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			Dear Reader,

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

			xoxo

			Liz Pelletier, Publisher

		


		
			To Valerie.

			For being the sweetest friend, naming Camilla, and making sure I got Cami and her family right!

		


		
			Prologue

			Fire raged below Drake in glowing streaks across the greens and tans of the California countryside, black smoke billowing into the blue skies. The heat couldn’t reach him here where he hovered, a useless observer thanks to daylight hours. Damn his blood-red scales that made it impossible to not be discovered when closer to the ground. At least the scales on his underside reflected the sky above him, allowing him to camouflage this high up. As every dragon shifter could do.

			From this vantage point, he could see the human hotshot crews scrambling to gouge a perimeter in the earth around the wildland fire. Using various tools, men cut away trees and shrubs and grasses, anything that could be used as fuel, encircling the fire and trying to contain it. Above them, their planes buzzed by at lower altitudes than where Drake had positioned himself. A few dropped smoke jumpers, but mostly the purpose was to dump water and fire suppressants over the blaze in strategic swaths.

			Drake’s team of enforcers were there, too. Upholding the laws of the kings and clans was only part of the Huracán team’s job here in the colonies. Hiding evidence of dragon-shifter-caused fires, like this one, was just as important. Maybe more so.

			They worked in the center of the inferno, a spot chosen strategically, where humans couldn’t sight them. From there, they labored steadily, pulling the towering flames into their bodies, absorbing them through their scales, as only enforcers had been specially trained to do.

			“Papá.” The piercing cry of a woman reached his ears, even this high, thanks to the honed senses of a dragon shifter.

			Drake zeroed in on the source of that cry, his enhanced vision catching on the small movement of several humans near what appeared to be a property with several structures. A ranch most likely.

			Several humans appeared to be running around randomly, chasing smaller animals and trying to herd them into the back of a truck.

			Idiots. Did they not realize the danger they were facing? Couldn’t they see the billowing smoke rising above the trees and growing closer? Hear the crackle of oncoming flame?

			Leave the damn animals, he silently urged.

			Assessing their location and closeness of the blaze, he knew they were already too late. The direction of the wind and how fast the fire was eating its way across the earth, already converging on the one road he could locate anywhere near the homestead, spelled doom for all in its path. Cold dread settled in his stomach, not setting well with the irritation flaring at their obvious stupidity.

			These humans wouldn’t make it out alive. Not in time.

			“Boss, I’m seeing a home in trouble.” Drake used the telepathic link all shifters could access when in their animal form to relay the information to his Alpha who was working on the ground, opening that magical channel so all the team could hear as well.

			“Are humans involved?” Finn asked.

			“Five that I can see, and the fire’s closing in fast. They have no escape route.”

			“Who’s closest?”

			Drake shifted his gaze to where his team worked, then gave a frustrated grunt. “Me. If any one of you comes off the line right now, we go back to square one. The winds are too high.”

			“You know what to do.” Which meant Drake should save them, then wipe their memories. “And don’t get seen.”

			“Yes, boss.”

			Drake tipped his wings, setting his body into a spiraling dive, then angled his neck to focus on his location.

			Fuck.

			The fire was getting closer, moving even faster than he’d thought. If he didn’t haul ass, he wasn’t going to get to them in time.

			He pulled out of the spiral and pinned his wings back, against his body, stretching out, long and lean to cut down on wind resistance.

			At the same time, he did his best to keep his belly facing toward the fire, and the multitude of humans working it. Saving one bunch of humans while getting caught by another group would be a rookie mistake. One he didn’t intend to make. Though, at the speed he was moving, the scales on his belly would likely be rippling with color, unable to keep up with the transition.

			He homed in on the family below him. The humans had given up chasing down the small animals.

			Goats. They’re risking their short lives for fucking goats?

			Maybe he should let the fire have them. Cull the herd of stupidity, so to speak. Despite the thought, something inside him urged him forward. Besides, he was under orders.

			The five on the ground could see the flames now. 

			“Cami!” an older man shouted, urgency and fear giving the words an angry burr, like a swarm of bees whose hive had been knocked down. He was obviously yelling at the woman who was still going after two of the animals not yet rounded up. After one last raw look, the sorrow in her expression scraping along Drake’s nerves, she gave up and switched directions, sprinting for a large pickup truck where the others waited.

			Not that leaving now would help them. However, it did get them all in one place, which helped Drake. 

			The heat of the fire cranked up a notch or ten, driving his actions. Drake pushed his body harder, faster, ignoring the warning tingle spreading from his right arm and down his spine. Shit.

			I’m not even a thousand yet. Without a mate to arrest the process, dragons started aging more rapidly when they hit the millennium mark. Apparently he’d gotten lucky enough to get the early onset version of that crap.

			Fortunately, despite the disease eating away at him from the inside, his body hadn’t given up on him yet and he couldn’t let up, or these people would die.

			The truck took off, taillights swerving back and forth in the smoke as it fishtailed, tires kicking up the rough gravel of the track leading from the buildings to the road.

			They’re not going to make it.

			The fire was on top of their truck, cutting off their escape route, licking at the sides like a predator toying with its food. The chemical smell of melting tires filled Drake’s nostrils even as the terrified screams of the humans inside the truck pinged against the insides of his ears.

			Almost there.

			But he had to slow down or he’d crush the truck and end the humans he was trying to save with the impact. He threw his wings out wide, except his right arm was slower to move, as though he had no command over the limb. The imbalance tossed him into a sharp turn, but he managed to force that wing out and steady himself, then tilted his body back, catching the scorching wind with his wings as the ground rushed up at him.

			The tiny sound of a bleat reached his ears, and he zeroed in on the sound. A baby goat standing at the edge of the fire. The animal the woman must’ve been trying to save.

			In a split second Drake argued with himself—save the goat and then the humans or leave the goat for the fire. His practical side lost the argument. 

			The goat was in his path. Dammit.

			He dipped on his way past, trees closing in on him, grabbing at the tips of his wings as he forced his way through, and snatched the little creature in one taloned claw, barely able to hold such a small thing given his own size. In the same instant, he realized that the animal was bleating at what must have been its mother. A charred body lay on the ground already consumed by the flames, the stench of death and burnt fur filling Drake’s nostrils.

			Drake held on to the wriggling animal and went for the truck next. Except the move to grab the goat had slowed his speed almost too much. Stupid ass mistake. What if saving the animal had just killed those humans?

			The flames were all around them now, having hopped the gravel road to the trees bordering the other side. He’d have to come down on top of them.

			Drake flared his wings, managed to drop the small goat in the bed of the truck beside a wire pen of more goats that took up most of the back, then reached out with his hind claws and grasped the truck by the sides of the bed before slamming down over the top, covering them all—truck, humans, and goats—with his body.

			“What the hell is that?” the woman’s voice demanded over the terrified shouts of the others in the car.

			“Es un arbol,” someone yelled. A younger man, by the sound. As long as he’d lived in this country, and with many Spanish speaking rulers in this area over those years, Drake understood the language well.

			“No. It’s not a tree,” he could hear the woman answer in English. “It’s…something else.”

			So much for not being seen.

			The truck’s tires spun, making it difficult to keep his grip, as whoever was behind the wheel hit the gas. At the same time, the driver lay on the horn, the sound blaring through Drake. He winced, even as he had to admit to being impressed. Most humans would be screaming, like the others with her, or passed out in fright, regardless of whether they realized what they were dealing with or not.

			Drake tightened his grip—not the easiest thing on metal that slid against the razor tips of his talons—and concentrated on backing the flames off so he could fly them out of there. First, he dragged at the fire, drawing the flames into him through his scales, careful to protect the more vulnerable membranes of his wings, folding them in close to his body. After a second, the flames nearest him reduced in size and backed away, almost like a small creature cowering away in fear.

			As the roar of the blaze around him diminished with the retreat of the fire, the sound of a truck door opening and closing reached him. He managed to get his wing out of the way in time before the person caught part of it in the door.

			“Get off us,” that same woman yelled.

			A small, swift point of pressure on one of the scales covering his left ribs followed by an expletive told him she’d actually tried to kick him.

			That had to hurt. Her, not him. His scales were like a living armor. She had spunk, that was for sure. Or was pretty damn stupid. Granted, she was underneath him, but any intelligent person would not attack a dragon. 

			“I’m trying to help you.” He shot the thought to her, and only her, telepathically.

			A hole of shocked silence only lasted a few seconds, then she kicked him again. “Like hell.”

			Who was this woman? Idiotic time to be impressed.

			He ignored her and returned his focus to the fire. As the flames moved back, he followed, crawling off the truck, creating a wide swath of scorched earth around them, smoke rising from the ashes in curling dark gray tendrils. Once he was satisfied that he could let up and the fire couldn’t get to them, he crawled back.

			The humans in the truck stared at him with pale faces, their screams silenced by a fear that stole their voices.

			“Cami. Get back in the truck.” The same man who’d yelled at her earlier was yelling again, desperately trying to open his own door, but the metal on that side had melted, welding it shut.

			The woman, however, planted herself between him and them. “I won’t let you hurt my family.”

			“I don’t have time for this shit.”

			He unfurled his wings, and her eyes grew wide, then with one strong down stroke, he lifted into the air. He snatched her up with a front talon, and she went berserk in his grasp, fighting him like a wild animal not ready to give up an ounce of its life.

			He held on to her as he landed on the truck, grasping it as best he could with his three remaining claws, the metal screeching a terrible protest as his sharp talons found purchase.

			With forceful beats of his wings, he lifted them all into the air. The humans’ cries of alarm mixed with the frantic bleating of the goats in the crate in the back. But nothing came close to the woman still thrashing in his grasp, still fighting for all she was worth.

			“Stop that.” He squeezed enough to make it a warning. “I’m trying to save your damn life.”

			“Yeah, right. You probably started the fire and are taking us away to eat us.” If anything, she fought harder. 

			“Keep that up, and I’ll drop you,” he warned. He let her hear, by the tone of his voice, that he wouldn’t care either way.

			Except something pinched in the region of his heart. As though a small string were bound to that organ, lassoed around it, and that statement had given the string a sharp tug. Almost like a warning.

			Finally, he got them far enough away that he judged he could safely leave them alone. On a road no less, though their truck, with its melted tires and one working door would be worthless. At least they could be found or make their way to civilization from here.

			He set down as gently as he could, the truck rocking violently and the suspension squealing and groaning with the impact regardless. With another downstroke of his wings, he released and lifted himself in the air, gliding farther away to land and release the crazy woman as well.

			Immediately she ran to the truck to check on what was apparently her family. As soon as she could see they were safe, she spun to face him, eyeing him warily.

			And Drake finally paid attention. Dark hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, streaks of ash across her face and clothes, and a scowl set to rival his own. But also, the smoothest terra-cotta skin and the softest, deepest brown eyes—eyes that practically begged him to not hurt them, even as they sparked with defiance.

			“Are you going to eat us now?” she demanded, tipping her chin up at a rebellious angle. Courage in a teacup of a woman.

			Drake snorted, which was about the closest he got to a laugh.

			Then he started his shift. What he needed to do next required him to be human. 

			Mirage-like waves surrounded his body, obscuring the lines and blurring the details as he made the change. Scales and spikes receded to be replaced by skin, and clothes, and hair—the beast hiding beneath the more civilized countenance of a man.

			Drake kept his focus on the woman as he changed, almost relishing how her gaze widened in shock, the way she took a step back only to stiffen and force herself to step forward again, not blinking or looking away.

			Strength gazed back at him through a veil of fear. Suddenly Drake was gripped by a powerful urge to take both her strength and her fear as though she’d offered them up as gifts, and swallow her up, and sink into her all at the same time.

			What would that no-nonsense voice, raspy from smoke inhalation, sound like on a moan of pleasure? Sweet and pure and heady. He hadn’t had a human lover in years.

			Rejection shot through him at the thought. He was dying. No way could he drag this innocent creature into that mess. What the hell is wrong with me?

			He finished his shift and walked toward her slowly, needing not to spook her, needing to get close.

			“What are you?” she asked through lips pinched white, her hands trembling. He still caught a hint of fascination in those soft eyes.

			“Does it matter?”

			The creak of the one good truck door opening, hindered slightly by the dents he’d put in the sides, heralded the rest of her family getting out of the side not melted. Her father, he’d hazard a guess based on shared physical features, particularly the eyes, though his skin was darker hued, rougher, like he’d spent a lot of time in the sun. Three other men of varying ages followed, but still family perhaps. They stumbled out, staring at him with open trepidation.

			Her father slowly stepped up beside her, trying to pull her back behind him. “Whatever he is, he saved our lives,” he said in Spanish.

			Mexican descent based on the accent, more drawn out at the ends of the words. Words that were a sharp contrast to the man’s actions as he tried to protect his daughter.

			“He saved Clover,” the youngest of the three other men pointed out.

			Clover? Oh, the damn goat.

			With the woman safely shielded by his body, the father stepped forward. “What is your name?” he asked in English.

			Then he held out a hand to Drake who stared at it as if the appendage might suddenly turn into a snake and bite him. Humans weren’t supposed to act like this. Most either froze in fear, or like a rabbit caught in a snare, they fell into hysteria, or they ran. The exact wrong thing to do around a predator.

			Still, he shouldn’t pass up the opportunity. He needed to wipe all their memories of his existence, and he needed to be close to do it, and he needed to touch skin.

			“Drake.” He wasn’t sure why he bothered answering when he was going to pull the memory from their minds anyway. Grasping the man by the hand, Drake leaned forward, staring into his eyes intently. 

			All humans tended to respond like prey this close to dragons, going into a sort of trance. Deliberately, Drake lit the fire inside himself, red flames taking over his eyes. The man stared, pupils swallowing his irises as they dilated, relaxing into the thrall. Holding that gaze, Drake pushed his heat through his hands and into the man’s mind. Such a small amount of time to delete from a person’s memory took only seconds. When he released him, the man blinked and remained in that trance.

			“I would also like to thank you.” The oldest of the other men also held out a hand.

			“Papá?” the woman questioned as Drake grasped the next man by the hand, repeating the process. Then moved to the next man who stepped forward. This was too easy.

			“What did you do to him?” She turned as he finished. Then took a closer look at the older man beside her father. “Tio?”

			Ah, her uncle. The third man, closer to her age, a cousin perhaps or brother, seeming oblivious to her rising concern, also offered a hand.

			“Wait.” She stepped between them. “What did you do to them?”

			For once, Drake didn’t want to stay silent, almost as though compelled to give her the truth she’d earned with her determined management of her own fear. “Taking away the memory of me. Do you really want to remember?”

