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			Dear Reader,

			Thank you for supporting a small publisher! Entangled prides itself on bringing you the highest quality romance you’ve come to expect, and we couldn’t do it without your continued support. We love romance, and we hope this book leaves you with a smile on your face and joy in your heart.

			xoxo

			Liz Pelletier, Publisher

		


		
			To Tammy.

			Your wish is granted.

		


		
			Prologue

			Mid-1800s

			Levi Rowtag blasted a glittering, golden-tipped stream of dragon fire into the rocky heart of the mountain face before him. He was careful to watch the granite as it turned ember-red under the torrent coming from his maw, eventually crumbling with the force and the heat. 

			They wouldn’t be able to use this technique much farther into this part of the mountain where the spaces would become human-sized by design. He just needed to drill this doorway through to the natural cavern on the other side. Essentially, what would become the front entrance to their new headquarters.

			A home. Finally.

			Every dragon shifter preferred a base. Usually within a mountain, as evidenced by how the six clans—gold, blue, white, red, black, and green—based in Europe and Asia had each claimed multiple mountain strongholds within their territory as homes for their people. Their kind had been this way for millennia.

			After over a century in the Americas dragon shifter colonies working as enforcers sent to uphold the kings’ laws in the “new world,” Levi’s team, the Huracáns, had finally received orders to establish a permanent base. They’d eventually settled on a mountain in Northern California that was smaller but broader at the base, which suited them just fine. So did the region they’d selected.

			Rule number one among his kind was humans should never learn of dragon shifters’ existence, and what better way to ensure that than blending in? The discovery of gold in nearby Coloma had brought humans in droves, mining and panning for more of the stuff. Crawling the area like ants. Luckily, that also gave the team the perfect cover story for their “mining” efforts in their mountain.

			“Levi, how are you progressing?” His alpha’s voice—scratchy and cadenced with the accent of humans from the Hindustan region in Asia—sounded telepathically in his head, communicating the way all shifters did when in animal form. In this case, Deep directed the thought to the entire team scattered over the mountain.

			“Almost through,” Levi answered.

			Five minutes later, the last of the mountainside crumbled away. The dust settled slowly, revealing a hole leading into a large natural cavern.

			“Damn, I have talent,” he announced.

			Out of the cloud of dust and debris a man with black hair and fathomless black eyes emerged from the cavern. “Did you take a nap out there?”

			If Levi didn’t know Titus better after more than a century together, he might have been thrown at the seriousness of the man’s expression. 

			“Do you challenge my prowess, sir?” Levi called back in the affected speech of many wealthy humans of the age. “How dare you? What is it to be? Daggers or pistols at dawn?”

			“I’m a better shot than you,” Titus said with that slow, almost reluctant smile of his. Like it pained his face to make the expression.

			“We have visitors.” Rune, the other black dragon on the team, cut through the chatter.

			Titus and Levi both stiffened, turning to scan the skies.

			“To the north,” Rune continued. “Two red dragons. Not ours, Finn, before you ask.”

			Red? And strangers? To their knowledge, the nearest dragon shifter settlement was a hundred miles away—a relocated family from the Green Clan.

			Focused on the sky in that direction, Titus shifted and joined Levi as he took off, joining Deep, and their beta Finn, to hover in midair and wait patiently. Even Rune was relatively still, and he tended to be an impatient fucker.

			Sure enough, from the north over the tall pine trees and shorter black oaks that covered the rolling eastern mountain range, two dragons appeared, one larger, one smaller—a female?—and both deep red in color. They flew slowly and low enough that the scales on their bellies, which could reflect the skies, wouldn’t hide them. In other words, in plain sight.

			As soon as they caught a glimpse of the line of shifters waiting, they stopped—far enough away they could hardly be seen or scented.

			“Calm the fuck down.” The larger of the two sent the thought ahead of them in a voice that was pure growl.

			“Give us good reason,” Deep challenged.

			“The Alliance sent me.” Nothing else.

			“And do you have a name?” Finn asked, his blue scales blending into the skies more than the others’.

			“Drake Chandali.”

			Chandali? Seven hells.

			A warrior from the line of Pytheios, the King of the Red Clan, and the defacto High King of all dragon shifters. To be an enforcer was an honor reserved for the best fighters from each clan, but damn.

			The two newcomers held their distance, waiting to be invited closer. Smart.

			“Is this your mate?” Deep asked next. Smaller usually meant female. Given that their kind were born almost exclusively male, most females they ran across were turned mates.

			“I am the sister he’s damn lucky to have. Lyndi. And I’m the nice one.”

			Her husky, sinfully lush voice filled Levi’s head, and his dragon pitched forward, like a horse chomping at the bit, surging as though needing to go to her. He jerked himself upright. Just a small bobble, but enough to get a side-eye from Deep and Finn.

			Like a blasted rookie.

			“Welcome to you both,” Deep said. “We’re happy to have another member. My mate, Calla, is at our temporary camp, but I have no doubt she will be elated to have another woman around.”

			Every dragon in the line relaxed, postures easing forward as they spread out more. This wasn’t a threat but more hands to share the work. Deep had been requesting more men from the kings since the team had first been formed. In theory, like the enforcer teams in the African and Australian dragon shifter colonies, the Huracáns should consist of two members from each of the clans, twelve in all. 

			But they never had. There were just the five of them—Levi, Finn, Rune, Titus, and Deep…and Calla, their mother hen.

			Finally, Drake and his sister approached. As they moved nearer, the wind changed, and Levi got slammed with several senses all at once as his dragon focused on the female with an inexplicable intensity. Glorious, with garnet scales so dark they turned near black at the edges. Delicate, yet no doubt deadly if she was a Chandali. Her scent—smoke and cut grass and sunshine, like springtime—wafted toward him on the wind and his dragon went fucking wild.

			Claim.

			Levi tried to haul himself back even as the dragon did his best to shoot forward, instinct shouting at him to pin her down and be damned to anyone who tried to take her from him. The human side of him slipped deeper with each passing second, almost as though he was seeing the scene happen from down a tunnel that grew longer and longer.

			In desperation, Levi wrested back control and yanked his wings in tight to drop to the ground as fast as he could. The second his back feet touched dirt, he shifted just to contain the beast. From the ground, he watched, even as his dragon roared in his head and pushed against his insides to be released.

			Seven hells.

			He waited, tethering his animal to his humanity as tightly as he dared. What was wrong with him? Dragons’ mates were found among human women who showed dragon sign, not among female-born shifters who were already dragons themselves. A dragon and his mate’s soul-deep connection was forged in fire when he turned her. Every dragon prayed and waited for the day he’d meet his mate, a craving that went deeper than every other instinct they were born with. His dragon was making no sense, wanting to claim this woman. They wouldn’t be able to bond if he tried it.

			“Are you the only new recruit for us?” Deep asked.

			At least Levi could still listen to the discussion, even if he couldn’t join the conversation now that he was human.

			“You should expect two green and two white dragons in the near future.” 

			His dragon focused on the fact that Lyndi had been the one to answer. Drake didn’t talk much apparently. 

			“I’m surprised the High King allowed you to join your brother here,” Titus commented.

			“I didn’t ask.” A decided smirk lilted in her voice.

			If Levi wasn’t so hell-bent on keeping his dragon contained, he would’ve grinned. Technically she didn’t need permission to go anywhere. As long as one retained the king’s mark on the back of the right hand on the fleshy part between thumb and forefinger, a sign of loyalty and belonging to a clan, one was free to come and go and dwell wherever, though most stayed near the place of their birth. But as a female-born, and especially as a relative of the High King, things were different for her. There would be…expectations. She would be considered a political prize, and an advantageous mating would no doubt be arranged for her at some point.

			Lyndi Chandali was either incredibly brave or damn stupid.

			“Let us land and greet each other properly,” Deep offered.

			Levi grunted as his dragon surged again. Still needing distance, he stumbled inside the cavern he’d just drilled a hole into, seeking calm in the cooler interior out of sight of the others.

			After several minutes, he spotted the group through the entrance, all shifted and now moving inside where he waited. The newcomer, Drake, walked in front, blocking Levi’s view of the female causing him so much trouble.

			Then Drake, his face seeming to be formed in a permanent scowl, red eyes glowing with flame, moved to the side, and Levi’s dick went as hard as a steel broadsword as his gaze zeroed in on her.

			Silky black hair, lithe body, and the face of an angel. Her wide smile, highlighted by a deep dimple that gave her beauty an adorable edge, hit him at the same time as her spring scent. Levi agreed with his dragon on the spot.

			Mine.

			Lyndi turned her head away from Deep, who had escorted her inside with her hand linked through his arm, and stilled at the sight of him. No doubt his eyes were golden flames. The skin over his cheekbones tightened. Hell, everything tightened. He opened his mouth to welcome her, but her smile suddenly disappeared and she shot him a glare so full of spitting fury, he stepped back.

			“Just because I am female-born doesn’t mean you need to treat me like a leper and fly away,” she snarled at him.

			Levi froze, a riot of conflicting thoughts keeping him from correcting her. He knew he’d just fucked up, and his dragon was riding him hard to tell her she was wrong. That some misplaced sense of male dragon superiority wasn’t why he’d run.

			It was exactly the opposite, actually.

			Lyndi walked away while he stood there, still stunned, and he watched her go.

			There was no easy answer here, and the lead weight in his chest told him so. Given who she was related to and what she was, not to mention her clear aversion to him already, he had no damn clue how fix any of this, or if he should even try.

		


		
			Chapter One

			Present day

			The jarring wail of a siren split through Lyndi’s sleep and had her jackknifing up in bed. Still, it took another second of blinking herself awake, the sensual haze of the dream that had plagued her for centuries taking a second to dissipate, before her brain fully engaged. She glanced at the clock on her bedside table. Three in the morning. 

			Another dragon fire.

			Well…hell. These were turning into an almost weekly occurrence, and not for no reason. The team just didn’t know what that reason was yet. 

			Which was a serious problem.

			She went into a whirlwind of dressing, which involved searching through her pile of clean but not-yet-folded clothes, slowing her down. Where was her other shoe? 

			Her brain chugged along at its standard uncaffeinated pace. She probably shouldn’t have been up all night trying to track down another orphan she’d heard whispers of through the grapevine. More fires often meant more fights and more young, abandoned dragon shifters in need of a home and a semblance of family life. A home and life Lyndi and her house full of orphaned dragons could provide.

			She hadn’t found this one yet. But she would.

			The siren shut off, the sudden absence of sound somehow more jarring.

			Shit. That meant the rest of the enforcers on night duty were already there.

			Yanking on her last shoe, she gathered her thick, black hair—her one admitted vanity—into a ponytail, then burst from her room and navigated the labyrinth of levels and halls inside the mountain to skid to a halt at the war room.

			Slowing her breathing, she scooted through the door and tucked herself behind Levi’s broad shoulders, glad, for once, of the gold dragon shifter’s height and muscles to hide behind and pretend she’d been there all along. Except this close, his scent surrounded her—smoke, of course, but with a hint of brandy and fine cigars—yanking her into the memory of that dream she absolutely was not just having about the two of them. 

			Her body throbbed, calling her all sorts of liar.

			“You’re late,” Levi tossed over his shoulder in a muttered warning without even turning his head.

			Lyndi glared at his Hawaiian shirt-covered back.

			How did he do that? She’d moved with a stealth that Rune had taught her years ago, back before he’d turned traitor and left the team. But Levi still always knew exactly where she was.

			Probably because he didn’t want her around. He hadn’t wanted her here from the day she’d shown up in California with her brother, but especially not acting as part of the team, as she was now.

			The thing was, Lyndi was a female-born dragon, and female-born dragons weren’t supposed to be fighters. An idiotic tradition in her opinion. Rare and sterile didn’t make her helpless by a long shot. Unfortunately, females like her were seen as good for only two things: political alliances if they were born to a high-ranking family like Lyndi had been, or helping their male family members take care of their young, like spinster aunts.

			Lyndi had chosen neither door A nor B, instead going with door C, where she’d followed the only brother she liked to the Americas—though door A wasn’t locked. An arranged mate could come knocking any day. But “out of sight, out of mind” had worked for her so far.

			For one weak moment, she allowed her gaze to linger on the back of Levi’s head—dark, golden hair cropped short, the swirling lines of his family mark on the back of his neck, the strength of broad shoulders that were always trying to bear the weight of the world for the people he protected.

			Her dragon, who’d always liked him, threatened to purr—she’d enjoyed that dream a little too much—and Lyndi shook off the mounting tension that had been growing like a cancer inside her since the moment she stepped foot in this mountain.

			She was perfectly happy, dammit. Without him.

			Giving in to wanting him wouldn’t be fair to either of them, a decision she’d made the day she’d first met him and her dragon had whimpered her approval. 

			Not that he was interested.

			Even if he were, mating him—or what that looked like for female-born dragons, at least—wouldn’t be advantageous to her family, so her king wouldn’t allow it. But an even bigger reason, for her at least, was the fact that female-borns could never be a true mate. Not like a human mate. The bond a dragon could create with a human was soul-deep and incredibly special, a connection that extended a dragon’s life by another thousand years until he and his mate died together, never to be apart in this life or the next. 

			She’d seen what not mating had done to Drake. The slow, torturous deterioration he’d tried to hide. Cami saved his life. To not find a fated mate would be cursing Levi to an early death. 

			He deserved more than what she could give him. 

			Or, more accurately, what she couldn’t give him.

			“Please tell me you weren’t out late looking for that orphan,” he shot at her next, still not turning around.

			“What do you have against my boys?” she shot back, keeping her voice hushed.

			His back stiffened visibly, like a golden marble statue. “Nothing. I have a thing against you being out there on your own. It’s dangerous.”

			Misogynistic ass.

			Levi spoke louder, to the entire room. “This fire is in western Nevada. We shouldn’t need the entire group.”

			Implying that they didn’t need her. Yet again. Levi always seemed to be trying to keep her from going out with the enforcer team. Or was it from going anywhere with him? 

			“Bite me,” she muttered. Then glanced around for something to throw at his thick head.

			He would have to be on call with her again. Especially maddening given that his smooth as sin voice gave her highly inappropriate, and even more annoying, thoughts, no matter how hard she tried not to think them. Thoughts like what it might feel like if he growled against her skin—

			“You’re late, Lyndi.” Drake’s voice broke through the start of a horribly detailed fantasy.

			Lyndi smoothed out her scrunched-up face and stepped out from behind the human wall in front of her. “I’m on my period,” she announced.

			She had to swallow a chuckle as the men in the room shuffled their feet. Poor male suckers. The period excuse worked like a charm to shut them up. Every. Single. Time. 

			Well…all except Rivin and Keighan. The two white dragon shifters—best friends, incessantly horny, and known to be up for a threesome or more—shot her twin grins of devilry.

			“Really?” Rivin smirked, dark hair flopping over one eye.

			“Let’s go get messy,” Keighan, taller and blonder and less swarthy, followed up immediately.

			Lyndi wrinkled her nose. “Gross—”

			A low rumble of a growl reverberated from Levi, cutting her off, and Lyndi wasn’t in the least surprised to find his eyes glowing copper with fire, setting a glittering glow to his already gold-toned skin. She crossed her arms and sent him yet another glare. The down-and-dirty dorks meant nothing by it, and Levi knew that. Besides, she could damn well stand up for herself, and, unlike the humans in this era who seemed to exist in a state of constant offense, she could also tell when the guys were joking.

			Keighan held up both hands in a gesture of surrender. “Just kidding, Lyndi.”

			“Yeah, L,” Rivin said. “Call off your guard dog.”

			“He is not my guard dog,” she snarled at the same time Levi uttered a level but firm, “I am not her guard dog.”

			“Let’s stay on topic,” Drake snapped. “Lyndi, I want you at center.”

			Meaning the protected spot in the formation.

			“Center, but—”

			“You show up late, you don’t argue. Deal with it. Period or not.”

			Lyndi snapped her mouth shut but nodded. Drake was right; she should’ve been better prepared. “Where’s the fire located?”

			“Smith Valley, southeast of Lake Tahoe.”

			“Hot?”

			“Yes, but small so far. Spreading fast thanks to the winds and the dry winter,” Drake confirmed with his usual grim-faced expression.

			On his nod, they all headed up several levels and out through the secret door into the exterior building that covered the main entrance to the mountain. Set up to look like the headquarters for a human hotshot firefighting crew—their cover story these days—the space was both a training room with various workout equipment, offices, and small bunk-style living quarters. 

			Lyndi ignored the way Levi held the door for her, stopping and pointedly waiting for him to go through first, which he did after a pause and shake of his head. Like he was disappointed in her.

			They exited the building into the chilly night air, lovely against her dragon-hot skin. Under the cover of a moonless night, the five of them shifted. Lyndi turned her back on the men and closed her eyes, smiling as she brought forth her dragon. Soft as a whisper, at the lick of her will, her form changed, absorbing her humanity, even her clothing, and shimmering, mirage-like, into her dragon.

			As she grew and her body reformed, she pitched forward onto taloned claws. Razor sharp spikes protruded from her back, lying flat against her scales. Wings near to thirty feet in length extended to either side of her. She gave them a satisfying flick before settling them against her sides.

			If it hadn’t been nighttime, her scales would look much different, the dark, glittering red brought out by direct light. Like hidden fire. It made it almost impossible to camouflage for daytime flying, but in the dark, she was damn near invisible.

			Okay, maybe she had two vanities.

			Lyndi gave herself a shake, stretching and arching her back like a sleepy cat waking slowly from good dreams. Also like a cat, without warning, she sprang into the crisp night air, her soul soaring with each stroke of her wings. Gods she loved to fly. Once she reached altitude, she tipped to the left, circled around, and came in line behind her brother with Rivin, Keighan, and Levi in a row behind her.

			She’d prove herself to all of them eventually. Even Mr. I-Don’t-Think-Lyndi-Should-Do-This. He didn’t think she should do anything. Leave the mountain by herself. Run away from her clan to come to the Americas. Even start her orphanage. But where would her boys, many now men, be without her?

			Dead. That was where.

			Following her brother, she shot through the inky night sky, aiming for a higher altitude and the lazy clouds floating by overhead. After a while, nearing the location of the fire, Levi popped up beside her, misty cloud clinging to his body then falling away in a swirl of white.

			Irritation was like a hot lance through a boil. Levi was supposed to remain behind with Rivin and Keighan. Breaking formation was going against their set plan, something he usually didn’t do. Which meant he was up here to keep a closer eye on her.

			“Go away,” she said. “Drake’s dead ahead of me. I can handle myself and don’t need you flying in my shadow. I sure as hell don’t need a babysitter.”

			The scales on his neck rippled, like a wave of living copper, in visible displeasure. “I am not your babysitter.”

			“You think you’re being protective. I call it annoying and stifling.”

			“And I call it the only way I can be.” The snap to his voice had her scowling even before the words sank in. Levi didn’t snap. He was always reasonable. Even when she yelled, the louder she got, the calmer he got.

			Before she could reply, something grabbed her by the tail, sending shards of pain shooting from that point up her spine, and yanked her down. In an impressive maneuver, Levi leapfrogged over her in time to take the brunt of the impact from a second dragon who would’ve flown straight into her with the speed of a freight train.

			Except Levi, copper scales glittering against the black scales of their almost invisible attacker, managed to flip, flinging the fucker directly between Rivin and Keighan. The two white dragons went at it like a pair of rabid dogs, one with his teeth sunk into its neck and the other on its tail, rendering the mace-like tip ineffective. The black dragon bleated a call for help as they drove it straight down, toward the rolling mountains below. Whatever, or whoever, had grabbed her let go and disappeared into the night in a whisper of shadow.

			That call for help brought an answering series of blasts from north of their position. Ten at least. But who?

			The sound must’ve distracted Rivin and Keighan, because the dragon they’d been pummeling shot away from beneath them. The two went to go after him but pulled up sharply at Drake’s command.

			“Dive,” Drake ordered. “Take cover on the ground.”

			A smart move. Outnumbered and against attackers they knew nothing of—potentially all black dragons, whose stealth made them deadlier than most—it was better to disappear and return to fight another day. Lyndi had obeyed before her brother had finished the first word, tucking her wings in close to her body and elongating as she pointed her nose at the ground.

			Levi appeared in her periphery, aligning his descent with hers, side by side, his soft belly turned toward hers so that they were both equally protected. The man was diving upside down, inverted to her.

			“Show-off.” She flung the thought at him. Gold dragons weren’t supposed to be the trick fliers. That was green dragons, or even blue, though they were known more for speed. Gold, on the other hand, were the brute force—bigger, pure muscle, and damn scary with it. 

			“If you’ve got it…” came an even smoother, sexier version of his deep voice, sliding through and doing unfortunate things to her body.

			Her dragon shuddered at the sudden slash of need. A need she’d been alternately fighting and ignoring since the day she’d arrived. One that scared the hell out of her because she knew it could go nowhere.

			“Hold,” Levi instructed, thankfully oblivious to her momentary lapse into lustful recklessness.

			Irritation had always been her best defense, and she didn’t even have to conjure it up now, managing to not respond, focused on landing. Timing things so that they slowed at the last minute while still avoiding misjudging the height of the taller pine trees or slamming into the earth at over a hundred miles an hour required concentration.

			“Now,” Levi said even as she peeled away, pulling her head up and flaring her wings wide, tipping them to catch the air like giant sails, her body jerked to almost a full stop midair, just in time to touch lightly down.

			Already, Rivin and Keighan had shifted. They huddled under the cover of dense bushes at the base of a fall of boulders. Pushing her body to the edge of pain, Lyndi shifted quickly as well, then ran on light feet toward where they waved at her, doing her best not to cause any sound one of the dragons above them could catch. Only each step produced a shock of pain that lanced down one leg from her back.

			That asshole tail-grabber had hurt her more than she’d realized.

			Without warning, a thick arm banded around her stomach and yanked her right off her feet and under a different bush. She landed with a grunt she managed to only make in her head, swallowing the sound down.

			Levi put his lips to her ear, his whisper barely audible. “Don’t move.”

			Barely, she kept from wiggling, going as still as a mouse in the jaws of a cat. Only he didn’t let her go. They sat on the ground, her between his legs, which were bent at the knees on either side of her hips, his arm still solidly around her, his hard-as-steel chest pressed tight against her back.

			She never allowed herself to get this close.

			Damn if instant heat didn’t swamp her, molten at the junction of her thighs, setting her to pulsing in time to her heartbeat and pushing the pain in her lower back clean out of her head.

			No. No. No. No. Now was not the time to let this unspoken, unacknowledged, lethal thing she felt toward him hold sway.

			Lyndi forced herself to remain motionless, closing her eyes and reaching for calm. Control. 

			But his own heat surrounded her along with that sweet scent of cigar smoke and the smoothest brandy, like earlier in the war room, just like his voice. Is that what his skin would taste like?

			Not the first time she’d wondered.

			“Are you okay?” he husked.

			“Fine.” Or she would be as soon as she could get away from him.

			Her wound wasn’t her biggest concern right now. All shifters had accelerated healing, part of what allowed them to live so long. By the time Drake gave the all clear, she wouldn’t be lying about that.

			A low grunt told her Levi didn’t believe her anyway, but for once he didn’t push her. After a pause, his arm relaxed against her and he uncurled his fisted hand, his fingers flattening against her belly.

			“Stay where you are,” Drake ordered. He must still be dragon to be communicating telepathically. Where was he anyway? “I’m going to check whether they’ve gone.”

			Against her, Levi’s body eased infinitesimally. She wouldn’t have known if she wasn’t plastered against him. Stiffening, she went to sit away from him, but he tightened his grip. “Hold still.”

			He was right. Until Drake gave the okay, she should hold exactly as she was.

			“You’re trembling,” he whispered, lips still at her ear, breath tickling. His fingers, which she was horribly aware of, brushed against her lightly. She might as well have been naked the effect that small touch had, sending electric sparks of need hissing through her blood.

			“Don’t,” she warned, voice low.

			The fingers stopped and he stiffened against her, muscles going rigid.

			Guilt, an emotion that had only grown over the years of keeping this man at a distance, overrode common sense. “I’m ticklish,” she lied.

			“Since when?”

			“You’ve never touched me there, so you wouldn’t have known.” She winced. Wrong choice of words. Way too much innuendo for comfort. Change of subject time. “You know, if you hadn’t been distracting me, that dragon wouldn’t have got so close without me sensing him.”

			“I wasn’t distracting you. I was just flying next to you.”

			“Go fly next to someone else.”

			“Back to the babysitting thing, are we?”

			She still didn’t want to talk about that. Lyndi snapped her teeth together, catching her lip, and the metallic taste of blood hit her tongue.

			“You know, I try to protect everyone on this team,” he pointed out, with a lingering hint of a chuckle. “It’s my job as beta.”

			She should gratefully accept the reprieve and keep her mouth shut. “Are you laughing at me?”

			“Not at you.”

			“At what, then?”

			Levi’s arm tightened around her. “I’m laughing at my own stupidity.”

			“Which means what exactly?”

			“Apparently no good deed goes unpunished when it comes to you,” he accused. “I’m trying to remind myself of that.”

			“I don’t need your good deeds, either.”

			A hiss escaped him. A sound of such frustration, so unlike Levi, that she tried to scoot forward slightly only to come up against the iron band of his arm. 

			“What do you need then?” he asked. “Because I can smell it all over you. Your need…it’s torture.”

			Lyndi blinked as his words sank in, blindingly grateful the intimidating, gorgeous, massive dragon surrounding her couldn’t see her face. Did he really not know? After all these years trying to keep it in check, he’d never once sensed it before now? 

			More importantly, was it good torture or bad torture? Because for her, he was both.

			He pulled her even closer and everything inside Lyndi froze at the evidence of her effect on him.

			No.

			Because if he wanted her, then… Fuck. Panic swam through her blood, bitter and sharp. Him not wanting her was what she’d clung to so that she wouldn’t act on the overwhelming need to claim him as her own.

			She steeled herself to do the right thing, to shut this down. So much harder to do—fighting him as well as herself. If she was only denying herself, that was one thing. She opened her mouth but the wrong words popped out anyway. “You’re not the only one who—”

			“Quiet.” Drake’s command was loud enough in her mind to make her wince.

			Lyndi mashed her lips together. Oh gods. What did I just say?

			Think, Lyndi. Because no doubt he’d ask. It could be anything, though. He wasn’t the only one who needed to protect her. Or who had responsibilities.

			Except the door was open now. The one she tried to pretend wasn’t there even as she fought to keep it locked. A glimpse of what she’d been blind to, and it hurt even worse to keep it closed.

			Every breath, hers and his, turned into a silent, incremental torture, the heat sparking in her making each tiny sensation sink into her then spread out, building into a delicious ache, upping her tension, and damn if she didn’t want to creep her hand into her panties and relieve…something. Or better yet, guide Levi’s there. And then turn around and return the favor.

			Behind her, around her, his body stiffened. 

			“All clear.” Drake finally put an end to the forced proximity.

			Lyndi was out from under the bush and away from Levi like cannon shot. 

			“The fire is out,” Drake continued. “A lure to bring us here is my guess. Back to headquarters.”

			The words had a staccato cadence, like a snake striking a boot over and over. Drake was pissed. And no wonder. This wasn’t the first trap set for them lately, and they weren’t entirely sure if these rebellions in their territory were caused by the upheaval with the kings or by a more sinister hand orchestrating in the dark.

			“You got it,” Rivin’s and Keighan’s voices chimed together. A flash of white to her right told her they were already in the midst of their shifts.

			Lyndi barely absorbed the order, too focused on facing Levi whose gaze turned from frustrated to searching as she stood, staring and saying nothing.

			Waiting.

			It seemed as though she was always waiting. Waiting for him to get out of her way. Waiting for him to support her without qualification or objection. Waiting for him to feel the same tension between the two of them that she did and make a damn move. And dreading that day even more.

			Which was why she pushed him away so hard.

			Levi said nothing. Just watched her waiting for him, a wary sort of tenderness in his eyes that sent her frayed nerves into overdrive.

			With a small shake of her head, she turned away and started her shift, not even bothering to give him space. He could damn well hop out of the way.

			“I’m not the only one who…what?” he demanded, apparently having shifted at the same time.

			Her dragon pushed and the tether keeping all her good intentions where this man was concerned stretched to near breaking. “Nothing,” she threw at him. “What I need from you is to stay away from me.”

			Even in dragon form, shocked hurt darkened his eyes, and her own heart squeezed so tight it hurt to breathe. Keeping him at a distance all this time had always been a fine line to walk. Because she’d never wanted to hurt him, not more than she had to.

			“Then we’re clearly not feeling the same thing,” he said, the words defeated.

			The words too closely aligned to what she’d secretly never let herself want. Fight or flight kicked in so hard, she had only one choice. Lyndi shot her body straight up into the air. She couldn’t get away fast enough.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			The first light of dawn was brightening the sky when they arrived back at the Huracán headquarters. Landing at a slightly reckless speed, Levi forced Rivin and Keighan to jerk out of his way.

			“Steady on, Maverick,” Rivin called as he swooped by, low to the ground, bleeding off speed.

			Levi timed it exactly right to land closest to the hotshot crew building, shifted quickly, and marched inside. 

			Gods, this woman. Tough and stubborn as hell. Bright and animated with everyone…except him. The moment under that bush that he’d realized she was turned on…

			He’d gone hard as a fucking rock, then fucked it up, as usual, by admitting way more than he’d wanted with that line about not feeling the same thing. He’d crossed that invisible, unspoken line that she’d kept firmly between them since they’d met.

			And look where that got him.

			She’d beat him back to headquarters, but the team still needed to debrief, so he knew exactly where she was going. Levi took off after her, his long legs eating up the distance as he strode around the side of the stairs, down a hall, and into the massive family room area, then past the doorway into the kitchen to a spiral staircase that reminded him of medieval castles, hewn into the stone of the mountain. Down two levels, the patter of Lyndi’s feet ahead was hardly discernable, even this close.

			Levi stepped off the stairs only to see her shoulder and a wisp of her long black hair that swung out as she disappeared around the curve. He put on a burst of shifter speed and reached her just outside the door to the war room.

			“Hey—” He snagged her by the wrist and swung her to face him, at the same time backing her into a natural dip in the cavern wall.

			Lyndi’s chin went straight up. Except, now that he was looking for it, he caught the flash. So brief no wonder he’d missed it before. Need. Raw and hungry and tempered by something else that he might’ve labeled cold terror if it hadn’t been gone so quickly.

			Holy fuck.

			“Levi,” Finn barked from inside the room. “Get in here.”

			Lyndi ducked past him and into the room. He could pass for a ballerina en pointe the way this woman kept him on his toes and dancing to her tune, that was for damn sure.

			Grinding his teeth, he followed. “We’re not done with that conversation,” he shot at her on the way by.

			A solid wall of monitors stared at him from the opposite side of the room, technology they now used to track dragon fires and to communicate with dragon leadership. But what was on the screens—the usual stuff—wasn’t what threw him. The people gathered in the room did. He found not only the team members from tonight’s patrol, but everyone else currently staying in the mountain gathered inside.

			Finn’s mate, Delaney, stood beside Drake’s new mate, Cami. Rivin and Keighan, along with the team’s two green dragons, Hall and Kanta, created a wall of muscled flesh behind the women. Three of Lyndi’s boys, now training as enforcers, took up space at the back of the room, Lyndi beside them.

			With their recent losses, the Huracáns had been forced to fill the gaps in their team with some of Lyndi’s orphans, as well as with the team’s new mates. That decision had been a brawl of a fight. The women, in the end, took the decision out of their hands. Or Lyndi did, when she started training Delaney in the same self-defense techniques Drake had taught her.

			That, more than anything, had brought home the fact that their world was turning upside down and might not right itself.

			Finn—still the boss, but only as far as the team was privately concerned—stood at the front of the room, speaking quietly with Drake, in profile only. A glow flickered over their previous alpha’s face, casting blue shadows over pale skin inherited from his British ancestors. 

			The man was pissed.

			As beta, Levi should be in there with his alphas, so he moved to stand at Finn’s back, arms crossed. 

			“Drake, why are we all here?” Rivin asked. 

			They wouldn’t have called the entire mountain for a debrief. Just those on patrol and Finn.

			“Yeah, boss,” Keighan tacked on. “What’s up?”

			“I’m not the boss,” Drake turned from Finn to snarl.

			Still so weird that the Alliance had taken the leadership of the team away from Finn and given it to Drake thanks to his blood tie to Pytheios, the High King. Politics.

			As the kings and clans remained eerily silent on the other side of the world—not a good sign in Levi’s opinion—the dragon shifters in the colonies were left with only the Alliance to look to for leadership, corrupt assholes whose only goal seemed to be ducking and covering until the winner of the Kings’ War was determined. They’d been the ones to decide the leadership change.

			“Alpha?” Rivin tried.

			“Oh exalted one?” Keighan followed up with.

			“Shut up, boys,” Levi said. Ordered. “Now’s not the time.”

			In unison, they gave him a silent salute.

			Ignoring them, Finn turned to face the room. “We’ll get to why we’re here in a minute. First, what happened tonight?”

			Drake’s expression went cold. “Black dragons. At least ten of them that I counted. Attacked, then ran.”

			“Anyone hurt?”

			“Nothing that isn’t already healed,” Lyndi muttered from the back of the room.

			“I’m not sure we were who they were after,” Levi put out there. “They seemed surprised that white dragons and a female were involved. Just a gut feeling, boss.”

			“I have an idea of the direction they came from,” Lyndi piped up. 

			Levi frowned. Of course she would be the one to sight them. Keeping her safe was becoming a full-time job.

			“When the one who had my tail let go, he took off to the east, slightly south,” she said.

			Finn nodded. “Let’s keep an eye on the region, see if another fire breaks out tonight.”

			No one objected.

			“Right,” Finn said. “With that out of the way… I’ve called everyone in because I’ve just heard from the Gold Clan.”

			Levi stilled. His clan?

			“You mean the Alliance has?” Kanta asked in his scratchy voice, like he’d inhaled too much smoke every day for thousands of years. Methodical and logical, the green dragon was the rock of the team. He’d always reminded Levi of an ancient forest, all ebony skin, deep green eyes, and still, unwavering peace.

			Finn shook his head. “No. I mean directly from the king himself.”

			A ripple of disbelief passed through the room as they all shifted on their feet at the news, though no one spoke. The entire purpose of the Alliance was to be the conduit the kings used to communicate with their people in the region. Kings didn’t just bypass that governing body to speak directly to smaller groups. Even enforcers.

			Dammit. I should have been here. “You saw him?” Levi asked.

			Finn nodded. They’d all met Brand Astarot, the new King of the Gold Clan, in person a while back. If his alpha had seen the man, he couldn’t be an imposter.

			“Is the war over?” Lyndi asked.

			“No.” The grim expression, even for Finn, only worsened as his eyes ignited again. “He’s calling all gold dragons loyal to the throne back to the clan.” His eyes shifted to Levi.

			If Levi hadn’t been standing in front of his entire team, he might have stumbled at the impact of those words, like taking a dragon tail to the gut. As it was, a sensation of falling from a great height slammed through him.

			Recalling all gold dragons? Holy shit.

			Trying to contain his own reaction, Levi crossed his arms and happened to catch a glimpse of the king’s mark on his right hand, the magically tattooed emblem of the house of Astarot. A mark of loyalty to his king and his clan.

			Fuck. The word went off like a series of grenades in his head.

			Everyone else must’ve hit the same reaction after the initial shock, because the room erupted in sound, a cacophony of voices protesting loudly, astonished, and under the stunned anger, fearful. No one had ever been called back since being assigned here. Never. Not in centuries.

			What the hell did this mean? If the king needed dragons on his side, the war was escalating. What if all the kings started recalling the dragons scattered throughout the world? Hell, the clans were already split down the middle, with the Gold Clan’s allies being the Blue and Black Clans. Was Finn going to be next?

			How can I leave the team? That thought, more than any other, carried the bitter tinge of panic, a sensation he didn’t encounter often. Like swallowing his own bile.

			The Alliance barely tolerated the Huracáns. The neighboring Alaz team of enforcers straight up hated them after what happened in Yosemite last winter. The dragon shifter colonies were in disarray, teetering at the edge of full-on rebellion. All of that, and the team was barely functioning, at the weakest they’d ever been. Vulnerable. Half their numbers were currently made up of newbies. Many of their trained, experienced enforcers had scattered or died. Deep, the former alpha of their team, was off doing gods knew what. Rune, the former beta who had gone rogue, was still in hiding. Aidan and Sera were on the run. Titus was dead.

			Fury followed the fear and shock, as if he was passing through the stages of grief in rapid succession. Damn the gods. No. I won’t go.

			But he couldn’t refuse an order from his king. It would mean going rogue, and that would force him to have to leave the team anyway. He served as an enforcer at the pleasure of the king.

			Lyndi.

			Her name whispered through his mind on a tidal wave of every other thought hitting him at once. He didn’t dare turn to look at her.

			“When?” he demanded, the word a harsh bark.

			Finn clenched his jaw. “You need to leave within the week. They have no safe way to get you there, so you’re on your own for travel.”

			A week. All he had was a week. Nothing.

			Levi wasn’t remotely in a place to start thinking through the logistics. The political situation, not to mention the fact that dragon shifters couldn’t fly across the oceans, the distance too far for them, made getting from California to Norway a nightmare. What the fuck was Brand Astarot thinking?

			“What about me?” Attor, one of Lyndi’s boys, asked from where he stood beside her.

			Finn shook his head. “Only dragons over three hundred years old.”

			“Screw that,” the younger man blurted out, but Levi blew out a silent breath of relief.

			Three hundred in dragon years was essentially early to mid-twenties in human years. At least the king was keeping kids out of the war. So far. None of the orphans would be impacted. Thank the gods for small mercies, because Lyndi would be beside herself if she lost even one of them. They might be part of the team, but so far Finn and Drake had made sure to use them only in situations that wouldn’t be dangerous. War was a different story.

			Unable to stop himself any longer, Levi searched for Lyndi’s smaller form behind the wall of bigger men. He backed up a step and collided with a gaze so full of desolation, all red banked fire and heartache so raw, that he had to look away for a second to get his own violent reaction under control. When he looked back, Lyndi had dropped her gaze to the ground, hiding from him.

			Confusion drowned out every other emotion rioting within him, so loud his head almost buzzed with it. What had that look been? Because if it was even a hint of what he hoped it could be…

			The gods had shit timing. 

			Until this second, with the way she constantly sniped at him, and had from the moment they met, he’d believed she hated him. Carried a grudge for that first misunderstanding, and all the misunderstandings that followed. She’d always taken his need to protect her the wrong way. He hadn’t wanted her to build her orphanage in a human home, so unprotected and vulnerable, not because she wasn’t capable but because he expected the Alliance to show up unexpectedly and wipe out all the boys they felt were stains on the dragon world—and she’d be caught in the crossfire. He hadn’t wanted her to join the team because the reason they needed more bodies was because they kept losing team members. He couldn’t bear the thought of losing her, too.

			Her temper had always been a little quicker, a little sharper with him than the other guys. Even his jokes. Mike called her Lyndi-Loo-Hoo all the time, but Levi had tried it once and she’d about taken his head off for it. 

			But other moments slowly began to coalesce in his mind. Small moments he’d written off. A look filled with heat that had suddenly cooled. A smile just for him when she never sent him smiles. Even a few of her frowns had held a different meaning.

			Had all her sharp edges been like a hedge of thorns, built to keep him out? Had that one dance at Drake and Cami’s wedding reception been more than he’d let himself believe? A gap in the hedge, letting him glimpse the true heart of her before she’d closed it over with sharper thorns?

			He’d relived that moment over and over every day since.

			Lyndi had caught the bouquet and then headed across the dance floor to her brother. Levi, to this day, had no doubt she wouldn’t have gone in that direction if she’d seen that Drake was standing beside him.

			When she’d got to them, she’d ignored him and flashed her brother that easy smile she gave to everyone but Levi, waving the flowers in her brother’s face. “Nervous?”

			“That you’ll be the next to mate?” Drake had lifted a single eyebrow.

			“He’d have to be nuts,” Levi had muttered darkly, thinking of ripping some nameless man’s face from his head if he tried it. He might have to leave the team.

			Drake had snorted at his words, but Lyndi’s reaction had been more dangerous given the humans around to witness. Her eyes flared red, glowing and brilliant.

			“Just because I’m sterile doesn’t make me worthless,” she’d practically spat at him.

			Back to that same original misunderstanding.

			“Which is not what I meant, and you know it,” he’d answered back.

			Only her eyes had gone brighter, sparking with flame. To hide her face until she could get herself under control, Levi had quickly stepped into her and drawn her into his arms for a dance, making sure to use his broad shoulders as a shield. 

			For once, she hadn’t yanked away. In fact, after a minute she’d huffed a breath. “Thanks.”

			The fact that she’d even relaxed slightly against him had made him do something probably pretty stupid. He’d pulled her closer, their combined heat mingling, and inhaled the smoky sweet scent of her hair.

			“I always seem to rub you up the wrong way.” He’d gone over this a hundred times since, wondering why he’d said that. Those words came out too easily, lulled by the slow music and the sway of their bodies. “Why is that?” 

			“Maybe I want you to rub me up the right way,” Lyndi had quipped.

			Her response was seared into his memory. She’d sure as hell shocked him. Blood had surged through him, making him hard and hot at the same time. Only the jolt of hope had been followed by a sudden drop when she’d immediately jerked to a standstill in the middle of that dance floor.

			Not looking at him, eyes lowered, Lyndi shook her head, then dropped his hand and stepped back. “I don’t know why I said that. A stupid joke. It didn’t come out right. Ignore me.” Her laugh might have sounded forced. He still wasn’t sure because of the dull roar filling his own head. His dragon didn’t take disappointment well.

			“Too much wine,” she’d mumbled.

			She’d fucking taken it back, just like that. Then she walked away without a second glance.

			He hadn’t followed. Maybe that made him a total idiot, but Lyndi wasn’t exactly easy. Look at what happened under that bush and then out from under it. The conflicting signals. He’d been so sure she wanted him, and then she’d shut him down hard.

			She’d been shutting him down for hundreds of years.

			He intended to end that. Today.

			“That’s all,” Finn announced.

			Out of the corner of his eye, Levi was aware that his alpha turned to him. “Let’s talk about getting you there safely,” Finn said.

			Levi watched Lyndi slip out the door ahead of all the others, not looking at him. Levi couldn’t follow. Not yet. Everyone else shuffled out, still buzzing over the news, casting him furtive looks. Kanta clapped him on the shoulder before leaving him there with Finn and Drake.

			“Actually, boss,” he said slowly, turning back to the two alphas. “I need to think about this first.”

			“I get that,” Finn said. “But there’s no time.”

			Story of his fucking life. Two hundred years hadn’t been enough time to figure Lyndi out. A week… That was nothing, a blip. Blast and damn this war.

			With a nod, they got into discussing the safest route for him to take. Something that took a solid twenty minutes. Trying not to look like the hounds of hell were after him, Levi finally left the room with only one thought.

			Finding Lyndi.

			As soon as he reached the main level, the general chatter of the common rooms of their home hit him. Just the normal, everyday stuff. Sounds he’d taken for granted until now. How was he going to leave this? The second he showed his face in the kitchen, though, everyone went dead silent.

			“No. No way,” he said, trying his best to give them an easy grin. “Long faces are off limits around here. I’ll go win this war for the king and then be back before you even miss me.”

			“Who said we’re going to miss you?” Hall popped off from where he sat on a stool at the island counter. Snakelike eyes, barely passable as human, glowed lime-green against smooth, honey-bronzed skin.

			Hall’s sense of humor always was an acquired taste, but the comment seemed to signal the others to go back to their kind of normal. Which they sort of did, though the tension lingered in the air. An unspoken heaviness of loss. One more hit. They’d been taking a lot of hits lately.

			“Hey,” Levi said quietly to Attor who was closest to him. “Where’s Lyndi?”

			“Her room, I think.”

			Levi was out of the door before Attor finished speaking. Following Lyndi’s lingering scent, he moved into the foyer and up the grand staircase that led to the living quarters, right past his own suite to the one at the end of the second-floor hall. Forget knocking. She’d probably ignore him anyway.

			Trying the handle, he found it unlocked and let himself in.

			Then slammed to a halt at the sight of her standing, facing the door, eyes wide at his intrusion, tears streaming down her cheeks, glistening in the soft lighting.

			Holy hell. Tears for him?

			The breath in his lungs deserted him in a harsh whoosh, leaving him light-headed. With only a single thought—making those tears stop—he prowled across the room to cup her face in his hands, brushing at the damp streaks on her cheeks with his thumbs.

			“I thought you’d be happy I’m leaving,” he said quietly. “You hate me.”

			She huffed a laugh and rolled her eyes, the move so familiar he’d swear she was about to lay into him, only, vulnerable as she was, she could hide nothing of her reaction. He caught the slight quiver to her lips.

			Driven beyond the limits of his control, he lowered his head and kissed her. Soft and sweet, trying to offer comfort. Trying his damnedest not to act on instincts that screamed at him to take it further.

			With a whimpered sound, she scooted closer, wrapping her arms around him, opening under him, turning the kiss into something…desperate. Urgent.

			His entire body went hot and tight with instant, vicious need. Because she couldn’t deny him anymore. His dragon loosed a rumble that was both pure anticipation and warning. They’d both waited a long time for this. Too damn long.

			Levi jerked his head up and sucked in sharply. “Gods above, Lyndi.” But he didn’t yet claim what she was offering. “I want you so much I ache with it. Tell me you feel the same.”

			A flash of vulnerability set her eyes swirling with the molten crimson of her fire. “I have nothing to give to you,” she whispered.

			Levi growled and gave in, kissing her. Hard. He poured an almost violent need to shake her for saying that about herself into the kiss he ravaged her with. And Lyndi, usually all fire and fight, softened against him as though giving in, surrendering. An action that twined around his heart. With a groan, he tempered the kiss, turning it into something else. Something more. Something that drugged his mind and sent her moaning against him.

			A ripping sound pulled him up sharply to find she’d torn his shirt clean off.

			“Lyndi—”

			“Please,” she begged.

			He knew everything she was asking with that one word. For at least this one time together. To not talk about what it all meant or where it would or wouldn’t lead. Not yet. To just give in.

			Levi grinned, brutally satisfied—for the moment—and her pupils dilated at the sight, no doubt his smile falling on the predator side. In a rush of kisses and touches and backing her up through the suite, they managed to get her out of her clothes. Smoothing his palms over her skin, he cupped his hands over her bare ass to lift her up, fitting her against him. Without an ounce of hesitation, Lyndi wrapped her arms around his neck and undulated her body, grinding herself against the straining shaft of his cock, even through his jeans.

			Convulsively, his fingers dug into the toned flesh he gripped as he tried to keep from dropping his pants and pushing into her then and there. Damned if he wasn’t going to make this incredible for both of them. He wanted her so satiated, she wouldn’t have the energy to fly away from him the second they were done.

			Shoving that thought away, he focused on how he wanted to leave her…replete and filled with his seed.

			Fuck.

			When had he turned into a caveman?

			Needing to wrest back the control she’d taken with that grinding move, he slipped one hand farther around until he found the slick core of her. But he didn’t enter her with his fingers. Instead, he teased, feathering a touch through her folds, just barely avoiding the bundle of nerves at the top of her entrance.

			Over and over and over, mimicking the movement with deeper strokes of his tongue in her mouth, winding it with her own. Pressing, but not entering with his fingers, until she was moving her hips, seeking a deeper penetration, chasing his touch, frustration edging her moans.

			He wanted her full surrender. Needed it.

			She would never, ever give into him anywhere else. He needed this here.

			“Fuck me, dammit,” she demanded against his lips.

			Levi drew back to pin her with a look of total and utter command. “In here, I give the orders.”

			“The fuck you do—”

			In one swift move, he impaled her with his finger, sending it deep, and she choked off her words to toss her head back on a moan of pure pleasure that shot blood pumping into his already engorged cock.

			Sliding that finger out with deliberate, torturous slowness, he added another and slid back home. “I know you need to be in control in everything you do,” he murmured, voice gone dark and smoky with his need, his dragon, impatient and edgy, wanting to be part of the action. The sight of the pleasure flushing her cheeks, the way her mouth opened as she panted, was stealing his control bit by bit. “But when we…are together in this way…I need this.”

			She shook her head, her long dark hair that he’d released from the elastic binding at some point brushing the back of the hand holding her up. “I can’t,” she panted.

			“You can,” he insisted. “Give me this part of you. You’ll never regret it. I promise. But in the bedroom, you obey me.”

			Her head snapped up in defiance at that, even as her gaze remained hazy, and he stopped the motion of his fingers inside her, staring her down steadily. “Your choice,” he said.

			Dragonsteel bands seemed to wrap around his chest, cutting off his breathing as he waited for her answer. Her permission.

			For an interminable beat, she searched his eyes, for gods knew what. “You won’t hurt me?” 

			The dragon in his head made a sound close to a purr. She was going to give in. Levi grinned, watching her through half-closed eyes. “Only if you want me to.”

			Deliberately, he crooked a finger, feeling for that spot inside her that would make her shudder. Ah, there it was.

			A whimper escaped her lips.

			“Agreed,” she said softly, that husky voice of hers wrapping around him as effectively as a fist around his cock.

			Everything inside him stilled. Bright relief spiked through him at odds with the moment, bigger than what he’d expected. Only he was far from confident that the surrender she was giving was anything more than her body.

			“Are you sure? I won’t ever take advantage of you. I’ll take care of your every need. Your. Every. Fucking. Need, Lyndi. But you need to be sure.”

