And ruining my day completely.

“Hello, Rhyse.”

I glared at the thick-browed dragon shifter blocking my way. “Move, Killian.”

The beefy brute with his prominent brow, wide chin and boxy face just leered at me, showing why he earned the nickname Gorillian behind his back. He was the one I’d seen when I’d first surfaced, and sure enough, he wasn’t alone.

Killian’s lackeys, unlike Dillon’s, laughed like a pack of hyenas, hanging off his every word, finding everything he did hilarious. Unlike anyone who had a shred of intelligence.

“No.”

The angry undertone of his voice surprised me. Although we hated each other, Killian rarely sought confrontation with me. Not after the first time I’d busted his nose at least.

I gritted my teeth. “What the fuck do you want?” My temper was quick to light on a good day. Having this prick in my way brought the fuse near to ignition automatically.

“Some nice payment you got from Darius there. Payment for things you dug up while we were gone, off fighting. Things we would have found instead.”

I rolled my eyes. Diving off the coast of the Dragon Isles was competitive, sure, but once it was found, it was claimed. That was how it had always been. “Piss off, Killian.”

My attempt to push past him was rebuffed, however, with four grim, angry faces staring back at me.

“You got rich while we were gone,” Killian said.

I snorted. “Rich? Oh, please. You don’t know a damn thing. And you weren’t off fighting. You were off being bullies like the cowards you are, picking on those weaker than you. You wanted a fight. That’s the only reason you went, and everyone knows it. You’re just a violent little boy.”

Killian sneered. “Better than being a crippled coward.”

My arm was already cocked when a soft clearing of a throat behind me stopped me cold.

“Rhyse,” Darius said.

I froze, fist clenched, and tilted my head sideways to indicate I’d heard him.

“Please don’t destroy my shop.” It was the tone of someone who understood I should have driven my fist into Killian’s face for his comment but was respectfully asking me to do it elsewhere.

I dropped my fist. Killian gloated.

“Be seeing you soon, Killian,” I said menacingly, then turned and walked through the shop and out the back door before my fury got the better of me.

It was close. But I had an appointment with the sovereign, and I intended to look decent and not like I’d just been in a dustup.

I just hoped that meeting would go better than the one with Killian.


Chapter Four

Emma

“Are you okay?”

It was the stupidest question I’d ever been asked. Of course I was okay. I just didn’t know—

My train of thought cut off like the executioner’s axe had dropped on it. For several long moments, I simply could not process anything.

“Emma?”

It was that same face, those same eyes, the green light incoherently bright. Impossibly so as they stared down at me.

It registered that I should have been standing up.

“Anytime you want to get up is fine by me, then we can—”

“Who are you?”

The stranger’s beautifully sculpted jaw clacked shut, the tanned skin pulling taut as he clenched his teeth. Jade fire crossed his eyes. “Really? That’s not going to work. Get up.”

That much I could agree with. I scrambled to my feet, wincing at a sudden stabbing pain in my head. I winced, holding a hand to my temple, but it faded quickly.

“Shall we continue now?” The stranger gestured up the beach.

The beach.

As swiftly as his had slammed shut, my jaw fell open. I was on the beach. Why was I on the beach? How did I get to the beach?

“Emma?”

“Just-just stay away from me!” I shouted, backpedaling, putting some distance between the two of us. “Who are you? Where am I? What beach is this?”

The stranger’s frown intensified as he peered down at me from the lofty heights his head occupied. He was easily a foot taller than me. Perhaps more. His hair fell to his shoulders, a messy brown mop that had a few hints of gray scattered around it. Not much, just a dash of salt that paired well with the natural tan of his skin.

Then there were the eyes. Large. Green. Angry.

“Do you not remember?” he snapped impatiently. “How can you seriously expect me to believe you?”

“Believe you?” I shook my head, hair flying. “I don’t know you. I don’t know how I got here. I was at home. In my kitchen. Peeling potatoes at the sink. Then I—”

I stepped away from him some more, again ignoring the brief pain in my temple. This time, he took a step closer, holding out his hand. “Emma, stop.”

“How do you know my name?”

He sighed. “We are not going to play this game.”

“What did you do to me?”

“Me?” This time, the stranger’s entire face creased with anger. “Why do you think I had anything to do with this? You’re the one playing games.”

I ignored the last sentence. It made no sense. “Because you’re the only one here. You know my name. It stands to reason you had a hand in this.”

“Lady,” he growled angrily like the rumble of thunder before the storm arrived, a warning sign I shouldn’t ignore. “We’ve been talking for the past hour as we came down to the beach. Then you just didn’t like something, decided you were done, and pretended to pass out. I caught you and laid you down. So, I mean, if you want to be mad at me for saving you from any major trauma when your head would have slammed into the rocks, then go right ahead, but it makes you both insane and a bitch.”

He bit off the last word, looking away.

I did the same. Clearly, something had happened. I just didn’t know what. So, I stalled by taking in my surroundings.

We were on the beach. Waves crashed against the shoreline not thirty feet away. The saltwater spray in the air had my sinuses clear and sharp with each slow inhale I took as I tried to stall the rising panic inside me.

I found if I moved slowly, the headache didn’t bother me. Shuffling to the side, so the broad shoulders of the stranger didn’t block my view, I noticed a town in the distance, the buildings butting right up to the sea, where a large boardwalk eventually gave way to piers and docks where a number of large boats were tied up.

“Emma.”

“How do you know my name?” I asked. Whoever he was, he wasn’t giving off dangerous vibes. Besides, running seemed a surefire way to split my skull in half even if things were fading.

He sighed, throwing up his hands. “We’re going to keep doing this, are we? Fine. The answer is you told me your name. Do you expect me to believe you don’t remember any of this? Really, Emma? Come on.”

“Stop using my name like you know me!” I shouted, nails digging into my palm as I clenched.

Those same broad shoulders rose and fell in a fittingly large sigh of resignation. “What would you like me to call you, then, if not your name? I suspect if I started addressing you as ‘woman,’ you’d get mad at me too. So, no matter what, I’m screwed. May as well use your name in that case, right?”

I shot him a glare, but it washed off him like water. “Fine, whatever.” I shook my head.

OW.

That was a bad move. The blinding headache receded quickly, but I made a note not to do that again anytime soon.

High above, the cry of a gull broke the silence between us. I gazed out to sea. The ocean wasn’t new to me. In fact, I had lived less than an hour or so away from it. But that was the North Atlantic. Things never got warm like this. They never got balmy. I was elsewhere. Farther south. Which meant I’d traveled. Somehow. And why couldn’t I remember this man? He was certainly handsome enough to warrant a spot in my memory, with his sculpted shoulders and arms peeking out from under the sleeves of his shirt, not to mention a stomach that appeared as firm as could be when the wind tugged his red and orange flecked shirt tight to his abdomen.

But it wasn’t enough. Everything was too strange.

“Home,” I murmured.

“What’s that?”

“Home,” I repeated, louder. “I want to go home, mister. Please. Help me get home.”

“I …”

“Then just tell me where I am. I’ll figure out the rest if you won’t tell me.”

“You’re near the beach,” he said with a shrug.

I willed my eyes to turn into laser beams as I fixed them on his face, the features rugged and windswept but in a handsome way despite the lack of smile lines.

“You don’t say,” I drawled slowly. “Care to, oh, I don’t know, be a little more specific?”

“You’re on the beach on the northwest corner of the island?” he said with a careless shrug. “We don’t really give it names.”

“The island,” I repeated, staring out into the endless horizon of blue-green water. “Okay. I’m on an island. That’s … that’s something. I … what island?”

There was a long pause. “The main one?” The stranger sounded truly regretful.

“The main one? The main what? Is there not a name for it?”

“The Dragon Isles.”

I whipped my head back around to stare at him. “The what isles? Did you say Dragon Isles? There’s no such place. Where is that?”

He shook his head slowly back and forth. “You really don’t remember, do you? You’re in the land of dragons, Emma.”

I laughed. It was a high, brittle sound. I was on the edge, and I knew it. But he was talking crazy. “Dragons aren’t real,” I scoffed.

The stranger just cocked his head at me then slowly swung it around to stare inland. A direction I’d so far refused to look.

Slowly, I followed his gaze.

“Oh my god,” I whispered.

There were dragons in the air. Several of them. As I watched, one flew almost overhead on its way toward town. It dropped in a smooth dive, ruby-red wings spread wide before it landed gently on the outskirts of the town.

I stared back at the stranger in front of me, slack-jawed. It took me a full thirty seconds before I could speak.

“I’m going insane, aren’t I?”


Chapter Five

Rhyse

“I’m going insane, aren’t I?”

The phrasing and inflection in the way Emma said it shot me back in time to earlier that day and my meeting with the sovereign when I’d voiced nearly the same protest.

“No, Rhyse, this isn’t insane,” the sovereign said patiently. Her eyes, a mirror of my own in many ways, did not share the humor in her reply. She was serious. Deadly so.

“My sovereign,” I said with complete and utter respect. “I did not mean to be disrespectful, I just don’t know if I can do this. I’ve already failed you once. Now, you’re asking me to do this?”

The leader of all dragons waved a long-fingered hand dismissively. “You have not failed, Rhyse. The task of finding Vicek’s yacht was near impossible. Even he did not know where it went down. Besides, you only fail if the mission is over. You are to keep looking.”

I nodded sharply at that. I hadn’t intended to stop anyway.

“Now, about your next mission.”

“Is that how you intend to convince me?” I asked, chuckling politely. “By phrasing it as a mission, a challenge, to provoke my competitive nature?”

“Why? Is it working?” she teased lightly.

I glared. “This is not for me.”

“I think it’s perfect.”

“I don’t want to have a partner. I’m content as I am, my sovereign. I cannot do this.”

The intent in those green eyes firmed. “You can, Rhyse, and you will. You will because I am not giving you a choice. You will because you’ll want to.”

I tossed my head back and laughed. “Want to take a human as a mate? Me? Are you sure you know me?”

“Are you sure you know you?” she replied softly.

I hadn’t been able to find the words to respond to that. Now, hearing Emma say the same thing, I wondered if perhaps the sovereign would take back her words.

Because I certainly did not want to deal with this short human and her ridiculous “memory loss” issue. She had been fine until a few minutes ago. We had come here from the palace after my dragon had decided that, of the human volunteers, this was the one it detested the least. Now, I was supposed to believe it when she scrunched up her cute little oval face and told me she couldn’t remember a thing?

I wasn’t buying it.

“You can’t expect me to believe this,” I muttered. “I caught you. You didn’t hit your head.”

She looked at me, her wide eyes the color of the sky she’d been staring at. “How did I get here?” she asked tightly.

“You volunteered,” I said dryly. “Which I guess you’ve also forgotten?”

The blood drained from her face, further emphasizing the little mole just at the top of her left eyebrow, half hidden by the hairs until she frowned, bringing it closer to the center. She swayed, and I prepared to leap forward and catch her if she passed out again.

Shock gave way to fear, her pupils dilating then constricting as panic took over and her lower lip quivered.

I had to admit, if she was faking, she was doing an excellent job.

“Volunteered?” she hissed in amazement.

“Yes.”

She shook her head, then winced. “Why would I do something like that? I’d like to go home, please.”

“I would assume you did it for the same reason the other women did.”

“Other women?”

“Eight of you,” I explained. “You volunteered to come here, to live with us. To help end the war between my people and yours.”

“War?” she squeaked, her pale pink lips curling inward into a flat line.

“Yes.”

Emma crossed her arms under her chest in a distinctly uncomfortable manner. I watched, waiting for her reaction and what she would do next. I could not decipher if she was being truthful or not about the lack of memory.

I should never have let the sovereign talk me into this.

Had I let her talk me into it? Was this a mission as she’d said? Or was it, as I was beginning to suspect, a sort of punishment for not succeeding in the mission she’d given me at the onset of the war. That would make much more sense.

“I don’t believe you,” she said.

“Okay.”

She glared at me.

“I’m not here to convince you. If you want to stop pretending, we can continue on. Or you can keep this up, and we can play all sorts of games.”

“What makes you think I’m pretending … whoever you are?” she asked with a sniff.

“My name is Rhyse,” I said. “And I think you’re pretending because we’ve been talking for nearly an hour already. I think you decided you’d made a bad decision and are hoping this memory loss thing is your ticket out of here.”

“I don’t remember!” she shouted.

I rolled my eyes. Maybe giving in to her would help make time go by faster. “Fine. Let’s see what you do remember. What do you think today is?”

She told me.

“So, you’re missing nearly nine months, then. Fall, winter, most of spring. Just gone from your head.”

“I …” She looked queasy, and her legs wobbled unsteadily.

In a flash, I closed the distance, helping her down. She truly did look green in the cheeks.

“Nine months,” she whispered. “Where did my life go?”

I wasn’t sure I could discount her as lying. It was becoming too realistic.

“Yes,” I said. “You must have bumped your head at some point before you came here. Before I saw you. I don’t know why its only affecting you now, though. That part I can’t explain.”

“Bumped my head?” She frowns. “Maybe.”

“Run your fingers over your head. Gently. Maybe there’s a mark.”

She did that, pushing her fingers slowly through the tangles of blonde hair that fell in natural soft curls. I admired the way the hair color complimented her light skin, a stark contrast to my permanent tan.

“Ow.” A look of pain filled her face as she touched behind her left ear.

“Let me see,” I said, gently parting the hair with a whistle.

“What is it? What do you see?”

“A really nasty bruise,” I said, examining the dark purple splotch. The edges were turning yellow, which indicated it was starting to heal, but it still looked painful. “Maybe you aren’t faking it after all.”

“I told you.” She glared at me. “Why would you even think that?”

I sighed. “Emma. Ten minutes ago, we were talking. Everything was fine. I know you don’t remember, but try to picture a scenario where you’re in my shoes and that happens to you. The other person acting perfectly fine until suddenly, with no indication of anything, boom, they claim they forget everything? You wouldn’t be the slightest bit suspicious?”

The left side of her mouth worked. “Maybe,” she admitted just a bit sourly.

I wanted to yell at her reluctance to even admit that much.

“So, what now?” Emma asked. “How do I get home?”

“That’s not something I can control,” I told her. “You came here as part of the peace treaty. Even if you don’t remember it now, you volunteered to do so. Not going home was part of the deal, I think.”

Which meant I was stuck with her. It was my turn to be sour.

“Oh.” She seemed to shrink even smaller than her already short size, hands clutched around her stomach.

At least she was attractive. I eyed her soft body. She was thick but not quite curvy. Large breasts, thick butt, I really couldn’t find much to complain about there. If I was going to be forced to put up with her, I gave thanks she was very easy on the eyes.

I still would prefer the solitude. But that wasn’t an option. Not right now, at least. Perhaps, in time, I could convince the sovereign to take her back.

“Let me take you to my place,” I said. “You can rest for a moment, get some food. Then, we’ll go from there. How does that sound?”

She hesitated.

“I give you my word that nothing will happen to you. I will keep you safe. You have nothing to fear from me.”

My dragon growled its agreement, startling me with the sudden intrusion after being quiet since I’d first laid my eyes upon her.

Emma looked up at me, her eyes the color of the sky on a crystal-clear summer day. The intelligence bound within them gave her an additional depth. One I felt most would probably miss from simply admiring her appearances.

“You want me to go with you? To your house? Where?”

I pointed down past the docks and up the hills to the bluffs beyond. “That way.”

In the back of my mind, my dragon crowed its first victory. I didn’t know why, considering she hadn’t even said yes yet. Besides, even if she did agree, I had every intention of sending Emma back to the sovereign at the first availability.

I was better off alone.


Chapter Six

Emma

“You want me to go with you? To your house?”

Everything about it screamed bad idea. So, why was I even considering it?

It was Rhyse. Something about him screamed safety.

I looked him over, from his loose-fitting, lightweight black pants to the sleek, nearly form-fitting navy sleeveless shirt he wore, exposing the lean, hard muscle of his biceps. Was it his size that was having an effect on me? He was a giant, and not much of him was anything but muscle. The strength …

Behind him, a dragon dipped in the sky. I swiftly returned my attention to Rhyse, absolutely not willing to face that little bit of reality just yet. Later, I could question my sanity.

To his credit, Rhyse just stood there, that same near perpetual frown etched onto his handsome face. This was one irritated person. Always.

“I don’t know, Rhyse,” I said, using his name, feeling it roll off my tongue with surprising ease. It felt right to say, like I was used to it. Comfortable with it. With him. I shook my head. “I don’t know you. How can I trust you?”

He snorted, looking around to the left, the right, and then behind him. “Looks to me like you don’t have a lot of other options.”

The casual disdain was more than I could handle in my current state. “Then I’ll make other options. Ones where I don’t have to go with a stranger!”

Rhyse bared his teeth angrily. “Okay, fine, have it your way!”

He went stomping off in the direction he’d indicated, leaving me behind. Alone. On an island full of dragons. As a human. Without shelter. Or food.

“Wait!” I cried, hurrying after him as fast as I could. I needed two strides for each of his.

He didn’t stop when I called after him. Didn’t even slow down. I grabbed his arm when I finally closed the gap, trying my best to ignore the thickness of his bicep as I did. The man was strong.

I found that much out when I tried to spin him around and found myself doing the turning instead. He just didn’t move. For a brief moment, I was terrified. The raw power it took to simply ignore that, even from someone of my small size, was impressive. Rhyse didn’t even so much as sway when I pulled on him. He just kept on walking. I was a fly, a nothing.

It was incredibly rude of him to act that way. So, why was my stomach fluttering out of control simply from touching him?

He kept walking, forcing me to hurry and get in front of him, parking myself in his path. For a moment, I thought he might just walk right through me. But, at the last second, he just stopped. Didn’t slow down, didn’t freeze, he just ceased all movement in a split second.

It was unnerving how still he stood. Like a statue except for the slow rise and fall of his chest and the occasional blink of his strikingly green eyes.

“Listen, I’m sorry,” I said when he finally fixed those orbs on me, inviting me to speak. “Maybe I—No, I know I’m acting a little crazy.”

He humphed in agreement.

“Can you blame me?” I fired back, suddenly angry at him all over again. “You wanted me to look at my memory loss from your side. Now, it’s you turn to do the same for me, Rhyse.”

The biggest reaction I got was saying his name. He actually blinked at that. That seemed to break the ice because he relaxed a little.

“Perhaps not,” he conceded slowly.

“Thank you,” I said with genuine meaning. “I’m in the middle of a place I don’t know, with creatures I didn’t know existed until minutes ago, and I can’t remember most of the past year or what happened to me during it. That’s left my mind a not very fun place to be right now, if I’m being honest with you. I’m trying to keep it together, Rhyse, I really am. But there’s a very large part of me that wants to just scream and run away. I don’t think it’s that wild for me to be a little wary of trusting you. To me, I just met you five minutes ago. Am I totally off base here?”

He grunted. “When you put it like that, no, not really.”

I watched the frown ease out of his features a little. What would he look like without it? If he had a smile in its place? I tried to imagine Rhyse smiling. Even only knowing him for a few minutes, it was hard to picture anything but the constant irritation he was currently sporting.

“Are there any other options besides going to your house?” I asked tentatively, wondering what he would say.

“Not really. I told you that you have my word I’ll keep you safe and won’t do anything to you. Except feed you, give you a bed to sleep, if you need it. You can trust me, Emma.”

There it was again. That feeling of comfort and protection emanating from him like some sort of bubble, only now it reached out to encompass me as well. I’d heard the expression “words have power,” but I’d never really understood it. Until now.

“Thank you,” I said, clenching my jaw while I inhaled slowly and deeply.

Get a hold of yourself.

We started walking again. The same path. He walked slower now. I still had to move fast, but I was used to that. It came with being five-three (on a good day). The world simply did not move at a pace meant for me. That was fine. I could adapt.

The medium-sized village grew larger. I swayed nearer to Rhyse as a dragon took off from the far side of the cluster of buildings, soaring high into the sky before pointing inland and making speed.

A large market was clustered up against the docks, and it was there that we angled for though Rhyse kept us walking along the pier. He didn’t take us into the market itself, which I found rather odd but chose not to voice. My attention was elsewhere.

“What’s that place?” I asked, pointing through several of the stalls to a large building that anchored the other side of the market square.

Rhyse followed my finger. “That’s a—”

I didn’t stick around to hear more. I turned and bolted down the docks as fast as my legs could carry me.

There was a distinct, frustrated sigh from behind me, but I didn’t pay it any attention, pouring on the speed. One boat, that was all I needed. One boat and I could get out of this place. I could go home. To whatever home I had.

All of Rhyse’s politeness and handsomeness had welcomed me into the Dragon Isles, as he said it was called. It would be easy to simply fall in line and do as he wanted, go with him to his home and accept my fate. That was what he wanted.

Which was why I chose not to believe any of it and instead make my escape.

I passed several large boats, filled with various nets, rods, fishing hooks, harpoons, and other gear necessary for larger scale fishing operations. Then I spied what I wanted. A large cabin cruiser. Hopping down to the deck as fast as I could, I went for the steering wheel.

“Keys, keys, keys, where are the keys?” I muttered, searching frantically but coming up short. “Shit.”

And then I was up, heading down the docks again, refusing to look over my shoulder to see where Rhyse was. The wooden slats creaked and groaned while the water beneath gently lapped against the pilings driven deep into the ocean bed.

“Emma.”

I stumbled to a halt as Rhyse flew past me and blocked the way, his arms crossed across his wildly impressive chest. His hair fluttered softly back into place along his shoulders, the sun glinting off the various tints of brown. The sun actually made his skin glow as it highlighted him from just above and behind. Perfect lighting. It just wasn’t fair because the man didn’t care!

“Stay away from me!” I shouted, backing down the docks step by slow step. “I don’t know what you think I said, but I would never volunteer to come here and leave my life behind! You kidnapped me. You must have! And none of them care, do they?”

“Careful, Emma,” Rhyse rumbled. “It gets slippery.”

“Don’t tell me what to do,” I snapped. “You don’t know me. You don’t know anything about me!”

“I know you’re going to fall.”

“I am—” My foot snagged on something, a pile of rope, and I stumbled backward.

Into open air.

I screamed as I fell toward the ocean, but it was cut off as I came to a sharp, abrupt stop, my legs dangling over the side of a boat. An odd warmth started to cover my right shoulder and flow down my arm.

Casually, as if nothing was the matter, I turned my head to the right and gaped at the giant harpoon sticking up through my shoulder, impaling me.

The boat rocked gently with the waves, and the movement tugged at me, making me rock back and forth.

Then the pain hit me.


Chapter Seven

Emma

With the pain came the screams.

My throat was torn ragged in seconds. Each gentle rocking motion of the boat tore at my shoulder more, widening the wound. My legs banged helplessly against the side, but the pain of that was nothing compared to the white-hot agony lancing from my destroyed right shoulder.

Blood poured down my chest and arm, soaking my clothes and dripping off my leg into the water so furiously it turned it red underneath me.

“I’m going to die,” I whispered, tasting the acrid metal tang of iron. Not even the salty sea air could remove that. There was too much blood.

The life I thought I knew flashed me by. Waiting the half-dozen tables at The Hunt Station, the restaurant in my tiny hometown of Caledon just off the north coast of Maine. The house I’d inherited from my father when he’d passed away half a decade earlier. The work I’d been doing renovating the house, fixing it up, trying to honor his life and legacy.

It was a simple life. But it had been a good one.

And now, it was gone. I was going to die like a fish, gutted and hung over the side of a boat.

I tasted more metal. A corner of my brain wondered if I was going to rust in the ocean air once I died.

The thought made no sense. But most of my body was focused on still screaming. The part doing the thinking was a distant corner. Detached from the pain somehow. Compartmentalized with the realization that this was it. This was the end of the road for one Emma Whitson.

Then I began to move.

Sweet fresh pain ripped through my entire body, and I was yanked back into reality. I screamed and screamed. My throat was bleeding. My voice gone. Nothing worked, my body was limp as my lifeblood soaked the decking below me as I was lowered to a seating position.

“Emma,” Rhyse said with shocking calmness. “I need you to listen to my voice. I need you to indicate you can hear me. Nod your head.”

The world spun up and down. I must have been nodding. All I could think of was pain.

“This will hurt,” he said softly, sincere regret coloring his words.

I wanted to laugh at that but couldn’t. Hurt? Hurt? Was he serious? What more pain could he possibly inflict on me?

In one move, Rhyse snapped the harpoon in half, leaving only the handle sticking out of the back of my shoulder and a few inches protruding from the front. The pain was great but nothing compared to everything else.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered in my ear. “Emma, I’m sorry, but we’re not done. I … I have to do the other side as well. I have to pull it out of the wound. Okay? Do you understand?”

I must have made some sort of motion or noise that indicated agreement because Rhyse’s face grew hard and cold, and then he yanked the harpoon out of me.

That time, I did faint.

“Emma! Wake up Emma!”

“I’m dying,” I whispered, the sounds the only noise I could produce. “Aren’t I? I’m going to die here.”

The blood was soaking the deck, I felt like I was lying in a pool of warm liquid. All of it my blood. There was no surviving that.

Rhyse’s face, hovering over me as I stared up at him, didn’t contain anything like hope.

“Well, that sucks,” I said with a bitter, wet laugh. “Dying without even remembering where I am or why I’m here to do the dying. That’s a cruel joke.”

Rhyse’s face creased in unexpected discomfort. “I can save you,” he said suddenly, features scrunching up like he couldn’t believe he’d said it.

“So, do it?” I said, shoving aside whatever it was I saw on his face. When it came to living or dying, I didn’t care at the moment. I wasn’t ready to go. I started crying.

“There’s a catch,” he said uncomfortably then glanced at my shoulder. “But we don’t have much time.”

“Please,” I was begging through the sobs now. “Oh, god, please. Rhyse, I don’t want to die. I’m not ready. I want to do the things. So much I haven’t done.”

So much. I wanted to live. To experience all that life had to offer. I wanted to fall wildly in love. Get married. Become a mother.

A hand slid unconsciously to my belly, but all it encountered was hot, sticky, blood-soaked fabric.

“If I do—” Rhyse began, but I cut him off, sharply shaking my head.

“Do it. Please. Save me. Whatever it takes.”

My limbs were growing heavy. Everything was slowing. I had no idea what Rhyse was going to have to do, but I didn’t care. Crushing debt. Amputation of my arm, whatever it meant, I would handle it. Somehow.

“Okay,” he said. “But this is … really going to hurt. Are you su—”

The world was rapidly disappearing into darkness as the edges of my vision grayed out.

“Fuck it,” a voice—Rhyse? I couldn’t tell—snarled. “There’s no time. I’m sorry.”

Then he was gone, his features disappearing behind a mask of scales the color of my eyes.

My jaw fell open. He did something, and the back of my shoulder erupted in a brand-new fire.

I arched upward—and then pressure on the front of my mangled shoulder brought the flame searing across that skin, too.

The heat grew. And grew. It burned. I was burning from the inside out. I screamed, trying to exhale the fire, but it only intensified. I was feeding it with oxygen.

I passed from consciousness into somewhere else. A land of incoherence and dreams. A mixture of moments of my past and things I had only ever dreamed about. All the wasted time. Time I should have been doing more.

“Emma.”

I pushed the voice away. The voice of criticism. Of self-hatred. It called to me, showing me all I could have been. All I chose not to do as I remained comfortably ensconced in my life in my little town, afraid to spread my wings. To take a chance.

“Emma.”

The voice was more insistent now. I shook my head, trying to keep it out.

Emma.

I went still with shock. Like a sleeping person being awoken with a bucketful of ice water, I was suddenly alert and focused.

I’d heard that voice. But not with my ears. I’d heard it in my mind. A presence, reaching out, calling to me. Beckoning me.

Blinking my eyes, I found Rhyse’s face. He was human again, looking down at me, brown hair dangling to either side of his face.

“There you are,” he said.

I felt his relief.

My eyes shot wide, heart rate spiking once more. “Rhyse? I … can feel you. Your emotions. You’re in my head. Why are you in my head?”

He grimaced, and fresh emotions washed over me. “I told you there was a catch to saving your life,” he said uncomfortably. His eyes slipped away from mine toward the ruin of my shoulder.

Terrified, I slowly turned my head to see what he was staring at.

“What the fuck?” I whispered, too stunned to mind my language.

Where there should have been bloodied and torn skin was now nothing but dragon scale. Adhered to my flesh.

A part of me.


Chapter Eight

Rhyse

“What did you do?” Emma said, her voice little more than a whisper.

Her face had somehow gone even paler as she stared at the scale I’d attached to her to cover the gaping wound. A tentative, shaky hand crossed her body, index finger poised a fraction of an inch over the scale.

I watched as she gathered her courage and tapped the scale. Once. Twice. Three times.

“It’s real,” she mumbled, head shaking back and forth in tiny movements. But there was no denying the truth of it. Her head whipped back around, eyes flaring with energy. “What have you done to me?”

The pulse of anger in my mind that accompanied her words drew an answering wave as I drew back, frustrated with her attitude.

“What did I do?” I growled. “I did what you asked of me. You were lying there, blood everywhere, your life fading away, and you begged me to save you. You said no matter the consequence. So, I did it. I saved your life.”

“I thought you meant an amputation or taking me to a hospital that doesn’t accept my insurance. Not … not this!” she exclaimed, fingers sliding over the sapphire blue scale, its surface already growing flexible as it bonded with her.

“You’re welcome,” I said to nobody in particular since Emma didn’t seem keen on thanking me.

“For what?” she glanced back up at me.

“Oh, nothing serious. Just little things. Helping you back on board the boat. Pulling the harpoon out of your shoulder. And saving your life.”

Emma glared at me. I gave it right back.

“Without me doing what I did, you wouldn’t be here to get angry at me. So, don’t forget that.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have fallen in the first place.”

I worked my jaw, trying to batten down my anger even as her temper rose to match.

“This isn’t doing us any good,” I said. “We’re just making each other madder.”

“So, stop.”

“It’s kind of hard when you’re entirely ungrateful for having your life saved. And for the record, you’re down here because of your own actions. You could have trusted me and come to my house. We would be sitting down, eating food, having some water, whatever. Instead, you’re lying in my lap, we’re both covered in your blood, and you nearly died!”

“All because of you.”

“Then let me just peel that back off. You can go back to dying. Sound good?” I reached for the scale.

She pulled away.

“That’s what I thought,” I growled, getting to my feet, blood dripping from me in places, clotting into my clothing in others. I was a mess.

Emma was worse.

“You should feel fine soon enough,” I told her. “You’ll heal fast from it, but you’ll need to eat. So, we better find some food.”

I turned to go, furious at her attitude, and wondering why the hell I’d bothered to save her? Did she even understand what I’d just done? It seemed unlikely. I should probably have left her to die.

The boat and the docks blurred as I stumbled, grabbing on to the side of the boat for balance as my dragon went absolutely berserk. Thrashing and roaring, it unleashed wave after wave of mental fire into my brain, venting its fury at even suggesting the idea of letting her die.

Emma let out a low groan and grabbed at her head with bloodied hands. “Arghh, what the hell is going on in my head? Make it stop!”

I pointed out to my dragon that its antics were hurting her. Almost immediately, it settled.

Now, what the hell was that all about? I tried to figure it out, but I was interrupted by Emma before I could make heads or tails of it.

