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      Fire rained down over the lush canopy of an ancient forest. Enemy ships streaked overhead as Tristan Okora and his kinsmen evaded the unceasing attacks in their more agile, yet equally powerful dragon forms.

      Boom!

      The pervading scent of burning oil rolled in on the heels of the explosion’s percussion. Yet another terminally crippled ship descended in a death spiral. From his high altitude, Tristan watched with approval as his brothers, Lear and Gavin, removed their razor-like claws from the ship’s proverbial jugular and pushed clear of the smoking carnage, soaring away before it scorched a flaming gash along the unsuspecting forest floor. He’d already taken out several ships the same way and was eager for the next.

      Below, Faieara, blessed with the gift of defensive magic, had finally rallied to rise up and defend their precious home. With their combined strengths, these Kayadon interlopers were no match—

      No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than a dark shiver skittered up his spine. A harrowing roar cried out, and he knew without looking that his father was in danger. He banked hard to the right, looping around, searching wildly. Moments later, he caught a sight that shot a fistful of dread straight down his throat to land in the pit of his stomach. His father was on the run, flying erratically as he struggled to evade a Kayadon ship in swift pursuit. This one was smaller than the rest and easily matched his every twist and turn, streaks of ammunition barely missing their target.

      But his left wing was wounded! He couldn’t keep up his pace much longer.

      Working his wings with all his might, Tristan gave chase, catching up to land on the ships back with a resounding thud, his claws digging into the metal like hot butter—

      But then his world flipped over on its side. His father was hit…falling….

      …Falling…

      …Falling…
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      One month later.

      

      The heavy torc wrapped around Tristan Okora’s neck like a cold snake suffocating its prey. His father’s torc. The royal symbol of the Okora clan. How long before the responsibility of it swallowed him whole? He’d signed up for this slow torture, knowing full well he might never live up to his father’s memory. He might never be good enough for his people. Might never be strong enough. Yet he was the only Okora stepping up to do what he must.

      He gazed out at the inky expanse of space that seemed to go one for eternity, dotted by sparkling flecks of faraway light. Though there was nothing to indicate it, he knew they were approaching the outer edge of Evlon space.

      Returning to the place of his father’s demise had not been his preferred choice, but he had duties now that could not be shirked.

      For the tenth time in the last hour, he reached up to touch the torc around his neck—he still wasn’t used to the stiff metal against his skin. He was even less used to his clan mates referring to him as Your Highness or Your Majesty as opposed to the title of prince he’d grown up with. It always made his gut burn with violent guilt when they did. He wasn’t accustomed to ruling and wasn’t sure he ever would be.

      “You look troubled, my son.” His mother, Lady Edel—no longer queen, though many still referred to her by the title—came to stand next to him, looking every bit as regal and stately as she always did, with her blonde hair gathered neatly into a complicated knot and her sophisticated gown swaying perfectly with her movements. Her shieldmaiden guardian, Belinda, halted several feet away as though to give them a semblance of space, but the stout, grim woman was never far enough for Tristan’s liking.

      “Does Belinda need to be with you at all times? Do you no’ feel safe here on our own ship?”

      “‘Tis a matter of optics,” replied his mother. “Displaying your soldiers is no’ only a show of strength to your own people, but to enemy and ally alike.”

      That was exactly something his father would have said. Damn, but he missed the bastard.

      “And,” she continued, “it is more important now than ever to show strength. We are a family with three generations of royal lineage. Even still, people are wary of the new young king, watching, waiting to see who challenges you. Even a son of the great King Mar has much to prove.”

      Belinda made a crass noise in the back of her throat. Of agreement or disdain? He wasn’t sure. He hadn’t exactly been the most dedicated of fledglings when it came to responsibilities of the crown.

      “Plus,” his mother continued. “She can fetch me drinks.”

      He glanced down at his mother for a moment, shaking his head, then returned his gaze to space.

      Having just approached and overheard Lady Edel’s remarks, Orik, Tristan’s head of the guard and lifelong friend, slapped him on the back. “Is that why you keep me around?”

      “I keep you around because your ugly mug amuses me.”

      “Best no’ look in the mirror then. You’d laugh yourself to death.”

      Tristan simply grinned. Normally he’d invite a verbal sparring with Orik, but today was not a day for lightheartedness.

      Orik seemed to sense his mood and turned serious. “We are in range to receive transmissions from Evlon. They sent an itinerary for the treaty signing and celebration.”

      The treaty signing was more symbolic than necessary, reaffirming the Dragon’s alliance with the Faieara after they’d just won back a portion of their kingdom, thanks, in part, to the Okora clan.

      “Very well,” Tristan replied, his chest twisting at the memory of his father falling from the sky, dead before hitting the ground. The Kayadon ship that had taken him down, the one Tristan had failed to disable, shooting off into the distance and leaving his world crumbled in its wake.

      The sharp burn of failure that had lived in his gut ever since reignited with a flourish, spreading along his sternum and attacking his heart. He swallowed the searing pain and focused on his own reflection.

      “I understand your brother, Lear, is off preparing to run Phase Nine,” said Orik, “but I feel like Gavin should have come.”

      “He abdicated the throne,” Tristan reminded him. “He has no obligation to partake in these political ceremonies.” Tristan held no ill will toward his eldest brother, who’d made it clear from an early age he had no interest in taking on the role of king. Which was why their father had focused on grooming Tristan instead. However, Tristan had expected his father to live many centuries more and had wrongly assumed he’d had plenty of time to absorb his father’s wisdom. As a result, much of his youth was spent in the pursuit of idle amusements: drinking, fighting, and women.

      “Didn’t you have a fling with the Faieara queen?” asked Orik, blunt as ever.

      “That was a long time ago.” Tristan shot him a stern look. “Her demon mate will not appreciate the reminder.”

      “Oh! I remember her.” His mother sighed, smiling at the remembrance. “Kyralyn. She was a lovely young lady. Your father and I had hoped the two of you would one day wed. It would have been marvelous, politically speaking.”

      “Fear not, Mother,” he returned, tone lackluster. “It looks as if I will still wed for political reasons.”

      She picked invisible lint from her shoulder. “Aye, the daughter of Prince Gideon. What was her name? Princess Leanora?” Prince Gideon was brother to the king of a dragon clan that resided beyond the hills of the Okora clan. Over the years, there had been some bickering between their two clans, mostly over territory and resources. There were also burgeoning blood rivals. A royal marriage would help put an end to the tension.

      “They’ve been staying at the castle,” informed his mother. “Making themselves quite comfortable. As though the engagement is already settled. Tell me, have you accepted the girl yet?”

      “Do you oppose the arrangement?” Tristan asked by way of avoidance. “I figured you would approve.”

      His mother lifted one delicate shoulder. “I just want you to be sure that it’s what you want. A favorable marriage could lead to a stronger kingdom than ever. On the other hand, a miserable match could ensure the downfall of a nation just as surely as any war.”

      Tristan shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “To be honest, I hardly know the girl. We met a handful of times. She seems…amiable.”

      “She’s rumored to be one of the most beautiful creatures in the land,” Orik inserted. Tristan did not discount the claim. Leanora was extremely attractive. And she knew it.

      “Remember, son, your father courted me for years before I agreed to marry him.” She loved recounting the tale of her courtship with King Mar, how she had made him work to win her heart. Constantly his father would refer to his wife as one of the most stubborn women he had ever encountered. She’d refer to him as the most persistent brute she had ever met. Tristan and his brothers used to roll their eyes at what was clearly unwanted parental flirting; now he’d kill to hear his father call his mother stubborn one last time. His mother’s eyes turned down, as if she were thinking the same.

      His heart twisted for her loss.

      Her sorrow, my fault.

      “I may not have years.” He’d already been challenged by an upstart young buck looking to usurp the throne—on the day he’d returned to announce his father’s death. Tristan had been outraged by the lad’s lack of decorum and had taught him a lesson. The young dragon had retreated from their battle with an ego-check and more than a few wounds to lick.

      Still, others would try. Tristan had not spent as much time exhibiting his strength to his clan as his father had, which was why no one had challenged King Mar. His dominance had been unquestionable. No one knew what Tristan was made of yet. Many might suppose he was weak, an easy target, softened by a life of privilege. If he had a strong mate from an equally formidable family, his crown would be solidified. Challengers would think twice.

      As king, it was an option he must seriously consider, though his desire for the beautiful Leanora was lukewarm at best.

      An alarm began to squeal. Tristan called to his pilot, “What’s happening?”

      “Your Majesty”—cue the gut burn—“the ship’s sensors have picked up a single Kayadon ship approaching from the rear…fast.”

      “What are they doing all the way out here?” Orik pondered aloud. “A scout, you think?”

      Belinda replied, “If so, they are foolish to be this far out with no backup.”

      “Whatever they’re up to, you can be sure it is no good. Battle stations!” Tristan called. “Hail them.”

      “No response,” said one of the crew.

      “They aren’t slowing,” said another.

      Tristan ordered, “Send a warning shot.”

      Seconds later, a pulsar torpedo made contact with the Kayadon ship. Whoever was controlling the ship made no effort to avoid the blast.

      “No change in course,” a crew member announced. “They haven’t even brought their weapons online.”

      “Prepare to fire another warning. I want them alive if possible, so aim for their thrusters.”

      His crew made short work of the Kayadon ships thrusters, knocking them dead with a few well-aimed charges. The ship now glided on its own momentum, tilting off kilter as it went.

      “Scan for life.”

      “I’m reading only one life form on board, Your Majesty.”

      “Only one?” his mother replied, astounded. Even she knew that was unusual. Could this be a trap?

      “One Kayadon can be deadly,” grated Tristan, his gaze flicking down to his mother. “Belinda, take my mother back to her quarters.”

      While Belinda moved to obey, his mother planted her feet, eyes flashing with fiery defiance. “I think not.”

      “Mother, please.”

      “Have you forgotten who I am, son? I was leading armies while you were still weaning. I am not some whelp in need of sheltering, and I am quite comfortable where I am.”

      “This is space, Mother. This is different.”

      “Your majesty,” Belinda beseeched. “If this is an ambush—”

      “Belinda, dear, if this is an ambush, then that sorry creature has his work cut out for him. They took our king from us, my husband, and our rage is deep. I will look into the face of our enemy and slice his head from his body myself.” His mother had two speeds: kind, motherly queen and ferocious shieldmaiden. This shieldmaiden wanted revenge as much as Tristan did.

      Tristan felt the heat of her rage wafting from her body. So potent and full of malice that if she wasn’t so controlled, she’d have shifted into her dragon form. There was no arguing with her like this. And if his mother wanted the Kayadon’s throat, she would have it.

      To his crew, Tristan ordered, “Pull the ship into the lower docking bay. Have all available guards meet us there, locked and loaded.”
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      This is how I die, Juniper Jacobs thought to herself.

      Alone, starving to death in an alien spaceship, barreling through space until the end of time…or until the ship crashed into a planet or an asteroid or a broiling-hot star. Eviscerated.

      “What a way to go,” she muttered. If only her brother Jordan could see her now. He might just congratulate her on a righteously epic death. Perhaps he was looking down on her, or up, from wherever heaven was located here in space, if there really was such a thing as an afterlife.

      June casually lounged in what she could only assume—from years of watching science fiction—was the captain’s chair, center stage in the high-tech command station, nibbling the last of her food reserves and staring out into space. Tiny stars gazed back at her, like she were an animal on display for their amusement. She sure hoped someone was getting a kick out of her situation.

      After sucking the last little morsel from the plastic, she crumpled up the chocolate bar wrapper and tossed it to the graveyard of empty junk food carcasses at her feet and then licked her fingers clean, not willing to waste a single carb.

      That was it. No more food. Donezo. “You really fucked up this time, June.”

      Her own voice sounded hollow in the lonely metallic space. If only she’d packed more food for her innocent woodland hike in upstate New York where her bursting bladder had led her off the path, where the sun glinting off metal had lured her like a sparkling Pied Piper into what would ultimately be her tomb. All she had to look forward to now was a slow death from starvation. This alien spaceship, for that was what she’d determined it to be, was locked down tighter than Fort Knox. She could travel from the command station to a succession of hallways with too many doors that she couldn’t open and the large bay room where she had first, stupidly, wandered in. What was it they said about curiosity and cats? She still wasn’t sure if she had inadvertently pressed a button or if her mere presence had triggered the ship to take off, zooming into space as she screamed her lungs out and hung on for dear life.

      For what must have been several days at least, she’d been wandering the halls, trying to figure a way out of this predicament, unable to read the strange symbols on the many dials and levers. Unable to find a kitchen or pantry or even a bed. Unable to call for help—though who would be able to save her? Earth’s technology wasn’t this advanced. Within the first few hours of flight, she’d said bon voyage to Earth’s moon, tears still burning her incredulous eyes while pure terror choked sob after sob from her throat.

      Now she was resigned to her fate…for the most part. There was no telling how far she was from Earth now. No one knew where she was. No one was coming to save her.

      She fought the crippling despair, invoking the stoic, emotionless state that had protected her in her youth. Every now and again, a burst of determination crept in, and she worked to understand the ship’s controls in hopes of saving her own ass; she hadn’t survived her childhood to give up on herself now. Still, she figured it would take NASA scientists years to reverse-engineer this craft. A grad student pursuing the field of child psychology had zero chance.

      When feeling brave, she’d test random buttons because what the hell? I’m going to die anyway. Usually this sort of advanced scientific testing resulted in a low beeping that resembled a computer program returning an error. Sometimes a voice would blare over the intercom, foreign and grating, like a beast from nightmares. Sometimes the front window would become a screen displaying what, to her, were random images: an alien creature with antenna and bulging eyes that reminded her slightly of Stitch from Lilo and Stitch; a dark forest with Avatar-like plants; a river that could be located on Earth for all she knew; and endless images of planets.

      Who knew all this life existed out there in the big wide universe? Too bad she’d never have the chance to tell anyone.

      Growing tired, she snuggled up on the hard floor, using her backpack and flannel shirt as a makeshift pillow and blanket, and dozed off…only to be jolted awake by a loud siren and a stern voice over the intercom asking her to respond—

      Asking her to respond!

      Was she hallucinating or had the geniuses on earth actually somehow managed to track her down?

      With an instant jolt of adrenaline, she jumped up and rushed to the front window, eyes darting wildly over the black expanse, but nothing was there beyond the billions of stars. She waited….waited…

      Nothing.

      She turned in place. “Hello? I’m here! I’m here! Hello?” But the voice had gone quiet. Had the voice been a dream? No. She couldn’t believe she’d gone insane yet.

      Lunging for the closest computer console, she frantically pressed anything that looked as though it might let her be heard. “Hello? Can you hear me? My name is June—”

      An explosion rocked the ship, knocking her off her feet. She crashed down, landing on her side as a scream ripped from her lungs. What the hell was that? If nothing else, it was proof someone was out there. Someone had come for her. She didn’t think past that as she sprang to her feet and resumed pressing every button in sight, hoping to let whoever it was that she was here.

      Something outside caught her eyes. Icy dread shimmied up her spine. She got the sickly impression that the ship closing in was not of Earth.

      This wasn’t a rescue; this was an abduction. “Oh god! They’re going to probe and dissect me!” She’d have preferred evisceration.

      A volley of explosions knocked her to the ground once more and the soft hum of the ship that she’d grown so used to snapped into dead silence, the rushing of her blood now the only thing she could hear. She crawled along the floor toward her backpack where she retrieved a small Swiss army knife that had belonged to Jordan.

      Suddenly darkness righted. She screeched. Then a bright floodlight erupted from somewhere—the foreign ship—and illuminated every inch of space around her in a green hue.

      Like a carnivorous beast slowly pulling its prey to its doom. Closer…closer…

      Closer…

      Her body shook with the most potent terror that had ever taken hold of her. As if she could wish herself out of existence, she huddled on the ground, clutching the only weapon she had, a two-inch blade with a pathetically dull edge.

      Like a great hungry mouth cutting into the face of that ship, a large panel slowly opened and her craft was enveloped—a mere insect by comparison. Moments later, a jostling in the floor beneath her feet indicated the ship had settled. Noises sounded, echoing from somewhere. Tools? Was someone drilling through the hull? Was that a hatch opening? Then came the sound of marching feet, dozens, hundreds maybe. Who could tell? All she knew was an army of aliens were coming for her. But wait. Hadn’t they spoken English? Yet she couldn’t deny her body perceived a threat.

      Her heart pounded. What should I do?

      Too late. They were in front of her, dressed in dark gear, their faces covered, their bodies surprisingly shaped like humans with two arms and two legs. They resembled soldiers, each carrying a weapon the way one would carry a rifle, but these were not rifles. They were something else. Something more advanced.

      Until now, the idea of a rescue must have lived in her somewhere, because when the soldiers surrounded her, weapons drawn, the last little bit of hope drained from her body, and she closed her eyes…waiting.

      “Make way.” A deep voice resonated from behind the soldiers. She glanced up, still surprised to find she could understand him. Was he…could they be from Earth after all? Then she saw him—a massive male with a perfectly toned physique that many athletes would kill for, shoving his way through the throng of soldiers, his expression full of viscous wrath.

      He didn’t wear a uniform like the others. Instead he wore a cap-sleeve tunic that was laced down the front with thick cord and held tight to his waist by a wide belt with an ornate metal buckle. His hair was a bit ruffled and framed his face. And, oh, boy, was he brutally beautiful. The devil himself would be envious; chiseled jaw, sculpted cheekbones, and stern eyes that could slay with a look.

      Perhaps he was the devil. His stormy gray eyes burned with menace and promised no mercy.
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      A bit of cold vengeance was chased away as Tristan glowered down at the tiny female crouched on the floor, terrified and confused. She looked like a wild thing with her tangled mane of dark wavy hair and dirt-smudged skin. Wild and gorgeous. She wore a pair of dark-green shorts that exposed her shapely legs and a white strappy shirt that displayed an impossibly luscious figure that could only have been yanked from his most lascivious dreams.

      He shook his head, surprised by his thoughts.

      Was this hapless creature the life form they’d detected? He caught sight of a small blade clutched in her fist and narrowed his gaze at the paltry threat. “Where is the Kayadon?”

      He noticed that she wore no shoes. Her socks were sullied as though she’d been wearing them for weeks. And was that the face of a whiskered animal embroidered on the sides?

      “Th-the what?” Her stark eyes widened up at him as if he were Death in the flesh, her irises the color of a shallow lagoon.

      It was recently rumored that the Kayadon could shift forms, much like his own people, but that notion was shrouded in mystery. Was this a guise? A beguilingly beautiful guise meant to soften him and force him to lower his guard?

      He couldn’t take the chance. He raised his blaster.

      She squeaked and curled into herself, bringing her legs to her chest and covering her head with her arms.

      “Doona lie to me, female. Your ship is headed to Evlon. I demand to know why.”

      Her voice came out high and thin. “I-I don’t know what Evlon is. The ship just took off. I got stuck inside. I didn’t mean to. Please don’t kill me!”

      Tristan’s mother stepped forward and placed her palm on the barrel of his blaster, encouraging him to lower it. “Enough, Tristan. Can’t you see she’s frightened out of her wits?”

      “This could be a trick.” When his mother moved to approach the female, Tristan gripped her by the elbow. “Doona be fooled.”

      “And you doona be a fool, son. There is no danger here. This is but a frightened girl.” Then she pulled free of his grip and strode forward to kneel by the shaking female.

      He put her in his blaster’s sights once more and, following his example, his brigade did the same, some even charging their weapons in preparation to fire if the female made a move against their former queen.

      The whirring sound brought his mother’s fierce gaze around. “I said enough! Lower your weapons or I will lower them for you.”

      After years of taking orders from her, the soldiers did as commanded. Tristan was not yet sole commander. And he was not yet ready to obey. Neither was Belinda. His mother’s piercing gaze landed on each of them in turn. He implored her with a look, but she was resolved. Finally, the two lowered their weapons. Yet Tristan remained tense, his finger kissing the trigger.

      “Now then…” His mother turned back to the girl. “You’re okay. No one will harm you. See?”

      The girl looked up, eyes glossy, cheeks damp. She regarded the former queen, that blade still clutched in her trembling fist. Tristan resisted the urge to raise his blaster once more. He didn’t like his mother so close to a potential threat, especially one that might be Kayadon in disguise.

      Then something enigmatic seemed to pass between the two females, and the strange girl dropped her little blade to throw her arms around his mother and began sobbing uncontrollably.

      His mother petted the girl’s hair. “It’s okay, dearling. You’re safe now.”

      It sounded as if the girl was trying to say something, but the words were garbled around her hysteria.

      “Calm yourself,” his mother cooed. “Let’s get you off this ship and into a warm bath. Then you can tell me all about it.” Pulling the girl to stand, his mother guided her past Tristan and the row of befuddled soldiers. Belinda followed, giving him a look of assurance that she would not let anything happen to her mistress.

      Baffled and aggravated, and weirdly frustrated, Tristan regained control of his troops. “Get me the ship’s logs and let no corner of this ship go unsearched. I want to know what the hell is going on.”
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      The knot in Tristan’s stomach constricted as he stepped onto Evlon soil. The planet was as beautiful and majestic as ever, not that he expected a lot to have changed in the few weeks he’d been away, burying his father and getting his clan in order. He just hadn’t recalled it being so irritatingly lively.

      Stone lichen reached up for nourishment of Evlon’s two setting suns that warmed the air to a comfortable degree. The sizzling hum of dancing sparkbugs filled his ears. Forest critters chirped and trilled and warbled happily while colorful birds tweeted and sang above. Even the Serakian’s protective, dome-like bubble of mystical energy shimmered with electric life. A creature unseen leapt from one high branch to another.

      A dark pall had settled over his heart after the war. This was where his father had died. This was where Tristan had failed. The least this planet could do was try not to be so fucking peppy for one godforsaken minute—

      All at once, the forest fell silent.

      Alarmed, Tristan tensed and glanced around in search of the source of the disturbance. A moment later he found it and his shoulders eased. The so-called human—according to the reports—emerged from the ship alongside his mother. They were accompanied by both Orik and Belinda, dressed in their finest uniforms.

      The human had been washed and dressed in one of his mother’s less ostentatious gowns, a teal flowy thing with barely there straps and a deep neckline that instantly drew his eye. He’d convinced himself her figure had been embellished by his vengeance-drugged mind having shifted so drastically from expecting a Kayadon soldier to finding a lonesome female in distress. But now there was no denying her attraction, however inconsequential as it was.

      As they approached, the human’s skirt swished with the graceful movement of her hips, her toned legs peeking out of the high center slit with every advancing step. He was in the midst of postulating why his mother had opted to dress the stray so richly instead of borrowing one of her servants’ gowns when they reached him. Tristan tore his gaze away from the human’s legs to find his mother smirking slightly.

      “Doesn’t she look lovely?”

      Knowing his mother would not let him go without a genial reply, he muttered, “Indeed.”

      Then he gave her another scan. Her dark hair had been slightly curled and pulled back, with a few tendrils designed to frame her face and emphasize her exposed neck and deep, lagoon-colored eyes. The earrings were clearly from his mother’s collection of priceless trinkets and somehow made the sapphire in her irises stand out all the more. Her lips were stained and glossed and plump, with a little natural line that cut down the center of the bottom one. If he wasn’t still harboring some suspicions about her, he’d say she was stunning to behold.

      The girl smiled shyly and crossed her arms, clearly unused to being scrutinized, but the action only plumped her breasts higher, drawing his gaze once more.

      His mother simpered, looking pleased with herself. “It’s amazing what a fine dress and a team of stylists can do.”

      He cleared the sudden gravel from his throat. “Indeed.” Wait, I already said that. The wild girl was gone, a lady in her place. If not for the slight blush in her cheeks and the insecurity in her stance, he could almost believe she belonged among them. He should take care that his mother did not get too attached to this strange girl, lest she start carting her around like a pet everywhere they went.

      “Tristan.” His mother turned a bit more formal. “Meet Lady Juniper of Earth. She prefers to be called June, though Juniper suits her better, don’t you agree? Lady June, this is my son, Tristan, whom I was telling you about.”

      He was weirdly curious what his mother might have told this girl about him—

      June fumbled a curtsey. “Your Majesty.”

      —aside from the obvious.

      His mother must have filled the human in on the rest. Her initial trepidation had vanished and there was only a hint of reserve in her gaze as it darted around her surroundings with all the awe and wonder of a newborn.

      He’d received only a vague report about her from Orik, who had gone in to check on her and his mother. Aside from what his mother had reiterated, the woman had apparently gotten trapped in the Earth-stranded Kayadon ship before it had engaged autopilot and taken off with her inside. Tristan had learned from Cale, the now-king of the Faieara, that the Kayadon had ventured to Earth in search of his now-wife, whom he had been there to protect. Together they had killed several Kayadon, whose ships were now ownerless. Who knew how many more ships might have been abandoned on Earth?

      “Once we finish here,” his mother said, “I’ve promised June we will return her to her home.”

      Of course she did, Tristan thought, supposing they’d been obliged to do that the moment they’d discovered her. “Fine, but is there a reason she’s here now?” Why not leave her on the ship where she could rest and be guarded? Surely she’d have been more comfortable staying behind.

      June’s shoulders tensed only slightly, and he wondered if his question made her uneasy.

      “She’ll be my guest for the ceremony,” his mother replied.

      June hiked her thumb back at the ship. “If it’s a problem, I can just wait back on—”

      The screeching wail of a nearby beast rumbled from the forest. June jumped, fear flashing in her eyes, and she clutched Orik’s beefy arm as though seeing him as her protector.

      Orik smiled down at her. “There’s nothing to fear here, June. No’ while we’re with you.”

      “Because you can transform into dragons?” June’s reply was laced with heavy doubt. “I can believe there are aliens and I’m on some planet called Evlon, because, hello”—she fanned her arm out as if to say I have eyes—“but that one’s a little far-fetched.”

      Tristan eyed the spot where her hands still gripped Orik’s bicep. Orik's a-challenge-has-been-issued smile only grew wider. “I can prove it to you now, if you like.”

      June gifted Orik with an eager smile.  Tristan found his previous irritation redoubling. “We haven’t the time to validate our existence to lesser beings. Let’s go.”

      An echo of his words rang though his head and he wished he had rephrased that. Still, best she realized her place sooner rather than later. Just as he turned to take the path that led to the palace, June shot back, “Excuse me. I am not a lesser being.”

      He glanced back, intrigued by the fire in her eyes. She was no longer touching Orik. Instead her hands were balled at her sides. “In that case, you can figure out how to build a ship and fly yourself back home.”

      Her gaze narrowed, but she made no reply. What could she say to that? He started walking, leading the way. The group was following behind.

      “And I suppose you know how to build a ship, then?” she challenged from behind him.

      The odd urge to smile crept over his lips, but he suppressed it. “I command a fleet of them.”

      “But you couldn’t build one,” she pointed out. “Not on your own. Even I could command a fleet of ships, given the opportunity. That’s the easy part.”

      “Oh? And what would you have this fleet do?” She was silent for a moment, and Tristan found himself growing eager for her answer. He resisted the urge to turn and watch the thoughts play out on her face. “Well?”

      “Give me a second to think. I’ve only just discovered there’s life on other planets. Some of it might even be intelligent.”

      That made him actually smile.

      Finally, she said, “I suppose I’d go around exploring the universe, like Star Trek.”

      Gravel crunched under his boots. “I’ve heard Earthers have not yet mastered space.”

      “So? We’re getting to it. Rome wasn’t built in a day.”

      The defense of her home was admirable, though he’d not heard of this Rome. Or Star Trek, for that matter.

      “So then who is this Star Trek you speak of? These explorers?”

      Her soft giggle sounded from beside him and he gazed down to find she had moved up to walk at his side. “It’s a show. Like a play. You know, where people pretend to be someone else for entertainment.”

      “Ah, so these humans pretend to be space explorers.”

      “Precisely.”

      “And you would emulate them?”

      “Sure. Because they live in an enlightened future where their main goal is to go where no human has gone before in order to gain knowledge and garner peace in the universe.”

      “This play sounds boring.”

      “It is not. There’s plenty of trouble for the crew to get into. Harrowing escapes and space battles and such. You might actually enjoy it.”

      Behind them, the sound of the other’s boots crunching on the ground suddenly stopped. “Oh, no,” his mother sounded vexed. “I forgot the gift I brought for the Faieara queen. I must return to the ship to retrieve it.” When Tristan indicated he would return with her, she insisted, “No, no. Orik and Belinda will escort me. You two go on ahead. Show June around a little.”

      With that she turned to leave, Belinda in tow. Orik waited for his directive, however. Tristan nodded and Orik followed behind the two women.

      Chewing on her lower lip, June glanced between Tristan and the disappearing party. “I, uh, I think I’ll go with them.”

      An eddy of disappointment swirled in Tristan’s mind. Surprisingly, he’d been enjoying the human’s conversation.

      As she turned to head after the group, another woodland beast cried out…and then streaked across her path so fast it was but a blur, even to Tristan’s eyes. She stumbled back in a rush, nearly crashing into Tristan. He lightly gripped her by the shoulders to prevent it, but then suddenly had the impulse to tug her against him the rest of the way. Strange.

      Instead, he turned her around to face him. Her eyes had gone stark again, and her skin had drastically paled.

      “Come now, explorer. You’re not frightened of a tiny woodland creature, are you?”

      “You call that tiny? We have animals smaller than that on Earth that can rip your throat out in a single chomp.” She created the visual with her hand on her throat.

      This Earth did not sound safe. “Nothing will get you while you’re with me.”

      “How can you be so confident? Didn’t you see how fast that thing moved? It was like a cheetah…if cheetahs had learned the forbidden art of Sonic the Hedgehog.”

      Her references were lost on him, but he caught the gist. “Just stick close to me and you’ll be fine.”

      She glanced over her shoulder. Still hoping to follow Orik? For some reason that grated. She sighed when she saw the others were out of sight. “I don’t really have a choice.”

      He released her. “Then you’d better keep up.”

      She rushed to match pace with him, standing much closer now, gaze darting as if she expected the sonic-cheetah-hedgehog to double back and attack any second. The heat of her body brushed his skin. Another of those impulses came over him, the urge to place his arm around her in reassurance, but he squashed it.

      “Most of the animals here are benign,” he told her.

      “Most, but not all? It only takes one raptor to open your belly with the flick of his talons.”

      By the gods, what sort of predators resided on her home world? “Every planet has its beasts of prey, but I would know if any were near.”

      He’d meant to reassure her, but she only grew more anxious. He could transform into his dragon form and fly her to where she felt safe, but the encompassing forest hindered him…and she’d likely become panic-stricken if she did. She spoke of talons. His were the size of her head. He could imagine her running from him into the woods, even more terrified of him than the forest.

      He decided it best to try to distract her. “What else did my mother tell you about us?”

      She put her finger on her chin. “Well, you’re from a planet called…Lego-something.

      “Legura.”

      “You’re the king of your people.” She slanted a glance at him in disbelief. “Your kind practically live forever. Like a thousand times longer than humans. Is that right?”

      He nodded. “We are what’s known as a long-lived race.”

      “How old are you? Uh, if you don’t mind my asking. Is that a rude question?”

      “Not at all. I’ve lived about half a century or so.”

      She gasped, her tone raising in pitch. “Or so?”

      “You stop counting after a while.”

      “Humans count every birthday like it’s a countdown.” Yet again, sounds from the forest made her jumpy, claiming her attention.

      “So then how old are you?” he asked.

      Her head snapped around. “You don’t ask a lady her age.”

      “Oh? Well, you couldn’t be more than a hundred and fifty, give or take.”

      “Are you out of your mind?”

      He glanced down at her horrified expression. “Is that young for a human?”

      “No! I’d be ancient! Let’s just say I’m younger than you and leave it at that, Grandpa.”

      He waited for her to continue the conversation, but her worried gaze was back to scanning the forest. “Tell me of the Star Trek. You suggested I would enjoy it.”

      Between skittish glances through the trees, she looked him up and down, as though by his bearing alone she could assess his character. “You strike me as more of a Star Wars fan.”

      “Is that the better of the two?”

      She snorted. “Star Wars fans would like to think so.”

      “Which do you prefer?”

      “I’m partial to both—” She suddenly halted, her mouth parting in a delicate O. He followed her rapt gaze. An edge of the Faieara palace was now visible above the tree line.

      “Is that a castle?” she breathed. “Is that where we’re going?”

      “It is. You might be surprised to meet another human there.”

      “No. Really?”

      He nodded. “A girl named Zoey.”

      “How on Earth did she get here?”

      They resumed walking as he told the story. How Cale was sent to Earth to rescue the now Faieara Queen, Kyra, from the Kayadon hunting her. How Zoey, a friend of Kyra’s, had been swept up in the danger and hitched a ride to Evlon, where she decided to remain indefinitely.

      “Miss Edel said Faieara could do magic, like witches or something. Is that true?”

      “They are nothing like witches,” he corrected in a not-so-benevolent tone that seemed to pique her curiosity. “Witches are abhorrent creatures from my planet who use magic through unnatural means. Faieara are born with magic in their blood. It is a part of them and their world. It’s within them. Witches crave power and domination. Faieara are peaceful beings, or…they were. Fate is forcing them to stretch.”

      “How so?”

      “The Kayadon, the ones who built the ship you were on, invaded their planet and enslaved them for a time. We helped the Faieara to overthrow them, at great cost—” He bowed his head at the weight of that statement. “But they are still here. In hiding.”

      Once more her eyes darted around the surrounding forest, and he wished he had excluded that last part.

      “You’ve no need to worry.” He pointed to the sky. “You see how the sky looks warped?”

      She nodded. “Look like we’re in a fishbowl, but it’s almost electrified.”

