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      For months, I've been chased by a red dragon. They're the females of the dragon shifter invaders, fierce and vicious and as ruthless as they are wild. She hunts me wherever I go, and I'm not safe even behind the walls of a fort. There's only one thing I can do to stop her…

      

      …And that's to take her as my mate.

      

      But to win the heart of a female dragon, I have to conquer her first. Not so easy for a human man...but Teva's worth the challenge.
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      TEVA

      The scent is back. The intoxicating one.

      It is male. Unmated. Exciting.

      I inhale deeply, breathing in the scent of it with delight. It smells so good, so strong and thick on the air that I can almost bathe in it. I preen at the male’s scent, because it’s like nothing I’ve experienced before. It is masculine and strong and other. The other part confuses me, but the rest is so appealing that I go to seek it out. I launch into the air, and something tells me to be silent about it. To be wily. To sneak.

      So I do.

      I fly toward the scent and then dip into the mass of empty ground nests that stink of humans and are strangely square. I crawl along the flat roads between them, careful to be stealthy. To be silent. It is fun, this game. I like it.

      The wind shifts and I am washed in the male’s scent again. My scales heat, my blood heats. Everything heats. This is an unmated male, and I want to challenge him. My talons curl into the rock of the roads, digging into the hard ground and my tail twitches. I need to have him claim me before another female tastes his scent on the air and decides he should be hers.

      He is mine. All mine.

      I slide forward a bit more, and then I can see someone moving in the distance.

      It is a human, not a drakoni. I bite back my disappointment. He must not be the male I scent, then. The male I smell is drakoni, powerful and masculine and alluring. This creature is in his two-legged form and as I watch, he throws an orange object into the grass. A black and brown animal rushes forward, following the bright orange and catches it in midair.

      The man, the human, laughs.

      And I am…intrigued.

      I like that sound. It reminds me of…other things. I blink slowly, trying to recall what those things are. Gone things, the fire in my belly says. Things you once had and can have no longer. All you have is me and I want to come out.

      Not yet, I tell my fire. I want to see what the male is doing.

      I ignore the flames licking at my throat and focus on the human before me. He stands in the tall grasses, and his face is creased in a bright smile that shows no sharp teeth.

      Puny, my belly fires scoff. A human.

      But he smells like drakoni, and the lure of him is irresistible. I continue to watch him as he squats and the black-and-tan creature rushes back to him, the orange object in his hands. The human stands and lifts it into the air—and then throws it far away from him again. Once more, the other creature goes after it.

      Confusing. Is he trying to tire his prey out before he eats it?

      Does it matter? Let us just kill him, my belly fires say. He cannot be your mate.

      The human male laughs again and it makes me sad and wistful. I like his sounds. I like the happy noises he makes. I want to make them. For a moment, I wonder what he will do if I go and grab the orange thing if he throws it again. Will he come and take it from me? Or will he expect me to bring it to him like a servant?

      And then you will just roll on your belly and let him mount you? Without any challenge? My belly fires are disgusted.

      They should be. A female who lets herself be taken with no challenge at all is unworthy. Shameful. But do we like him? Is he worth a mating challenge?

      Can you challenge a human male? Even one that smells as good as that one?

      I do not know the answer. There is only one way to find out.
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      GABE

      I see the big red dragon a moment before she bugles in triumph and takes to the skies.

      Her again.

      My ever-present pain in the ass.

      There’s barely enough time to grab Scooter—not easy considering the German Shepherd weighs almost a hundred pounds—and haul ass to the gates. Before I can get there, the bells are going off and on the roof of the old school, Rast rises into the air, all golden scales and bright wings. His back is empty, which means his human mate is somewhere inside the fort.

      “Dragon,” a woman bellows. “Everyone inside. Grab the plants!”

      Someone groans, and there’s no fear like there normally is, just annoyance and disgust. The guards—both women—close the gates behind me and then we’re all jogging to safety in the big old gymnasium. Once upon a time, Fort Shreveport was an elementary school, but now it’s just a fort and one of the last civilized places left in the world.

      And it’s my fault this one’s under fire.

      Dragons are a part of this new world. They attack like clockwork, and even though they’re wild and impossible to kill, they’re not too hard to predict. Usually. Unfortunately for me, this particular red dragon’s been following me for months now and she’s followed me all the way back to Fort Shreveport, my new home.

      Because she’s fixated on me, it means everyone’s in danger, and I know it. I’m not sure what to do about it, either.

      So I set Scooter down the moment I get into the gates. “Go inside,” I tell him. “Go find Benny.”

      The dog wags his tail and takes off, racing into the open doors of the school and past the woman ushering people inside. I make for the plants, grabbing the handles of two flatbeds and dragging them into the gymnasium as quickly as possible. Rast will hold her off, but if she’s in one of her crazier moments, that doesn’t mean we won’t get flamed.

      For a brief time, I’m one of many scrambling to get the plants into the gym and into safety, because those plants represent food for dozens of people and each one is important. I race back to the doors but they slam shut just as the dragon roars overhead.

      “That’s everything,” a woman announces. “All the plants are safe. Now we just wait it out. Everyone take a seat.”

      I suck in a deep breath, ignoring how hot it is inside the gym. Light filters in from a few unbroken windows near the ceiling, and I slump against the wall. My throat’s parched and I’m sweating, but I just have to live with it. Everything waits until the dragon leaves.

      Scooter comes over to my side and flops down into my lap, panting. I absently rub his ears and scan the room for Benny, but it’s hard to tell in the low light. The leafy plants make a makeshift forest in the center of the floor, but there are people lined up against the walls. Nearby, a little boy huddles against his mother, and farther down, I see a woman who immediately looks away the moment we make eye contact.

      Everyone knows this is my fault. The red’s drawn to my scent for some reason, and she won’t be reasoned with. She’s crazy. Utterly insane, just like every dragon in the After.

      The dragon roars overhead, only to be met with a second roar from Rast himself. For a moment, I can feel a stab of…something…through my brain.

      Anger. Frustration. Need. That’s the female.

      Then I feel Rast’s response. His protectiveness. His anger.

      I try to blot it out, focusing instead on Scooter and his thick, shedding coat. The happy wags of his tail, as if it’s no big deal that a dragon’s overhead. For a moment, I want to be more like him. A little damaged in the head, a little slow, but happy.

      The female lets out another shriek and a blast of her thoughts. She’s furious at being chased off, but I can sense her defeat. She’s leaving soon enough.

      I shouldn’t be able to pick up her thoughts, her emotions. I’m a normal human man. Or I was before I had a blood transfusion from a dragon. Now, everything’s a little different, and I’m not sure what to make of it. All I know is that I can sense the female’s emotions as she leaves, her frustration, her unhappiness.

      Teva. Her name is Teva, even if she doesn’t remember it.

      Someone drops down next to me. I jerk in surprise, too lost in the dragon’s chaotic mind to notice the approach. It’s Benny, his teenage form lanky. He stretches long, skinny legs out next to me. “You feel it?”

      “Yeah.” Benny also got the dragon-blood transfusion a month ago, and it’s changed him just like it changed me. His eyes are now gold like mine. We’re immune to small sicknesses that crop up, and we’re susceptible to picking up dragon thoughts and emotions when they come through loudly. We didn’t expect to acquire a mind-link with dragons. I know Benny hates it. But the dragon blood was a last-ditch effort to fight off the plague, and since we lived? I’m calling it a win. I just need to learn to live with the new noise in my head.

      Benny rubs Scooter’s head absently, his expression troubled. “Katrina feels it too, but not as much as me.”

      I grunt. “Maybe because it’s a girl she’s calling out to guys.”

      “Maybe.” He scratches the dog’s muzzle. “Scooter’s the calmest one here.”

      “That’s because he’s dumb as rocks.” I rub the dog’s slobbery face and grin down at him. “Aren’t you, boy?”

      Scooter tries to lick my nose, excited. It sounds cruel to say my dog’s dumb as a brick, but he is. When I found him, he had blood crusted on his swollen head, the imprint of a boot-mark on his muzzle, and a collar that had been on for so long that it had cut into his skin. His tag said Scooter, so I kept the name. Way I figure, he was some kid’s pet that managed to survive the apocalypse and did a fine job of it until some shitbag nomad kicked the stuffing out of him. He’s a big dummy, but a loveable one. I scratch at the thick ruff of fur on his neck. “So is Katrina in here?”

      “Nah, she’s sitting inside with Charlie. I just knew she’s been hearing the dragons too because she told me the last time the girl dragon flew close. All those crazy thoughts in her head scared her.”

      I nod slowly, thinking. Katrina’s strong, and young. She’ll learn to cope with the noise in her head. Now Charlie—that’s another problem that needs solving.

      There’s one last pulse of emotion, and I can tell Benny feels it too, because he goes stiff. It’s a sharp pang of distress, and it makes me feel…unsettled. I know she’s looking for me, but I don’t know why. Wish I could talk to her. To Teva. To tell her that she’s terrifying the kids and she needs to calm it down. To tell her that we just all want to live quietly in peace.

      She won’t listen, though. Her sanity is completely gone. Rast and Liam have both tried to talk to her, to reason with her when she gets too close to the fort. All they got was a head full of gibberish and conversations that led nowhere. Just like all the dragons that came through the Rift, her mind has been torn apart by this world. They got her name and that’s about it.

      Teva.

      I like the sound of it. Makes me wonder what a dragon woman would look like. Is she all red scales and big teeth? Or is she pretty and soft like Rast’s mate Amy?

      Probably not. Amy’s completely human. Teva would be something different entirely.

      The bell clangs, indicating that it’s all clear, and a baby immediately begins to cry. I look up and the mother stares at me with accusing eyes even as she opens her shirt to nurse her kid. Fuck. I can’t even be angry.

      I know this is my fault, too. Guilty, I get to my feet.

      Everyone goes and grabs a cart handle, ready to pull the plants back into the sunshine for the rest of the day. I pull my carts out, then go back for more, even as my mind whirls. Benny’s chatting with me but I’m not listening. I’m too distracted. I keep thinking about Teva. About the baby crying, and the accusing eyes of its mother. I can’t stay here if I’m endangering everyone. We can’t live under a constant onslaught. One of the reasons Fort Shreveport is so safe is because Amy and her dragon Rast are here to guard over the people. Rast chases off the majority of dragons that head through our territory, but it doesn’t feel right that Teva’s going to dive-bomb the fort over and over again just because I’m here.

      Thing is, I’m not sure I can go, either.

      Men are few and far between and I’m pretty much the only guy in the fort under the age of sixty and over the age of fifteen. I know more about the streets and how to get around than most do. I know how to trap, I know how to hunt, and I know what to find in the buildings from the Before that a younger kid might not. I’m needed here. A month ago, I showed up with Charlie, Lester and Major and the handful of survivors from Fort Justice. I feel responsible for all of them, which means I’m the primary scavenger. I hunt. I go looking for drugs or medicine. Hell, sometimes it’s just helping out around the fort. Yesterday I tightened all the bolts on the toilets because no one could figure out why it was leaking, and there’s no plumber.

      I feel like I’m needed. It’s a good feeling…but I also hate that I’m endangering everyone.

      Fucking Teva. If she’d just leave…or at least let me know what the hell she wants.

      I mop my brow once the last cart is in place. It’s hot, the midday sun beating down on the broken blacktop that just devours the heat and makes it worse. I notice that most of the Fort folks already went inside, and Benny claps my shoulder like we’re bros and points at a shaded overhang, where a few people are lounging to get out of the heat. “Come on. Let’s get a drink. It’s hot as shit out here.”

      I don’t join him. The mom with the baby is there and I don’t want to see her accusing eyes. “I’ll catch up in a bit. I gotta do something first.”

      He flops down onto the concrete in the shade and someone offers him a battered plastic bottle full of water. I step over them and head into the school, where it’s almost as hot. There’s no breeze here but the interior makes it slightly cooler. Only slightly, though. Inside, there’s a fair amount of people, most carrying hand fans made of paper. I make a mental note to look for more of them the next time I head out, because that’s one thing we can always use.

      I head down the main hall, past the stripped lockers and colorful flowers that have been painted on the walls. I know Benny’s girlfriend Katrina wants to do some of her spray-paint art—tagging—inside, but she hasn’t been able to because the fumes are too choking and there’s elderly inside. That’s one of the things that makes Fort Shreveport so welcoming—that they don’t turn away the elderly. That’s happened far too often in the last seven years for my tastes.

      “Oh, Gabe! There you are!”

      I inwardly cringe as Kayla approaches me. Her eyes are big and frightened and her long blonde hair is drawn into a braid that hangs perfectly over her shoulder. “You need something, Kayla?” I ask politely, but I don’t stop heading down the hall toward Amy’s private quarters.

      “I was just so frightened,” she says in a baby voice even as she clings to my arm. “I wanted you at my side so I’d feel safe.” She tugs on me, forcing me to stop—it’s either that or knock her down and drag her along with me, and that isn’t really all that polite. I force myself to stop and she blinks her big eyes up at me.

      “It’s a dragon,” I say politely. “Happens all the time.”

      “I know, but it doesn’t mean I don’t get scared.” She bites her lip and then looks up at me. “Do you think you can sit with me for a bit? Just until I feel better?”

      That’s another problem on my plate. The fort here is awesome in many ways—they have enough food for all, they’re organized and polite, no one’s power mad, and the elderly are as welcome as children. There’s not a lot of men, though, and I’ve gotten uncomfortably aware at how a few of the women—those that don’t blame me for the red dragon on my ass—look at me like their next meal ticket.

      They’re nice girls, too. Kayla’s sweet and she’s pretty enough to turn heads. Good body. I have no doubt that if I let things progress, she’d be in my bed in a matter of days and I’d have acquired myself an apocalypse wife. She wouldn’t be with me out of love or any sort of tender emotion, but because I’m a good provider and I’d keep her safe.

      Cynical, but true.

      It’s that same cynicism that makes my dick shrivel, though. I’m as red-blooded as the next guy, but it’s been seven years since my dick touched anything except my hand. Not because the need hasn’t been there. It’s just that I like confidence. I like independence. There’s nothing that makes me less turned on than a desperate, terrified woman.

      In the apocalypse? They’re all desperate and terrified.

      I figure personal relationships with women will just be one of those things that I used to enjoy back in the Before that don’t exist anymore. Things like hot showers and fast food and cold beer.

      “Maybe some other time,” I tell Kayla as politely as I can and detangle from her clinging grip. “I need to talk to Amy about something.”

      Kayla pouts, her lower lip sticking out. “But you’ll come see me later?”

      “If I have time, sure.” I’ll make sure to be busy. I give her a half-hearted wave and then continue on to Amy’s chambers.

      I knock at the open door, because Amy’s there but she’s got her back to me. She doesn’t respond when I knock a second time, so I wait. After a moment, she turns and I see she’s holding a bucket even as she frowns and carries on a silent conversation. Her face is pale and sweaty and she doesn’t look good. I step inside the room as she reaches for the bucket and hunches over it again, and Amy’s breakfast ends up in the bucket. “You okay?” I ask.

      She jerks up, the back of her hand flying to her mouth. “Oh, I didn’t realize you were there. Sorry.” She sounds off and immediately hunches over the bucket again, vomiting.

      I get a towel from a nearby stack of laundry and silently offer it.

      Amy finishes puking and sits heavily in one of the thick, padded chairs in the room. It’s too hot to be enveloped in all that stuffing, but I know she’s got a bad leg—worse than mine, and I limp every time I’m on my feet for too long. Amy limps all the time. She gives me a wan smile and takes the towel, and I search the room for a water bottle, then bring it to her.

      “Food poisoning?” I ask. “Should we be worried?”

      “No.”

      “Morning sickness?”

      Her wan expression changes to a grimace. “Don’t say anything, okay? Rast knows but no one else. I have time before I have to spill the beans.” Her fingers press to her mouth again and she looks distressed.

      “You go ahead,” I say. “I’ll be right back.”

      I head out of her room, jogging toward the center where the women do laundry. I grab a dried up old laundry pod and a few sprigs of the fresh herbs they mix in to add a nice scent to everyone’s clothes. Once I have those in hand, I head back to Amy’s quarters and offer them to her. “Clean scent helps.”

      Her eyes widen. “What?”

      “It’s like a brain reset. Sometimes the strong smells can get to a pregnant person. Sniffing something clean and fresh helps. Lemon, lavender, something like that.” She looks at me like I’m growing another head and I give her a slight smile. “I was a paramedic in the Before for two years. We saw a lot of pregnant ladies that couldn’t stop puking. My boss carried a potpourri satchel and made them sniff it to see if that helped. She always said it was the trick when she was pregnant.”

      “Thanks,” Amy says faintly, and lifts the sprigs to her nose and inhales.

      We’re both quiet for a long moment, and I crouch a safe distance away, waiting.

      “I think that helped.” She smiles and leans back against the thick cushioning of the chair. “Rast says thank you, too. He doesn’t like it when I’m sick.”

      I nod. “He still following Teva?”

      Her expression is immediately one of sympathy. “Yeah. He’s chasing her off. Is that why you’re here?”

      I spread a hand, since that’s about all the answer I’ve got. “We both know she’s looking for me.”

      “I’m still not sure why. She won’t say anything to Rast.” Amy gives me a tired look. “We’ll figure it out. We always do.”

      “It might be better if I make myself scarce for a while.”

      She shakes her head. “We’ve always accepted everyone here, Gabe. We can handle a dragon that won’t get the hint. I don’t want you to stress about that.”

      I rake a hand through my sweaty hair. “I just want to understand it.”

      “It could be the blood,” Amy says, and taps a finger to the corner of her eye, indicating my newly golden ones. “Maybe you smell like unmated dragon now that you’ve had some dragon blood.”

      I shake my head. “Except she’s been following me before I ever had the transfusion. It’s been months now. At first I just thought the area we lived in was unlucky, but then I realized she was following me.”

      I don’t admit that I liked it. That it gave me something to look forward to on my hunting trips. I’d look for the dragon everywhere, and it always seemed as if she was careful not to get too close, like she wanted to scare me but not kill me. Just like I enjoyed Scooter’s company, I enjoyed hers, too. And having a dragon that kept tabs on me was fine back when I wasn’t living in a fort.

      Now, it’s a problem.

      “There’s no logical reason I can think of,” Amy admits. “Rast has tried prying information out of her but she’s disjointed and easily confused. She has entire conversations with imaginary things, and she claims she doesn’t know who you are. It could be that she knows at a deeper level but it’s just not sticking.” She shrugs. “The only things that make sense are if she thinks you’re a particularly juicy bit of prey or if she thinks you’re her mate. And that would be really odd…no offense.”

      I grin. “None taken. She’d wouldn’t be the only female I’ve run into recently with that idea in their head, present company excluded.”

      Amy sniffs the detergent cube and then frowns over at me. “Kayla again?”

      What can I say? I don’t want Kayla to be embarrassed, but she hasn’t exactly hidden her intentions. I nod.

      The petite fort leader rolls her eyes and takes another sniff of the cube. “Why is it that dragons are sometimes easier than people? They’re simple in their wants. They want food, they want to let a little fire out here and there, and they want a mate to curl up with. That’s it.”

      “They’re also crazy.”

      She chuckles. “Got me there.” She gives me a thoughtful look. “Maybe Teva’ll get the hint if you stay inside the fort for a few days? No hunting? Or maybe she’ll run off and go see Claudia’s baby.” Her expression grows wistful. “I hear everyone picks up on her thoughts.”

      I bite back my sigh, because Claudia’s baby is half-dragon…and that means another set of dragon thoughts that press on me from time to time. At least babies nap a lot. This one’s silent until she broadcasts loudly that she’s hungry, and then we all hear it. “The baby’s been around for two, three weeks now and Teva’s not leaving.”

      “No, I guess not. We’ll figure something out.”

      I get to my feet. I’m not frustrated, not exactly. I was hoping Amy would have answers, but of course she doesn’t. If there was an answer to Teva’s odd behavior, we’d have it by now, wouldn’t we? Amy’s mated to Rast, and Rast is a dragon. Rast can talk to Teva.

      But Rast says she doesn’t know me.

      Teva’s behavior proves otherwise.

      “I just wanted to come by and say I might be going out on a longer hunt in the morning. Get away from the fort for about a week, see if I can find any goods. You have any requests?”

      “Tampons?” She grimaces. “There’s always a need for more tampons in a fort full of women. And just any sort of medicine you run across. Anything you find, I’m sure we can make use of.”

      I nod, making a mental note to look for pharmacies or hospitals. “I’ll head out bright and early. Give everyone a break from Teva.”

      “You sure she’ll follow you?”

      I just grin, all cockiness. “We all know the answer to that. She loves me.”

      She waves her hands at me in a shooing motion. “Go with God, then. I won’t stop you.”

      I get up from my seat and head for the door, then turn. Teva’s still on my mind, and I have to ask… “Hey Amy? Can I ask something strange?”

      She looks up from the cube she’s sniffing. “What’s that?”

      “How did you and Rast…ah…” I rake a hand through my hair. “Become friends?”

      Her face colors. “You’re thinking of Teva?”

      I hesitate by the door. “Yeah. If I can save her, I want to.”

      She tucks a strand of golden hair behind her ear, her expression prim. “It’s not a very PG story.”

      “I figured as much. I still want to know, though.”

      Amy toys with the cube in her hands. “So…dragons. Drakoni. There are certain signals that tell them that the other party is interested. I’ll spare you the details of how to entice a male dragon, but for a female, Rast has told me they’re different. Male drakoni challenge a female—a combat of sorts—and if the male wins, he gets to conquer the female.”

      Combat? I have to win against Teva in combat if I want to help her? I rub my mouth. “Well…shit.”

      “Yeah. The females are naturally aggressive and respond to force. They’re constantly looking to challenge a male because they want the strongest mate. If you win, you can claim Teva and mate with her.” Her cheeks are bright red again and she won’t meet my eyes.

      Well, this is an awkward conversation. “So I need to bully Teva into a fight, beat a full-grown, fire-breathing dragon, and then fuck her until her brain returns?”

      Amy bites her lip. “I didn’t say it was an easy answer.”

      No shit. “Well…that gives me a lot to think about. Thanks, Amy.”

      “Just…come back safely, all right? If you can’t connect with Teva, don’t worry about it. I’m starting to think all the females are lost. No one’s been able to connect with one at all.” Her smile is sad.

      Yeah, but Teva knows her name, and she knows me, and I can’t forget that. But I also know I don’t stand a chance in a toe-to-toe fight with a dragon. So I nod, thank Amy again, and head out.
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      GABE

      If the whole Teva thing wasn’t bothering me enough, I’ve also got Charlie to worry over.

      I head down the hall to go visit with him. He won’t like the idea that I’m leaving, but I don’t know that I can stay. Even so, I don’t like the thought of leaving him behind. Charlie’s been with me since all this shit started, ever since the first dragon appeared in the skies. We were neighbors in the Before, living in the same apartment building and passing by each other here and there, but chaos makes you friends real quick. It was Charlie’s car we used to get out of the city when things got ugly, and Charlie’s guns that kept us alive. Now, years later, we’ve managed to live through all of the nonsense the After’s thrown at us, but Charlie’s no longer thriving.

      He’s sad, and that worries me because he seems to be aging right before my eyes. I thought bringing him to the fort would be the best thing for him. He’s pushing eighty and there’s not a lot he can do anymore. His joints hurt him and his steps are slowing down. Lately he’s had trouble getting out of bed. Not because he hurts, just because he doesn’t want to…and that worries me most of all.

      I knock on Charlie’s door and Katrina looks up. She’s got a book in hand—a romance novel—and was reading it aloud to Charlie, who’s curled up in bed under the blankets despite the fact that it’s sweltering inside. From here, he’s nothing but a few wisps of white hair and a frail body, and it terrifies me.

      I can’t lose Charlie. He’s like a father to me.

      So I smile and act like nothing’s wrong. “Got a minute, Charlie?”

      “For you, I have all the minutes,” Charlie says and smiles, but his voice sounds tired.

      “I’m going to grab a snack from the kitchen for us,” Katrina says, setting the book down. “Then we’ll tackle that next chapter. I peeked ahead and I think someone gets lucky.” She winks playfully at Charlie and then bounces to her feet.

      I grin at her. Katrina’s a good kid. She loves doting on all three of the elderly men I brought to Fort Shreveport, but Charlie’s her favorite. If he doesn’t feel like getting out of bed, she reads to him. For some reason, they both like romance novels…even the dirty parts, which is a little strange to me. Nothing like walking in on an eighty-year-old and a sixteen-year-old reading Fifty Shades of Grey, but if it makes them happy, it’s fine with me.

      I take the seat Katrina vacates and peruse the book. “To Love a Kilted Lord, eh?” I eye Charlie. “I’d have thought you were more of Viking fan than a Scottish warrior type.”

      “It’s got a lot of good history in it,” Charlie says.

      “I bet. How come you’re in bed today?” I want to check his pulse, take his temperature, and fuss over him like a parent, but he hates all that shit so I just clutch the book and try to eyeball any symptoms he might be having.

      Charlie just sighs. He closes his eyes. “I’m tired.”

      “I don’t like that, buddy. You’re worrying me.” I want to take his hand but I know he wouldn’t appreciate that. “You should get up. Move around.”

      “Katrina said she saw a mouse in the gym yesterday. You know who’d be good with mice?” His tone turns wistful. “Colonel Mustard. He was always great with catching them and bringing them to my feet like he’d get a prize.” He chuckles. “Best mouser ever.”

      Colonel Mustard. Yesterday, Charlie mentioned Miss Scarlet. The day before it was Professor Plum. And Mrs. Peacock.

      The cats.

      Of course. Charlie loved those damn cats. And when they’d lived in the bowels of the parking garage, the cats hadn’t been a problem. There was no one to tell them that feeding cats was a waste, so they’d somehow ended up acquiring six of the darn things because Charlie always fed the strays. Out of all of us outcasts, he loved those cats the most and it broke his heart to leave four of them behind when they’d come to Fort Shreveport. They’d been able to scoop up Mrs. White and Mr. Green, but the rest had been too skittish and half-feral. There’d been no time to go back.

      Maybe I needed to make some time.

      I lean forward and touch Charlie’s shoulder. “I know you miss the cats.”

      “I just…there’s no one there to feed them. What if they can’t find enough mice or birds?” Charlie’s eyes grow watery. “They’ll miss us. They’ll wonder where their family has gone.”

      I don’t tell him that they’re just cats and they’re probably getting on fine without him. After all, I have Scooter, don’t I? I can’t get upset at Charlie over missing his pets. And the two cats we did bring have settled in nicely. The kids like seeing them and they seem to be sufficing on scraps, mice, and birds. The fort could probably handle a few more, and if they can’t, well, I’ll just have to go and get more cat food.

      “I need to go out hunting,” I tell Charlie, squeezing his thin shoulder. “Maybe I’ll swing by the old digs and see if anyone’s still lurking around. If they are, I’ll bring them home to you.”

      Charlie takes my hand in his and clutches it to his chest. His hands are hot and leathery and far too thin. “We need our family back together.”

      I nod. When you don’t have much, it hurts to give up what little you’ve got. “I’ll bring them back. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      I pack a bag of essentials, check over my guns, sharpen my knives, and get ready to go out in the morning. Scooter watches me work with perked ears and a wagging tail. I sit on the edge of my cot and stare at the dog. He’s a good boy and dragons don’t scare him, but I know Teva’s going to be following me. If she’s being unpredictable, maybe it’s better to leave him here in the safety of the fort.

      Just in case something happens to me.

      Tugging the dog close, I ruffle his fur and hug him, enduring the licks he gives my jaw. Even if it’s just for a week or so, I’m going to miss him. Having Scooter around makes me feel human. It reminds me of who we used to be. Once upon a time, we were civilized, and we lived in nice houses with pets and food was only a button-click or a phone call away. Now, we live huddled in forts, we scrounge for food, and people eat their pets.

      I’d rather starve than hurt Scooter, though. Just like Charlie can’t be whole without his cats—all of them.

      In the morning, I pack up and put a leash on Scooter’s collar, then head over to Benny’s quarters and knock. He and Katrina share a room, though they have separate beds and Benny’s confessed to me that she’s not ready to do anything and he’s not going to push her. Sensible kid. He answers the door in a T-shirt and boxers and rubs his eyes sleepily as he looks at me.

      “Hey man. Something wrong?” Benny instantly goes on alert and looks much older than his age. “There a problem?”

      I shake my head. “I’m heading out early and I’ll be gone a few days. I wanted to know if you’d look after Scooter for me.”

      “You’re not taking him with you?” He looks surprised. “Is everything okay?”

      “I just don’t want him to get caught up in my dragon problems. We both know she’s getting more and more determined.”

      Benny grimaces and takes the leash from my outstretched hand. “You bet, man. I’ll take good care of him.”

      “Make sure if it’s raining to bring him inside,” I say, gazing down at my dopey, affectionate dog. I know I’m fussing like a helicopter parent, but this is the first time I’ve had to leave Scooter behind. Feels a bit like leaving my kid behind. I swallow hard, stroking Scooter’s ears. “He’s not bright enough to figure out that lightning is bad. He’s not scared of dragons, either, so make sure he’s at your side when the bells go off. Try to play fetch at least once a day. He loves that.”

      “Got it.”

      “The cook makes him some mush out of scraps in the morning, but at night you’ll want to give him some of the kibble in the storage rooms. Just a cup, and pick the stuff with mold on it. Save the good stuff for people, just in case.”

      Benny makes a face. “Ew, really?”

      The kid’s too young to remember the early days of the After, I guess, or his sister Andi took such good care of him that he was never starving. Charlie and I split a can of dog food many a time and tried not to think too hard about what we were eating. “Scooter doesn’t mind a bit of mold,” is all I say.

      He extends his other hand and I clasp it in mine, then crouch to give Scooter a loving goodbye. I rub his silly face for so long that I almost change my mind, but then I force myself to stand up again. “I’ll be back in about a week.”

      “We’ll be here,” Benny jokes.

      TEVA

      A familiar scent touches the breeze.

      He’s leaving. The human. The one that smells so good. Curious, I fly in the direction of the wind and when I see the dark speck of him moving on the horizon, down one of the long human paths that crisscross the land, I settle in to watch him from afar.

      The human male is alone this time, which is curious. His animal isn’t with him. Did he finally break down and eat it? For some reason, that makes me sad.

      You should eat him, my belly fires say. He’d be tasty.

      I don’t want to eat him. He’s interesting. Maybe he could be a friend.

      You need no friends. He’s probably why you’re stuck here in this horrible place with the terrible smells.

      Oh. I do hate this place. I hate the stink of it, and the way the air feels on my wings, and the way everything—everything—makes my head hurt. I hate all of it and I want to go home.

      Kill him and maybe we can go home, my fires say.

      Maybe so. But I don’t attack just yet. I crouch and watch, my tail flicking.
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      GABE

      Teva’s following me.

      Of course she is. I haven’t been traveling for longer than a few hours when I saw her shadow in the distance, flitting through the clouds. I figured she would. I’m interesting to her for some reason, and she’s going to try and figure out what the hell I am or what I’m doing.

      I walk down the highway, past lines of abandoned cars, and test doors as I go. Every so often, one creaks open, which is good. Just in case Teva gets it in her mind to attack, I’ll have someplace to hide.

      Sort of. She could smash a car with one swing of her tail, or the thump of a foot. She could roast me alive inside it. But some protection beats none, so even when the road forks and it might be faster to go cross country, I stick to the highway and stay on the alert.

      Teva never approaches, though. She watches from afar, follows along, and never gets close enough for me to worry.

      I know she’s there, though. I can feel her thoughts. They simmer in the back of my head, a constant presence. I can feel her curiosity, and even though it’s sometimes spiked with anger, I never pick up that I’m in danger. Watched, yes. In danger, no.

      I sleep inside an old donut shop across the street from an empty gas station, and keep a hand on my gun, my back to the wall and my front to the door. Dragons aren’t the only problem in these lands. There’s raiders, outlaws, and most people will kill you for what you’re carrying rather than make a friend. My dreams are troubling—I wake up, gasping for breath, convinced that Teva’s tearing the roof off to get to me, but when I open my eyes, the building is whole.

      Even so, it sets me on edge. I don’t go back to sleep but pack up my things and head out. The sooner I get somewhere secure—truly secure—the better off I’ll be.

      It’s a few hours of travel before I hit my old stomping grounds. Teva’s distant, her thoughts a light trail of smoke in the back of my mind. I think she’s hunting. It’s weird that I can feel her thoughts more clearly now than inside the fort. It’s almost like we’re connected at some strange level, and for some reason, I’m less and less worried about her as time passes.

      She’s a problem, but I don’t think she wants to kill me. She wants to kill everyone else in the fort, sure. But me? Nah. There’s something about me that fascinates her, that gets through to the woman underneath, even if she’s lost to madness. I’m not entirely sure what it is about me that calls to her, but it is what it is.

      I head down a familiar street and then I see it — the parking garage that was my home for the last two years or so. Up until I met Andi and Liam and we headed into the plague-filled halls of New Fort, I lived on the bottom floor of the parking garage of an old shopping mall, along with Charlie, Lester, and Major, six cats, and Scooter. As homes go, it was kind of a shitty one, but it served its purpose in the After. It protected us from the worst of weather, from low-flying dragons and their fire, and it was cool enough in the heat of summer when there was no air conditioning.

      Kinda like now. I’m sweating and more than ready to get into the shade, but I’m no idiot. Someone could have moved in on our home and taken it over for themselves, and I need to check things out first. I circle the area, looking for signs of booby traps or warning signals, cans hung on a string, bells, anything that will make noise when tripped and alert that there’s an intruder. When I don’t see anything, I venture inside, my gun in hand.

      All is quiet.

      My footsteps echo on the concrete, and everything sounds deathly still. Even Teva’s thoughts have gone quiet. It feels deserted, which is a good thing, and yet somehow still jarring to see. For two years, this was home. I pass by the Porsche with four flat tires and graffiti all over it, the car we always joked we’d have wanted in the Before. I pass by the van we slept in the first few nights here before we set up camping tents. Then, I see the big metal drum we used for our fires, and the tents pitched around it as if we were just having a cozy evening out in the wilderness.

      Home.

      A loud, indignant meow echoes in the parking garage and a white cat with a dark mask comes trotting out from under a car to greet me. He immediately twines around my legs, purring and meowing, and I crouch to pet him. “Well, hello there, Professor Plum,” I murmur. “Charlie’s gonna be happy to see you.”

      The cat just rubs his face against my hand. He’s thin and dirty and pauses to scratch at fleas. Guilt tears at me. Charlie was right—the cats do need us. They’re just tamed enough to not know how to look after themselves anymore. As I pet Plum, Miss Scarlet—an orange and white dainty bit of fluff—comes out to join him and she’s in similarly rough shape.

      I sit down with the cats and pull out a can of food. It’s tuna, and I’ve been saving it for a special occasion. Was gonna be my next birthday, but these two look like they need it more. I crank the manual can opener and both cats immediately start meowing, and a third one trots out of the shadows to come out for food. That’d be Mrs. Peacock.

      The gang’s all here except for Colonel Mustard, Charlie’s favorite. Well, I’ll find him. It’s early yet. I open the can of tuna and dump it onto the concrete, and use my knife to spread it out a little. All three tear into it as if they haven’t eaten in weeks, and that just adds to my guilt. I pet their bony little bodies while they eat, and mentally go through the list of stores nearby. I’ve scouted this entire area and know it well. I know which stores still have some goods in them and which ones have been picked clean. I’m going to need a couple of things before I leave here, I think. Cat carriers are at the top of the list because there’s no way I’m going to try and carry four mangy cats in my arms for miles and miles down the highway. Pet food if there’s any to be found. Flea collars. I’ll need a flatbed or something along those lines to tote the cats, and since I’m going to be dragging a flatbed behind me, it’s going to be loud, noisy and slow. I’m gonna be a target for anyone in the area—dragons included—so I might as well load the thing with anything else the fort might need.

      Like tampons. Medicine.

      I pet Mrs. Peacock as she eats. “Lots to do, and just one person to do it. Story of my life.”

      But I don’t mind it. I’d rather have a purpose and be useful than do nothing at all.

      I wonder if Teva likes animals…

      Then I wonder why I care.
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        * * *

      

      It’s still early in the day, so I stash my gear in a hiding spot just in case someone wanders by, and then head out to go scavenging. Most of the buildings to the east of “home” are cleaned out, either by me or by scavengers from Fort Justice, which no longer exists. I head west instead, and it takes me a few hours before I see a promising chain store that might have just what I need. Ten minutes later, though, I’m back to the drawing board—it’s completely cleaned out. Luckily there’s a strip mall not too far away and I spot a bird nest-covered sign that promises pet supplies. The windows to the place are covered in filth so it’s impossible to see inside, and the glass door is locked. I throw a rock through, unlock it, and step in.

      A wave of stink hits me. Gagging, I immediately stagger back out of the store. It takes me a moment to recover, and when I try to go back inside again, this time I’m more prepared for the stench. I enter the dimly lit store, the only light trickling in from the open door behind me, and stare at the greenish-black rows of fish tanks. They smell putrid, and I’m guessing fish weren’t high on the list of things to evacuate back in the day. With a hand closed over my nose, I head down the aisles, looking for useful goods. The store’s been raided—somewhat—as there’s not much food to be found. My guess is that the employees stole what they could when the Rift first appeared, then locked up shop and headed out. I do manage to find a dusty case of cat food in the back, and I add that to my shopping cart full of carriers, collars, and blankets. I throw in a few squeaky toys for Scooter, because he’ll fuckin’ love them. Then, I make a final sweep of the store before heading to the exit.

      There’s a loud thump outside and a whoosh of air, and I stiffen.

      In the next moment, Teva’s thoughts blast through my mind. They’re hot and thick and feel so close that it’s like a slap in the face.

      I stagger briefly, then recover. The dragon’s nearby. Okay. I suspected she was following me, so this isn’t a huge surprise. Even so…I park the cart and creep forward slowly, toward the shop door that I left open. Somewhere outside, the dragon’s close. Her thoughts continue to boil through the air, her curiosity battling with the chaotic anger and hate. It’s something about the smell here—she hates it. It’s making her senses go haywire.

      “That makes two of us,” I murmur to myself, even as I park my cart and approach the front door quietly with my gun out. I only want to see how close nearby the dragon is, but when I look outside, I stare into an enormous, whirling gold-and-black eye.

      With a shout, I stagger backward and land on my ass.