“You weren’t kidding,” Emma said in awed undertones as she slowly got to her feet.

I watched, ready to jump in as her legs wobbled slightly, but she caught herself and was able to balance.

“How am I on my feet after that?” she touched her blood-soaked clothing. “I’m a mess.”

“You had a harpoon go through your shoulder,” I pointed out. “That tends to come with the territory.”

Emma laughed, surprising us both.

“I’m not even lightheaded anymore.” She moved her arm around and winced.

“I wouldn’t do too much of that just yet,” I advised. “Give it a few more hours to fully heal.”

“Hours?” she gaped at me. “This should be months.”

I shrugged, gesturing at her standing on her feet. Another thing she shouldn’t have been able to do, given all the blood on the deck around us.

“This is impossible. I feel rested. Energized. Not in this arm, but my legs, my right arm, it all feels stronger, almost.”

“Yep,” I said. “Now, come on. Let’s go. We need to get out of here.”

“Why?” she asked curiously.

“Well, for one,” I told her, pointing down the docks where a dragon was hurrying toward us, “I don’t own this boat, and I think the owner might be a little mad at the mess you made of it.”

“I made?” Emma asked dangerously.

“It’s not my blood.”

She grimaced unhappily. “Fine. Let’s go.”

I bent my legs and leaped easily to the dock, where I turned around and crouched, extending an arm to Emma.

She started to reach for it, but her left arm stopped shy of parallel with the deck. “I don’t think I can grab it,” she said.

“Hey, you! Get off my boat!”

I looked over my shoulder at the approaching dragon. “That’s what we’re doing,” I said, then focused my attention back on Emma. “Just give me your right hand. I can lift you up. Come on.”

Emma hesitated, glancing around, likely looking for a ladder or another way up.

“I’ve got you,” I said. “Trust me.”

Her head snapped back around to focus on me. The same words I’d said before, which she’d ignored. I tried to push the trust through the bond our scales had forged between us—and wouldn’t that be fun to navigate—in the hopes she would hurry up.

“Okay. I’m going to trust you.”

She stepped up onto the gunwale and gave me her right hand at the same time. I snagged it before she could continue forward into the water and casually hauled her up out of the boat.

Too casually.

Her tiny frame came rocketing up, and I stumbled backward, thrown off-balance. Grunting, I wrapped my other hand around her waist, hauling her in to keep her from falling to the docks.

The instant her body pressed against mine, my dragon once again lost its shit. Heat burned across my skin, warming the both of us in nanoseconds, leaving nothing but warm tingles everywhere.

Apparently, my dragon didn’t care that we were both covered in blood. It wanted more, and that was that.

I, on the other hand, was in charge.

“Sorry,” I said, setting Emma down, albeit somewhat reluctantly.

“I-it’s okay,” she said.

I flinched at the husky sound of her words. Had she felt it, too? That connection, that charge, when we touched? Or was it—

“What the fuck you doing to my boat?” A hand grabbed my shoulder and spun me around.

“Remove your hand,” I snarled, leaning forward into the owner’s face. “Before I remove it for you.”

“Oh, a tough guy, are you?”

“Just pissed off.” I bared my teeth.

“You broke my harpoon! And your woman bled all over my boat, you clumsy oaf!”

“She is not an oaf!”

“I am not ‘his woman’!”

The combined vehemence of our denials rocked the owner back a step.

“You will repay me for the harpoon,” he spat.

I rolled my eyes. “Fine. Whatever.”

“And you will scrub my boat clean, or I’ll—”

I started to push past him. Cleaning the boat was easy for a dragon and not something I intended—

The owner put his hand on my shoulder again, stopping me.

I glanced down at my side, meeting Emma’s eyes. “One moment, please,” I said with a smile.

Then I whirled, slamming my forehead into the bridge of the boat owner’s nose. “I told you not to touch me again,” I growled.

With a casual push, I sent the reeling fisher dragon tumbling into the drink. Then I leaned over his boat and vomited blue fire from my mouth.

The flame washed over his boat, burning the blood free in seconds.

“There. It’s clean.”

I started walking away.


Chapter Nine

Rhyse

“Don’t you think burning his boat down was a little much?” Emma asked, looking past me.

I raised a hand and snapped my fingers at the fire.

It went out.

“I was just giving it a fine clean,” I said, taking her arm and gently turning her as she gaped in surprise at my control of the fire.

She didn’t object, but she didn’t lean into me either. “You’re covered in blood.”

“It’s your blood,” I pointed out. “And besides, so are you.”

“I should be dead.” There was a hint of question in her voice. A how? that was unspoken but desiring of an explanation anyway.

“We need to go, please.” I gestured for her to start walking again. My eyes were watching the docks ahead of us.

She started playing with it. “It’s so pliable.” Clenching her fist, she rapped her knuckles off it. “But hard at the same time. Like skin but not. And warm.”

“Does that part surprise you?”

Emma shrugged. “I guess I expected scales to be cold.”

“Well, it’s not,” I said, pushing her along. “Now, can we please go.”

The commotion had unsurprisingly drawn a crowd. In hindsight, perhaps I shouldn’t have torched the blood on the boat, but the owner had been such a prick about it that I didn’t regret it too much. Now, I just had to deal with the consequences.

Which included a bunch of onlookers wondering what had happened. It wasn’t often that dragons bled, and we certainly were covered in blood. For a moment, I considered grabbing Emma and jumping into the water. I could shift and carry her away across the water. Leaving the others behind.

She sensed my thoughts turn toward her and craned her head to look up at me. “Is everything okay, Rhyse?”

Not in the least.

“It will be once we’re out of here. We’ll go to my house.”

Hesitation flooded my mind.

“I’ll feed you.”

It ebbed dramatically.

“Emma,” I said, turning and placing a hand on both of her shoulders.

She looked at them then at me, her eyes still blue and bright. Much of the color had returned to her cheeks though she was still pale and definitely not energetic. The healing process would require a lot of energy. Which meant food. I could give her that … if she would just come with me.

“You can trust me,” I said, meeting her gaze and not looking away. “I am not going to hurt you.”

Her soft pink lips pursed outward. I wondered what they would be like to kiss. So soft and gentle. Would she—

I cut that thought off with a vicious mental chop. Now was not the time for that. In another section of my head, my dragon bared its teeth. It thought now was perfect. Of course, it was a brute animal and had no concept of dignity.

The reply I sensed more than thought could have easily been translated to What dignity? I chose to ignore it. Like an adult.

“I …” Emma said, blinking rapidly, likely trying to decipher my wild stream of emotions.

I felt bad for her. It was all coming so fast and without any explanation.

“You can feel it,” I said. “I know you can. If I wanted to hurt you, I would have just let you dangle from the side of the boat like a jacket on a coat rack.”

She couldn’t help it. She snorted laughter through her closed mouth. “That’s mean.”

“I’m serious. You were just hanging there like a tassel on the end of a bike handle.”

“Stop,” she giggled, a very high-pitched girlish sound.

I inhaled sharply as blood surged between my legs.

“What was that?” she asked in a sharper tone.

“Nothing,” I said tightly, fighting down the sudden urge to take her right then and there that was burning in me like the heat of my flame. “Just … we need to go.”

“Why is that making you so anxious?” she asked. “Everything’s okay. Except for the boat owner’s harpoon, I suppose. Yet you’re so uncomfortable.”

My heart was racing for multiple reasons. “I’ll explain it all later. I just need you to trust me. Please.”

She touched the scale. My eyes narrowed as I saw her fingers trembling. A moment later, a wave of panic and shock washed through me, strong enough to sway me backward.

I kept my feet. Emma didn’t.

“I should be dead,” she repeated as the weight of it all came crashing back down.

Before her eyes had even rolled back into her head, I was moving, scooping her up in my arms and holding her tight to my chest as she fainted.

Without a second thought, I turned and headed for the shoreline, ignoring the crowd that had formed. Eyes were wide, watching me as I approached, flicking up and down, noting the blood drenching both of us.

I set my jaw, and the crowd parted, sensing I did not want to stop and talk. Which was great because, at that moment, I wanted to be the one doing the fainting.

What had I been thinking?! A scale? On this woman?

Idiot. Idiot. Idiot.

There was no other explanation. I’d panicked in the heat of the moment, and in saving her life, I’d done possibly the stupidest possible thing I could. I was sure Emma would confirm that once I explained all the consequences of the scale to her.

In full, vitriolic detail, no less. I was in for it.

But first, I had to get us out of the city and back up the bluffs. There we could get clean, eat, and relax, at least.

“Rhyse.”

Oh, come on.

“Get out of my way, Killian,” I said as my least favorite person on the coast moved to block my path. “I don’t have time for you.”

Reece and Calan were with him, looking smug.

I slowed to a halt when the other dragons didn’t move. Emma was nothing in my arms. A feather, nothing more. I could hold her for as long as these bozos wanted to mess around with me.

“That’s a lot of blood, Rhyse. Everything okay?”

“Just fine,” I said with an unpleasant smile. “And also, shockingly, none of your business. Like most things around here.”

“If you’ve gone and killed someone, that’s everyone’s business,” Reece snarled.

I lifted an eyebrow at Killian. He sighed.

“Reece.”

“What?”

“Shut up, I’m doing the talking here.”

Reece’s mouth snapped closed. Killian grunted, his eyes turning back to me then to Emma. They widened with shock.

“A scale? You? There’s no way someone took you as their mate.”

The trio started laughing like hyenas. Killian’s brow furrowed so deep he almost disappeared underneath it. Reece bent over at the waist, his thick black hair masking his face but not his laughter. Calan mimed wiping tears away from his eyes.

“Is that what you were busy doing during the war?” Killian continued. “Wooing someone? Did they choose you because you were the only one left here? Being a coward while the rest of us fought.”

I gritted my teeth and took it. Words were nothing. I could handle that. I was more than used to it, having dealt with it my entire life.

“Who’s the unlucky one?” Killian craned his neck, pretending to get a better look. “Must be ugly and desperate.”

Lightning flickered in my eyes as my dragon tried to leap to her defense.

“Ooooh, he’s getting mad now, boys.” More laughter.

“Get the fuck out of my way,” I snarled, feeling the electricity begin to charge the ions in the atmosphere around me.

Every dragon could breathe fire. The reds did it hotter, but we all could breathe fire.

Only blue dragons could control lightning. As I began to do now, furious at how they were talking about Emma.

“You want to fight, do you?” Killian chuckled, rolling his neck. “Seems a little unlike you, don’t you think, boys? But if he wants to go, then by all means, let’s—”

“Killian,” a new voice said. “Leave. Now.”

Dillon pushed his way through the border of the crowd, looking coolly at Killian, until the other dropped his gaze, relenting.

“Whatever. This loser isn’t worth my time anyway,” he said, waving off his goons and melting into the crowd.

“You okay?” Dillon asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said. “Thanks for the assist.”

Dillon just made a noise, and then he, too, was gone.

I started marching up the hill, wondering why the other shifter had intervened. There was no need for it. He stood to gain nothing by helping me. So, why had he?

I didn’t have the answers, but it was a more eventful set of questions to dwell upon than the ones that had been occupying my mind until that moment. Namely, the big one.

What the hell was I going to do now?

As if on cue, Emma started to stir in my arms.


Chapter Ten

Emma

Everything was warm. And bouncing.

Bouncing?

Forcing my eyes open, I found myself looking at the underside of Rhyse’s goateed chin.

Well, this is odd.

The next thing I became aware of was my head resting on his chest. The warmth of his body reaching out and wrapping me in its embrace. Somehow, he’d found the one place not covered in blood to rest my head.

Things came back to me in a flash, and I was abruptly all too aware of being carried in his arms. He held my deadweight with ease. I shivered, fighting back the urge to bite my lip at the demonstration of his strength. There was no tremble in his muscles, and judging by the lack of buildings nearby, we were outside the village.

How long had he been carrying me?

I opened my mouth to tell Rhyse he could put me down. Then closed it. Truthfully, I didn’t want him to put me down. A firm promise of safety lay like a blanket over my worries, draping my brain in its touch. Security. Protection.

It took me a moment to realize it wasn’t me thinking these things but rather the essentials of Rhyse’s emotions trickling through whatever connection.

“You’re awake,” he said as I stiffened in alarm, trying hard not to freak out at the implications that he was in my mind. It had been a challenge before passing out, and it was a challenge again now.

“Yes. You can put me down if you want,” I said.

Rhyse grunted and kept carrying me. It was cute but not what I wanted at the moment. Not with his mind inside my own.

“Please,” I added. “I feel okay.”

It wasn’t much of a lie. Truthfully, I did feel mostly all right. Tired and hungry, but otherwise, I was doing okay. Even my head was no longer bothering me if I looked around too fast.

Except for the lack of memories. I still couldn’t recall most of the past year.

“One more time,” I said, straightening up, unable to stop myself from running fingers over the scale adhered to my flesh.

Even the perimeter of it was looking better, the reddish outline having faded back toward the soft white of my skin.

“About what?” he asked when I didn’t continue, too lost in examining myself.

“How am I alive?”

“The scale will transfer some of my DNA to you. It seals the wound and heals it.”

“But …” I lifted my arm. There was a bit of stiffness, and I could only lift it about three-quarters of the way before it got too much. “How can I do that? Already? I had a gaping hole in my arm, Rhyse. A hole.”

“Dragons heal faster than humans. Much faster. Now, you do, too.”

The way he said it … “You’re not just talking about this wound, are you?”

He shook his head. “No.”

Something occurred to me as I parsed this information, filing it away with all the other new things I was learning. Like dragons. That would take some getting used to. Again, apparently.

“If it heals me, then why are my memories still gone? Shouldn’t they have come back?”

“Physical damage is one thing,” he said, looking away uncomfortably while we walked, the path leading up toward the bluffs now. Below to our left, the earth fell away vertically until it met the sea, the blue-green mass of waves stretching out to the horizon. “If allowed to, the damage will be healed. You were hurt before, however, and now, there’s no telling what’s physical and what may be mental.”

“Are you calling me psycho?”

He rolled his eyes, and I felt the frustration in my head, frustration that wasn’t my own. “That is not what I said, so stop attacking me, will you? The brain is beyond fickle. Nobody knows how it works exactly. Especially when it comes to memories. I’m sorry for giving you your life back but not your memories. Next time, I’ll try to do better.”

With that, Rhyse set off again.

Cursing myself, I ran after him. “Wait, Rhyse. Hold on. I’m sorry. I’m not having an easy time with this. With all of it. You’re in my head! How is that even possible?”

“After food,” he said, gesturing to continue heading up the bluffs. “And showers.”

“I don’t have any clean clothes,” I pointed out.

“Then you can wear mine. But you’re getting out of those and into something else. No excuses,” he said.

Again came the surge of protectionism flowing into me as he spoke. It was quite unnerving to both be able to hear it and feel it. Yet it was also relaxing. Because he meant it, and I knew he meant it. All Rhyse wanted was to look out for me. To keep me safe.

And it was working.

We walked up the rest of the bluffs in silence. I had a million questions, but he didn’t seem interested in answering them. So, instead, we shared companionable silence. Whether that was because of our mental connection or something else, I wasn’t sure.

But I didn’t hate it.

“Here,” he said at last, heading left off the main path onto a barely maintained trail.

As we had ascended, the path veered away from the bluffs, keeping a safe distance between any walkers and the edge. We were heading toward the edge once more. Only, this time, we were descending down, the path meandering sharply to the right and then back to the left in an S-shape, serving to hide our destination from the path itself.

“Are you sure? It doesn’t feel like anyone lives here,” I observed, noticing the lack of care that went into the path, which made it feel like little more than a worn corridor in the rock

“That’s the point,” he said, heading around one more bend as the rocks loomed higher on either side of us, reaching above my head.

A moment later, the path spit us out onto a flat ledge easily half an acre or more in size. Straight ahead, stairs led down to a basement entrance to a modest, one-story brick house. But that wasn’t what drew my eye.

“Wow,” I whispered as Rhyse bypassed what I had figured to be the front door to head around out back.

He glanced back at me then out across the ledge. “You like it?”

“What a view,” I whispered, mesmerized by the seemingly unending horizon of the ocean far in the distance. The sun was on its downward track and already beginning to light up the ocean. In the distance, clouds were forming, but they just added to the panoramic view.

“That it is.”

“I can just imagine breakfasts out here as the sun comes overhead and lights the horizon,” I murmured.

“And the sunsets are killer, too,” he confirmed with a smile.

Drinking deep the saltwater air, I started to wander closer to the edge.

“Shower and food first,” he said. “You look like something out of a cheesy horror movie, and I’m not much better. Let’s get clean, then we can eat out there if you’d like.”

“Okay.” I let myself be led inside.

The house was roomier than it looked, with high ceilings and open rooms. A large sitting area dominated the rear, allowing for beautiful unobstructed views out across the sea. Beyond that was a kitchen to the right as we entered from out back, and to the left was a set of rooms that I took to be sleeping quarters.

“The only shower within a room is mine,” he said apologetically. “But you have this one to yourself. There are towels in there. I’ll set some clothing on the floor outside. Just leave yours in the tub. We’ll figure out what to do later, okay? I’m going to shower, and I’ll have food started by the time you’re done.”

I nodded, entering the bathroom and locking the door behind me. I didn’t sense any maliciousness on his part, but I wasn’t risking it either. Then I stripped, peeling the dried bloody clothing off me.

As I did, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and gasped.


Chapter Eleven

Emma

Rhyse hadn’t mentioned the second scale. The one on the back of my shoulder. I touched it, again surprised by the pliable nature of something that felt as if it should be extremely rigid. It made sense there would be two. The harpoon had gone through me, leaving entry and exit wounds. I just hadn’t thought about it that way.

Until I saw it and the twin on the front of my shoulder.

I showered, taking my time, exploring the scale, trying to find a seam between it and my skin, and failing. It was perfectly adhered. A part of me now as if it had always been that way.

When the water finally ran clear instead of red, I got out and toweled off. At the door, as he’d promised, were some oversized sweats and a t-shirt that wasn’t as thick as I’d hoped, making it very clear I wasn’t wearing a bra when I put it on. Like the rest of my clothes, my bra, too, was unsalvageable. I would have to go without for now.

“How do you feel?” Rhyse asked as I stepped back into the rear of the house, admiring the view once more.

I covered a yawn and stretched, showing off my range of motion. “Pretty good,” I said, lifting both hands above my head.

A surge of something hot came shooting through my mind as Rhyse clenched his jaw, giving me a simple nod in response. Then he looked away.

“Really?” I said, lowering my arms as I was finally able to identify what it was he was feeling.

“Sorry. I just …” He shook his head. “Never mind.”

For a moment, I pondered what it was he’d been about to say. The obvious desire as my nipples showed through the shirt was easy to decipher now that I’d felt it, but there had been something else, something more, that he’d been about to say. But what?

I didn’t give him much trouble for staring at my boobs. He was hardly the first guy to do so. Being short with large breasts for your frame meant it came with the territory.

And it wasn’t as if I hadn’t caught myself staring at his arms on more than one occasion. Or admiring the firmness of his stomach when he was carrying me …

Now, I had to cut my thoughts off. I glanced at Rhyse quickly. I thought I saw him erase a smile from his face, but it happened so quickly it was impossible to be sure.

“By the way,” he said, gesturing out to the table beyond, “are you hungry?”

“Yes,” I said, giving a credible impression of a football linebacker as I shouldered him out of the way in my mad rush to serve myself.

Rhyse had set out an array of fresh sliced meats, cheeses, and all the toppings necessary to fix myself a glorious submarine sandwich.

Or rather, two of them, I decided, piling my plate high and moving to sit down.

“No, we’ll go outside,” he said, gesturing. “I set up a table so we can eat and enjoy the view before the storm gets here.”

“Storm?” I followed his outstretched arm—the one with the wondrously corded muscles—as he pointed.

The clouds I’d noticed earlier had grown thicker and darker on the horizon. They were still a way off, but he was right. It was coming.

We sat down and dug in. Both of us were hungry, clearly. Rhyse had three sandwiches on his plate, each piled higher than mine. I arched an eyebrow, but he just shrugged and ate faster.

“So, you really did save me,” I said after finishing my first. “I was going to die back there.”

“You nearly did.”

“And if it weren’t for you, I would have,” I said, touching the scale through the t-shirt. “You healed me. Just like that.”

“You’re doing well with it all,” he said, sitting back, with two sandwiches having already disappeared into the maw that was his mouth.

I laughed. Just doing that nearly broke me.

Rhyse frowned as a hint of what was bubbling just beneath the surface managed to escape with the giggle.

“No, I’m not. I’m just trying to keep it together, Rhyse. And minute by minute, I’m failing.”

His attention was much more focused now. He leaned over, the last sandwich forgotten as he stared at me with those impossibly green eyes, the ones I never wanted to look away from. For several long seconds, they stared deep into my soul, breaking down barriers I didn’t even know I’d erected.

Then, to my shock, he laughed. His head fell back, the shaggy mane of hair bouncing with the hearty belly laugh.

“Excuse me?” I snapped, angry at my feelings being dismissed so easily. “I think it’s perfectly reasonable to—”

I stopped. Rhyse was still laughing, but he had raised both hands and was waving them at me to stop.

“What?” I bit the single word off as sharply as I could.

“S-sorry,” he said, gathering himself with a mighty shake of his entire upper body. “I’m not laughing at the way you feel about your current ‘put-together-ness,’ Emma.”

“Then what’s so funny?”

“That you think you’re doing a bad job.” He smiled. “Most people would have absolutely lost it. The things you’ve been exposed to today would have driven them to the brink and over. You’ve managed to stop well short of that edge, and yet you’re berating yourself for not doing even better.”

I frowned.

“I’m serious. We’re linked now. Connected.” He tapped the side of his head. “Yet not once have you even come close to screaming about ‘the voices in your head.’ You’ve learned what it is and why and begun to accept it. To use it, even, by reading me. Now, that’s not to say you’re loving it, but you’re doing well.”

Staying quiet, I took in all he was saying, thinking about it from his angle. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps I was being a bit harsh on myself.

“I didn’t have much choice,” I said. “It was either this or die. So, until I can safely take it off, I’ll choose life, thank you.”

Something unsettling crossed his face, and I caught a whiff of it through our connection, but a distant rumble of thunder twisted both of our attentions away.

“Can I ask you something?”

He grunted an acknowledgment.

“Why?”

“Why what? There are many things it could be.”

“Why did you do this?”

He was quiet. I let him think.

“You were dying. There was no other way to save you.”

“And that’s it?” I pushed.

“Yes.”

He wasn’t telling me everything. Again, he was holding something back.

Frustrated, I got up and walked to the edge of the bluffs, staying no more than two feet from the very lip. Far below, waves crashed against the rock, spraying their misty saltwater high into the air before falling back down to do it all over again. An endless dance.

What did I do now?

That was the question I couldn’t move past. Rhyse seemed nice. He seemed caring.

So, why was I getting the biggest feeling of déjà vu every time I considered staying with him for the time being? An unconscious warning of sorts.

Damn you, brain. Give me back my memories! What is it you aren’t telling me?

Did Rhyse and I have a past? Was this not the first time we’d met, and I just couldn’t recall? There had been no clues to indicate that, but there was obviously something unsettling about the current situation.

But he saved my life, and that wasn’t an insignificant factor.

Then there was the other question of Where would I go if I didn’t stay?

I hadn’t come up with a single option when the sea below me suddenly changed. It darkened abruptly and stilled.

“Rhyse? What’s goi—”

A coppery blue dragon burst from below the water, wings spread wide as it soared high into the air. Water streamed down its flanks in a glittering display as the terrifying creature rose into the air less than thirty feet away, its belly exposed to me for a horrible eternity. Claws half as long as I was tall were attached to paws tucked tight against the scaled lizard body, a powerful message of the damage such a beast could wreak.

Then it was gone, gliding past high into the air.

I stared after it, trembling.

Fear at the most basic level had coiled itself around my brain stem, digging in deep, rendering me frozen as panic tickled my nerves and turned my stomach upside down.

At some point, I started screaming.

Rhyse was there in a moment. Holding me. Trying to protect me. But doing so pulled my shirt, his shirt, aside, revealing once more the scale. His scale.

Because he was a dragon.

Images of dragons soaring over human cities, unleashing bouts of flame poured into my brain. Buildings exploding as fireballs shattered them. Lines of melted vehicles as streams of flame were vomited forth by the mythical beasts. Screams and cries.

And silence. Eerie, eerie silence. Nothing but the stench of burning.

“Emma! Emma!”

The insistent calling was paired with an impossibly strong sense of concern.

“I can’t do this,” I whispered, the present abruptly snapping back into focus.

The edge of the bluffs. The sea beyond.

Rhyse’s arms wrapped tightly around me, holding me to his chest. Again. It was a position I was winding up in far too often for my own liking.

“Do what?” he asked, still rocking me back and forth.

I caught a glimpse of the scale, his scale, adhered to me.

Squirming out of his grasp, I took several steps away. Looking at him, all I could see was the wave of destruction in my mind. Dragons destroying everything.

“I can’t stay here,” I said. “With … with dragons. I can’t do it. I have to go. I need to leave.”

Rhyse frowned. “What happened?”

“I can’t remember!” I shouted, fingernails digging into my temples as if the pain might jog more memories. “I just … I just see destruction. Fire. You people destroying everything of mine.”

“I didn’t have anything to do with that,” Rhyse said tightly.

“It doesn’t matter!” I shouted. “You’re one of them.”

The concern trickling through our link was washed away by the red-hot touch of anger.

“You have two options,” he said, stiffly moving to the table to gather up the plates. “One, you can either come inside, finish eating, and we’ll talk again tomorrow after you’ve had a chance to sleep.”

“And the second?”

Rhyse jerked his head past me. “Have fun heading somewhere else.”

I looked behind me to see the storm clouds moving in swiftly. Lightning was flickering in their depths now. It wouldn’t be long before the island was awash with rain and wind.

“Damn,” I cursed, realizing I had no other option but to stay.

Again, that sense of déjà vu accompanied me as I went inside, choosing the better of two bad options.

I just hoped that whatever my subconscious was trying to tell me, it wasn’t too bad.

The déjà vu worsened.


Chapter Twelve

Emma

I awoke to the inescapable feeling of something missing.

Opening my eyes, I tried to figure out just what my brain was trying to tell me, what bit of information it had cataloged but refused to spell out in clear detail.

My first thought was the sound of the surf. The roar of the waves crashing against the rocks was a constant … when I was outside. I’d learned last night that Rhyse’s house was soundproofed rather well, and the bedroom even more so.

Rhyse.

I tossed aside the surprisingly plush comforter and somewhat reluctantly got out of the insanely comfortable guest bed. Glancing down at it, I had to admit that I’d done Rhyse a disservice with my expectations of his place.

From the comfort of the couches where we’d sat in silence the night prior, while the flames crackled and popped in the fireplace on the north wall, to the sheets and bed itself, it was all of much higher quality than it seemed. The same with the build of his house.

When I’d first come in, I’d thought it typically male. Spartan and mostly bare. That was until I’d looked a little closer. He still wasn’t the type to own a lot or clutter everything up. What he did have, however, was of high quality, and it also meant something to him. It wasn’t just there to take up space. It had meaning.

Like the enormous conch shell on a table against the west window wall overlooking the sea. It was one of the biggest I’d ever seen. Rhyse had told me the story about how he’d gone diving for the first time after moving to the coast and found it within minutes. A sure sign that this was where he was meant to be, he’d said.

My brain continued to focus on Rhyse as I shuffled out of the bedroom and toward the kitchen.

I frowned at the empty area. Empty and quiet.

The entire house was quiet. Was that what had awoken me? The absence of noise? Rhyse wasn’t a loud individual, and besides, I knew he wasn’t here because—

I jerked upright, my search for coffee momentarily forgotten as realization struck like a lightning bolt.

He wasn’t here because I couldn’t feel him. It was my mind that was quiet. Silent, without a steady stream of emotions emanating from another person.

My fingers rubbed the scale through my shirt as I focused. He was alive, I could feel that much, but otherwise, he was distant. Too far away for much to come through.

Rifling through his cupboards now, I marveled at how fast I’d gotten used to that sensation. Of being linked with him. It was to the point I almost missed it. Almost.

I found some instant coffee and a mug, and after an indeterminable wait, hot water began to pour from the faucet.

After mixing it, I breathed in the aroma. It wasn’t great. But it was coffee. I made a mental note to tell Rhyse that if I was staying for any long period of time, better coffee was a must. Nonnegotiable.

Thinking of Rhyse, I again found myself running my fingers over the scale adhered to my shoulder. It was slightly warmer than my skin but not by much. It was even beginning to exhibit some elasticity to it like my skin did. Yesterday, it had simply been pliable.

Was it adapting to my body? I was certainly adapting to it. I could move my entire shoulder freely now in any direction. No impingements, no pain, nothing. In fact, after a good night’s rest and a second helping of food last night, I felt better than I’d had in a long time. Stronger. More energetic. Less achy.

A vague sense of distraction caressed my brain as I focused on the scale that had saved my life. I wasn’t sure what Rhyse was doing, but he wasn’t very focused, whatever it was.

I considered the scale, the link between us, and the implications of it all as I drank my coffee. I didn’t like most of what I came up with.

It was around halfway through the second cup, as I sat on the edge of the bed getting dressed, when a wave of eagerness that didn’t belong to me swept through my mind.

He was back.

Getting up, I hurried to the plateau. Yanking open the door, I stopped short.

Holy fuck …

Rhyse stood on the edge of the bluffs in nothing but black, form-fitting swim-trunks. Water streamed from his body while the morning sun set his body awash in shimmering beams of light. He was bent slightly forward, his hair dripping down in front of his body.

The washboard abs rippled as he flexed them to stand up straight. His hips pushed forward, presenting me with a full view of the bulge beneath his shorts. It was …

“I can feel all that,” he said, flicking his hair back and taking a deep breath, which did wonderful things to his anatomy.

“Uhhh,” I stammered, somehow managing to tear my eyes away from his godlike body and its tanned skin and insane definition. Not to mention the thick outline of his—

“All of it,” he added. There was significantly less tease in his voice than I expected.

I chopped off the tendril of curiosity that wanted to explore what that meant and why it may be. Now was not the time to get drawn into sexual daydreams.

Rhyse gave himself a bit of a shake. I stared bluntly. If he already knew I thought he was hot as hell, what difference did it make? I might as well enjoy the show. After all, I’d caught him looking at me several times the night before. Fair was fair.

Then he approached, and I frowned, taking in the dark circles under his eyes.

“Did you sleep?” I said. “At all?”

He grunted, giving me that same half-assed shoulder shrug all men gave whenever they didn’t want to answer a question. I’d hated it the first time I was on the receiving end of it, and I hated it now.

Green eyes flickered with matching flame as I got in his way, but I wasn’t backing down.

“Why not?” I asked. “What happened?”

“Nothing,” he said, waving it off. “It’s fine. I can handle a day of no sleep.”

“You know I can feel you trying to avoid answering the question, right?” I told him, tapping the side of my head. “So, just answer it. There’s no need for secrecy. Is there?”

A brief spike of anger was quickly stamped out. I suspected Rhyse had been used to doing things his way for a long time without any interference whatsoever.

Well, tough shit. I was here now.

“I stayed up listening to you breathe,” he said awkwardly.