      “We’re in a dome that sizzles with magic. It protects what lies underneath from the Kayadon. None can pass through.”

      “The Faieara did that?”

      “No. It was a Serakian witchling. Uh… a different kind from my homeworld. They too are allied with the Faieara and their magic comes naturally to them.”

      “Serakian.” She tested out the name. “How are your witches different? How do they use magic unnaturally?” She suddenly grew excited and faced him with a bouncing sideways walk. “Could I do magic?”

      He tripped to a halt, a shiver of disquiet crawling up his back.

      She shrank under his gaze. “Is that a rude question?”

      Proceeding down the path again, he grated, “The witches on my home world take power from nature, from creatures, and even from us.”

      There was a beat of silence. “Did I offend you?”

      “No.”

      “You look mad. And you’re walking faster now.”

      “I’m no’ mad.”

      “I’m only curious. Everyone wishes they could do magic. What do you mean they take power from you? How can they do that?”

      Once more he stopped walking and glowered down at her. “They kill us for it.”

      Her eyes went wide, and he hoped he’d silenced her on this subject. For a moment, he had, but after walking only a few minutes more, she asked, “Has a witch ever tried to kill you?”

      He sighed. “No. My clan is strong, and we have driven the witches away from our land.” For now.

      “How did you do that?”

      “With tooth and nail and a lot of fire power.”

      “Oh, right. The dragon thing. Can I see you turn into a dragon?”

      “No.”

      “Why not? Would you eat me?”

      “Depends. Are you tasty?”

      He’d meant it to be menacing, but she only giggled, a light, pleasing sound that cooled his ire almost entirely. “What do dragons eat, anyway?”

      She was a curious thing, wasn’t she? He supposed he couldn’t blame her, and he was enjoying a lighthearted repartee that had nothing to do with politics, arranged marriage, or the duties of his crown. So that was how he found himself teasing, “Aside from attractive female humans?”

      Her smile widened. “Hey, just try it. I eat a lot of spicy food. I might not have magic in me, but I’ll still curse you with indigestion for weeks.”

      “Months, I bet.”

      Her outright laughter sent a zing of pleasure through him. “You are full of questions. I should be the one interrogating you.”

      She clasped her hands behind her back. “What do you want to know?”

      “How did you end up on that ship?”

      “I was hiking and I found the craft in the woods.”

      “So, no’ all forests terrify you?”

      “I had my knife with me—” She gasped and patted herself down. “Oh no. Where is it?”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out the small tool she’d dropped earlier. “This?”

      She sighed with relief and then reached out for it, but he snatched it back and returned it to his pocket. “You expect me to give you a weapon? Even one as ineffectual as this?”

      Her eyes flashed with indignation. “It’s mine.”

      Ignoring that, he moved on and waited for her to catch up. “Did you really expect to protect yourself with this paltry thing?”

      “It wasn’t really for protection.”

      “Yet, with only this as your defense, you went hiking where animals could rip out your throat?”

      “I wasn’t in an area with those kinds of predators. The worst I had to worry about were squirrels and deer. Can I please just have it?”

      “You’ll have it back when we return you to Earth.”

      “But like you said, it’s an ineffectual weapon. It’s not like I can hurt you with it.”

      He laughed. “I am no’ worried for myself.”

      “Then what are you worried about?”

      “Poor little creatures like that.” He pointed to a small Knoth, watching them from a low branch, nearly camouflaged by the bark that matched its rough brown skin and twig-like limbs. Their big black eyes were the easiest way to spot them.

      June squinted in the direction he indicated and then screeched like a wildling. The sound disturbed a cluster of the tiny creatures that had been tentatively following behind them. When she noticed them gathered at her feet, her screech turned supersonic and she made the only logical escape: by climbing up Tristan’s body. Her arms hooked his neck, her legs clamped his waist. Her skirt tumbled down behind her, the slit nearly riding too high for modesty.

      Without thinking, he supported her by cupping her backside…gripping warm flesh. Her body jerked at his touch and they faced each other in tense silence.

      Then her eyes flashed dangerously. “Get your hands off my ass.”

      “Get your legs off my waist,” he countered roughly.

      Her gaze flicked at the cluster of Knoths, cocking their heads cautiously from behind thick leaves. “Do they bite?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he shamelessly lied, enjoying her position too much. He hiked her higher up and could swear he felt the fabric of her panties through his trousers. His cock perked up. “Perhaps you are safer where you are.”

      Her gaze narrowed, yet the faint scent of her intoxicating arousal filled his nostrils. When she spoke, her words came breathier than before. “I don’t believe you. I bet they’re as harmless as bunnies.”

      “Then should I set you down? The ruckus you’ve made have attracted more of them. I believe they can smell fear.”

      Her grip on him tightened, her entire body pressing harder into his. Mercy. “Tristan, please.”

      He nearly groaned at the sound his name pouring off her tongue. He let an impish grin slip and she zeroed in on his lips.

      Ire lit behind her eyes, making them all but sparkle with irritation. “You are all the same.”

      “Who? Dragons?”

      “Men. You do all your thinking sub-level.”

      Then her devious lips curled at the edges and her fiery gaze captured his…as she reached down and slipped her hand into his pocket. He swallowed hard, her nimble fingers close…so close. “A little lower, sweetheart.”

      Her unsteady breaths fanned his face, drawing him closer to those lush lips of hers.

      He knew he should stop this. Even as he debated which tree to push her up against.
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      Brandishing a triumphant grin, June retracted her Swiss army knife from Tristan’s pocket and then tapped the butt of it on his nose. “Mine.”

      Anger replaced the dim lust that had been building in his gaze, and for a moment, June registered the foolishness of her actions. She’d put herself in a compromising position with a stranger—let’s face it, alien—who was clearly stronger than her…and they were alone.

      Yet his gaze was narrowed on her property and she knew getting it back was his top priority.

      He removed one hand from her ass to confiscate the knife, forcing her to clamp her legs tighter around him to keep from falling while she threw her arm behind her and out of his reach.

      For a moment, they grappled in their ridiculous position; him grabbing for the knife, her squirming away. All the while, he never let her go. Their combined motion forced her to slip up and down his body in a way that caused friction in places where friction shouldn’t be. Warmth cascaded over her. She shuddered. He paused for a moment and gazed down at her.

      “You should put me down.” That wasn’t her voice that had breezed through her lips. That was the voice of a sex kitten.

      He seemed to shake himself and then continued reaching for her knife, though his grip on her ass cheek seemed to repeatedly tighten and loosen. The sensation was maddening. He grunted, or maybe it was a groan, when he nearly seized her property and she shimmied higher on his body to raise the knife out of reach, but he was too strong and pulled her arm down by the elbow. With his other hand preoccupied, he had to release her elbow in order to go after her prize and her fist shot straight up again.

      “Woman, for the love of the gods!”

      “Knock it off.”

      “Give it to me!”

      “No!”

      Frustrated, he stomped toward a patch of grass and unceremoniously deposited her there. In the next instant, his body came over hers to pin her down, his gaze still lasered in on the folded knife in her hand.

      “What are you…get off me!”

      “Give me the knife and I will.”

      She stretched her arm away from him again, as far as she could. As he reached out for her hand once more, she kneed him in the side of the gut. He grunted, losing his breath. His weight let up slightly and she took the advantage. Pushing against him as hard as she could, she managed to shove him to his back, but he hooked her waist and she rolled on top of him before they both settled, breathing hard.

      He folded one arm behind his head. Thinking he was once more going after her knife, she quickly shoved it into her bra.

      “You think I will no’ venture there?” His tone had lost all of its edge.

      “You do and I’ll scream.”

      “You’ve already done plenty of that. Who do you expect will hear you out here?”

      She didn’t respond, just glared at him. He had the strangest grin on his face, the picture of ease with his arm tucked back, the other on her hip as she…straddled him.

      “We’re either here too early or too late,” said Orik from behind her. June twisted around to see him, Edel, and Belinda walking up the path.

      “Tristan Okora!” Edel scolded. “Get off her this instant.”

      “Technically, she’s on me, Mother.”

      “Oh my God!” June tried to scramble to her feet, but part of her dress was caught under his big body. She tugged and tugged, her cheeks flaming red. “This isn’t what it looks like.”

      “Looks like Tristan is actually enjoying himself for a change.” Orik offered his hand to Tristan, helping him up and freeing June’s skirt in the process. She shot to her feet.

      Edel rushed forward to brush off her dress and June was suddenly horrified to think she might have damaged it. As Edel shifted to pick debris out of her hair, she frantically examined the garment. “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “I expect such behavior from children, no’ from a King,” Edel scolded her son, but June felt it all the same. Her cheeks blazed hotter.

      Tristan scrubbed a hand along the back of his neck, looking more amused than admonished. Orik appeared as if he was about to burst out laughing while Belinda brandished a deep unapproving frown.

      “I’m sorry,” June repeated. “It was my fault. A bunch of critters scared me—”

      “Knoths,” Tristan inserted. Orik hid a chuckle.

      “—and I jumped on Tristan and we fell and my dress got tangled.” At least that was part of the truth.

      “Oh, dearling.” Edel’s tone was sweet and sympathetic. “You don’t need to be afraid of Knoths. They are entirely harmless.”

      If June could shoot fire from her gaze, Tristan would be toast. Instead of burning under her glare, he countered with a devilish grin.

      “Come now.” Edel patted her shoulder. “Let’s be on our way. We don’t want to be late for our own tribute.”
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      The castle was simply stunning. Like something straight out of a fairytale. Or a Faieara-tale, June joked to herself. The Faieara weren’t exactly out of a storybook, and they certainly weren’t tiny bug-like creatures with wings, but they were beautiful beyond words with pointed ears, glorious hair, lithe bodies, and a natural grace that coursed through their every movement. June found it difficult to take her eyes off them. Envious is me.

      Several guards greeted them at the palace entrance, bowing deeply and then leading them to a large room with grand stilted-arch windows and a high vaulted ceiling. Many Faieara gathered in the room. Their chatter stopped as they entered. As if cued by an invisible force, bodies parted, creating a path to a dais where a royal couple sat up on a set of matching thrones.

      The queen, a petite and stunningly attractive woman, sat perfectly upright, her back straight and chin proud, while the man, quite handsome, slouched to one side, his body propped up by his elbow, giving off a don’t-fuck-with-me vibe. Something about him piqued a primitive alarm in the back of June’s brain; it screamed Other, warning her to keep her distance.

      The instant the couple spotted the group, the queen hopped out of her throne with a huge grin and rushed down the steps to leap into Tristan’s arms. He caught her and spun her around with her momentum. A gloomy drizzle churned in June’s stomach. She was without a doubt the most beautiful woman June had ever seen, her strawberry hair shining in the light, her aquamarine eyes flashing with delight.

      “Tristan!” The queen’s voice was like silver bells on Christmas Eve. “I’m so happy to see you. How was your trip?”

      “Eventful.” Tristan set the queen on her feet but kept his hands at her waist.

      For some reason, June wanted to melt into the wall and disappear. Then she registered the unsettling approach of the king, his expression forbidding, menacing, and…were those horns?  spikes jutted from his hair that were visibly darkening to the color of burnt coal. A shiver raked through her and she unconsciously took a step closer to Tristan.

      He glanced down and scanned her features. He looked as though he was about to say something, but another woman with straight black hair emerged from the crowd and rushed past the king to treat Tristan with the same regard as the queen had, throwing her arms around him. Tristan laughed, seemingly enjoying the attention. “Zoey, girl, good to see you.”

      “The females in my life tempt me to the Edge,” the king grated darkly, going to stand near the queen and this newcomer.

      The menacing king had her by two feet at least, and along with his gruff voice and wide shoulders, she instantly feared his potential aggression.

      “Don’t worry, Cale,” Zoey chirped. “You’re still my favorite,” Then she went to her toes to kiss him on the cheek before shuffling off to the side.

      “I demand proof of that in the form of backed goods.” Cale hooked the queen’s waist as if to drag her away, but only pulled her into the curve of his body as he eyed Tristan with something akin to contempt.

      “Hello Cale,” Tristan said coolly.

      “Dragon.”

      Tension seemed to thicken by degrees as the two sized each other up. Even some of the Faieara appeared uneasy.

      Then Cale offered his hand and Tristan took it, though, as they shook, it was obvious they were each trying to crush the other’s fist.

      While that went on, the young queen faced Edel and greeted her. “Your Majesty.”

      “Kyralyn,” Edel replied. “You are more beautiful than ever. The crown suits you.”

      “Thank you,” Kyralyn blushed slightly. “I’m still getting used to it. Literally and metaphorically.”

      “I’m sure your father would be proud.”

      Kyralyn’s eyes glossed slightly. “I hope so.”

      Then Edel canted her head at the two white-knuckled males and muttered, “Would you two knock that off.”

      After one last squeeze in which June was sure she heard bones crunching, they released each other, neither betraying a hint of pain.

      “Where is the rest of your kin?” Tristan asked.

      Kyralyn replied, “We heard of a possible Kayadon outpost to the north. Anya and Sebastian took the others to investigate. They should return before the ceremony.”

      “How goes it with the Kayadon?”

      “It’s still not safe outside the wards. Many of my people remain in hiding, believing the castle is still under Kayadon rule. Our scouts return with new refugees daily, but it is a slow process.”

      “Have you sent out a broadcast?” June asked, drawing all eyes to her. She resisted the urge to shrink away from the attention.

      “June is from Earth.” Tristan informed them. His revelation resulted in shocked expressions all around.

      The dark-haired woman, Zoey, eyed June up and down with blatant fascination. “What are you doing with an Earthling?”

      As soon as Tristan gave them the abridged version of events, Zoey rushed forward to bear-hug June with all her might. Astonishment zinged through her.

      “OMG,” Zoey exclaimed. “I’m from Earth too!”

      So this was the other human Tristan had spoken of. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Pardon, but, how are you able to understand everyone? Portia had to put a spell on me so I could. Are you bespelled too?”

      June’s gaze flicked to Tristan, whose eyes were slightly narrowed on her. “I-I don’t think so. Who’s Portia?”

      With that, a pixie-like woman with delicate features and short obsidian hair pushed her way forward, shoving everyone aside to stand in front of June with a serious, stern look. June blinked at the sudden scrutiny and again glanced at Tristan for guidance or reassurance or something. He merely observed calmly, waiting for whatever came next.

      The pixie-woman leaned forward, her face coming so close to June that she bent backward to avoid their noses touching. Then the pixie sniffed her—literally sniffed her.

      “She does that,” Zoey explained. “This is Portia. She’s a Serakian Witchling.”

      “Oh. Uh, hi—” June began, but was cut off by Portia placing her hands on either side of her face and molding her skin as though trying to see into her pores.

      “You have my magic in you. Why do you have my magic in you? I’ve never met you. Unless it was that time I was drunk on Uli Rings, but I don’t remember another woman being in the mix.”

      “I-I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Letting her go, Portia circled her like an attack dog, poking at her as she went while everyone just looked on.

      “Hey—ow—knock it off.”

      Next Portia examined her hair, her hands, her elbow, for Pete’s sake. When she pried her teeth open to peer down her throat, June finally slapped her away. “Enough! What is going on here?”

      “Exactly,” Portia exclaimed. “Somehow my very-specifically-meant-for Zoey spell has leaked into you. Are you a succubus? A spell succubus? How did you do it?”

      “I didn’t do anything. This is all new to me.”

      With a single brow arched and an intensity that bordered on fanaticism, Portia locked gazes with her and her pupils bled out until the irises were nearly full black. June felt stuck, trapped, somehow confined within her body as a sudden dizziness swarmed her brain. The room spun, and brilliant white stars began to burst in her vision. She wanted to look away, but her body seized, becoming paralyzed like prey trapped in the gaze of a predator.

      “Portia, that’s enough.” June felt the warm embrace of masculine arms tugging her close, and she closed her gritty eyes, her body once more under her own command.

      Tristan continued to hold her as he glared at Portia. What had just happened. And what was with the sudden impulse to rest her cheek on Tristan’s chest?

      “Well,” Portia sighed. “She’s telling the truth. But that would mean…no…my spell can’t have…I mean, it can’t have gotten away from me like that.” She tapped a finger on her chin. “I am pretty powerful, but damn, that’s next level shit.”

      “Portia,” Kyralyn implored. “Please clue the rest of us in.”

      “Okay. If I’m right, and I nearly almost always am….almost…then the spell I placed on Zoey so she could read and understand most common space languages may have possibly perhaps seeped into all of humanity.”

      Everyone went silent for a moment.

      “Or at least a part of it…”

      “How is that possible?” Kyralyn asked.

      Portia threw her hands in the air. “Because I’m A-MA-ZING!” She cackled in a way that June could only call maniacal.

      “Even if that’s true,” said Kyralyn, “you can’t really take credit for something you didn’t mean to do.”

      “Sure I can. It has my signature on it. You can’t take this away from me. I am all powerful!”

      Cale chimed in, “You’re all mad if you think this is a good thing. How many of your other spells have gone awry?”

      “Awry is a strong word. Can we say: how many of my spells have resulted in happy endings? No, wait, happy accidents?”

      “Portia,” Cale continued gravely. “What about your protection spell over this kingdom? How can we know if it’s secure?”

      Suddenly, a scream erupted from the great hall. Everyone whipped around as a delicate Faieara stumbled into the room in a panic. “Kayadon! Kayadon are coming!”

      A heartbeat of stunned disbelief froze the room. Then chaos erupted.
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      The throne room erupted in a flurry of hysteria. Screeching Faieara raced for one of two exits at the opposite end of the room, tearing and crawling over each other to escape. June was alarmed, her body instinctively wanting to succumb to the display of panic for no other reason than survivor’s instinct, but Tristan and the others remained where they were, and because she was with them, so did she.

      Eyes morphing to the color or red-hot lava, Cale hollered. “Kyra, take the women to the dungeon. Lock yourselves in.” As he spoke, June spotted a pair of lengthening fangs behind his lips. The sight had her heart leaping in her chest. What the hell is he?

      “Ha!” Portia countered, conjuring a ball of electric flame. “You lock yourself in.”

      June gaped at the show of honest-to-god power. Was this magic?

      Kyra addressed the terrorized Faieara, bottlenecking at every exit. “Everyone, listen to me! Remain calm. We will handle this.” The Faieara settled slightly, looking to their queen with hope, though pure dread remained etched in many of their expressions. Kyra grabbed the woman who’d started the panic. “Where are they?”

      June spotted them first, slipping into the room through the main entrance: three vile, grotesque creatures with milky dead eyes and putrid gray skin that was tight against stringy muscles. Gripped in their gnarled hands were weapons that looked like rifles but were definitely not of Earth.

      As they raised their weapons, June cried out in warning. “Tristan!”

      Tristan was still holding her. At her outcry, he spun them around, seeking the threat.

      Cale snarled and leapt at one of the Kayadon. The creature’s gun fired, hitting him in the shoulder, but it didn’t stop him from tackling the creature and ripping its throat out with his…claws.

      I’m going to retch.

      Portia hurled her ball of blue fire and an explosion of flame licked up one wall, catching one of the Kayadon in the blast. He lit up like a Griswold Christmas tree.

      Belinda and Orik ushered Edel away. Kyra’s skin began to glow as she chanted, “Not now. Keep it together. Keep it together” while Tristan’s entire body began to vibrate with an intensity that had June’s teeth chattering.

      “Stand back,” Tristan snapped at her, and then shoved her away. She fell to the ground mere feet from him, her gaze trapped by the transformation that was taking place. His skin thickened and grew darker, harder. His muscles bulged, growing bigger and bigger, deforming in a way that her mind couldn’t comprehend. Then suddenly his entire body exploded outward.

      Too close to the action, what she would later realize was a wing slammed into her and sent her hurtling across the room. She landed on her side with a sickening crunch, but didn’t stop there. Her momentum sent her into the wall with a nauseating flood of pain. She might have blacked out for a moment, but mentally resurfaced to the hellish sounds of a mighty roar. Head swimming, she forced her eyes open.

      A dragon now stood in Tristan’s place, nearly as tall as the room itself.

      The dragon let out another vicious roar and the sound, sonic and deafening, pained her ears to the point that she worried one of her eardrums had ruptured. Then, with bared teeth and snapping jaws, the dragon attacked the final Kayadon, lifting it in its razor-lined mouth and thrashing it around the room like a rag-doll and slamming it against the floor, only to pick it back up to repeat the assault. The cry that ripped form the Kayadon’s throat was the wail of a being who knew death was imminent and was helpless prevent it. And even when the other two Kayadon had been dispatched and the creature in the dragon’s violent grip went quiet, the dragon continued to thrash and tear at flesh, shredding the carcass with malevolent glee.

      At some point, the room had emptied but for the dragon and those who had fought. June pulled herself up on shaky feet. As she did, she registered the familiar pain of a dislocated shoulder and subsequent bruises from her brutal flight. Meanwhile, the dragon continued its abuse of the now deformed remains.

      She didn’t know if it was the head wound or the maddening display of violence, but she jeered at the dragon, “You think you got it?”

      The dragon dropped the carcass with a sickening splat, licked its lips clean, and then brought its great snout down to her level. Her eyes locked with wild gray irises the size of her head.

      She gasped.

      Tristan’s eyes.

      She barely breathed as the creature studied her, its hot breath gusting in and out all around her.

      “Pretty sure it’s dead, big guy. Good job,” she muttered nervously, wincing at the fresh pain sizzling up her arm.

      The dragon’s gaze shifted to where she held her shoulder in place. Then he wriggled back as though it was she who frightened him. When he began to thrash in a different, less violent manner, his body shimmering all over, she realized he was shifting back to his normal form.

      Sure enough, a moment later Tristan rushed toward her to assess her wounds. Several expletives left his mouth. “Dammit, June. Why were you standing so close?”

      ‘Scuse me? “Oh no you don’t! You don’t get to blame this on me. How was I supposed to anticipate a massive dragon would appear in my vicinity and knock me into next Tuesday? If anything, this is your fault.”

      He backed away as if she’d stuck him. “You’re right. I should have never let you come here.”

      She was awash in a sudden wave of guilt, as if she’d hurt him, but she shook the feeling away, entirely sick accepting guilt over things she’d had no control over. Her brother. Her mother. None of it was her fault. She told herself that often, though she rarely believed it.

      “How did they get in?” Cale demanded, turning toward Portia for answers.

      Baffled, Portia replied, “I don’t know. They shouldn’t have been able to cross the boundary.”

      Kyra chimed in. “We need to search the kingdom. There could be more.”

      “My people and I will help,” Tristan offered, no longer making eye contact with June.

      “We’d appreciate that, Tristan,” said Kyra. “Your dragons can survey the area faster than we can on foot. Once Anya returns, she should be able to sense if any are near, but until then I must ensure the safety of my people.”

      “The human needs a healer,” Tristan added.

      It didn’t slip her notice that she’d been degraded from first a name basis to the human.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “It’s just my shoulder. It’s out. I need someone to help me get it back into the socket.”

      “I got it,” Cale said, and then reached for her.

      Tristan’s arm snaked out to grip Cale’s wrist, a warning in his gaze. They glared at each other for a moment, and then, as if some unspoken conversation passed between them, Cale seemed to soften. “You’ve no need to worry. I know what I’m doing. It will hurt, but she’ll be in less pain than she is currently.”

      Tristan’s gaze snapped to her face. She tried to conceal the severity of her pain. “Be quick, then,” he ordered.

      With zero bedside manner, Cale lifted her arm and then slammed the joint in place. She cried out both from the pain and from the alarming speed in which he’d accomplished the task. She’d barely tracked his movements. Seconds later, more pain registered and her head swam with renewed nausea. She teetered on her feet. Color seeped from her vision. Someone lifted in her off her Jello-y legs and the motion made her want to heave. She heard voices muttering, muffled and distant, yet not. She struggled to hear them clearly.

      “Right in here…” someone said. “…on the bed. I’ll fetch a healer.”

      At some point her brain stopped spinning. When she regained her faculties and was sure the danger of hurling had passed, she braved a peek at her surroundings. The first thing she saw was Tristan’s face, hovering over her. The concerned seemed out of place in his features.

      “Did I faint?”

      Tristan nodded. “I could kill that demon.”

      June sat up and took stock of her wounds. Her body ached, but she’d been in worse shape than this before. There were some scrapes and bruises, some dried blood on her leg. She noted the cut on the back of her knee then. She lightly touched the throbbing bump on her forehead. Her shoulder was sore yet working. She moved it around to test it, sighing when she achieved a blissful fluid range.

      “Don’t be mad at him,” she said to Tristan. “My shoulder does feel better now… Wait! Did you call him a demon?”

      “Aye. That’s what Cale is. Merciless demon bastard.”

      “Surely you don’t mean he’s an actual demon. Like from hell?” She recalled her natural fear of him, the angry red eyes and horns protruding from his skull. But…demons were not meant to be attractive.

      “I’ve heard of the demons from Earth’s storybooks. It is no’ the same. Like me, he and his kind are from another planet.”

      “A whole planet of demons?”

      “Unfortunately, their planet was destroyed by the very beings that attacked us today.” Tristan reached out to gently run his long fingers down her arm next to where a particularly long, angry scrape marred her skin. His touch made her shiver.

      He took it as a wince. “Do you hurt much?”

      She shook her head. “I’m fine. Really. I’ve had worse.”

      He blinked at her, his gray eyes turning curious, but he didn’t press. “Kyra is fetching a healer for you. They should return soon.”

      She glanced around the room, seeing it for the first time. It was marvelous and grand with an ornately decorated hearth and a set of elegant double doors that led to a large balcony beyond which she could see a horizon of green rolling hills.

      Hesitating, Tristan asked, “Will you be all right on your own? I should go and help in the search.”

      A jolt of unease shot through her at the idea of being left alone in this strange world, even for a moment. Uncertainty-fueled dread crept up her spine, so familiar and distressing that she almost begged him to stay with her. But lives were at stake, so instead she smiled and made her tone easy. “I said I’m fine, didn’t I? Thanks for helping me up here, but please, there’s no need for you to make a fuss.”

      At length, Tristan stood, hesitating. “Very well, then. I will send my mother and her guard to watch over you until I return.”

      Because he’s concerned for me, or because he doesn’t trust me?

      When he left the room, she checked her bra.

      The knife was gone.
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      Tristan returned from the hunt, finding no further evidence of a Kayadon incursion. All the while, he could not stop thinking of June. So frail and delicate. It was his fault she’d been hurt. Stupidly, he’d expected her to get herself to a safe distance as he began the transformation—he’d been too preoccupied by the threat of his enemy, the destroyers of worlds and murders of his father, to realize in the moment that she wouldn’t have known she should. He could have killed her.

      It was only by the grace of the gods that the damage hadn’t been more severe.

      Now the ceremony was about to begin. He didn’t have time to check on her, though that was all he wanted to do. Didn’t have time to drown in the full power of his shame. What had she meant when she’d stated I’ve had worse? The way she’d said it, so cavalier, made him wonder if such wounds as she’d endured were commonplace on her world.

      He entered the courtyard where primly groomed trees bloomed with fragrant flowers lined the stone patio. Little lights had been strung up along the branches so they glittered in the evening. Most of the guests joined them from set of stairs that led to a second-floor balcony protruding from the castle

      He expected his mother would delight in taking that path to show off what would undoubtedly be her most elegant dress of the season. Was she still with the human? Had the healer come as promised?

      He glanced around, spotting a group of servants putting the finishing touches on a spread of appetizers while others handed out drinks to attendees. Perhaps he had time to slip away and check on June after all.

      Someone slapped him on the back so hard he nearly stumbled forward.

      “Good show back there, mate!” Cale exclaimed. He held out a goblet of something that smelled strongly of alcohol.

      Tristan accepted the drink. “Thanks. You too.”

      “Those bastards barely got a shot off. ‘Course, I could have taken them on all by myself.”

      With anyone else, Tristan would have balked. Having fought alongside Cale, he could attest to his prowess in battle. Still, no reason to flatter him. “As always, your balls are bigger than your brains.”

      Cale laughed and clapped him on the back once more. “Don’t sweet talk me like that, mate. I might just fall for you.” He held up his drink. “To burying the hatchet.”

      “In one of our skulls?”

      “May it never come to that.” They both took a large swig. Then Cale surprised him by saying, “In all seriousness, I’m glad you were there. We have a team going over the surveillance footage to see if we can figure out how they got into the castle, but there’s no cameras set up to watch the border. Portia is looking into that. Luckily, they only shot me, but had you not been there, who knows how many might have been harmed.”

      Because Cale was a demon, Tristan knew he was nearly fully healed by now. Without a healer, a Faieara would not have recovered so quickly, but they would have recovered enough to dance and be merry tonight. A human might have never recovered.

      The thought sent sharp, icy dread down the back of his spine.

      He spotted her then, upon the balcony, peeking down over the banister as through searching the crowd. Her strapless viridescent bodice hugged her curves as through it had been tailored specifically for her. Her dark hair was pulled back by a shimmering studded band and braided down one side with sparkling embellishments woven throughout.

      When her gaze found him, she gifted him with a radiant smile that seemed to hit him in the gut like a volley of asteroids. As she started down the stairs, the rest of her gown came into view. Wisps of sheer fabric fanned out from her waist, embellished by azure feathers and jade studs that glittered as she moved. Her beauty seemed to be attracting more than his attention. Several sets of eyes followed her now, and when she reached the landing, a Faieara male was there to greet her and introduce himself. June smiled at him—

      Tristan was by her side before he even realized he’d moved, eyeing the male with dark intent. Her would-be suitor smartly backed away, as did the other Faieara who’d lined up behind him. Point made, Tristan took her by the hand and ushered her back to where Cale still stood, an astonished expression on his face as he glanced between Tristan and June.

      June pulled her hand out of his. “What was that about?”

      “You are not here to flirt. Remain by my side and stay out of trouble.”

      Her eyes flashed with indignation and she gaped at him for several moments. Then she snagged a glass from a nearby server’s tray, took a defiant sip, and, with a parting glare, turned to walk away from him.

      “Insufferable,” he muttered, then noticed Cale smirking at him. “What?” he snapped.

      Cale put his hands up. “Nothing.” Then he merely rumbled out a low mocking chuckle that made Tristan want to punch him in the face. Instead, his gaze to follow June through the crowd.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Excitement had practically tangled in the base of her stomach when she’d spotted Tristan, one out of a handful of people she knew here in this strange land. She wasn’t comfortable in large crowds. Add in the fact that she was surrounded by aliens, her anxiety was next-level heightened. She was good at hiding her emotions, however, had become an expert at a young age, and when Tristan accused her of flirting and ordered her to “stay out of trouble,” the offense had spurred her pride into hyper-gear.

      Had he not turned into such a troglodyte, he would have gotten exactly what he wanted. She would have glued herself to his hip just for a small measure of security.

      Now the opposite was her goal. No matter how uncomfortable she became, she would bear it and grin. She’d not allow herself to be ridiculed, controlled, and cowed by a man ever again.

      One problem. She was like Alice, transported to a land where nothing made sense. Magic, dragons, demons? This place was not made for her. When the healer had come and placed his hands on her, though she had been grateful, she had also been terrified by the rapid changes happening within her body. Her bruises had vanished, and she could literally feel her organs knitting together; only then had she realized she’d had some internal damage that hadn’t yet presented. The sensation has nauseated her and boggled her mind.

      Though at first she’d been mad at Tristan for taking her knife, she understood—she was a stranger among a royalty. Of course they’d be protective—but she’d wanted something familiar, someone to talk this through with.

      She almost shouted hail Mary, halleluiah when she spotted Zoey across the courtyard. Unfortunately, her only link to home was following the Faieara queen onto a wooden dais, where a large sheet of fabric covered something massive. When the queen called everyone to attention, June realized the ceremony was beginning.
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      As Kyra stood on stage, preparing to begin her speech, Tristan spied June from the corner of his eye. She was weaving through the crowd to get a better view. She ended up standing next to a tall Faieara guard with flowing black hair. The guard gave June a double take and then introduced himself, presenting his hand. When she placed her palm in his, he brought it to his lips for an imprudent kiss. Tristan thought he saw June’s shoulder cinch, even as a blush crept up her cheeks.

      Tristan halfheartedly apologized to the Faieara in his path as he barreled past. June must have sensed him coming up behind her because her head snapped around, her iridescent eyes widening before she pointedly turned away. She hadn’t appreciated his behavior before and was now giving him the cold shoulder. No matter. She was his responsibility for the time being. At least until he returned her to Earth. She had best get used to that fact.

      He plied the guard with the same look as the last male who had shown an interest in her, but this one was unfazed. “Your Majesty,” he bowed in respect, but then returned his attention to June. “Aside from that nasty business before, how are you enjoying our planet thus far?”

      “It’s simply stunning,” she replied, all smiles for the complete stranger. “I never knew such a place could exist. Tell me, do you do magic?”

      “I do indeed.”

      June practically bounced as she clapped her hands together. “No. Really? Will you show me?”

      The guard looked too pleased by the request. “I would be more than happy to after the ceremony.”

      Tristan cut in, “You are exceedingly interested in magic.”

      She sighed as though he were an annoyance. “Wouldn’t you be if you were me?”

      “No’ in the least. If I were you, I’d stay as far from it as possible. Magic has been known to seduce the weak of mind.” June gasped, incensed, and he realized his phrasing had been taken in a way he hadn’t intended. “I don’t mean to say—”

      “I am not weak of mind,” she seethed, stabbing him in the chest with her finger.

      “I didn’t—”

      “In fact, I worked two full-time jobs to put myself through school while taking care of myself and my little brother.” He stumbled back from the potency of her rage. “And I might have blundered my way here, I’ll give you that, but that doesn’t mean I’m incompetent, or stupid, or incapable of staying out of trouble.”