			She stared at him, short breaths puffing through her lush dusky lips, generous breasts pushing against the material of what used to be a white tank top, now filthy with ash. “That’s all?”

			“That’s all. Then I’ll leave.”

			After a long, searching stare, she stepped to the side and nodded at the young man, more a teenage boy.

			“Are you sure?” the boy asked.

			“Go ahead, Leo.” She canted her head at Drake who held out a hand.

			Hesitantly, the boy took it and Drake did the same to him as he’d done to the others. He needed to move faster. The effect on her father would wear off soon, and he’d be forced to repeat the process. He held out a hand to her.

			With a deep breath, she placed her own in his, the slight tremble to it acting like a kick in the balls. He hated that she’d had to be afraid. Which was a ridiculous reaction. Even more ridiculous, heat surged and spread up his arm from that small contact, soothing the tingling nerves still jarring him from earlier.

			“What’s your name?” he asked. Again, the words escaped his control, dragged from his lips as though compelled.

			“Camilla,” she murmured, not looking away, her hand tiny in his. “Cami.”

			“Cami,” he murmured. 

			“Drake,” she whispered back, and his gut clenched at the sound of his name on her lips. Familiar and yet strange at the same time.

			What is wrong with you? Get this done and leave.

			Instantly, he ignited the flames in his eyes, and her shoulders dropped, her body relaxing. Then Cami blinked, pulled back slightly, though she didn’t break the contact. “What if I don’t want to forget you?” she asked.

			Everything inside him froze. He pushed through the strange sensation through sheer will.

			“You don’t have a choice.” Humans knowing about dragon shifters was against their laws. The very laws that, as an enforcer, he was sworn to uphold. 

			Drake tugged her closer, and she stepped almost willingly into him, trust having replaced the panicked fear in her eyes. But a trust that wasn’t entirely real, entirely hers. The look struck and wrapped around his heart like a fist and squeezed hard.

			With a reluctance that manifested as an ache under his breastbone, Drake allowed his eyes to blaze fully, then pushed his heat through the physical connection, through her skin, and into her mind, using the magic contained in his fire to steal that time from her.

			He finished, allowing the fire in his eyes to bank. He should let go of her, shift and fly away. For some strange reason, he couldn’t. Didn’t want to.

			Could she be a mate? Only one type of female could call to a male dragon shifter that way.

			Drake stepped into her, dipping his head until his nose was at the crook of her neck, though not quite touching, and inhaled her sweet scent. Winter fresh air, a floral undernote, and the scent of smoke still clinging to her from the fire.

			Ambrosia.

			But no smoky scent coming directly from her that would indicate she was a dormant dragon mate, and the fear from what she’d just gone through damn well should’ve sparked her dragon sign. But there was no shifting of her eyes or a small part of her body. No sparks flying from her person. Nothing. 

			Drake forced himself to step back, allowed his gaze to linger on her face for a second longer, then turned, shifted, and left without another glance.

			She was human.

			Besides, even if she was a mate, she wouldn’t be his. He’d already seen his mark on another woman’s neck, glowing in the heat of dragon fire. Not that she turned out to be his, either. However, the odds of another this soon were so slim they were laughable. Absurd. 

			And you’re already dying, asshole. It’s too late for a mate to save you, anyway.

		


		
			Chapter One

			The sour scent of burning rubber followed Cami like an annoying drunk at a bar, clinging to her clothes and the hairs in her nose. The bottoms of her solid work boots were melting from the heat still left in the ground from the fire as she tromped through the still slightly smoldering remains of what had been gorgeous towering pines and canopied black oak trees on their land.

			Land the Carrillos had owned for generations. All the way back to the time of the Ranchos, when the Spanish and then the Mexican authorities had given land grants to private individuals, later honored by the U.S. after the Mexican–American War.

			Land where they’d made good lives for themselves. Lives they’d almost lost. The wildfire had almost taken her and several family members out. She still had no clue how they’d managed to get away.

			The last thing she recalled was running to the truck as the flames had closed in on them. She’d had to resist touching her skin to make sure she wasn’t melting under the horrible heat. Next thing she knew, she was standing on a road far enough away to only be able to see the smoke rising into the blue of the sky, their truck looking a hell of a lot worse behind them, without a clue as to how they’d gotten there.

			When they were finally allowed home, they discovered that the fire had ravaged their land, taken their barns, and burned all but the original house to the ground. In a weird twist of fate, it sat, almost untouched, on a circle of green grass, as though the flames had broken around it, like rapids around a boulder. At least they still had it, though her two uncles and their families had moved in with her parents and her, making for a tight squeeze. Luckily, her two younger sisters were off at college.

			The entire situation sucked, but no use wishing to undo something that couldn’t be undone. All they could do was rebuild and move forward.

			As if everything that had happened wasn’t enough, Cami had a personal problem to add to the heaping pile of shit already surrounding her. One she didn’t dare put a voice to or share with her family.

			If they found out, that made it real. Cami didn’t want this to be real.

			On the pretense that she was tired of shoveling the ashes of the barn away, she’d taken the only four-wheeler to survive the fire. She’d told her dad that she was going to see if she could find any more surviving goats or at least their carcasses so they’d be accounted for. 

			Her family had lucked the hell out as far as the goats were concerned. The fire hadn’t reached the range where most of the herd had been grazing. Only the late mothers with their doelings almost ready to be weaned, who’d been held in a barn close to the house, had been in danger. They’d managed to get all but Clover’s mother out safely in the back of their truck. However, those damn flames had taken down several fence lines and the rest of the goats had gotten out, now wandering the hills willy-nilly. Probably burning their little hooves like she was her boots.

			But that wasn’t why she’d come out here alone.

			She’d driven as far out as she could, stopped the four-wheeler, and got off. Then unbuttoned her shirt and stared down at the skin just above the valley of her breasts. A shot of dread worse than anything she’d experienced the day of the fire jolted through her with the force of an earthquake, trembling the very foundations her life was built on and leaving her shaken. As shaken as the first time she’d seen this a week ago. Maybe worse.

			Dead center of her chest, a spot—not a lump because her skin still lay flat—but an imperfect circle that glowed from the inside, from underneath like she was being lit up. Streaming from the spot, the blood pulsing through her veins showed in stark relief against the reddish-gold brightness underneath, almost with the look of scales. It had grown from a small pinpoint to the size of a walnut. In days.

			Cami swallowed back the sour sting of bile and shook her head, though no one was there to see. “This isn’t real,” she whispered to herself in a fierce voice. “Wake the hell up.”

			This had to be a hallucination. She’d inhaled toxic fumes during the evacuation and that combined with the danger she’d faced was manifesting itself as some kind of freaky PTSD attack.

			Except hallucinations don’t start fires.

			Like she’d done this morning when she’d shot sparks from her person. This time, she’d been getting dressed and the second she’d removed her pajama top she’d seen the growing area of glowing skin. She’d freaked out and sparks had flown off her. After a squawk that she’d quickly swallowed, not wanting to alert her large, often overly involved, family, she’d had to stomp out the small fire that started on her bedding.

			“It’s real enough,” a deep, masculine voice sounded in front of her.

			Cami jerked her head up with a gasp to find a tall man with broad shoulders and bottomless black eyes that seemed to bore through her skin standing in front of her like a sentinel of doom.

			With a gasp, she backed up, at the same time pulling a pistol from the holster at her hip. 

			She’d learned a long time ago to travel their land armed, especially when she was alone. One tense moment staring down a rather large mountain lion had been all it took to start that habit.

			With a practiced motion, she flicked off the safety and cocked the gun, finger off the trigger, but aiming it directly at him. “You are trespassing on private property.”

			A breeze toyed with her still open shirt, and she barely kept from wrinkling her nose at the disadvantage being semi-undressed put her at. Instead, she stared him down.

			Was he a hunter? The black combat-style pants and black T-shirt didn’t suggest that. Heart still jammed tightly in her throat, cutting off oxygen, she took stock. Black hair to go with the black eyes, cut short, almost military style. He was a big man, six foot three or four at least, and the muscles straining his T-shirt across his chest and at the sleeves suggested he was also in damn good shape. No way could she outrun him or fight him off.

			She didn’t want to kill him, though. She didn’t need to add any new nightmares to the ones she already had. Ones that included red glowing eyes and the feeling of flying.

			The stranger crossed his arms, muscles bunching. “I’m here to help you, Camilla.”

			Her heart made a mad dash to escape up her mouth. He knew her name. Was he a stalker? She rarely posted anything on social media. How had he found her way out here anyway?

			He took a step forward and she jerked back a step. “Stay away from me,” she snapped, putting as much authority in her voice as she could around the shaking, happy to see her hand remained steady.

			The man held up his hands in a conciliating gesture that did nothing to calm her. The man in black, she silently dubbed him, even as her more rational mind was metaphorically smacking her forehead for having the thought.

			“This isn’t what you think,” he said.

			“I think you need to leave—”

			He stepped closer again, and the spike of terror and adrenaline sent her heart into overdrive. Suddenly, as had happened this morning, sparks flew from her body, like a spitting, hissing firecracker on the Fourth of July. Embers shot from her, landing on a nearby bush that hadn’t entirely turned to charred remains of itself, and the thing went up in flames faster than a rattler could strike.

			“Oh my God!” Cami jumped back, though she still managed to keep her gun trained on the man across from her.

			Instead of reacting like a normal person, he coolly stepped closer to the flames.

			“Don’t—” she started to shout but cut the word off with a squeak.

			The flames reached for him, like a child reaching for a parent, but instead absorbed into his skin, like he was pulling it into himself. The heat radiating to her reduced with each draw, the fire growing smaller and smaller. In mere seconds, the tiny blaze had been extinguished, the only remaining evidence the smoke lifting lazily into the sky.

			Cami stared from the bush to the man and back. “What—”

			She stopped and shook her head with zero idea what words to even use at this point.

			Those obsidian eyes, eyes she’d thought hard and bottomless, almost seemed to soften. “There’s a reason you are glowing and sparking.”

			She’d lowered the gun a bit, shock dropping her arm, but the sound of his voice snapped her out of it, and she jerked it back up to train it on him. “What reason?” she demanded.

			He actually had the temerity to raise a single eyebrow at her weapon, and Cami glared back at him, suddenly tempted to show him that she had no problem using it and was a damn fine shot.

			His gaze lasered in on her, with an intensity that somehow penetrated the fog of fear and bravado she was swimming in, as though he willed her to hear his words. “You’re meant to be a dragon shifter.”

			All Cami heard was blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, dragon, blah.

			A hysterical laugh escaped her like a prisoner making a break for it. Maybe she’d taken her hallucinations to a whole new level. Or she was asleep, and this was just a bad dream. That had to be it.

			She slapped herself hard with her free hand. Nothing happened.

			The man in front of her sighed. “Why do they always need proof?” he muttered.

			They? They who? Had he forced his kind of crazy on other poor women?

			“Stand back,” he said. His body started to waver and sort of shimmer. Not like glitter. More like looking to the horizon and seeing the wavy, silvery image of water when you knew none existed there.

			But then his body started to change. Cami blinked, then blinked again harder, because she didn’t quite believe her eyes. His body grew, and bones shifted, and skin disappeared behind scales so black they seemed like a lake of ink. Wicked spikes sprouted from his spine and his arms turned to wings folded in close to his side. 

			Turned out fear had a taste. It tasted metallic, a lot like blood.

			Cami scrambled back, giving him space, and stumbled over a fallen tree, landing on her ass. The gun in her hand went off with a bang and she watched in seventies TV slow motion horror as the bullet shot out only to hit the monster in the chest and ricochet away.

			The massive…I can’t believe I’m thinking the word dragon…creature gave her a cockeyed look almost as though to say, “Seriously?”

			“Um…sorry about that.” I’m apologizing to a dragon that I just shot. Plus, that bullet had done nothing to him. Not even a dent as far as she could tell.

			An inappropriate wave of pure fascination overtook her, burying the fear, even if for only a second. A dragon with superman-strength body armor in the form of scales was standing in front of her.

			“Do you believe me now?” His voice echoed inside her head, as if coming from inside her and outside her at the same time. However, his mouth didn’t move.

			A telepathic dragon. Right. Because how else would dragons communicate?

			Cami closed her eyes to try to put a stop to thoughts that were starting to garner a frenetic edge to them, buzzing in her head. 

			“Please don’t faint or something.”

			That had her snapping her eyes open to glare at him. “I don’t faint.” Deliberately, she picked herself up off the ground, brushing ash and leaves from her backside.

			“That’s good to hear,” his voice rumbled inside her head.

			Right. Get it together. At least he hasn’t eaten you yet.

			The strangest sensation of déjà vu chose that moment to strike, and Cami paused in her motion, waiting to see if she could remember what came next. Only nothing came to her, and the odd awareness faded. 

			With a deep breath she lifted her head and faced the… Shit, dragon just sounded so weird in her head… Faced the dragon head on.

			He lowered his Jurassic Park head, T-Rex teeth lined up in jagged visible rows, to within a foot of where she stood, regarding her with a single, unblinking eye. 

			Curiosity swamped her like a flooding river breaking its banks. Without thinking it through, she reached out and put a hand on a single scale—satin and steel under her palm, and almost soothingly warm. For some inexplicable reason, her heart settled—a trapped bird coming to roost on its perch. Like she’d been here before. Like this wasn’t new or a dream or a hallucination. This was real and…

			She jerked her hand back as the word “home” ping-ponged around inside her mind. What am I thinking? I have a home. And a family.

			People she needed to protect. Maybe from him. “What do you want with me?”

			“To help you.”

			“Help me? With what?”

			He took a deep breath, his massive chest rising and falling with the action, and warm, smoky breath fanned across her in a gust. “There’s no easy way to put this. I am a dragon shifter. And you are destined to become a dragon shifter’s mate and become a dragon yourself.”

			Cami frowned, trying to take that all in, but her mind landed on one word. “A mate? What time are you from? The dark ages?”

			He ignored that comment. “Until you mate, the fires you set off will only escalate and get worse.”

			Get worse? She glanced at the glowing spot. This got worse? Okay, that was bad. Her family had already lost too much to fire. Assuming she believed him— Of course she believed him. He was standing in front of her as a living, breathing, forty-foot dragon and only seconds ago, she’d spontaneously combusted a bush. Wait…

			She narrowed her eyes at him. “Do dragons cause wildfires?”

			“They can.”

			“On purpose?”

			“The fire that destroyed your family’s ranch happened because of a dragon, a couple of them, actually, if that’s what you’re getting at. The one most responsible is dead now.”