      I can feel Teva’s panic the moment I yell, and then her thoughts shift from curious to furious. They boil over like lava, threatening my sanity, and I press a hand to my brow, trying to concentrate. I scared her, made a skittish dragon worse.

      “That’s my fault,” I say aloud, and then immediately feel stupid. It’s not as if she can hear me.

      But the dragon’s blistering thoughts go quiet.

      She did hear that.

      Fascinated, I get to my feet. I move slowly, heading toward the door again. I keep my thoughts calm—just in case she can hear mine, too—and peer outside. She’s even redder up close, her scales a brilliant crimson. I’ve seen Rast and Liam in their dragon forms, and both of them are powerful and terrifying. Teva’s equally so, but there’s a slender elegance to her neck and jaw, her body more lithe than the thick power of the golden dragons.

      Her head isn’t near the door. She’s pulled back, as if ready to strike, and somehow that’s worse.

      I raise a hand into the air the moment she spots me again. We’re so close that if she lets out even a hint of flame, I’m a goner. I can stay here and hope for the best…or I can try something. I steel myself and speak aloud, keeping my voice calm. “Hello, Teva.”

      The dragon’s eyes flood with gold, and I get a shot of pure pleasure through my thoughts. It fades quickly, but I didn’t miss it.

      “You know your name, Teva?” I keep my voice smooth and pleasant, and I make sure to use her name repeatedly. “I think you do, Teva. I think you want a friend and you don’t want to kill me, do you, Teva?”

      It feels strange to be talking to a dragon—I’ve seen them kill hundreds of people in one swoop. But having our thoughts connected changes things. Knowing Liam and Rast and knowing that they’re people under the madness instead of just vicious monsters makes a difference, too. I can’t just look at a dragon and think of it as a great big sky-shark that breathes fire and eats people.

      I mean, they still do, but Teva’s a person somewhere deep under there. She has a name. She might be just a kid like Benny or Katrina. And that makes me soften. Makes me want to help her somehow. She’s a person under there, looking for answers. I know how that goes.

      “Teva,” I say again, my voice as pleasant as I can make it. “Long time no see.”

      Her thoughts grow calm. Fascinated at the even tone of my voice.

      I speak again. “I’m just visiting this shop. I want to leave and—”

      The dragon’s thoughts change on a dime. I can feel them shift, and I stagger backward, even as she lets out a sizzling whip of fire that scorches the broken door and sends a wall of heat blistering my face.

      All right, not that way. I get my cart of goods, slowly ease back from the doors, and wait.

      After a few minutes of waiting, the dragon’s thoughts flare again and she takes off. At first I think she’s going to move around to the back of the building and try to ambush me, but she just…flies away as if she forgot I was here.

      Strange.

      It dawns on me a few minutes later as I continue to crouch by my basket of goods, waiting to see if she returns. She left because she can’t smell me. I think of all the scent tricks people have used to fool dragons in the past. Of course. It makes sense. I look at the back wall, where all the godawful fish tanks are lined up. That stink has to be covering everything…and hell. Surely I’m not going to have to slop that garbage on me to keep her distracted?

      I groan at the thought.
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      TEVA

      He knows my name.

      The realization sings through me even as I fly away. He knows who I am. Someone out there remembers me. I exist to them.

      Who knows? My belly fires demand. Who remembers?

      My mate, I tell them happily.

      You have no mate. You only have me.

      I…do? Suddenly, I am confused. I lift my nose to the breeze, trying to scent my mate—surely he would smell irresistible, would he not? But there is nothing in the air but stink.

      Oh.

      I don’t have a mate?

      You have no mate. No male can conquer you.

      Oh. Well, I like that, too. I preen even as I fly through the air, and the scent of fresh prey catches on the wind. I automatically turn in that direction, heading for the four-legged animals with the chewy hooves and antlers. I am strongest. I am fiercest. I have no mate.

      I am no one and nothing.

      It is all so confusing.

      GABE

      I’m never gonna get that goddamn stink out of my clothes.

      I can still smell it, hours later, and the thought makes my gorge rise. Even after rinsing my clothes in a runoff stream and spritzing them with a much-appreciated fabric refresher, that grimy, disgusting fish sludge still feels as if it’s in my pores.

      The cats don’t seem to mind, though. They excitedly come out to greet me when I return, purring and wrapping themselves around my legs in the hopes of more food. I’m a soft touch, because that shit works on me. I open three cans for the three cats and watch the shadows for the fourth, but there’s no sign of Colonel Mustard. He’s the biggest of the cats, a buff-colored Maine Coon, but he’s always been skittish. I thought I caught a glimpse of his tail disappearing under one of the cars earlier, but he’s not coming out for food.

      “We’ll give it a few days,” I tell the cats as they eat. I lie down on the concrete, listening to the crackle of the fire I built in the barrel and thinking about Teva.

      Teva, Teva, Teva.

      I have to help her.

      I can’t stop thinking about the dragon. Her thoughts have been coming in, clearer and clearer, and I wish Benny was here so I could ask him if he feels the same, or if it’s just me that’s picking up her thoughts like this. There’s no doubt that she’s completely wild. Her thoughts race back and forth as uncontrollably as the breeze…and yet there was a real moment of clarity there.

      She knew her name. And just like I suspected, she recognizes me.

      I think of Amy and Rast, and how the dragon was completely lost until Amy connected with him. I think of Liam and how he seemed utterly normal—a good guy, really—until he shifted forms, and then he went insane until Andi hunted him down and forced him back to reality.

      I know how they did it, too. The girls “mate” with the dragon—something I don’t like to think too hard about—and through that act, some sort of bond is created. Since there’s no way anything dragon-sized would fit into petite Amy, I assume that the dragon-guy shifts forms before he takes her as his, which would make sense.

      We had a moment when I talked to her. She heard my voice and calmed. Listened to me. It didn’t last very long, but it was there. So I need to create a bond with Teva. I can help her. If she’s a person just like Rast and Liam, she’s lost and needs help. I feel obligated to try. She’s fascinated with me, right? It should be me that pulls her out of the abyss and back into the world. I’m not attracted to her—she’s a goddamn dragon—but I still feel like I’m responsible.

      Even so…I think about the appalling things that Amy told me about female dragons.

      They like force.

      They want to be challenged by a male and when he conquers her, he’s proving that he’s fierce enough to be her mate.

      Clearly that won’t work with Teva. I’m a human man, and she’s a big-ass dragon. Even so, I’m not keen on raping her just to try and shove her back into her mind. I’m not that kind of person.

      But Amy says they like aggression. So is it rape if she wants it rough?

      I rub a hand over my face and groan. So how do I be aggressive with a female and not traumatize her? How do I “conquer” a dragon so I can mate with her? How the hell am I going to be okay with fucking a stranger? How am I supposed to dick a woman until her brain falls in line?

      This is so fucked up.

      But…that brings me back to square one. How does a man conquer a dragon that can’t be injured by bullets or fire?

      And if I get that far…what next? Do I force myself onto Teva hoping that I’m helping her? She has to transform if we’re to “mate.” Even if I were able to “conquer” her, she’ll have to change to a human form and it’ll be easier to tell if she’s reluctant.

      If there’s even a whiff of apprehension, my dick’s gonna shrivel, along with my soul.

      The alternative is walking away. Forgetting that the dragon follows me. Disguising my smell constantly.

      Pretending I don’t remember that she has a name…and that she remembers it despite everything. That there isn’t a woman trapped in there.

      Fuck, this is complicated. I stare up at the ceiling of the parking garage, wishing that answers were easier….and that I were a different person. If I were, then maybe I could walk away from all of this. That it wouldn’t matter to me that Teva’s just as real as anyone back at Fort Shreveport and that she needs help, even if it could cost me my life.

      But since I am who I am, I try to think of a way to trap a dragon.
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      When I was a kid, I had a board game called Mouse Trap. It had a ton of fiddly plastic pieces that you had to set up on the board and they were all part of constructing this impossibly complicated system to capture a mouse. There were nets, and pulleys, and…that’s kind of my inspiration for my Teva trap.

      I call it the Lady Killer.

      Except I hope it doesn’t kill her. Maybe just makes her reasonable. And Lady Reasoner doesn’t have the same ring to it.

      It’s taken me two days to get the idea sketched out in my mind, and two more days of going through old supplies and raiding nearby locations for what I need to make this work. Teva’s been lurking nearby, her thoughts scattered and wild, but she hasn’t tried approaching me again, and I haven’t tried using her name again. It’s like we’ve agreed to a wary truce of some kind…though it doesn’t hurt that I also don’t go out unless I know she’s hunting and distracted.

      It takes a full day to set up the Lady Killer and it’s a lot of goddamn steps. There’s a blind alley near the parking garage that was the perfect inspiration for the trap. It’s big enough that she’d be able to wedge her dragon body in there, but too narrow for her to extend her wings. I’ve got nets set up to fall on her the moment she gets into the right spot, and a loose noose trap to go around her neck provided she gets in the perfect position. I have a bungee cord to go around my waist and a pulley system set up that will launch me into the air once I cut the weight on the other end, and that way I’ll be able to get out of what I’m calling “biting range.” Once she’s wedged in and covered in nets, I’m hoping that talking to her will help her transform. I’ll yell her name a thousand times if I have to.

      And then…fuck, I don’t know. I figure I’ll play it by ear.

      I crate up all three cats before I decide to go ahead with the plan. The last thing I want is Professor Plum streaking across the blind alley and then becoming a dragon snack. They howl miserably at being in the cages, but I ignore it. “You’ll thank me later,” I tell them, and hope I’m right.

      If this goes badly and Teva eats me, those cats are toast. If I die, there’s no one here to free them from the cages. Even so, I can’t take the risk. Now that I’ve returned, the three friendly ones are always underfoot. It’s for their safety as well as mine. I strap on my bungee harness, check the rigging on my nets one more time, and then wait.

      I wait for Teva’s mind to touch mine. For that wave of crazy to wash over me and remind me that she’s always nearby. I move to different spots, always near the blind alley, trying to get my scent caught in the wind.

      I can tell the moment she picks it up, too.

      Her senses perk, and I get that wash of pleasure and memory that’s quickly smothered by the angry part of her. It’s like she wants to be sane but something’s fighting her? It’s strange…and it doesn’t matter. “If this works,” I mutter aloud to fight my growing apprehension, “You and I both are going to be dealing with a hell of a lot more emotion than just anger. Best prepare yourself, baby girl, because you and I are about to become best friends.”

      The dragon doesn’t approach, though. She wheels about in the skies, her curiosity about my presence swamped by other thoughts. I feel her start to grow distant, and realize she’s not coming after me. She knows I’m here but she’s still leaving.

      Fuck, that’s not part of the plan.

      “TEVA,” I bellow into the late afternoon skies. “I know you’re out there!”

      That gets her attention. Her mind flicks toward me again, and I can see the dragon veer mid-flight, turning back toward me.

      “That’s right,” I mutter, then call her name again. “TEVA. I’m here!”

      The roar that pierces the sky is ear-shattering.

      No turning back now. I fight back the searing panic that threatens to overwhelm me. My brain knows that I should run from a dragon. They’re predators. This makes me prey. But I can’t run—not only am I strapped to my pulley system, but I can’t run if this is going to work. I stand in place, knife at the ready, the rope close by. I’m at the end of the alley, and once she squeezes in here to try and grab me, I’ll cut the rope.

      That’ll send my nets flying down to tangle in her wings and without the counter-weight, I’ll go flying into the air and hopefully out of the bite zone.

      She flies overhead again and I fill my thoughts with the alley and where I stand in it. I push the thoughts toward her as if it’s a cart, and I’m straining so hard that my temples throb. I have no idea if it works or if she can even hear me, but I’m trying to do everything I can to encourage her in this direction.

      Her thoughts get stronger as she flies overhead. The chaotic storm of her emotions fills my mind, distracting me, but I can also sense flashes of curiosity back and forth. She wants to know what I’m doing. Good. I keep “calling” her and sending mental images of the alley, hoping she’ll pick up the message.

      She circles overhead twice more and then slows, extending her wings as she comes in for a landing at the far end of the alley, opposite of where I am.

      Perfect, I think. Now come toward me. I clench the knife in my hand, ready.

      The dragon tucks her wings close to her body and lifts her head into the air, nostrils delicately flaring. She’s terrifyingly close, and utterly enormous. I thought I was used to seeing dragons after being around Rast and Liam, but I’m not prepared for the sheer impact that an enormous, enraged red dragon has on me. She’s huge, and the lizard part of my brain is screaming for me to run, that I’m in danger.

      Even so…she’s beautiful. Deadly, yes, but I can appreciate the delicate arch of her long neck, the elegance of her form. As dragons go, she’s the loveliest specimen I’ve ever seen.

      Teva looks right at me, her eyes whirling a mixture of gold and black. For a moment, they flare pure gold and her thoughts clear. She wants to know who I am.

      It’s gone an instant later, though, the black bleeding back into her gaze, and then she lowers her head and creeps forward. She’s stalking me. My heart hammers in my chest and as she slinks toward me, I see smoke curling from her nostrils. Fuck. I forgot all about dragonflame in this grand plan of mine. She can roast me from here, and my stupid plan will never work.

      But I think she wants me alive. I hope.

      I consider cutting the rope right now, flinging myself out of harm’s way, but she’s not close enough. If I do it now, the nets will fall on nothing. She has to be closer. Close enough to touch, almost.

      So I stand my ground and try to keep my thoughts calm. Ordered.

      There’s a chalk-marked X on the ground where Teva needs to stand in order for me to cut the rope. I try not to stare at it as she creeps forward. I can see the gleam of her fangs, can smell the hot char of her breath. Even so, she’s still not quite at the right spot. Part of me wants to back away, but instinctively, I know that’ll be the wrong thing to do. She wants to be challenged. I can’t challenge her if I’m retreating.

      I point at the ground in front of me and act like I’m the one in charge. “Come forward, Teva. Come stand right here.”

      The dragon hisses as she moves forward, the sound so loud that it seems to echo off of the alley walls. Everything in me says I need to run. To scramble for safety. She’s thirty feet away, then twenty, then ten.

      I’m sweating. Hard.

      The moment one of the big clawed feet lands atop the X, I can’t wait any longer. With a shout, I slash at the rope.

      It snaps.

      The dragon recoils, her eyes completely black, and the world seems to move in slow motion as more smoke boils out of her nostrils. She opens her mouth, revealing rows of sharp white teeth—

      And the recoil from the weights finally catches up. With a shout, I go flying into the air even as the weighted nets land atop the dragon’s wings. The noose-trap tightens, and I notice as I go flying that the dragon’s head jerks, caught.

      It’s fucking working! My mousetrap worked—

      I slam into the wall, my shoulder colliding with hard concrete. I grunt through the searing pain as the bungee cord continues to fling me upward, and then I bounce in midair.

      And bounce again.

      So much for reaching the roof. I dangle halfway between my actual destination and the ground, bobbing slowly as the dragon thrashes below.

      She twists furiously, her wings fluttering against the nets as her neck whips back and forth and flame spits from her mouth. She’s trying desperately to get free, and I can sense her panic. Her terror.

      Fuck. This isn’t what I wanted. I don’t want to scare her so badly that she snaps her own neck. I just want to fucking help her. “I’m here, Teva,” I call out. “Just…give me a moment.”

      I consider the walls I swing helplessly between, then twist my legs in motion until it moves me close enough to one of the buildings. I push off of it, launching myself into the air and then bouncing to the other side as I watch the dragon struggle furiously below.

      Only one way to do this.

      “Fuck,” I say aloud, even as I bounce off the next wall and fling myself toward the dragon.
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      I land on Teva’s neck.

      The dragon’s thrashing immediately stops, though she continues to let out massive amounts of flame that could roast me in a heartbeat. She’s trying to figure me out, and even though I can feel the panic in her head, it’s almost like she’s reassured that I’m here with her.

      I snag one of the horns atop her head and use it to brace myself. She can’t flame me this way at least. “Teva,” I growl. “Let’s end this nonsense, okay?”

      Those long teeth snap again, and she bucks her body, trying to throw me off. I can sense her anger and frustration, and the fear is creeping back in. Her mind is a seesaw of emotions, moving back and forth so quickly that it’s hard for me to keep up.

      “Change forms,” I demand, but no matter how many times I shout it as I hang on to her thrashing head, she doesn’t. It’s like I’m asking the wrong thing. I try to think about what Amy said. That Teva has to be defeated in order for her to submit to a mating challenge, and that’s the only way for her to change back.

      Maybe she doesn’t realize I’m here for a mating challenge, then.

      Fuck. It’s hard to think about sex when I’m straddling the neck of an angry, fire-breathing dragon. I don’t know what Teva looks like or if I’ll even be attracted to her. My dick’s not hard at all. How am I supposed to make this sexy? To let her know that she needs to change?

      I try to draw upon my mental spank bank, but it feels fucking weird and wrong to do that atop another female—even if she’s a dragon. So I steer my mind in another direction—jacking off. Living in the fort means there’s not a lot of privacy to take care of my own needs, and it’s been days since I’ve jerked it. I’m feeling it, too. I need release like I need air, and so it’s not hard to think about pulling my cock out and stroking it. I fill my thoughts with as much heat as I can, imagining my hand lubed up with soap as I stroke it up and down my length.

      The dragon stops struggling and goes quiet.

      I continue to think about sex, imagining the filthiest things I can. That she’ll turn and be some dragon version of Jessica Rabbit with enormous tits and dick-sucking lips. She’ll look up at me as if she needs my cock and purr with satisfaction when I give it to her. Even as I think these things, my cock stirs in my jeans, and I adjust my grip on the dragon’s horns, hooking my elbow around one and freeing my other hand to tug on the loop of rope around her neck. I tighten it as much as I can—it won’t hurt her because her scales are impenetrable, but I can feel her stiffen when I wrap my hand in the rope to tighten it further. I lean in close to her neck and make my voice as sultry as I can, even as I press my cock against her neck. “Come on, Teva. It takes two to tango. Admit that you’re beat. I won this challenge.”

      The dragon’s thoughts immediately flush with heat and need. Yearning.

      “That’s right,” I tell her firmly. “I won you.”

      That’s the only warning I get before she shifts forms, and I tumble to the ground. I land atop a soft female form and then I’m staring face to face with a woman.

      It’s Teva.

      Holy shit. She’s utterly beautiful.

      I wasn’t sure what I expected her to look like. I’ve seen Rast and Liam so I know that the drakoni are mostly human, but Liam’s skin is pale gold enough that he can almost pass for human. Rast is a deeper gold and his scale pattern is more pronounced. Liam hides his horns in his short, spiky hair, and Rast has a thick, tangled mane that cascades down his back. Both have spikes on the backs of their lower arms and legs, but Liam hides his with clothing. Even so, both Rast and Liam look like guys so it was hard to transpose those images onto a woman, to imagine what Teva would look like.

      I don’t think I could have ever imagined Teva in all of my wildest dreams.

      The woman that stares back at me has gorgeous red skin. Not a shiny ruby red, but a reddish gold that somehow seems warm and inviting. Her hair is the same shade, thick and rich and a magnificent, tangled cascade down her shoulders. Her features are delicate, almost elfin in nature. Her eyes are tilted slightly, her brows arching, and she has sharp cheekbones and the most gorgeously lush, full mouth. She stares at me, lips parted, and then her eyes flare deep, deep gold.

      Hot, hungry need sears through my mind.

      Was I worried I wouldn’t be into this? I’m a fucking moron, because she’s flawless. I’d have to be insane not to be attracted to her. I gaze down at her body, sprawled under mine. The slight scale pattern zigzags along her lovely skin, and her breasts are small and tight, her body lean and athletic and almost dainty.

      She lifts a hand, and I see long, dark claws on the end of each fingertip. Dangerous claws.

      That reminds me that she’s not human.

      That I’m the one that’s supposed to be in charge. I’m supposed to be dominating her.

      Or else I could lose her all over again.

      I stare down at the beauty beneath me. Her thoughts are calm, her breathing a light, rapid panting. The thought of her shifting back to dragon because she can’t help herself guts me. I have to claim her. I can’t let her be lost.

      I won’t fucking allow it to happen to her. Teva’s mine. The vicious possessiveness I feel is startling, but it also feels right.

      The rope that was loose around her neck in dragon-form has fallen to the ground, so I grab a fistful of her hair and force her head back. Her panting increases, her eyes watching me intensely. There’s no fear in her, only excitement, and as I lean closer, she snaps her teeth at me.

      It’s both sexy and terrifying. Guess I won’t be kissing that pretty mouth anytime soon.

      But if I can’t kiss her, I don’t know how to ease her into this. I can’t just push her thighs apart and thrust into her like some schoolboy. That’s too close to rape. I need her to be into this, too.

      She’s watching me closely, and her thoughts are still whirling and chaotic, but her eyes are a much calmer gold. That’s a good sign. I tighten my hand on her hair even as I shift my weight onto my elbows so I’m not crushing her. “Teva,” I murmur. “You in there?”

      Her panting stops.

      Her pretty, deep red lips part and she licks them. “T-Teva,” she murmurs, and her voice is husky and sweet. Goddamn, the sight of her is making me impossibly hard.

      I lean in close, pleased at the fact that she’s speaking to me. “Teva,” I agree, and lightly brush my nose against hers, leaning in in an almost-kiss. “Hello, Teva.”

      She gasps when I rub my nose along her cheek and then lightly kiss her ear. When I nip at her earlobe, she lets out this sexy little whimper that makes me crazy, and my dick’s hard as a rock. I don’t know what that says about me, but I try not to think too much about it. All that matters right now is fixing Teva’s broken mind. So I nip her ear one more time and when she shivers against me, I carefully lift my hand and place it on her shoulder, caressing her skin with my thumb. Even though she looks scaly, her skin is soft and scorchingly hot to the touch.

      Teva arches against me, as if asking for more.

      She wants more, then? All right, I’ll give her more. I palm her breast, remembering that I need to be firm with her. In charge. Dominant. I can’t wait for her okay. I just need to watch her signals to make sure she’s still with me. Her nipple is hard when I caress it, and she lets out this fierce little purr when I skate my thumb over it.

      And fuck, that’s hot. I love that little purring sound, love the soft look in her golden, whirling eyes. I want more of that. Hungry with need, I lean in and nip at her jaw, teasing her skin with tiny bites and licks even as I clench my hand in her impossibly thick hair and hold her pinned against me.

      “I guess I’m taking without asking, sweet Teva,” I murmur to her. I give her lovely breast another squeeze and then let my hand roam lower. I wait for her to push my hand away as it travels down her belly, but she simply spreads her legs, as if waiting for more. Submitting oh-so-sweetly to my hasty caresses.

      A quick glance down makes me groan. Teva’s pussy is completely bare, the folds a bright, flushed red, and even from here, I can see that they’re wet. I nip at her jaw again, then press hot kisses to her neck as my hand steals lower, touching her lightly.

      She’s fucking soaked.

      Goddamn. I was hoping she’d be into it but I never imagined she’d be this needy. My cock jerks against my jeans and I bite back a hiss. It wouldn’t take much for me to come, just from touching that slick pussy of hers. But I can’t resist, so I stroke a finger through those scorching wet folds.

      She makes a sexy little whimpering noise and bucks against my hand, as if insisting for more. Her thoughts are full of lust, hot and drowsy with need against my own. Even if I wanted to resist her, I’m not sure I could at this point, not with her mind sending me such hungry thoughts.

      Her hand steals up to my chest, and she pauses over my clothing. I can feel her confusion at my coverings, so I rip the front of my shirt open, revealing my chest. Her fingers and those long claws skate down my skin, and then she curls them in my chest hair, and when she tugs lightly, I practically come in my pants.

      I pull her hair a little tighter, because the moment she touches me, her thoughts grow a little more frantic, a little more frenzied. Can’t have that. “You trying to take charge, baby girl?” I bite her neck, harder this time, and for some reason, that’s making me crazy with need. I want to bite her and bite her over and over again, and I don’t understand why. I don’t want to hurt her, but the way she groans, I can tell she likes it. My hand’s still on her soaked pussy, and I stroke her folds. She’s made the same as any human woman, and when I sink a finger into her hot depths, she’s hot and wet enough that it feels like lava. Fuck yeah. I push my finger deep into her, resting my thumb on her clit, and I love the little gaspy moan she gives in response.

      I bite her neck again, and she arches her hips. I thrust into her with my finger again, and she makes another whimpering sound, then…tries to get up? She twists in my arms, and I release my grip ever so slightly, not wanting to hurt her. It doesn’t feel like she’s getting away, so I wait and see.

      To my surprise, Teva turns underneath me and puts her perfect ass into the air, spreading her thighs wide. Her pussy gleams wet, and she rocks her hips in a silent invitation.

      She wants me to mount her.

      “Fuck.” Has any man’s cock ever been so damn hard?

      She looks back at me and snaps her teeth again, that sultry expression on her face.

      Goddamn.

      With a low growl of my own, I grab her hair tightly again, and she cries out in ecstasy. “I’m going to fuck you now, Teva,” I tell her. “But you’re gonna have to face me, baby girl.”

      She wiggles her glorious ass again, clearly not understanding me, so it’s time to be forceful again. I take her knee and force her to turn over, and I can see the confusion on her face. I can feel it in her head. Do dragons not mate like this? I didn’t fucking ask. It seems like I should have, though. Teva starts to get up, her eyes narrowing, her thoughts chaotic.

      I do the only thing I can think of—I grab her neck and hold her down.

      Hot desire rushes through my mind—hers. It’s all scorching need and shocked arousal, and an insatiable hunger for more. She doesn’t want me to stop. She wants me to keep going, to hold her down and claim her. She wants me to claim her…hard.

      Fuck, she should not be this into me dominating her, but she is, and it’s killing me. She makes another one of those sultry little purrs even as I fumble with my belt.

      Her gaze moves lower, and the moment I expose my cock, I can feel her pleasure in her mind as she realizes what I’m doing…or maybe she likes what she sees. Her lips part and her mind fills with need, and it’s more erotic than anything I’ve ever experienced before. I can feel just how much she likes the sight of my cock. “Well, that’s gratifying.”

      I move over her and her legs go eagerly around my waist, as if she’s trying to pin me against her, and I have to remind myself to hold her down, to take control even when all I want to do is kiss the fuck out of her. My pants are shoved down to my thighs but there’s no time to get fully undressed—I want to be inside Teva and claiming her before she loses her shit. Even so, I have no idea if she’s a virgin. I take my cock and slide it against her pussy, wetting it with her juices…

      And fuck, is it just me, or is she scorching hot? Enough to blister skin? I jerk backward, shocked. Does she get hotter the more she gets turned on? “Baby girl, do I need to burn my dick off to get inside you?” I ask, even as I nip at her throat again. “Because that might be a problem.”

      Her eyes flare with pleasure. “Teva.”

      “That’s right. You’re my Teva, aren’t you?” I rub my thumb against her jaw and then lean in to nip at her neck again. Fuck, I love kissing her neck. “Maybe it’ll be enough if I just make you come, hm?”

      Her hands lock around my shoulders, and she pulls me close, as if wanting to bury her face against my neck. I love the feel of her and let her move in, her nose trailing over my skin, and that’s more erotic than the finest blowjob.

      “My Teva,” I murmur—and my teeth feel thick. Strange. I lean in to her again and she arches against my hand, as if presenting her neck.

      Some strange, feral instinct takes over. I move my face lower, pressing against her neck, and where her scent is the thickest, her blood pulsing the sweetest, I rub my mouth against it—and feel fangs scrape her throat.

      My fangs.

      Holy shit. I jerk, startled, and run my tongue along the backs of my teeth. They’ve extended from underneath my canines, a new set of teeth filled with a hot, sweet liquid that burns my tongue when I touch them. This must be another change from the dragon blood.

      I’ve got fangs so I can claim a mate. Growling low, I give in to the new instinct overriding my brain and sink my fangs into her throat.

      Teva gives a little cry of bliss, and something hot and fluid surges through my teeth into her bloodstream. Her hands grip me tightly, her long, clawed nails tearing my shirt to ribbons as she writhes under me, but even as she does, I can feel her mind clearing. It’s like dropping a bead of detergent into filthy water and watching all the grime disappear.

      Her mind is returning. The wildness is leaving her thoughts, and even though she’s quivering in my arms, I don’t know if she’s conscious or not. Her eyes are rolled back in her head, and somehow I know that without lifting my mouth from her throat. It’s like the strange connection between us is growing greater by the moment, and I thrust against her pussy experimentally again.

      This time, she doesn’t feel quite so scorching hot.

      Is it because she’s not turned on anymore? Should I get off her?

      Our fires…the sultry words float through my mind.

      I lift my head. “What?” My teeth retract back into my mouth—like a snake—and I lick my lips. There’s a spicy flavor to my mouth that wasn’t there before, and all around me, I taste Teva. She’s in the air, on my lips, on my skin—and it’s fucking amazing. I’ve never felt anything like it before. It’s like the world around me has bloomed into color and scent, and it’s all connected to her.

      It’s almost overwhelming. Almost, except I smell the thick perfume of her arousal threading through the air, and that draws me back to her, back to my focus of the woman writhing underneath me.

      Our fires, she says again. You’ve claimed me as yours and now my body is ready for you. Her leg hikes up around my hips, her heel digging into my backside. Turn me over and claim me, my mate.

      I lean in close again, liking the grip on her throat now, because her mind is in mine. She likes it. Fucking loves it. Loves how heavy I am over her, how possessive. It makes her feel good to be conquered by such a strong male. I rub my thumb against the soft skin on her throat, reminding her that I’m holding her down. That I’m the one in charge. “You like it when I hold you like this, Teva?”

      Your Teva, she replies, and it’s full of excitement and liquid heat. Make me yours.

      “I’m gonna take you just like this, then,” I say, sliding my cock over her slick folds once more. She feels hot, yes, but it’s a good kind of hot. Just this side of scorching, and I love it. I love the way she looks at me, too, the need in her mind that’s so full of arousal and excitement, as if she can barely stand it. This is a girl that’ll never fake an orgasm, that’s for sure. “You want me to come inside you, Teva?”

      She immediately goes stiff, hurt and outrage racing through her. You…ask me? You would not come inside me?

      Her mind flares with panic, and I can tell I’ve fucked up. I change tactics immediately. “No, no, I’m going to stuff you full of my cock, baby girl,” I croon, and love the way she settles down. “I’m going to pump you so full of my seed that it’ll be sliding down your thighs. Is that what you want?”

      She moans low. Yes. I want that. Please, come inside me.

      Oh, I plan on it. I settle my cockhead at her entrance and thrust deep, before I can fuck things up again. She hisses, but the sound’s sexy as fuck and I can feel her startled pleasure at facing me as I thrust into her. Her eyes go wide and her gaze meets mine in pure gold emotion.

      That’s right. You’re going to see who claims you. You’re going to look at me when I take you. You’re going to see who’s filling you with seed.

      I see you, she sends back. She picked up on my thoughts. That’s something I’ll need to get used to.

      I thrust into her again, feeling her greedy pussy clench tight around my cock. She feels incredible, her channel snug around my cock, gripping me like a vise. The only thing that feels better than the hot grip of her cunt? The pleasure rolling through her mind that tells me just how much she likes this, how good it feels, how needy she is. Her thoughts are so overwhelming I know I’m not going to last long. I don’t care. I’ve claimed her, and the lizard part of my brain is stoked. She’s mine now.

      All mine.

      I can’t control myself. I pump into her harder, faster, deeper. I lift one of her legs up and tilt her hips so I can bottom out, making sure she feels every fucking stroke. She wants to be taken hard? I’ll give her hard. I want to make her see stars. So even as I fist my hand in her hair and shove into her with every hard, driving stroke, I reach between us and seek out her clit. When I find it, I push my thumb on it, letting the movements of our bodies do the rest.

      I can feel her confusion, her thoughts as they shift back and forth, quick as the breeze. She’s mated before, but never like this. Why is he touching her there? Why does that matter? Why does it feel…so good? All she wants is my seed inside her, but this is…more.

      How can this be new to her? How can this pleasure be a first? I don’t get it, and it makes me want to punch every dragon that ever touched her before me. Fuck them all for not realizing what a prize they had. It’s now my goal to make her orgasm, and orgasm hard. I change the angle of my thrusts, trying different things and waiting to see which ones spark that flare of tension in her body. She’s squirming against me, her breath coming in quick, sharp pants, and her claws dig into my skin through my shirt.

      Oh. Something’s happening.

      I’ve got you, Teva, I tell her, and it takes me a moment to realize I’m not speaking aloud. Our minds are connected. She can pick up every stray thought I have, just like I’m picking up on hers.

      I’m tight, she tells me, confusion and wonder in her voice. Everything’s getting tight. Stop touching me there—

      Not gonna stop, I tell her, pushing my authority as hard as I can. I want her to realize that I’m the one in charge. I’m the one in charge of her pleasure, her orgasm. When you go over, it’ll be because I made you come. It’ll feel so good, Teva.

      Go over?

      Trust me.

      I trust you. Her claws dig into my back again, but then there’s nothing but sweetness as she gives herself over to me, waiting. There’s so much fucking trust in her head that it’s humbling, and I don’t want to fuck this up. I rub her clit ever so slightly as I thrust deep, and I can feel her muscles jump.

      Let it happen, baby girl.

      Oh. Oh.

      Her muscles clench around me and then her pussy goes so damn tight that she’s choking my cock with her cunt. Her body quivers and her thoughts explode with pleasure even as she makes a high-pitched keening sound. She’s filled with wonder, and I fucking love it. Her release makes mine rush to the forefront, and I barely have time to think before my balls draw up against my cock and then I’m spilling into her with every forceful thrust, my dick wet with cum as I keep pumping into her.

      Just when I’m about to collapse, I look down at her and see her beautiful golden eyes shining, and I impulsively kiss her because she’s so damn gorgeous.

      And mine.
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      TEVA

      My mate’s body moves over mine as he fills me with seed, and it is the greatest joy I’ve ever felt. I have finally been claimed after seasons of rough matings and then the long storm of madness. My belly fires have gone quiet, and now my mind is empty save for my thoughts…and those of my mate.

      It feels so nice.

      I stretch a hand out, admiring my delicate fingers, tipped with dark claws. How long has it been since I have been in my two-legged form? How many seasons have I been lost to madness? To the endless need to hunt and fight? That all feels so very distant now. My mate is here, and his thoughts are a bright, shining beacon that make me feel safe and anchored. Complete.

      I cuddle up against him as he lies heavily over me, and then he lets out a long, guttural sigh and rolls onto his side. Curious. His thoughts are exhausted, as if giving me his fires has sapped all of his energy out of him. I lean over him, staring at his unusual face. He is not gold like the males of my kind, but a light brown all over. And…hairy. There is hair all over his jaw and on his chest. His mane is dark and cropped short to his head. I gaze down at him as he closes his eyes.

      Are you all right? I ask, curious.

      Tired. I can feel it in his thoughts. Weirdly tired. I shouldn’t be this drained.

      You spent all your energy giving me so much seed, I tell him smugly, delighted to feel it inside me and down my thighs.

      Maybe it had something to do with the teeth thing. That was…a surprise for me.

      Giving me your venom so we could share spirits? Perhaps it did take much out of you. I touch his arm. I am most pleased with our mating. Rest. I will watch over you.

      He lifts a hand and reaches up for me, as if wanting to hold me close. You won’t leave?

      We are connected, you and I. We are forever. But I lace his fingers with mine, noticing that his talons are shorn. Curious.

      Never had talons.

      No? He smells different than drakoni. Human. Of course. My mind is fitting together some of the pieces that have been missing. A strong human, I decide, if he was able to challenge a drakoni female and win. You must be their leader.

      I can feel his amusement. Not quite. Just a hunter. Provider. Protector. His thoughts are sleepy.

      Those are all strong, fierce things. What is your name, protector?

      Gabe.

      It is not a drakoni name, but I like it all the same. Gabe, I repeat, tasting it on my thoughts. Yes, I like it. Rest now.

      He looks up at me with sleepy golden eyes and I feel such…pleasure. I stay beside him, watching as he closes his eyes and drifts to sleep, and when his eyes are closed I study the rest of him.

      I am fascinated by my new, human mate. I tilt my head as I regard the strange coverings on his body. He wears robes like the Salorians do, but his are not flowing and loose and I sense no evil in him. These robes cling to his limbs, though I still do not like them. I gaze down at him and decide that he should be free of such things, like me.

      I ease one idle claw under the fabric of his clothing and tear. It makes a ripping sound, and I pull at it until a large chunk falls away, revealing his finely muscled chest that is lightly furred with dark curls. Fascinating. I want to see all of him, so I busy myself with tearing the rest of his robes off. Not with abandon, but with small, quiet movements so I do not interrupt his heavy sleep.

      He needs to rest, after all. Once he wakes up, I will insist on him filling me with seed again. I will insist he do that…thing where everything in my body tightens and turns into pleasure. I need all of this, I decide.

      Mating with him was different. Gabe, I purr thoughtfully. My hairy, wonderful Gabe. I am very pleased with such a strong mate. I continue plucking off his strange robes until his body lies naked before me.

      Ooh. He is hairy everywhere, it seems. His thighs and legs are covered in the same dust of dark curls as his chest, and the thickest concentration is at the base of his cock. A very large, pleasing cock, I decide, and notice it is still wet with our mating. I want to lick him clean, but I do not know if that will wake him, so I must wait.

      I touch my mouth, thinking of how he pressed his lips to mine. It was a surprising gesture, yet done with such tenderness that it clearly meant something to him. I do not know what, though. Mouth-pressing is not a drakoni thing. Is it a human thing?

      There is so much I do not know about Gabe. I curl up next to him in the sunshine, watching him as he sleeps, and trace a claw over his skin. He has several red marks from my claws when we mated, but I like that. I like knowing I can mark him as surely as he marked me with his seed.

      I cannot wait to mate again. I lean forward and breathe deeply of his scent. Already mine is changing to smell more like his. I love it.

      I am so…happy.
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        * * *

      

      Gabe’s skin turns curiously red in places as he sleeps. I curl up next to him, content to watch as his pale groin flushes a deep red and the pale parts of his legs do, too. How interesting. Is this his mating flush? Should I wake him and we can mate again? I like that idea. Has he not slept long enough? The sun has moved high in the sky and is now close to setting. Impatiently, I push my thoughts against his.

      Wake up. I want to mate again.

      He stirs, his thoughts drifting from pleasure…to pain.

      I frown.

      What the fuck? His eyes snap open and he regards me for a brief moment before he shields his eyes from the bright sunlight. Did I pass out on my back? Why’s my dick on fire?