      He tried not to notice how the passion of her anger made her eyes flare brighter. Humbling his expression, he gripped her inciting hand in his. “Hey, I’m sorry.”

      Her head reared back and she blinked at him twice, as though that was the last thing she expected him to say.

      “I didn’t mean to imply any of that. I just—” His words cut off when Kyra began her speech.

      “Welcome everyone. Thank you for coming. Tonight, we’d like to honor the sacrifices of our dearest friends and allies and of King Mar himself, leader of the fierce Okora dragon clan. King Mar, like many others, Faieara and dragon alike, gave their lives to free the Faieara from the blight of tyranny and injustice. Their sacrifice can never be repaid. Their bravery will never be forgotten. And I promise, as long as I am on the throne and able to fight, our alliance with thrive stronger than ever and the terrible loss of our loved ones will not be in vain.”

      Kyra glanced over, cueing Zoey, who yanked away the heavy tarp to reveal a majestic alabaster dragon statue, body rearing up, wings spread wide as though ready to take off from the ground. The crowd heartily clapped for the display.

      When the applause died down, Kyra continued. “This statue, prominently displayed in the heart of our kingdom and carved from the strongest stone found on Evlon, depicts the power and might of our dragon brothers and sisters and will stand as a representation of our undying gratitude to the Okora clan. Whenever anyone looks upon it, they will be reminded of the noble actions not only of those who fought and lived, but of those who fought and died, for those who made it possible for the oppressed and abused to stand up and say no more! For the exploited and abused, chained and enslaved, to rise up! To seize the power that had been stole form them. To demand their freedom! To take their freedom. By might and by right!”

      Cheers erupted from the crowd as Tristan fought the tight lump in his throat, and June wiped at her eyes and sniffled.

      “And now I would like to invite King Mar’s successor, and treasured friend, King Tristan Okora up with me to renew our longstanding and cherished alliance.”

      At mention of his name, June regarded him with warm esteem, her eyes glossy.

      “You want to see some magic?” he muttered in her ear.

      Her brows shifted in question.

      Threading his fingers through hers, he tugged her along as he made his way up the platform.
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      “Wait. Tristan.” Hand trapped in his, June gaze out at the crowd as they crossed the platform, and only then realized how many were in attendance. How many eyes were now upon her. She felt a cold sweat build between her shoulders, even as her skin grew hot.

      Not wanting to make a scene, she hurried alongside Tristan and tried to project an air of confidence as if it were every day that she was pulled on stage by a handsome dragon king. Kyra smiled kindly at them both as they approached. As far as June could tell, she didn’t seem offended that Tristan had yanked her up there, but who could tell for sure?

      From the opposite side of the platform, three Faieara approached, each carrying an item. The first, a podium that was set near Kyra, upon which the second laid a book and opened it to a page marked by a thin red ribbon. From his pocket, he retrieved an elegant quill, setting next to the book. The third presented a gilded goblet, holding it up for all to see.

      Cale stepped forward next, looking oddly disgruntled and brandishing what looked like a very sharp dagger. June sidled closer to Tristan.

      “This is blood magic,” he told her, too low for anyone else to hear.

      Taking his lady’s hand in his, Cale turned her palm up, then leaned down and placed a delicate kiss on her wrist. Then, with a heart-wrenchingly pained expression, he took the blade and sliced a clean line along her palm. Blood welled. Kyra closed her fist over the goblet, allowing a stream of blood to trickle into the container.

      Then Cale, no longer appearing reluctant, turned to Tristan and extended his hand. When Tristan placed the back of his hand in Cale’s palm, he muttered, “You sure you don’t want to kiss it first?”

      Cale replied with a devious smirk. “I could use my fangs to draw blood if you like.”

      Instead of waiting for a reply, Cale simply sliced Tristan’s flesh open. Tristan didn’t betray any pain, though the cut was much deeper this time. After he filled the goblet with his blood, Kyra dipped the quill in the mixture and signed her name in the book. After each stroke, the blood-ink brightened to the color of white-hot lava and then caught fire, tiny rivers of flame that burned her signature into place. Tristan repeated the action with the same results. When he set the pen down, the book itself began to glow, and the light branched out, like divine tentacles, reaching farther and farther until it engulfed both Kyra and Tristan. June stepped back, amazed and petrified by the sight.

      Soon enough, the light faded, and Kyra declared, “The alliance is solidified by the will of my people and yours.”

      Once more, the crowd erupted in cheers, and then celebratory music erupted through unseen speakers…and June recognized the song: “We Are The Champions” by Queen?

      “Is this one of Zoey’s songs from her music stick?” Cale grumbled.

      Kyra smiled. “All hail Queen.”

      They exited the stage, joining Zoey and Tristan’s mother, who’d been standing off to the side with towels and pitchers of water to wash away the blood from their hands.

      June noticed their wounds already appeared days old. Even still, a healer stepped up and brandished his magic so the cuts closed fully. June was bewildered and astonished by all that had just occurred, but when the chorus hit, she couldn’t resist joining in as Kyra and Zoey belted out the tune. Though none of their voices were particularly great, their enthusiasm amused the others.

      Tristan actually laughed, the sound deep and rich and dipped in chocolate. By the way Edel glanced at him, almost in sunny surprise, June got the feeling he didn’t laugh often…or hadn’t in a while. And though it was her silliness that inspired his buoyancy, it made June’s heart soar.

      “I picked this for you, June,” Zoey declared.

      “Really?”

      “I hoped it would make you feel at home. I know it took me a while to get used to the idea of extraterrestrials. Let alone traveling around with them.”

      “Don’t lie,” Kyra admonished. “You pestered me for weeks to make this the first song of the celebration.”

      “Okay, June, I used you as an excuse to get what I wanted.”

      “Glad I could be of service.”

      “It does seem befitting,” agreed Edel, who had been caught tapping her foot to the beat. “Even if it is a bit uncouth.”

      “You should hear some Marilyn Manson,” said Zoey.

      “Nope,” Kyra proclaimed, waving her hands back and forth. “Nobody’s ready for that.”

      Zoey snickered, just as the song came to an end and another began—June laughed—”Dancing Queen” by ABBA.

      Kyra chortled. “Oh, come on.”

      “This is your theme song!” Zoey exclaimed. Then, dancing backward toward the dance floor, Zoey crooked her fingers at Kyra. “Come on, dancing queen. Let’s tear it up.”

      Needing no more encouragement than that, Kyra followed her friend. “Come on, June!”

      June glanced over at Tristan, who gave her a humored yet exasperated nod of his chin.

      June adored Zoey’s playlist. After rocking it to “Dancing Queen”, they shook their bodies to a procession of chart-topping songs: “I Gotta Feeling” by the Black Eyed Peas, followed by their hit “Let’s Get It Started”; “Happy” by Pharrell Williams; “Brick House” by the Commodores, which pulled from them the most ridiculous moves one could imagine; “Girls Just Want to Have Fun” by Cyndi Lauper; and “One More Time” by Daft Punk.

      At one point they’d managed to pull Edel onto the floor, who’d humored them for one song and demurely swayed to the music while the rest of them let their freak flags fly. And it wasn’t just them—many of the other Faieara, taking a cue from their queen, were getting into the spirit as well, though they danced with much more grace and dignity. The earlier attack aside, this was turning out to be one of June’s most enjoyable evenings in recent years.

      All the while, she felt Tristan’s eyes on her as he sat nearby with Cale and Orik, sipping a goblet of ale. She tried not to glance at him often but found it difficult not to. Something about him was alluring, and it wasn’t just that he was a drop-dead gorgeous hottie with a lickworthy physique. She sensed an inner strength within him…and deeply scarred pain. The kind of pain that, after tonight, she realized matched her own. The kind of pain that even time couldn’t heal: the loss of a loved one.

      During the ceremony, June had gleaned that Tristan’s father had died in a recent war helping the Faieara take back their freedom. And Tristan’s loss was more recent than her own.

      Was his wound still fresh? Was it still tearing at his heartstrings? Making him bleed every second of every day? Suffocating him in grief until he thought he would be smothered by it? Was he still fighting to rebuild himself from the scraps that his loved one had left behind? Did he blame himself, like she did?

      She caught his gaze and held it as if she could find the answers in his eyes. Could he see her own pain? Was it plain on her face? Would he care if it was?

      As she contemplated all this, the music slowed to a softer tone, subduing the dancers and luring lovers onto the floor.

      Her new friends paired off, Kira with her demon king and Zoey with another male June did not recognize. He too had horns. How many demons were on this planet? She was debating joining Tristan at his table when that handsome dark-haired male who’d promised to show off his magic approached and asked if she would like to dance. He was tall and slim, but there was a strength in his physique that was obvious. Was she really about to slow dance with an alien?

      Suddenly Tristan was there. He took her hand and twirled her to face him, placing his other hand upon her hip. With a parting glare at the other male, he elegantly led her away, weaving them both through the other couples.

      “Tristan, I didn’t take you for a dancer.” He was remarkably adept.

      “As a young prince, I was forced to take lessons extensively.”

      “But you don’t enjoy it,” she surmised.

      “I am making amends for my thoughtlessness earlier. I apologize if I insulted you. That was not my intention.”

      “Apology accepted, but only because it’s your first offense. Don’t assume I forgive easily. Behave like that again and it will take a lot more than a simple dance to earn my forgiveness.”

      He grinned. “Duly noted. What did you think the ceremony?”

      “You said that was blood magic. What does that mean exactly? What happened when that light surrounded you?”

      “It was like making a vow that you cannot break. As the leaders of our people, Kyra and I agreed to continue the alliance originally created by her father and mine. The magic assessed us both and accepted the accord. We are allies now until it is time to renew once more.”

      “So what would happen if you broke the alliance?”

      “If done in intentionally or with malice, I would die.”

      She gasped. “Just like that?”

      “The magic would be swift and without mercy. But that does no’ mean I am a slave to the whims of the Faieara, nor are they to mine. If we can help each other, we are bound to do so, but if one asks for help and the other determines they are unable to help for whatever reason, there would be no punishment if the heart is true, and neither would hold a grudge. We understand that we are duty-bound to our own kingdoms above all.”

      His arm wrapped around her waist tighter, bringing their bodies closer together as they moved to the music. His heat seeped into her and she was surprised how comfortable she felt in his arms, as if dancing with a dragon-shifting king was the most natural thing in the world.

      “The statue they revealed is beautiful,” she observed. “So realistic and elegant. It reminds me of you, actually.”

      “It looks more like my father.” A bit of joy dimmed in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” she said, even though she’d hated it when others had said that to her. “It must have been difficult for you to return here.”

      He glanced down at her as though surprised by her insight. “It was.”

      She nodded. “When my brother died, it killed me to go into his room. To go through his things. Every time I did, it was like he died all over again.”

      “How did he…

      “Die? Heroin.” At his raised brow, she clarified. “A drug. He overdosed.”

      “I’m so sorry. How old was he?”

      “Sixteen. I had just turned nineteen. Still just a kid myself.” And all on her own.

      “I wish I could have been there for you.”

      She blinked up at his earnest sincerity. A tightness in her chest that she hadn’t realized was there relaxed, and some deep-seeded need for connection made her reach up and cup his cheek in her palm. He froze as if unused to the contact. “Same here,” she whispered.

      He gazed down at her like she was an anomaly.

      Realizing the imprudence of her actions, she swiftly lowered her hand and they continued dancing, but there was a new kind of tension between them.

      Then his expression turned impish. “So, you think I’m beautiful and elegant?”

      “What?”

      “The statue. You said it was beautiful and elegant and that it reminded you of me.”

      She pursed her lips. “Don’t let it go to your head. I also think you’re bearish and impolite.”

      “Impolite?”

      “Yes. You didn’t even ask if I wanted to dance with you. You just made it so.”

      “Would you like to stop?”

      “And you keep scaring away any man who looks at me twice.”

      “That’s because you don’t know what you’d be getting yourself into. You don’t know what a man thinks when he looks at you.”

      “Of course I do. It’s the first lesson every girl learns. Don’t act as if you’re any different.”

      “Different? No. I’m the worst of them all because I’ve seen more of you than any of them. I’ve had you on top of me.” When her mouth parted, he leaned down to mutter in her ear, “And I want more.”
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      Tristan caught sight of a disapproving Belinda as he led June by the hand up the stairs and into the castle. Luckily his mother was distracted by Kyra and Zoey, attempting to coax her on the dance floor again. Who knew what she’d have to say if she’d spotted him sneaking away with the sexy little human.

      By the heat wafting off her, June’s temperature had risen several degrees and she had the sweetest blush in her cheeks. She hadn’t spoken since he’d declared his intentions, but she wasn’t resisting either. The slightest tug from her and he’d cease this insanity and escort her back to the party. Part of him wanted her to. Part of him knew this was wrong. Women grew attached when things got intimate. Women gave their hearts too easily and expected the same in return. He thought of his would-be wife, waiting for his answer to her proposal. Soon the duties of his crown would consume his every moment, carefree days behind him. He just wanted one more minute. One more second where this weight was off his shoulders and he could just be Tristan. Whether wrapping June’s body around him would give him the mindlessness he craved remained to be seen, but he knew he wasn’t strong enough to forbear.

      “Tristan, wait.”

      Oh, thank the gods, she had more sense than he did. Still, disappointment burned as he came to a halt and faced her in the dark hallway.

      “Before we go any further…I just need see something.”

      Oh?

      She moved toward him until their bodies were separated by only inches, and he knew what she intended. He eyed her full lips, already maddened by the desire to taste them, but he held himself in check, allowing her to set the pace…for now.

      She placed her hands on either side of his face, once more surprising him with her touch, and raised herself up on her toes to sweep her lips across his. On contact, a feverish jolt sizzled over his skin. He reached out to pull her closer and slid his mouth over hers. Her fingers threaded through his hair, and when her lips parted slightly, he swept his tongue out to circle hers. She met him with every stroke, deepening the kiss. Her nails scraping along his skull made him wild and he directed her up against a wall to sink himself in the curves of her body. Their kiss turned fevered, carnal, and soon they were both breathless, lost in a delirious ocean of need. If they didn’t cool it, he was going to take her here, now, right here in the hall.

      He pulled back to gaze down at her, her expression exquisitely dazed. “You good?”

      Eyes still half closed, she replied. “Yup.” Her lips popped so adorably on the last syllable, he was incapable of not taking her mouth once more, harder, more demanding.

      Once more, her fingers slipped through his hair, encouraging him, inflaming his lust. A lurch of desperation had him swiping aside the slitted fabric of her dress and pulling her plump thigh over his hip so he could grab a handful of the soft, supple flesh of her ass. Hello old friend.

      Her entire body responded on contact, her back arching, forcing her luscious breasts against him. She gasped for air around their kiss and then made the sweetest mewing sound he had ever heard. Her hips rocked as her heel spurred his backside. The combination clawed at his need, savagely stripping him of all thought but for the image of her writhing under him.

      Feeling wicked, he skimmed his fingertips along the edge of her panty line and pulled back to watch her reaction. Drunk on arousal, she gazed up at him, her pupils blown so he could barely make out the color of her irises. A flush spread from her cheeks down to her chest. As he slipped past her panties and ran his fingers along her folds, she closed her eyes, bit her lip and let her head fall back slightly on a soft moan. On some level he realized the sight of her pleasure was a danger to him. Mesmerizing and seductive. Exciting and consuming. Fascinating.

      An instant addiction.

      Feeling her grow slick, her greedy hips undulating to the rhythm of his touch, he slid one thick finger inside, reveling in the delectable sound that whispered through her lungs, the delicate movement of her body as she surrendered to pleasure, the brightening of her eyes as ecstasy lit her up. He stroked her delicate flesh, finding the spot that made her writhe, that drove away her modest purrs and made her cry out. He kissed her then, swallowing the sound of her release and fighting his own ferocious need to tear away the barrier of her underwear to take his own pleasure, but a sliver of sense had managed to survive in his lust-addled brain.

      He couldn’t have her. Not even for a night. The danger was too real. The risk too high. Humans lived but a short life while dragons lived for centuries. When a dragon fell, they fell hard. They fell with every molecule of their being. An affair with her could blow up his world…if he grew attached.

      The weight of his crown gained several tons in a heartbeat. His responsibility was to his people now. Not to his own desires.

      But surely the temptation of her body was not too much to resist. Yet some deep, instinctive part of him knew if he bedded her, he’d want more than one night with this adorable, passionate, fragile human.

      Placing his forehead against hers and his palms against the wall on either side of her, he muttered, “I should no’ want you as I do.”

      She planted sweet little kisses over his face. “I know what you mean. This has been the most amazing journey of my life, and this evening has been incredible. You have been incredible. I know I’ll be going home soon. I know this can be only one night. But I don’t want any regrets. I don’t want to return to Earth without burning every second of tonight into my memory.”

      He nodded, reminded that she would be returning home, after which he would never see her again. The temptation removed. He was being silly. The liquor getting to him, maybe. There was no danger. And if he missed out on what could be an unforgettable night of passion with one of the sexiest women he had ever met, he would regret it.

      One problem: they could not continue this here in the open.

      Luckily, they weren’t far from his bedchamber.
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      Delicately, Tristan undid the zipper of June’s dress and the bodice parted, revealing the smooth line of her spine. He ran the back of his finger along her flesh and she shivered at his touch.

      Holding up the front of her gown with her arms, she turned to face him with the cutest expression on her face: aroused, flirty, yet somewhat shy. How could that look make his blood boil?

      He tugged his shirt over his head and tossed it aside. It landed on a nearby chair. She studied him for a moment, her gaze running over every plane and valley of his torso. Then for some reason she turned wary. “We are compatible, aren’t we? I mean, you’re not hiding some kind of monster alien dick, are you?”

      He nearly burst out in laughter. Then a terrible dread washed over him. What if she could not take his size? Suddenly anxious, he undid the buckle of his belt, and her gaze snapped to the action as her breath sped. Dropping his trousers, his engorged member sprang free and he let her see how thoroughly she affected him, how stiff and ready he was for her. Had he ever been so hard?

      He could practically feel her gaze on him as she assessed him. A bead of sweat formed at the back of his neck.

      Finally, she glanced up at him with a coy curve to her lips. “Lucky me.”

      He released a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding. “I am acceptable, then?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      Her breathlessness was more complimentary than her words. “Now you. Let me see you.”

      Releasing her grip on her gown, the fabric fluttered to her feet, revealing the most luscious body he’d ever beheld, clad in only black panties.

      He felt as if something had just clobbered him in the chest. “You are beautiful.”

      She blushed and looked away as if the compliment was too much to bear. He could tell her nerves were returning. Her shoulders cinched slightly and her arms folded around herself as if for protection.

      He stepped forward and hooked his finger under her chin, guiding her to look at him. “Utterly beautiful,” he said. “The most beautiful creature I have ever seen.”

      She placed her fingers over his lips. “You don’t need to say things like that. I’m already here.”

      She believed he was giving her lip service. She didn’t realize how desirable she was. How devourable.

      He’d have to show her.

      After kissing the tips of her fingers, he hooked his thumbs in the elastic of her panties and slid them down her hips to join her dress. Then he steered her to sit on the edge of the bed, going to his knees in front of her and gently spreading her thighs.

      The flush that was in her cheeks spilled down over her entire body. “Tristan,” she whispered.

      “Shh.” He kissed her knee. “Lie back.”

      She went to her elbows, still watching him as he kissed her inner thigh. He could feel her body begin to quiver. Her delectable scent filled his nostrils. He realized his own hands were shaking as he used them to spread her thighs wider and trailed his lips along her supple flesh, closer, closer, until he found her center with his tongue. She gasped and her body jerked, so he lightly teased her, and when she let out a sexy moan, the brittle binds of his restraint broke, and he set in to devour her.

      As anticipated, she writhed and thrashed as the pleasure of his kiss assaulted her. Relentlessly he continued, his own lust sharpened by every ecstasy-laden scream he pulled from her. One of her hands came over his head, fingers digging into his hair, as if to guide him, or so he thought. Instead she pushed at him as tremors assailed her on the heels of her orgasm. Wanting to take this away? He wasn’t finished with her yet. Looping his arms around her thighs, he tugged her so that her ass hung halfway off the bed and then buried his face in her core.

      “Oh, God!” she cried out, her thighs clamping around his ears, drowning out the sound, but he didn’t care. The muffled mews of her pleasure made him crazed for more and he was not satisfied until he made her cry out several more times, each more sublime than the last.

      But soon his body demanded its own pleasure and he finally released her. Her legs hung limp over the edge of the bed, her breaths coming in harsh, short pants, her expression dazed. Her smile was breathtaking.

      Hissing his way up her body, he stopped to pay close attention to her breasts, taking one taut nipple in his mouth while kneading the other with his hand. Her size fit perfectly in his palm, so soft and supple.

      “That was incredible,” she panted.

      “Not over yet, sweets.”

      Her hands were suddenly on his body, caressing his shoulders, his arms, his scalp, and her touch was like physical bliss poured directly over his flesh. Every sweep of her fingers seemed to stimulate his nerves, bringing them to life only to leave a trail of longing behind.

      He returned his mouth to her breast, teasing the peak with his tongue and teeth.

      “Tristan. You’re driving me mad!” As if there were any sanity left in him. “I can’t wait any longer.”

      His lust-addled mind understood that perfectly. They both needed relief.

      He crawled over her and somehow remembered to take it slow, knowing his size was a lot to take. Struggling with all his might, to hold himself back. Apparently her patience was at an end. Gripping his ass and digging her nails in, she spurred him forward. Inch by inch, he sheathed himself inside her, groaning as her heat enveloped him.

      When she gasped, he somehow managed to quell the need to move, because her face was pinched. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded. “Yes, just give me a second, please.”

      One heartbeat. Two. Three…

      Finally she began to relax. And, as if to reward him, she placed little kisses all over his face before drawing him in for a smoldering kiss that had his body matching the slow rhythm of their delving tongues. Soon, she broke the kiss to moan for him, tossing her head back.

      “Feels so good,” he praised, placing kisses along her jaw. “Ready for more?”

      “Yes…oh, God, yes! I’m close.”

      Loosening the reins, he drove his big body into her. Over and over. Thrusting harder, faster, deeper, the pressure building, muscles tightening, his hips toiling, working for that exquisite moment….

      A scream ripped through her lungs; he bellowed.

      Mind-bending pleasure tore through him. He snarled into the crook of her neck as his thunderous release overcame him. On and on, ecstasy assailed him.

      Finally he came back into his body. She went languid under him.

      For a long moment, neither of them moved as they struggled to catch their breath. When he gathered the strength to release her, he rolled to the side and stared up at the ceiling, wondering how he could survive without the pleasures of her body.
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      “I think that was a mistake,” muttered June. When Tristan grew tense, she folded her body over his and kissed his chest. “Because I’m pretty sure you ruined me for other men.”

      Relaxing once more, he lazily chucked. “I could say the same to you.”

      “I ruined you for other men too?” she teased.

      He reached down to pinch her side. She yelped, retaliating by gently nipping his nipple. When he rolled over to trap her under him once more, she giggled, loving his weight on top of her. Her humor quickly died when he took her lips in a punishing kiss that had her body stirring, even after he’d given her how many toe-curling orgasms?

      “Little witch. Your greedy little body took everything I have. For the first time I’ll need a minute to recover.” He flopped to his back, hooking his arm around her and pulling her into his side, and roughly cupped her backside with one large hand.

      His manhandling made her want to purr. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “You should.”

      Resting her head on his peck, she sighed and let her eyes fall closed. Her muscles were deliciously sore and his musky scent wafted through her nostrils, lulling her. She wasn’t sure how long they stayed like that, but she was a bit groggy when he asked, “Do you have a steady lover back on Earth?”

      “Hmm? Oh. No, not currently.”

      “Why not?”

      “Just hard to meet someone I wanted to waste my time on. I’ve been told my standards are too high.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, I guess it’s because I see red flags everywhere.”

      “Red flags? I don’t get your meaning.”

      “Red flag. Like when someone does something that you think could lead to destructive behavior down the road. Like cheating or abuse or dysfunctionality. Things like that.”

      “You can tell all that with a red flag?”

      She smiled, understanding he was from a different culture. “Not a literal flag. It’s a figure of speech. Sometimes it can be like a sixth sense,”—at his look, she elaborated—“Like when something doesn’t feel right, but you can’t always put your finger on it. Other times it’s something more obvious, if you know what to look for.”

      “And you know what to look for?”

      “Better than most.”

      “Can I get a for instance?”

      She glanced up at him. “You’re not tired? Most men would pass out after the performance you gave.”

      He grinned. Oh, he liked the veiled compliment. “I’m not most men.” After a beat, he added, “Besides, I like your voice.”

      That was surprisingly sweet. “Well, let’s see. At the start of any relationship, everyone is trying to show their best selves, but our fundamental natures will always peek through the cracks. If a man is a cheater, you might catch him ogling a woman’s body longer than is socially acceptable. That’s a red flag to pay closer attention to his behavior. Also, he might make lewd comments to his friends when he thinks you can’t hear. If a man brings you to a bar and is on a first name basis with the regulars, you might need to consider if he’s an alcoholic.

      “Or if a man is abusive…he might be quick to anger, or he might snap at you for no reason, or he might make offhanded comments to undermine your confidence. Stay with him long enough and it’s only a matter of time before he’s slapping you around and convincing you it’s your fault. I guess it’s easier for me to spot that sort of thing, though.”

      “How so?”

      She decided for brutal honesty here. Having forged this part of her history in her work as a counselor, she was used to talking about it. “Because I grew up with it.”

      He went silent, his body humming with a new kind of tension. She could tell he was dying to ask, but wasn’t sure if he should.

      “It was my father,” she admitted. “He gambled and drank, and when he came home after losing his paycheck, he’d beat on whoever made the first wrong comment. My mother, my brother, me. Spoiler alert, he was bad at gambling. I never understood it. If you keep losing, why go back week after week?” She sighed. “I guess it was an addiction thing, but it’s also idiotic.”

      “Ask me and I will kill him for you.” Tristan’s tone had turned deadly, his fingers digging into her hip. It wasn’t painful, just…intense. When his words sank in, the memory of that last horrid night flashed in her mind. Blood everywhere. Her mother’s screams in her ear. The body lying motionless on the threadbare carpet in their living room….

      “He’s already dead,” she whispered, tears prickling. She worked to choke them back and buried that memory deep in the darkest most secure pit of her mind where it couldn’t hurt her. There was no going back. There was no changing the past.

      Pinching her chin, Tristan tilted her head to examine her face. “You weep for the monster after he failed you in the worst way?”

      “I’m not sad that he’s dead,” she said as an errant tear spilled from one eye.

      He cupped her cheek and gently wiped away the tear with his thumb. “No?”

      She shook her head and once more placed her cheek against his chest, hiding her face. “I didn’t mean to get emotional. I’m sorry. Let’s talk of something else, please. How about you tell me about your father. I bet he was wonderful.”

      Silence lingered for a moment before Tristan relented. “He was.”

      “Do you mind talking about him?”

      “No. He was a good man. A good father and a good king. Benevolent, but strong. He would never abide a man like your father. We are people of honor and abuse like what you speak of is a form of dishonor. The abuser would be treated harshly, either banished or in some cases sentenced to death.”

      “Really?”

      “Aye. My people have no mercy for those who have no honor.”

      She turned cheeky. “Well, I hope I honored you tonight.”

      A chuckle rippled through his chest. “You’ll honor me again if I have my way.” Gripping her ass in one rough hand, he lifted her to straddle him and pulled her down for a searing kiss—

      A sudden chirping sound drew their attention.

      Tristan sighed. “That’s my communicator. I must take this.”

      “Sure. Okay.” She slid off of him.

      Shuffling off the bed, he crossed to a dresser and tapped a few buttons on a device that reminded her of an Earth tablet. “Prince Gideon. It is later here. What do you need?”

      She couldn’t see the screen, but a voice fizzed through the speakers. “Only to relay some alarming information, Highness. Witches have been spotted near your castle and a youngling has gone missing.”

      “Witches don’t usually go after children,” Tristan said, concerned lacing his tone.

      “We don’t know for sure if they took him, but the search is ongoing. And there’s something else…” The voice trailed off.

      “What is it?”

      “A rumor is spreading about you, Your Majesty…” Again the voice trailed off, as if this rumor could be worse than a missing child.

      “Out with it, Prince Gideon.”

      “Some in the clan suspect you of killing your father to take power.”

      June gasped. Tristan looked as though he’d been gut-punched.

      “Is someone there with you, Tristan?”

      “No,” he snapped, and June pinched her lips closed, pulling the covers up over her breasts as though she needed to shield herself from the unseeing eyes. “Who has started this nasty rumor?”

      “I doona know. Only that we await your return so we might clear this up swiftly.”

      “We will begin the journey home as soon as we are able.”

      “Very good. If I am going to tie my line to yours, I’d rather not have such a scandal hanging over us.”

      Tristan ended the transmission and slumped in a nearby chair, looking gutted. Not knowing what to say, June remained quiet.

      After a moment, Tristan finally spoke. “I’m afraid we canna take you home just yet. I must return to my kingdom right away.
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      Legura, Tristan’s planet, was as beautiful as Evlon, and just as foreign. As they disembarked from the ship, the first thing she noticed was two moons hauntingly visible in midday.

      Beautiful.

      They’d landed in a massive courtyard where other ships had been docked. Tristan came up beside her, gauging her expression. She was secretly grateful for the trouble that had forced her to remain with him. He’d kept her in his bed practically the entire trip. And holy hell did that man know how to use his mouth, and his hands…and, well, all of his man parts. They’d only left his room for nourishment and for Tristan to receive updates on their progress. Then it was back to horizontal aerobics. She must have lost ten pounds with all the work they’d put in.

      She grinned up at him, but her smile was a little forced. Would their relationship be different now that they had arrived? He was a king, after all.

      Tristan’s tone was different than the one he used with her in the bedroom. Firmer. Short. Careful. “You will walk in behind us, next to Belinda.”

      Behind? Because she was a commoner?

      Belinda didn’t look pleased to be her escort, but pulled her by the elbow to stand at the end…the very end…of the procession. Definitely different, she thought, as they began moving as one unit.

      She didn’t think it was possible, but Tristan’s castle was even more impressive than Kyra’s. Her best view of it had been from the sky just before they’d landed. It was the tallest structure within sight, practically growing out of a dense forest landscape. The castle’s most notable feature was the three uneven towers stretching toward the sky. The whole structure was resided on top of a hill and was encircled by a town of stone and tile-roofed buildings. The city itself was surrounded by a thick, flourishing jungle that stretched out to meet a vast ocean to the north.

      As she followed the royals inside, she had to stop and marvel at the castle’s impressive and gimongous stonework, which reminded her of the giant stones that made up Sacsayhuamán in Peru. Two to three times her height, no two stones were alike; skewed and misshapen, yet they fit together perfectly like a puzzle.

      Inside, she could imagine she wasn’t in a castle but in a modern, yet oversized mansion. June had never seen such opulence outside of museums. Every entryway was remarkably large—to accommodate dragons, she supposed—and the mark of generational wealth dripped in every direction, from the decorative stone tiles that reflectively sparkled as if polished daily, to the exotic vases and statues displayed on masterfully crafted marquetry stands, and the elegant recessed lighting that illuminated huge gilt-framed paintings of dour men and women who June assumed were past kings and queens and Tristan’s relatives.

      All of it made her modest apartment back home look like a flashy outhouse with a paint job. She could not have felt more out of place if she tried.

      In the next instant, she was proven wrong—the throne room, which should have had a sign posted at the entrance that read Get ready to pick your jaws up off the floor. She almost spun in circles to see it all. It was decorated in earthy tones with pops of red and gold. One Buick-sized crystal chandelier hung from the center of the high arching ceiling. Six smaller ones edged the room. Built half into the walls were smooth columns capped by elaborate filigree designs that met the base of the arched ceiling. In between those, tall, rounded windows let in a flood of light that sparkled against the reflective tile. A woven red-and-gold runner divided the room, leading up a set of stairs and ending where two majestic thrones sat empty.

      Architectural Digest would piss themselves for an exclusive.

      June straightened her spine and lifted her chin, trying not to seem like the yokel she was. Belinda snorted.

      From a side entrance, a line of guards entered to meet them, marching in unison and arranging themselves on either side of the room. Following behind was a proud-looking man with dark hair and a Tom Selleck mustache.

      “Highness,” he said with a little bow, and June recognized his voice from the transmission Tristan had received. “Your return was swifter than expected.”

      “We left shortly after you contacted me and nearly burned up our warp drive. Has the child been found?”

      “My men and yours are still searching, but you may want to consider addressing the dishonorable rumor before we get to that.”

      Tristan waved that away. “What of the witches you spoke of? Are they hostile?”

      “Er, there was a report of a sighting, but no coven has been discovered near the city as of yet.”

      “Orik,” Tristan barked.

      Orik hurried to Tristan’s side. “Aye, Your Majesty?”

      “I’ll rely on you to canvas the area as far out as you see fit. Employ as many guards as you need. Prince Gideon, do you object to lending us your guards to aid in this endeavor?”

      “Uh, no, of course no’.”

      “Good. Instruct them to follow Orik’s orders. I want this child found.”

      Prince Gideon cleared his throat. “And the rumors, Highness?”

      “I will consider how to respond to those after I understand where this rumor originated. For now, I trust my people know better than to believe such a farce.”

      Prince Gideon seemed to notice June for the first time. “Forgive me, but I have not made the young lady’s acquaintance.”

      “Hi. I’m June,” she blurted, then blushed with embarrassment, wondering if there was some sort of aristocratic introduction protocol that she’d just breached. Was she supposed to have waited for one of the others to introduce her? Judging by the pinched look on Prince Gideon’s face and Tristan’s amused expression, she was.