			Cami frowned again. Not because he’d confirmed her suspicions, but because there had been something in his voice. Something like regret. 

			Still, he’d been honest with her. Between the beast before her, the glowing like a tiny sun trapped inside her chest, lighting up her veins, and the sparks periodically emanating from her person, she had no choice but to believe him. At least about the dragon thing.

			What did that mean for her? For her family?

			Oh my God. I have to keep them safe. From me. 

			“I assume you have suggestions?”

			Those wavy, desert-oasis lines crisscrossed his body again, and she witnessed the transformation in reverse order as he shrunk back to a man. A man who still towered over her petite five-foot form, but not by forty feet now, at least.

			He gazed down at her, scanning her expression. “What you do next is entirely up to you.”

			“I hear a but in there.”

			A slashing mouth, pressed tight with lines bracketing it, tipped up at one corner.

			“What’s so funny?” she asked.

			“Nothing.” He shook his head. “But you’re not the first dragon mate I’ve helped, and each of you reacts…differently.”

			Part of her wanted to ask about the others, but right now she couldn’t handle much more, so she let it go.

			He appeared to realize that and went on. “I can offer you sanctuary, help put out any fires you cause, but that means coming with me, staying with me, maybe for a long time until you find your destined mate.”

			Uh-huh. Not the answer she’d hoped to hear. “And what’s behind door number two?”

			“You stay here. Possibly burn down your home. In addition, other dragons not as…progressive…as I am will come take you away when they discover you. Force you to go through a mating process to find your mate. That might not sound so bad, but if you choose the wrong man, you’ll die when he tries to change you. The leaders of our kind don’t act too concerned about that result lately.”

			Death was a way worse answer.

			Neither of those options was acceptable in her opinion, but one was especially unacceptable. Cami crossed her arms in a defensive move. “Would they kidnap me?”

			The man in front of her lifted a single shoulder in a shrug way too casual for this strange topic of conversation. “It didn’t used to be this way, but the kings are getting power mad.”

			Dragon shifters had kings?

			She regarded him with serious distaste for a long beat, trying to reconcile why she trusted anything he had to say. Beyond a seriously terrifying display of magical whatnot, she didn’t have any reason to trust him enough to go with him. That would put her in the same category as children who took candy from strangers. “I don’t even know your name.”

			“Rune Abaddon.” He held out a hand to shake.

			She glanced at it like it might be a poison apple and he dropped it to his side.

			Raising his gaze to the sky with an expression that said she was being unreasonable—and she almost looked up to check that more dragons weren’t flying around up there—he put a hand in one pocket and brought out a card with a single phone number on it. That was it. “I’ve helped others like you. If you call this number, you can talk to them. Ask questions.”

			“Right. Like I’m going to trust a faceless woman on the other end of a phone.”

			His jaw flexed. “I can tell you’re going to be a pain in my ass.”

			She warily took the card and stepped back slowly, the same way she’d backed away from that mountain lion once upon a time. “Honestly, I’d rather not see your ass again anytime soon.”

			“Suit yourself.” He turned his back to her and walked away. Stalked away, more like. “You can also call that number if you change your mind and need me to come get you.”

			He paused at the edge of a tree burned so badly only a black spike of what used to be its trunk remained upright. Turning, he speared her with a hard stare. “Don’t wait too long, though. I’ll only be around another few days. You aren’t the only one who needs my…services.”

			With that, he disappeared like a silent wraith, a figment of her imagination. Not even a crunch of toasted forest under his feet. A ghost. Except for the card she held in her hand.

			A jumble of emotions—fear, disbelief, and confusion—tangled together like three-day-old spaghetti in a mass that lodged in her stomach.

			A rush of heat shot through her, blazing along the trail of her veins as though her blood had lit on fire, the glow following the sensation. It culminated under her breastbone which pulsed with a glowing light. No way would her family miss that if it happened around them. No sooner had that thought occurred to her than a spark shot from her again, this time igniting her jeans.

			“Shit.” She beat at the cloth before it could burn her skin.

			This can’t be happening.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			“Drop and give me fifty,” Drake barked at the “new recruits” lined up in front of him like toy soldiers.

			The Huracán Enforcers were down too many men with the losses they’d sustained lately, and Finn had done what any good Alpha would do. He’d replenished the team’s ranks. But he’d lost his ever loving mind bringing in a new mate, a ragtag group of orphans, and Drake’s sister, Lyndi, even if they remained in the home outside the mountain Lyndi had made for them.

			None of these shifters were remotely ready to be part of an enforcer team.

			But Drake got it. Finn couldn’t leave the team vulnerable and both the Alliance and the kings of the clans had yet to send them replacements. 

			Hence the inappropriate recruits.

			Which meant Drake was now stuck babysitting the rookies and his sister. At least he’d taught Lyndi to fight himself. Still, his job was to get their asses trained. Shove years of hard work and specific techniques into weeks. Maybe months if he was lucky and nothing new happened to rock the current calm.

			Not likely, but stranger things had happened.

			They hadn’t heard much about what was happening with their kings lately. That the communication out of the clans in Europe and Asia had shut down completely wasn’t a good sign, but for now, it wasn’t his problem. The colonies would just have to fend for themselves until the kingdoms settled.

			Still, if this calm that had to be preceding a monster of a storm could last a little longer, Drake could get this pathetic group of dragon shifters trained before he had to abandon his team.

			A low murmuring of groans sounded even as the dragon shifters obeyed the order. Dropping to push-up position, hands on the cement floor of the gym in the Huracáns’ training facility, muscled bodies in plank position, they waited for his count.

			“Was that a protest?” Drake demanded.

			“No, sir,” they shouted in unison.

			“Don’t you lie to me. Mike, shift and take to the sky. Your fellow pukes are going to execute textbook push-ups until you can get over that westward bank of trees without my seeing.”

			“Shit,” Mike muttered. But he jumped to his feet and ran outside through the glassed garage door that opened up one entire wall of their training room to the outside, letting in the crisp, late fall breeze.

			As soon as he reached the flat field, Mike shifted. Slowly. Drake made a mental note to get them shifting faster, riding that edge between controlling the beast and letting it loose. Clothes and skin disappeared, replaced by diamond-hard scales. Talons, teeth, the spikes along his back laid flat for now. 

			The second he completed the shift, Mike spread his massive wings wide, casting a shadow over the training building, and leaped into the air in a decently smooth motion. Dirt and leaves scattered under the onslaught of the wind his takeoff generated.

			There was nothing wrong with Mike’s flying. However, the man in dragon form was an unfortunate shade of raspberry, which made it damn near impossible for him to camouflage in daylight hours.

			As soon as Mike took off, Drake started counting. “One.” 

			The others, still holding their planks, executed perfect push-ups, exhibiting no strain.

			“Two. Three. Four—” A flash of a barbed dragon tail—a lethal weapon rendered almost comical by Mike’s hot pink color—caught his eye from a good mile out. “I saw you,” Drake shouted, knowing Mike’s shifter senses would allow him to hear. “Again.”

			The others had paused in their push-ups.

			“What the fuck are you stopping for? Start over from one and let me hear you count ’em out.” Already his throat was getting sore from more talking than he liked to do. 

			As a team—a situation Drake was pleased to see coming together, not that he’d tell them that—the group started counting with each rep.

			A crunch of tires on the gravel outside alerted him to someone’s arrival. Drake scowled. Every member of the Huracáns was already on location, so who the hell was visiting?

			“Mike,” he snapped. “Take a position up top and hold.” Couldn’t have any humans seeing a hot pink dragon.

			A few seconds later, a slightly weathered older man, black hair turning gunmetal gray with age, walked through the front door rather than coming around the side to the garage doors. Their old Alpha, Deep, smiled a greeting, dark eyes crinkling, as he walked down the narrow hall that led from a common room, past offices and other space, into the gym and locker area where he stood.

			This building was created to appear to humans as the semi-dilapidated headquarters for a hotshot firefighter crew. Their team’s cover when they had to work fires with the humans.

			Deep being here was never a good thing. After he’d retired from the team, he’d taken a position within the human firefighting ranks, eventually rising to the position of head Fire Marshall in California. An insider, set up to provide the Huracáns cover and information.

			Damn. Drake had hoped the coming of winter would cool things down. Not that cooler heads were common among dragon shifters in general. Their natures were as blistering as the fire in their bellies.

			“Drake,” Deep greeted.

			He gave a silent nod of acknowledgment in return.

			“Mike, you can resume,” Drake barked.

			Deep’s eyebrows shot up, but otherwise he said nothing.

			Another flash of color over the trees, this time of a hot pink wing that was as obvious as a flashing neon bar sign, had Drake whipping his head to glare out the garage door. “Caught you, Mike. Again.”

			He dropped his gaze to the men and women starting to visibly tremble with effort. “Start over.”

			Resentment lined their voices, along with strain, as the three started counting at one. None, however, complained or disobeyed.

			Progress.

			“Don’t you think you’re being a bit too hard on them?” Deep murmured as he passed through the room, headed for the bunk room and kitchenette where a hidden door led into the mountain cavern—the true home base for the team.

			Drake put a booted foot on Lyndi’s back. “No.”

			Lyndi shot him a scowl over her shoulder. “Asshole,” she mouthed, but she kept going.

			Drake left his foot where it was and stared back at Deep, who had stopped to watch. His old Alpha shrugged and headed inside. Lyndi, meanwhile, kept going.

			His sister was a shorter, more petite version of him, though prettier, more feminine, with her silky black hair, dark eyes, and sandy complexion, smooth and tawny with a rose gold undertone, reflecting their shared ancestry—an ancient Asian lineage going back millennia. She was also tough and stubborn as hell, traits they shared. Her arms were shaking harder with each rep, but Drake knew she could take it. 

			No way would the others let a tiny woman show them up, which was why he pushed her harder. He needed to push them all. Needed them to be ready for when he wouldn’t be here, either. 

			I’m leaving my team with inexperienced, untried rookies. The notion jarred, but he couldn’t do a damn thing about it. The aging process had come early and had taken a grip over his body with cruel talons.

			He was young to be going through it already. At around a thousand years of age, for most, an unmated dragon shifter’s physical aging would start speeding up again and he’d develop ailments that eventually killed him. Some suffered diseases of the flesh, others developed mental diseases, the condition attacking their minds.

			Drake was only seven-hundred-seventy-five. He’d thought maybe he had another year, but the degenerative neurological disorder attacking his body like acid along the nerves was progressing faster every day. Not long before he’d be a liability to the team. 

			He had two options.

			Option one: Tell the team and be sent back to the Red Clan to die. Not his preferred option. When he’d still been one of King Pytheios’s personal guards, he’d witnessed the king take out a teammate’s jugular simply because the man had informed them that he was dying. Pytheios had said he’d been showing pity on the man, ending it early. Like putting down a horse with a broken leg. That had been the tipping point for Drake, and he’d been more than happy to take a spot on an enforcer team in the Americas. Drake had no reason to believe Pytheios wouldn’t do the same to him now.

			Returning to the Red Clan was out. Which only left option two. Leave the team.

			But leaving the team meant abandoning his kind and the orders to be an enforcer, which meant he’d be a rogue. It was a death sentence, but at least he’d die on his terms.

			The team would be protected, so long as they told the Alliance he’d succumbed to age. Those assholes who were supposed to be governing the Americas colony in the kings’ stead had been worse than useless. Hell, after he’d witnessed their attempt to separate Aidan and Sera—fated mates—for political reasons, useless was a kind word for them.

			The problem was, unless they all wanted to go rogue and be hunted down, the team still answered to the Alliance Council.

			Yeah. These recruits needed to be ready before Drake left.

			“I made it.” Mike suddenly appeared in the field outside, flaring his wings to land with a muffled thud, his massive talons gouging into the hardpacked earth.

			Drake narrowed his eyes, lips flattening with his displeasure. Fuck.

			No way should Mike have been able to do that. I’m a damn tracker. One of the best, or at least he had been. Deep might’ve been a distraction, but that shouldn’t have meant the rookie could get past him. No matter how hard he tried.

			“Good job,” Drake said. “You’re done for the day.”

			Immediately, the group struggling to keep doing push-ups collapsed with groans hovering between relieved and miserable. Exactly how they should be.

			Lyndi levered to her feet and stumbled to the metal trash can in the corner where she proceeded to vomit, followed by a few more dry heaves. Then she turned and raised her eyebrows at Drake, clearly blaming him for her gastric pyrotechnics.

			Drake ignored her.

			His sister could kick every one of these guys asses and would probably be a harsher taskmaster if Finn had set her to this job. Probably why she was the only one of Drake’s seven siblings that he liked. He’d left the rest in Nepal when he’d been given the honor of this position by his king. Lyndi had followed. Something about not wanting to be forced into the poor aunt role. As a rare female-born dragon shifter, she was sterile, and would never have a family of her own.

			With a careful maneuver, to hide how his left arm hung, numb and limp, at his side, Drake headed outside.

			He’d been dealing with the way his body was falling apart long enough to know what came next. Flying usually knocked his body back into whack. 

			“Hit the showers,” he ordered over his shoulder. “Then help Delaney with dinner.”

			“Oh no.” Delaney laughed. “Last time they helped, I had to cook my lasagna twice. I’m good.”

			Drake really didn’t give a shit. “Right. Report to Finn, then.”

			He received a round of “yes, sirs” as he stalked out of the building, needing to get out of sight before the numbness spread and became more obvious.

			Far enough away, he stopped and looked at both his hands. The mark of his king, black against the back of his hand between thumb and forefinger, stared back accusingly, as though his thoughts had alerted his king of his intentions. The mark of Pytheios Chandali, the Rotting King of the Red Clan. Drake’s clan. The same mark showed on the back of his neck, where a dragon’s family brand showed as well. The same mark in both places only because Drake was also a Chandali. 

			When he left the team, when he made that choice, the design on his hand would disappear. Marking him a traitor, a rogue.

			If he’d found his mate sooner, he could’ve reversed his degeneration, or kept it from happening at all. Definitely not when his team, the men who were more brothers to him than his own blood, needed him most. 

			He couldn’t think like that, though.

			Even if he found his mate now, he wouldn’t act. Because he’d waited too long. No way could filling in the other half of his soul fix the damage already done, already destroying him. Instead, he’d mate her only to die and take her with him. Which was not a risk he’d ever take.

			Not that he’d find her after waiting almost eight hundred years.

			A pair of soft brown eyes filled with awe, trepidation, and defiance flashed through his mind.

			Cami. 

			His little human who’d fought him hard during that wildfire last summer. He shoved the idea of her down deep, shrouded in darkness. 