      His thoughts are jumbled with sleepiness, so I eagerly help out. It is bright red, I tell him. It has flushed redder as time has passed. Are you in mating heat now that we have joined spirits? Let us join again. My cunt is empty and wants your seed.

      Mating…heat? Wait. Hold on. He sits up and winces, and I can feel the ripple of pain moving through him. Why am I naked…? Goddamn. He looks down. My dick is roasted. My legs are roasted. Jesus, what a sunburn.

      I don’t like the flash of pain that ripples through my mind. You are hurting. Stop.

      Stop…hurting? He looks at me in surprise.

      Yes. I do not like it.

      He barks a laugh and glances down at himself again. “Why am I naked, Teva?”

      I tore your clothes off because I wished to look at you. I pluck at a scrap on his shoulder. You look much better this way.

      Gabe sits up and groans again, touching his bright red hips. “I need to wear clothes, Teva. They protect my skin from the sun. I don’t have scales.”

      I lightly run a claw along his fine, fine arm. You mean in this form. Surely your battle form—

      “No battle form,” he says, wincing as he shifts his weight and gets to his feet. “Fuck me, my balls are on fire.”

      Does this mean you do not wish to mate? I fight back irritation.

      He cups his cock in his hand and walks in a curious fashion, his legs as far apart as possible. It is a strange sort of waddle, I decide. And no battle form? That is unheard of. If you have no battle form, how do you hunt?

      He waves his hands in the air, his back to me as he hobbles away. “With these bad boys.”

      Your hands are…bad boys? I frown at his pale, pale backside. Where are you going?

      To find clothes and some aloe vera lotion.

      And…then we will mate? I say eagerly, jumping to my feet.

      “Teva, sweetheart, last thing I want to do is have my dick touch anything but a block of ice.” He winces, doing that strange hobble as I catch up to him. “Maybe we can just talk until my cock no longer looks and feels like a cooked hot dog.”

      Cooked…hot dog? What is this? A mental image flashes through his mind and I pause. It is a food? The resemblance is close, I admit.

      “Thanks,” he says flatly.

      He seems displeased. I find this curiously frustrating. I want to mate and he is angry with me and wants to talk.

      Talk. Pft.

      You are angry? I ask. I just wanted to see you naked—

      “Not angry,” he says, and I catch another wave of pain drifting through his thoughts. “You didn’t understand the clothes were for my protection. Now I’m just a little roasted in a few tender places.” He continues to clutch at his cock and balls, hobbling into the shade and toward a part of the strange cavern that smells like him.

      I follow behind, curious. What is this place? Why does your cave have no walls?

      “It’s a parking garage,” he says.

      I do not know what that is, but from his thoughts, I pick up that it was once a place to house…cars? Metal things that people climbed inside and went very fast. How strange. It does explain some of the smells, though. I touch one of the boxy looking “cars.” The metal is cool under my fingertips and I think of Gabe and his hot balls. Perhaps you should sit here.

      He glances over at me, a wry grin on his face. “Not a bad idea, baby girl. Will you get the lotion for me, then?” He sends a mental image of a green tube and a cloth bag of some kind. “By the fire barrel.” He hobbles to my side and hops up atop the car, and his eyes close as he spreads his legs on the metal. “Okay, you’re right. That is a bit better.”

      Curiously, I lean forward and touch his cock with the tip of one claw, undeterred when he draws away slightly. He is handsome, this mate of mine. I want to lick him all over. I admire his skin, all savory reds and browns. He is pleasing to look upon, and he makes my cunt slick. I clench tightly on nothing, and think of how he filled me just a short time ago. Now we can mate?

      “Aloe, Teva. Focus, baby girl.” He sends me the mental image again.

      Oh. Yes. I move over to the belongings, noticing that his scent is thicker here. There are so many scents here in his nest that they tend to be overwhelming, but his is easy enough to follow. I want to pick through all of his strange belongings, to uncover more of his scent and wonder at each object he carries with him. So many things. It is not the drakoni way to own so many possessions, but Gabe’s lair is full of all kinds of things, and many, many of the “car” things.

      “Those aren’t mine,” he adds, picking up my thoughts. I can sense his amusement. “They just don’t run anymore and they’re too heavy to move.”

      Even more strangeness. But there will be time to go over his unusual nest later, when he is not in pain. I sift through my thoughts, looking for the aloe he mentioned. Green tube in bag. Green tube in bag. I can remember this. I find the satchel and open it, and my claws brush over the green tube. Triumphant, I return to his side and present it as I would the finest kill. After all, the female is the huntress, is she not? It is right that I should provide for my mate.

      He gives me a pained smile. “Perfect. Thank you, Teva.”

      He uses my name a lot. I pick up from his thoughts that he does so because he worries I will go wild again. I do not think about such things, though. Ever since he has shared his spirit with me, I feel good. My belly fires are silent, and the endless angry screaming in my head has gone silent. There is only his presence, and I love the feel of it. It has been so long since I felt another mind touch mine, and I adore it.

      Something small howls nearby, the sound loud and indignant. I jerk, startled, and realize it came from a strange box near his satchel.

      “It’s just one of the cats,” he tells me, and sends a visual image to my mind of a four-legged predator, small and mottled with black and white and orange.

      Food? I ask. You have trapped it so you can eat it fresh?

      “No, that is Miss Scarlet. She’s a pet. There are four cats here that are pets. Companions.”

      Why would you make companions of meat?

      “There is enough meat that we don’t have to eat those, I promise.” He takes the tube from my hands, and his fingers brush over mine. Just that small touch distracts me, and I lean in, inhaling deeply of his scent. “Just don’t hurt them, okay, Teva? It would make me really sad if you did.” His voice is gentle, but firm.

      I don’t want him to be sad. I want him to look at me with delight and hunger in his eyes. I will find you other meat, I offer. What is your preference?

      He chuckles, the sound low and pleasant and it sends a curl of delight through my belly. “While I appreciate the thought, baby girl, right now the only thing I want is for my dick to stop burning.” He takes one end of the green tube and flips it open, squirting a clear, thick fluid onto his hand. It smells strange, and I watch with fascination as he takes the fluid and immediately slicks it over his cock, sighing with pleasure. “Fuck. That’s much better.”

      I press my cheek to his arm, leaning over him and watching as he carefully moves his fingers up and down his growing shaft. He’s getting hard right before my eyes, stiffening despite the burn. I sift through his thoughts, wanting to know what he’s thinking about that is arousing him so…and find that he’s thinking of me. He is utterly focused on my nearness, the nakedness of my body as I press against him. Oh. My body heats, and I send a flurry of mental images to him, letting him know just how much I like that he is thinking about me in such a way.

      I like that he’s thinking of me as he strokes his cock. I take the tube from where he has placed it atop the metal surface of the car and flip open the top like he did. I squeeze it and the cool paste coats my palm. I move closer to him, pushing his knees apart so I can wedge my body between them. I want to touch you.

      Gabe groans. He wants that, too. It’s all over his thoughts. “Just…mind the claws.”

      His spoken voice is raspy with hunger. I like the sound of it, but I like his thoughts more. I curl my fingers around the thick root of his cock carefully, noticing the flashes of both pleasure and pain that buzz through his mind. When the pleasure outweighs the pain, I carefully move my slimy hand up and down his length, watching his face.

      His golden eyes flutter closed and he tilts his head back, as if my touch is too much for him to handle. He presses his palms against the car hood, leaning back, as if giving himself over to me. Even as he does, I can feel his cock growing thicker in my grip, and my strokes become more urgent, more excited. The scent of his need thickens on the air, and I can smell my own arousal, the muskiness of our scents impossibly exciting. Do you like this? I ask him even as I work my hand up and down his shaft. If I go faster, will that please you more? I squeeze, just a little, and then drag my hand upward again. Hot pain rushes through him, but it’s quickly followed by more pleasure, more hunger, more need.

      “Damn, Teva. Your hands. Your thoughts.” His legs jerk slightly, and he thrusts into my grip. “You’re killing me.”

      Since his thoughts are full of pleasure and not death, I think he is lying. I laugh, and then there’s a rush of delicious sweetness that bursts through his thoughts. It is the first time he has heard me laugh, and he adores it. I want to laugh more, just for him, just so I can feel that rush again. You are not telling me to stop, I say playfully, and give him another long, intense stroke, squeezing the head of his cock as I move my hands up.

      Gabe sucks in a breath. “You’re going to make me come all over those pretty hands if this keeps up.” He sends me a mental image of my hands wrapped around his bright red shaft, the head spurting with his seed, and how much he likes the image.

      I am horrified.

      I release him instantly. I don’t like that image. I don’t like that thought at all. You want to give your seed to the air and not to your mate’s cunt? Why? Hurt burns in my heart. Or perhaps anger. I’m not sure which is stronger. Have I disappointed you so much, then? Does my touch dissatisfy you?

      Confusion fills his mind and swallows up any pleasure that remained. “Teva?”

      I hiss at him, furious. I just want to get away, and so I push back. I stumble backward, my steps clumsy in two-legged form. It is far easier in battle form, when I have four legs and a long, powerful tail to catch me.

      “No, baby girl—”

      I flash my claws. I thought you were different. That you wanted your spirit connected with mine! Instead, you are like all the others, using my body and giving nothing of yourself back. I bare my teeth at him, growling. Is that why you will not mate with me? Why I touch you and you declare you will spill your seed elsewhere? Because you think me a child?

      I want to hurt him. I want to hurt him like he’s hurting me. I should switch to battle form, because there I am less vulnerable. Nothing can hurt me when I am powerful, not this puny human—

      Teva, STOP.

      His mental snarl makes me pause, cuts through the chatter rushing through my head. I watch, blinking, as he gets up and moves toward me. He grips my arms and holds me tight, leaning down and staring into my eyes.

      “Yes, I am human, Teva. I’m not a dragon. We’re different. It’s becoming clearer to me by the moment just how different. You’re going to have to trust me, all right?” He meets my eyes, shifting and locking his gaze with me even when I try to look away. “I’m probably going to say or do things that you won’t understand or that will make you upset. It’s not because I’m angry at you or I don’t like you. It’s that we’re two different people. But instead of running away, we have to talk. You have to tell me, ‘I’m angry at you, Gabe’ so we can talk it out. Okay?”

      I glare at him. I am angry at you, Gabe.

      He lets out a slow breath. “That’s better. You want to tell me why?”

      I try to jerk out of his grip, halfhearted. He doesn’t let me go, his hands tight on my arms, and for some reason, I find that…comforting. My two-legged form is stronger than his, but I truly don’t want him to let me go, either. I want him to realize how insulted I am. When a male does not find a female worthy, he will not give her his seed. He might mount her, but then he will spill his release anywhere but her cunt to show her that she is not mate material.

      I can feel Gabe’s astonishment. Then his anger. He’s furious. It boils through his mind, thick and immediate, and I’ve never felt such anger coming from him.

      I’m astonished. He is this upset…for me?

      “You’ve had that done to you?” His hands tighten on my arms. “Someone did that to you?” His jaw clenches tight as he grits the spoken words out.

      Of course. I am a female. His nostrils flare and I can feel the simmering rage in him. It is astonishing to me. Your males do not do such things to females?

      “No,” Gabe says flatly. “Some might, but I never would. And right now I want to straight up murder anyone that ever touched you like that.”

      His reaction is confusing. I slide closer to him, all my anger forgotten in the swell of his possessive thoughts. I brush his hands off my arms and move against him, sliding my hands around his back and letting my claws play lightly over his skin. No one will ever touch me again. I am yours. We are together…and we should mate. Should we not be mating more now that we have shared our spirits? Surely he has not impregnated me so quickly?

      “Teva,” he murmurs, cupping my face in his hands. “My beautiful Teva. While I would love to, I think my dick needs to rest for a bit longer. And I think we should talk more.”

      Talk.

      My new mate wants to…talk. Has any female ever been talked to by a handsome mate instead of thrown down and mated hard? I bite back a sigh of disappointment. Perhaps he is right. Perhaps humans and drakoni are very, very different…and for a moment, I worry we are too different.
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      GABE

      Teva’s pissed.

      Well, no, pissed isn’t quite the right word. Frustrated, maybe. She obviously wants to mate with me. It’s evident in the looks she casts in my direction, as well as the flurry of sexual thoughts that keep pushing into my mind. She’s thinking about my dick. She’s thinking about my chest. She’s thinking about me covering her and ramming deep.

      All of this is killing me. My cock aches with frustrated need—I’m a man, not a saint, and no one could withstand such a pretty woman who insists on having lots of sex. Like I don’t want sex? I do. Badly. She’s terrifyingly beautiful and like no one I’ve ever met before. There’s a feral, wild edge to her, but she’s also as dainty and feminine as any woman I’ve ever met. That dual nature is fascinating…and the fact that she wants sex only makes it harder to resist her.

      The only reason I’ve been able to resist? My dick’s a cooked sausage at the moment.

      And I know my resistance is frustrating her. I’m not doing what she wants. I’m not doing what a drakoni male would do, and I’m willing to guess that right now, she’s being driven purely by instinct, just like she has been for so long. It’s just that now, she’s including me. It doesn’t mean she’s all better.

      It just means I can talk to her.

      I haven’t given this enough thought. I thought I’d fuck her, be the hero, and then go on my way. I’m a fucking moron. Teva’s a person under all that pretty red skin and the mass of glorious red hair. She’s a person, and she thinks I’m her mate.

      And of course she thinks that. I gave her my mating bite, didn’t I? This is a problem entirely of my own creating.

      But…Teva’s a person. So I’m going to talk to her and get to know her, and give my dick time to recover from the raging sunburn I’ve acquired. Maybe by then, Teva and I will reach an understanding.

      But for now? I can tell things are going to be a little…tricky.

      I’m connected to Teva’s mind, and while it’s fascinating to pick up her thoughts, I can also feel that her mood is…mercurial at best. Anger and frustration are quick to flash up, and I suspect that’s a side-effect of the dragon-madness this world inflicts on them. So until we build up some trust, it’s going to be a lot of talking and explaining and patience.

      I hope.

      She’s smart, though. So smart. Sometimes I’m amazed at how quickly her thoughts race when I touch them. There are things that crowd into her consciousness that tend to distract her, like the shifting breeze, or the cloying amount of scents in the parking garage that I never noticed before but are overwhelming to her.

      And she keeps asking for sex.

      Some of that is instinct, I suspect. There’s no denying her attraction to me and I’d have to be blind, deaf and dumb not to think she was sexy as hell. Even the way she moves—predatory and confident—makes my dick hard as a rock. There’s a deeper connection between us that makes it hard to resist her. It’s our mental bond, and it’s telling me that mating with Teva is the most natural thing in the world. Why won’t I touch her?

      It doesn’t hurt that she’s gorgeous and lithe and completely and utterly naked. Her thoughts are full of how fascinated she is with me and how much she wants to mate, which isn’t helping.

      And if I think of her hands on my cock again, I’m going to fucking come all over myself and upset her.

      Thinking about other men that have touched her—tried to claim her, only to pull out—offends me, though. What a shitty move. What a shitty custom. I want to rage-punch every dragon-man in the head for doing such a thing to their women.

      I like your angry thoughts on my behalf, Teva says, a hint of sweetness mixed with amusement in her mental tone. But it does not offend me. It is how it has always been done amongst my people. It offends me that you will mate me and then spill your seed elsewhere, though. It is as if you do not want to be bonded to me if you do that.

      I didn’t think much about the bonding between us or what would come next, I have to admit to myself. I only thought about helping her. Freeing her. But she’s not a cat. I can’t put her in a crate and give her the occasional head pat. I mated with her to save her—as ridiculous and fucked up as that sounds—and I didn’t think about the future past that. All I wanted to do was save Teva. Now that she’s with me, it’s quickly becoming obvious to me that I didn’t think things through. She’s a person, with wants and needs and a culture completely alien from my own.

      She wants a mate.

      And I suspect I’ll be just as disgusting a person as all those males that “conquered” her only to reject her if I force her into a sexual relationship just because I used a few nets to trick her.

      Fuck me but this is complicated. I run a hand down my face in frustration.

      Do you…not want a mate? Teva’s thoughts are uneasy.

      “I didn’t give it much thought,” I admit grimly.

      But you shared your spirit with me. We are one now. I can sense the brimming hurt in her. I cannot take another mate. You are it for me, and I am it for you.

      She stares at me with wide eyes that are edged with black, the colors swirling in a way that seems almost melancholy. Her jaw is stubborn and firm, but I can tell my resistance is offensive to her. She thinks it’s a problem with her, with our mating. And that bothers me.

      “Teva, hey, I didn’t mean to make it sound like I’m rejecting you. I’m not. I swear. I just need to let this all settle in my head for a few. Remember what I said about being different?” Her eyes narrow at me so I take her hands in mine and pull her close, because I know she likes to touch. Hell, if I’m admitting it to myself, I like touching her, too. Far more than I should.

      We should probably start with the basics.

      I just don’t know what those fucking are.

      She watches me with uneasy eyes, and I don’t like that they’re whirling darker by the moment. I can feel her thoughts crashing, as if her mood is somehow tied to mine. Then I feel like an idiot, because of course it is. Amy said Rast turned after they formed their connection, that he was lost before then. It’s the same with Teva. She needs me to keep her grounded, to keep her level.

      I take her hand in mine and press my mouth against her knuckles. “We’ll figure this out, all right? One step at a time.” I brush my lips against her skin again because she’s warm and smells faintly of spicy Teva and aloe, and fuck me, I am so weak because my cock’s stirring even now. “Let’s start with this, though. You touching me and making me spill my seed? That’s not an insult where I come from. It’s a compliment.”

      Her brows draw down and her eyes flash dark for a moment. I can feel her doubt. You lie.

      It’s the truth, I emphasize, using the mental speech she does to try and push my thoughts across even more. It means I found you so appealing and irresistible that I couldn’t help myself. That I came far before I should.

      But…what about babies? She pulls her hand from mine. Do you not want young?

      Right now all I want is for you and I to understand one another. I will think about us today, and babies tomorrow.

      Tomorrow, she agrees, as if satisfied with that. When your redness fades and your cock works again, yes? Teva lightly scrapes her claws down my belly, grinning when I flinch as she crosses over my burned skin. And you wanted to spill because you liked my touch?

      I should pull away, because her claws are leaving painful welts on my sunburn, but I’m entranced by the playful gleam in her eyes. Not just heat, but a clever slyness that promises so much that I ache for her all over again. If she claws into my gut and pulls out my intestines, I still don’t think I could move away. I like her touch far too much.

      Man, I have it bad.

      I consider the beauty that gazes up at me, her fingers toying on my burned skin. She makes my mouth go dry…but that might be dehydration. I use water as an excuse to move away from her, because as much as I’d love to throw her down on the ground and fuck the daylights out of her, I don’t think my dick could survive it…and I still don’t know if I even should. It feels like I’m using her just because she’s pretty and eager for sex. It doesn’t feel fair to her.

      So I pick up my canteen and offer it to her. “Are you hungry? Thirsty?”

      Teva shrugs. She takes the canteen, sniffs it, and then hands it back to me. I do not thirst.

      I take the canteen back from her and chug most of it. I want to drink all of it, but I’ve been in survival mode for so long that I know only an idiot drinks all his water in one sitting. There’s a decent faucet in a bathroom across the street that still works so I’ll refill later. For now, I dig through my pack and offer her some dried jerky. “Hungry? This is deer meat, but it’s still tasty.”

      She takes the strip of meat from me, sniffs it, and then touches her tongue to it in a way that shouldn’t be sexy but makes my cock ache with need. She studies the food and then licks it again as she gazes at me. You did this to your meat on purpose?

      I laugh. “I did. Raw meat only goes so far, you know? I have to make sure my food lasts.”

      Her chin lifts. I will hunt for you, now. You need never worry about food ever again.

      Her fierceness is cute. “I’m not helpless, Teva. It’s just different. I don’t have wings like you do.” I take another strip out, gesture at her, and then bite down. “My hunting involves traps and bullets and lots of running back and forth.”

      Then it is good you have a strong mate. Her thoughts are a sultry purr and she rips into the jerky with sharp teeth. That…makes my dick deflate a little. Her teeth are a predator’s teeth, sharp and bright. For all that she’s lovely and graceful, she’s still a dragon.

      It’s hard to forget that part.

      I chew on my jerky and carefully let Miss Scarlet out of her cat carrier, watching Teva’s reaction. The cat lets out an angry howl and then twines around my legs, rubbing because she smells my food. I glance over at Teva, but the dragon-woman only smiles and then holds out her strip of jerky. After a moment’s hesitation, Miss Scarlet moves toward Teva and begins to lick the strip.

      She likes the taste more than I do, Teva tells me. Her gaze flicks to mine, her eyes whirling a smooth, pure gold. And you know I can pick up your thoughts, yes? I will not eat her. Not after you have said no. I am not a child.

      I laugh at myself, because I guess I am being pretty obvious. “Every thought?”

      Most of them. Do you not want me to hear? She cocks her head, her gorgeous, tangled hair sliding down her bare shoulder.

      “It’s just another thing to adjust to.” And another thing I forgot to consider when I was saving Teva—that my thoughts would no longer be my own at all, but shared.

      There are no secrets between mates.

      No, I suppose there aren’t. I sit on the hard concrete, crossing my legs and trying not to wince when my sunburned skin flares with pain. I let out the other two cats, and they meow, hiss lightly at Teva, and then continue to wait and watch me, as if I’m going to magically produce another can of tuna. I do have the cat food I found, and I know I’m spoiling them, but I open a can anyhow and watch them come running.

      That smells better than what you eat, Teva says, her nose wrinkling. She sits across from me, her pose mimicking mine.

      I laugh at her disgust. “Trust me, the taste is not a good one.”

      And yet it is food, and you give them to animals when you could be eating it. Is this common among humans, too?

      “It used to be, back when we were a real civilization.”

      Her golden gaze locks into mine, and I can almost feel her sifting through my thoughts. Before dragons arrived.

      “Yep. There were billions of us on this planet. Now there’s just a few handfuls.” I reach out and pet Mrs. Peacock’s ears, rubbing absently. “It made me really mad for a long time.”

      And this is why you chose to challenge me? You forced me to shift forms so you can have your revenge on me? There is no anger in her thoughts, only curiosity.

      I frown over at her. “I wouldn’t do that. I made that trap because I wanted to help you. Because I knew there was a person inside there. You knew your name. You’ve followed me for months. Something inside your mind was wanting to break free, but you couldn’t. So I wanted to help.”

      Teva crawls forward to my side. She puts one hand on my thigh and touches my chin, forcing our gazes to meet from only inches apart. That is not all truth. You were frustrated with me.

      “Because you kept following me and endangering everyone around me,” I acknowledge, a little uncomfortable that she sees through me so clearly…and that my reasons were a little more selfish than I let on. “Why were you, anyhow?”

      Her claws scrape lightly over the stubble on my chin, and I can tell she’s fascinated by the texture of it. A moment later, she rubs the pads of her fingers along my jaw, the touch light and curious—and enough to make my sunburned cock jump to life again.

      For a male that says he does not want to mate, parts of you are eager enough.

      I chuckle. “You’re not wrong. But my head wants to know more about you first.” I pull her hand into mine. “Like why you were following me.”

      Following you? Her brows furrow as if I have asked something strange, and I can feel the confusion in her mind. When was I following you?

      “I just asked you about that…you don’t remember? All these months that you’ve been trailing after me?” I’m surprised, and I try to share all the memories that I have of her, of the red dragon constantly on the horizon, of the hunts she spoiled, of me constantly having to duck somewhere downwind so she’d lose my scent. Of her presence outside the fort, always lurking in wait.

      She leans back, her expression thoughtful. Odd. I do not recall such things.

      “Do you remember anything else?”

      Of course. Arrogance seeps through her thoughts. Why would I not?

      “What do you remember, then?”

      All kinds of things. Her tone is full of amusement, and a throaty chuckle escapes her.

      This is as good a time as any to learn about her, I suppose. “Then tell me about you. Where are you from, Teva?”

      Her laughter dies, and her eyes go black for a moment. Her thoughts whirl in confusion, and I can practically feel the strain as she fights to remember. I am from…from… Her mind begins to churn, and I can feel that frantic anger building. There’s nothing for her to find, and so she’s panicking.

      Amy said Rast had large holes in his memory, and that her sister’s dragon-mate remembered almost nothing. Teva seems clever, chatty and sly, but it’s obvious she’s just as affected as the others.

      “Hey,” I murmur, tipping her chin so she’s forced to meet my gaze. “It’s okay. We’ll figure things out as we go, all right? No need to get upset.”

      She licks her lips, the pink tongue darting out briefly. It frightens me that I do not know.

      I pull her against me, ignoring the scrape of my painful sunburn. I’ll live. Right now Teva is feeling lost and alone, her thoughts so empty and hollow and upset that I want nothing more than to comfort her. I tug her into my lap and cradle her against me, tucking her against my chest as if she’s a delicate child instead of a strong, fully grown woman. “Cut that out. You know it’s early yet. You’ve been lost for years. You’ve barely been yourself again but for a few hours. Give it time.”

      Years? Has it been years, then?

      “Your people came to my world seven years ago through the Rift. Do you remember that?”

      She shivers, and there’s a cold sweep through her thoughts. I remember…loss. A feeling of loss. And then nothing but chaos. Has it truly been so long?

      Since the Rift? Some days it feels like forever.

      What have I been doing all this time?

      “Living on instinct, I imagine.” I rub her arm lightly. “Just like all of your people were. Every dragon that came through the Rift went crazy. They killed and attacked anything that moved.”

      I can feel her horror at this knowledge, yet she is not surprised. She is comparing it to her own experience and finding the truth there. Her gaze meets mine. And yet you still saved me.

      For some reason, her response makes me uncomfortable. I don’t want to be thanked for helping her…because I just had incredible, mind-shattering sex with her. It doesn’t feel like it was an altruistic move in the slightest. “I felt like I had to. Like I knew you.”

      Her hand moves to my chest, resting over my heart. How did you know I was lost? And how to save me?

      “You told another dragon that your name was Teva. I figured if you knew your name, you weren’t entirely gone. And you’ve been following me for months, remember?” I inwardly wince the moment the word “remember” comes out of my mouth, but Teva doesn’t get upset. “I wanted to find out more about you. I wanted to help you. And so I talked to Amy, and through her, Rast.”

      Who is this female? Her thoughts flare with anger and jealousy.

      The leader of the fort that I live in. She’s mated to another.

      Good. Teva presses her cheek to my chest, and it’s as hot and flushed as my sunburn is. I would hate to rip her throat out.

      I’d hate that, too.

      So how is it that a human female knows so much about drakoni? Teva asks her fingers lightly trailing down my arm in a way that’s both sunburn-painful and unbearably ticklish.

      She is mated to a drakoni. Rast. Do you know him?

      Teva goes still in my arms. A drakoni…who is not lost to the madness?

      “Nope. There are a few. If a drakoni mates with a human, the mind-link helps them get free from the madness. Well, mostly free.”

      Can we go home? There’s a sweet yearning in her thoughts. I do not like the way this place smells. Or looks. It is unpleasant.

      I rub her shoulder gently. “I wish I knew how to get you home, baby girl, but I don’t.”

      Perhaps the other drakoni will know. I want to talk to him. Come. Teva pushes to her feet, getting out of my arms. I will shift to battle form and carry you in my claws, and you can tell me where to find this other male. If he has not been lost to the madness as long as me, perhaps he remembers more.

      “Wait,” I say, jumping to my feet and catching her hand before she can leave me behind. “I need to go back to the fort, but there’s things we need to do first.”

      Like what?

      I gesture at the cats. “I promised a friend I’d bring his buddies home.” I think of Charlie and the disappointment on his face if I come home with just three cats and not four. “And we’ll need supplies. I promised I’d retrieve some of those, too.”

      Teva narrows her eyes at me, studying my face. After a moment, she nods. If this is what you wish to do.

      “It is. And I’ll start tomorrow bright and early. I promise. We won’t be out here for longer than we have to.”

      Her hand flexes in mine. We will both work on your tasks together. We are mates now, are we not?

      I nod. “We are.”
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      TEVA

      I have watched my new human mate all night, and still I do not understand him.

      He eats charred, hard strips of meat and pets the small creatures—the cats—as they eat sloppy, wet cakes of pungent-smelling food. There are three of them, with long, strange names, and one bright orange one that he points out to me that avoids him. He must return with all, he tells me, or his elder “Charlie” will be very sad.

      It is not drakoni nature—or a warrior’s nature—to keep creatures as companions. Creatures are food. No more, no less. It is like the body coverings, the hiding of skin from the warm sunshine—I do not understand it.

      But then again, Gabe knows this world. He did not go mad for seven long years.

      Seven years. The thought is horrifying. I remember nothing but chaos and anger, nothing but wildness, and if I stop to think about it for too long, my mind threatens to tumble into darkness. So I try not to think about it at all.

      Gabe talks through the evening. I have nothing to contribute except the gaping black hole of my memory so he is the one that speaks. He tells me of his life before, how he was something called a “paramedic.” He rode around in the back of one of the metal boxes on wheels and nursed people who were hurt. It is a noble thing to do. Now he goes hunting and when he is this “fort,” he tends to elders.

      He tells me of this place. How it is called Earth and this particular place Louisiana. He explains to me the paths (highways) and the metal boxes (cars) and the strange buildings (fast food). He tells me stories until the stars are high in the skies and we sit by a crackling fire.

      Gabe remembers everything about his world. He remembers the last seven years.

      For me, it is a yawning chasm. Part of me feels as if I have barely come to life again on this day, because my memories of before are gone. My memories of coming through the Rift and all the years after that are nothing but noise. It makes me sad.

      Shouldn’t I have friends? Family? Enemies? A nest of my own? But when I search for these thoughts, my mind is blank.

      That hurts me. It feels as if some unseen force has stolen away my past and my sense of who I am. They have left only a shell of Teva, with strong limbs and an empty, broken head.

      “You’re upset,” Gabe points out when I stare into the fire.

      I am back…but I am not me. I am not who I used to be. I do not like having no sense of who Teva is. It makes me sad. I curl my legs up and hug them to my chest, even though the night air is warm. I want to remember, but when I look for memories, there is nothing there.

      “Be patient with yourself, baby girl.” Gabe gets to his feet and reaches for me, indicating I should join him on his nest of blankets he just laid out in one of the flimsy dome things he calls a “tent.” “It’s only been a day. Maybe these things take time.”

      That is another thing that bothers me, I grumble even as I get to my feet and cross the small encampment to join him. Why do you call to me as if I am a child?

      He laughs, and the sound seems to trap itself against the strange material of the tent. I like his laugh, though. So much. It fills some of the dark spaces in my spirit. “It’s just an affectionate nickname for a female. Human men sometimes call their woman their ‘baby.’”

      Because they wish to feel as if they are mating an infant? My lip curls.

      Gabe takes my hand and pulls me in with him. “Not at all. If you don’t like it, I won’t call you that. What would you prefer?”

      I consider for a minute. Strongest warrior. She with the fiercest claws. Render of wings, severer of necks.

      He lies down on the blankets, and I move next to him. He smells like the clear paste—aloe—he’s been putting on his skin all day, but underneath that is the Gabe smell, and I like that very much. He grins again as our eyes meet. “Are you saying you need a new nickname? Something we both can agree on?”

      Yes. Girl destroyer, I think.

      Gabe throws his head back and laughs. “I’m not sure if that’s sexy enough to suit you.”

      I love his delight. His warm laughter fills the air and I cannot help but smile in response. So he thinks I am sexy? I like this thought. I lie down next to him, basking in his amusement. Is that not an appropriate name amongst humans, then?

      “Not really.” He starts to zip up the tent, but one of the cats comes slinking in to join us.

      To my surprise, it moves onto the bedding and then curls up next to my side, hind quarters pushing against my hip. I touch it gently, rubbing the soft fur as I have seen Gabe do, and it makes a thrumming noise of pleasure in its chest.

      “Looks like Professor Plum likes you.” Gabe smiles and leans on his elbow, turning to look at me as I pet the cat. A moment later, another cat joins us, and then before Gabe can say anything else, the third one approaches. The other two pass him and move to my side. “You must be a lot warmer than I am. Or you smell better.”

      Or they want to tease me with their enticing meat scent.

      He chuckles. “Should I kick them out?”

      Are we going to mate? When he shakes his head, I scowl. Then they can stay.

      “I don’t think my sunburn could handle it, baby girl,” Gabe says in a low, husky voice.

      Girl destroyer, I correct.

      Girl destroyer, he agrees, lips twitching with amusement.

      You say that name is not a good one, but it makes me ache, I tell him. And yet you will leave my cunt empty and my womb sad.

      He brushes a lock of my hair away from my face as he gazes down at me. “More than my sunburn, Teva…I don’t want you to feel like I’m using you for sex.”

      We are mates. I want you to touch me.

      “But why? Is it because you want me, or because I was the one that bested you?” Gabe’s expression is impossible to read.

      Why can it not be both?

      Because what if I bested you and I was not a nice man, Teva? What if you didn’t like who I was?

      Then I would take pride in your strength and the strong young we would make…and just fly away when you annoyed me.

      He laughs again. “It’s all very simple for you, isn’t it?”

      Why would it not be?

      “Why indeed,” he muses, but I can tell he will not change his mind. So I pet the cats, mindful of the sharp curl of my talons, and watch as Gabe settles into the blankets. He is exhausted, my mate. I can tell by the heaviness in his eyelids and the way his movements slow with time. He wants to sleep, but instead he keeps watching me, his thoughts protective.

      One of the cats—a pale one—curls up on my chest and begins to knead, her paws moving gently against my breast. I look over at Gabe, the dark lashes of his eyes casting shadows on his cheeks. You should sleep, I say to him. There will be time enough to talk in the morning.

      “Will you stay?”

      With you? In the nest?

      Until morning? You won’t leave during the night?

      Do you truly think I would? I brush my knuckles over his face, still reddened from the touch of the sun. You and I are mated. We are joined in the spirit.

      Then I look forward to seeing you in the morning, beautiful Teva. No, strong Teva. Warrior Teva. You like that better, don’t you?

      I do. Beauty can be had by any fool. True strength is far more elusive.

      Then sleep, baby girl.

      Destroyer, I correct again, amused.

      He drifts off within moments, and I feel the touch of dreams in his thoughts. He’s exhausted, and I did not realize how fatigued he was until this moment. I stroke the cats piled atop my body, listening to him breathe and drinking in his scent.

      A mate. I have a mate. A human mate.

      I listen to his thoughts, curious about his dreams, and I am pleased when my face flashes through his mind. He should dream about me, I decide, but I am puzzled when in his dream, I am wearing a flowing robe like a Salorian. Hmm. In the next moment, the dream Gabe pulls me against him and strips the robe off, so he must not like it, either. He bares my skin and instead of throwing me down to the earth and fucking me, he pulls my face towards his and captures my mouth.

      It looks as if he is…eating the dream Teva.

      I frown, pulling my thoughts from his. Dreams can be strange, this much I know. Perhaps this is just another oddity. But I touch my lips and wonder.
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      I do not sleep much that night. The animals are content to crawl over me, making their satisfied humming noises and pressing against my skin. Gabe is restless, though, his dreams chaotic, and they bother me enough that I get out of the tent nest and leave his side. The small beasts follow me as I do, making plaintive “meow” sounds and watching me expectantly. I think of Gabe and the meal he gave them. Perhaps they wish to be fed.

      My stomach growls, too, and I stretch my arms, thinking how good the early morning air will feel on my wings. Perhaps I should hunt something for my Gabe, too. I touch my mate’s mind, but he still sleeps.

      Very well, then. I will greet him with a fine morning feast.

      I pet one of the creatures absently as it follows me, and as I leave Gabe’s nest—the “parking garage”—I see one of the beasts watching me, the one he has tried so hard to retrieve. It sits atop one of the cars and stares at me with unblinking eyes.

      I scowl at it. That small creature is the reason my Gabe waits here instead of taking me…somewhere else.

      I frown, trying to recall why we are leaving this place, but my mind is empty. That emptiness frightens me. To calm myself, I try to think of the things Gabe told me last night, but all I can remember is the laughter in his eyes, the warmth of his smile, and the scent of him.

      His words are gone…just like my seven years.

      The weight of that loss hits me hard. I panic, sucking in several deep breaths. I don’t want to be lost again. I don’t. I want to stay me. To stay Teva. To stay Gabe’s new mate. What if things keep slipping out of my mind never to return? Frantic at the thought, I reach out for Gabe’s mind—

      And I am immediately enveloped in the calm of his thoughts. He is dreaming, sometimes his thoughts are of me, sometimes of nothing particular at all. I sink into these dreams, calming myself…and then I shift forms to go hunting.

      The moment I do, the flurry of madness creeps at the edges of my mind.

      Hello, Teva. My belly fires greet me again.

      I push them away, focusing on Gabe and his calm mind. He is thinking of me now, and I cling to those thoughts, letting my mate be my focus. I need to fly. I need to feed him. Everything is for Gabe.

      It takes a moment for me to fully regain control, but the madness ebbs once more, and I can finally fly away to go hunting.
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      GABE

      When I wake in the morning, Teva is gone. The tent is empty, the air still. “Teva?” I call out. “Are you out there?”

      There’s no response, and I close my eyes, trying to somehow find her in my sleepy thoughts.

      I am here. You sleep very heavily.

      Do I? I didn’t realize. I scrub a hand down my face. What time is it?

      Time?

      Oh. I guess her people don’t know hours like we do. Early still?

      Early enough. I am returning with a meal for you.

      She is? I quickly dress, hauling on my jeans and shirt, and shove on my work boots without lacing them. I’m surprised to hear she’s been hunting, but I’m even more surprised when I emerge from my tent to see my delicate-looking female heft a bloody deer carcass over her shoulder. Her smile brightens when she sees me and she slings it down in front of my now-cold fire barrel.

      Are you not pleased with your destroyer? she asks, her thoughts sultry. There is blood on her cheeks and lower arms, but somehow she’s still incredibly beautiful.

      “You’re amazing,” I tell her, and mean it. “I’ll start a fire—”

      She snorts, a lick of flame erupting from her nostrils. Why?

      That makes me laugh. “Good point. Okay, you are in charge of a fire. Think you can roast some of the deer for me? I’ll go get some water so we can drink up and wash.”

      Very well.