      “This is Juniper of Earth,” Tristan offered. “She will be visiting for a while and will return home shortly.”

      “An Earthling? Here? I thought they were a primitive race of warmongers.”

      June frowned, struggling not to look offended.

      “Prince Gideon,” Edel chided. “June might come to believe we are the primitive ones with a comment like that so casually uttered in her presence.”

      Reprimanded, Prince Gideon inclined his head. “Of course you are right, Your Majesty.” He stepped forward to take Junes hand and planted a soft kiss on her knuckles. His mustache tickled her knuckles. “Please forgive me, Juniper of Earth.”

      “Yeah, sure.” She pulled her hand out of his grasp and surreptitiously rubbed away the prickling sensation.

      Prince Gideon once more disregarded her and faced Tristan. “One more thing if I might, Your Highness. Leanora awaits your response. Will you permit me to pass along some good news?”

      Tristan’s expression seemed to harden, his gaze flicking to her and back. “That is not something I wish to discuss with anyone but her. I will summon her when I’m ready.”

      “As you wish.”

      “Belinda,” Tristan called. “Please escort June to one of the guest rooms.” He paused. “In the north wing. The one that faces east. You know the one. And send a couple of servants to attend her with food and drink.”

      June wasn’t quite sure, but she got the impression he was trying to get rid of her. And though she understood he had a lot of fires to put out, she tried not to look crestfallen. A busy king wouldn’t have much time for a nobody like her. In fact, this might be the last she saw of him before she returned home. And even then, he might send her off without even a goodbye. The thought was depressing.

      “June,” he said, his tone lower than before. Softer. She pasted a smile on her face. “Please make yourself at home and if you need anything, anything at all, just inform the servants and they will provide for you.”

      “Oh. Okay. Thank you,” she replied, truly grateful for his protection and hospitality. As she proceeded to follow Belinda through a side entrance, she resisted the urge to reach out and steal one more taste of his skin against her fingers. Before she left, she glanced back for one last look. His back was to her as he continued conversing with Prince Gideon and the others. Still, she tried to snap a mental image to carry with her always.

      Her legs felt heavy as she followed Belinda to an elevator. As they rode it up, Belinda muttered, “You don’t belong here,” and it took June a moment to realize the burly woman was talking to her, though her stiff gaze remained straight ahead.

      It only took her another moment to realize Belinda didn’t like her one bit. Well, the feeling was suddenly mutual. “Apparently your king feels differently.”

      When the elevator stopped, she followed Belinda down a wide hallway decorated with the same meticulous elegance and grace as below: gorgeous red-and-gold runway carpet, bracketed by chestnut-colored hardwood floors; soft, yet warm lighting from amber-and-tan mosaic sconces; detailed paintings of far-off landscapes. Once again June felt out of place.

      It didn’t help when Belinda’s waspishness continued. “The king disgraces himself, fawning over a such a lowly creature.” June had been on the receiving end of plenty of insults throughout her life, most of them more creative and biting than that one. And even though on some level June agreed with her assessment—a completely ordinary human woman and a great dragon-shifting king from another planet made zero sense—it was still rude as hell to point it out.

      She wasn’t going to let this snooty bitch tear her down. Or, at least, she wouldn’t let it show. June was always good at concealing her emotions—when a stray sneer or an eye roll might lead to the hospital, she had quickly learned to keep her thoughts off her face.

      Once they reached the guest room, Belinda merely stopped and crossed her arms. “Doona feel as if you are free to wander the castle.”

      June cleared her throat and pointedly eyed the closed door, waiting. Scowling, Belinda opened it and disdainfully waved her inside. As June glided across the threshold, she taunted, “Be sure to fetch my servants, Bet.”

      The strength with which Belinda slammed the door made June jump, but then the spat was quickly forgotten. Her room was A-MA-ZING. It was more like an apartment suite, really, with a kitchenette, a luxurious sitting room, a dining room, and two glorious bedrooms for her to choose from. Past a set of glass doors was a large balcony, where she found a small garden and a crystal-clear pool that made her thirst for a dip. Only because she was a stranger to this place she refrained from stripping her clothes off and diving in directly, and the fact that she seemed to share the balcony with another room that might or might not be occupied.

      She strolled to the edge of the banister. The afternoon breeze was warm and soft against her skin. It picked up a little when she leaned over to gaze down at the breathtaking view.

      She figured she was eight or nine stories up, but it looked much higher since the castle resided on top of a hill. A flock of birds dove from above, passing her swiftly and riding along the side of the building until their path arched out over the vast forest and they disappeared behind the leaves. On the horizon, the sun glinted off the distant ocean.

      A knock sounded on the door, and she wondered if Belinda was ready with more insults. When she hollered for her visitor to enter, a handful of servants decked out in neat uniforms marched in pushing a line of carts that were filled with fresh fruit parfaits, assorted sandwiches, mini pastries, fresh baked bread, and chocolate-dipped fruit, among other desserts.

      Her mouth watered. She hadn’t expected all this.

      One of the servants, a middle-aged man with a full head of salt-and-pepper hair popped open a corked bottle and filled a stem glass with a sparkling pink liquid, then handed it to her.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “You are quite welcome, my lady,” the servant replied in a kind voice, then placed the bottle in an ice bucket before asking, “Will you be requiring anything else?”

      “Not that I know of.” June sipped her drink. The vibrant taste of something fruity exploded on her tongue, followed by a tinge of alcohol. “Oh, man. This stuff is dangerous. I can already tell.” She gleefully took another sip.

      “The queen mother informed us you are in need of a wardrobe. May I have a tailor summoned to take your measurements?”

      “What? No. Don’t go to any trouble. However, uh….”

      “Yes, my lady?”

      “Well, I do need to borrow some clothes, but I don’t need anything new or fancy. Just something to lounge in, I guess. I won’t be here long.”

      “Of course, my lady. I will send one of the maids shopping. She will still require your measurements, however.”

      “Tell her I’m a medium,” June replied without thinking.

      “A medium what, my lady?”

      She chuckled at herself. “Oh, I guess you wouldn’t have Earth sizes, would you? What’s your name?”

      “Sorry?”

      “Your name.”

      He turned a little uneasy. “Tenji, my lady.”

      “Cool name. I’m June. Just call me June, okay?”

      “I…uh…it’s not…um…proper.”

      “I don’t mind. You see, I’m no lady, so all this my lady stuff is a little weird for me.”

      The servant inclined his head but didn’t speak her name. “I will send the tailor up right away. If you need anything more, just use the communication system.”

      June glanced around for something that resembled a phone or an intercom.

      “It’s here, my—” He cleared his throat and directed her to a small screen that was embedded in one of the walls, and showed her how to use it. “Once this evening’s menu is approved, I will have someone take your dinner order.”

      She gestured to the cartloads of food. “Tenji, please don’t trouble yourself just for me. Honestly, what you’ve already brought will be plenty for me.”

      “It’s no trouble. A grand dinner is always prepared for guests who dine with the king.”

      “Oh, I’m sure I won’t be dining with the king.”

      “I don’t see why not. It’s tradition. Kings and queens always dine with guests who stay in the apartments next to theirs.”
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      “Did you hear me, Your Majesty?”

      “Yes,” Tristan lied, distracted by thoughts of his wicked nights with the little human. Her body was a marvel. “Please continue, Lord Vizguard.”

      Since his council members were still out gathering information on the alleged witches, he’d made time to handle some of the kingdoms less pressing matters until they returned.

      Lord Vizguard went on about his neighbor encroaching on his land or something. Generally Tristan sat through these complaints with a bit more attention and respect, but forcing himself to focus today seemed an impossible task. “Have the cartographer verify the land is yours and your neighbor will be asked to remove his…uh.”

      “Fence, Your Majesty.”

      “Right.”

      After helping his lords deal with some of their minor problems, he and the council finally convened to discuss the larger issues at hand. This evening, Prince Gideon insisted on sitting in. Since allowing him a seat on the council was a condition of his—potentially—marrying his daughter, should that be what Tristan decided, he saw no reason to exclude him. With his mother on his right, Prince Gideon took the seat to his left, though that was generally where Rayu, his trusted advisor, sat. When Rayu entered the chamber, he only looked mildly irritated and then claimed one of the other chairs.

      Tristan started. “Do we have a report from Orik?”

      “Aye,” Rayu replied. “Our guards have found a small encampment on the outskirts of the city that could have been used by a coven at one time, but now appears to be abandoned. His opinion is that if a coven is close, they are going to great lengths to evading detection.”

      “And the child?”

      “Still missing, but we have new conflicting statements from the family members. The father thinks the boy may have run away, but the mother insists he would no’ have.”

      “What is the father’s reasoning?”

      “He claims the boy dinna like helping around the house or in the field, has violent outbursts, and has threatened to run away on multiple occasions.”

      “It does no’ matter what the reason is for his absence,” said Tristan. “The boy must be found.”

      As they moved onto other, more tedious, matters, Tristan once more found his mind drifting to June. During their return trip, he had announced she would be staying with him in his estate room, to the surprise of most. Belinda had commented something about indecency, but she had held her tongue after he’d speared her with a savage gaze. His mother had not remarked at all, but she had always indulged him when he wanted something. Though, one evening when they were alone in the ship’s salon, she had asked him about his intentions toward the girl.

      He’d assured her she needn’t worry. It was only a last fling—

      Edel had simply patted his chest and issued a single warning. “Careful, my son, for the heart has a mind of its own, and when made up, it canna be reasoned with.”

      Tristan did not feel as though his heart was in danger, yet June had been like a dream he hadn’t wanted to wake up from. But awake he was. He would not grow attached…more than he already was.

      He wondered how she liked her apartment. Had the servants attended her yet? Perhaps she was relaxing in the pool as the sun glinted off all that supple skin. He practically knew every inch of her with his tongue. She had no bathing suit, but no matter. The pool was entirely private. She could dance naked under the moon and nobody would know. If he went up there now would he find her swimming laps…nude, waiting for him—

      “Your Majesty?” Impatience registered.

      “Yes! What is it, Prince Gideon?”

      “How would you like to respond?”

      “To?”

      “My cousin, King Hagan’s, message.” Prince Gideon was looking at him now, lips pursed, one brow lifted.

      “Oh, uh—”

      His mother came to his rescue. “Tell King Hagan we thank him for his kind words and congratulations on his daughter’s recent marriage.”

      Tristan gave his mother a grateful glance, determined to stay present for the remainder of the meeting. He perched his chin on his fist as Gideon began to air his concerns about the recent rumors that have been circulating about Tristan and his father, which was a topic Tristan really should be paying closer attention to. June had suggested he do some kind of press release, whatever that was. Why was he finding it so hard to focus, anyway? Because of one little human female? Ridiculous. Of course he could fight the temptation of envisioning all that supple skin sliding out of that water to greet him, so slippery and wet. Were he there, she might smile and crook her little finger at him and then—

      “Your Highness?” Prince Gideon asked. “Is there a problem?”

      Dammit! Now what did I miss?

      His mother placed her hand on his forehead. “Oh my. I believe all the travel has made you ill, my son. Would you like to excuse yourself and leave me to speak in your stead?”

      Though he felt perfectly fine, his mother’s suggestion was wise. He needed to get out of here before he made a fool of himself and revealed how truly preoccupied he was with the little human. “That would be fine, Mother. Thank you. Forgive me, my lords.”

      Though he felt guilty for shirking his duties, he grinned as he closed the chamber door behind him and found Tenji in the kitchen, putting the final touches on tonight’s menu. “Change of plan,” he said, and explained how this evening was going to go. Then he hurried toward the object of his obsession.

      When he knocked on June’s door, he heard a mumbled, “Come in,” but she sounded odd. Almost as if she were in distress.

      He flung the door open and found her face up, sprawled on the floor by a set of service carts.

      He skidded to her side. “June! What’s wrong?”

      “Desserts,” she moaned. “Too delicious. I couldn’t stop myself. Soooo full.”

      The knots in his stomach released and he chuckled.

      “Don’t laugh,” she chided dramatically, though there was teasing in her expression. “I’m dying.”

      “I’m sure that isn’t true.” Dying people didn’t smile such adorable little smiles. Working his arms under her body, he scooped her up and carried her toward the couch where he sat, positioning her on his lap.

      Looking content, that sweet smile still in place, she curled her body into his and brushed a lock of hair off his forehead. “Hi.”

      Something fierce ignited in his chest, ancient and primal, nearly knocking the breath from his lungs. Later he would recognize this moment. Later he would cherish it always. For this was the moment he lost his heart to her completely.

      Laying her head against his shoulder, she slipped her hand up his torso and around the back of his neck, playing with the fine hairs of his nape. The sensation was exquisite. His body melted and he held her closer, never wanting to let her go.

      “Mmm,” she murmured. “You smell good.”

      “You smell of sweets and sparkling wine.”

      “It’s not my fault. Blame the chef. Everything was laced with crack.”

      Though he didn’t know what crack was, he could tell she was being facetious. “I’m sure she will be most pleased that you enjoyed her food.”

      “She’s a goddamned food wizard.”

      “Would you like to spend the rest of the day with me?”

      She perked up, but was still in a teasing mood. “I don’t know. I’m pretty busy.”

      He leaned in and ran his nose along the line of her collarbone, taking in her delectable scent. “What if I took you flying?”

      Her words came out on a shudder. “Do you mean in a craft or…”

      He shook his head. “You can ride on my back.”

      She pulled back to look at him fully. “Is that safe? What if I fall?”

      “I’m told it’s easier to stay on than one might imagine. And I will take it easy. No midair flips.”

      She bit her lip, considering his offer for a moment…a long moment, curious yet tentative. “Apparently I’ll try anything once, but can I just see how it feels first? To be on top of you.”

      His cock jerked at her choice of words.

      A blush eased into her cheeks. “Yikes. That sounded dirty. You know what I mean.”

      “Of course. And for the record, I would love to have you on top of me. Dragon or no’.”

      She admonished him with a light slap to his chest, yet her giggle said she enjoyed this banter. But once they were out on the balcony, she turned pensive.

      “I won’t take off until you tell me it’s okay. Simply get off if you decide you’re too afraid. And if you decide mid-flight you want to stop, you have but to tell me and I will land, and we will simply return to the castle on foot.”

      She nodded at his instructions, rolling her hands over one another.

      “Do you have any questions?”

      “Will you be able to talk when you’re a dragon?”

      “We understand spoken language just fine, but our vocal cords are not as developed in dragon form. Simple words can be managed, but conversation would be difficult. Usually we don’t bother talking in dragon form anyway. We rely more on body language and instinct. Anything else?”

      “Can you breathe fire?”

      “Aye. If needed.”

      “Will you still be…yourself?”

      “For the most part. My mind becomes slightly more primitive, baser instincts become more acute, but I’m still me.”

      “So…if you were hungry, I wouldn’t look like a juicy steak or anything, would I?”

      “Steak? No. Juicy…? That’s debatable because you constantly make my mouth water. I am always hungry for you.”

      Her eyes went wide for a moment, then she laughed. “I see you’re turning on the charm tonight.” Though her smile lingered, he could tell she was still anxious.

      “You are safe with me, not matter what form I’m in.”

      Her expression became serious. “Promise?”

      “Will all my heart.” He leaned down to place a tender kiss on her lips. “So what do you think? Are you up for an adventure?”

      That sweet smile returned. “Let’s do it.”
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      June couldn’t believe she was about to mount a friggin’ dragon. Who am I?

      Putting some distance between them for his transformation, Tristan’s skin began to shimmer the same way it had back at the Faieara castle. And just as it had then, his bones began to deform in a way that her conscious mind couldn’t reconcile. It was like her mind discarded one unfathomable image after the next, as quickly as her brain could process them, and then suddenly a great dragon stood before her, proud and glorious, rearing up on hind legs with his wings spread out wide.

      As gravity took hold, his front end crashed down with a loud thud and he shook out his whole body like a massive canine. Reptilian green eyes snapped to her, pupils slitting.

      She froze. This is how I die.

      Snaking his head low to the ground, he put them nose to nose. The dragon chuffed and puffed out hot, smoky air through his snout, then he took in a long breath, drawing strands of her hair toward him. Everything in her understood that she was prey, he the predator. Her mind screamed Danger, Will Robinson! and all the molecules that made up her being desperately wanted to vamoose. But she fought the fear, tamped it down with all her might, because—slitted pupils aside—those were Tristan’s eyes.

      With the help of the evening sun, she could make out his coloring more clearly than before. He was a pleasing mix of forest greens and golden highlights. She expected him to have scales, which he did, but most were covered in soft baby fuzz save his chin chest and belly, which were comprised of large armor-like segments.

      She glanced down at his giant feet, or rather paws, and the urge to run returned tenfold. One dewclaw and three raptor-like talons tipped each toe. She imagined how easily those claws could tear open flesh. Like hot butter.

      As if sensing her fear, Tristan laid his whole body down on his belly, gazing up at her, and actually made a purring sound, as if instead of a mammoth lizard with wings he was simply a harmless feline—except this feline was the size of a house and could swallow her in a single chomp.

      Still, she couldn’t prevent a small laugh. “No fair acting adorable.”

      Lifting his head slightly, he prodded her with his snout and then put his head back down. When she made no move, he did it again. She realized he wanted her to get on.

      “Hold your horses, buster. I need to get used to you first. I’m going to…uh…just touch you now. Okay?” His eyes followed her as she stepped around to his right side. She knelt down and reached out to pet his chin, but she hesitated. “Don’t snap at me, okay?”

      His eye-roll was such a human reaction that she instantly felt more comfortable and stroked his fur. He was so much softer than she imagined, and when she massaged the tip of his ears, his eyes rolled back in his head as if in pleasure.

      “Oh my god, you’re so cute!”

      He chuffed and reared his head back to glare at her, baring his teeth a little. Though her heart raced at his fearsome reaction, she stood and faced him. “It’s a compliment. You put those teeth away right now. Do you want me to be comfortable around you or not?”

      He closed his mouth, actually managing to appear contrite. Well, as contrite as a dragon could appear. Then he lowered his head to nuzzle her. A dragon’s way of apologizing?

      “All right. You’re forgiven. Can I get on you now?”

      Once more, he put his head all the way to the ground and she straddled his neck. When he lifted his head, she slipped down with a small yelp and settled where his neck met his shoulders. In a small way, it reminded her of riding a horse without a saddle. She would need to use her leg muscles to hold herself up.

      Grabbing a handful of his fur tightly in her fists, she called down to him, “Is this okay?”

      He made a noise that sounded like yes, and then walked around a bit, letting her get used to his gait. Then, without warning, he planted his front legs on the banister and gazed out over the horizon before glancing back at her in question.

      Putting her fingers to her forehead, she mumbled to herself, “I must be crazy.” Then louder, she said, “All right. Let’s do this!”
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      The second June had spoken, a freight train of regret rode through her stomach, fast and fierce and nauseatingly ticklish, but it was too late to renege. Tristan stepped his might paw over the edge of the banister and then they were falling, falling, falling! Her stomach executed several flips and then lurched into her throat. Wind whipped past her head, the sound deafening. She plastered herself to his body, white-knuckling his fur and squeezing her thighs as tight as she could around his neck.

      Then she felt the moment his wings caught the air. His massive body to surged up as the corresponding G-force bore down on her. Her eyes clamped shut.

      She felt dizzy and disoriented and like she wanted to upchuck all the sugary confections she’d eaten, but she managed to keep everything down. Then the world stabilized.

      After a calm moment, she dared a peek…

      She gasped and sat up, excitement firing through her pulse.

      Only yards below, the forest was a blur as it zipped by at speeds she couldn’t begin to fathom. Behind her, her dress snapped against the force of the wind, baring her legs to the elements. “This is amazing!” she yelled.

      He peered back at her for a moment and she thought she spotted a little grin on his dragon lips, though she couldn’t be positive. When he banked slightly to the right and then to the left and back again, languidly rocking through the air, she was sure he was enjoying himself. She released and allowed herself to enjoy the air rushing though her hair.

      Then he glanced back and gave her a look that seemed to ask Are you ready for more?

      Checking the security of her grip, she smirked at him. “What else you got?”

      He angled his wings to catch more air and they rose in altitude. Higher. Higher. Then his extraordinary wings began to flap, jostling her enough that she once more plastered her body to his, but this time her eyes were open.

      Up and up they went. The temperature dropped several degrees. Chilled air kissed her skin, but his body heat kept her from shivering.

      As her body rolled along with his and the ground below grew farther and farther away, June wondered if he realized the air would be thinner up here for her. Already she felt the difference, her lungs working harder to deliver oxygen to her bloodstream.

      Then the world below vanished completely as they entered puffy white clouds. Suddenly she was in another realm, a fantasy of heavenly proportions. Streams of wispy particles floated by. Tristan glided smoothly now and she dared to sit up once more so she could reach her arms straight out and feel the cool flurries between her fingers. Condensation beaded on her flesh, and she marveled at the fact that she was actually riding a dragon.

      June Jacobs, dragon tamer!

      And still they continued to rise. She only knew this because one moment they were wreathed by fog, the next they broke the surface and she squinted her eyes against the sudden blast sunlight. When her eyes adjusted, her breath caught in her throat. Her heart skipped a beat. Her mind stutter-stepped. The beauty of her view overwhelmed her, and all she could do was take in the awe-inspiring sight. An ocean of clouds so thick one might believe they could walk atop them fanned out in every direction.

      This was a world in its own right. A world of peace. A world of tranquility. A world untouched, without turmoil, discord, or conflict.

      Emotion flooded her. Eyes growing damp, she muttered, “Thank you,” to Tristan, unsure if he could hear her over the wind.

      Every moment with Tristan had been better than the last; introducing her to the magic of the Faieara, the perfection of his body, the beauty of his world. Now he’d gifted her with yet another incredible experience to take with her forever, quite possibly the best one yet. Breathing in the thin air, she let herself melt into this moment; the sun on her face, the wind in her hair, the inconceivable view. She wrapped herself in it and inscribe it into her memory.

      When Tristan shifted his wings once more, their altitude began to drop. They reentered the layer of clouds, floating down, down, down, through to the bottom. With one last reach up into the clouds, she let her fingers trail through the fluffy white portal, and then Tristan began to descend more rapidly, playing on the current in smooth wide arches back and forth.

      As they approached the ground, anxiety ruled once more, and she tightened her grip on him. The landing was smoother than she’d imagined, yet still jostling. She felt the thud of his paws against the ground, his body taking the impact. After he settled, he lowered himself flat as he had before so that she could slide off. Her heels sank into soft turf. Then he trotted a distance away and shifted back to his two-legged form.

      She glanced around. He’d set them down in a large meadow filled with wildflowers. “Why did we stop?” she asked when he approached.

      Instead of answering, he asked, “Was the flight okay? You weren’t too frightened, were you?”

      She shook her head and then sputtered, “It was brilliant, Tristan. Incredible. So amazing. Thank you. I’ve never experienced anything like that. I can’t even express how much I loved it. It was just…there are no words…it was wonderful, beautiful, stunning—”

      With a self-satisfied grin, his arm hooked her around the waist and he pulled her close. “So, you liked it, yeah?”

      She teased, “Meh. It was okay.”

      “I have not shared that experience with many others, and this was a thousand times more enjoyable. So I would like to thank you.”

      “Well, any time.” Something caught her eye then, a burst of solid color that didn’t belong in the rainbow-stippled field. A blanket had been spread out next to several baskets of food and wine. “Is that a…picnic?”

      “It is.” Big grin.“You set this whole thing up?”

      “Well, I had Tenji set it up.”

      “What if I had refused to fly with you?”

      He shrugged. “Then we would have dined back at the palace.”

      She threw her arms around him. “No one has ever done anything like this for me.” That Tristan would go through all this trouble warmed her heart and had it soaring higher than clouds.

      He kissed the top of her head. “You’re welcome. I hope you’re still hungry. I did not know you would gorge yourself on sweets before,” he teased.

      She waved that away. “I’m determined to eat everything here just to show you how much I appreciate it.”

      “Then I predict I will be carrying you back home rather than flying.”

      She laughed. “What did you have them pack?”

      “I told them to surprise us.” Together they rummaged through the baskets, pulling out wrapped sandwiches, desserts, and even a few warm dishes that resembled pasta. Tristan poured them both a flute of wine. It hit her tongue with a blast of flavor. Then they sampled a bit of everything before lying back on the blanket to watch the sun set and the stars emerge. The evening had been nothing short of magical.

      How was she ever going to give this up? How could she return to Earth knowing she had left the wonders of this place, this man, behind? Was Tristan only being so romantic with her because he knew their expiration date was fast approaching?

      The thought threatened her joy, so she pushed it away. But Tristan must have seen something on her face. “Everything okay?”

      She forced a smile. “I’ve just never been so happy.”

      “Me either,” he admitted, surprising her. “You make me happy, June.”

      Her heart felt as though it would burst from her chest.

      “What do you think about…” he trailed of and then tried again. “What do you think of my planet so far?” he asked.

      “I love it,” she breathed, their eyes locked.

      “Enough to stay?”

      She sat up. “Stay?”

      He seemed to grow unsure then. “Just a little longer. I mean, you don’t have to rush home, do you?”

      “I um, no, I guess not.” For a moment, she thought he’d been asking her to remain here with him permanently. What would she have said if he had?

      At her words, he blessed her with that sexy smile that she loved and she leaned over to reward him with a kiss, sweeping her lips across his. He slanted his head, deepening the kiss and pulling her closer into the curve of his body.

      “I want you,” she breathed. Forever, she added to herself.

      “I am yours,” he replied, delighting her, but she knew it was only a half-truth. He was hers for now. For how long, she didn’t know. But tonight, she would let the lie burrow its way inside her and live for a bit. She would let herself believe it. She would make him believe it, too.

      As they kissed, she reached between them and worked the buckle of his pants open. He went for the zipper of her dress, drawing it down her back while she tried to shove his pants down over his waist. Both garments removed, he shrugged out of his shirt, and then paused to gaze at her body, clad in only her frilly underwear.

      “Beautiful,” he growled, his eyes flashing green, reminding her of both the man and the dragon.

      Then his tongue was on her breast, sucking and nipping as he kneaded the other. She moaned, arching her back to give him better access. She reveled in the sensation, letting him play for the moment, but she had something more wicked in mind.

      Before his ministrations turned her to putty, she placed her hand on his chest and directed him to lie back. He did, his gaze darting between her face and her breasts as if he was reluctant to let them go. Then she moved to straddle him, leaning down to give his lips a teasing sweep of her tongue before she muttered in his ear, “I’m about to rock your world.”

      As she swept down his body, he went up on his elbows. She knew her expression was somewhat sinister. “Are you about to be wicked with me?” he rasped.

      On her way, she flicked his nipple with her tongue. His body jolted and a little groan left him. When she glanced up, his expression was nothing short of carnal, eager, and filled with barely contained lust.

      Slowly, to prolong the sweet torture, she kissed her way down his stomach, stopping just above his bellybutton to nip his exposed flesh. His muscles constricted and she felt the tip of his erection jerk against her the hollow of her throat. Her nipples budded at the thought of tasting him, the feel of him in her mouth as she drove him to orgasm.

      Taking the base of him in her grasp, she felt his entire body go stiff. Watching his reaction, she rubbed her cheek along the soft mushroom tip. Intense shudders raked his body, his expression filled with adoring fever and intensity.

      When she ran her tongue up the length of him, she was sure he would explode right then. “June, love, I canna take this torture!”

      The sound of his agony made her feel powerful but, feeling benevolent, she closed her lips around his shaft and sucked, hard. He hit the back of her throat.

      His guttural cry was a combination of relief, pleasure, and passion. Slowly, she sucked him like the sweetest treat, loving the smooth feel of him against her tongue, the tremors she forced through his body, the sounds he couldn’t keep from bellowing. Every now and again, his hips rocked as if he was imagining fucking her as she sucked him off. She imagined it too and heat invaded her core.

      “Unh,” he groaned when she twirled her tongue around his tip. “I can’t last like this. You’ll make me… Ahh!”

      She drew him hard into her mouth, holding him at the back of her throat as her hand traveled south to tease her own flesh. He cried out, and his hips began to thrust, driving his dick in and out of her mouth harder and faster while her fingers played with her sensitive clit, building pressure at the base of her spine. Just a little more, she thought. So close.

      Desperate moans escaped her as she tripped toward orgasm, and she drove him to the back of her throat once more. His entire body shook violently before he went completely rigid, his dick pulsing. As she was about to blast off, so was he. With him filling her mouth, she used her tongue on him in the same rhythm of her fingers until she found the exact right friction.

      She moaned around his cock, pleasure spearing her brain. He’d grown even larger, hard as steel, his hips thrusting now as his own body demanded release.

      Right when she thought he would burst in her mouth, he gripped the hair at her nape and pulled her away. His cock slipped from her mouth with a resounding pop.

      His eyes were wild with lust when he flipping her to her back and loomed over her, possessiveness in his expression as he pumped his cock with his fist. Then, with a guttural bellow, his release burst forth, lashing across her breasts in long hot streams. Amazingly, the action sharpened the orgasm still rolling through her and she cried out as the last few pumps covered her, branded her.

      Lying there, completely dazed and blissed out, Tristan retrieved a napkin and cleaned her off before flopping down next to her with exhaustion. She used the last of her own energy cuddle up beside him. They stayed there a long while, holding each other and basking in the moment.

      She may have dozed off because the distant rumble of thunder jolted her. A storm was rolling in.
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      As dark angry clouds encroached, June and Tristan rushed to dress. “I’m sorry, June. I didn’t realize a storm was coming. If we don’t leave soon, it won’t be safe to fly and we would need to hike back. We are a long way from the castle.”

      Hike? In my stilettos? She wouldn’t make it a mile.

      “Bring the blanket,” he said. “It will be colder for you up there now. Don’t worry about the rest. My people will return to clean it up later.”

      After Tristan shifted, she climbed up on his back and tightly folded the blanket around herself. This takeoff was different than before. He had to get a running start and it was much more bumpy as his wings worked hard to pump his big body into the sky. She gripped his fur tight as they gained altitude. Adrenaline prevented her from enjoying their return trip. This time around, she didn’t notice the view. She didn’t admire the brilliant starry sky, too busy watching the tempest at their back like a predator on their heels.

      It was clear they were in a race against time and that they were losing. A crack of lightning to her right informed her that the storm was traveling much too swiftly. Another crack of lightning just ahead forced Tristan to alter course so abruptly that she lost her hold on him and slipped sideways down his body. Grasping for purchase, she caught hold of his thick mane and heaved herself upright.

      As she secured herself back atop him, Tristan landed in a small clearing between a patch of thick trees. She thought she felt a drop of rain on her shoulder as she slid off him so he could transform.

      Once he did, he gripped her by the shoulders. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m okay,” she assured him.

      “I’m sorry. That was reckless of me. I thought we had more time, but the storm is upon us,” he said, glancing skyward. “We will have to wait it out.”

      She felt another drop on the crown of her head. Then fat drops began to slap the leaves around them.

      “Come,” he ordered. “I know of a cavern this way.”

      She followed him into the forest, pushing past thick foliage and scratchy twigs. The trees blocked much of the rain at first, but when the leaves became drenched, it was like a million mini waterfalls sloshing down upon them. She used the blanket to shield herself as best she could, but soon that would be drenched too. Lucky the cavern Tristan spoke up wasn’t too far, and soon enough they were crawling into its dry embrace and curled against the stony wall.

      June used her blanket to cover them both. Luckily only one side was damp. After a moment of catching their breaths, she laughed out loud, the sound echoing. “This is quite an adventure.”

      He pulled her into the warmth of his body. “I have blundered our romantic evening.”

      “Not at all. This will be a funny story we can tell our kids.” She nearly choked on the foot in her mouth. She eyed Tristan, waiting to see that freaked-out look guys got when they thought a woman was getting ahead of herself, but she couldn’t read his expression.

      She was about to blurt that she was just kidding when he muttered, “There will need to be some creative editing.”

      Her laugh was a bit delayed. “Oh, definitely. But seriously, I’ve always wanted to curl up with my man in a dark cave.”

      He snorted. “In that case, I totally planned this.”

      She humored him with another laugh and then gave him a kiss that quickly turned sultry. She felt that familiar heat return to her body, the one that said she couldn’t breathe until he was inside her, when a scraping sound echoed from the back of the cave.

      “What was that?” At the sound of her voice, more sinister sounds erupted, and she realized someone—or something—was in here with them.

      Tristan shot to his feet and placed himself between her and the darkness. His body shimmered as if on the verge of transforming, but there was no way the cavern could accommodate his dragon’s size. He’d be crushed!

      “Calm down, Tristan,” she urged. “It’s probably nothing. A harmless animal or something.”

      “Nay,” he argued, his accent suddenly thick. “’Tis something else. Show yourself, beast, or I will drag you out by your throat.”

      June squinted into the darkness. At length, a shadow began to move, drawing closer, closer. Her heart pounded. Then something stepped into the light….

      A…child?

      He looked to be between seven and eight years old.

      “Boy?” boomed Tristan, his body relaxing a touch. “What are you doing out here?”

      Smudged with dirt and raked with shivers, the poor thing recoiled at Tristan’s intimidating voice and looked as if he was about to rabbit. He reminded June of so many of the youths she’d counseled back on Earth. To Tristan, she whispered, “Is it normal for young boys to inhabit caves on your planet?”

      “No,” he murmured back.

      “Could this be that missing boy?”

      “Might be.”

      Staying seated, she made her voice soft and friendly. “Hi. I’m June. What’s your name?”

      The boy didn’t reply, he just eyed June as if deciding what to make of her. She kept her smile easy and her body relaxed. “We got caught in the storm and took shelter in your cave. Is it okay that were here?”