			“I’m sure.” She wiggled, as though trying to kickstart him back into what he’d been doing.

			Instead, he pulled his fingers from her.

			“Hey—”

			“I’m in charge,” he reminded her.

			She snapped her mouth shut with a glare but said nothing more. With a nod of satisfaction, he carried her through to her bedroom.

			Pausing on the threshold, he took it in, never having dared invade this space. Lyndi had eclectic taste. Plain black T-shirts and jeans were her usual mode of dress. But in here, she’d decorated full-on old-school with a massive fourposter bed human kings and queens of the Renaissance would have envied. Heavy red velvet curtains hung from the ornately carved wooden canopy, tied back with silky ropes of the same color. The carving was of dragons, undulating together, a beautiful depiction of what he was about to do to her. Giving him ideas.

			With a grunt at the images flooding his mind, he strode to the bed. There he lowered her feet to the ground and stepped away, backing up until he put the full distance of the room between them.

			This would be about taking the control she’d just given him and earning her trust. He’d worry about tomorrow—and everything else he wanted from her—later.

		


		
			Chapter Three

			She’d always thought it would be her. That she would have to leave. That she’d be “assigned” a mate and forced to go off and start a new life, back in Everest most likely, where the High King needed her to politically tie someone down or lift them up. Most likely the latter. Only another red dragon would do for the King of the Red Clan’s cousin. But never this. Never Levi going to fight.

			The news had hit her with all the subtlety of an atomic bomb, and any control she’d had over her reactions to him had flown right out the damn window like shattered glass. She knew they had no time, no future. But they could have this. This one moment together.

			Lyndi didn’t try to control her racing heart, didn’t want to, even though she knew Levi would be able to hear it with ease. She wanted him to. Wanted him to know that what he was doing was turning her on, because she’d never allowed herself to be that free with him. Not ever.

			He wanted to be in charge?

			She shouldn’t be surprised. He was always trying to boss her around. But out there, that annoyed the shit out of her. In here, damned if surrender wasn’t exactly what she wanted to give him. She spent her days proving herself, fighting to be heard, making tough decisions, guiding her boys, and generally being the adult who cleaned up the mess behind everyone.

			To be able to let go and let him determine her pleasure and his…

			They were still a complicated mess she didn’t want to contemplate, with a time limit now, and he tended to frustrate the hell out of her, but one thing was for certain…she knew he’d take care of her. Implicitly.

			Lyndi took in his expression—intense, blazing, with an edge to it that whispered of danger and sent wet, silky heat dripping from between her legs. Like she’d unleashed the animal within him. 

			Holy hells. Where had this Levi come from? 

			Her dragon purred inside her head, a guttural sound she’d never made before.

			Quivering with craving, hardly able to keep her legs under her, she stood before him, unashamedly naked, reveling in the way he watched her, the slash of color across his cheekbones telling her he liked what she was offering. With slow, deliberate moves, never taking his eyes from hers, he stripped the rest of his clothes from his body and she had to hold in a whimper.

			When humans carved images of the gods into marble and bronze, this was what they’d been trying to capture. Every part of him—every ridge of muscle, every line, every hard plane—so damn flagrantly male.

			Beautiful.

			For once, instead of the race of challenge in her blood, Lyndi gloried in her femininity. She was designed for him. Even his size… Her gaze strayed to the jut of his cock, swollen and turgid, golden hair curling around the base. Some women might consider Levi intimidating.

			Too big. Too hard. Too broad.

			But she wanted to feel the burn as he stretched her. Filled her. Fuck. She might just spontaneously orgasm from a simple look if he took much longer.

			Still he didn’t come to her.

			“Touch yourself.”

			Her eyes went wide as a knee-jerk protest at the command in his voice kicked in for a heartbeat, no doubt sending red sparks into her eyes for him to see. She opened her mouth as though to argue, then closed it again as the image of surrendering to him here had her pulsating with a different kind of need.

			Wild. Untethered. Where he was the rock she could break herself over and be swept away down the river.

			She swiped the tip of her tongue over her plump bottom lip. “Where?” she asked. Was that her voice? All husky, pure sex.

			The way he tensed, she knew he heard it, too. Heard it and liked it, his breathing increasing.

			“Your breasts.” A command. Low. Immediate. Compelling.

			Without hesitation her hands slid up her body to cup petite breasts and pluck at her dusky-hued nipples which hardened more under her touch, the perfect size to suck. Gods she wanted his mouth on them. His fingers. His teeth. She plucked at the tips roughly.

			Levi grunted, but still he held himself back. 

			He wrapped his hand around his cock, and she dropped her gaze to watch with greedy interest as he gave it a brutal squeeze, turning the head purple and swollen in his grip.

			Her insides fluttered, spasming in stark reaction. Unconsciously, her lips parted as she pictured taking that thick shaft and sucking on it until he shot hot spurts down her throat.

			“Fuck, Lyndi.” He released himself and strode to her, crossing the room quickly, standing close enough that his heat mingled with her own, but still he didn’t touch. “I intend to take all goddamn day, but not if you keep looking at me like you want me to—”

			He cut himself off with a strangled sound and she jerked her gaze to his.

			“You do want me to,” he murmured.

			To fill her throat with his cock until black spots danced in front of her eyes? Hell, yes. But how could he see that in her eyes when the man had no clue why she was always angry with him otherwise?

			Suddenly Levi grinned, though there was no humor in it. More like the dragon baring his teeth in anticipation of prey, tempered by a tenderness that about took her to her knees. His pupils dilated, black voids in the center of copper-colored flames so intense, they could light the room on their own.

			“Show me.”

			Immediately, she dropped to kneel before him, her head swimming with the heady feeling of not having to decide, just act. Rather than play it safe by wrapping her hand around the base of his cock as a buffer, she grabbed him by the hips and slid her mouth over his length, lips stretching with his girth. Determined, she pushed forward, opening her throat and letting him lodge there, cutting off her air.

			His hands speared through her hair, fisting the strands, the slight sting anchoring her as he held her there, dick throbbing in her throat, the oxygen cut off making each pound of her heart feel fat and heavy. Then he pulled back, and she gasped for air, the sudden rush just as much of a turn-on, lighting up nerve endings all over her body, before he filled her up again. Three more times he did this, slow, stretching, filling, and holding just long enough, until she was drifting in a hazy world of sensation even as her entire body throbbed and trembled.

			He swelled even larger, and she whimpered with the knowledge that she had done that to him.

			With a curse, he pulled out of her mouth. “Not yet.”

			Then he was standing her up and positioning her. At first, still floating in that sensual, sexual world, she didn’t pay much attention, until silk wrapped around her wrist and tightened. Turning her head, she discovered the rope used to draw back the curtains of her bed was looped around her, crimson against her skin. Levi moved to her other side. “Give me your hand.”

			Without hesitation, excitement fizzing through the languid, hazy parts of her to set her body buzzing, she did as he ordered, and the other tie was slipped around her wrist.

			“Feet apart,” came the next harsh-voiced order.

			She moved.

			“More.”

			She widened her stance until she stood before him, legs spread, arms out, at his complete and total mercy.

			“Good.” He stepped closer, lips hovering over hers but not touching. “The things I’m going to do with you…” 

			He brushed the back of one hand across her sensitized nipples, enticing, but not enough.

			The word more trembled on her lips, but she held back, waiting to see what he’d do next. 

			What he did was touch her. Everywhere.

			Everywhere but where she wanted. Soft, gentle caresses over every inch of her body—a brush over her shoulders, feathered across her collarbone, kisses to her fingertips, smoothing his big hands down her thighs and back up her calves to the spot at the back of her knees that sent her wobbly. As though he were memorizing her, worshipping her.

			His warm breath followed, swirling against her skin, hovering over where she wanted to be touched, over breasts, nipples, over the curls at the juncture of her legs. Teasing bastard.

			“More,” she pleaded, eventually unable to keep the word inside.

			He stopped what he was doing, leaving his hands against her hips, the heat like a brand, and raised his gaze to hers.

			“I’ll give you everything,” he promised, eyes serious and almost…worried. “But I don’t know your boundaries yet.”

			Boundaries? None. Take me hard and fast.

			“If I cross them. If I do something you don’t want—”

			“I’m not shy about speaking up.”

			His mouth tipped up on one side in a smile that she might’ve labeled adorable if it hadn’t been Levi. He smiled a lot, and so many different kinds, but every once in a while it caught her on the raw when his face transformed from the serious warrior, all cut lines and intensity, to something softer. More approachable.

			“Fair enough,” he said.

			She shivered at the dark promise contained in such innocuous words. Then gasped as he set his mouth to her clit and sucked.

			Lyndi bowed against her restraints, head dropping back as every buzzing, throbbing inch of her zeroed in on one single spot. That hot as sin mouth doing deliciously naughty things to her body. His tongue twined around that nub, curling and pulling before drawing it into his mouth again. The sucking hit a rhythm, and it felt as though her blood oozed closer to him with each draw.

			A tingling started up at the base of her neck, but before it could shoot down her spine and outward, he yanked his head back. Then, moving at a speed only supernaturals could claim, he had her unbound and turned around, hands flat on the mattress, ass in the air.

			“No.” The protest sprung from her lips before she even realized she didn’t want it like this.

			Immediately he stopped. Finger under her chin, he tipped her head so he could see her eyes. “No?”

			She blinked at the emotions in his eyes. Lust, need, demand…and fear. Fear? Why?

			“Not from behind,” she whispered. “It’s too…”

			She was going to say impersonal. He’d laugh in her face if she said that. Or ask too many questions.

			Before she could find a different word, he spun her back around to face him and had her pinned against the wall, his cock aligned at her entrance before she could catch her breath. “I’m going to try to go slow,” he promised through gritted teeth.

			He pushed inside her, the thick shaft of his cock spreading her just as she’d known it would, with the welcome burn of stretching.

			“Yes,” she hissed, wrapping her legs around him as he fed himself into her an excruciating inch at a time.

			He paused, shoulders heaving with each controlled breath. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

			“I want all of you.”

			“Fuck.”

			“Exactly.”

			He pushed more, strong arms holding her up and against the wall without even a tremble, now pumping his hips in incremental thrusts, deeper with each.

			But not deep enough.

			Using her legs as leverage, Lyndi shoved her hips against him and he slid home, balls deep inside her, filling every fucking inch of her in the most delicious, pain-edged way. Every nerve in her body lit up as though an electric current passed through her, leaving her pulsating.

			“Fuck me,” he groaned.

			“Yes, please.”

			Her words seemed to unleash him. He slammed one hand against the wall, the other wrapped around her waist to hold her steady as he proceeded to pound into her, the thick base of his cock butting up against her clit with each out of control thrust. Lyndi held on tight for the ride, letting the sensation slam through her, building and swelling, until the tingling from before once again started up at the base of her neck, stronger this time.

			Her body clamped down hard on him as the gathered storm of sensation singed down her spine to her womb then exploded outward. Levi threw back his head on a roar as he swelled inside her, stretching her more, then released, grunting with each pulse as she milked his cock dry of his seed.

			Suddenly, Lyndi found herself wishing like hell… 

			No. She shut the thought off before it could go any further.

			His essence would do nothing inside her, no matter how much she wished it otherwise. Even if a small part of her, the part that refused to die no matter the reality, desperately wished it could be otherwise. All female-born dragons were sterile.

			Instead, she focused on the glorious sensations washing over every nerve in her body. Breathing hard, Lyndi dropped her head to Levi’s shoulder as her body slid away into a world of sublime release. Every ounce of tension drained from her muscles, leaving her limp, even as lingering jolts of pleasure trembled through her body.

			Followed by thoughts.

			She closed her eyes against them, but they wouldn’t leave her alone.

			Not regret. But…what the hell happened now?

			Because, just as she’d always suspected would be the case, she didn’t want to give this up. Give him up. A truth that scared the ever-living fires of hell out of her. Even her dragon gave a small whine of concern.

			He’s leaving. The choice is out of your hands.

			Gods that hurt.

			… 

			Levi had no idea what alerted him to the change in Lyndi’s state of mind, a subtle tensing around him maybe. He was still sheathed inside her.

			Hell. She’d taken all of him. Every thick, long inch.

			All he wanted to think about was doing that again. And again. And…

			She sighed, the sound wrapping around his heart, and he acted on pure instinct. Pulling from her body, he swung her so that he was carrying her and walked them both over to her massive bed. The covers were all askew, so he tucked them both between the sheets and lay down facing her, keeping her close.

			She stared at him, eyes wide, but quiet. Very un-Lyndi-like, which scared him more. “Don’t,” he said.

			“Don’t what?”

			“Don’t let the world intrude. Not yet.” He wasn’t ready. If she wanted to go back to the way things had been…

			I’m leaving anyway.

			Lyndi’s smile was edged in a bitter kind of sadness. “The world never went away,” she said.

			“It did for me.” In her arms, everything became simple. Beautiful.

			Lyndi squirmed, and he knew without asking that she’d felt it, too. “What do you want?” she asked.

			“Want?” He trailed a finger over her shoulder, absorbing the silky, warm feel of her skin. “I want a connection.”

			“You’ll find your mate someday—”

			He shook his head. “You’re not hearing me. I didn’t say mate, I said connection. It’s not about the fates, or destiny, or continuing my family line, or a political advantage. A true connection comes with no strings, no expectations.”

			He paused, taking in her stunned expression, and offered her a crooked, self-deprecating smile. “Don’t laugh.”

			“I wouldn’t laugh at that.”

			“Don’t shut me out, either,” he countered.

			She glanced away, and he trailed his wandering hand to tip her chin so she’d look at him. But the second their gazes collided, Lyndi shook off his touch. He tried not to let that sting.

			“What do you want from me?” she asked. “You know that this is all we get.”

			Come with me.

			Levi barely managed to keep the words from bursting out of his mouth. At the mere thought, everything inside him stilled and then rushed forward again. What was he thinking? He couldn’t ask that of her. Could he?

			Lyndi stared, still waiting for an answer, searching his gaze which he held steady on her even through his own panic. Too soon. Asking her anything like that was…too soon.

			“That’s not fair,” he said instead, hating every damn syllable.

			She closed her eyes and leaned forward, brushing his lips in a kiss that was a hundred percent regret. “That old cliché?” she whispered.

			“I want more than what we’ve had,” he said. “Don’t you?”

			But what could they possibly have? Every option, every choice, was a door slammed in his face. She’d never leave the boys, and they couldn’t take them to the clans.

			Orphans were anathema to most dragon shifters. Dragon shifters needed an anchor for their human side when they shifted. Family and tightknit bonds. Orphans who’d lost all that more often than not lost themselves to the beast within and had to be put down before they went on a rampage that could expose their kind to humans, not to mention potentially kill a lot of people.

			While no one—not just Levi—had been all that happy about Lyndi starting her orphanage here in the first place, the clans would be even less accepting. The Alliance barely tolerated them…for now. Besides, putting the boys in the middle of a war wasn’t the answer, either.

			Lyndi swallowed, then shook her head. “Please don’t ask me for more.”

			Levi grimaced, heartsick because there were no good answers here. No path that didn’t lead to hearts cracked wide open. “Dammit,” he muttered.

			“Don’t,” she whispered. She pushed to sitting, taking the sheets with her to cover her body, hiding from him.

			Levi let her pull away, giving her the space she silently asked for but making an equally silent vow. This wasn’t over. His dragon rumbled his agreement. He wasn’t sure how, and she didn’t realize it yet, or maybe couldn’t let herself acknowledge it, but she was theirs now.

			Lyndi bit her lip. “We shouldn’t have—”

			“Yes, we should,” he cut her off. Then leveled a stony stare on her, daring her to deny the perfection that was their bodies coming together.

			“It complicates things.”

			“Yes.”

			Frustration had her frowning in that familiar way. “We—”

			“Should definitely do it again.”

			“Not what I was going to say.”

			“Why? Not good enough?”

			“I didn’t say that, either.”

			He smirked. “So I was good enough.”

			She blew out a frustrated grunt.

			“Mind-blowing, you might even say,” he continued as though she’d made no sound.

			“Don’t be arrogant.”

			With a shrug, Levi got out of the bed and left her sitting there watching while he grabbed his pants off the floor and pulled them on.

			“Hey…” she said. “What happened to doing it again?”

			He turned to find her watching him warily, eyes a wounded dark color, as though his leaving her hurt.

			He desperately wanted to get right back in that bed, but, maybe for the first time ever with Lyndi, he also knew exactly what he was doing. If they slaked their need with marathon sex, she’d call it a day and slam the door in his face on his way out.

			End of story.

			No way was he letting that happen. Now that she was his, even in this one small way—an incredible, drop-to-his-knees-in-thanks kind of way—he had no intention of giving her back. They’d figure it out. All of it.

			But keeping her as his would only work if they both decided to make it work. He couldn’t fight all the stumbling blocks in their way and her at the same time. That meant getting Lyndi out of her own head and out of her own way. And he only had a week to do it. 

			He stalked across the room and she stayed very still, tipping up her chin to face him down, exactly like he knew she would. Levi planted his hands on the bed and pressed a long, tender kiss to her lush mouth. The touch set him to pulsing again.

			With sheer force of will, he shoved away the sensation and drew back, lips hovering over hers, eye to eye so she could see exactly how much he meant this. “I plan to claim your gorgeous body over, and over, and over, until you’re walking sideways. That’s how much I want you.”

			She opened her mouth, but only a squeak emerged, her eyes glowing red with an answering desire. He’d give thanks to the gods later. “But I need you to stop fighting me, fighting this.”

			The glow dimmed and she shook her head as though trying to clear it.

			“You have a week to figure it out.” Hopefully, she did.

			Unable to stop himself, he kissed her again. Fiercely, when what he wanted to do was linger. To take off all his clothes and slip between the decadent sheets just to be able to hold her. 

			She wasn’t there. Yet.

			Gods above, he intended to get her there.

			Because walking away from her was about the hardest damn thing he’d done in a long time.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Tineen Sabre paced through the halls of his mountain, his mind working through the arguments to be made for the proposal he had presented to the Alliance.

			A mating that would be to his political advantage. He needed the council’s blessing.

			This plan was the last positioning move of a carefully played chess game—a critical step in his plans to take down the Huracán team. A multipronged approach of disinformation, escalation, and lies that he’d had his team quietly enacting since this past winter.

			But the mating he’d proposed…this would weigh the game in his favor. He’d make the Huracáns lash out. Make them tip their hands and show their true characters. Then the Alliance would have no choice but to disband and punish them.

			Finally. Something they should have done months ago—years, really—before he’d lost one of his men.

			Tineen hardly heeded his surroundings as he walked. A solid fortress of rock. The headquarters of the Alaz team of enforcers. His enforcers. 

			He had led and fought beside these men for almost two centuries, since the creation of the team, established at the same time as the Alliance. Losing even one of his men was unacceptable in his mind. That was an unforgiveable blow that he laid at the feet of the Huracán enforcers.

			He and his team had been doing their duty, and his man had paid with his life.

			The Alaz team had been sent to help deal with the traitor Rune Abaddon stealing mates. Worse, the woman the Huracáns had been protecting had illegally been mated by Drake Chandali anyway. Putting aside the other mates the Huracáns had illegally claimed, everything about that fight in Yosemite last winter, that entire situation, had been tainted. Stank with the putrid scent of lies and cover-ups.

			Only he couldn’t argue his case. The Alliance had “orders” from the High King himself to keep the Huracáns intact and put Drake in charge.

			Fucking cowards.

			No way had Pytheios dealt with this personally. The council was hiding behind trumped-up orders as an excuse not to have to punish a blood relation of the High King. If the Alliance weren’t going to disband and punish the Huracáns for the results of their decisions, not to mention every traitorous action they’d taken these past few years, then someone had to step up and show them the way.

			He had taken the mantle of that responsibility upon his own shoulders. Unsanctioned and in secret.

			Rounding the corner, Tineen stopped in the doorway to the war room. Every screen showed the various maps of the region his team watched over, monitoring for dragon fire heat signatures anywhere in the central strip of the north American continent. His territory.

			“Leave,” he commanded the enforcer on duty.

			Only the two of them were currently in the mountain, working under a skeleton crew while the rest were on special mission at the Alliance’s orders. Without question, his man obeyed, and Tineen closed the door behind him. Then he punched a series of codes into one of the computers, joining a secure virtual meeting room.

			He was the first to arrive on purpose, allowing him time to stand himself prominently in the screen, hands clasped behind his back, shoulders straight, ready to state his case again, if needed.

			Five minutes later, he hadn’t moved by so much as a twitch when the screen flickered and a room appeared, taking up several screens. The Alliance Council was already assembled around an oval table, facing the camera on their end.

			Comprised of one dragon from each of the clans, no way could he miss the fact that Ogun, the member representing the Green Clan, was missing. Had Mathai figured out that the green dragon was after his position as the leader of the Alliance? Ogun had been arrogant, though loyal to the old regime of kings. He’d been Tineen’s biggest ally in terms of how the Huracáns were handled.

			“Where is Ogun?” he wondered aloud, because not commenting would raise red flags.

			Mathai said nothing.

			“Called back to his king,” Zhuron finally answered. The representative of the Black Clan, Tineen’s clan as well, looked as though he wanted to shift uncomfortably in his seat, face pinched. 

			Ogun seemed to have played himself out of the game. Interesting. And possibly a warning for me.

			“Tineen,” Mathai greeted him coolly, as though he hadn’t spoken at all. The tall, lanky man with a shock of white hair at odds with red-tinted dark eyes showed zero emotion as usual.

			Tineen nodded in return. Then waited. He wasn’t going to start by asking what they had decided. That put him in an immediate position of lesser power. The beggar coming to the table for scraps.

			“You haven’t found Rune Abaddon,” Mathai said.

			Tineen hid a frown. This was not what he’d come to discuss.

			Rune. One more offense to lay at the Huracáns’ feet. Like salt poured into a wound, the Alliance had sent the Alaz team on a fool’s errand, trying to track down their traitor. Tineen’s men were currently supposed to be scattered across the Americas in a fruitless search for a ghost, leaving the Huracáns to guard the western portion of his territory in his team’s absence.

			Fuck that.

			Instead, he’d taken advantage of the order, right under the council members’ noses. What the Alliance didn’t know was that he had given his men a different mission.

			He’d sent them throughout the Huracán territory to the west, stirring up unrest within the dragon colonies throughout, giving those shifters reason to mistrust their local enforcers. Simultaneously, his men had been rounding up the undesirables and illegals—orphans, rogues, and law breakers—that those excuses for enforcers should have dealt with years ago. Clean out the territory and push out the men who had failed in their duties.

			And now to drop the hammer.

			“That is true,” he said to the council now. “Rune has gone quiet.”

			Not entirely a lie. The man hadn’t popped up as far as Tineen knew, not that they’d been actively searching for him.

			Mathai didn’t so much as twitch. “We would like your team to step up your efforts.”

			Tineen narrowed his eyes, debating the merits and impacts of that decision.

			The Rune mission had given him an excuse for his men to be out in the field and in territories other than their own. The Alliance had just given him even more leeway. That noose he was slowly tightening around the Huracáns’ necks was about to get easier to hold on to. Except…the expectations of the Alliance in terms of actually taking down Rune would also increase. “Why?”

			“Because we disagree with your assessment. He’s merely waiting for us to back down. Increasing the pressure may force his hand.”

			No shit. Except drawing that fucker out would be a mistake, inviting a worse retribution. Better to cut the head off a snake before taking the rattles, or he risked getting bit.

			“I see,” he said in his most neutral tone. “I’ll send out orders immediately.”

			Silence fell over the room. Maybe now they would get to the most important point?

			Zhuron flicked Mathai a hesitant glance before addressing Tineen. “Your mating suggestion was one we found quite…noteworthy.”

			“I thought you might.” He allowed himself a small smile.

			They weren’t saying no off the cuff. Already a sign in his favor.

			“Tell me,” Mathai said in that ultra-bored way of his. “What makes you think you are worthy of such an…alliance?”

			Tineen went into the same arguments he’d already posed to most of the Alliance members both when he first proposed this move but also individually since then. Ending with, “I believe my credentials speak for themselves.”

			The alpha of an enforcer team, appointed specially by his king. A black dragon shifter with a connection to royal bloodlines. Even the High King Pytheios himself would see the benefit of such a tie. Especially with the Black Clan now openly siding against him in the Kings’ War. Pytheios would want leadership in that clan tied to himself.

			Mathai lifted a single white eyebrow. “Do you have political plans beyond the reasons you’ve stated so far?”

			Tineen raised his chin. If all went well, not only would the Huracáns be removed and punished, but so would these men. Weak excuses for leaders, all of them. The High King would need someone familiar with the Americas colony to step up. “I’m a fighter,” he demurred. “Always will be.”

			The men in the room exchanged a series of glances. All except Mathai who kept his gaze on Tineen.

			“Very well,” he said. “You have our permission to mate.”

			Gods damned right he did. “And the Mating Council?”

			Mathai waved a hand. “Given the current upheaval in the clans, Pytheios has granted the Alliance in each of their colonies full powers to determine best steps in certain cases.”

			As he’d suspected. The Kings’ War was good for something, it seemed.

			“Excellent.” He cocked his head. “May I share this news with my intended?”

			Beyond a small twitch to his expression that might have been amusement, Mathai merely waved a single hand. “You may not. We’ll observe the traditions properly. As the leader of the Alliance, I’ll be the one to share this news with the female and make the arrangements.”

			“As you wish.”

			Tineen hung up the video call with a tap of his long, tapered finger then stalked from the room, more pleased than he’d anticipated being at this turn of events—expected or not.

			They didn’t know it yet, but the Huracáns were now dead in the water.

			… 

			The second Levi closed the door to his own suite behind him, he was already having doubts about leaving Lyndi on her own to reason herself out of anything good that could happen between them. She never reacted the way he expected. Not once.

			What was he thinking?

			At the same time instinct told him to stick to his guns. He hit the shower in his own room, tugging another one out as the hot water sluiced over his skin and he closed his eyes reliving every single thing he and Lyndi had just done together.

			After dressing, he headed downstairs to find Drake and Finn. The last thing he was going to do was keep this a secret from the men he owed his allegiance to. His teammates had had enough upheaval lately without another surprise.

			Levi moved through the empty family room area and found most of the team still in the massive modern kitchen, all pale gray granite and dark wood cabinets. Rivin was already at the sink, cleaning up. Which meant he and Lyndi had missed breakfast.

			“Hey,” he said. “Where’s Drake?”

			Delaney glanced up from her half-finished plate of chocolate chip pancakes and had to tuck her tawny-colored curls out of her face. “Still downstairs with Finn in the war room,” she answered.

			Levi nodded and grabbed an orange from the basket of fruit on the island, then went to leave.

			“Hold up there, speedy. Where’d you go?” Hall asked. The green dragon was still sitting at one of the stools around the kitchen island. He was watching Levi closely, jet-black brows raised slightly.

			“Showering.” The image of Lyndi, eyes alight and mouth open as she came all over him, had his cock pressing against his zipper uncomfortably.

			Hall leaned back and ran a hand over his short hair, the burr of sound just as annoying as his sarcastic smirk now in full view. “Try again. Anything to share with the team?”

			Damn. He and Lyndi must’ve been louder than he thought, or he still smelled of her. He had to resist the urge to sniff his skin. Instead, Levi shot Hall what was hopefully an easy grin. “Nope.”

			“Not good enough,” Rivin popped off behind him.

			“Not even a little bit,” Keighan chimed in.

			Even Delaney, who’d been studiously pretending not to listen, raised her head.

			He’d expected their good-natured ribbing when this came to light; he just wasn’t in the mood to deal with it right now. Rather than answer, he turned again to leave.

			Kanta didn’t let him walk away. “This is a big deal that could impact the entire team,” he pointed out quietly. “The whole is more than the sum of its parts.”

			Levi stopped in the doorway, then slowly turned to face them, taking in Kanta’s steady expression. 

			“Skip the ancient folksy wisdom, please,” Hall begged.

			“Aristotle is not folksy,” Kanta replied, about as offended as the man ever got.

			Hall ignored him, addressing Levi instead. “The man has a point, though.”

			Kanta was right, of course. Then again, Levi already knew all this. The complications with the team were yet another reason he’d stayed away from Lyndi all these years.

			“It’s beginning stages, so there’s not much to say. Give us space.” He eyed Rivin and Keighan in particular, but also Hall, who could be a sarcastic bastard when he wanted to be.

			“What?” Rivin said, the epitome of innocence.

			“Do not fuck this up for me. She’s skittish enough. In fact, don’t bring this up to her at all.”

			“I’m sure the guys will be…kind,” Delaney assured him, with warning looks of her own for the other men. Her friendship with Lyndi no doubt drove her support of him.

			“She’ll be suspicious if we suddenly aren’t us,” Keighan pointed out, despite both warnings.

			“If you can’t close the deal, man…” Rivin let the thought hang.

			Unbidden, Levi’s dragon let loose a warning growl that had every man in the room tensing, eyes glowing in direct response to a threat.

			“Got it.” Rivin and Keighan straightened at the same time. “Off limits.”

			Almost as one unit, they stood and headed out of the room, Rivin slugging Levi in the shoulder on the way by.

			Hall, however, rubbed at the bump in the bridge of his nose—one Drake had put there with his fists after he learned Hall had been feeding Rune information while they all thought the man a traitor—as though deciding if he wanted to risk rebreaking it. Apparently he needed a longer beat to reel in his instinctive reaction to Levi’s growl. Dragons didn’t respond well to direct challenge, which was what Levi’s dragon had just issued. But eventually Hall followed the others out.

			Kanta, though, risked his neck to come right into Levi’s space, his deep green eyes serious. “Don’t approach this on your own.”

			“Which means what?”

			“This is Lyndi we’re talking about. She’s family. Not some unknown human who we don’t have an emotional attachment to.”

			Levi said nothing, though he listened.

			“Where do you see this headed? You’re out of here soon.”

			Top of the list of his problems.

			Mate, his dragon insisted. Levi rolled his shoulders against the sudden tension that one word sent through him. So damn complicated. “Where this is headed is entirely up to Lyndi.”

			Kanta leaned forward suddenly, in his face. “That’s a bullshit cop-out and you know it.”

			Levi blew out a hard breath. “Yeah. Well…when I figure it out, I’ll let you know.”

			Kanta studied him for a minute then nodded. “Fair enough. I’m an ear when you need one.”

			“Thanks, man.” Levi hardly registered Kanta walking out, leaving him in the quiet, only the hum of the dishwasher interrupting the silence and his own thoughts.

			Delaney suddenly got up, making him jump, because he’d forgotten she was there. “Anything to add?” he asked.

			She shook her head. “You’ll figure it out. Both of you.”

			He wasn’t so sure. “Thanks.”

			With that, Levi headed down the winding staircase to the next level. They had an elevator system too, but none of them liked to take it, except maybe Lyndi and Drake. Red dragons who lived in Everest had no choice—the size of that mountain made elevators the efficient way to travel. But most of their kind avoided the contraptions. Too easy to be trapped. Probably an irrational fear, given their strength, but there you had it. 

			Silence came from the open door to the war room, wafting down the hallway to him. Regardless, he knew the room was not empty. Popping his head around, he found the two men seated in front of the paneled wall of monitors.

			“Any sign that the fire is starting back up?” he asked. 

			Neither man twitched nor even turned to acknowledge him. No surprise there. He hadn’t been quiet about coming down the hall.

			“None,” Finn said.

			Levi stepped closer, casting his gaze over the screens showing the area in Nevada where it had originated. It had been a small flash of a fire but had lit up white on their system that monitored the heat signature. White was damn hot, a sure sign of dragon fire. An interesting trap to attempt, if that’s what it had been.

			“Don’t you have bigger problems?” Drake muttered. Even mating Cami hadn’t changed his grumpy ass. Much. Around her, at least, the red dragon softened.

			He also wasn’t wrong. “I’ll worry about my leaving in a week.”

			Drake grunted. His form of affirmative.

			“What do you need?” Finn asked, swiveling his chair around to ask Levi the question.

			“I wanted to inform both of you that Lyndi and I…”

			Damn.

			He had every intention of being straightforward here but hadn’t thought through the wording.

			Drake swung around sharply from the desk to face him. “You and Lyndi what?”

			“I intend to pursue her. You need to be aware.”

			Nothing from his lover’s brother. A wall of silence. Difficult to discern his reaction when his expression was a perpetual scowl.

			“You wait almost two hundred years to make your move now? When you’ve been called back?” Finn asked. His expression remained neutral, but his tone said it all.

			Levi got quieter in response. “I’m well aware the timing sucks balls.”

			“Understatement of the century.”

			He ignored Drake’s snide aside. “This is the first time she’s indicated she wanted me to make a move.” Of a sort. After all, he wouldn’t have made a move if he hadn’t seen her face after the announcement of his being called back…or her tears.

			“What a dumbass,” Drake muttered under his breath.

			“Fuck off,” Levi said, almost affably and quieter still.

			Drake looked at him closer, seeming to reconsider his approach. A rare thing for him to reconsider anything.

			“Where is this headed?” Finn asked, glancing between the two men.

			Levi dragged his gaze to their leader. “Right now, I have my hands full just getting her not to shut me out completely.”

			“Do you plan to mate her?” Drake asked.

			Finn shot him a look. “When you first started things with Cami could you have answered that question honestly? Even to yourself?”

			Levi let go a silent breath, because Finn was spot on. He wasn’t ready to answer that question. Yes would be the shortest path to the truth. But this was Lyndi. He knew her hang-ups when it came to mating. Everyone knew.

			“So what do you want?” Drake grumbled. “My blessing?”

			“I want no secrets in case this blows up. Consider yourselves informed.”

			Through Drake’s grunt Finn stood up offering a hand and a grin. “Good luck.”

			Yeah. He’d need it.

			… 

			Sneaking around made Lyndi feel like she’d covered herself in baby oil. Just gross and wrong on so many levels. But that’s exactly what she was doing.

			Mind-blowing sex with Levi hadn’t just scratched an itch—it made her burn with a need for more. 

			She’d had other lovers. Few and far between. Many dragons took human lovers while they waited for their mates, and she vaguely knew Levi had from time to time based on subtle comments. None that had made any big impact on him, though. She hadn’t had human lovers. Instead, she’d taken dragon lovers, mostly while she’d lived in Everest. The pickings were fewer out here. Even back then, before Levi, those encounters had felt…hollow. Just a release. Because she was never going to be the woman those men chose. 

			In almost every way, things would be a thousand times easier if what just happened with Levi was the same. A release and move on. But giving herself to him had been nothing like those others.

			Nothing.

			She couldn’t—she shouldn’t—let herself want more. One time was for a small piece of a memory to hold close with fondness after he was gone. More than once, even in the short time they had left, ran the dangerous risk of turning into more than just panty-melting, mouth-watering, heart-pounding sex.

			Life-altering sex, a small voice tacked on.

			She ignored the voice, and taking the coward’s path of avoidance, poked her head into the family room to find most of her boys lounging in front of the TV in various drooping states across the comfy couches. The baseball game they were watching held zero interest, but at least Levi wasn’t in here, which strangely had her both breathing easier and wrestling with a frustrating tweak of disappointment.

			Disappointment was bad. That whispered of a need deeper than orgasms.

			“Hey Lyndi-Loo-Hoo,” Mike sung out, swinging his leg over the arm of the couch. She’d long ago gotten used to his almost pink eyes, which reminded her of an albino mouse and somehow fit his goofy, rarely serious personality perfectly. 

			“Mikey-bo-bikey,” she sang back, trying to sound normal.

			“We’re heading to the house in a bit. It’s Attor’s turn to babysit and we thought we’d go with him. Want to join?”

			Back to her house he meant. The halfway house for dragon shifters—providing motherless dragons in the Americas colonies with a home so they wouldn’t have to go rogue. Orphans weren’t the most stable of shifters, which was why their communities didn’t take them in. Hell, some of those kids, when she’d found them, had been this side of feral, which was why only the oldest and most controlled—Mike, Coahoma, Attor—had been pulled into the enforcer team.

			The other sixteen boys had moved into the headquarters for a short time before Drake had been set as the new alpha by the Alliance. As a visible display to that governing body that the Huracáns were returning to normal, the youngers had moved back to her house.

			Luckily, those still struggling with control had bonded to other boys in the house rather than to her, which meant she wasn’t leaving them vulnerable. And Mike, Coahoma, and Attor traded out with her staying at the house so that an adult was always present.

			Even with the extra help, she tried to go home as often as possible when she wasn’t on call or training with the team. Every time she did, she sort of expected to see the place leveled. As things stood, pigsties were less filthy. She seemed to be the only adult who bothered to enforce chores. It wouldn’t hurt to have a chance to knock the boys into cleaning up under her stricter eye.

			“Sure. Come get me when you go.”

			As casually as she could, she wandered into the kitchen. Delaney and Cami glanced up from where they sat at the long kitchen table with their coffee cups. Despite the length of time she’d spent with the guys on the team through the years, Lyndi had to admit she’d needed these women in her life.

			Delaney was tall and slender, an elegant flier in dragon form, and as brave as anyone Lyndi knew. Beautiful with her dove gray eyes and cream-colored skin that would tint pink over her cheekbones when Finn whispered in her ear—no doubt naughty things—she had survived the loss of her family and believing she’d set fires to their winery until she’d learned she was a dragon shifter.

			Cami, meanwhile, with her dark hair, the smoothest terra-cotta skin, and the deepest brown eyes, was softer, sweeter. Maybe because she’d been raised by a large and loving family. Humans she continued to protect and worry over. Lyndi’s sister-by-blood was exactly what Drake needed to pull him out of his perpetually grumpy state.

			Only Sera was missing, still in hiding with Aidan and her son Blake. Maybe someday all of them would reunite, in safety, without having to keep it a secret.

			This was not that day.

			“Give me one of those,” Lyndi groaned as she made her way to the coffee pot, filling her cup with the needed black brew then stirring in so much cream and sugar it basically turned into dessert.

			She dropped into the chair at the short end between her two friends and buried her face in the mug.

			“Long night?” Delaney asked, eyebrows raised.

			Long life. But right now this was more about needing to find equilibrium and her damn common sense, because Levi leaving her still wanting shouldn’t feel like her life had a gaping, empty hole right in the center. A big fat donut of lonely nothingness.

			Lyndi shrugged. “Eventful. Why?”

			The silence that greeted her question had her glancing up from her mug to find both women studiously avoiding eye contact.

			Oh, shit. Do they know? “Why?” she asked again.

			Delaney blew on her own mug of coffee. “You missed breakfast.”

			“So?”

			“Maybe she took a nap,” Cami said to Delaney.

			“That might explain it,” Delaney mused. “Showers can’t take nearly that long.”

			Oh good grief. “Stop beating around the bush.”

			Delaney grimaced. “We’re sworn to no questions.”

			“No questions?”

			Cami nodded. “Apparently, according to Levi, though I missed it.”

			“I didn’t,” Delaney grumbled.

			“Levi said—” Lyndi cut herself off and closed her eyes. Of course they all knew, and he’d told them to back off.

			“But if you brought it up…” Cami said. “If you wanted to talk about it…” 

			Lyndi sighed. She should tell them. Get advice. “Maybe. Later. Right now I’m…” She shook her head. “I’m still so mixed up in my head, I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

			Delaney reached over and squeezed her hand. “We’re here if you ever need to vent or talk something through.”

			“Thanks.” Lyndi gave them a wan smile.

			“Until then, we’ll pretend those bags under your eyes are from the emergency wakeup call.” Cami winked.

			Lyndi laughed, relief swirling through her even as she pressed a finger under her eyes. Yup. Bags. “Three a.m. did come way too early this morning.”

			Delaney sighed. “I thought we were supposed to have limitless energy as dragon shifters.”

			Lyndi chuckled. “Wouldn’t that be nice? Think of everything we could get done if we didn’t have to bother with sleep at all.”

			Think of all the fucking… Lyndi jerked her thoughts away from that one.

			“Men don’t get it,” Cami said.

			“Nope,” Lyndi and Delaney agreed in unison.

			“How do they have less stuff to do anyway?” Cami demanded. “Our mates are enforcers and I still get more done in a day. I don’t understand what he does with his time.”

			Lyndi grinned. “Drake’s just lazy.”

			Which had Cami choking on her coffee. “Lazy. Oh god. Wait until I tell him that.”

			“He’s heard it from me before.” Lyndi winked.

			Cami wrinkled her nose. “Actually, he’ll probably take it as a challenge and try to prove me wrong in the bedroom.”

			If her expressive dark eyes weren’t glittering with an eager light, Lyndi would’ve laughed. 

			“Prove you wrong about what?” Drake asked as he appeared in the room.

			Finn walked in behind him, followed by Levi, and every cell in Lyndi’s body liquified as her mind was bombarded by memories of what they’d just been doing.

			With effort, she yanked her gaze to her brother. “That you’re as lazy as the day is long.”

			When had she turned into Marilyn Monroe, all breathy?

			Drake didn’t seem to notice. In fact, he didn’t even bother to grunt a response as he headed straight for his mate, straddling her from behind on the bench seat, pulling her back against his chest. He slid a hand up under the fall of her hair, no doubt brushing his thumb over the mating mark at the nape of Cami’s neck that matched his own.

			Lyndi had the same family mark on her neck, that of the Chandali family line. She would never know what it would be like to receive her mate’s mark.

			She slid a glance in Levi’s direction to find him leaning casually in the doorway, arms crossed, stretching out his Hawaiian shirt, with a small, knowing smirk aimed straight at her, his golden eyes glittering, even in the bright kitchen.

			Holy hells, that look.

			Tension rolled through her in the wake of awareness and he hadn’t even touched her, hadn’t come near her. Lyndi averted her gaze and cracked her neck, trying to ease the building pressure. Didn’t help at all.

			Finn, meanwhile, had moved to sit beside Delaney, dropping a possessive kiss on her lips that made her give a hum of satisfaction.

			I need to get out of here.

			Lyndi jumped to her feet so fast her chair tipped over, clattering on the floor way more than was necessary. Levi passed a hand over his mouth that did nothing to hide his delighted grin, which she ignored, moving her glare to the offending piece of furniture as she righted it.

			“I’m going to check on the boys,” she announced to no one in particular, horribly aware that they all stared at her with varying expressions of whatever.

			Levi came off the doorframe, amusement gone. “That’s not a good—”

			He choked off the words at her scowl. “I’ll be back before dark.”

			Not waiting for commentary, because she damn well didn’t need anyone’s permission to visit her own home, she sailed past Levi and out of the room.

			“Ready?” she called to her boys.

			Mike perked up from his spot. “I thought you were waiting for us?”

			Lyndi playfully batted his swinging leg off the arm of the couch. “I need to be back before dark.”

			“Women. Always changing the rules.” Mike shook his head as he unfolded his tall, lanky length from where he lounged. “Am I right?”

			“Only if you want to get hit,” Coahoma said, ever the sensible one, smoothing back a shock of white hair that tended to flop into his eyes.

			Attor, almost as tall as Levi these days, also lumbered up.

			“Oh, I have better ways of teaching lessons than physical violence.” Lyndi smiled sweetly and laughed when Mike made a show of gulping down fear and shaking in his vintage combat boots.

			Two seconds before all three boys’ gazes shifted to over her shoulder, the fine hairs on the back of her neck shot up with electric tension, the sensation feathering down her spine.

			“Got room for one more?” Levi asked from directly behind her, oh so casual and not fooling her a bit. Only now the overprotective babysitter thing was combined with the fucking her thing and twisting up inside her head.

			“Yeah, man,” Attor answered, as eager as he ever got.

			Lyndi hid a wince.

			Outside the bedroom, the man still seemed determined to treat her like a precious jade figurine. Beautiful to look at, but breakable. Better to just stuff her up on a shelf where she’d be safe. 

			Lyndi would’ve said no, except Attor, as a gold dragon, practically worshipped the ground Levi stomped on. Her gentle, quiet boy was one of the youngest she’d found long ago, though he’d grown up and turned into a gibberish spouting puppy around Levi. No way would she deny Attor time with his hero.

			“We’ll take two cars,” she said, doing her best to hide her resignation. Then waited for her self-designated bodyguard to announce that he’d drive her.

			“I’ll follow you.” Not waiting for her to respond, he headed to the foyer, hitching his chin at Attor to join him.

			Lyndi blinked after his retreating back. That was…different. Maybe sex had mellowed him out? Sure, he was butting in and coming with her, but not insisting on driving was at least a step in the right direction.

			“You coming?” Mike paused at her side to ask, searching her face as though trying to determine if she was all right.

			“Yeah.” She waved him ahead, happy to let all of the men get well ahead of her until she was alone with her thoughts.

			As soon as she passed into the hotshot crew building on the surface, she turned the corner by the row of lockers painted with flames and each with the name of an enforcer. Levi stepped into view and she only had time to gasp as he snagged her by the hand and scooted her backward until he had her up against the lockers.

			“What do you—”

			He took one quick glance over his shoulder, then shut her up with a kiss that chased her breath and her reason far away. Large hands at her hips gripped and lifted so that she had to curl one leg around him just to hold on.

			As quickly as it started, he ended it, pulling back, shoulders rigid as he stared at her. Slowly, he shook his head. “I needed that,” he whispered, low enough that the shifters outside wouldn’t catch the actual words. “You taste like…” He licked his lips. “Ambrosia.” Then he gave a slow, sexy smile of utter satisfaction, even as his hands kneaded into her skin.

			The remaining air in her lungs deserted her. Maybe because honesty would have had her agreeing if she’d had anything in her lungs left for words, and she wasn’t ready for whatever this was.

			But you want it, her dragon was pushing from the other side. You want him.

			Not that this could go anywhere.

			Levi had apparently taken her shocked silence as a positive sign, because he grinned suddenly, eyes twinkling at her with something close to tenderness. 

			A spurt of answering fear drilled into her spine.

			“You’re leaving.” The words left her mouth on the sound of accusation.

			But instead of frowning or backing off, his eyes glowed hotter. “Not yet, I’m not.”

			Before she could react, he pulled her off the lockers and smacked her ass to get her moving. “Let’s go. You can yell at me later after you’ve thought about it.”

		


		
			Chapter Five

			Good thing he’d decided to drive separately. One taste wasn’t nearly enough.

			It took the entire thirty minutes driving the long way to Lyndi’s home, rather than flying directly there, to ease his hard-on into something not excruciating or tent-pole obvious. Concentrating on the twisting roads that led from the highway to the house helped a small amount. Lyndi’s massive home came into view around the last bend. Nothing ostentatious. In fact, it always appeared to be slightly run-down, but large, nonetheless. It had to be. She currently housed almost twenty boys, ranging in ages from young to fully grown, like Attor beside him.

			Each one the sad result of the dangerous life dragon shifters led—often thanks to their own natures and infighting, but also due to fighting other paranormal creatures.

			“The roof needs repairing,” he said.

			“The whole place needs repairing,” Attor stated simply.

			Levi frowned, casting his gaze over the structure with a more critical eye. Had they allowed Lyndi’s place to crumble while they’d sunk the money they received from the Alliance, distributed by the clans, into their mountain stronghold? Of course, that’s what the money was designated for. He doubted the Alliance would take kindly to it being used for other things. Especially not orphans.

			He turned off the truck but sat still, taking a beat.

			“Levi?” Attor said beside him, hand on the door handle.

			“This is an important place, isn’t it?” He turned to find Attor watching him closely and raised his eyebrows, making sure the younger man knew he was seriously asking the question.

			“I can’t speak for the others,” Attor said slowly. “But this place saved my life.”

			Levi nodded, the unalterable sincerity in the younger dragon’s voice impossible to misinterpret. Attor wasn’t given to exaggeration, either. But he didn’t need the boy to share his life story. He already knew it. He’d helped Lyndi bring many of these boys here.

			Fear directed decisions more than just about any other emotion, Levi had found over the years. So, sadly, young dragons who were left to fend for themselves had only one option. Turn rogue and try to go it alone. Usually that ended in death.

			Lyndi gave these kids hope and risked her life without pausing to consider the consequences to herself, only to the boys.

			His gaze followed her as she got out of her car. A shorter, more petite, and much prettier version of Drake, with her sandy complexion, smooth and tawny with a rose gold undertone, reflecting the Chandali ancestry—an ancient Asian lineage going back millennia. Her ass was encased in her preferred jeans and paired with a top that had a low V-neck in the back, which made him want to touch. She let herself into the house, Mike and Coahoma on her heels. 

			His complicated lover with a heart as generous as any he’d encountered, bigger than an ocean, and just as turbulent. Just as treacherous for any man who dared to love her. Damned if he wasn’t going to learn to negotiate her currents. The ebbs and flows. Even the tidal waves.

			Even if he had to do it from the clans. Dragons lived a long time. Maybe they could make the distance work until he could return?

			“We would never let anything happen to her.”

			He turned to regard Attor again, finding the younger dragon dead serious and suddenly not the eager pup who followed him around, but a man in his own right. “I believe you.”

			Attor’s shoulders eased from the taut way he’d been holding himself. Why did it feel like he’d just won Attor’s trust when he’d thought all along he already had it?

			“Come on.” Levi got out. “What’s the worst that needs fixing?” he asked on the way to the door.

			“The kitchen sink. It won’t stop dripping. Apparently, it keeps the younger boys up half the night because they can’t shut down their enhanced hearing. Elijah has taken to sleeping in the trees a mile away.”

			Of all the boys, Elijah disliked being cooped up in the house most, though they’d hoped he’d grow out of it now that he was in his early teens. Levi nodded. “On it.”