      Teva hesitates, watching me, and it feels strange to greet her and not try to be affectionate somehow. I almost want to kiss her, but I think of her sharp teeth. Will she be irritated if I try it?

      Putting your mouth on mine? This is a thing with humans, then?

      I look at her in surprise. “How did you know?”

      You dreamed of doing it to me last night. She touches bloody fingers to her lips, her thoughts flashing through my own, thoughts of our mouths caressing. Will you do that to me, then? Is that how a human male greets his mate?

      It’s how the decent ones should greet their mates, yes.

      Well, then I would like for you to be a decent mate.

      I approach her, stripping off my shirt. She looks at me, curious, until I lift it up and wipe the blood away from her mouth gently.

      Teva is amused by this. The blood will be in the deer when you eat it. But you do not want it on my lips?

      “It’s the first time I’m kissing my mate,” I explain. “I want to taste her and not breakfast.”

      Her eyes soften and I can tell it’s the right thing to say. She stands still while I carefully wash her face, and then I toss my shirt aside and cup her cheek. Her mouth is slightly redder and swollen from my ministrations, but that only makes her more beautiful. I run my thumb over her lower lip. Soft and full and so damned kissable.

      I lean down and lightly brush my mouth over hers. Teva goes still, but she’s not panicky or afraid—rather, I pick up from her thoughts that she wants this so much that she holds herself still to study my movements. It’s achingly sweet, and so is my quick taste of her. I want more.

      Then take more.

      I groan, cupping her neck and burying my hands into the thick fall of her hair. It doesn’t feel like human hair, wiry and thick, the strands almost cordlike. But it carries her scent and her heat, and I love touching it—and her. I hold her against me, gazing down into her lovely face. There’s no fear there, only eagerness. She wants more of whatever I want to give her.

      I brush my lips over her mouth lightly again, and feel a spark of disappointment in her. She wants more than just a gentle caress.

      So impatient, I tease even as I nip at her full lower lip. Did I say I was done?

      She sucks in a breath, her thoughts flashing with heat and lust. No…

      I bite and tug at her lower lip, and I can feel the sultry pleasure rolling through her thoughts. Her claws go to my shoulders, touching hesitantly, and then gripping my arms tighter when I slant my mouth over hers. I decide to throw caution to the wind and kiss her how she should be kissed—with tongue, and with abandon. I slick my tongue into the well of her hot mouth, licking at her, determined to give her pleasure. I want to hear her moan. I want to feel her arousal in her thoughts and feel it in the body that presses against me. I slant my mouth over and over hers, the only determination in my mind to please her. To make her lose control.

      To make her hungry for more.

      Teva holds perfectly still, as if afraid of interrupting, and when I pause, she lets out a hungry groan and holds me tight against her. More.

      Now I’m the one that’s groaning, and my hands slide feverishly through her hair as I kiss her again. This time, her tongue meets mine and then we’re tangling and mating mouths, mindful of her teeth, but fuck, I’ve never kissed anyone like Teva. Kissing her is like playing with an open flame. She’s dangerous, yes, but the burn is so fucking good. Her thoughts fill my head, how much she likes my mouth, how aroused she is, and I want to fling her down over the nearest car hood and claim her.

      Yes, she moans against my mouth. Yes, Gabe. I want that, too.

      Just like that, all my damn willpower goes out the window. I grab her by the waist and haul her against me, lifting her into my arms. Her eyes flare with excitement when I pull her body against mine. She’s strangely heavy for her delicate form, as if she’s somehow more solid, denser than a regular human.

      More powerful, she purrs at me.

      That too, baby girl.

      Destroyer.

      Laughing, I don’t correct her. I find the closest car and Teva hops up on it, then hooks one foot around my hip and tugs me forward. Her legs go around me, her arms encircling my waist, and then her hot mouth is on mine once more.

      Take off your coverings, she demands. I want to feel all of you.

      I strip off my clothes, noticing that yesterday’s sunburn is nearly gone—not that it matters. The ache in my cock is ten times worse than any sunburn. I want to be buried inside of Teva’s tight cunt, want her heated walls gripping me tight.

      And she wants it too, so desperately.

      I palm one of her breasts, teasing the nipple even as my mouth claims hers. She gasps in surprise, but her thoughts are speared with pleasure. Oh, I like that.

      Has no one ever played with these pretty tits, Teva?

      No one, she tells me, fascinated. I was wise to let a human win my mating challenge. You are creative, my Gabe. I like this.

      I toy with the hard bud of her nipple, running my thumb underneath it as I release her mouth and then move lower. I’m going to taste this, I tell her, pinching the nipple lightly between finger and thumb, and I feel the hot skitter of her excitement.

      With your mouth?

      My mouth, my lips, my teeth.

      A little moan rises from her throat. Yes. Give me all of that.

      I do. I clasp her breast in my other hand and squeeze it slightly, feeding the tip into my mouth. Teva sucks in a breath, and I can tell she’s just as fascinated by the sight of my mouth on her there as she is by the sensations. My girl’s visual, that much is obvious.

      All right, then. Every time we fuck, I’ll make sure she gets all the visuals she could ever want. Because while I initially saved Teva because I wanted to help her, it’s turning into something far hungrier than that.

      I want Teva for myself, in all those selfish ways. I want her in my bed, in my arms. I want her fascinating thoughts flitting through my own. I want to claim her like no one else has ever claimed her. I shouldn’t, but damn, it’s been a day and I’m already obsessed.

      Then it is good we are mated, she tells me breathlessly as she watches me tease her nipple. I like obsessed.

      I should have just let you go, I tell her, even as I nip at the tip of her breast. Even as I press hot kisses to her belly. You don’t have to be tied to me. You’re free.

      Tied? You act as if I do not want to be here. And she boldly spreads her legs wide, inviting me to touch her cunt, gleaming with wetness, her folds flushed and dark. Do you not want to caress me? To fill me with your cock?

      I groan, because no man has ever been so damn tempted. I snag one of her thighs with my arm, hooking her hip over my shoulder as I kneel on the asphalt. I bury my face in the sweetness between her thighs, and love the little gasp of delight she makes. A low, sultry purr starts in her throat and then she puts a hand on the top of my head, her claws lightly scraping at my scalp as I tease her folds. Teva’s unlike anyone I’ve ever been with before—there’s a ruthless boldness to her that is fascinating. Once upon a time, I might have gone for a woman that was a little more fragile, a little more needy.

      In an apocalypse? A woman that knows what she wants and isn’t afraid to demand it? That’s everything.

      I find the nub of her clit and coax it with tongue and mouth. She lets out another hiss, but I can feel the need ramping up inside her. I work her with my mouth, giving her everything I’ve got, and when I can feel her close to her climax, I get to my feet and line my cock up at the entrance to her cunt. Her arms go around me, her gaze dazed with lust, and I can feel the surprise in her face as I thrust deep, claiming her face to face once more.

      Why? she asks. Why do you like looking at me as we mate?

      Because I want to watch you come. It might be selfish, but I love the pleasure that spreads over her beautiful red features. The hungry need replaced by a sharper excitement, and then the tension as she edges closer and closer to her climax. I need more of that. I grip her hips, holding her tightly as I move faster, pumping deeper, harder.

      I can feel her excitement, but…she doesn’t come.

      I change the angle of my thrusts, play with her pretty tits, and still, Teva is no closer to her orgasm. It’s like now that I’m inside her, everything’s going wrong. The worst thing about our minds being linked is I can feel her growing disappointment. The sensation that there’s something wrong, and that her pleasure is evaporating.

      “What do you need?” I ask her between kisses.

      She shakes her head, holding onto me. She doesn’t respond, and I don’t think it’s because of shyness—I think she genuinely doesn’t know. I change the angle of my hips on my next thrust, determined to bring her to climax.

      Just give me your seed, Teva tells me. Nothing else matters.

      But…it does matter to me. With those words, I lose my erection. I can’t stay hard when it’s clear she’s not into it. There’s something I’m doing wrong.

      You did nothing wrong, she reassures me, sliding her hands on my chest. Gabe, please.

      “It’s okay, Teva,” I murmur, and kiss her. “We’ll figure it out. It doesn’t have to be now. Plenty of time for us to figure out how each other works.”

      Then will you just hold me? I like your skin pressed against mine.

      I nod and press another kiss to her soft mouth.

      I want to just stay in your arms this day, she tells me, ducking her head against my shoulder. Her thick, wild hair brushes against my chin, tickling my skin even as her hand strokes my chest. Let us stay here and you can come inside me once you are hard again.

      Ouch. I know it’s another cultural difference between us but I’m not going to get hard if she acts like I should just use her. It makes me wonder if this whole thing was a mistake.

      Maybe a human isn’t enough for a drakoni woman.

      Nonsense, Teva sends to me. You were strong enough to win a challenge, so you were strong enough to win me. We can mate again.

      I won that challenge by trickery alone, but I can’t help but grin at her determination. “Much as I’d like to, there’s too much to get done. Laziness fills no bellies. I’ve learned that again and again the last seven years.” I give her another kiss, unable to resist, and then regard her for a moment. We need a change of venue, I think. “Want to go shopping with me?”

      Shopping? Her thoughts are filled with curiosity. What is this?

      “You’ll see.” It might be what we need to make us both forget about what just happened here.
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      Gabe’s plan is to gather things for his human hive. His thoughts fill with all the things he needs to bring back, to provide for his elders and friends, and I close my eyes, breathing in the sheer joy of his thoughts tumbling through mine.

      I am not alone anymore. I am not lost. Gabe has me.

      I do not even care that our mating did not finish. He did not spend his seed outside of me, so it was no insult. It is simply just us needing to learn each other. He was not pleased with my inability to come, so I will have to try harder next time. It can be figured out, given time.

      Until then, there are kisses and mind-touches and I am happy with both. I’m smiling even as he gives me one last fierce kiss and then detangles from my grip. We are wasting the day, and it is full of opportunity. I watch as he quickly bathes and then puts his coverings on his body again, hiding his glorious cock from my view. I want to tell him to keep his coverings off, but then I remember how the pale parts of him turned bright red and pained him. Perhaps the coverings are wiser after all.

      He comes to my side with a wet towel and gently washes my thighs even though there is no seed on them, and I practically purr with pleasure at his touch. Are you sure we cannot stay here this day? We can go to your nest and I promise to let you use your tongue on me anywhere you like.

      There’s a flash in Gabe’s mind of frustration, but it’s quickly gone. He smiles at me even as he pulls on a foot covering. A boot. “You’ll like shopping. And I could use the help.”

      I like the idea of helping him. Of being a team. It’s been so long since I had any sort of companion that the concept fills me with a flush of happiness. Very well then. Shall we eat first? I move toward the dead deer and rip a fat, juicy haunch off. It is still warm with blood, and I hold it out to him, pleased to provide for my mate.

      The look on his face is not one of pleasure, though. He takes the haunch from me, and I pick up from his thoughts that he is surprised at my strength, surprised the deer hide is still attached to the haunch, and surprised that I expect him to eat it raw.

      This is bad? I ask. Do humans prefer their meat burned?

      “Not necessarily burned, but if we roast it, that gets rid of a lot of parasites and bacteria. I’m not sure if I have to worry about those anymore with the dragon blood, but it’s still a good idea.”

      Parasites? Bacteria? I sift through his thoughts, trying to understand what these are. Sicknesses? Bah. Are humans so fragile?

      Gabe laughs and moves to my side. “We’re not fragile. Just different.”

      Hmm. Perhaps fragile is not the right word. Perhaps…weaker is right.

      He grabs me around the waist with one surprisingly strong arm and tugs me against him. His grip is tight at my hip and my breasts push up against his hard chest. Gabe stares down at me with a mixture of amusement and annoyance. Weak, huh?

      I am dizzy with his nearness. The mating need churns through me, and I gaze at his mouth with hungry awareness, thinking of how he’d touched me and gave me so much pleasure until it all went wrong. I love the strong arm that holds me pinned against him. No, he is not weak. Gabe is anything but weak. I have never met a male who overwhelmed me like this one does.

      Good, he tells me, and his mind is so strong that it makes me tingle. Now, will you roast this for me? He holds the haunch back out to me, a gleam in his eyes.

      I turn my face up to him. For you I will do anything.

      He gazes down at me with a curious expression, and for a moment, I feel his concern at how quickly I have become attached. I want to tell him he is being ridiculous—we are mates. Of course we are attached. But he is still unsettled over how things are between us, so I simply take the haunch from him and roast it slowly with trickles of flame from my throat as he packs a bag. We have much to learn about each other, I think.

      Perhaps this “shopping” will help.

      A short time later, I am pleased when Gabe tastes the meat I charred, declares it delicious, and then eats large, hearty mouthfuls. The small creatures—the cats—meow pitifully as he eats, so he strips the bone clean of all meat, chops it into fine bits, and then spreads it on the hard ground for them to devour. He touches their heads affectionately, and then glances around, looking for a missing one.

      He hides from you, I say helpfully. His scent is nearby but he will not come while you are out.

      “We’ll leave him a bit to eat, then,” Gabe says, and prepares another handful of bits, setting it a short distance away from the others. He cleans his knife and then walks to my side, picking up his pack. “Ready to go?”

      I am more than ready. I take the hand he stretches out to me and grin, flashing my fangs. Let us feel the wind, my handsome human.

      Gabe chuckles, letting me pull him forward as we move out of the cool shade of the dwelling and into the bright morning sunlight. “We might be too low to the ground for much wind, but—”

      His words die away as I shift to battle form.

      Instantly, the madness rushes in, threatening to take over my mind. It is storms and chaos, smoke and flame. It is voices crying out, and it is utter silence in my spirit. It is all of these things and I am overwhelmed.

      You are back, my belly fires say, the thought petulant. It is as if you do not want to be drakoni anymore.

      I—I am always drakoni.

      Are you? You have taken a human for a mate.

      I unfurl my wings as if to protest, but the moment I do, instinct threatens to steal the last of my thoughts from my mind. The wind shifts, pushing against the sails of my wings and then I smell him.

      My mate. Gabe.

      Teva? Your eyes are black.

      I look down at him. He stands a short distance away, hands on hips, a frown on his handsome, hairy face. He is calm, no fear in his body, but he does not like that I am struggling. His presence soothes some of the chaos from my mind.

      Talk to me, I ask him. Please.

      Are you okay? You seem…strange.

      My head is loud. I shake it back and forth as if to clear it.

      It is because you are not the only one here, my belly fires tease.

      Go away, I tell them. I do not need you to talk to. I have a mate. I focus on Gabe, and even though my belly fires try to speak again, they fade into nothing, because they do not exist. They are part of the madness…but Gabe is real. I breathe in his scent, lowering my head toward him.

      He touches my nose. What do you want me to talk about?

      You can tell me how attractive I am, I say, teasing. I am already feeling better, though. His words drop into my mind like cool rain, and I feel better with every moment that passes. I uncurl my wings, stretching my strong body and reveling in the sensation. It feels as if it has been forever since I took this form again, and it feels good to be back in it, now that the madness is ebbing.

      Gabe shields his eyes and gazes up at me. “Look at you,” he murmurs appreciatively, and I can tell he likes the sunlight glinting on my scales. I am strong like this, and powerful, and he is not afraid. Instead, he finds joy in my pleasure.

      I forget all about the madness. It is silenced in the wake of Gabe’s smile.

      Let us go, I say to him, and scoop my mate into my claws. The moment I have him secured, I launch into the air, thrusting us forward with my powerful hind legs. My wings flap hard, hard, hard, gaining air and moving us high with a few short strokes, and then I feel the pleasure of flight as my entire body is buffeted by the wind.

      There is nothing better than flying…save perhaps a quick and dirty mating with Gabe, one that ends with pleasure.

      “Holy fuck!” he calls from below me. I can feel his hands gripping my claws tightly, as if worried I will drop him. “How did you get so high so quickly?” There’s a hint of fear in him, but it’s quickly overpowered by wonder. He, too, is enjoying the flight.

      Because I am strong, I tell him proudly.

      He laughs, breathless. “You really, really are. Hot damn.”

      I love his joy. I love that he loves this part of me, too. He has no battle form, but he does not resent mine. I can carry you all the time, I offer eagerly. You weigh nothing at all when I am in battle form. I hold him tight in my claws and tilt my wings, letting us circle lazily in the sky. There is no joy quite like flying.

      “Think you could wear a saddle? A harness? So I could sit more securely?” Even though his voice is ripped away in the wind, I can see the mental images he is projecting — a way for him to be seated upon my back, tucked safely between my shoulder blades.

      Of course. If that would make you more comfortable, I would happily do so.

      “Man, I would fucking love that, Teva. You’re amazing.” His thoughts are full of wonder. “Look at how high we are.”

      It’s obvious from his thoughts that he never considered flying with me. This is a surprise pleasure for him, and it makes me equally happy that he likes it so much. I want to show off, so I do, flying high only to dive quickly again, twirling in the air, and acting like the youngest do when they first acquire their fires and the ability to shift. He enjoys all of it, the thrill of flight singing through his blood.

      “Can you fly higher?” he asks. “I want to see where we’re at.”

      I do so, and turn when he instructs. He gazes down at the ribbons of road below us, noting a loop and a thing called an “exit,” where the road branches off into a different area. He knows this place, and he sends me a mental image.

      “Can we go here? It’s a store, a big one I’ve only been to once or twice because it’s so far out.” His mental instructions are clear—if we follow along the “exit” it will take us to a big box of a nest that is filled with all kinds of things for him to take.

      This is “shopping” apparently.

      I turn and head in the direction indicated, content to listen in to Gabe’s thoughts as we pass over buildings and wrecked human settlements. He marvels over how fast we travel, and I can feel the hint of envy in him. I have just crossed in moments what will take him all day to travel, and he thinks of all the places we could go, the things we could see.

      Anywhere you want to go, I promise him. Drakoni are territorial, but if you wish to see new places, we will go together.

      “Maybe in the future. For now, I have obligations at the fort.” And his thoughts fill with his elders and the other humans waiting back at their hive.

      I sift through his thoughts and do not like that a female or two come to mind. I do not want any females to touch him, or to consider him for their mate. I do not want to think about him touching other females and making them come, or giving them his seed. Not after our last mating.

      It makes me feel possessive. Angry. My belly fires threaten to rouse, as if they sense trouble and want to pounce.

      Gabe’s hand strokes on the scales of one of my claws. No need to be jealous of anyone, Teva. I’m here with you, not them.

      So he is. I fill my thoughts with pleasure, leaning in to nuzzle at the soft hair covering his scalp as I fly.
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      TEVA

      We make it to the store in an impressively short amount of time. Gabe’s thoughts are impressed at my speed, and when I go to settle on the roof, he directs me to the parking lot instead. It is full of more of the dead metal cars, but I find a clear area toward the back, where the grasses grow thicker, squeezing out between cracks and raising their heads toward the sun. In the distance, game bounds away, their scent thick on the air. More deer. Hungrily, I think of devouring one…or two. I did not eat this morning. I was too distracted by my new mate and watching his beautiful mouth as he chewed.

      Set me down and go hunt then, Teva, Gabe tells me, his hand on my scales. I can take care of myself. Will you be all right if we separate?

      Why wouldn’t I be? I land gently and then spread my claws, placing him on the ground carefully so his boots hit first.

      He turns and looks up at me, his eyes studying me. He sees nothing but gold in my gaze, and that makes him relieved. I just…this is still new to you. I don’t want to lose you to the madness again. Gabe reaches a hand out.

      Automatically, I lean down and press my muzzle against it. His hand is small compared to my battle form, but his touch sears me all the same. Just talk to me while I am gone? I like the sound of your voice. It soothes my thoughts.

      I will. He looks up at me, and then impulsively leans in and brushes his mouth over my scales, as if he can kiss my dragon mouth. The thought is amusing, and I give his face a lick—slathering his cheek with wet affection—before I step backward and take to the air again.

      I will not be gone long, I promise him. Only to eat a deer. Perhaps two.

      I’m not going anywhere. His thoughts are amused, as if nothing ever truly bothers easygoing Gabe. In fact, it’s going to take me a little while to find a decent buggy or two. As I fly away, he sends me a mental image of rusty metal carts with squeaky wheels. Most are scattered across the parking lot, and when he finds one, he normally finds one missing a wheel or two, and therefore unusable. Take your time, Teva, we’ve got all day.

      Do you need the cart? I ask him as I soar through the air, picking up the scents again. There. My mouth waters with hunger as I fly higher, looking to go against the wind and then trick the deer into thinking I’ve gone. If they see my shadow, they will run, and while I can chase them, I do not want to bother. I want to get back to my handsome mate.

      If this store is as full as it was a few years ago, I’d like to get as much as I can. The cart helps me carry things. He sends a mental image of picking items off a shelf and putting them into the square cart.

      I see.

      His thoughts continue on, talking of nothing at all as he checks cart after cart, and the occasional thread of a strange song or two twists in with his thoughts. He whistles and makes music as he works, eventually pulling out a tool and taking a wheel off of one broken cart to fix another. As he does, I hunt my deer down, managing to snatch one in my claws before the herd scatters. I devour it quickly, then rise again to chase a straggler and fill my belly.

      By the time I return to Gabe’s side, he’s heading toward the entrance, pushing the squeaking—but whole—buggy in front of him. He pauses in front of the entrance and shields his eyes again, watching as I land in front of him. I can feel his approval at the sight of me, his fear gone.

      Finished, Teva?

      For now. I eye the door and stretch my wings one more time before tucking them against my body and then switching back to my two-legged form. I rise, moving to Gabe’s side, and then push his hands away. I will control this.

      He laughs. “All yours, then.”

      I should be pleased that he lets me have my way, but for some reason…I am not. It irritates me, like sand against the skin, and I cannot say why. I shove the cart forward, and it squeals and creaks as we move into the store. It is a large, dark place, full of dust and old, terrible smells. The stink of thousands of human feet from long ago lingers, and I wrinkle my nose. And things. So many human things. Gabe looks around with interest.

      “It seems to be untouched from the last time I came here. That’s good.”

      It is?

      “Yeah. Means there might be some good salvage.”

      Ah. His mind flashes through with all the different things he wants to get, some of which I recognize—food, coverings for his body—and some that I have no comprehension of. I do not know what a “toiletries” is, or what a “tampon” is. Gabe points at a section past a small row of islands with many carts parked in front of them. Old “registers,” his clever mind alerts me.

      “Over there. I think that’s our first stop.”

      What are we getting? I give the cart another shove as it groans its way forward.

      “We’re hitting the pharmacy first, looking for any medicine that might be left. Then, supplies for the women at the fort. Sanitary stuff, shampoo, and probably some toothbrushes and the like if we can find anything.”

      I pause and for a brief moment I want to shove the cart into the nearest wall…or Gabe’s head. You are providing for other females?

      He looks at me with a bit of surprise. “You’re jealous?”

      You are my mate. Let their mates do such things for them. I scowl, a murderous rage rising in my belly. If I have to fight these other females to prove my dominance and my right to be at your side, I will. Do these females know I will tear their guts open if they approach you?

      Displeasure flashes in Gabe’s mind. “Teva. There’s nothing to be jealous of. It’s a fort full of women with babies or elders. I’m not interested in any of them.”

      His thoughts are clear and full of truth. That makes me feel better, but even so, I will growl out a warning to any female who encroaches on my territory. You are allowed to acquire things for elders and young, I tell him. Nothing for any other females, though, or they will regret it.

      “Hey.” Gabe turns to face me. He puts his hands on my face, tilting my chin up so I meet his gaze. “I’m here with you. I want to be with you. There’s no need to be jealous.”

      I bare my teeth at him and bat his hand away. I am not jealous. I am territorial. There is a difference.

      “They’re elders, Teva. Elders and women with babies and no protectors.” The look he gives me is exasperated. “It would upset me if you attacked them. Would you attack elders and children at your home?”

      My scowl lessens. I…just want them to know you are mine. I touch his chest. If you wore my scent, it would be easier.

      “Wear your scent?”

      When two drakoni mate, their scents mingle as their spirits do. You fill me with your seed and you share your fires with me, so I wear your scent. It will grow stronger every time we mate. But you do not wear mine. I slide my claws up his coverings, to the bare skin on his neck, and the bristles that grow on his chin. We need to mate more often.

      His thoughts fill with our bad mating from earlier, when his cock did not fill with seed and my body did not clench with release. He feels regret, and it permeates his mind.

      Do not think about that, I tell him. I still like your touch. We just need to mate to cover you with my scent.

      “Later, perhaps. What if you bite me? Can you share your scent with me that way?”

      Oooh. It’s an intriguing thought. You would let me do so?

      “When we get back to camp? You can plaster me with your scent any way you like, Teva.”

      My eyes flare with heat, and I send him my thoughts full of molten need. I like that idea. Let us hurry.

      He laughs, then leans in and gives me a fierce kiss, showing I am not the only one full of need. “We’ll hurry, yes.”

      I follow behind him with the cart as he heads down the aisle, looking at each object left atop the counters. Some of them have been destroyed over time, contents spilled, and some completely dried out. Even so, he fills his cart with objects, pleased at what he finds. We fill the cart up and he goes to the front to grab another, and I pass by a stand with…people on it.

      Flat people. I pick one of the flat people up and poke at the face. It is not really a person, but it looks so real. What…is this? I move to Gabe’s side and hold it out. Who is this person and why can I not smell them?

      He puts a handful of small packages—toothbrushes—into the cart and glances at the object in my hand. “That’s a magazine. It’s not a person. It’s a picture of a person. An image of them captured and put on paper.”

      Oh. Some of his words make sense, but some do not. I touch the picture again, fascinated. The female on the cover has dark brown skin and purple lips and a bushy, thick wave of hair that springs outward from her head. She wears a brightly colored covering that makes her body look so lovely, and her skin glows. She is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. I touch her face again. She is wearing strange coverings.

      Gabe pushes the cart down another aisle while I trail behind him, staring at the picture. “It’s a fashion magazine. They all dress a little strangely.”

      I like it. But why does she wear it? Does her skin need protecting like yours?

      “It might, but most people just wear clothes because they like the way they look in them. Makes them feel good about themselves. Plus, you shield your private parts from prying eyes.”

      That is curious. Shield your body from others? Why?

      Gabe’s expression grows serious. “Sometimes men aren’t very nice to women. Sometimes they take without asking.”

      The females do not challenge?

      No. There’s no challenge at all.

      I narrow my eyes at him. Your females allow that? Why do they not rip the throats out of any male that dares to make them feel like less?

      He flashes me a hint of a grin. “That’d make the world a simpler place, wouldn’t it? But look at my hands, my teeth. We’re not equipped for that sort of thing.”

      I gaze down at the picture, at the lovely woman who must wear coverings to hide her pretty breasts and cunt from other men because the males here take without asking. How very awful it is to be human.

      “Sometimes it is, yeah.”

      You would not do such things to a female?

      I am amused at the disgust that fills his mind. “God, no. I’d lop the balls off of any man that tried to hurt any woman in my presence.”

      His violent, firm thoughts send a shiver of pleasure through me. There is nothing but truth in his mind. He would hurt a male that harmed a female. Good. I will help you. I hold the magazine and touch the woman’s face again. I think of Gabe’s dream, of the Teva in his thoughts that wore a dress like this. He stripped it off of her as if she were a special treat. Something to be savored. I want that, I decide. I want to dress in coverings like a human woman and see the look in his eyes. Not because I have anything to hide away, but because I want to have him peel the clothing off of me.

      Gabe pushes the cart, and we pass by a large section in the center of the store full of racks of soft materials. I touch one and realize it is clothing, just like on the magazine, but in different colors and shapes. Gabe doesn’t pause, but continues on, and I pick up from his thoughts that he is heading toward something called “sporting goods.”

      I want to look at these, I tell him. You go ahead. I touch the fabric of the nearest blue covering and find it has a curious texture.

      He pauses and looks back at me, and I can feel the worry on his mind. Stay close. I don’t want anything to happen to you.

      I am amused at the thought. It is I that guards you, I remind him. And if anyone comes near, I will smell them.

      Gabe breaks out into a grin. “Right. I keep forgetting that you’re the badass in this relationship. Okay. Let me know if the situation changes.” He winks at me and then pushes his cart forward.

      I touch the clothes again and then move into the sea of them, my mind partially focused on Gabe’s absent thoughts as he picks through the things left behind. I like the constant stream of thoughts coming from him, and they soothe me even as I touch human things and try to figure out their purpose. I told him I would be able to scent anyone that approached, but the smells of the different fabrics and the dust—and the old, old scents of many humans—quickly become overwhelming.

      It is quiet, though, and that reassures me. I stand between Gabe and the entrance, so someone will have to try to sneak past my location if they wish to harm my mate. So I relax, touching human clothing as I wander through circular racks. I want something pretty and flowing like the one in the picture, but nothing matches it. I find more pictures of human females plastered on the walls, and they wear strange harnesses over their breasts and small coverings over their cunts. They smile with delight, as if these are the best things in the world, so I find a covering like theirs and try to put it on. It scratches at my skin and there are too many straps, so I let it hang off my elbow instead and move on to something else.

      Human clothes have a great many holes in them, I learn, and I do not know how they fit. I find something in a bright yellow and orange, but it looks like nothing but triangles and strings. I loop it over my head and it catches on my horns, but I can see the pretty colors when I move, so I leave it. I find more and more pieces of clothing with vibrant hues and I pile them on. When Gabe comes back, he can show me how to wear them properly, but for now, I just slide them onto my arm or over my neck and stack them there.

      Now I see why Gabe enjoys shopping. He is right; this is fun.
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      I ransack the sporting goods section, taking a few boxes of bullets and some camping equipment before I return to Teva’s side. There’s more to get from this store—it’s loaded with merchandise—but I keep getting vague flashes of pleasure and color from her mind, and I can’t stay away. I follow her thoughts to her side.

      When I find my dragon mate, she is seated on the floor in the children’s clothing, several string bikinis draped over her head, and more swimsuits loaded up on her arms. She lies on the floor, carefully turning pages in the fashion magazine. I chuckle at the sight of her, and she turns on her side to look at me.

      Did you know this opens up to more pictures inside? Teva gestures at the magazine, her thoughts full of wonder. They wear different coverings in all of them!

      “And so you’re trying to wear them all at once?” I ask, amused. I lean over her and pluck a string bikini top off of her hair. She looks adorably ridiculous, and has managed to get clothing on every part of her except the spots most women would cover up. I laugh aloud as I see a thong twisted up and down her arm.

      That was not the response I wanted from you, she tells me sourly. I wanted you to help me take these off.

      “And I am,” I tell her, chuckling. The layers she has on really have no rhyme or reason. It looks as if she just grabbed anything brightly colored and slid it on however possible. I tug at a child’s swimsuit she has under the thong.

      No, I wanted you to help me pull my layers off. Not laugh at me. And her thoughts fill with an image of the two of us together, of me moving toward her and pulling a sexy yellow figure-hugging dress off her body. It was a dream you had, she confesses. And I liked it. It made you want me.

      Now I feel like an asshole for laughing. She has to be thinking about how things went wrong this morning. I know I am. I rub my mouth and crouch beside her. “Teva, that was just a dream. I’d never insist you cover up if you’re comfortable naked. You’re allowed to be you.” Once upon a time I might have thought differently, but Rast walks around Fort Shreveport naked as hell and everyone got used to it. Teva would be no different. If she likes being bare-assed, then she can be bare-assed. Hell, if the sun didn’t bother me, I might go bare-assed with her. “I like you however you want to be,” I tell her, rubbing my knuckles along her jaw. “You don’t have to dress and try to be human.”

      I have no wish to be human, she tells me haughtily. But…some of your things are pretty. She touches the magazine picture again and then looks up at me. Do you like me with coverings on?

      “I like you covered or bare.”

      Her fingers touch one of the bright swimsuits stacked and wrapped on her arms. Only Salorians wear robes to cover themselves where I come from, she admits. They do it to set themselves apart from the rest of us. I never thought I would want to wear such things, but… Some of the clothing feels good on my skin.

      I stand and offer her my hand. “Then let’s find you something you want to wear and I’ll help you with it.”

      She picks up the magazine and flips through the pages, then stops on a lingerie advertisement. I do not like these. I found them but they itch.

      “Bras and panties? You don’t have to wear them, then. Some women do because, ah…well, I don’t know why they do.”

      Because they like to itch, Teva declares. She flips to another page, and then shows it to me. I want to wear that. Look at how beautiful it is.

      I rub my jaw. I shouldn’t be surprised Teva likes a picture of a woman in a wedding gown, but I guess I am. It’s a lot of bright white fabric cascading behind the happy bride, the veil swirling around her. “That’s a special kind of dress. They’re worn when a female first takes a mate.”

      Her eyes are pure gold. Then it is perfect. Where can I wear one of these?

      I chuckle at her enthusiasm. If she wants a wedding dress, we’ll get her a damn wedding dress. “Not here. This isn’t the kind of store.”

      There are different stores for different things? Her brow furrows.

      She has no idea. I take her hand in mine. “Come on. Let’s pack up what we’ve got here and then we’ll go to a bridal store and get you the dress you want.”
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      Teva doesn’t complain as we finish scavenging in the store, then carefully box up the items for carrying. I duct-tape all of them onto a flatbed, then wheel it out to the parking lot, where Teva shifts forms. She’s eerily beautiful as a dragon, all teeth and claw and red scale, but I’m not afraid of her. She’s dangerous, yes. She could kill me with a random flick of her tail. She could tear me into pieces with one claw, and she has tons of them. She could roast me in an instant or swallow me whole.

      Her eyes whirl dark black and she gives a full-body shudder, as if something’s wrong.

      Teva? I ask, touching my mind with hers.

      Her eyes bleed slowly back to gold. She nuzzles my face and sends me thoughts of pleasure and protectiveness.

      She’s fine. I’m just being overprotective, it seems. It’s kind of amusing. I’ve always been the alpha male everywhere I’ve gone. It was one reason we were booted out of our last fort—the leader didn’t like how much influence I had on the other men. I can handle myself in a fight. I can intimidate the hell out of a few rogue nomads if I have to. I can shoot a gun and fish and hunt.

      And Teva acts like I’m the fragile one, the one in need of protecting. It’s obvious in how carefully she curls her claws around my torso, even as she lifts into the air with the flatbed tucked in her other hand.

      Should I not be fierce? Teva asks me. Among my people, the females are the hunters and the most vicious fighters. The males might have size, but that is it.

      It’s just different for me, I admit. But I don’t dislike it. I admire a woman that can take care of herself, and Teva certainly can. Now if we can just figure out the sexual dynamic between the two of us, things will be great. I’m still stuck on that pride-destroying encounter between us, but I shove it out of my mind quickly so she doesn’t pick up on it. Time to dwell on that later.

      Come, Gabe, let us go and get my dress. Her excitement is as palpable as it is girlish.

      I laugh, caress her scales, and scan the world below for a dress shop.

      I thought it’d be easier to find a bridal gown store, but the part of town we’re in doesn’t have much like that. We end up doubling back and flying toward a different part of the city, and I spot a small place that looks promising. We set down in the parking lot, Teva gently setting me on my feet, and then releasing the flatbed. It rolls away and thumps against a nearby car.

      I consider staying out in the parking lot to watch over it, but I promised I’d help Teva. Even more selfishly, I want to see the look on her face as she goes through the dresses. I didn’t realize how jaded I’ve become until I felt her bubbling enthusiasm. For all that she’s a killer and a “monster,” there’s a sweet innocence to Teva that is refreshing. It’s like no matter how bad things get, she can still find things to enjoy. I love that.

      Today…I just want to see her smile.

      “Come on,” I say as I pick up a rock and approach the dirty glass door of the shop. “Let’s find you a dress.”

      Her eyes gleam with eagerness as I break the glass and reach in to unlock the door.
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      Teva’s enthusiasm over the wedding dresses is impossible to ignore. She touches each one with joy-filled reverence, her thoughts racing as she examines dress after dress. Some are scratchy, some are noisy, but she loves all of them. She loves the ones with the thick layers of fabric that make huge skirts…until she tries one on. Then she scratches at the fabric until it tears, and her woebegone expression is so pitiful that I don’t have the heart to laugh.

      “We’ll find something perfect for you,” I promise her.

      And we eventually do. When I pull out a silken, body-hugging dress with spaghetti straps, her mind fills with joy and I know it’s the one. It’s got some girly shit going on in the front, weird little tucks right under the tits, but the skirts flare out like a bell and it’s soft to the touch. I help her pull it over her head and then zip her into it, and it fits as if it was made for her.

      Teva turns to look at me, her eyes shining molten gold as she touches her breasts. Am I pretty?

      I have a huge knot in my throat at the sight of her. She still looks wild and untamed, my dragon girl, but fuck, is she ever pretty. Her thick hair cascades over almost bare shoulders, and the dress pinches in, highlighting her small, high tits and the nipples visible through the fabric. She looks dainty and delicate in the dress, but more than that, the sheer joy in her eyes is enough to kill me. You’re beautiful. Come on, let’s find you a mirror.

      I take her hand in mine and lead her to the back of the store, where the dressing rooms are, and as we pass other dresses, she touches them, her thoughts filled with happiness. It makes me want to grab one of everything off the rack and bring it with us, even though I know it’s impossible. We need supplies way more than we need thirty wedding gowns, but damn. I love seeing the bright smile on her face.

      She twirls in front of the mirror like any bride, and I laugh at her delight when the skirt bells out around her. “You look perfect, destroyer.”

      I do, do I not? Teva eyes her reflection, pleased. She meets my gaze in the mirror and her expression grows hot. In your dreams, you tore this off of me and mated your tongue with mine.

      I groan. It’s impossible to ignore the heat her thoughts are filled with. “I wouldn’t want to ruin your dress now that you’ve found it,” I tell her, moving closer. My cock’s an aching bar of heat already; it takes no time for this woman to turn me on and make me crazy with lust. I grab her by the hips and haul her up against me, then carry her to the nearest countertop.

      Her eyes light up with pleasure and she clings to me.

      “But it doesn’t mean we can’t have fun.” And I push her skirts up, exposing her bare pussy, as I think about going down on her.

      Teva gives a throaty little gasp, her thoughts full of heat. I like this idea. She puts her feet on my shoulders, her expression enticing. You will mate my cunt with your tongue instead?

      Is that a problem? I like the taste of you. And maybe I just rushed things last time. Maybe I should have taken more time to get her off before I shoved my dick into her. She obviously needs more, and so I want to give it to her. I press my mouth to the inside of her thigh, gazing up at her from the ripples of white silk that flow over her hips. I’d keep my mouth here all day if you’d let me. Just make you come over and over again.