      At length the boy nodded.

      “Thank you. Do you have a name?”

      “Thaddeus,” he replied, glancing warily at Tristan, who naturally appeared more threatening in this moment. She got the impression that one wrong move on their part and Thaddeus would disappear farther down the cave.

      June repeated the boy’s name softly. “I like your name. It’s a strong name. Tristan, why don’t you check and see if the storm is slowing down?”

      “It’s not,” he replied, not even looking.

      Way to read the room. “Then come sit down by me, okay?”

      He glanced down at her and she gave him a look. Trust me. After a moment, Tristan obeyed her directive and reclaimed his spot against the cavern wall.

      “Thaddeus, would you like to use my blanket? I was cold before, but I’m fine now.” She held it out to him, waiting to see if he’d take it. After contemplating her for several seconds, he timidly approached and accepted the offering, wrapping it around himself and returning to the darkness. That was an important first step, one of many. He’d offered a little trust. Now she just had to build on that.

      Once again, Tristan gazed down at her with confusion. He seemed out of his element, unsure what he was meant to do. She tried to behave as though everything was normal.

      Keeping her voice low, she told him, “He looks a little freaked, don’t you think?”

      “Aye. If I can get near enough, I think I can grab him.”

      She blinked up at him and then shook her head. “I might have a better way. Just sit here and stay calm—and don’t grab anybody. Heightened emotion will only work against you. Do you know how deep this cave goes?”

      “No.”

      After a minute, June called out, “Thaddeus, are you still there?”

      There was no reply, but Tristan leaned over and whispered, “I hear him, just over there.”

      “Thaddeus, did you know Tristan here is the king? Have you ever met a king before?”

      Still no reply. “And guess what? I’m an alien from another planet. I’m from a place called Earth. I got trapped on this ship, you see, all by myself and was barreling into space with no idea how to work the controls. I was out of food and water and I was so hungry. I thought I was going to die, but King Tristan came to my rescue and saved me.” She threaded her fingers through his. “He’s a really good king. He let me come visit his castle and everything. Have you ever been to the castle, Thaddeus?”

      Excitement flared when a small “no” filtered from the dark.

      “Would you like to see it?”

      “…yeah.”

      “We can take you there today if you like.”

      Still sounding a little unsure, Thaddeus muttered, “O-okay.”

      “What if we flew on Tristan’s back? Wouldn’t that be fun?” For some reason Tristan tensed beside her.

      Thaddeus actually giggled. “You can’t ride on a dragon. It’s not allowed.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know that.” She looked up at Tristan, who merely shrugged in response. “Well, I did, but don’t tell anyone. Okay? I don’t want to get in trouble.”

      Thaddeus went silent again, and since she couldn’t see him, she was finding it difficult to read him.

      “Brrr.” She dramatically rubbed her arms with her hands. Tristan put his arm around her. She smiled at that, but then got back into character. “It’s getting cold again,” she announced. “Do you think you could share that blanket with me? I think it’s big enough for both of us.”

      There was a long silence and she worried she’d pushed too far too soon, but then Thaddeus shuffled forward and settled next to her, arranging the blanket over her legs with stubby fingers. When his skin touched hers, she was shocked by how ice cold he felt.

      “That’s better,” she said. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She gave Tristan a triumphant grin and found him gazing down at her with something like admiration. Then he leaned down to place a soft kiss on the top of her head and muttered, “You’re amazing.”

      She felt a little heat enter her cheeks at the compliment, but she wasn’t done. She sensed Thaddeus was still a little on edge. “Would you like me to tell you a story while we wait for the rain to stop?”

      “’Kay.”

      She decided on “Jack and the Beanstalk” since it had adventure, treasure, and a vanquished giant in the end. It had been one of her brother’s favorites. As she told the story of good ol’ Jack’s escapades, she could hear the rain slowing down until it was but a pitter-patter, but she didn’t think ending the story just as she was getting to the good stuff would go over well and she even got the sense that Tristan was getting into it.

      Right when Jack began to climb the beanstalk, Thaddeus interrupted, “Why doesn’t Jack just fly up to the top?”

      “He’s from my planet, and people from my planet aren’t able to shift into dragons.” That answer seemed to satisfy him, and she continued. When mimicking the giant, she made her voice baritone and dramatic. “Fee-fi-fo-fum. I smell the blood of an Englishman…” which made Thaddeus laugh.

      When she was finally done with the story, and she was sure she had gained the kid’s trust, she said, “It looks like the storm has passed. Would you like to go see the castle now? When we get there, you can have some sweets and maybe I could tell you another story.”

      “Okay.”

      Tristan stood and helped her up. “Do you mind riding on my back, Thaddeus?”

      “Are you sure? It’s not allowed.”

      “I’m allowing it this once. And because I’m a king, I can do that.”

      “Can we go up to the clouds and look for giants?”

      “If the lightning is far enough away.”

      Outside the cave, Tristan shifted and June helped Thaddeus climb up first, positioning him at her front with the blanket wrapped around his little body. “Hold on tight,” she told him.

      When Tristan took off this time, she could tell he was trying to be extra careful, and soon they were gliding through the humid air. They didn’t find any giants in the clouds, but June was sure Thaddeus wasn’t too disappointed. He seemed to be enjoying the ride as much as she was. But her levity died a bit when they approached the castle and she spotted a handful of small figures waiting for them on the balcony. If riding on a dragon wasn’t allowed, were they about to have a problem?

      Tristan landed several yards from the group, allowing June and Thaddeus to get off. June recognized several of the group—Edel, Prince Gideon, Orik, and Belinda. Their expressions were troubled, all of them eying her like she’d spat in their soup. Even Edel appeared dismayed by the spectacle of their arrival. Thaddeus hid his face behind her skirt.

      There was another woman with them that June had never seen before, and she looked stunning, like a Victoria’s Secret model, with long golden hair and a model’s figure. Her black gown hugged her like it was painted on. Instantly June’s self-esteem took a hit. Here she was, hair wind-whipped and disheveled and half drenched from the rain.

      The worst was yet to come.

      As soon as Tristan transformed, Miss Perfect Figure shot him a sultry grin, sauntered up to him, and planted a kiss on his lips. “Darling. I’ve missed you.”

      Da fuck?
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      Why is every man’s wet dream kissing my man?

      June stared, flabbergasted when Tristan didn’t immediately shove her away and admonish the invasion of his personal space. “Leanora,” Tristan greeted, passing June a cursory glance. Was that guilt in his eyes?

      Leanora? What a stupid, beautiful name.

      Leanora looked down the line of her nose at June. “Oh, is this the human I heard about? She’s so small.” The sickly sweetness in her voice bellied the insult.

      What—The—Fuck?

      “I’m June,” she grated, striving for civility when all she wanted was to tear out the bitch’s throat with her teeth.

      “So wonderful to meet you, Jen—”

      “June,” she corrected.

      “I see you’re enjoying your little visit to our planet.” She spared Thaddeus a glance down the line of her nose and then returned her cool gaze to June. “I’m Princess Leanora.” Of course she was a princess. Limply, she put her gloved hand out for June to, what, kiss? “I’m Tristan’s fiancé.”

      Agony shot through June blood like a toxin, the pain twisting her stomach into knots that constricted with each breath. It can’t be true!

      Her gaze snapped to Tristan, every cell in her body was desperate for him to deny it.

      Tristan’s expression was unreadable. “You forget, Leanora, I’ve no’ given you an answer yet.”

      That wasn’t a denial. That was a give me time to sow my royal oats answer. Was that what he was doing? Sowing his royal oats with the little human before moving on to live the rest of his charmed life with this ethereal fucking gazelle.

      June felt so foolish. So utterly and unequivocally foolish. The deception was so clear—now that it had judo-kicked her in the face. Of course it was ludicrous to think he might want more from her than her body. Of course it was ludicrous to believe he wasn’t spoken for by someone so far above her that even the bugs crushed under her shoe were held in higher regard. Of course it was ludicrous to believe he wasn’t like every other thoughtless man who cared nothing for the feelings of others so long as someone was fondling their beloved man-bits.

      Like an idiot with a schoolgirl crush, she’d trusted him with her feelings, her body, her heart. She should have known the veil of her fantasy was wafer-thin, like nicked glass. That the cracks were bleeding to the edges, just waiting to break and skewer her.

      Somewhere deep inside, she had known all this. She had deceived herself as well, because at some point, she had stupidly convinced herself he cared for her. Maybe even…

      But no. She could see now this was always going to be the outcome. If she had caught feelings, it was her own damn fault. How many times had she mocked her father’s mistresses for their stupidity? For their weakness? For their complete lack of integrity and decorum? Believing they loved a man who would never love them back, like a bunch of morons. Pathetic creatures, debasing themselves, thinking they could change him.

      Am I no better?

      She knew Tristan was just using her, that he’d eventually send her back home. She’d been okay with that. But she’d been under the impression he was single.

      Apparently not.

      Her gut twisted.

      The more she gazed at the royal couple, the more perfect they looked together. Like Harry and Megan. Both beautiful. Both powerful….

      And, unlike the earthly royal couple, they were both dragons.

      Leanora was a princess who could relate to Tristan in a way June never could. She didn’t belong in the same world.

      She realized her eyes were beginning to blur. She needed to get out of there before she made more of a fool of herself. If she broke down and cried in front of Tristan’s betrothed, she would never forgive herself.

      Orik gave her the perfect excuse to escape. “Tristan, we came to inform you of a witch I caught lurking near the village. She claims to seek asylum and that she has information about a possible uprising against our kingdom.” As he spoke, his eyes slipped to June in pity and she could take no more.

      Glancing down at Thaddeus, June fought for the most unaffected tone she could manage. “The king has business to attend to and we don’t want to be in the way, so let’s go get some of those treats I promised you, okay?”

      The prospect didn’t seem to excite Thaddeus as it had before. He seemed to sense the sudden tension.

      Taking his hand, June lightly pulled him along.
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      “June.” Tristan caught her by the arm as she passed him on the way to her apartment. At his touch, her body turned unexpectedly rigid. He didn’t like the shrouded expression that claimed her features. “Let me explain.”

      Gently, she pulled out of his grasp and gave him a formal curtsey. “It’s not necessary, Your Majesty.” Her cold reply was more terrifying than if she’d yelled in his face.

      “June, wait.”

      “I’ll race you, Thaddeus.”

      Together June and the child sprinted down the balcony and Tristan watched her vanish into her apartment. He realized his mistake. He should have told June about Leanora, but it had never crossed his mind. He thought of Leanora as a possibility, not a certainty, so it had never seemed important. And whenever he was with June, he thought of nothing else but her. It was as if nothing else mattered in the world. Now he realized she would lay more weight on his relationship with Leanora than was warranted.

      “Your Majesty,” Prince Gideon chided. “Are you more concerned with a human mongrel than your own kingdom?”

      Tristan’s hand shot out and snatched Prince Gideon by the neck. “If I were you, Gideon, I’d be more careful with the words I choose.”

      “Are you mad, boy? Get your hands off me!”

      Instead, Tristan reared his fist back, ready to strike when his mother scolded, “Tristan! Contain yourself.”

      He took in two large breaths and then dropped Gideon. The man stumbled back, furiously disgruntled. “This ghastly behavior is unacceptable. Especially if you intend to marry my daughter.”

      “Daddy, please,” Leanora said, stepping forward. “You’ve done quite enough. It’s clear the king cares for his human and it will not do to insult her. I’m ashamed of you.” Was Leanora subtly reminding her father of Tristan’s station?

      Gideon stammered for a moment and then straightened his spine. “Your right. Please forgive me, Highness.”

      “There now,” Leanora cooed sweetly, coming to stand between Tristan and her father. “Let’s move on. I believe you have a witch to interrogate. Would you like me to check on your friend and her offspring?”

      Tristan continued glaring at Gideon, but Leanora’s words grabbed his attention. Her offspring? He imagined June plump and swollen with a babe, with his babe, and a confounding sensation fluttered through his stomach. This will be a funny story we can tell our kids. The idea had done funny things behind his ribcage.

      “That isn’t her offspring. We found him taking shelter in a cave. His name is Thaddeus.”

      “The missing child,” Orik said, nodding. “I figured as much. The lad is much smaller than I had imagined.”

      Tristan turned away from Leanora and Gideon, facing Orik. “Send a messenger to inform his parents and escort them here to the palace to retrieve him.”

      “Of course,” Gideon replied. “So was the child taken by witches?”

      “We don’t know yet. He was very skittish. June gained his trust enough that we were able to bring him here.”

      Leanora appeared relieved. At first Tristan thought it was because the missing child had been found, but then she placed his hand between hers and said, “So that explains why you would lower yourself to carrying them on your back. I respect your humility and generosity, my king.”

      Appalled, he pulled his hand out from her grasp. Had she always been so cold? So haughty? Being with a woman like June, so open, kind and honest, without motive or schemes, made him recognize the condescension that plagued so many of his nobles, and the rapacious designs and chilling dispassion of Leanora and her father. It made him sick that he’d contemplated marrying Leanora just to project the image of power to his people. It was clear to him now that she had no compassion for those beneath her station and the match would no more benefit his kingdom than if he were to wed a doorknob.

      Moreover, spending time with June was so easy and relaxing. So remarkably enjoyable. He never knew what the human would say or do, but whatever it was, it was true and from the heart. She didn’t simper or flatter or fawn all over him. That was all Leanora did, and there was nothing endearing about it. In fact, June openly challenged him, and he loved her all the more for it.

      The thought froze him in place, his heart screeched to a halt. It took him a moment to remember how to breathe. Was it possible…? Could he truly be in love with June? He thought of her sweet smile as he’d held her in his arms. The teasing look she got when she was about to do wicked things to him. The way she planted soft little kisses on him when he pleased her. His heart squeezed from the truth of it.

      She is my mate.

      Leanora might be powerful and connected, but he was pretty sure she could never make him happy. Marrying her might have been the worst mistake of his life. And his people would have suffered an indifferent queen. They deserved better than that, than to be manipulated by a phony marriage of convenience.

      So do I.

      But now was not the time for a confrontation of this nature. “Mother, please see that June is all right. Orik, take me to this witch.”
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      June was shoveling something like an éclair into her mouth when Edel and Leanora entered from the balcony, followed by Edel’s guard Belinda. She suddenly felt cornered by people who didn’t want her here. Edel might be her only ally, but even that was iffy since June had basically been caught philandering with her son and had broken some sacred law by riding on his back. If it was so bad, why had Tristan led her to do it?

      Next to her, Thaddeus was gorging himself. June wondered when he last ate a good solid meal. Perhaps he should have something more substantial in his belly than sweets and cakes.

      Leanora curled her lip. “Manners, child.”

      Indignant on his behalf, June knelt down in front of Thaddeus and made a show of shoving another pasty in her mouth. He covered a laugh with his mouth.

      “June, dear,” Edel said. “Are you well?” She wasn’t sure if Edel was concerned for her emotional state or subtly inquiring if she was crazy for mocking the princess.

      “I’m perfect, thank you. Are you hungry? I’m going to order something for Thaddeus from the kitchen.”

      “No, thank you,” replied Edel. June didn’t bother asking Leanora.

      Using the intercom, June ordered an array of entrees for Thaddeus. Then she herded him away from the sweets so he didn’t ruin his dinner, though she might have been too late by the looks of his sugarcoated face.

      Dabbing a napkin in some water, she did what she could to clean off the child’s face and hands. Her own hands were grimy as well, and she wondered what the rest of her looked like. Finishing with Thaddeus, she excused herself to the bathroom where she caught sight of herself. Hot mess definition updated thusly: June Jacobs after a wild ride on a dragon, curling up in a damp cavern, and racing through a storm only to meet her lover’s fiancé.

      Her dress was still damp, there were smudges of dirt on her arms and face, and was that a twig in her hair? Just fucking perfect.

      She plucked it away and tossed it in a bin, then took a quick towel bath. The dress wasn’t too bad off. She brushed some debris from her backside until you couldn’t tell she’d spent an evening getting plowed before shivering on the floor of a cave. Her heels just needed a little attention as well before they were back to pristine.

      After one last assessing look at herself—it’s the best I can do—she returned to the living room to join Thaddeus on the couch. His eyes were growing heavy and he scooted closer to lean against her.

      Edel sat across from her, watchful. Leanora took a turn about the room as if hunting for something to judge. “I remember this apartment seeming grander when I stayed here.”

      The intention of her words hit home: I was here first.

      Leanora sighed. “I suppose everything loses its luster after a while. What’s shiny and new quickly dulls, don’t you think, Jen?”

      “It’s June.”

      “I believe I will redecorate once it’s vacant again.”

      June eyed her gorgeous rival, wondering what Tristan saw in her aside from her looks. Maybe that was enough, but she seemed snobby and arrogant. Perhaps that was because June had never known a life of privilege, whereas privilege was all Leanora knew. She got what she wanted, when she wanted it. It must be eating her up that June had seduced her man behind her back. June still wasn’t happy about it—in fact, every moment she battled the misery that threatened to crush her—but it was a small consolation that Tristan had been hers for a time when he had such a physically glorious creature at his fingertips.

      “Once we’re married, that is.”

      Dig that knife in. June cringed. To comfort herself, she ran her fingers through Thaddeus’s scruffy hair. He laid his little body down to rest his head in her lap and closed his eyes.

      “I do believe my son is still debating his options,” inserted Edel. The offhanded comment surprised both ladies.

      “Oh,” Leanora replied, feigning disinterest. “Has anyone else of importance propositioned him? He’d be hard-pressed to find a more suitable match than myself. I’m descended form a prestigious and powerful royal family, same as he.”

      “True. You come from a strong family.” Edel caught June’s gaze with an intensity she didn’t understand. “And Tristan will need a strong queen.”

      June wasn’t sure if Edel meant to telegraph her utter deficiency as a match for her son, that she was week and inadequate, or if she hinted at something else. Maybe to step up and bring this bitch down a peg. That probably wasn’t it, but June could give as good as she got.

      “So, Leanor, is it?” June said, spitefully forgetting the last syllable off her name.

      “Princess Leanora,” she corrected, only sounding mildly annoyed.

      “I have to admit, it was a surprise to meet you. The whole time we were together, Tristan didn’t mention a word about you. Not a peep.” She feigned a modest blush. “Of course, I did keep him pretty busy with other things.”

      Leanora was good at concealing her emotions, but a bit of anger cracked through her statuesque features. “I’m sure he just didn’t want to upset you. You don’t want to break a toy before you’re finished playing with it.”

      Holy fuck! The bitch knew how to cut.

      June mentally wrapped up the wound. She’d deal with the scar later. “I suppose you’re right. I’ll try to leave him intact when I’m done with him.”

      Edel coughed lightly, but June wondered if it was to cover a laugh.

      Leanora glided to the pastry carts, eyeing the offerings with distaste, then glanced back over at June. “It’s curious that Tristan hasn’t provided you with a better wardrobe. He utterly pampered me when I last visited.”

      “You don’t like my dress?” asked June, glancing down at the studded gown. The slit exposed her crossed legs and stilettos like a straight-up boss. June knew she had great legs, and now her rival did too.

      “Oh, no, it’s perfect for you. Simple. Basic.”

      She did not just call me basic. “Though it’s a bit wet from the storm Tristan and I got caught in while we were enjoying a romantic picnic that he’d planned for us”—Have fun with that image—“I thought this dress was divine when Lady Edel picked it out for me. Nothing basic about it.” She faced Edel. “It’s from your personal collection, isn’t that right, Your Highness?”

      Edel’s expression was unreadable but for the slightest curl of her lips. “It is.”

      Leanora blanched and quickly backtracked. “Oh, well, I’m sure it looks amazing on you, Your Majesty.”

      “I would never wear this gown now that I’m an old woman,” said Edel. “It’s a gown meant for youth. I always thought I’d have a daughter to pass my treasures to, but fate gave me boys instead. It warms my heart to see it worn again.”

      A lump thickened in June’s throat and she wasn’t sure how to respond.

      Leanora didn’t have that problem. She crossed to sit by Edel’s side and patted her hand. “Soon enough, you may have a daughter to dote on. One who would appreciate your maternal affection.”

      Edel patted her hand in return. “Wouldn’t that be nice?” But she smiled at June as she said it.

      A knock sounded on the door. “Come in!” June called automatically. Disdain covered Leanora’s features and June remembered it wasn’t classy to just holler at the door, but Thaddeus was still cuddled in her lap and she didn’t want to move him unless she had to.

      Same as earlier, a stream of servants filed in, each with a trolley of food. Without a word, they began setting it up buffet-style.

      “Well,” said Leanora. “Isn’t this extravagant. All this is for you, Jen? You have quite an appetite.”

      “Actually, most if it is for Thaddeus here. I wasn’t sure what he would like. Also, the name is June. I feel like you know that, but you just don’t want to say it. Or are you really that obtuse?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “You’re excused.”

      “Why you insolent little—”

      Someone cleared their throat. All but one server had gone. “Will there be anything else, my ladies?”

      Edel replied, “My favorite wine will do, Leopold, thank you. And some of those little tarts I like. You know the ones.”

      “Of course. Coming right up.” Then he was gone.

      Thaddeus sniffed the now fragrant air. His little tummy growled and he sat up and glanced around.

      “Are you hungry for dinner?” June asked, and then walked with him to check out the spread. She hadn’t been specific in her order, but they’d provided a good variety. There were dishes that resembled meat, fruit, vegetables, and pasta. Thaddeus went for the pasta, but June encouraged him to take some vegetables as well. “They will make you big and strong like King Tristan.”

      Excitement lit in his eyes and she didn’t have to cajole him further. After Thaddeus was seated, June fixed a plate for herself, though she wasn’t the least bit hungry. It was more to make Thaddeus feel at ease.

      Edel joined her. “I wasn’t hungry before, but now I am. This does smell good.”

      Like a weird little family, they sat at the dining table. Leanora remained on the couch. Edel’s tarts and wine were brought and a glass was poured for each of them but Thaddeus. June took a sip and nearly died from pleasure. “This is excellent,” she commended.

      “Nothing but the best,” Edel replied. “You must try a tart. No other treat will ever suffice.”

      Well, she was already ruined for other men, might as well risk her love of goodies as well. She took a small bite and groaned as the decadence of it melted in her mouth. “This is too good not to be evil.”

      Edel laughed. The rest of the food was divine. It was a tragedy when June became too full to sample more of what she’d ordered. Thaddeus seemed to have an endless stomach, eating his third dish with as much enthusiasm as his first.

      Watching him scoop morsels into his mouth reminded her of her brother at that age, innocent and eager for life…until their father had beat the light from his eyes. Though he took his rage out on all of them in turn, Jordan seemed to get the brunt of it. Every day June had discovered fresh bruises on his arms legs and back. Every day she would demand her mother do something about it, but she was but a shell of a woman, long broken even before she’d been blessed with children. Terror was her blanket. Misery was her world.

      Then the day came when June changed everything. Blood pooling and splattered on the wall. The scream that seemed never ending. The scream she still heard in her nightmares.

      Something caught June’s eye as Thaddeus reached across the table to sneak a tart. A familiar dark splotch under his sleeve, stark against the rest of his skin. Intuition sparked and June’s heart lurched into her throat.

      Making her voice gentle, June said, “Let me clean off your fingers again. Hold still.” Gleefully chewing the tart, he held out his hands for her. Lightly and without making it obvious what she was looking for, June pushed his sleeve farther up his arm.

      And there it was. A mark, probably a week old, faintly in the shape of a hand.
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      Tristan closed the cell door, where the witch, Xanthia, would remain until he decided what do to with her. She had accused her coven of conspiring to infiltrate his kingdom and do harm to his people. He wasn’t sure if he could believe her. Could any witch be trusted? He wasn’t sure.

      But for now, he was more eager to return to June and set things right with her. He hurried up the steps and found Orik standing in his path, his expression worried.

      “What is it?” asked Tristan.

      “These rumors about you, you know…your father…”

      Tristan groaned. “What of them?”

      “I overheard some soldiers discussing it. The tone of the conversation was not good. I thought this would all die down, but it feels like someone may be perpetuating the things.”

      Disappointment sank into Tristan’s bones. Was someone actively trying to undermine his honor? “Gather your most trusted soldiers and do what you can to discover the culprit.”

      Orik nodded obediently. “Already on it. I will let you know what I find. On another note, do we need to worry about that witch’s claim?”

      “We must consider that she is telling the truth. At the same time, we canna be too gullible. Have you known a witch to betray their coven? I want more information. In the meantime, let’s be vigilant against any supposed threat.” Tristan was itching to leave, but Orik wasn’t finished.

      “So…you’re getting pretty attached to the human.” It wasn’t an accusation or even a question. Just a simple statement. Tristan couldn’t tell what his friend was thinking. Could he see how hopelessly lost he was for her? How inescapably enchanted? If he knew the extent of Tristan’s captivation, would he lose respect for his king and friend?

      “I think I’m in love with her.” As soon as he said it aloud, doubt crept in like an inching vine.

      A long silence cut between them. Tristan waited for the rebuke. For Orik to talk some sense into him.

      “Will you claim her as your mate?”

      Tristan glanced up, taken aback by Orik’s casual tone. “You don’t sound surprised.”

      Orik smiled. “You don’t think I watched you with her on our return trip? I’ve never seen anything like it, but your bodies move together like a dance. Like you’re unconsciously working to stay in the other’s orbit.”

      “You don’t think I’m being foolish?”

      Orik shrugged. “I’ve never been in love, but someone once told me we are all fools in love, and from my own observations, that truth is universally absolute.”

      “But she is no’ a dragon. She is no’ strong.”

      “No’ strong? Can you be sure of that so soon? Just because she is no’ a dragon, does that make her weak? A Faieara is no’ a dragon, and yet you once contemplated make one of them your mate.”

      “The Faieara have magic and live as long as we. Humans are so fragile. So short lived.”

      “It’s true. Your time would be finite. But ask yourself, would you be happier with only a few years with her, or none at all?”

      When Tristan imagined being without June, acid churned in his gut. “The kingdom may not accept her.”

      “You may be challenged. Sure.” Orik nodded. “You’ll have to consider if you are strong enough for the both of you.”

      As of yet no one had bested him in open challenge, and he didn’t expect anyone would in the near future. Tristan’s strength nearly matched that of his beloved father. Could he risk the denigration of his people for one woman?

      Orik interrupted his thoughts. “I apologize about bringing Gideon and Leanora up there with me. They’d been very insistent.”

      “It’s no’ your fault. You didn’t know.”

      “Right.” Smirking, Orik baited, “Had I known you’d be flying in with your human atop you…”

      Tristan felt his cheeks grow warm. “All right, enough of that.”

      “Tell me, did you enjoy letting her ride you?”

      “Orik,” Tristan warned.

      “No really, how was it being between her legs?”

      Tristan hooked Orik in a headlock. “I’ll no’ hesitate to whip your ass like when we were young.”

      “I’m no’ some scrawny waif anymore.” Orik’s fist crashed into his side with a thunderous force. A spark of pain rode up his spine, and Orik was able to weasel his way out of Tristan’s stunned grasp.

      “Yeah, thanks to me,” Tristan pointed out. “I’m pretty sure I taught you that move.”

      “Ha! You wish you were this good.”

      They tussled for a few more minutes before calling it a draw and parting with brotherly pats on the back. Something Orik said sat with him all the way up to June’s room. Would he be happy with only a few years with June when he knew that would never be enough? Could he bear to watch June grow old and slowly perish while he remained young? Would it be kinder to the both of them to end it now?

      These questions plagued him as he entered her room and found the unexpected sight of Leanora perched on her couch. What in the world?

      A sudden terror washed through him. Had Leanora done something to June?

      But then he spotted her with Thaddeus and his mother, eating dinner at the table. June looked rattled, distress creasing her expression. What had she endured with Leanora here? He might have more groveling to do than anticipated.

      “I can explain, June. Please.”

      With an affronted tone, Leanora snapped, “You should be worried about explaining to me.”

      Tristan spared her a glance. “Leanora, why are you here?”

      “Excuse me? Why wouldn’t I be?” Leanora shot to her feet. “You seem to be more concerned with this off-worlder than you are of your own fiancé.”

      Exasperated and impatient, Tristan reminded her, “You’re not my fiancé.”

      June focused on Thaddeus. “It’s okay. You’re okay. No one is going to hurt you. I promise.” Why was June comforting Thaddeus like that? Tristan noted that Thaddeus was now staring at the table, his arms folded into his armpits.

      “Don’t be an idiot, Tristan,” Leanora continued. “You would be stupid not to accept me at a time like this. Your kingdom is falling apart.”

      “That’s a ridiculous exaggeration.”

      Thaddeus pulled his knees into his chest and covered his ears with his hands. What was going on?

      “They think you committed patricide,” Leanora pointed out. “They are losing faith in you. Joining our families is the only way to restore that faith.”

      “Enough!” June snapped. “If you’re going to argue, I would appreciate it if you both get out.”

      Injured, he faced June, but she was still fussing over Thaddeus, who was shuddering. “What’s going on?” he asked.

      June glanced up at him, her expression fierce. That look alone could spark his lust if he didn’t sense the underlying tension. She pushed away from the table and made her way toward him, grabbing him by the wrist and tugging him toward the nearest bedroom. “We need to talk.”

      “Aye,” Tristan agreed, allowing her to tug him along, yet a little confused.

      “Edel, will you please watch Thaddeus?” June asked, though it didn’t appear as if she intended to wait for the answer.

      “Yes. Of course, dear,” his mother called after them. She too sounded befuddled.

      As if hoping to cut them off, Leanora nearly tripped over herself on her way around the couch, but she wasn’t quick enough.

      “Leanora. You should leave.” June declared.

      Tristan really shouldn’t have been amused by Leanora’s outraged expression as June closed the door in her face.

      “June,” Tristan started, wanting to get right to the point. “I know you must be angry with me—”

      She wheeled around on him. “That doesn’t matter now.”

      “It doesn’t?”

      “Well, no, yeah, it does matter, and yes, I’m pissed and I can’t believe you—” She cut herself off and took a breath. “But it doesn’t matter now. It’s done. And it’s not what I need to talk to you about. I think someone hurt Thaddeus.”

      Tristan shook his head, struggling to reconcile himself with the drastic shift in topic. “What?”

      “I saw a bruise on his arm in the shape of a handprint.”

      Tristan’s gut wrenched. “Are you certain? He was likely out in the forests on his own for a long while. Might it have been a fall that has caused this bruise?” He recalled coming home with a new bruise every day when he was a lad.

      She shook her head. “It’s very distinctive.” She grabbed the spot above his wrist and demonstrated. “It’s made when someone grabs you and holds tight right here. So tight you think your arm will break.” The conviction in her eyes made him wonder if she had first-hand experience. “When it’s fresh, the whole area might be bruised, but after time, you will see three or four distinct marks across here where the fingers have dug in.”

      Tristan wanted to scoop her up in his arms and promise no one would ever harm her like that again, but he didn’t think that would go over well just yet.

      “Do you know anything about his parents?”

      “No. Just that the father suggested he might have run away from home.”

      She nodded, her eyes going distant. “Me and my brother used to run away when we could tell our father was nearing a rampage.”

      He hated that she grew up with such fear. If this so-called father of hers were still living, he’d fly to Earth and change that fact directly.

      “We would stay gone for hours and hours,” she continued. “It’s possible Thaddeus did the same but got lost and couldn’t find his way back.”

      “Even if this is true, it is a big accusation to make.”

      June crumbled a little. “I know. And I don’t want to jump to conclusions, but there are some red flags here that I can’t ignore. Such as his reaction to you and Leanora arguing. It frightened him. I just had to bring this to your attention because if anyone can do something about it, you can.”

      Her expression settled into a businesslike mask. She turned as if to leave, but he caught her by the elbow. “Are we no’ to talk about us?”

      He couldn’t stand it when sorrow clouded her eyes. “There is no us. We both knew this was temporary. You had fun. I had fun. Clearly your fiancée still wants you. So no harm no foul, I guess.” Again she made for the exit, and again he stopped her.

      “I must have said it ten times this evening, but I will say it again.” With his finger hooked under her chin, he tilted her head so that she would look at him. The unshed tears in her eyes gutted him. “She is no’ my fiancée.”

      “Officially, maybe not. But unofficially? From what I understand about politics, she is. Why didn’t you just tell me?”

      “I should have. I know that. But when I’m with you, nothing else matters.”

      She shook her head. “That’s such a line.”

      “It’s true, though. You have bewitched me, June of Earth. I don’t want her. I want you.”

      Her eyes went wide for a moment, but then she looked away as if pained by his words. “Please don’t,” she muttered.

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t toy with me, Tristan. Please.” The agony in her voice tore at his chest. “I couldn’t stand it if you didn’t mean it.”

      “But I do mean it.”

      “You can’t. You couldn’t possibly.”

      “What must I do to prove it?”

      She laughed without humor. “Short of marrying me? There’s nothing you can do to prove it.”

      Before he knew what he was doing, Tristan dropped to his knee and took her hand in his.

      June’s eyes flared wide. “What are you…”

      “June of Earth, would you do me the honor of—”

      “Whoa!” She snatched her hand back and retreated. “Just…whoa there, buddy.”

      “Do your people have a different custom for—”

      “No, custom’s spot on, but…are you mad?”

      “I don’t believe so, but then, my sanity has been questioned a lot tonight.” He smiled up at her. He could tell she was softening toward him, if only a little.

      “This isn’t a joke, Tristan.”

      He shimmied on his knees toward her, knowing he looked ridiculous. “Am I laughing?” When he reached out for her, she squeaked and dodged him. He circled around and continued his knee-walk. “What? I’m just trying to propose like you asked me to.”