			Lyndi was nowhere to be found when he walked inside. Consisting of four levels, the stucco house was built into the side of a mountain, the front door entering on what was technically the second floor. Immediately, he took his shoes off, a hard and fast rule in Lyndi’s home—something to do with dirty boys who tracked in mud if left to their own devices as well as a cultural act in her human lineage—and left them by the door.

			“The tools are in the laundry room,” Attor said, then disappeared in the direction of the rowdy voices coming from one floor up. 

			Her boys were excited to see her home. Levi could tell based on the words bouncing down the wood stairs with their modern wire and pine railings. Those boys adored her. Levi didn’t blame them.

			“…and we’re going to clean this place top to bottom…” Her words reached him followed by a collective groan.

			“I’ll start on my room.” Marin, the youngest of the group, was still eager to please Lyndi. Not too long before he hit the age where he was too cool to do that anymore.

			But he rushed off, the sound of his feet fading deeper into the house.

			His dragon tried to push him up those stairs, actually taking control for a quick second, before Levi snatched it back through sheer will. “We have other things to work on,” he told his creature half.

			A shake of his head and a snort came back.

			Giving Lyndi even a tiny bit of space had gotten a hell of a lot harder in the hours since claiming her body, his dragon turning annoyingly possessive and not wanting to share her, even with the boys. Levi forced himself to go down to the first level where the laundry room was housed. A quick search turned up exactly one set of pliers, one hammer, a few nails, and a bucket. 

			Unacceptable. He made a mental note to bring a fully loaded toolbox and show the boys how to use the things in it.

			Back up in the kitchen, he got to work.

			“Hey Lyndi, ask Elijah what he learned in school yesterday,” one of the boys’ voices floated down the stairs and into the kitchen. An older boy. William most likely. He was the tease of the group. The instigator. The underlying laughter practically painted a grin on the kid’s face.

			For the most part, dragon shifters taught their own young. But Lyndi had insisted she wasn’t qualified by temperament alone to teach anyone a darn thing. So she sent her younger boys off to the public human schools in the area.

			“It was about sex.” Elijah’s comment set the others off, laughter filling the house. No doubt the boy, the “quiet thinker” Levi had dubbed him, was bright red with embarrassment by now.

			“Oh?” This from Lyndi. Playing it cool.

			Lying on his back, his head stuck in the cabinet as he looked up at the piping for the sink, Levi paused.

			“Did you know there’s four kinds of sex?” Elijah’s voice, slightly faster, demanded. “Manual, like by yourself. Regular sex. Anal. And oral.” He paused. “Oral, Lyndi, oral.” Elijah’s voice cracked and then he made a gagging sound. The disgust came through loud and clear.

			Levi choked back a laugh.

			“Oral is grosser than anal?” Lyndi asked, a quiver to her own voice, though she otherwise seemed to be taking this seriously. “There’s poo involved with anal.”

			A collective groan of grossed-out boys toppled down two flights of stairs and Levi barked a laugh. Well, when she put it like that… But anal had other appeals. If she wasn’t initiated, he’d be happy to introduce her.

			And, just like that, he was back to hard as dragonsteel. Levi grunted and adjusted his crotch.

			“Someone puts their mouth on your penis.” Elijah again, uber-serious and apparently still hung up on the oral.

			“That’s what the teacher told you?” Lyndi asked slowly.

			William’s snigger was followed by silence that no doubt included glaring from the younger boy.

			“Wait, there’s more?” Elijah must’ve caught the hesitation in her voice.

			“Well, the reason you’re being taught this in school at your age is because, other than the…errr…manual version, humans can get STIs from all methods. Dragon shifters are safe because of our advanced healing as far as that goes…but we’ve talked about my expectations.”

			She paused and he could just picture the set stare she’d be sending not only Elijah, but all the boys in the room. The uncomfortable gap of silence told him he was right.

			Levi had always appreciated how Lyndi treated her boys like adults. Their initiation into abandonment and having to fend for themselves before she found them meant they’d grown up a hell of a lot faster than most. She didn’t treat them like babies to be coddled or cushioned, like most humans did these days. Though she did protect them with the ferocity of the dragon she was, determined to give them a better life than they’d been served up until now. She was straight with them, the way she was with everyone else.

			Just one of the many reasons her boys loved her.

			“You younger dudes shouldn’t have to think about this yet. But…if you’re even thinking of getting physical with someone else…” she told them.

			Curiosity had Levi levering up to his elbows and he smacked his head on the lower hanging disposal. Rubbing at the spot, he still listened intently. 

			“You come to me first. Uneducated and unprepared is what?”

			A pregnant pause and a few twitters, likely the older boys. They stopped, no doubt shushed by a look from her.

			“A good way to die,” Elijah mumbled, doubt rife in his voice.

			Levi recognized Lyndi’s catchphrase with the boys about everything.

			“What if you lose control and use your fire?” 

			Silence filled the room. He could picture Lyndi, surrounded by boys of varying ages, nodding sagely. “When you’re old enough, we’ll have a longer talk about this. Including why sex is not just about you.”

			“Can’t wait,” Elijah grumbled. Then, in a helpful tone, “But you should definitely talk to Mike and the older boys now, though. This sounds important.”

			His older brothers groaned.

			“Awww, Lyndi-Loo-Hoo.” This from Mike. “We don’t need to talk about anything. We know what we’re doing.”

			Lyndi snorted. “I seriously doubt that. Most women haven’t figured their bodies out, and most men, in my experience, don’t know their ass from their elbow when it comes to making a woman feel good.”

			A low growl shot from Levi before he could yank it back. Loud enough that the conversation upstairs shut off abruptly.

			Damn.

			But she’d better not be talking about him. He’d felt her pleasure contracting around his cock, squeezing his own orgasm from him like a fucking constrictor, heard it in her voice and the moans he’d pulled from her with every touch, every inch he’d fed her.

			“We’re not even…” Mike again, sheepish now, caught out in his bravado. “You don’t have to worry, because we’re not.”

			How could she doubt that she’d raised responsible boys? Levi chuckled and got back to work on the sink.

			“Fine but we will talk about this later,” Lyndi said. “How’s school going otherwise?” 

			The question had the boys off down other topics. Most of them damn funny to be a fly under the sink for. Especially Lyndi’s responses. For a woman who talked about how she’d never felt accepted by her people, treated as an oddity or a burden, she’d certainly found her niche here with the other outcasts, as she jokingly called them.

			Levi frowned over the word in his head, turning it over like a garden rock to examine the underside where the dirt and pests hid in the dark.

			Outcast.

			Without her joking lilt, the word turned ugly. Right up there with shunned or even rogue. It meant she’d felt isolated. Alone.

			Something Levi had never dealt with. As the son of one of the upper class, though not remotely close to royal lines, he’d been born with expectations. He’d grown into a damn good fighter, particularly skilled with fire, and had been given the honor of being named by his king as an enforcer.

			A man who was now dead… Long live the new ruler, even if Brand had called his ass back. His entire life Levi had been not only accepted, but praised, lifted up as a shining example of an honorable and skilled dragon shifter.

			Not Lyndi.

			The image of her living with the Red Clan in Mt. Everest, and the treatment she’d no doubt received there—ignored, set aside, devalued—set his bones on edge, his dragon pushing at him from inside.

			Female-born dragon shifters were rare. Maybe even more so than phoenixes these days given that the firebirds kept crawling out of the woodworks.

			“What do you think you’re doing under there?”

			Levi jerked up at the sound of Lyndi’s demand and smacked his head into the disposal. Good thing he had a hard head.

			He ducked and sat up out of the cabinet to find her standing at his feet, legs apart, arms crossed. “Fixing a leaky sink,” he said.

			“Who asked you to?”

			He raised his eyebrows. “Does it not need fixing? Don’t be a grump, Lyndi.”

			Her cat-like eyes narrowed, and damn if she wasn’t adorable. “I’m not being a grump.”

			“You just don’t like other people helping because you want to prove you can do it yourself. Is that it?”

			Her lips twitched, just a quiver, but he caught it.

			In a swift move, he lifted both hands and tapped the backs of her knees so that they buckled and she fell forward, dropping to straddle him. He caught her by the waist so she wouldn’t get hurt, lowering her the last bit slowly.

			Hands on his chest, where she’d caught herself, the touch a firebrand through his shirt, she stared at him with wide eyes, lips parted, and he grinned, waiting for it.

			“Let me go,” she whispered, hardly a sound. “The boys.”

			He cocked his head. “That’s all you’re worried about?”

			“We shouldn’t—”

			He didn’t even let her get through the word, using his hands at her waist to press her down into the hard bulge of his erection, grinding up into her and throbbing harder at the shuddering gasp that escaped her.

			“I don’t like that word,” he growled.

			“There’s a lot of reasons why,” she insisted. She wasn’t wrong. But she also didn’t move away. That alone was a thousand percent progress in the right direction.

			“It’s important that you keep me honest.”

			Black eyebrows winged up. “Honest?”

			He nodded. “By making sure I know my ass from my elbow when it comes to making you co—”

			She surged forward and slapped both hands down on his mouth. “Don’t even think of finishing that sentence.”

			Levi chuckled then planted a tender kiss on her palm. Her springtime scent was starting to get to him. With one hand he pulled her hands away then drew one of her fingers into his mouth, sucking gently, captivated by the way her breathing synced to his rhythm, her breasts shifting with each inhalation, followed by a tiny rocking motion of her body that might just embarrass them both if she kept it up.

			With reluctance, he let her finger go. “Lyndi, if you keep looking at me like you want to lick me in return, I might just let you. Stretch those pretty lips around my thick cock like we did this morning and be damned to whoever walks in here.” He made sure to say it low enough that none of the boys might actually overhear. Just her.

			“Holy shit.” Lyndi smacked him in the chest by way of shoving herself off his body and backed up.

			Levi just grinned and leaned back, hands linked behind his head. “What? Too soon?” He only had a week. He didn’t have time to wait any longer.

			She just shook her head. “Too everything.” 

			She spun and headed for the door. “After you finish the sink, the one in the third-floor bathroom needs a look,” she called over her shoulder.

			Then disappeared. Running as usual. Someday, he wanted to see her run to him, rather than away.

			Claim, his dragon rumbled, a questioning inflection at the end.

			For two centuries, between Levi shutting down his instincts and Lyndi shutting him out at every turn, the strength of that initial gut instinct had waned through the years.

			But it had never gone away fully. No wonder his dragon was confused as fuck.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			Lyndi hated being separated from her boys. Every time she drove or flew away, she worried that she was leaving them vulnerable. Attor was there, or someone else, always. But still…

			Despite “traditionalists” not being happy about them, technically her boys weren’t rogues. They lived with a large group of their kind—basically a colony by themselves. They should be safe, but the inherent biases demonstrated by the Alaz team and the Alliance didn’t make Lyndi feel safe. Not by a long shot.

			It scared the hell out of her that someday, someone might come for them.

			What if she wasn’t here when it happened? She’d agreed to join her brother and the team, training to acquire all the skills of an enforcer, just so she could protect her boys better when this was all over. But if she was away doing her job, what if she failed the most important people in her life?

			“Hey.” Levi—driving them both home in the truck this time, leaving Attor, as well as Mike and Coahoma home with the boys for the night—swept a hand up under her hair to give her neck a light squeeze. “They’re going to be okay.”

			How did he know?

			Lyndi turned her head in the dimming light of oncoming evening, bathing them both in a soft golden glow, and caught his swift smile.

			“I have no idea what goes through that stubborn head most of the time,” he said, “but your boys will always come first. It doesn’t take a genius to guess your worries, Lyndi-Loo-Hoo.”

			“Don’t call me that,” she grumbled.

			He blinked, though he kept his eyes on the road. “Why not?”

			“That’s what my boys call me.”

			“And?”

			“You’re not one of my boys.” Why was she making a big deal out of this? If anything, the protest would give him a little too much insight into where her head was at.

			Levi was quiet for a moment. “I’ll just have to come up with my own name for you,” he finally said.

			He hadn’t taken his hand from her neck. Now he wound his fingers into her hair and across the base of her scalp, the action almost hypnotic, and she leaned into the touch.

			“Such as?” She shouldn’t be encouraging him. Should make him stop touching her.

			“Hot Stuff?” he suggested.

			She snorted. “Only if you want a hard slap.”

			“Lolli?”

			“What?” She wrinkled her nose.

			“As in lollipop, because I want to suck you like one.”

			“Um…gross.” She should not get wet at the thought, but she was just the same. He’d scent her need any second.

			“No to Lolli,” he murmured to himself. “What about Duchess? You do come from a royal line after all.”

			“And I’d rather not be reminded of that fact. It took me a full decade to convince Pytheios that I wasn’t worth using as political currency. That I’d make any mate’s life a living hell. It’s part of why he didn’t demand I return when I came here with Drake. But he could change his mind any time.”

			Levi frowned. And no wonder. She’d never, in two hundred years, shared that information. “He wanted to use you as a pawn?”

			She shrugged. “The Chandali name is apparently the only thing of use about me.”

			“Bullshit,” he snapped, his hand in her hair clenching suddenly, giving her a stinging tug, and she gasped.

			Immediately he let up. “Sorry,” he muttered, soothing her scalp by returning to the massage. “I hate it when you describe yourself that way. The boys would hate it, too.”

			“I know. I don’t do it around them.” It really upset the little buggers, she’d learned over the years. But Levi? He knew the lay of the land as well as she did, so why should he be bothered?

			“So no to Duchess.” Suddenly he grinned. “I know just the thing.”

			She shouldn’t be curious, and she definitely shouldn’t give him the satisfaction of asking. Lyndi clamped down on her lips to stop herself. Then sighed. Curiosity had always been one of her vices. “What?”

			“Uh-uh.” He shook his head as he pulled the truck into the spot reserved for this particular vehicle, around the back of the training facility. “You’ll have to wait to find out.”

			“Has anyone ever told you that you’re annoying?” she asked. But the usual bite was missing from the question, because, for once, she couldn’t make herself be annoyed.

			That realization simmered inside her, like a kettle put to boil just about to whistle. Getting annoyed with him hadn’t been hard to do before. Why? Just because they’d finally scratched an itch? Sex shouldn’t make this much difference.

			Which means it’s worse. Just like you knew it would be.

			“Only you.” His copper-colored eyes, always a point of fascination for her even when she couldn’t stand him, twinkled at her. He deliberately held back whatever nickname he’d come up with. Just to tease her, she had no doubt.

			“You realize I can come up with a nickname for you, too. Right?”

			A slow grin that had her stomach flipping over in her tummy, like a dog exposing its belly for a rub, took over his expression, eyes turning darker as his gaze dropped to her lips. “You can call me whatever you want to call me. Although a few things I hope you’ll call me top the list.”

			Just to escape the tension clotting the entire cab of the truck—either that or jump his bones—she popped the handle and hopped out. “Tempting,” she mused as he got out and walked beside her. “There are so many ways I could go.”

			He said nothing, obviously waiting for her first shot.

			Normally she would’ve started listing out slightly mean words like dickhead, or… She bit her lips as nothing came to her other than dickhead. Okay. So suddenly her mind was shutting down, because, for some inexplicable reason, she didn’t want to be mean to Levi. Lyndi scoured her imagination, but that wasn’t helping much.

			“I mean there’s the obvious, like…dickhead.” Dammit. She had not meant that to come out.

			“Be nice,” he admonished gently. Then chuckled. “Although, now that you’ve experienced that particular…errrr…part of my anatomy, I guess I could take it as a compliment.”

			Heat flared up her neck and into her cheeks, because now she was thinking of exactly how that word could become an endearment between them.

			She shook it off. “I could call you clown.” Of the members of the Huracáns he was the one with a solid sense of humor. Not goofy like Rivin and Keighan, though. More like he refused to let his being a hard-as-nails warrior change his personality, which seemed to lean toward naturally optimistic. And a big fat tease. At least clown was a nicer, less suggestive term.

			“What? Funny how? Like I’m a clown? Like I amuse you?” Levi immediately asked in his best Joe Pesci impersonation. He held open the door to the training room and waved her inside.

			Lyndi chuckled despite herself. “Or I could go with something embarrassing like monkey butt, or sparkles…or nugget.”

			“Nugget?”

			They passed behind the lockers, through the bunk room that never got used, only there as a prop for the humans who might happen by, and into the kitchenette. “You know, like a gold nugget.”

			He scrunched up his face in distaste. “You’re right. That’s way worse than dickhead.”

			She slapped her palm on the scanner, opening the sliding door into the mountain, and grinned. “Hey, you started this.” She let a sly expression slip over her features. “Or maybe I’ll treat you like one of the boys. Call you Rowtag.”

			“No thanks.” Immediate and definitive. 

			Good. She didn’t want him being one of the boys, either, though she wasn’t willing to examine that need any closer. “Hmmm…I’ll have to think about it more.”

			“Think about what?” Rivin popped out of his door, the first at the top of the stairs, to ask as they entered the foyer. Like a freaking jack rabbit.

			“A nickname for Levi.”

			“I didn’t say nickname,” he protested immediately. “I said endear—”

			“What do you think of Nugget?” She hastened to cut him off. The last thing she needed right now was everyone knowing they were together.

			Sleeping together, she mentally corrected, then just as swiftly mentally adjusted that to fucking.

			Fucked, she altered it again. Once. That was it. He’d be gone in a week and it would be over.

			But do I really want that to be it? a small voice whispered. When all I have is a few more days with him?

			Who knew if, once he was back in the bosom of the clans, he’d ever return? Hell, he could be killed in the fighting. Reports of battles and losses had been vague, but not good. Her dragon pushed her to grab on to the man with both hands and not let go.

			If she wasn’t standing in front of Levi, Rivin, and now Keighan who’d come from Rivin’s room where no doubt they’d been getting up to something kinky, as it suddenly smelled like sex in here, she would’ve dropped her head in her hands at the mental contortions she was putting herself through. What is wrong with me?

			“Nugget!” Rivin crowed. “Love it.”

			“Classic,” Keighan said. “Gold dragon, totally get it.”

			Levi lifted a single eyebrow. Though his expression remained pleasant, there was no doubt that was a warning.

			“Maybe not?” Keighan looked to Rivin who just shrugged.

			“I’m surprised Lyndi didn’t come up with something meaner,” he said.

			“She did start out with dickhead,” Levi mused, sliding her a glance filled with teasing trouble. “But we both agreed that wasn’t…”

			Oh gods, what was he going to say?

			“Appropriate.”

			She let go a silent breath and gave her head a miniscule shake that only Levi would catch. The way his grin widened just slightly, he definitely did.

			“Huh. Okay.” Rivin and Keighan both frowned, glancing between them. “Well, Deep showed up right before you got back. We’re headed to the kitchen where he’s meeting with Finn.”

			Lyndi and Levi both straightened. “Why didn’t you say so?” Levi asked, all business in a blink, grin gone and shoulders tense.

			“I just did,” Keighan tossed back as they descended the stairs then walked through the family room, now empty. No doubt everyone in the mountain wanted to hear from Deep.

			They were the last to crowd into the oversize kitchen. She was going to make her way to Delaney and Cami who sat at the long table with Deep, Finn, and Drake, only Levi snagged her by the wrist and tugged her sideways to stand directly in front of him.

			He let go immediately, but she didn’t argue or move away. Couldn’t. Her dragon wouldn’t let her, as though she wanted to be around the gold goliath. With way less reluctance than she was willing to cop to, Lyndi stayed where she was, horribly conscious of him at her back. His heat, the smoke and brandy scent of him, his size—like gravity pulling her into his orbit.

			Then Deep, who sat right where she could see him, nodded at something Finn had been saying as they entered, and she focused, instead, on him.

			“I’m not going to sugarcoat this,” he said. “It’s rough out there and getting worse.”

			… 

			Levi shifted his gaze from Lyndi’s stiff back and the strange urge to hook a finger through hers where her hands remained loose at her sides. Instead, he focused on the man who’d been the original alpha of the Huracán enforcer team, now semi-retired.

			A familiar ease settled over Levi, despite Deep’s unsettling words.

			With his craggy dark skin, reddish-brown eyes clouded with age, a shock of white hair, and steady demeanor, his old mentor was familiar in a way that bred a certain air of trust. Even now, if Deep had decided to issue an order, the original Huracáns—Levi, Finn, and Rune, had he been here—would no doubt have snapped to obey. Drake, too, though he’d joined the team a little later.

			After retiring, Deep and Calla had moved to their cabin. All the men had private cabins. The pair also lived and worked among the humans in whatever role gave Deep the most chance of helping the enforcers. These days, that was as the California State Fire Marshal. He directed the Huracáns from behind the scenes at larger fires where human crews were involved and helped cover their tracks when needed.

			But since Drake’s mating, Deep had been doing something else.

			“How ugly?” Finn demanded.

			Deep cleared his throat. “From what I can tell, a group—or a few different groups—claiming to be enforcers is hitting settlements throughout our territory. The way they deal with each group is different, but the results are the same—growing distrust for us, beyond what the upheaval in the clans would cause.”

			Drake’s snarl from the corner he’d stuffed himself into echoed Levi’s dragon who set to rumbling inside him.

			“Any idea who?” Finn asked.

			Deep canted his head. “I have yet to see them in person. But they are cracking down on everything—mates, the setup of living quarters to fool humans, orphaned dragons. And…”

			“And?” Levi asked, voice all dragon. Can’t shift in here, he warned his animal side. The creature, with Lyndi’s scent in his nostrils, was turning dangerously protective.

			“Many I spoke with have caught a single name. Roan.”

			The beta to the Alaz team? Or another dragon by the same name? What would the Alaz team—who were supposed to be out hunting down Rune—be doing stirring up trouble and making it worse? Like the Huracáns, they were sworn to uphold law and order. There seemed to be no sense to it.

			“Fuck,” Finn muttered, running a hand through his hair.

			In front of Levi, Lyndi crossed her arms, no doubt thinking of both her boys and the new one they’d been trying to track recently. If these dragons were after orphans, that wasn’t good.

			“In the settlements that haven’t broken any laws, these imposters are claiming to be sent by the Alliance, planting stories about how our team is no longer sanctioned, all of you rogue. Seeds of distrust that I can’t un-sow. Not as the former alpha of the team. The distrust runs too deep.”

			If trust was eroding, they were fucked. A descent of dragon shifters into lawlessness—or worse, having the people they were sworn to serve come after them—was a no-win situation.

			Drake shook his head. “If Roan is with the Alaz, this will either get worse or better.”

			“Why?” Deep asked.

			“The Alliance has ordered them to step up their hunt for Rune,” Drake said. “Maybe they won’t have time to keep fucking with the people in our territory.”

			“Or, if this is them, they just got permission to be here more,” Levi muttered.

			Deep, as exhausted as Levi had ever seen the man, traced a long gash in the kitchen table—one put there when Hall and Drake had one of their misunderstandings—with the tip of his finger. “My going to each group to tell them our side of the story and warn them away from the Alliance or the other two enforcer teams isn’t going to work at this rate. Not with the distrust already out there. It’s our word against whoever is going behind our backs, and we all still answer to the clans. If we go against the Alliance…”

			Damn.

			Deep’s idea of touching base personally with each individual family and colony and working his way through their territory had seemed brilliant. At the very least, they could warn their people to batten down the hatches and prepare for a shit ton of uncertainty as the kings and clans were clearly working through a massive coup and organizational overhaul. The colonies would be the last to benefit from their attention, which meant holding strong until then.

			The Huracáns had no intention of abandoning the people they’d sworn to watch over. Had watched over for centuries. This was who they were.

			“What do we do?” Finn asked.

			Bushy white eyebrows lowered over a blaze of red in Deep’s eyes. “We don’t quit. I don’t quit. I’m going to keep reaching out. I don’t give a fuck what clan they hail from…”

			Different than the clans, dragon color here in the Americas had come to matter less and less over centuries of blended communities. Some of the settlements did stay true to clan and color, but most found benefit in the different skills and perspectives each offered. Like his team, each group was family. Levi couldn’t picture a world without these men and women—not a single other one from his clan—in his life.

			Gods, without Lyndi in his life…

			How the hell can I leave them in the middle of this? The betrayal of what he was being forced to do cut deep in a thousand different slices.

			Deep slammed a fist on the table. “These are our people. Those we’ve sworn to protect and defend.”

			And police. Not always making them popular.

			They all nodded, silence turning into another presence in the room. Even Rivin and Keighan remained solemn.

			“What else can we do?” Drake asked.

			“We keep watching for fires from here,” Finn said. “Start sending more of us out to the groups closer to the mountain. In pairs, just to be safe.”

			“How about we try to find the group that attacked us last night?” Lyndi said. “If we can find them, maybe they can tell us more.”

			Deep looked at her, gaze suddenly deeper red. “What group?”

			“They set a fire, a trap for enforcers. But we got the sense that we weren’t the ones they were after because they scattered.”

			Their old alpha looked to Finn and Drake, who nodded. Then Drake shot a look at his sister. “You said you caught the direction they were headed?”

			She nodded.

			Levi came off the wall, which brought him closer to Lyndi, his hands going to her hips without thought. Not to move her, though. Almost to keep her closer. He didn’t like where this was going.

			“Good,” said Deep. “I want you out there come nightfall, Lyndi, showing me the way.”

			Levi hooked one finger in her back belt loop, as though tethering himself to her, and opened his mouth to protest, but Finn cut him off with a sharp glance. “Take Levi with you.”

			“But—” Lyndi’s protest was also cut off at a glance from Finn. “Fine.”

			Deep nodded, seeming satisfied with the plan. “Which brings me to a related item… I’d like Calla to go stay with Rune.”

			Levi went rigid, as did every other person in the room. “Whoa. With Rune? That seems like a perception issue. We’re the only ones who don’t see him as a traitor.”

			It had to be fucked up out there if Deep was contemplating a move like that.

			Deep pinned them with a blazing look that said he’d made up his mind. “Officially, she’s going back to Everest to get word directly from King Pytheios, so don’t worry about perception.”

			“Why Rune? Why not here?” Drake asked.

			“Because Rune will keep her hidden. Here she’s exposed, and it would give the Alliance one more reason to wonder at our allegiances and actions.”

			All true.

			But sending Calla so far away when the devoted mates hadn’t separated since their finding each other almost a thousand years prior? Hell, Deep’s decision—from a man who had dared to bring her over to an unknown land, but now wouldn’t risk her sticking around their territory—said more than enough.

			Levi glanced over Lyndi’s head, his gaze connecting first with Finn, then with Drake, and knew they were both thinking the same thing. Should they send their mates away, too?

			Then Drake shot a silent, pointed glance at Lyndi before cocking his head in a barely there move that Levi still caught. Levi gave the same pointed glance to Cami then Delaney, and Drake’s mouth flattened. Message sent and received. No telepathy needed.

			None of the women would allow themselves to be shuffled off to relative safety. They’d fight, too. No way would Cami leave her human family behind. No way would Lyndi leave her boys. And neither Cami nor Delaney would want to leave their mates, or, for that matter, let the team risk their lives while they hid and waited. That was for damn certain. They shouldn’t even bother to bring it up as an option, or they’d risk getting their balls chopped off. 

			He didn’t realize he’d dug his fingers into the soft flesh of Lyndi’s hip until she shifted subtly under his grip.

			“Sorry,” he muttered.

			Forcibly, he tried to relax, though he didn’t let go. His dragon was wound too tight to do that. One tussle in her bedroom, and the creature side of him had claimed her as theirs, marked his stamp of possession on her metaphorically, since they couldn’t physically. She was his.

			And you’re leaving like an asshole. Desperation was starting to set in around that reality, sinking its claws in deep. He couldn’t leave her. Couldn’t leave the team, either.

			Needing to settle the beast inside him, Levi snuck his thumb under the gap between her shirt and jeans, whispering the pad over her bare skin.

			His dragon curled up, content.

			Levi’s dick, on the other hand, now pulsed in time to his heartbeat. In time to hers. This close, he could hear it, higher pitched than his and slightly faster than normal.

			“I need to rest before I go back out.” Deep stood from the kitchen table, and everyone else moved with him.

			Except Levi, who froze with the realization that he’d been so intent on that tiny touch and the sound of her heart that he’d missed the rest of the conversation. A serious conversation with immediate impacts. He’d never allowed anything to distract him from his duty in his entire long life.

			A stupid move with potentially disastrous results.

			Fuck. Maybe Lyndi’s hesitation to pursue anything—for so many reasons—wasn’t the wrong instinct to follow. Maybe his was…

			With a grunt, he jerked his hands from her body and strode out of the room, following Deep as he headed up to the suites. Deep and Calla had given up their rooms in the mountain, so he stayed in one of Finn and Delaney’s guest rooms when they were there.

			“Can I ask you something?” Levi asked as he caught up with his old mentor and friend just as he entered the suite. Was Deep moving slower?

			Wizened eyes crinkled at the corners. “So you finally claimed her? About damn time.”

			Shock jolted through Levi, emphasized by the slam of the door to Finn’s suite which closed automatically behind him. “Finally?”

			Deep’s eyebrows twitched. “I remember the first time you got a good look at Lyndi Chandali, son.”

			He did? Deep always did see too much.

			The older man chortled. “Hard to miss the way you turned tail and ran.”

			No doubt that’s how it had appeared. “Or the way she hated me from that moment on.”

			Her message had been more than clear after that day. Several messages, actually. Not interested. Stay away from me. Don’t get in my way. Everything you say is wrong.

			He’d respected her signals and done his best to keep out of her way, except those occasions when his protective instincts kicked in so hard, he couldn’t remain quiet. Those moments only served to make her angrier with him. But her antipathy wasn’t the only thing that had shut down his dragon and any moves he might have made. In fairly short order, Lyndi had made it clear that she’d never mate. Plus, she was Drake’s sister and a Chandali. The powers that be would never sanction his claim on her, even if she was willing.

			More to the point…Lyndi wasn’t willing.

			But he had his foot in the door now, or, perhaps more accurately, they’d both got a taste of each other. Damned if he was going to waste this chance. Knowing Lyndi, he’d never get another.

			“Your dragon took one look at her, and that was it. Am I wrong?” Deep asked.

			“You’re not wrong.” No use denying it. 

			“But you’ve kept your distance until now. What changed?”

			He was tempted to say Lyndi’s ultimatum, but that was only part of the truth. “I’ve watched Finn, Aidan, and Drake reach for what they want and be damned the consequences. Their mates are the most important thing in their lives.”

			“Which is as it should be.”

			But Levi shook his head. “For a long time, I thought the team should come first. Always. Lyndi puts her boys first, too. We have responsibilities and obligations.”

			“Sounds like excuses to me.”

			“Maybe so. But now I’m leaving.”

			Deep jerked at that. “The hell you say?”

			Levi grimaced. “My king is recalling all loyal gold dragons older than two hundred.”

			“Fuck me.”

			Levi could almost hear Calla saying, “Language.” 

			Deep crossed his arms. “So you got the push you needed, but now you’re going to be separated. It’s a conundrum.”

			“That’s putting it mildly.”

			Deep shrugged. “What’s your question?”

			Right. His question. “Assuming I can convince Lyndi to go against every other obstacle against us, does my claiming her put the team at greater risk? You’ve talked to the people we defend. You know the Alliance better than even Finn. You even know some of the kings, though it’s been centuries. That tells me that you, more than anyone else, can evaluate how big a problem this is going to be.”

			Deep sat in silence for such a long time, heavy lids drooping over his eyes, that Levi wondered if he’d fallen asleep standing up.

			“We’re in the middle of a tectonic shift in our world,” Deep finally said, his accent turning thicker, a sure sign he was dead serious. “Not just the kings. The way things are happening with mates and their signs. The number of phoenixes supposedly now in existence. Something bigger is at work here.” 

			An accurate picture in Levi’s opinion.

			“I could easily feel like a boat adrift with no anchor and storms on the horizon. Except I have Calla to anchor me. Because of her, I know what is important.”

			“You’re saying that nothing should stand in my way because Lyndi is too important?”

			Deep shook his head. “I’m saying if she’s not your mate, don’t pursue her. Not right now.”

			Fuck.

			“But if you believe she is your fated mate—though I’ve only heard of one other instance that has happened with a female-born dragon—nothing should stop you. Because what mates bring for each other is the only stability we’ll find in life. Everything else is fire and violence. Mates are peace. The rest of the world…” Deep waved a careless hand. “Will sort itself out.”

			Knots untied in Levi’s belly, tension draining out of him. Not all of it, but the pressure he’d put on himself to make the right decision.

			Deep grinned. “Now, the bigger problem will be convincing her.”

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			Levi was going to get a piece of her dragon’s tail in the face if he didn’t stop sending such mixed signals.

			Said the pot to the kettle, that small voice inside her piped up, and then her dragon huffed a laugh.

			Oh, shut up. 

			And now she was arguing with herself. Terrific.

			But she couldn’t move past the conflicting emotions whipping at her since he’d disappeared. After placing those large, warm hands on her skin, teasing while they stood in the kitchen, surrounded by the others, in a serious discussion…then walking away like she’d developed a sudden infectious disease, which stupidly reminded her of the day they met. She hadn’t seen him until she’d walked outside into the night, ready to help Deep find that group that had set a trap for them.

			As soon as she’d appeared, Levi had proceeded to send her a smoldering stare, eyes glinting predatorially in the night, that reached inside her and twisted up her insides. Almost as fast as that happened, he’d shuttered his expression, dousing the glow.

			That was different.

			Now they were in the air, Levi flew ahead of her, having caught the scent once she’d got them to the right area. He took one stroke of his wings for every two of hers, an easy, flowing glide that she had to admit was a thing of beauty to watch. Which only made her glare at his back more.

			She was struggling enough with herself when it came to Levi. Of the two of them, he was the rock. He always acted so sure of everything he did, every decision he made. Confident in his ability to handle everything that got thrown at him. But the way he’d stiffened in the kitchen a beat before he’d dashed off told her maybe he wasn’t that guy underneath.

			Which made him more…relatable. Which should scare her, but somehow didn’t. And how hadn’t she already known this about him?

			Because you’ve been avoiding him since day one.

			Ugh. With effort, she put a muzzle on the voice and shoved the thoughts into a hole in her mind. She needed to focus.

			A scent reached her, and she didn’t stop flying. “One of them is here,” she warned Levi and Deep.

			“I know,” they both came back at the same time.

			She didn’t have to scan the skies long because the black dragon didn’t bother hiding himself. He approached from a long way off, giving them plenty of time to see him in the air. No sneak attack this time.

			“Are you the dragons we mistook last night?” He sent the thought on ahead of him.

			“Yes,” Levi answered before she could.

			“Do you mean us harm?” the dragon asked next.

			“Do you plan to attack us again? Or set another fire?” Lyndi asked.

			“No. You were not who we were after.”

			Could they believe him? “Then you should be safe enough.”

			“Good. Don’t come looking for us again.” He started to turn in a large arching loop.

			“We are the enforcer team for this region. We need to talk to your colony,” Deep said. “Maybe we can help with…whatever made you set that fire.”

			The black dragon paused, beating his wings to hover in the air, his back to them. Dangerous to turn his back on other dragons. “Do you have a man named Tineen on your team?”

			Lyndi should have been shocked. She wasn’t. The leader of the Alaz team was named Tineen. Combined with the beta’s name, Roan, being overheard, this couldn’t be a coincidence. Could it?

			“No.”

			The dragon turned, still hovering as they drew nearer, seeming to debate with himself. “Follow me.”

			The trip to the black dragon’s—who didn’t give his name—people took longer than Lyndi expected it to. They took a few detours and also had to stop at least once for Deep to take a break.

			This was the first time she’d ever seen the old alpha do anything like that. Deep had to be nearing his eighteen-hundredth year on this earth, which put him in his late seventies in human aging. Not as spry as he once was, and yet still determined to serve.

			“Deep?” She sent the thought only to the dragon at her side. “You’re from the Red Clan.”

			“I always considered you an intelligent woman, Lyndi.” The amusement in his scratchy voice suggested he was reconsidering that opinion.

			“I’ve got a point.”

			“I should hope so.”

			“You were around before…” How did she put this?

			“Before the current regime of kings?” he guessed. And hit it on the head.

			“Yes.”

			“I was in my thirteenth century when Pytheios took the throne of my clan.”

			“Did you know the previous king?”

			“Yes. And his phoenix mate, and their daughter.”

			All before her time, before everything happened. She’d only known one way. “What was it like? Before?”

			He was quiet long enough that she wondered if he was going to answer. 

			“Better,” he finally said. “Not a total peace like you would think the phoenix legend indicates. Instead, life for dragons was more…open. The High King made sweeping decisions, but only after discussing with the other kings. The clans had remained fairly segregated until the 1700s, which had both good points and bad points. The colonies changed that somewhat, showing we could live together successfully in mixed groups. But mostly there didn’t exist this air of…hatred and fear.”

			Lyndi tried to picture it. Difficult to do through the lens of her own experiences. 

			“Once the king, his phoenix, and their daughter died,” Deep continued, “things changed quickly. Almost as though the hatred had never been truly gone, but held at bay, buried somewhere dark, waiting to be released. Our society became one of judgment. Of such easy offense that everyone except a select few were deemed worthy, and even they had better walk on eggshells.”

			“But you served the new king,” she said. “I mean you came here to uphold his laws.”

			Deep’s lips pulled back, exposing yellowing but still sharp teeth in dark amusement. “I accepted the honor of leading the first team of enforcers in the Americas because it saved my life.”

			The way his tone changed around the word honor had Lyndi’s scales prickling. “What does that mean?”

			Though she thought she had a fairly good idea. Deep had come here for the same reason Drake had. Being shuffled off to nowhere. 

			Following Levi’s motion, they both tipped their wings, turning to the south.

			Deep took another few beats of his wings before he answered. “As a skilled fighter, and being from one of the older families in the Red Clan, I could be considered a threat to the High King. Politically.”

			She watched Levi’s steady strokes, the way his body rippled with the movement, the strength of the muscles under the scales apparent even this relaxed. She’d witnessed him in action, formidable and powerful. Had he also been sent here not as an honor but as a way to get him out of the way?

			Only…the approach he took to his role as an enforcer, as an important responsibility he’d never shirk, told her maybe he’d had a different experience. Though, they all took their roles seriously. Even Rivin and Keighan had a serious side to them when it came to the job.

			“Were female-born dragons treated any differently before?” she asked.

			Deep cocked his head, surveying her from one large faded red eye. “No. But there didn’t seem to be as many then as there are now. Though I’m ashamed to say I didn’t pay that much attention.”

			Lyndi huffed a chuckle, both she and her dragon used to it. “That’s okay. Interesting about the numbers, though. There aren’t many of us now. By the time I left Everest, there were only a handful of others in the Red Clan. Four in total at the time, including me. I didn’t have much to do with other clans, so I don’t know about them. I’ve heard the new King of the Blue Clan has a sister who flies with him.”

			“Hmmm… Well, when I was a younger dragon there were only one or two in each clan, if that. I don’t think the Gold Clan had any. Assuming there’s as many as five in a given clan, that’s more.”

			“The question is why?”

			“Time will tell,” he replied more easily than she could’ve. “Change is never simple.”

			Lyndi shook her head. She’d always loved how Deep and Calla both took everything life tossed at them in stride. In his lifetime, he must have seen amazing things, not only among dragon shifters, but the crossing of the oceans, the advent of modern technology, the invasion of humans into their domain of the sky. Few other dragons were so easygoing.

			When she was his age, perhaps she’d be as calmly laid-back. She eyed the gold dragon flying in front of her, unease niggling at the back of her mind like a worm working its way through a rotting apple.

			Maybe not. Relaxed wasn’t really her style.

			“We’re dropping,” Levi warned a beat before his body flowed like a river of gold, transitioning easily into an angle guaranteed to bring them to the ground quickly.

			Lyndi and Deep followed.

			She’d already argued, and lost, that she should arrive beside their escort, to be seen as less of a threat. At almost six foot seven in human form, his dragon had closer to a fifty-foot wingspan. He was the biggest of all the enforcers on the Huracán team. Most every creature, if they were smart, remained wary of him.

			But Levi was having none of it.

			Instead, deliberately, she made sure she was visible behind his bulk, sort of fluttering around in the sky so he couldn’t block her. Seeing a female with the group might make them second-guess themselves.

			They made it to the ground without sighting a single one of the black dragon’s people. On purpose, trying not to alarm them, they hadn’t flown directly into where they lived, instead choosing to land farther out and walk in.

			The mountains out here were truly high desert with hardly a tree in view. Barren, brown, and bald in the moonlight. Now she was in her more vulnerable human form, the chill felt lovely against her skin.

			Lyndi scooted up to Levi, touching his arm to get his attention, trying to ignore how the muscles jumped under her fingers. “I’m not a fan of being so exposed.”

			“Me neither,” Levi muttered. “Stay close.”

			Their escort in the lead, they followed a small creek the long way around the bases of the mountains, scrub trees and some stubby pines finally taking over the landscape, though still not providing much cover. He moved them deeper into wilderness, and Lyndi inched closer to Levi, with Deep at her back, her senses tuned to everything around her, just as her brother had taught her. Only they were dealing with black dragons, known for their stealth, and the hills had eyes. The feel of them on her was like walking through spiderwebs. Her dragon could sense them, too. She kept pacing in Lyndi’s head.

			They rounded a bend, breaking out of the trees to find what appeared to be a small town at the bottom of a short, easy slope, the creek meandering off to the side of the group of buildings.

			A ghost town by the looks of it. Not a single light on at only ten o’clock at night. No way.

			“Where are they?” Lyndi asked.

			“They’re here. We can’t afford to live inside a mountain like others do. Our group isn’t subsidized by our clan.” No missing the sneer to his voice. “We live here by the sweat of our own brows. There are sentries posted along the creek. They knew we were coming and warned the others.”

			How they would have done it were they in the same situation, Lyndi bet. Which was probably why Levi and Deep didn’t comment.

			The black dragon—compact and all muscle in human form with eyes that glittered in the night—nodded. “They’ll be more likely to hear you out if—”

			“If you show vulnerability,” a higher-pitched voice sounded in the night.

			Still, it took a moment for Lyndi to locate the woman standing in the shadow of the tallest building. With mahogany-deep skin, jet-black hair, and glittering black eyes, she was almost impossible to make out in the shades of night.

			Levi glanced at Lyndi and Deep, then back to the woman. “Are you in charge here?”

			Lyndi turned her head to stare at him and her world narrowed and focused on a set of copper-colored eyes, dead serious, not even a question mark floating above his head in a thought bubble. He’d asked that question like it was normal. Like women often led groups of dragon shifters. Which they didn’t.

			Even so, he didn’t flinch.

			Except, something was off. Lyndi knew about Levi’s opinion of women dragons. The first time they met and the way he’d acted had cemented that truth in her mind. Plus, all the times he indicated that a woman shouldn’t be part of the team, or go out alone, or do anything that smacked of man’s work…

			His actions and attitudes didn’t line up in her head.

			The woman flicked Lyndi a glance. “Maybe.”

			Not good enough. Maybe she’d be more open with a fellow female. Lyndi took a step forward, slightly ahead of Levi. She almost expected him to jerk her back or take another step himself, but he didn’t. “We asked your man to bring us to you so that we could talk,” she said. “And maybe help.”

			The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Help? Your people took…one of our mates.”

			“Not our people,” Lyndi countered. “Whoever took your mate wasn’t on the Huracán enforcer team.”

			Hooded, dark eyes glanced between them. “How do I know you are?”

			“When you moved here, one of our team should have been in touch to introduce us. He also should have given you a safe word. Did the other men claiming to be us use it?”

			Still the woman didn’t budge, no give in her. “I didn’t ask.”

			“Divine is the word.”

			The woman seemed to consider that. “Assuming I believe you…what makes you any different from the men who took Bree?”

			Levi and Lyndi both looked to Deep who grimaced. “Is there a place we can speak…” He glanced up to the sky then back at her. “…frankly?”

			Perfect eyebrows winged up. “Interesting.” She paused, staring hard at each of them in turn, searching their expressions for the gods knew what. “Follow me.”

			She led them between various buildings which had been erected with no roads connecting them and no particular design. They also still appeared empty, though Lyndi knew they weren’t. The prickles at the back of her neck told her so.

			Dragons were watching.

			They followed the leader to one of the more innocuous buildings. Smaller than the others, it reminded Lyndi of an ice-fishing shack she’d visited once in search of one of her orphans in Montana. Inside, however, told a different story. Soundproof. Including the thick door that closed behind them.

			“Talk.”

			“What’s your name?” Lyndi asked quickly.

			The question earned her a guarded stare. “Shula.”

			Lyndi nodded. “I’m Lyndi. This is Levi and Deep.” She waved at the two men now standing to either side of her. Deliberately she left off last names, because hers tended to be polarizing. Especially lately.

			“Uh-huh. Talk.”

			Lyndi pointed to Deep. “You’re up.”

			He wasted no time. “With the upheaval in the clans, we’ve lost all confidence in the Alliance and the other two enforcer teams that still serve them.”

			Shula’s eyebrows—Lyndi really needed to ask her how she got them so perfect—shot up. “That’s…” She stopped herself, eyes narrowing again. “Why?”

			Deep didn’t pull his punches. “We, too, have had issues with them trying to take mates. One woman, in particular, even though she’s now mated, is still in hiding with her family.”

			“My mate was already turned, and they took her anyway,” Shula said, the words flat and bitter. 

			Lyndi would have sat down if there’d been a chair in the room. A feather could’ve tipped her over. “You turned a human?”

			A female-born could do that? She’d never heard of such a thing. Shock skittered down her spine like a rat down a sewer pipe. What else didn’t she know about herself and the others like her?

			The crook to Shula’s mouth could almost be considered a give. “Believe me, it stunned me as much as anyone when she showed up with my family crest on her neck. My line dies out with me. All my brothers are dead, which is why I came here. Hope of a different life. I brought others from my clan with me who were also searching for a fresh start, and we’ve lived here in peace. We haven’t bothered anyone.”

			“But she survived your fire?” Levi asked.

			Another twitch of her lips. “Yes.” The miniscule smile disappeared. “And now she’s been stolen from me.”

			“Did they give any indication where they were taking her?” Lyndi asked.

			Shula dropped her head, glaring at the ground. “They want to send her to the Mating Council to be…examined, I believe were their words.”

			“Shit,” Lyndi muttered.

			Examined, as in under a microscope? Poked and prodded as the powers that be tried to figure out why things that weren’t supposed to be happening were happening? Only by the grace of who they were mated to had that not happened to Delaney or Sera.

			“Exactly.” Shula pulled her shoulders back sharply, no more give in her, only suspicious wariness. “So what kind of help are you offering—”

			She paused, canting her head as she appeared to listen for something or to someone. Then she shot them a narrow-eyed glare. “You brought backup?”

			“What?” Lyndi looked at Levi and Deep who shook their heads. “No.”

			“Three. Names of Mike, Attor, and Coahoma.”

			Lyndi closed her eyes. Dammit. “Those would be my boys.”

			Shula’s lips flattened as she crossed her arms. “Your boys? A gold, red—well, pink from what I understand—and white dragon are your boys?”

			“Orphans,” Lyndi said succinctly. “I adopted them so they wouldn’t have to go rogue.”

			Shula’s arms dropped to her side as she stared harder. “I’ve heard of the dragon shifter orphans banded together near here. I just didn’t believe it.”

			Was that a good thing? Or a bad thing?

			“Why did they follow you?” Shula asked next.

			Beside her Levi snorted. “At a guess, they don’t like their adopted mother being in any kind of danger.”

			He wasn’t wrong. They better have left someone with the younger boys, or there would be even more hell to pay.

			“You should have the pink one practice more. We saw him coming a good ten miles away.”

			Mental note to have Drake and Levi work with Mike on that. They’d already improved his ability to camouflage his unfortunate neon coloring. Just not well enough, apparently.

			“So, what do you suggest?” Shula asked.

			Lyndi frowned. “About what? Mike’s unfortunate dayglow coloring? My boys following me here? Or your mate?”

			“The last one.”

			“I think you and your people lay low. Don’t do anything to attract more attention. And we’ll see what we can find out about where she’s been taken.”

			… 

			Damn the gods for landing him with a woman who wanted to fix everything that was wrong with the world, no matter what the cost might be to herself or those who loved her. Conveniently ignoring the fact that he was made of the same stuff. The same need.

			He knew the words were coming before she even opened her mouth. A promise. He should be grateful she hadn’t flown off half-cocked to bring Shula’s mate back herself this very night.

			Shula eyed Lyndi, flicking him and Deep a quick glance before returning to her. “You find her for me, help us get her back, and my people will swear allegiance to yours.”

			Lyndi shook her head at the same time that Levi did. “We’re not looking to take over,” he said.

			“We simply want to help protect our people until the kings figure their shit out and can step in,” Deep added. “Knowledge is power. Forewarned is forearmed.”

			“You have more faith than I do,” Shula murmured, then pulled a phone from her back pocket to glance at the screen. “They are refusing to come until they have proof that you are safe.”

			“I’ll go,” Deep said.

			“Fine.” She walked them out of the soundproof shack and to a flat area located at the center of the buildings, which was a wide-open circle just big enough for one dragon to shift at a time. They arrived in time to see one of her people ready to take off.

			With a wave of her hand, she indicated Deep to join him. A bigger show of trust than any up till now, allowing one of them access to flight with only one “guard” to make sure Deep didn’t do something against them. No doubt scouts would follow, but Levi’s old boss wouldn’t worry about that. Winning more of their trust.