			Though, when he left the team, he’d have nowhere to go. Finding her and getting a little enjoyment out of the time he had left was tempting. A sweet notion that drew him like gravity.

			Except, by then, he probably wouldn’t be able to use his dick, either. Drake clenched his teeth and forced his shift, needing…too many things he couldn’t have.

			Damn.

			“Drake.” The snap in Finn’s voice told him his Alpha was in get-shit-done mode.

			“Yes, boss?”

			Drake craned his long neck to find Finn coming through the garage door. “Stay shifted,” he ordered.

			The rest of the original team emerged from the shadows behind him. Levi, their Beta and the only gold dragon on the team, massive with his shoulders and height, a big motherfucker as a dragon, too. Kanta and Hall, the two green dragons though nothing alike in personality. Kanta’s persona reflected his forest-green color with a deep, unshakeable calm, while Hall’s lime-green color came out spicier, and more annoying. Finally, Rivin and Keighan, the two white dragons, who were practically joined at the hip and horny all the time. 

			There should be more of them. Fallon. Aidan. Titus. All gone in one way or another. Drake clamped down tight on emotions that had no place in an enforcer’s life.

			Titus wasn’t just gone. He was ash.

			As he waited, the team shifted. The second they were all in dragon form, Finn took off. Without hesitation, the team followed.

			Drake’s stomach plummeted as it took him a second to get steady in the air. Fuck. Not good if he couldn’t control his own flight.

			“What’s going on?” Kanta asked, broadcasting his thoughts to all of the team.

			“I’ll tell you when we get closer,” Finn’s voice came across grim.

			That combined with Deep’s sudden appearance, not to mention how Deep had remained behind with the newbies—to lead them if things went sideways?—had every mental alarm in Drake’s experienced head ringing loudly.

			They flew for a few hours, darkness descending like a blanket rolling across the sky, snuffing out the sun. Based on the position of the constellations, they were heading farther south, though Drake didn’t miss how Finn had circled back a few times. Searching for spies?

			Finn flew ahead of Drake, his steel-blue form appearing more navy and black against a dark sky illuminated by a half moon and a trail of stars starkly white against the blackness of space. They were laid out like a trail before them. The snap in the air would have a human’s teeth chattering but felt fantastic to a dragon.

			Drake followed behind his Alpha with Levi to his right, his dark gold, almost copper-colored scales rivaling the stars as moonlight glinted off each movement he made.

			But Drake wasn’t watching Finn, or Levi, or any of the rest of the team surrounding them. Ever since they’d taken off from the field outside their home base, he’d been battling to keep airborne with every downstroke of his wings. His left arm threatened to quit on him entirely, not wanting to come back up, and instead hang like a limp fucking appendage. He kept having to use the rest of his body to sort of snap it back into place.

			Pain radiated up and down the nerves along his spine in searing bursts, like wildfire spreading, a residual tingling radiating from there, eventually blending to a numbness that was causing all sorts of fucking problems.

			He bobbled in the air like a newbie before straining every muscle in his left shoulder to force that damn wing out and steady.

			They’d better be close, because he was about to fall out of the sky as though his body had been dipped in solid gold.

			“Drake?” Kanta’s voice penetrated.

			Based on the lack of other minds buzzing, Drake could tell the dark green dragon had directed the question only to him.

			That became more obvious as Kanta dropped back from where he’d been flying on Finn’s other side to glide next to Drake, casting him quick sideways glances.

			“Yeah?” he answered. 

			“You okay?”

			“Fine,” he snapped.

			But a dawning dread added weight to his burden with each passing second. Usually, once he started flying, the problems his degenerative disease caused went away, or at least let up enough to allow him to function. Not this time. This time, the problems were getting worse. Fast.

			He wasn’t sure, after they got where they were going, if he’d be able to fly home.

			Which means it’s time.

			He’d known for a few weeks that leaving the team was on the cards; he just hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it. He hadn’t even said goodbye to Lyndi.

			Too late now.

			Kanta didn’t keep at him, which was part of the reason he tolerated the guy. He pushed back up to fly beside Finn.

			“Almost there,” Finn said finally.

			“Almost where, boss?” Hall’s voice pinged through Drake’s head, the telepathic question on stereo for all in their group to hear.

			The lime-green dragon skated over the top of Drake’s head, barely missing him with the tip of his barbed tail. Usually Drake would snap. Hall, for some idiotic reason, showed his brotherhood by pushing Drake’s buttons. All the damn time.

			But Drake was too busy not plummeting to the earth to bother getting annoyed.

			Hall arched his neck to shoot him a quick look which Drake also ignored.

			“What’s up, Hall?” Rivin’s voice broke in. 

			Keighan chimed in a heartbeat later. “Getting tired, old man?” The two white dragons on the team did everything in tandem—fighting, tackling fires, fucking.

			“This is unusual, boss,” Kanta spoke in his soft, thoughtful voice.

			“We’re going to meet an old…friend,” Finn said.

			Rune.

			Rune was the only man Finn talked about with that edge to his voice. Once upon a time he’d served as the team’s Beta. As Finn’s best friend, Rune turning traitor and going rogue had cut the Alpha deep.

			Except, after this summer and everything with Aidan and Sera—proof Rune had been right about the Alliance all along—as well as Rune’s help with that situation, things had changed.

			Maybe this meeting, and the timing with Drake’s body falling apart, was the fates’ way of giving him a sort of third option.

			Less than five minutes later, Finn angled their trajectory toward the ground. In a long, slow descent, Drake had plenty of time to ascertain their destination. Moonlight glinted off the black waters of a small pond up ahead, a decent-sized clearing beside it.

			No dragon or human waited for them there, but this was Rune. The fucker was scary brilliant at stealth, much like many of his black dragon brethren. Which meant they couldn’t assume he wasn’t lurking around, undetected, in the dark.

			“Rune…” He sent the thought telepathically, focused so that the word only ended up finding Rune’s mind, and no one else’s, holding an image of the man in both his forms, in case Rune was already landed, shifted, and was waiting. “I need a favor.”

			Rune didn’t answer, but Drake relayed his message regardless.

			As soon as he finished, he focused on the next part. Landing without snapping a wing, let alone embarrassing himself in front of his team, was going to take a miracle.

			Bobbling like a rookie pilot on his first landing, Drake fought the winds coming off the tops of the mountains, the calm air just below those peaks, and his uncooperative body. 

			The lower they got, the more he tried to tip his body back, hanging his feet. It popped him well behind the others, slowing his rate of descent significantly. Then he fixated on the spot he wanted to come down on, timing critical. This was like dead sticking an airplane that had lost its engines. Only one wing kept trying to fall off, too. 

			Not yet.

			He homed every sense on his objective.

			Not yet.

			Not yet.

			Now.

			Pain wrenched through his shoulder as he threw back both wings, flaring at the last second to catch the wind. A grunt ripped from his throat, the only weakness he’d allow himself.

			His gambit worked. Mostly. He managed to touch down with his back legs. Only when his front talons made contact with the compacted earth, the numb one went out from under him.

			Drake kept himself from tumbling by hopping along on three legs. That and running into Hall, who hadn’t got out of the damn way fast enough.

			Both of them grunted at the impact, but Hall remained upright, which meant so did Drake.

			“Hey.” Hall shouldered him off. “What the fuck was that for?”

			“For being a dick.” Drake couldn’t exactly say “thanks for helping me not crash.” Weakness like that was unacceptable.

			Besides, Drake didn’t crash. Ever. Hall, especially, would find that odd and start in with the questions. Hall snorted and a lime-green tendril of flame slipped out one nostril before disappearing. “Fair enough.”

			For once, Drake appreciated Hall’s weirdly easygoing nature. The guy could be a sarcastic ass, and not always serious enough, but he didn’t hold grudges.

			“Everyone shift.” Finn’s voice rang through his mind.

			Almost as one, they each changed form. Drake wasn’t entirely sure he could, but after a tension-filled instant where nothing happened, his perspective started to adjust, narrowing, dropping lower in relation to the ground. His body realigned, coming upright, talons pulled back to fingernails, scales to skin, his usual black utility pants and shirt, which had absorbed into his animal form, magically reappearing.

			Only his arm remained a fucking useless lump attached to his torso at the shoulder. 

			To keep it from swinging weirdly, or smacking into shit, Drake turned his body away to shield what he was doing from the others and used his still working hand to tuck the useless one into his pocket.

			It still hung awkwardly, gratingly off kilter, but hopefully less noticeable. The way his body stayed exhausted and weak, no matter how much he slept, or worked out, or took breaks, or ate right, or any of that shit, was a slow form of torture. A betrayal of the worst kind.

			Drake hung back as Finn led them into the woods surrounding the pond, the dark pines towering above them like faceless sentinels. Not a hundred feet in, Rune materialized in front of them, stepping out of the shadows without even a crunch of pine needles under his feet.

			Damn black dragon shifters. 

			Red dragons might be the scariest, blue the fastest, gold the strongest, but black were definitely the stealthiest fuckers. Hell, even their bodies were built to fly in silence, the wings attaching to their bodies differently.

			Rune nodded to each man in turn, but when he got to Drake he paused, eyeing him with those lifeless eyes of his. Had he heard Drake’s mental request?

			“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Rune demanded.

			Every single member of the team turned to stare at Drake.

			Well…shit.

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Ogun Zheng sat casually in the antique French chair in his study, fingers steepled beneath his chin as he waited for the information he’d asked for.

			The man in front of him, the Alpha of the Alaz Enforcer team, had better have more than a dead end. As one of the members of the Alliance, representing the Green Clan, Ogun had no intention of failing the kings and clans who depended on him and the other council members to govern the Americas colony. 

			“The trail has gone cold,” Tineen stated with a cold straightforwardness.

			Ogun Zheng stared the man down, barely concealing his sneer of displeasure. “Explain.”

			The black dragon shifter didn’t even blink under his gaze, but Ogun had no doubt he felt his irritation just the same. “We found a cabin in the Montana woods with a faint trace of Sera Morrison’s scent,” Tineen reported. “We also scented Aidan Paytah and Rune Abaddon. However, the trail from there was erratic, leading south. About twenty kilometers away, we discovered ashes.”

			“Remains?”

			Ogun sat forward, gripping the arms of the chair. Golden sunlight spilled in through the two-story windows that gave him one of the best views in the Alliance’s headquarters. The snow-dusted Rocky Mountains rose in jagged peaks, pine trees like the bristles on an unshaven chin scattered across them, broken periodically by bursts of yellow aspen groves.

			He’d brought Tineen here today to close out matters relating to Sera Morrison, the dragon mate he’d been so sure was intended for High King Pytheios thanks to the mark on the back of her neck. The Rotting King of the Red Clan desperately needed to find his mate. He needed her to stop his rate of decay and elongate his life. That he wasn’t dead yet was already a miracle. 

			Except Sera had disappeared before they could send her to Pytheios. When she disappeared, so did Aidan Paytah, an orphan-turned-Huracán Enforcer who’d insisted he was her fate, not Pytheios. An unworthy man for a new dragon mate. Laughable.

			No trace of those involved in Sera’s disappearance was unacceptable at best. 

			Tineen’s long tapered fingers tapped out an erratic rhythm on his own armrest. The tall, broad black dragon shifter kept moving like he couldn’t get comfortable in the high-backed chair meant for humans much smaller than he. “We believe the ashes to be the remains of Titus Nar.”

			Ogun frowned, thinking. Absently, he fingered a long, slender scar along the side of his neck, a habit since he’d acquired it over a thousand years prior. “Titus was the one to lose Sera to Rune in the first place.”

			He murmured the words more to himself than Tineen, who sat across Ogun’s mahogany desk table regarding him with lifeless gunmetal gray eyes. Ogun held in his impatience. “Do we think Rune killed Titus?”

			Tineen regarded him blandly. “Impossible to say.”

			Ogun stilled, irritation snapping over his skin like ants crawling over him. All of these Huracán Enforcers turning rogue, dying, stealing mates. Could the rest of the team still be trusted? 

			“I suppose you want to be the one to bring that information to Mathai?” he asked Tineen. No telling how the leader of the Alliance Council would react to the news.

			The other man’s fingers stopped their tapping. “I suggest further investigation before we bother Mathai.”

			Ogun masked his annoyance with effort. The Alaz leader should be more scared of him than Mathai. The Green Clan was the closest to the Red Clan, thanks to proximity, and his king the most loyal to Pytheios. If the political situation continued, Ogun fully expected that he—not Mathai—would soon lead this council.

			But he’d been playing the long game for centuries. A few more weeks or months wouldn’t matter either way.

			“Do you have a plan?” he asked.

			Based on the slight tension around the man’s eyes, Tineen didn’t appreciate the doubt that laced the question. 

			“I’ll send one of my men to the Huracáns’ region. I’d like him to inspect Rune’s most recent fire separately from their investigation.”

			“The fire from this summer?”

			Tineen nodded.

			Excellent. Mathai may have given the Huracán team, and particularly their leader, Finn Conleth, leniency. Too much leniency in Ogun’s opinion. Especially in light of all that had happened recently—Finn’s brother Fallon running from his mating ceremony and joining with the new King of the Blue Clan, Finn’s own mating without permission or the Mating Council even being involved, and now the situations with both the Huracán team’s old Beta, Rune Abaddon, and with the new mate, Sera Morrison joining with that…that…orphan. Not to mention the suspiciously timed death of Titus Nah.

			But Tineen was right. He’d need dirt on the team, evidence that they’d betrayed their oaths as enforcers, before he could go to Mathai with his suspicions.

			“Send Nidhogg.” Ogun’s words weren’t a suggestion but an order, and he had the brief pleasure of pulling a small frowning response from the otherwise immovable Alpha across from him.

			After witnessing Nidhogg torture members of the Huracán team when Sera had disappeared and they’d suspected the team’s involvement, Ogun trusted the Alaz enforcer. Nidhogg would follow every lead he could. 

			After a long, considering silence, Tineen nodded brusquely. “I’ll send him out tonight. He’ll be eager to determine if that team is as dirty as we suspect. Particularly Drake.”

			Ogun tipped his head. “Why Drake?”

			Tineen shrugged. “He was the only one who didn’t make a sound during Nidhogg’s interrogation.”

			“As long as he doesn’t neglect looking into all of them, I don’t care if he has it out for Chandali.” Even if the man was some distant cousin of the High King.

			Ogun stood to escort his guest out. “The others of your team, and the Alliance, need not know until he reports back. Understand?”

			Tineen paused at the door. “Of course. I see this entire situation with the missing mate as my failure. I would prefer to give the Alliance justice.”