      Her thoughts flood with heat, and she arches on the counter even as I press my mouth to her sweet pussy and find her soaked with arousal.

      Do humans mate in their special dresses? she asks.

      I chuckle. I bet a lot of them do. I bet—

      Something slams outside.

      Teva stiffens, even as I reach for the gun at my belt. I put a hand up and indicate she should stay behind, creeping forward to the windows of the shop. We didn’t notice anyone around when we left our supplies outside, but we’ve also been in here for a while. If someone was in the area and saw a flatbed full of boxes, they’d come and investigate, looking for something to scavenge…

      And I’ve left it out in the open like an idiot.

      Teva moves to my side, a snarl on her face and her eyes whirling darker. Interlopers!

      It’s probably nothing, I tell her quickly.

      Someone is here. Her teeth are bared in a hiss and her eyes are wild and large. I cannot smell them—I can smell nothing inside this store but dust and dresses. I will go out—

      No. I pull her against me, wrapping my arm around her waist. Just look out the window, Teva. You can see them.

      Sure enough, two men are by the flatbed, tearing open one of the carefully packed boxes. They rip through the contents, filling their hands with my hard-scavenged toothbrushes, toiletries, tampons, and baby clothes. People in the fort can use all of that. It’ll make life so much easier for everyone with a few of the luxuries from the Before and—

      Teva snarls, ripping free from my grasp. They steal from you, Gabe! Hot smoke pours from her mouth. Her thoughts roil, wild and chaotic, and something deep growls inside her. Her hands clench and murder is in her mind. She is picturing rending them limb from limb, their blood spraying all over the parking lot.

      Jesus. This girl goes from zero to eleven in no time flat.

      I have to defuse the situation. I’ll handle it, Teva. No need to hurt anyone.

      I study the men quickly. They’re both thin and ragged, their clothing torn and dirty. There’s an older man with a salt and pepper beard and a young, clean-shaven man. If I go out and wave my gun around, they’ll get the hint. They probably just think someone abandoned that stuff. We can scare them off.

      No. Teva’s mental voice is flat. I will destroy them. Her thoughts are fire itself, scorching heat rocketing through my mind.

      Before I can stop her, she heads out of the shop to confront the men. Smoke pours after her, erupting from her nose and mouth.

      “Teva,” I growl, half-irritated and half-terrified. If they’re armed, she might get hurt.

      I am drakoni, and I will protect my mate.

      The moment she bursts through the broken door of the shop, the men look up. One raises his hands in a quick surrender, confusion on his face. “We didn’t mean any harm—”

      The other filthy man crouches behind the older one, and after a heartbreaking moment, I realize it’s not a man and a boy, but a man and his daughter. The girl’s dressed in boys’ clothing, her hair hidden under a baseball cap. She can’t be more than twelve or thirteen. And she’s got a box of tampons in her hands, her eyes wide and terrified.

      “Teva,” I call again.

      My dragon’s beyond listening. She glares at the two for a moment, and then the wedding dress bursts into pieces, silk flying as she shifts to her dragon form. Her wings uncurl and she lets out an ear-splitting shriek. In front of her, the two scavengers by our supplies drop to their knees, terrified.

      She’s going to kill them. Jesus.

      Yes, I am. Her thoughts seethe with the dark joy of it. They will not take from you!

      Fuck, this cannot be happening. I don’t want to watch Teva rip people limb from limb in front of me, and that’s definitely her goal. It’s all over her thoughts. I have to stop this.

      “Teva,” I call again, and when she rears her head back, her anger blisters my mind. She’s furious—not just at them, but at me for trying to stop her.

      Move aside, human.

      So you can kill them? No. I thought I could trust you, Teva. I move forward, pushing in front of the man and his daughter. But if you do this, then you’re no better than all the crazy-ass dragons that murdered everyone.

      On the ground, the girl chokes back a sob.

      That’s who I am, Gabe. Teva’s eyes are whirling with black chaos. I’m crazy. Remember? There’s such venom in her tone. She hates that I think she’s crazy. Resents it.

      Do it. Kill.

      The command is so soft I almost miss it. Is that…another voice? Talking to Teva?

      Kill, she agrees, her thoughts a furious hiss. I want to kill.

      No, you don’t. I keep my mind firm. I need to overpower that new voice. The one that’s telling her to do bad things, whispering for her to do harm. I need for my advice to be the only one she hears. “Teva,” I call again. “Teva, read my mind. You know this isn’t what I want.”

      She lets out another fierce shriek of rage, her entire body shuddering with the need to release her fire and burn everything to the ground. Madness swirls behind her thoughts.

      “Teva,” I say again, letting her know in my tone of voice that I’m displeased. “Teva, calm down and listen to me.”

      The dragon whips her tail back and forth, shattering the glass of a nearby car. She lowers her head again and for a moment, I think she’s going to pour her flame onto the two strangers and me as well. Her eyes meet mine and they’re more black than gold. She opens her mouth, and I stare down at her pink tongue and massive fangs, at the flames flickering at the back of her throat.

      She’s going to kill me.

      Never! Teva snaps her jaw shut, tosses her head, and hisses her anger at me. You think I would harm you? My mate?

      I don’t know. Would you? She’s not attacking, and that’s something. I reach out to her mentally, but her mind is a kaleidoscope of confusion. There’s nothing to touch onto, only anger and hate. So I move forward slowly and put one hand on her muzzle. Her scales are hot to the touch, as if she’s holding her fire in by sheer will alone. I can hear someone behind me suck in a terrified breath, but I have to trust Teva’s still in there somewhere, and she won’t hurt me.

      “Teva,” I say again, voice firm. “Look at me.”

      Low, soft mutterings ramble through her chaotic mind, and not all of them are hers. Is she talking to someone else that’s throwing her into confusion? I want to ask, but I need her to focus.

      The dragon starts to pull away again, so I grab her by the nostril and lean in, meeting her gaze. Her eyes flick with gold and then go black again, but I saw that color. I want it to return. I won’t let her retreat.

      Teva, I say again. Nothing’s changed. These are just more humans. You’re not going to kill every human we run across. You know I won’t like that.

      I…know. The thought is almost petulant. Irritated. But she likes my firm hand on her nose.

      I keep it there, holding her tight. I don’t want you killing anyone. That would make me very unhappy. I have to be able to trust you. Can I trust you?

      More mutterings, whisperings, but her eyes slowly burn gold again.

      Yes, she says after a long moment. I hear you, Gabe. I trust you.

      Then trust me that these people are not a threat. I let go of the tight hold on her nostril and brush my hand over her scales instead. Trust me that I won’t lead you astray. Besides, you’re a dragon, my lovely destroyer. They pose no risk to you.

      It is not myself I seek to protect, she tells me darkly, but her thoughts are less chaotic, less wild by the moment.

      “Please change,” I tell her softly. “I’m sure these humans didn’t realize they were stealing from us.”

      “We didn’t know,” the girl sobs. I don’t turn around, but I can hear them dumping the goods back into the boxes. “We didn’t realize.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, turning my head. “But my mate is very protective. She would prefer you leave.”

      “Of course,” the man says. “Come on, Morgan.”

      Morgan. A man—or a woman’s name. It’s obvious they’re hiding her identity for her sake. Skinny Morgan and her equally skinny father aren’t predators like most nomads, which means its impressive they’ve managed to last this long without a fort. I feel a bit of sympathy for them. “If you’re just trying to scrape by,” I offer, not taking my eyes off of Teva as I stroke her nose, “there’s a good fort south of here. Decent people. Go up the highway about two miles or so and then take the marked exit. Follow the signs. You can get there in about a day, maybe two if you walk slow. It’s safe there.”

      “We’ll leave,” the man says.

      Teva shifts forms, and then she rises from the ground, tossing her thick hair behind her as she struts toward me. There’s a mulish look on her pretty face, as if she’s unwilling to concede that she overreacted.

      “It’s ok,” I reassure her.

      They are interlopers in our territory. They should know better.

      Maybe they should, I agree, pulling her against me as the two nomads hurry away. They don’t even look back at us, far too frightened. But we’re all in this together. Is a mistake worth killing someone over?

      Yes, she says firmly.

      No.

      Teva sighs. No, then. She slides her arms around my waist and then glances down at something on the ground. It’s a long piece of fabric from her destroyed dress. Her thoughts grow sad and she scoops it up, rubbing her cheek against it. And now my pretty coverings are gone.

      I take her hands in mine. “The good thing about human stores is that they usually carry several of the same dress. I bet we can find another. We’ll grab one, and I’ll hold onto it while we fly back to camp. Sound good?”

      Her smile brightens and it’s like the sun coming out from behind the clouds.

      But I worry things are going from bad to worse.
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      There’s one more dress just like the one Teva destroyed, so we scoop it up and repack our boxes, then head back. I try to keep my thoughts peaceful, but I’m disturbed at how quickly Teva lost control. It was like a switch flipped in her brain.

      I don’t know if Teva can ever be around people if that’s her reaction. She can’t murder people for making bad decisions. And if she can’t be around people, then it means I’m in exile too.

      Normally I wouldn’t care that much about exile. I’ve been exiled before. But I’ve got Charlie, Major and Lester to take care of. I’ve got the survivors from Fort Justice to think about. They’re all depending on me and what I can bring in. The fort’s been low on food for the last few months, and more people keep showing up. Amy would never turn them away, but I know she and Rast have been spread thin, especially with Gwen and Vaan gone to Fort Dallas, and Liam and Andi setting up their territory a short distance away while Liam gets sorted with his drakoni side. He’s been faking being human for so long that he lost control when he took his battle form again, and Andi’s just now been able to bring him back.

      It’s just like Teva. The more she shifts to her dragon form, the less controlled she becomes. Whatever bond we created in the beginning is splintering quickly.

      I’d ask Liam if he has advice, but I don’t know if he does. Maybe Rast can help, if we dare to go back to the fort together.

      But…I have to go back. And Charlie and the others need to stay there. They need the stability and ease of life that a fort provides. Charlie hasn’t been doing well health-wise, and moving around the fort’s a lot easier on Lester in his wheelchair.

      Why would we not go back? Teva asks. You wish to return, yes?

      I do…but you can’t attack them, Teva. They’re family and friends.

      If you say not to attack, I will not attack. Her thoughts are easy and full of reassurance.

      I’m not convinced, though. Teva’s not a bad person. She’s not like anyone I’ve met before, though, and she’s unpredictable. And the fort is full of children and elderly…

      You speak as if I would attack them without thinking. Her thoughts are full of pain. You do not trust me.

      It’s difficult, Teva. I just… I couldn’t even talk to you. I can’t risk so many people’s lives.

      I would not have hurt you.

      And them? Promise me you wouldn’t have hurt them?

      She’s silent, and my mood’s as black as hers feels.

      We’re both quiet for the rest of the ride back to my camp. Once there, Teva sets me down as gently as possible, and I ache with how careful and precise her thoughts are. She cares about me. I know she does. She’s not a wild animal. She’s a person. It’s like she’s trying to prove to me that she does have control. That she’s not on the verge of breaking down.

      But then I think of the terrified faces and how hot her muzzle was, how close she was to killing them. And I ache with the realization that it’s not smart for us to go back to the fort. Not right now. Not together.

      I can’t leave her, either. She’ll be completely lost without me and I’m not ready to give up on her. Not after a day.

      Fuck, has it only been a day? Immediately, I’m full of guilt. She’s barely had time to catch her breath and I’ve been all over her like a dog in heat. If Liam needs time away from the fort to settle his head, Teva probably does too.

      I’m sorry if I’ve been impatient, I tell her as she uncurls her claws from around me.

      She sets the flatbed down next to me and then shifts forms. Her hair is tangled and wild as ever, but the look on her face is full of hurt and sorrow. I want you to trust me, Gabe. I want to be someone you can trust to be around your elders. Her eyes are full of gold as she gazes up at me. I want to be at your side always.

      I cup her cheek. “I’m not going anywhere, sweetheart. I promise this. I made a vow to you when I trapped you that I was going to help you, and I mean it. It might take a little longer is all.”

      I hold the dress out to her.

      She takes it with delicate hands, her thoughts full of misery. I do not like to think that I am a problem to you, a burden.

      “If you could help how you feel, Teva, I don’t think most of this world would have been destroyed. Dragons didn’t want to do this any more than humans wanted them to do it.” I pull her close to me, wrapping my arms around her. “You’re not a problem, okay? We’ll figure this out.”

      I wish I could talk to the other dragons. See how they keep control.

      A kernel of an idea forms. We could go talk to Liam and Andi. See how you handle being around them.

      Would they mind?

      I don’t care if they do, I admit with a grin. They’ll understand the situation. And they live away from the fort, so it’s the best of both worlds.

      I like this idea.

      I think it’s the solution we need, I agree. But…I also think we should walk there.

      Walk? She gazes up at me. Why?

      I know Liam well. He is the most easygoing person…until he shifts to his battle form. I think that has something to do with the stirring in your thoughts. I think that’s why you’re quick to lose control. Maybe you’ll be able to better cope if you don’t switch forms. If you stay like this.

      Forever? Her thoughts are heartbroken. Devastated. Her expression tears at me. It’s like I’ve asked her to give up everything she is.

      Not forever. Just until we figure things out a bit more.

      But without my battle form I am weak. Her jaw clenches.

      Human? I tease.

      Her heart aches, and she thinks she has offended me. I did not mean it like that.

      I chuckle. It’s no shame to admit you can take me in any kind of fight. I like that you’re strong. And humans aren’t so bad. You like me, don’t you?

      She tilts her head back and eyes me. You are passable.

      Passable? I snort and my grin widens when a mischievous sparkle lights up her gaze. You’re gonna pay for that.

      What, you will fight me with your impressive human strength? She flips her hair and gives me a coy look.

      Tease.

      I watch as she saunters toward the tent, dress in hand. Her hips sway and I can’t stop staring at her. I much prefer sassy, teasing Teva to the wild, crazed Teva from earlier. As I admire her rounded red backside, the cats trot up to her side and rub against her legs. To my astonishment, all four meow at her, demanding attention and food. She tosses her dress into the tent and then crouches, petting their heads carefully, mindful of her claws.

      “I’ll be damned,” I mutter, watching as Colonel Mustard—the crankiest and most elusive of Charlie’s cats—rubs up against her hand. “When did that happen?”

      While you slept. He likes my scent and how warm I am. She pets his ears. He sees how the others trust you and wants to trust, too. He is hungry.

      I watch her in surprise. He…told you that?

      She gives me an incredulous look. No. He is a cat. But it is clear from the way he licks my fingers that he is hungry. She extends her fingertips and sure enough, Mustard licks them wildly.

      “Right. Now I’m losing my mind.” I scrub a hand over my head. “I’ll chop up some of the food for them. Tomorrow we need to cage them if we’re going to leave this place and head out to see Andi and Liam.”

      Won’t they be angry? The cats?

      “They might, but it’s for their own good.”

      She thoughtfully strokes Mustard’s head. Then it is like us going to visit your friends. It will not make me happy, but it is for my own good, yes?

      “If you don’t want to go, Teva—”

      No, we will go. I want you to trust me. The stubbornness filters through her thoughts. I want to show you I am not wild. I am not insane. I am a good mate. I am. She emphasizes the last, as if she is not entirely convinced herself.

      “We’ll figure it out,” I reassure her. “Maybe we just need to figure out what triggers you.” I think for a moment about her reaction, how chaotic her mind was, and the strange other voice I heard. “Was someone talking to you? Bothering you?”

      Embarrassment clouds her thoughts. It was my belly fires. They talk to me when I am feeling upset. I know it sounds foolish, but I hear its voice clear as day, and it tells me things I want to hear, encourages me to do things I want to do. They were nicer when I was alone, but now that I have you, they are angrier. More demanding. I think they are jealous.

      Voices. She’s hearing voices. My heart hurts to hear that. I knew from Andi and Amy that the dragons were mad but I didn’t think it would manifest like that. I…see.

      She meets my eyes. You think I am more insane now, do you not? After hearing that?

      It does cross my mind. But I shake my head and crouch next to her, petting one of the cats that twist and purr against her legs. “I think when you are lonely enough, you’ll talk to anyone—even someone that isn’t there—to make you feel less frightened and alone. Maybe in time those belly fires will stop speaking to you.”

      I hope so. Her eyes flash black. They do not like you very much.

      Then I really, really hope they stop talking to her.

      Teva gives me a sunny smile. But I like you. And that is all that matters, yes?

      “As long as you win all the arguments with your belly fires,” I agree. When she smiles at me like this, all sweet mischief, it’s hard to imagine her as troubled. She watches me with an intense gaze and clothing flashes through her mind. I gesture at her dress. “Did you want to wear that again?”

      I was not thinking of my clothing, but of tearing yours off of you. She licks her lips. Or are you scared of me now?

      Scared of her? It’s not that. I know she won’t hurt me. But I’m not a fan of this tension between us. I wish it wasn’t here. I wish I hadn’t seen that darker side of her, either, or felt how rage-filled her mind was, how unsettled. “Not scared. I can tell when you’re starting to lose control. You can too, can’t you?” When she nods, I continue. “It’s coming more frequently, isn’t it?”

      She thinks for a moment, and then agrees. Yes.

      Does it have anything to do with your battle form? I remember how dark her eyes flare each time she changes.

      I can feel her grow mutinous at the suggestion. She does not want to think it is connected. Teva glares at me, saying nothing.

      I give up. “Just promise me you’ll say if the belly fires speak to you, all right? Give me a chance to argue with them.”

      She laughs. I shall. Does this mean I get to rip your clothes off, then? Her eyes gleam with excitement.

      “Clothing is hard to come by, so ripping is a bad call. Helping me undress, however…I’d be open to that.” I let my thoughts fill with hunger instead of anger.

      Teva sizes me up. I will share my wraps with you if you like. You can wear them anytime.

      I picture myself in her flowing wedding dress and chuckle. It’s designed for someone with bigger tits than me, pretty one. But I appreciate the generosity.

      I am very generous. She slides a hand between her thighs and brushes her fingers over her folds as she gazes at me.

      Hot hunger blasts through me. She’s deliberately enticing me, and damn if it isn’t working. I’ve never met anyone as bold and fearless as Teva, and if that wasn’t appealing enough, the need in her thoughts is enough to make me forget all about holding anything back.

      I want you to hold nothing back. Her fingers stroke the soft folds of her pussy. I want your mouth here instead of my hand. I want your cock inside me and this time you will fill me with your seed. This time, we will finish.

      Then get in the tent, I tell her, getting to my feet. My cock is tight and aching against the constricting grip of my jeans, and I drag my hand over the front. Her gaze goes to my groin and I can feel the pleasure in her thoughts.

      For a human, you are very big in certain areas.

      You make it sound like I’m puny everywhere else.

      Mm. Her thoughts are teasing, goading me.

      I laugh and move toward her as she steps into the tent. This time, I’m the predator. You think I’m not strong enough to take charge of you, my sweet little destroyer? That I’m not big enough to give you the pleasure you need?

      Am I wrong? she teases. Prove it.

      She lies back on the sleeping bag I have spread out, her eyes bright with excitement. This time, it’ll be good, I think. This time, I’ll make her come so hard she sees sparks.

      But a half hour later, I’m forced to admit defeat. Teva gets excited when I touch her, and she’s wet with need, but no matter how I kiss or lick her, she doesn’t come.

      It’s frustrating for both of us, and my erection fades when I realize I can’t get her off. There’s something about this between us that’s wrong.

      And I don’t know how to fix it. Just like I don’t know how to fix the sadness in her eyes, or the yearning in her heart when I roll off of her and walk away.
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      I have not shifted to my battle form in over three days.

      I did not think I could last so long. The need to shift itches against my spirit, but Gabe does not want me to. He worries it affects my mind. So I remain in my weaker two-legged form, walking when I should fly and remaining on the ground when I should be in the air.

      Oddly enough, it grows easier as the days pass, because as they do, I feel more and more settled in my skin. My temper does not flare. My anger does not betray me.

      And my belly fires are silent. The only voice in my head is my own…and Gabe’s.

      Even now, as we walk down the quiet highway that is lined with abandoned cars, his mind touches mine. He scans the area as he tugs the flatbed of goods behind him, the entire thing harnessed to his chest so he can use his weight to pull it along instead of his hands. We will not leave behind anything that can be used by others, and our own supplies rest atop the numerous boxes.

      Trapped inside their small cages, the cats howl and screech their protests. They have been angry for several days now but Gabe will not let them go. It is for their own good, he promises me, and every time we stop, he spends time petting them and appeasing their frustration. He has a special tent set up just for them, so they do not run away when we stop for the evening. We sleep in a different one—because he says they do not need to watch as he touches me.

      Not that he is touching me tonight.

      He has not touched me since the last time we tried to mate and he could not make me come once more.

      I glance over at my mate. I never thought I would mate a human. There is a part of my mind that still views them as weak and inferior. Perhaps it is some old memory of when I came through the Rift, of destroying humans under my claws and seeing them flee in terror. A drakoni never flees, after all.

      But Gabe has changed my mind on these thoughts. He is steady, my mate, and unfaltering. When I raged at the human interlopers, he stepped in front of them and grabbed my muzzle, forcing me to pay attention. His thoughts were connected with mine, and he wasn’t afraid for himself.

      I could have killed him in a flash, but he showed no fear. And in the days that have passed, he continues to show no fear. He thinks only of others, dragging the supplies and animals over the long, winding roads.

      He is a fierce mate, my Gabe. I am pleased he is mine…even if we cannot give each other release. I will not think about the lack of pleasure in our aborted matings. I will not. It was so good the first time. Surely it can be that good again.

      Do you smell them? Gabe asks as we walk, interrupting my thoughts. His mind fills with an image of the two humans I almost killed, the ones stealing from us. Did they come this way?

      I lift my head and breathe in the air, pleased to help Gabe in this way. There are old scents here, layered over one another. The smell is strong and foul, but I am trying not to let it bother me. Instead, I focus on Gabe’s scent. It is strong and thick, sweat and musk and has an underlying sweetness that makes me think of my home. Laced between the bad scents and Gabe’s more pleasant one are newer scents, but that of deer and nearby wild animals. I do not smell humans here, I admit to him. Not recent humans, anyway.

      “Excellent.” Gabe seems pleased by this.

      Is it?

      “It means that if they came this way, they took the exit to Fort Shreveport instead. I hope they’ll find help there.”

      Your human hive.

      “Yes. We’ll go back there…later.”

      Later, after I have seen the one called Liam and we have talked to him about how to better control the rage that sweeps over me when in battle form. It seems like a distant problem, because the weather is nice, my mate is at my side, and my belly is full. I am surprisingly content…even without the strength of my battle form.

      How much longer until we reach your companions? I ask Gabe.

      “Walking? With this crew?” He gestures at the flatbed and as if on cue, the cats howl with irritation. “Another day, maybe more. I don’t know the exact location, but I suspect when we get closer to Liam’s territory, they’ll find us.”

      I nod. And then what?

      “Then we pick each other’s brains.”

      The mental image of that does not seem right. We are going to kill him and tear his head apart? That is very bloodthirsty of you, my mate.

      Gabe laughs, flashing a smile at me. “It’s a human saying. No one’s brain is getting picked apart, not really. We’re going to compare information.”

      Ah. I see. I consider this as we walk. Sharing information sounds nice, but it also does not sound very drakoni. The male might not welcome us. You are a male that barely carries my scent. It is a sore spot with me, the fact that no matter how often we touch, he does not smell like he is mine. I hate that. Reluctantly, I add, I carry yours so I am no threat to her, but he might feel you are looking to pursue his mate.

      That makes Gabe pause. He gives me a speculative look. “Is this a hint that we should pause so you can put your scent on me?”

      It is not a bad idea, I confess. The more you smell like me and the more I smell like you, the better off we are.

      “And the happier you are,” Gabe murmurs, unhitching the harness on his chest. He drops it and loops an arm around my waist, pulling me against him. I wear no clothing or wraps, because I prefer to let the sun and the air caress my skin, but my soft dress is ready to put on when we meet the others. It is a dress for newly mated females and I want everyone to know Gabe is mine.

      Since they cannot touch my mind, I must show them. I slide my hand to the back of his neck as he pulls me close, and admire the bite marks dotting his golden brown skin.

      He puts a finger under my chin and tips my face so he can claim my mouth in a deep, scorching kiss.

      I love kissing Gabe. Kissing always turns out well, after all. Kissing tells me that he wants me, since there is never a challenge between us. I keep waiting for one, but he is gentle and his caresses are achingly sweet, and his mouth touches mine in ways that make me hungry with need.

      Even so, I can’t resist challenging him, just a little. I nip at his lip, and I meet his tongue with my own in a slick battle of wills and mouths. I let him win, but not until he wraps his hand in my hair and licks me so hard and deep I feel it between my thighs. I moan against his lips.

      Let us pause here, I tell him, and cover each other with our mating scents. No one will doubt you are mine then, or that I am yours.

      He chuckles, breaking off from the kiss to nip at my jaw with his square, strong teeth, and that movement sends little sparks of pleasure careening through me. “I think you’re just using that as an excuse for us to stop.”

      As if I need an excuse. We kiss all the time, Gabe and I—but he hasn’t claimed me in days. It’s like kisses are safe between us, but anything else goes horribly wrong. I’m tired of waiting, too. I’m tired of the yearning ache deep inside me, desperate to be filled. So I push our twined hands toward my front and move them over my pussy, using his fingers to caress my slick folds. You want to take me as much as I want your touch. There is no battle necessary. In this, we both win.

      Gabe groans, and he takes control of the touch, pushing two fingers together and then rubbing them hard over my clit. “Is that what you want, Teva?”

      It is. I close my eyes, sinking into the sensations. His fingers are slick with my arousal, and they move faster and faster over my clit. The scent of my need hangs heavy in the air, and I want to paint him with it, to cover his skin so other females know he is taken. I pull him close and run my fangs over his neck, clinging to him as he works my cunt with his fingers, driving me relentlessly toward release.

      I want you inside me, I tell him as I bite lightly at his neck. Never hard enough to make him lose the edge of his arousal, never hard enough to make him stop. Just enough to remind him that he’s all mine. I can feel the need coursing through him, and even as I rub my face against his neck and lick his skin, I send thoughts to his mind, mental images of how he should turn me over and push me against the nearest surface, claiming me as his own.

      Claiming me as his own…and then my body not responding. His disappointment crashing through my mind.

      I do not want to think about such things. I squeeze my eyes closed and shut my mind to him.

      Gabe does not realize it, though. “You want me to take you, Teva?” he murmurs, fisting a hand in my hair even as he drags his fingers in little circles over my clit. “Fuck you so hard that you’re screaming for release?”

      Hearing him say those things ignites the fire inside me again. He’s never been so fierce and I love it. Oh, I want that. I want that so badly. I love his rough hand in my hair, the gruffness in his voice. I want him to make me come so hard. I’m so desperate for it. Please, Gabe—

      An infant’s cry rings through both his head and mine, along with an insistent urge.

      HUNGRY.

      I gasp even as we break apart. The child.

      “Yeah, I hear her.” Gabe sounds annoyed at the interruption. “Kid has the worst timing.”

      She is a baby, I say, and my thoughts are no longer on mating but on the young child whose mind touches mine. I reach out for her, but the distance is too far for her to hear my thoughts. I savor the feeling of her, though, closing my eyes to remain with her just a little bit longer.

      For the last few days as we traveled, the child touches our thoughts now and then. Most of the time, she is kept skillfully muffled by her parents—as all drakoni children are—but every so often, something breaks through. I am impressed with the child’s strength and the ferocious name she was born with—Sallavatri. It is an impetuous, arrogant name…and that means she will be a great warrior. Of course she will. Is her mind not great enough to cross long distances?

      Is she where we are going? I ask Gabe. I want to see her. I want to hold her. My yearning for young of my own courses through me. I, too, would like a child. One with Gabe’s golden eyes and his soft, dark hair.

      “No,” Gabe says gently, pressing a kiss to my forehead before sliding his fingers away from my pussy. The mating urge is gone, as quickly as the deep flush over my skin. “Remember what I said yesterday? She is in Fort Dallas.”

      From his thoughts, that is far away, but her mind is so strong. That is not normal for a child to be so loud over so long a distance.

      “Maybe it’s because of this world? Being born here affects her differently?”

      Perhaps, but I am not entirely sure. If that were the case she would be able to hear me respond to her, and yet she never does.

      It is interesting, because Gabe can hear her, too. He is not drakoni, so his thoughts should only be shared with me, but he can feel her thoughts and her emotions, if not her actual voice.

      “It’s how I knew you needed me,” Gabe reminds me, brushing my hair back from my face. “I could feel your thoughts.”

      Because you took blood from a drakoni? I try to remember the story. It worries me that I cannot remember a lot of what Gabe has told me. The concepts flit into my mind and flit right back out, as impossible to grasp as the wind itself. He must remind me of things over and over again. I worry that being in this world has damaged me completely. That my mind is broken impossibly, and that I will never have the things I dreamed of—a nest, territory to defend…and young ones in that nest.

      “There’s plenty of time for that, Teva,” Gabe reassures me. “And your mind isn’t broken. I don’t think that Rift left anyone whole. Not me, not you, not anyone.” His thoughts fill with the horrible days after his world was thrown into chaos, of friends and co-workers being killed, of long days of starvation and thirst, of plague and endless fighting and the worry of having no safe place for the elders that depended on him. Gabe’s thoughts are as heavy as my own.

      Instinctively, I reach for his hand and lace my fingers with his, mindful of my claws. Thank you.

      He glances over at me. “For?”

      For being patient with me. I know drakoni were not the only ones affected by the Rift, but sometimes it is hard to see the other side.

      His mouth crooks in a half smile. “Ditto.”

      This is my territory, female, comes a new voice. It is male, drakoni, and unforgiving. Turn around and leave now.

      I freeze, my senses on alert.

      Gabe pulls me against him even as the wind shifts and I smell another drakoni on the breeze. Male. Mated. His scent is intertwined with a human’s.

      Leave, the male demands again, his thoughts a heavy press against my own. I need no mate. You endanger mine. You are not welcome in my territory.

      My mate brings me here, I tell him defiantly. I do not want you!

      “Teva, baby, you’re bristling,” Gabe murmurs, pulling me down. I strain against his hands, my body tense. “Is he talking to you? Is that Liam?”

      His hand is tight around my arm as if he can hold me down, and I hiss an angry protest at him.

      “Don’t turn, Teva,” Gabe warns me. “You promised.”

      I am furious at him, but…I did promise. Gabe’s thoughts are solid in my own increasingly chaotic ones, as if he is reminding me that he is at my side, holding me tight…holding me to sanity.

      Yes. I did promise.

      I force back the rage and challenge rising in my thoughts and make my mind calmer. I focus on Gabe. On his handsome face and the strength of him. I am here with my mate, I state again. My Gabe comes here looking for Liam. He wants to speak with him.

      I can feel the drakoni’s thoughts, and his own territorial anger recedes, just a little. I am Atalim, but your human calls me Liam. And I know him well. We come towards you. I warn you, female, that if you so much as look at my mate wrong, it will be the last thing you do.

      The same shall be said for you, male. My Gabe is mine. Touch him not.

      “Teva?”

      I turn toward Gabe and give him a wild-eyed look, then grab him by the neck and give him a hot, hard kiss. You are mine.

      He looks at me curiously. “I know that. Did you talk with Liam? Is that Liam?” He glances up at the skies, where a dragon shape grows steadily larger as it approaches. “Or do we need to take cover?”

      It is your friend Liam, I agree, and rub my hand up and down his arm. I am going to coat him in my scent as much as I can…just in case.

      Because I trust no one. It does not matter that this is my Gabe’s “friend.” He is a stranger to me.
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      GABE

      Teva bristles with tension as the dragon circles overhead. She remains in her human form, and that’s the only reason I don’t break for cover. If it was a threat to us, she’d have shifted already. I shield my eyes and glance up, seeing the glint of a harness against golden scales, and then the dragon swoops low and zooms past, his wings leaving a wild breeze over us that ruffles Teva’s hair and flings grit into my eyes.

      That fool, my mate mutters with irritation. She steps closer to me, protective, a scowl on her pretty face.

      I put my hand on the back of her neck and press ever so slightly, trying to exert my will over her—and remind her where she’s at.

      The tension in her deflates ever so slightly, and she looks up at me. You are certain he is a friend?

      “I’m positive. I know him. His mate is a friend of mine as well.”

      Teva’s eyes narrow at me.

      I lean in, immediately realizing that mentioning a mate was perhaps the wrong thing to do. “She is not half as fierce as you.”

      She blinks at me, her eyes going gold, and her gaze focuses on my mouth. She thinks of kisses, her thoughts heating for a moment, and then her lips curve into a smile. You are telling me that because you do not want me jealous.

      “Damn right.”

      Her mind fills with laughter, and a tiny, throaty chuckle escapes her even as the dragon flies low overhead once more. You are very clever, my Gabe. Let me put my scent on you one more time just in case.

      Like that’s a hardship. I grin and move close and Teva slides her hands up and down my chest, her mouth on mine in a tempestuous kiss. She scratches down my chest once, just enough to draw blood, and then leans in and licks the drops of blood off of one scratch.

      Jesus, this woman.

      Your woman, she tells me, her tongue flicking over my skin. She grins again, showing sharp teeth, and then glances at our flatbed of packs. Should I wear my claiming gown?

      “If you want.”

      I do.

      I help her dress, ignoring the yowls of the cats as Liam lands a short distance away, his large golden wings spread wide, and Teva’s attention goes there.

      She bristles again, as if she hates his presence, but her thoughts remain calm enough and she links her hand in mine. He is able to be in his battle form easily, she tells me thoughtfully. And he is not as wild as I was. I want to be able to do that again. She turns to look at me. Do you think it is possible, Gabe?

      “I do,” I tell her. “You’re smart and strong willed. I think you can do anything. You just need a little time and practice.”

      Her smile is beautiful and makes my heart ache. I hope I’m right. I want this so badly for her. She hasn’t complained about being in human form, but I can tell she’s impatient. She watches the skies with longing, tilting her face into each breeze. After flying, walking must seem like crawling. Of course she’s impatient. Who wouldn’t be?

      So yeah. I want my Teva to have everything.

      “Heyooo,” calls a familiar voice. “Is that you, Gabe?”

      At my side, Teva stiffens, and I can feel the jealousy in her head. I send her affectionate thoughts. When I heard drakoni were territorial, I didn’t realize all that it meant, but I’m quickly learning. Teva considers me part of her territory, and I have to accept that, both good and bad.

      “I’m here with my mate,” I call out, and I can feel Teva’s pleasure in my response.

      “A mate? Holy shit! This I’ve gotta see for myself.” A goggle-covered head pokes out from around the dragon’s neck and then she pats on his shoulder. “Let me down, babe.”

      She calls him infant names, too.

      I told you, I share with her. It’s part of our culture. It’s an affectionate term.

      Then you are allowed to use it.

      I chuckle, even as Liam lowers his shoulder and Andi slides to the ground. She jingles with harnesses and pulls a baseball cap off her head, then the goggles, revealing a sunburned face and two messy blonde braids. “Hey there! Long time no see!” Her gaze moves over Teva and her flowing white dress, and then she politely looks back at me. “Give us like, two minutes, all right?”

      “Sure?” I say, and I’m curious when Andi holds up a finger. A moment later, she pulls a backpack off her shoulder and pulls out a pair of shorts and a shirt.

      A moment later, Liam is on the ground, all pale golden scales and short hair. The thick harnesses and saddle—so small on a dragon—fall around his body and land on the ground with a clink. Andi holds the clothing out to him as he straightens, and he pulls a shirt over his head and dresses as she stands in front of him, blocking his nudity from our view.

      It seems that my Teva isn’t the only territorial female around. Amused, I squeeze her hand. You look beautiful. Did I mention that?

      Teva looks down at her flowing dress, the wind whipping at the fabric. I like the way it feels against my body. It feels almost as good as you.

      I laugh. This woman has a one-track mind.

      Andi jogs up to us, Liam at her side, and her eyes are bright with enthusiasm. “Long time no see,” she says, brushing loose strands of hair off her face. Her gaze moves to Teva, and then she looks at Liam before glancing back to me. “How’s Scooter?”

      “He’s in Fort Shreveport with Benny at the moment. I had to retrieve Charlie’s cats.” With my free hand, I gesture at the flatbed and its howling occupants.

      “How is Charlie? And Benny?” Liam asks, his accent ever so slight.

      Teva stiffens next to me. He speaks your human tongue? I can feel a surge of her envy. I want to learn it, too.

      I’ll teach you. I promise.

      To the couple in front of us, I smile. “Everyone at the fort is well enough, but I’m sure Benny would love a visit from his sister.”

      “Soon, I promise,” Andi says, a wistful expression on her face. Her gaze flicks back to Teva again, and then she sighs, dropping her hands to her sides. “I’m just going to point out the thousand-pound elephant in the room. Is this Teva?”

      “Teva,” my mate replies, touching her chest. The words sound rusty in her mouth, but I’m so proud of her for saying them aloud. She wants to be included.

      Liam just looks at us. His gaze focuses on Teva for a moment and then he looks at me. “Do you wish to join me and Andi at our nest? It will be easier to talk there. You can relax and spend a few days with us before you need to move on.”

      I can feel Teva’s eagerness, and I hate to be the one to ruin it. “Teva shouldn’t change into battle form right now. Can we reach it from the ground?”

      “If you could, it wouldn’t be much of a nest,” Andi says cheerfully. “Would you rather ride? I’m sure Liam can carry everyone—”

      “No,” Liam says at the same time I do. I say it instinctively, because I pick up a hurt flash from Teva. It seems that suggesting one drakoni ride another is an insult.

      Andi bites her lip. “Sorry about that. I wasn’t trying to insult.” She gives Teva a faint smile.

      My mate bares her teeth. It’s not quite a smile.

      “We’ll walk,” I say. “Maybe there’s some place we can set up nearby and let the cats out to stretch their legs. I don’t think they’d appreciate a dragon ride, either.”

      “Fair enough.” Andi glances at Liam and then smiles at us again. “Want company on the walk?”

      TEVA

      We plod along the highway, my hand clasped in Gabe’s. The one called Liam has his harness on the flatbed and pulls it along while the female Andi walks next to her mate and asks my Gabe about people back at the human hive.

      They call it a fort, Atalim says. They don’t like the word “hive.”

      A fort, then. It feels strange to talk without my Gabe realizing it. He is engrossed in speaking of Andi’s brother and the youth’s relationship with his young female.