			After the black dragon took off, Deep moved out to the center of the area and shifted. Even toward the end of the two thousand years a mated dragon could live, he was still impressive in dragon form. Imposingly huge, especially for a red dragon, with scales so red they put Levi in mind of what he pictured in the biblical story of the ten plagues and turning the rivers to blood, especially when Deep moved and his scales rippled. With a whoosh of wings, he pushed off.

			“This way,” Shula said before he was barely in the air.

			Next, they found themselves in what appeared to be Shula’s home. Basic, like all the buildings, but neat and comfortable if a tad run-down, the furniture, though well taken care of, obviously second or even third hand. Similar to Lyndi’s house, actually, just on a smaller scale. 

			“Stay here. I’m going to get your…boys.”

			Shula was out the door before either could say a word.

			Lyndi ignored Levi’s pointed stare as she poked around the house. At a bookshelf, she paused and picked up a framed photo and Levi stepped closer, though he just kept himself from touching, to look over her shoulder at two women smiling for the camera, Shula and a lovely woman with pale skin, dark, curling, shoulder-length hair and kind brown eyes. This must be Bree.

			“I had no idea a female-born could turn a human,” Lyndi murmured. She looked over her shoulder at him, more questions in her eyes than he’d bet she even realized. “What does that mean?”

			Unable to stop himself, he lifted a hand to tuck a silky strand of her hair behind her ear. Levi wished he had answers for her, wanting to give her the world if he could. “I don’t know.”

			“What if I’m supposed to—”

			“No.” He didn’t mean to cut her off so sharply. Levi took a beat, told his dragon to calm the fuck down, and tried again. “A mate—human, dragon, or otherwise—will happen when it happens. Don’t worry about supposed-tos or should-haves.”

			And damn if any man or woman but him would stake a claim on Lyndi. She was his.

			His dragon pushed against the inside of his skin uncomfortably, urging him to say that to her. But Levi was beyond sure that if he told her anything about where his head was at—hell, where every part of him down to his soul was at—she’d fly away and never come back.

			She tossed him an odd look. One, for once, he had no trouble interpreting. “I don’t believe in fated mates,” he said quietly.

			Surprise was quickly hidden beneath lowered lashes. “Except you see several pairs every day. You can’t deny the bonds Finn and Delaney and Drake and Cami share. The way they’re so in tune with one another. Delaney and Finn can practically hold an entire conversation without speaking.”

			“I didn’t say I don’t believe in mates. Once the bond sets in, it’s a beautiful, powerful thing to see. And yes I want that.” With you. “But the fated part is harder to swallow.”

			“What about all those women who die in the mating process.”

			“I think that has less to do with the pairing than with the process itself. Being reborn by fire is a perilous thing. Only the strongest will survive.”

			“And the piece of the male dragon’s soul that dies with them?”

			“I heard somewhere once that that was the piece of his soul he gives in the flames. The piece of himself that would tie them together, form that bond, if or when she survived the turning.”

			“You’d give up part of your soul to have your mate?”

			To have you? I’d give everything. His dragon stretched inside him again, reaching outward. He ignored the animal side of himself. “Yes.”

			Lyndi nibbled at her lip, a rare show of vulnerable confusion. “Sometimes, Levi Rowtag, I really like you.”

			Levi lifted a hand and smoothed a flyaway tendril of hair that had escaped her ponytail back from her face. “I like you, too.”

			The front door banged open, and Levi dropped his hand as Mike hurried in, followed by Attor and Coahoma. “Before you say anything,” Mike rushed to say, “we’re sorry we got caught.”

			Deep came in right behind them and smacked Mike in the back of the head. Levi hid a laugh behind his hand.

			“You mean you’re sorry you got caught,” Lyndi said, hands on her hips, taking on full-on mother mode.

			Mike grimaced.

			“It wasn’t his fault,” Attor said. “It was mine.”

			Coahoma shook his head. “No. I was being too loud.”

			Now Lyndi bent a glare on the other two. “As noble as it is that you’d step up for your brother, you’re also robbing him of the chance to learn this lesson.”

			Fully grown young men with hangdog expressions, scuffing their feet like chastised children while a bundle of female mothering cowed them, was worth the price of admission.

			“I’ll learn,” Mike promised.

			“Yes, you will,” Levi said, sobering quickly. “With daily drills starting the second we get back.”

			He paused as the implication of his words sunk in, realizing that he could get it started but wouldn’t be there to make sure it continued. “Drake will see to it.”

			Though Mike winced, he didn’t argue, and Levi mentally gave the kid props for that.

			“You weren’t kidding when you called them your boys,” Shula commented as she came in, shooing the three out of her foyer and out of her way.

			“She’s the only one who’s allowed to do that,” Attor growled.

			Humor lit the dragoness’s otherwise pitch-black eyes, though her expression remained sober. “Noted.”

			Shula moved into the dining room, waving them all to sit. “I’ll start. After I tell you what I know, I want to know more about your experiences.”

			Levi paused halfway to seated. She waved him off. “No one is getting near here tonight. Don’t worry about being overheard.”

			He glanced at Lyndi and Deep who both nodded. He’d just have to believe that Shula’s confidence in her guards was well-deserved, and that none of her people would turn traitor and run to the Alliance. A tall ask, but trust had to start somewhere.

			Levi moved his chair closer to Lyndi’s, his thigh pressed against hers, and caught her swift glance. But his dragon was starting to get antsy with the pressing weight that was his need to protect her while they were surrounded by strangers and in a location recently hit—apparently by the Alaz team, which would take some figuring out. He was so screwed. Contact settled him…for the moment. No way was he letting her out of touching distance.

			Although contact brought a different problem into stark relief. Now he knew the taste of her skin and the sound of her moans, his dick twitched at even the hint of her spring and smoke scent around him. One round with her in the bedroom wasn’t enough, but there was more to his need than that. Like opening that window to her had thrown open every door and window in the house.

			He wanted more, but the more he wanted her, the more he needed to protect her. A compulsion growing by the second.

			One she wouldn’t appreciate, but it was so much a part of his nature he almost couldn’t control it.

			“Start talking,” he told Shula. 

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			As Tineen stalked down the hallway, an unbidden snarl escaped his throat. No doubt his gunmetal gray eyes would be filled with flame and ire. He’d been fucking summoned.

			No one did that in his mountain. He was the one who summoned, who remained in charge, in control. Rounding the corner, he stopped in the doorway to the war room, expecting to see Mathai’s face on the screens. Only every screen showed the usual shit. 

			“Galib called and said the Alliance wished to speak to me,” he snapped at Xi, one of the green dragons on his team who happened to pull night duty.

			A hard face turned to him with zero emotion. His man knew better than to show either surprise or concern. “Not through me, sir.”

			Tineen frowned, then realization struck with all the subtlety of a black dragon in daylight. “He’s here,” he muttered to himself. “Fuck.”

			Mathai’s reputation of cold calculation hadn’t been exaggerated. Tineen had enough experience with the red dragon leader of the Alliance to know that. His arrival here could be neither good nor a coincidence. 

			Xi, who knew better than to ask, turned his attention back to the screens he was monitoring.

			Without another word, Tineen whipped around and stalked from the room, retracing his steps back to the upper levels of the mountain where he had no doubt he’d find Mathai waiting in one of three possible locations. The foyer, Tineen’s office, or the more formal entertaining room which was the only space that wasn’t strictly utilitarian in the mountain.

			Unlike the Huracáns who’d made their mountain into a ridiculously cozy little home. Not that that was important right now. He had bigger issues. What was the leader of the Alliance doing here?

			Not that Mathai had far to come. The Alliance headquarters was housed in the same region: Long’s Peak in Colorado, centrally located, giving them easier access to all the dragon shifters in their region. 

			The foyer was empty when Tineen reached it. So was his office, which led Tineen, now quietly containing a rage that had his dragon thrashing inside him, to the receiving room.

			There he found Mathai comfortably settled on the stiff-backed sofa, arms sprawled along the back of the formal piece of furniture provided in this space for visiting dignitaries. Beyond a red flicker in his eyes and a certain rigidness to his posture, the Alliance leader appeared perfectly at ease.

			Tineen had no intention of underestimating this man, or assuming this visit was anything resembling casual. 

			“Mathai,” he greeted with a formal nod, hands clasped behind his back. “To what do we owe the honor of a personal visit?”

			The older dragon smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes. It never did. Mathai used smiles as though he’d been told he needed to in order to fit in, almost like the movement was a learned reflex. “It never ceases to amaze me how quiet a black dragon can be, even when he’s not trying.”

			Tineen remained silent. He had been trying. Catching any person off guard provided a wealth of information in nuances of expression, posture, and reaction that they wouldn’t otherwise give up.

			“I understand you’ve discovered an unusual mate,” Mathai said next. “I’ve come to see her for myself.”

			Fuck.

			No one, not one fucking soul, should have known about her. Not yet. Only because he’d practiced for centuries to show no emotion did Tineen keep his reaction minimal.

			The question was, what to do about the man in front of him? How had Mathai learned of her, and what else did he know?

			The woman was bound and gagged, tied up in Tineen’s own suite of rooms as he determined what to do with her. Kill her had been his first thought. A human turned by a female-born dragon was unheard of. Impossible. Much like the multiple brands that had showed on the back of Sera Morrison’s neck. Anomalies that they would do better to eradicate, rather than upset a system that had been working for centuries.

			“We did run across a…curious case,” he said, no trace of emotion in his voice.

			“I would be interested to see her.” A reasonably worded command.

			“Of course. Follow me.” Tineen led the way back through the twisted labyrinth of halls and chambers in his mountain.

			Unlike many other dragon mountains that had been smoothed out and forced to conform to more human standards of cultivated beauty and civility—to appease human mates—the Alaz mountain had stayed true to the original caverns, only carving out new spaces as chambers needed to be connected. Even then, they’d tried to minimalize the impact. The result was a rougher, truer form of a dragon shifter home.

			At the door to his suites, Tineen paused to explain. “She’s given us some trouble, and I also didn’t want her presence widely known. I’ve been keeping her in here.”

			Mathai merely waited.

			The woman, Bree, was in one of the smaller bedrooms, secured in dragonsteel cuffs that would slice off her hands and head if she tried to shift, and bound to the headboard of the dragonsteel bedframe. She was going nowhere.

			The second he opened the door, she opened her eyes, glaring at both him and Mathai. Her dark eyes changed color, turning silver an instant before flame sparked in them.

			Mathai stilled. “She’s already mated?” he asked quietly. 

			The danger underlying those words should’ve had Tineen ducking his head to avoid the other man’s eyes. It didn’t.

			“That’s what is so unusual,” Tineen said. “She was turned by a female-born.”

			If he’d thought the leader of the Alliance still a moment ago, now the man could’ve been hewn from the granite of the mountain they stood in.

			“I see why you found the need to bring her to our attention.” The tone of Mathai’s voice and his expression were innocuous, but the words were passive aggressive, and his stillness remained disturbing. A warning that he was well aware Tineen had had no plans to tell the Alliance.

			The need to defend himself surged through Tineen, tensing his honed muscles one at a time, his dragon curling up in his head like a rattlesnake, ready to strike.

			“You did the right thing hiding her from others,” Mathai said. “Until we know more, this should not be widely known.”

			Like sludge oozing from a sewer, the tension bled out of Tineen, his dragon uncurling slightly.

			“She must go to the Mating Council,” Mathai said. “For study. Along with her mate.”

			Tineen turned his head to stare at the woman, hiding the doubt likely reflected in his expression. “Her mate?”

			“Yes. The female who turned this one. The council will want to examine both.”

			“Taking the mate may be…difficult.”

			They’d stolen this woman before her small settlement really knew what was happening, giving him and Roan the advantage. Granted the mate was a mere female, so clearly less dangerous than a male dragon, but the rest of the group they lived with were male, and black dragons. Tineen had already increased the defenses and patrols around his own stronghold in case they figured out he and Roan weren’t from the Huracán team as they’d said and decided to try to retrieve Bree. A stupid move, but dragon mates didn’t separate well, and he wasn’t fool enough to not be prepared for all contingencies.

			“Difficult?” Mathai came as close to a genuine smile as Tineen ever saw. “Yes. I imagine it will be.”

			… 

			Lyndi sat in the family room letting the conversation—the usual back and forth of the Huracán team—flow around her. Like she’d been doing for the last few days since they’d met with Shula and her small colony.

			Afterward, Deep had gone off to convince yet another group of what was happening. She and Levi had returned to headquarters. When they’d got home, she’d half expected Levi to drag her upstairs and pick back up where they’d finished. Instead, after they’d met with Finn and Drake and the team to debrief, the alphas had sent Levi back out to see if he could track down where Tineen had taken Bree.

			And she’d almost gone after him, dammit.

			Instead, she had been left behind with all her chaotic, twisted thoughts. And a loneliness with an ache that had surprised her.

			I like him. Genuinely.

			She’d said it and she’d meant it. Somehow this seemed like a huge discovery and yet something she’d always known deep down. She’d been around Levi Rowtag for centuries and, in all that time, had only allowed herself to be annoyed by him, frustrated by him, or generally ignored him.

			A defense mechanism to keep them both from making a huge mistake.

			Any attraction she held for him, she’d stuffed down under all that, along with any appreciation. Sure…she’d respected the way he was loyal to the team. He’d have their backs no matter what. If she was honest with herself, every time her brother had gone out to do what he did, if Levi was part of the group, she felt…better. Like Levi would make sure nothing bad happened.

			But what did liking him mean now?

			“Nothing,” she muttered to herself.

			Because she liked Hall, and Kanta, and Rivin, and Keighan, and Finn. They were essentially all her brothers in a way. They’d all taken care of her and she’d taken care of them. They were a family, more than her other brothers by blood, still residing in Everest, ever had been. That was for damn sure.

			Except you don’t want to sleep with any of them. Only Levi. And you don’t care much about what they’re thinking. That small voice was slowly growing louder.

			She didn’t let her mind move beyond the sex part. Because giving herself to him beyond the physical was out of the question.

			He’s leaving.

			The uncertainty surrounding that fact was something she kept trying to forget, having to remind herself.

			He wants a mate.

			That part she’d never ignore. He’d been straight up about that. Impossible to misinterpret or ignore. A mate was something she could never be, could never give to him. Female dragons mated, but not in the same way humans did, because they didn’t need to be turned. Their mating couldn’t be a bonded one. Just in name only. Female dragons took mates for political reasons. That was it.

			She wouldn’t do that to him. Because, knowing Levi, he’d stop searching for the woman who he was truly meant to find. His mate was out there waiting for him, and Lyndi sure as hell wasn’t going to be the one to ruin that for him.

			Mating was out, and love was out, and going back to the way things had been was out. Which meant holding herself in check until he was gone. Then picking up the scattered pieces he left behind.

			Seven hells.

			“Levi better get back with the groceries by lunch.”

			Delaney’s voice snapped Lyndi right out of her thoughts, or more particularly, woke her up from them to find herself with an answer staring her in the face.

			“He’s getting groceries?” she asked, proud that the question came out sounding perfectly normal, at least to her ears, even while her heart tripped over a crack and her dragon unfurled in eager anticipation. “When did he get back from tracking the missing dragon?”

			“Late last night.” Delaney didn’t even look up from the computer she’d been buried in lately. She’d decided to put her human education to work and had been investing the team’s finances. “I offered to go for him, since he didn’t get much sleep, but he insisted today was his turn.”

			That sounded exactly like something Levi would do. He took his responsibilities seriously. Even the little ones.

			“I told him now that he was leaving, he should just use the time here with us. He didn’t need to stay on the chore rotation.” Delaney winced. “I think that just made him sad.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Cami thinks we should do something. Like a going away party. But Finn says that’ll just make it worse.”

			Lyndi tried not to think about that growing ache. “I think Finn’s right.”

			If it was her leaving, she’d want to just go. Staying and pretending like it wasn’t happening, like her entire life wasn’t being upended, would be so much harder.

			“When did he go?” she asked, trying to hold on to that casualness. 

			At Delaney’s raised eyebrows, Lyndi rushed to tack on, “I need printer paper, so if he hasn’t been gone long, I’ll text him and see if he can add it to the list.”

			“Oh.” Delaney stopped watching her with curiosity and shrugged, turning back to her computer. “About half an hour ago.”

			Which meant he’d only just be getting to the store in Placerville. It took some time to drive from their mountain to the highway and then down into town, the closest urban area to them that sported a large grocery store. Even dragons had to eat, and humans, over the last century, had made that much easier. Less hunting, more prepared foods. Though they did have their own garden out to the north side of the training building up top. Kanta’s project.

			Without even deciding to do it, Lyndi was up and out of her seat. “I’ll text him,” she tossed over her shoulder to no one in particular.

			And she did go up to her room to grab her phone. Drake had drilled it into her that she didn’t go off alone without a way to contact him, something that also become easier with the advent of human technology that dragons were more than happy to use as well.

			But she didn’t text Levi. Instead, she headed topside and grabbed a car to drive down the mountain into town. Hopefully, she’d get to the grocery store before Levi checked out and was on the road home.

			Ignoring him hadn’t worked. Holding him back with anger hadn’t worked. Maybe talking would. She’d explain her position to him and hope like hell that he’d understand and help make this easier by agreeing they should both drop it.

			After all, he only had two more days until he had to leave. He had to understand.

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			There was such a thing as too quiet.

			Levi stared hard at the head of lettuce in the shopping cart. It was his turn to get the groceries for the mountain, even though he’d been gone for several days. Really, he’d come because hanging around in the mountain felt…loaded. Heavy. Because he couldn’t look at it like home anymore.

			Even so, the kind of quiet where nothing happened wasn’t an easy quiet. It was more like seeing a massive tidal wave come at you long before you could hear it or see it.

			Days lost. He could have been making a dent in that wall of dragonsteel Lyndi had built up around her heart. His mission had been a colossal waste of time. He’d never even picked up the trail of Shula’s mate. Tineen was a black dragon, which made that extra difficult. Best guess, they’d killed her.

			Levi picked up a pineapple. Early in the season, but his nose told him the thing was ripe. 

			“You know what they say about men who buy a whole pineapple?”

			He turned his head to find a human woman, a lovely blonde with legs worth a second glance, eyeing him with an amused smile and a bucket of innuendo.

			“Can’t say that I have.”

			“That they’re…available.”

			“Is that what that means?” Levi held the pineapple out, cocking his head to stare at it. What new odd human ritual was this?

			“Mm-hmm,” the blonde murmured. “Interested?”

			In the last twenty years, human women had become much more aggressive. Not that he had a problem with it. Just interesting to see the changes over time.

			With a reluctant grin, he put the pineapple back. She was lovely but did nothing for him. “Sorry,” he said.

			She shrugged, not even a tiny bit embarrassed and good for her. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

			He forgot her as soon as she scooted away, eyeing the other fruit on offer. What signal did a bunch of bananas send?

			“If you’d taken her up on the offer, I would’ve walked out and never let you touch me again.”

			Levi stilled at the sound of Lyndi’s voice directly behind him. Was he hearing things now? Wishful thinking. Or…

			Slowly he turned to find her watching with her dark eyes and serious little face. She wore her usual jeans and tank top. Flip-flops on her feet. And she’d never looked so damn beautiful. 

			“Gods know I could have used the release,” he said slowly. Then grinned. “But only one woman does it for me and she keeps insisting that there’s no future for us.”

			She canted her head, lips still flatly serious but twitching. “I wonder why?”

			He stepped closer, inhaling her. How had she got so near him without his knowing, anyway? “I think she’s scared.”

			She paused, her gaze sliding away from his, then shrugged, neither a yes nor a no. “What would you do if she said she needed to scratch an itch?”

			So he wasn’t the only one whose body was clamoring for another go. Good. Except he wanted more from Lyndi than to be her temporary fuck buddy. He grappled with an urge to take her by the arms and give her a shake.

			“I’d say I want more,” he murmured, low enough that even with her enhanced hearing she had to step closer to catch the words.

			She blinked. A flicker of vulnerability that normally she wouldn’t allow him to see, which told him a lot. “More than one night?”

			“More than just the nights.”

			Her eyebrows shot up. “As in afternoon delight?”

			“As in not just sex.”

			She swallowed. “Sex is all I have to offer. Until you’re gone. We already talked about this.”

			That urge to shake her had him clenching his hands. Didn’t she know she was everything he wanted, exactly as she was?

			“My leaving is just an excuse. With technology these days, long distance isn’t impossible.” Dammit, why couldn’t she see it? “This could be…” Special. Amazing. Earth-shattering. “Good between us. How about we see where it goes. No pressure. No plans. But also no excuses to say no.”

			Mate, his dragon rumbled in his head.

			The animal side of him had been getting louder and grumpier with each passing day. Patience, Levi thought back.

			He got a growl in return, but the dragon backed off.

			“Temporary sex is all that’s on the table.” Lyndi’s chin tipped up, so independent, so damn familiar. What would she do if he kissed her every time she did that?

			Worth a try. He leaned forward, watching her eyes widen until he placed a sweet kiss just at the edge of her jaw, inhaling her springtime scent—fresh grass and sun—and enjoying the small hitch in her breathing, puffing against his neck. 

			He pulled back, smiling at the wary glance she cast about her. “What do you want, Lyndi?”

			“I don’t know.” The words were almost wrung from her, such a cloud of confusion in her eyes, he ached for her.

			“Then we take it slow.”

			She huffed, hunching over crossed arms. “I was trying to do that with just the fucking.”

			An outraged gasp had them both looking over at a human woman with a toddler in her cart. She covered the child’s ears, and, with a glare for both of them, strolled quickly away.

			“Oops,” Lyndi snickered as she shifted her gaze dancing with humor back to him, daring him to join in on her irreverent fun. “Humans. So easily offended, you’d think they were dragon shifters.”

			All he’d heard was just the fucking. He didn’t want to start there, but it seemed to be the only place she could, and he was running out of time. He left in two days.

			Two damn days.

			“Come on.” Leaving his half-full cart in the middle of the produce section, he grabbed her by the wrist and came damn close to dragging her out of the store, her shorter legs moving at almost a run to keep up.

			But she didn’t pull away or try to stop. “Where are we going?”

			He opened the passenger side door of the truck and settled her inside in grim silence. Still not saying a word, he got in the driver’s side, started the truck with a low rumble of the engine, and put it into gear.

			“Where are we—”

			“My cabin,” he said without turning his head to look at her.

			Lyndi said nothing to that. But she didn’t protest, either.

			“Just fucking…” He reached across the console between them and took her hand in his, needing the contact more than he was willing to admit. Almost like trying to ensure she didn’t disappear. “Tell me no now if you’re not sure.”

			She tipped up her chin again, lips buttoned tight, and he gave her a slow smile, satisfaction washing through him, laying him bare to sheer, building need.

			He hit the gas.

			Some cabins, like Finn’s, could only be reached from the air. Levi’s had a private road because he’d bought it from a human family who didn’t want to deal with the regular upkeep. Each roll of the tires down the bumpy gravel only jarred his heavy erection, growing harder and thicker with each passing second. He and Lyndi didn’t tend to be the silent types, and, not for the first time, he wondered what the hell she was thinking.

			Most likely, she was overthinking her way out of this.

			He pulled up behind the cabin, the front door facing away from the drive, out into the woods and a gorgeous view of a small pond and the rolling Sierra Nevada mountains. Still in silence, he helped Lyndi out and took her by the hand again, not only because he needed to touch her, but also because this moment felt bigger than what it appeared to be. Like the day he’d been given his commission as an enforcer.

			He hadn’t expected that then, either.

			Lyndi had been here before, of course. All the team had. For fun, grilling out, smores around a campfire on chilly autumn nights, that kind of thing. So he didn’t think much of it as he pulled her inside the unlocked cabin.

			Only she paused at the threshold.

			“I always did love this place,” she murmured. “Something about it reminds me of an oasis.” She turned to him, a blush rising in her cheeks.

			Levi brushed his thumb over the fluttering pulse point at her wrist. “I bought it with that in mind.”

			The natural pine siding, trimmed in green that almost looked like peat moss, blended the house in with the surrounding trees. The same natural shiplap covered the walls and ceilings, along with stonework around the fireplace and a wall in the kitchen. Smaller than most of the other houses the guys owned, it only had one bedroom taking up the entire upstairs loft area, but also a porch with a creaky swing that faced the pond, and comfy second-hand furniture you could put your feet up on, and no technology. Silence and peace in a perfect escape.

			Levi took one step up the steep and narrow stairs to the bedroom, tugging her up with him, but he paused and turned. “Tell me you want this.”

			She stared at his face for a long, long second, then twisted her hand to lace their fingers together, skin soft against his, hand delicate in his larger one, and raised dark eyes flickering with red sparks. “I want this.”

			A start. He’d take every inch she was willing to give him.

			… 

			Given the way last time had gone down, Lyndi expected to be hustled up the stairs, stripped, and fucked, in short glorious order.

			Instead, he pulled her past him on the stairs to situate her two steps above him, putting her lips right at his level, and proceeded to drug her mind with slow, deep kisses that lasted ages and only stoked the embers lit inside her by that silent drive. Taking his time, Levi explored her body with his hands, over her clothes, but the way he did it struck a tender chord, an answering strum from her heartstrings.

			Soft brushes of touch followed by a harsher grip as though he struggled to keep his own needs under control.

			He took his time, testing the weight of her breasts in the palms of his large hands, spanning the dip of her waist, the roll over her hips, helping her grind against him as he lifted one of her legs up and around his. Then dropping that leg back down so he could slowly strip off her tank top, kissing each exposed inch of skin as he went, dropping sweet kisses on her collarbone, her hips, her shoulders, stoking not only the ache at her core but the one in her heart.

			Then up one step.

			His shirt came off next, and he let her explore, hands fisted in her hair as she learned each groove, each flat, each spot that made him shudder. Especially when she used the tip of her tongue. With a naughty thought in her head, she circled his flat nipple with her tongue, then bit lightly and tugged, and his grip in her hair tightened painfully as he groaned. 

			“The things you do to me—” He bit off the rest of his words as she tugged again.

			She grinned to herself. So she wasn’t the only one who liked an edge of pain with the pleasure.

			One more step up and he slowly lifted her arms above her head to pin them against the wall with one hand, while the other dispensed with her bra. He paid her back for that nip with denial. Touching every part of her breasts except the sensitized tips until she was panting in little bursts. Only then did he put his mouth to her. She held her breath pushing into his tongue and waiting for the sting of—

			Fuck. He bit harder than she had, but still playful. Need soaked her panties.

			“Amazing,” he said between soft kisses. “Stubborn.” Another kiss. “Glorious.”

			“What are you doing?” she panted.

			“Cataloging my favorite qualities.”

			Her heart tumbled over itself at that. He loved that she was stubborn?

			Up another step, and he eased her out of her jeans so slowly, she kept plucking at his hands, urgency building in her, only to have hers lightly slapped away. Then he’d pause and nuzzle a small patch of exposed skin. Enough to have her humming with frustration.

			“A fighter,” he said, continuing his list.

			And damned if his words and taking their time wasn’t switching on a different light inside her. One where she felt…cherished. Not just a convenient vagina. As though getting to know each other’s bodies on a more intimate level, each nuance and detail, what made her sigh and what made him groan, was more important than the prize at the end.

			By the time they reached the last two steps, he had them both naked and heaving. 

			But he didn’t take her up into his bedroom. Instead he sat her on the top step, hands at her hips, scooting her until she rested at the edge, then pushed her knees wide. Heat flared across her cheekbones as he took a long, lingering look.

			“Your heart for your boys,” he said. “But maybe we shouldn’t bring them into this just now.”

			He grinned, golden sparks shooting at her, and she’d swear absorbing into her blood, adding to the rush of heat. Gods, when he smiled at her that way, she might do anything he ever asked.

			“You’d better hold on for this,” he said, voice a silken tumble of sound.

			The banisters were too far apart for her. “Hold on to what?” she asked as he dipped his head between her legs.

			“Me.” She heard the smile in his voice a split second before the crackling sound of fire alerted her to what was about to happen.

			Then heat.

			He blew a stream across her already throbbing clit, golden flames licking at her slick entrance. Her head dropped back and with one hand behind her, bracing her upright, she grabbed onto his head with her other hand, his hair soft against her fingers, the sensation only adding to the pleasure.

			She expected him to stop the flames before he followed up with his mouth.

			He didn’t.

			Instead, fire still unfurling over her, he lashed her with his flame-heated tongue. Pressing, tugging, stroking.

			Pressure at her entrance, just as hot, and two fingers slid inside her. But he didn’t just pump. He stretched her, and twisted, and while his fingers were working that magic, and his tongue devastating her, and the fire adding to the burn, she thought that was the most she could bear, mewling at the torrent of sensations.

			Then he did something with his thumb, pressing up and through her folds and steady at the base of her clit, lifting that bundle of nerves so he could suck.

			Once. Twice.

			On the third harsh drag, he tripped an orgasm that slammed through her like wildfire, only he didn’t let up and all she could do was hold on for the ride as he milked every last shudder from her body.

			With a final cry, she went limp against the floor, the hand behind her no longer holding her upright.

			“I’ll add the way you come for me to the list,” he murmured in a self-satisfied voice. 

			If she’d had enough energy, she would’ve smacked him. Vaguely she was aware of strong arms scooping her up against a solid chest. She floated through into his bedroom. “I didn’t know we could hold a steady stream of fire and use our mouth and tongue at the same time,” she murmured drowsily against his neck.

			His low chuckle reverberated against her. “I’ll show you how, and you can return the favor.”

			The sudden image of doing just that had her smiling secretly. What sounds could she drag from his body? Already recovering, thanks to that accelerated healing which meant most dragon shifters could spend a lot of time getting off if they wanted to, her body thrummed with energy that image gave her. That and something more. A giddiness that she hadn’t experienced since maybe the first time she’d shifted. Needing a place to redirect it, she bit down on his bicep.

			Just a playful nip.

			Levi jerked with a grunt. “Don’t do that unless you want payback in kind.”

			The dark slide of his voice, his dragon so near the surface, sent a shiver through her. “Oh? And where would you like to bite me?”

			“Everywhere.”

			Like creatures in the wild, other predatory shifters like wolves often bit when they claimed a mate, or to mark their territory. Because of their unique mating marks, dragons didn’t do that as much. But the instinct was still there. Just buried.

			With a wicked wiggle, she sunk her teeth into him again, then licked the spot, liking the red welts that showed. Yeah. This marking thing was satisfying in the strangest way.

			“That’s it.” He tumbled her forward.

			With a squeal, she sailed through the air to bounce across the bed, still neatly made with a red and black plaid quilt. In a flash, he pinned her with the bulk of his body and bit down on her arm in the same spot she’d done to him. Only he wasn’t finished. He nuzzled his way across to her breast, stopping to suck on her nipple once, bowing her back off the bed as she chased his mouth, then released her and bit the softer underside. 

			A sting of pain…followed by heat…followed by a rush of need.

			Lyndi moaned and felt his smile against the softer skin of her belly as he nuzzled down to the curls at the juncture of her thighs where he paused to tease with his tongue just long enough to get her hips moving before he sank his teeth into the flesh of her inner thigh.

			Lyndi jackknifed with the sensation. More heat. More rush. Only to squeal again as he flipped her to her stomach. Hands explored the backs of her thighs, the globes of her ass, then, as he slipped a finger inside her, he bit again, marking her right cheek, pumping that finger that wasn’t nearly enough through the sting.

			A telltale tingle started to gather, and she whimpered. And somehow he must’ve heard in the sound how close she was. Because she found her ass hitched up higher, knees spread wide and a hard cock pressing at her entrance.

			She stiffened. “Not from beh—”

			He wrapped a hand in her hair and tipped her head so that she had to go down on one elbow.

			“Look at me.”

			She obeyed, all instinct and wanton need, to encounter molten copper eyes in a beautifully harsh face. The slash of his cheekbones flushed, straight eyebrows drawn together in a fierce frown of command. His gaze ate her up, and suddenly she had an idea of what he was seeing. Her splayed for him, vulnerable and open, her hair a riot of black, spilling over her back, mouth parted and panting, eyes lit red with her fire, and staring at him as he controlled her pleasure.

			“This will be anything but impersonal.” A growl had entered his voice, man and dragon claiming her as one.

			Her dragon pushed forward, rippling under her skin, joining them so completely that Lyndi wasn’t even sure she wasn’t shimmering with the change.

			“Do you trust me?” he asked. Demanded.

			“Yes.” Her voice wasn’t her own but her dragon’s, smoky and dark.

			Fierce satisfaction edged the smile that stretched his lips as he pushed into her from behind, stretching her body with that now familiar searing burn. But the angle this time…fuck. 

			She might just come from this one slow slide.

			Pushing back into him, she shuddered as her body took every thick inch, straining around him, so full of him she felt whole. With every sensation, every movement, his gaze held hers mesmerized.

			“Don’t take your gaze away, min eneste,” he said.

			She didn’t want to, even if she could. Expression taut, he pulled out just as slowly, then pumped into her, hard and fast, pushing her forward on her elbow. His cock dragged along every beautiful nerve, the angle sending her into a deeper blissful state.

			And again, the slow drag out, hard and fast in. He set a pace that let her glide with him, lost in the waves, giving in to his control and letting him gift her pleasure in return. He kept that up, pace increasing with the rising tide of need, cock stretching her more with each pump until he possessed her body, inside and out.

			With a grunt that almost sounded like pain, he swelled inside her, turning thicker and longer with each stroke if that was possible.

			“Do you feel what you’re doing to me?” he demanded.

			She was too far gone to answer, just feeling.

			“Do you feel how I want you?”

			Every touch, every look, had worshipped her, made her feel special.

			“Answer me.”

			“Yes,” she groaned.

			His eyes flashed dragon, slitted and gold, and so damn possessive she melted from the inside. He thickened inside her channel.

			“I want you.”

			Oh, gods.

			He kept pumping, holding her gaze steady with his, not letting her look away.

			“I want you, Lyndi,” he insisted. “I want everything about you. Even when you fight me.”

			She swallowed, emotion blending with the clamoring of her body and upending her world.

			“I want to make you mine in no uncertain terms,” he growled. “And I want to fill you with my seed and put a baby in your belly.”

			To make a baby, both partners had to will it into existence as they coupled. Only she was sterile. It was the most painful thing about her existence, and hearing that from him should have hurt. Instead, maybe because of the way he said it, the words only ignited the same wish inside her. And, for the first time maybe ever, she let go and just let herself want.

			“Yes.” The word punched from her. “Gods, yes. Fill me up.”

			Without more warning than that, she bore down on him as a second orgasm ripped through her body, sending shockwaves through her so hard that her vision went black then exploded with color.

			With a roar, Levi released inside her, the heat of his seed only sending more waves of pure, unadulterated pleasure through her. Together, gazes locked, bodies locked, she took him over and over as they both drained the pleasure from their bodies until finally, in sync, they slowed, calmed, and collapsed together.

			Gods, if only…

			A ripple of shock unsettled her. What was she thinking, even imagining a child? Of picturing her belly swollen with the baby Levi made with her. A wish that should put the fear of death into her.

			Only she was too blissed out to worry right this second. She’d worry later. In a wonderful, limpid world of pure contentment, she was vaguely aware of him sliding from her body only to press a soft kiss to the bite mark on her backside. He rolled her over and placed another to the one on her thigh, then her breast, as he crawled up her body, then her arm, before he lay on his side and eased her into him, pulling the covers that he’d somehow worked out from under her over their bodies.

			She opened her eyes and turned her head to him, absorbing him. “Is that something you want?” she asked quietly. “A child?”

			Sadness darkened his golden eyes. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I could just see it so…clearly.”

			“But is that what you want?” she pressed, heart turning heavier by the second.

			He paused, throat working as though trying to swallow back the truth. “Yes,” he said slowly. “But I want you more. Don’t run away from me again like you did at Drake’s wedding.”

			Lyndi bit her lip. “I didn’t want to run away then,” she owned up. “I had to. Us being together…it’s not fair to you. I didn’t want to ruin a future you could have if I’d never come along.”

			“Isn’t that my decision?”

			She closed her eyes but didn’t turn away, instead burrowing into him. Because this hurt maybe more than even she’d expected it to, and he was her only refuge.

			Against her, he took a big, shuddering breath.

			“Rest, min eneste,” he whispered, lips at her temple.

			She wanted to ask him what those words meant but couldn’t summon the energy to form the words, eyes drifting closed.

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			Levi stared at the woman in his arms, trying not to let panic swamp him. He shouldn’t have said that earlier, during the first of many times they’d come together tonight. Not any of it.

			In the heat of the moment the wish had seemed so…vital. And she’d been right there with him, screaming her yes for all the world to hear. But the sadness after…

			Gods, he hated himself for that.

			He’d kept them busy since, trying to hold the world at bay by building a bubble of pleasure around them. But it couldn’t last, and as soon as the harsh light of day intruded, he had a feeling she’d regret all of it.

			In a brush of a touch, he traced the bite mark he’d left on her bicep. Thanks to her healing, the bruising was almost gone. He should feel guilty that he’d bruised her at all. Only she’d done the same to him.

			Satisfaction welled inside his chest, like a spring bubbling up from the ground. 

			She’d bit him a lot, the urge to mark her claim maybe even as primal as his own. Lyndi might not have understood what they were doing, but he sure as hell did. He’d never, in all his hundreds of years, experienced even the twinge of an urge to mark another woman in the same way. Or to will a baby into existence through their union. If anything, in the past he’d been extra careful to keep his mind from such thoughts. But given this was Lyndi, he’d let himself yearn, just for a heartbeat, for a miracle. To be able to give her something he knew she never let herself hope for. To create a life with her and keep them both forever.

			Almost a violent need to make her his own. In every way.

			But, despite how she’d claimed him in the grip of making love, he still knew she wasn’t ready. Not for what he had in mind. If he even hinted at wanting to mate, he’d lose her. Lyndi talked a good game, put on a tough show, but underneath all that bravado, she was terrified.

			He was, too, dammit.

			“You’re staring again,” she mumbled, eyes still closed.

			Levi grinned. Instead of answering, he traced a teasing touch over the slopes of her breast, across her stomach and into damp curls to find her silkily ready for him. Her lips curled into a sweet smile.

			In a swift move he rolled, taking her with him, positioning her so that he lay on his back and she straddled him, his cock pinned between his stomach and her damp heat.

			“I like staring at you,” he said, letting his gaze roam over her flushed features. “I don’t plan to stop.”

			Her eyes, still sleepy, went wide and then she smiled, dimples in full evidence, the beauty of it reaching inside him, bursting into warmth in the region of his heart, then spreading outward in a hurry as she slid down his shaft, impaling herself on him. Leaning forward, she laced their fingers together, pinning his hands to the mattress on either side of his head and using her grip as leverage as she slowly, torturously, undulated her hips.

			Staring into his eyes with a small smirk—after last night, she knew better than to look away or close her eyes—she set the pace.

			And he enjoyed every fucking second of the slow build, already on the brink of coming, holding it at bay through sheer will until the muscles inside her fluttered around him, her eyes flaring with red fire and, with a long moan, she came. Levi let go, tipping over into the abyss of sensation with her, filling her with himself and wishing like hell he could take root inside her—for her as much as for him—but loving her even more, though that could never happen.

			She might not realize it yet, or be ready to acknowledge it, but Lyndi would always be his.

			With a sigh that sounded so content his insides clenched in response, she leaned forward to kiss him soft and slow, humming a little, the sound anchoring inside him, as though she’d tied her heart to his.

			Wishful thinking on his part.

			With a reluctant grumble, she drew back, expression turning rueful. “We should get back. They’ll wonder where the groceries are.”

			No, they wouldn’t. In the middle of the night, between bouts of mind-blowing, soul-rending sex, he’d called in a favor and made Hall go get them this morning.

			Hall hadn’t said anything then, beyond grumbling about favors needing a time limit, but Levi had no doubt the green dragon was storing up something for later. No way could he not comment. Probably when they returned, which just gave him another reason to want to linger here.

			But Lyndi wasn’t wrong about needing to get back. With a gusty sigh, clutching her to him so he didn’t break the physical connection, still buried deep within her, he levered them both out of bed. Lyndi laughed as she wrapped her arms and legs around him to hold on tight, the sound doing something to his soul that was this side of pain.

			Gods above. He’d dreamed of this. Had almost lost hope of this after so long.

			Don’t lose her, his dragon said.

			Yeah. No shit.

			He walked them right into the bathroom where he turned the shower on extra hot, the way all dragon shifters liked it, and stepped inside. Only the friction from walking combined with the heat of the water, and already he was swelling inside her.

			Lyndi gasped then giggled. “Again?”

			Levi pinned her to the wall and pumped his hips, stomach clenching as he captured the raw sound of her moan with his lips. Then he grinned and pumped harder. “Again.”

			Keeping his hands off her now that his dragon had staked a claim by fire—not a mating, but a claim—and he’d staked his own with marks all over her body, was going to be damn difficult. Leaving her behind even harder.

			One day left.

			It took monumental effort to shove the panic of that reality down deep. He refused to ruin this moment he had with her, here and now, to focus on a future so darkly murky with doubt.

			It took another two hours before they finally arrived back at the mountain. He hated to do it, but they’d left one car at the grocery store, which meant going back to get it. Pulling in behind Lyndi as they finally made it home, he remembered to turn on his phone, which he’d shut off after his call with Hall. Only to have the thing light up, dings going off in rapid succession as a series of texts and voicemails hit all at once.

			Hurrying out of the truck, he took one look at Lyndi’s face, pinched with concern, and knew she’d done the same thing.

			Only she had her phone up to her ear, listening to messages as she hurried into the training center, through the weight room, around to the left of the lockers, past the bunk beds and into the kitchenette where she slapped a hand on the scanner.

			“Dammit. I knew we shouldn’t have—”

			He put a finger to her lips, stopping the words before they could hurt him. “Don’t say it.” 

			The earliest message had only been sent ten minutes ago. There was little they could have done, even here, and no message that the team had gone out was included in those he’d skimmed through in the seconds he’d had. 

			She stared at him as the panel silently whooshed open. Then she nodded, and he took his hand away. “Let’s go.”

			Neither questioned where they were going. They already knew where the full team would be assembled. The war room or the large conference room next door.

			Sure enough, sound filtered down the hall from the larger conference room.

			Levi pulled up sharply as they turned the corner. “Holy shit.” A packed room…including Aidan and Sera.

			Despite the immediate concern that had his dragon prowling in his head, Levi grinned. “Fuck, rookie, it’s good to see your ugly mug.” He wrapped the blue dragon, once one of Lyndi’s orphans, in a hug, slapping his back.

			“You can’t call me rookie anymore with these pups on the team.” Aidan hitched a chin at his orphaned brothers who glowered back through cracking smiles.

			Levi shrugged and moved to Sera. “You, too, gorgeous.”

			She hugged him back, then moved to return Lyndi’s hug.

			“Where’s Blake?” Lyndi asked.

			Sera’s gaze flickered, the emotion hard to pin down. “In the tunnel with Demyan. He’s gotten too big to fit down human-sized hallways. He…still can’t shift.”

			Lyndi nodded her understanding. Sera’s son from her human marriage had shifted in the same instant Sera had after she’d been turned. As though mother and son were linked. But he didn’t seem to be able to reverse it.

			And Demyan was here, too? Another orphan who’d never quite joined Lyndi’s group, the white dragon was one of the best message runners, stealthier even than black dragons, Levi had ever seen. And the only one to know where Aidan and Sera were hiding at any given time.

			Levi looked over to find Lyndi worrying at her lip with her teeth. Damn his dick, which swelled at the sight. Clearing his throat, he turned back to Aidan. “When did you get here?”

			If they’d arrived in daylight, they’d risked a lot. The Alaz team and the Alliance both had reasons to keep a close eye on the Huracáns these days. Which meant they were desperate. 

			Aidan urged Sera into a seat, though she took his hand. “Demyan got us in late last night, but we waited in the back tunnel until daylight, just to be sure we hadn’t been followed.”

			The kid was scary smart when it came to his ability to get in and out of places. He’d had to be, learning the hard way when he’d crossed over from Russia alone. The colonies were easier for orphans than the clans.

			Levi eyed the gathered team, getting only grim expressions in return. “What have you talked about already?” 

			“Nothing,” Aidan answered. “Just a lot of hugs and getting assembled down here.”

			“Good. I won’t have to make you repeat it then.”

			Aidan shot him a crooked, exhausted grin. “Like you could make me do anything, old timer.”

			Levi snorted, then grabbed the closest chair. Except Lyndi made to move around to the other side of the table.

			No way was his dragon having that. Him, either.

			In a silent move, Levi snagged her by the wrist, then looked pointedly at the chair beside him before raising his eyebrows at her. He earned a sharp glare, and he knew exactly why. Because with that one small action, he’d told the entire team a hell of a lot. If Aidan and Sera being here wasn’t so serious, he would’ve shot his lover an unrepentant grin. Damned if he was going to let her hide them in the dark like a dirty secret, sordid and embarrassing.

			Ignoring every other person in the room, he let go of her wrist and waited, more curious than anything, to see what she’d do next.

			Eyes narrowed on him, promising retribution that he had an inkling he’d enjoy a lot more than in the past, she sank, stiff-backed, into the chair. But still beside him. Levi couldn’t regret the smug triumph expanding his chest or the satisfied rumble of his dragon.

			“So, why are you here?” Finn’s question, couched in his low rumble, had Levi sitting forward, elbows on his knees.

			Focus, dammit. 

			He was losing his touch, thanks to the woman at his side.

			“Demyan got us out of the house we’d been staying in for a few months now. Just in time, too. We watched them blow it to hell with a grenade launcher.”

			Fuck. The room rippled with reaction.

			Almost as a code of honor, shifters didn’t often use human weapons. They were living weapons. To debase yourself that way was almost as dishonorable as turning rogue on purpose. 

			“Who?” Finn demanded.

			“I’m not sure,” Aidan said. He exchanged a long look with Sera, residual fear for his mate and their son reflected in the grim set of his jaw, his lips a white slash. “Demyan says he recognized an Alaz dragon. We didn’t actually see them.”

			The Alaz again? Hell. What were those bastards up to? Retribution? Orders from the Alliance?

			“Why come here, though?” Levi asked.

			“Because every other safe house was destroyed as well. With no other place to go, we’re headed to Rune, but getting to him is tricky since we don’t know exactly where he is.”

			“Coming here puts us all in danger,” Kanta said slowly. No accusation in his voice, just stating facts in his way.

			Aidan speared a hand through his hair. “We’re hoping that this would be the last place they’d think we’d dare to come. We’ve heard rumors, even as isolated as we’ve been.”

			“What kind of rumors?” Finn asked slowly.

			“Same things you’re hearing, I expect. Enforcers cracking down on even the smallest of the laws, going group by group to inspect. A few shifters disappearing…mates, orphans, rogues of course. They’ve had it out for us since I mated Sera. Worse probably after the thing with Drake and Cami. We’re all on their shit list.”

			Levi exchanged a glace with Finn and Drake. The rookie wasn’t wrong. “Makes sense that they’d double down on searching for Aidan. The question is…is this coming from the Alliance or is the Alaz team acting alone?”

			Aidan stiffened, ice-blue eyes sparking. “Why would the Alaz team go off on their own that way? Unsanctioned?”

			Levi raised his brows at Drake who gave a low growl. “They lost one of their men in a scuffle that involved Cami and her family. Because of Rune’s involvement, the Alliance stuck with blaming him rather than us. Tineen, however, does blame us. He’s got to be pissed. I would be.”

			Finn nodded slowly. “I think you’ve got to be right. As far as the Alliance is concerned, we’re to be monitored but are otherwise untouchable. This, all of it, the way it’s piling up, feels more like…”

			“Retribution,” Levi spat.

			A series of nods circled the room like a wave.

			Sera scooted forward in her chair, slipping her hand into her mate’s, the gesture unconsciously done. “So they’re coming after us harder to hurt you, maybe to get you to react, as proof for the Alliance?”

			Levi straightened at the same time as the others. Why hadn’t they seen it sooner? This had to be exactly what the Alaz team was doing. Provoking the Huracáns like poking a stick at a rattlesnake. Eventually, the serpent would strike, and they’d get their proof and permission from the Alliance to behead the danger.

			“Then this attack on Aidan and Sera wasn’t just tracking them down,” Kanta said. “This was a declaration of war on us and anyone associated with us.”

			The room went deadly quiet, shock reverberating through it like someone had taken a hammer to a bell. Holy fuck. If they were right about this, even if these moves against them were sanctioned by the Alliance, shit was about to hit the fan.

			Whatever the Alaz’s next move was going to be, it no doubt was coming soon.

			And I’m leaving tomorrow. I’m abandoning my team when they need me most. 

			Lyndi was the first to speak. “Rune is still part of the equation, then. He might not be the safest place to go.”

			She wasn’t wrong.

			“He’s too far away for them to get to easily,” Drake assured everyone.

			Aidan’s brows went up. Being gone as long as they had, he and Sera had missed a lot. 

			“Only Drake and Cami know where Rune is,” Levi explained.

			Drake’s jaw worked before he glanced at his mate. Cami nodded. “Where he is, is probably your safest bet.”

			“Where’s that?” Aidan asked.

			“I’ll only tell the two of you in private,” he said. He shot a hard stare around the table. “Not that I don’t trust the rest of the team, but if we’re right about this and the Alaz gets ahold of one of us, the fewer people who know, the better. The Alliance, too. He’s still top of their Most Wanted.”

			Aidan turned his gaze to Sera, communicating with her in that silent way mates had. “We’ll leave as soon as night falls.”

			Levi nodded, seeing no other way.

			Drake didn’t do anything, which meant he also agreed.