“You listened to me?” He’d been listening to me sleep all night? An icky feeling rose up in me.

“Not like that,” he snarled. “See, this is why I didn’t want to tell you. It would have been easier if you’d just dropped it. But no, you can’t do that. You can’t mind your own business, so you have to stick your nose in other people’s.”

“I think you listening to me breathe like a creep qualifies as my business!” I shouted right back, not letting him get the better of me.

“Of course, you would assume I was doing it to be creepy. You can’t seem to fit it into your tiny little human brain that perhaps I was trying to be a good person and make sure nothing bad happened to you.”

My fiery retort died on my tongue as I processed the second half of his statement.

“What?”

“Yeah,” he said, shaking his head. “Exactly. You hit your head at some point. I don’t know when, but before I put those scales on you, you had a large bruise on your head. You can’t remember the past year. Even with the effects of the scale, the brain is a fickle thing. I wanted to make sure you slept okay and nothing happened. Or that if you woke up in the middle of the night with your memories back, I was there to help if I could.”

I stared at him, feeling the truth of every word impacting me like a bullet through our bond.

“Thank you,” I said at last.

“Not everyone is out to do you wrong,” he said, irritation still coloring his words and mind.

“Well, if you’d just said that at the start, this all could have been avoided.”

“Or you could have just dropped the subject, and the same result would have occurred with less effort.” He started to push past me.

I threw up an arm, blocking his way.

“What now?” he grumped darkly.

“You know you can talk to me, right?” I said with all seriousness.

Rhyse smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes. “You don’t want anything to do with me, Emma. You made that clear yesterday. So, why would I bother burdening you with my feelings?”

He pushed past me slightly as I reached for his arm, noting the long, ugly scar along his left shoulder blade. What could leave such a mark like that?

All those thoughts were forgotten, however, the instant my fingers wrapped around his bicep. The skin on my arm and the back of my neck stood on end. Electricity surged into my stomach, immediately tying it into knots that could not possibly be explained by making simple contact with another person.

We both sort of stared at where I touched him. Neither acknowledging it but knowing full well the other had felt it, too. Such was the blessing and the curse of our bond.

“I might not want to stay,” I said once I could work my jaw again. “But it seems like I don’t have much of a choice now, do I?”

“What do you mean?” He was tense. Nervous, even.

“We’re stuck together,” I said, pulling the collar of my shirt down to expose the blue scale on my shoulder. “Because of this. Aren’t we?”

Rhyse froze.


Chapter Thirteen

Rhyse

“I guess that answers that,” she muttered.

I had to give her credit. She was quicker on the uptake than I’d expected. Unfortunately, I hadn’t been prepared for her to come to that realization just yet. Mostly because I was still coping with it myself.

“You were already stuck here,” I muttered.

“What?”

“You volunteered to come here, Emma. As terms of the truce between our peoples. I know you can’t recall that, but you did.”

“According to you,” she pointed out.

“You can tell if I’m lying!” I shouted, thrusting my head forward and tapping on the side of it. “Remember? So, you know I’m telling the truth. Stop trying to accuse me of being the bad guy, okay?”

After shaking her arm off me at last, I stormed toward the house, trying not to wonder why I could still feel her fingers on my bicep. It was just a touch, nothing more.

I cursed myself for acting so rashly the day before. I hadn’t wanted Emma to stay in the first place. She wanted to go home, and I wanted to send her back. Having her around just messed up everything I’d spent so long building. I’d had a good life. Now it was all being thrown into the blender.

“Wow, how polite of you,” Emma called from behind me.

I looked over my shoulder.

She was leaning forward, tapping the side of her head, mocking my earlier action. “Yeah, I can feel all that. I’m glad you want me here so badly.”

I rolled my eyes as she marched toward me and then went right past, heading for the door. I let her go. There wasn’t anywhere for her to go anyway.

“Because you trapped me here!” she shouted, spinning to point a finger at me. “You made it so I can’t leave.”

“Hellooo, I was doing this little thing that you may not be aware of. It’s called saving your life, you ungrateful …”

“Ungrateful what? Huh? What were you going to say? Bitch?” she hissed.

“It certainly doesn’t feel out of place, given how absolutely over the top you’ve been about it.”

“Fine. Then let’s take it off. Just let me die. Then you’ll be alone, at least. Which is what you want, isn’t it?”

“I can’t just take it off,” I snarled, wondering what the hell had gotten into her. Could she not understand I’d just been trying to do the right thing?

“Sure, I can.” Emma reached under her collar, fingers feeling around the scale for an edge.

“Stop,” I said, lifting a hand.

“No. I’m taking it off.”

“You’re being insane. And besides, you can’t take it off.”

“Watch me,” she bit back. “All you have to do is just … get your fingers and then just—”

As her fingers found the edge of the scale, she pulled. Hard.

The world disappeared in a blaze of white pain as my dragon thrashed wildly. I fell to one knee with a grunt. Somewhere nearby, on the edges of my awareness, I became dimly aware of screaming.

“Stop pulling,” I managed to get out as the pain refused to subside. “Let it go, Emma! Let it go!”

I pounded the rock beneath me with one fist, gritting my teeth through the pain as it hammered me from all sides. My breathing was shaking and shallow, and I groaned as yet another wave drew razor blades over my brain, raking me with excruciating agony.

Emma collapsed to the hard stony ground, lying on her back, chest heaving in a way that would have been pleasant if it weren’t for the halo of agony surrounding us both.

“What … the fuck … was that?” she gasped as we both tried to recover our wits.

“I was trying to tell you,” I got it. “You can’t take it off.”

“I thought you meant I wasn’t capable of it. But that’s not … what you meant. Is it?” she asked, still puffing.

“No.”

“I can’t take it off … ever?”

“Ever,” I confirmed heavily, avoiding her eyes.

“What … what happens if I do? If I kept pulling.”

“You die,” I said bluntly.

“Lovely,” she muttered, cranking her head around to look at me. “And what the hell happened to you? Why are you taking a knee?”

I lifted my head, meeting her stare, watching her eyes, knowing it wasn’t the sky reflected in them but her actual color. I admired the rest of her face, too, even the little mole half hidden by her eyebrow. It gave her a charm that threatened to bring a smile to my face.

“What happens to you,” I said, getting to my feet and moving to help her do the same, “happens to me.”

Emma was halfway vertical before I felt the mental gasp of surprise. “You’ll die, too?”

“Yes,” I said, making sure her legs worked before I let her go. I ignored the reluctance of my dragon as I did so. I wasn’t listening to it at the moment. The subconscious thoughts of my other half were what had gotten me into this mess to begin with.

“Then why the hell did you do this to me?” she asked, staring at me in shock.

“Are you kidding me?” I shook my head. “Emma. Get this through your head. Whatever you have to do. I was too busy saving your life to care about the consequences. Please try to understand this fact. It will make a lot of things much, much easier.”

“Saved my life only to take control of it,” she said. “Forcing me to be tied to you forever. Of course you didn’t think it through.”

I growled with inarticulate rage at her stubbornness. “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking. I just acted because I wasn’t about to let you die! Why must this be some sort of evil plan to you? Why can’t you accept it for what it is?”

“Because you’re a dragon!” she shouted.

“You don’t even have a basis for saying that!” I shouted back. “You can’t remember us! You’re just making this up.”

“Something inside me tells me it’s right,” she said. “But you’re right. I can’t remember. I’m very sorry for losing my memories on you. I promise, I won’t do it again.”

“Whatever,” I said, done with humans. “Just watch your step next time you’re near water.”

Emma got all steamed up, walking toward the edge of the bluffs to get away from me.

“I’ll just watch my step now, how’s that?” she taunted, staring out to sea. “I wouldn’t want to fall, what with my bad footing and all.”

I heard her, but I wasn’t listening. Not anymore. My attention was on the sky and the rapidly approaching flight of dragons, with a particular orange and black dragon at their center.

Great. Just what I needed right now. More trouble.


Chapter Fourteen

Rhyse

“Emma,” I hissed.

“What?”

“Get over here.”

“No way.”

“Now,” I snarled under my breath. I sensed her turn more than I saw it. Her surprise and fear told me she saw the other dragons approaching.

“Who is it?” she asked, coming to stand at my side.

“The sovereign,” I said tautly. “And her bodyguards.”

“Sov-what now?”

“The sovereign. The Ruler of All Dragonkind.”

“I can hear capital letters there. Is that, like, royalty?”

“There’s no one higher than her. She answers to nobody. We must show respect.”

Even as I gave Emma a crash course on dragon politics, my mind raced with other ideas. As much as I didn’t want a random visit from the supreme leader of dragons, it might present a solution to all my problems.

Two of the sovereign’s bodyguards came in for a landing first. Their broad ocher-colored wings creaked and air whooshed over us as they slowed their flight. Giant talons glinted in the sunlight as they extended their paws forward an instant before landing. Two sets of wings were tucked alongside their bodies, and the pair were shifting into human form.

I watched as they looked first me and then Emma up and down, evaluating us for weapons or threats. Once they decided we were safe, their eyes turned outward, scanning the property. Only after they determined there was no credible threat did they turn and signal to the sky for the others to land.

My eyes narrowed sharply as not one but two of the remaining three dragons came in to land. What I’d first mistaken for a bodyguard was not. The pair of orange and black dragons touched down with as much grace as the first two.

“You just got very, very tense,” Emma whispered. “Should I be worried?”

“Not for your safety, no,” I said. “The sovereign doesn’t have issue with humans. In fact, the terms of the truce that brought you here were her idea, as far as I can tell. You are safe.”

“Then what’s with your reaction?”

“Unheralded visits from the leader of your people are not something to look forward to at any point. I prefer to know why she’s here.”

“Could it because I’m here?” Emma suggested. “She could be checking in on me.”

“Maybe,” I admitted. The idea was good and one I hadn’t considered.

“It’s not always about you.” There was a lighthearted aspect to her tone. She was teasing me.

How swiftly moods can change.

“I’m not used to there being anyone but me here for someone to visit,” I replied. “And also, there was that incident with the boat yesterday. It’s unlikely, but I suppose it could have been escalated. So, you can see why I might think so, but—”

I stopped talking as I realized Vicek wasn’t alone. On his back was a blonde woman of slightly above-average height. A human woman. My eyebrows threatened to rise, but I brought them back down as the platinum-haired ruler of dragons came forward.

“My sovereign,” I said, fist to chest, elbow out straight in front of me, honoring her with a proper salute. “What an unexpected visit.”

She smiled though the look barely touched her eyes and did nothing to soften the hard jade circles. I couldn’t help but think I was in trouble.

“Rhyse. May I present my son, Vicek, whom I believe you know, and his mate, Laura.”

“I’m honored to welcome you all to my humble home,” I said. “Though I admit I’m unsure why you have come all the way out here.”

The sovereign caught her son’s eyes. He nodded then faced me.

“Can we talk inside?” Vicek was tall, even for a dragon, and he easily looked over my shoulder at Emma. “Perhaps she would like to take the time to talk with Laura.”

Coming from the heir to the throne, it wasn’t a suggestion.

“Of course,” I said, catching Emma’s eye and giving her a nod, letting her know everything would be okay.

She returned my nod with a confidence I knew very well she did not feel. What were we to do, though?

The three of us entered my house, with Vicek ensuring the door was firmly closed behind us.

“To what do I owe this visit?” I asked, breaching the silence that followed.

“This is about your mission,” the sovereign said.

“To find Vicek’s sunken ship,” I said, glancing at her son.

“Yes.”

I hid a grimace. This was the mission given to me at the outbreak of war. The mission that had held me home and out of the fighting.

“I take it you haven’t had any luck finding it?” Vicek said.

“No. Not yet,” I said unhappily.

“I figured perhaps I could help now that I’m back.” Vicek smiled. “It would be nice to finally have some answers.”

“Speaking of answers,” I said, glancing between the two of them. “Perhaps the two of you could help explain to me why this is so important? Why was a mission to find a sunken ship important enough to keep me home from the war?”

The sovereign laughed. It was light and airy. Genuine. “I guess your friends weren’t happy about that, were they?”

My answering snort was harsh and explosive. “Friends? Ha.”

“You didn’t tell him, Mother?” Vicek asked, looking sharply at her. “Why not?”

“I didn’t want to bias him,” she said. “I wanted to know what he thought before I put the idea in his brain.”

I looked back and forth at the two of them, watching very closely. Alarm bells were going off everywhere in my head. “Bias me against what exactly?”

“Tell him. He deserves to know,” Vicek said with a wave of his hand. “You should have told him already.”

I didn’t react to the irritation directed at the sovereign. If Vicek wanted to talk to her that way, he could. I would never dream of it, but then, I wasn’t her son.

“Vicek wasn’t out for a pleasure cruise that day as I may have led you to believe.”

“My sovereign,” I said with a smile. “I am not so naive as to think that. I hope you’re not offended I didn’t believe you.”

“Not at all.” She smiled then grew somber. “The truth is, he was outside the barrier of the isles not by accident but on purpose. He was there pretending to be a human ship.”

That got my attention. Why would he want to do that?

“He was looking for proof that some of our people were disobeying laws set down by my father.”

I hissed. “They wouldn’t dare!”

The look the sovereign gave me was less than approving.

“But … your father set out those laws to protect us. With advancing human technology, they might eventually pierce the magic of this place with their electronics. That was why the myth of the Bermuda Triangle had to die in the first place!”

I was shouting, but I didn’t care. It was insane. To continue to prey on human ships that strayed near us? Eventually, one of them would get an SOS out that led them right to us. For centuries, ever since humans began to cross the Atlantic in numbers, we’d gone out to keep them away from our isles. But radios and satellites were getting better all the time. One mistake would bring it all down.

“Exactly,” the sovereign said coldly.

I forced myself to take several deep breaths. Outside, Emma was likely growing worried at my outburst.

“You think, then, that Vicek was attacked by them.”

“I was,” Vicek said, chiming in. “I just didn’t see who. I didn’t hurt myself enough to fall unconscious and let the humans capture me by accident. Someone did that to me. And I intend to find out who. To do so, I need that ship. I need proof.”

I ground my teeth. I hated what I was hearing, but I was just as angry about what I’d allowed myself to be blindly dragged into.

“Is something wrong, Rhyse?”

Although I had no overtly fond feelings toward the sovereign, neither had I ever harbored any ill will. Until now. Which was why, for the first time, I was less than respectful toward the Ruler of all Dragonkind.

“Just a little bit!” I snapped, glaring at her as my temper boiled over. “You lied to me! Not only that, but you lied to me, and you put me in the middle of a dangerous situation without cluing me in whatsoever about what I was walking into. I moved out here to be away from politics and everything that goes with it. Then you come out here and drag me back in while keeping my eyes covered to the truth of it all!”

By the end, I was shouting. I didn’t care.

“Rhyse, I—”

For the second time in my life, I was less than respectful. I interrupted her.

“You. Lied.” I jabbed a finger at the sovereign. “You should have told me from the start. I would have told you to pound sand, find someone else. I’m not going to be a part of your games. This is a job for the palace guard or maybe even your Shadow.”

Both heads across from me twitched slightly at the mention of the sovereign’s personal fixer. Investigator, bodyguard, enforcer, and on occasion, assassin, he was all of the above rolled into one.

“This needed a local touch,” the sovereign said, seemingly nonplussed by my accusations and anger. “Someone who knew how to act and appear like he belonged. That was you.”

“Well, I’m done. I don’t want trouble,” I said.

Something in my voice must have sounded different to them than to me because the sovereign narrowed her eyes sharply. “What do you want, Rhyse? What can I help you with?”

“I want to be left alone,” I said.

“I will see to it you are,” she said imperiously.

“Getting involved in this will negate that no matter what you say,” I told her with a tired wave.

“Then what? There must be something I can do.”

“Take the woman back.” The words were out of my mouth as quickly as the idea popped into my head.

It was followed almost immediately by my dragon. It bellowed a denial, thrashing its tail and slamming against the walls of my mind. Talons dug painful rows of mental agony as my beast tried to assert its own thoughts on the matter.

Clenching my jaw tightly, I pounded it back into submission. I was the master of my own domain. Not the animal that lived with me. Besides, it was broken. What would it know?

“The woman?” the sovereign asked in a smooth tone, masking what had to be her surprise.

“Don’t play games with me,” I growled. “You know I didn’t want her in the first place.”

“For someone who didn’t want her, you two sure did bond quite quickly.”

My eyes popped open. How could she possibly know that?

“It’s my job to know of these things,” she said, attempting to be cryptic.

“Someone in the village reported the incident on the boat, in other words,” I said. “But that doesn’t change my demand. Take her with you, and let me be in peace.”

I knew it wasn’t that easy. But I had to try.

“No.”

“No?” I echoed. “Why the hell not?”

“Because, Rhyse, this will be good for you.”

“I don’t need her. I’ve been fine until now. I’ll be fine after.”

The sovereign contemplated this. “Wait several days,” she said at last. “Then write me a letter of your feelings about the matter, whether you feel the same or not. Send it to the palace since I know you prefer not to travel inland if you don’t have to.”

I held back a grimace. There was a good reason for that.

“If you still wish her gone, I will consider it then. Acceptable?” It wasn’t a real question.

“No,” I said, deciding to take it at face value anyway. “But it’s probably the best I’m going to get, isn’t it?”

Her only answer was a blinding smile.

“Great.” I shook my head at Vicek. “Now, I just have to find your stupid ship while also protecting her.”

“Why protect her if you don’t care about her?” Vicek teased.

I’d done a lot of glaring already, but I wasn’t finished, sending another his way. “Because whoever is doing this won’t just sit around idly. They know Vicek is alive. They’ll be seeking to eliminate any trace of their participation, including anyone who knows about it. Which will be me, if I succeed. So, thanks for that.”

The sovereign smiled. “I have faith in you, Rhyse.”

“It’s a large ocean, Sovereign. I wouldn’t.”

“I’m going to help you narrow the search area,” Vicek said.

“Yay.”

I wondered if they picked up on my sarcasm or not.


Chapter Fifteen

Emma

“I’ve detected a shortcoming of this bond,” I said as we headed down the trail toward the beach and the village beyond.

“Oh, and what’s that?” Rhyse asked, his voice floating down from the heavens.

The man was so tall. It was like talking into a different area code sometimes. I could swear his voice literally felt distant.

“I can tell when you’re lying, but I can’t get the actual answer I want from it.”

“Which answer is that?”

I elbowed him. “The one I’ve been asking since we left. Where are we going?”

“Somewhere fun,” he repeated.

“See, there we go again. I know you’re not lying, but you aren’t telling the truth either. Totally mixed signals. Talk about a typical male.”

“You’re confused. Sending mixed signals is the woman’s thing.”

“Excuse me?”

He shrugged. “Men are just pigs and only want sex. That’s our thing.”

“Oh, is that it? You just want to fuck me?”

Rhyse grunted but didn’t reply. He didn’t have to. Try as he might, he was unable to hide his desire for me. Or my body. The link his scale had created between us—which I’d learned was something that happened with all dragons, I wasn’t some sort of freak—couldn’t clarify all that he desired. His attitude, however, made it lean heavily toward just my body.

Which, I found myself idly thinking, wouldn’t be the worst thing. He was gorgeous, and all those muscles could just throw me around so easily, something I absolutely loved. It would be—

Shit. You’re doing it again.

I cut off my own arousal, trying to return to the topic at hand.

“Back to the point,” I said, failing miserably at pushing away the images of him on the edge of the bluffs in that skintight suit. “You’re full of shit. This isn’t something for me.”

Rhyse grunted. A standard noise of agreement from him, I was learning.

“What is that supposed to mean?” I said, not holding back my sigh of frustration. “It’s like pulling teeth to get answers from you sometimes. Seriously, is it so hard to use words?”

The instant the question was out, I knew the answer I was getting.

“Yes,” he said bluntly.

My anger must have been what he wanted because he took pity on me as I balled my hands into fists.

“Let’s say that while I’m not thrilled about having to bring you with me where we’re going, I also suspect you will, if nothing else, find it very interesting.”

That rang of complete truthfulness. Both parts of his statement.

“You really don’t like me, do you?” I asked, shocked to discover I was hurt by this revelation. Wanting to be alone was one thing, but actively disliking me? Was I really that bad of a person to be around?

The veins in Rhyse’s jaw popped out as he clenched his jaw. His eyes, as green as emeralds in the bright sunlight, were focused straight ahead. Never wavering.

But it didn’t matter. I staggered slightly as an absolute torrent of emotions cascaded through my mind far too quickly for me to process. So strong, so clear, and so completely different. For a moment, I thought a third person had joined the link. Like a telephone call.

The whole experience left me with a mild headache, it was that intense.

“This thing sucks,” I mumbled, holding my head.

“Trust me, I know.”

There was truth there, but a trickle of—

“Awww. But you’re glad I’m not dead. That’s so kind of you.” I reached up to pat his shoulder as he inhaled slowly, his eyes rolling back as if he were fainting.

“Come, let’s go,” he said, picking up the pace slightly and forcing me to hurry after him.

“Where are we going?”

“Shopping.”

I perked up. “Come again? Shopping? For what?”

There was a long pause. A hint of mirth spread through my mind. I couldn’t see his face, but I knew he was smiling—or wanted to.

“You.”

I stopped dead. He was taking me shopping? Rhyse? Me? What was going on?

The giant dragon man lost his control and did something I hadn’t thought I would hear anytime soon. He laughed.

“Come on!” He waved between chuckles.

I raced after him to catch up.

“You’re taking me shopping? Really? For what?”

“I thought that might get you moving,” he said, still laughing softly to himself.

“Duh. Why didn’t you tell me that earlier? Of course I’m up for shopping. Especially if it’s for clothing. I appreciate you lending me yours, but …” I gestured at myself.

Unsurprisingly, Rhyse’s clothing had been far too big for me. We’d modified one of his shirts, cutting off nearly half its length and tying a large knot in the back to help tighten it up. His pants had holes sliced around the waist, and a piece of fabric had been threaded and then tied up as a belt.

It looked like the tracksuits of the ‘90s had come back with a vengeance. In sweats material. Whatever anyone said, it wasn’t a good look, and I was desperate for some proper clothes.

“That’s not the goal of this trip,” he said. “But we’ll see what we can do.”

“What else do I need?” I asked, frowning.

“A bathing suit.”

I scoffed.

“What?”

“You just want to see me in a bikini,” I said. I started to roll my eyes at him but stopped short as a wave of something hot and intense washed over me. Thick, powerful, and—

Oh my god. Is he getting turned on at the idea of me in a bikini?

Rhyse snarled audibly, and the heated blanket that had begun to wrap itself around me disappeared in an instant.

“You’re fucking confusing,” I said. “Make up your mind. Do you hate me or not?”

Then I walked past him, leading the way until we entered the village.

“This one,” Rhyse said as we neared the market at the center.

He pulled open the door and gestured for me to proceed inside.

“Pick whatever you want,” he said just a bit grumpily. “Janos will come out in a moment. He’s always slow.”

“I can hear you,” a voice called from the back as a barrel-chested dragon with a thick black goatee and an unruly mane of matching hair strode from the back, clad in a brilliant yellow and turquoise shirt.

“Janos. Whatever she wants, put it on my account, okay?”

The shop owner blinked. “Of course.”

“I need to get some other supplies for our trip,” Rhyse said. “Get what you need, but nothing more. We’re traveling light. Got it?”

“Not really. I mean, I understand that, but I still don’t understand why,” I said.

“You’ll see,” he said, then he was gone.

I stared after him. Was it my imagination, or had he just winked at me?

“So, what can I help you with?” Janos asked, a big grin on his face.

“Bathing suits, apparently,” I said with a shrug. “That’s what I was told.”

The shopkeeper looked me up and down.

“Don’t say it,” I said. “I know I look terrible.”

“Maybe some clothes, too. Rhyse can afford it. Come, let’s get you looking good!” He clapped his hands and gestured for me to follow.

I allowed Janos to help me select two outfits. In the end, I also ended up with a pair of swimsuits in completely opposite styles.

I stared at the one, a purple and black option that would … suit me well. Would Rhyse like it? Would he think I—

What do you care what he thinks? He’s made it clear he doesn’t like you.

So, why did he get so turned on when I mentioned he wanted to see me in a bikini?

Confusion reigned.

But I didn’t put the bikini back on the rack.


Chapter Sixteen

Emma

“We’re going boating?” I stared at the cabin cruiser Rhyse had led me to after picking me up from the store. The purchases were all still in the bag I held, along with a broad straw-brimmed hat that now adorned my head.

The sun was warm, and I was pale. Protection seemed necessary. Besides, I looked cute in it, and after two days of wearing his outfits, it was necessary.

“Yes.”

“So much for suntanning and margaritas on the beach while you cool me with palm leaves and feed me grapes.”

“What?” Rhyse gaped at me.

“Nothing,” I shook my head. “You’re brave, though, bringing me back here and letting me walk on my own two feet. The last time I was on the docks, it didn’t go so well.”

He snorted. “This time, you aren’t trying to run away from me. Are you?”

I looked down at the fresh new thong sandals, airy black athletic shorts, and white tank top I wore, all courtesy of his account at Janos’ shop. “No, I guess not. I owe you this one.”

“Good. Then get on board. Oh, and Emma?”

“Yes?”

“Climb down onto the boat, please. Don’t fall onto it. I put the harpoons away, but … it’s still not a soft surface.”

I gave him the finger. He laughed as I carefully got aboard the mini-yacht. It had to be thirty-five or forty feet long, all told. There was a below-deck area, but it had a low ceiling and was not overly spacious. Certainly not like any of the pleasure yachts I’d seen on social media over the years.

But it wasn’t tiny either.

“Is this yours?”

He laughed. “What use does a dragon like me have for a boat? No, I borrowed this for the day for us to use.”

I smiled. He was thinking of me.

“I still want that margarita, by the way.”

“No drinks on board. But I’ll go slow, and you can tan yourself upon the bow if you’d like,” he said. “Does that work?”

“What girl doesn’t enjoy the prospect of tanning on a nice boat in the ocean?”

I went below to change. While down there, I pulled both swimsuits from my bag.

Choices. Choices.

Or was there? If I was going to be suntanning …

It was a copout to choose the one I wanted, and I knew it. But at the moment, I just didn’t care.

Nor could I have come up with an answer about why I wanted to wear it anyway. Was it some sort of reverse psychology? Because he didn’t like me, I wanted to change his mind?

There was also his reaction when I’d simply mentioned being in a bikini. Talk about confusing.

I made my choice then and got dressed, ignoring things like logic and just going with what I thought I wanted. While I was putting my suit on, I felt the engine fire up, and then we slowly got underway, cruising away from the dock very sedately just as Rhyse had said.

“Everything okay down there?” Rhyse called as I checked myself out in a mirror, making sure everything was—

No, that was a lie. I knew the straps were done up, the girls were in place. I was looking at myself, trying to figure out what Rhyse would think.

Why do you care? He’s been nothing but a jerk to you!

Except for those few times he hadn’t …

Annoyed at myself, but also knowing I wasn’t going to take it off, I spun away from the mirror with a huff and took the stairs back to the main deck.

“Oh, wow,” Rhyse muttered from where he stood beside the steering wheel, one hand lazily guiding the boat direction.

There was a flicker. That was the only warning. A spark shooting through our bond. A second later, the fires lit within him, pouring into me like superheated melted being cast. The heat was the same, billowing clouds of it that infused my blood, pumping it through my body faster and faster.

Rhyse’s eyes traveled along my body, lingering at my breasts before continuing to my waist and legs. His chest rose and fell. At some point, he’d gotten rid of his shirt. His pecs tightened sharply as his stomach went taut.

I watched each muscle move, admiring the entire show, even as he stared at my breasts and body. A quick glance showed my nipples were rock solid, poking through the fabric, on full display for his greedy gaze.

“I can feel you,” I whispered as blood swelled every organ, including the one between my legs, igniting an urge to be touched that had been dormant since I’d awoken on the beach that first time.

“I know,” Rhyse rumbled, not caring. “I—”

The boat hit a wave, and I stumbled.

His arm snaked around me, pulling me in tight. My breasts pressed up against him, and his abs tensed under my touch as I put one hand up to stop myself from hitting him.

Neither of us moved. A barrier of some sort had been breached. The veil of personal space fell away in that instant, leaving us both vulnerable.

The boat rocked with another wave, and I swayed away from him.

Just like that, the spell was broken.

Breathing heavily, unsure of what the fuck had just happened, I slowly extricated myself from his arms before anything else could happen.

Why? Would that be a bad thing?

I pushed those thoughts down, trying to reassert control, even as I ached to feel him touch me. To do more than put an arm around me. The chairs looked perfect height for me to bend over while his hands gripped my waist and—

Enough!

“You okay? Got your balance?” Rhyse asked, one hand still extended toward me, gentle and protective.

“Yes, I’m good, thank you,” I said with a half-smile. It felt nice to be looked after like that. It was so different.

That thought struck a discordant thought. Different? Different compared to who?

I couldn’t come up with an answer, but it still rang true, nonetheless.

There was a long silence as Rhyse guided us out of the harbor and onto the smooth open seas, where the waves barely rocked the boat. At one point, I got settled on the bow, just as he’d said.

No palm trees appeared, and my hand was devastatingly empty of margaritas the entire time, but I managed, somehow.

Rhyse did, too. I could feel it every time his eyes landed on me. He tried to keep it to himself, but there was no escaping it. Not with the link. Not with the intensity of what we’d shared earlier.

It didn’t take long for me to begin to look forward to those little blasts of heat, the surefire signs of his arousal. I wanted to know he was looking at me. Admiring me. Thinking of me.

“When are you going to tell me where we’re really going?” I asked, flipping onto my back, not bothering to adjust the suit as my ass swallowed up a bit more of it than was necessary.

Sure enough, fresh heat blasted my mind a second later.

“We’re going to look at something,” he said.

“That’s … it? Just to look at something way out here? What is there to see? It’s just waves.”

At that moment, the engine cut out. A second later, wicked delight reached my mind.

“Who said anything about it being on top of the water?” Rhyse chuckled as the loud sound of the anchor and chain splashing into the water reached me. I sat up, looking around. There was nothing but ocean around us.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

Then I realized Rhyse wasn’t there.

“Rhyse?” I got up quickly, looking around frantically. I could feel him. He was here, but—

A moment later, he popped up in the water next to the boat. “Sorry. Was making sure the chain reached the bottom and the anchor was snug.”

“Oh.” I looked around. “We’re going swimming?”

“I did tell you to buy a swimsuit.” He laughed at my glare. “Come on, let’s go. I actually think you’ll enjoy this.”

Again, the truth filtered through. He believed that.

“What about sharks?” I asked nervously.

Rhyse grinned and then disappeared beneath the ocean.

I waited for him to reappear.

Thirty feet away, a dragon head breached the surface, its brilliant blue scales matching the water so perfectly I didn’t see it coming until the last second.

“Rhyse!” I screamed, backpedaling away.

“I don’t have any particular reason to be afraid of sharks.”

I froze as the dragon spoke. The tones were deeper, a little more musical in nature. Yet utterly familiar.

“Rhyse?” I gaped, only just then realizing I’d never seen him in his dragon form.

Why was that? Had he done it for my sake because he knew I wasn’t the most comfortable around dragons? Or had there been another reason?

“The one and only,” the dragon said. “Now, are you coming?”