			“Excellent. Report to me, and no one else.”

			Tineen, and, indeed, Nidhogg, taking this personally meant the Alaz team would be motivated. Ogun held on to that kernel of information as something to possibly exploit down the road.

			His instincts, which had never failed Ogun in his long life, couldn’t be wrong this time. Things didn’t add up with the enforcers set to guard the western third of the North American continent. If the Huracán team had anything to do with Rune or the situation with the mate, Sera—regardless of their “proof” of innocence otherwise—he’d be the first to declare them traitors and order their executions.

			If Rune Abaddon was the sole perpetrator, well…he had already earned his eventual execution a hundred times over. As soon as they tracked him down.

			… 

			Cami walked down the dimly lit hallway to the room one down from hers.

			It had taken a while, but she was used to the place since coming here with Rune. Since lighting more and more fires until the curtains in her room had gone up fast, and she’d almost burned down their home, the only structure untouched by the wildfire, with her family in it. The next morning, she’d called the number on the card.

			Those first weeks here had been about asking herself if she’d done the right thing coming here. She still asked herself that every day. Unfortunately, the glowing and, worse, the fires she sparked, had only continued to escalate. Until she could figure out a fix for that, she needed to be with the people who could help her keep those fires contained.

			Inside the natural caverns formed deep within a mountain in the middle of the Andes range of Argentina, she’d made, if not a home, at least a safe haven for herself here among Rune and his men and the other women they sheltered. 

			Caverns that dragon shifters had, once upon a time, turned into corridors and rooms and a home—granted a weird, commune-ish, compound-ish sort of place. These were like no caverns she’d ever seen—outfitted like a massive bunker with sparsely furnished bedrooms, a training room, a kitchen of sorts, even a hangar. Not for planes, though.

			They had only rudimentary services. Electricity was supplied by a massive generator, the constant humming filling the large spaces with a buzzing noise. In parts, they used actual freaking torches. Like a medieval castle. They did have running water, though the pipes followed the ceilings, rather than being built into the walls. Even though winter was on its way, snow already covering the towering mountain peaks around them, the caves maintained a steady temperature.

			All in all, a cool place to live, actually, as life experiences went. No pun intended.

			Though it didn’t make her situation suck any less. Missing her family had turned into a twenty-four seven ache in the region of the glowing spot over her heart. 

			Cami knocked on the door to the bedroom next to hers and let herself in without waiting to be invited. Skylar, the woman who stayed there, had a tendency to ignore anyone who knocked, even Rune. On sheer principle, Cami concluded. The woman seemed to have a serious beef with dragon shifters.

			If she was meant to be a dragon mate, she’d have to get over that eventually. Months in this place, away from her family, learning all about her new “people” had taught Cami that much at least. Not that she, herself, was in any rush to worry about the mating situation. Other than putting a stop to her spontaneous fire setting.

			“I’m dying of boredom.” She threw herself on the mattress on the floor that constituted Skylar’s bed. Like her own room, this was basically the only furniture. A shared bathroom and shower down the hall set the place up more like a dorm than apartments. “If they can get electricity into this place, you’d think they could at least get Netflix.”

			Silence greeted her proclamation, and Cami pushed to her elbows to find Skylar staring at her. Based on the way she was sweating, her hands still raised in a defensive position, she’d been practicing her martial arts. Again. She did that a lot.

			“What makes you think I care?” Skylar resumed her maneuvers, punching into the air in rhythmic bursts. Practiced combinations.

			“Because you’re my friend.”

			“Hell, no.” Skylar swung to face her, her long black braid swinging over one shoulder, and planted her hands on her hips. “No way.”

			Only Cami caught the small flinch the other woman tried to hide. She’d seen that same expression before. The day they met. Like the world had stolen something precious from Skylar and damned if she was going to let that happen again.

			“You only talk to Rune and the…um…older gentleman,” Cami insisted. She hadn’t learned his name yet. “You need a friend.”

			That earned her a snort. “Nope.” Skylar resumed her training.

			“Well, then, I need a friend.”

			After growing up with a large family sharing their small goat ranch, being here reminded her sharply of college where she didn’t fit in anywhere. She’d gone away only to come home a year later, terribly homesick. She’d opted, instead, to finish her degree online and through a local college much closer to home.

			It wasn’t the dragons. That…fit. Like her soul had known all along she was meant to be more. The problem was being far from home. This… Being away when they needed her. Knowing that returning home put them at risk. This was way worse than college.

			“Why me?” Skylar didn’t bother to pause in her actions to ask.

			“Why not?” Cami shot back.

			In truth, most of the other women here had already formed their cliques. They’d been nice enough, so maybe it was just Cami, but she hadn’t bonded with them at all. Besides, Cami appreciated Skylar’s bluntness. She didn’t have to worry about Skylar’s reasons or secret opinions, because she said everything outright. Plus, the woman wasn’t remotely scared of Rune, whereas most of the other women were intimidated at the least.

			“I meant it,” Skylar insisted. “Why me?”

			Cami sighed. “Because I trust you.”

			Skylar flubbed a jump kick. “Damn,” she muttered. 

			Cami couldn’t tell if the expletive was for the kick or what she’d just said.

			Skylar turned to face Cami again, hands on her hips, her striking white-blue eyes, which reminded Cami of pictures of icebergs and glaciers, assessing. “Ever learned to fight?”

			Cami raised her eyebrows. “I can handle myself in a bar, if that’s what you’re asking.”

			“No. I mean learned a style—boxing, Karate, Taekwondo, Krav Maga, anything like that?”

			“No.”

			Skylar gave a sharp nod. “If you’re going to be a dragon shifter, once you find your mate, then you’d better learn.”

			“Ummm…” That did not sound good. 

			Skylar lifted a single eyebrow. “You think giant flying lizards who spew fire are going to be easy?”

			Fair point. She was living in a cave with a bunch of men who turned into dragons. Definitions like good and bad, easy and hard, had become a gray area in her life. Cami shrugged. “I’m still waiting to see.”

			Skylar’s expression didn’t change, but Cami got the impression she’d rolled her eyes just the same. “I suggest you take a more proactive approach,” she said.

			Cami considered the other woman. She tended to wear clothing obviously meant for combat—black, with lots of pockets and zips, and skintight—showing off muscles honed over time. Cami had no doubt this woman could take on a dragon shifter—or whatever else was out there that they hadn’t told Cami about yet—and win. Given her attitude, Skylar would probably enjoy smashing one of those guys to a pulp.

			Except the older one. Tyrek. Not that Cami had seen much of him. He steered clear almost as much as Skylar.

			“If you hate them so much, why do you stay?”

			Rune had given them all choices. Not easy ones. Spewing flame meant they needed help from those who could control it. Wanting a say in their mating meant staying hidden. So here they were. Not prisoners, exactly, but Skylar acted like she was.

			The other women here seemed…content, happy even…to have found this life. Granted, most of them also had no family, no other place to go. Cami’s situation was different. Harder, because of her family. Maybe Skylar’s was, too.

			For a moment, Skylar softened, turned more human instead of a man-eating robot. Her lips tightened and real sorrow that had Cami regretting the question reflected in her bright eyes. “I’m not like you.”

			Cami frowned. “What? Not a mate?”

			“Not exactly.”

			“What are you?”

			But the human moment passed, and Skylar’s features hardened. “The less you know about me, the better for both of us.”

			Interesting. Cami decided not to pry. Living with a large, involved family, sometimes too involved, she appreciated when people wanted privacy. “But you have to stay here?”

			“Yes.” Skylar shrugged, the gesture telling a thousand stories. “Let’s just say I’m hiding in plain sight.”

			Whatever that meant. Still… “I’m sorry you have to do that.”

			That actually drew a small, tight smile from the woman. “Thanks. Now, do you want to learn to defend yourself, or not?”

			Cami hopped off the bed and joined Skylar in the middle of the cavern, which, besides the bed, was empty with a decently flat floor.

			Skylar started by showing her the best stance—feet set wide, but not too wide, to give her a strong base, body turned sideways to her opponent to give less surface to strike, arms up, chin tucked, and proper fists with the thumb wrapped around the fingers on the outside, knuckles flat. 

			Before they could get much further in the instructions, an impatient knock thumped against the door. Skylar didn’t bother to say come in, and whoever was out there didn’t bother to try.

			“Rune has returned,” a female voice sounded through the hard oak door. That sounded like Paula, one of the mates Rune had found in Brazil.

			“Thanks. We’re coming,” Cami called when Skylar obviously wasn’t going to answer.

			She turned to find Skylar shaking her head. “You go. I’ll talk to him later.”

			A naturally touchy-feely person, Cami grabbed her by the hand. “You can’t spend all your time locked up in here. That’s a recipe for depression.”

			But Skylar tugged out of her light hold. “The fewer dragon shifters I interact with, the better.”

			“Except Tyrek?”

			Skylar shrugged. 

			“Fine.” Cami sighed and headed for the door, grabbing her flashlight on the way.

			She was halfway out the door when Skylar’s voice followed her. “Hey—”

			Cami popped her head back inside. “Yeah?”

			“Come back when you’re done, and I’ll show you some more.”

			A grin sprang to Cami’s lips, unbidden. “See. I knew we’d be good friends.”

			That smile stayed with her through the long, dark corridors. Everywhere around her was the sound of water, a constant drip, drip, drip, like the snow and ice on the towering peaks outside seeped inside the mountains to melt and weep through the walls. 

			They used old-fashioned torches set into sconces to light the main corridors in this section. Something about not having long enough cables to set up an electric lighting system in the dormitory portion of the compound. She’d been warned, quite severely, not to venture down corridors that weren’t lit. Apparently the dragons hadn’t used this system of lived-in caverns in a long time, and parts were no longer safe, prone to cave-ins.

			Quickly, she made her way through a series of turns leading to what she’d mentally dubbed the dragon hangar. Ahead, she could hear the slap of feet against the smoothed stone floor, but she couldn’t see far enough to figure out who she was following. Probably Paula.

			Eventually, a pinpoint of light showed at the end of the stretch she was walking. As she got closer, the light grew until an open doorway became more obvious. She walked into the massive hangar with its tall ceilings and flat floor, obviously carved out for the purpose of easy landings, and blinked in the stark white light of the sun streaming in through an entrance large enough for a 747 to fly through. 

			But no dragon stood in the middle of the floor. Where was Rune? Had he shifted already? Cami moved to stand beside Paula, feeling small and a bit plain beside the tall, gorgeous Brazilian. The woman had the best legs Cami had ever seen in real life and tended to show them off by only ever wearing shorts. Even in coming winter, apparently.

			“Where’s Rune?” she wondered.

			Before Paula could answer, a shadow passed over the entrance to the cave. He must’ve telepathically relayed his arrival to warn his men not to attack as he landed. Thinking back to the other times he’d returned after an absence, Cami realized that was a system they must’ve had in place all along.

			A second later, a massive obsidian dragon—glorious to behold with scales that rippled like black silk—flew through the entrance. Those scales seemed to swallow the sunlight like a black hole, trapping the light and not letting it back out. His head, edged in wicked-looking spikes that rose to a crest at the back of his skull, sat atop a long, graceful neck. Wings that cast their own massive shadow, even inside the cave. Talons that could rend a human in two with a mere flick. Not to mention the fire he could spew between teeth that showed carnivorous dinosaurs how it was done.

			A living, breathing weapon.

			Seeing the men in their dragon forms never got old, and Cami couldn’t help but wonder what she’d look like when she finally turned. Some shade of red according to the mark that Rune identified on her neck after applying fire to her skin, though it hadn’t burned her.

			Except, for the first time since the day Rune had found her and shown her what he was, telling her she was destined to become this, too, a shiver of apprehension skated over her skin and down her spine.

			Skylar’s right. I need to be more prepared than I am.

			Rune tipped his wings forward, flaring to catch the wind, and beat them several times to hover before he touched down lightly, first with his hind feet, then with the front, his wings folding in and back.

			That’s when she caught a movement. Someone was riding on Rune’s back. Another mate?

			Rune lowered his belly to the floor, and the person stood, stepping out from between two razor-tipped spikes where he’d been wedged for the flight.

			A man. Not a mate.

			This was a first. Every man in this place was a dragon shifter and flew here on his own. Curiosity urged her forward, along with everyone else, as the man climbed off Rune’s back using only one arm, lithely jumping the last ten feet to land with hardly a sound.

			“What the fuck?” One of Rune’s men standing closer to her snarled, and guttural growls ripped from the throats of several of the others. The beasts lurking inside clearly wanted a piece of this guy.

			Cami craned her neck, going up on tiptoe, to see why. He said nothing, didn’t even take a defensive stance, as many of the men facing him had done. Instead he calmly waited for Rune to complete his shift.

			As soon as he finished, Rune moved to stand beside the stranger. He clapped a hand on his shoulder. “I see there’s no need for introductions.” He nodded behind the men where Cami and the other dragon mates stood. “Ladies, this is Drake Chandali. He’s—”

			“Why did you bring him here?” Hakan, one of the four red dragons here, and usually the most vocal of all Rune’s guys, spat. If venom in a voice could be true poison, this Drake guy would be dead right now.

			Cami’s curiosity only grew, and she edged closer, shouldering past the other girls.

			Rune’s expression, or what she could see of it, hardened, black eyes exposing a predator who would kill with no compunction or remorse. “As you know,” he said, “this man was part of the Huracán team of enforcers, to which I once belonged.”

			“Our enemies—”

			Rune cut Hakan off with a look. “Our new allies. Given their positioning, they can provide us with information we wouldn’t otherwise have.”

			“And he’s going to what? Join right in after we’ve faced down in the field? Babysit us? Report back to Finn?” another man demanded. Goret, one of the white dragons in the bunch, maybe, based on the strong Russian accent.

			This Drake guy still hadn’t said a word. In fact, he stood there with what appeared to be a permanent scowl on his face and otherwise showed no reaction. Like he couldn’t be bothered to defend himself, explain, or even make an effort to set these shifters at ease.

			At Goret’s question about what his role would be, Drake glanced at Rune, eyebrows raised, and waited.

			“He’s here to advise us,” Rune announced. “And he will be treated like one of us. Or you’ll deal with—”

			“Me,” Drake said. The softly spoken, but no less harsh, word dropped into a void of silence that threatened to suck all sound and light from the room. Even the buzz of the generator, which sat near the south wall, seemed to dim in deference to him.

			Except the sound of his voice—deep and scratchy—reverberated through Cami, and she frowned, casting through her memory.

			I’ve heard that voice before. 

			Rune shrugged, as if conceding that dealing with this Drake person, rather than with him, was a worse consequence.