			“We’ll need to keep them isolated in the mountain until they go,” Levi said, thinking of their scents, which other dragons would pick up if they came, even a day later. “Actually…” Levi mused. “The best place for you would be the dungeons.”

			Lyndi whipped around to send him a glare. “We are not making them—”

			“Trust me,” he mouthed.

			She cut herself off mid-word, and he almost had to laugh at her expression. A mix of still irritated and confused and reluctant turning to belief.

			She gave the tiniest nod, just for him, and that warm contentment in his chest expanded, easing the grip on his bones. It had taken over two hundred years. One tiny battle won with her. Another step forward.

			“We have to stay down here anyway,” Aidan said. “Blake can’t get upstairs.”

			“Good. If someone were to drop by, they’d scent you in there primarily. We could say we’d caught you, but you escaped.”

			“A plausible lie,” Lyndi murmured.

			Levi tipped his chin at her, holding her gaze. See min eneste, I’m for us. Not against us.

			She dropped her gaze, hiding her thoughts from him with a sweep of her dark lashes.

			“That will work,” Aidan agreed.

			“Thank you,” Sera said at the same time, as though the two had already discussed it and responded simultaneously.

			Levi blinked. Damn. Not even Delaney and Finn were that in sync yet. Deep and Calla did that often, but they’d been mated for a long time. Perhaps the need to hide and run and move constantly had fast-forwarded the bond the younger couple had formed.

			“Is Blake downstairs?” Lyndi asked Sera. “I want to see him.” Without a backward glance, she left the room with all the women, chattering about Sera’s son from her first marriage to a human. 

			Levi didn’t realize he was staring after her, working through the hole that seemed to sit inside him with her absence, until Hall clapped him on the shoulder. “What was it that scared you away from the grocery store? It was the cucumbers, right? Like green dicks.”

			Levi ignored him, heading out of the room and into the war room. 

			He should’ve known the men would follow. All except Drake and Finn. They already knew what they needed to know.

			“Go away,” he said. “I’m on duty. You’re not.”

			No one moved an inch.

			With a sigh, Levi spun in the chair he’d dropped into to face them, taking in their expressions. None of his brothers in arms looked concerned, though they had every right to be. Instead, they appeared curious.

			“We figured talking always helps,” Rivin said.

			Behind him, Hall rolled his eyes. “Sharing feelings is not our thing.”

			“But he’s gotta have things to get off his chest,” Rivin countered with a hand thrown out in Levi’s direction.

			Hall just grinned. “I have no interest in some kind of kumbaya moment. I’m here to screw with a buddy.”

			“Then you can keep quiet,” Kanta stepped in, still zen-like and yet his annoyance made itself felt. “Or I’ll get Drake to join in on this conversation.”

			“You can’t do that,” Hall pointed out, smug. “Drake will cut Levi’s balls off if he knew the guy was fucking Lyndi.”

			“I already said what needed to be said to Drake and Finn,” Levi informed them, leaning back in his seat, ostensibly at ease. “The rest is private between me and Lyndi.”

			Hall dropped into a chair across from him, suddenly intent. “We weren’t asking for the dirty details—”

			“Speak for yourself,” Rivin and Keighan said in stereo.

			Kanta smacked them both across the backs of their heads.

			Hall shot them a glare for good measure, then turned back to Levi. “We just want to make sure you know what you’re doing. This has a high fuck-up probability.”

			“No shit.”

			“What Hall means, in his unique way, is…you’re leaving,” Kanta said.

			Also no shit. Levi was just waiting for the new moon and the cover of full darkness to head out.

			“Is she going with you?” Kanta asked.

			Levi shook his head. “She can’t, and I wouldn’t ask her to. The clans are at war.”

			Even the wonder twins didn’t crack a joke at that. 

			“Then what are you going to do?” Kanta again.

			“Ask her to wait.”

			Quiet settled over the men. The kind that happened sometimes when they were dealing with a fire, or with any of the thousand serious incidents that had piled up over the years. The kind of quiet that acknowledged that sometimes there were no good answers, just shitty options.

			“We’ll keep her safe,” Kanta promised. “We have your back. No matter what. Hers, too.” The others nodded, eyes suddenly glowing with dire determination, the colors bouncing off the walls in greens and whites.

			“I know you do.” Only he wouldn’t fucking be here, and that was tearing him apart.

			The guys peeled away, heading out of the room and back topside by the sound of the feet in the halls.

			“We’re really happy for you,” Hall paused to say. One of the rare occasions he dropped the sarcasm. “You know that, right?”

			Levi paused. “Yeah,” he said. “I know.”

			Hall nodded, then slid out of the room.

			For the first time, maybe ever, fear buried its hooks into Levi’s psyche. Finding his way to mating Lyndi would be akin to traversing a minefield blindfolded. From across the damn ocean, because no way was this happening before he left tomorrow.

			Please don’t let this end up with either of us torn up and bloody from the explosion.

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			“Hey Lyndi!” Blake’s high-pitched excited voice reached her before she’d made her way far enough down the tunnel to be able to see him, though she could hear Sera’s son playing with Lyndi’s younger boys.

			They’d all come over for the afternoon to see Aidan, the first and oldest of her orphans, while he was there. Mike, Coahoma, and Attor were all still upstairs with Aidan and the team, while the rest of Lyndi’s kids were down here with Blake. Their antics echoed off the rounded cavern walls, drilled and widened to accommodate a full-sized dragon flying out of the mountain in full shift.

			Blake’s senses were top notch if he could tell from a distance who was coming down the tunnel.

			“Come play with us,” Blake urged.

			All her boys, eager to help another young dragon the way they’d been helped, had decided to use the short time they were there to work with Blake on shifting to human. Though as she rounded a corner, what they were doing looked more like a game of chase to her, with her boys, all in human form, running around under Blake’s legs. They were going to get squished by a baby dragon not used to his own size if they weren’t careful.

			In a move that sure seemed deliberate, he managed to sweep his tail under several of them, taking them out while avoiding them with the spiked end. Only William, one of the biggest and tallest, given he was nearing eighteen in human years, managed to hop out of the way in time, his dark hair flopping into his red-brown eyes with the move, so he missed the second swipe and ended up on his backside next to Elijah and Marin. They all rolled quickly to their feet and sprinted away.

			Lyndi shot raised eyebrows at Sera who sat off to the side with Delaney and Cami and got a laughing shrug in return. Props to Blake for a move like that. Maybe he’d been in this form so long that he had the size thing figured out.

			“Come on, Lyndi,” he called again, wearing what passed for a grin in dragon form, still gruesome even on his smaller face.

			“The last time I played that game, I lost a chunk of scales,” she said with a laugh, holding up both hands in mock defense. “I don’t think Drake or Finn would be too pleased if I couldn’t do my job thanks to something like that.”

			“I’ll keep you safe, Lyndi,” Elijah offered in his sweet way.

			She caught a flash of his sandy mop of hair from under Blake’s belly. Unusual for a green dragon to have that color hair, but his mother had apparently been from the Americas.

			“You’re the one who did it,” she reminded him with a wrinkled nose.

			Elijah had to hop back as Blake dropped into a quick crouch trying to squish him. He didn’t quite make it and his burst of laughter was followed by, “You pinned me. I give!”

			In a flipping maneuver, Blake launched himself out of the way, managing to corner William at the same time. Not an easy thing to do. A red dragon, William tended to be both quick and good at maneuvering, even in human form. Though the small scar on the bottom of his chin said he hadn’t always been so lucky.

			Meanwhile, Elijah was left still sitting on the ground. So nice to see his serious face split in a rare, wide grin, though Lyndi made a mental note to get the kid to the orthodontist. Those teeth were not going to straighten themselves.

			A tug on her hand had her looking at Marin’s face, his white-blue eyes turning bluer with his excitement, and she softened to goo. Currently her youngest, she still worried that his time alone in the wilds had left him malnourished. He was on the small side, even for his age, which in human years was closer to nine, but he looked more like seven or eight. “I’ll protect you, Lyndi.”

			Her heart cracked, too heavy to stay whole watching them all now. What a world to be born into. How was she going to protect them? What if the Alaz came for them, too? Blew up her house with a grenade launcher, like they’d done to Aidan and Sera? What if they weren’t as lucky and didn’t get out in time? What if… Gods above, so many what-ifs.

			“I already said I’d protect her,” Elijah called out from around Blake’s bulk. Then he managed to dodge around Blake, jumping from a stalagmite to a slim outcropping and down beside where she stood with hardly a blink.

			“You did it the last two times.” Marin, standing closest, shoved his brother in the arm.

			“Did not.”

			“No one needs to protect me, because I’m a badass.” Lyndi grimaced. “Sorry, Sera.”

			Her friend snorted a laugh. “Around this crew, I’ve given up saving his ears from swear words.”

			Meanwhile, the boys all dissolved into laughter. “You’re the worst at this game, Lyndi,” William hooted off to one side. “You need more protection than Marin.”

			Lyndi planted her hands on her hips, ready to defend her honor. “Only because I let you guys win.”

			That only sent them into fits of harder laughter. “Remember that time Elijah accidentally smacked you into the side of the mountain and you passed out?” William teased.

			Elijah grimaced, guilt wiping away his grin, and he scowled at his brother.

			Lyndi just shook her head. “Leave me out of it. I want to talk to Sera and the girls anyway.”

			After some good-natured grumbling, and Elijah and William quietly arguing whether Lyndi would’ve been fine had she shifted faster, the boys returned to their game and she made her way over to her friend.

			“Hey!” Sera called out, her smile reflected by the other two women with her.

			“He looks happy,” Lyndi said, tipping her chin in Blake’s direction.

			“Yes, but I’m his mother and it’s a mother’s job to worry.” Sera tucked a strand of pale blonde hair behind her ear with delicate fingers.

			From beside Sera, Delaney tracked the motion, concern slipping into her gaze, though she didn’t say anything. After all, she’d been Sera’s friend first, having lived and worked at the winery Sera had owned before Delaney almost burned down the barn and the Huracáns had burst into their lives. No doubt Delaney could see as well as Lyndi that Sera had lost weight since she and Aidan and Blake had gone into hiding.

			Sera swallowed. “What if Blake never—”

			Pressing her lips tight, Sera cut off the words, whispered low enough that her son couldn’t have caught them anyway, even in dragon form. Too difficult to say aloud maybe.

			More what-ifs.

			Delaney reached over and squeezed her friend’s hand in silent support.

			“You can’t think like that,” Lyndi said. “I’d be a wreck if I dwelled on every what-if for my boys. Blake is not feral, he’s in charge of his dragon. Maybe his dragon won’t let go as a protective measure.”

			It made sense to her. Lyndi’s dragon was both her and something else. Separate and yet the same, and she was damn protective of Lyndi’s human side. Pure survival instinct because one could not exist without the other.

			“Maybe,” Sera allowed. “It’s not like he’s had a chance to feel secure for long enough at a time, no matter how much we assure him. He’s seen too much, and we’ve had to move too often. Always watching overhead and checking over our shoulders.”

			“He’s a good kid,” Delaney assured her. “Smart, polite, happy. You’re doing a great job.”

			“Maybe once you get to Rune’s,” Cami offered. “I found it remarkably peaceful there. We never had any disruption, lots of hands to help share the load.” She grinned, dark eyes twinkling with mischief. “You might even get some alone time with Aidan. Give Blake a baby brother or sister.” Cami waggled her eyebrows suggestively.

			“Oh, Lord.” Sera laughed loud enough that several boys glanced over a second before going back to their play. “I can’t even think of that right now. Life is too complicated.”

			“What if it’s always complicated,” Cami pointed out. “We can’t stop living our lives just because of…” She waved a hand all around them.

			Considering Cami, Lyndi tipped her head. “Wait a minute. You’re not…”

			Cami rolled her eyes, though she smiled. “Not yet. Drake wants me all to himself for at least a decade, he says.”

			“Horny buggers, aren’t they?” Delaney murmured, lowering her voice because of the boys.

			Cami glanced up at Lyndi and patted the rock floor beside her. Only Lyndi couldn’t quite hide her wince as she sat cross-legged on the cavern floor.

			They all looked at her a little cockeyed. “You okay?” Sera asked.

			“Fine.” Damn, her voice had practically hit a falsetto on the one word.

			The thing was, how did she tell her friends she was tender, in the best of ways, because of what Levi had done with and to her body not that many hours ago?

			“If that look means what I think it does,” Sera murmured, “then I guess things must be going well with Levi?”

			Unaccustomed heat, this time definitely a blush, surged up Lyndi’s neck into her face. “As you said…horny buggers.”

			The women laughed, nodding their agreement.

			Not that she was any different. Lyndi frowned over that. So easy to forget that Sera, Delaney, and Cami had been human until recently, but maybe there was a difference. “Did you find that you got hornier after you were turned dragon?” She couched the question softly, still aware of the boys playing nearby.

			Perhaps being dragon herself was why she couldn’t seem to keep her hands or mouth or other body parts to herself anymore if Levi was around. Now that the invisible wall between them had crumbled to dust, it seemed to be game on. But if that was her nature…

			“It’s about the same,” Cami mused. “I wanted Drake from the get-go, any way I could get him.”

			“Um…ew,” Lyndi teased, wrinkling her nose. “Warn me next time. That’s my brother.”

			Cami lifted her hands in a “what are you going to do?” gesture, unrepentant.

			“The best thing,” Delaney said, clearly still thinking through the question, “is I can function on less sleep now, and that whole healing faster thing means I’m not as sore the next morning.”

			“Actually,” Sera whispered conspiratorially, “the best thing is the orgasms.”

			“Oh gods, yes,” came from the other two in twin groans.

			“I’m not getting much sleep. That’s for sure,” Lyndi agreed.

			“Well that explains why you’re a bit pale, honey.” Delaney leaned around Sera to grin. “I wondered if you’d caught a bug or something.”

			Lyndi shook her head. “Dragon shifters don’t get bugs. I’m just tired is all.”

			Sera grinned. “We all know how that goes. We have Blake with us, which means we have to get creative, but Aidan manages to find…ways.” Her expression turned near blissful for a few heartbeats.

			I really hope I don’t look that sappy talking about Levi. Still, Lyndi grinned. “Is Aidan…er…” 

			Having only slept with human men, plus one bear shifter a while back, and none of her own kind, Lyndi wasn’t sure if they were all like Levi when it came to sex.

			“What?” Sera asked. 

			Lyndi shifted positions and tried not to think about the way she’d been so thoroughly and beautifully fucked, though each move twinged inside her and reminded her. “I believe in human terms Levi might be considered…um…dominant.”

			Sera didn’t bat an eyelash. “Sounds about right.”

			“Yup,” Cami said. “A lamb in the streets, but a lion in the sheets.”

			A snort of a laugh escaped her before Lyndi could stop it. But Drake as a lamb was just too much. “Again, eww.”

			Delaney tipped her head, considering Lyndi. “I’m surprised you’d let Levi get away with it, though. Given that you’re a dragon already and all.”

			“I know,” Lyndi murmured, glancing away. “But…” 

			“It’s just right?” Cami guessed.

			Delaney and Sera both hummed in agreement.

			She let out a shaky breath. “Exactly.”

			More than she could put words to. As though letting go and letting him take the lead gave her all the power. If, for any reason, she said no, he’d stop. He’d never hurt her or make her do anything she didn’t want to. And so far there was nothing she didn’t want.

			“What do you think that means?” Sera pressed gently.

			Lyndi just shook her head. “All I can let it mean is that he’s damn incredible in bed.”

			“Um…eww,” Cami teased with a wink. “Sister-in-law here.”

			“Mom!” Blake’s screech pinging through their minds had both of them on their feet in an instant.

			“Blake? What’s wrong?” Sera called as they hustled over to where all of Lyndi’s boys had gathered around where he lay on the ground.

			They parted as Blake said, “Watch this!”

			Sera jerked to a halt as her son began to shimmer and blur the way shifters did as they changed forms. It only lasted a few seconds, and when it stopped, he was still a dragon.

			“Oh wow!” Sera whispered as she dropped into a crouch to look him in the eye. Then rose as he lifted his head.

			“I’ve almost got it,” Blake boasted, head tilted at a proud angle. “I can feel it.”

			“He did it all on his own,” Elijah said, his face almost as excited as Blake sounded, green eyes glinting with dark green flame. Just like him. He cared so hard. “Just stopped and said, I think I figured it out.”

			“That is the best news I’ve had in a long time.” Sera grinned at her son.

			“You should get Dad to come see.” Blake’s form practically vibrated with excitement. If he wasn’t careful, he’d ignite his fire.

			“Why don’t you call him?” Sera encouraged with a grin. 

			The telepathy only worked when they were in dragon form, and as the only one shifted in the room, that made it easier for Blake. Only his happy dragon grin sort of froze, then faded. He jerked his head to stare at his mother, and had to be telling her something, because Sera’s smile disappeared a second later.

			Before either of them could move, the sound of running feet slapping the rock surface of the cavern had all of them turning to find Aidan racing inside, not even attempting to be stealthy. A warning all by itself. Only he didn’t say a word, shooting past them, farther down the tunnel. Then he stopped and the shimmering around his body, so much more than what his son had just produced, warned them of his shift.

			As soon as the first part of him was dragon, he was communicating. “Someone is coming.”

			“From the back entrance or the front?” Lyndi asked.

			“Front, but I’m not taking any chances.”

			He turned his head, almost at the end of his shift, the top of his spikes forming as he did, almost scraping the ceiling in this smaller section of the tunnel, and bent a significant look on Sera and Blake. “Hide.”

			“Get topside,” Lyndi ordered her boys as she too shifted. The room blurred a bit before her as her perspective changed and grew.

			“You should hide, too,” she told Aidan. “Let me take care of it.”

			His stare was conflicted. “I can’t just leave you—”

			“I’m supposed to be here, you’re not. Your mate and child are what’s important. I can handle myself.” No matter what her boys…or Levi…thought.

			If he was human, she’d swear Aidan’s face would’ve drooped with relief. Harder to tell with a dragon. Without another word, he shifted back, though the process took a minute. Once he was small enough, Lyndi stepped in front of him, her focus entirely on the tunnel. Long and only large enough for a single dragon to fly so far, whoever it was would have to stop and crawl soon. Levi’s ridged head would be knocking off stalactites in the section where she stood.

			But no one came. Not that she relaxed. Instead, she decided to check farther down the tunnel.

			Levi’s voice sounded in Lyndi’s head before she could do more than take a step forward. “Tineen is here. No others that I can detect.”

			Shit. Had he followed Sera and Aidan? The timing was too suspect, except they’d been here almost twenty-four hours. Night was no doubt falling by now, turning the golds and pinks and purples of dusk to navy and black.

			“Is anyone else coming?” she asked.

			“Not that I can sense, but I can’t say for sure.”

			He must’ve been on patrol outside then. 

			“What do we do?”

			“We’re going to have to risk getting Aidan and Sera out now.” Levi’s voice rang decisive and strong.

			“I agree,” Aidan said aloud from just behind her. “We can’t be found here.”

			“Position yourselves at the tunnel exit,” Levi instructed. “As soon as I give the signal, go.”

			No time to deal with the shock that wanted to freeze her mind and steal her thoughts. Lyndi directed her thoughts not to Levi but to her boys. “I have an idea. I need the younger boys back down here. Fast. All of them.”

			… 

			Levi hovered in the air where he’d remained on patrol. He struggled to hold his dragon back as the leader of the Alaz team landed below him near the training center and shifted even as he walked inside, the shimmer of the motion trailing behind him like a dark cape. His timing couldn’t be an accident. He had to be here for Aidan and Sera.

			Drake, not Finn, had come topside to meet the man. “What are you doing here?” Drake demanded.

			Levi held in a snort of grim laughter.

			Finn might have been more diplomatic. He played the game. Drake didn’t even acknowledge the board let alone the rules. Still, of all the people they didn’t trust, Tineen was now highest on the list after what they’d learned between Shula’s group and now the attack on Aidan and his family. Dragon shifters weren’t exactly high on forgiveness, which meant even if Tineen wasn’t gunning for them after what happened in Yosemite, he would still happily push them off the plank if he got the chance.

			“I come with news.” The man sounded calm, reasonable. Levi’s dragon slashed his tail in the air, and the human side was inclined to agree. That calm hid something else. What fucking news?

			Drake grunted as he waved the man inside. “Let’s tell the Alliance you’ve arrived before you share your…news.”

			Smart. Make sure the Alliance sanctioned this visit.

			“No need.” Tineen’s voice floated out the open door to the training room. “I’ll contact them when I return to my territory.”

			“Of course you will.” Drake was practically snarling by now.

			Levi didn’t catch anything else as the two men entered the mountain, the hidden door closing automatically behind them, sealing them off. Soundproof from the outside, even for dragon shifters. Hell, even bat shifters would struggle to hear anything coming from inside.

			He counted out another two minutes. Just to be sure. Using every second to scout the area around him.

			“Kanta? Anything?” He sent the thought to the other man on patrol with him.

			“All quiet,” the green dragon came back immediately.

			“Now.” He sent the thought to Aidan and Sera only.

			From where he was, on the other side of the mountain but high enough to monitor the entire facility, Levi watched for them to leave, waiting for a ripple of blue to appear among the greens of the pine trees. Instead, a flash of maroon caught his eye. 

			Maroon? Only one dragon among the dragons in that mountain was that color. William. One of Lyndi’s boys. Levi frowned, sharpening his gaze on the color. At the same time, he fluttered closer to the ground like a falling leaf, dropping as low as he dared.

			Then grinned. On the inside at least. His dragon was in full protector mode, dead serious. Both of them proud, though.

			At least ten or twelve of his lover’s boys left the facility with Aidan and Sera in a large mass. Cover that Aidan’s family could hide among until they got higher and were able to simply disappear in the sky.

			“Lyndi.” Levi shot the thought at her. “You are brilliant.”

			“Let’s hope so,” came the grim reply. “Keep an eye on them as far out as you can? They’re going to lay several false trails, then circle back in an hour.”

			“Remind me to kiss you when I get down there. With lots of tongue.”

			“Lovely mental image.”

			“I didn’t say where I was going to kiss you, skatt min.”

			“Scat? Did you seriously just call me animal droppings?”

			Even Levi’s serious dragon rolled through a chuckle at that one. “Far from it—”

			“Levi. Get your ass down here.” This from Finn, one of the few of them who could shift small parts of himself, allowing for telepathic communication while predominantly human. 

			“Heads up, Lyndi. I’ve been summoned. I’ll watch your kids for another five before I come but that’s the longest I can delay.”

			No answer. Had she shifted back to human?

			He’d have to worry about that later. Instead, he flew farther east, keeping an eye on the departing group until they blended into the sky above where he hovered. Best he could do. Tipping his wings, he swung sharply back, gaining speed as he shot to the mountain. He had to take the time to move around to the west side entrance, even though the tunnel was closer. Tineen had been well aware of where Levi was located on patrol as the black dragon had been stopped by him. Coming in from the tunnel would appear odd.

			“Where are you?” he sent out as he landed, waiting to start his shift until he heard back.

			“Headed down to the tunnel,” came a grim reply from Finn.

			That had been damn fast. Given the size of the facility, the fact that Tineen went straight for the tunnel said a lot.

			Levi took the elevator, which was fastest, happy to get out of that death trap the second the doors opened to the lowest floor. The sound of voices hit him long before he made it as far down as they were.

			“What’s this about practicing?” Tineen stood in the center of the chamber, arms folded, addressing the question to Lyndi who stood facing him down with a sneer to rival her brother’s.

			Levi focused on Tineen. It was either that or bodily put himself between the black dragon and Lyndi, which would be the wrong move on so many levels. He frowned through the protective cauldron of fury, taking in the other man’s expression. Something was off. Tineen was, at most, mildly curious with his eyebrows lifted, and his tone matched, like this was no big deal.

			The tension that dripped through the room, slipping and spilling between every other person gathered there, could’ve fed a river of undulating nerves.

			Probably because they could still smell Aidan and Sera down here. They’d only just left. Granted, their scents were layered under Lyndi’s boys, but still. Would Tineen pick it up? Levi circled the group to move closer to Lyndi, though he didn’t dare get too close. He made sure Tineen noted his presence, giving an exaggerated nod at the man as he caught his gaze.

			“Late, beta? Took you long enough to check the perimeter after my arrival.” Tineen interrupted Lyndi who snapped her mouth closed with a glare quickly concealed. Then he turned to Drake. “You might want to pick a different second-in-command. This one seems lazy.”

			Asshole.

			“And where is your beta?” Lyndi asked in a cloyingly sweet voice.

			After years of having it directed his way Levi recognized it as a warning signal that her temper was not far behind. He could have kicked her and kissed her at the same time, standing up for him that way. Sweet, especially given she was usually the one finding fault with him, but also dangerous.

			Tineen’s gaze slid to her and stilled, though, after a moment, he seemed to ease into himself again. “Why do you ask?”

			She shrugged. “It’s dangerous to travel alone these days. I wouldn’t want something to happen to you.”

			Words that could be interpreted as a threat, except for the fact that she’d delivered them with her dark eyes wide and innocent, and a tone that a well-meaning grandmother might have used, as though she were sincerely concerned.

			“Indeed,” Tineen said. Was that a sneer? It certainly wasn’t an answer when the question was, in actual fact, a real one. Why was Tineen alone? Or were more Alaz members close by? Just out of range of their patrol, maybe. Would they track Aidan and Sera? Capture them?

			Tineen pursed his lips, then shifted his gaze to Lyndi. “So…you said you were practicing down here?”

			“Yes,” Lyndi said. Then tucked her hands into the back pockets of her jeans and stared back with a patient expression. Defying the other man with direct answers, but no additional information.

			That’s my girl. 

			Levi had to hide a grin at the flash of irritation in Tineen’s eyes. For once, Levi wasn’t the one dealing with the kind of frustration she could engender.

			“She had my permission to use the facility,” Drake said. The red dragon was still on the cusp of a snarl, lips curled. 

			“I’m still not sure what you mean by practicing.” Tineen ignored Drake to ask Lyndi, tone not quite so congenial.

			“Shifting,” Lyndi said. Still keeping it to one-word answers.

			“What?” Hall interjected. “Don’t the Alaz team practice?”

			Tineen flicked him a dismissive glance then looked around the chamber. There was only room in any part of the tunnel for one dragon to fit, even at its widest points. “In here?”

			“Yes.”

			Tineen blew a breath out of his nose. “Why in here?”

			“I find younger shifters should practice in different environments. Don’t you?” She blinked at him like this was completely normal.

			It wasn’t. She’d never practiced in here or had her boys do that. Though, now that Levi thought about it, that wasn’t a half bad idea.

			Tineen’s expression turned strangely satisfied. “Are you saying the youngest members of the team need more practice?”

			He slid a glance to the older of her boys, who were now technically enforcers if not officially sanctioned by their kings, well aware of who they were no doubt.

			Lyndi gave the guy a pitying smile that would’ve made a lesser shifter growl. “Of course not. I’m talking about my younger boys. As I’m sure you remember, younger dragons’ instincts are triggered more easily. Today, we were practicing close quarters shifting and flying.”

			“Uh-huh. And where are the younger ones now?”

			“Most of them just left down the back exit.” She waved behind her. “I sent them to do a practice run in daylight, before they head home.”

			“I see.” Tineen nodded slowly. “Which of these remaining are…yours?”

			Lyndi’s face was one she’d shown Levi often through the years. How she managed to appear both disdainful and like she thought he was pretty damn stupid while smiling sweetly he still had no idea. “Mike, Coahoma, and Attor are behind you.” She indicated the oldest of the boys with a wave.

			“The younger ones,” Tineen clarified through gritted teeth.

			“Oh.” Lyndi made a sound he’d never heard from her. A giggle that gave her an air of ditziness that she would normally hate to project. “Of course. Like I said, the others have gone. Only Marin, who is my youngest at the moment, is still here.”

			The boy, suddenly looking all of his nine years when usually he seemed younger, moved out from behind a glowering Hall to her side to have her wrap her arm around him in a casual motion that Levi knew was more about protecting her kid.

			Tineen studied the younger boy. “Have you made your first shift yet?”

			Marin glanced to Lyndi who nodded at him to go ahead. “No, sir.”

			Tineen’s eyes narrowed as he lifted his gaze back to Lyndi. “You are aware of the danger?”

			“Yes. Has the law changed regarding orphans?”

			Unlike rogues, who not only could be killed on sight, but their kind was encouraged to do so, orphans didn’t have to be shunned. It just happened.

			“No,” Tineen said slowly. But the way he watched Lyndi, a light in his eyes Levi didn’t trust, he was headed somewhere with this. “You expose our best fighters to him?”

			Marin flinched, though the kid raised his chin in a move so like Lyndi—brave and stubborn through his fear—it made Levi’s heart turn over. If the Alliance wouldn’t miss Tineen’s absence and come looking here first, Levi would happily snap the man’s neck right now. Holding back his dragon had him stepping back more abruptly than he would’ve liked, the motion a tell, hands in fists. He wasn’t the only one. Drake’s eyes might light them all up in red flame if they glowed any brighter.

			Coahoma, younger and less controlled, didn’t entirely manage it. “Watch it,” he snapped, his dragon so evident that his voice wasn’t his own. Like a cross between human and a monster. Even Levi’s dragon, focused intently on Tineen, paused at the sound.

			“Watch yourself,” Tineen warned. “Your place as an enforcer is temporary, and even then, knowing who has leverage is a smart move, son.”

			“I’m not your son, asshole.”

			“Thank the gods for that.” Deliberately Tineen turned his back on the younger man. A show of no respect. Or sheer stupidity, but Levi knew the other man wasn’t stupid. The provocation was deliberate.

			Coahoma drew back a fist, his face a picture of rage and fire, only Levi stepped right into him. “Stop.”

			Immediately, Coahoma halted, fist still cocked, expression torn between the rage of his animal and the need to obey a man who was one of his leaders as well as a mentor and friend.

			“That’s right. Listen to your elders.”

			Levi clamped his hands down on Coahoma’s shoulders, holding him in place. In that moment, he realized what Tineen was up to. He was trying to push buttons until he had a reason, any reason, to shut them down.

			Tineen’s gaze took in Levi’s hands and moved to his face. “Gold dragon,” he murmured. “Shouldn’t you be on your way to your king? Our man was called back recently.”

			Ice settled in Levi’s veins, because there was something about the way Tineen spoke that felt like a threat.

			“I leave tomorrow.”

			A smile. “Good.”

			Coahoma wasn’t who he needed to worry about. With a snarl that sounded more like a small dog, Marin kicked Tineen in the shin before Lyndi could yank him behind her.

			Every person in the room stilled and waited. Emotion pulsed through them, though you’d never know from their expressions, as they watched the Alaz enforcer closely.

			After a second, Tineen tipped his head as he turned his focus back to Lyndi, the expression reminding Levi of a buzzard picking at a carcass. “I’ll talk to the Alliance about your orphan program,” he said. “I’m sure we could use more like it.”

			What. The. Fuck?

			Lyndi couldn’t hide her own similar reaction, shock rippling across her face, but she held her tongue.

			“Once they’ve successfully learned to shift and are deemed ready to reenter society,” Tineen said next, “I’m sure it’s best that they be reintegrated. Returned to their individual settlements, if possible, or to their individual clans. We’ll see what Mathai has to say, hmmm?”

			Lyndi’s face went as white as bones bleached by the sun a heartbeat before her eyes lit with a red inferno. “The best place for my boys is here, where they’ve grown up,” she said. “They have a home and a colony of their own already.”

			Tineen nodded slowly as though truly considering her point. “I’ll be sure to pass that…view…on to the Alliance members.” Like he was on her side. “But without you here, I’m sure they’ll agree with me anyway.”

			Levi’s dragon flexed against him at those words. What did Tineen mean without her here?

			Lyndi had gone starkly still. “What?”

			Tineen smiled, his expression a sickening combination of gleeful and triumphant. “I’m not supposed to say anything, but a mate has finally been chosen for you. Blessed may your union be.”

			The words may as well have been grenades dropped among them. Levi’s hearing went silent. Everything inside him screamed that this couldn’t be true.

			“I don’t believe you,” Lyndi whispered.

			Tineen cocked his head. “Mathai will be here in person to officially tell you the good news. In five days. It’s why I had to fit this inspection in now. To be sure things were safe for his arrival.”

			“Who?” Lyndi was still whispering, seeming hardly able to get one word out at a time. Levi had never seen her so shaken in all the centuries he’d known her.

			Tineen’s smile turned brutally smug. “Me.” 

			He took a step toward her, but paused, maybe thinking better of it, especially when a growl ripped from Lyndi’s throat, echoing off the cavern ceilings. Only by a miracle did Levi hold his own back. The panic-dipped realization that he couldn’t give this asshole anything else to use against her was the only thing keeping his dragon in check.

			Instead of snarling back, Tineen’s smile only broadened. “I look forward to taming that fiery spirit…mate. But I can see I have surprised you. I’ll give you some time to become accustomed to the idea before we talk further.” Abruptly, he turned to Drake. “Let’s see the rest of the mountain.”

			Moving closer to Lyndi, Levi took her arm and blocked her view of the Alaz leader as Drake took him away. Because her expression said she was ready to rip the fucker’s gizzard out. Most of the others followed, only her boys remaining behind. As soon as he was sure Tineen was out of earshot, the sound of the elevator telling him the others had gone up a level, he turned to face her.

			Lyndi stared over his shoulder in the direction the Alaz leader had departed, eyes still flickering red, lips clamped so tightly, he had to wonder if she was trying to keep herself from vomiting.

			Then she stepped into him. Automatically he wrapped his arms around her, absorbing her small body, trying to give her his own strength.

			“What are we going to do?” she whispered.

			Levi said nothing. What could he say? The crushing weight of all of this shit hitting at once was threatening to crush him. To pulverize him until he couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. He had to fix this. But how?

			How? The word echoed inside him as he tried to comfort Lyndi and settle the fury that wanted to be released.

			His dragon railed inside him with a violence that threatened to drag him under.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			What do I do? What do I do? What do I do?

			Lyndi sat in her room, where Delaney had finally managed to convince her to wait until Tineen left. Vaguely she was aware of how she was sort of rocking back and forth, staring blankly at the wall, but she didn’t care. The phrase had been repeating in her mind for a solid hour as she scoured her brain for a single plan that could get her out of this mess.

			Where could she possibly take all her boys and run to?

			She couldn’t stay. With a few words, Tineen had ripped everything safe and good about her home out from under her feet, sending her tumbling down a mental black hole that kept sucking her deeper, trying to crush the life from her.

			No fucking way was she mating that asshat. No way.

			But every possible move she made put someone she loved in danger. Her boys, her brother, Levi, the team.

			Taking the boys and running was out. It put her brother and the team in the crosshairs. Everyone running—team, boys, and all—was also out. No way could they move that many people at once without getting caught easily. Mating wasn’t going to happen. Sending her boys to the Alliance just wasn’t going to fucking happen, either. Ignoring either order—mating or sending her boys away—when they came wasn’t an option, though. The Alliance would simply send the other enforcer teams to take her and probably lock her away until she could be forcibly mated.

			Gods help me. She sent the plea to the heavens and the hells. She’d take any aid she could get at this point.

			“Tineen is gone.” Finn’s voice ringing in her head had Lyndi out of her room and running downstairs.

			“Don’t speak out loud,” came Finn’s next warning as she hit the grand staircase. “Assume he’s planted bugs all over the damn place. Meet up top and shift. We’re going to have an impromptu deep night training session.”

			Lyndi changed directions so fast, she ran into the wall of man who’d had to go off to his own room each night rather than share her bed. For appearances’ sake.

			“Calm down.” Levi mouthed the words, giving her arm a squeeze.

			She stared back wide-eyed for a second, physically holding herself back from launching into his arms. With a deep breath, she forced herself to walk ahead of him through the door into the training center and outside.

			Calm down. Calm the fuck down. He was right that she needed to. But how the hell was she supposed to do that when her boys had been threatened and she was supposed to be mated to that slimeball who wanted to “tame her fiery spirit?” She wanted to scream her horror to the world, but that wouldn’t do her any good, either.

			The cool air of night did nothing to help her reach that calm. As soon as she unleashed her dragon form, she surged toward where Finn stood, already shifted, at the back side of the training building. Already he had the oil barrels they trained with burning, lighting up the surrounding field and forest with the blue glow of his dragon fire.

			“What do we do—”

			“Not yet,” Finn warned her.

			More of that calm bullshit. Lyndi swallowed down the rest of the words, searing her throat along with sour bile that had been trying to come up since Tineen decided to focus on claiming her and disbanding her family.

			Once every single enforcer was gathered before him, taking up a crap ton of space, Finn finally spoke. “We’re going to run a standard formation, working on hiding our approach at night. Mike, I want you to fuck it up every time.”

			Mike’s hot pink coloring was still glaring, even at night, and the trip to Shula’s people said he really did need the practice. But that’s not what this was about, and they all knew it.

			“I’ll have to get in your face in case that fucker is watching. It’s not real. Got it?”

			Mike dipped his head. “Got it, boss.”

			And that’s what they did.

			While Lyndi practically vibrated with impatience, Levi hovered close, which weeks ago would have only added to her jangling nerves. For once, however, he didn’t talk, give her orders, or pester her. He just…was there. The only way she managed to keep going without losing her shit. Even in dragon form, her heart was clenching so hard, pain sliced through her chest in tune to the rapid beat.

			After the third time through the drill, and Finn deliberately got in Mike’s face, letting blue flames curl out of his mouth in a subtle display of anger, they ran it again. Only this time, they started talking.

			“Right. Talk.” Finn’s voice broke her concentration as Lyndi dove steadily toward the flaming barrels while keeping her belly to where he stood on the ground, using the camouflaging of the reflective scales underneath.

			“We’re not giving them Lyndi or our boys,” Levi said.

			Our boys.

			“Damn straight,” came Finn’s immediate response. “Ideas. Now.” 

			A small corner of the panic receded in the warmth and light of the knowledge that she and her kids weren’t alone. The team had come a long way over the years. At first, they hadn’t wanted her to risk her life taking in orphaned dragons. Then they’d been wary of getting involved with the boys. Now, they were family. Dragon shifters didn’t adapt to change easily.

			I did that. Any swell of pride she might have had died a quick death under the piles of worry heaping over her, burying her alive.

			“Finn…I think I might have something,” Levi said slowly.

			She wanted to whip around to see him, where he trailed behind her in the drill, but she couldn’t. Instead, she swooped over the barrels, drawing the fire into herself through her scales as she’d been trained. A trick only enforcers learned to master. A twinge of searing pain near her tail told her that her distraction was making this a dangerous exercise to keep up.

			“Spit it out,” Finn said, when Levi paused.

			“Lyndi takes the boys up Alaska way to cross the land bridge.”

			Lyndi did whip around at that, bobbling in the air, and nearly took out the top of a pine tree, having to right herself and gain more altitude with several strokes of her wings, smoke curling out of her mouth with her fury. He was lucky she didn’t blast him with fire. “No. We’re not taking them to the clans—”

			“Dammit Lyndi, as if I would.”

			She almost flinched at the tone he used. One he never used with her. Guilt, sharp and ugly, immediately pierced through her panic. Of course he wouldn’t. Levi loved those boys, too, though he might not word it that way.

			Levi dropped down, allowing her to see the glitter of his scales as he came to her level and faced her across a swath of empty sky. “Trust me.”

			His thought pressed into her, just for her she knew, the same way she knew when any dragon was speaking to her directly. She just did. But this felt as though he’d added weight to the words, the heaviness of an emotion she couldn’t, or maybe didn’t want to, identify.

			Lyndi nodded, not trusting herself to say more. 

			Still hovering before her, he turned his head, focusing on Finn. “You tell the Alliance that we took Tineen’s suggestion as an order and are escorting the boys to their individual clans for re-entry, personally.”

			“But we don’t go to the clans?” she asked.

			He trained copper-gold eyes on her, anger still glimmering at her like a wildfire in a distant field. “No. You disappear.”

			You. Not we. Because he wouldn’t be here. He was leaving in the morning. A fact that, if she let it in right now, might tip her over into the abyss of utter emotional meltdown. “But the team. When the Alliance realizes we’re gone, it puts you back in the crosshairs—”

			Levi gave a shake that almost appeared as though he was shimmying water off his scales. “With more than fifteen boys from every one of the six clans, it’s a trip that will take months. Even years, depending on how long you remain with each clan.”

			“They’ll check with the White Clan to make sure we’ve gone there. With their headquarters so close to the land bridge, it only makes sense.”

			“We say you’ve gone to the Red Clan first. It’s your clan, and with the High King there, plus the political tensions at this time, you wanted his blessing to cross boundaries with the boys.”

			It made sense, taking advantage of the chaos the clans were in currently. Communications were rare from the Red Clan, from most of the clans really—the kings seeming to focus on their war and leaving the colonies to themselves—so the Alliance’s ability to follow her progress would be interrupted.

			“But what about my—” She couldn’t even think the word.

			Kanta spoke up now. “Of course you expected your mate to understand that you needed to settle your orphans first, and you wanted that done as quickly as possible, so you got started.”

			“Good,” Finn said. “We’ll assure him that the mating can happen once you return.”

			I’m going to spend the rest of my life running, and the boys with me. What kind of life is that?

			But she couldn’t come up with any alternatives. This was it. It’s all she had.

			“Lyndi?” Levi asked, his voice gentle inside her head. But he, maybe more than anyone else, even more than her brother, knew how much she’d dreaded this day.

			“It’s the best idea I’ve heard,” she said. “Disappearing might be harder, with so many of us. Maybe if we split up—” She detested the idea of not being with every single one of those boys, but they didn’t have a choice here. “Mike, Attor, and Coahoma could each take a group maybe.”

			“Actually…we want to stay here.” Coahoma’s voice entered the mix. Suddenly, all three of her boys on the team dropped down to face her.

			Lyndi swallowed, likely her expression turning fierce. Along with Aidan, these men were the first she’d taken in. “Are you sure?”

			“We’re part of the team now,” Attor said. “They need us.”

			“It’s a risk,” she warned.

			“We know.”

			Damn Tineen. Damn the Alliance. Damn the High King and every single thing that had led her to this moment. 

			After a second, her heart shriveling even as pride in her boys kept it from turning into a dried-out husk, Lyndi nodded her agreement. They were old enough to make their own decisions now. No matter how it hurt to let them stay. “We’ll figure out the where and how as we go,” she said. “It’ll take days to get up to Alaska anyway.”

			Buying her time to think, to plan.

			“We’d better leave now. We don’t want to risk Mathai coming early or Tineen returning on some trumped-up reason.”

			“Agreed,” Finn said.

			“Not fucking agreed,” Drake snapped.

			Her brother landed smoothly, incredible to see when only months before he’d been on death’s door. Mating truly was a miracle for their kind. One more thing she would never get to have.

			Lyndi spiraled down to where he waited, landing just as smoothly. “You’re not going to talk me out of this,” she insisted as she stalked toward him.

			Drake’s spikes rose straight up along his spine, a sure sign of his ire. “The hell I’m not. You don’t have to do this. The boys are old enough to go without you. They know what they’re doing.”

			“You want me to abandon them?” she asked in a soft voice. “And be mated to a stranger?”

			Drake snorted, red flames drifting out of his nose and around his horned face, giving him an almost demonic appearance.

			Cami came out of the dark, probably having landed farther away, sidling up to him. She rubbed herself against him almost like a cat. “You don’t want that, either,” Cami said, letting Lyndi overhear.

			Drake shook his head, the action more violent than resigned, like a bull about to charge a matador’s cape. “You’re my sister. My family.”

			“And the boys are my family, too. This is what I have to do. Like you thought you had to leave the team—and me—without a word and go off to die. This isn’t a choice, Drake. Can’t you see that?”

			He shook his head again. Then his sides heaved with a long-drawn breath. “You’d better stay alive out there.”

			“I’ll make sure she does.” Levi appeared beside her.

			Lyndi jerked her head around to stare at him. “No—”

			“I’m not asking, min eneste.” He spoke in that spooky calm voice he used only when he was deadly serious. Suddenly his lips curled back in a dangerous grin. “I have to travel to the Gold Clan anyway. We tell them I’m your escort. The Alliance won’t be surprised that a female can’t escort this group on her own and needs a big, strong man to help her.”

			Because the world was stupid, he wasn’t wrong. But what if they were caught? They’d kill him. “I can’t ask you to do this.”

			He focused on her in a way that she knew the next words were for her ears alone. “If you think I’m letting you walk away—”

			“This had nothing to do with that.”

			“This has everything to do with that.” He stepped closer, the charred scent of his fire curling around her, woodsy and wonderful. Dammit. “Someday, when you finally realize what this is between us, you’ll know why.”

			“Not to step on your tail, son,” Deep’s voice chimed in.

			Lyndi jerked at the sound of Deep’s voice. When had he arrived? She searched the skies. Where was he anyway?

			“I know my timing is for shit. I’ve heard most of what’s happened, but you need to know that I found that missing mate of Shula’s.”

			Oh gods. Lyndi wanted to shut her eyes against what came next. She’d almost forgotten her promise in the panic.

			“Where?” Levi asked.

			A shadow of a flicker helped her lock in on where the red dragon was coming from, still a few miles out.

			“In the Alaz headquarters. Hagues Peak. From what I was able to determine, he’s been ordered to get the dragon who turned her and turn them both over to the Mating Council. I already warned Shula. She and I are going after Bree. I could use help.”

			Every dragon in the air surged forward, but Deep’s next thought beat them to it. “Just one.”

			Even from the ground, she could see the way Deep’s gaze cut to Levi, and she realized who Deep wanted to take with him.

			“Why me?” Levi asked.

			Deep dropped in the air, coming in for landing, flaring his wings wide at the last second to slow his momentum, the way he touched down gingerly just another sign of his age. “It’ll be a distraction, cover for Lyndi and the boys to get out. After we’re done, you can follow her, make sure no one is on her trail and meet her at an arranged place.”

			No. Hell no. Lyndi wanted to scream it. But she’d made a promise, and Levi would no doubt appreciate the idea of her getting away safely as he acted as a distraction.

			But an idea—finally her brain seemed to be swimming out of the shock—hit her all at once. If Bree was being held in the Alaz headquarters, then maybe, just maybe…

			Killing Tineen was the answer to all of this. They had to stealthily get Bree out. If they did their jobs right and no one knew who had helped her escape, and if Tineen happened to die in the process, who could possibly lay that at the Huracáns’ feet?

			“I should go,” she said.

			“Lyndi…” Levi said slowly.

			No way in hell would he let her if he knew what she was thinking. She swung the bulk of her body around to look him in the eye, pleading with him to support her in this.

			“Think about it,” she rushed to convince him. “I’m smaller, and so dark I can pass for a black dragon at night, and Rune taught me himself. If any of us can get in and out, it’s me. But, more than that, if they happen to catch us, I have an excuse to be there…the mating thing. You don’t. The rest of the team…same thing. It’s a plausible story.” 

			Levi seemed to search her face for… What?

			“Lyndi should go with you, Deep.”

			Had the world just stopped turning on its axis, or was stress making her hear things now? Had he really just agreed to this?

			He was nodding now. “I take the boys and hide them. You’re the logical choice to go with Deep.”

			She stared at the golden dragon beside her, almost not daring to breathe. This was a huge risk. Monumentally huge. But Levi, instead of letting that overprotective thing override logic, was trusting her to get it done. He was also asking for her trust, that he’d care for the boys, even if she was taken.

			“You know that if I’m captured, I won’t let myself be mated.” She wouldn’t put into words the extremes she’d go to, but she saw in the way his eyes flamed that he understood. “We leave in two hours. I’m going to the house to get the boys ready.”

			So saying, and screw anyone watching and what they might be thinking, she turned and leaped into the air.

			… 

			“Tell me you were able to track anyone who left when I arrived.” Tineen sent the thought ahead of himself to his second. Roan had allowed him to sense his presence miles away. 

			“No luck. A large group, mostly younger dragons, flew out all at once.”

			“Were a blue male and female mated pair among them?”

			“I can’t be sure. There were several blue dragons, though.”

			“Which way did they head?”

			“Are you kidding me? I couldn’t follow every dragon as they split up, boss.”

			“Excuses.” No ire filled the word, just stating facts. 

			“Fuck you.”

			Roan knew him well. He must be able to tell Tineen had come out of the Huracán headquarters in a pleased mood. And he had. Finally, things were falling his way. He’d have that team demolished in less than a month.

			That bomb he’d dropped on Lyndi Chandali about their upcoming mating had worked exactly as he expected, though he’d had to back off slightly. Her brother had come damn near to taking off his head. So had the beta, Levi. They hadn’t made a move, either of them, but his instincts had told him to beware. So he’d finished the inspection and left them stewing. 

			The way he saw it, Lyndi had two options. Either she ran—and took her orphans with her after that brilliant none-too-subtle threat he’d made concerning them—in which case he’d have all he needed to bring the Alliance down on the team. Or she stayed and went through with the mating, a political coup for him as well as a string to pull to make the Huracáns dance to his tune.

			Either way, he won.

			“Did everything go to plan?” Roan asked.

			His beta was closer now but impossible to locate at night unless he wanted to be. Not like a black dragon, but dark green blended almost as well at night and the man was smart.

			“Even better than I thought. Aidan Paytah has been there,” he informed his beta. “Recently, I’d say.”

			“The fuck you say?”

			“With Sera. Impossible not to remember her scent.” Or the rookie who’d stolen a mate out from under the High King’s nose. Yet another sign of the Huracáns’ true loyalties. They should’ve killed him on sight, not sheltered him. 