“You know how I feel about dragons,” I said.

“Emma. It’s me. Rhyse.” The dragon looked down its snout at me. “I’m not going to harm you. Besides, this will be fun.”

I wasn’t sure if it was my trust in Rhyse or the confidence with which he’d said I would have fun, but between the two, they managed to get me into the water with him.

“And what is it you expect me to do now?” I asked.

Rhyse leveled one yellow eye at me as I treaded water.

“Ride me.”


Chapter Seventeen

Emma

“Excuse me?”

I blushed immediately, knowing full well he would’ve been hit with the force of my thoughts about getting on top of his naked body and—

“Grab the spikes at the base of my neck and hold on,” Rhyse said, interrupting me. Perhaps a little too sharply. Was he feeling something, too? Or was he just irritated with my lack of composure?

Probably taking pity on me.

That made the most sense.

“Oh. Then what?” I asked, trying hard to focus on being serious.

“Take a deep breath, and let me carry you.”

“Carry me where?”

“Down there,” he said in a slightly reverential tone. “To the world below. Let me show it to you.”

Fresh nerves spiked my adrenaline even higher. “I don’t know, Rhyse. That’s a—hey!”

I sputtered, wiping water away as he splashed me with the tip of his tail.

Rhyse laughed. “All right. Now that you’re done complaining, grab on.”

“I won’t be able to see,” I pointed out.

“Oh, ye of little faith,” he teased, pointing to the rear of the boat, where a mesh net hung.

Complete with flippers, mask, and snorkel.

“You planned this out.”

“Of course I did,” he said gently. “I want you to see this, Emma. I think you’re going to enjoy it.”

I masked my shock at the desire in his voice—and in his heart—by swimming over to the net to retrieve the items. Rhyse wanted to show me something … for my own enjoyment?

Something didn’t add up. Why would he suddenly start caring about this?

“I want to show you, because this is the world I live in,” he said, interpreting my emotions correctly. “The real one. The one I love.”

“All right,” I said, swimming over to his floating serpentine form, the wings tucked tight to his sides. “Show me.”

I got positioned, took several short breathes to clear the carbon dioxide from my blood then breathed a deep lungful of air. Rhyse waited until I was ready. Then, with a sinuous motion, he powered his form under the water and down toward the seabed.

My hands were clamped firmly on one of the many protrusions along his spine. He moved fast and easily through the waters, but it was a smooth, easy acceleration. I had no troubles holding on.

Oh, wow.

The underwater world of the ocean floor opened up before me. The sunlight was tinged greenish-blue by the water, giving everything a little glitter. All manner of creatures and life was on the bottom. Shoals of fish swimming lazily along in seemingly random directions mixed with the occasional shark. An octopus, startled by our passing, shot a cloud of ink and jetted off in the other direction.

Not long after, Rhyse rose to the surface, his great lungs expelling the last of his held breath and inhaling deep for another.

“Wow,” I said as we floated for a moment.

“I told you,” he said softly, neck curled around so we could look at one another while we talked.

“It’s beautiful.”

“Yes, it is.”

Rhyse wasn’t looking at the ocean when he spoke.

Somewhat flustered under the intense gaze of his dragon, with its yellow eyes and vertical slit-like pupils, I glanced away. “Why this spot, though?” I asked. “Why here?”

“I’m glad you asked. Are you ready to go again?”

“Sure, I guess,” I said, curious about the source of his eagerness filtering through.

Down we dove again. Rhyse moved faster this time. Diving a little deeper. The pressure on my ears grew uncomfortable but not horribly so. We cleared a ledge, and I nearly let go in surprise.

There, dead ahead, straight from a textbook or a TV show, was the rotting, derelict hull of an ancient wooden sailing ship. Resting partially on its side, a giant hole through the front showing how it had met its end, one mast jutted up from the rocky bottom like a titan of old, defiant until the end.

We circled the ship once then surfaced for air before diving again. This time, I momentarily let go of Rhyse, wanting to swim over and touch the ship.

For his part, the blue dragon stayed close, recognizing I couldn’t stay below for long. He eased one paw gently through the gaping hole as I watched and teased open a chest lying just inside.

Something flickered in the sunlight. Eagerly, I dove down and snagged it before gesturing I needed air. Up we went. I stayed on Rhyse’s back, legs astride him as he surfaced, clutching tightly to the objects in my hand.

A handful of golden coins, crusted over with growth.

“Wow,” I said, tilting my palm left and right, letting the sun catch what little of the coins were still visible. “That is so cool. Real treasure ship loot!”

Rhyse laughed, swimming easily back to the boat.

“Are we done?” I asked, sensing he wanted me to stay.

“No. Just … wait here, okay?”

He waited until I was on the boat then dove swiftly, moving far faster than he could with me holding on.

“Sure, I guess,” I said, not having had time to really answer or ask why.

I set my “haul” on the deck, pulling what growth I could from the coins and tossing it back into the ocean to pass the time.

Far quicker than expected, he surfaced next to the boat.

“What did you go do?” I asked, staring down as he paddled over, having returned to his human form at some point.

“To look at something,” he said secretively.

“At what?”

I could see he was keeping one hand hidden from view as he climbed the ladder. It was hard to do with one hand, but he managed, preventing me from seeing what was in the other the entire time.

“What do you have?” I tried to peer around his back, but he just twisted out of the way.

“Turn around,” he said, a playful smile tugging at his lips.

A smile? On Rhyse?

That alone was enough to get me turning. The soft scrape of a finger on my shoulder sent goosebumps down my spine.

Was I insane? Why was I trusting this man-dragon who so obviously wanted nothing to do with me? Nothing had changed.

Had it? Obviously, something was different. I just don’t know what.

“I thought this might suit you,” he said, settling a necklace over my head and locking the clasp behind my neck.

I looked down at the cool, heavy weight and gasped. “Rhyse! Look at the size of this stone!”

The necklace consisted of little more than a golden setting, which held within its grasp a brilliant blue sapphire half the size of my palm.

“Don’t worry. I didn’t pay full price for it.”

I couldn’t help it, I giggled. The girlish noise elicited a matching sense of amusement from Rhyse. I turned, still admiring the necklace.

“It’s gorgeous. But I can’t accept this, I don’t—” The words failed me as I looked up.

Rhyse was still right there. I was in his personal space now. His chest inches from my face.

There was liquid all around us, but none of it seemed to be able to make it to my mouth as I stared into his eyes, heart pounding like drums in my head, body frozen, unable to move or do anything.

“I’m glad you like it,” he rumbled, reaching out a hand to lift the necklace and admire it. “It fits well with the scale.”

I nodded, unable to look away. That was one of the first things I’d seen, too. The matching blue on blue. It was fitting.

That wasn’t what was on my mind at that moment, though. All I knew was that I just needed to pull back. To move away from him before anything happened. I was too close. We were too close. He was shirtless, I was in nothing but a flimsy piece of fabric. His muscles were so close to touching me. In any other situation, he would be leaning in to—

I was so focused on what would be happening in other situations, I forgot to monitor this one. Which was why I somehow failed to see Rhyse lean in and kiss me as he tilted my head back.

Not that he needed to. I was moving automatically. Opening myself up to the moment. To him.

He tasted like saltwater, but I didn’t care. It was too intense a moment to let little things distract me. I had to focus. On his lips, full and heavy, or his fingers as they caressed my jaw. The way he’d so casually taken control of my head, keeping it there with the lightest of grips yet subtly making sure I knew I was doing what he wanted. It burned bright and hot. So very hot.

At some point, we parted, and I looked up at him through a haze of eyelashes.

“I thought you didn’t like me?”

Rhyse shook his head. “It’s more complicated than that. Besides, I thought you didn’t like me.”

“I don’t,” I said.

“Then, why are you kissing me?”

I shrugged, feeling breathless. “I don’t know. Why are you kissing me?”

“I don’t know,” he rumbled. “I just …”

At a loss for words, he kissed me again. His hands slid down my back and gripped my ass firmly, pulling me close. Before I could react, he easily lifted me and placed me on a railing, so our heights better lined up. I tried my hardest, but I still let out the tiniest little moan at being so casually moved around.

My legs spread as he came closer. I could feel his cock in his shorts pressed against my leg. I wanted to touch it. To run my hands across the bulge and feel it stiffen.

This is insane. You hate each other. Why are you kissing him? And why is it so hot?

There were no answers. Rhyse, for his part, didn’t seem to have any interest in stopping to discuss it either. His fingers were busy reaching for the back of my bikini top, inching closer with every kiss we shared. He was giving me plenty of time to say no, to make him stop.

I almost did. I almost placed my hands on his chest and pushed him back. But I didn’t want to. I wanted—

A long, loud blast of a horn startled us both. I yelped and jerked so hard I overbalanced and started to fall backward off the railing.

“Gotcha,” Rhyse said, hauling me back over and onto my feet, my chest pressed to his side as we both located the source of the sound.

“Oh, sorry about that!” a leering face called from the boat holding just off our right side. “I didn’t interrupt, did I?”

“Killian,” Rhyse growled, his fingers curling into a fist.

I tried to move away from his side, to be able to see, but a deep warning rumble sounded in Rhyse’s chest as he moved to stand in front of me protectively.

Things were going south. Fast.


Chapter Eighteen

Rhyse

The instant I heard Killian’s voice, I knew there was going to be trouble.

“Move on, Killian,” I said, automatically moving to put myself between him and Emma, blocking his line of sight while I turned my head to whisper to her. “Go below and put some clothes on if you don’t want to be ogled at.”

“Ew,” Emma muttered, going to do just that.

“And where should I move on to, Rhyse? It seems like you’ve snapped up all the good bits.” Killian sneered at me from under his massive brow.

I bared my teeth. “What do you want?”

The other dragon laughed. “I want whatever brought you out here. To this random speck of ocean. That’s a good start.”

“You want … water?” It was my turn to laugh. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but take a look around if you can, Gorillian. There’s plenty of water to go around. And then some.”

He seethed at my use of his hated nickname, drawing attention to the prominence of his brow and how it made him look nearly Neanderthalic. Not my finest diplomatic moment, but I didn’t care.

“You talk a big game for being a coward who’s too scared to fight,” he fired back, thinking he could call me out.

I laughed in his face. “You don’t know shit to the point your ignorance is actually bordering on painful to witness.”

Killian’s face turned red with anger. So far, his brown-nosers had stayed out of it, but I wasn’t letting myself forget about them either. In the end, I was still outnumbered three to one. On top of that, Emma’s well-being had to be considered as well. Picking a fight wasn’t the wisest of courses for us.

“All I know is that when we went off to fight and defend our kingdom, you stayed home. Like a coward. Too afraid.”

“We’ve been over this,” I said, tiring of the only argument he had against my character. There were more, but this was the one he seemed focused on. “You weren’t ‘fighting’ the humans in some glorious battle. They can’t hurt us. You were in no danger, so stop trying to pretend like you’re some brave hero who should be applauded everywhere you go. It’s a pathetic cry for attention and even someone as dense as you should have figured out it isn’t going to work on me.”

“Is he still whining?” Emma asked, coming back upstairs from below, my big sweatshirt now covering all but the lower part of her legs.

I snickered. “He doesn’t know how to do much else, truth be told.”

“Fuck you!” Killian shouted.

“Do me a favor, will you?” I asked Emma, leaning my head to the side to speak it to her quietly. “Find and hit the switch for the anchor release on the control station?”

“Sure.” She wandered toward the console while I turned my attention back to Killian.

“You can’t win this,” he called. “No matter what trick you’re going to try.”

I stared at him, not bothering to keep my reaction from my face. “Win this? Win what, Killian? What the fuck are you talking about? We’re not in competition with one another.”

“I know you’re searching for something and that you found it!” he snapped. “I will find it. It’s going to be mine!”

“I quite literally have no idea what you’re referring to,” I said, this time schooling my face into one of frustration, working to keep my true reaction hidden.

Could Killian possibly know what I was looking for? The true reason I’d brought us out to this point? It seemed unlikely. Why would the sovereign have told him about the mission as well? Not to mention having Vicek help send them to the right location. Two teams were unnecessary … unless her faith in me wasn’t as strong as she made it out to be.

Or maybe the sovereign didn’t send him at all.

The yacht started to sway a little more freely as the anchor began to retract into the hull, the electric winch whining away.

I barely noticed. My mind was whirling with the new thought that had entered it unbidden. The one that suddenly made this encounter all the more worrisome and potentially dangerous.

Because if nobody had sent Killian out here, he had either followed us … or he already knew where to go because he’d been here before.

And he knew what it was I was looking for—what I’d found—during my last dive. I’d already had the pendant necklace in one my claws. I’d instead used the time to search the ocean area.

And I’d found it.

The wreck of Vicek’s ship.

A ship Killian and his thugs may have sent to the bottom of the ocean. A ship they would desperately like to keep anyone else from finding.

“Hey, Emma?” I called.

She came over to stand at my side. “Yes?”

I turned my back on Killian. It was a dangerous gamble, but I needed to keep him in the dark as to my plan.

“Two things. One, keep an eye on him. If he starts to do something hostile, yell and hit the deck.”

She nodded, not putting up a protest, having picked up on the issue we faced. A smart woman. “And two?” she asked.

“If he doesn’t do anything, hold on to the railing like hell. Got it?”

“Got it.”

I turned back to Killian. The waves were slowly turning the ship so our stern was starting to point in their direction. That would be the icing on the cake.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Killian snapped, walking along the gunwale of his ship to follow me as I headed toward the bow.

“Away from you,” I spat as I started to pass the driver’s seat and threw myself into it, hitting the ignition key.

Killian shouted angrily, but I wasn’t listening. A second later, the motor kicked in, and I jammed the throttle fully forward.

The engine roared to life, and the twin propellers bit deep into the water, dragging the stern down and tilting the bow upward as they built up pressure and shot us forward.

A huge rooster tail sprang up behind us, spraying Killian and his crew as I wheeled us around and took off. The yacht thrust through the water, slowly getting itself up onto plane, where we really began to gather speed.

“I think you may have pissed them off!” Emma shouted as she carefully worked her way to me, holding tightly as we bounced over the waves, easily passing forty miles an hour and still climbing as the big Ilmor engines roared away.

I glanced back to see Killian had gotten to the controls and was coming after us, but I knew the ship he’d brought out. They didn’t have the speed to catch us. I’d chosen this yacht with care, knowing that what I was searching for wasn’t something others would want found.

There was only one way he would catch us and that would be if he took to the air.

“Look out!” Emma screamed.

I glanced back and immediately turned the wheel slightly to the right.

A giant ball of flame shot through the space we’d occupied, hitting the ocean in front of us. The water exploded as it mixed with flame, and a fine warm mist sprayed us, but otherwise, we were unharmed.

“Asshole,” I snarled, veering again to avoid a second blast.

That was all Killian sent our way. Either he didn’t want to escalate things any further, or he’d finally accepted we were getting away. Regardless, I was happy he stopped.

I’d already discovered yacht owners took it poorly when I was responsible for fire on their boat. There was no need for a repeat situation.

“You know,” Emma said, coming to my side and holding my arm for stability as we left the other ship behind and the pounding of the boat against the waves settled into a familiar pattern, “I have to admit something.”

“What’s that?”

“You were right.”

I glanced down at her, doing my best not to think about how close she was or how perfectly her tiny fingers wrapped around my arm. Her fingers pressing into my skin.

Easy. If we stop now, they will catch up. Now is not the time for this.

For once, my dragon seemed to listen. It circled impatiently in my mind, making it very clear that while it recognized the danger, it didn’t like it. This woman was the only thing it was interested in. The only thing it wanted.

I clenched my jaw, fighting to control myself. “Right about what?” I made myself ask, wondering if Emma could sense how close I was to just throwing the boat into neutral and taking her.

The sweatshirt would rip with ease as I tore it from her body, and the flimsy bikini she wore underneath would pose no obstacle for my mouth or hands. I would explore every inch of her, touching, caressing, kissing and enjoying, until she could bear it no more and spread her legs for me, welcoming me in with soft gasps and beautiful moans, a symphony to my ears as I licked her pussy until she came all over my face, again and again. I wanted to—

“Killian does look like a gorilla,” Emma said with a giggle.

I couldn’t help myself. I laughed, too.

A dam broke, and in seconds, we were both howling with laughter, the tension of the day’s events bleeding out through humor. It felt good to let loose that way, to enjoy the moment with her. We recounted the look on Killian’s face when the spray from the propellers washed across him, drenching his clothes and sending him scurrying for cover. Our hands recreated their movements and startled reactions.

Through it all, though, Emma never took her hand off my arm. And I never removed it.

That meant something, I was sure of it. Something different from the kiss we’d shared earlier.

But what?


Chapter Nineteen

Emma

“I think it’s time we stopped dodging things and talk about it head-on.”

The mug of hot cocoa was halfway to my mouth when Rhyse uttered the heavy words. My arm froze as I slowly lifted my head to stare across the coffee table at him.

The crackling of wood in the fireplace to my right was the only sound for several very long heartbeats.

Shit.

He wanted to talk about earlier. On the boat. When I’d stupidly let myself be kissed by him. A mistake, to be sure. It was not one I wanted to repeat.

“It’s okay,” he said, lifting a hand. “I know it’s not an easy subject. But I think it would be for the best, for both of us if we talked about it. Brought it into the open, so to speak. That might make it easier on you.”

I hated the confidence in him. As if he wasn’t going to be affected. Of course he wasn’t. He was a man. All he was thinking about right now was probably what to say that would get him in my pants. Finishing what that impossibly hot kiss had started.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said, waving him off with my free hand then using it to cup the bottom of my mug as I took a sip.

The last vestiges of the sun disappeared behind the horizon as I watched, staring out at it, instead of at Rhyse, who was watching my intently.

“We’re going to talk about it,” he said a bit more firmly after some time had passed. “You need to talk about it, Emma. You’ve been avoiding so much. You need to let it out.”

The casual arrogance was too much for me this time. “Me? What about you, huh? Why don’t you have to talk about it?”

He frowned. “Me? What good does me talking about your missing memory do?”

“Oh.” I sat back against the couch while, opposite me, Rhyse leaned forward, his eyes watching me closely.

“What did you think I was talking about?”

“Nothing.” I shook my head, stalling by taking another sip of cocoa, slowly this time.

Rhyse snorted softly, letting me know he was fully aware I was lying through my teeth but accepting that I wasn’t going to tell him.

“Your memories, then,” he pushed.

I sighed. Perhaps if I gave into this, it would allow us to avoid the other talk. The one about us kissing.

“What do you want me to say?” I asked.

“I want you to tell me who you are,” he said. “Where did you live? What did you do?”

“Really? That sounds so boring.”

He smiled. “Then bore me. I could use some sleep. But I want you to tell me.”

I inhaled and then exhaled. Again, stalling for time. Why? It was just telling him about some of my life. He wanted to get to know me. Was that really such a bad thing? It shouldn’t be hard.

“Are you okay? You’re looking a little pale.”

“You might be onto something,” I said hoarsely. “This isn’t easy. But it should be.”

“It’s understandable.”

I gave him a questioning look. How was this understandable in any way?

The gentle smile he gave me was a surprisingly effective measure. “You’ve been avoiding talking about your life because you’re afraid. Which is totally normal.”

“Why would I be afraid to talk about my life?”

“Because it’s been the better part of a year. You don’t know if it’s still there. If the people are still there. You don’t know anything about what happened, and that’s scary. Acknowledging that everything you know might be gone is also scary.”

“More like terrifying,” I said. “But I think you’re right. That feels right.”

It was very insightful for a male. I had to wonder if he’d had help coming up with that explanation from someone.

“We’re not idiots all the time,” he said mulishly. “Just some of the time.”

My cheeks warmed at the soft but firm reprimand. “Noted.”

“Now, tell me. Who are you? What did you do for a living?” He leaned forward. “Let me into your life, Emma.”

I swallowed, trying to ignore the subtle undertones of eagerness in his voice. Normally, I would never have detected it, but the link between us made sure I knew everything. Or most everything, at least, when it came to his emotions. There was still a part of him I couldn’t decipher. Like it was there and affected him but wasn’t him.

“Emma.”

I realized I’d been quiet for some time, lost in my own thoughts.

“Me. Who am I,” I whispered. “My name is Emma Whitson, but you know that, I guess. I work—worked—at a place called The Hunt Station. It was a tiny little eatery in my tiny little crossroads town. Half a dozen tables. A gas station with two pumps. A couple of shelves and a fridge with various basic goods, mostly stocked from locals. Milk, eggs, cheese, that sort of thing.”

“You owned it?”

“No, not at all. I just worked the tables and the kitchen on the slow days. Jesse worked there on the weekends and holidays.”

“Sounds cozy,” Rhyse said.

“It was. All wood construction. Lots of hunting decor. That sort of thing. We didn’t do anything fancy. Even the food was basic. Eggs. Sandwiches. Burgers. Steaks. Every Thanksgiving, Jesse would do up a turkey. Sometimes, I baked cookies to sell for dessert.”

Rhyse was nodding along, but the creases between his forehead deepened with every sentence.

“What? Why are you looking at me that way?”

“It doesn’t sound like you,” he said. “You’re far too polished, too refined, to have grown up like that.”

“I didn’t,” I admitted. “That was my dad’s hometown. He moved back there after …”

“After what?” Rhyse pushed after a minute, giving me time to process.

“My mother.” I took another sip. The cocoa was only warm by now.

“Here. Give me that.”

Rhyse took the mug from me and held it over one palm. Flames flickered to life, warming the mug and the liquid within.

“Now, that’s handy,” I muttered.

Rhyse chuckled.

“What’s so funny?” I asked when he continued to snicker to himself.

Arching an eyebrow, he held out his hand. “That’s hand-y?”

I groaned. “Seriously?”

“Absolutely.”

Shaking my head, I accepted the rewarmed mug and took a sip. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, gesturing for me to continue.

I licked my lips, nodding slowly. “My mother passed away about a decade ago, I guess. Nine years to my memory but closer to ten, apparently.”

“I’m sorry. Losing a parent is never easy.”

Filing away the heavy note in his voice for later discussion, I bobbed my head once. “Yeah. It wasn’t. The cancer made it even worse. It broke my dad.”

Rhyse looked ready to leap across the gap, to put an arm around me, to hold me, whatever he thought might help ease the pain of the memory. To his credit, though, he stayed seated, giving me the space I needed.

“He stayed strong the entire time,” I said. “But I could see it in his eyes. He was fading. Retreating from the world. When she died, he told me he couldn’t stay in their house anymore. He sold it and moved back to his hometown.”

“Did that help?”

I shook my head. “He was never the same. Five years to the month after she went, I got the phone call he’d passed away. They found him in the one thing he’d kept of hers, a rocking chair. Their wedding photo in his hand. They say it was a heart attack, but I know the truth. It was a broken heart. If she wasn’t in the world, he didn’t want to be there either.”

Blinking furiously at the tears in my eyes, I buried my face in the mug until I got myself back under control.

“For some reason, that got to me. I knew he was in the middle of trying to renovate the house he’d grown up in but had never completed it. So, I got it in my head to continue his legacy. I quit my marketing job and moved there. That was five years ago. I got some of the renovations done but not the one I was looking forward to the most.”

“What was that?”

I smiled. “Free-range chickens. I wanted some free-range chickens to raise.”

Rhyse smiled back. We looked at each other like that for a few handfuls of heartbeats.

“I guess that’s probably all gone now,” I said, sobering abruptly. “If what you tell me is true about the war, all that area is now under dragon occupation.”

“Under occupation, probably,” Rhyse agreed. “But it wouldn’t surprise me that a tiny little place like that has barely noticed any difference. The lives of its people are probably not much changed. You may be surprised. But that probably explains something about your initial reaction to dragons.”

“What do you mean?”

“You were probably there then, or close to it. The first wave of the war. The first attacks. When it was all shock and awe. That would paint a bad picture in your head. One that might even be leaking through your memory blockage.”

“Maybe,” I said, leaning forward to set the now empty mug on the coffee table.

As I did, one of the logs in the fireplace let out a huge crack and sparkle of flames. The unexpected noise startled me. My arm jerked, sending the mug flying.

I leaped from the couch, trying to snag it before it hit the floor, but Rhyse beat me to it. He calmly swiped it from mid-air and held it steady. A second later, I clumsily slapped his arm as my reflexes caught up with everything.

“Easy,” he said, using his other arm to snake around my waist and steady me.

“Thanks,” I said, looking up at him from where we were both crouched over the empty floor between the table and the fireplace.

I didn’t let go.

“You’re a little jumpy.”

He didn’t let go.

“Maybe a little on edge,” I admitted, trying not to focus on his arm around my waist or the burning desire to snuggle deeper into him.

A wave of warning and panic came over me out of nowhere. Inhaling deep through my nose, I pulled myself away, arms clutched to my sides. “I-I’m sorry,” I said, stepping back. “I …”

“Is everything okay? Did I hurt you?” Rhyse asked, rising up out of his crouch but staying hunched over so his head was closer to my level.

“I’m fine,” I said. “I am. I just … I need to think, okay? I can’t. I have to go—”

Ducking out from under him, I hurried across the room and down the hall to the bedroom Rhyse had given to me.

The door closed, and alone, I flopped onto the bed, breathing heavily, trying to keep from letting the panic overflow.

In my head, dragons swooped down, spewing fire and flame across everything and everyone. Was it a warning?

Or a memory?


Chapter Twenty

Rhyse

Thwack.

Thwack.

My eyes slowly peeled open.

Thwack.

The noise that had roused me from my unplanned —albeit very welcome—afternoon nap quickly resolved itself into the sound of an axe biting into wood.

Someone was chopping. Since nobody else lived in the house, I figured it meant Rhyse was back from the palace. He’d left early in the morning before the sun came up to tell the sovereign about the incident with Killian.

I got up off the couch and started toward the door, thinking to greet him. The warm breeze coming in stopped me short, however. It was quite toasty out there.

A smile crept over my lips as I headed to the kitchen, filling a large glass with water before I headed outside.

The woodpile was around the corner, behind the fireplace, so I couldn’t immediately see him. I did, however, hear his grunt as he sent the axe sailing downward and through the target log, splitting it easily.

“Hey,” I said as he tossed the split pieces onto the pile of already split wood, where it would wait to be added to the neat stack already resting against the side of the house. “Thirsty?”

Rhyse turned at the waist. He was shirtless, and the move made every single one of his abs pop. I nearly took a sip of the water to bring some moisture back to the Sahara that was my mouth.

“That sounds wonderful,” he said, face lighting up as he saw me standing there.

I walked the glass over to him, noting the pile of wood. “How long have you been back?”

He shrugged, wiping sweat off his brow. “An hour or so. I didn’t want to wake you, before you ask. You looked peaceful and very comfortable.”

“I was,” I said, covering a yawn. “Those couches are deadly when it comes to their napping ability.”

Rhyse chuckled, draining half the glass of water in one go. “Damn that’s good. Thank you.”

The wave of appreciation swept over me like the sun breaking out from behind a cloud, heating me equally all over.

“Is this a typical day for you?” I asked. “I just realized I don’t actually know what you do in a day.”

“Mostly,” he said. “Work around the house doing upkeep. Go diving for things to sell in the market. Things like that.”

“Sounds almost idyllic.”

“I like it.” He stared at me. “It provides me what I need that I can’t get on my own. Clothing, food, that sort of thing. Speaking of which, did you want to go diving with me today?”

I didn’t need our link to detect his eagerness. He wanted me to go with him.

“No. I can stay here. I don’t really want to get on a boat again today. It seems like a bother, anyway. You can probably just jump off the edge here and be gone without me.”

“I don’t mind.”

“I’ll do something around here,” I said, gesturing. “Surely, there’s something I can do to help out.”

“I wasn’t asking you to come help,” Rhyse said. “You don’t need to.”

“One thing I am not, Rhyse, is a princess. I’m used to rural living. I won’t sit around while you do everything, thank you very much.”

“Sorry,” he said a bit defensively. “I didn’t mean it that way. I just thought, you’ve only been here a few days and basically just met me. A few days of not doing a ton, learning to adjust to this place, isn’t a big deal.”

“I was thinking the opposite,” I told him. “While you were gone, I grew bored. My brain started to wander.”

I carefully did not tell him to what did it wander.

“Okay. So?”

“So,” I said. “I think doing familiar things might help me feel more at home. More comfortable. Maybe heal my brain somehow if I’m doing tasks that I would do there. I don’t know. What I do know is that I can’t just sit around. So, please, let me help. There must be something.”

“Okay, okay!” Rhyse said, throwing up his hands in surrender while smiling. “Let’s see. Hmmm. What could you do …?”

He looked around the house a little wildly, trying to come up with something.

“Uhhh.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got an idea,” I said, rolling up the sleeves of my imaginary shirt and then getting to work taking the wood he’d split and stacking it neatly against the house, ready for burning.

Rhyse watched for a moment, saying nothing.

“Stop staring at my ass and get back to chopping,” I said, already breaking out into a sweat.

I wasn’t dressed for this sort of work, but I didn’t care. Right then it was about showing that I wasn’t helpless.

Whether I was proving that to him or myself was still undecided. But it felt good to do something for once.

After a minute, Rhyse tossed another thick log onto his splitting block and then drove his axe head through it in one blow.

I watched the entire motion of his shirtless body, without ogling him at all. It was after turning away I licked my lips and drooled wildly.

Why did he have to be so damn hot? It wasn’t fair.

A trickling answer of interest entered my mind as I bent over to pick up some wood.

He really was staring at my ass.

In minutes, I was sweating profusely, too, as the heat of the sun beat down on us both working together to get the house all stocked up on firewood.

Again and again, I witnessed him raise the axe over his head, his muscles flexing and popping with each swing.

Fuck, he’s so hot.

In an unscripted daydream, I sent myself back to the boat. To that moment when he hoisted me onto the rail, his tongue parting my lips, the fire of his fingers tracing designs across my hips and ass as he touched me wherever he desired. Unbidden, a question of what his tongue would feel like parting my other lips came to me.

Rhyse grunted, and the axe went wide on his swing, planting itself into the ground an inch from his foot.

I gasped then blushed fiercely as he looked up at me sharply, clear knowledge on his face. We both knew why he’d missed. And what had distracted him.

Hurriedly, I grabbed up a piece of firewood, fumbling the movement and nearly dropping it as I hurried to stack it.

I was back to being nineteen again. Young and foolish. No idea of how to proceed.

A hand landed on my shoulder. I nearly jumped out of my shirt. When had Rhyse come up behind me?

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said, gently turning me to face him. “If you don’t want to explore this any further, we won’t. Just because we both want it doesn’t mean we have to do anything about it.”

“I know,” I found myself saying. “I do want to, Rhyse. I think. I mean, I do, but I’m confused. I want it. I can’t help but asking myself, though, what if?”

He blinked. “If what?”

“I don’t remember the past nine months. What if, in that time, I found someone? What if there’s someone waiting for me at home.”

Rhyse’s face bunched up in a frown. A spike of pity followed by care reached me.

“Pity?” I questioned.

“Emma,” he said, placing both hands on my shoulders now. “If there was such a person there … why did you volunteer to come here? When you can’t go back to them?”

My mouth opened to reply. “I … Umm. Hmmm. You know, that’s a very good question. Though, why would I volunteer at all?”