			Still with his hand on Drake’s shoulder, Rune moved forward. “I’ll show you where you can sleep.”

			Despite disgruntled expressions, no one argued. Cami got the impression that Rune would have little trouble kicking anyone out who did. While his goal of helping mates was noble, she had no doubt that a ruthless bastard inhabited his skin.

			With a combination of glares, dirty looks, and curious glances, mostly from the women, they dispersed, walking away to disappear down various human-sized corridors that all met in this place.

			Except Cami didn’t get the memo to leave. Drake’s voice, the familiarity of those deep, rough tones, and something else, some strange awareness, drove her feet forward into his path.

			The second his gaze landed on her, Drake stilled, though his expression gave nothing away.

			“Shit,” he muttered.

			“Camilla?” Rune asked beside him, a million questions in his tone.

			Only she didn’t look at him. Instead she stared at Drake, scrunching up her eyes like viewing him out of focus might help.

			He remained still and silent while she studied him.

			A harshly handsome face stared back at her—a slash of cheekbones, strong jaw shadowed in dark stubble, jet black hair, though instead of the warmth of dark eyes she would have expected, his were an unusual, intense reddish-brown shade.

			Red dragon, a vague part of her mind identified. You could always tell by the eyes.

			But, while Drake’s dark glower should’ve had her heading in the other direction—that bite sharper with him, darker—fear was not what she felt. What she felt was…almost like gratitude. Trust.

			A warm little sun spot somewhere in the region of her heart and a voice inside that whispered. Only she couldn’t catch the words.

			A brightening around her told her that the internal glow at the center of her chest had taken on a life of its own. The way his gaze dropped then narrowed told her she wasn’t wrong. Sparks would follow any minute now, but she didn’t care, for once.

			She needed to know first. “Have we—”

			Suddenly, Drake pitched forward, one hand to his knees, his breathing turning harsh and erratic.

			Alarm pierced that warm familiarity. “Are you okay?”

			She bent over and instinctively put a hand on his back in a gesture meant to comfort. Immediately he tensed, his muscles going so rigid under her palm that she jerked her hand away. 

			Only he didn’t snap at her, or straighten, or make a sound of any sort. Instead, the man fell to the floor in a tangled heap of limbs, convulsing for several agonizingly long seconds, before he stopped, lying so still that it almost scared her more.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Drake opened his eyes to an unfamiliar ceiling bathed in the flickering light of a torch stirring memories of a time before electricity and modern technology. Based on the rough cut of the rock, though, this was not his mountain in California. Not his room in the stronghold of the Huracán team.

			Everything came back to him with the subtlety of a harpoon through the ribs. An experience with a whaling ship in the eighteen-hundreds that he hadn’t planned on repeating, even metaphorically.

			Shit. 

			All of it sucked. Every damn thing about what brought him here.

			His trouble flying, or more accurately his crash landing, on the way to the meeting with Rune. Telling his team—his brothers in spirit though not by blood—about his condition, the disease eating away at his body. They’d stared at him with shocked faces, and then he’d left them. No goodbye beyond a nod at each.

			The best he could do.

			He did regret not having a chance to tell his sister to her face. Lyndi would be pissed. At least he’d been able to give them the video he’d made. Mostly as proof for the Alliance to make sure losing one more team member didn’t blow back on his men. But that video was also a goodbye of sorts. He’d been carrying it around on a thumb drive for a year. 

			After that, the humiliation of having to fly on Rune’s back like a fucking human—a useless lump of carbon and water. Coming face-to-face with men who’d been on the wrong side of the laws he’d been sworn to uphold. Then, just to heap on more humiliation, he’d passed out like a Victorian debutante in front of the one woman he hadn’t been able to shake.

			Cami was here. 

			Had he dreamed her up through the haze of pain and numbness taking over his body, or was she really here? The memory of her had lingered like the subtle flavors of a fine wine.

			Or a hangover.

			A small gasp had him jerking his head to the side to find her staring at him. She’d obviously been sitting on the cold, hard floor, resting her head on the mattress on which he slept, a crease from the sheet marking one cheek and eyes still droopy with sleep.

			She blinked rapidly, then sat up straighter and cocked her head, studying him with the clinical gaze a nurse might give a patient. He didn’t like it. 

			“How are you feeling?” she asked. That sultry voice, no longer scratchy with smoke, filled the room, caressing his skin.

			Drake battled with his body. It would not do to shock her with a raging erection that was sure to be evident given the flimsy sheet covering him. At least he was still in his utility pants and shirt.

			She doesn’t remember you anyway, asshole.

			He didn’t screw up things like wiping memories. Except the gaze she had trained on him held a spark of familiarity, as though she did. The fact that a small part of him leaned toward that familiarity with the notion that he’d like it if she did, set Drake back mentally. What was wrong with him? Was his condition affecting his common sense now? With effort, he shook off that trivial want. Impossible anyway. It wasn’t as though those memories went in a trash can on a computer desktop and could be retrieved. It was a permanent wipe. Gone forever.

			Better for her. Better for him.

			Probably couldn’t get it up anyway.

			When he didn’t answer she narrowed her eyes. “My name is Camilla Carrillo,” she tried again. “Do you remember anything?”

			When he didn’t answer again, she lifted a single unimpressed eyebrow, and he couldn’t help a stirring of curiosity. Women tended to run from him, not hold their ground and regard him with blasé pseudo-concern.

			“You yelled at two of the other women who tried to take care of you,” she said. “Scared the crap out of them. Remember that?”

			Drake’s eyes narrowed as he tried to access any memory before flopping to the floor in front of her like a fish on dry land. Nothing.

			“Do you remember me from when you arrived?” she asked next. She lifted a hand and proceeded to wrap a long, black strand of silky hair around one finger, then unwind it, and wind it back up again.

			Whatever familiarity he’d thought he’d seen was gone now, only vague curiosity staring back at him from warm brown eyes. If familiarity had been there at all. Looked like Rune hadn’t told her anything. Not that Rune had anything to tell. Drake, and Drake alone, knew what he’d done for this woman and her family.

			This mate.

			Mate.

			That was the only reason she could be here in this mountain…with Rune and his people. Which meant she’d started showing dragon sign, and when dragon fire was applied to the nape of her neck, a mark would show there. The brand of her destined mate’s family.

			Holy. Fucking. Shit.

			Apparently, Drake had been wrong the day he’d saved her, or she wasn’t showing sign then, but she was a mate. That fire, the one that had destroyed her family’s home… Had that been Rune trying to flush out a mate?

			Did she know that Rune had been responsible?

			Her frown deepened, dark eyes filling with concern, pushing out her irritation. Usually by now, when he didn’t speak, people left him alone. When Cami levered off the floor, he expected her to do exactly that, or maybe go get Rune. Shock had him freezing when, instead, she crawled onto the bed beside him, a swirl of scents—crisp winter air, exotic jasmine, and an edge of smoke—surrounding him, smothering him, filling him up.

			Drake held his breath and wished her anywhere but next to him on this bed.

			Oblivious to his sour thoughts, Cami reached to put a hand to his forehead.

			Only he slapped it away before she could touch. “I’m fine,” he said on a growl.

			Cami scowled, not remotely intimidated. “Then speak up and say so.” She backed off, but not much and muttered a word that sounded suspiciously like pendejo.

			“I am not an idiot,” he muttered.

			“Yeah?” The word burned with her scorn. “Do you have any idea how long you’ve been out? Two days.”

			That explained why he had to piss so damn bad. 

			“Or is your default setting asshole?” she continued. “I’m trying to help you, and I don’t scare as easy as the others.”

			Apparently, she already had him pegged. Drake grunted, then pushed up to sitting, hating the way his arms shook with that small task, a weakness that had him mentally swearing at the muscles. Hiding a grimace, he leaned against the rounded wall of the cave which served as a headboard for the mattress. The cool of the stone seeped through his thin shirt and into his skin, sending a shiver racing through him.

			He scowled. Dragons didn’t shiver. They were impervious to cold.

			Cami must’ve caught a nuance in his expression, because she narrowed her eyes. “You’re not okay, are you?”

			She reached out again, and this time he didn’t stop her from laying her cool hand against his forehead, though he had to stop himself from leaning into her touch. She tsked. “You’re burning up.”

			“All dragon shifters burn,” he said.

			Cami shook her head. “No. I think this is different.”

			“Because you’d know.”

			She ignored his heavy sarcasm. “I should go get Rune.”

			Drake shifted under the sheets that seemed determined to remain wrapped around his feet. “I’m surprised he left you alone with me.”

			“He didn’t want to, something about you being a scary motherfucker. His words. He needed to sleep after flying all that way, and, after the yelling, and throwing a pillow—” She paused and shook her head at him the way a school teacher might scold a small student who’d thrown a pencil. “None of the others would come near you.”

			“You should’ve listened to him.” Only he got the sense she wasn’t fully comprehending his words, whether willfully or naively he wasn’t sure.

			“You were out cold.” She gave a negligent shrug, only confirming his concern. “And weak as a newborn giraffe, if I miss my guess. I’m safe enough.”

			That newborn giraffe comment rankled and had him biting back an irritated growl. Did this woman have no sense of self-preservation?

			In a swift move, he grabbed her by both wrists, rolling so that he lay on top of her, holding her hands over her head, pinning them against the bed in a forceful grip, weighing her body down with his own. He had to hide how that small move had him breathing hard, though. He glared at her as though nothing was wrong. “I’m not out cold now. Am I?”

			Her heart thundered away against the inside of her ribs, the sound loud in the relative silence of the room and the flutter pulsing against his skin between their clothes. Her breathing pushed her breasts against her shirt. Against him. 

			Despite the fear pumping adrenaline through her system, she gazed at him with wide eyes that showed an inexplicable trust that grated against him like a sandpaper sponge bath.

			“What are you going to do to me?” she whispered.

			Almost like she was daring him.

			“You’re a mate,” he said.

			“So?”

			“Mates are like catnip to my kind—an obsession, a driving urge to find our own. What if I took you now, claimed you, pushed my fire into you?”

			Her lips fell open on a silent gasp, but fear didn’t reflect back at him even still. “You’d kill me if you aren’t my destined mate.”

			So, someone had at least warned her of the deadly consequences should the wrong man try to turn her. Had she listened? He squeezed her wrists a little harder, pressing into her so she couldn’t mistake the heavy cock pressing into her belly. “Yes.”

			“You’d lose a part of your soul as well,” she pointed out.

			He allowed his lips to tip up in what he fully intended to be a menacing smile. “Perhaps it’s worth it.”

			She stared back at him for a long minute. Then, suddenly, her heart quieted, her breathing slowed, her body relaxing under his. “Go ahead.”

			She was fucking daring him. Inside his head, his dragon growled, but not a warning, more like approval. The animal side of him liked this woman.

			That scared the hell out of him enough to have him fighting the foreign urge to scramble off her.

			When he said nothing, she tipped her head. “Just like I thought. All bark.”

			Bulls facing off against a matador in a ring dealt with less provocation than this woman was daring to throw at him.

			“You talk a good game,” she continued. “But you won’t hurt me.”

			Irritation spiked and swirled with a rushing need that had gripped him since the second she’d stepped in front of him in the hangar and he’d recognized her.

			Drake slammed his mouth over hers, his kiss both full of frustration, but also determined to frighten her into some semblance of self-preservation. He kissed her harshly, wildly, even as he continued to pin her to the bed.

			Except she didn’t whimper or turn away or struggle. Instead, Cami opened her mouth and licked the full seam of his lips, demanding entrance.

			Fuck.

			Gods help him, he opened, tangling his tongue with hers, reveling in the give and take. Her flavor melted across his tongue, sweet and tart at the same time, imprinting on his mind.

			A glow vaguely penetrated his senses behind his closed eyes, followed by a burst of heat that seemed to be originating from her.

			Almost as fast as it happened, Drake jerked back with a hiss, staring at a glowing spot under her white tank top. The source of the heat.

			Definitely a dragon mate. Which meant off-limits. Another shifter’s mate.

			With a groan he rolled away from her, flopping to his back, and flung an arm over his eyes, doing his damnedest to convince his dick to get its head out of the game. “You need to get out of here.”

			Her harsh breathing taunted him. He wanted to make her breathe harder while he slid his body in and out of hers, made her scream his name, fucked that sassy mouth with his cock.

			Damn, he’d really lost control.

			The second the thought came, pain burned its way down a trail of nerves in his arm, lighting them on fire before turning them numb. Almost as though that kiss had held his disease off for a second, only to let it come crashing back over him. Not even a few minutes of reprieve. Rage and total helplessness waged war on him, beating against his chest.

			“Go get Rune,” he snapped.

			He needed her out of here. Now.

			Not only because of what was ravaging his body, but because he still wanted her with an urgency that shocked the hell out of him. Before he gave in to those tempting desires and made them a reality, he needed her to leave. He couldn’t fuck another man’s mate, even if she didn’t know who that man was yet.

			Drake hurled silent curses at the fates. He’d already been through this with Sera, who’d borne not only his mark, but also Titus’s, and Aidan’s. She’d so obviously been meant for the rookie of the team—the way they looked at each other had been all Drake needed to see to know that. Drake was beyond help anyway. So he’d stepped back, let her go. His last chance at salvation.

			An extra helping of guilt layered over all the other roiling emotions passing through him.

			He lifted his arm and turned his head to glare at Cami who watched him with those fucktastic lips parted in silent invitation. “Unless you want to wrap those pretty lips around my cock and finish me off, I suggest you get going.”

			Cami blew out a harsh breath, but at least she got up, leaving the room without a word, though he still caught the way her hands trembled as she opened the heavy oak door.

			As her footsteps padded away down the hall, darkness pulled him back under on a riptide of unconsciousness he couldn’t fight.

			… 

			Rune on her heels, Cami didn’t bother to knock before entering Drake’s room. She hadn’t told the black dragon shifter behind her about her exchange with the irascible man, or that searing kiss that had set her body alight with a need that still ached between her legs.

			Drake was impossible, rude, arrogant, mostly unspeaking.

			As soon as she saw the way he was lying—flopped over himself, limbs sprawled, one leg off the bed—she forgot about her incomprehensible reaction of kissing him back like that and moved to his side.

			Unconscious again.

			Rune moved around to the other side of the bed, pressing his fingers against Drake’s neck, checking for a pulse.

			He was that bad? He’d damn well had a pulse when he’d been driving her body to that sweet ache that still lingered. Rune gave a nod and removed his hand.

			The tight band around her ribs eased up a little. “He has a fever, if I’m not mistaken.”