      “Tristan, this isn’t funny.” However, she was laughing now. His heart soared at the sound. When she tried to dodge him again, his arm snaked out and he caught her around the waist. In the same motion, he lumbered to his feet and heaved her over his shoulder. She squealed in protest until he deposited her on the bed and crawled over her luscious body. “Woman, would you hold still so I can propose to you properly?”

      She gazed up at him, her breaths shallowing. Amusement was gone, replaced by delicious heat, even as she whispered, “I can’t.”

      “And why ever no’?”

      She didn’t speak. Just gazed at him with those bedroom-hooded eyes.

      Undeterred, Tristan dipped his head as if to kiss her lips, but held back an inch to see what she would do. With her breath fanning along his face, she rose up to meet him. Her soft mouth molded over his.

      Breaking the kiss, he pulled back. “Why will you no’ say yes?”

      She let out a sorrowful sighed, but didn’t reply.

      “If you will no’ tell me, I will just have to torment your body until you do.” Going to his knees, he shrugged out of his shirt and began ripping it into strips until he had two long swatches.

      “What are you doing?”

      When he tied the end of one cloth to her wrist and the other to the bedpost, her face lit with shocked realization.
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      “What the hell are you doing?” June flailed under Tristan’s weight, but he was too fast, grasping her other wrist and securing it to the bedpost, same as the first.

      "We’re going to play a game, you and I.”

      “You let me go this instant!” Why did that come out so breathy? Her body was growing aroused, her nipples budding as if in anticipation for his wicked game.

      He rolled to place his body at her side and propped his head on his bent arm, his expression intense as he drank in the sight of her. Their struggle had caused her dress to ride up and the slit was parted wide, exposing her legs, and she was sure he was getting a peek of her lacy underwear. “I will let you go when you accept my proposal. Until then, you are mine to do with as I please.” He reached up and yanked down her bodice, exposing her breasts to the cool air.

      Her nipples grew even tighter under his gaze. “You son of a bitch.”

      He tsked. “That’s no’ very ladylike.”

      She gritted her teeth. “I’m not a lady.” She struggled against her binds, but the action caused her tits to jiggle provocatively, and his gaze was drawn to her chest. To her embarrassment, her nipples budded under his rapt attention.

      “Gorgeous,” he muttered as if he couldn’t help himself. Then he leaned down to draw one taut peak into his mouth, flicking the tip with his tongue.

      Against her will, she let out a carnal moan. “Why are you doing this?

      He moved to tongue her other breast, grazing the nipple with his teeth.

      “Ahh! What do you hope to accomplish? Do you really think tormenting me like this will change my mind? Do really plan to try to force me to marry you?”

      Drawing back, he idly ran his hand up her exposed thigh. She shivered at the thrilling sensation. He had her tied up and at his mercy. How far did he plan to take this? Why was she so turned on?

      “You know, I never imagined I’d have to force anyone to marry me. I never imagined I would want to. But then, the only woman I have ever loved refuses me.”

      June gasped at his words. Love? He couldn’t possibly mean that. “Typical. You want what you can’t have.”

      “I want you.”

      “You lied to me.”

      He grimaced. “I dinna mean to.”

      “My father had mistresses. I’ll never live like that.”

      “It is only you for me. No one else.” His tone was earnest, and she could almost believe him. Already she was softening, wanting to forgive him, but…

      She bit her lip, but then shook her head, averting her gaze. “I just…I just can’t, Tristan.”

      Once more his lips assaulted her sensitive nipple, ruthlessly drawing another moan from her before he released her. “There is more, I can tell. This is no’ just about Leanora. Is it because you are from Earth and I am no’? Because we are too different?”

      “That’s not it.”

      “You said you loved this planet. I thought you could be persuaded to stay. So it must be me you object to. Tell me why you will no’ accept me. I just want to know why.”

      She offered him a doleful look. “It would never work.”

      “Give me one good reason.” His hand on her leg inched higher and she squeezed her thighs together, embarrassed by how wet she was growing. At the same time, she could feel the rigid line of his cock against her hip. It pulsed, as if begging for relief. How far was he willing to take this? They were not alone. Could the others tell what was going on in here?

      “Tristan,” she pleaded. “They’ll hear.”

      “Nay. This room is soundproof. You’d have to be listening right up against the door to hear anything. And anyone who does that right now deserves to hear every scream I wring from you.” When he met the apex of her thighs, he gave her a roguish grin. “Well, your body wants me, even if you claim no’ to.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want you…unh…” She squirmed when his talented fingers began to tease, rubbing her through the gauzy fabric of her panties.

      “You shocked me, you know, during our picnic. When you took me in your mouth and, how did you put it? Rocked my world. But you didn’t just rock my world, you fucking shattered it.”

      “W-What?”

      “Had we not been interrupted by the storm, I would have spent the next few hours here.” He stroked her core, drawing another whimper from her. “Loving you with my tongue, my body, until you were as shattered as me, as hopelessly in love.”

      She gazed at him. Flabbergasted.

      “Am I fooling myself, June? Is your heart untouchable?” As he spoke, two thick fingers played at her entrance. When he moved aside the fabric at her core and delved inside, she found it difficult to focus. What was he asking? Was her heart untouchable? She couldn’t admit that it was already his.

      “I’m not the princess type,” she declared, working to tame her body’s betraying wriggles.

      “Bollocks,” he countered, slowly teasing her with his fingers as his thumb circled the swollen bud of her clitoris. “I’m no’ the king type, yet a king I find myself to be. What else have you got?”

      Pressure coiled low in her belly. Her head began to thrash. “I wouldn’t know the first thing about being a royal.”

      “Irrelevant.” He leaned down to tongue her breast. Pleasure rolled over her body, forcing another moan from her. “I can teach you.”

      Of their own accord, her hips rocked in rhythm to his touch, and together they found a pace that drove waves and waves of pleasure up her spine. “Ahh, God, Tristan! I’m coming!”

      Mercilessly, he continued stroking her and sucking her, drawing out her orgasm. When her body went limp, he screwed a third finger into her, and the pressure began to build once more.

      “Do you know what I thought when I first saw you on that ship?” he asked, watching her face as she fought to reject the pleasure. “I thought you were bewitching me by how intensely I was attracted you. I thought you were a creature conjured from my wickedest dreams and made flesh.”

      “Oh, God! Oh, God.” The cresting pleasure became a flame, sizzling through her core and making her body quake.

      Leaning down, he ran his tongue across her lips and then spoke against them. “You were the most beautiful thing I’d ever beheld.”

      “Tristan, ah!” she cried out, his words and his actions forcing another orgasm from her. As the pleasure hummed through her, she opened her eyes to gaze up at him. He looked excited and enamored, and nowhere near done.

      “Are you ready to accept me, love?”

      “This is ridiculous. You can’t make me want to marry you.”

      All confidence, he replied. “You already want to, but for some reason you think you can’t or shouldn’t. Why?” Going to his knees, he shimmied off her panties and positioned himself between her legs. She shuddered, the pleasure slowly dulling but still riding her nerves.

      She shook her head. “I’m not a dragon.”

      “I don’t care about that. What else have you got?” With a wicked gleam in his eyes, he lowered himself until he hovered just above her core. He glanced up with a fierce expression, his eyes flashing green, like emerald fire.

      Her muscles clenched with anticipation. “Tristan, we just wouldn’t work.”

      “This doesn’t work for you?” He buried his face between her thighs, lashing her with his tongue again and again. Once more, she tripped toward orgasm…pressure building…furrowing inside her, tightening…tightening…

      Tormenting ecstasy tore through her, crashing against her nerves. Another lash of his tongue forced a scream from her lungs. Her head thrashed, her hair whipping. Too much, she thought. Too much! And yet she didn’t want him to stop. The devilish gleam in his eye said he didn’t plan on it. He was enjoying this far too much, which made her wonder what other dark desires he’d been holding back. And why, even after her three orgasms, was her body not even remotely sated.

      Tristan was relentless, liking and sucking and snarling against her flesh, driving her to another release that sent her flying once more. Her body quaked and shuddered as pleasure exploded in her brain, and still he continued.

      “Please! No more. No more.” Every touch of his tongue against her clitoris was like a white-hot whip of ecstasy, and soon she was coming for him again, shrieking as pleasure assaulted every nerve in her being.

      Sweat coating her skin, she begged, “Please. I can’t take anymore.”

      He briefly lifted his head. “Tell my why you will no’ marry me.” Then he continued his barrage. She twisted her hips to evade him, but his mighty arms hooked around her thighs and he held her still as he devoured her. The fire turned molten as yet another release snapped through her, this one more potent and dire than all the others combined. Her back bowed, her toes curled, she fought her restraints. And as she fell apart for him, he demanded, “Tell me!”

      “Because I’m not worthy!”

      He released her then and went to his knees. She melted into the mattress, lightheaded and dazed, gazing up at him. What would he think of her admission?

      A hard crease cut between his brows. “Not worthy? How utterly ridiculous.”

      Hurt, she glanced away. He crawled over her and waited until she looked at him. When she did, his voice was pure temptation. “Why do you think this?”

      She sighed. Might as well tell him the truth. “I don’t come from a good family,” she confessed.

      “Aye, your father was a snake, but this is no’ your fault.”

      Lowering her gaze, she added. “It’s not just him. I’ve done things. Things that would make you think differently of me.”

      “Your family, who you were in the past, it means nothing now.” He leaned down to place a soft kiss on her forehead.

      His tenderness brought tears to her eyes. “You don’t know what I’ve done.”

      He reached up and undid the knots at her wrists. “Would you like to tell me?”

      “Not particularly.”

      He froze only briefly on the second knot before loosening it and setting her free. She rubbed her wrists, though the fabric of his ruined shirt had been remarkably gentle on her skin, and then pulled up her bodice to cover herself.

      “Then how can I ever assure you that whatever it is that ails you from your past will have no effect on how I feel about you.” He rolled to the side and wrapped his arm around her. She found his warmth exceedingly comfortable. Was she truly about open her closet and reveal her skeletons? To tell him the truth about something she had vowed never to speak of?

      The butterflies in her stomach said yes.

      “I was sixteen,” she started. “Jordan was thirteen. My father had just gotten paid, and so of course as soon as he got home, he poured himself a whiskey and went straight to the computer. Online gambling sites. Two hours later, he was half a bottle in and his paycheck was gone. I don’t really know what set my father off that night. Maybe Jordan laughed at the wrong time, or walked to close to him, but the next thing I knew, my mother was screaming, and my father was ramming his fist into Jordan over and over again.”

      She realized her body had begun to shudder when Tristan squeezed her side. She took a breath and continued, “Jordan’s face was so bloody, and he wouldn’t stop hitting him. My mother and I screamed, begged for him to stop, but I knew he wouldn’t. I could see it in his face. He was going to kill Jordan and my mother couldn’t do anything to stop him. The moment I realized that, the image of my father’s gun flashed in my mind. I knew where it was because he would take it out every now and again, just to hold it or have it near, sometimes while he watched television, sometimes when we were eating dinner, so I knew it was in the closet, top shelf. I don’t even remember how I got up there so fast, but suddenly it was in my hand and I had it pointed at my father’s head and I think my mom shrieked at me, but I couldn’t hear. Not her. Not the squishy thuds of my father’s punches. I didn’t even hear the gun go off. But finally…finally, he stopped….”

      She inhaled a breath. Blinked. A set of tears tumbled from her eyes. “Finally, he stopped.”

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that,” Tristan muttered.

      “I realize now that my mother went into shock. She fell to her knees and just stared at my father’s body. She wouldn’t move. Didn’t check on Jordan. I had to call for the ambulance. I remember shaking her for what felt like forever before she looked at me with these hollow eyes. I remember despising her in that moment. I hated her for her inaction. For not doing something about my father before a sixteen-year-old girl had to take matters into her own hands; kicked him out or taken us kids away somewhere safe.

      “Looking back, I realize there was nowhere for her to go. She relied on my father financially. Our grandfather was a prick, too. I’m pretty sure she suffered from abuse all her life. People like that have a hard time breaking away from the cycle of abuse because they don’t see it the same way an outsider might. Live with something long enough and it becomes a normal way of life. I don’t hate her for that. I just feel sorry she couldn’t imagine a better life for herself.”

      Tristan wiped a stray tear from her cheek. “I’m sorry for what you had to do, but…”

      She cringed under the weight of that but.

      “I’m proud you had the strength and courage to do it.”

      She blinked up at him. Of everything he could have said, she hadn’t expected that. “You haven’t heard the rest.”

      His brows arched.

      “When the police came, my mother took the blame. She went to jail, Jordan went to the hospital, and I was placed in temporary foster care. My guardians let me visit her, though, and I promised her I’d come up with the money for a good attorney. She didn’t know, but I was actually going to confess once I knew Jordan would be all right. But the case never came to trial. A week before Jordan got out of the hospital, she committed suicide.”

      “Fuck. June, I’m so sorr—”

      She placed her fingers over his mouth. “I’m not done.” Her voice quavered. Have to get through this. “Jordan got better physically, but mentally…I don’t know…he was different. I don’t think his brain was the same afterward. We bounced around foster care for a year, but Jordan was developing behavioral problems that none of our guardians could deal will. Finally, at seventeen, I went through the emancipation processes, meaning I could live as an adult and be a guardian for my brother so we could stay together. I did my best to take care of him, be a mom for him. I did all right for a while. I worked two jobs to keep a roof over our heads, but he started doing drugs and dropped out of school…”

      She took a breath as fat tears spilled down her cheeks. “I was so busy, I didn’t see how bad it was. I didn’t know until they found his body in an alley. He had overdosed on heroin.” She couldn’t stop a sob from clawing through her throat. Tristan wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into his embrace. “I killed my whole family!” she wailed.

      “No,” he cooed. “No. You were a child, forced to grow up faster than you should have. Your mother made her own choices, and for that matter, so did your brother. You can’t hold yourself responsible for their choices.”

      “I was supposed to take care of him.”

      “You can’t blame yourself. You did the best you could, even if you couldn’t save him in the end…” Tristan scrubbed his hand down his face. “Just like I couldn’t save my father in the end.”

      Wiping her tears away, she sat up and faced him. “I knew you were blaming yourself for that.”

      He nodded. “Undoubtedly. We have both been hard on ourselves over circumstances that were out of our control. Did you believe I would think differently of you when you told me this?”

      She shrugged and lowered her gaze.

      “I only admire you more now.”

      Her eyes flashed open.

      “You went through something traumatic and tragic, but instead of letting it crush you, you used your experiences to help others going through similar situations. You’re not only brave, strong, and dedicated, you’re resilient. I could not want you more.”

      June wiped away one last tear. “Really?”

      “I have a question, though.”

      June waited, curious.

      “You said you were sorry your mother couldn’t imagine a better life for herself, but can you?”

      June pursed her lips and fidgeted with the fine fabric of her dress.

      “If you don’t return my feelings, I will accept your rejection, but nothing short of that will deter me from doing everything in my power to make you mine. So tell me now. Do you love me or not?”

      Her heart stuttered, then sped up with the sensation of a thousand hummingbirds flapping at once. The rush of buoyancy floundered as the weight of uncertainty pressed down on her. “I’m not sure I even know what love is,” she admitted.

      He sat up and brushed his lips against hers. “Then I will show you.”
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      June was undone by the tenderness with which Tristan gathered her in his arms and carrying her to the bathroom, where he set her on her feet. Next he unzipped her bodice and helped her to step out of the garment. Then he discarded his own clothes before tapping a few buttons in the shower stall. Warm water drizzled from the ceiling. He guided her under it before joining her.

      When they were both drenched, he squirted a dollop of shampoo into his hand, then leaned down to plant a soft kiss on her lips before stepping behind her and lathering her hair. The sensation of his fingers on her scalp was divine. She eased her eyes closed until he was done rinsing the shampoo. Then he surprised her by swiping her hair aside and planted a succession of soft kisses on her neck.

      He was showing her he loved her, and it was breaking her heart. Could she ever truly allow herself to love him in return? Could she ever trust him with her heart? Sure, he wanted her now, but what would happen when her novelty wore off? Would he cast her aside for the lovely Leanora? Or some other great beauty with the power to transform into a dragon. Someone who could take flight with him and share the thrill of racing through the clouds on a sunset evening.

      If his love was true, what would happen when she grew old while he remained young? The span of her life would only be a blip in his world. Would he still love her when she was gray and weary? Would it kill him when he lost her?

      Fearing the answer, she whirled around and pulled him down for a fierce kiss. A kiss that would drown her thoughts and doubt from her mind. Unaware of the turmoil inside her, Tristan responded, once more growing aroused. With their bodies pressed tight, she could feel him stiffening against her lower belly. Her body responded with slick heat.

      He gripped her backside with both hands and gave a squeeze. The pressure sent a zing of pleasure up her spine. Not breaking the kiss, he maneuvered her against the wall, then slid one hand down her thigh, gripped the back of her knee, and hooked her leg around his waist, wedging his cock against her entrance. As his tongue flicked out to meet hers, he plunged inside her with one hard thrust that had her crying out.

      “Mmm!” she whimpered against his mouth.

      He groaned, “I canna get enough of you,” his thrusts quickened as his body moved in a primal way that had them both breathing heavier, flying higher, the friction sparking molten pleasure and drowning her thoughts in heat. “Unh! I will never get enough!”

      He gripped her ass once more, lifted her up on her toes, and slammed her down on him, drawing desperate groans from them both. As his vigorous thrusts grew urgent, she wrapped her hand around his neck and held on as he led them both toward a violent release. Harder and faster, his muscles toiled. She urged him on with her cries, her nails in his skin, the rolling of her hips in tune with his.

      Trapped in the fog of lust, she buried her face in the crook of his neck and lightly bit down. Like a wild thing, he threw his head back and bellowed as his cock seemed to grow hard as steel, driving into her over and over until….

      “Ahh!” she screamed as yet another orgasm ripped through her.

      Just when she felt his hot seed pour into her, he snatched her close for a hot, possessive kiss. Against her lips, he snarled, “Mine.”

      “Oh God!” Her orgasm seemed to last forever. Searing her. Shattering her….

      When the erotic fog slowly began to lift and they caught their breaths, he cupped his hand around her neck and put their foreheads together. His breath fanned across her face. The moment was so pure, so intimate, that she thought if there was anyone in the world she could love, it was Tristan Okora, a dragon shifting king from another world.

      After they finished washing up, Tristan guided her to a corner of the bathroom that housed a kind of stall. With the flick of a button, a strange, almost electrical current surrounded them and suddenly they were dry.

      “Amazing! Is this magic?”

      He shook his head. “Quantum ionic dryer.”

      “That’s a trillion-dollar idea right there.” June plucked her gown off the bathroom floor and returned to the bedroom, still high from her many mind-altering orgasms. “It’s too bad I don’t have something else to wear. This poor thing has seen some miles.”

      “What about your other gowns?” he asked, following her into the room as he zipped up his pants.

      She snorted. “Did you forget who you’re talking to? I’ve been borrowing your mother’s hand-me-downs. And seriously, I never imagined a hand-me-down could be worth more than my car.”

      “Have you no’ been fitted for new clothes? It should have been done hours ago.”

      “Well, yes, but I doubt they’d had time to—”

      He crossed to open a door, revealing a huge walk-in closet with rows and rows of gowns organized by color. In the very center of the room was a four-sided dresser filled with undergarments, lingerie, blouses, and pants. Anything she could want. The closet must have been set up while they were out on their picnic.

      “I didn’t know they would do all this!” she exclaimed. “I told them I didn’t need much. I swear!”

      Tristan poked his head in and glanced around. “Heh. I have no doubt this is my mother’s doing. She’ll be your constant stylist.”

      Stunned, June picked out a simple blue gown with a sweetheart neckline while Tristan finished dressing. When he saw her in it, he snatched her close and took her lips with his. “Stunning,” he muttered.

      She gave him a look when she felt him grow stiff once again.

      He offered a crooked smile. “Like I said, I am always hungry for you.”

      It didn’t occur to her until they entered the living room how it would look; both of them freshly showered, her in a new gown. She blushed, even as she met the laser-hard gaze of Leanora, sitting stiffly on the couch, arms crossed tightly over her chest. Indignation marred her pretty features.

      Why is she still here?

      Belinda, too, appeared disdainful from her station near the balcony door.

      “June, dearling,” said Edel, who had migrated to the opposite couch from Leanora with a slumbering Thaddeus. “I simply knew that color would look marvelous with your skin tone.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      Tristan came to stand beside her. She blinked down at the shocking warmth of his fingers threading between hers. “Lady Leanora, I’m surprised you’re still here, but I guess it’s good you are because I have an announcement you should hear. I’ve asked June to marry me.”

      All of their jaws dropped, even June’s. She hadn’t expected him to just blurt it out like that.

      “I only await her response.” He smiled down at her.

      Belinda looked a little green.

      Leanora shot out of her seat. “Are you mental?” In turn, she settled an incredulous gaze on each of them before coming back to Tristan. “She’s a commoner.”

      “There is no law in my kingdom that states a commoner must no’ marry royalty.”

      “She’s a foreigner.”

      “Again, there is no law—”

      “Edel, you must have objections.”

      “If I do, dear, they will be discussed between my son and I privately.”

      June tensed and she thought Tristan might have too. Edel continued, “Lady Leanora, I believe it would be best if you returned to your bedchamber now.”

      Leanora’s angry expression fell and was replaced by one of such hurt that June actually felt a spark of unwanted pity for her. She wondered if Leanora had ever been rejected before.

      As quickly as it had disappeared, the anger was back, and she huffed out of the room without another word.

      Belinda looked as though she wanted to follow her, but she didn’t. Instead, she challenged, “Is this wise, sire?”

      “Only if June accepts my proposal,” he countered.

      “I don’t know what’s more shocking,” Edel inserted. “That you proposed or that she is keeping you in suspense.”

      They all looked at June expectantly, and she suddenly felt like her tongue had been tied in knots. “I…I…”

      “Now, now,” said Edel, regally rising from the sofa. “Don’t let me rush your decision. I just find it ironically satisfying is all. Take your time. It’s good to make them wait.” She winked, shocking the hell out of June. Then she shot Tristan a censuring look. “And, I might add, it’s always a good idea to try for a little discretion and decorum when dealing with the feelings of others.”

      Tristan scrubbed a hand down the back of his neck. “To be fair, June did ask Leanora to leave. If anything that occurred after that upset her, it’s her own fault.”

      “The poor dear is probably crying her eyes out.”

      “I doubt that,” he said with a chuckle, but then he grew serious. “I will speak with her and Gideon tomorrow and give my apologies.”

      With that, Edel inclined her head and headed for the door. Belinda followed, giving June a bit of stink-eye as she passed.

      When they were alone, Tristan gazed down at her warily. “How are you? Should I not have announced it like that?”

      “You could have given me a little warning first.”

      Again, he scrubbed the back of his neck. “Sorry. I guess I was a little too excited.”

      She couldn’t help but smile at that. “Well, lucky for you, that is a very good thing.”

      “Does that mean you have an answer for me?” he prodded.

      She went on her toes to lay a soft kiss on his lips. “Like your mother said, it’s good to make you wait.”

      He gave a cocky grin as though he had no doubt of her answer. Then his eyes turned molten as he gazed down at her. “As long as you stay with me, I’ll wait forever.”

      Ka-plow. There went her heart.

      He might as well have just snatched it right out of her chest and claimed it as his own.
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      Over the next several weeks, June became acquainted with royal life. Since Tristan insisted on moving her into his chambers, discretion and decorum were next to impossible and rumor quickly spread of the king’s foreign mistress. At first, she only knew this because Orik and a few other castle employees reported to Tristan whatever might be of concern to the crown. Then one day Tristan had taken her on a carriage tour of the kingdom. They’d passed quaint cottages, bustling markets, and impressive estates that resembled the stylish English country mansions back on Earth. The kind inhabited by dukes and earls. It was all very lovely, but whenever they came to a crowded area, people paused to gawk at her and whisper to each other.

      June wasn’t used to standing out in a crowd, and the attention was uncomfortable. But it wasn’t insufferable. It was like wearing a pair of pants that were a size too small. She could deal with it for a time, as long as the promise of peeling them off at the end of the day was there. Especially if Tristan was the one doing the peeling.

      He spent every evening with her, showing her how much he loved her. Making her putty in his hands and nearly pulling an answer out if her—the answer he wanted.

      Would she marry him? Should she?

      So much of her wanted to. So much of her wanted to believe in this fairytale life that was being offered to her, but she was apprehensive about something and she couldn’t put her finger on it. Tristan had asked her if she could imagine a better life for herself. Maybe she couldn’t. Maybe some part of her simply felt she didn’t deserve it.

      But hadn’t her mother deserved better?

      Didn’t Thaddeus and his mother?

      The scoundrel who’d harmed them had been sentenced to death. At first, even June thought that was extreme, but then a more thorough examination of Thaddeus and his mother, the evidence of scars and blunt force trauma up and down their bodies, made her want to end his life with her bare hands. Anyone who could do that to their loved ones did not belong with the living.

      Anyone who could do that to their loved ones was a monster in disguise.

      Would Thaddeus and his mother’s scars heal better than hers? Would they learn to trust again? To trust in love? To trust in family?

      Perhaps.

      Only time would tell. And they had a lot to spare. More than June did. They would have a very, very long life to heal.

      Already June’s life was a third of the way over….

      She tried not to think about that, to block out the concern, but it was always there, in the back of her mind, planted there like a weed, roots so deep there was no hope of digging them out. Bottom line was her lifespan was laughable compared to Tristan’s. If people gawked and whispered about her now, what would they think of the old lady next to their still young and virile king?

      Whenever her stomach twisted at the thought, she’d have to make some excuse to Tristan, because he always noticed her discomfort, as if he was growing more in tune with her each day. He’d even taken to picking out her thoughts as if she’d spoken aloud. For example, when they’d toured the kingdom and come upon a particularly beautiful patch of grassland, she’d been remembering their picnic when he had leaned over to murmur in her ear that they would have to return to their meadow soon. That had sent a shiver along her skin and shifted her thoughts to other things than her pesky mortality.

      Nights with Tristan were sinfully sublime. She almost wanted to pinch herself just to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. It could very well be that this was just a very vivid, very elaborate dream, and once she woke up, she’d forget it all before her morning coffee. Whenever she thought this, Tristan would do something so mundane, so ordinary, inadvertently reminding her just how real he was. Like right now. He was snoring.

      She watched him sleep, his mouth slightly parted, his hand resting on his bare chest, rising and falling with each breath. He was beautiful. How could something so simple as watching him slumber give her so much pleasure?

      She rested her head on his chest to listen to the soft thudding melody of his heart. Thud, thud, thud. Such a glorious sound.

      Thud, thud, thud. That was…louder…

      Thud, thud, THUD!

      Actually…that sounded like footsteps…growing closer…

      A lot of footsteps.

      A sense of foreboding sank into her stomach. “Tristan?”

      He stirred and snatched her naked body against him. “Eager for another go?” he asked drowsily.

      “Tristan, wake up.” The urgency in her voice made his eyes flash open…right as the door did. June scrambled to cover herself with the sheet while Tristan catapulted out of bed.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he bellowed.

      Several soldiers rushed forward. Two restrained him by the arms while three levered swords at his throat. Another set entered behind them and started for June. She scrambled backwards off the bed, dragging the sheet with her and putting the mattress between her and the intruders.

      Belinda’s voice halted them. “Don’t bother, boys. She is no threat.” She crossed the threshold, brandishing a broadsword. She spared June a dismissive glance before focusing on Tristan.

      Tristan snarled, “If you wish to challenge me, Belinda, there is a more honorable way to go about it.”

      “You know nothing of honor. You killed your father to take the throne and then you make our kingdom weak by choosing this human as your mate. You disgust me.”

      June would feel the pain of those words later, but for now, she tried to remain innocuous as she inched back slowly, one tiny step at a time. One might think she was backing away in fear, and, in part, she was, but she was also closing the distance between her and the intercom that was fixed on the wall.

      “Whoever told you I did anything to cause my father’s death is making a fool of you all,” Tristan spat. “I would have given my life to save him. You were not there, Belinda. You did not experience the chaos of that war, but many of your comrades were.”

      Tristan eyed them all in turn. “Lyrian, Rangard, Eon, you were all there, fighting by my side. You saw what we were up against. I would have given my life to save my father if I could. I swear that on my life. Stand down now and I will no’ execute you for treason.”

      Doubt crossed a few of their faces. Still, June continued her contrived retreat. Just a few more feet.

      “Treason! Ha! You cannot betray the betrayer,” Belinda argued. “We have witnesses who can attest to your treasury firsthand.”

      “Impossible. Who are these so-called witnesses and what do they have to gain by spreading such lies?”

      “They prefer to remain anonymous.”

      “Cowards,” Tristan hissed.

      “I do this for our kingdom.” Apparently Belinda was done talking. She raised her sword.

      June cried out and leapt for the intercom. “Help! We’re under attack!”

      Belinda shifted her aim and launched her sword at June. June felt the wind of the blade as it sliced past her cheek and imbedded half into the wall, splitting the intercom down the middle. Sparks spurted from the device.

      Then came a whirlwind of commotion.

      Tristan roared, the sound so menacing, a chill ran up June’s spine. He was half into his transformation before she realized it, and then suddenly his big dragon body was taking up too much space. Jaws snapping, his wings stabbed into the walls on either side of him. June managed to duck just in time to avoid decapitation. Bits of plaster crumbled around her as dust invaded her lungs. His back punched through the ceiling, bringing down more debris. His hind leg spread out over the bed, cracking the frame and pushing the entire bed across the room toward June. She didn’t have enough time to move out of the way, but luckily it stopped just a few feet from hitting her.

      In reaction to Tristan’s change, Belinda shifted, as did the guard to her right, and suddenly there were three snarling dragons in a space that barely held one. The other guards fled into the hall as the three beasts started snapping and striking at each other.

      June was trapped in her corner on the opposite side of the room from the door. If she saw an opening, she might dare to sprint for the exit, but she’d be at the mercy of the guards that remained to witness the outcome. For now, she huddled, trying to become as small a target as possible as the attack turned into a frenzy of snatching teeth and slashing claws.

      Tristan went for Belinda’s throat while the other dragon bit into Tristan’s shoulder. The sound of crunching bones made June nauseous. Then she nearly lost track of who was who as the creatures slithered around the darkened room and thrashed, aggressively writhing for supremacy in a space that could not accommodate them, smashing anything in their wake. Picture frames snapped, glass shattering to the floor. End tables were pummeled into splinters. More of the walls crumbled with each violent body slam. The ceiling was little more than scraps on the floor getting pounded to dust.

      In the mayhem, June caught sight of blood dripping from all three sets of mouths. Across the room, a massive lizard-like tail busted through the balcony doors. Moonlight flooded in, glinting off the sword that was still lodged in the wall above her.

      June secured the sheet around her naked body and then grabbed the sword’s hilt, ripping it free. This drew the attention of both the guard at the door and one of the dragons battling Tristan.

      The guard drew his sword and dashed toward her, face twisted in hate. She lifted her sword with no real knowledge of how to hold it, how to wield it, and she knew that the guard’s murderous expression would be the last thing she ever saw.

      At the last second, a fat, scaly tail whipped out and clotheslined the guard, slamming him back against the doorjamb so hard that June heard a sickening crunch and the guard slumped to the ground. Unfortunately, the move distracted Tristan and one of the attacking dragons managed to sink its razor-sharp fangs into his neck. He let out a mighty roar that tore at June’s heart.

      “Stop it!” she screamed, drawing the attention of the other dragon. Its pupils narrowed into thin slits and its lips peeled back to show slavering, bloodstained, sharp-as-knives teeth. If a dragon could sneer, that was it. Something in that look told her this was Belinda.

      “Hey, Belinda.” Her voice shook worse than the tip of her blade. “We don’t have to do this.”

      Tristan twisted and thrashed, trying to dislodge himself from the dragon-guard’s hold. Belinda slinked closer to June, eyeing her like she was walking, talking lunchmeat.

      “I bet we’d be friends if you really got to know me.”

      Still Belinda stalked her with ruthless intent. June’s palms grew sweaty and beds of perspiration dripped down her spine. This was it. She was a dead woman.

      Like a snake with prey in its sights, Belinda’s head reared back and she opened her monstrous jaw. Gazing into the glossy red throat of a giant predator sent paralyzing terror through her veins. Her hair stood on end as if the fingers of death stroked her neck.

      Then Belinda struck.

      Closing her eyes, June spat a curse and flung the blade out in front of her. Her back hit the wall, knocking her senseless and blasting the air from her lungs. She slumped to the floor, knees in her chest. As she sucked in much-needed oxygen, all she could smell was something hot and foul wafting around her. She gagged and heaved as she struggled to fill her lungs and regain her senses. Her dizzy brain registered a sharp, throbbing pain in her shoulder.

      When the world stopped barrel-rolling and her vision cleared, she blinked at the sight before her. She was wedged against the wall and…Belinda’s massive mouth, which hung wide open and was nearly wrapped around her. Rows of glistening fangs as long as her forearm and as sharp as blades bore down on her, slick and dripping with saliva. All Belinda had to do was chomp down and June would be dinner. But there was no movement. It was surreal, like a moment captured in time…

      Because her sword was buried deep in the roof of Belinda’s throat.

      The pain in June’s shoulder intensified, and she realized just how close to death she’d come. One of Belinda’s fangs had stabbed right through her shoulder. Blood bloomed from the wound, dripping down and staining the sheet still loosely wrapped around her.

      Belinda exhaled one long, final breath. Then her massive body collapsed under its own weight.