Rhyse shrugged. “I can’t answer that one. Only you can.”

He dropped his hands, making to go.

“Rhyse.”

For a man as large as he was, Rhyse could start or stop moving scarily fast. As he did now, simply ceasing his movement. Waiting.

“I …”

Reaching out, I grabbed his arm. Pulling him back around.

“Yes?” he asked, meeting my eyes, letting me see into his gaze as he waited, nervous anticipation in his mind.

“Can we?” I cleared my throat as the words cracked my voice. “Can we try, I mean? It’s clear we’re both … you know. And if I’m stuck here, then …”

I tapped the scale to emphasize what I meant by that.

“I don’t want you to feel stuck here, Emma,” he said softly. “I want you to want to be here.”

“Right now, I know where I want to be,” I said bluntly. “And I can’t fight it forever. There’s something dragging us together. We should at least see if it’s … good? If we’re compatible? I don’t know. This is insane, but I—”

He cut me off, leaning down and in to kiss me fast and furious, backing me up until I was pressed against the cool stone of the side of the house.

We pawed frantically at one another for several long minutes. Then he pulled back an inch or two, eyes flicking open to watch me.

“What do you think?” he asked breathlessly. “Is there any compatibility there?”

It was half real, half tease.

“I think,” I said, one hand sliding down his shirtless upper body and over the waist of his pants, “you should stop asking questions.”

Rhyse’s reply was stolen away as my hand found what it was looking for.


Chapter Twenty-One

Emma

“Be careful with that,” he said, voice deep and throaty as I stroked the growing bulge in his shorts with the palm of my hand.

“Are you that fragile?” I teased, looking up at him.

Way up. This close, he towered over me. Smothering me with thick pecs, hard abs, biceps of steel, and shoulders so broad they should be encircling me.

I’d felt small before. But until Rhyse, I’d never felt tiny. Not in a sexual manner. My breathing was deep. Labored. The intensity of the desire Rhyse put off attacked me like the waves did the cliffs below us. It pulsed, stronger and stronger, merging with my own rising heat and taking on a life of its own.

The heat of his body. The cool of the shaded stone. The rough prick of the freshly split wood on the backs of my legs. His sweat. My wetness. His cock. My hand.

His lips found my neck. I moaned up into him as he lifted my shirt clear of my head, tossing it aside. Taking a break from his cock, I ran both hands down his upper body, each muscle a different part of him to explore.

My bra disappeared. I didn’t even realize it was happening, I was so caught up in it all. My breathing was heavy, bordering on moans.

A finger teased one of my nipples, and I hissed, a smile creasing my face. For someone so large and so intense, Rhyse had the lightest of touches. He kissed down my neck and across my collarbone, dipping toward my breasts before coming up to cover my mouth with his.

I moaned into his mouth as both his hands found my breasts, his thumbs rubbing my hardened nipples.

“Fuck,” he ground out from clenched teeth as I returned one hand between his legs, enjoying the hardness of his cock, constrained as it was by his shorts.

We both went for the other’s pants/shorts at the same time. Our hands collided, and we looked up to find the other staring at us.

Laughter ensued at our mutual clumsiness.

Rhyse’s faded first, the intensity in his eyes renewed. “I want you,” he stated. “I’m going to have you. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I whispered through a suddenly tight throat. “I understand. Take me, Rhyse.”

“Right here,” he said, pulling me to him and spinning me in one move until my back was pressed to his stomach. His cock dug into the small of my back. “I’m going to bend you over and slide deep inside you. Is that what you want?”

Hell fucking yes, it was.

“Uh-huh,” I managed to get out, mouth dry, pussy soaked.

“Say it,” he rumbled in my ear, his hands sliding up my sides, caressing my breasts once more, gently pinching and rolling my nipples between his fingers. “Say you want me to bend you over and take you from behind.”

“Fuck me from behind, Rhyse,” I said, looking over my shoulder, meeting his eyes. “Do it. Stop talking and just—”

He hauled my pants down and slid a finger over my clit without warning, cutting my words off with a hiss that swiftly turned into a moan.

Heat exploded from between my legs as he spread my wetness across my pussy with his fingers, touching and teasing every part of me. For my part, I had my hands on the side of the house, my head inches from the woodpile as I struggled to stand up.

Thick hands gripped my waist, and all at once, his fingers were replaced by the thick, soft touch of his cock. I hadn’t even noticed him taking his pants down.

Moaning, I pushed my ass back toward him a little more, inviting him to fuck me already. By that point, I was quite literally dripping wet, a trail of my juices slowly making its way down the inside of my leg.

When the tip of his dick pressed against my opening, my eyes rolled back into my head. I tried to say something, but it turned into mindless moaning as he pushed inside me, spreading my walls with his girthy dick. I knew he was big, but this … this was something else.

Rhyse took his time. I begged him not to, pushed my ass back against him, did everything I could think of to get him to just fuck me already, but he resisted.

“Trust me, you need the warmup.” To emphasize, he pushed an inch deeper.

I gasped.

“See,” he said.

“You think so, do you?” I pushed away from the wall abruptly, without warning, impaling myself on his cock.

Golden-white light exploded behind my eyes as I quite literally came all over him. It was almost too much. He was thicker and longer than I’d anticipated.

Giant hands grabbed hold of my ribs, holding me up so I didn’t faceplant into the fresh split wood while I screamed my way through an orgasm that caught me entirely by surprise. I twitched and writhed in his grip. He was still inside me, my pussy was crying out, still filling me, and every muscle spasm my climax put me through made him rub against me more.

At some point, I’m not sure when, I managed to get control of myself. My legs started to respond. Things stopped shaking.

Rhyse’s dick stayed hard as steel the entire time.

“Are you going to make that mistake again?” he purred in my ear.

I cranked my head around to grin at him. “You’re damn fucking right I am. That was quite possibly the best orgasm I’ve ever had. Now, give me another one.”

His surprise was a dual layer of visibility and palpable in my mind, but it was followed swiftly with a wave of red-hot heat and desire.

“Of course,” he chuckled, pulling out and then sliding in once more. Deeper. I hadn’t realized he could go deeper.

But he did.

For my part, I just held onto the wall and let him fuck me. There wasn’t anything more I could do. His cock filled me, stretching me to my limits. I didn’t care. I came all over it again and again.

At one point, he took me to the ground, rubbing my clit while he fucked me. There was a blank spot in my mind after that, but I had a good idea of what happened.

Then he came all over my throbbing pussy and rubbed his cum into my clit with his fingers, and I had yet another orgasm from that.

I’d thought that was it. But half an hour later, he’d taken me again. On the bed this time. Slower and gentler than before. We locked eyes. We laughed when our bodies made weird noises. And I had only one orgasm, right near the end, with one of his fingers rubbing my clit, the other pinching my nipple, and my one leg high in the sky as he fucked me half on my side, his legs straddling my other.

Shortly after that, Rhyse growled deeply, got up to crouch over me, and covered my tits with his second load of the day while I watched his face contort with pleasure above me.

After that, it was time for a shower together. Washing one another’s bodies. Flirtatious byplay as he continued to look me up and down and I ran my hands across his stomach repeatedly, feeling each bump of his abs.

Warm sleep beckoned after we dried off, and I was just starting to nod off when Rhyse brought one hand up to my breast and started drawing slow circles around my nipple.

“Again?” I asked tiredly. “I might be tapping out this time.”

“Not again,” he said, leaning in to playfully suck on it.

I made pleased noises, enjoying the attention, especially knowing he wasn’t trying for more. Once outside and then another on the bed had been enough for me. For the moment. My pussy needed time to recover from the action his big cock had given it.

“What, then?”

“Just trying to give you some energy.”

“What for?” I asked, not sure I had anything left.

“Well, if you’re up to it,” he said a little awkwardly, “I’d like to take you somewhere.”

I lifted an eyebrow. “Where?”

“It’s a secret,” he said coyly. Then he grew serious. “You’d have to be willing to trust me.”

Biting a lip, I watched his face. He was definitely up to something. But the emotions I read off him were nothing dangerous whatsoever. If anything, he was …

No. That didn’t right. Rhyse … nervous? Now, why could that be?

“Stop trying to read my mind,” he said. “Just let me know if you trust me or not.”

I swallowed, licking my lower lip before biting it.

“Okay,” I said, making a decision that would change everything. “I trust you.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Rhyse

“Well, this is pretty romantic, I have to admit.”

I grinned to myself, basking in the victory.

“You know I can feel that, right? Every bit of that smugness comes through loud and clear.”

“Yyyyep,” I dragged out.

I didn’t care.

Emma laughed from where she lay on the stomach of my dragon as I slowly sculled us through the ocean, gently bobbing with the current as the sun began its final descent below the horizon ahead of us.

I had to admit, perhaps the sovereign had been right after all.

She’d asked me, when I’d visited the day before, if my decision was any different. I’d told her I was still unsure of it all.

It was amazing what could change in such a short time. With the breaching of the boundary between us, the conflict had begun to fall away. The dislike of each other swiftly morphed into more than that.

Even when I’d been at the palace, I’d wanted to be back. With Emma. Leaving her hadn’t felt right, but my trip to the palace wasn’t one I wanted her to join me on.

I didn’t want her to see the way everyone stared at me.

“Are you okay?” she asked, sitting up suddenly. “What was with that mood change?”

“Nothing,” I said as my tail pushed us farther along while my wings spread out far to the sides, absorbing much of the bobbing from the waves though there wasn’t much to begin with. “Just a brain being a brain. It’s fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“Very,” I said.

The intensity of my dislike at being apart from her had surprised me. Although I hadn’t told Emma, I’d spent much of the flight there and back trying to figure it out.

Unfortunately, not going was out of the question. Having discovered the wreck of Vicek’s ship, I had to report in. Not just that it had been discovered but that there were very obviously signs of dragon attack on the vessel. The claw marks on the underside of the boat were unmistakable. It was clear what had sent it to the bottom of the sea.

Then there were my suspicions about Killian and his group’s activity. If he was behind the ongoing attacks on human vessels, it would explain his anger at being called away for the war. Perhaps it explained his anger toward me as well. Did he think I was muscling in on his territory?

I grimaced. I would have to be very careful in the future until this was solved. I didn’t doubt for a second Killian would hesitate to kill me if he thought I was onto him.

“Hey. Earth to Rhyse. What’s going on in there? This is supposed to be cute and happy. That’s what romantic means. Can you stop the flow of morbid thoughts, please, whatever they’re about?”

“Sorry,” I grunted. “You’re right.”

“I know I am,” she teased. “It’s good to know you accept it as well.”

I laughed. “I will roll over and give you a good dunking if you keep that up.”

“That’s cheating,” she said, crossing her arms with a pout.

But she was laughing on the inside.

We didn’t say much for a while after that, falling into a comfortable silence. Together. Emma lay back, watching the sunset as the light faded from the horizon and darkness set in, moving across the sky and bringing with it the glittering of the stars.

“We’re safe out here, right?”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed at the question. “There’s not a creature in the ocean that will mess with me, I promise you that,” I told her. “I’m faster than a swordfish. Ten times the size of a great white. My jaw can deliver more force than the bite of an orca. It is they who should fear me. Not the other way around. I swear to you, nothing will harm you.”

The shiver that ran down her spine was strong enough for me to feel through my scales.

“That’s good to know,” she said. “But I wasn’t exactly referring to that. I was thinking other dragons.”

“You mean Killian and his gang,” I said, filling in the blank.

“Yes.”

“We’re within sight of shore. He won’t try anything. Too many would hear or see it. You’re safe. You can relax and enjoy the stars. I’ll do the rest. Trust me.”

“Okay.”

She relaxed into her lounging once more, and we both watched the stars emerge.

“They’re beautiful,” Emma whispered.

One hand began to rub my scales casually. It was so offhand, I doubted she was aware of her actions.

I slowly twisted us around, using the barest minimum strength of my tail to direct us, gently sculling toward shore. I didn’t want to let us get too far out.

“The sky is so pretty out here,” she said. “There’s so little light. Everything is just … I’ve seen the night sky before in the remote wilderness, but it’s different out here somehow. Clearer. Maybe it’s being able to see all the way to the horizon. I don’t know. But it really is something.”

“One of my favorite things to do is lounge out here like this,” I said.

“Thank you for bringing me here.”

I smiled to myself. She couldn’t see my dragon head, not where it was in the water far ahead. But she could feel my reaction.

“Thank you for trusting me. That meant a lot.”

And it had. Things between us were progressing in a way neither of us had planned. It was all so new, so unexpected. Having earned her trust like this was a good feeling.

She stiffened, and I sensed the curiosity giving way to uncertainty.

“Is something on fire?”

I dragged my neck and head around until I could see where she pointed on the shoreline. As I watched, another fire flickered into existence thirty or forty feet away.

“Wood, yes,” I said. “Those are just campfires. Looks like there’s going to be a beach party tonight.”

Emma brightened. “Beach party? I haven’t been to one of those in ages. Is it fun?”

It was rare for me to be seen at one of the beach parties. It wasn’t something that interested me. But Emma wanted to go—I could sense it. And if she had fun sitting by the fire, listening to the music and enjoying the general festivities, then I could certainly suck it up for a little while.

“Do you want to go?” I asked.

“Seriously? We can go?”

“If you stay with me, yes,” I said, eager to do whatever it took to make her happy.

I would ignore the looks for a little bit.

For her.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Emma

I waited a solid several minutes before piping up just to make sure I wasn’t making a fool of myself.

“You know the party is in the other direction, right?”

“Don’t worry, I haven’t lost my sense of direction. We’re just not going there.”

“We aren’t? But you said …?”

He chuckled, the mirth bubbling up through both of us. Rhyse was teasing me.

“We’re not going there yet. Perhaps that’s more accurate.”

I gently smacked one of his scales. There was no reaction.

“Do you even feel that?” I asked, doing it again.

“What? The mosquito on my stomach?”

I hit him harder.

“A tiny little bug tapping on my scales? Is that what you’re referring to?”

“You better watch it, mister. You can’t always be a dragon.”

“I can, actually,” he said with a laugh. “I’m just as comfortable in either form. We go days, sometimes weeks, without shifting back if we don’t necessarily need to.”

“Eventually, you will,” I growled, waggling a tiny fist in the direction of his head as his tail propelled us toward shore. “And when you do, I’ll be there.”

“To do what?”

“I’m gonna kick your shin so good,” I mock threatened. “I don’t want to tell you how much I’m gonna kick it, but let me tell you this.”

His forepaw beckoned. “I’m listening,” he said lazily.

“You’re going to know you’ve been kicked. I’ll leave it at that. Let your imagination fill in the rest. Mmm hmm. Yep.”

Rhyse laughed. “I’m trembling.”

“I know. I can feel it. I—hey!” I shouted as his shaking started to dislodge me, sending me sliding down the side of his flank toward the ocean.

A massive paw caught me, stopping me from ending up in the drink.

“Oh, dear. I’m ever so sorry,” Rhyse declared, his words dripping with false innocence. “How did that happen?”

“Ha. Ha. Haaa.” I crossed my arms and frowned at him. “You’re so funny.”

“I know.”

His other paw came up, and I lay across them as I’d been instructed. Rhyse kept me high and dry as we moved through the breakers, the waves barely affecting his body besides giving it a slow upward roll as they passed underneath.

Then we were beached, and Rhyse turned onto his side, depositing me in the sand without getting a drop of water on me.

“Thank you,” I said as he padded up onto the sand before shifting into his human form.

I watched the transition, trying to pinpoint the exact moment he changed and somehow always missing it. He didn’t pop in and out of existence, but it just happened so fast it was impossible to truly get a grip on things.

“Now, if you’ll follow me,” he said, heading up to the bluffs.

“Home?” I asked as we ascended.

“Temporarily. Then we’re headed back down. I promise.” He grinned down at me.

“You’re hiding something,” I said, focusing on our link, trying to pin down just what he was feeling.

“Whatever gave you that idea?” he teased.

“You did. You’re terrible at hiding your emotions.”

“Well, I’m glad we’re shit at something together, then,” he fired back with a big grin.

The response was so glib and unexpected that I had no words. My mouth moved up and down, but I couldn’t convince any sound to come out.

“You just made a joke.”

He rolled his eyes. “I’m not dead on the inside,” he said.

I shrugged. “It seems like it sometimes, to be honest. But I’m glad to have evidence to the contrary.”

When we reached the house, Rhyse hurried to his room, where he pulled something from his closet then came back to where I stood by the entry. “Close your eyes.”

“Fine,” I said, closing them and clapping my hands over my eyes. The soft rustle of fabric reached my ears as he drew near. My anticipation was building, but so was his.

We both really were terrible at hiding our emotions. Was that a bad thing, though? I wasn’t sure. My mind started to go down that path, but Rhyse spoke before I got too far.

“Okay, are you ready?”

“Yes!”

“Then, open,” he said.

I dropped my hands and opened my eyes at the same time.

“Surprise!” he cried, holding up a piece of shiny black fabric.

His eagerness to give it to me was palpable without our bond. I could see it written on his face, in the way his cheeks dimpled slightly and how his eyes were bright and wide, drinking in my reaction.

“Rhyse, it looks beautiful,” I said, reaching out to touch it. “And soft. But … what is it? A dress? What are those loops for? I don’t get it.”

Despite my confusion, Rhyse didn’t seem hurt, which was good.

“It’s called a glani,” he explained. “It’s traditional wear for women. Dragon women. You put it over your head, two layers on front, two layers on the back. Then you lift the loops over your head, and they snug it tight over your waist and chest.”

I eyed it anew now. “This looks like it’s going to fit,” I said slowly, suspicion building, “and fit well. How did you get it so accurate?”

He looked down and away. “I, uh, I may have asked Janos to help. He’s very good at sizing people up without actually taking measurements.”

“Sneaky,” I said, wondering at that. It had been several days since I’d visited the shop. He must have been planning this for some time.

Which meant Rhyse had been thinking of me. Despite saying he didn’t want anything to do with me.

And you’ve had no thoughts of him even after saying the same, have you?

“Thank you. Let me put it on,” I said, taking it from him and going to change.

The fabric was soft, and true to his word, Janos had picked the perfect fit. I wasn’t sure about the amount of exposed skin. Wearing a bra with it was simply out of the question. Not if I wanted to look stylish. The loop was tight, and it gave a hint of support, but I would be bouncing freely in it, that was for sure.

Probably why Rhyse wanted to see me in it. That and the amount of leg.

There were no side panels to the outfit. Just smartly cut material draped down the front and the rear. My legs were visible all the way up. Which didn’t mean much for me, but a taller dragon woman would be showing some serious curves.

Yet the loops were placed perfectly to ensure nothing of note was set loose. I did a little twirl before leaving the bedroom just to make sure. Everything was tucked in. I wouldn’t be jumping around like a madwoman, but I had no fear of giving anyone a show either.

“Well, what do you think?” I asked, stepping slowly out into the main room, letting Rhyse look me over while I did a slow twirl for him.

Halfway through it, a wave of heat struck me like a pickup truck, knocking me off-balance and sending me into the wall as my hindbrain exploded with heated desire I’d only experienced once before.

“Whoa,” I said, one hand on the wall to brace myself as my knees threatened to give out. “Easy, tiger. Easy. Down, boy! I need to breathe.”

My chest was constricting as Rhyse’s intrusive thoughts continued to win over. I noticed he was several steps closer to me now, chest heaving as he sought for control. Green flames burned in the depths of his eyes. Eyes that were staring at me with unblinking focus.

“Rhyse,” I said, trembling, pulled in toward him. “Rhyse!”

Blinking rapidly as he snapped back to it, he turned away. “Sorry. Shit. I’m sorry, Emma.”

“It’s okay,” I said, still holding myself up using the wall. “That was something else.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“I didn’t say it was bad. Just … a lot. Okay?”

“Yeah, I’m okay,” he said, taking a shaky breath and then another. “I’m sorry. You just look … whoa.”

“I look whoa?”

He turned to me with a look. “You know what I mean.”

There was a brief spike of heat this time as his gaze ran over me, and I turned left and right for him, but he managed to retain control.

“I suppose I do,” I teased. “After all, I am dressed for a party. Now, aren’t I?”

“Yes, you are. Shall we?”

Stepping up smartly, Rhyse extended his arm toward me.

I looked at his bared forearm, recognizing this moment for what it was. Not just a simple act. This was something more formal. An invitation to attend the party, not just with him, but together. A visible sign of just what that meant.

Taking that arm meant a lot of things would change. Things between us. Things with those around us. I would no longer just be the human tagging along with Rhyse. I would be his. And he would be mine. For the evening, at least. In the morning, the questions would be asked. The boundaries set out.

But for tonight, he was asking if I would be with him.

There were plenty of reasons not to take it. To tell him I could walk on my own and didn’t need his support. Many of those were good reasons that both of us would accept without hesitation.

They wouldn’t be the truth, though. The truth, as bare as his arm or the sides of my legs, was that I wanted to go with him. And he quite clearly wanted that of me.

So, despite a shoulder-sagging weight of hesitation, I reached out and tucked my arm through his and allowed Rhyse to lead me down to the party.

As his.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Rhyse

I should have known going to the party was a bad idea.

The instant I saw her come out of the room, however, I knew I could never say no to this woman. Emma looked resplendent in her glani with the pendant I’d found for her dangling from her neck. A goddess who was now at my side, her arm linked in mine.

We arrived at the party together.

Others noticed immediately. I was not a common sight, and that alone set mouths running. But showing up with a human woman at my side drew all sorts of looks. The hushed background conversations notched up a level, the buzz growing.

A handful of bonfires had sprung up by that point, and we started to weave our way through them. The smell of burning wood filled the air, tickling our nostrils with its almost sweet aroma.

“Campfire” was something impossible to replicate and never failed to bring a hint of a smile to my face. Emma, it seemed, was the same. I listened to her first deep breath of it, inhaling her surroundings, and felt the matching satisfaction trickle into my mind.

“It’s been so long, but it’s all so familiar,” she said, twirling away from me as the other dragons accepted our presence and returned to their conversations.

From a nearby circle of logs set around a larger bonfire, a dragon struck up a tune on a guitar made from a tortoise shell.

Emma paused to listen to the odd sounds. A moment later, the dragon lifted his voice in song, giving voice to the desires of all dragons to float on the morning breeze and see just what lay over the horizon, always chasing that next mile.

“Is this a sad song?” Emma whispered quietly to me. “Everyone seems to be smiling.”

“It’s a song of inner longing,” I said. “But also something that speaks to all of us on different levels.”

“Why does it make you sad?” she asked.

I looked away, trying to shield my emotions from her. Now was not the time for this. I didn’t want to ruin a perfectly wonderful evening.

As it turned out, someone else did that for me.

The change was a rustle at first. A slight cessation of conversations which then resumed in much lower tones.

I glanced over my shoulder, seeking the source of it all.

“Shit,” I muttered, seeing someone I hadn’t expected to put in an appearance. “Come on. We need to go.”

“What? Why?” Emma asked before following my glance to the trio of characters making their way through the bonfires. “Oh.”

“Yeah, come on. Let’s get out of here before Killian sees us.”

We almost made it. The last bonfire was just in front of us, and beyond it, the darkness waited to swallow us up, allowing us to avoid any confrontation.

“RHYSE! GET BACK HERE!”

I groaned audibly as the shout silenced all other chatter nearby.

“So much for avoiding any trouble,” I snarled, using one hand to put Emma behind me as I turned around.

Killian approached until he was ten feet away, his eyes full of fury. I affected a bored look and gestured for him to speak.

“Leaving us already?” Killian sneered. “Seems to be a habit of yours, running away. You really should try to stop doing that before it becomes the only thing you know how to do.”

“What? Like you and sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong?” I said, deadpan.

Someone nearby snickered.

One thing I could bank on was that Killian had many among the shore dragons who had no use for him. While I had few friends, I also had few enemies. I was rarely rude to anyone. I simply did not interact. It was an important difference.

But not one that automatically translated into backup if something happened.

“That’s rich coming from you, considering you never show your face at gatherings like this,” Killian managed to retort.

“I mean, it’s clearly not invite-only if you’re here,” I said. “So, let’s just get it over with. What do you want?”

“An apology,” Killian smirked. “For soaking my boat yesterday.”

“Not gonna happen. You deserved that.”

“For what?” he barked, one hand clenching into a fist.

“Being yourself.”

Killian snarled.

Emma shifted from behind me, resting a hand on my arm. “Are you trying to bait him into a fight?” she whispered. “Cause he’s looking for one.”

“Stay behind me,” I hissed.

But it was too late. I saw Killian’s eyes drop to her neck.

“Well, what a stunning piece that is,” he said, gesturing with a finger. “Looks awfully new. Not the type of thing our Rhyse here would keep, that’s for sure. I wonder where he found it.”

I kept my mouth shut, mentally urging Emma to do the same. She must have picked up on it because she slid behind me once again.

“Holding out on us, are you?” Killian growled, taking a step toward us. As always, Reece and Calan were not far behind. “Something you found while we were off fighting, I suppose? And to think, just the other day you lied to my face and said you hadn’t found anything out there. That you were just out on the water.”

I gritted my teeth.

The crowd was silent, watching the confrontation. None were taking sides.

“Must have been easy for you to search while the rest of us were off fighting, doing the dirty work for you!”

I laughed. “Dirty work? You were off being a bully. And you have no idea why I stayed behind, Killian, because your brain is too small to think that big. So, piss off, and go bother someone else.”

“I don’t think so,” he spat. “That treasure belongs to all of us. You would never have found it if you’d been fighting like a true dragon, not a fake one. That’s probably why you never come to the beach parties. Not that I can blame you, I wouldn’t either if had your—”

“Fuck you,” I spat, too angry to care anymore. “You want it, come and get it, Gorillian.”

“I’m going to fuck you up,” he hissed, clenching both hands into tight fists, flames dancing in his eyes.

But before he even took a step forward, a blinding pain raced up my spine and into my head at the same time as Emma groaned with pain and keeled over, falling to the sand.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Emma

One moment, I was opening my mouth to convince Rhyse to lay off the insults and avoid a fight between dragons, and the next, I was oceanside.

Everything was burning. People were screaming.

I looked up just in time to see a dragon swoop down, its wings of deep violet blocking out the sun. Not that it mattered. The beam of light that spat from its mouth impacted a group of soldiers, burning them alive.

A tank fired somewhere nearby, the concussive blast knocking me to my knees with a groan but not before I saw it hit the dragon. The impact spun the creature end over end, robbing it of height and forcing it to beat its wings to regain height and speed.

The victory was short-lived, however. As I ran across the street, a scaled head loomed large over a nearby building. The ominous blood-red beast clambered down the side of the building and approached the tank from the rear.

Claws dug deep into hardened battle armor, ripping the heavy combat vehicle to shreds in under a minute. The screams ended when the flames filled the interior.

“Fire!”

I yanked my head up as a squad of soldiers—well dispersed to avoid dragon fire—advanced on the beast. Most only had their personal firearms, but several were armed with grenade launchers. The concurrent blasts of the explosives drove the dragon off the tank and into the air away from the soldiers.

One of them ran at me, hauling me unceremoniously to my feet and pushing me in the opposite direction.

“Run!” he shouted, his face inches from mine to ensure I could still hear him. “Run, ma’am, now! If you want to live, run!”

So, I did. I ran. One foot in front of the next. That was the only thing I focused on. Running. Never stopping.

Then, suddenly, I was elsewhere. An encampment. Rows of tents. People straggling in. Many of them with blank looks on their faces. A mother and her daughter covered in dust. Families torn apart. A line for food.

A warm hand. A blanket. Promise of a better place.

Waking up not in a tent, but a trailer. There’s a man in there with me. He’s friendly. We smile and laugh. He touches my forearm. I’m not alarmed.

Who was he? My husband? A newfound love? I didn’t know his name, but the memories cascading through me made it clear we were more than acquaintances.

“Emma. Emma!”

The sequences continued to play through my mind, dragging me back, over and over, even as a part of me recognized I was still on the beach.

I staggered to my feet, barely seeing Rhyse and the other dragons, Killian and his friends, whatever their names were. My vision was fading in and out, a mix of reality and the past I couldn’t control. Grains of sand crunching underfoot were as loud as the sounds of bullets.

“Look at this fuckup,” Killian laughed. “I can see now why you two are together. She’s broken in the head, and you’re just a crippled freak who—”

A brilliant blast of blue light shot forth from Rhyse, hitting the thick-browed dragonman in the chest, hurling him back. Sparks flew everywhere as he cartwheeled through one of the bonfires and bounced uncontrollably before hitting the ground and lying still a hundred feet away.

“Come on,” Rhyse said, taking my arm and pulling me into the darkness. “Let’s get you home.”

“No,” I said, trying to shake him off, not sure of anything.

My skull was ready to explode from the pounding of my brain as the scenes continued to play. Calling them memories was inaccurate. I had the scenes, but I couldn’t recall the moments themselves. Had that truly happened? Or was I losing my mind, imagining the horrors of dragons?

“Emma, you’re not well. Let me take you home.”

“Rhyse!” a voice bellowed from behind us.

“Shit. Killian won’t just stand around after that. We have to go.” He switched directions, heading for the beach. “I’ll float us out. You can stare at the stars. Rest. Recover. It’ll be okay.”

Water lapped at my feet as we entered the ocean, the waves crashing around us.

Killian once more howled at Rhyse, who urged me on. The waves were soaking the beautiful glani, sticking it to my skin as we walked out.

“Rhyse, wait,” I half-moaned, still not fully in control of myself.

Images of fire and flame continued to pound the front of my brain, creating a splitting headache.

“We have to go, Emma.”

“Wait!” I said more forcefully.

“We can’t wait,” he growled, pulling me up to my waist as another wave went by, bouncing me up and down as it passed before breaking closer to the shore.

Moving away, he shifted into his dragon form. I knew what he was trying to do. He was trying to get me to climb on so he could swim away, to a place of peace.

But when I saw his dragon form there in the water, yellow eyes all but glowing in the darkness, I couldn’t see anything but the face of that dragon as it peered over the ruined building, evil in its eyes.

At that moment, Rhyse was the red dragon as it crept down the side of the building, claws smashing deep through the bricks, debris cascading down. He was the dragon. And I was the tank.

My next scream was muffled by a mouthful of water. I let it sweep me away, back toward shore.

“Emma!” Rhyse called, taking a step toward me, the waves crashing effortlessly off his dragon form.

Just like the bullets had been rendered harmless. Nothing had stopped them.

I turned for the beach, wading through the water. Behind me, Rhyse shouted once more. He came after me, splashing through the surf. At some point, he’d shifted back. His hand caught my arm, spinning me around.

“Hey, it’s me,” he said as I flung his grip free, staring wildly, seeing him but not seeing him as I struggled to cope with the cacophony of visuals and sounds in my mind. “Emma!”

He took my arm again when I didn’t stop running away.

The dragons had me. They were going to kill me. Like the soldiers.

“NO!” I shrieked, whirling, and smacking him clean in the face with the palm of my hand. “Get your hands off me, you … you freak!”

The insult Killian had used came fresh to mind, and I hurled it without thinking.

Rhyse reared back, the green of his eyes turning hard as jade.

“Fine,” he said coldly, shaking his head. “Have it your way.”

From the shore came the sound of haunting laughter.

“I don’t even care anymore,” Killian called. “This is better than any revenge I could cook up. Good job, Rhyse.”