      I glance over at the male drakoni. He wears the human coverings as if he is used to them, and he speaks the human words. He calls himself Lee-ham, which is not a drakoni name. How do you know this? Have you been to their hive?

      Fort, he corrects again, ignoring my abrasiveness. And I lived there for many years with them, pretending to be human. It was the only way to survive.

      I am surprised to hear that. Did the madness not affect you?

      It did not, he admits. When I came through the Rift, I was a prisoner of war, newly captured and kept in my two-legged form. Everyone around me went mad and then I was suddenly free…but trapped in a strange world. I realized that the madness had something to do with battle form. I suspected that if I shifted, I would go mad too. So for the last seven years, I lived as a human amongst them. I have only reclaimed my battle form recently. A thread of amusement slides through his thoughts. With mixed results.

      That is why I do not change to battle form, I admit to him. I want to, but I lose my temper quickly and I hear…things. It worries Gabe, so we have come to see you. He wants to know how I can get past this. How I can be fully drakoni once more.

      More amusement from Liam, tinged with regret. I am the wrong one to ask. The moment I shift to battle form, I am on the edge of losing control myself. Only Andrea is able to pull me back to myself, and sometimes it is a great effort for her to do so. I worry that she will not be able to reach me, sometimes.

      I worry this, too. Do you…hear other voices when you are in battle form?

      If you mean Sallavatri, she is but an infant with a very loud mind.

      No, I mean…other voices. Voices that tell you to do bad things.

      No, nothing like that. Liam is thoughtful. My mind is chaos when I shift. Only Andrea helps me see through the madness.

      Do you ever…attack those you care for?

      Not yet, but the fear is always there. Liam’s mind grows stark. I always feel close to the edge. Only Andrea saves me.

      This does not comfort me. I grip Gabe’s hand tighter as we walk, and eventually we find a building to stop at and relax. There is a covered awning and shade—and in Gabe’s mind, he calls it a gas station. Even though everything stinks of an odd smell, the humans are pleased, and Gabe goes inside the building with the cats and lets them out of their containers so they can stretch their legs.

      Atalim and his female remain outside, talking in low voices, and Gabe glances at them. Will you stay here and watch the cats, Teva? I’ll be right back.

      I scratch Colonel Mustard under his soft chin. The cat likes me more than Gabe, probably because of my warmth. Of course.

      He sends me a mental rush of affection, kisses my brow, and then heads outside to talk to the female and Liam. I continue to pet the cats, sitting on the dirty floor in my pretty dress as they rub against my hands. Even as I do, I pick through Gabe’s mind.

      I cannot hear his conversation, but he has not yet learned how to shield his thoughts. As easily as if he is talking in this room, I pluck from his head the question he wants to know.

      Is it safe to go back to the fort with Teva?

      They answer, and I cannot hear their answers, but I can feel Gabe’s disappointment.

      He thinks only of the others, Atalim says, his thoughts pressing in on mine. He will not leave your side, but he feels responsible for those that remain behind. He has people he cares for there.

      I scowl to myself. I know he has people there, but I am his mate.

      He has known some of them for years. How long have you been mated?

      Days. Does it matter? Our spirits are joined. I am irritated he would even ask such a thing. Have you been with the humans for so long that you forget how a drakoni bonds with another?

      Perhaps so. All I know is that you might be his mate, but it is not that simple in his eyes. Humans are different than us.

      It should be that simple.

      They are as his family. Did you not have family back on our world?

      Atalim’s question makes me think. I believe I did.

      And would you abandon them for someone you met within a handful of days? Humans are not used to taking a mate. Let us say you were not mated at all. Would you leave your family behind if he told you to?

      I have no answer for him. I cannot stop thinking about what he says, though. What if I was not mated to Gabe? Humans think differently than us?

      Does…Gabe not want to be mated to me? He’s said he never thought things through when it comes to being my mate. He doesn’t wear much of my scent, and he won’t give me his seed.

      I thought if our spirits joined, that would be the end of it. But even though we are mated…I do not feel as if we are one. The realization wounds me deeply.
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      I hide my hurt as the afternoon passes slowly. The other couple stay and talk for a while, and if I am quiet, no one notices. How can they? I cannot speak their language. Gabe tries to draw me in, but I keep my answers short. The only thing that makes my heart hurt less is that he holds me possessively against him as we talk.

      But I cannot forget about my conversation with Liam earlier. That humans are different than drakoni. That humans do not take mates, not like we do. They do not share spirits. And Gabe and I are not as bonded as I’d like. Our matings have proven that.

      Eventually, Liam and his female human leave, promising to return in the morning. I watch enviously as Liam shifts to battle form and becomes Atalim once more, all golden scales and powerful wings. I miss my battle form as if it is a part of me gone. His mate harnesses her seat upon his shoulders and then mounts and then they fly away and it is just myself and Gabe.

      He studies my face as they leave. “Something tells me you didn’t like them.”

      I do not know them.

      “They’ll be back in the morning. Maybe Liam will be able to help you.”

      I nod, though I don’t want to think about Atalim or anyone else right now. I just want to be left alone so I can enjoy tonight with my mate.

      He continues to study me, and I know he senses my mood is dark. I do not wish to talk about it, though, so I offer nothing except a yawn. He immediately gets the blankets and makes a bed on the floor for us. When he gets atop them and pats his side, I join him, curling up against his chest.

      I listen to his heart, wondering how it can sound so normal when my own is hurting. Maybe that is just another way that humans are different from drakoni.

      Gabe plays with a bit of my hair, wrapping it around his finger over and over again. “If you’re not comfortable here, we won’t stay for long, Teva, I promise. I want you to be happy.”

      You will take me to your human hive, then?

      He hesitates, and I know his answer before he speaks. “Perhaps not yet. We’ll figure something out, though.”

      Because I am dangerous. Unsafe around his elders, his family. It makes me sad because…I do not think he is wrong. Liam never heard voices and I do. Does this mean I am crazier than he is? And if Liam struggles in his battle form while fully bonded to his female, will my struggle not be even greater? They were surprised to see you, I venture.

      He chuckles, his thumb brushing over my shoulder. “I think they were surprised when I showed up with you and not Scooter.”

      Scooter?

      “My dog. He’s normally always at my heels.” His thoughts fill with affection as he pictures a great black and tan beast with dark eyes, four legs, and a happy, slobbery tongue. “There aren’t many tamed dogs left anymore, and he’s not right in the head, but he’s a good boy.”

      I love his affection for the creature and it fills me with a wistful yearning. Not right in the head?

      Yeah. Someone hurt him before, and they did something to him. He doesn’t react the way he should to a lot of things. I have to watch out for him.

      But he will, because Gabe is a good man. And now he has me, who also has a damaged mind. I force that thought away and the sadness it brings, focusing instead on his memories of Scooter. They are familiar, and when he thinks of throwing a disc—a frisbee—I remember this, too. I have seen this before.

      I remember Scooter, I tell Gabe. I remember you playing with the dog. I saw this from afar and I could not figure out why you drew your prey in and then released it once more.

      He laughs. “It’s a game called fetch.”

      I realize that now. But you were…kind to him. And he was so happy to be with you. I remember you laughing and it made me happy. I wanted to know more about you. That’s why I started following you. I trace my fingertip lightly down his belly. I remember now.

      That was before we mated, he tells me encouragingly. If you remember that, perhaps you will remember more with time.

      Perhaps. The note of hope in his thoughts makes me ache. What if I can’t remember more than this? What if I’m always too broken to be the mate he wants?
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      TEVA

      Later that night, I am curled up against him when I hear a voice inside my head.

      You are unhappy.

      My belly fires. This is the first time they have talked to me when I am in my two-legged form, though I am not entirely surprised to hear from them. The voice is the darker one, the more sinister one that has replaced the earlier voice. I have my mate, I tell them. We are simply learning each other.

      But you have doubts. It is obvious.

      I do not want to go to his human hive, I admit to them. I like Gabe, but I do not know that I will like more humans. He should want to be with me and only me, and he thinks of them, too. It makes me…

      Jealous?

      I hate that my belly fires are right. Maybe. Do I not have that right? I should be first in his eyes, not fighting for his attention.

      Most humans are weak, my belly fires agree.

      Gabe is not, I defend hotly. He is strong and good.

      If you say so. My belly fires do not sound convinced. You know what you should do?

      What?

      You should go to Fort Dallas.

      Another human hive?

      But different. There are many drakoni there now, are there not? And a baby. You wanted to see the baby.

      My heart fills with longing. I do want to see the baby.

      More than that, you want answers, don’t you? Answers to how you become the mate he needs.

      I suck in a breath and Gabe automatically turns toward me, pulling me against him. He tucks my head under his chin, his breathing even, as if he will protect me from bad dreams. It is achingly sweet, and it makes me hurt in my spirit. I want to be the mate he needs. How do you know the answers are there?

      There is a powerful one there that can be a mentor to you.

      A mentor. Yes, I need one. Liam—Atalim—said himself that he is struggling. A mentor would be wise. But…Gabe will not want to go to another fort. He wishes to go to his hive.

      Suit yourself, then. My belly fires grow quiet.

      I am unsettled. Am I making the wrong decision, then? Should I go there? Or is this just another aspect of my broken mind leading me astray? I do not know what to think, and I hold tightly to Gabe, unable to sleep.
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      In the morning, Gabe kisses me gently and studies my face. “You didn’t sleep well?”

      I shrug. My mind was full of many thoughts.

      “Anything I can help with?”

      He looks so determined that I feel a fierce rush of pleasure. He wants me to be the right mate for him too, I realize. He will want me to be stronger, more capable. Perhaps my belly fires were right.

      I want to go to Fort Dallas, I tell him.

      I can feel Gabe’s surprise and confusion. “You know of Fort Dallas?”

      I have not been there.

      “But…you want to go?” He still doesn’t understand, and then realization dawns on him a moment later. “Because of the baby?”

      I think of little Sallavatri and my heart squeezes. I would like to see her. I want to hold her, to breathe in her baby scent, to calm her mind with mine. Not just the baby, I admit. I want a mentor. Someone that can teach me how to stay in battle form without losing control.

      “That’s why we’re here. So Liam can teach you—”

      I shake my head. Liam is not under control himself. I need someone stronger. Someone with more skill at balancing the two forms.

      He thinks for a moment, struggling through memories of conversations with Amy and dragon names she has told him in the past. Then…Vaan? Or Kael? Isn’t that the name of the big dragon in Fort Dallas?

      My heart stutters for a moment. Kael. I know that name. I remember the face, hard and arrogant. Yes, I tell Gabe enthusiastically. That is where I want to go. I want to see Kael. I remember him now.

      “You remember him?”

      I break into a pleased smile. He is my brother.

      GABE

      Holy shit.

      Teva says that she remembers one of the dragons near Fort Dallas, and that he’s her brother. For a woman that can’t remember anything to suddenly pluck this tidbit out of the air feels a bit…strange. Yet I know my Teva. I’m connected to her mind at all times. She’s wild and a little unruly at times but she’s not a liar. Not in the slightest.

      So maybe she is remembering more of her past. That’s encouraging.

      Even so, it means another diversion from my duties to Fort Shreveport. I stroke the cats even as I round them up into their cages, and they meow angrily at being cooped up once more.

      Liam and Andi are far more understanding, though.

      “Of course you have to go,” Andi exclaims, glancing over at Teva. My mate is not paying attention, her gaze distantly focused on the skies, as if already imagining herself in Fort Dallas. “We’ll take everything to Fort Shreveport on your behalf,” Andi continues. “Don’t worry about the cats or the flatbed. We can handle all of it, right, Liam?”

      She beams at her mate and he nods at her. “We’ll walk them there. The cats probably don’t want to see another dragon for a while.” He gives us a rueful grin.

      “And I’ll get to visit Benny.” Andi looks thrilled. “Win-win situation for all of us.”

      Liam glances over at Teva. Their eyes meet for a moment and then my mate walks outside, her now-dusty bridal gown fluttering in the breeze. I can feel a ripple in Teva’s thoughts, and I reach out to her even as Andi chatters on about visiting the fort.

      Everything ok? I ask Teva. What’s Liam saying to you?

      Her thoughts stir and she turns to look at me, her eyes whirling gold. He says that it is dangerous there. To be careful. But I still want to go. Kael is my brother. I have a connection in this world. Something to look forward to. Her thoughts are full of hope.

      For some reason, I’m stung by that. She looks forward to her brother because then she’ll have a connection? I want to ask what it means for me, but things have been strained between us for days. It’s like we can’t connect at any level, and the more we struggle, the more I disappoint her.

      I’ve only wanted to help her, not make her miserable. Seems like I’m not succeeding, though, and that’s the most frustrating thing of all. If I don’t know what I’m doing wrong, how can I fix it?

      But whatever it is, I’m not enough for Teva, plain and simple. She needs more.

      So off to Fort Dallas we go.
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      GABE

      It takes several long days of endless hiking for us to reach Fort Dallas. We’re faster without the flatbed of cats, and we can walk longer, with less breaks. Teva stays in her human form, and I never suggest that she switch. We’re polite to one another, and she keeps up with my longer legs, but the vibe between us is…off. She’s silent, and her mind is closed to me at almost all times. If I ask her something directly, she answers, but…she’s not there.

      The warm, playful Teva I’ve glimpsed so many times in the past isn’t here. The female at my side is remote and distracted. And while I understand it, I still want the other Teva back. I miss the playful flirting. I miss her enthusiasm for the world around her. I miss her, period.

      Strange how you can miss someone that’s a few feet away from you. Stranger still how you can miss someone you only just met. But Teva and I are connected on a deeper level. At first I thought it was jarring to have her thoughts constantly touching my own, her mind paired with mine. But now that I’ve had it, I miss it when she pulls away. I miss feeling her emotions as she discovers something new, and she’s doing her best to keep all of that from me.

      There’s a ripple in Teva’s thoughts and I pause in my steps, waiting for her to reach out to me. There’s another ripple, almost like laughter. Almost like there’s a conversation going on that I’m not privy to.

      And even though I can’t hear Teva’s thoughts, I can still feel some of her emotions. There’s a wave of uncertainty that rushes through her.

      Then, she speaks.

      Yes. I am headed there.

      “Teva?” I ask, and she looks over at me, startled. “Going where?”

      What?

      “You said you were headed there,” I repeat slowly. “What were you talking about?”

      Oh. Nothing.

      “Are you talking to another drakoni?” I scan the horizon, looking for wings. “Or Liam? The baby?”

      Her golden eyes whirl darker for a moment. No. None of them.

      That concerns me. I think about what she said before, the voice that talks to her and tells her to do things. “Your belly fires?”

      She admits this with a slight incline of her head. They are happy we are coming to Fort Dallas.

      I’m disappointed to hear she’s still talking to them. It means she’s not getting better. I was hoping that whole “belly fires” thing would go away once she kept her human form for a while, but I guess that’s not the case. “Are…they the ones that told you that Kael is your brother?” Maybe this is all a figment of her imagination. “Is that why they’re glad?”

      They do not know about Kael, she admits. It is just a memory I have. Kael is not his full name, you know. Her smile grows soft, her gaze distracted. We were young and fighting constantly. This was after I acquired my fires, but Kael was too young to leave our family’s nest yet. We were both hot-tempered at that age. I do not remember why we argued, just that he bit off the tip of my tail and flew off. I was furious and so I flew after him. He flew low to try and distract me, thinking I would play it safe. Instead, I decided to prove to him that I could follow just as close.

      “And did you?”

      Her expression grows sheepish. I did…and then I crashed into a rock wall. Mangled my wing. Kael carried me all the way home without a word of complaint and he never teased me again. Her mind is full of fondness. He was a good brother. I am both sad and happy that he is here. Sad that he has been through the same misery I have, but happy that I have someone. Someone that I remember. Family.

      “Family’s important,” I agree. I think of my family, and how none of them survived the Rift or the days afterwards. I shake my head as if to clear it of bad memories, because the months directly following the Rift definitely weren’t good ones. They’re best left forgotten. “So how long did you want to visit?”

      Visit? she asks, and there is genuine curiosity in her tone. Why is it a visit? This is where my family is, and so this is where I want to be.

      I stare at her. I’m a newcomer to Fort Shreveport, granted, but I’m needed there. I have friends there. My apocalypse family. I think of Charlie, and Lester, and Major. Scooter. While I can go and retrieve the dog, traveling would be hard on the guys. They’re old and still recovering from the long walk to Fort Shreveport a few months ago. The last thing I want is to drag them all over Texas to someplace I don’t even know is safe. “I have obligations back home. Don’t you think we should discuss this?”

      I can sense her hurt. It covers her feelings like a blanket, shielding me from her innermost thoughts. You have already decided that the other hive is now our home without asking me. What if I do not want to be there? What if I want to be here?

      I rub the back of my neck, torn. She’s not wrong. I always assumed we’d just go back to Fort Shreveport. Even so, I can’t abandon the people there that need me. “We’ll…ah, figure it out.” Somehow.

      Teva’s golden eyes are accusing. You said you did not anticipate having a mate. That all you thought of was bringing me back to myself. Well, I am here and now you do not act as if you want to be with me. You have kissed me and then pulled away. You will not give me your seed or your heart. You do not want a mate. You do not want to share spirits. You do not want me as much as I want you, and I will not hurt myself further by expecting more.

      I hate the words that pour out of her, hate the thoughts that slap into me like blows, because she’s right. I treat Teva like my mate when it’s convenient for me, and the moment it’s not, I balk. Even so, it’s not that simple. If it was just me? I’d let Teva lead. But I have to think about the people in Fort Shreveport that are counting on me. I have to think about Charlie and the others, who are a burden on the fort unless someone takes up the slack. I think about Benny, who needs a male authority figure in his life and has been looking to me for that. I think of Amy and Rast, who are already spread thin trying to keep the fort together, and how much worse it’ll be for all of them if I fuck off and never return.

      I think of all the people that died of plague at Fort Justice. Would their fates have been any different if I’d stayed there after all? If I’d chosen them instead of Major and Charlie and Lester when the fort voted to kick them out? Did I trade forty lives for those three?

      I rub my mouth. I have no answers. “It’s not that simple, Teva. I wish it was.”

      It can be simple. What do your instincts tell you?

      To put my hand in hers and let her lead. To never let her fucking go. Ever. To lean in to all this possessiveness I feel when it comes to her. But that’s selfishness talking. If the apocalypse has taught me anything, it’s that sometimes what I want doesn’t matter. Can’t matter. I shake my head. “I’m not drakoni. I can’t run on instinct alone.”

      And her answering smile is so, so sad.

      How did I manage to fuck this all up so badly when I only had the best of intentions?
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      It’s early morning when the tall skyscrapers of Old Dallas come into view on the horizon, and nearly dusk when we take an exit off the highway that leads us toward the impossibly tall buildings. We turn down a litter and weed-strewn street that looks much like any other, and I continue to scan the skies, looking for dragons. They should be everywhere near a big city like this. Humans might turn them utterly mad, but they’re drawn to the madness. The more people about, the more dragons.

      I turn to ask my partner if she thinks we’re close, but Teva’s stopped several steps behind me, her hand on her throat, her eyes closed in wonder.

      “What is it?” I ask, both aroused and a little alarmed at the expression on her face. Fuck, she’s gorgeous, and the look of ecstasy on her face is doing all kinds of things to my dick.

      We are so close, Teva says. Can you hear the baby? Can you not feel her? Her voice is full of wonder.

      “I can’t,” I admit. Ever since I mated to Teva, my dragon-sensing has pretty much locked on to her and only her. I used to be able to sense any dragon nearby, but either I’m totally fixated on her or it’s another aspect of the bond. So we’re close to her then?

      Very. She opens her eyes and her warm gold gaze regards me. I want to hold her so badly.

      I want that for her, too. I extend a hand to her, and she takes it, and we head off into the maze of streets of Old Dallas. Her grip in mine is slight, even though I know she’s strong as hell. She’s being careful not to hurt me with her claws, but for some reason, I wish she’d hold my hand just a little tighter, depend on me just a little bit more. How fucked up is that? I’ve always said I love an independent woman, and the moment I meet one, I can’t seem to meet her halfway about anything. I’m screwing all of this up, it seems.

      You are doing the best you can. We both have to figure this out. Her hand gives mine a squeeze after all, and her claws lightly tap on the back of my hand. Stay close to me, Teva says calmly as we turn down another street. And do not show fear, Gabe.

      Show fear? What’s she talking about? Teva? What’s going on?

      Your scent is strongest when ours mingle together, she says, as if that explains all. When my confusion continues to bleed over, she adds, Look up.

      The little hairs prickle on the back of my neck. Slowly, I look up.

      My mouth goes dry. Far above the nearest building, a massive dragon-head peers down. Its eyes are more black than gold, but it makes no move to come after us. Something shifts in a building nearby, and then I see a flash of red. Another dragon. And then another.

      And another.

      The buildings here are covered with roosting, silent dragons, like waiting crows.

      It’s the most eerie sensation, and my stomach knots with the need to bolt away—and keep Teva safe.

      I will protect you, Teva tells me. You do not have to worry. They will not attack.

      I try to swallow, but my throat is dry. You sure about that?

      This is not their territory, she tells me simply. This is Kael’s territory. They come to see his child. No one will attack us while we are here, because we cannot challenge for this territory. Besides, they smell you are my mate so you are safe as long as you are with me and my scent is on you. She tosses a little smile over her shoulder, and my chest tightens with how gorgeous she is. Your mate is a fierce destroyer, remember? I will not let anyone bother you.

      I find myself smiling back at her. “I haven’t forgotten. It’s just…hard for me to remember. I’m used to being the protector myself.”

      She tips her head back and looks at me. Can we not both be protectors?

      I chuckle, because she’s got me there. There’s nothing in the rules that says we can’t. “I suppose we can.”

      TEVA

      We are so close.

      Now that we are in Kael’s territory, his scent is on every breeze, and it fills me with memories. There is no doubt in my mind—no matter how fractured and broken it is—that this is my brother’s home. Each time his familiar scent touches my nose, I am filled with flashes of memory. Of sunny, hot days in the desert homelands of our world. Of my first hunts, my brother and my father guiding me. Of following after him before I got my fires and being furious when he would shift and fly away because he didn’t want his little sister tagging along.

      The look of pride in his eyes when I finished my fire ceremony and became a fully fledged female.

      The sadness I felt when he willingly left our family behind, choosing to be conscripted into the Salorian army so our father would not have to battle to keep him free. Some are not full-fledged memories, but wisps of images or thoughts. Kael’s smile when he was amused, or his scowl when he was irritated. The way he loomed over me, tall even as a youth. The faint scent of him, or how he was the same color as our father but had our mother’s eyes.

      A breeze brings his scent closer. So close that if I close my eyes, it is almost as if we are standing face to face. Kael, I reach out, seeking to connect with his mind.

      Come no closer, female, comes the response. It is both my brother and somehow…not. No one is welcome to my nest unless I invite them. His thoughts clearly indicate that no such invitation has been granted.

      My own hot-tempered irritation surges. Then invite me to your nest, brother. I have come a long way and traveled for a great distance with my mate. We want to see you and your child.

      I do not know you, comes the crisp, searing answer.

      The response guts me. I suck in a breath, wounded. Gabe pulls me against him, his hand cupping my neck as he presses me against his chest and kisses my brow. I have not shared with him why I am distressed, but he can tell from the look on my face.

      My brother does not remember me. There is nothing but truth in the touch of his thoughts, and yet it pains me to hear it. He does not remember me. He has no memory of his little sister Teva. I should not be so hurt—is my mind not broken? It stands to reason that his would be, too. And yet…it still wounds me deeply.

      I do not wish to cause harm, Kael says, and I realize I have been leaking my hurt out to him. But I simply do not know you.

      I know you, I send back. Now that the initial shock has passed, determination replaces it. I make my thoughts forceful. Confident. You are my brother. I am your sister. Allow me to come and see you and your family. Perhaps seeing my face will bring the memories you need.

      There is a long pause and I hold still, clutching to Gabe as I wait.

      Finally, Kael responds. My mate says yes.

      His mate. She is the one that chooses for us to visit, not Kael. This is another stab in the gut, and I swallow back my frustration and hurt. It does not matter, I tell myself. He will remember me when we are face to face and he can breathe in my scent. Then I will have family once more. Belonging.

      I did not realize until just now how badly I want those things.

      So I look at Gabe, my mate, and share my thoughts with him. We are invited. Are you ready to go?

      He glances up at the buildings, where all the uninvited dragons hover nearby, waiting. When I graze over their thoughts, I quickly pull back. There is nothing but madness. Nothing but chaos. There is no mind to connect to in the maelstrom of their spirits, only emptiness and instinct. They are drawn to the infant, as I am, but unlike me, they will remain out here. I should be pleased, but my belly is full of bitterness. “I’m ready to get away from this crew,” he murmurs, and then gestures that I should lead. “After you.”

      I take his hand and lead the way.
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      TEVA

      There is no way to get to Kael’s nest from the ground. The building once had stairs, and Gabe’s mind tells me this even as it tells me they are impossible to climb, broken beyond repair. We approach the foot of the building and there is a large basket at the base with a sign on it.

      VISITORS, the sign says. I pluck this information from Gabe’s thoughts, and he is amused by it, and by the fact that this is a basket from something called a hot-air balloon. We climb into this, he tells me, holding my hand tightly and leading me forward. When we are inside, he shuts the door.

      Immediately, a shadow falls overhead. A dragon descends, and the scent is immediately that of my brother. I raise my hand to my eyes, unable to see him clearly due to the angle of the setting sun, but even so, I ache with humiliation.

      I am being carried to his nest. The shame is unbearable. A drakoni female should fly in, not be carried like a child. I endure this humiliation because I must, because my Gabe worries that if I shift to battle form, I will lose control all over again. I do not want that; I want my mind as healed as possible. I want to be strong and sane, so I grit my teeth and ignore the shame I feel. Or try to, anyhow.

      When we get to the top, I can feel Gabe’s surprise at our surroundings. The nest is far more open than I anticipated, because the vague memories I have of my family’s nest are of snug, cozy caverns and a sunny ledge to perch on. This is just another human hive with the roof torn off and pieces of human furniture scattered about. There seems to be a living area under the open sky, and a woman comes out from behind a door, shutting it behind her. She has bright red hair to rival mine, but her face is pale and scaleless. She holds a large covering-wrapped bundle in her arms and I pick up the scent of the child. Sallavatri. My brother’s child.

      Joy and yearning fill me at the sight. There is not just Kael here, but a child that is family. A child that I share blood with. A young, vibrant child with a strong mind and a proud name, and just the realization that such things are possible even in this awful world fills me with a strange sense of hope.

      The dragon lands on the roof above, his mind closed to me. He shifts forms and then jumps down to stand in front of us, between Gabe and me and his mate. He is all golden skin and hard muscle standing between us and the human female. Even so, I recognize the scent and my heart sings with joy once more.

      My spirit is only cheered for a moment, though. The stranger in front of us wears my brother’s face, but he is still a stranger. There is no recognition in his eyes as he gazes at me. He inhales my scent, his mind closed, and he is treating me as if I am an interloper, a threat to his mate.

      Kael, I send to him, my hands held out in greeting. I cannot believe you are here. My brother, I am both elated and sad to see you.

      He sends out a mental wave of warning before I can step forward. I do not know you, he states again. Are you sure it is not the drakoni madness that makes you think I am your brother?

      I am sure. I have memories of you. I know your scent. Your face. Can you truly look at me and remember nothing?

      His eyes whirl as he gazes at me. I open my mind to him, pushing memories to the forefront, of smells of our home, of growing up together. My memories are fragmented shards but I give him everything I have.

      There is no recognition there. I am sorry. That is not me.

      It is you, I insist. You are Arkael!

      Hearing his name startles him. The male drakoni’s eyes go wide. I feel a flash of…something go through his mind, too quick and violent to be muffled entirely. It is quickly gone once more, though. Arkael died in the Rift, he says after a long moment. Kael is the one left behind. I am not that person anymore.

      But you remember your name, I insist. Surely if we put the pieces of our memories together—

      I remember it now that you have said it to me. That is all.

      My heart aches to hear that. I look at Gabe, but he watches me curiously, waiting. Surely he can feel the emotions coursing through both dragons right now, just like the female behind Kael wears a concerned look as she gazes at her mate.

      Do you remember me at all? I cannot help but ask, even though I suspect I know the answer.

      There is a long, long pause. Kael’s eyes are whirling with a mixture of black and gold as he focuses on my face. Then, finally he answers.

      No.

      I suck in a breath and close my eyes, turning my back to him. I feel so alone and abandoned, as if I have fallen through the Rift all over again. Gabe’s arms go around me and I let him tuck me under his chin, but I can still feel Kael’s gaze boring into my back, so empty of any memories we once might have had together.

      It is like losing my family a second time. If I have no family here, there is no reason to stay—

      Kateva. The thought seems to surprise Kael almost as much as it does me. That is your full name, is it not?

      His confirmation overjoys me. Kael is not as lost as he thinks. That is right. So you do remember me.

      I can feel his frustration as it bubbles to the surface. His face remains impassive, grim and hard. Even after this, there is no welcome there. Bits and pieces, perhaps. What will I do with this information now that I have it?

      I am not prepared for such a question. It shocks me at first, and then fills me with sadness. He might remember my name, but in his eyes, nothing else has changed…and he does not want it to. I do not know, I admit. I hoped… And then I stop, because what did I hope? Did I hope he would have his memories back instantly? That his mind would be whole? That will not happen. I am broken. He is broken. This strange human world has bent us and reshaped us into new people.

      We might share blood, but we are no longer family. He is not to be my link to home, to our world and our people. He has no interest in such things.

      Kael’s mind touches mine again, in an almost-apology. While I do not love this world, I have a mate and child here. I have made a new home, a new family. They are everything to me. Even if I were offered the chance to return to our homeland, I would not leave their side for a heartbeat, and I cannot risk their safety by trying to take them back with me. This is now my home, and this is who I am.

      I understand.

      And I do. I truly do. Would I not feel the same if Gabe looked at me the way Kael’s mate looks at him? If I had a child of my own in my arms? If I had a home? I would not want to leave those things behind either.

      Gabe strokes my hair, his body language stiff. What is he saying to you? he asks, his mind gently prodding mine. He’s been quiet up until now, letting me speak uninterrupted with my brother, but now his thoughts are protective and full of budding anger. He thinks Kael has offended me and wants to protect me.

      And that makes me ache for what we cannot have. I want this protective, fierce human as my mate…but he does not want me enough.

      It is all right, I tell Gabe, and pull out of his arms. He feels a sense of loss when I do, but he lets me go. For a moment, I hate that he does. Why does he not fight harder to keep me in his arms? Do I not matter enough? Am I not worth fighting for? But I swallow my feelings and turn to look at Kael and his mate once more. He has moved to the human female and put his hands on her shoulders, pulling her against him. I notice his claws as they curl against her clothing, two of them shorn short on the same hand. I notice the way she leans against him, her child in her arms. They are together, one unit. Whole.

      For a moment, I am intensely jealous. Gabe and I are not the same. We are not one unit. He might be protective of me, but we are not whole. Why can’t we have that?

      A bubble of joy crashes into the tense undercurrent of unspoken thoughts. It is the baby, her delight simple and unfettered as she reaches up and taps her mother’s chin with a chubby hand.

      The human female studies me, her eyes curious. Then, she takes a step forward.

      My Claudia wishes to know if you would like to hold Sallavatri. There is warning in Kael’s thoughts, but apology, too. I know I cannot be the family you want, but perhaps here with your mate, you will make a new one. A new start.

      My throat clogs. I gaze at the beautiful baby in his mate’s arms and I am full of yearning. I have always wanted a child of my own, and to see that my brother has one with such a strong mind and born to a strong, proud name? It only increases the hunger in my spirit. I would like to hold her, I admit.

      The female approaches, the child held carefully in her arms. I can hear its gentle cooing before Sallavatri’s scent touches me. His mate’s scent fills my nostrils, too. She is a mixture of strange human things and Kael’s stronger, drakoni scent. His bites are on her neck and her blood is full of his fires, and that fills me with a different kind of hunger.

      My Gabe is not covered in my scent. In fact, we have not mated for days now and the scent of our connection grows less with every passing day. That hurts me, but I do not know how to be human enough to please him, and I am too drakoni to try.

      But I do not want to think about such things now, because Kael’s mate holds her child out to me and I take her carefully, mindful of my claws. I gaze down at the child in awe, fascinated. The baby is large and heavy, her scent a mixture of both drakoni and human. The eyes that blink up at me whirl with color, but her skin is so pale a gold that she almost seems translucent. Her hair sticks up in wild tufts like a drakoni’s thick locks, the color a deep gold. She is not red-scaled like I am. Tiny budding horns peek out from her hairline and I lift her to my face, breathing in her scent. I touch my mind to hers gently in greeting, and receive a slight touch back. It is more of an inquisitive poke, because Sallavatri is too young to speak, but she is curious all the same. Her laughter burbles up in her throat and her mind is full of joy as she notices the bright red fall of my hair, so I offer her a lock—and she grabs a happy fistful of it.

      I laugh, and my thoughts are full of joy as I hold her close. Tell your mate she is beyond beautiful, I say to Kael as I gaze down at the baby. She is not weak at all.

      Why would she be weak? His thoughts immediately grow defensive.

      I meant no offense. Just that humans are weaker than we are.

      Are they? I thought the same when I first came to myself again, but my Claudia is very strong. It is just that her strengths are different than mine. It does not mean she is weaker because she cannot beat me in a physical fight. We are strong in different ways. His thoughts fill with wry amusement. And your mate must not be weak if he defeated you.

      I press my mouth to Sallavatri’s sweet brow and turn to look at my Gabe. His hands are behind his back, clasped, his legs slightly apart. There is a tension in his body and a watchfulness in his pose. For a moment, I think he is afraid I will scare the child, but when I touch my mind to his, I realize I am wrong—he is mindful that I am not hurt by the others.

      That they do not harm me. Because he will attack if they try.

      That fills me with a curious sort of wonder. No, I tell Kael. I suppose there are many things I think about humans that are wrong. They are not weak. Not at all.

      Perhaps I am the arrogant, wrong one.
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      GABE

      It’s clear that this reunion didn’t go the way Teva planned. I can feel the misery rolling off of her as the afternoon passes awkwardly. Kael—the big male dragon—switches back to his large, golden battle form and flies off, leaving me with his mate, Claudia, and Teva.

      “He’s hunting some fresh meat for dinner,” Claudia says awkwardly. “You’re welcome to stay with us, considering he flew off without taking you back down. And it’s been a while since I’ve had human company. It’s a nice change.”

      So Teva and I hang around in the open-air apartment that Claudia and Kael have set up as their home, waiting for the dragon to return. It’s a pretty nice place by apocalypse standards. The roof has an enormous hole in it, so everything that’s open air is all patio furniture and items that won’t be destroyed by the weather. She has an open firepit with chairs parked around it, a couple of barbecue grills set at the edge of her “kitchen” area and a few doors lead off to the actual “rooms” of her apartment, where things like books and clothing are kept, as well as the bedding. It’s not perfect, she tells me, but it’s a compromise between her and Kael, who prefers to have open air close at hand at all times.

      We chat and have coffee while the baby sleeps. Claudia is welcoming to Teva, but it’s clear my mate isn’t interested in conversation. They can’t understand one another and Teva averts her gaze, staring off at nothing in particular, so even hand gestures and facial expressions are useless. After a few awkward tries, Claudia gives up. I hold Teva’s hand because she seems so sad and isolated, but even when I try to talk to her, she ignores me, too. She just holds my hand silently, so I drink coffee and Claudia and I talk about all the things we miss from Before.

      It’s a long damn afternoon.

      Eventually the big dragon returns with a dead deer, and the baby starts to cry at the same time. Claudia gives us an apologetic look, picks up the baby from her crib, and moves to a quiet chair to feed her. Teva watches, her eyes whirling, as Kael drops the deer in the middle of the “living room” and then roosts high over his mate, watching her. Claudia chuckles every now and then, lost in conversation with Kael. I reach out to Teva, but she just watches them intently. Hungrily.

      All right, then. I get to my feet and butcher the deer. It’s the least I can do. It feels like the very least, but it’s something.

      We roast it up and eat, the awkward, occasional conversations almost painful. It’s clear to me that Kael isn’t entirely sure what to do around Teva and she’s hurting because of it. I want to shake the damn man for hurting my girl. Even so…he’s not much like my Teva. She has edges of wildness, but her ferocity is equaled by her sweetness.

      Kael seems completely wild. There are times he looks as if he’ll snap, destroying us all in a fell swoop. He makes me uneasy, because I want to protect Teva from her own damned brother.

      But Kael doesn’t look at her like a family member. He thinks of her as a stranger…so I stay on my guard.

      Claudia has a guest room she’s set up in their “apartment.” She says it was originally Amy’s room but now that she’s moved to Fort Shreveport, she keeps it comfortable for the inevitable guests that drop by. “You wouldn’t think visiting a couple of exiles is high on the list, but ever since Sallavatri was born…” She trails off with a shrug. “We’ve been the most popular people around.”

      I did notice that. Perhaps that’s why Kael is so angrily suspicious of everyone. The buildings nearby are covered with waiting dragons, all eager to see the baby, to connect minds with her. No wonder her parents are so damn vigilant.

      Teva joins me in the bed, but she doesn’t curl up against me or reach for me. She seems to be utterly alone, isolating herself, and no matter how many times I try to touch her mind with my own unpracticed one, she doesn’t respond. She needs to work through this, so I let her be, remaining close.

      I want to protect her…but I feel as if I can’t. As if I’m the problem.

      I can’t protect her from Kael or any of these other dragons. I know as well as anyone else that they could slaughter me in an instant. Doesn’t mean that I wouldn’t give my everything in the process, though. She’s mine, and I’ll die protecting her if I have to. I’m responsible for bringing her back to herself, after all. She’s mine.

      Even as I think it, though, I know that obligation doesn’t play a big part into how I feel about Teva. It’s not all honorable thoughts and me choosing to do the right thing. That’s all bullshit I tell myself. In reality, I’m just as crazy over Teva as Kael is with his mate. If I was as altruistic as I keep telling myself I am, I wouldn’t be wild with need to touch her. I wouldn’t be obsessing over the curve of her hips, or the scent of her, or the way she tosses her hair. I wouldn’t be having sleepless night after sleepless night, trying to figure her out.