			Suddenly Roan appeared at his side, swooping in and leveling off to fly beside him. “How’s that a good thing? The Huracáns may have captured them and they escaped. You have no proof showing otherwise, and the scent will be gone by the time we return with Mathai.”

			“Proof for us…our assumption that the Huracáns are harboring Paytah and his mate had been confirmed. Their next moves will be what they hang on.” Savage satisfaction ripped through Tineen.

			He’d spent his entire life defending and protecting his people and their way of life. First as a personal guard to the King of the Black Clan, now as an enforcer. Do his duty and represent this clan with honor. Exactly what he’d done for over two centuries.

			That he couldn’t say the same of the Huracán enforcers sent rage clawing through him. His dragon wanted blood, but he’d take their downfall.

			They were dangerous. Insidious. Divisive.

			Unworthy of the title, of the position of leadership their kings had honored them with. Maybe they’d spent too much time in the colonies.

			“You didn’t see their faces,” he said to Roan. “Lyndi’s mating was exactly the catalyst to get them to react. And those orphans are family to them. They won’t accept them being sent away. Combined, after the pressure we’ve put them under these last months, it will be like a spark to tinder.”

			Roan said nothing, but that tended to be his version of agreement.

			“Any mention of the groups in their territory that we’ve…visited?”

			“Not a word.” Pathetic. What kind of enforcers didn’t know what was going on in the communities they protected? He’d absconded with a damn mate, and not a blip. Unless the black dragons hadn’t reported it.

			“That’ll help with getting Shula,” Roan said.

			It would. Only having to deal with the small community of black dragons would be a hell of a lot easier than taking on enforcers.

			On the other hand, taking Shula would no doubt hit the radar of other groups of dragon shifters nearby. If he worked it right, putting the blame on the Huracáns, continuing to turn those based in the western territory against the very enforcers meant to keep them safe was still part of his plan.

			One way or another, he was going to take those assholes down.

			… 

			Rolling one last outfit—yoga pants because they packed smaller, T-shirt, sports bra, undies, and socks—into a neat bundle she could just grab out of her pack, Lyndi paused as the sound of feet approached her door. Being at the end of the hall usually meant that sound was a visitor for her.

			Levi maybe? She needed to talk to him before they left. The last chance she’d get before they split up.

			Only every time she started toward his room, an icy hand clamped down on her windpipe and her dragon would growl at her. Because the selfish half of her didn’t want to leave him. The boys, too, but in some ways Levi even more. So she’d finished packing instead. Like a coward.

			When had she become such a wimp?

			The knock at her door wasn’t unexpected, and Lyndi cinched up her pack, a hiker’s duffle with a strong waist strap that she’d bought years ago when recreational hiking had become a thing for humans.

			When she swung open the door, she paused. “Mike.”

			The way her heart dropped at the sight of the younger man’s face, instead of Levi’s, was ridiculous.

			Ri-fricking-diculous, she mentally repeated louder in her head, like that might make her heart understand.

			She was turning into one of those girls who constantly checked her phone for messages and only felt half alive until he came around. Absurd and it needed to stop.

			“What’s up?” There. That sounded perfectly normal.

			“I’ve helped most of the others. I think half an hour at most, and they’ll be ready to go.”

			“Great.” How did she not hug the kid until she smothered him, or act like they weren’t about to break up their family? She cleared her throat. “I’ll finish packing here. Send Elijah down and let the rest know to meet everyone topside in an hour.”

			Ten minutes later, another knock sounded. At her call, Elijah popped his head through the doorway, mop of sandy hair covering his green eyes. “Mike said you need me?”

			Lyndi nodded and abandoned her packing to pick up a slip of paper she’d printed out and put on the island counter separating her kitchen and family room.

			“Here.” She handed it over.

			While he took it, he didn’t open it. “What’s this?”

			“Just read it.”

			Brow still furrowed, he unfolded the paper and his eyes moved as he skimmed the words. Then paused and read it again more slowly. “My old colony will take me back?” He lifted his head to stare at her closely, brows puckered. “You want me to go?”

			The question suddenly made her remember how young he truly was, and damned if her heart, already cracked and bleeding from today’s revelations, didn’t lose another chunk at his expression.

			“Of course I don’t,” she said. 

			Then reined herself in and tried not to let him see how desperately she wanted to keep him with her. Elijah had always been her thinker, and this was up to him. “I want you to have options. That’s all this is.” She waved at the paper. “Your cousin contacted me a month ago asking about you. He was happy to learn about how well you’ve been doing.”

			Elijah snorted. “I bet.”

			Suddenly he was a man instead of closer to a thirteen-year-old boy. Life had done that to him, made him untrusting so young.

			Lyndi gave him a long, serious stare. “I think he’s sincere in missing you and regretting being part of making you leave. The entire community has voted to ask you back.”

			“And you’re telling me now because…”

			“Because with them you’ll be with blood family and the Alaz and the Alliance can’t touch you. Can’t make you go anywhere. You’ll be safe.”

			Elijah dropped his gaze, considering her words. Then quietly folded the paper up and handed it back. “They aren’t my family,” he said. “And my brothers need me.”

			Lyndi sighed, pride and the weight of a mother’s worry warring within her, a fierce battle that might break her in the end. At least she could have truly saved one if he’d chosen to go. “I figured you’d say that.”

			On a nod, Elijah turned and headed for the door. After pulling it open, he paused. “You know we’d do anything for you, don’t you?”

			Lyndi stilled at the deep sincerity in his gaze. “Just like I’d do anything for you guys.”

			“That’s just the trouble.”

			She frowned. “What is?”

			“You saved our lives. Do you think we want to repay that by putting you at risk like this?”

			“I have to run anyway,” she pointed out softly. “But even if I didn’t, it’s not about owing each other anything. This is about standing strong for the people we love. That is what a community is about. It’s not the laws, or the leaders, or even the need to barter and trade. It’s about living your life with someone beside you who says nothing is going to hurt you or take from you or threaten you. Not while I’m around.”

			Elijah dropped his gaze to the floor, thinking about that, then nodded. “I’ll see you up there.” And he was gone.

			Her brave kid.

			One who always seemed to know the right thing to do. A minor miracle given the tough positions he’d been put in early in life. Lyndi straightened. If Elijah could face those things, she could face her own demons, too.

			Determination walked her feet out her door…and right into her brother.

			“Got a second?” he asked, in typical brusque Drake fashion.

			“I’m really not in the mood.”

			“Good,” he said, unsmiling. “Neither am I.”

			And then he did the most un-Drake-like thing he’d ever done. He yanked her into his arms, wrapping them around her, and put his chin on top of her head, just holding her.

			Lyndi swallowed at the uncharacteristic show of affection and hugged him back. Just standing there for a moment acknowledging that, for the longest time, they’d been each other’s closest companions and confidants. Not that either was prone to confiding.

			“I made the mistake of leaving without saying goodbye once,” his deep voice rumbled against her cheek. “Not doing that again. You yelled at me.”

			She grinned against him and held on tighter. “You deserved it.”

			“Yes. I did.”

			Lyndi chuckled and pulled back. “Cami sure has had a positive effect on you, big brother.”

			Despite his stoic shrug, she could sense the smile lurking under the surface. “Don’t tell her that,” he said. “She’ll get all smug.”

			“That woman needs every advantage she can get, mated to you,” Lyndi teased.

			“Probably.” He paused, then squeezed her arms before stepping back. “Promise me you’ll take care of yourself out there.”

			She searched his face. Usually it was Drake going off into danger. Even after she’d joined the team, most of her assignments were pretty tame. “You take care of yourself here,” she said, trying not to let emotion clog her voice.

			After another pause, Drake nodded, and then he was gone. Leaving her to gather her courage again.

			With a deep breath, Lyndi continued down the hall where she paused outside Levi’s room. She could pick up the sound of his feet as he moved around his suite. The soft sound of off-key whistling reached her from through the door, like today was any other day. He was too smart not to understand exactly what he’d signed himself up for. 

			Sometimes, she suspected cheerful for Levi was a facade. A tell that he was, if anything, more worried.

			Lyndi closed her eyes, raised her hand, and knocked.

			The door swung open almost immediately and she lifted her gaze to find Levi standing there, filling the doorway, his unreadable gaze trained on her, almost like he was trying to divine her secrets for himself.

			For once, he didn’t immediately speak, which only upped the tension working its way through her body a muscle at a time. She twitched her shoulders, trying to fend off the unease. It didn’t help.

			“I can’t—”

			Levi stepped forward and pressed his lips to hers in a hard, harsh kiss. Then again, softer and sweeter. He lifted his head. “Try again.”

			Narrowing her eyes, she did just that. “You can’t—”

			Again, he cut her off with a hard kiss, followed by a soothing one that scrambled her brain. Almost like he was shutting her up with the first one, and the second…

			The second kiss…

			She couldn’t let herself define. Not if she was going to ask him not to go.

			“You aren’t thinking this through,” she said softly. “You have somewhere you have to be.”

			The twinkle in his eye died and he sighed, turning away. “You know me better than that.” He left her standing in the open doorway. “You need me more. The boys need me more. It’s not a difficult choice. I’ll go when I know you and the boys are safe.”

			She shook her head. “If the Alliance doesn’t believe our ruse and comes after them—”

			“Then we deal with it.”

			She paused as he swung a camo pack onto his back—the heavy-duty kind hitchhikers favored and likely fully loaded with things they’d need for wherever this venture was about to take them. Similar to the one overflowing with gear in her room.

			“Lyndi, if anything happened to the boys—” He paused, and his gaze held her in place like a butterfly pinned in a display. “If anything happened to you…” His voice had dropped, the harsher tones of his dragon coming through.

			He moved to stand directly in front of her. “Don’t try to talk me out of this. I’m doing it.” 

			What kind of person was she that, instead of guilt or anger, her immediate reaction was one of pure relief? Like everything inside her unclenched. The thought of doing this on her own scared the shit out of her, but she could do it.

			I have to kill Tineen.

			It was the only answer to all of this. Then Levi could safely go on to the Gold Clan and she and the boys wouldn’t be in constant danger, always running. Of course, then she might never see Levi again, a thought that wrapped around something deeper within her and squeezed tight. But she’d deal with that after this nightmare was over.

			“Okay,” she whispered.

			His lips tilted in a lopsided grin. “I could be trying to talk you out of going with Deep the same way, but I won’t.” He reached out, tracing her cheek with a single finger. “Just…be smart about it, okay? I don’t want to have to burn down the Rockies to get to you.”

			Twisting her lips to keep from smiling, she shrugged. “I’ll do what I have to do.”

			Levi dropped his hand, searching her expression with a frown. “Maybe I should tie you up and let Deep handle this.”

			Uh-oh. Better divert him or he’d figure out her true end game. She raised her eyebrows at him in deliberate interest. “Sounds diabolical.”

			Levi groaned. “Now I’m just giving you ideas.”

			“Actually…” She tipped her head to the side. In for a penny, in for a pound, right? “I do have an idea worth exploring.”

			“Oh?” He regarded her with extra suspicion, eyes narrowing.

			“Once I’m done with Deep and meet up with you, we’re about to be on the road indefinitely, with all of our, for lack of a better word, kids.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Not a lot of privacy for…things.”

			Gold flared in his hooded eyes the instant he caught on. In almost one move, it happened so fast, he dropped his pack to the floor with a thump, kicked the door closed, and had her up against the wall, legs wrapped around him, cock pressing into her core through her jeans.

			“Now that is an idea I can get behind,” he murmured, warm breath brushing her lips.

			“I thought you might,” she murmured back.

			And let herself become lost in the perfection of Levi’s strength and tenderness.

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Dead silence greeted Tineen as he landed directly in the center of the black dragon village. No coming in by stealth. Though he could have. He figured speed and suddenness would serve him better. Only the place was deserted.

			Not a whisper of sound.

			Granted these were all black dragons, and most of them had been pretty fucking nonexistent on the last visit here. This was different. Felt different.

			“Boss—” Roan said beside him.

			“I know.”

			Shifting quickly, Roan following suit, Tineen strode into the nearest building, raising his nose in the air to sniff. Someone had been in this room not too long before. A day or two at most. If he’d come here first, he probably would have found them all in residence.

			What the seven hells? “Check the other buildings.”

			“Sir.”

			They split up to go faster, and every space he checked told the same story. Beds left in haste. Dishes in sinks or on tables. The scent of recent bodies inside and out. The settlement had been abandoned. Quickly.

			Slamming the last door behind him, he strode across the wide-open space at the center of the so-called town just as Roan emerged from the woods. “I found a trail.”

			“Good.” Roan’s expression flattened, and Tineen narrowed his eyes. “What else?”

			“I smell that old Huracán dragon, Deep, here.”

			Fury hit a slow boil. Had Deep been here while he’d been distracted with his new mate? Or before? “Follow the black dragons’ trail and report.”

			As Roan shifted to obey the order, Tineen yanked out a satellite phone from the pack he carried when he traveled. He didn’t dare use his cell phone for this. 

			“Xi,” the man on the end answered.

			“Report.”

			“All quiet here.”

			“Boss?” Roan’s voice broke through. 

			“Hold on—”

			He muted the call and waited for his second.

			“The trail goes cold heading south.”

			“To the Huracáns?” Roan would still be close enough to pick up the sound of the words.

			“Can’t be sure. Fucking black dragons.”

			Tineen tipped his head back to glare at the star-studded sky above. He put the satellite phone to his ear. “Contact Mathai and inform him that the black dragon mate in my chambers needs to be moved to the Alliance headquarters immediately.” Wasting his resources on keeping her bitch of a mate from trying to get her back wasn’t his focus right now. “Also, bring the men in the field back. Put the men currently in headquarters on standby. I want drills run until I return.” He hung up on Xi’s yes, sir. He couldn’t put them on full alert. The Alliance would learn of it and want to know why.

			If any one of the Huracáns or his new mate or her fucking orphans ran, they would need to follow. He planned to be ready. 

			He shifted and took to the air. Rapidly gaining altitude, he caught up to Roan who held in wait for him. “I’m heading back to headquarters.”

			“And me?”

			“Stick to the plan. Go back to the Huracán mountain and watch those traitors for any movement in or out.”

			“You got it.” Roan tipped his wings and disappeared into the night.

			Tineen, seething with every beat of his wings, was tempted to follow his beta. Gut instinct told him he should just go back and take Lyndi now, force their hands instead of waiting for them to play this out. But he needed to get that newly turned mate, still held in his room, to the Alliance first. The sooner she was off his hands the better. He’d lost one of the pair. He wouldn’t lose the other, dammit.

			But Lyndi—she was the prize. The catalyst. He’d waited for this moment since the second those cowards in the Alliance hadn’t taken the entire Huracán team down after Yosemite. Now he would. He could taste it. He just had to keep his end goal in mind.

			… 

			Deliberately, the entire journey to the Alaz mountain, a straightforward route to stick to her story of being there for her mating, took several days to give Levi and the boys more time to get away. Lyndi had struggled to keep her focus on what was coming. Every cell in her body, every thought, had been where her heart was. Somewhere on the way to the Alaskan wilderness.

			Had they gotten away okay? How far had they made it? Had they run across any trouble? Would she see them again?

			But now that she was here, the towering peaks of the Rockies all around her as she used every skill at her disposal to follow Shula up the Alaz mountain, she had to focus.

			Getting in would be the easy part. They had a plan. She and Shula had flown to the base of the mountain and climbed their way up until they were perched against the bare rockface, out of sight of where the main entrance was hidden. If the Alaz sensors and cameras were the same as the Huracáns’, they were searching for dragons coming at them, not humans.

			Mental note to tell Drake to change that situation.

			A shadow flashed overhead, and Lyndi froze and held her breath, slowing her heartrate. She needn’t have bothered. A red dragon swooped down to the flat ledge above her and Shula’s hiding spot. Deep. The distraction.

			He flew directly to the front dragon entrance and essentially knocked on the door with a thump of his tail against what appeared to be solid rock. After a long wait, the rock silently split in half, folding back to reveal a dragon-sized tunnel beyond.

			Whatever was said between him and the dragon that opened the door, she couldn’t hear, since she was in human form. Deep’s story was that he thought he’d discovered the location of the grizzly bear shifters who’d been involved in the fight that lost the Alaz team a dragon last winter. It must have worked, because both dragons extended their wings and flew inside.

			The instant they moved, she and Shula, on silent feet the way Rune had taught her, were up and over the ledge and sprinting through the shadows toward the closing door. This door was like a massive double garage door made of stone, closing in from both the top and bottom.

			“Dive,” Shula hissed.

			Lyndi leaped without hesitation, arms stretched out in front of her. She barely cleared the door as it whispered shut, then tucked and rolled to slow her motion.

			Fuck that hurt against the uneven stone, but they made it.

			“Follow me,” Lyndi mouthed.

			Every enforcer team had detailed schematics of the other team’s installations, which Drake had her memorize before she’d headed here. According to Deep, Bree wasn’t being held in the dungeons. She was in Tineen’s room. How he’d got that information, she had no idea. Slipping quietly from room to room, using the darkness to their advantage, she and Shula moved through several levels unhampered, upward to where the team suites were located.

			On the final staircase before the level where Tineen’s rooms were located, a low murmur of voices and pad of steps headed their way froze them halfway up.

			Shit. They were going to be scented any second now, no matter how invisible they made themselves.

			“Hide,” Lyndi mouthed.

			Without hesitation, Shula leaped straight up, attaching herself to the rocky ceiling like a freaking bat, blending into the crags and darkness. A handy skill Lyndi didn’t have time to admire. Deliberately she blew out a small stream of fire, her scent meant to mask the other woman’s and make the men follow her. Then she ran, light-footed, back down the stairs, leaving a trail behind her to the level below and into one of the rooms her ears told her remained unoccupied.

			She had a minute at most and ignited her fire fully, blowing a long stream of it into the room, the red-tipped flames curling around themselves in midair. Then she shut the door and sprinted farther down the hall where she found the next room unlocked. Where were all these men? They couldn’t all be on night duty.

			She swung inside and left the door barely cracked so she could listen better. Not fifteen seconds later, the sound of running made her stiffen and silence everything about herself. Then a shout and the sound of a door being thrown back and thumping into the rock wall.

			“Where is it?” one of the men barked at the other.

			“Search the place.”

			Lyndi had one shot at this. She pushed the door she hid behind wide enough to scoot back into the hallway. Then with agonizing slowness, controlling her heartbeat with every inch gained, she crept down the hallway back past the room where the men searched. If she could get past them and to the stairs…

			A hand wrapped around her neck from behind and lifted her off her feet. “Got you!”

			The telltale crack of something hard connecting with a head sounded a millisecond before Lyndi found herself tumbling to the floor in a pile of limbs. Luckily not under the man who’d grabbed her.

			She jumped to her feet and spun, crouched and ready to defend herself, to find Shula there, pressed up against the wall beside the open door, a finger to her lips.

			“Xi?” A man came running out of the room, and Shula cracked him with a wicked-looking baton right in the head, dropping him like a sack of bones.

			Lyndi raised her eyebrows at Shula who shrugged. The woman had skills.

			Quickly crouching beside the men, she checked their pulses. Killing Alaz enforcers was not part of the plan. It would only bring more down on them and the team. Luckily, they were both alive. Giving Shula a signal, the two of them dragged the shifters’ bodies into the empty room, closing the door behind them.

			Together, she and Shula ran up the winding stairs to the next level, down the hall, and to the door that she was sure was Tineen’s suite. Shula held up her hand to wait, then shifted her nails to black talons at the tip of each finger, her expression one of concentration.

			“I’m in here,” a small female voice cried out.

			Bree. Shula must’ve shifted to speak to her mate telepathically.

			Confident that Tineen wasn’t in there, they pushed inside, shutting the door behind them. Bree they found quickly enough, handcuffed with dragonsteel chains to a dragonsteel bed. In a rush, Shula was on the bed, her lips claiming her mate’s in a kiss so desperate and achingly tender Lyndi glanced away, giving the two women privacy.

			“Thank heavens,” Bree whispered. “But you’ll never break these chains. Believe me, I’ve tried.” She held up her hands, raw and caked with dried blood from her efforts.

			The growl Shula loosed promised death to the man who’d dared to treat her mate this way. They didn’t have time for that.

			“Where is Tineen?” Lyndi whispered.

			Bree shook her head. “I haven’t seen him in days.”

			The disappointment at that news might as well have been dragon fire down her throat, burning her up from the inside, and Lyndi froze in place. This couldn’t be right. He’d left before she had. He had to be here.

			He had to be. She was going to kill him and that would fix everything—

			“Lyndi,” Shula hissed.

			She had to shake her head twice, blinking at the black dragoness as she dragged herself out of the world of what was supposed to have happened and back to what was happening.

			Shula held up Bree’s cuffed hands. “What do we do?”

			Right. Help them, get to her boys. Stick with the plan that everyone else had thought was the plan in the first place.

			Dammit.

			“Good news,” Lyndi said, giving herself a final mental shake. “They have the same restraints we have in our mountain designed specifically for enforcers to use in dungeons. They have a universal lock connected to a database that’s activated by the blood of any enforcer.”

			Good thing she’d fought hard to make Drake code her blood into the system.

			She joined the others on the bed and took Bree’s wrists in her hands. She flipped open the small covering on the cuffs to reveal a tiny screen and pressed the pad of her thumb onto the small needle there. After a small pause, while she found herself holding her breath, the panel lit up green and the cuffs opened with a click.

			“Let’s go,” she said, jumping from the bed.

			No time for reunions. The hard part was going to be getting out of here. Lyndi’s secret plan was that Tineen’s death would be the distraction they needed, but she and Deep and Shula had come up with another one.

			The three of them made their way back a different way, an opposite path, laying their scent in extra rooms and halls as they went along. They went down more levels in search of the corridor Finn had described that connected the dungeons built into one peak to the taller, main mountain peak across the way.

			Sure enough, they turned where he’d described and ended up peering down a long, narrow chamber with walls that only came up to her waist. Built into the mountain’s natural layout, the corridor skirted a narrow ridge connecting two peaks. Apparently, before dragons, this had been an arch carved by the elements over eons, and the Alaz had left it windowless. Who needed a door when she had access to the sky from here?

			No place to shift, though. That was the tricky part.

			Lyndi was the first to climb over. Only, the second Bree realized what they had planned, she balked. “I can’t shift that fast yet,” she said to her mate, gaze trained in terror on where Lyndi balanced outside, gripping the walls.

			“If you don’t, I’ll catch you,” Shula promised. 

			But even in the darkness—the land visible only by starlight thanks to the new moon—Lyndi could see how the other woman remained pale and shaken.

			“She’s afraid of heights,” Shula informed Lyndi briefly. Then she took her mate’s face in her hands. “It’s this or death, my love. Do you trust me?”

			Bree’s wide eyes were turning glassy with fear, and she was breathing hard through her nose.

			“I can’t lose you again,” Shula said.

			The other woman cracked a tiny smile. “If you do, you die, too. I’d call that incentive.”

			“I love you. That is incentive enough.”

			Bree managed to give a jerking little nod. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

			“I’ll go first,” Lyndi said.

			She balanced herself on the outside, holding on to the ledge behind her and taking in the sheer drop below. Not perfectly sheer though, with parts of the mountain jutting out into what would be her pathway.

			“Try to stay right,” she warned the women with her.

			Then she brought her dragon as near to the surface as she could without shifting right there. She flung her body from the edge and let her animal loose. Shimmers briefly took over her sight as she pushed the shift to the point of pain, her skin feeling stretched thin as though she’d rip herself apart any second.

			Shifting always took time, and she tried not to let panic claw a scream from her throat as the looming death of the rockface flashed by her in a blur. By a hair’s breadth, she cleared a large boulder, the whoosh of the wind changing pitch as she flashed past it. But then her wings unfurled and she caught the air. With a grunt, she fought the grip gravity had on her before her momentum abruptly changed and she shot back upward, clearing out of the way for Shula and Bree.

			Lyndi craned her neck to spot them and almost did a fist pump as two black dragons—one a rich mahogany in color and the other silver—shot into the sky right behind her. Before she could direct them, the piercing wail of an alarm split the night.

			Fuck. She’d hoped for more time.

			“We’re out.” She sent the thought to Deep.

			“Don’t wait for me.” He sent a thought back immediately.

			That wasn’t the plan. “But—”

			“Go.”

			He’d sent the thought to Shula as well. Following that part of the plan they’d made ahead of time, the black dragoness took Bree, and they flew straight up, into the pitch darkness of night where they’d never be found. Lyndi followed, only they headed south, and she went north.

			The second she hit an altitude she deemed safe, though, she stopped and waited. She couldn’t leave Deep.

			She didn’t have to wait, though, the mountain already reacting. The view far below her sent spikes of terror through her. The mountain swarmed with dragons like an ant hill that had been kicked over. They had to have discovered the missing mate and the two enforcers Shula had knocked out. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be reacting with full force.

			Where was Deep?

			Difficult, even with her dragon’s sight, to discern colors from this far up and when the night was this dark. Were they holding him? Maybe she could sneak back in after the rest of the enforcers had left the mountain and get him out. No doubt only one or two would remain behind to monitor things.

			There he is.

			Relief was a short-lived burst inside her, buried under an avalanche of taking in the scene and figuring out what to do. Deep, the dark red of his scales unmistakable, emerged from the dragon-sized tunnel they’d all entered through earlier, following a bigger gold dragon out. Was he pretending to try to help?

			If so, she couldn’t mess that up for him or he’d never get away. The goal was for Shula’s group, already in hiding, to take the blame for this one. Not the Huracáns.

			Knowing what she had to do now, Lyndi turned away and shot into the night as fast as she could fly without making sound. To the meeting place she and Deep had arranged as a backup plan. If he could get away, he’d meet her there. If not, she’d wait until the designated time, then go on without him if she had to, careful to cover her tracks.

			An hour later, she spotted the small lake below in a fairly large valley, but surrounded by thousands of pine trees, their sharp fragrance drifting to her even this high. Rather than dive right down, she paused, beating her wings to hover in the air as she waited and watched. If anyone had followed, this was her chance to see them. Another twenty minutes of that, her wings growing tired with the effort to sustain altitude without the break of gliding forward at the same time, and she was as satisfied as she’d ever be. Slowly, in wide circles that grew smaller as she neared the ground, she spiraled down to the small pond, landing in a nearby clearing hardly big enough for her—though maybe not for Deep—beside the water. The glassy reflection turned into ripples and ridges at the wind she created as she landed. 

			Then Lyndi shifted and stepped into the surrounding woods, planting herself against the rough, sticky bark of a pine tree, near enough to see anyone else who landed. The trees would mean they had no other options on where to set down. No dragon liked landing on trees. Drake once speared a hole in the membrane of his wing doing that. In addition, enforcers were trained not to leave evidence of themselves, like a massive bunch of flattened trees, behind like that.

			There, she waited.

			Then waited some more, fighting the growing heaviness of her eyelids that wanted to close. She was supposed to go before the first light of dawn, but she waited through that hour.

			Come on, she silently willed. Please let him make it.

			The dim light of early dawn, before the sun managed to top the towering peaks of the mountains, started to turn a dark purple. She should go, but she couldn’t make herself do it. Even with Levi and her boys waiting. This was Deep. He and Calla had been like parents—better parents than her own had ever been—to her since she’d arrived with Drake all those decades ago. Friends and confidants.

			But silence continued to be her only companion. If only she’d learned how to shift a part of her body so she could reach out to him telepathically. 

			“Lyndi.”

			She straightened but didn’t move away from her tree. That had been Deep, but faint. So faint.

			“Lyndi.” Louder now.

			She opened her mouth, intending to answer aloud, though quietly, and hope he caught it.

			“Don’t reveal yourself. I have company,” his thought reached her first.

			Lyndi shrank against her tree trunk. The darkness would no longer be her helper, and her dark red scales would be a beacon in the daylight if she tried to shift and leave now. She couldn’t get out of here easily, and Deep knew it.

			“I thought I’d followed without leaving a trail, but he caught up to me,” Deep said next. “He thinks I’m following your trail. We’re going to have to kill him.”

			A flash of a shadow was the only warning she had before a massive gold dragon—almost sunflower yellow in color and not as big as Levi—landed in the clearing. She waited for him to shift, but he didn’t.

			Instead, he came straight at where she hid in the trees, wings sticking out as his claws gouged into the ground, tail slashing back and forth behind him with each thundering step. Yellow eyes trained on her patch of woods, lit with fire and deadly intent.

			“Got you, you little bitch,” it snarled in her head, loud enough that she winced.

			With nothing left for her to do, Lyndi didn’t move. She didn’t dare. He could smell her, but maybe not see her yet. If she ran, he’d definitely track the movement.

			No shadow or warning prepared her for Deep coming in hot and fast and slamming into the gold dragon from the side. The two rolled directly toward her in a wad of limbs and wings and spikes and she got ready to run, but suddenly the gold dragon went limp and the two stopped, lying there in a heap with the gold on top.

			Deep. Lyndi waited.

			Then the gold dragon’s body sort of twitched and slowly, with a lot of grunting, Deep crawled out from beneath him. Chest heaving with the effort, he turned his head, gaze intent on her hiding space. Then the shimmering of his shift whispered about him, reflected strangely in the water of the pond and the pale-yellow rays of sunlight fanning out over the trees behind him, until he stood there in his human form.

			Except something was wrong. He was limping. Deep made his way over to a large boulder, lowering himself to sit on it, visibly exhausted. Lyndi burst from the trees to run to him.

			“Are you hurt?” she said, searching him for blood anywhere.

			He shook his head. “No. It’s just been some time since I tackled a dragon and I’m feeling my age. I think I pulled…everything.”

			Lyndi blew out a long breath at that, then chuckled. Then grimaced. “We can’t stay here.”

			Deep raised a hand in acknowledgment. “I know. When I don’t come back with him—” He eyed the gold dragon. “They’ll follow.”

			“Do you want to ride on my back for a bit?” she offered.

			Deep eyed her with a flash of red in the faded brown depths of his eyes and said nothing.

			She grinned. “I’ll take that as a no.”

			He snorted and she winked. Then he waved her ahead. “You first.”

			Trying to not show her own exhaustion after a long night, Lyndi backed up and shifted, then took to the sky to clear the way for Deep who would need all of that space.

			“Okay,” she said as she turned in the air. “Your turn— No!”

			The golden dragon—apparently not dead—rose up behind Deep like a demon from hell and lashed out with its taloned claws. It caught Deep right in the side, and he dropped in a heap, trying to drag himself away.

			Lyndi acted on instinct. Fury driving her down, she landed with all the force she could muster from the height she’d been at. Right on the fucker’s neck. With a vicious growl, she twisted hard. A grunt was followed by the snap of bones as she broke his neck, and the dragon went limp beneath her.

			Lyndi shifted as fast as she could and ran for Deep to find him crawling his way out of the woods, leaving a crimson trail of blood in his wake. She dropped to her knees at his side, turning him over and cradling him in her lap.

			“Deep. Oh gods. Should I give you my blood?”

			He managed to shake his head. “I’m already healing…”

			Not fast, though. Even swallowing appeared to take him a lot of effort. He waved an ineffectual hand in the air, as though he couldn’t quite control the limb, and she took it in hers, squeezing. “Deep,” she whispered.

			What did she do? She had to fix this.

			“I’ll be fine. I need to rest and heal first. You go.”

			She shook her head hard.

			“Yes,” he insisted, gripping her hand tightly. “As soon as I’m healed, I’ll go a different direction, lead them away from you. The scent of my blood will cover anything of yours. You find Levi. Keep those boys safe.”

			Oh gods, could she leave him?

			Deep’s craggy face shifted into a smile. “You are a daughter to me and to Calla. It’s my job to protect you. Not the other way around. The same way it’s your job to protect your boys.”

			Tears burned her eyes and she swiped at them impatiently with the back of her hand. “If you die while I’m gone, I’m going to kill you.”

			He chuckled, then coughed. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

			“You know what I mean.”

			Deep lifted a hand to cup her face. “Go be a mother to those boys. They need you.”

			With a nod, reluctance dragging at every single step she took away from him, she left Deep lying in that clearing, shifted, and flew away.

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Levi glided through the air on near silent wings. He’d started at a high altitude above where they’d camped for the night, the fires they’d lit tiny blinking dots from this far up. Starting in massive circles, growing smaller with each pass, he’d spiraled back down to them, like being washed down a drain. Only this was how he patrolled. Every sense on alert for a sign that they’d been followed in any way.

			The good news was they probably didn’t have to worry about other supernatural creatures. Rogue dragons didn’t tend to live long, not only because without the express protection of the clans they were considered fair game by other creatures, but more importantly because they were always alone. No one would miss them and come looking. Easier to pick off, not that dragons were easy to pick off.

			Lyndi’s band of orphans was a different story.

			Fourteen of them, with the three oldest staying behind, most of the youngers still fully grown in dragon form and solid fighters because they’d had to be, and still marked by their clans. That part was a minor miracle. 

			Only Marin, small and still frailly human and unable to shift, remained a concern. They took turns giving him a ride, the dragon he rode always positioned at the center of the formation. During the day, they landed and shifted, popping up tents to sleep. Night was safer to travel by. Marin remained in the tent at the center with two or three of his brothers. The best they could do.

			“Coming in.” Levi sent the thought ahead of him to William, as well as to the other boys currently on duty with him, already circling the skies or assigned perimeter guard on the ground.

			“Understood, pops,” William came back.

			“Don’t call me pops,” Levi said. Almost automatically. The kid had started the name day one on the way to Alaska. As if Levi was the wizened, ancient father figure.

			Wisely, the kid only did this when Levi couldn’t reach him.

			“Anything?” William asked.

			“All clear.” For now.

			Which only made Levi more nervous. Being followed was still a real possibility, and even though he’d taken precautions, hiding so many dragons was not exactly easy. And tonight—right now probably—Lyndi and Deep should be breaking into the Alaz installation. They’d timed it all exactly, the time it took her and Deep to fly to Colorado providing a head start for Levi and the boys, which had got them up to Alaska.

			“Report?”

			“Clear,” came four different voices. The right voices.

			The next thought went out to his replacement on sky duty. “Elijah—”

			“In the first spot.” Younger than William but having made his first shift sooner in his life, it was so easy to forget Elijah was a kid until he reminded you. Damned if the young green dragon hadn’t earned Levi’s respect by sticking with this ragtag family. After kicking him out, now that Elijah had proven himself, his old community were willing to take him back. How convenient for them. Fear had a lot to answer for.

			Here he was instead. Protecting his real family.

			A decision that Levi could stand behind a hundred percent. As quietly as he could, given his larger form, Levi landed in one of the two spots they’d designated for shifting when they’d scouted this location. Ignoring the exhaustion dragging at each motion—he always took the longest patrol—he shifted.

			Immediately, Elijah stepped out of the trees in human form and began his own shift in order to take his patrol in the skies.

			“Nothing out there,” he said to the younger dragon. “But don’t just focus on the south of us. They can easily circle around and come from any other direction.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Levi’s lips hitched. “This isn’t the military. You can call me Levi.”

			Dark-rimmed green eyes widened. “I don’t think so, sir.”

			Levi’s grin felt like it was cutting new canyons through his tired face. Damn he needed sleep, or he’d be useless if something did happen. With a nod at Elijah, he made his way up the side of the mountain and back down the other side to the small flat space beside running water where they’d set up.

			He headed straight for the black tent at the edge of the group. If anyone came at them from the ground, they’d hit him first. 

			Trying to not wake the boys around him, he carefully unzipped the flap that acted as a door. Leaving his shoes outside, he stepped in and zipped the door closed, then dropped on top of the sleeping bags he’d spread out to make more of a double bed than two singles. Wishful thinking, waiting for Lyndi. He could almost imagine her springtime scent in here. Three days with very little sleep and flying long distances was wearing on him, even with his training. He’d be better after a few hours of shut-eye and a gallon of coffee. 

			Only they hadn’t brought coffee. Some damn thing about stunting growing boys’ growth and if it was just for one person it wasn’t worth hauling around. Shit.

			He dropped onto his makeshift bed and flung an arm over his eyes. Only, no matter how exhaustion dragged at him, he couldn’t make himself sleep.

			Lyndi was out there, risking her life for a total stranger—which was the calling of an enforcer, and he’d supported her decision to go. Not that he’d liked it. Watching her fly away with Deep had been the hardest damn thing he’d ever done in his life. Every protective instinct had screamed against it.

			Hell, he’d had to make her leave first or his dragon wouldn’t have let her go.

			If she was caught…if Tineen dared to touch her…Levi had no doubt that if he didn’t kill the black dragon, his dragon would. She would never…fucking never…be that man’s mate. Which was yet another problem with sleeping. His dragon refused to settle. Not until they had her back.

			“Come back to me, min eneste,” he whispered.

			… 

			Lyndi snorted herself back awake, bobbling in the air. She needed to land again soon, but she was so close. So close. She had to be.

			But she’d also pushed herself maybe longer and farther than she should have.

			After Deep made her go—her heart contracted at the memory, hoping he was all right—she’d flown for hours and hours, stopping only long enough to rest a short while. She’d done everything Rune had taught her. Everything she and Levi had talked about to mask her tracks, lay false trails, and hide where she was really headed. If she’d done her job right—Deep did, too, drawing them away from the way she’d gone—she should be untraceable.

			Days on her own with her grief and fear, looking over her shoulder every gods damned second. 

			“Levi.” She sent the thought out.

			This was part of the plan. She knew generally where they’d be, but not exactly. She’d been calling him mentally for most of the night. She’d sort of stopped expecting an answer.

			“Lyndi.”

			She bobbled in the air again, exhaustion gone for a second, banished by the sound of his voice and the sudden need to see his face.

			“Thank the gods. Are you okay?” he asked.

			“I’m fine.” Except Tineen was still alive and Deep was out there alone. “The boys?”

			“Safe.”

			She took a deep breath. She’d take every victory she could get. “Where do I go?”

			Quickly he determined what she could see from the sky and then relayed instructions. She’d timed her arrival well. Levi had been traveling nights and they’d just gone to sleep for the day. A tiny burst of golden fire caught her eye in the forest below, a large clearing nearby.

			“I saw you.”

			She aimed at the spot, landed in a clearing, and caught his scent. Something about him smelled like home, and memories, and suddenly everything that had led up to this—his being recalled, her being assigned Tineen as a mate, having to run with the boys—all hit her at once. She shifted and walked toward the man at the other end of the clearing.

			The second she saw his face, she crumpled, the exhaustion she’d been fighting to get here faster finally hitting hard.

			She had no idea how fast he could move until that moment, because he managed to catch her on the way down, wrapping his arms around her, tucking her face into the crook of his neck.

			“I was going to kill Tineen, only he wasn’t there,” she whispered.

			Levi tensed against her. “I should have guessed.” He cupped the back of her head and held her. “The most important thing is you’re safe.”

			She nodded against him. “I know. I just…I could have ended this.”

			“I get it.” She could feel him smiling against her hair. “I want that bastard dead, too. Did you get the mate out?”

			“Yes.”

			He nodded and then they just sort of settled. He held her, seeming to be in no hurry to move them. Then he listened as she told him. Everything. Including her plan to take Tineen out of the equation so she could keep her boys safe. He didn’t like it, but he didn’t yell at her about it, either. Just ran his hand over her hair and held her, and that somehow lightened the load.

			Not that the worry or the problems were gone by a long shot. But she was here now, they were all safe for the moment, with Levi, until he had to leave for his clan, and with her boys who were alive and well.

			Rest. And then maybe she could face this better.

			“Come on,” he said.

			As though he knew exactly what she needed, Levi got them up and into camp. “The boys are all asleep,” he said. “We’ll let them know you’re here when it’s time to get up.”

			He got her into their tent and lay down with her, wrapping an arm around her stomach to pull her in tight to his body.

			“Sleep. I won’t let anything hurt you.”

			… 

			Levi didn’t close his eyes, his gaze on the woman who’d claimed his heart over two hundred years ago. Who’d never shown weakness. Ever. Not in front of others at least. But she’d trusted him enough to show him her frustrations and fears and exhaustion, not to mention that damn plan to take out an enforcer alpha on her own—something she would have tried to hide from him before—and his heart had rejoiced that she would turn to him in that moment, in that way.

			He thought she was asleep, but suddenly, Lyndi shimmied around in his arms until she turned over to face him. Sneaking a hand between them, she feathered a touch over his face, no doubt tracing the lines of tiredness. “You look as bad as I feel.”

			He huffed a laugh. “It’s been rough.”

			“Let me guess, you’ve been taking most of the patrols?”

			He shrugged. “I couldn’t sleep without you next to me anyway.”

			She shook her head at that. “Thank you. For keeping them safe,” she whispered.

			“Of course,” he said on a sigh, tipping his head back. “Another day or two, when I’m satisfied the trail is cold and we haven’t been tracked and neither have you, and I’ll rest.”

			His eyes were closed so he missed her expression. He didn’t miss the speaking silence.

			“You have a plan, don’t you?” she asked quietly. “Of where the boys and I should hide.”

			They’d only talked deep Alaska so far. Wilderness territory. He smiled though he kept his eyes closed. “I was part of the team that explored the mountains up here for potential headquarters.”

			“Oh, really?”

			“Yup. A while back.” Just before Lyndi exploded into his life.

			“You know of a mountain we can use?” The hope in her voice was better than a thousand gallons of coffee. So was holding her and knowing she was safe. She’d been going to kill Tineen. He’d kept how much that scared the shit out of him to himself. This woman was hell to pay on his heart. 

			“It’s rough and is going to take work to both make it livable and defensible, but…yeah.”

			A sharp pinch to his bicep had him flashing his eyes open. “Ow.”

			He encountered a scowl on his lover’s face. “You should have told me.”

			“If we were followed, it wouldn’t have worked. Plan B.”

			“You have a plan B?” she asked slowly.

			“Min eneste, I have at least to plan D.”

			He closed his eyes again, mostly because he was too tired to keep them open. Lyndi was here now. In his arms.

			“Once we’re in this mountain, you’re sharing those other plans.” A demand, not a request.

			“Yes, ma’am.” He tipped his head back to not breathe on her as he yawned hard, then snuggled back into her.

			“What does min eneste mean?”

			He scooped her closer, resting his chin on the top of her head. “I wondered when you’d ask about that.”

			His words were definitely slurring now as a deeper sleep reached out soft fingers, coaxing him under.

			“We’ve been a little busy,” she grumbled into his chest.

			He chuckled but couldn’t seem to pull the answer from his mind for her.

			“Why are you doing this?” she whispered.

			The vulnerability in that question slipped through the darkness, wrapping around his heart, and he tightened his arms around her in response. “Because it took me forever to find you.”

			“Find me?”

			He snuggled deeper into her, inhaling her warm scent, content in a way he couldn’t ever remember being. “A dragon might never find his mate.”

			He wasn’t sure if he said the words aloud or just thought them. A vague frisson of worry wormed its way into his thoughts, but he was too far down the road to sleep to give it much credence.

			… 

			Mate.

			Lyndi knelt on the ground, her sleeping bag folded and ready to roll in front of her. It had been for a solid five minutes at least. Because she was too busy with her thoughts and covertly watching Levi across their camp as they were breaking everything down and returning the area to the pristine state it had been before they arrived.

			The boys had been elated by her arrival, practically forcing Levi out of the way in their rush to hug her. He’d laughed at her over their heads, and she might remember that moment forever.

			Now, fed and dressed, they needed to go. Levi’s easy grin was in evidence, as if they weren’t running for their lives and doing everything they could to remove any evidence of their being here, not to be responsible stewards of nature but to hide their tracks from anyone following. He shoved Elijah in the arm, making her serious kiddo laugh. Every single one of her boys watched him with a form of hero worship, and Lyndi had to admit she got why.

			In a few short days, he’d obviously taught them so much. Things she wished her boys didn’t need to know—evasion, setting false trails, setting up defensive perimeters and patrols, leaving as small a footprint as seventeen people on the run could. Levi also listened. She could tell by the way they talked to him and asked him questions. Most of her kids, before she’d found them, had been forced to keep themselves alive in a world that wanted them dead. Abandoned and alone. They weren’t stupid or naive.

			In fact, apparently the reason they now traveled with a host of human trash and other items was because Elijah had shared how, after he’d been kicked out of his community, he’d hid his tracks by pretending to be ignorant humans leaving messy campsites. Levi, it seemed, had listened, so now half the time they did that instead of the full erasure of their existence. Lyndi swore Elijah had stood taller with extra pride when Levi explained it to her.

			He said mate.

			He’d been slurring his words as he’d fallen into a hard sleep, but a girl didn’t miss the word mate no matter how exhausted she was herself. He said something about finding her and how a dragon might not find his mate.

			What the hell did that mean?

			That he thought she was his mate? Or that he was willing to give up the dream of finding his true mate, the woman the fates had destined to be his, in order to be with Lyndi because he thought he’d found something special with her?

			Does it matter? He’s getting us to a mountain and then leaving.

			The pall of that realization, which hadn’t been entirely real until now, hung over every moment. As though she was waiting for him to suddenly fly away and be like, “See ya.” Her dragon gnashed her teeth at Lyndi. She hadn’t been happy with her a lot lately.

			Not really, Lyndi answered her own question. Because either way she looked at it, Levi was thinking of giving up the most precious thing in his life—a blessing every dragon shifter kept going through this long life with the desperate hope of finding.

			And he’d turn his back on that. For her. When she was halfway around the world, sterile, and on the run.

			Gods help her.

			When she’d been old enough to understand what she was—a female-born dragon shifter—and that made her…wrong—a word others used—and what that meant, she’d made a vow to herself. She would never, ever mate a dragon shifter. Without the bond that turning a mate created, she and Levi would only be a pale version of what was possible. A facsimile of the real thing. Worse, without that bond, their mating wouldn’t extend his life. Or hers, but she’d always known her life would be cut short.

			Lyndi knew herself, even when she’d been young. She would need to love to consider mating at all. Love on both sides. But how could she love someone that way and allow him to sacrifice perfection for something so much…less?

			She knew she couldn’t. Even then.

			Now, looking at Levi, the reality of this truth was so much harder to live. This was why she’d held him at arm’s length, sniped at him, kept him solidly in the annoying older brother box, for decades. Centuries.

			Because she’d fallen in love with him a long time ago and part of her had known it would hurt this much when she finally realized the truth.

			A wail of anguish rose silently from a place buried so deep inside her, she thought the sound might break her, even as she contained it inside, clamping her lips shut. Her dragon lifted her head and howled, echoing the pain of the loss they were about to go through together. A thousand times worse than any other loss in her life.

			Oh gods. How am I going to survive this?

			Levi, still grinning, turned his head and caught her stare. Lyndi tried to pull off a casual smile and went back to rolling her sleeping bag into the ultra-small bundle it could become.

			Two boots moved into her line of sight. “Something on your mind?”

			I can’t let you go.

			Tomorrow, the coward in her justified. After they found the mountain and relative safety. Once she could get a grip on herself, then she’d cut the ties and send him on his way to do his duty for his king.

			She shook her head, not looking up as she focused on her task. Except she knew if she didn’t give him a reason for her staring a second ago, he’d keep poking. “I was just thinking you’re good with the boys.”

			Levi squatted down beside her, broad shoulders filling her vision. “Finally appreciating my assets, huh?” he teased.

			Gods, that crooked, goofy grin might be what she’d miss most about him. “I’ve always appreciated you.”

			Damn. That came out way too honest, the throaty quality to her voice revealing more of her emotions than she wished.

			Levi’s eyebrows shot up. “Could’ve fooled me.”

			At the odd note in his voice, Lyndi paused what she was doing to look at him, really look, more closely. Maybe she wasn’t the only one vulnerable here. No matter what happened between them tomorrow, she couldn’t let him keep thinking that she’d hated him all this time.

			“Any time Drake went out on a call…I felt worlds better if you were part of the group going with him.”

			Levi blinked at her. “You did?” he said slowly, as though he was rolling her words around in his mind and not making sense of them.

			She didn’t look away, trying to let him see how much she meant this. “Your protective instincts might be a pain in the ass when you get in my way or speak a little too much truth.”

			He huffed. “Don’t tiptoe around my feelings or anything.”

			“But…” She leaned forward, needing him to truly hear her. “Drake’s a loner and can be an asshole. He needs someone to have his back regardless. I knew that you would die before letting anything happen to a single one of your teammates.”

			The teasing light faded from his eyes, replaced by a searching frown. Gods, didn’t he know who he was?

			“You are the anchor for this team. This family. Don’t you know that?”

			“You…really mean that.” He sounded baffled, which was this side of adorable.

			Relief that he finally believed her was short-lived, obliterated by a panic that she’d given too much away. If he knew her heart, he’d never give her up when the time came. He’d never find his true mate. Because of her. She knew Levi—his loyalty, his stubbornness. He’d never allow himself to seek that bond with someone else if he committed himself to her.

			Panic hit her stomach like a punch to the gut. Lyndi’s eyes flared wide as a battering of nausea slammed into her with the sweeping force of dragon fire. Hand to her mouth, she sprinted into the woods and immediately emptied her stomach of all its contents.

			Vaguely, she was aware of Levi at her side, holding back her hair until she was done. Breathing through her nose, she leaned over, hands on her knees, waiting to see if another wave of panic would crest and bring more up.

			“Here.” A canteen was shoved in front of her. When the hell did he grab that?

			Lyndi didn’t care. Slowly forcing herself upright, she screwed off the top, swished some water in her mouth and spit it out, repeated that a few times, then took a few tentative sips. “Thanks,” she said.

			“You okay?”

			“Yeah.”

			Her glance skittered away from his hard stare. Dragons didn’t get viruses or stomach bugs, so there was no sense in lying. “I think the stress of…everything…is getting to me.”