			Rune grabbed Drake by the shoulders and hefted him to lie on his back, then straightened his legs. “I don’t have a healer here, so he’ll have to work through that on his own.”

			If he can. The words lingered on the air between them, unspoken.

			“What’s wrong with him?” The man was so damn…vital. How could anything be wrong? Up till now, Rune hadn’t said much about it, insisting Drake would share and to do what she could.

			Rune shifted his gaze from the man unconscious between them to Cami. “If a dragon shifter doesn’t find his mate by a certain age, he starts the decline to death sooner, battling with diseases of the mind or the flesh. It’s different for each man. Pytheios, our so called High King, is called the Rotting King, because his flesh is rotting from his bones.”

			Cami grimaced. “And Drake?”

			She dropped her gaze to his face. Even in repose he appeared serious…strong. It seemed impossible that this hard man could give in to any weakness like that.

			“His nervous system is failing, causing pain and numbness.”

			She barely knew Drake. At this point she might know him carnally even better than she did as a person, his body speaking to hers in a way that drew a response she’d been unable to ignore or resist. Cami seriously doubted he’d put up with that kind of affliction for long.

			“Can he be…healed?”

			“In theory.” A grim undertone to Rune’s words had Cami lifting her head to regard his expression, trying to suss out what that meant.

			“How?”

			“If he finds his mate and successfully turns her.”

			A spark of emotion she couldn’t pin down pulsed within her at the thought. But the way Rune said that sounded…doubtful. “Why do I get the feeling there’s a problem?”

			He raised his eyebrows. “Beyond finding his mate at all, even though he’s been searching and waiting for over seven hundred years?”

			That long? “Well…yeah. Other than that.”

			“Drake had an opportunity with a woman here recently, and he passed.”

			Something ugly that she refused to define slithered through her at the thought of this man mating some other faceless woman. “Who?”

			Rune shook his head. “That’s his story to tell. However, the ‘why’ I will let you in on. Drake believes that he’s too far along. That he’ll kill any woman he tries to mate either way. Either desperation will cause him to choose wrong and she’ll die in his flames. Or…” 

			He paused, lips going flat. “Or they’ll successfully mate but it’s too late and she won’t heal him. When he dies, she will, too.”

			Right. She vaguely remembered this from Dragon Mates 101. Once the bond between mates solidified, and the mark on her neck appeared permanently, if one mate died, the other followed their destined partner to the grave. Something about the fates’ way of guaranteeing no mate ever lived without the other half of their soul.

			Drake had passed on a chance to save himself in order to avoid the risk of killing this other woman.

			Despite herself, Cami’s lips pulled up at one corner in a half smile. “Yup. All bark,” she murmured to herself.

			But Rune’s advanced hearing caught it. “Don’t you believe it,” he warned, going cold and hard on her. “His bite is way worse.”

			But not for me. Cami had no idea what made her so sure of that, but she was. 

			Everything she’d been told led her to only one conclusion for that. “Am I his mate?” she asked Rune.

			The man’s jaw went stone hard, muscles working under the skin, and she could see the debate raging behind his fathomless eyes.

			These last months, she’d also learned that, the way the mating system currently worked for most dragons, a woman was not told who might be her mate or any information about the symbol that would appear on her neck under the burn of dragon fire. The idea was to avoid influencing her decision unduly. 

			But Rune, obviously, had other ideas, given how he was helping her avoid the current system. Would he tell her the truth?

			“Maybe,” he said finally, the word dropping between them like a stone in a still pond, the ripples stretching across every inch of the surface of the water, disturbing everything in their path. “The mark on your neck is his family mark—Chandali. That said, he also has a large family with many branches. His is one of the most ancient lines. You already know that Pytheios himself is of this line, which means the Alliance will hunt you down if they learn of your existence before you are mated and give you to the High King whether you are destined mates or not.”

			Nausea rolled through Cami at the mere thought of simply being handed over to her death. An agonizing death by fire, based on the accounts she’d been given. Not to mention rape if she had to be forced.

			Rune leveled a serious gaze on her. “You have to be sure. Both of you. He won’t be, which means you have to be even more sure. Are you?” He glanced significantly at the man lying unconscious on the mattress.

			Was she? Could she be sure of a connection based on brief, and arguably contentious, dialogue and a quick tumble in the sheets that left her wanting more? No way was she risking her life on a maybe. On lust or her need to find her mate so she could get back to living her life without feeling like a forest fire waiting to happen.

			She barely knew this man.

			“No,” she said. The word was heavy on her tongue.

			“Then don’t say anything to him. Not yet.”

			Cami didn’t need a map to see where Rune was headed with that thought. She didn’t need to know Drake well to realize that if he was determined to throw himself on his sword, he would. “I understand.”

			“Do you?” Rune pushed. “He may be one of the best fighters I’ve ever seen, definitely the best tracker, and loyal to a fault to those he considers family. But…he’s not exactly easy.”

			“You mean he’s a stubborn, argumentative ass?” Cami asked. She dropped to sit on the mattress, tempted to take Drake’s hand. “I figured that out already.”

			And strangely sort of liked that about the guy. Weird.

			“He’d rather be left the fuck alone.” Drake’s dark voice curled around her, drawing her gaze down to his face and setting her heart off on a dead sprint.

			Shit. How much had he heard? She didn’t dare glance at Rune. “You’re awake. Again.” She almost rolled her eyes at such an inane comment. Obviously, he was.

			Drake didn’t bother to answer, turning those unusual reddish-brown eyes to Rune. “What is she still doing in here?”

			Rune shrugged. “Somebody has to care for your decrepit butt, and apparently she doesn’t mind your scowling face.”

			“I kind of like it, actually,” she said. 

			Cami almost laughed as Drake’s expression descended into the exact scowl Rune had described. Fearsome, off-putting. She should run a mile if she was smart.

			But she’d come here with a total stranger who told her he was a dragon and she would be one too someday. Smart went out the door a while ago.

			“She talks too much,” Drake said.

			“She is sitting right here,” she pointed out with starch in her voice. “And she thinks you don’t talk enough. If you are in pain or about to pass out…” She gave him a significant stare. “Then damn well speak up.”

			“I don’t need a nurse.” He gritted the protest between clenched teeth.

			“No?” Cami was the one to challenge that idiotic statement.

			“Not yet, dammit,” he snapped. “I’m not on my deathbed, yet.” He glanced over at Rune. “I take it you told her.”

			Maybe he hadn’t heard too much.

			Rune nodded.

			Drake returned his glower her way. “I don’t want the others knowing what’s wrong with me.”

			“They couldn’t exactly miss you passing out,” she said in a dry voice.

			That only served to deepen his glare which he kept trained intently on her until she huffed a sigh.

			“Fine.” She lifted up one hand and made a zipping motion across her lips. “Soul of discretion right here.”

			“I don’t want your help, either.”

			“Too bad.” If she was going to figure out if they were destined mates, no way was that going to fly. Besides, the man wouldn’t take care of himself. Like every strong, independent, manly-man of her experience, being sick was a thing to be tolerated or ignored, not actually dealt with. Two years ago, her father had practically keeled over from pneumonia when he’d insisted he was fine and worked through a cold that turned to bronchitis, then filled his lungs with fluid.

			Men. Most of them deserved an eye roll or three. 

			“Did we finally find someone who’ll put up with your shit?” Rune chuckled. “I can see you’re in good hands.” On that pronouncement he headed for the door.

			Drake levered to his elbows. “Don’t you dare—”

			The door closed behind Rune with a quiet snick, and possibly another dark chuckle from the man as he walked away down the hall. 

			Drake turned his glare her way. “I don’t want you in here.”

			“Okay.” She got to her feet.

			His eyebrows shot up. 

			She had to hide a smile. “I do have better things to do than watch you sleep.” Not really, but he didn’t need to know that. “I’ll check on you later.”

			“Don’t bother,” he called as she followed Rune’s example, closing the door on his words.

		


		
			Chapter Five

			Cell phone to her ear, Cami paced the rough floor of Drake’s cavern bedroom, listening to her mother describe everything going on at home without her. Rune had brought the phone here, rather than making her come to the surveillance room to take the call.

			Meanwhile, Drake was still out cold. He’d barely woken enough to eat a handful of times over the last few days, but she couldn’t tell if he was recuperating or growing weaker.

			At least she wasn’t worried about him overhearing. 

			The problem was Rune. Even as she tried to focus, the man pretending not to listen had her on edge, his metaphorical clock ticking loudly in her ear. He was timing this call, and she only had minutes. Paranoid was too gentle a term for him.

			Minutes is not enough time. Even hours wouldn’t be enough.

			After everything she’d learned—everything she’d seen and experienced these last months—she knew this mountain, far from home, was where she had to be. Hell, if that wildfire hadn’t taken out her family ranch, she would’ve with the sparks that tended to fly from her body when strong emotion stirred inside her. 

			She glanced at Drake and wrinkled her nose.

			Her patient wasn’t helping that situation. If anything, her sparks going off had gone into overdrive lately around him. Both the question about them as mates, which she still wasn’t all that enamored of, and the constant attitude thrown at her when he bothered to wake up, didn’t exactly fall under the peace and quiet edict Rune said she needed.

			But no one else would go near Drake. Plus, inexplicably, a tiny part of her didn’t want to let anyone else be the one to take care of him.

			What did that mean?

			“What do you mean the contractor pushed back the date?” Cami demanded, yanking her focus back to the conversation with her mother.

			Being so far away from her family while they were in the middle of rebuilding their ranch was about the worst thing she could think of. The Carrillos were tight-knit.

			“Don’t worry, mija,” her mother said. “The weather is causing problems, that’s all. It’s been raining.”

			Cami put a hand to her head. Her family were packed into the one surviving house like quadruplets in a womb. Months to rebuild and needing to stay close by for the goats meant they couldn’t afford to stay in hotels all that time, even with insurance covering the costs of rebuilding and a portion of the relocation needs.

			“I should come home,” she said.

			Rune slowly raised his head and narrowed his pitch black eyes, made even darker by the dim lighting in the room.

			He’d been against her staying in contact with her family at all, but Cami had refused to come otherwise. This was their compromise. A fifteen-minute phone call on a burner satellite phone once every few days. She didn’t question how he got so many of the expensive devices.

			Cami made a face at him. She knew she shouldn’t even offer, but not being there hurt her heart. A physical pain that threatened to take her legs out from under her.

			“No,” her mother said quickly.

			Across the way, Rune relaxed against the wall—his sensitive shifter senses allowing him to hear that—and turned back to yet another device held in his hands. Why was he allowed a permanent device anyway?

			“What you’re doing is important, too,” her mother continued.

			The big, fat lie she’d fed her family loomed over her head like a tidal wave, stuffing up the air around her until she couldn’t breathe. She’d told them she was in Texas, attending A&M for a semester-long course on animal husbandry to help on their goat ranch.

			But she wasn’t in Texas, dammit. Instead, she was hiding with dragon shifters in a mountain in South America. Not quite the same. Even after she’d contacted him, it had taken Rune a solid month to convince her to come at all, and she still had a gazillion doubts buzzing in her head and her heart. In the end, the escalating situation with her sparking fires did it, not his arguments.

			Cami gritted her teeth to keep the truth from spewing out. She never lied to her mother. 

			Never.

			But imagine how that conversation would go…

			“Mom. It turns out I’m a rare dragon shifter mate.”

			They’d probably laugh then, thinking she was messing with them.

			She’d want to show the glowing, maybe a few small sparks as long as they didn’t trigger a fire. Only she couldn’t force her body to do it as proof. She had zero control over the phenomenon or she wouldn’t be in this damn situation. Sparks tended to jump off her like fleas abandoning a drowning dog.

			The thing was, she’d believed Rune more easily than she would’ve thought, because, deep in her gut, she’d known her life was meant for…more.

			Something else.

			She’d always felt guilty about that because she loved her family and the ranch, and disappointed in herself because she couldn’t bring herself to go chase that dream. 

			The likelihood of their believing her was about zip, except they trusted their daughter. If she managed to convince them—which would probably involve making them watch Rune shift into a massive obsidian dragon—risking giving her father’s weak heart a reason to stop, then there would be crying and yelling and arguing over what to do.

			Besides, humans weren’t allowed to know about dragon shifters. Apparently, Rune still stuck to a few of the laws of his people. Their people. Not that it mattered. Even if she could tell them, her new reality would only break her family.

			No. The lie was better.

			Necessary.

			“There’s no room to put you anyway,” her mother teased. “Maybe you’ll meet a young man—”

			“What young man?” Her father’s gruff voice could be heard in the background.

			Cami smiled. She could picture the two of them in the lemon-yellow kitchen with the peeling wallpaper she’d been meaning to replace for a year. Her father at the table eating lunch. Her mother standing near the sink, even though they’d replaced the phone that attached to the wall with a cordless one way back in the nineties. She always took her calls in that same spot, regardless.

			We still live there, she reminded herself. The fire may have taken a lot, but, by some miracle, it hadn’t claimed their lives or the main house.

			Again, Rune lifted his gaze from the screen in his hands and canted his head, giving her a pointed stare.

			Right. She should be playing up the “boyfriend” situation. A man was one of the reasons why she was here after all. Technically.

			She flicked a glance at Drake, then shook her head at Rune. He gave her a flat-lipped stare in return. According to him, the few mates he’d encountered who still had to factor in family found it easier to make a new relationship the reason for their new lives, blaming a “husband’s” job for taking them far away and so forth. Family swallowed that reason more readily. Cami dropped her head back to glare at the stalactites hanging from the cave ceiling, sort of wishing one would drop on his head.

			Lying to her mother, to her family, sat as comfortably as bugs crawling under her skin, and now she was doing it again.

			She cleared her throat, interrupting her parents’ good-natured discussion still in progress. “Actually, I have met someone…nice.”

			Irascible. Stubborn. Silent. Maybe dying. 

			“What?” Her mother’s voice rose on the word.

			“What did she say?” her father asked in the background only to be shushed.

			Cami could clearly picture her mother waving an impatient hand at him. 

			“A young man?” her mother asked.

			That made Cami grin. “No. I was thinking of batting for the other team and falling for a woman.”

			“A young man is a big deal. Who is he?”

			Here was the difficult part. How to give details without giving details. She refused to describe Drake until she knew for sure. In the meantime, she didn’t want to tell her parents her “young man” had dark hair and eyes. What if he ended up blond and blue-eyed?

			Though, according to Rune, most red dragons were darker in coloring. Because dragon shifters mated humans from all over the world, they were mixed ethnicities. Red dragons were based out of Mount Everest. 