      I wouldn’t be going slowly insane because she’s shut me out. I wouldn’t care at all if I truly was just in this to be the good guy.

      Even if I hate to admit it to myself, I’m obsessed with Teva. I know it makes me selfish, but I don’t see how I can ever leave her behind. Hell, I can’t even bear the fact that this chasm is growing between us by the day and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      I’m fucking all of this up and the harder I try, the worse it gets.

      These thoughts swirl in my mind over and over again, a quiet madness as the object of my obsession sleeps fitfully next to me, only inches away but seemingly further than she ever has been before. I don’t know how this massive gulf developed between us, but it’s there and I don’t know how to fix it. I don’t even know how to start.

      At my side, Teva whimpers in distress.

      I go still, listening. Did I imagine that? I touch my mind gently to hers, expecting to be rebuffed…and instead, I’m assaulted with a deluge of images. Chaos pours through my mind, even as she whimpers again and instinctively moves closer to me.

      “Teva?” I whisper, trying to fight through the swarm of images to stay focused. I have no idea what’s happening to her. When she doesn’t respond to her spoken name, I reach for the other side of the bed, light the candle so I can get a good look at my mate. Her eyes are squeezed shut, her face in lines of distress. I concentrate my thoughts and push at her mind again. Teva. This time I am harder, firmer.

      Her eyes fly open, whirling with black at the edges. She blinks at me, and the chaos in her mind quiets. She pulls closer to me, burying her face against my chest. Gabe. It is you.

      Who else would it be? I stroke her hair. You’re okay, I tell her, utterly conscious of her shuddering. I’m right here. Tell me what’s wrong.

      The others…their minds are overwhelming. It is so hard to shut them all out. She clings to me, her mind pressing against mine as if seeking a life-raft.

      The others? It takes me a moment to realize that she means all the other dragons roosting nearby, the ones drawn by the baby. They don’t seem to bother Kael, but that dragon is much harder in spirit than my fierce but fragile Teva.

      Protectiveness overwhelms me. This is why we’re mated, I remember. It’s so I can anchor her mind with mine and be the strength she needs. I’m an asshole because I’ve been allowing this gap to grow between us. I take her jaw gently in my grip. Look at me.

      Her eyes flutter, but when I repeat the words, she focuses in on me. Her mind calms, ever so slightly.

      I push harder, as if I can intensify my thoughts. I imagine a blanket, wrapping it around her and protecting her from their intrusive minds. Think only of me, my Teva. I’m here. I won’t let anyone hurt you. I won’t let you slip away again.

      Her hands tighten on my shirt, her claws tearing into the fabric. I am sorry. I know you do not want this.

      Shhh. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m not good at expressing what I want. My mouth quirks up in a half-assed grin. I run my thumb along the softness of her jaw, caressing her. I can pick up notes of pleasure from her thoughts, and so I run the backs of my fingers along her neck and collarbones. Let me protect you, Teva. I’ve got you.

      Teva seems to sink against me, her breathing easier. She is quiet for a long time, her thoughts pressing against mine so tightly that it almost feels physical. I hum a song, hoping the noise helps drown out the chaos in her head, and eventually she relaxes against me, the pain in her head a dim memory.

      Better? I ask, still stroking her neck.

      She nods and her lashes sweep down, hiding her eyes from my gaze. Yes. She pulls away ever so slightly. You can let me go now.

      Why would I do that? I skim my fingers over her shoulder, down her arm. Truth is, I’m enjoying touching her far more than I should, and it reminds me that it’s been far too long since I touched Teva, really touched her. Hand holding and a supportive touch at her waist isn’t the same as caresses and kissing. My cock’s a hard ache in my jeans, reminding me that no matter how torn up my mind is, my body wants her.

      Teva turns away, the expression in her gaze sad. I thought coming here would be the answer.

      To?

      Everything, she admits. To you, to me, to… Her thoughts trail off and go cold, as if she’s shutting me out from fear and embarrassment.

      I know what she’s thinking. She doesn’t even have to say it. You’re looking for home, I tell her. You thought he would know the way back. Or if he didn’t, that he’d be your home again. I run my thumb along her jaw. She doesn’t cry, but I can feel the sadness inside her, aching. I get it. I looked for home for such a long time after the Rift. Everywhere I went, I tried to make it my home again, to have a family once more, to find people that I could trust, someone to care about.

      And what did you find?

      Not what I thought I would, I admit. I couldn’t trust anyone not to stab me in the back and steal from me. It was about survival, not maliciousness, but it still bothered me. And my idea of “home” had to change completely. What I thought of as home wasn’t a thing anymore. There were no more nice houses or normal jobs or a neighborhood community. But I found people I cared for again, and people I trusted, and I realized that home isn’t a specific place or idea. It’s being with those you love and care for, and that you know will always look out for you.

      That is what I want. Her sadness becomes overwhelming. And yet I do not have it.

      Her thoughts strike me like blows. Don’t you? I caress her jaw. You can’t trust me? You don’t think I’ll always have your back, no matter what? Do you think I’m here visiting Kael and his mate because they’re so friendly? I snort. I’m here for you and only you, Teva.

      But you do not want to be. There’s accusation in her thoughts. You never wanted a mate.

      I never thought about what it would mean, I agree. That’s my fault. But we’re connected now, and that doesn’t mean I regret it.

      Lies.

      I grab a fistful of her hair and tilt her head back, forcing her to look in my eyes. Truth. I might not be used to having a drakoni mate, and you might not be used to having a human one, but that doesn’t mean we have to give up on each other.

      She tries to break eye contact, but the more she pulls away, the harder I tug. I feel a surge of excitement and realize before her thoughts break into mine that she likes being held down. She likes being trapped and captured. She needs it.

      Of course.

      I’m such a fucking idiot.

      Teva likes to be dominated. Just like being confrontational and pushing for control is in her nature, she only likes to submit when she’s been tamed. And she needs to submit. Needs it like she needs food and air. She needs to submit to me, so our relationship can be properly balanced like any drakoni relationship.

      I haven’t been giving her what she needs.

      I feel like a damned idiot. Teva expects me to take over and demand things from her, because it’s her nature to push me to a challenge and then force me to win her. And instead of pushing back when she tries to take control, I’ve been letting her have the lead. That’s the mistake I’ve been making. That’s why she’s been moving further and further away from me no matter how hard I try.

      So I lean in and bite her neck, hard, and I can feel the breath she sucks in—as well as the bolt of pleasure that races through her. Maybe I didn’t know what I wanted when I started out, I tell her, but I know that I do want you. I know the thought of you walking away destroys me on the inside. I know that if another dragon or another man looks at you, I’m going to wring his goddamn neck for looking at what’s mine. I nip at her throat again, and then lick the spot. I know I’ve missed your body.

      She lifts one hand and touches my face. Gabe.

      No talking, I tell her. Haven’t we talked enough? Let’s just ride on instinct for a bit. I move my mouth to hers and cover her lips with mine in a hard, ferocious kiss full of longing. Let’s use our mouths for something else.

      I do not talk with my mouth, she tells me even as her tongue slicks against mine. She’s all heat, this gorgeous woman, and I groan with need when she undulates against me. I can always use it for other things. Her hand slides down my chest, tearing at my clothing. I want your skin against mine—

      I grab her hand and raise it over her head. Our eyes meet and I give her a forceful thrust of my mind. I’m in charge. Not you.

      She gasps, and arousal blasts through her senses. Gabe.

      I press her hand against the headboard of the bed. You keep this there. You don’t move it. Understand?

      Teva’s eyes are wide, but they’re so fucking gold. I know she’s wet as hell without even having to touch her. I understand.

      You’re mine, aren’t you? I demand, even as I grab her other hand and press it against the headboard, too. My mate. I conquered you and made you mine.

      You don’t want a mate—

      The moment I let go of her wrist, I grab another fistful of her thick hair and force her to look into my eyes. A small part of me worries I’m being too rough with her, but there’s nothing but sheer lust in her thoughts. Good. Don’t tell me what I want, Teva, I send to her. I know what I need.

      What do you need? Her thoughts are so full of yearning, so scorching hot it feels as if she’s breathing fire all over me.

      Well first…I need this sweet pussy. I push my hand under the long skirts of her wedding dress. I know it’s wet for me.

      It is. Teva’s thoughts are sweetly frantic. Wet for your cock.

      My cock is for later, I tell her. I move lower, sliding my body down hers even as I push her dress up. My mouth is for now.

      Your mouth…?

      Definitely. You’re keeping your hands where I told you to, right?

      When she scrapes her claws against the headboard, I finish hiking her skirts up to her belly and reveal the treasure between her thighs. Her skin is flushed a deep red with arousal, and her pretty, bare pussy is the deepest red of all. I move forward and press my tongue against the slit, and the sweetness of her fills my mouth. Goddamn, but she tastes good. I’m growling low in my throat like some wild fucking animal, but I can’t help it. I need her too badly.

      I push her thighs apart with one rough hand, then taste her again. Hot arousal floods her thoughts even as it floods against my tongue. Gabe. You…

      You’re mine, Teva. This is how I’m going to take you. I’m going to make you come so fucking hard with my tongue that this pussy’s going to be drenched. After I’ve drunk it all down, I’m going to drag my cock through all this juice until it’s as wet as you are, and then I’m going to fuck this pussy hard and fill it with my come.

      Teva clenches against my tongue, a gasp escaping her. Oh.

      Do you want me to do that? Do you want my tongue here? I push her folds apart with my fingers and lick the sweetness coating them. She’s so goddamn slick it’s fucking beautiful, but even more beautiful than that are the little cries escaping her throat and the sensations boiling through her mind.

      Yes, she manages, and to my surprise, she sounds shy. Yes, I want your tongue there.

      Or do you want it here? I press the tip of my tongue against her clit and tap twice.

      She cries out softly, the sound in her throat raspy, as if she’s not used to speaking aloud. Her legs draw up in response to my touch.

      I grab one hip and push it back down again. I didn’t give you permission to move.

      Another moan escapes her, and her pussy gets even wetter under my tongue. I drag my tongue over the nub of her clit even as I gaze up at her, and her nipples are so hard they look like beads against the slinky fabric of her dress. Christ, she’s fucking gorgeous like this. This is the most aroused Teva’s been since we mated that first time, and it’s like I’ve unlocked a fucking treasure.

      This is what she needs. And goddamn, it’s what I need, too. I need this sweet pussy soaked with arousal, her thoughts wild and fierce with need. I need Teva full of longing and pleasure and focused entirely on my mouth, my hands on her skin, and how much she wants me.

      My female, I tell her as I move my tongue over her clit, pressing a finger deep into her cunt as I do. I begin to slowly thrust even as I tongue her in a steady rhythm.

      She rubs and arches against me, panting. Her hands slide to my hair, but I grab one and thrust it back up as high as I can without lifting my face from her cunt. Hands up, I command, and she obeys. You can’t touch me until you come.

      Teva whimpers again, and then she’s lost to sensation, her mind a whirl of delicious chaos threaded through with arousal. I’m lost too, my world not existing outside of the clench of her cunt, the soft folds that brush against my hungry mouth, the delicate nub of her clit. Her actions grow more frantic, her thoughts needier with every stroke of my tongue and thrust of my finger.

      Gabe, she sends to me. She’s full of tension, her thighs tight as her need builds inside of her. I need…I need…need you inside me.

      Not yet, I tell her forcefully, and redouble my efforts to make her come. You don’t get to decide, Teva. I do. I get to decide when this pussy gets release. I’m the one that’s in control. You understand?

      She shudders, her eyes so wide, and when I look up, I’ve never seen them so gold.

      I keep a hard, firm hand on her thigh even as I push two fingers into the aching well of her pussy. Now you come for me like a good girl.

      She makes one of those gorgeous, guttural sounds again and then she’s coming, her cunt clenching around my fingers, her release bathing my face in fresh honey. I lick every drop of it up, loving the little noises she makes and the wonder spiraling through her mind. I feel like I just conquered the fucking world.

      Teva just came. Hard. And it’s all because I’m finally giving my girl what she needs.

      My own need is a hot brand pressing tight against the fabric of my boxer briefs, but I’m in no hurry. I change my licks to long, leisurely ones, my fingers moving slower. I draw the release out for her, loving every little quiver she makes. I can feel how good she feels, how happy.

      Her pleasure just fuels mine.

      I press one final kiss to her pussy, then slide off the bed and strip my clothing off. She watches me with gleaming golden eyes, her expression hungry. Her hands are still pressed up against the headboard, her breasts the prettiest little mounds with tips pointing at the ceiling. I want to lick and taste all of her, but my control only goes so far. I kick off my jeans and underwear, then palm my hard, aching cock, giving it a rough stroke as I look at my mate. Hands and knees, baby girl.

      I expect her to protest, to complain about the nickname she hates. Instead, Teva just shudders and rolls over onto her belly, raising her ass into the air and spreading her thighs. Her pussy gleams in the low light of the bedroom and I groan at the fucking invitation. I’ve never seen anything prettier. The wedding dress pools around her ribs, leaving her ass in the air and her legs exposed.

      Fucking beautiful…and all mine.

      Teva shudders at my thoughts. Yes. Yours.

      I give my cock one more stroke, trying to pace myself so I don’t pounce on her like an impatient fool. I’m going to give you my seed, Teva. I’m going to fill that pretty cunt with so much seed, all the seed your pretty little body has been craving.  And you’re going to take all of it, aren’t you?

      Her claws dig into the sheets. Yes. I can feel her excitement, the rush of her thoughts, the need coursing through her.

      It’s like I’ve finally figured out how to unlock the puzzle that is Teva, and now that I’ve got the keys to her kingdom, I’m going to wield them like a fucking bat. Put your hands on your pussy and spread it for me, Teva, I command.

      She reaches between her thighs, gasping, and does as I ask. Her black claws gleam with her wetness, and she touches her clit.

      No, I say firmly with my mind. That’s mine. You don’t get to touch it.

      Teva gives a little growl of frustration, but her pussy clenches visibly and I know it’s making her even wetter than before. She loves me taking control. Loves being bossed. Loves being dominated.

      I put a hand on her pretty ass and stroke it, then ease my thumb into the aching heat of her cunt. I’m going to take you hard, I tell her, and I can feel her spasm in response. I’m not going to stop until you’re filled with my seed.

      Please, she begs again, and her thoughts are scorching with need.

      No more teasing. I want to make her come again, to wring another orgasm out of her just to show that I can…but for now, I want to claim my mate more than anything. I move forward and push her thighs further apart, my hands on just this side of rough. I drag my cock along her folds, wetting it down, and then pump deep inside her in one quick stroke.

      She cries out.

      I grunt, and go still, because she feels so good that I almost lose control. Her cunt’s clenching hard around me, and I can’t stay still for long. Being in her, knowing she’s so close? It makes me frantic to drive her over the edge again. I put one hand on her hip, grabbing a handful of her hair with the other, and love the gasp she makes, and how her cunt tightens around me.

      I’m manhandling her, just a little. She won’t break, though, and she loves it. She’s not human. She’s strong. So I throw caution to the wind and fuck her hard and fast. Each stroke into her is rough and unforgiving and her thoughts fill with so much pleasure and need that it makes me push harder, faster.

      She comes again, thighs quaking, moments before I do, too. My seed boils out of me, harder than I’ve ever come before, and the pleasure wafting through her thoughts only intensifies things. I come so hard and so much that my release slides down her thighs, wetting our joined bodies, and still I can’t stop pumping into her.

      Never stop, she tells me.

      I never want to. She’s mine and I’m hers, and that’s the way it is.
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      TEVA

      My belly fires wake me from a deep sleep.

      Come to Fort Dallas, they tell me. Leave your mate behind. Come to the walls, to the human hive. I will teach you everything you need to know. I will teach you how to get home—

      Teva? Gabe’s sleepy thoughts push through mine and he pulls me closer, tucking me against his chest. Go back to sleep, baby girl.

      I push out the noise of my belly fires and curl against my mate, obeying him.
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      TEVA

      I’m far more settled the next day.

      No, not settled. Happy. I wear my mate’s scent all over me, and he is covered in mine as he sits next to me. His thoughts constantly connect with my own, small touches reminding me that he is close nearby, and his thoughts fluctuate back to mating with me as often as mine are focused on him. His hand is heavy on the back of my neck as I eat my morning meal, but it makes me feel so good. It feels right.

      For the first time in forever, I feel possessed. Owned. And I feel such joy. I love Gabe’s forcefulness. I love the way he’s taken control of things. I need no challenge when he constantly reminds me that he’s in control, and his control makes me feel calm and happy.

      And aroused.

      I watch Kael’s mate feed their child, but even the hard, gnawing envy of yesterday seems faded. My brother has a child. Perhaps soon I will have a child of my own, one with Gabe’s dark hair and strong golden eyes. I like that idea.

      And will you raise it in the human hive? my brother asks. Your mate has told mine that he has a home where others are waiting for him.

      He cares for the elders in his hive, I admit. He hunts for them and provides for them. If he wishes to return, I will…endure it. Once, the thought of being in Gabe’s human hive surrounded by other humans filled me with loathing, but I am less angry about it now. It means a lot to Gabe, and I want to make him happy.

      Humans are fragile and need a lot of care, Kael admits. Sometimes my Claudia misses her hive. Mostly her sister. Amy is at your mate’s hive, you know. It is territory already claimed by another male dragon.

      Then we will find territory nearby. I refuse to change my mind about such things. I will trust in my mate and his people. Once I am comfortable in my battle form again, all will be well.

      If your bond with your mate is strong, he will be enough to keep you from losing control. Claudia is able to bring me back when I am close to losing myself.

      Yes, my belly fires whisper.

      It is the darker voice again. The angrier one. I hate that it’s in my head.

      It is safe to change. Use your bond with your mate and spread your wings once more.

      I…I do not know.

      Who are you talking to, baby girl? Gabe’s thoughts push forward into mine, overwhelming everything else. Our connection is strong—incredibly so—to the point that he drowns out Kael’s amused reaction. I don’t mind, though. I like that strong, forceful connection between us. I even like his silly nickname for me. More than that, I like the way that he reaches for my hand at the table and rubs his thumb over the back of my hand. Today, for the first time, it feels like a true mating.

      My belly fires, I tell him. It is nothing. You made them go away.

      He is unhappy that they speak to me, I can tell. It permeates his thoughts and his body is stiff. What do they say to you?

      They say I should try my wings, I admit. That I should trust you to keep me anchored and that you will not let me lose myself.

      I can feel him relax. Do you want to try it?

      My eyes meet his across the table. Do you think it is safe?

      Your brother is here. Will he try to help if you lose control?

      I relay the idea to Kael, who paces restlessly behind his mate, chewing on a bit of meat. He is not the type to sit and idly eat. There is too much energy pent up in him, his mind constantly going. He is exhausting to be around like this, but perhaps that explains why his mate is so very calm all the time—she is keeping him reined.

      Kael scowls at me from across the table. She has plenty of fire in her veins. Do not worry for my Claudia. If she is calm, it is because of Sallavatri, not because she is meek.

      I snort. I did not say she was meek. Now you are picking a fight.

      He blinks at me, and then his mouth curves into a faint smile. So I am. This feels familiar.

      That is because you are my older brother and you have always nagged me.

      Teva? Gabe presses. What did he say?

      Oh. I have become distracted. I focus my thoughts and concentrate on my brother. Do you think Gabe is right? Is it safe for me to try to switch to my battle form?

      There is one way to find out. Kael’s eyes whirl with a mix of colors. I will not let you harm my mate or my child, if that is what you worry about.

      I think of my mate, I admit. If something should go wrong, promise me you will ensure that he is safely brought back to his hive.

      My Claudia would have it no other way.

      I take a deep breath and meet Gabe’s eyes. They are pure gold, shining and reminding me that he is putting his trust in me. I do not want to let him down.

      You can do it, my belly fires say. Then you will be free.

      I will try it if you go with me, I say to Gabe, and send him an image of me holding him in my claws.

      He nods, all confidence. “Let’s give it a whirl.”
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      I remove my soft human dress and stand in the open area, where the roof of the building falls away and reveals nothing but bright blue sky. I gaze up at it, longing to be up there. But…do I want it bad enough to lose myself once more? What if this does not work and I never see my Gabe again?

      Warm hands touch my neck, and then Gabe stands in front of me, his eyes meeting mine. “That isn’t going to happen,” he murmurs. “I’m in control, remember? I decide if you get to cut loose, and I won’t let you.”

      I nod, relieved.

      “I’m yours. You’re mine. It’s that simple.”

      You are mine and I am yours, I repeat, letting those be the words that guide me. You are mine. I am yours.

      I won’t lose you now that I have you—really have you. And Gabe grins at me, taking my hands in his. He grips my wrists tight for a moment, reminding me of how he held me down as we mated last night and again this morning. How he conquered me in our bed in his human way over and over again.

      And my body flushes with need and yearning.

      Save it for later, baby girl. We’ll have fun once you’ve spread your wings. He leans forward and gives me a fierce kiss on the mouth, then steps back. Do your thing.

      There’s nothing but confidence in his thoughts, and that bolsters me. I can do this. I can. I glance over at Kael, but my brother’s face is impassive, his thoughts closed to me. If he has doubts, he will not share them. I do not know if it truly is doubt, though, or if he is simply closing his mind so he is not drawn in if I do lose control. He has a mate and a child to think of, so I understand.

      I close my eyes and reach for my battle form. It’s so easy. It feels as if it should be harder, given how much I’ve yearned to shift forms in the last few days and held myself back. But it’s as simple as breathing in a breath and back out once more. My body becomes powerful, my wings unfurl, and then I launch myself into the air with a push of my strong hind legs.

      Then I am airborne, my wings catching the wind, and I feel such intense pleasure that it echoes through me like fire. I am lost in the pleasure of my battle form, of the scents that seem crisper now, of the fire that churns in my belly, ready to release at any moment—

      Teva?

      Gabe’s call slices through the fog in my mind. The overwhelming pleasure of battle form recedes, just a little, and as it does, my mind clears.

      My mate waits below. He will keep me focused so I do not lose myself.

      I soar through the air for a moment longer and then move toward the building, where Gabe awaits me. Kael hovers nearby, and his mate has disappeared into their nest—no doubt hiding to protect their child in case I do not have control.

      But I want to laugh with joy, because with Gabe’s mind touching mine, control is so easy. It is laughable, really. We have feared over nothing, I tell him, delighted. I am myself, am I not?

      You are. I’m proud of you, baby girl.

      I can feel his pride like a warm caress, and it fills me with even more joy.

      I land on the ledge high above, and when he raises his arms, I lean in and gently scoop him up in my claws, my grip light around his waist. Shall we go flying?

      If you want.

      Oh, I want. I want more than anything…well, almost anything. I send Gabe a bolt of pure lust even as I soar into the air once more. Perhaps we shall find someplace private to make a nest for ourselves, I tell him, flooding his mind with images of us mating.

      Gabe chuckles, the sound ripped away by the wind, but I feel it in his mind. Let’s just practice the flying again, all right? Plenty of time to mate when we get back.

      Silly human, I tease him. A female in her battle form is always primed to mate. Enjoy my color. Am I not the most glorious, enticing red you have ever seen?

      You’re utterly gorgeous and you know it. Gabe’s amusement is unruffled.

      I sail through the skies, the breeze turning and suddenly filled with dozens of unfamiliar dragons and their scent. It is the ones nearby that roost, waiting for a brush of Sallavatri’s mind against theirs. I touch my thoughts to theirs, gently, and find nothing but chaos, but it is easier to draw away, easier to focus on Gabe and avoid sinking too deep.

      You’re doing fantastic, he reassures me even as I fly higher. You’re strong and brave and you’re killing it.

      What am I killing?

      It’s an expression, he says, his laughter faint on the wind. It means you’re doing amazing.

      I let his amused pleasure wash over me as we fly higher, heading for the puffy clouds that dot the skies. I can do this all day long, I think. Soaring with my mate through the beautiful day and exploring the remnants of the human hive without getting lost to madness? It is utter pleasure.

      And all because we are finally joined as one. I lift my mate to my snout and even now, his scent seems more mixed than before, our scents mingled so much that it is impossible to tell where one ends and the other begins. We are truly mated. I can smell my scent all over you.

      We can always “reapply” when we get alone together, he teases. I’d happily use my mouth on you if you promise to make more of those sweet noises.

      My delight rushes through me, so joyful that I spout flame instead of laughing. Gabe’s thoughts flare for a moment, but then he settles back into my claws. He’s trusting me, letting me lead as much as I like…even though we both know he is in control. He knows through our connection that my actions are ones of pleasure and not because I am losing myself.

      You are strong, my belly fires whisper into my thoughts. Strong and capable. You soar through the skies, higher than all the others, do you not?

      I am higher than all the rest. The others cling to the buildings, bored and unfocused, and Kael circles his nest, protecting his mate.

      They do not have the spirit you do, my belly fires tease coyly. How high can you go?

      As high as I like.

      Teva? Gabe asks.

      Can you go high enough to touch the Rift?

      Why…why would I want to do that? I am confused for the first time, not just because the question is an odd one, but because my belly fires have changed in tone. They are harder, different. Almost as if they have been pretending to be my friend.

      Now, they want something from me.

      Higher, they urge. Climb to the stars. Go to the Rift. See if you can go through back to your home.

      Almost as if compelled, I soar higher. Why should I not? I am strong and powerful and the day is lovely. The Rift seems impossibly far away, though, the open wound of it in the sky repelling me even as I fly toward it.
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      Teva? Gabe calls for me. How high are we going?

      As high as we can, I tell him. Why not? I can feel that my belly fires are pleased with this decision. I won’t go through the Rift—not with Gabe in my claws—but I want to see if I can reach it.

      Go through anyhow, the belly fires urge. If you can get close enough, why stop?

      Why…stop? The idea is fascinating. What if home waits on the other side, and all I have to do is fly hard and fly high? But if I do manage to make it to the Rift and I go through…what happens to Gabe?

      It doesn’t matter, my belly fires whisper.

      That is the wrong thing to say. Because I think of the seven years I have lost to madness, and I imagine watching my Gabe in the same situation, and it makes me sick. I falter, losing altitude. I would not wish that madness on anyone.

      Teva. Gabe’s thoughts are a cool balm to my fevered ones. I didn’t even realize I was close to losing control until his mind touched mine and made me realize just how distracted I am. And somehow, I’ve flown so high that even the clouds are thin. The air is thin. It is bitterly cold.

      Higher, my belly fires urge. Faster.

      Teva. Who is talking to you? Gabe’s thoughts grow hard. Stern. Answer me.

      Belly fires, I tell him absently, even as the voice quietly urges me to go higher. Higher. I tilt my wings to gain even more height, using powerful strokes to scale the next cloud. The Rift looks no closer than it ever was, but I am so high up that surely—

      TEVA. Gabe’s command sears through my mind. Stop this.

      I…can’t.

      The realization is a terrible one. Somehow, my belly fires continue to silently urge me on, and it is like I am helpless to obey. It is almost as if I have no control over myself. Help me, Gabe.

      Am I your mate?

      Gabe’s simple question slices through the insistence in my mind. It silences the belly fires. Of course you are.

      Then listen to me. You’re killing us, Teva. You can’t fly this high. The air is thin. Your wings are growing tired. You’ve done great, but let’s pack it in for today, okay? His hand caresses my scales, and his fingers are cold. His lungs hurt. Mine do, too.

      But the Rift—

      Will be there tomorrow. Let’s go home. Just you and I. Together.

      Do you not want to save your people, Teva? my belly fires ask.

      Ignore that voice, Gabe tells me sharply. Concentrate on me. Breathe in my scent. Take me home, Teva. Let’s go find a bed and then I’ll cover that pretty throat of yours with my bite. Remember what we said last night? You are mine, I am yours. Repeat it after me.

      I let Gabe’s focused thoughts wash over me, leading the way. He’s right. The Rift will be there tomorrow, and the day after that, and the day after that. I have done enough for now. I want to go home with my mate and let him caress me. I want to make a baby with him. You are mine, I tell him.

      And the rest? His mind is unyielding, so strong and reassuring.

      I…am yours. I change the angle of my wings and glide lower, spiraling downward through the clouds. I can feel Gabe’s approval and it fills me with pleasure.

      You did great, baby girl. We’ll talk more about things when we get home. Let’s just get back to Kael’s nest, all right?

      I nuzzle him, and notice that my belly fires have gone silent. I don’t miss them. Sometimes I wish they would leave me alone entirely. The only voice I want in my head is Gabe’s.

      Then focus on me, and let me handle everything.

      I do. I focus on my Gabe, my handsome mate, as I take us carefully back down through the clouds and toward Kael’s home. I breathe in his scent, ignoring that of the other dragons nearby and how their thoughts press wildly against my own, as if seeking traction. I focus on Gabe and only Gabe, and I feel his relief when I land atop the building and carefully set him down on the floor below.

      Come with me, he says, voice firm. Change and come stand beside me, because we need to talk.

      I shift forms, returning to my weaker two-legged one, and jump down to the floor. Even this does not seem as bothersome as before, simply because I approach my handsome mate. He looks me up and down, then cups my face and gazes into my eyes.

      “Are you all right?”

      I am puzzled by his question. Why would I not be?

      “The voice you were talking to—you say it’s your belly fires, but it wasn’t you. It’s a different voice entirely.” Gabe shakes his head, disturbed. “And your eyes changed colors.”

      Colors? I ask, confused. I see Kael and his mate approach from behind, and the human female asks Gabe what color my eyes turned.

      “Gray. Not black, not gold, but just plain gray.”

      She looks at my brother, and I feel Kael’s displeasure. The Salorian, my brother explains.

      A Salorian? I hiss, a flood of memories rushing back. Of the cool, evil overlords of our homeland. Slavelords who used massive armies and foul mind-magic to murder and suppress my people. They are hated and reviled by the drakoni people.

      Even here, in this horrible land we are stranded upon, the Salorians have somehow followed us?

      “What’s a Salorian?” Gabe asks, his gaze darting from my face to that of Kael’s mate.

      She tells him they are bad guys, and how one has overtaken Fort Dallas and tries to sink his claws into any susceptible drakoni.

      “But what does he want with my mate? With Teva?”

      My heart fills with pleasure to hear his angry defense of me. I love hearing him say “my mate.”

      What does he want with any dragon? Kael’s mate says aloud, gesturing with her hands. He wants pawns for his little games. He wants to send someone through the Rift to see if they can get home, but he doesn’t seem to care that sending someone through the Rift—if it’s even possible—will almost certainly kill them.

      Gabe pulls me against him, his arms protective around me. “He’s not getting Teva,” he growls.

      What do we do? I ask Gabe, and I can feel his frustration. He has no answers for this.

      My brother is the one that speaks up. Think, Teva. Did this voice speak to you when you were near your mate’s hive?

      I consider this. It is hard to remember such things. I am not sure my mind is made to remember anymore. But I do remember a voice. It was less frequent. More agreeable. It did not bother me when Gabe was around. Now, it seems to bother me constantly and the voice is darker, angrier. Different.

      Unpleasant.

      He reaches into your mind because you are close to the human hive where he hides out, Kael tells me. Sallavatri is able to block him for me, but you have no such safety. You will need to leave.

      Leave? The word strikes like a blow.

      If you were safe closer to your mate’s hive, return there.

      But you are my family. You are here.

      And as your family, I would rather that you were safe. Kael holds my gaze, and I hear his mate talking softly to Gabe, explaining to him that we must go. He nods, a look of determination on his face, and his thoughts push against mine protectively, as if he wants to shield me even now.

      There is a woman from Fort Shreveport visiting the Salorian, Gabe tells me, his hand tight at my waist. Claudia will send a message on to her about what the Salorian is doing. They will insist that he stop.

      Will he? The scattered memories I have of Salorians are not of compliance and agreement.

      We won’t be here, so it doesn’t matter, Gabe says. We’re leaving. Today.

      Perhaps it is best. Flying?

      Gabe’s eyes meet mine. Can you promise me that he will not attack you again?

      I cannot promise this. With a sigh, I think of all the walking we must do to return to Gabe’s hive.

      He pulls me close and presses his brow to mine. I will walk ten thousand miles if it means I will keep you safe, baby girl. It won’t be so bad, I promise. We’ll stop a lot for breaks.

      Breaks? But why?

      I have a few ideas. And my mate sends a flurry of mental images full of mating into my mind. Of me with my mouth on his cock, his fist in my hair. Of him driving into me from behind. Of him ripping my white wedding dress off my body and thrusting my thighs apart so I can take him.

      I shiver at how good all those images are.

      We’ll have lots of alone time, you and I.

      Perhaps walking back will not be so bad after all.
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      We pack our things quickly, and my brother’s mate fills a sack full of foods for us to take. I hold the baby, breathing in her scent, enjoying my last few moments with her. I want to hold her forever, and it makes me sad that we must go.

      You act as if you will not see us again. Kael sounds amused. When she is old enough to travel, we will come visit.

      You could claim new territory away from here, I tell him even as I rub my nose against the baby’s brow. Raise your child in a place far away from the Salorian’s grasp.

      My mate wants to stay close. It is complicated. She feels responsible for many left in the human hive. And there are other drakoni nearby, one with a mate that will give birth soon. We all watch out for each other.

      I see. I feel as if I am losing everything all over again, and my heart aches.

      You lose nothing, Kael tells me. His thoughts are calm, steady. The Salorian will not be trouble forever. There are already those working in the hive to tame him. This is all temporary. Besides, you will be with your mate. You will need no one but him. Trust me.

      I nod. When he holds his arms out for his child, I reluctantly pass her over.

      It is a different world, my brother tells me. But that does not mean it must be all bad. Embrace it. Embrace your human’s hive and his people. Embrace your new life. You are mated now, and there will be a child at some point. Will you want to bring that child into a world you resent? Or one that you greet with joy every morning?

      When did my annoying older brother become so wise?

      He holds Sallavatri close. When I became a mate and a father. I realized I had to change. You will, too. Wait and see.
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        ONE WEEK LATER

      

      

      GABE

      I squeeze Teva’s hand as she walks beside me. We’re nearing Fort Shreveport after our long journey, and my mate has grown increasingly silent as we approached. “How’re you doing, baby girl?”

      She arches a fierce brow at me, a smile curving her mouth in a way that is almost human and wholly playful. I am fine. Eager to shift to my battle form again.

      “We’re almost home,” I tell her. We’ve walked all the way back from the outskirts of Fort Dallas, following along the broken, cluttered remains of Old Highway I-20. We both agreed that Teva should wait to return to Fort Shreveport before shifting again, even though her mind has been silent of interlopers for days now. Kael was wise to send us away—the farther we get from Fort Dallas, the less the strange voice bothers her. “Any noise in your head?”

      Nothing. She sounds a little amused, a little sad. I know this is hard for her. When she was lost to the madness, she said the “belly fires” were her only friend, the only one she could talk to. Now they are gone and she feels the loss, however strange it might seem to me.

      I’m determined not to make her feel alone, though. I’m going to be with her every step of the way. I don’t think the people at Fort Shreveport will be a problem, since they accepted both Rast and later Vaan and Liam. Another dragon might make people unnerved, but only at the beginning when they don’t know Teva.

      And if they don’t want us there, then I leave with her. I can’t sacrifice her happiness for the sense of obligation I feel toward others at the fort. We were fortless before—Charlie, Major, Lester and I. We were just fine. Maybe with Charlie getting on in years, he’ll have to stay behind with the cats, but that doesn’t mean I can’t support him from afar and bring him supplies. It’s do-able, no matter what.

      I do not want you to be forced to give up everything for me, Teva says, eavesdropping on my thoughts. That is not fair to you.

      If they don’t want you, they’re the ones who are losing everything. I put a heavy hand on the back of her neck, in the way she likes. Over the past few days, I’ve learned a lot about Teva, mostly through trial and error. Teva loves caresses, but even more than that, she loves feeling my emotions. She still pushes at me, trying to take control of every situation, but I’ve learned that I need to push back, to firmly take control. I might be weaker physically, but Teva adores it when I dominate her mentally, and so I do that as often as I can.

      I’m in control, I remind her, rubbing my thumb against the cords of her neck. I’ll decide what’s best for us. If they don’t want us here, we aren’t staying. It’s that simple. I flood her thoughts with affection and love to pair with my firm words. She needs to remember that she’s mine and I’m not going anywhere without her.

      Her pleased thoughts touch my mind, and we go hand in hand toward the fort.

      I smell the other dragon, Teva says before we even turn to go down the final street toward the old school building. He smells me, too, and is coming out to see us.

      Rast? Tell him I said hello, I offer, and tug her a little closer to me. Amy and Rast knew I was coming after you.

      She goes quiet for a moment, and then smiles over at me, her eyes whirling gold. He greets us. He says they have been looking forward to meeting us. His mind is very clear.

      So I’ve heard. I’ve never had a conversation with Rast, because he doesn’t bother to speak aloud, but every time I’ve seen him, he seems more settled than the other drakoni I’ve met. He’ll be a good influence for Teva and the mentor she needs if she struggles again.

      He says he is bringing someone out to greet you, she tells me curiously.

      I wonder about that, too, but the moment we come around the bend and the tall chain-link fence surrounding the school comes into sight, I hear a loud, excited barking and a laugh escapes me. I know exactly who that is. Scooter can’t wait to get to me, the big dog’s excitement breaking out of him in fierce, noisy barking that makes my ears ring. One of the gate guards—Luz, judging from the braid—opens the gate up and the German shepherd comes racing down the street toward both of us, tail wagging excitedly. I keep my thoughts connected to Teva’s in case she gets spooked, but I can feel her amusement.

      This is like the other meows, isn’t it?

      He’s a dog, but yes. He’s a pet. I release her hand and kneel on the ground as Scooter barrels toward me, a brown and black streak of pure joy. If he barks at you, don’t get nervous—

      To my surprise, she crouches next to me and puts her hands out, waiting. I feel no anxiety in her, or rage. She wants to love the dog as much as I do.

      Scooter races toward me but at the last moment, he crouches and belly-crawls toward me, tail wagging. He’s utterly subservient, looking at Teva and whining even as he approaches me. I always thought that the Rift—or the assholes that live in the After—addled his brains, but that movement shows me he’s not entirely unaware of the predator in his midst.

      “Good boy,” I tell him, reaching for the thick ruff. Scooter whines the moment I touch him, and then he’s bounding all over and licking me once more, excited as hell to see me. I scratch his fur with rough, affectionate motions, and I realize just how much I missed him. He’s my little buddy, my ray of sunshine even on dark days.