      Shaking, stomach roiling, June was forced to sink down and forward, farther into Belinda’s mouth to slide her shoulder free of the fang. The pain of it made her cry out and her brain began to spin. More blood gushed. From the cacophonous sounds, war still waged outside her putrid cocoon.

      As she attempted to crawl free of Belinda’s jaws, she slipped on something slick.

      Blood. A lot of it. It was pooling under her.

      New pain registered. Her right leg had been sliced open from her knee to her hip. There was a knot on the back of her head from when the force of Belinda’s attack had slammed her into the wall. Her entire body ached, and her vision danced and dimmed and sparkled with the threat of unconsciousness.

      Then came a sickly crunch and an agonized roar that trailed off into a gurgle. June’s heart thundered in her chest. Had Tristan been defeated?

      She worked harder to squirmed out from under Belinda’s jowls just in time to find Tristan had gained the upper hand with his attacker. The creature’s head hung lifeless, its neck clamped in Tristan’s jaw. His eyes were wild. He snarled and smoke puffed from his snout. Magnificent creature.

      June attempted a triumphant smile, but dizziness swept through her and her vision faded to black.
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      Seething with a ferocity that spread like a contagion, Tristan snapped the dragon’s neck and felt the satisfying pop of bones rending apart. His foe fell limp. Yet Tristan was in no way mollified. Unmitigated rage swamped his brain. They had attacked him. They had attacked his woman! He needed their blood. He needed to hurt them. He needed vengeance. He would not be satisfied until he tore them all limb from limb, shred their guts with his claws and burn their bodies to cinders. Burned them until they were dust and ash and soot. Erase them from existence.

      He felt the preternatural fire in his gut churn to life and warm his belly. He would start with these two.

      Movement caught his reptilian gaze and he snarled, ready to extinguish his next adversary.

      Draped across the broken bed, a bloodied figure gazed up at him with beautiful lagoon-colored eyes. Eyes that had looked at him a thousand different ways: with humor, with irritation, with fear, with hope, with pleasure…with love.

      My June.

      In the next instant, her body slumped, lifeless.

      On a terrified roar, Tristan spit out the dead dragon and then transformed from his dragon form. He rushed to loom over her. “June! June!”

      Blood was everywhere, thick and sticky. It poured from a wound on her shoulder. Her leg, too, was lacerated…deeply lacerated. Unfathomable terror twisted in his chest and he nearly doubled over. There was even blood on the back of her skull. How long before she bled out? Was she even alive?

      He cupped her cheek. Thank the gods! She was breathing, but barely. “Stay with me, June. Stay! With! Me!” He barely recognized his own desperate tone.

      Orik rushed in then, sword in hand, flanked by a handful of soldiers. Tristan recalled June had used the intercom to call for help. Orik assessed the carnage with disbelief. “What the fuck happened here?”

      Tristan lifted June in his arms. He needed to get her out of here, away from this slaughter, away from all this blood and gore. The best he could come up with was to take her back to the apartment next to his. At least it was a clean and there was functional bed for him to lay her on. As he went, he told Orik. “We were attacked by Belinda and seven others. Six of them are still at large.” After relaying their identities, he ordered. “Find them and execute them. Bring me their heads.” He pointed to four soldiers and ordered them to stand guard in case the traitors return to finished what they’d stated. Then he instructed another to call for a physician.

      He didn’t even know if one resided in the city. Dragons healed swiftly on their own, usually without the help of medical aid. Last time June had been hurt, they’d been on Evlon. A Faieara healer had taken care of her. He wasn’t used to the idea of someone not being able to heal on their own, let alone someone he loved. He realized he hadn’t thought about June’s needs as he should have. He should have employed a castle healer as soon as they’d returned. He should have employed several healers.

      If she did not survive, he would never forgive himself if his lack of foresight.

      As his troop carried out their orders, Tristan gently laid her on the bed. Then he tore the sheet into strips to tie her wounds.

      “June? Can you hear me? Open your eyes, love.” He tied one around her upper leg, slowing the blood flow. The other, he wrapped around her shoulder as best he could. He then scrunched the third into a ball and used it to apply pressure to her shoulder wound. Her skin and lips had gone pale. “June, baby? Please. I love you. Don’t leave me.”

      Her eyes fluttered.

      “June? That’s it. Look at me.”

      Her lids cracked open, revealing bleary eyes. “Tris?” She sounded so weak. So tired.

      “I’m here, love. I’m here. You’re going to be okay. Stay awake for me, alright?”

      She lifted her hand to cup his cheek. “I l-love you.”

      He felt wetness tumbling down his cheek. “Don’t. Don’t you dare say that now. Don’t you dare say it like you’re saying goodbye!”

      Her eyes closed once more. “I’m s-sorry.”

      He roared, “No! You canna leave me. You will no’! I forbid it!”

      Her body went limp and he bellowed in agony. He would lose her because of his own stupidity. Because he had failed to see what was coming. He had failed to see the danger. Yet again he had failed to save someone he loved. Even if they found a physician, they wouldn’t get here in time. It would be too late. Generally only witches required the use of healers and doctors. Even then, much of the time they relied on magic…

      Magic!

      “Guard!” he hollered. All four guards rushed into the room, alert and ready to defend against danger. “There’s a witch in the dungeon. Bring her here. Now!”

      Minutes later, two guards escorted the young witch into the room and set her on her knees before Tristan. Her long hair lacked pigment, making it nearly white, though her smooth skin made her look young. However, her eyes, shockingly gray, like clouds before a storm, held a hint of age. There was something otherworldly about the girl, like all witches. Something that set his instincts on edge. Even the guards seemed uneasy to be near her.

      Her eyes nervously flicked around the room until they came to land on him and June. She gasped, taking in the sight. “I don’t know if I can help her,” she said, instantly understanding. “It will take strong magic. I don’t have my supplies. All I owned was confiscated.”

      “Your belongings will be returned to you.” Tristan nodded to one of the guards, who left to carry out the order.

      “Still, I have not the ingredients for a powerful healing spell.”

      “Your people kill dragons for power, yes? Use bits of us in your spells and brews?”

      She swallowed, her impossibly pale skin taking on a green edge. “Some do. I have not, my lord—”

      “There are two dead dragons in the other room. Can you use them to heal her?”

      Her jaw dropped. “I-I could try. I will need to—”

      “I don’t need an explanation. Take what you need from them before they return to their two-legged forms.” It would happen any moment now, if it hadn’t already.

      She nodded and then turned to leave, escorted by two loyal guards.

      “And, witch.” She glanced back at him. “If you doona save my mate, I will kill you.”
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      Fuzzy voices filtered through June’s ears. She thought she heard Tristan, murmuring for her to stay awake. She was trying, but it was as if her energy had been zapped. Nothing felt right. Her body was heavy and cold. She couldn’t open her lids but for the smallest gap, and when she did, everything was a blur.

      “Can you open your eyes, love? Can you look at me?”

      Stabbing pain radiated over her body on the heels of a fever. One minute she was hot, the next freezing. It was like fire and ice seeped through pores. With much effort, she pried her eyelids open. It was like lifting barbells with her lashes.

      Tristan loomed over her. He looked crazed with worry. Blood was smeared on his face in the shape of a hand. From me?

      When she tasted a metallic tinge in the back of her throat, she realized she was dying. Devastation coated her mind. How silly it seemed now to have worried over her short time with Tristan—when the countdown could have been measured with an egg timer. If she had known, she would have told him how she felt. She would have let herself love him with all her heart.

      Tristan wiped away a tear from her cheek. “You’re going to be okay. You’re going to be fine. Do you hear me?” He sounded like he was trying to convince himself. “I have a witch here who is going to help you. She’ll heal you.”

      He was going to let a witch perform magic on her? Her head lolled. Her eyes closed once more.

      “Stay with me,” Tristan pleaded. He cupped her cheek. “You’re going to marry me and be my wife and I’m going to make you so happy. Or we don’t have to get married. Just stay with me.” She managed to pry her eyes open for him, but he was fading now, his beautiful face growing fuzzy.

      “I Love you,” she muttered before the world went dim. The pressure bearing down on her let up. Everything grew feather-light. Pain dissipated. She no longer felt exhaustion. She no longer felt anything…but for a terrible longing.

      Loud noises slammed into her, a desperate bellow that tugged at her soul, a beast suffering such dreadful anguish it broke her heart.

      Please…please come back…please… Someone was chanting to her. Beckoning her. She realized that sound came from her dragon. Her soulmate. That was the sound of his own heart breaking. He was pleading with her, over and over, his face buried in her neck. Had she died?

      When she sucked in a breath, he gasped and drew back. His eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot. “Witch! You’re running out of time. Remember what I said. Your life depends on hers.”

      The pain in June’s chest increased tenfold. She gagged and gasped and wheezed. A bit of warm liquid ran from the side of her mouth.

      Despair twisted Tristan’s beautiful face. He looked…destroyed.

      She hated to see that look on his face. She wanted to reach up and pull him into her embrace, but her limbs were too heavy, and she hadn’t the energy. “You’re…strong,” she choked out. “You will…be okay.” He could go on without her. He could be happy again.

      He shook his head, his eyes glistening. “NO! Never will I be okay. Never! Not without you. Don’t do this. Don’t leave me. You fight, dammit.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Witch! Make haste!”

      Movement in the corner of her eye. A glowing white orb. An otherworldly luminescence. It grew nearer and she realized a woman with snow-white hair held the light in her hands, an astounding, almost liquid ball of glowing brilliance, beautiful and pure, that ebbed and flowed as though it were a living thing.

      “What is that?” Tristan demanded.

      The woman’s voice was soft, yet confident. “A dragon’s soul.”

      Horror swept over Tristan’s features. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but no words came out.

      “The goddess has smiled down on us all,” the woman said. “One of the dragons had life in it still, else I don’t know what I’d have done. I must fuse this soul with hers to give her the strength of your people.”

      Dumbfounded, Tristan gazed down at June with concern. Her vision blurred at the edges. She fought to keep him in her sights. She wanted him to be the last thing she saw before the end.

      He seemed to glean her thoughts. Worry cut lines into his face. His hands shook as he pressed down harder on June’s wound. “Have you ever done this before?” he asked the witch.

      “No. I have only heard tell. I know that it will not be easy, and it will not be pretty. She may cry out, but no matter what, you cannot interrupt me. If you do not think you can handle that, I must ask you to leave.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” he snarled.

      “Then you mustn’t interfere.” The strange white-haired woman held the soul in one hand. In the other, she produced what looked like an ivory dagger, bent at a perfect arch and sharp at one end.

      “Is that a dragon tooth?” Tristan asked.

      “It is. I must open her chest with it.”

      Say what now?

      Baring his teeth, Tristan shook his head. “Fuck no. Are you mad?”

      “You must trust me. You said you would kill me if she does not live. As I do not wish to die, she must live. This is the only way.” Without waiting for his response, the svelte witch moved closer and brought the dagger inches from June’s chest. “Keep the pressure on her wound. She must not bleed out before I can complete the task.”

      At length, Tristan grated, “I’m trusting you, witch.”

      This can’t be happening.

      June watched that razor-sharp tip like a test subject about to get vivisected…

      Which she was.

      “You canna be serious!” Orik’s big frame filled the doorway. Apparently, he’d found the traitors because he was covered in blood. Yet he appeared horror-struck at the sight before him.

      Blood loss was making June loopy because she wanted to laugh, seeing the scene from his perspective. She was pinned on the bed, covered in her own blood while a white-haired witch who held an honest-to-goodness dragon’s soul in her palm had declared she was about to impale June with a dragon-tooth-dagger in order to save her life.

      The prospect of having her chest split open made dying a secondary concern. Adrenaline surged and her heart began to thunder in her chest, which made Tristan’s job of stanching the flow more difficult.

      At Orik’s outburst, other curious faces peered around the door; the guards wanted to see what was going on. In a strained tone, Tristan ordered them to stay back. “Doona interfere.”

      Orik protested, “This is madness. You canna trust this witch.”

      “I must.” Tristan peered down at June. “You’ll be okay, love. You’ll be okay.” Again, he was trying to convince himself.

      A chill ran over her body and she began shivering uncontrollably. She must have muttered something about being cold because Tristan demanded the heat be turned up. His expression was panic-stricken, his tone but a growl the turned to the witch. “Do it now, witch. Save her.”

      Orik once again balked. “For fuck sake, Tristan! This witch could have been sent by our enemies.”

      “Orik! Don’t come any closer!”

      June stopped listening…because the witch raised that dagger and began muttering a chant. June couldn’t make out the words….

      Orik made a move to snatch the witch away, and June perceived the loss of Tristan by her side. He’d launched himself at Orik—

      Then the dagger plunged.
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      Something like acid poured into June’s veins. It spread out over her chest like liquid fire. Flames crawled along her chest, through her arms, down her legs, eating up her insides. Her fingers seized from the pain, forming claws. The muscles of her neck drew tight as a scream ripped out of her. That fire only grew…hotter…more intense…engulfing her in pure, undiluted agony.

      This was hell and she had been damned.

      A small part of her mind remained conscious. After tossing the dagger away, the witch brought the sphere of light—the dragon’s soul—between her palms, close to her face, and whispered something unintelligible. The soul’s light intensified to a blinding brilliance and gave off a stunning warmth. It was the most remarkable sight June had ever seen. All the while, the fire burned, eating her alive.

      Then the witch shot to her feet and slammed the soul into June’s chest with both hands, like a seasoned ballplayer dunking the winning score.

      Mind-splitting pain lacerated her every nerve, and she screamed until her lungs burned…like the rest of her burned. The blaze within her ignited into a staggering inferno. Her insides were being flayed by white-hot blades dipped in acid, scorching her from head to toe. The torment was never-ending. On and on it went, the firestorm growing impossibly hotter, devouring her in until she couldn’t remember a time when there was no pain.

      Her suffering wasn’t just in the body. It was molecular. It was in her mind, in her bones, in her subconscious, in her essence. This was a pain that did not only exist in reality. It was supernatural. Preternatural. Celestial. Eternal. Cosmic. Divine. Infernal. It was wretched and wicked. It was seraphic and sublime. It was the work of gods and devils.

      With one last searing breath, she fell into a world of absolute darkness.

      Tiny flickers of sparkling light erupted around her. Radiant explosions of gold and white, there one second, gone the next. She sensed more than saw the web forming around her, binding together, like sentient neurons. A living nexus, reaching out and linking up to cast an intricate mesh of knots and tangles. As they did, the glowing eruptions drifted closer, latching on to each axon and riding the web like electrical currents.

      As if fueled from within, the webwork began to glow, illuminating this dark world until she saw its true depths. It spanned in all directs, tangles reaching out as far as she could see. Was this her brain? Her body? Her soul?

      Like tectonic plates crushing together, something was shifting within her. Something momentous. Something life changing. Something terrifying.

      She didn’t know what was happening. She couldn’t understand the sensations assaulting her. She felt stuffed with energy yet exhausted. She felt pain yet contentment. She felt powerful yet weak.

      Then one of those glowing connections snapped, the sound thunderous. Then another one snapped…and another.

      Fear made a home inside her. Something was wrong.

      That web turned cannibalistic, tearing and shredding itself like gauze left in a damp wind. Each fracture felt like a gut-punch. Was she still screaming?

      One by one, the broken ends turned black and withered. Her world was shattering apart. Her soul was devouring itself.

      She began to feel light once more, the pain fading, her soul breaking away from its corporeal form. Sweet freedom.

      That wrecked voice echoed around her, a tortured soul crying out. Come back to me. Please come back to me. That voice called to the remaining shreds of her existence.

      Tristan.

      For a man like him, love was a rarity. Yet somehow he had fallen in love with her. Plain, mortal, human June. A nobody from an inconsequential rock on the opposite side of the galaxy.

      For some reason, after kicking her around for a bit, fate had finally given her a boon by bringing her to the one man she could not live without. A man who made her heart dance with joy.

      Now, like a cruel child with a toy, fate wanted to take him away.

      He’ll be so sad when I’m gone. He would be so alone. She couldn’t stand the idea. She wanted to stay with him. With everything in her being, she wanted to stay with him.

      Fate could go fuck herself.

      With the last of her waning strength, she mentally reached out to mend those broken connections, stabbing them together, forcing them to stick. Amazingly, they stayed put. But so many continued to snap apart. She rushed to repair them, jumping from one axon to the next, fighting to keep up, begging whatever force was at work here to have mercy and allow her to return to Tristan.

      “Let me live!” she cried out.

      An unimaginable power bloomed in her essence, vitality sweeping through her. As if her prayer had been heard, the connections stopped breaking and the axons lit up once more, energy flowing free. She felt strength return to her, reaching its zenith as the fire in her cells subsided…replaced by an unfathomable alien sensation, a potentiality she could not describe or explain. She was no longer June of Earth. She was something else.

      One thing she was certain of…

      Nothing would ever be the same again.
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      Tristan was on the edge of losing his mind. Draped over June’s lifeless body, he let the last of her warmth seep into him. Her blood barely trickled out now. She’d lost too much.

      Orik sat against the wall, nursing a broken nose among other wounds. When he’d moved to stop the witch, madness had taken over, and Tristan had lashed out like a caged beast. He could have killed the man if June’s harrowing scream hadn’t distracted him. He’d glanced back in time to see the witch shoving what she had claimed to be a dragon’s soul into June’s abdomen.

      Was he a fool to trust the witch? Had he cosigned June to a hellish death? June’s screams had sounded like she’d been flayed from the inside. Pure hope had kept him from snapping the witch’s neck himself, and ending June’s torture.

      But now she was silent.

      It had all been for nothing.

      June lay dying, her skin cooling. His heart breaking. All he could do was lie next to June, hold her one last time, stroke her hair, take her scent into him so that he could lock it in his brain and remember it always.

      Despair crawled through him like poisonous wriggling thing.

      He couldn’t imagine life without June. The future seemed bleak and tiresome. A burden. With no reason to live, would his kingdom fall to ruin? His mother would never let that happen. His brother, Lear, would step in. Tristan wasn’t needed. He could fade away, like Gavin was trying to do. Maybe he would fly away and never return, stay in his dragon form forever. Things were simpler as a dragon, emotions less extreme. Maybe this gouge in his chest wouldn’t hurt so fucking bad. Maybe he would find a fierce coven and sacrifice himself so that he could be with June in the afterlife.

      When June let out her final breath, Tristan roared in agony and let despair devour him.

      Soon anger joined in and his furious gaze snapped to the witch. She watched him now, hopelessness etched in her features, her gray eyes glistening.

      His anguish demanded vengeance.

      Just as red coated his vision, a glimmer caught the corner of his eye. Slowly, an otherworldly glow seeped over June’s skin, warm and rich. Radiant. It spread from the tips of her toes to the top of her head and through each individual strand of her hair until she was but pure light.

      Going to his knees, he scrubbed a hand down his face as he watched her wounds begin to knit together. Yes! Her body was healing…

      But she still wasn’t breathing.

      A glance at the witch told him she was in awe of this process, riveted. Had she done it? Had she truly saved his mate?

      He leaned over June. “Breath, baby.”

      Her skin grew lustrous, glittering like a diamond in the sun. He was entranced. Her wounds were almost healed now, the last stitch pulling together. But why wasn’t she breathing—

      Her back bowed on a great gasp, her eyes flying open.

      Everyone in the room gasped along with her, and Tristan realized many of the guards had slipped in to watch. They all appeared unable to believe their eyes. Tristan, too, was frozen in amazement.

      As June took in another breath, her body relaxed back on the bed, her gaze searching. When her eyes found him, she let out a little sob. “Tristan?”

      The room erupted with cheers. They seemed almost as relieved as him. Did they realize how close they had come to losing their king? Did they realize without June, he would not abide living?

      Didn’t matter.

      He pulled June into his arms for a desperate, tear-laced kiss. She threw her arms around him, returning the kiss with equal fervor. To have her in his arms again. To feel her passion once more. The most luminous joy erupted in his chest and he found himself babbling. “I am never letting you go, June. Understand that. You will stay with me forever. There is no life without you.”

      She grinned. “I came back to you. I came back because there is no getting rid of me. So you’d better just get used to it, buddy. You’re stuck with me.”

      He knew his smile must have looked ridiculously big, but he didn’t care.

      But then June’s expression fell. A slow frown crept over her face and then her expression grew worried. “Something’s not right.”

      “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      She pushed him off her and moved to stand, stumbling a few steps. “Something feels weird.”

      “Sit, love. You just came back from the dead. It’s bound to require adjustment.”

      Instead, she moved toward the balcony, her path wobbly. “I need to be outside.”

      Growing ever anxious, he followed her, holding his hands out in case she fell. He would catch her.

      Clutching her stomach, she faced him, holding her palm up as she backed away, her face in agony. “Oh, God. What’s happening to me?”

      “What is it, love? Talk to me.” His soldiers had followed him out, looking as if they wanted to help but were at a loss, same as him.

      “I feel like… I feel like…” She doubled over and cried out. An instant later, her bones began to shift as her skin grew pale.

      A part of Tristan knew what was happening then, but his brain couldn’t reconcile that it was happening to June. She wasn’t a dragon. She couldn’t shift.

      An even as her body grew mass and her form took shape, his brain denied the sight before him. Framed against two pale moons, a gloriously beautiful silvery-white dragon stood before him, her snowy mane pouring down her delicate back and wrapping around her perfect cerulean-tinted chest. Her tail was a smooth extension of her body with a fluff of fur at the end. She stretched out elegant, gauzier wings. The twin full moons lit them from behind. Deeply teal-colored eyes flitted around, the dragon taking in its surroundings.

      Tristan held up his hands. “You’re okay, love. Stay calm.” Meanwhile, his mind was reeling. How the fuck did this happen? He glanced back at the witch, but she was gone.

      June made a noise of distress, backing away. There was terror in her eyes. She didn’t know what was happening to her. She was too close to the ledge and her foot slipped. Her body jerked as if to catch herself, but there were four legs now to contend with instead of two, and her body went over the ledge. Without thought, Tristan ran and jumped after her, transforming midair.

      Folding his wings in and streamlining his body, he easily caught up with her. “Wings!” he hollered in his guttural dragon voice. “Fly!”

      With the ground rushing at them, June twisted around and opened her wings to catch the air. She slowed, but only slightly. Her wings weren’t fully erect. He could see the panic in her eyes.

      “Fly. With Me.” Tristan kept his voice calm for her sake and then showed her how to spread her wings. Like great sails, he angled them to glide alongside her. She had seconds before she met the ground. He would catch her before then, soften the fall with his body.

      Stretching her wings to their fullest, June seized a pocket of air and her descent began to arch away from the ground. At the last moment, she veered up, grazing the treetops before pitching higher.

      Supreme relief puffed out of Tristan’s nostrils.

      Though she was teetering, June was a swift learner. She rode the airstreams with less and less turbulence by the second.

      Positively buoyant with joy, Tristan could not help but to celebrate by flying circles around her and showing off with a few barrel rolls. Her expression took on a mixture of amused annoyance as he marveled at her beauty. The moonlight glistening off her scaly back as if she was a living breathing glass sculpture, deceptively delicate. She was the most beautiful creature in living history.

      And she is mine.

      Now he just needed make that clear.
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      I am a motherfucking dragon!

      June could scarcely believe she was miles above the ground, gliding under a double full moon. The wind rushed past, skimming around her new body. The sensation was exhilarating, freeing, and fucking terrifying. She had no idea what she was doing. And yet, she was doing it.

      She was flying! Mother-freaking, honest-to-goodness, balls-to-the-wall, flying!

      Tristan was with her in all his glory, showboating. He dipped and dove and spun around her while she concentrated on not falling out of the sky. His defiance of gravity helped ease her nerves…until she thought about what would happen when she tried to land.

      Tristan must have sensed her trepidation because he quit dancing through the air like a twitterpated Disney character and slid up on her right until she dared a glance at him.

      He jerked his head toward the ground. “Land. Watch me.” His words were clipped and gruff. When she tried to respond, only cool air bubbled up her throat. She suspected speaking in dragon form was a learned talent.

      He banked right and dove toward a lake that offered a patch of open land along the shore. She circled, keeping her eye on him, studying how his wings moved, how his body slowed and readied to meet the ground. His landing was elegant and flawless.

      Looks easy enough.

      She dove, trying to mimic his movements, but her body wasn’t used to…any of this. As she approached the ground, her wings teetered and she lost her nerve and pulled up…but it was too late. She was going to crash! At the last second, she skidded into the water, liquid splashing all around her. If she were in human form, her cheeks would be fire-truck-red with embarrassment.

      Her paws met the squishy bottom, and as the surface settled, she caught sight of the unfamiliar reflection staring back at her. She was winter-white, her eyes a pale lavender with long black slits. Her snout was just a shade pink. Two horns protruded from her temples, peeking out of her pale-white mane. She blinked, turning her head this way and that, finding it hard to believe this was her.

      “You’re beautiful.”

      She turned to face Tristan on the shore. He was in his two-legged form. She moved to approach him, but she slipped on the slimy lake-bottom, and nearly dunked under the water.

      He looked as though he was wheezing out a laugh. She was instantly offended and wanted to howl at him for finding humor in her awkward transition. Instead of words, an icy force bubbled up from somewhere deep within her and as she roared into the sky—

      Blue flames shot from her lungs.

      She clamped her mouth shut, alarm skittering through her. That didn’t seem right. Another glance at Tristan told her he was equally surprised, his mouth agape, even as crystals of ice sparkled down around her.

      “Come,” he grated.

      Almost in a daze, she sloshed through the lake toward the shore. Her body felt heavier as she waded out of the water.

      Tristan met her at the edge. He looked so tiny and fragile to her reptilian eyes. But he had no fear of her. He nuzzled her nose before sliding his cheek along hers. “Mine.”

      That single rasped word was like a warm blanket around her heart.

      He gazed up at her with a coaxing smile. “Change for me, love.”

      Change. How the hell was she supposed to do that?

      “Just think about your arms and legs and how much you want to wrap them around me.”

      She snorted out a laugh, but then she got the visual, her newly healed body plastered around his. So much had happened in the last hour. Only moments ago, she was on the verge of death. Before that, she feared those traitors were going to kill him. She was still rattled from the traces of terror and adrenaline in her system. Now they were both alive and relatively safe, the danger gone. She wanted to touch him. Kiss him. Hold him and make sure he was really there, and this wasn’t a dream. She needed to prove she was alive.

      “That’s it, baby,” he said, a warm sensation tickling the base of her belly. The world around her seemed to bloat and expand, growing all around her. She felt like Alice after drinking the shrinking potion until finally everything was normal size again, herself included.

      The cool breeze swept over her skin…her naked skin. She glanced at her nude body and then at Tristan’s clothed body. Why—

      Tristan scooped her up in his arms and twirled her around. His shout of joy was so contagious that for the moment it didn’t matter that she was inexplicably exposed. Then he let her body slide down his, yet still holding her aloft, he slanted his lips over hers. She melted for him instantly, like butter in a microwave. Her hands flew across his shoulders, his back, through his hair, needing the sensation of his skin under her fingers.

      “Are you well?” he panted between kisses, pulling back every so often as if he wanted to stop and assess her fully but couldn’t bring himself to let her go. “How do you feel? Do you hurt?”

      “I am so good,” she assured him. One could have never guessed that only twenty minutes ago there’d been a two-inch-wide hole in her torso and a to-the-bone gash in her leg. Her body felt amazing. And a slow fire was blooming in her gut, sparked by Tristan’s lips, his smell, sweat and spice and all man. She wanted nothing more than to shove him to the ground and ride him harder than a carousel horse, but a question kicked at the back of her mind. “Did I just breathe ice?”

      “Appears so.” Letting her feet meet the ground, he kissed her shoulder, trailing his lips along the line of her neck. Meanwhile his hands dipped south to cup her ass and give her a possessive squeeze.

      That sent shivers along her skin. “How is that possible?”

      “Can’t say.” More kiss. More squeezing.

      “Also, why am I naked?”

      He lightly nipped her neck. “Because you turned into a dragon.”

      “But you were never naked after you turned.”

      “Because a king canna be caught with his pants down.”

      “How do you do it, though?”

      “Love. You just came back from the dead. Can we do questions after I’ve made love to you?”

      She smiled up at him. “What, you can’t multitask?”

      He gave her a toothy grin. “Blood’s no’ in the right bits for that.”

      She reached down to cup his engorged crotch. His thick member jerked against his pants as though it was trying to rip through the fabric to get to her.

      It took them only seconds to get his clothes off and then they were rolling on the beach, kissing and losing themselves in each other’s body. Positioning himself between her legs, he snatched her to him as he thrust forward. She cried out at his invitation, and pure ecstasy lit her from within.

      “I thought I lost you,” he grunted, shoving into her again and again at a punishing pace.

      “I’m here, baby. Ahh, God, you feel so good.”

      “Tell me you’ll stay with me. I need to hear it.” The desperation in his voice filled her with the need to ease him.

      “I’ll stay with you. I’ll marry you. I love you so much.” He fell over her, claiming her lips with his in such a fierce kiss, June lost her breath. When she broke away, she blurted, “I can’t believe all that’s happened.” His body found a rhythm that drew a moan from her. “How is any of this even possible?”

      Tristan merely grunted, his hips pistoning between her legs. Pleasure bloomed in her belly.

      “Seriously, though. How does the keep-your-clothes thing work?”

      He grumbled. “Your mind is not on the task at hand.”

      “Sure it is.” She groaned when he found a spot that lit her up. “But to be fair, much has happened in the last hour that requires rumination.”

      “If I tell you, will you turn your brain off with me?”

      “Absolutely.”

      He sighed, hesitating. Then he muttered, “The clothes are…bespelled.”

      She gasped. “By witches?”

      “Aye. There is a small coven we trade with. They have gained a modicum of our trust.”

      “I would like to meet them.”

      “I’m sure you will, but for now, you have much more important business to contend with. Namely my throbbing—”

      She silenced him with a kiss. “Oh, we’re both going to feel very good soon.” Pushing him to his back, she straddled him and rocked her hips in a way that made his eyes roll back in his head.

      “Unh…so good. So damn beautiful.” He reached up to fondle her breasts, lovingly tweaking her left nipple with his thumb. She cried out, working her body until a frenzy took them both. He gripped her hips with his big hands and guided her up and down his shaft, making her chest jiggle as she bounced atop him. “Fuck,” he groaned. “You’re going to make me…unh…”

      Suddenly she found her back against sand as he shoved himself in her again and again with a maddening pace that sparked the start of her orgasm. “Oh God! Oh God! Yes!

      His torso went stiff, yet his pace increased, his big body driving her into the sand, his grunts in her ear, his breath fanning her neck. Then she felt the heat of his release just as her orgasm streaked through her. “Aaahh!”

      He took her lips, swallowing the sound with his kiss as their bodies soared on the wings of ecstasy until they both shattered under the weight of a pleasure so intense, there was no discerning where his began and hers ended.

      Finally the sensations ebbed, and after several long moments, Tristan rolled off her, his back landing on the silky sand, his breaths staggered. “You have my heart, June. Now and forever. It’s just resting in the palm of your hand. Mind it well.”

      “Tristan.” She shifted to lie half across his chest, gazing up at him. “I want magical stay-on-you-after-you-shift-into-a-dragon clothes.”

      “Is that all you were thinking about?”

      “That was part of what I was thinking about. The other part of me was marveling at how wonderful you are, and how much I love you, and how happy I am with you, and how you also have my heart in the palm of your hand so you had better be fucking gentle with it…and I want magical clothes.”

      He laughed. “I will get you the all the magic clothes you could ever wear.”
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      June was quickly gaining the title of Ice Queen. She wasn’t sure how to feel about that since she’d thought she projected a rather warm demeanor. But then, the moniker had nothing to do with her personality. The night of her transformation, many in the village had spotted her return trip to the castle—a pure white dragon in the sky. A rarity, apparently.

      To top it off, the rumor of her breathing ice had spread, ironically, like wildfire, along with her unique dragon appearance. She supposed Ice Queen had a certain ring to it. It certainly didn’t sound weak. And in a culture obsessed with strength and power, it could only help her cause.

      No one could quite explain how she’d been brought back from the brink of death but to say it surely was a mighty bit of powerful magic—there were whispers of black magic—that could take a dragon’s soul and meld it with another to form something new. She didn’t subscribe to the idea that she had been saved by black magic. As far as her own philosophy was concerned, black magic didn’t save lives, but, admittedly, she didn’t understand much about how magic in general, so she kept her opinions to herself.

      Whatever kind of magic it was, there was no doubt she was changed…right down to her DNA. According to the physicians that had been brought in to examine her, she was no different than a born dragon. She could live just as long as Tristan. Yet she didn’t feel all that different than before. I’m still me. She was just a stronger, less mortal version of herself. But it was weird to think her soul had been altered.

      She couldn’t be sure—there had been two slain dragons to pull a soul from that night—but it would be the ultimate irony if it had been Belinda’s soul that had saved her in the end. There’d been no way to verify if June’s sword had ended Belinda as quickly as Tristan had ruthlessly dispatched the soldier he’d fought.

      Luckily—as of yet—there was no whispering voices in her head from, say, a vengeful shield maiden.

      No one had seen the white-haired witch since that night. While everyone had been distracted by June’s dramatic transformation, she had apparently slipped out of the castle unseen. June would love to thank the woman and offer her sanctuary under her own royal protection, but she wasn’t sure she’d ever see the woman again. It didn’t help that Tristan had repeatedly threatened her savior’s life. There was a lot of mistrust between the witches and the dragons. June hoped to remedy that somehow, or at least ease the tension. Peace had to start somewhere.

      Her wedding to Tristan had been an absolute dream. Though the ceremony had been a shockingly quick affair—so quick, June’s head had spun. The officiant had simply tied their hands together with a swath of something that resembled silk and declared them husband and wife.