I watched him go, struck not by the anger on Rhyse’s face, but the pain.

“What have I done?” I whispered to the empty sky.

My only answer was the sound of waves crashing against the sandy shore.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Rhyse

I should’ve known better.

Scale bond or not, Emma would never trust me. It didn’t matter that I’d saved her life and permanently altered my own to do so. The effort I put in trying to show her a good time, taking myself out of my comfort zone, none of that actually mattered to her.

All she saw was a dragon. And a broken one at that.

The heavy wooden door slammed shut, shaking the frame as I unleashed some of my anger on the inanimate object.

Just a dragon. Nothing more.

“Why did I ever think this was worth trying?” I growled, kicking off my wet shoes, leaving them by the door.

A flick of my finger sent tiny sparks of fire around the room, where they landed on the waiting wicks of candles and sputtered to life. The soft glow was all the light I needed. I wasn’t feeling bright and cheery.

Tonight, it was about dark and moody.

Flopping into a chair, I replayed the moment over and over again.

Get your hands off me, you freak!

Freak.

It was a hated word. One I’d lived with for so long. The reason why I’d moved to the far coast in the first place. Leaving family and those who pretended to be friends far behind.

I’d been at peace here. I could do what I wanted, when I wanted. There was no fear of embarrassment, no one to bother me. I’d discovered the anonymity I hadn’t known I’d so badly desired.

Then Emma had come and shattered it all. She’d made me think things. Feel things. My dragon was obsessed, unable to focus on anything else but her.

And it had all been a lie.

This entire time, she’d been concealing her true feelings toward me. The ones that would never go away, would never change. The ones where she hated me for what I was.

It was never going to work out between you two. You know that. You’re a dragon. She’s a human. There’s a reason dragons don’t live among humans. It’s because we aren’t compatible.

I nodded to myself. The logic was sound. This was not the place for Emma.

Switching my seat on the couch for the chair in my study, I put pen to paper. It was several days past the original cutoff the sovereign had given me, but I had no doubt she would read it still. Nor would she truly argue. My logic was sound, and I told her the truth.

I did not want Emma there. I knew we still had a link, a bond that could not be broken. But it could fade. With distance, I would know little more than whether she was alive or not.

That was something I could live with, and I wrote as much. I explained my disdain for the humans, my distaste for her feeble mind and its inability to understand the magnitude of what I’d done for her. I explained how she was ungrateful and rude and quick to take a stranger’s word over my own.

How could I be expected to mate with someone like this? Someone with such a poor personality?

Pencil scratched across the paper, the only sound besides my slow, deep breathing.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

I lifted my head, looking over my shoulder in surprise. Deep into expressing my feelings to the sovereign, I hadn’t been aware of my surroundings. It was Emma. I could feel her closeness. Her remorse.

Putting my back to the door, I went back to finish the letter. Why should I answer the door? She didn’t want anything to do with me. Which meant I wasn’t going to be obligated to give her anything. If she wanted to do it on her own, then she could. I sent that through the link as well, wondering if she’d pick up on it.

She did. A ping of surprise then anger. I could feel all that though it swiftly fell away, once more replaced with remorse. I could feel all that. Along with … her fear?

I laughed. She was afraid now after acting the way she did.

Good!

The pen continued to move across the paper.

“Damn it, Rhyse, I know you’re in there! Come to the door. Please!”

The feeling of fear increased.

“Fuck,” I muttered, getting up and walking out into the main room.

Relief flooded my mind, but just as I went for the door handle, I paused.

Was this really what I wanted to do? To let her back in after what had happened? After I’d learned the truth about her? I touched my cheek briefly where she’d hit me. The pain of her slap was gone, but I was surprised at how much it still hurt on the inside. To know she’d concealed so much from me.

My hand fell away from the door.

“I’m sorry,” Emma called through the door. “Rhyse, I’m sorry. Really, I am. I was losing my mind. I am losing my mind. I lashed out in a panic. It’s no excuse, I should never have done it, but I am sorry.”

I stared at the door, picturing her on the other side, leaning against it, glani stuck to her skin, smelling of saltwater in the darkness.

“Please,” she said. “I don’t have anyone else, Rhyse. I’m … I’m scared. Killian and the others just laughed at me, and … and you’re the only one who doesn’t scare me, Rhyse. I trust you. Somehow.”

My chest rose and fell in the silence that followed. She was telling the truth. At least, she seemed to be. Then again, I’d thought that before, hadn’t I?

“I remember a bit more,” Emma said softly. “That’s what happened. I wasn’t all there.”

I walked away from the door. Back into my study. There I looked at the letter I’d written. Very deliberately I opened the top drawer and tossed the letter inside.

One more chance. I’ll give her one more chance. If it turns out she’s not telling the truth, I’ll send it.

Closing the drawer, I went to the door, and this time, I did not hesitate in pulling it open.

Emma had taken several steps back and was facing the bluffs and the sea beyond. Her shoulders were shaking.

She whirled as light spilled out into the darkness. The candles didn’t provide much lighting, but compared to the darkness, it was easily noticeable.

“Rhyse,” she whispered, staring up at me with eyes that were red-rimmed and puffy from crying hard.

“Emma.”

“You opened the door,” she half-sobbed. “I didn’t think you were going to.”

“Neither did I,” I admitted. “I’m still not sure I should have. But I did.”

She stared at me. “I’m sorry.”

I shook my head slowly. “I don’t want you to be sorry.”

“You don’t?” she asked, her forehead wrinkling between her eyes. “What do you want?”

“I want you to show me I didn’t just make a huge mistake.”

Emma’s throat bobbed as she swallowed, her nerves obvious. “I’ll do my best,” she whispered. “Is that enough for you?”

“It will have to be,” I said, stepping out of the doorframe and gesturing for her to come inside.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Emma

Showered and wearing Rhyse’s oversized sweater and pants, I collapsed into the couch. The best part about wearing his clothing, besides the smell of boy that permeated them, was that I could tuck my knees up into the sweater, cocooning myself. Was it a childish thing to do? Maybe. Did I give a fuck at that moment? Nope.

“Feel better?” Rhyse asked, settling easily into the couch opposite me.

“Much,” I said, turning my attention away from him and to the fire now blazing in the hearth. Rhyse had gotten it going while I showered, and I was grateful for it because the heat was helping me relax.

I glanced at the empty spot on the couch next to me where Rhyse normally would have sat, his arm against the backrest so I could cuddle in close. Instead, he was across from me where there was not only space but also a table between us. A wall.

One I’d built.

Which means it’s up to me to tear it down.

“I hurt you,” I said into the uncomfortable silence growing between us.

He shrugged. “I’ve been hit harder.”

“I wasn’t referring to the slap,” I said, taking a deep breath. “I used an insult that someone else used on you. And it hurt you.”

Rhyse just waited. He wasn’t going to make it easy. And why should he? There had been no cause for the hurt I’d hurled at him. He’d done nothing to justify it. It was on me to apologize, to try to bridge the gap.

“I was scared, and I let it get the better of me.” I slowly exhaled. “I am sorry, Rhyse. Truly.”

“I know,” he said. “But does that change the truth of your underlying feelings?”

“No,” I said.

He sat straighter, obviously not expecting that answer.

“Let me explain,” I said with a half-smile. “I had a bit of time to think about it. About what I’d seen.”

Rhyse made a face inviting further explanation.

“I don’t know why, but the brewing fight between you and Killian triggered something in my mind, releasing a flood of memories. Ones I didn’t wish to remember, some for good reason.”

“Your memories are back?” he asked, sitting up in surprise.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “In fact, calling them memories isn’t entirely accurate. I think they are, but I’m not experiencing them as such. It’s like … like I’m replaying scenes from a movie. I see what happened. I see that I was there. But it doesn’t feel like I was there. It feels like I’m watching a movie because I don’t have the emotional attachment to them. I’m distant.”

“I can’t pretend I understand what that’s like,” he said. “But what do you, uh, recall?”

“One of the first attacks in the war,” I said. “I was there. In the middle of it. I’d gone to town for some reason. I still don’t know why yet, so don’t ask, and I came out of the store to see the military rolling down the main street, setting up checkpoints and yelling at people over speakers to get out of town as fast as they could, via any means, even running if necessary.”

Rhyse was silent. “What then?”

“The dragons arrived.” I shook my head. “I ran, but they were on the soldiers in a flash. It was hell. I don’t think I can find any other way to describe it. The stench of everything burning is not something I want to remember.”

“I understand.”

“In the middle of all that, I was on the beach with you and then there and then back. It was all blurring together. I wasn’t sure what was real and what wasn’t. I thought I was going crazy. Then you shifted, and I broke.” I looked down. “I’m sorry, Rhyse. I might feel that way about other dragons, but not you. You’ve shown you’re different, and I should have known that despite everything going on. All the confusion and fears I’d screwed up.”

“Screwed up?” he asked. “What do you mean?”

“I also remember some bits about after the attack. Vague images. But in them, there’s another.” I looked at him, wanting him to see my face as I said it.

“Another?”

“Another man. And me.” I shook my head.

“You think you had someone back home.”

“At first, I did, yes,” I told him. “But not anymore.”

Rhyse frowned. “Why not?”

“Because every time I think about him—I can’t even recall his name—I get nothing but a negative feeling.”

“I see.” He cleared his throat. “And when you think of me? What do you feel then?”

I didn’t need a bond between us to feel his nerves. The tautness was audible as he spoke. What I got through our link that I would never have expected was the intensity of his longing for a positive answer.

Rhyse wanted to feel, well, wanted.

Was that why my comments had cut so deep? I still didn’t understand why the comment had hurt, only that it did. It was another piece to the puzzle, but I was no closer to knowing what the picture was.

But I didn’t need to know right away either. Rhyse would tell me in time. Of that, I was sure. I could be sure because what I did know was that he was a good person.

“Lots of things,” I answered at last. “Mostly positive. Some very much so. Others …”

I let the full weight of my growing attraction to him shine through—the one I’d discovered while standing in the water alone earlier that night, wondering why it hurt so much to see him walk off. The one that wasn’t purely emotional.

The one that was also more than a little sexual. I let him feel the desire to have him come to me. To take me. I didn’t hide it. Instead, I tried to push it through my connection and into him. Baring my soul, so to speak. I had no idea if it worked that way, but I was going to try anyway.

“Are you sure you’re not just trying to apologize for earlier?” Rhyse asked.

“No,” I said with a definitive shake of my head. “When I think of you, Rhyse, it feels right. Whatever that means. I want to smile, and when I do, I’m happy.”

His chest rose then fell. Again and again with deep, even breaths.

“Thank you for apologizing,” he said at last, leaning forward, broaching the space between us. “And for sharing. I’m glad you have some of your memories back in whatever form they take. It’s the next step to making you whole.”

I touched my left shoulder through my shirt. “I’m whole because of you, Rhyse. You saved me.”

He smiled. “I know. Now, I’m sure you’re exhausted. You should get some sleep.”

I rose, recognizing the end of the conversation for the time being. Trying to stifle my disappointment, I headed for the bedroom.

“Rhyse,” I said as I climbed into the bed.

“Yes?” he asked from the door.

“I don’t want to be alone right now.”

“Why not?”

Looking away, I bit down on my lip. This was so embarrassing to admit, but I knew I had to do it. “I … I think I’m going to have nightmares. These memories, they aren’t pleasant.”

“I’ll wait until you’re asleep to leave,” he said.

“Okay.” I couldn’t hide my disappointment.

“I can sense that’s not all. What do you want?” he asked, entering the room and coming to the bedside.

Sitting up, I reached up and grabbed his shirt.

“You,” I said, hauling him down to my level and letting him see into my eyes. “I want you.”

“Emma,” he said. “I don’t know. This is quite the flip from one side to the other.”

I pulled my shirt off to reveal I wasn’t wearing anything underneath.

“This has nothing to do with that,” I told him. “This has to do with why I came back. What I discovered about myself while I stood there in the ocean, being laughed at by Killian and his men in that beautiful glani you bought for me.”

“What did you discover?” he asked, his eyes unable to stay on mine for long, constantly falling back down to my bared chest.

“Come here, and I’ll show you,” I said, giving his shirt a tug.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Emma

“Emma …” Rhyse protested gently.

Protested between kisses.

I stroked his hair out of his eyes, admiring the clarity of the slightly different tones of green from up close. “Do you not want to do this?”

The growl that filled the house shook the windows. “I very much do want to do this as you can tell by how hard my cock is,” he said emphatically. “I want this, I want you. But I need to know it’s what you want, and it’s not your way of apologizing. I am not interested in your pity.”

Sighing, I kissed him, letting myself be drawn into the heat of his lips for just a moment.

“We’re going to do this because we want to,” I assured him, continuing to stroke his hard cock, just light enough to make it twitch every now and then. “That’s what I realized down there. That you and I … we’re connected and that you aren’t like the others. I knew that on a shallow level before, but I got it then. When you were the only one to care about me when I was in distress. When you blasted Killian, knowingly putting yourself in the path of his retaliation just so you had some time to attend to me without interruption. That showed me who you really were. That you were the type of man I … I liked.”

“You like me because I hit other guys with bolts of lightning?” he teased awkwardly, unable to take the compliment straight-on.

“I mean, it is kind of badass,” I said with a smirk. “And hot.”

“So, you’re sure there’s no pity-apology sex aspect?”

“That plays no part in my desire to take you to bed,” I told him honestly, not hiding any emotions.

His eyes narrowed slightly. “You’re still hiding something.”

I grinned. “Are some of the things I’m about to do to you perhaps a little more … emphatic than normal because I was a bitch? Maybe. But you’re just going to have to accept that because it’s also going to happen when you’re extra awesome or having a bad day or just generally when I feel like it.”

“Things you’re about to do to me?” he echoed somewhat suspiciously. “And what would those be?”

I grinned wickedly. “Take your pants off, and you’ll see.”

Fabric ripped as Rhyse quite literally tore his pants off with one hand, including his underwear. “Done.”

Laughing, I slid to the floor between him and the bed. Before he could say another word, I shoved his cock as far down my throat as I could.

Rhyse groaned deeply, his cock swelling even more. I gagged slightly, in surprise more than anything, but he still immediately pulled away. Reaching around as fast as I could, I grabbed his ass cheeks firmly and pulled him back in, relaxing my throat to welcome his cock.

My lack of gag reflex was a secret weapon I employed ruthlessly when merited. As I did now, looking up at Rhyse, his eyes on the verge of rolling into the back of his head.

“Fuck, that feels so good,” he growled, one hand stroking my head. “Good girl.”

I shivered, tingles running down my spine. I was not the type of woman to be treated like an object. I demanded respect and attention, and knew I was worth it.

But those two words, coming from this man as I was on my knees to please him, had me dripping wet. I rubbed my pussy through my pants, trying to satisfy the sudden throbbing from my clit filling my entire body, demanding I pay attention to it.

Rhyse must have noticed because his cock flexed in my mouth. “That’s so hot. Keep playing with yourself for me, baby. Touch your pussy.”

Both his hands landed on the side of my head as he took control, slowly fucking my mouth. Drool spilled from my mouth, dribbling down the sides of my chin and onto my tits.

The instant Rhyse saw that, his balls tightened, and I knew what would happen next.

“Fuck!” he shouted. “I’m going to come!”

Shoving my hand down my pants, I frantically rubbed my clit as he filled my mouth with hot cum, stream after stream of it. I swallowed it as fast as it came out, my lips wrapped tightly around his shaft, feeling the pulse of each spasm as Rhyse moaned and groaned loudly, his fingers in my hair.

Everything tightened in me, and I pulled back as I, too, cried out, the world exploding in a sea of bright white light while ecstasy flooded every nerve ending as I came hard.

“Holy shit,” Rhyse grunted. “You’re so hot.”

A small splash of cum hit my cheek, but I barely noticed before flopping my head back onto the bed, breathing hard as my lower body shook from the orgasm still numbing my brain with wonderful golden bliss.

“Sorry that was so fast,” he said, bending down to casually lift me from the floor and place me on my back on the bed where I could sprawl out comfortably.

I waved feebly. “I had some fun, too. Don’t mention it.”

“I can see that,” he said, massaging my spit into my breasts as I lay there, making them shine. “This is so hot, the way you get all messy like that.”

“I’m glad you like it,” I said, still in a daze. I hadn’t intended to get that messy, but … when in Rome and all that.

“I more than liked it.” There was added bass in his voice.

My eyes popped open again just as he grabbed my legs and pulled me to the edge of the bed.

“Rhyse,” I started to protest. Any further words died the second his tongue found my clit. “Okay, maybe this is fine,” I murmured, grabbing at my breasts without thinking.

“Yes, touch yourself like that,” he said through a mouthful of pussy, his tongue softly and gently exploring everywhere, teasing me as he reset my body and prepared it for more pleasure.

I pinched my nipples, back arching to the sky as he slipped a finger inside me, grazing my G-spot ever so lightly.

It was my turn to moan and writhe as his mouth pleasured me, something I’d been looking forward to on more than one occasion since the last time. He was a master, unafraid to dive in and do whatever it took to get me off.

In this case, it was a combination of tongue and finger that pushed me right to the edge and then over it. I bucked and twisted, but Rhyse easily overpowered me with his other arm, keeping his tongue working against my clit until I slumped down into the bed, thoroughly spent for the moment.

Wiping his face with the back of his arm, Rhyse stood up, positioning himself between my legs. His cock was already hard again—still hard? I hadn’t been in the right frame of mind to notice—and he gently rubbed it against my opening, teasing me, preparing me to take him.

“Nuh-uh,” I said, waving a finger as I moved out of the way, patting the bed.

“What do you want me to do?” he asked.

“Lie down,” I said.

Rhyse lay on his back, his cock lying against his stomach. Throwing one leg over him, I reached behind me and grabbed his shaft, holding it steady as I lowered myself onto it, groaning delightedly with every inch that filled me up.

Large hands first grabbed my waist but soon slid up my sides to cup my breasts, holding them and playing with my nipples as I rode his cock up and down in slow bursts until I could easily take his entire length inside me.

There was no more need for words at that point. We caught glances and exchanged smiles and facial expressions, but the only sound was the mixing of his groans and my moans as I leaned forward, hands on his rock-hard chest, fingers digging in while I ground against him. Faster. And faster. And faster.

“Emma,” he hissed at last.

“Uh-huh,” I cried, too caught up in the onrushing locomotive that was my pleasure bearing down on me like an avalanche. “Do it. I want. Please.”

Rhyse’s hands found my hips as he shouted, lifting me slightly and holding me perfectly still. He thrust into me from below, rocking my body with every rough impact. My tits and ass shook wildly, but he never slowed. I didn’t care. I was screaming his name as he unloaded deep inside me, filling me with his second load of the night while my walls clamped down around him, milking him for every last drop.

At some point, I slumped forward, the only thing keeping me upright were his hands on my hips. I settled down onto his cock before slumping forward onto his chest, gasping for air, too weak to sit up.

Long fingers stroked my spine while Rhyse made deep pleased sounds from underneath me.

Nothing intelligible was said for several minutes until I rolled off him and lay on the sheets, staring at the ceiling, lost in my own endorphin glow as it buoyed me up. The warmth of it made me so light and airy I thought I might float away.

“Maybe I should be mean to you more often,” I murmured through that murky ecstasy high. “That was good.”

“We could do it without the insulting comments,” he said. “I wouldn’t object.”

I laughed, reaching out to stroke his arm. “That’s understandable. I can work with that. Although, I’ll be honest, I don’t get why it’s an insult anyway. You don’t seem to have any problems that I can see. What did he mean by it?”

They were the wrong words to speak. Rhyse stiffened then got off the bed.

Before I really knew what was happening, the door to his bedroom shut. A second later, it locked.

I stared at the open door he’d disappeared through.

“What the fuck did I say now?” I muttered to the empty air.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Rhyse

After leaving Emma’s room, I tried to sleep, but it didn’t come.

So, I went to the roof, where I lay down and stared at the stars for hours on end, watching them wheel across the clear sky.

Eventually, I returned to my own bed, getting a couple of hours of fitful rest until the sun came up. It streamed into the room, and I knew it was beyond time to get the day started. But I was still there, looking up at the ceiling.

Movement from the hallway indicated Emma had risen and come out.

Minutes passed, then there came knocking at my door. I ignored it.

She didn’t stop.

I still ignored her.

“Rhyse, I know you’re in there,” she called.

I didn’t respond. Maybe it was petty, but I just didn’t want to deal with it. Not now. Things had been going so well. Why did she have to bring that up? Couldn’t she just leave well enough alone?

No, she had to pry into every aspect of my life, know every little detail! I just wanted privacy. Was that too much to ask? Apparently so.

“Rhyse.” Her tone was sterner. More demanding. “Open the damn door and talk to me. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

Not yet, I told myself. It wasn’t what she’d done that had sent me to my room. It was what I knew would come next. What I didn’t want to go through. Again.

I’d been through it enough. The last person I wanted to look at me that way was Emma.

I didn’t want to feel that hurt again. That rejection.

One singular explosive knock on the door preceded her calling my name again. “Open the damn door, Rhyse. Talk to me instead of sulking like a child.”

I wasn’t sulking. I was avoiding her. It was different.

When I didn’t respond, she sighed loud enough I would’ve heard it without my dragon hearing.

“You’re unbelievable. I didn’t insult you. I asked a simple question, Rhyse. And now, you’re running away from it. Like a coward.”

I was at my door in a heartbeat, flinging it open so fast Emma backpedaled across the hall.

“Fine,” I snarled, storming out of the room. “You want to know what it’s all about? You want to see what the issue is since you can’t seem to keep your questions to yourself, can’t give me the space I’d prefer?”

“Rhyse?” Emma asked, not immediately following.

“Let’s go!” I snarled, kicking open the door to outside. “You wanted to know. Now you’re going to find out. Don’t back out now. That’s the coward’s way out.”

Her eyes widened angrily, but Emma held back any retort as she stepped outside.

“Okay, what now? Are you finally going to show me?”

I didn’t answer her. I walked toward the bluffs and closed my eyes.

“Rhyse?”

The change came over me as I released my dragon. Although it happened in the blink of an eye on the outside, each change felt like it took both a lifetime and no time at all.

Power flowed through my limbs as the magic of my other half filled me, stretching the skin, my limbs and body enlarging at a rapid pace. Fingers lengthened into claws, each the size of my human arm. My skin was pulled taut even as it rippled and changed shape, becoming scales that swiftly turned a brilliant azure blue in the bright sunlight as they caught it and bounced the light wildly.

A tail sprouted from my rear, a second before the wonder of the change became wrong. Everything just ground to a halt. Darkness replaced light, and I fought back a snarl as the wings that should have exploded from my back in a glorious spreading of their membrane, instead just sort of flopped over on the one side, hanging limply on the ground.

My right wing stood proud and wide for a moment before I flexed the muscle to bring it along my side. By the time I was done, my neck had stretched way out from my body, my nose sticking forward until it became a snout filled with sharp teeth and a long tongue.

“Here!” I roared, leaning down and toward Emma in one swift movement. “Is this what you wanted to see?”

I was shouting as I shoved my broken wing at her, the weak, ugly thing sluggishly responding to my commands.

“Are you happy now?” I spat. “Slept with the freak, so he’ll open up to you? Well, go ahead. You can laugh now. It doesn’t matter. I’ve heard it all before from everyone else. You can’t do anything to me that hasn’t’ already been done.”

Emma had backed up against the side of the house now, and she was shaking, trembling, staring at me, unable to move.

I waited for her to respond. Despite my best efforts, a tiny part of me held out hope she would surprise me.

It was in vain. Her eyes darted all around from my broken wing to the ground. Everywhere but at me.

She wouldn’t even meet my eye now that she’d seen the real me.

Without saying another word, I turned and leaped from the edge of the bluffs, tucking my wings into my side as I plummeted to the waters below. I hit the waves and disappeared underneath them.

Perhaps I was running away. But I didn’t care.

Anything was better that than seeing the look of disgust that was sure to come on the face of the one woman I wished most in the world would see me in a different light.

And to think I’d hoped she was different from the rest.


Chapter Thirty

Rhyse

I knifed through the waters with casual ease, legs and wings tucked in tight to my body, my tail the only thing propelling me along. It was heaven.

The sea was my home, my sanctity. Under the blue-green waters was where I was most alive. Nothing could challenge me down there. In the depths, I was the master, and nothing could hinder me. I could exist in peace without judgment of the sea creatures around me.

Thoughts of judgment brought my mind, inevitably, back to Emma.

I tried to forget the way she’d refused to look me in the eye after seeing my deformed wing. Pushing it from my mind was harder than it should have been. It was far from the first time someone had treated me differently after seeing my wing. Over the years, I’d grown hardened to it. Able to shrug it off.

Or so I’d thought.

She was different. I couldn’t just push aside the way she looked at me, the thoughts I knew she was having.

Bellowing my rage underwater, I watched as the shoals of fish gathering nearby shot off in a flash, scattering to get away from the enraged sounds.

Why did she have to be different? Why couldn’t I just ignore her like everyone else? It would be so much easier that way!

This is why you should never have agreed to it in the first place. You weren’t meant to have the life everyone else does. That dream died the same day they took your wing from you.

I had been foolish to let myself hope. Even with a human. I should never have let my guard waver. Those were the actions of a hopeless romantic.

That wasn’t me. I knew better. Or so I’d thought.

My anger lent me speed as I zipped past rock outcroppings, ducked under basking whales, and scattered huge globes of fish. I didn’t care where I went. As long as it was away.

The farther away I swam, the less it would hurt. That’s what I told myself, though deep down, in a locked away part of me, I knew nothing would ever make the pain stop. Rejection was a lingering ache that never truly faded.

In the moment, though, I wasn’t ready to acknowledge that fact. For the first time in many years, I’d let someone in. And once more, they’d been repulsed by what they’d seen. By me.

“You should have known better!” I bellowed deep into the water, turning the liquid frothy with bubbles.

Some of my self-loathing vented, I surfaced for air.

The gust of wind surprised me, as did the tumultuous seas. There was no sign of clouds on the horizon, but the way the wind was picking up, I knew they would be forming soon. I bobbed and rolled, the waves big enough to move even my dragon form now.

Taking a breath, I dove once more. A little rough weather was nothing when I could dive down and spend most of my time where it was calm.

As I cruised along, I started to recognize some of the distinct rock formations. I knew this area. I’d been here before and not long ago. Just over the next rise should be a deep crevice.

Sure enough, as I crested the top, the seabed dropped away sharply in an opening perhaps twenty feet wide. On the other side, hidden mostly in sand on its side, was the sunken wooden ship.

The same ship I’d brought Emma down to see.

Of course I would end up here. Glaring up at the surface and the sky beyond it, I had to wonder if someone up there was playing a cruel trick on me. Torturing me with the reminder of what had been so close and then so cruelly ripped away.

Angrily, I swam away with powerful flicks of my tail, putting the treasure ship and its memories behind me where they belonged.

Desperate for something, anything to distract me, I made my way across the seabed to where I knew another ship rested. A much newer one.

Circling the wreck of Vicek’s downed vessel, I once again noted the large claw marks on the underside of the hall. There was no doubt that not only had it been dragons that had taken the boat down, but dragons who were somewhat comfortable in the sea. They had attacked from the depths below. That wasn’t the course of action most would take. Which definitely narrowed it down.

The sovereign was right. Whoever was doing this, they were coastal dragons. My eyes narrowed in renewed anger. These rogue dragons were inviting danger upon everyone, not just themselves, in the name of gathering more gold to themselves. That was not the type of dragon wanted among the isles. They had to be stopped at all costs before they—

Something dark and shadowy tried to slip away into the sea from behind the ship.

In a flash, I was after it, using slight pulses of my wings to augment my speed. It was a tricky maneuver to do, especially with a less than responsive left wing, but I’d spent so long below water that I had long since mastered it.

Whoever was trying to sneak off into the depths had not.

The moment I’d seen movement, it had been clear it was too large to be a shark or an orca, and the big blue whales would never be that close to the bottom.

No, it had to be a dragon.

The other dragon wasn’t immediately aware of my pursuit, allowing me to close the gap rapidly. I was less than a hundred feet behind when the red dragon suddenly accelerated, shooting forward, aware now of my presence.

I bared my teeth. Only a guilty party flees.

Despite their added acceleration, it was quickly clear they weren’t going to outrun me. The gap was still closing, only at a slower pace. And underwater, I dared anyone to out-stamina me. I had as much time down here as many did in the skies. More, probably.

They were mine.

Pulling alongside the other dragon, I motioned upward with my head, indicating they needed to surface. My lungs were burning, and I was used to it. I knew they would be in just as bad shape.

Reluctantly, they rose to the surface. I did as well, wary for any move. I knew who they were now, could identify the pattern of scales and horns on the top of their head.

“Reece,” I snarled as we broke the surface—into the frothy waves of an ocean squall.

Lightning and thunder broke around us while rain lashed at our scaly exteriors.

The red dragon’s only answer was a roar, followed by the muscular twitch of his tail. I easily ducked the telegraphed blow, diving under and taking a chunk out of his hind leg before he could react. It wasn’t much, just enough to let him know he should stop playing games.

A fireball was waiting for me when I surfaced again. I turned my head away frantically, howling in pain as the fire splashed over my neck. Scales sizzled and popped, the blackened remains peeling off and disappearing into the dark waters below.

“You did not just do that in the middle of a storm!” I bellowed.

Reece’s eyes went wide as he realized his mistake.

Idiot.

Calling out to the energy in the storm, I redirected a fraction of it at Reece.

The world disappeared in a haze of brilliant white. Electricity tingled as it raced through the water and over me, my scales open to it, absorbing it, using it.

My eyes were full of blazing energy when Reece finally recovered enough to see me once more.

“What were you doing down there?” I snarled, feeling the pins and needles effect in my mouth, knowing full well it meant lightning was dancing between my teeth.

“What was I doing? I was looking for the treasure you’re keeping for yourself!” he snapped, trying to hide a wince as his tortured left side was forced to flex with the waves to keep him steady.

The dark black scarring where I’d blasted him with lightning looked painful indeed, but I didn’t care. Not at that moment. I’d discovered the culprits.

“That’s no treasure ship, and you damn well know it!” I spat. “You know full well whose ship that was. What were you doing down there? What were you trying to hide?”

Reece shook his head, flicking water everywhere, while fresh thunder boomed overhead in an unceasing symphony of sound, nearly drowning out our words. “I have no idea whose ship that was. I’m not the one with anything to hide, Rhyse. What were you doing down there?”

“You don’t … oh, for all gold in the world!” I looked skyward, summoning another bolt of lightning.

“Hey! Wait!” Reece shouted, panicked. “I swear I didn’t do a damn thing to it. I was sent out here to look for the treasure you found!”

I laughed. “You’ll never get it. I’m not sharing it with you assholes. Now, you’re coming with me. We’ll see what the sovereign has to say about me finding you lurking about Vicek’s sunken ship.”

A dragon couldn’t go pale. Blood didn’t flow into our scales. But we can react the same. When I said Vicek’s name, I expected to see Reece do just that. Instead, he started to smirk.

“What’s so funny?”

“Lots of things, you selfish asshole. Including your lack of intelligence.”

Lightning flashed in tune with my snarl. Reece looked skyward warily, but otherwise, he didn’t change his attitude.