      He is so happy, Teva adds, smiling. Do you think he will like me?

      Put your hand out so he can sniff it and we’ll see.

      She extends her hand toward Scooter, and her long claws are evident and dangerous looking. But the dog only sniffs her hand cautiously and then pushes his head underneath for petting.

      And my beautiful Teva looks delighted. He likes me.

      Pet him, I encourage her, and show her how to give him gentle head scratches that make Scooter’s tail thump wildly. The dog looks up at her with blissed-out eyes and I chuckle, wondering if I’ve got a new rival for her affection.

      You are always first, she tells me, but there’s such pleasure in her thoughts that I don’t mind. A pet is new to her. I don’t want to take away from this moment, because I know how nice it is to be greeted by a wagging tail and puppy joy when you return home.

      But there’s a crowd forming at the distant gate, and I suppose we need to greet them. I focus on them and send a thought to Teva. You ready to do this?

      She hesitates. You are sure I will like the human hive?

      If you don’t, we don’t have to stay. I promise.

      We get to our feet at the same time, and I glance over at Teva. Her skin is the lovely, muted red that I’m used to seeing. It flares to a ruby shade when she’s turned on, but right now it’s the color of a desert sunset. Her long hair is haphazard and wild over her shoulders, and her wedding dress has a few smudges and dirt on the hem thanks to our week of hiking, and her feet are bare and equally dirty. Her eyes are bright gold and I’ve never seen a woman look more alien or more beautiful.

      I love you, I tell her. You know that, right?

      Of course you do. You are my mate. She tosses her hair and gives me an arch little smile. Let us say hello to your hive, then.
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      The next while is overwhelming. We’re greeted by everyone—and I do mean everyone—in Fort Shreveport. If I had any doubts of Teva being welcomed, they’re gone in an instant. Everyone’s delighted to meet her. She’s introduced to person after person, and when her gaze lingers on a fat baby, the mother immediately plops the child in Teva’s arms, heedless of her claws.

      I kind of want to kiss that woman for being so brave and selfless.

      Teva’s delight at the baby is evident, and then it’s only a matter of time before several children in the fort are rushing around her legs, holding onto her “princess” skirts and babbling at her. She looks overwhelmed but happy, a smile on her face as she tries to absorb all the names tossed in her direction. A three year old holds her finger and walks at her side, completely unafraid. On her other side, Scooter keeps her company.

      Just like that, my girl is accepted.

      Two of the children lead her forward, taking her hands, and she looks at me. Where are we going?

      They’re taking you to show you something, I tell her, amused. Want me to chase them off?

      No! I want to see what they have to show me. They are so excited. There’s such delight in her thoughts. They like me.

      Of course they do. You’re awesome.

      She tosses a grin in my direction before letting the children lead her away. Oh. Rast says they are to show me chickens and I am not to eat them. They are meows like Scooter?

      Yes and no. I try to mentally explain the concept of laying hens to her when a familiar figure wheels out of the school in his wheelchair, a large orange cat in his lap. It’s Lester, and the thin man pushing the wheelchair is none other than Charlie. He still looks frail, but the fact that he’s up and about—and Colonel Mustard is still around—makes my heart ache. I immediately head for them, and before I can even get there, Charlie is moving toward me, his arms out for a hug.

      I wrap my arms around the older man, painfully aware of how fragile he is. “Charlie.”

      “Son. You’re back.”

      Son. Fuck. That single word shouldn’t get me as much as it does, but my nose gets a tickle in it and I swallow the knot in my throat. “Yeah.” There’s so much more that I want to say to him. That I missed him and worried about him. That I’m glad he’s back to himself. That I went through hell to get the cats just because I wanted to put a smile on his face. That him calling me “son” makes me feel a million things, but all I manage to choke out is that single “yeah.”

      Charlie glances over at Teva, who stands in the courtyard surrounded by a few of the children, a look of delight on her face as a young mother introduces her to a squirming baby. “I see you brought a friend home with you.”

      “She’s my mate.”

      “Back in my day we called those ‘wives,’” Lester says with a surly tone.

      “She’s drakoni. They’re a little different.”

      Charlie chuckles and claps my shoulder. “We have eyes. And as for being different, as long as she makes you happy, she’s a daughter to me.”

      Ah hell. And there goes that knot in my throat again. I clear it, coughing politely into my hand, and focus on the cat in Lester’s lap. “I see our feline friends made it back.”

      Lester nods, his hand on the cat, petting the raggedy fur. “Andi and the golden boy brought them to us. What’s his name?”

      “Liam,” Charlie says with a nod. He grins at me. “Said you were running around with a pretty girl trying to impress her and you’d be back later, once you wooed her.”

      I snort with amusement. “He said all that?”

      “More or less.” He smiles and touches my shoulder again and again, and I suspect I’m not the only one with things left unsaid. “You didn’t have to go after them, Gabe.”

      “They’re family, right?” I reach out to touch Colonel Mustard’s ear and the cat shies away from me, burying his face against Lester’s chest instead. “Sometimes that’s all you’ve got and you have to protect it.”

      I don’t say that it was more about Charlie than the cats. It doesn’t need to be said. The important thing is the smile on Charlie’s face.

      “Well now,” Charlie says, his eyes suspiciously wet. “Are you going to introduce us to your young lady?”

      “I am,” I say proudly. “Come and meet Teva.”
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      Teva is introduced to each person in the fort before the sun sets and everyone piles into the cafeteria for a candle-lit dinner. She seems a bit overwhelmed at all the people, her nostrils working, and I know her sense of smell probably bothers her. It’s ten times more sensitive than my own, and I remember what people smelled like back when things like deodorant and regular hot showers weren’t luxuries.

      I do not mind, Teva tells me. If Rast can get used to it, I can get used to it.

      Other than that, her thoughts bubble through my mind and they’re happy ones. There’s no chaos, no confusion, no anger.

      I thought a human hive would be different, she admits. They are loud and smelly but they are people. And there are so many babies.

      If there’s one thing humans are good at, it’s making babies, I tease.

      I hope we make one, she tells me, and a flurry of sexual thoughts race through my mind.

      We can give it the old college try tonight.

      Does that mean more than once?

      At least two or three, I tell her, liking that we can have a filthy conversation and not say anything aloud. Is this how prim-seeming Amy is with Rast? Or Liam and Andi? It’s a nice benefit I never thought of, the ultimate in secretive dirty talk, and it appeals to my baser senses. I wasn’t sure how I’d feel about having someone else’s mind connected to mine at all times, but Teva doesn’t pry and I find the connection makes me feel less lonely overall.

      Funny how I never thought of myself as a lonely sort before.

      The dinner being served is a southwest soup despite the heat, because the fort has lots of corn and tomatoes and not much of anything else. I eat my bowl the same as everyone else, but Teva hands hers to the little boy next to her, who greedily takes it with a smile.

      We will hunt together later, yes? she says to me.

      If you feel up to it.

      I do. The voices have been silent and my mind easy. I like this place, too. She watches the child next to her eat. I did not think there would be so many young here, but it makes me happy. She strokes the child’s cheek and he grins up at her. They talk to me, too. I want to learn to make the human sounds like you do.

      I remember my earlier promise to teach her. Time to put that into fruition. Then we start your lessons tomorrow.

      Someone walks past the table, tray in hands. It’s a woman, and I stare at the blonde braid, trying to piece together who it is as she gives me an accusing look, tosses her hair, and saunters away like I’ve done her wrong.

      Kayla. Right.

      A rival? I can practically feel Teva’s ears prick. Do I need to best her in a fight? Shall I claw her eyes from her skull?

      Nope. I’ve never given her any reason to think I’m interested. Notice that she’s avoiding you and just sulking at me?

      Teva sniffs the air. I can smell her fear scent. Puny weak female.

      I chuckle to myself, earning me an odd look from the person across the table. That’s right. She can pout all she wants, but I’m a taken man. Gladly. I eye my Teva speculatively. Or should I say that I’ve already taken the best female?

      I like that version better. She strokes her claws through the hair of the little boy next to her, scratching his head gently like she does the cats. The mother smiles at Teva and starts telling her all about Lucas and how much he’s learned recently, and Teva pretends to listen politely, even though I know she doesn’t understand a thing the mother is saying to her.

      I definitely have the best female. Amused, I scan the hall, looking to see if anyone else is going to give me dirty looks for showing up with a new woman. A few tables away, sitting by themselves, I see the nomad man and his disguised daughter—the ones Teva was so determined to kill outside the dress shop. They keep their heads down, hurriedly eating their food. No one sits with them, and when the father looks up, he flinches when he makes eye contact with me.

      I nod a greeting at him and go back to eating, making a mental note to befriend them later. I’m glad they’re here. This fort’s a safe place.

      I should tell them I will not eat them, Teva offers, her hand sliding onto my thigh. Will that make them less nervous?

      I grin and cover her hand with mine, then pick her hand up and put it back on her thigh. Not because I don’t want her touch—but because I have to keep control. Teva’s a battle that I’m going to need to win every day—but she’s so fucking worth it. When her hand is back on her leg, I put mine boldly on her thigh and squeeze, and I can feel the thread of arousal coursing through her mind. We’ll talk to them on another day. Some things take time.

      Teva’s watching me with pure gold eyes, and she’s thinking about mating. When can we leave the dining hall and be alone?

      Soon, I promise her, and slide my hand higher up her thigh, my grip firm and possessive.

      Amy and Rast enter the dining hall, the delicate mayor limping into the room in a swirl of pale blue skirts and long, silky blonde hair. She leans heavily on Rast’s arm, and her mate looks like he normally does—his hair is wild and long like Teva’s, and he is completely naked, his golden skin gleaming in the candlelight. It’s always a little jarring to see him striding around—not because of his nudity, but because of the sheer size of him. He dwarfs his mate Amy, but he’s so gentle with her that you can tell he’d cut off his own arm before ever hurting her. They walk slowly toward us, Rast making sure that Amy doesn’t push herself faster than her bad leg will allow.

      “Can we sit with you?” Amy asks, smiling at Teva. When I gesture that they can join us, they sit and Amy beams at the both of us. “I’m so glad you’re back and you’ve brought Teva with you. Rast tells me there’s a lot to catch us up on.”

      I rub my jaw. That might be an understatement. I don’t even know where to begin. “I imagine there is.”

      Amy’s eyes light up. “Rast says that you and Teva visited my sister? How is she? How’s the baby? Tell me everything.”

      Something tells me that we’re going to be here a while. I slide my hand higher on Teva’s thigh and squeeze. It’ll be a little longer…but I’ll make it worth it for Teva later.
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        * * *

      

      It feels like hours before we’re able to detangle ourselves from the conversation with Amy and Rast. Not that it’s not a good conversation. It’s actually fantastic. Rast seems very open to mentoring Teva through any struggles she might have with being around humans, Amy has extra riding gear I can borrow, and both are thrilled that Teva’s come to stay at Fort Shreveport.

      We can always use another friendly dragon, Amy told us with a smile. If one couple is protecting the fort at all times, someone else can go out to hunt. It’s the perfect scenario.

      I can tell Teva’s pleased at being considered so vital to the small community already. Her thoughts have been filled with vague pleasure all night.

      Now, even as I take her toward the room I share with Lester, her sleepy thoughts are content. I like that I can be a protector here, not just a destroyer. Now that I am mated and there are children around…it is nice to change.

      I keep my arm across her shoulders, holding her close to me. Her long, silky white skirts tangle against my jeans when I walk, but I can’t find it in me to care. It’s been far too long since I had my Teva in my arms again, and my body’s highly aware of her nearness. I rub the soft skin of her bare shoulder, my cock stiffening when her hand goes to my stomach. We’re almost at my room, and I’m glad the hall is dark and mostly deserted, because just the smallest touch from Teva means my dick gets as hard as a rock. I’m straining the front of my pants.

      Hope Lester’s asleep or this might get awkward.

      When I open the door, though, Lester’s stuff is gone. The cot he slept in is empty, the bed made. His trunk is gone, too, and for a moment, my chest seizes with worry. Did…something happen to Lester? I could have sworn he was in the cafeteria at dinnertime—

      Teva moves forward and picks up a folded note on the pillow. What is this?

      I scan the words, my heart pounding.

      

      
        
        Gabe,

        Thought you and your new bride might want some privacy. I’m bunking with Charlie and the cats from now on. You’re welcome.

        Lester

        

      

      

      Given how irritated Lester can get when the cats meow too often, this is a big gift. I let out a sigh of relief and look over at Teva. Guess we have privacy. ’Bout time, isn’t it?

      We are always alone, even if we are in a crowded room, she tells me. Our spirits are connected in a way that will only ever belong to us. She slides out of my grip and saunters toward the bed, hauling up her skirts so she doesn’t trip over them.

      I quickly shut the door behind us, and the room goes utterly dark. I want to look at my mate, though, so I light a candle on the bedside and set it back down, and when I do, I notice that Teva lounges on the bed, and she’s pulled her skirts up even further, to her waist. Her hand is on her pussy and she touches herself lightly, a daring look on her face.

      She’s testing me again. Trying to take control, even though she doesn’t really want it. It’s instinctual for her, this push and pull dance. She pulls, and she wants me to push back.

      And maybe I’m a sick fuck, but damn, pushing back is fun.

      I bat her hand aside and grab a fistful of the dress. “I didn’t say you could touch that,” I murmur. “You haven’t earned it.”

      It is mine, she tells me, her breath quickening. Her eyes are bright gold with excitement, and her lips are parted as she gazes up at me. I will touch it if I want.

      Earn it, and I’ll touch it for you, I promise her.

      Tell me. Her thoughts are soft and full of need.

      I’ll show you. When I release her dress, I send her a mental image of her on her knees in front of me, unbuckling my pants and taking out my cock. Using her mouth and hands on me.

      But your seed—

      You want it inside you? Then you’d better show me just how bad you want it.

      Teva immediately drops to her knees, her claws dragging at the denim of my jeans. I fist a handful of her hair tightly, trapping her in front of me. If this was another woman, I’d hate myself for how forceful I am. But this is Teva, and I know she needs it. Our minds are connected and there’s not a shred of worry or doubt or even fear in her, just pure arousal.

      Take me out, I command her.

      She shivers with desire and carefully, so carefully works the zipper of my jeans down and then pulls the denim to my thighs. I’m wearing boxers, and she eases them down next, purring slightly when my cock is fully exposed. Our minds are connected, Teva giving me everything, and I can feel the hot, aching clench of her cunt as she squeezes around nothing, her arousal rippling through her body.

      Her hot breath plays along my cock, and then she curls her fingers around the base of me and takes me into her mouth. This isn’t the first blowjob she’s given me in the last week, and she’s oh-so-careful of those teeth and claws. It’s definitely a trust exercise between us, but what a sweet fucking ride. Her tongue is hotter than anything I’ve ever felt, and because our minds are connected, she knows what I like and goes immediately for that. There’s no casual exploration between us, just hunger and need and urgency. Her tongue works on the underside of my cock, teasing just under the crown in the place that makes my balls tighten, and she works me with tongue and lips, bringing me so close to the edge that I’m practically seeing stars.

      I can feel her pleasure at bringing me so close. There’s a war going on inside her, and part of her wants to make me come in her mouth even though it’s taboo in her eyes. She wants to show me that she trusts me, too.

      I growl low in my throat, tugging on her hair as she sucks my cock harder. “Off.”

      Teva sends a flurry of thoughts my way, all of them protesting as her tongue continues to work me.

      “No,” I tell her, and push away until she has no choice but to let me go. “I get to decide where I come, not you.” She makes a small noise of protest, but she’s even wetter than before. So I send her a mental image of how I want her—on the bed, hands and knees. She immediately complies and then I’m shoving her skirts up and thrusting deep into her in the next moment, the hot clench of her so fucking good that I nearly spill right then and there.

      Yes, she encourages. Do it.

      Not yet. I push my hand underneath the voluminous skirts of her dress and seek out her clit, teasing it even as I rock deeper into her. I want her to come, so hard and violent that it’s going to put my own orgasm to shame. It’s never calm between us, never gentle or relaxing—and I kind of fucking love it. I love that she’s so fierce that she’ll meet me with equal ferocity.

      Come for me, I tell her, and she spasms tight around my shaft. That’s right, baby girl. You like it when I conquer you.

      I do. Oh, I do. Her thoughts are full of me and how much she loves me, how excited she is, how good her body feels. I lean over her, covering her with my weight, and when I find her neck, my fangs are hard against my tongue. That’s another thing I’ve figured out recently—the fangs come out when I breathe in the scent of her skin. There’s no venom anymore, but the bite arouses her just as much. I sink my teeth in and she gives a low cry, shuddering, as her orgasm rips through her.

      Her pleasure fuels mine. I pump savagely into her, my teeth locked on her neck, and then I empty my cock into her sweet pussy.

      My perfect, savage, wild Teva. All mine.
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        DAYS LATER

      

      

      TEVA

      The human hive is different than I imagined.

      But not so bad, is it? Rast interrupts. He is busy, putting on a saddle so his mate can ride while he is in battle form. They will be going out scouting this day, looking for more meat for hungry mouths and supplies at distant places.

      I am amused at his interruption. No, not so bad. I sit in the courtyard, on the steps of the entrance. In the distance, Gabe and one of the elder females are hunched over an item called a “generator” and they are trying to get it working. My mate has stripped off the layers of clothing from his torso, and his skin gleams with sweat in the afternoon heat. I admit I enjoy watching his muscles move as he works, and I breathe in the musky scent of him, letting it overwhelm all the other conflicting scents of the hive.

      You will be all right while we are gone? Rast asks, his tone polite. Over the last few days, he has kept in careful contact with me, offering quiet help when needed, and sharing observations of the humans and what he has learned. It is like having my brother at my side in a sense, and I am thankful for the support.

      I have not needed it, but I still appreciate it. The only chaos here is not in my mind, but in the people. Their scents are everywhere, and they are noisy. Off to one side, another mother—there are so many females at this camp and few males—hangs wet laundry on a line even as her child clings to her legs, seeking attention. I watch the young one, wanting to hug him. I will be fine, I tell Rast. When the smells are too much, Gabe and I go hunting. It helps a lot.

      The fort will be safe with you, he agrees. And Amy and I appreciate another dragon nearby. Liam and his mate do what they can, but he still struggles.

      Odd that I should struggle less than Liam does. But now that my belly fires have gone silent and Gabe’s mind is a powerful, constant, dominating touch, all is quiet. I feel surprisingly normal, and I wonder how much of my struggle was the Salorian pushing at me, trying to bend me to his will. I scowl at the thought.

      Gabe straightens and looks over at me. You okay, baby girl?

      I immediately smooth away my dark thoughts. I am. Just talking to Rast. They are leaving for a few days so you and I will be in charge of protecting the hive. I like the idea, because while I do not mind being in the human hive as much as I thought, I also do not have anything to do. Gabe is constantly busy, being pulled one way or another. The only way I help is when I hunt, and that is not nearly often enough. But I am good at protecting.

      Watching the fort’ll be a piece of cake, Gabe agrees, flashing a grin at me before turning back to his machine.

      I am not a fan of cake, I tell him absently, thinking of the sweet, spongy thing everyone was so delighted over last night after dinner. My mate distracts me as he moves, and I enjoy the way he stretches as he leans over. His backside is quite nice in his strange leggings. You can have all my cake.

      Now that I will absolutely take you up on, baby girl. And he gives his hips a shake, as if aware of where my gaze is. My thoughts must be giving me away. I do not care, though. I like looking at him and I know he likes me looking.

      A small hand touches my knee. I turn to the child and he gives me a gap-toothed grin. “Teba!” he declares, shouting my name.

      “Teva,” I agree, picking him up and placing him in my lap.

      He pats my white dress and then babbles a stream of words I cannot follow. The mother looks up from her laundry and spots him in my arms, then lets out a quick flurry of sounds that I do not follow. I stare at her in confusion.

      She wants to know if you will watch her son while she works.

      Oh. I will. I need a purpose.

      No, you don’t, Gabe tells me firmly. You can just be yourself.

      It is easy for him to say such things. He has had humans demanding his attention ever since we returned. Not just his elders, but females that have no male and need something heavy lifted, or even now, a machine repaired. He is busy and he is happy.

      Me, I mostly watch him and wait to be useful.

      Do you want me to stop? Gabe asks, turning back to me. We can go hunting if you’d rather.

      No, I do not want to go hunting all the time, I admit. My belly is still full from yesterday and we brought two deer back to the hive so others could enjoy. I want to be of purpose. All these humans have things that they do that shows they belong. I want to belong.

      I can feel his smile before I see it. You’ll figure something out, Teva. Give yourself time.

      The woman keeps looking at me, oblivious to the fact that I am silently communicating with my mate. This is another thing humans are not good at. They do not understand that I speak silently with my Gabe.

      But she wants an answer. She wants to know if I will watch her child while she works. I say one of the human words I do know. “Hes.”

      Almost, baby girl. It’s “yes.” He’s proud of my attempt to speak aloud, though. I figure if Atalim can learn the human sounds, I can learn them too.

      “Yesss,” I correct.

      The woman smiles, all white blunted teeth, and the boy grabs a handful of my hair and continues babbling. He talks and I pretend to listen, occasionally mimicking a word he says aloud.

      “Bird,” he calls when a winged creature flutters overhead.

      “Birb,” I say.

      He giggles, and his happy laughter makes me chuckle, too. It becomes a game very quickly, with him saying words and me repeating them badly on purpose, and his delighted laughter fills the hot courtyard. His mother glances over with an occasional smile and other young ones hear the sound of our game and come sit with us. Soon enough, there are several children with me, all pointing at objects so I can mispronounce them. Small hands tangle in my hair, and two little girls braid tails into the thick length, chatting and telling stories in their singsong language.

      A new scent touches the breeze, and I frown to myself, sniffing.

      What is it? Gabe asks, his hands buried deep in the mechanical parts of the generator.

      A bad smell. The boy in my hands gives my hair another tug, shouting something in my ear, and I smile and set him down. Nearby, two of the children are playing a game with chalk-lined squares and rocks, hopping on one foot. They are close to the fences, where the strange smell wafts ever closer. I scan the distant buildings—

      And then I see it. A cat of some kind, but much larger than the meows that come for ear scratches and like to sit on laps. This one is human sized and buff-colored, and he slinks toward the fence as if stalking one of the small girls that plays nearby. He could eat her easily, her small arm or neck crushed instantly between those jaws.

      I spring into action. Without thinking, I detangle myself from the group and race toward the fence. Before I even make it there, I shift forms, launching myself into the air. Someone screams, but I do not stop.

      The cat sees me and freezes in the shadows, and there’s no time to even go airborne or extend my wings. I race forward, and when it tries to slink around the building, I catch it in my claws, snap its neck, and then swallow it whole.

      Problem solved.

      Holy shit, you got him, Teva. Gabe’s tone is impressed. You all right?

      It was moving too close to the young ones, I tell him, as I take to the air to scan for other predators. There is nothing on the breeze, though, so I circle low over the hive again. Did I do wrong?

      You did awesome, babe. Just watch where you land so you don’t squash anyone.

      I do. I carefully find a spot on the roof and then hop down before shifting to my two-legged form. One of the children is holding the shreds of my pretty dress, an astonished look on his face. No one says anything.

      I walk slowly forward, my heart pounding. Have I cost Gabe his hive? Is everyone afraid of me now?

      “Teba birb,” the little boy says, toddling up to me. He holds his arms up for me to pick him up, and I look over at the mother.

      She blinks, and then smiles at me, nodding slowly.

      “Birb,” I agree, relieved. They do not fear me.

      They know you’re different but it’s okay, baby girl. You’re protecting the little ones and no one’s going to chastise you over that.

      I look over at my mate and he’s so proud as he gazes at me. There are greasy smears on his chest mingled with the sweat, but the look on his face is nothing but pleasure. You thought you didn’t have a place here? he teases me. You’re the best protector these children could ever have.

      Pleased at the compliment, I take the child and haul him into my arms. I settle him on my hip and then return to my seat. Another child—the one holding my dress—carefully drapes it around my shoulders, and I realize absently that I am naked. Someone chatters and then sticky, small hands grab my hair and start to braid it again.

      Protector.

      Not a destroyer. Not a wild creature, or a mad creature. Just a protector. Part of the hive.

      I like that.
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        TWO MONTHS LATER

      

      

      GABE

      A cat jumps on my chest, waking me up from sleep. With a grunt, I pet Miss Scarlet and glance over at the other side of the bed…but Teva isn’t asleep next to me. I’m getting better all the time at touching her mind without being intrusive about it, and the patter of vague thoughts and amusement tell me that she’s awake and talking to someone.

      Yawning, I plop the cat on the other side of the blankets. She curls into a ball and ignores me, and I swing my legs over the side of the bed and rub my face. It’s early as shit. I peer at the morning light streaming in from the open window at the far side of the room—a luxury now that the fort is protected by two dragons (and sometimes a third). It means that we’re not getting attacked by interlopers looking for new territory. That means windows don’t have to be covered in metal to protect from fire. It means a breeze at night. Mosquito bites, sure, but sometimes the breeze is worth it.

      “Scooter?” I call, slapping my leg. No response. The dog’s probably with Teva.

      All right, then. I rub a hand down my face one more time, then pull on my jeans and a shirt. I slip on a pair of work boots as I head out of the room in search of my mate. I can feel her laughter again, and it makes me hungry to see her. Two months of Teva at my side and in my bed hasn’t been enough. It’ll never be enough, even if I live to be a hundred.

      I’m happily addicted to my mate.

      I head down one of the school halls, toward the cafeteria. Teva doesn’t really like the food humans eat—she’d much rather go hunting for a deer or a rogue cow when we’re out and about—but she likes hanging out and listening to the kids chitchat. She gets along well with all the adults, but Teva’s got a special bond with the kids.

      I stick my head into the cafeteria. It’s early, and breakfast is just now getting started. There’s a few of the ladies in the kitchen, and to my surprise, I see Charlie. He’s recently gotten sweet on one of the elderly cooks, and I grin as he leans over the counter and gives her a wink. Did I think he had one foot in the grave two months ago? Amazing what a recovery a man can make when he gets himself a girl.

      Another one of the cats curls around my legs, meowing. I absently pet this one—one of Mrs. Peacock’s new kittens. We’re becoming a little overrun with cats, but they’re also keeping the rodent and bug population under control, so no one’s complained. Plus, it gives all of us a sense of normalcy to have pets around.

      I take another quick look in the cafeteria, but there’s no Teva. No children, either. My mate will definitely be where the children are, so I need to locate them. I could just reach out to her with my mind and let her know that I’m awake, but…I like surprising her. I like watching her from afar, too, like some creepy pervert. But there’s just something so damn open and pure about her expression that I can’t help myself. She’s all smiles when I touch minds with her, and sultry invitation, but when she talks to the children, her eyes are as wide and full of pleasure as theirs, and I want to see that.

      So I don’t touch my mind to hers. It’s kinda silly to try and surprise someone you have a mind bond with, but I freely admit that I’m that silly fool when it comes to Teva.

      I open the door outside and the early morning humidity dampens my skin. I step outside, glancing around the weed-strewn blacktop and the neat rows of plants on a fleet of flatbeds, ready to be wheeled under cover at a moment’s notice. I don’t see Teva.

      But I hear a child’s shriek and giggle, a touch of Teva’s mind showing her pleasure, and I head in that direction, grinning.

      Sure enough, back behind the school, there’s a large muddy ditch that probably had some use once upon a time, and now just serves as a magnet for every child in the vicinity. Teva’s there with them, her bright red hair gleaming in the morning sunlight. It’s in a loose braid this morning, tendrils falling out and dancing on her shoulders. She wears a yellow tank top and brown shorts, and she squats in the dirt with Toby and Reggie. Both of the boys have pails, and as I watch, my pretty mate shoves her hands into the muddy dirt and raises them into the air, working her fingers through the mud.

      “There’s one!” Toby shrieks.

      “Worm,” Teva says, her voice thickly accented. “Yes?”

      “A big one,” Reggie cries out, clinging to Teva’s arm. “You touch it!”

      Teva leans over and scoops it up, then puts it in Toby’s bucket. “More worm?”

      “I need more,” Reggie says, holding his blue pail out. At the boy’s side, Scooter wags his tail and tries to nose the pail, no doubt thinking it’s food.

      “More worm,” Teva agrees, leaning over and digging into the mud up to her forearms. She pulls a huge mound of earth free and begins to dig through it while the children peer over it, looking for worms.

      I grin to myself, watching. Worms. Right. We promised to take the kids fishing at a pond a short flight away, and so of course they’re out bright and early getting some bait.

      “Worm!” Teva cries, holding something dark up and a lot longer than a worm should be.

      Ah fuck, that’s a snake.

      I send a panicked thought even as I surge forward, and Teva turns to look at me at the same time that the snake latches onto her finger. The kids scream and scatter.

      Gabe! You’re awake! She beams at me happily, her thoughts all sunshine and sweetness.

      Baby girl, toss that thing away, I tell her, my heart hammering. It could be venomous.

      It is not. His teeth cannot even break the skin, she tells me, plucking the thing off her finger and holding it up. It is not a worm then? I did wrong?

      You were doing great, I reassure her, moving forward. The snake has a long, thin head and I breathe a sigh of relief. Thank fucking god it’s just a grass snake. Maybe we release it somewhere that the kids won’t get near it.

      Good idea. To the children, she calmly announces, “Not worm,” and gets to her feet. “It go.”

      “Did it bite you?” Reggie asks, his little face bleach white. Scooter licks him and whines, worried.

      “Teva good,” my mate promises, and I’m impressed at how excellent her spoken English is. She’s better every damn day.

      It is because you help me. I hear the words and feel you think them. It makes it easy. Teva saunters toward the fence to release the snake.

      I follow behind, still feeling protective. My heart won’t stop fucking hammering, even though I know it’s a grass snake. More than that, Teva’s a dragon. It’s not like a snakebite can fell her….at least, I don’t think so.

      It will need to be more than that, Teva tells me with amusement as she crouches at the edge of the fence and lowers the snake. “Bye bye,” she tells it, and the kids giggle.

      “Let’s keep it to worms, shall we?” I say aloud, pretending to give Teva a stern look. “I’ll get a shovel and we’ll do a bit more digging.”

      You are joining us? Teva’s mind fills with pleasure. I like it when you play with us, my mate.

      Just hearing her thoughts—full of sultry promise—makes my dick go hard in my pants. I wag a finger at her even as I head into the gym for the gardening tools and discreetly adjust myself. Now you’re not playing fair, I tease her.

      I never play fair when it comes to you, she purrs.

      Damn. She really does not. I love that fucking woman. I love her quick, clever mind. I love the way she’s determined to learn spoken English because she likes talking to the kids. I love that she’s ferociously protective of both the young and the elderly—and really, of everyone at Fort Shreveport. From the moment we returned, there’s been no question that this is now Teva’s home. Everyone adores her—from crotchety Lester all the way down to the most traumatized, shy women. It doesn’t matter that Teva’s drakoni or that she occasionally struggles to remember simple things like all drakoni do. She’s one of us.

      More than that, she’s mine.

      But because she’s mine and I know what she needs, I don’t let her have the last word. I push back against her playful thoughts. I’ll make you regret those words later, I send, filling her mind with a mental image of me holding her down while I fuck her hard.

      I can feel the quiver of pleasure that rushes through her, distracting her from her task. She recovers a moment later, but the arousal is still humming through her, coloring her thoughts. Hurry with the shovel, Gabe, Teva tells me as I head into the gym. We need many more worms. I told Deirdra that we would bring Ella and Karl with us this afternoon after we bring Reggie and Toby back. Their mother says she needs a day off.

      I laugh to myself, even as I grab a shovel and another bucket from the supply closet, then jog out to meet them. You know we don’t have to take on every child in the fort, little destroyer.

      I like it, she tells me sweetly. I like being the protector of all of them. She looks up from the muddy ditch as I head back toward them, her golden gaze meeting mine. You are all mine to look after.

      Well, you’re damn good at it, love.

      A sly smile touches her face as she digs her hands into the muddy earth again. Besides, it is good practice.

      “What’s good practice, fishing?” I ask as I approach, distracted by the cleavage she’s showing in that yellow tank top. Damn, but her tits look incredible this morning.

      Not fishing, she admits, and looks up at me.

      I squint at her, not following. “Then what?”

      Teva gets to her feet lightly and crosses over to me. She takes the shovel out of my hands and then grips my wrist. Her claws are shorn short—she doesn’t want to risk hurting one of the children—and her fingers are muddy. Her touch is warm as she takes my hand and presses it against her belly.

      Today is good practice for our child.

      I stare at her for a long moment. My brain’s still on fishing so it takes me a second to catch on to the fact that she’s not talking about fishing at all, but being with the kids instead. Because…

      Did she just say…child? No fucking way.

      Yes. That is what I said. Her lips twitch with amusement. “Baby,” she explains aloud, and then winks at me in a gesture she learned from Charlie.

      I…can’t breathe. I drop to my knees, overwhelmed, and then thump to my ass on the ground.

      Teva giggles.

      “Holy shit,” I murmur.

      “That’s a bad word!” Reggie hollers at me.

      “Yes,” Teva purrs, and she’s still got that delighted look on her face. “Bad words. Bad Gabe.”

      I stare up at her, astonished. “You’re sure?”

      Very sure. And she smiles.

      I throw my head back and laugh. Holy shit. I’m going to be a father. I’m still laughing as I reach over and grab Teva, pulling her down into my lap, muddy arms and all. “Teva, baby,” I murmur eventually, pressing kisses to her face. “A baby for us.”

      Part Gabe and part Teva, and hopefully as strong in mind as Sallavatri. Her eyes are gleaming with excitement, and I can feel her sheer joy.

      “She’ll be amazing,” I tell my mate. “Just like her mama.”
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      Hello there!

      

      Each book has its own unique pace. This one was glacial. There was no particular reason that this one wanted to come out in little bits and dribbles throughout the day instead of steadily charging onto the page. Such is life, though. At any rate, this one took forever and nearly had me pulling my hair out with how slow it came out. What DID come out was good, it was just slow. But I’ve learned that you can’t fight it. You can bitch about it, but at the end of the day, the book does what it does, and you just give it what it needs. On YOUR end this is probably coming out right on time, but on MY end it’s been on my desk for months now. :)

      Teva and Gabe were an interesting dynamic to write. I wanted Teva to be fierce but to also be true to the character I had established earlier in the series - aka, she’s obsessed with babies. Some of it is instinct, naturally, but a lot of it is her personality and how she likes to be nurturer and protector. At the same time, she had to be fierce and aggressive, just like how the female drakoni have been portrayed. I hope you found the balance fun!

      It also made their mating dynamic a challenge. Teva knows instinctively how a mating should go in her mind - the male answers her challenge, defeats her, and then babies are made. Boom, done. But humans don’t think the same, and so in a lot of their conversations, she’ll push him or try to take the lead. Gabe being the decent guy that he is, he lets her have the reins…until he realizes that’s not what she wants. I liked playing with the concept of mating this stranger — and then figuring out just how much of a STRANGER they really are and how you adapt.

      So many of you have been excited for Teva’s story - and for more dragons. I’ve had several people email me and ask about stories of humans in the drakoni world (instead of drakoni here in our world) or to show more background about what they were like in their world. Annnnd I’m here to be the party pooper and say that probably won’t happen. It’s in one of those ‘never say never’ categories but for me, a lot of the fun in the dragon books comes from taking these monsters (who are actually people) that went through a massively traumatic experience. I’m less interested in where they came from and more interested in where they’re going, if that makes sense. I like taking the scraps of their humanity and seeing how they can build themselves into new people with a mate at their side. I guess as a writer I’m more interested in showing characters coping with the hand that was dealt them.

      That being said, WILL there be more dragon books? Yes. One more, at least. Azar (our naughty Salorian) will have a book at some point. In the meantime, you’ll notice I didn’t leave a thread dangling for a future book, or point an arrow at someone that will be the next hero/heroine. I’m waiting for inspiration to strike. :)

      (It normally strikes about a week or two after I put a book to bed, which is really damned annoying, because that means I can’t get to the story in my head for months)

      Will it be one of the dragons mentioned in an earlier book? One of the dragons hovering around outside Kael and Claudia’s nest? Will man-hungry Kayla get herself the protector she needs? WHO KNOWS. :)

      It also depends on how well the next book does. I watch each one to see how it performs. At the end of the day, I’m writing for me, but I also think of my head as a bit of a jukebox. I’ve got a bunch of CDs shuffling around in my brain, full of plots and characters and ideas. If everyone responds really well to a book and it performs amazingly, I shuffle a few mental “CDs” of those plots to the front. If it does poorly, I feel like I’m not hitting the mark with what my audience wants, and so those ideas get shuffled behind more ‘popular’ items.

      So if you love dragons, please let me know! Reviews help. Recommendations help. I used to feel weird about asking for reviews, but they tell me whether or not I’m delivering. So please, definitely let me know if you want the series to go on.

      For the next few months, I’m going to go back to Ice Planet Barbarians and Icehome for a bit. Hopefully we’ll see some old favorites and new couples as well. Stay tuned!

      <3

      Ruby

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More Books, You Say?

          

        

      

    

    
      Want to read more of my backlist but don’t know where to start? I’ve got a few suggestions! Everything is in Kindle Unlimited, so click away!

      
        
        I want more in this series!

        Fire In His Blood

        Fire In His Kiss

        Fire In His Embrace

        Fire In His Fury

        Fire In His Spirit

        Fire In His Veins

      

        

      
        I want more shifters!

        SHIFT: A Collection of Five Novellas

      

        

      
        I want some epic, slow-burn fantasy romance!

        Bound to the Battle God

      

      

      

      
        
        I want to try ICE PLANET BARBARIANS!

      

      

      
        
        Ice Planet Barbarians

        Barbarian Alien

        Barbarian Lover

        Barbarian Mine

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WANT TO CONNECT?

          

        

      

    

    
      For more information about upcoming books in the Ice Planet Barbarians, Fireblood Dragons, or any other books by Ruby Dixon, ‘like’ me on Facebook or subscribe to my new release newsletter.

      If you want to talk books on Facebook, there’s also a fan group called Blue Barbarian Babes who love to discuss everything on the ice planet (and other worlds I’ve made)! I’d love it if you check them out.

      If you want to hear what I’m reading or follow the rest of The Club authors (Ella Goode, Kati Wilde, Alexa Riley), join our Facebook group, The Book Fort!

      

      Thanks for reading!

      

      
        
        <3  Ruby
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