      But the aftermath was what really blew her away. The entire kingdom had attended the ceremony. Tried to, anyway. The crowd had leaked out into the streets surrounding the palace. Everyone cheered when she and Tristan had raised their entangled hands. Then she had pulled him in for a searing kiss that seemed to shock the onlookers. He, however, had speared her with a molten gaze that promised delicious satisfaction later. He had not disappointed.

      Not everyone had believed the rumor about Tristan and his father. In fact, most of his subjects—now her subjects…gut clench—had disregarded the notion as nonsense. Still, once everything had settled down June meant to keep it that way. Her first venture had been to secretly enlist the help of Orik, who was swiftly becoming one of her favorite subjects. Though he was really more like family to Tristan. She’d learned that Orik had practically been adopted by the old king at a young age and had grown up with Tristan and his biological brothers…only one of whom she’d met on her wedding day.

      Tristan’s older brother, Gavin, had the same warrior build and similar features. He’d been nice enough, complimenting her on a wonderful ceremony—though the credit was due mostly to their mother—and merrily ribbing his brother on having the good sense to trap a woman who was clearly far too good for him, but there was something forlorn about the man. She wondered if he, too, blamed himself for his father’s death.

      Shortly after the wedding, Gavin had flown back to the island he’d sequestered himself on, according to Tristan. A self-imposed purgatory?

      Tristan’s younger brother, Prince Lear, had, unfortunately, been unable to attend. He was off in space somewhere gearing up for a grand, intergalactic space race called Phase Nine. It sounded terribly exciting. He did manage to make time for a long-distance transmission so that he could introduce himself to his new sister. Lear had an easygoing and fun-loving manner that reminded her of Jordan. When he’d called her sister, a shiver had coursed through her, the realization hitting her that she once more had…a family. A fierce joy had settled in her heart, and an equally fierce protectiveness had spouted within her. She would do anything to keep her new family safe. She loved them all already. As for Earth, there was nothing for her there. Everything she wanted was here.

      At the moment, she was eagerly awaiting her husband—husband! Sparkling butterflies danced in her stomach every time she thought of him that way—under the courtyard terrace. The two moons glittered in the clear sky. She was impatient to reveal her wedding present to him. She was dressed in a powder-blue princess gown with a sweetheart neckline—he was right, his mother was going overboard on the dresses. Already she might never have to wear the same one twice. Her new mother-in-law was delighted to finally have another female in the family, and it didn’t matter one bit that June had originated on Earth.

      The other day, Edel had ushered June into an elegantly lit room guarded by no less than four heavily armed guards and secured by an honest-to-god Scrooge McDuck style vault where the royal jewels were kept.

      Wearing a self-satisfied expression, Edel had spread her arms out and instructed June to pick out whatever she liked. Jewels of every color and shade sat sparkling under the soft display lights; necklaces and earrings and rings and every other adornment one could imagine. She could be dripping in ice for the rest of her life if that was what she wanted. Tonight she wore the simple white-gold snowflake charm necklace Tristan had had made for her.

      She spotted him then, across the courtyard, exiting the castle. As he approached, a contagious smile spread over her lips. She twirled for him, showing off her figure in the dress. In the next moment, she was in his arms, his lips slanting over hers. “You look gorgeous tonight, my love.”

      “Thank you,” she returned.

      “Why have you summoned me here instead of our room where I can strip you of this gown with my teeth?”

      She shivered at the image he provoked. “I have a surprise for you.”

      “The surprise had better be that you banished everyone within viewing distance, otherwise many of our servants are about to get a show.”

      “Try to contain yourself, husband.” Sparkling butterflies.

      “Try not to look so irresistible, wife.” Sigh.

      Pulling away, she situated him so that he was facing the perfect direction. “Do you remember our Faieara friends?”

      One suspicious brown rose.

      “I asked them for a couple of favors. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Oh?”

      She bit her lip, suddenly nervous that her idea wasn’t as grand as she’d first imagined. Still, nothing to do about it now. She turned to signal for the lights and in the next moment the entire courtyard was illuminated.

      Tristan glanced past her, his expression curious at first, then a little stunned. Situated at the center of everything was an intricate statue of two dragons tangled in mid-flight, one pure white marble, the other deep jade, their tails intertwined in a loving embrace. When June had first seen it, she’d been absolutely blown away by the flawless detail and accuracy translated from a handful of still photos that Orik had help her to gather of Tristan and a few he’d snapped of her in her dragon form.

      Tristan approached the sculpture, which stood just a few feet taller than he did, and peered up at it with thin-pressed lips.

      June ran a self-conscious hand over the back of her neck. “I know I’m not adept at flying yet, and my landings still leave something to be desired, but one day I hope to dance with you in the sky.”

      He reached out to trace the curved spine of the marble dragon, then he gazed down at her, something inscrutable shifting behind his eyes. Her cheeks flared under his pensive scrutiny. She fought the urge to fidget. Then, with sure hands, he lifted her by the waist and spun her in the air before setting her on her feet and murmuring in her ear, “Until then, I will dance with you anywhere you like.”

      Their lips met in a blood-searing kiss that convinced her he was about to caveman-style throw her over his shoulder and heave her back to their room when he pulled back. “I have something for you too.”

      “You do?”

      He nodded and reached into his pocket.

      “Wait, my gift has another part.”

      He glanced up. “Oh?”

      Grabbing him by the hand, she pulled him to where a flat screen had been set up. As they approached, the screen flipped on, playing a recorded image of Kyra’s heart-wrenching speech during the treaty ceremony. When Kyra spoke of his father, the camera landed on Tristan, showing the unfettered pride and love in his eyes.

      “This is being broadcasted all over the kingdom. I thought it was important for your people to see their powerful leader in action, honoring your father and the Faieara alliance.”

      “You truly amaze me.”

      Smiling, she dipped her head to hide a blush. “So, what did you get me?”

      He retrieved a small box from his pocket, a red bow decorating the top. “This must have arrived at the same time as your gifts. You see, Cale found it in the throne room back on Evlon.”

      Her eyes glittered with unshed tears as she peeled off the lid to find Jordan’s Swiss army knife settled in a bed of tissue paper.

      “It came with a note that read you’re lucky I already have one.”

      “Oh my god,” she breathed, and went on her tiptoes to gift him with a sweet kiss. “Thank you.”

      “I love you, June of Earth, my ice queen.”

      “And I love you, my dragon king, for forever and a day.”
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        Black River Forest, several weeks ago

      

      

      

      Jessie Jane Knight stamped out the last of the fire pit’s steaming coals with the soul of her well-worn, shearling-lined boot, popped in her earbuds and turned up Imagine Dragons’ Radioactive, belting out the chorus at top volume. “Welcome to the new age…to the new age!”

      A flock of birds perched in a nearby bush lifted off into the sky and scattered.

      “Everyone’s a critic.” Heaving her pack over her shoulder, she started the long trek back to civilization, glancing back only briefly to make sure she’d left no traces of her short stay. Her little forest hideaway looked as she’d found it but for a flattened tuft where she’d set up camp and the scorched earth where she’d cooked her meals.

      Even though it was a chilly autumn morning and rain clouds were moving in, Jessie had donned her camo shorts and a comfortable black tank top, knowing the five-mile hike would keep her body temp up. Actually, she’d expected cooler temperatures this weekend, but most of the northeast was experiencing a gorgeous Indian summer, which was fine by her. If this weather kept up, she might get in another weekend of camping before winter set in.

      A soft autumn breeze played through her hair, bringing with it the musty scent of the coming storm. She glanced up, squinting through the leafy curtain of elms. The sky was darkening by the minute, clouds rolling in faster than she’d anticipated.

      Suddenly a flash of lightning split the sky, immediately joined by a crackling boom of thunder. As a strong wind kicked up, she realized she had underestimated the weather. This storm had barreled in like a herd of raging bikers who’d been promised free booze. With any luck it would pass just as fast. In the meantime, it would be wise to take shelter and wait it out. She’d be pissed as hell if she got herself lightning-fried to a crisp before she got to test out the new Cartman adjustable bungee cords she’d ordered for the shop. Not to mention the travel-size burn ointment she’d packed would so not suffice.

      Under a field of lightning-rod trees, she hurried down the slope to where she recalled seeing a little alcove that preceded a small cave she’d intended to explore on her way back anyway. Before she reached her destination, the heavens tore open and dumped the Atlantic Ocean down on her, soaking her clean through. Lightning cracked again and again above her, like a Titan shooting bolts with her name on them. Her heart drummed along with each boom, while her feet kept tempo with the song streaming through her earbuds.

      Just a little farther…

      Finally, she darted into the safety of the dark-mouthed cave, wiping her dripping hair from her forehead as she leaned against the wall…the solid steel wall?

      Even before her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she realized something was terribly wrong. Unless she had entered an alternate reality, caves did not come equipped with dim overhead lights, smooth aluminum flooring, and wide hatchways.

      What the hell?

      She popped out her earbuds, and the music instantly cut off, making way for the soft whirring that filled the strange corridor.

      “Uh, hello?” she called, instantly wishing she hadn’t. Why did she suddenly feel as though she’d entered the plot of a horror movie? Was she to be the poor curious soul in the first scene who got herself murdered?

      What in the hell was a clandestine place like this, wide open, unguarded, doing in the Black River Forest? It looked almost military, reminding her of the many vessels her late father had been stationed on. Was this a military outpost of some kind?

      She glanced back the way she came. A few steps in reverse, and she’d be back to reality…none the wiser.

      Another snap of lightning lit the sky, the thunder so close and loud she worried it had struck a tree. She faced the peculiar corridor once more.

      Well, at least she had an excuse for being here: good ol’ damsel in distress. Although she was the last person to ever consider herself either a damsel or in distress, but she’d play it up if necessary.

      Out of precaution, she reached down and unsnapped the sheath that held her Ka-Bar military grade utility knife at her waist—her father’s old knife—but left it sheathed, hoping she would never have to use it on anything bigger than a plump trout. Easy access to her 9mm would have been preferred, but she’d already unloaded it and packed it deep in her pack for the hike.

      With light feet, she crept forward and peered around an open hatch, the soft rumble of machinery following her. She debated calling out again, so as not to catch anyone off guard as she surveyed the room. No one was inside what looked like some kind of storage area with a few crates packed around the edges. The next hatch was closed with no way of opening it that she could discern. She listened for sounds of life, hearing none. “Hello?”

      No answer.

      The next hatch was closed as well, but offered a small window through which she spied rows of green leafy plants, like a miniature hydroponics farm. Maybe this was a botany lab or a bio-dome. However, bio-domes didn’t exactly work as intended when the front door was left wide open.

      Unease slithered along her shoulders. She could hear her father’s voice in her head: Curiosity killed the cat, Jessie, but the fox knows better than to lose a life in the first place. Are you a fox or a cat?

      She had always answered “fox” because everyone wanted to be the fox in that scenario, but as she entered the farthest room, she mentally meowed.

      It appeared to be some kind of state-of-the-art surveillance room. The mounted screens were dark, but the consoles were lit up by colorful buttons marked by strange symbols that would require a manual for her to decipher.

      One flashing button was particularly bright, urging her closer. Dust covered the symbol. She reached out to graze her finger along the top—

      Apparently, that was all it took.

      An ominous whirring sound echoed from the corridor. Was that a hatch closing?

      Uh-oh.

      Stomach twisting, she darted back into the corridor and rushed for the exit—

      Which was now blocked by a set of heavy doors.

      Palming the metal, she searched for a way to pry the hatch open when suddenly a deep robotic voice sounded all around her, speaking in tongues. A vibration started in her feet and then snaked up to her spine before enwrapping her whole body. Had she triggered an earthquake?

      The floor became unsteady, rocking unnaturally, forcing her to cling to the wall for support. The shrill sound of machines flooded the space, drowning out her yelps of surprise. The air grew pungent, as if ozone was suddenly being pumped through the ducts.

      Then, without warning, gravity took on a different weight, almost as if…the entire building was rising!

      She raced back to what she had previously thought was a surveillance room, seeing it with new eyes. Her gaze flittered between the center console, like a captain’s post, and the surrounding consoles, all facing a single direction, and she realized what she was looking at. A command center…

      Of a ship…

      With hieroglyphs not of this world!

      A staccato clanking, banging, and clangor from above made her envision pebbles, stones, and dirt shaking free of a ship’s surface.

      She kicked the insane thought away.

      It couldn’t be possible.

      She couldn’t be in a spaceship…an alien spaceship!

      Sudden G-forces knocked her down, and she skidded across the floor and came to a hard stop against the wall. “This can’t be happening.”

      Scrambling for purchase, she pulled herself along the floor toward the captain’s chair and crawled up to plant her ass in it, her nails digging into the armrests. Her weight must have triggered something, because a crisscrossing harness wrapped her torso just as the G-forces turned unbearable. She let out a bloodcurdling screech.

      The screens in front of her blinked to life, revealing a perfect view of the storm clouds bearing down on her. Lightning slashed across the screen, then a plaster of gray before breaking through to a pure blue sky. The pressure lessened slightly as the blue morphed into a deep purple and then finally…black. A starlit abyss.

      “Oh, God.”

      Her mind raced like a stock car fighting for first, gunning it in an attempt to pull ahead of this mess and reconcile her unusual, unfathomable, unreal circumstances. Her heart thundered, beating so hard her ribs might just break from the impact. She couldn’t get enough air. Her lungs burned from the struggle.

      She wondered how much oxygen was left in the small space, knowing she could be using it all up in her panic.

      As the ship’s rumbling eased and space took on a menacing shade of black, the harness around her torso retracted. Cautiously she stood, testing her feet. There were no more G-forces, and gravity seemed normal. Wasn’t that unusual for a ship in space? If this truly was alien technology, perhaps they’d figured out how to generate gravity. Or maybe she was still on Earth and this was one big, elaborate joke.

      But something told her that wasn’t the case.

      She approached the big screen, like a massive window to the unknown, and placed her hand on it in disbelief. “Well, Dad. Looks like I’m not the fox after all.”

      And curiosity had just cost this kitty all her lives.
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        Planet Legura

        Royal shipyard, present day

      

      

      

      “She’s a wild one,” one of the guards declared while storming away from the warship, his boots eating up the pavement between him and Orik.

      “She’s feral, is what she is,” the second guard agreed, trailing close behind the first.

      Orik, head of the king’s guard, had just arrived in the shipyard after learning his men had intercepted another Kayadon ship on its way to Evlon, or wherever the Kayadon were hiding out these days. And just like the one before, there was a female aboard, presumably human.

      “What do you mean, ‘feral’?” Orik proceeded past them toward the moored ship. The two guards fell in step beside him.

      “She’s barricaded herself in and will no’ allow anyone near,” the first guard explained.

      Orik tried to place his name. Garrison. Yes, that was it. The second guard, if his memory served, was named Kellvin. “Barricaded how?”

      “It’s, uh, difficult to explain,” replied Garrison.

      “Try.” Orik was already losing his patience.

      “She’s managed to jam up the entire entryway.”

      “Jam? With what?” Orik marched up the gangway, his curiosity piqued. The Kayadon ship was under heavy guard within the much larger warship’s docking bay. They couldn’t be too careful where the Kayadon were concerned.

      “With everything but the latrine,” Garrison answered sardonically.

      The dark metal enemy craft appeared to have been designed for the purpose of intimidation with blacked-out windows and sharp angular corners, but right now it looked benign, posed like downed prey surrounded by soldiers.

      Orik passed though the ring of guards and entered the enemy ship. Inside, the lighting was dim, but his eyes quickly adjusted. Yet, it took him several moments longer to comprehend what he was seeing. From floor to ceiling in front of him was a gnarled tangle of metal blocking the passage.

      As a child he’d once played a game with the young princes where he would tangle an array of puzzle pieces together consisting of various shapes to make a complicated structure, and the others would have to figure out how to untangle it within a given timeframe.

      This was the life-size version.

      “And why has the debris no’ been cleared?” he demanded of the two guards close on his heels.

      Garrison raised a fist to his mouth and cleared his throat. Was that a little blush in his cheeks? “She has managed to sharpen a piece of metal like a blade and sticks us with it through the cracks when we try.”

      Orik blinked in astonishment. He could hear soft breathing beyond the barricade, indicating the human was on the other side, listening to their conversation. At a safe distance, he leaned down to peek through a small opening in the clutter where a bit of light shone through. He froze. A single hazel eye peered back at him.

      He heard a feminine gasp, and then the owner of said eye was gone from his line of sight.

      “Hello?” he called.

      No reply.

      “I’m Orik Theroux, head of the guard. What is your name?”

      Again, no reply.

      “We’ve no intention of harming you.”

      Something like a snort filtered through the debris. “Yeah, right,” came a clipped female voice. “You’ve abducted me with the intention of giving me hot chocolate and massages, I’m sure.”

      “We have no’ abducted you.”

      “It’s funny then, how I’m here instead of back on Earth…where I was abducted from. Would you prefer the word kidnapped? Snatched? Or taken?”

      “How about intercepted?” he offered.

      She went silent for a beat. “Call it what you want. I’m here now. What do you want with me?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Bull.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Bullshit,” she said louder. “You don’t go through all this trouble for no reason. Are you planning to attack Earth? Am I here to be a lab rat? Am I a prisoner of war? If so, you are dumber than you sound.”

      He pursed his lips in displeasure. “We hold no aggression against you or your people. If you’ll agree to come out, we can explain.”

      “You can just as easily explain from where you’re standing. No need to put my life, or yours, at risk.”

      He cocked his head, prickly irritation skittering up his neck. “Is that a threat?”

      “Does a bear shit in the woods?”

      Orik blinked at her crass words. This woman was nothing like their human queen—although, could June still be considered human? He made his voice harder. “The fact is, you’re in an enemy ship, and I canna be sure you are who you say you are, or if this is a trick by our enemies.”

      “Ditto.”

      “Huh?” The word made no sense to him. Although Portia, a powerful Serakian witch, had spelled all humans to understand his language, several words still failed to translate.

      “You’re more likely to be the one tricking me. Hello? Abducted here. You expect me to come out without giving me a reason to trust you?”

      “Trust goes both ways, does it no’?”

      “Not when one of us was stolen from her home by the other.”

      “As I said, we saved you from the ones who are responsible.”

      “Sure you did. And I’m just supposed to believe that?”

      Frustration burrowed into the base of his skull. “If you cooperate, we can help you get back to Earth.” He regretted the statement immediately, but if it garnered her cooperation, he could deal with the fallout later.

      A short silence followed, and he thought he’d gotten through to her, but then the mortal turned even more sarcastic. “Oh, yeah? You’ll help me? Pah-leez. You want me to cooperate with my own vivisection, maybe? When you have me sliced open, I can point to my organs and explain what they do. Does that sound about right?”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “We just want to talk with you. Find out how you came to be on this ship.”

      “Talking requires the participation of two parties, instead of being barked at, cursed at, and threatened, like I have been.”

      Orik glared over his shoulder at the two guards, who both flushed with guilt.

      “She was stabbing at us,” Garrison defended, self-consciously rubbing the back of his neck. Kellvin merely nodded in abject solidarity.

      The woman countered, “I told you not to touch my things.”

      Orik sighed, growing weary of this. “Look, woman, we can return you to Earth, but we’ll need you to come out of there first.” He reached out to remove a piece of the metal blockade. “So I’m going to—”

      A thin, sharp object jutted out through a crack to slice his knuckle.

      He reared back. “Ouch!”

      “You don’t hear too good, do you?” she snapped.

      Both guards were quick to jump on her violent reaction. “See?”

      His cut was already beginning to heal when the woman’s voice shot at him, strict and fierce. “Touch it again and you’ll lose a finger.”

      Orik felt the anger rise in his throat, hot and heavy. “That is the second time you’ve threatened me. I doona recommend going for a third.”

      “Eat a donkey dick.”

      He gazed in bewilderment at the gnarled barricade. It had taken him the better part of a decade to climb through the ranks and earn his position as head of the guard and gain the respect of his peers and subordinates. Even with his close ties to the crown, it hadn’t come easy. In fact, he would argue those close ties had made things more difficult for him in the long run. An orphaned waif adopted by the king? A dirt-poor stray with no royal blood elevated to near princehood? Still, he’d had to claw and scrape for every crumb of respect. And this female was undermining him in front of his men like it was her Gods-given right.

      One hand curled into a fist at his side, and he pointed the other to where she likely stood opposite him. “You canna stay in there forever. Understand me, woman. You’ll be coming out of there today whether you like it or no’.”

      “And understand me. I don’t give up and I don’t give in. I won’t be some alien’s science project without a fight. And I can stay in here for months if I want. I found all the goodies. Pantry’s full. And I’m locked and loaded, buddy.”

      Locked and what? “Last chance to make this amicable. You can either be our guest or our prisoner. Choose wisely.”

      A metallic sound drew his gaze down. Several small spheres rolled out from under the wall of debris. What the…?

      He heard the sound of her boots scurrying away just as one of the guards hollered, “Shield your eyes!” But the warning came too late. Loud, bright flashes blinded Orik, followed by a sour scent that made him retch and his eyes burn like they’d been splashed with acid. Desperate for clean air, the three clambered out of the ship, gagging and hacking and rubbing their tear-stained eyes.

      “I’ll kill her!” Garrison grated through labored gasps.

      “What the hell was that?” Orik heaved, still unable to see clearly.

      Kellvin answered, “Flash bombs of some kind coupled with an irritant that makes it hard to see and breathe for a time. We believe it’s a Kayadon weapon. She’s found a stash of them in there. We thought she ran out.”

      She’d been bombarding his men with these?

      Though she had run after rolling out her weapons, that ship was small and she couldn’t go very far. She might be feeling the effects herself unless she’d secured herself in a room…which meant she wouldn’t be near the barricade to defend it.

      But he didn’t dare reenter the ship yet. Not until the cloying musk had dissipated somewhat.

      Meanwhile, he continued to wheeze as he struggled to drag air into his lungs. “She’s a hellion,” he rasped, coughing repeatedly. Through each hack and sputter, he caught the low snickers of the other guards standing by. He got the distinct impression that they’d been curious to see how he’d fared with the tenacious female. Apparently, they found his failure amusing. And that grated his hide.

      Overcome by a righteous indignation and determination, he threw his shoulders back and stomped back onto the ship, braving the barbed air, and began tearing at the barrier, ripping metal away and discarding it behind him with a volley of clatter. A moment later, he heard a hatch opened from within, followed by her protests. “Stop it! Stop it!” It sounded as though she tried to get closer, but the effects of her attack still lingered in the air, and she began to cough and gasp, backing away. The hatch closed once more. Her lungs could not take it, and she was smart to return to her inner sanctum.

      Though Orik, too, was having difficulty breathing, his supernatural healing meant his lungs were mending just as quickly as the gas could tear them up, and as motivated as he was, he could endure much worse than this.

      Soon the tangle of metal was a heap of rubble that he simply climbed over, revealing a long corridor lined with hatches. At the farthest end, he spied those blazing hazel eyes peeking through a small porthole. He shot her a look he knew she could interpret; his lips curled at the edges, his eyes flashing with triumph.

      She countered by pressing her middle finger to the glass. His spunky human queen had educated him on the meaning of that gesture.

      Orik bared his teeth in a mocking grin. “Out of tricks?”

      He frowned when she mirrored his expression.
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      Who the fuck is this guy? Goliath?

      Jessie peered at the man through the hatch’s small porthole. He was a straight up beast, she noted, running her gaze over his gladiator’s physique. Barely anyone on earth was that faultlessly beefy. Even Dwayne Johnson with his comedically arching eyebrow would be impressed. Goliath’s shoulders practically sported their own hemisphere. By comparison, his waist was slim, yet still double her width, and packed with muscles. And his arms? Fucking tree trunks!

      Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! Was he built in a lab?

      She surveyed his face. His jaw could have been sculpted by the Hollywood gods, all beauty and masculinity, cut and chiseled to a perfect rough-and-tumble angle with just the right amount of stubble. His dark hair was short, yet long enough that it still had to be brushed off his face. But it was his arresting eyes that held her attention. They were like ice in a storm. Clear and blue, yet hard and piercing, menacing, targeting her through the porthole.

      Though his physical appearance was pleasing, it was his dark uniform and action-ready stance that convinced her he was a dangerous adversary. It was highly likely that his long-sleeved coat concealed weapons…just as hers did.

      As soon as she’d realized capture was imminent, she’d retrieved her red biker’s jacket from her pack, the one that had cost half a month’s paycheck—a functionality-meets-beauty kind of purchase.

      She used it to conceal both her loaded 9mm and utility knife.

      Goliath’s stance was that of a trained warrior. Her father used to stand like that, a former Marine and war veteran. It was like he could never shake the constant tension in his body, the readiness to attack or defend. A mighty berserker, struggling every second to shrug off the horrors of his past, but it had always been there, in his movements, in his countenance, like an impenetrable miasma that gathered around him constantly.

      The man currently glowering at her through the window exuded that same vibe, a faint similarity, a faint…coloring? She blinked, literally seeing strange ghostly hues dance around Goliath’s shoulders and head. The longer she looked, the more pronounced the colors became, a soft burnished orange cloud tinged at the edges by indigo. She rubbed her eyes, trying to clear them, but when she looked again, that strange orange cloud remained. Was it the gas? It had never looked like that before.

      As his gaze bore down on her, her secondary barrier seemed like a paltry obstacle. It was only a matter of time before he and his posse broke through.

      And when that happened, her last resort would be to fight her way out. Problem one: her clip only held ten bullets before she had to reload. Problem two: she had no extra bullets to reload with. She’d wasted the rest on carefree target practice the second day of her solo camping trip, long before her abduction, but how was she to know she’d be propelled into space and captured by an alien race?

      Problem three: Even if she managed to get past Goliath and his considerable backup, she didn’t know where the shit she was in the universe. She didn’t know if she was on another planet or still in space. She couldn’t fly a ship. Not even this one. She’d tried. The hieroglyphs around the controls might as well explain the secrets to quantum physics for all she could interpret.

      The hatch handle jiggled. She had figured out how to lock it from her side. When she glanced back up, Goliath bared his even white teeth. “Open this door,” he ordered.

      She backed away, shaking her head, her heartbeat knocking against her ribs. Having determined her chances of battling her way out—nil-point-nil—she could see only one final option.

      She retrieved her gun from her jacked holster and gazed at it. One of these bullets had Jessie Jane Knight written on the side. Her stomach felt like churning rocks, and her eyes began to water. Is this really how I end? With my own gun? By my own hand?

      Was this a coward’s way out? Is that what her father would have thought? Modern warrior that he was, she had no doubt he would have fought. He’d have fought to the death, taking out as many aliens as he could before he kicked the bucket. But as much as he’d taught her, she couldn’t take on an army. She wasn’t a trained soldier. She wasn’t a…killer.

      Unless I count what I’m about to do to myself.

      And for all her bravery, the prospect of being a lab rat was too horrible to fathom.

      She felt a warm tear slide down her cheek as she rubbed her thumb over the butt of her gun.

      “What are you doing?” Goliath’s rough voice held a hint of concern, his agitated gaze darting between her face and the gun in her grip. Was her intention painted all over her face? Apparently so, because he ground out, “Doona do this.”

      “I won’t do well in captivity,” she replied earnestly, as if to convince him this was the only course of action left. Why was she even bothering?

      As she slid her finger over the trigger, a thunderous roar made her jump. It was the sound a wild animal might make if in agony…and if nuzzling a microphone with the bass turned up. She practically felt the reverberation in her bones. It was like no creature she had ever heard before.

      What sort of animal did they have out there with them?

      She noticed Goliath had vanished from his position at the window. Then there was a sudden flash of light and an eruption of fire. Flames blasted the window in a frenzy.

      Holy hell. Had a bomb gone off?

      As flames whipped the window, the hatch handle began to glow. Before long, the whole door began to take on a molten hue. The heat was tremendous, she could feel it on her skin, even from where she stood several feet away. Was the entire ship about to go up in a blaze? Was she doomed no matter what?

      She watched with trepidation, transfixed by the odd fire still pelting the hatch. Had Goliath and his men been torched? Who was responsible?

      Without warning, the blaze suddenly died, replaced by tendrils of rising smoke. Then something rammed the door.

      Boom!

      Whatever it was, it was massive; the ear-splitting sound vibrated the entire ship.

      Boom!

      The hatch bent inward, dented once, twice. Terror seized her…

      Boom!

      Then an odd sensation came over her. One that was strangely somewhat familiar, and yet not. A tingling in her hands drew her gaze downward.

      She gasped. Her palms shimmered, enveloped by a ghostly blue flame, though she felt no heat. No pain.

      What the—?

      Boom!

      The metal screeched harshly, grinding and whining, hurting her ears. The burning-hot door buckled, peeling away from the frame. An object dug through the small opening. At first she mistook it for a crowbar. Then she looked closer and gasped.

      Holy fuck! Is that a claw?

      Stunned by the sight, she stumbled back and tripped over her pack. The gun went off as she fell, the bullet ricocheting around the room before bouncing to a halt somewhere she couldn’t see.

      Sprawled on her ass, she’d barely even registered the misfire as a set of talons shoved the rest of the way through that crowing crack, bending and reeling the metal back like a Little Debbie Swill Roll. She shuddered in fear. Then the entire hatch was wrenched away as though it were as pliable as papier-mâché.

      Adrenaline doused her system, making it hard to breathe. Her thoughts slogged through a thick swamp. Cemented in place by terror, all she could do was watch and wait to see what kind of monstrous thing would creep through that threshold.

      Liquified metal dripped from the doorframe, sizzling on the cool floor and kicking up plumes of steam. Beyond, a shadowy figure sliced through the smoke.

      Instead of a monster, Goliath came into view.

      He stepped into the room, completely uninjured, ignoring the red-hot magma raining down around him.

      How had he survived that fire? Where was that monster? Was it still out there? Or…could she have imagined it?

      While her mind spun like a firecracker tied to a pinwheel, her body reacted to the approaching danger and she instinctively aimed her 9mm at Goliath. Her hand trembled like it never had before. She’d only ever shot at inanimate objects. Never a living thing. But he was coming toward her…reaching for her!

      It didn’t even feel like she had pulled the trigger, but suddenly the gun recoiled in her grip. Goliath’s left shoulder jerked back. Sweat dripped down her temple.

      He glanced at his wound, then glared down at her, his enraged eyes glowing green like some kind of demon.

      As she gawked, dominated by fright, not breathing, body shuddering, he snatched the gun from her grip and held it up for her to see him crush it in his fist like it was made of soft cheese.

      Every fiber of her being freaked—the—fuck—out.

      A banshee-like scream ripped through her lungs as she kicked her feet along the floor, scrambling away from him as fast as her floundering limbs could carry her. She reached in her jacket for her knife, but the second she pointed it at him, she knew it was a mistake.

      He moved so fast, she couldn’t track him.

      Suddenly he wrenched her wrist back, easily disarming her. Her knife clattered to the floor. In the next mind-boggling instant, he dragged her to her feet and positioned himself behind her in a hold that had her arms bent painfully behind her.

      Once again she cried out, petrified.

      “What in the world?” a voice interrupted…a soft feminine voice.

      A petite woman draped in elegant evening wear carefully towed her way over the still-molten threshold. A last piece of hot metal dripped down, landing on the tail of her gown. She rushed to stamp it out. “Dammit! Edel is going to kill me.”

      Jessie wanted to rub her eyes, because there seemed to be a strange pinkish-purple halo around this woman. Could the cloying fumes burning metal be messing with her?

      “Your Majesty!” Goliath exclaimed, his voice both shocked and concerned. “You should no’ be here.”

      “Nonsense. Who else is going to—” The woman, who appeared to be around Jessie’s age, blinked at them both in surprise. “Orik, what in the hell are you doing?”

      “I am restraining the human.”

      “What? Why?”

      “She is dangerous, Your Majesty.”

      Her Majesty waved that notion away. “Don’t be ridiculous. You let her go right now.”

      “She shot me with an Earth weapon.”

      Her Majesty’s eyes went wide. “Shot you?”

      “Aye. Then she threatened me with a knife.”

      Her Majesty’s gaze zeroed in on Jessie’s Ka-Bar lying on the floor. “Oi, now, that's a knife,” she exclaimed…in a faux Australian accent?

      That couldn’t have been a quote from Crocodile Dundee.

      Then Her Majesty turned in a circle, taking in the thrashed state of the ship for the first time. The control room was a shell of its former self, just like the rest of the craft. Jessie had ripped up, torn out, and demolished whatever she could. Panels that used to hide the inner workings of the ship had bulked out her initial barrier. Now, wires and pipes were exposed everywhere. Much of the ceiling had been gutted so she could carve a path through the ventilation system to the other areas of the ship where the doors had been locked: the hydroponics room, the storage room, the sleeping quarters. Preparing to make her stand here in the control room, she had stripped those rooms of their goods and stashed everything here, designating corners for food, sleep, and weapons.

      Her Majesty knelt and rifled through Jessie’s considerable supplies. “How did you get all this stuff?”

      Goliath shook her when she didn’t answer right away.

      “I went through the ceiling.”

      Her Majesty glanced up and studied the exposed metal framing. “Are you shitting me? Dammit! Why hadn’t I thought of that?” Facing Jessie, she tapped her chin. “Geez. You’re smart, pretty, and resourceful? You make booby traps and you have a wicked sick Rambo knife? Who are you, Lara Croft’s little sister?”

      O-kay, that was way too many cultural references for an alien. “What is going on here? Who are you people? And what was that…thing?”

      “Oh, of course. Sorry,” replied Her Majesty. “This is Orik, head of the guard, and I’m Juniper, but you can call me June. I’m, uh, sort of the queen around here. And I’m from Earth, too.”
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