“The treasure is mine,” I spat.

“Maybe,” Reece chuckled. “Maybe. The shipwreck itself might be safe. But what about the other pieces? You’re only one person. You can’t be everywhere at once.”

I flinched.

Reece laughed. “That’s right. I’m just out here all alone. But I’m not the only one alone, am I?”

Emma. He was talking about Emma.

“What have you done, asshole?” I snarled.

“Me? Nothing. I’m right here. You can see that for yourself.”

Fear gathered in my stomach, while fury poured fresh through my veins.

“Fuck you,” I spat, ducking beneath the surface.

The last thing I saw of Reece was the shocked expression on his face as the sky lit with my red-hot rage before it drilled down into his body.

Energy spread outward from the impact of the lightning bolt, and I took it in, using it to propel me forward at unbelievable speeds. Water poured over my flanks as I raced for home with every last muscle fiber I could summon.

Emma might not want me. She might look upon me with disgust, but I’d learned one important thing just then when Reece had threatened her.

Whatever she thought of me, I still cared about her.

And if anyone touched a hair on her body, I wouldn’t hesitate to kill them.


Chapter Thirty-One

Emma

I sat on the couch long after Rhyse was gone.

I was still there when the link between our minds faded into vague nothingness. Rhyse had gone somewhere far away. Somewhere I couldn’t follow.

That bothered me because things made so much more sense now. All I needed to do now was talk to him, explain things to him, and it would all be okay. I understood.

The key to unraveling it all had been sensing the undercurrent of pain and fear in him when he’d shifted and showed me his dragon. If only I’d been able to do that at the time! It would’ve saved him so much hurt.

I cursed myself for locking up with fear. The sudden appearance of his dragon thrusting its snout into my face had overwhelmed me. Combined with the anger, it had been too much, dragging me down into the vague “memories” of whatever had happened to me in the past.

Rhyse had thought I was doing it because of his wing, but … I wasn’t.

Every now and then, I tried to send an emotional plea of please come back through our link in an attempt to get him to come back, so I could just explain and make him not mad at me.

Either he was ignoring me, or I still couldn’t really control the bond between us, because it didn’t work. Rhyse remained no more than a distant presence, a sign of life, but nothing more.

Determined to not wallow around until he returned, I went about setting up a plan to make it right. I showered and even put on the glani, which I’d washed and hung to dry that morning while waiting for Rhyse to come out of his room.

Should you really be doing all this for him? He’s the one who didn’t listen to you.

I pushed that thought aside. That might have been true, but it was clear to me now what had happened. Rhyse had shown himself to me, and I’d effectively rejected him. Only after he’d left, after I’d regained control of myself, did I really get it.

The other dragons judged him for it. Killian called him a freak. He had no friends. By his own words, Rhyse had moved across the isles to live here. Alone. Away from everyone.

Because he was tired of being hurt, of being made fun of. Someone as gentle and sweet as him should not be single. But he was. Because none of the dragons wanted him.

I’d had an opportunity to show him it didn’t matter to me, and my subconscious had bumbled it. Badly. While I knew I wasn’t guilty, since my reaction wasn’t based on that at all, until I could show that to Rhyse, he had a lifetime of bad experiences to prove he was right.

It was complicated. Like most relationships. But I knew he still cared, deep down, no matter what he might say at first.

After all, if he didn’t care, then he wouldn’t have been hurt by it. That was what it boiled down to in the end. That was what I would make him see. I didn’t give a shit that he had a bum wing. Why would I? That didn’t change the type of person he was. Not deep down.

I shook my hair out of the towel wrap I’d put it in, and I was gathering it up in a high ponytail when I heard a knock at the door.

Rhyse!

“Coming!” I called, finishing my hair. There was a definite bounce in my step as I went to get it.

He’d come back. We could talk and sort things out, and everything would be okay.

I undid the bolt on the door and pulled it open. “I’m so glad you’re back, I really want to—”

“Missed me, did you?” Killian sneered as he put a hand on the door and pushed, easily countering my attempt to shut it upon seeing his face on the other side.

The force flung the door open, sending me reeling back into the house.

“What the hell do you want?” I asked, recovering my balance.

I should’ve known it wasn’t Rhyse. His presence was still far away. The telltale sensation was right there in my mind, but I’d been so eager to explain everything to him that I hadn’t thought about it.

“Shut up,” Killian spat, pointing a finger at me as one of his lackeys marched in, breezing right past me. “Humans are nothing. You don’t belong here. The only reason I don’t burn you where you stand is because I don’t want the attention from the sovereign. But if you piss me off enough, I just might be willing to take that on. Got it?”

I glared.

The other dragon, Calan, came back, grabbing me by the arm and hauling me outside. The skies were gray, and way to the north, deep dark clouds assaulted the sea. The roar of the surf against the bluffs was louder than usual. The day was just another echo of what was happening to me.

“Stay,” Calan said sharply, pointing at the ground.

“I’m not a fucking dog,” I spat back.

“One bitch or another, it makes no difference to me,” he said. “Move, and I’ll burn your hair off.”

I seethed impotently as he walked back inside. A moment later, there was a thunderous crash. More sounds followed as the house was trashed. They moved from side to side. I could hear glass shattered and wood splintering. All while I stood there unmoving.

Against two dragons, there wasn’t a thing I could do besides try to get the stupid link between my mind and Rhyse’s to work. Maybe he would be able to sense my distress and come back.

“Hey!” I shouted as Killian came outside with the necklace Rhyse had given me around his neck. “That’s not yours!”

Killian tilted his head back and laughed. “Your dragon boyfriend only got it because he was too much of a coward to come fight with the rest of us. By rights, this is our treasure. Not his. He had no right to give it to you. I’m just taking it back, that’s all.”

I opened my mouth to protest more, but at that moment, Killian flicked a finger in my direction. A tiny ball of flame found the hem of the beautiful glani Rhyse had surprised me with and began to eat away at the fabric.

Killian roared with laughter as I frantically tried to put the fire out, slapping at the burning patches before dropping to the ground and, for the first time in my life, using the “stop, drop, and roll” technique I’d learned in school but never had occasion to use until then.

“Last warning. Shut up, or the next one will do that to your skin,” he said, dumping his load of valuables onto a sheet Calan had spread out.

Over the next hour, I sat in place and watched them haul all sorts of pieces of gold, silver, and precious jewelry from the depths of Rhyse’s house. I hadn’t seen but a fraction of it, but apparently, Rhyse had quite the collection.

“You know he’s going to kill you for this,” I growled at Calan as he began to tie up the blankets in preparation to leave. “Rhyse will not just sit around and let you get away with this. He’s a much better man than you are, but this will test his limits.”

Killian’s laugh from the doorway turned my head.

“You know,” he said, wagging a finger at me as he walked my way. “You shouldn’t be so quick to defend him like that. Such misplaced vociferous defense.”

I lifted my eyebrows. “Misplaced? You don’t think he’ll come for you?”

“Oh, I’m sure he will,” Killian said. “And if he pushes too hard, we’ll kill him. Such is the way of things. But that’s not what I was talking about.”

Killian’s eyes danced with laughter under his brow as he gloated. Something about it pricked me with fear.

“What do you mean?” I asked, growing nervous.

“Your support of him is so very unnecessary,” Killian said, reaching into a pocket and withdrawing a folded piece of sky-blue paper.

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

The ominous chuckle did nothing to settle my stomach.

“It means,” he said with a wicked smile, slowly handing over the paper, “that he doesn’t feel anywhere near as strongly as you do. Quite the opposite, in fact.”

“You’re lying.”

Killian shrugged. “It’s not my handwriting. Go ahead. Read it.”

I glared at him. “You’re just fucking with me.”

He waggled the piece of paper. The grin on his face was too self-sure. Too confident. This was no joke.

Slowly, fingers trembling, I reached out for the paper.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Emma

“Why are you doing this?” I asked, stopping short of taking the paper from him.

“I’m just trying to be a good person,” Killian said with false modesty, clutching one hand to his chest. “You deserve to read this, to know what it says. I would be a bad friend if I didn’t tell you.”

I glared at him. “You and I are the furthest thing from friends there is. You’re just a bully who takes pleasure in picking on those weaker than you because you’re too scared to face anyone else.”

“How rich,” Killian cackled. “Coming from the one who’s too scared to see what dear old Rhyse truly thinks of her. Afraid to read it. Afraid to know the truth.”

I forced a laugh. “You’re just trying to find another way to hurt me. That much is obvious.”

Killian sighed. “Very well. If you won’t read it, then I suppose I shall do the honorable thing and read it aloud for everyone to hear. That way, there will be no mysteries.”

Unfolding the letter with dramatic precision, he stood straight up and cleared his throat.

“It is address to the Sovereign of All Dragonkind, honorable, noble, blah, blah, fuckin’ blah,” Killian said, earning him a laugh from Calan.

He paused, looking at me.

I glared at him, but he ignored it.

“I am writing to you today to address the issue of the human woman you ordered me to see to. As we discussed during your visit, I waited several days. That time has passed, and I am now once more requesting you remove her from my custody.

I have tried to be patient. To be open to the concept, the idea, of a dragon and human becoming a mated pair. However, at every turn, she has demonstrated exactly why this is a bad idea. Regardless of what I do or say, she continues to make things difficult.

There is no path forward between us. She is rash, stubborn, and having her stay here is quickly making my own house an untenable place to be.

I shall await instructions on how you wish me to send her back to you. But she cannot stay here. I do not want her.

-Rhyse.”

Killian whistled as he read the last sentence. “How do you feel? That’s got to hurt. ‘I do not want her.’ That is harsh. And here you are, standing up for his honor and everything while he’s trashing you behind your back.”

Calan laughed.

“He wrote that?” I whispered, stunned by the contempt. “You’re lying. He wouldn’t.”

I couldn’t summon the emphasis on my last words, though. It was too smooth to be fabricated by Killian.

Rhyse was the one who wrote it. About me.

“Oh, now, she wants to read it herself,” Killian said, sneering at me. But he thrust the light blue piece of paper in my direction anyway. “Here. Have a look for yourself. I don’t need to make this shit up. Not when it’s real.”

I took the letter but didn’t look at it. If I looked at it, that would make it real. Would make what Rhyse had said about me real.

I do not want her.

“You have a nice day now,” Killian said. “We’ve got all we want out of this. More, truthfully.”

Calan was already shifted into his dragon, the usual sparkle of red scales dulled by the matching skies, turning him almost rust in color. He grabbed one of the makeshift bags full of treasure in each paw and spread his wings, ready to leave.

“Go on,” Killian called. “I’ll catch up.”

The red dragon crouched and leaped toward the edge of the bluff, intent on using the fall to generate airspeed.

I cried out in shock as the dragon howled unexpectedly, turning on its side as it dove, falling awkwardly off the edge of the cliff in an attempt to avoid another dragon that was coming up.

The water streamed off the azure dragon in sheets, drenching everything, including myself.

“Killian!” Rhyse howled, blasting the other dragon without hesitation.

But Killian had the benefit of warning that Calan hadn’t, and he was already in his dragon form. Lightning met fire, and the resulting explosion threw me from my feet. I bounced and rolled toward the edge, fingers scrabbling across the rocky ground, trying to find something to slow me down.

“Rhyse!” I screamed.

The blue dragon’s head whipped around, yellow eyes locking on me in an instant.

With a grunt, the dragon caught me with its tail, stopping me from falling into empty air with only a few feet to spare. I lay flat, staring up at the dragon underbelly, too scared to move for a moment.

The giant beast bellowed in pain. I glanced over to see the fire splashing off his flank.

Killian used the distraction to land a harsh blow. While Rhyse was recovering, the big dragon grabbed the rest of the treasure and leaped from the bluffs, easily gathering speed and shooting out to see low over the wavetops. Within seconds, he was out of reach.

“Cowards,” Rhyse grunted as he shifted back, favoring his right side, where the skin was bright red and burned. “Damn, that stings. Are you okay?”

“Thank you for saving me,” I said, waving my hands at him. “I’m fine.”

Rhyse’s face paled. “What’s that?”

“What’s what?” I followed his gaze to see I was still holding the letter. It was wet and probably unreadable at this point, but the sky-blue coloring was unmistakable.

I looked back up, watching his green eyes and the tightness in the corners of his mouth.

No. Please, no. It’s fake. It has to be fake.

But Rhyse’s reaction confirmed it.

“You did write this, then.”

His eyelids drooped, and he closed them briefly.

“You do want me gone,” I said, choking back unexpected tears.

I’d been all ready to apologize to him. To give him a big speech about how none of what he feared mattered to me. That I did like him. That I wanted to stay.

And all the while, he’d been plotting to get rid of me.

“Emma, give me the paper,” Rhyse said.

“It’s too late. I’ve already read it,” I said as the tears fell. “I know all about your dislike of me. How you wish to ‘return me’ like a purchase you no longer like. I guess it’s a good thing I’m within the thirty-day return window, isn’t it?!”

Rhyse took a step toward me. “Listen to me, Emma. That is—”

“No, you know what? Save it,” I said, tossing the soggy paper at him. “I’m done listening to you and your excuses. Done, okay? I don’t want to hear it. Whatever you were going to say, it doesn’t matter. That is what matters, that letter. That’s the truth. The one you couldn’t tell me yourself!”

Rhyse growled but didn’t say anything. “You aren’t listening. It doesn’t—”

“You’re right!” I shouted. “I’m not listening! Not to you. Just send me back. I’m done. Done with you. Done with this place. I’m done with trying to make it right.”

“Emma.”

“No!” I shrieked as he came toward me, one arm outstretched. “I don’t want to hear it, okay!”

“Fine!” he bellowed. “Be that way. Prove what I wrote is true. Go for it!”

“I hate you!” I screamed. “I—”

Red-hot pain drilled into both my eyeballs. My entire body went stiff, every muscle locked up in indescribable agony.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Emma

I remembered.

“Emma?”

The ghostly echo of Rhyse’s concern was brushed aside by the onslaught of memories. Over nine months’ worth of them, all pummeling into my brain at once as the mental block came crashing down.

“I gotcha.”

Hands grabbed me as I teetered and fell, easing me to the ground while I held my head, screaming and crying through the pain assaulting my temples. The wet clothing, the letter, they were nothing before the onslaught of agony.

“What’s wrong, Emma? Talk to me. Please. What can I do?”

I was rocking back and forth. Tears taking salty tracks down my face, splashing to the rocky ground beneath. The pain gradually faded, but it left behind a new sort of ache.

“My home,” I whispered.

“What? What did you say?” Rhyse asked, still holding me.

“I remember.”

He stiffened. “Your memories are back?”

“Yes,” I said, sitting up, away from him. “I remember the dragons coming. They destroyed everything. I was there, caught in the middle of it. Running. Always running. They were so close. Can’t look back. Don’t look back, they said. Just keep running. Running away. While the soldiers ran to it.”

“To what?”

“Their deaths,” I whispered. “They all died.”

Rhyse closed his eyes. “Emma, I’m sorry. I—”

I didn’t hear what else he said. Because there was more. I remembered making it out, fleeing to another town. Then that one would come under attack. A months-long repeat of the same thing. Always running. There were always dragons on the horizon. Dragons with mouths of flame and claws that could cut through anything.

And the screams. There were the screams.

But then …

I got up, starting to pace.

“There was a refugee camp,” I whispered. “That’s where I was. I remember it. The tents. And a camper trailer. And—”

“And what, Emma?”

I met his eyes. “Bob. I remember Bob. The refugee camp overseer. He was so nice. Trying to help everyone, doing what he could. We flirted. It wasn’t supposed to be anything.”

Rhyse was stiffening as I talked.

“Then it got bad,” I whispered. “He got bad.”

My eyes popped open at the furious growl coiled in Rhyse’s throat, matched only by the fury I could see in his eyes and feel in my mind.

“I ran away. I fell. In the rain.”

“What then?”

“I hit my head. Then there were lights. Bright lights. Flashlights.”

“Then?” Rhyse pushed.

I stiffened angrily as I finally remembered it all. “Then I was in a room. They said I had two options. I could either go back to Bob. Or I could come here. Take my chances with the dragonmen who wanted women. They said I would be a concubine.”

Rhyse didn’t reply.

I stared down at him, shaking. “You … you lied!” I shouted, the realizations coming crashing home one after another.

“What?” He blinked.

“You said I volunteered to come here,” I snapped, stabbing a finger at him. “You always said I volunteered to come here. To be one of the women to fulfill the peace treaty between us and your people. That I chose to do it. We just didn’t know why. But it was a goddamn lie! All of it!”

“Emma, I—”

“No. Just no. I don’t want any more of your excuses. No nothing. You lied to me.” I wasn’t sure what to do. Then it hit me. “Take me to your sovereign.”

“The sovereign? What for?”

“Because I’m going to give her a piece of my fucking mind, that’s what! This is kidnapping. That’s what it is. I don’t belong here. I should never have come here. I did not volunteer for this. I was forced into it at the threat of my life.”

“Emma—”

I held up my hand. “No. I’m done with you. I know I can’t go home. Because of this—” I tapped the scale on my shoulder furiously. “Something else done to me against my will. But I will give the sovereign a firm dressing down about this, Ruler of all Dragonkind or not.”

I turned her title into a sarcastic byline.

Rhyse nodded. “Okay.”

“What?” I blinked owlishly at him in shock.

“I said okay.” Rhyse shrugged, putting up no protest to anything I said.

“What’s going on?” I asked, looking him directly in the eye. “You’re far too agreeable about all this.”

He sighed deeply. “Emma. I want you to do one thing. One thing only.”

“What?” I asked warily.

“Focus. Right here,” he said, tapping the side of his head. “Focus on what you feel, on what comes through, when I say this.”

“Okay.” I drew the word out slowly.

“I. Did. Not. Know.” He stared at me without blinking the entire time. “Okay? I had no idea.”

A lot of things were bouncing around in my head aside from Rhyse’s contributions. Shoving them aside, I focused on him alone. I could detect his undercurrent of concern. The worry about me. His fear about … something, I wasn’t sure what. But overriding all of those was something stronger.

A sense of outrage. Of frustration.

Nowhere did I detect even a hint of deceit.

“You didn’t?” I repeated.

He shook his head, hair bouncing with the vigorous effort. “I swear to you. I thought you were a volunteer. That’s what I was told. I thought you wanted to be here. Emma, I am so sorry. I would never try to make you do anything against your will. I’m just … I’m sorry I had to—”

He tapped his own shoulder, mimicking my actions about the scale.

“I might not want you to leave,” he continued, “but I’ll let you go if I can. I would tear that off you if it wouldn’t kill both of us. But the farther you are from me, the less it will be there. You’ll only know I’m alive. Nothing more. Same for me. You could live a more or less normal life.”

I was only vaguely aware of his other words. The longing ache that had preceded it all was what drew my focus when he’d said he didn’t want me to leave. Why not?

“You want me to stay?” I asked. “But the note?”

He sighed. “That was written way before. I should’ve burned it. I don’t know why I didn’t. I had no intention of sending it. Not anymore.”

“But you did at one point.”

“There were several points you would’ve been happy if I’d sent it,” he pointed out.

That was fair. I couldn’t argue that.

“Things haven’t been the easiest between us,” he said softly. “But you’re strong, intelligent, beautiful beyond compare. No, I don’t want you to go. But this isn’t about me, Emma. This is about you.”

“You’re right,” I said, shaking my head slowly. “I need some time to think about this. Alone.”

His face hid the pain, a perfectly neutral expression of understanding.

But we were closer than that. I could feel it bleed through, try as he might to shield me from it.

“Of course,” he said softly. “You should be safe here now. They already got what they wanted.”

“I’m sorry about that,” I added with a wince. “I tried to stop them.”

He waved it off. “It’s not as big a deal as you think.”

“Okay.” I backed away slightly. “Thank you for the space. I … I have a lot to think about. A lot.”

Rhyse walked to the edge of the bluffs. “For whatever it’s worth, Emma. I am sorry. You deserved better than this.”

Then he was gone, disappearing over the edge. I didn’t run to watch, to see him shift and hit the water in his dragon form, disappearing under.

I stayed where I was for a very long time. Trying to decide what I should do with my new knowledge and what it meant for my future. Was that a future with Rhyse in it?

Or without?
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I was waiting at the door, arms crossed when Rhyse came through it less than thirty minutes later.

“This is not what I had in mind when I said I needed some time.”

Rhyse, who had been looking around the rest of the open rear of the house and not at me, now dropped his gaze onto me.

“I’m aware,” he said just a little too sharply for my liking. “Whatever you may think of me, Emma, I am not an idiot.”

I tried to roll with the rebuke and not let it get to me. He was right, after all. I just didn’t like his tone.

“Then why are you here?”

“For starters, it’s my house.”

I wondered about the agitation in him. He was doing a good job of not letting it show, but it lurked under the surface, tickling my mind. Something had happened out there.

After he’d gone over the side of the bluffs, our bond had swiftly faded as he’d put distance between us. It was obvious he’d wanted to be far away. Now, it seemed he was recanting his words and unwilling to give me some time to adjust to—

“Hey, what are you doing?” I asked as he grabbed a duffel bag from a nearby closet and started to put things in it.

My things. I didn’t have much, but thanks to Killian’s efforts, everything was scattered everywhere. Now, Rhyse was searching through it all for the few pieces of clothing I owned, along with a seashell I’d picked up during one of the walks along the beach. He added some nonperishable food as well before stuffing in some towels and a book I’d been reading from his little library.

“Are you seriously kicking me out?” I snapped. “After all you and your people have done to me, that’s it? ‘Get out and thanks for all the fish’?”

Rhyse blinked. “Fish?”

“Never mind. Listen, can we just talk about this for a moment?” I asked, trying to get in his way, to slow him down. “I don’t think I deserve to be kicked to the streets.”

“You’re not,” he said, kicking aside the broken pieces of his coffee table. “But we don’t have time to talk about it.”

I glanced at the door. “Why? Are we in danger?”

“I don’t think so.” He shrugged. “Although, I suppose anything is possible.”

“You’re lying to me,” I said.

He paused his search, looking at me then his house. Then me. Then his house. His ransacked house. “There’s always the potential for danger, Emma.”

“I feel like that potential goes up if I’m living on the streets of a dragon town where I don’t know a damn soul!”

“You really don’t like listening to me, do you?” he grumped, finally happy with everything in the bag. He zipped it up and thrust it at me. “Come on. It’s time to go.”

“I don’t want to leave.” Why did he so suddenly want me out? I hadn’t even begun to think about what I would do with my life now that I knew everything and had all my memories.

Going home didn’t seem like much of an option. The country was still under dragon occupation. How would that be any different than life here? At least here I had Rhyse. Whatever we were, there was a link between us that couldn’t be broken. It was complicated, hence my request for time to think.

Now he was trying to get rid of me? It was a rejection I hadn’t seen coming. As far as I’d thought, Rhyse wanted me to stay.

Apparently, I didn’t know him as well as I’d thought. He’d kept this from me without a hint. Any hint. Now, he was agitated. Unsure.

So, why, underneath the turmoil boiling in his mind, was I able to detect a current of protectiveness. It made no sense.

“Rhyse.” I stood my ground, ceasing to follow him around the house. “Tell me what’s going on.”

He sized me up, arching an eyebrow at my stance but nothing more. “You’re going home. That’s what’s going on. But we have to go now. Time is running out.”

Home?

I drew in a breath, taking my time, using those seconds to try to organize my thoughts.

“No time for hesitation, Emma. The ship leaves in forty minutes, and you need to be on it.”

Rhyse put a hand on my back and propelled me toward the door. I sort of stumbled along. Home? What did that mean. Where would I go? Back to Maine wasn’t an option. The entire state, as far as I was aware, was under dragon control. My house might still stand, given the remote nature and tiny size of Caledon, but living there was out of the question.

So, where would I go? Mom and Dad were dead. I was an only child. There was nothing left for me there.

Unless Rhyse meant the refugee camp. And Bob.

“Rhyse,” I said as he hurried me outside and toward the path that led down to the village and docks. “Rhyse, wait.”

“It takes twenty minutes to get to town,” he said. “Rikell doesn’t have any sort of set schedule. He comes and goes when he feels like it. That’s cutting it entirely too close.”

“So, send me off tomorrow,” I suggested, trying to prod at him, see why he was suddenly so insistent.

“Rikell doesn’t run a ferry service. He’s a trader. He generally goes once every week at most. Now, let’s go. I need to get down there in time to make arrangements and apologize.”

He strode off, leaving me to hurry along after him. “Apologize? What do you need to apologize to him for?”

I felt the wince even if I could only see the back of his head. “You know the boat I set on fire the first day we met? It may be that it belongs to his brother.”

“Peachy,” I muttered, shaking my head. “Great. And you’re going to trust him to get me safely to … where?”

“The Florida Keys.”

“Florida? Rhyse, I don’t know anyone in Florida! What the hell am I supposed to do there?”

He shrugged—but the indifference on the outside was wildly different from the inner turmoil he was trying so desperately to hide. “I’m not sure. There’s $20,000 in cash in there and a few bits of gold and gems Killian missed. That should be enough for you to figure it out.”

“What about this?” I asked, tapping my scale as I finally caught up to him. My scale? His scale on my body. “This link isn’t going away.”

“I know,” he said. “But you are.”

“What the hell happened in the last thirty minutes?” I asked him. “What changed?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re lying to me.”

“I’m just trying to do the right thing, okay? Help me out here,” he growled, not meeting my eyes.

To my shock, that rang true with an emphatic clarity. Rhyse genuinely believed that by sending me back, he was doing right by me.

So, what did that mean? Did I want to go home but didn’t know it? Would I be happy to never see him again?

I ran a finger over the scale, touching the firm but flexible surface, so unlike skin yet moving in the same manner. Everything had changed the second Rhyse put it on me though I hadn’t known it. Even now, I doubted I truly understood the fullness of the impact it would have over time.

“Come on,” Rhyse said. “It’s time for you to go.”

I followed but not without a hint of reluctance. It would be a lie to say I had any idea of what I wanted to do. There were too many unanswered questions, things I just didn’t know.

Rhyse, however, was apparently making up my mind for me.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Rhyse

I watched from the window of Darius’ shop, staring at the seas until long after the dot that was Emma’s ship had faded off the horizon.

Letting her go sucked. It was a horrible feeling.

“It’s for the best, right?” I asked the old shopkeeper, desperate for any source of confirmation I’d made the correct decision.

“You won’t tell me what’s going on,” Darius said from where he puttered around at a table, rearranging his trinkets. “You came in here an hour ago and stood at the window, watching the docks. Is being a creepy watcher for the best?”

Darius was feigning ignorance, but he was no fool.

“It’s for the best,” I said quietly, willing myself away from the window.

“The best for whom?” Darius echoed.

The best for Emma. This keeps her safe. Out of harm’s way. I was damn lucky nothing happened to her while I was gone.

In my haste to get back to her after Calan had informed me Killian was paying my house a visit, I hadn’t connected the dots of logic far enough. Things were happening too fast. It was only after giving Emma some space I realized things were not calming down.

They were about to ramp the fuck up. When Calan got back and told Killian I was onto them, that I knew they were the ones sinking the human ships, there would be no other option but for Killian to silence me.

And the easiest way to do that would be to get a hold of Emma.

That was why I’d sent her away. To put her out of his reach.

My dragon was sad and lonely. The plaintive honks echoing in the corner of my mind were more than enough to indicate that. The only thing that made it happy was when Emma and I had been together.

That was in the past, though, and I needed to move on. My focus now had to be stopping Killian from hurting anyone else. Including myself. I’d sent word to the palace to let them know, but that would be slow. Until then, I would be on my own.

“Darius,” I said, clapping the shopkeeper on the shoulder. “Thank you for your time. I’ll be back soon, I’m sure.”

The older dragon smiled up at me. “Of course, you will, Rhyse. Why wouldn’t you be?”

I laughed then left the shop and took a slow, meandering route through the marketplace and the buildings beyond, trying to come up with a plan on how to draw Killian out and get him to confess where others could hear.

This needed to come to an end before he exposed our home to the humans.

My wanderings took me out of town and along the beach. I skirted the fire pits, filled with half-burned logs but empty of the vibrancy they’d bring come nightfall. I lingered near one for some time, sitting on a log nearby and staring into the pit of ashes and blackened logs.

How was I going to do this? Going at it alone just didn’t make any sense. I was outnumbered three to one. While I would take myself over any of the three in a one-on-one fight, numbers told a story all their own.

I needed some help.

“Rhyse?”

Looking up, I blinked in surprise. “Dillon? What are you doing here?”

Dillon smiled, the motion pulling back the tanned, weather-beaten skin of his face. Just another dragon who spent most of his time in the outdoors. Unlike most dragons, however, Dillon always kept his thick black hair short, less than a finger’s length, whereas mine fell to my shoulders.

“Just out and about,” he said with a wave of his hand. “A beautiful day, isn’t it?”

“It is,” I agreed, nodding at Isaac, who’d also made his way down to the beach but kept walking on past, heading up the shore away from town. “Lovely morning after all that rain last night.”

“So, then, why are you sitting way out here, hunched over a dead fire, looking like the surf just stole your prized possession?”

I looked at Dillon sharply. Could he know about what Killian and the others had done to my house?

“Hey, don’t get angry at the messenger.” Dillon tossed his hands up, proclaiming his innocence.

“I’m not,” I said, shaking my head. “I just hadn’t realized it was so obvious. I just needed to clear my head.”

“Clear your head?” he stroked his chin while repeating my words. “That sounds … are you telling me this is all over that girl?” He laughed.

I glared, but that just made him laugh even harder.

“Emma,” I said. “Her name is Emma. And no, it’s not all over that.”

I had Killian and his activities on my mind as well, so I was technically telling the truth, even if most of my thoughts continued to dwell on Emma.

They shouldn’t. She’s safe now. Away from me. Away from here. I need to stop thinking about her.

“Of course, Rhyse. Whatever you say. Emma. I wasn’t trying to be insulting. Damn, man, I’ve never seen you get this bent out of shape over something, let alone someone. You need to be careful.”

“Careful?”

“Yeah, cause if you keep going down this path, you’re going to end up falling in love with that human woman—Sorry, with Emma.”

I rocked backward as the words landed like lightning bolts, rocking me to my core. Behind Dillon, Sven appeared at last, trudging up the beach, carrying some heavy bags on his shoulder.

But I barely noticed.

“Holy shit,” I muttered to nobody but myself as I shot to my feet, startling Dillon, sending him back a step in surprise. “Holy shit. How could I have not seen it?”

“Seen what?” Dillon asked suspiciously, glancing over his shoulder.

“It was right in front of my face,” I muttered, shaking my head. “Clear as fucking daylight, but I was too stubborn to see it.”

“What are you saying you see, Rhyse?” Dillon asked, taking another half-step back.

Sven came up to stand nearby, dropping the bags he was carrying.

“Emma,” I said, shaking my head. “I was so busy trying to deny it, to say it wasn’t possible, but then I went and did it anyway. Don’t you see, Dillon? You’re right.”

“I am?” He blinked, relaxing. “About what?”

“I’m in love with her,” I said in awe over just saying the words. They didn’t feel real. After all, I wasn’t the type to fall in love.

Which is probably exactly how it happened. She snuck up behind you and hit you over the head with a metaphorical frying pan.