			Not to mention the agony of what she’d have to do to the man standing in front of her. It was the only explanation she could come up with that made any sense to her.

			Levi tugged her into him, wrapping his big arms around her. “I know.” 

			Not discounting her feelings or telling her not to worry or saying that he’d take care of everything, like Levi would have even a few weeks ago. Just acknowledging the worry.

			She relaxed into him, burrowing her face into his chest and breathing in smoke and brandy. Tension seeped out of her like a slow leak in a tire.

			“We get to the mountain today,” he said. “And we figure things out from there. One day at a time. Yeah?”

			She nodded against him. Then closed her eyes on a wave of despair so bleak, her throat wanted to close up and cut off all her oxygen. Once they were set up in the mountain, they’d be as safe as they could make themselves. They wouldn’t need him there after that.

			How am I going to let you go?

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Finally getting to the mountain he’d scouted centuries ago hadn’t cut the work or worry at all. They had just as much to do and still had to watch their backs every second.

			Levi hid his concern for Lyndi, not to mention the gut-twisting knowledge that leaving her was just around the corner, behind getting shit done. Not hard to do when he was organizing and managing a bunch of juvenile dragons, trying to hide their tracks, and get them somewhere safe. All on a pinhead’s worth of sleep and shitty freeze-dried food.

			He watched his mate closely. No use calling her anything else now, because that’s exactly what she was. Though he tried not to let her see both what was in his heart and his watching.

			Concern was scratching at him like a flea-bitten dog.

			Getting sick was rare for dragons. Usually, it indicated a much bigger problem. They healed easily, but that didn’t keep a handful of the more deadly diseases completely at bay. What if this wasn’t stress and she hadn’t told him everything that happened getting Bree out? Or she’d just got unlucky? Cancer did happen among their kind, rare as it was.

			Stop.

			He shook off the thought because he was being ridiculous. After that one incident in the woods as they’d broken down camp, she’d been fine. 

			Maybe she was right and she’d just had a stress reaction. The gods knew she had enough reasons for that.

			The problem was, she’d also backed off. Shutting him out in ways so subtle he couldn’t put his finger on how. She’d flown beside him. They discussed each move they made, and she listened to him. She even smiled at him. Laughed. Responded to his teasing.

			But the real Lyndi, the woman who’d finally started opening herself to him in other ways, was gone. A metaphorical plexiglass wall had come up behind her eyes. An invisible barrier, nothing he could point to or ask her about, but it existed just the same.

			Like he was a fucking mime, trying to get out of a glass chamber he couldn’t see, having to feel his way through a maze that might have no exit.

			“Sir?” Elijah asked from behind him.

			Levi turned away from the view out of the mountain cavern to find the kid holding out the massive banana-yellow satellite phone. Their connection back to the team.

			He took it with a nod and put it to his ear. “Levi.”

			“Is Lyndi with you?” Drake asked.

			“Yes. She’s safe.”

			“Thank the gods for that.”

			“They got Bree and Shula out,” he said.

			“Yes. We got…word…from Shula.”

			“They’d better get the fuck out of Dodge. Tineen will be coming for them again.”

			“Already handled,” came the grim response.

			No need for more. Levi had his own problems to deal with, and knowledge about details going on elsewhere could be dangerous.

			“We haven’t heard from Deep yet, though.”

			The solid plastic of the device in his hand cracked as Levi gripped it harder, trying to clench the whine of his dragon inside him. “He got out and met up with Lyndi. He was injured but healing when she left him. He was going to leave a false trail.”

			A beat of silence. “We’ll keep our ears to the ground for him.”

			“Yeah.” The only thing keeping Levi’s worries at bay was Calla. If something had happened to Deep, she would know.

			“Any updates for me?” Drake asked.

			“Not that I can share. We’re safe. No encounters or sign that we or Lyndi were followed. That’s all you need to know.” The keeping of secrets for safety went both ways.

			“Right.”

			Levi hesitated. Should he tell Drake about Lyndi getting sick? Worrying Drake needlessly, when he could do nothing about it from where he was, was pointless, so he kept his mouth shut. “I’ll check back in with you in twenty-four hours.”

			“Got it.”

			On that, they hung up, and Levi handed the phone to Elijah who’d waited. They’d placed him in charge of communications, and he refused to let that phone out of his sight.

			“Stay here and watch,” Levi ordered. Probably more harshly than he’d meant, but he needed to tell Lyndi about the call. Dread reached out with hands from the grave, tugging at his feet as he walked deeper into the caves. Deep better be all right.

			A sudden rumble echoed through the darkness from deeper in the caves followed by several shouts, then Lyndi’s voice, high and clear. “Get back.”

			Levi took off at a dead sprint, thankful his eyes could see enough in the dark for him to go without needing a light, even as the winding series of caverns and quasi-hallways took him lower. He used the extra speed being a shifter gave him and burst into a room lit by a single flashlight, the beam trained on a massive gray beast. 

			A cave troll.

			The thing had to be close to fifteen feet tall and looked to be made of rock, dust coating its leathery skin and facial features hidden in a face made up of crags and crevices.

			And Lyndi, dammit, stood in the middle of the cavern, within easy arm’s reach of the thing, facing it down. She had her arms spread to either side of her, as though she could hold the boys back against the outskirts of the cavern through sheer force of will.

			Hard to tell if the troll was looking at her or somewhere else. Not wanting to antagonize the thing while his mate stood so close, Levi held his position at the entrance to the cavern. “Lyndi,” he said, soft, low, and steady. “Back away.”

			She shook her head, focused on the troll. “I am so sorry we disturbed your home,” she said calmly. As though having a chat with a grumpy new neighbor.

			The troll said nothing. 

			“We’re trying to find a place to hide.”

			“Nothing come here in much time.” The troll’s voice was low but surprisingly smooth. Slow and even, like time itself. “Except wandering humans.”

			Hard to tell with a face like that, but Levi got the distinct impression the troll licked its chops with that declaration. Or was he looking for signs that they’d run into a carnivorous one of its kind? Most trolls were vegetarians, but a few got a taste for human blood and that was it for them. At least he didn’t see human bones scattered about the chamber.

			“Are there other caverns we could use which wouldn’t disturb you?” Lyndi asked.

			She still sounded as though this was just an everyday thing. Like she was chatting with Delaney or Cami in the kitchen.

			Get back, he silently willed her. In his head, his dragon was posturing, spikes up, feet planted as though he’d charge the troll any second. Only the room was too small to shift.

			Levi took a step in her direction, but the troll lifted its head with a grunt, and he stopped, raising his hands in a gesture of peace. He knew a warning when he saw one.

			“No other caves in mountain,” the troll said, returning his focus to Lyndi.

			She was silent a moment. With her back to him, Levi couldn’t see her expression, but he had no doubt she was thinking through her options.

			“Is there something we could trade, or do for you, if you allowed us to stay here with you?”

			She wanted to trust a cave troll? Had she ever come across one before? Levi hadn’t, but the rumors were enough to make him wary.

			“Nothing.”

			There. That sounded adamant enough. “We’ll just be on our way—”

			Lyndi waved an irritated hand at him without turning away from the creature. “There has to be something you want. All alone here in such an isolated space. Food, maybe?”

			The troll seemed to rotate its head to the side, the motion a jerking slide, skin sounding like the rustle of leather on leather.

			“You stay. Is acceptable.”

			As in Lyndi could stay? Fuck that. Levi took another step, and this time Lyndi did whip her head around, her glare daring him to make another move or sound, eyes glowing red in the dim, lighting her face with angry color. He glared back but stopped moving.

			When she was sure Levi wouldn’t do anything, she turned back to the troll. “Stay with you how long?”

			The creaking leather sounded again as its face changed shape, a gaping hole suddenly appearing. Was the thing…smiling?

			“Haven’t talked to pretty girl in long time. Is all.”

			“Can I come and go, helping my boys?”

			She wasn’t seriously considering this?

			The troll appeared to debate the question, then nodded slowly. “If promise talk.”

			“Just talking?” Lyndi’s tone sounded like what was going on his head. It couldn’t be that simple.

			“Just talk.”

			Lyndi nodded. “I promise.”

			A growl ripped from Levi that he didn’t even want to stop, completely on the same page with his dragon.

			Again, the troll shifted his focus between them. “Mate?” he asked Lyndi.

			“No.”

			Stupid to want to argue with her right this moment, but damned if that one word didn’t have him gritting his teeth against a disagreement.

			The troll didn’t move. “Lover?”

			They hadn’t been overt in front of the boys, not that they’d been hiding anything, either. Levi crossed his arms, curious to see how she’d answer that one.

			“Yes.”

			Well, look at that. Progress? Or reluctantly offered truth? Part of him eased a fraction.

			“He stay, too.”

			Levi’s eyebrows shot up. That he hadn’t seen coming.

			“Really?” Lyndi asked slowly.

			“No get between mates.”

			“I told you, we’re not—”

			“Not stupid.”

			Levi hid a grin behind the hand he swiped over his jaw at Lyndi’s frustrated humph. He also relaxed the rest of the way. This troll wasn’t going to do anything to them. Their kind had dwindled, or perhaps gone into hiding, especially in recent years as humans took over the globe like a plague of locusts. Apparently, they were smarter than most gave them credit for. Or, at least, this one was.

			Lyndi must’ve thought the same, because she shot Levi an irritated glower over her shoulder. “I think I’ve been played.”

			As long as he could be there, too, and they could all stay in these defensible caverns, Levi didn’t give a shit either way.

			She turned back to the behemoth and held out a hand to shake. “I’m Lyndi Chandali.”

			“Vilsinn.” The troll’s massive hand engulfed her arm up to her elbow. “Means beloved follower.”

			“That’s lovely,” Lyndi said. Of course his mate would think so. “Are you a beloved follower?”

			“Was.”

			“Was?”

			“Followed Seeress until she dead.”

			Levi’s eyebrows might permanently remain in his hairline at this rate. A troll as a follower of a Seeress?

			“I’m sorry.” Lyndi patted the hand that still gripped her arm with her other hand. “That must have been hard for you.”

			“Yes.” Vilsinn released her and, without another word, rolled into a ball and tucked himself into the wall of the cavern, looking, suddenly, like just another boulder. Levi would be checking all the other boulders a little more closely now. Given that dragons lived in caves, maybe this explained how he’d never encountered one before.

			“Sleep now. Talk later,” the troll’s voice rumbled out from under his rounded form.

			At a signal from Lyndi, the boys moved farther down several different passages, going about their business of exploring the natural cave system, which is what they’d been doing to start. Levi canted his head at her to follow and led her into one of the smaller chambers he’d passed in his sprint to save his mate.

			The second she walked into the room behind him, she was already scowling. “Don’t lecture—”

			He yanked her into his arms and crashed his mouth down on hers. And his dragon, mostly mollified by their friendly new troll friend, settled completely at the touch, even if Levi’s body stirred to have her against him again.

			“I’m not going to lecture,” he said against her lips. “I wouldn’t dare.”

			“Then what is this about?” she demanded.

			“It’s about keeping my sanity.” Because if he could touch her, she was still real, and safe, and still with him.

			He didn’t say that. Instead, he rested his forehead against hers. “I have news from your brother.”

			… 

			Lyndi glanced up as a new light joined the camping lantern currently illuminating the small chamber where she squatted beside Marin. The room where Marin and Elijah would bunk down. She glanced over her shoulder to find a dancing glow of orange on the wall of the tunnel leading away.

			Someone must’ve lit a fire farther inside the mountain.

			And no wonder. It might be coming on to spring, but this far north winter definitely still had its claws dug in, though the deeper parts of the caves were more temperate. Still, even running naturally hotter by her nature, a fire was appreciated.

			She turned back to what she was doing. They didn’t need their tents any longer but still had to set up the “rooms.” They’d been busy all day getting a kitchen of sorts in working order, including where to store food so that other animals wouldn’t be drawn into their cave for it. 

			Bedrooms of a sort for everyone had to be arranged, most of the boys doubling or tripling up given the size of the spaces, but also for safety in numbers. Bathrooms, unfortunately, remained outdoors, requiring them to fly down to a spot in the woods and shift so they weren’t creating dragon-sized waste. They still had to bury everything or the stench, even from there, would eventually become overpowering. Not to mention a signal to any passing dragon.

			Levi had also set up a system of safety and defense. Buddying up. No one went anywhere alone. Hard rule. Along with set rotating patrols both inside and outside the mountain, and rotating sentries at the only point of entry big enough for anything to come through. 

			It meant that at any given time six of their group, a third of them, were vulnerable. Each shift lasted four hours, so they all worked two shifts a day, leaving plenty of time to rest in between.

			Lyndi would have known to do some of that, but Levi, with his centuries of experience, also showed them other things that wouldn’t have occurred to her. Places to hide both inside and outside that provided the best points of view while minimizing exposure. Three separate plans should they be attacked. And he’d scheduled training sessions to start tomorrow. He’d do one round and then he was leaving. It seemed as though they kept getting only one more day together. But this time, nothing was going to give her a reprieve.

			This was it.

			Finished pumping the thin air mattress up with more gusto than the task required, she sealed off the cap and laid it down along with the sleeping bag and small camping pillow.

			“Levi says we should sleep with our heads to the center,” Marin informed her.

			Levi says was becoming a favorite opening line for all her boys. 

			“All right.” She flipped the sleeping bag and pillow around, then rocked to her feet, stretching out limbs that had turned stiff with activity followed by squatting for at least ten minutes.

			That was the excuse she gave herself. The truth was, she was exhausted in a way she’d never been before. Bone deep. As though dragging her carcass around this earth and keeping her eyes open had become a battle against gravity itself.

			The emotional toll was finally breaking her down. No doubt about it.

			She was even too tired to maintain her fury beneath all the worry and work burying it down deep. Tineen was at the heart of all of this—them running, the mating. She was sure of that. How the fuck had he convinced the Alliance to give her to him?

			He’d been enraged at the way the Alliance had handled the incident with Drake and Cami, and the loss of his Alaz enforcer as a result. They’d all seen his face when that decision was made.

			This was all his doing, somehow. Which made him a man to fear. Would he find them here?

			Cracking her neck, Lyndi buried her sorrow and worry and everything else. “Come on,” she said to Marin.

			Together they left the room and walked toward the large chamber where their new troll friend stayed, drawn by the flickering of fire that reached down the narrow tunnels like welcoming hands greeting her.

			She paused at the entrance to the chamber, her brows shooting up. Everyone except those on duty had gathered around a fire lit in the center of the chamber. The smoke, instead of filling the room, drifted lazily upward, as though drawn out through an open chimney flue. 

			Vilsinn had awoken, taking up one entire side of the fire all by himself. Levi was there, too, watching her across the flames, a light in his eyes not coming from the fire, but from within him. For her. A tenderness that reached out and wrapped around her—soft, beautiful, and fucking terrifying—like making a promise you knew you’d never be able to keep. Only a large part of her wanted to see if she could keep him, and that was what scared her the most.

			This man was going to burn her heart into ash.

			He grinned suddenly, one side lifting higher than the other, which only made everything worse, and patted the floor beside him. As though she were in a dream, drawn to him despite herself, Lyndi found herself at his side before consciously deciding to move. Instead of letting her sit next to him, he wrapped a hand around her wrist and tugged her around to sit between his bent legs, leaning her back against his chest.

			Though they ducked their heads or looked away, each of her boys grinned. Not suggestive grins, like the Huracáns would’ve hit them with, or the embarrassed grins of children watching their parents. The boys were…happy…about her and Levi.

			Getting attached not only to him, but to the idea of him and her together.

			Oh gods. Why hadn’t she realized until this moment that hers wasn’t the only heart in danger here?

			Worry had her moving restlessly against Levi. As though attuned to her thoughts, he lowered his lips to her ear. “Easy min eneste.”

			For some stupid reason, she settled. As though her dragon responded to him, curling up in a contented ball, as well as her soul. 

			Lyndi blew out a frustrated puff of breath. Then closed her eyes and let herself sink into him. Selfish of her. So selfish she was already mentally berating herself. But if she only had a little while longer with him—until tomorrow when he had to leave—then she’d absorb him into herself, so that she could keep the memories of them.

			Small consolation, but she’d known all her life this was how it would be if she ever allowed herself to fall for a dragon shifter.

			She’d fight harder next time. Leave instead of staying nearby. Though even contemplating a next time set a darkness inside her that tried to swallow her whole. Gods, she was a terrible person. What kind of love was she showing right now, taking advantage of Levi’s goodness when she knew this would end?

			Lyndi tried to sit up away from Levi, only to be caught back against him, his arm tightening.

			“You’re not going anywhere,” he murmured into her hair.

			She shook her head, muscles trembling with the effort to hold herself apart, fighting both him and herself. “I shouldn’t—”

			The troll beside them jerked upright, as though shocked with a cattle prod.

			“You red eyes,” he said.

			Was he looking at her? Hard to read the emotion in the words, few and still unfamiliar in that voice, like she had to listen harder to make out sounds she recognized.

			“Um—” She tried to shift her mind from the guilt that had her running to escape the years of empty, aching loneliness she was about to subject herself to because she wasn’t being fair to Levi, to figuring out what the heck Vilsinn was trying to say.

			“Yes,” she finally managed. “Dragon shifters’ eyes light up sometimes.”

			“Dragon.” The troll rolled the word around. “You dragon shifter?”

			“Yes,” she said slowly.

			Couldn’t he tell earlier when they’d confronted him? Not that any of them had shifted. But no doubt this fire had been started by a dragon.

			“This mate?” He pointed to Levi.

			He’d already asked her that, but he seemed so intent on this line of questioning, she answered again.

			“No. I am female-born.” And, while that life came with its own hurts, as did any life, she hadn’t felt them as acutely as this very minute.

			“You red dragon?” Though nothing in his demeanor had shifted, urgency palpitated off him in waves.

			“Yes.”

			“Female red dragon,” Vilsinn whispered. Then straightened, large rocky shoulders rolling back, hands moving to rest on what she guessed were his knees.

			“I have story, too,” the troll said.

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Now why did the troll’s words come off sounding ominous? Levi hesitated, swinging his focus from the woman trying to get away from him to the creature beside them. Lyndi must’ve heard it, too, because she stilled in his arms, though she remained painfully stiff.

			Again, Levi had to beat back unaccustomed panic with a will made of dragonsteel, caging the emotion inside a dark, empty corner of himself. The way Lyndi had been watching him today, drawing away from him, had already raised red flags—as the humans put it—all over the place. But the way she’d jerked in his arms, as though rejecting being in them at all…

			He’d clamped down on her through sheer instinct, unable to let her go. He had every intention of making her his before he had to leave. With a promise to return, of course, and a prayer that this war didn’t last long. Leaving her behind while he went to his king would hurt, but letting her go forever would be the end of him. If she left him, he’d willingly give over to the dragon raging inside, release his humanity so that maybe, just maybe, he could escape the pain by hiding inside the stronger part of himself.

			“Two hundred years, I wait in mountain.” Vilsinn started in the halting cadence of unpracticed speech.

			“For what?” Lyndi asked.

			Vilsinn appeared not to hear her. “The Seeress say. She tell me wait, so Vilsinn wait.”

			Why did these words sound important?

			“Trolls no lonely. We slumber, like bear. Humans come. I take.”

			Levi opened his mouth to clarify what the troll took, but Vilsinn beat him to the question. “I take things.”

			Okay.

			“And wait.”

			“For what?” Lyndi repeated. “What were you waiting for?”

			“For female dragon. Red female.”

			A snake of electric shock shot up Levi’s spine, though his dragon remained strangely relaxed, sensing no ill intent from the troll. If he wanted to hurt Lyndi, he could’ve any time today.

			“Me?” Lyndi asked.

			“You first female dragon Vilsinn see. You red?”

			Lyndi’s chin went up, a sure sign she was battling back nerves. “Yes.”

			“Then you.”

			“Why did you need to wait for me?” She voiced the same question rattling around in Levi’s head.

			“To give you message,” the troll said.

			“A message?”

			“Yes.”

			“From two hundred years ago?”

			“Seeress not see when you come. Just that you come.”

			“Why did she not stay to deliver the message herself?”

			Vilsinn appeared almost to roll in on himself, like he had when he’d gone to sleep, and his voice came from deeper inside his body. “Seeress no long live. She dead.”

			“Oh,” Lyndi said in a small voice. “Right. You said that earlier. Sorry.”

			“Last ask from Seeress, so Vilsinn stay.”

			Lyndi looked around the chamber, almost in a daze. Levi could feel her readying herself for whatever came next. He found himself breathing with her, rib cage expanding with each inhalation.

			“What’s the message?” Lyndi asked.

			“Seeress say tell red female dragon she first not last.”

			Levi paused, then leaned slightly back, frowningly tossing the words around in his head. First not last. Could that be any more cryptic?

			“Does that mean anything to you?” He addressed the words to Lyndi’s back.

			Only she didn’t move, everything about her as still as the mountain itself. Immovable. 

			“First not last,” she murmured, as if tasting the words.

			The troll unrolled himself to nod. “I fulfill last promise. Now can leave.”

			“No.” Lyndi jumped to her feet and put a hand on the troll’s arm as he lumbered to his feet. “You’ve been a true friend and follower of your Seeress, waiting all this time.”

			“Promise is promise.”

			“Don’t go. Stay with us.”

			The troll didn’t change expression, as far as Levi could tell, nor did he move. “Stay with female red dragon?”

			Lyndi smiled. “Lyndi. You can call me Lyndi.”

			Even through the crags and crevices of his unusually molded face, a sort of gratified pleasure broke over the troll. The expression was a familiar one. Levi couldn’t help shaking his head. Damned if the woman he intended to mate didn’t have a heart as big as the sky. If only she’d give him a piece.

			“Vilsinn stay with Lyndi?”

			Another smile from his intended mate. “I’d like that.”

			“What about man dragon?”

			Levi snorted a laugh. Tempting to lay a claim, make sure the troll understood who Lyndi belonged to, but the way she’d been ready to rabbit only minutes ago helped him resist the urge. “We are always happy to make new friends. And I have to go. Tomorrow.” He had to force his jaw to unclench, voicing that out loud. “I would feel better knowing you were here.”

			“Protect,” Vilsinn said with a nod.

			“Exactly.”

			“Vilsinn like.”

			Lyndi patted his massive arm. “We do, too.”

			The troll grunted, and Levi wasn’t sure if the sound was one of happiness or merely acknowledgment. “Sleep now.”

			As he’d done before, the troll moved to what Levi was starting to think of as his corner and curled in on himself, turning back into what appeared to be a boulder inside a cave.

			After a long pause, staring at the lump of troll, Lyndi turned to the boys. “A good idea for all of us.”

			Levi checked his watch. “Next patrol shift is up in ten minutes. Go ahead and relieve your brothers now,” he said.

			Lyndi moved off without him, without even glancing in his direction. On his way out, he grabbed Elijah. “Let William know I’ll relieve him in ten.”

			Elijah’s gaze followed the woman who’d given him and his adopted brothers a chance in life, obviously realizing Levi intended to speak with her, but wisely for his age said nothing. “You got it.”

			Following her springtime and smoke scent, Levi found Lyndi standing at the entrance to the cave, arms wrapped around her middle, watching as Elijah stepped out to the ledge big enough for a single dragon to shift, shimmered into the green dragon he became, and launched himself into the air from there. 

			“Anything?” Levi asked, coming up behind her.

			“Nothing.” She sighed, shifting restlessly on her feet. “I’m not sure if that’s good or bad.”

			“We’re never safe. We have to assume that.” Levi should follow Elijah, but first he had to know. “Do you know what the troll meant?”

			She shook her head. Then again, with more conviction. “All I can think of are things that wouldn’t ever—” Her arms tightened around her, as though she was having to hold herself in.

			With hands gentle on her shoulders, Levi turned her toward him, taking in a face made more pale by the blue light of the moon filtering in the cave entrance from outside. The worry smoldering in her eyes was unmistakable.

			And he knew.

			He was out of time.

			Right. No more waiting. He leaned down and captured her lips, an all-out deliberate assault on her senses, but also on her heart, telling her with each brush, each press, that she was the love of his fucking long life.

			Pulling back, he put his forehead to hers and closed his eyes, just taking in her scent, the radiant heat of her body, and the connection that they’d both been denying for far too long.

			“Min eneste means my only one, which is exactly what you are.”

			Lyndi sucked in a shuddering breath as he walked away, starting his shift even as he moved. As soon as he was done, he craned his long neck to find her still standing there, so self-contained.

			“I love you, Lyndi Chandali. With every part of my soul, I love you. Always have. When I come back from this patrol, I have every intention of mating you.”

			A small whimper of distress pierced his heart, threatening to bring him down even as he launched into the night sky. He sent one last thought to the woman who held his future in her hands.

			“I dare you to be brave enough to love me back.”

			… 

			Instinct drove Lyndi out of the mouth of the cavern onto the ledge, releasing her dragon in a shimmer of changing perspective as she became something else entirely. A tangle of emotions—anger, guilt, confusion, even fear for the pain giving in would cause them both—she didn’t take the time to unravel drove her over the edge to extend her wings. With a leap, she dropped only to swoop back up, riding the currents of the wind buffeting the mountain and redirecting her wings.

			She popped up above Levi, then dropped down, taking a swipe at him with her tail as she flashed by.

			“Dare me?” She winced inwardly, because that came out as more of a screech. “Dare me?” she tried again. There, that had only anger in it. “This isn’t a game.”

			She paused below him, hovering there. The massive copper-colored dragon, a glorious dance of shimmering, gilded color in the moonlight, spun about and shot straight at her, getting in her face. “You love me, Lyndi. I feel it when I’m inside you. I see it sometimes in your eyes as you look at me, in the touch of your hand. And it finally hit me that all these years of you keeping me away were two things and two things only.”

			“And what are they?” she snapped. Either attack or run, because she had a feeling she knew what was coming.

			“Fear and love.”

			That very fear lodged in her heart threatening to drag her down. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			The gold dragon shook his large head, wicked spikes glinting like the ornate masks many human cultures created of gold, copper, and precious gems.

			“William,” he called out. “Go get one of the other boys from the next shift to trade out with you.”

			Lyndi tried not to let her jaw drop, but Levi shirking his duty, especially when it came to protecting others, was not like him at all. Which meant he was dead serious about this, flattening some of the anger she was trying to keep up, shielding her from his words.

			“Follow me,” he said to her, and tipped over, his body flowing into a fast but controlled plummet to the earth.

			After a brief pause where she closed her eyes, trying to mentally ready herself for a confrontation that had been coming for years, she followed. Lyndi landed on his heels, then shifted. As she came back into herself, Levi scooped her up in his arms and sat on a boulder with her on his lap.

			“Let me go.” She shoved at his chest.

			“No.” Pure stubbornness stared back from gold lit eyes. “If you’re going to reject me, you’re going to do it while you’re touching me, not with distance between us that makes it easier for you to forget how we are together.”

			No.

			Panic seized her ribs, squeezing tight like a car compactor, leeching the air from her lungs. No way could she do this touching him, breathing him in. She was already fighting her dragon and herself. “That’s not fair,” she whispered.

			“We’re talking about mating. Given your hang-ups on the topic, I don’t intend to play fair.”

			Lyndi grabbed onto the first emotion to hit her. “Hang-ups?” she growled. “Like I have some silly mental block like a fear of heights or snakes or whatever that is all in my head?”

			“No. Like not being able to give me the respect to make a decision for myself. To know what I want.”

			“It’s because I respect you that I can’t let you—”

			“Let me?” He gave her a little warning growl. “You don’t get to decide for me. My life. My choice.”

			“Mine, too.”

			“Then we have a problem.”

			“Yes. We do,” she shot back.

			He bent a glare on her that Lyndi had never seen from Levi. Not in the hundreds of years she’d known him. One full of fury and frustration…and fear.

			Her heart shriveled like a sundried prune. She’d done this to him.

			“I’m already hurting you,” she said, going quieter.

			“I love you.”

			She shook her head.

			“I love you.” He lifted a hand to slide it into her hair, cupping her head, and she tried so hard not to lean into his touch. “I love you, Lyndi Chandali.”

			Lyndi swallowed hard. “I believe you do. Right now.”

			Brows met over his eyes in a fierce scowl. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

			“What happens when your fated mate finally shows up? I know you, Levi. Your loyalty and your heart. It’ll tear you apart. And the longer we’re together, the worse that will be.”

			He shook his head, adamant. “Won’t happen. You are supposed to be my mate.”

			“You can’t know that for sure.”

			“…I can.” But he’d hesitated. Just a beat, but her dragon heard it loud and clear, and whimpered in her head.

			“I always knew if I let you get close—” Her voice cracked and Lyndi shoved up off his lap, walking across the small clearing, her back to him, gathering her courage and everything else she would need to do this.

			Turning to face him, she found him standing where she’d left him, watching her with an expression that yanked her heart out and squeezed the life out of it, leaving a gaping wound in her chest. In her life.

			“One of us has to be sensible about this, or we’ll both break eventually. Don’t make me do this on my own. Don’t make me—” Her voice hitched again, and she paused, inhaling through her nose. “Please,” she whispered.

			Levi took one step toward her, reaching out as if he could make her change her mind. “Don’t push me away—”

			The only warning they had that they weren’t alone was the rustle of the high-topped pine trees an instant before a large form obliterated the moonlight. The black dragon rushed by at full speed, dipping closer at the last second. 

			He slammed his barbed tail into Levi like a baseball bat and sent him careening through the air. Horror gripping her body, freezing her in place, she watched Levi flail over the tops of the trees then slam into the mountainside, slipping down with a tumble of rock and debris until he disappeared behind the tree line that obscured the base of the mountain from her view.

			He’s gone.

			That single thought galvanized her, shocking her out of her frozen state like dead tissue come to life. Immediately, pushing to the point of pain, she brought on her shift. 

			“We’re under attack.” She sent the thought to every one of her boys and Vilsinn, too.

			She didn’t have time to communicate more. At the speed he was going, it would take the black dragon a solid minute to turn and come back for her. Tineen coming for his mate? Or Roan, the Alaz’s other black dragon, following their trail? No doubt in her mind this had to be one of them. She hadn’t got a good enough look at him to tell.

			She planned to be ready.

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Crouching low, wings tucked into her body, Lyndi didn’t prepare to fly. The only advantage on her side was the Alaz enforcer underestimating her. Whoever he was had to assume she’d try to fly away, gain some altitude and either get to the mountain or to her boys.

			Their voices crowded into her mind, rushed but also resolute. Focused on her next moves, she shook off the flicker of concern that threatened to bloom into a full raging fire of a mother’s need to protect. She couldn’t do that until the threat was dealt with.

			Concentrate.

			Training every sense, she stayed entirely still and waited for that telltale disturbance of the treetops. She had to time this just right and hope like hell she didn’t jump at a breeze.

			Damn black dragons and their silent flight.

			There. A barely discernable whoosh of sound, different from the wind in the trees. Setting her gaze on the top of a single pine, she waited, muscles bunching in readiness as she watched. The pine didn’t move.

			Closer. Closer, motherfucker.

			The needles at the very top shivered.

			Springing with everything she could, Lyndi launched her body straight up and clamped her jaw shut around the dragon’s throat as he tried to buzz past.

			Triumph blasted through her. “Got you, asshole.”

			In almost the same instant, he flipped and, without her talons in him, her body was flung, long neck snapping back so hard a starburst of pain lit up her entire body. She had to let go or risk permanent injury.

			The momentum slammed her back to the ground, carving out a swath of trees as she went. Through the stunned daze trying to settle over her, the ground vibrated beneath her with the thunder of a dragon charging. Immediately, she scrambled to her feet to face her attacker.

			She squared off, head lowered, all of her pulled in tight like Drake had taught her. Not Tineen. He was smoky gray in coloring, and this one was like onyx. This had to be Roan.

			Whoever he was, he didn’t stop, bearing down on her, knocking over more trees with groaning crashes as he barreled through.

			A flash of hot pink just behind the black dragon’s head caught her attention a beat before Mike came out of nowhere and flew into him from the back, full speed, claws extended. The clash of dragons boomed, and the two tumbled end over end, directly at Lyndi. In a jerk of motion, she got her wings out just in time to force her body up in the air, barely clearing their rolling bodies, coming down on top of the thrashing combatants.

			She landed on the black dragon’s wing and used her diamond-hard talons to rend the membranes in long tears and the black dragon screeched in agony. A shadow had her jerking her head up to find Attor dropping down on top of them. Bigger than both her and Mike, he landed on the fucker’s back, weighing him to the spot. Right behind Attor, Coahoma dropped to the ground.

			“Hold him down,” Lyndi ordered. “He’s mine.”

			With her boys holding a bucking, thrashing black dragon pinned to the ground, she moved around to his head, going eye to eye.

			“Roan?” she demanded.

			He smiled at that, lips curling back over massive spiked teeth. “They’ll find you eventually.”

			Meaning Tineen—her damn “designated” mate—would find her. “Your biggest mistake was coming after my family, asshole.”

			The rumble of fire building inside him only made her dragon angrier, her body vibrating with fury. “Coahoma.”

			The white dragon snapped forward and grabbed the black dragon by the head spikes, jerking the Alaz enforcer’s head backward, exposing his jugular. In one, sharp, vicious move, she lunged. Teeth sinking true she ripped out his neck in one twisting motion. Blood spurted into her mouth, sharp and metallic, and his gizzard hung from her maw, a hunk of raw, black scale-covered meat.

			Bile rising inside her, joining the fire licking up her throat, she spat it out. 

			Staring at her like they’d never seen her before, none of her boys spoke. Lyndi’s tail slashed behind her, a growl ripping from her, and all three of them backed up cautiously, leaving the kill for her.

			Intuition and fury driving her, Lyndi pounced, ripping into the other dragon. She didn’t stop gnawing at him until she’d ripped a hole in the center of his chest. Then she reared back, kindling her fire, letting it build to an inferno before loosing it inside the open gash. Not stopping, even as the charred sour scent of death rose from the body, even when her boys tried to reach her.

			“Lyndi.”

			Her human side could hear them calling her name. Mike even tried to get in her face, only her dragon snapped her jaws at him. A warning to stay away. Then she continued to obliterate the black dragon’s body.

			He’d dared threaten her boys, her friends, her family. And Levi.

			Lyndi closed her mouth with a painful snap that reverberated down her spine.

			Levi. Picturing him dying without her there… I have to find him.

			“Are there any others?” she demanded.

			Coahoma shook his head. “Not that we saw. He followed Levi and the boys’ trail.”

			So he hadn’t followed her from Colorado? After dropping the mate bomb on her, Tineen must’ve sent him to the Huracán headquarters to watch and make sure she didn’t run.

			She didn’t even glance at the pile of melted flesh and ash at her feet. They’d have to figure out the circumstances later. “I’m not risking others being out there. Gather the boys inside the mountain and be ready to defend it.”

			She was in the air before consciously deciding to fly.

			“Where are you going?”

			“To get Levi.”

			Mike appeared beside her in the sky. “They have him already.” 

			“Where?”

			“In the mountain.”

			Lyndi didn’t even have to change direction. Heart slamming against her ribs as though it would break through and run on ahead of her, she hardly stopped herself in time to land instead of slam into the mountain. Shifting quickly, she ran inside to find Marin there waiting.

			“This way,” the boy said, and spun away.

			Hurrying after him, she smelled the blood before anything else. Not what covered her chest after the Alaz enforcer, drying and dead, but a different scent. Fresher. Still warm. Marin stood to the side of the entrance to what was supposed to be her shared room with Levi and she walked into chaos.

			Levi lay on their sleeping bags, shirtless and unconscious. A good thing, too, given his injuries.

			Elijah and William worked together, the younger ripping up clothes that lay in a pile on the floor, creating strips the older was using to stem the blood pumping out of a gaping wound in Levi’s gut. Beside the clean pile of clothes was an equally large pile of blood-soaked rags.

			No. He can’t die. I can’t lose him.

			Lyndi dropped to her knees beside him and went to work. Grabbing their packs, she got them under his legs, elevating them. Then held out a hand without looking. William shoved clean strips at her, and she stuffed them into the wound, packing it tight, then, the heels of both hands side by side, she pressed down hard.

			His body would take care of fixing the gash, but if he lost too much blood before then…

			Don’t.

			She glanced over her shoulder at Marin. “Get me one of the small lighters.”

			He was out the door like a shot.

			“Can’t you use your own fire?” Elijah asked.

			That would be faster, except she’d spent hers on that bastard that was a pile of ash in the woods now. Besides… “Not for this.”

			The thump of Marin’s feet on the floor reached her before he popped around the corner. “Here.”

			She took the gadget from him and flipped the flame on, holding it that way. Then inhaled a calming breath. Steady hands were needed right now.

			“Don’t wake up,” she muttered grimly at the man she’d never walk away from again if he survived this.

			Fisting the sticky, crimson rags, she jerked them out of her way, exposing the open wound, and shoved the flame inside him. The sickening scent of searing flesh hit her nostrils almost immediately. Focused on what she was doing, she concentrated on where the blood was coming from first. The small lighter wasn’t enough to cauterize quickly, and it took several passes and a lot more rags to wipe away the thick liquid bubbling up from inside him with each pump of his heart. Finally the gushing started to slow. She didn’t stop it completely, but enough that the next set of rags didn’t change from white to red immediately.

			Holding pressure on the wound, watching the color under her hands, conscious of the shallow rise and fall of his chest with each labored breath, Lyndi waited.

			“Come on.”

			“Lyndi.” She had no idea when Mike had come into the room.

			“What’s the status?” she asked, not letting up or looking away from Levi.

			“Clear as far as we can see. Everyone is gathered in the central cave with the…err…troll.”

			She nodded, half expecting him to call her Lyndi-Loo-Hoo or crack a joke. When he didn’t she bought herself a second as she wiped sweat and blood and tears from her face and eyes with a swipe of her arm before looking at him.

			“I want all of you staying in the main chamber together the rest of the night. No patrols.” Not worth the risk of one or two lives at this point. If anyone tried to get in here, they’d hit a wall of dragon shifters.

			Mike crouched down in front of her. “Let one of us give you a break.”

			Lyndi blinked. Somehow his being serious in this moment just hit her harder, the ache of tears pressing at her eyes. She shook her head, forcing them back, as she held out her hand for another rag, swapping it out. Satisfied to see dry parts to the old one. The bleeding had definitely slowed.

			She turned her head, staring at one of the first boys she’d brought to her home. “Why are you here?” she asked Mike.

			The twitch to his mouth almost had her smiling, and she corrected herself. “Not in the room, goofball—here at all. You’re supposed to be with the team at headquarters.”

			“Drake sent us behind you by a few days to make sure no one else followed.”

			Her brother had done that? Lyndi closed her eyes, suddenly exhausted. Of course he had. He’d always taken care of her, even when she didn’t want it.

			The soft sound of footfalls had her opening them again to find Coahoma and Attor standing in the doorway. Gods above. When had her orphans become men? Even Mike. Logically she knew they had. She’d even approved their quasi-status on the team. But right now, right in this moment, was when she truly knew it. They’d grown up and didn’t need her anymore. She needed them.

			“We followed that black dragon’s trail and only caught up with him tonight,” Mike said. “Our timing to get to you was pure coincidence.”

			“Fate,” she whispered. Then glanced at Levi’s face, wanting desperately to smooth out the grimace of pain contorting his features.

			“Or luck.”

			She shook her head. “I don’t believe in that kind of luck. A guiding hand is at work in all things.”

			Levi would laugh to hear those words, since he didn’t believe in the fates. Damn, she wished he’d open his eyes and do just that. Try to argue her out of her beliefs. And tell her he loved her one more time.

			“Hey,” Mike said, pulling her attention back to him. “It’s going to be okay. Let us take care of you for once.”

			Then he wrapped his arms around her, and Lyndi let her forehead fall on his shoulder, his chin coming down on the top of her head. A second later two more sets of arms came around her. All three of her boys.

			You should see this Levi, she thought, willing him to wake up. You’d be so proud of them.

			… 

			Why are my eyes sealed shut?

			Levi came back into his body slowly, the darkness he floated in turning heavy, weighing down his chest as though he was pinned under a boulder. And something was tickling his chin. He tried to lift a hand to swipe at his face, but his arms wouldn’t budge, as though they’d been strapped down.

			A grunt echoed in his head. Was that him or his dragon?

			Suddenly, in the darkness, his animal was there with him, lifting his head with trembling difficulty, as though his body had turned to lead. He nosed at Levi as if asking if they were okay. 

			Give me a minute.

			Pulling air into lungs that sat tight in his chest, he willed himself to wake up. He managed to peel open first one eye, then the other, to discover Lyndi sprawled across his chest.

			Apparently, she’d sat beside his bed and fallen asleep on top of him, silky hair spread over him, brushing at his chin. And dead asleep.

			“Ly—” He had to stop and clear his throat, swallowing a few times. “Lyndi,” he managed on the second try, though it came out raspy.

			With a sucked-in gasp, she jerked upright and blinked at him twice before her eyes widened. “You’re awake,” she whispered.

			“Yes—”

			With frantic hands, she pulled the sheets bound tightly around his arms back to bare his stomach. Levi frowned at the shiny, angry pink swath of skin, almost a perfectly round hole, just below his ribs on the right side of his abdomen.

			“What happened—”

			Lyndi jerked her gaze to his, then her eyes welled with tears. With a muffled sob, she dropped her face in her hands, shoulders shaking.

			Shock froze his systems in place. Lyndi crying had the effect of sending his protective instincts into overdrive, his dragon whining inside his head.

			“You almost died.” Her voice came out broken, anguished. “I almost lost you.”

			She crawled up on the bed with him, wrapping her arms around his neck and burrowing her head into him, soaking his skin.

			Levi grinned as he closed his eyes and wrapped his arms around her, smoothing a hand up her back, tangling it in her hair. He inhaled her springtime and smoke scent and let himself hope—really hope—for the first time since meeting her, that maybe he had an actual chance.

			She wasn’t running. She wasn’t pretending to be brave. She wasn’t hiding from him anymore. This was the real her. 

			And damn, she was incredible.

			Lyndi lifted her head, but before he could grin or say a damn thing, her lips were on his, demanding, drugging, and the sweetest thing he’d ever tasted. Berry ripe and eager for him in a way he hadn’t sensed from her before. As though she was holding nothing back.

			But he needed to know for sure that what his heart was telling him wasn’t a lie. Or a dream.

			“Lyndi—”

			She broke off the kiss only to pepper a trail of kisses along his jaw up to his ear to nip at his lobe, and his dick, already a good soldier standing to attention, twitched.

			“Lyndi—”

			“Please, Levi.” The trail of kisses led down his neck and gods did he want to just surrender to her and give in to whatever she had in mind. But he had to know.

			He took her firmly by the arms, giving a little squeeze. “Min eneste, stop.”

			She went so still in his arms he could’ve been holding a marble statue. Only the tiny shuddering breath she took gave any indication she was alive. Then she took a deeper breath and, hands planted to either side of him, lifted her head to stare back at him with eyes so wide and wary and bruised, he wanted to tug her back into his arms and tell her everything would be all right.

			“What’s your biggest fear?” she asked quietly.

			He frowned, not sure why she was asking, but didn’t put the question off. “Losing you.”

			She closed her eyes, anguish and hope in each small nuance of her expression, then opened them again, eyes glowing red. “Since when.”

			Only total honesty was going to get him through this. “The first time I saw you, though it took me a good decade to recognize it. You pushed me away so hard—” He shrugged. “And then I stayed away because…”

			He paused, searching her gaze.

			“Because?”

			“Because you so obviously didn’t feel the same. You could hardly stand to be in the same room with me. Everything I did was wrong in your eyes.”

			Her lips quivered, and she glanced away, but not before the guilt clouded her expression. “Self-preservation,” she murmured, so softly he wasn’t positive that’s what she’d said.

			“What?”

			She locked her gaze on him with a self-deprecating smile. “Self-preservation.”

			After so many years, he needed this spelled out. “What does that mean?”

			The little nod she gave was more to herself than to him, as if she were agreeing with a thought. “My dragon wanted you from day one.” She shrugged. “At first I was too angry about you flying away—what I took to be you shunning the female-born—to listen to her instincts. But eventually you won me over as well.”

			“I did?” When the hell had that happened?

			Her lips tipped in a watery grin. “Strong. Loyal. Would do anything for your men and for me, despite my bitchy attitude toward you, and eventually for my boys. I always knew that. And it scared the hell out of me.”

			“Why?”

			She sat back, her hands in her lap, and dropped her gaze to her fingers. “Because I knew if I let myself fall, I’d shatter when I hit the bottom.”

			“That will never happen—”

			She jerked her head, rejecting his words. “It will.” Her voice broke over the words, but she lifted her eyes, something in them now resolute. “One day, you’ll find your fated mate, and I’ll have to let you go.”

			“No—”

			She put a finger to his lips. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep. I know you think it’ll never happen, but…”

			Before he could try to protest again, she suddenly smiled, the sight stealing the darkness from inside him, filling him up with light. Hope in her eyes, like a watery fog suddenly lifting and the sun illuminating a brilliant sky.

			“I’ve realized that I’d rather have some kind of wonderful with you, even knowing it’ll end one day, than take another breath without you.”

			She let out a squeal as Levi rolled her beneath him. He grunted as the move tweaked the still healing wound, then stared down into her gorgeous face, alight with laughter. He smoothed her hair from her forehead, cupping her cheek. “I need you to be very clear. I told you I want you as a mate.”

			“And I’m saying yes.” No hesitation. No doubt. Just a delirious kind of happiness.

			The rest of the air punched from his lungs almost painfully. She’d said yes. Holy fuck. He had to still be asleep and dreaming of this.

			“Levi?” Her smile slid to a frown as she searched his face. “Are you okay—”

			Life and giddy relief shocked his system back online and he grinned. “Now. Mate me right now.”

			Her frown disappeared behind a giggle, a sound he hardly ever heard from her. “Females mate a little differently. There’s no need to turn me, I’m already a dragon. We have a ceremony, instead.”

			“Yeah. We can do that, too.”

			Already he was growing thick and hard in anticipation, his body vibrating with the need to claim his mate immediately, while she was still amenable to it.

			“Too?”

			“I’m putting my fire in you, change or no change. I’m claiming you, min eneste. For us. The ceremony can come later. Tonight, I plan to pledge myself to you, heart and soul, and gods willing you’ll do the same, so that we know.”

			The fear that flashed across her features was unmistakable, and he knew he was pushing her. If only she could see the future he saw and not an ending that would never happen.

			“Please say yes to me,” he whispered. “Yes to us. Before I have to leave you, so that I know we’re bound together while I’m gone.”

			The tip of her pink tongue peeked out, wetting her lips, then she shook her head, eyes wide, as though she’d surprised herself.

			“I need to hear you say it.”

			She swallowed. “I want to be your mate, and you mine, in every way that we can.”

			“In every single way.” No way was he letting her qualify this.

			A tiny smile lit her up, as though glowing from the inside out. “I want your fire in me, Levi Rowtag. Mate me. Right now.”

			His dragon reared back and roared their combined triumph. With frantic hands, ignoring the twinges from his healing wound, he had them both stripped in record time. Then, the second Lyndi lay beneath him, gloriously naked, a feverish light to her eyes, he slowed it down. With careful deliberation, he ran his hands, his lips over every part of her body, worshipping her, memorizing her.

			Already he knew what made her moan, but now he craved her sighs, too.

			He set his mouth to the hollow at the base of her throat and her body trembled against his, so vulnerable. He moved up, nibbling the underside of her jaw, and another giggle escaped her.

			“That tickles.”

			“I could listen to the sound of your laugh forever, and that’s all I would need in this life.”

			The amusement left, leaving only tender wonderment looking back at him.

			He cupped the back of her head to stare into her eyes, and, after a long moment, a secret smile she only ever gave him had his heart clenching so hard he ached.

			“I love that smile. That’s my smile.”

			Her lips parted. “Your smile, huh?”

			He rolled to his side, letting his hand play over the soft skin of her belly. “Mm-hmm. My smile. I know all your smiles. When you’re annoyed. When you’re brave. When you’re trying not to laugh. When you’re really and truly amused.”

			He trailed his fingers into the curls at the junction of her thighs, finding her slick and hot and ready, but only brushed against her. She bucked her hips, chasing his touch. “That’s a lot of smiles.”

			“You have a hundred smiles and I love every single one.” He slipped a single finger inside her, and her legs parted for him, gaze going glassy.

			“Oh?”

			Slowly, he pumped that one finger in and out, then leaned over and sucked lightly on a dusky nipple, his rumble of satisfaction rising up to meet her groan of pleasure.

			Then he lifted his head, watching her intently. “That one is my smile. You only ever give it to me.”

			Her eyes widened as she stared back at him, hips still chasing the movement of his finger inside her, but her entire focus on his face. Her lips parted, and that smile, the one he’d staked a claim on, broke through. “I love you.”

			Levi grunted at the impact those three simple words had on him. A visceral, almost overwhelming combination of elation and possessiveness.

			He pulled his fingers from her to gather her close and buried his face in the crook of her neck. “Fuck, woman, I’ve loved you so long and I never thought I’d hear those words from your lips.”

			With her hands cupping his chin, she forced him to look at her. “I’m sorry I made you wait. That I made you doubt.”

			Levi shook his head. “I know why you did. Don’t ever apologize for trying to protect me, because you can damn sure bet I never will for protecting you.”

			His dragon was done with all the talking, going quietly wild inside Levi, needing to claim her even more than the human half of him.

			Rolling again, he settled between her legs. “I can’t wait a second longer.”