“Thank you,” I said, clapping Dillon on the shoulder as I dashed down the beach toward the breakers.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Dillon called.

“To tell a girl I love her!” I hollered over my shoulder.


Chapter Thirty-Six

Emma

True to Rhyse’s word, Rikell had already been getting ready to leave when I was hurried down the docks and onto his boat. The captain didn’t take well to the last-minute addition, but some whispered words from Rhyse had seemed to mollify him.

Rhyse had quickly and curtly said farewell and then run away. I’d watched him retreat, his back to me, until the marketplace on the dock’s edge had swallowed him up.

He didn’t even stay to watch me go.

I hung over the railing under the disdainful eye of the stern captain, watching the Dragon Isles slowly fade into the distance. He hadn’t stayed.

It hurt to feel so cast aside.

Below, the waves of the ocean rose and fell, passing by to the rear.

Just like this chapter of my life.

It had been brief, but oh, had it burned so bright. And now, it was over without even a hesitation in his step, a look over his shoulder. Nothing. He’d simply decided it was done, goodbye, and thanks for nothing.

“Men.” I tried to spit the word out, but my anger was heavily outweighed by a mixture of sadness and curiosity.

Whatever Rhyse had said were his reasons for packing me away on Rikell’s rusty trading ship, there was more he wasn’t telling me.

Something else had happened with him. Something he was refusing to tell me.

The boat hit a larger rogue wave that cut across the others, rocking the deck unsteadily. I grabbed frantically at the railing in an effort to keep my footing. A born sailor I was most definitely not. The sooner we hit the Keys, the better.

And then what, Emma? What will you do once you’re on land in your home country with nowhere to go? Returning to the refugee camp isn’t an option. Even if Bob wasn’t an asshole, the guards think you’re on the Dragon Isles now. If one of the ones who took you spots you, you’re right back in trouble again.

With Rhyse’s money, I could disappear, for a little bit. Unfortunately, twenty grand just didn’t go as far as it used to. In a few months or so, I’d have to come back up for air. And then what?

I followed the wake of the ship to the dark outline of land beyond.

Stop it. Going back is not an option. Rhyse made that clear when he let you go.

The turmoil in his head was at odds with my own logic. It was impossible to ignore because, try as he might, he hadn’t been able to stop it from leaking out. I knew what he was feeling as well as he did. The problem was, I couldn’t understand why he felt that way? Why did he think sending me away was the best?

Why had he tried so hard to appear like he didn’t care only to let his own sadness at having me leave fill our bond?

Had he been trying to tell me something?

That was nothing more than a silly, fleeting thought. There was no reason for Rhyse to give me coded messages. I was just looking for them in the hopes that something, anything, might explain what had happened.

I continued to replay it in my head even as the last of the hint of land became nothing but a wispy black thread of gauze floating into the sky.

Floating into the sky?

Yanking my brain away from its thoughts, I focused on what I was seeing. It most definitely was not land. The dark line on the horizon was long gone.

“Captain!” I called. “Mr. Rikell.”

Looking over my shoulder, I waved at the wheel to get his attention. The man was apparently hard of hearing because he didn’t respond until I moved almost directly in front of him.

“Yes?” he asked. “What do you want?”

Caught off guard by his brusqueness, I stammered over my response.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I snapped, not feeling any guilt over my tone. “But the people where that’s coming from might not be.”

I pointed to the line of black smoke drifting across the horizon.

The captain didn’t follow my gaze. He was staring straight ahead still.

“Smoke means fire,” I said. “Fire on a ship in the middle of nowhere is a bad thing, Captain. Shouldn’t we go check it out and make sure everyone is okay?”

“No.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Are you serious? People could be hurt or dead, and you want to just ignore it? For what? Your precious trading route? You’ll just let them die for no reason?”

The captain’s jaw muscles tightened. But still no response or change of direction.

“Fine,” I said, striding up to the wheel. “If you won’t take us there, then I will. At least one of us isn’t a coward.”

That worked. I’d employed the word carefully, hoping that Rikell, like most dragons I’d met, would not take well to being challenged on their courage by a human—and a human woman, at that.

Sexist jerks.

“I am not lacking in courage,” he snarled back.

“It sure looks like it from here. You’re too afraid to go help someone else out because you might run a little late.”

“You know little,” he said with a sneer.

“I know what I see, and what I see is a man running away,” I shot back.

There was only so much a dragon as proud as Rikell could take.

“You want to go see what’s going on?” he growled ominously.

I hesitated at the hidden meaning in his words. But I couldn’t just let someone possibly die. Not if I could save them.

“Yes,” I said sharply. “I do. Someone might need our help. Who knows where the closest ship might be.”

“Very well,” the captain said. “You have said we must go check it out. So, we shall.”

He hauled on the wheel, turning the ship sharply. I grabbed onto the nearest railing, holding on as we followed the smoky trail toward its source.

“But I make no promises as to any consequences that may befall us from doing this.”

“Consequences? What the hell would happen to us just for helping out some people?”

In response, the captain lifted his chin toward the front of his ship.

I followed his gaze.

“Oh, god,” I whispered, clutching the railing tighter.

On the horizon, I could see the ship. It’s stern was ablaze, the flames slowly working their way forward.

As horrible as that sight was, the sight of two massive, unmistakable forms in the water was worse.

Dragons.

And they were headed right for us.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Rhyse

Water raged around me as I hit the surf, the spray of salt already sticking to my skin like a familiar friend.

Behind me, Dillon, Sven, and Isaac watched. Dillon shouted something, but I ignored it as I plunged through an oncoming wave, emerging out the other side half dragon. Massive claws dug deep into the wet sandy shore beneath the crashing breakers, and I leaped forward with prodigious bounds until I plunged under the water and could really begin to put on speed.

My lungs held huge capacity for oxygen, and years of experience allowed me to push that to the absolute limits. The world narrowed to nothing but the sea in front of me. There was no danger down in these depths, nothing I needed to worry about getting in my way.

I was the alpha in the water, and anything that tried to stop me would find that out very quickly.

Unfortunately, I had only the vaguest idea of the route Rikell would take. The ocean was a vast, vast place. Which meant doing something I really did not want to do.

Reaching the breaking point of my lungs, I dove deeper into the water and then shot upward, using pulses of my wings against my sides to augment my speed. Breaching the surface, I shifted back into my human form as I shot into the air like a bullet, all the momentum of my dragon transferred into a much smaller form.

Up, I went, craning my neck around, looking for the telltale signs of a ship on the horizon.

Up. Up. Up …

“Come on,” I cursed. “Where are you?”

My momentum stalled.

I didn’t see anything.

Gravity began to take over, and I plummeted toward the softly rippling surface of the ocean. After all, what goes up must inevitably come down.

This repeated over and over again.

Over an hour passed before I finally saw anything. But when I did, my stomach tightened.

Smoke on the ocean was never a good sign. I reached the apex of my arc, and my eyes shifted slightly to the west where a glint of light off something metallic caught my eye.

A second ship. A familiar dusty blue merchant vessel.

Orienting myself toward it, I plunged back down toward the sea with a breath of relief. It wasn’t Rikell’s ship that was on fire. In fact, they were headed to rescue whoever was in trouble.

I’m coming for you, Emma.

Channeling every positive emotion I could, I did my best to broadcast them to her. I wanted her to know I was here, that I was coming for her and that, this time, I was doing something different.

This time, I wouldn’t be leaving. Not without her.

Somehow, through it all, the confusion, the near-death injury, and the forced time spent together, I’d found a woman who’d broken through every wall I’d erected. Every single one of them. Without asking or trying.

It had just sort of happened, and I’d been utterly oblivious to how easily she’d worked her way into my world.

I’d only noticed the giant gap in my life once she’d left. A gap where she should’ve been.

A gap where she belongs.

So determined was I to find her and reclaim her that I was caught totally blindsided by the wave of dark fear that slammed into me. My muscles tensed, and my heart rate soared. Coldness closed in around me, gripping tight like a vise I couldn’t shake.

I floundered for a moment, lost in the inability of my own mind to respond to my demands. Through it all, I had one cohesive thought: Emma was in danger.

But she was on Rikell’s ship. She was safe. They weren’t on fire. What, then, could the issue be?

Emma’s fear was replaced by my own. I couldn’t lose her. Not now. Not when I was this close.

I will NOT let anything happen to her.

Steely determination blasted aside my last vestiges of fear, and I surged ahead once more in the direction I’d seen the smoke. I would keep Emma safe. Whatever it took.

Rising to the surface, I extended my neck above the waterline like a periscope to ensure I was headed in the right direction as I closed in.

Homing in on the burning ship, I dove once more, aiming at a spot between her vessel and the one on fire. I wasn’t going to go one second longer than necessary without seeing her.

She was close. So close I could almost taste her. Onward I swam, propelled by the wild desire of my dragon. I needed her in my arms. To tell her how I felt and what I wanted. It was insane. It was way too fast.

But it felt right.

I was not in the wrong. Not this time. I would get to her, climb up on the deck of Rikell’s ship, and tell her I—

Something was wrong.

The closer I got, the more I could pick up from Emma. And what I sensed was not fear for the people on the burning boat as I’d suspected. It was for herself.

She was terrified she would die.

Fear for the one I loved lent me a speed I’d never known before. Water rippled over me as I moved still faster through the sea.

All at once, I was there, and I could see what had her so scared.

Rikell’s ship wasn’t alone. Two shapes circled it in the water, slowly closing in.

Dragons.

The blue-green ocean was lost in a haze of red as my dragon showed a side of itself I tried very hard never to let out. Unmitigated fury turned the water into a roiling bubble around me as I darted in at the unprotected flank. In the water, it was impossible to tell if it was Killian or one of his goons, but it didn’t matter, I could connect the dots.

Who else would be out here attacking a human ship and now preparing to silence the dragons who’d witnessed it and come to help?

My jaws opened, tearing a huge chunk of flesh and tendon from the nearest dragon’s haunches. I just narrowly missed my target, which would have left its tail flopping uselessly, leaving the dragon dead in the water. Instead, it would now experience searing agony every time it tried to move. Almost as good.

Sliding up and over the dragon’s spine, I dove down toward its partner. It noticed me coming, however, and because I didn’t possess the ruby-red scales of its partner, it knew I was no friend.

The dragon turned and tried to get away, but I had the speed advantage. I closed in on it, then with a precisely timed flick of my tail and pulse of my right wing, I dropped underneath and around the fleeing dragon, raking my claws against its unsuspecting belly as it tried to see where I’d gone.

Leaking blood and scales, the other dragons retreated toward the burning boat. There, I could see a third dragon circling the ship.

Killian and his two friends. Just as I’d known.

I surfaced. “Emma!” I shouted. “Are you okay?”

A short blonde appeared over the side, her oval face pinched tight with fear. “Rhyse?”

“I’m here,” I said. “It’ll be okay.”

“Watch out. There are other dragons!” she called, pointing.

I turned to see the third dragon coming toward me, its spine only barely visible through the waves.

Angrily, I turned to meet it, ducking under the water and streaking away from Rikell’s ship. It was time to send these assholes packing.

But as the uninjured dragon and I slammed into one another, I got a glimpse of its face through the water, finally able to ID who it was.

It wasn’t Killian or his friends.

Staring back at me with wicked malevolence in his eyes was Dillon.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Rhyse

Taking momentary advantage of my stunned reaction, Dillon sank his teeth into my front shoulder.

Pain stabbed deep as his powerful jaws ripped away flesh and scales, turning the water a murky red around us.

With the agony came clarity.

I’d been wrong all along. It wasn’t Killian behind the sinking of the human ships. He was still an asshole, but he wasn’t the evil mastermind I’d him pegged to be.

All along, it was Dillon. Cool, distant but respectful Dillon.

Of course it was.

In hindsight, there was no way someone like Killian could have kept his mouth shut about this operation. That took someone disciplined, someone organized.

Someone like Dillon.

Which meant I had two enemies who’d threatened Emma that I needed to settle with.

Only one of whom was here right now.

Shoving aside the pain in my shoulder, I swirled around, twisting up and over Dillon before diving and raking my front and rear claws on the left side over his flank. He twisted, trying to come after me, which was exactly what I’d hoped he would do.

Because as his jaws came at me, wide open, ready to rip another huge bite from me, my tail came across, slapping against his jaw with tremendous force.

Dillon reeled from the blow, and I ripped at his back where the wings met the shoulder, tearing deep into the tendons and muscles of his right side, rendering it immobile.

Before he could recover, I was gone, darting away into the depths once more. Circling, I came at him from another angle. He reacted fast, and I was only able to dig one claw into his leg, ripping a few scales free, before I was out of range once more.

This time, he gave chase, but in the water, there was no catching me. I dove and weaved around him with ease, avoiding his attacks without issue. I landed few of my own, but I was wearing him down.

Which was why Dillon decided not to fight alone. A dragon crashed into my side without warning, driving the air from my lungs as I reeled, momentarily motionless, all my speed bleeding off quickly in the water.

Dillon came at me, but I flexed a wing, managing to present him with a face-full of claws at the last second.

But the move exposed my belly. I roared underwater, oxygen blasting from my lungs as the third dragon ripped into me.

Flexing my wings and whipping my tail, I shot away from all the dragons in a random direction, desperate to put distance between us. I needed time to recover, to formulate a plan so I could save Emma.

The others gave me no such time or space. All three of them came on together, pursuing me as I tried desperately to make a beeline for Emma’s ship. If I could just get her off it, I could take us out of here. It wouldn’t be easy, but I had faith I could do it.

Dillon, unfortunately, was smart enough to recognize that. He had Isaac and Sven hold back, maintaining position between Emma and me. Forcing me to go through them to get to her. Knowing full well I would have to either fight them or abandon her.

And I was not abandoning her.

Fine, you want a fight? Let’s fight.

Ceasing my circling, I drove straight toward the merchant ship holding the woman I intended to fully claim as my mate.

Dillon was caught by surprise when I changed direction, likely thinking he had a few more minutes before I made my move. That meant Isaac was the first to move into my path. He opened his mouth, exposing his teeth, expecting me to charge right at him and collide.

Instead, when we were merely feet apart, I discharged all the electricity I’d been gathering to me into the water.

The shockwave raced outward in a sphere. Lightning smacked Isaac in the snout, running across his teeth and down his body. Muscles twitched and writhed on their own, unable to respond after taking such a massive dose of energy.

I shot by the floundering dragon and made a beeline for Rikell’s ship.

“Jump!” I hollered at Emma, surfacing. “There’s no time, jump!”

But Emma didn’t come jumping over the railing. Instead, she appeared at the edge, chin held high, her skin white as the clouds in the sky.

Because Rikell had a dagger to her neck.

“She can’t,” he said calmly. “Now, stand down, or I’ll be forced to carry out with my threat.”

I glared daggers at the captain. “What are you doing, Rikell?”

“What I must,” the captain said coolly. “Please understand, Rhyse, this is nothing personal. It’s strictly business.”

“Of course,” I growled as Dillon and the others surfaced warily in a circle around me as I floated, rendered immobile by the danger to Emma. “They needed someone to sell the stuff they stole from the ships they sink. Who better than the man who can pawn it off to human smugglers, the types who accept it no questions asked.”

Rikell smiled.

At that moment, I almost unloaded with a bolt of lightning to fry his ass. I couldn’t, though, because the current would carry through the knife and into Emma. Even with my scales adhered to her, she wouldn’t survive that blast.

I had to give in.

“Don’t hurt her,” I said, making no threatening moves.

“I won’t,” Rikell said.

I knew he was lying. Their plan was exposed. Dillon would have no choice but to order both our deaths. It was obvious on Rikell’s face as well. The man was no poker player.

Which meant I had to act first. I had to do something before—

Rikell jerked forward abruptly as the tip of a harpoon blade emerged from his chest, spraying blood everywhere.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Rhyse

I didn’t wait to see what happened next. I just acted.

This was my once chance to see Emma freed and safe. I couldn’t waste it.

A bolt of lightning spat from my mouth, searing into Dillon’s head, burning away one of his eyes. The intensity of the lightning cauterized the wound as it went, leaving little bleeding, but the damage was serious, and he immediately took off in the other direction, bellowing in agony.

That still left the others, however, and they came at me from two separate directions. I dove, throwing them offline, and ducked out from under Sven’s claws while taking only a glancing blow from Isaac that pulled free a single scale of mine.

Surfacing again, I watched from the corner of my eye as the mysterious attacker pitched Rikell over the edge. I had no idea who they were, the thick bushy beard and long unkempt black hair kept me from recognizing them.

That all changed as the other dragon—and there was no doubt it was a dragon, given the force with which he’d dispatched Rikell—jumped onto the rail and dove toward the sea, shifting as he went.

Only a certain few dragons possessed the mottled orange and black coloring of the monstrous beast diving into the depths.

But only one was as tall as this mystery man.

Vicek.

The heir to the throne of dragons ducked beneath the water and tore into the unsuspecting Sven.

Working together, the two of us quickly sent Dillon’s lackeys to the bottom of the ocean. That left only the boss to be dealt with, and he was beating a quick retreat.

“Look after the girl and the ship,” Vicek said as he watched the other dragon go. “I have a score to settle with someone.”

I could only imagine the rage Vicek felt at finally knowing who’d attacked him. Not just that, but Dillon was, in effect, responsible for the entire war between humans and dragons.

A “score to settle” was nothing compared to that.

“What are you even doing here?” I asked, making my way to the ship. “I sent word to the palace, but that was this morning. There’s no way you could have gotten it that fast.”

“I didn’t,” Vicek agreed, rolling his neck in a long twisting fashion, loosening it up. “The sovereign and I had already deduced there must be someone on the payroll. Not enough human items were appearing among our people to account for what would be taken from these ships. Which meant it was going elsewhere. So, I disguised myself and volunteered to work a few trips with Rikell. He’s always in need of new help, so it didn’t take long before he called me.”

“Rikell,” I said, shaking my head. “Of course. Who else trades with the humans?”

“There are a couple. They’re also under investigation,” Vicek said. “Now, if you don’t mind …”

“Happy hunting,” I said wickedly. “Go get it.”

Vicek turned his head and smiled broadly. “You, too.” He glanced up at the ship, where Emma was waiting.

“I think I will.”

I didn’t care about seeing Vicek take off in pursuit of Dillon. Instead, I ducked under the water and then launched myself into the air and onto the deck of the ship, where two other crewmen stood.

“Either of you upset over what happened?” I asked, eyeing them warily as Emma rushed to my side, throwing herself into my hug.

“What did happen?” one of them, a big burly dragon with a bushy beard and skin worn hard by the sun and the wind, asked.

I briefly told them. They looked at one another, and then the speaker spat over the side.

That was all the answer I needed.

“I’m so sorry,” I told Emma, holding her close. “I should never have let you go. I should have figured it out. But I couldn’t leave you in danger. I needed to know you were safe. But I should have told you, should have fought for you. I won’t make that mistake again. Can you give me a second chance?”

Emma, still tucked tight into my side, nodded slowly. “I think so.”

Only think? I tried to cover my dismay.

“I have one condition, though,” she said. “And if you ever break it again …”

“Name it. If I can, I will grant it,” I said as solemnly as I said.

“Trust me,” she said plainly. “I need you to trust me, Rhyse. Tell me what’s going on. Educate me on the danger and why you’re doing things like sending me away. Don’t leave me out. If I’m going to stay, then you need to tell me everything. No holding back.”

“Everything?” I asked softly. “Are you sure you want that?”

“Positive,” she said. “No secrets. Promise?”

She held out her pinky finger. “I promise,” I said, taking it.

“Good. Now, is there anything else you should tell me?”

“I love you.” I said the words, forcing them out before my nerves could get the better of me and stop me from speaking.


Chapter Forty

Emma

I stared at him.

Love?

“I … uhh…” It was all my scattered brain could come up with.

Seconds ago, I’d been sure I would die on this ship, my throat slit by the traitorous captain.

Now, I was free, and Rhyse was back, professing his love for me.

“I know,” he said in response, still grinning like a crazy little madman, the look splitting his face from ear to ear. “I should have realized it earlier, but look, I’m not the smartest when it comes to this stuff, okay? After all, it was the people who just tried to kill you who clued me into it.”

“What?”

“After I watched you leave—”

“You didn’t watch me leave,” I corrected, crossing my arms.

“Yes, I did,” he said, somewhat subdued.

“I watched you walk away. I waited for you to look back. To wave. To show any sign of missing me,” I said, trying to stay angry and not let the pain well up too much.

I was partially successful.

Rhyse looked down at his feet for a moment before meeting my eyes. “If I looked back, I’m not sure I would have been able to let you go,” he said quietly. “And I needed to.”

“Why?” It came out like a complaint, and I hated it.

“Because I had to keep you safe, Emma. Can’t you see? That’s what mattered to me. I knew I was inviting danger down upon me. I couldn’t always protect you, not while I had to go looking for whoever was attacking the human ships.”

I glanced past him at the burning hulk sitting low on the waterline.

“There’s nobody alive,” Rhyse said quietly. “I saw the bodies in the water at one point.”

“Oh.” I clapped a hand to my mouth. “That’s horrible.”

“It is. And it could have been you.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what I would’ve done if they’d killed you.”

“Died,” I said, pulling the neck of my shirt to the side to show him my scale. “Remember? You told me what happens to me, happens to you.”

“That’s true. Just another reason I had to send you away.” His lips quirked on the one side of his mouth. “But I swear to you, I did watch you go. I was in Darius’ shop, watching from the window. Where nobody could see me. Not even you. But I did watch. Until you were long gone, not even on the horizon. I watched.”

The power of his words removed any doubt I may have had.

“Okay, so you watched me go from a secret hiding place. But how did that lead to this?” I gestured at him in front of me now, indicating his presence.

He shook his head, running a hand through his hair. “I ran into Dillon on the beach. I was lost in my own world, missing you. If I hadn’t been, I probably would’ve been suspicious about what they were up to, given the heavy bags they were hauling. But I didn’t. And Dillon called me out on it. Said I was moping over a girl and that I needed to be careful or I would fall in love.”

“Moping?” I asked, fighting a smile. “You were moping over me?”

“Anyway,” he said, his eyes twinkling with laughter, “that was all I needed to realize he was wrong. I wasn’t going to fall in love with you. I already had.”

He stepped toward me, cupping my chin and cheek with one hand, his thumb running softly over my skin. “You don’t have to tell me anything. I know this is a lot. But I’m asking you, Emma, please … take me with you.”

“What?” The shocks just kept coming. “You want to come with me?”

“Yes,” he said with utter solemnity, meeting my stare and not blinking. “Whatever it takes to keep you, I will do it. If that means going to live among humans, to your home, then so be it. I’ll go, if you’ll let me.”

“Oh, Rhyse,” I murmured, nuzzling into his hand. “That’s very sweet of you.”

He frowned. “There is a dragon-sized ‘but’ attached to that sentence. I can feel it up here.” A finger tapped the side of his head, meaning our link.

“Yes, there is,” I said, swaying a little closer to him. “But I’m not sure it’s the one you’re thinking it is.”

“I’m listening.”

I bit my lip before I could stop it, overwhelmed by his intensity. It was hot, the way he was so focused on me and nothing else mattered to him.

“You aren’t the only one who’s done some thinking,” I told him.

The sudden break in emotions through our link came like an axe falling as he shut himself down, preparing for the worst.

“Relax,” I said, placing a hand on his chest. “What I meant was that you sent me away, told me to go home to be safe, right?”

He nodded stiffly.

“But, Rhyse, I realized, I don’t have a home. The place I grew up in is under dragon control. There’s no life to be lived there, assuming the house even stands. I don’t have family to go back to. My friends were few and far between, and they’re scattered I don’t even know where now.”

“What are you saying?” he asked.

“I’m saying that the only thing that resembles home … is with you.”

His jaw dropped. “You don’t want to leave?”

“I don’t want to leave.”

“You want to stay?”

“With you,” I confirmed, unable to stop smiling. Each confirmation of my desire to remain with him elicited stronger and stronger waves of giddiness from Rhyse, and damned if it wasn’t contagious. Even I didn’t seem to realize how badly I’d wanted to stay.

“Amazing!” he lunged for me, sweeping me off my feet, spinning me around in a circle as my one foot popped all on its own while I giggled happily.

“There’s one more thing,” I said, arms around his neck, staring down at him as he casually held me aloft.

“What’s that?” Rhyse asked more than a little warily.

“I think I’m in love,” I whispered, bending down to kiss him. “And before you ask, yes, I mean with you.”

Behind us, one of the two deckhands groaned audibly. “Get a room, you two.”


Chapter Forty-One

Emma

“Good morning, my love,” I said dreamily as I rolled over, the shifting of the bed warning me of Rhyse’s return. “What brings you back to bed?”

“Besides this?” he purred, one hand reaching under the covers to caress my body, producing goosebumps wherever his fingers went.

“Yes, besides that, you lecherous man, you!” I said, playfully swatting his hand away. “I’m not doing anything this morning, and that includes you.”

Rhyse jerked. “I’ll show you lecherous!”

I squealed as his caressing hands turned ticklish, finding all my weak spots with ease.

“Do you submit?”

“To you?” I cried. “Never! Never, I say!”

Rhyse grinned wickedly. “That’s not what you said last night.” He reached over my head to poke at the restraints dangling from the headboard.

“Lecherous, lecherous man,” I murmured on repeat. “I should’ve known better than to ever let you have my body.”

I didn’t even bother trying to keep the smile from my face as I said it.

He laughed. “Maybe I am,” he admitted. “But you reap the benefits.”

“That I do,” I acknowledged, sighing softly at the memories of the prior night’s activities. “Yes, I do.”

“I’d like you to have another benefit if you’re up for it,” he said.

“What’s that?” I frowned. “You’d better not have gone and gotten me something, Rhyse. I already lost you all your money.”

It was his turn to frown. “What are you talking about?”

“We’re poor, darling. Remember that part where Killian and his brown-nosers came here, ransacked the place, and took everything of value because I couldn’t stop them?”

Rhyse placed a finger to his lips. “You had nothing to do with that. That was me. And besides … that score has been settled.”

I tilted my head, focusing on the emotions he was giving off, trying to decipher just what they meant. “Rhyse.”

“Emma.”

“Just where have you been this morning?”

I knew he’d gone out while I’d dozed. But now I was beginning to think it hadn’t been for an early morning swim like he’d let me assume.

“I had to retrieve something,” he said defensively.

Lifting an eyebrow, I wordlessly invited him to continue.

A bolt of lightning flickered deep within one eye. “Something that was taken. Something that belongs to you.”

“Rhyse. Love. What did you do?” I asked.

“There were scores to settle,” he growled. “They’ve been settled.”

I sighed. “You threatened Killian if he didn’t give the necklace back. Didn’t you?”

Rhyse jerked as if he’d been stung. “I most certainly did not threaten him!”

I gave him my I’m not buying this stare, and he looked right back.

“What happened, then? Because I know you didn’t just ask him politely for it either,” I said. “I told you, I don’t need it back.”

“You like it. It was yours,” he said as if that was all that mattered.

“So, you didn’t ask him. And you’re sure you didn’t threaten him?”

“I pinky promise I didn’t do either of those things,” Rhyse said.

I just looked at him expectantly, waiting for him to drop the bomb.

“I took it from him,” he admitted at last.

“Just like that?”

“Mostly.” He shrugged. “If you ignore the ass-kicking I gave the three of them first.”

“Rhyse!”

“They had it coming,” he said, pulling the necklace from his pocket and setting it on top of the covers. “Now, they won’t bother us anymore.”

“How can you be so sure?”

His gaze drifted out the window and to something beyond only he could see. “I’m sure. Trust me.”

I sighed, trying to maintain my scolding nature, but it was hard. The necklace was beautiful, and I didn’t like that it had been stolen from me the way it had.

“Thank you, darling,” I said, pulling his head down to mine so I could kiss his cheek and rest my head there. “It’s beautiful.”

“I love you,” he whispered.

“I love you, too.” I kissed him on the lips this time. “I’m glad you didn’t buy me anything, though. We may have to sell this.”

Rhyse frowned. “Why do you think we’re poor?”

“Again, they stole everything?”

“No, they didn’t,” Rhyse said with a laugh. “They stole the things I liked most, true. But now, we’re even. We both know it. But that doesn’t mean I have no treasure. You think those things I displayed around the house were all I’ve pulled from the ocean over the years?”

I sat up, careful not to fold the necklace. “I did. But when you put it like that …”

“Come on.” Rhyse put the necklace on the bedside then pulled down the covers.

“You just want to see my naked body,” I admonished.

“Guilty,” he growled, gathering me up in his arms and lifting me from the bed. “But I am a modern day dragonman.”

“What the hell do you mean by that?” I asked, sputtering with laughter at his pompous over-the-top acting.

“I mean I’m doing two things. Only one of which is seeing and touching your naked body.”

“That’s two things,” I pointed out dryly.

“Shut up.” He stuck his tongue out at me.

“And the second thing?”

“Showing you my treasure,” Rhyse said, leading me into his kitchen.

With one foot, he hooked it under a cabinet under the center island and lifted, sliding it up instead of out. There was a click as something released, and then Rhyse used that same foot to casually push the entire island out of the way.

I gasped as a metal staircase was revealed, leading to a lower level in the house I’d never suspected existed.

Rhyse carried me down the stairs, being careful to avoid smacking my head on the wall.

“You and your secrets,” I teased.

“Not anymore,” he said. “I have nothing to hide from you, Emma. Not now, not ever.”

I shivered.

Then he hit the lights, and I could only stare at the piles of chests and coins, sculptures, and pieces of jewelry crusted with precious gems.

“Don’t get used to hearing this,” I said when I finally found my voice. “But you were right. We’re going to be just fine.”

Rhyse chuckled. “Emma, my love. This is just a bonus.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, turning away from the treasure to stare up into his eyes, the green circles matching many of the gems in the vault around us.

He smiled and stroked my cheek. “With you in my life, I could never be poor.”


Epilogue

He hurried eagerly through the darkened rows of tents, rubbing his chubby fingers together gleefully. Tonight would mark yet another notch on his belt, one he’d been looking forward to for several days now.

Reaching the tent, he didn’t announce himself, instead just reaching for the zipper and pulling it down.

“I hope you’re ready for me,” he chuckled greedily, already envisioning the things he would do to the mother desperate to do whatever it took to help her children. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”

A giant shadow rose up, blocking out the only light in the tent.

Fear turned the man’s innards to ice.

“So have I, Robert,” a male voice growled, the air vibrating with his fury.

“W-w-who are you?” Bob stammered, trying to back away, looking around frantically for the woman he was supposed to meet.

“It doesn’t matter who I am,” the mountain of a man said, grabbing Bob’s arm and hauling him back into the tent so he couldn’t escape. “It matters who you are. And what a piece of shit excuse for a man you’ve been.”

Tears were pouring down Bob’s cheeks now, his limbs quivering as arms wrapped themselves around his neck like steel cable.

“But don’t worry,” the mystery man promised. “I’m going to make sure you never hurt anyone again.”

Bob tried to scream for help but couldn’t speak. So, he tried to claw his way free. But the man’s arms rippled and changed.

“This is for Emma and every other woman you’ve wronged,” Rhyse snarled in his ear as his scale-covered arms tightened sharply.

Snap.

The tent was abruptly silent.

***

***
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