			Lyndi shook her head, her hair spilling across the pillow in a halo of black silk. “Me neither.”

			In one long, slow stroke he pushed into her, and her inner walls clamped down on him so hard his control almost snapped then and there.

			Instead, he held still, breathing hard and gathering himself. Lacing their fingers together, he drew her hands up beside her face on the bed. At the same time, she wrapped her legs around his hips, sinking him deeper inside her.

			“Don’t look away.” A command. A demand he needed her to obey.

			“I love you,” she whispered.

			At those three words, he unleashed, dragon and man as one as they stared down into their mate’s eyes. He pounded his thick, hard cock into her, rutting like the animals they were. Every single move driving them gloriously, deliriously toward climax.

			A tingling set up at the base of his spine, and Levi kindled the fire inside his belly, stoking the flames until the inferno burned white hot inside of him. Sweat slicked down his back as the heat gathered. 

			“Open your mouth for me, min eneste,” he ordered.

			She met his kiss with no hesitation, no inhibitions, and Levi’s gut clenched in a sensation of the purest happiness as he poured his fire into the woman he loved more than anything in the world. 

			“Oh.” Her breathing hitched. “Oh, my. Oh.” Her body spasmed around his, then somehow started to glow, as though starlight had burst out from inside her.

			For a heartbeat, fear surged through him. What was happening to her? “Lyndi?”

			“Oh, fuck yes.” She tipped her head back, though she still kept her gaze on his. “I’m close.”

			Relief rode a surge of utter, primitive satisfaction and he increased his pace to the rhythm of the moans tumbling from her kiss-swollen lips. At the first grip of her orgasm around his cock, he let it all go, a new fire joining the other he’d filled her with and together, gazes locked, they both shouted through the explosion of pure sensation. Only this time, she was his. Forever.

			“I love you. Always.” He kissed her hard and long, easing as their bodies slowed until he was sipping at her lips. Replete and incandescently satisfied.

			With a soul-deep contentment he’d never known possible, Levi slid over to lie beside her, keeping her close, staring at the incredible woman who was now his mate.

			With a tender smile, he picked up her hand and placed a kiss to the inside of her wrist. Then grinned as she melted in his arms, gaze going languid.

			“I’m going to tattoo my family crest here.” He brushed his thumb over the spot. “So that you carry me with you always. So you remember me while I’m away.”

			“I’d like that.” She said the words almost shyly. “Not that I’m likely to forget you.”

			His Lyndi shy? He wasn’t having that. “I’ll tattoo yours on my wrist, too.”

			The shyness left her on a laugh. “Now that I’d really love to—”

			She paused, frowning, gaze suddenly not with him as though she had drawn into herself.

			“Lyndi?”

			“Something feels odd.”

			Odd? “What do you mean?”

			She shook her head, then her gaze jerked to his face, full of shock and fear as her lips parted and her face contorted in a silent scream. Her back bowed off the bed and she scrambled at her neck with her nails, as though trying to rip away her skin.

			Without another thought, Levi flipped her over and gathered her hair, lifting it away from her nape to reveal the sign of her clan glowing like metal in a kiln, almost too bright to stare directly at.

			“What’s happening?” she whimpered.

			“Your sign is—”

			Her scream shattered the next words that would have come from his mouth. The mark turned a pure, terrifying white, then disappeared, leaving her skin entirely bare.

			Lyndi crumpled, breath heaving in and out of her. Then she pulled herself into a ball, body shuddering with reaction. He hunkered down beside her, only she wouldn’t look at him, her hands covering her face.

			“Lyndi?”

			She started rocking.

			“Lyndi?” He took her by the wrists, pulling her hands away. “Min eneste, look at me. I can’t fix it if—”

			She opened her eyes and bile slammed up his throat in a burn of acid. Because her eyes were no longer the reddish-brown of a red dragon shifter. They were near black and entirely human.

			“Oh gods.” This couldn’t be happening. What have I done?

			Lyndi scrambled into his arms, clinging to him as she burrowed into his chest. “Levi…I can’t feel my dragon.”

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Levi stared at the satellite phone clutched in his hand and willed it to ring because all he’d been getting over three days of trying to reach his team was nothing. No answers. No one calling back to check in.

			No way was he leaving Lyndi in her defenseless state. The team needed to know. Informing the king…he’d figure that out later.

			“If you’d stared at me with the same intensity all these years, I might have given in sooner.”

			At Lyndi’s teasing he raised his head, sending her a quick smile even as he scanned her face. In the days since their mating, she’d turned wan, dark circles bruising the underside of her eyes. Just this morning, he’d woken to the sound of her retching in one of the chambers too small to use as a bedroom.

			Her eyes narrowed. “But if you keep looking at me like I might shatter into a thousand pieces before your eyes, I’ll snap your well-muscled arm off and beat you senseless with it.”

			Levi managed a chuckle. For her.

			But this was his fault. He’d just assumed that his fire wouldn’t do anything to her. A symbolic and instinctual need to claim her, and that was all. But for three days her dragon had remained silent inside her, her eyes still human, and no marking had returned to her neck or the back of her hand.

			He was the asshole who did that to her. Stole that from her.

			Pushing away from where she sat propped up against the rough wall of the cave in their shared bedroom, Lyndi crawled over to him and straddled his lap, taking his face in her hands. “I know you’re worried.”

			That was putting it fucking mildly.

			“But I need to ask you something…difficult.”

			He couldn’t help the way his hands clenched her hips tighter but forced himself to loosen up at her wince. “What?”

			“Are you disappointed?”

			Disappointed? Levi searched her gaze for why she’d use that word and got nothing back. Those darn walls could go up at will with her. Which meant this question was serious. “What do you mean?” he asked.

			“That I’m not… I can’t…” She shook her head, hardly able to get the words out.

			Fuck. That’s what this was about? Her being human now? Levi wrapped his arms around her, getting right in her face. “Never,” he growled. “I love you, dammit. Nothing about you could ever, ever be a disappointment.”

			If he hadn’t been holding her so tightly, he would’ve missed the way her muscles relaxed ever so slightly. “Okay then.” She planted a soft kiss on his lips. “In that case, stop watching me like I’m broken. Got it?”

			“But I’m the one who broke you—”

			She kissed him again, harder, longer, then pulled back. “Don’t,” she whispered. “I need you to let this go, or I’m not going to be able to deal with it.”

			Levi dropped his forehead to hers. “Anything you need from me, you’ve got it.” Although he had no idea how he was going to live up to that promise.

			“I need you to go to your king. I can’t be worrying about you turning rogue or him putting a hit out on you for disobedience. Not on top of everything else.”

			“I—”

			A massive boom reverberated through the halls and caverns, followed by a long roll of crashing sound, seeming to shake the mountain itself. Immediately, he and Lyndi were up on their feet.

			“Levi!” The shout didn’t come from any of the boys on patrol but from inside the caves. “We’re under attack.”

			He whipped his head to stare at Lyndi. His now vulnerably human mate.

			“Go,” she said with a shove. “I’ll stay with Vilsinn.”

			Unable to voice any of the thoughts swarming his mind, drowning out everything but her dark eyes, Levi leaned down to plant a hard kiss on her lips. “Stay safe, mate. That’s an order.”

			Her derisive snort followed him as he sprinted out the door and to the main chamber leading outside.

			The second he entered the room, he discovered Marin crouched beside a pile of boulders now blocking the entrance. He sat at the head of a dark green dragon crushed by the fall of rock and already turning the gray color of ash as his body consumed itself with flame from the inside out.

			Marin lifted his head, face wet with tears but trying to be brave even as his chin wobbled. “Levi, Elijah is dead.”

			“No!” Lyndi’s scream came from directly behind him.

			She sprinted past him to drop down beside Marin, next to Elijah’s body. Levi could still remember the day she’d taken the kid in.

			“He saved me.” Marin’s voice trembled. “The big dragons hit at once and he tried to blast them with fire, but they hit higher and started the rockslide. The entrance to the cave started falling, and he jumped over me until they crushed him. He pushed me out from under him.”

			Lyndi’s head dropped forward, her eyes closed. “He was supposed to go live with his colony. They said yes. He could’ve gone but wanted to help keep his brothers safe.”

			“It’s my fault—”

			She wrapped an arm around Marin. “No. He died knowing he saved you and tried to protect the rest of us. He loved you.”

			Levi dropped to a knee beside them both and squeezed Marin’s bony shoulder. “Honor his sacrifice. Live for him.”

			Marin turned his head to frown up at him, confusion written in his white-blue eyes, and Levi jerked his chin toward Lyndi. “Protect her,” he mouthed.

			After a lingering glance at Elijah, his brother by action if not by blood, Marin drew his shoulders back, suddenly looking older. “Come on, Lyndi. You shouldn’t be here.”

			Slowly Lyndi turned dazed eyes to the child, blinked once, then choked back a sob even as she nodded. She leaned forward and whispered something to Elijah, then got to her feet and allowed Marin to pull her out of the room.

			Levi, still kneeling beside the body, put a hand to Elijah’s snout, sending a quick plea to the gods to grant his soul a warrior’s welcome, a place of honor.

			But he had other boys to defend now. His mate. His family.

			He forced himself to walk around the body and the slide of boulders that blocked the entrance and platform. Luckily, a sliver of moonlight flittered in through a gap at the top. Shifting, he used the bulk of his body to shove the debris away. With a crash of rocks they tumbled over the ledge of the platform, giving away his position, but that couldn’t be helped. Carefully he checked the skies. All clear so far, but that didn’t mean shit. As soon as he emerged fully, Levi spread his wings and hurled himself skyward.

			“Report.”

			“Nine dragons that I’ve seen.” Attor’s voice came first. As the dragon on patrol at altitude, he’d have a better idea. “But I’ve lost them.”

			Nine? Couldn’t be the Alaz team unless they’d recruited a few more into their ranks. Like the Huracáns, they’d never had the full contingent of twelve, and in the last year they’d lost three—the one in Yosemite, the gold dragon Lyndi and Deep took out, and Roan, the black dragon who almost killed him. “Recognize any?”

			“One.” Mike’s voice was grim. “Tineen.”

			The leader himself. Here to claim his mate? Or avenge the deaths of his men? Was it a sanctioned hit? No way would the Alliance go for that, even given the deaths. Others might be afraid of orphans, shun them, but killing so many kids?

			If this wasn’t sanctioned, the Alaz team had just gone rogue.

			No way. Not possible. Like he had once upon a time, the Alaz team abhorred rogues. None of this made any damn sense.

			“What’s the play?” Coahoma asked.

			“I’m headed for the peak. Attor, Mike, Coahoma, on me. William, hold your position at the perimeter. Report any movement. Stay out of the fight.”

			“Sir,” the four came back.

			“Everyone else gather together in the troll’s cave.”

			As he ascended, Levi hugged close to the mountain, scanning the skies. No way could he take on the entire Alaz team with just the three trained for combat and William on lookout. But damned if he’d bring the rest of his boys into this fight. Not against the Alaz, even if his numbers beat theirs. They were adult dragons, skilled warriors, and lethal.

			“She’ll never be your mate because I have already claimed her by fire.” Levi shot the challenge directly at Tineen’s mind. If he could draw him out, cut the head off the snake…

			One shadow, then another and the three rookie enforcers gathered above him, settling around the stony peak in a circle. Just like he’d taught them.

			Damn he was proud of his and Lyndi’s kids.

			“Watch it—” William’s warning came at the exact same time a mint green dragon slammed into him from around the side of the mountain. Dammit, he’d been too focused on the boys and not paying enough attention to himself. Talons dug into his scales, but not all the way under, because he was bigger. Beating at Levi with his wings, the green dragon tried to drag him off the more defensible mountainside and into the skies.

			Levi dug his own talons into the rock, sending fragments tumbling below. Then waited for his window. Sure enough, his attacker lifted slightly with his effort, creating a small gap between their bodies.

			Wrong move, asshole.

			Levi forced the spikes along his back, which had lain flat, to pop up, then pitched himself backward, flipping them both. The second they hit rock, he impaled the fucker with a crunch of scales, smaller and relatively softer at the belly, followed by a rush of hot, thick blood.

			He let their motion flip them over, then dug his talons in again, arresting their momentum with a screech of metal on granite. Greenie screeched in agony, jerking against Levi as he tried to escape the spikes. After two tries, he managed to slide off and fly away, blood spraying from him and covering Levi as he took to the skies.

			Another screech sounded from a different direction, and Levi jerked his head up to find five other assholes going for his three boys at the peak. Greenie had been a fucking distraction, taking the only real threat out.

			Exactly how Levi would have planned it, dammit.

			Abandoning the safety of the rock, Levi took to the skies, shooting upward with a hard stroke of his wings. One more stroke and he hit the speed he wanted, then pulled his wings in tight, aiming straight at the smoky gray dragon at the heart of the group attacking his boys. Tineen.

			He should have killed the asshole inside the Huracán mountain when he announced Lyndi would be his mate. Now he absolutely had to take him out.

			With the force of an explosion he lowered his shoulder and rammed into the one on top of Attor while taking out another with his tail on the way by. His velocity took him up and over the peak and he tumbled down the other side in a snarl of limbs and wings, both he and Tineen snapping at each other, going for the jugular. 

			Pain starburst inside him as one of the black dragon’s talons found purchase at his hip. Tineen flared his wings, gaining the advantage and lifting Levi only to slam him back into the rock once, twice. 

			The third time he hit, Levi slung his tail into the rock, finding purchase. The makeshift anchor held, slamming them both to a hard stop before flinging the black dragon away, taking a hunk of Levi’s scales with him.

			With a grunt, Levi disconnected his tail from the rock and flipped to his belly. Rage had him searching for Tineen, who’d disappeared into the night, even as he knew he needed to get back to his boys at the top. Now.

			A roar reverberated through the air. One that didn’t come from the mountainside. Immediately Levi pinpointed a gold dragon grappling with a blue at altitude. Attor.

			The kid managed to clash and retreat without getting caught. Then back in with a snap of his jaws and out. Quicker than most gold dragons, with their bulkier bodies, could usually move. He was holding his own, with no one else around him. Levi couldn’t do anything else to help him, so he returned to climbing up the side of the mountain.

			“Below you—” Marin’s voice cracked into his thoughts.

			What the fuck? Why did Lyndi let him out of the mountain?

			“Watch out,” Marin yelled again. Levi jerked down to find Tineen already on top of him.

			Except, to the right of the black dragon, a tiny brilliant white form materialized from out of nowhere, bobbling and slipping in the air. 

			Marin. Holy fuck, the kid had shifted. Too young. Too small, but there he was.

			Levi swallowed a roar, needing to keep his kid safe, but he couldn’t get between them. It all happened too fast. Marin slammed into the black dragon from the side.

			The unmistakable crack of bone sounded followed by a howl of pain. The two tumbled together briefly, a yin-yang blur of black and white. Then, suddenly, somehow with the gods on his side, Marin managed to disconnect and lifted away—hovering awkwardly in the skies, dropping down in jerks then raising back up—and the boy watched as the black dragon fell. Tineen’s wings flung out, caught at the wind, and inches from striking the mountainside, he flared back into the sky.

			“Go,” Levi commanded.

			Marin launched away, and soon it was difficult to pick him out of the myriad of glittering stars in the black sky.

			Ignoring the pain of the gash in his belly, Levi took off. But the second he was in the air, fire swirled with bile in his gut. The rest of his boys were gone. Not a single one to be seen. Not a damn sign of them anywhere. He reached out with his mind. “Report.”

			The silent, lonely peak of the mountain taunted him with failure.

			… 

			Lyndi had every intention of staying deep inside the mountain with Vilsinn and the rest of her boys, still hollowed in shock at seeing her youngest shift for the first time and, against her yelling to come back, shoot out of the cavern on his own.

			Levi. Oh gods, keep Marin safe. Keep them all safe. Unable to shift herself, her dragon silent inside her, she’d stayed where she was so that Levi only had to think about himself and their boys. But she just couldn’t sit here and wait.

			Hiding in a hole in the ground, listening to crashes that rivaled the thunder gods from outside, and not knowing what was happening to her family.

			“Stay here,” she ordered the younger boys gathered in the room with her.

			Two of her youngers whimpered, and she pulled them close to her. “I need to see if I can help. Can you be brave?”

			Another boom from outside shot through the mountain, like the sound poured down the tunnels to where they huddled.

			You have to go.

			The thought was her own and yet not. Heart quickening, she closed her eyes and reached for her dragon. Felt for her through the darkness of the void the animal had left inside her. 

			Nothing.

			She listened to that part of herself anyway. “I’m so proud of all of you,” she said to her boys. “Be brave.”

			The others jumped to their feet, grim-faced. Not with the eager light in their eyes of boys who’d only dreamed of the glory of war and never experienced the horror for themselves. These boys had, in one way or another. 

			“Until Levi orders you to join the fight, you stay here,” she said. “He is your commander. Do you understand?”

			Subdued, determined faces gazed back at her, but gradually they all sat back down.

			“Vilsinn?” She tipped her head and glanced at her other boys.

			The troll nodded his understanding.

			Right. She turned and ran down the twisting system of caves and corridors to the front room.

			There, she looked up over the fallen rocks still in place above the bulk of Elijah’s body, blocking most of the way out. All she could see from the outside was a sliver of night sky. The silent, empty sky.

			“Report.” Levi’s voice echoed through her head so loud, Lyndi flinched. 

			Silence.

			Lyndi shook her head. Were they talking to him and leaving her out? Silence in response to an order to report was not good. Attor, Mike, and Coahoma were out there. Her mate was out there. William and Marin were still out there.

			Images flashed in her head. Horrible scenarios. One of her boys or Levi crushed and bleeding, or burning from the inside, torn apart by talons and teeth. Lying out there in the trees or on the mountainside somewhere. Where she couldn’t be with them. Dying alone.

			Be damned if she could just sit here like a useless lump.

			She climbed higher, out of the mouth of the cave where she’d be vulnerable, able to be seen. Because this man and these boys were her life. The most precious things to her, and fuck all if she wasn’t going to try.

			Not that she had any idea what she was going to do.

			She crawled and clawed her way over the rocks, avoiding the parts of her child that had yet to turn to ash. Luckily, she was tiny and managed to squeeze through that small gap. Balancing on an uneven rock, Lyndi looked to the skies. Where’s Levi?

			The waiting was maybe even harder than inside. Silence and dark skies surrounded them, ominous and treacherous. 

			“Fuck.” Levi’s voice hit her like a sledgehammer. “Found them. Marin, William, get down here.”

			“Sir.” The response from her boys was like an echo bouncing around in her head.

			Lyndi flattened herself against the rock as the wind generated by her boys’ wings buffeted her, threatening to blow her right over the cliff.

			What’s wrong? She didn’t dare voice the question or risk distracting them all.

			“Attor, Coahoma, and Mike are down here, all three of them are out cold.” As though he’d heard her, Levi’s answer came back for her to hear as well. “Still breathing, but—”

			Why leave Mike, Attor and Coahoma alive? If the advantage in a fight was to take out more of the other side before they took you out, why not kill them?

			Unless the Alaz team was using the boys…

			Lyndi sucked in sharply. “They’re bait,” she yelled, knowing Levi would hear her. So would everyone else.

			“I know,” came his ominous reply. “But I won’t—”

			Four forms dropped from the sky to the forest floor in formation, coming from each direction. The blast of Levi’s unmistakable roar of challenge echoed off the mountains, followed by the bright glow of a stream of golden fire glowing from between the trees in flashes.

			Her mate was in trouble, and her boys were in the thick of it.

			An answering roar thundered up from within her and a searing pain lit up the back of her neck and the spot on the back of her hand at the same time. Staring at the flesh between her thumb and forefinger, a design formed, glowing bright white as though she was being branded from the inside out.

			Not the symbol of the King of the Red Clan that had been there before. Instead, the symbol of the new King of the Gold Clan appeared in stark, twisted lines.

			In one single, glorious, relief-slamming instant, her dragon unfurled inside her, and the bond with her mate clicked in hard. Suddenly, Lyndi could feel Levi. Sort of like her dragon. As though he were both her and not her. Part of her, but separate.

			Including being able to sense where he was.

			His desperation and determination pulsed down that connection like an electric signal down a telegraph wire. Along with his will came the absolute, unhesitating intention to lay down his own life for her and for any one of their boys.

			Lyndi didn’t have time to explore this new part of herself, of them.

			Instead, she loosed her irate dragon upon the world, shifting so fast her grip on her control slipped, but she didn’t care. She and her dragon were of the same mind.

			No one fucked with her family.

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Levi blasted a stream of flame at Tineen and the three other fuckers dive-bombing him. They’d left Mike, Attor, and Coahoma’s unconscious bodies, already shifted back to human and consequently more vulnerable, in a flat clearing that allowed him no defensible position. William hadn’t got to him yet, either, which meant he was on his own.

			Bring it, assholes.

			At a crash of sound, Levi whipped his gaze around to zero in on Marin’s white form, star bright against the dark of the sky, wrestling with another darker-colored dragon as they plummeted toward the earth.

			“Tail.” Levi shot the thought at him, having to hold his own dragon back from going after them.

			Then he had to pull his focus back to his own precarious position as Tineen swooped over him. “She’ll be mine, or she’ll die. Doesn’t matter to me which.” The black dragon snarled the words as he flashed past then turned for another run.

			Blasting another spout of fire into the sky, Levi cut himself off as a flash of motion just above the dragon caught his attention.

			Not possible.

			“Lyndi?”

			No answer came back, but a sudden, sharp flare of pain, like fire and ice at the same time, struck at the base of his neck, followed by the snap of something within his mind, and suddenly she was there. With him, part of him, and yet whole herself. Only her dragon was more in charge at the moment. Which should have scared the shit out of him. Feral dragons felt like this. Except, miraculously, Lyndi was there with her, as though both human and creature side had blended.

			A heartbeat later, she came down on top of Tineen. The guy had paused to jerk around and look in the same direction Levi had been staring. But too late.

			She tackled the black dragon, their tangled forms rolling over and over in a mass of limbs. The Alaz leader managed to get his feet between them and threw Lyndi off as their momentum slowed.

			“We’ve got these guys.” William’s voice broke through.

			A glance to the sky showed Marin, who’d somehow managed to get away from the Alaz enforcer he’d been wrestling with. Maybe his size had helped. Beside him, William’s maroon scales were unmistakable.

			“I will never be yours,” Lyndi snarled at Tineen and a challenge blast sounded.

			Levi whipped back around as his mate charged Tineen, head down like a bull. She was going to snap her neck if she wasn’t careful. Levi took to the air, leaving his unconscious men, still unstirring and unprotected, behind.

			“Get to your brothers.” He’d have to trust that William and Marin would get to them in time.

			The Alaz leader did an impressive flipping maneuver, and Lyndi barreled past underneath him. Before the beast could turn on her, Levi landed beside her. Her dragon made a sound almost like a purr of recognition. Up close to her like this he couldn’t miss the way her dark red scales were now edged in a coppery gold. As though she’d been gilded by him.

			If he wasn’t facing off against men determined to kill them, he’d have paused to admire the sight. Because he’d never seen anything like it, like her, in all his years.

			Instead, he and Lyndi turned and faced Tineen together. 

			Before any of them could make another move, four more Alaz dragons dropped to the ground. Two facing off with Levi and Lyndi and the other two stalking toward William and Marin as they landed beside their brothers, William having to help Marin who tumbled end over end with the impact on the ground.

			Fuck. In all his planning for this moment, it had never come down to this.

			As one, Levi and Lyndi surged forward. Except Tineen leaped into the air, leaving his men to handle them.

			Levi tackled the biggest dragon in front of him, pumping his legs and driving it back until he managed to flip the bastard like a turtle. Immediately, the creature started thrashing at him with tail, talons, and teeth, but Levi was bigger, stronger. He struck hard and managed to grab it by the base of a spike, then, standing on its shoulders, twisted hard. The crunch of bones sent a satisfying reverberation through him, and the thing went limp, dangling from his mouth.

			He spat it out and was about to spring around when pain shattered through his right hind leg. Twisting, wrenching agony followed the motion as another dragon with his teeth stuck deep in Levi’s hindquarter held on. He snapped at the other guy with his teeth. He was bigger, but as a gold dragon, his neck wasn’t as long and he couldn’t reach, coming short by a foot or two. 

			Another roar filled the air suddenly. The white dragon didn’t release him, but Levi jerked his head up at the sound.

			He knew that roar. Hell, he’d fought beside that sound for centuries.

			Deep.

			A second later, the skies swarmed with dragons, like a blanket being drawn over the stars. He had no idea how they’d got here in time, but the Huracán team of enforcers had arrived. With extras, because there were a damn sight more dragons in the air than the team had among them.

			The crash of battle sounded as their forces erupted through the now mostly spread out Alaz men who’d scattered. The Alaz were now greatly outnumbered.

			The asshole with his teeth still in Levi’s leg must’ve done the same math, because he released him and jumped for the sky.

			Levi tried to follow, but his back leg crumpled under the force and he sort of frog-hopped along. But the white dragon, like many of that kind, was long, with an elegant tail trailing behind him. Levi lunged and snagged it just above the spiked, mace-like tip and yanked the thing from the sky. Immediately, Hall dropped on top of him, neon green scales bright even at night. Levi held the shithead down and Hall gutted him in one long drag of his clawed hand down its belly, his snakelike eyes glowing with bloodlust.

			“Brother.” Hall nodded, then leaped back into the air.

			A quick look around showed Levi the layout of the battle quickly. Every Alaz dragon now faced two or more of Levi’s people. Rivin and Keighan took two of the Alaz on a merry chase, the white dragons looping and circling. On the ground with him, William and Marin stood over the body of one of the green Alaz dragons. Blood poured down Marin’s chin, giving his white scales a gruesome appearance as the tiny dragon blasted flame into the gaping maw of their enemy.

			Above, only just clearing the top of the trees, Drake flashed by with Cami at his side, chasing down a blue dragon in perfect sync, almost beautiful to watch. Finn and Delaney tore into another overhead, Finn holding it from behind while Delaney went at its gizzard. She must’ve hit the fire sac because molten sparks burst from its belly, raining down over the forest like red glowing embers. Immediately several trees went up in flame.

			Levi spun to find his mate gone. Hard on the heels of his relief came a bitter spike of worry. Where the fuck is Lyndi?

			Attor, Mike, and Coahoma remained unconscious on the ground. “Stay with your brothers,” he ordered William and Marin.

			Back leg dragging, he took to the sky. In three swift strokes he cleared high enough to search for his mate. Then he realized all he had to do was reach out for her through the bond they now shared. As soon as he reached for that place inside him that was her, the floodgates opened.

			Fear and fury. All pouring from her.

			Because she was fighting hard, but she was also losing, already pushed to the edge of exhaustion. And no wonder after the last few days.

			He didn’t call out to her. He couldn’t distract her. But where was she?

			Levi jerked around in the air, wings beating to hold him aloft, searching. A blow must’ve struck her hard, because the impact shuddered down that connection to him followed by a wave of disorientation.

			That’s when he spotted her.

			Directly overhead, facing off against Tineen on her own. Fuck.

			“I’m coming.” He shot the thought ahead of him as he pushed himself faster.

			His leg was definitely broken, dangling rather than tucking up against him, dragging in the wind and slowing him down, cutting his ability to make himself more aerodynamic.

			“Pull him in closer on my call.”

			Lyndi didn’t answer, but the sensation down that bond was one of her readying herself.

			“Now.”

			As he watched, she slipped out of the way of the black dragon’s swipe with a talon, but she dropped lower and nearer. As Tineen moved to follow, it brought him in to her.

			“To your right.”

			She juked to the side, and the Alaz leader followed, and that’s when Levi went at him. Only, at the last second, the bastard spun.

			Almost as though she heard his thoughts, Lyndi attacked one side while Levi went for the other. Between the two of them they used their talons with deadly effect, rending scales from his body and gashes in his wings. 

			Tineen fought like a wild thing, thrashing and spewing fire, snapping and swiping at them. Rage drove the dragon now. Maybe rage had always been there, and he’d hidden it well until this moment.

			Working as a team, their minds in total sync, he and Lyndi stayed on the fucker. This was what the mating bond could be like. Two fighting and living and breathing and someday dying as one. With every new bite, every new tear, Tineen grew wilder. More desperate. But they didn’t let up.

			They rode his corpse—though Tineen had yet to acknowledge his own doom—to the ground, counting down together until the last second, then flaring their wings in time, letting him fall away. Gravity did its job and dragged the body closer to the earth. Combined with wings no longer functioning meant he couldn’t stop himself. He struck with the force of a hurtling comet. With a resounding boom, trees and dirt and debris shot up into the air and out from his body in an almost perfect circle.

			As the dust settled, Levi and Lyndi both set their backs to each other, guarding while scanning the skies.

			Only no one else came at them.

			“Report,” Levi ordered.

			One by one, every Huracán and every one of Lyndi’s boys signaled the all clear.

			“We got them all,” Finn confirmed a moment later.

			Relief spread from the bond, coming from his mate, mixing with his own as the adrenaline pumping through his veins gave way to the high of battle and the realization that, in this second, they were safe. They’d protected the lives they’d been given by the fates to guard.

			But experience had taught Levi long ago that the crash of reality would come soon enough. They’d lost at least one. Maybe more. His mate’s tender heart would be crushed when Elijah’s death truly hit her. Hell, so would his.

			“Gather at the mountain,” he instructed.

			He and Lyndi led the way, and she landed ahead of him, shifting then climbing over the remaining rocks to hug Delaney and Cami who had beat them inside.

			Levi, though, had to focus on his landing. With more care than usual, he came down so that his front legs helped to support the one hind leg still working. Though he knocked the injured leg, agony lancing up and through him in scissoring waves, he gritted his teeth through.

			“Wow, that hurts,” Lyndi muttered, her face contorted with it as she watched him.

			She started toward him as though ready to help, but he shook his head. “Give me a sec.”

			The shift, usually painless, was a fuckton of uncomfortable as his body realigned, including the leg. As soon as he stood upright in his human form, he grimaced at the sight of the unnatural lump to one side.

			“Fuck me,” he muttered. Then looked to Kanta who’d landed and shifted behind him. “A little help?”

			The big man, a shoulder under Levi’s arm and a hand holding him up by the belt loops, got him over the rockslide and laid him out on the stone floor of the cavern inside. Then Kanta gripped him firmly by the ankle.

			“Ready?”

			Lyndi looked to Marin who stood off to the side, eyes wide. “Go get the tent poles from my room,” she said. Then she knelt beside Levi, taking his hand. “If I couldn’t feel your pain through our link, I would never know you hurt this much.”

			He shrugged. His teeth were going to be flat nubs only good for chewing cud the way he was clenching them.

			With a shake of her head, she rolled her eyes. “Big tough dragon shifter, hmmm?”

			He cupped the back of her head with one hand. “And your mate. Damn, min eneste, your dragon is gorgeous to behold. I can’t wait to see you in daylight.”

			That brought a grin to her face. “In the middle of all that, you managed to notice my new coloring?”

			“Yeah—” He gave a hard grunt as, without warning, Kanta jerked and twisted in one smooth move and the bone slid back into place with a sickening crunch and another wrenching spike of anguish that sent a wave of blackness through his vision. He fought it off to catch the tail end of Lyndi’s wince.

			“Ouch.” She squeezed his hand. “As soon as you’re healed, we’ll make up for that.”

			Using his hands behind him as leverage, Levi sat up, but left his legs straight out in front of him. Marin returned with the tent poles, and Lyndi started tying them to his leg in a makeshift splint. He’d need to keep that limb nice and straight and still while it healed, or he’d risk permanent disfigurement and that would cause problems for him as a fighter.

			And he knew the aftermath of tonight was going to mean more fighting.

			All the while, more of the team landed and shifted one at a time. They waited as each of the others came inside.

			Including several black dragons. The last to shift was Shula, who joined another woman, smaller with dark, chin-length hair and eyes that glittered almost silver.

			Lyndi squeezed his hand again, then stood to greet them. “You have my gratitude for your help,” she said as she shook hands with both women.

			“We owed you,” Shula said, gaze solemn.

			… 

			A lot of questions still needed to be answered.

			“We’ll cover everything in a minute.” Finn’s voice preceded him into the chamber. Between them, the Huracáns managed to carry Coahoma, Mike, and Attor, who’d shifted back to human, though they remained unconscious, back to the mountain.

			“Are they all right?” Lyndi asked, rushing forward as soon they were settled.

			“They seem to be knocked out,” Finn said. “We’ll keep an eye on them. Gather everyone here.”

			Levi nodded at Marin who stood closest, and the boy ran for the others only to return seconds later. “Vilsinn is all balled up at the entrance to the chamber, blocking it, and he won’t move.”

			Levi looked to Lyndi who nodded and followed Marin back down the hall. 

			“Who the fuck is Vilsinn?” She caught Hall’s muttered question as she walked away.

			“We made friends with a cave troll.”

			Sure enough, the tunnel ended in a black dead end of troll. Lyndi put her hand to the leathery skin. “It’s Lyndi. Everything is safe now. You can let the boys out.”

			It took a long second, but then the stone-like creature rolled away before unfolding to his full height.

			Faces of her boys, precious and dear, looked out at her from inside, illuminated by the fire in the center of the room. No doubt they’d heard much of what had happened through the telepathic thoughts. “Finn wants us all together to talk,” she said.

			They filed past her, a few pausing to wrap an arm around her for a hug, or to give her the much cooler, but no less emotional, knucks or high fives. Only Vilsinn didn’t follow.

			“You, too,” she said. “You’re part of this family now.”

			The troll appeared to blink at her for a long moment, emotions she couldn’t pinpoint flitting across his craggy face. “Vilsinn family.”

			Then he lumbered through the opening, having to stoop down, and followed her with shuffling feet back to the room.

			They quickly filled each other in. Drake had wanted to come as soon as Coahoma, Mike, and Attor had radioed in about Roan following Levi’s trail. It had taken Deep, who in leading the Alaz away from Lyndi had managed to circle back around to Colorado, for the Huracáns to move. He’d seen the entire Alaz team blow out of their headquarters, aiming northwest, and had no doubt where they were headed. Best guess now that they were piecing the different events together was that Roan had contacted Tineen before attacking Lyndi and Levi. 

			“If their actions had taken out one of my men, I might have done the same,” Finn said. “I’m not excusing what Tineen did, but…” He shrugged.

			Either way, it didn’t matter what the Alaz leader’s or the team’s motivations were. Levi shook his head. “We’ve got to figure out what the fuck to do now.”

			“We just killed the entire Alaz enforcer team,” Lyndi said as she moved back to her mate’s side. Do? Was Levi kidding? There was only one thing they could do. “We run.”

			Except a beat of calm pulsed from her mate, soothing her down that odd connection. Odd because that link to him felt more right than wrong. Not intrusive, like she’d often imagined. As though it had always been there.

			“The Alliance may not know that,” Levi said.

			She frowned. So did Drake and Finn. “Explain,” Finn demanded.

			Lyndi was already nodding. She knew exactly where her mate was going with this.

			“I’m suggesting we go back to business as usual. Us and Shula’s group both. Return to our homes and act as though nothing has happened. We’ll set up contingency plans in the event of an attack on either group and start reaching out to the other settlements, starting in our territory. More than just Deep going to them, now we’re gathering an army and not just warning people. As far as the Alliance is concerned, we pretend we have no idea where the Alaz team disappeared to. And we wait…” Levi shrugged. “It will take them a while to come for us. When they do…we’ll be ready.”

			Damn. Her mate could be brilliant when he wished. Could such a simple plan work?

			“They won’t know anything until they find this battlefield,” Finn mused. “It buys us time.”

			“Makes sense, boss,” Kanta murmured.

			As Lyndi watched, the others nodded.

			“And our boys?” Lyndi asked quietly.

			“We bring them back with us. Tineen was the bigger threat there.”

			Relief surged through her, expanding her lungs and her heart. Watching her face, Levi had clearly caught her reaction. He yanked her into him, holding her against his side, and she felt the same shudder of relief surge through him. Almost a panicked kind of emotion, as though they couldn’t quite believe that part of this nightmare, at least, was over.

			“If the Alliance decides to come for the boys, we go back to the original plan of pretending to take them to their clans.” Levi glanced around, mouth a grim slash. “Maybe a different mountain to hide in, though.”

			They might be running out of places to hide at this rate. But… “I think, if anything, today has shown we need to stick together.” Lyndi glanced around. “All of us.”

			Not Levi, though. He still had to go take his place beside his king fighting in the Kings’ War. But that was something they’d figure out tomorrow. 

			A solemn silence fell over their group, and Lyndi couldn’t bear to look at the ash that had once been her sweet, brave Elijah.

			Crouching down, she slipped her hand into Levi’s, reaction setting in on a wave of exhaustion. One of her boys was gone, and she could never fix that. Even if they’d won today, they’d lost.

			“Let’s go home,” she whispered.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			Two days later, Levi stood in the war room alone facing the screens and waiting for the man he’d placed a tricky call into to show up. The person manning the war room in Norway had put him on hold, and damned if he wasn’t having a hell of a time not fidgeting with nerves as he waited.

			He also half listened down the hallway in case anyone else showed up in the middle of this call. He hadn’t asked permission. If he screwed things up with this gambit, not that they could get much worse, Finn and Drake would be pissed. Hell, Lyndi would be pissed, and that might be scarier.

			Suddenly the screen changed from black to another war room in another mountain and the glowering visage of the man who’d only recently become his king.

			Brand Astarot.

			“Why the fuck aren’t you talking to me in person, Rowtag?” the king snapped.

			Not a great way to start this conversation.

			“You need to know what is going on in the colonies. If you and your allied kings aren’t careful, you’re going to lose this entire land and all the dragons living here to Pytheios.”

			Brand’s gaze narrowed but remained human in appearance. “I’m listening.”

			Levi quickly and succinctly filled his king in on everything that had been happening here since the last time Brand had shown his face in their headquarters. All of it. Rune’s reasons for turning traitor, the new developments with mates and female-borns, the Alliance’s sketchy leadership, enforcer teams going against each other to the death. Everything. He didn’t pussyfoot around the Huracáns’ mistakes in his report. If Brand was going to make the right choices here, he needed to know it all.

			Brand clenched his hands into fists and leaned into the screen. “What a clusterfuck,” he snapped. “And what in the seven hells do you think I can do about this? I can’t fight on two fronts.”

			“Give the Huracán team your blessing—you and your allied kings—to try to hold the dragon shifter colonies in your name.”

			Brand’s brows shot up. “You’d be asking the red, white, and green dragons in your area to go rogue. To denounce their clans and kings to side with us.”

			“Our team is already rogue, most of us, though we haven’t made it official yet. I honestly don’t know how we still retain our kings’ marks, but we won’t abandon the people in here. We won’t turn our backs on them.”

			Brand blew out a short growl. “Let me talk to Ladon and Gorgon, and I’ll get back to you.”

			The kings of the Blue Clan and Black Clan. Levi hoped they were reasonable men. “Understood.”

			As his king stood to end the call, Levi stepped forward. “One other thing.”

			Brand snorted. “You’ve got balls, Rowtag. I’ll give you that.”

			Levi shrugged. “I can’t leave my men to join you.”

			The scowl that dropped over the king’s face might have made a lesser man cower, but Levi was fighting for his family. He didn’t back down. “I can’t leave my mate and our orphaned boys that we are raising together.”

			He was prepared to beg his king for this. Go down on his knees if he had to. If that didn’t work, if Brand still insisted he needed Levi, then Levi was prepared to consciously and deliberately sever his tie and go rogue. No way was he leaving his family.

			Brand blinked. “Your mate?” he asked slowly.

			“Lyndi Chandali.”

			The king went stone still at that. “The fuck you say. Pytheios’s kin? Did I say balls? Brother, you have a death wish.” Then Brand glanced down, lips pursed as though considering. He took so long, Levi was readying himself to break every oath he’d sworn to his clan, break his code of honor.

			“I understand, though,” Brand finally said.

			He did? Levi didn’t dare let himself feel relief. Not until he was sure.

			The king raised his golden gaze, lips tipping in the nearest thing to a smile Levi had seen from the man, though the expression was more feral than kind. “I have a mate myself. I couldn’t leave her, either. Even if it meant losing everything to that red fucker who named himself High King.”

			“So I can stay?” Levi had to be sure.

			“You can stay. Though the gods only know that I need more men here. Men I can trust.”

			“Trust our team to do everything in our power to hold the colonies in your name.” 

			Brand nodded, though suddenly he looked…dead on his feet, haggard with dark circles under his eyes. Not a good sign for the Kings’ War. 

			Levi debated his next offer, but it felt too right not to do. “Our older boys are trained fighters. Only one of them is gold. The other two are white and green. But Attor, he’s a good…man. And a good fighter.”

			Brand crossed his arms, expression serious. “I’d be honored if you’d send him in your place. I’ll make him one of my personal guards. Keep an eye on him for you.”

			Levi blew out a sharp breath. “Thank you.”

			… 

			Clean from a nice long shower after an even longer bout of sleeping, Lyndi dropped onto the bed to pull on her socks. Alone. Levi had been gone when she’d woken in the middle of the night, and again when she’d finally risen this morning.

			Her mate.

			That one incredible fact still felt surreal. Like she might wake any second in her bed at the orphan house to learn she was still unmated and Levi was still a distant part of her life.

			The entire trip back to this mountain had been full of discussions about how best to get ready for the fights that no doubt were coming. Because not every dragon shifter in the colonies would see their situation as defending the lives of those they helped enforce. Many would see them as traitors and rogues. It wouldn’t just be the Alliance or the Imoogi team they’d have to go up against.

			Even Vilsinn the cave troll, who had decided to come with them to the mountain headquarters, seemed fairly certain they were fucked.

			Lyndi’s mouth tipped in amusement at the memory of the rock creature riding on Levi’s back all the way here.

			Rivin, Keighan, and Hall might never let Levi live that one down.

			And Levi still had to leave. The knowledge of that had hung over her, weighed her down, with every stroke of her wings, and every second since they’d arrived home, she’d been waiting for him to announce the time had come. He’d be late obeying orders as it stood.

			The door pushed open and her mate entered. Damn those shoulders. She’d miss holding on to those while they were apart. Miss him. As though he’d take her heart with him, leaving a gaping hole inside her that nothing, maybe not even her boys, could fill in his absence.

			With a tired groan, Levi dropped beside her on the bed. At least his leg was mostly healed. She swung her legs up on the bed and snuggled into him, smiling as a big arm came around her to pull her even closer. Eyes closed, they lay there in pure contentment. Stealing every second of time together they could.

			“Where were you?” she asked.

			“Begging my king to let me stay here,” he said. Casually. Like this was no big deal.

			Lyndi jerked straight up, smacking her forehead into his in the process. He grunted, hand to his head, and grinned. “Ouch, woman.”

			She ignored him, too focused on what he’d just announced. “You what? What did he say? I can’t believe you did—”

			Levi pressed his lips to hers, silencing all her questions. Then pulled back and grinned. “I can stay.”

			Lyndi squeezed her eyes shut, not sure she could trust the elation sweeping through her, then opened them and reached out to pinch him.

			“Hey,” he yelped. “What was that for?”

			“To make sure we’re both not dreaming.” Then she threw her arms around him, burying her face in his neck and trying not to cry in his presence for the third time in a short while. She hadn’t been a crier until recently. “Thank the gods.”

			“Thank Brand Astarot finding his own mate and turning into a giant softie,” Levi said, laughter tumbling through his words.

			Then he sobered, pulling back. “There’s more, though.”

			Quickly he told her about the rest of the call. Including Attor.

			“You really do have a death wish,” she grumbled at the end of it, scrunching up her face. He’d taken a huge risk.

			Serious eyes studied her face. “I know I should have discussed Attor with you first—”

			“No.” She shook her head. “You did the right thing. As much as I’ll worry about him, he’ll be so proud to go in your stead. But when Drake and Finn find out the risk you took talking to Brand about all that without asking…” She widened her eyes and shook her head. “I might have to defend your honor, my love.”

			Levi huffed a laugh that actually sounded like relief to her ears, and Lyndi leaned forward, kissing him with all her heart, their relief poured into every press, every sweep against each other.

			“I get to keep you here,” she whispered against his lips, her hands digging into his shirt as though she could keep him there by force. Was this happening? “Thank the gods and the fates.”

			“And a mate who would dare anything for you,” Levi murmured, smiling into her kisses, and her heart thumped hard at that knowledge. At the feel of how much he meant those words through the connection now binding them.

			Suddenly, he stilled. “What was that?” Levi mumbled, breath ruffling her hair.

			“What was what?”

			He lifted his head, and she caught his frown of concentration.

			“What?” she asked.

			“Shhh…” He waved a brusque hand at her.

			Lyndi raised her eyebrows at that, but otherwise stayed silent.

			“It’s a…” Levi’s eyes widened, and an emotion flashed across his features too fast for her to recognize. Not fear exactly but something damn close to it.

			“Gods above.” Suddenly, he popped up to all fours only to lean over and put his head to her belly.

			“What on earth are you—”

			He jerked up to face her again. “That time we made love in my cabin and I said I wanted to put a baby in your belly. You said yes in the heat of the moment, but did you mean it? Did you wish for a baby, too?”

			A…what? Her mind scattered like dry leaves in a windstorm.

			“Lyndi?” He gripped her by the shoulders, face intent. “Did you? Because I did. I know I did, but I thought I was safe because conceiving wasn’t possible.”

			“What are you saying?”

			“Min eneste…I can hear a heartbeat.”

			She shoved at his head, disappointment clawing up her throat, leaving her raw on the inside. “Yeah. I have a heart you know.”

			“No—” His eyes lit up, glowing a molten gold, pure adulation lighting his eyes to a glitter, a look that sent her stomach tumbling over itself.

			“A second heartbeat,” he said. “Higher. Faster.”

			Lyndi’s brain went to pure fuzz, not processing what he was saying.

			“Lyndi. You’re pregnant.”

			Lyndi stared at her mate. Not comprehending the words coming from his mouth.

			“Do you hear me? I said you’re—”

			“But I can’t be. I’m sterile.”

			Levi shook his head. “I don’t understand, either, but we’re fated mates. That brand on your neck and the bond linking us says so.” A slow grin stretched his face, happiness so pure it set off fireworks of answering joy inside her to see. “It seems nothing is impossible these days.”

			The phoenix had returned. More than one. Mates’ signs were changing. Why not female-borns’ sterility as well?

			“Oh my gods.” Her hands whipped up to her mouth as reality started to sink in. “Are you sure? Listen again.”

			With frantic hands, she pushed his head back down to her belly.

			He stayed there a minute, holding her hips. Then nodded, his silky hair brushing her hands. “I’m sure.”

			“Do you think this is what Vilsinn’s Seeress meant?” she asked. “I thought it was about a female-born mating, but maybe it’s about having a baby?”

			“I hope it’s both. That you’re the first for both,” Levi said. At her urging, he crawled up to wrap her in his arms. “We’re going to have a baby, Lyndi.”

			She burrowed into him, trying to wrap her mind around the miracles. So many coming at her in the wake of tragedy and uncertainty. Mated. Truly mated and she’d never have to be afraid he’d leave her when he found his mate. All that and he could stay here with her. Yes, hard times were coming their way, but they’d be ready together. And now a baby.

			Could a heart burst with happiness and terror at the same time?

			Because hers was trying to do just that.

			“I love you, min eneste.”

			“I adore you,” she murmured. Then lifted her head to kiss him softly. “Thank you for waiting for me.”

			Levi grinned. That lopsided, perfect grin. “You were worth every agonizing second.”

		


		
			Epilogue

			Rune stared at the messages scrolling across his pager in rapid succession. Primitive technology, but effective when everyone else in the world was using cell phones and internet. Those trying to track his ass down would have a harder time with this. It’d worked so far at least.

			Fuck me.

			If this was to be believed, his former team had just screwed themselves.

			The Alaz team destroyed, and the Huracáns getting ready to build an army and go to war over the Americas dragon shifters, siding with the gold, blue, and black kings. And…recruiting?

			He stared at the one word, a band of excitement hitting a wave of dread.

			He was going to be called upon soon. Decades ago, when he’d discovered the way mates were being used politically, he’d known a fight would be coming. A fight to take down those in power. Because anyone who’d dare use such a sacred thing in their society for political gain had to be truly evil. That meant the Mating Council, the Alliance were probably in on it, the kings. Fuck if he hadn’t been right. And the fight was coming now.

			A hushed beeping went off on one of the monitors in the room. A sensor scanning the mountain around them. Probably a damn goat or some other animal native to the area. With a sigh, he turned off his pager and stuffed it in a pocket of his utility pants, then pushed back from the desk and rolled to the screen showing the sensor that had been tripped. With a couple of keystrokes, he brought up the camera situated there.

			And froze.

			“What in the seven hells?” He looked closer, but that didn’t change the image.

			A woman was climbing his mountain. With a system of ropes and what appeared to be more gear than she should be able to handle given her petite size, but that didn’t make it not real.

			Awareness tightened in his belly as he took in grainy details of a gamine face with large eyes, blue maybe, made more piquant by the short cut of her dark hair. Like a human-sized pixie just entered his domain. But her look of total determination was what had him staring harder, his dragon giving a low rumble of approval.

			As he watched, she glanced up and stilled. Could she see the camera hidden among the rocks? After staring directly into it, almost as though she was looking right at him, she spoke. Except the camera wasn’t set up for sound, so he couldn’t hear her voice.

			But he didn’t need to. He could read her lips just fine.

			“I’m looking for Rune Abaddon.”

			[image: ] 
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