			Still, better to stay vague. No way could her mother miss it if she said her new mate was one ethnicity and he ended up a different one. Or any other of a thousand details her mother would ask for.

			Her gaze strayed to Drake’s dark head again. Silken black hair falling over his forehead and into his eyes. 

			“He’s one of the people in my new group of…friends.” That at least was true enough. Her mate would be a dragon shifter.

			“What’s his name? What does he look like? What does he do?” Her mother rattled off the questions like a stream of consciousness.

			“Give me that phone,” her father demanded. Then his voice grew louder. “Don’t make any hasty decisions, Cami. You make sure he’s worthy of you. Sí?”

			“Sí, claro, Papá. This is me you’re talking to. Not Isa.” Or Val for that matter. Her sisters, younger than Cami by seven years and only a year apart themselves, had a tendency to boy craziness. Granted, they were also still in their early twenties when romance still seemed…hopeful and fun.

			“That’s my Cami.” Her father was the only one who called her that, like his own pet name for her. Cami still had no idea why her parents had chosen her name, but she’d always liked it.

			“What is this boy’s name?” her father asked next.

			Cami chuckled. “I’m twenty-eight. I’m not sure we can be called boys and girls anymore.”

			“You will always be my little girl,” her father insisted.

			“And you will always be my papito,” she answered. A little thing they’d said to each other since Cami had been three years old and insisted she was old enough to help tend the goats.

			Her father gave his usual grunt—half acknowledgment, half pride.

			Rune tapped his wrist as though a watch sat there, though one didn’t. She got the hint anyway. Denial shot through her, strong and hot, like wrestling a mountain lion. These minutes weren’t enough.

			“I have to go.” Cami was proud that the words didn’t come out choked.

			Her mother must’ve wrestled the phone away from her husband because she responded, “Not yet.”

			“I have to get to class, Mama. You don’t want me to get in trouble.”

			Her mother’s sigh indicated she’d give in. “I want to hear more about this man tomorrow.”

			“I’ll tell you more when I know it’s more than temporary. Okay?” There. At least she’d bought a little time.

			Rune stood, coming to take away the phone. 

			Cami rushed into her goodbye. “I have to go. I love you. Give Val and Isa hugs for me.”

			“Bye, mija—”

			Cami spun away from Rune and cut off the call before he could do it for her. She handed the phone back with a disgruntled glare. “You’re a pain in my ass. You know that?”

			“I thought you were the pain in mine.” He held the phone in his palm and manifested a stream of black-tipped fire, blowing it across the device, flames curling in on themselves as they hit his palm. The phone melted and charred in his hand, the sharp scent of burning wires and plastic filling the small space.

			“Gives another meaning to the concept of a burner phone,” she murmured as he dropped the heap in a trash can under the desk.

			Rune huffed what could have been a grunt, probably not a chuckle. The man didn’t smile often, let alone chuckle. Not unlike Drake’s permanent glower. She glanced over and bit back a grin. Even in his sleep apparently.

			With a small growl of frustration, Cami dropped onto the corner of the mattress, her knees jutting up in front of her. “I don’t know how much longer I can do this… Be here.”

			Rune shot her a sharp look. “You have to.”

			She waved a hand like yeah, yeah. She got the dire consequences.

			“You’re the only one who keeps bothering me about this,” Rune pointed out.

			“None of the other mates have close family,” she came right back. A fact she’d found sort of interesting, and at the same time isolating. The others didn’t get her, they were all focused on mating. All she wanted was to end her fires and return to her regularly programmed life.

			“You have to let your family go,” Rune insisted. “Make them think you’ve died.”

			“Like hell. I’m not putting them through that.” She slashed a hand through the air, only, without warning, red-gold sparks shot from her fingertips. Embers bounced across the gray rock floor, illuminating the dim room in flashing brightness, like a small waterfall of fire. 

			Rune stepped on the largest, snuffing it as it rolled his way. Luckily the rest died on their own without setting yet another fire. “Watch your emotions,” he warned.

			Rune’s expression didn’t exactly soften, but she could tell he’d eased up just the same. “Even if you go back, they will eventually notice you aren’t aging.”

			Only after she’d successfully mated. What if she was old when that happened and then got to spend an eternity with saggy skin and wrinkles? “I’ll deal with that when it comes.”

			Cami glanced down at where that glow showed through the white tank top she wore under a black hoodie. The glow was her constant companion. A happy red-gold sparked along her veins several inches in every direction, a sight she had to admit having a certain fascination with. If any one of her extended family caught sight of that, they’d freak.

			If she found her mate that and the fires would go away. Not that she was all that excited about it, but at least then she could maybe stop hiding and try to figure out what her life would look like moving forward. 

			But until then, she lived in the land of limbo.

			Glancing up, she caught a flash in Rune’s expression that she couldn’t pin down. “What?” she asked warily.

			“You’re only going to make it worse for them, the longer you draw this out.” On that parting shot, he walked out of the room.

			Cami followed to duck her head out in the hallway. “I’m not giving up anything. I can be both.”

			He didn’t even bother to turn around. “Good luck with that.”

			“He’s right, you know.” Drake’s deep voice jolted her out of the doorway.

			Cami swallowed a gasp as she swung around to face him. At finding him upright in bed watching her with an expression she couldn’t quite place but that had her insides twirling like a lasso, she frowned.

			“Right about what?”

			… 

			“About letting them go,” Drake clarified.

			Cami’s eyes narrowed, probably at the way he didn’t even sound sorry about that. She was right. He wasn’t sorry. The sooner she accepted that fact, the better for both her and her loved ones.

			He’d made the same choice. For his team. For Lyndi. Those he’d walked away from without a backward glance and hardly a goodbye. Not that he hadn’t thought of them every day lying in this godforsaken cave. He’d make the same decision again, though.

			“Don’t sugarcoat it to spare my feelings or anything,” she said.

			He shifted his legs under the sheets, waiting for a wave of lethargy. Except none came. Interesting. After she left, he’d test that out. “Facts are facts,” he said. “Leave emotion out of it.”

			She snorted. “What? Like you?”

			He knew his expression didn’t change, or anything else about him, but Cami’s dark brows pulled low over her eyes and he couldn’t miss the guilt tugging her lips down.

			“Sorry—”

			“You have to slaughter your goats, right?” he cut her off with the question, wanting nothing to do with her misplaced guilt. He didn’t need pity.

			“Yeah,” she agreed slowly. “But I don’t like that part.”

			Probably avoided it, if he guessed right. Suddenly an image of her as a little girl—those big dark eyes all innocence and dark hair in pigtails. She probably named the goats. Thinking of Clover, he knew she still did.

			Drake shook his head. “Like Clarise Starling.”

			Her eyebrows shot up. “Isn’t that a little too…pop culture for your kind.”

			“My kind?”

			“You know…ancient. What were the Hanging Gardens of Babylon like anyway?”

			Why the hell did that want to make him laugh? “I like movies.”

			Cami dropped to the corner of the bed where she’d sat earlier, eyeing him with a light in her eyes he didn’t care to interpret. “Are you going to psychoanalyze me, Dr. Lecter?” she teased, allowing herself a small smile.

			A pale shadow compared to the one she’d flashed while on the phone with her parents. That had lit her face up, like the glow inside her had radiated upward. Unsettled wasn’t a sensation he dealt with ever, and she hadn’t even been aiming that smile his way. Hell, he’d still been pretending to be asleep. Being reminded of that now only managed to bring the sensation back, along with a bewildering moment when he wanted more than the shadow. He held in a growl. “Not today, Cami.”

			She blinked. “My dad calls me Cami.”

			“I know.” He’d known since the day he rescued her from the fire.

			She raised her eyebrows, questions obvious given her expressive face.

			Damn. That was a stupid slip. “I heard. When you were on the phone just now.” To get her off this track, he brought her back to his question. “I can see you thinking.”

			Cami dropped to her back on his mattress with a huff, her hair spreading out around her. “Just thinking of all the things that will change for me if I mate.”

			If? “It’s an adjustment.”

			She rolled her eyes. “That’s an understatement. Even little things will be unfamiliar. Like…my children will eventually be dragon shifters. They’ll grow up in this world, be friends with other shifters. Go to school…” She paused.

			“You’ll figure it out.” He had the strangest urge to say more, answer her questions. Talk about it. Drake scowled. He never talked about things.

			“Where do dragon shifter children go to school anyway?”

			“Depends.” 

			“Huh.” She raised up on her elbows to look at him. “So, no boarding school or anything. Hogwarts maybe?”

			“No.”

			She sat up all the way. “Did you get a formal education?”

			“Yes.”

			“Through schools?”

			“Sometimes.”

			Cami folded her arms, pushing those lush breasts up and together, the glow inside her sort of adjusting and folding into the added coverage. “Inquiring minds want to know more.”

			He dragged his gaze up to her face, something he’d been trying to avoid, given the idiotic urge to study that face. Kiss her again. “Inquiring minds should ask someone who gives a shit.”

			She kicked him.

			“Hey.” He rubbed at his shin, not that that little tap did any damage. 

			“Forget it.” She settled back to a comfortable position. “I’ll ask Yelena.”

			Who was Yelena? He didn’t bother to ask.

			“Yelena is Goret’s mate,” she murmured. As though she’d heard his internal question. “The only mated female dragon in this place.”

			“Ask her then.” Except the way Cami twisted her lips told Drake that she’d rather not.

			Her disappointment tugged at him, similar to how Lyndi, as a child, used to take his hand and tug at him to get him to play with her. 

			Drake released a sound halfway between a sigh and a grunt. “The clans have schools, originally led by scholars who trained with humans. These days they’re mostly led by previously human women who got human degrees in various subjects or in teaching before they mated. Larger groups in the Americas colony might have one school for all ages. With smaller groups, like my enforcer team, the kids are usually homeschooled.”

			“Any higher education?”

			He shrugged. “Those whose kings give permission have been known to attend human institutions.”

			Cami’s brows drew down over her eyes in a frown that Drake refused to label as cute, or adorable, and any other word that made him sound like a moron, or a shǎguā, as his mother would’ve said. Dumb melon. It sort of lost the bite in translation. Drake almost smiled at the memory that had been buried so deep he hadn’t thought of it in centuries.

			“I guess…I’ll teach my children with my mate, then.” Doubt settled heavy in her voice, like mud suspended in water, like she wasn’t so sure she loved that idea.

			I don’t care. Except a question popped out of him anyway. “Problem?”

			He mentally shook his head at his lack of willpower.

			She crinkled her nose, and again he had to squash all thoughts of cuteness or how he wanted to fuck her until she stopped doing that. “I don’t think I’d be a very good teacher,” she said. “I don’t have the patience. What if my kids turn out stupid because of me?”

			Drake gave a snort.

			“It’s not funny.” She tried to spear him with a glare.

			It wasn’t. And neither was yet another strange urge. This time to hug her. What the hell? Drake didn’t do comfort, either. Or hugs. “Shouldn’t you be getting me dinner about now?” The words came out harsher than he intended.

			Cami leaned back, crossing her arms, which pressed her curves up in a distracting way. In the constant, steady chill of the caverns, her nipples had beaded, and suddenly all he could think about was sucking on them. Tasting her. The room had started to smell like her over the last few days while he was bedridden and unable to escape the wintry floral scent of her. 

			“Wow.” One word and a wealth of disappointment.

			Drake actually had to keep from ducking his head. Why do I give a shit? He said nothing, but for once silence didn’t sit well with him. Like he needed to defend himself for being rude or, gods forbid, offer an apology.

			Cami rolled her eyes but got up and headed for the door. “I’m only going because I’m hungry, too.”

			She disappeared before he could comment. When she didn’t return in fifteen minutes, Drake figured she was making him wait to prove a point. Boredom never sat well with him, so he flipped the covers off his legs and managed to stand. 

			A frown descended as the weakness that’d had him bedridden seemed to have disappeared. In his legs at least. While his arms were still a problem, the shakiness and general stupor that had consumed his body as he degenerated the first two days he’d been here had disappeared. 

			No way could sleep alone have arrested the sudden worsening. Could it?

			The door banged open, and Drake spun to face whoever entered. Or tried to. He would’ve been fine if he hadn’t been standing with his feet still in the sheet that had spilled over the side of the bed onto the stone floor. He twisted up in himself and the sheet, which was doing a damn fine impersonation of a clinging vine. With a muffled oomf, he landed sprawled across the bed.

			“That was an idiotic thing to do without help.” Cami, standing in the doorway with a tray in her hands, observing him dispassionately, did nothing to help Drake’s bad mood.

			“I’m fine,” he muttered, pushing himself back up. 

			Except he happened to glance up in time to see her eyes go wide, followed by a fascinating sweep of dusky color in her cheeks. His nurse-slash-tormentor was…embarrassed. Why?

			He followed the trail of her gaze to discover that the tip of his dick had slipped out the bottom of his boxer-briefs.

			Instead of an answering embarrassment, though, his traitorous body responded to having her eyes on him like that by hardening in a way that was unmistakable to the woman still staring. With a growl, he shoved back up to standing, managing to untangle his feet this time.

			“I’m flattered,” she said, following him across the room to a card table. 

			“Don’t be.” He dropped into one of the flimsy chairs which squeaked a protest at the rough handling. “I’d respond like that to any woman who stared at my cock.”

			“Damn.” She sighed. “And here I thought I was special.” 

			To his surprise, the tray she set down had two plates prepared. Drake clenched his teeth at the way both his arms still shook, but he ignored that and took one plate. “Feel free to eat somewhere else.”

			Cami didn’t even glance up from her food. “I believe the traditional response is thank you.” 

			He was being more of an ass than usual. Sort of.

			“At least you’re pretty,” she remarked next, almost conversationally, like she’d remark on the weather. “That covers all manner of sins. Just ask Ted Bundy.”

			Now he was being compared to a serial killer. What next? “If you have to stay, feel free to take a vow of silence.”

			She sat back and propped her feet up on the one chair not being used—she’d only been able to track down three out of four—acting like they were best buddies hanging out casually. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll be silent if you can smile and say thank you.”

			Drake gave her a flat-lipped stare.

			Cami’s lips twitched again, then she tossed her head back, dissolving into laughter that, strangely, had him dealing with the foreign and wholly unwelcome sensation of wanting to laugh with her.

			“You should see your face,” she hooted.

			The glow under her thin white shirt shining a bit brighter than a minute ago, she aimed that big grin of hers directly at him and Drake froze, blinked, and dropped his gaze to her lips, disconcerted in a way that left him feeling more wobbly than his damn disease.

			Slowly the smile faded from her lips as she blinked back at him, tension creeping in between them. 

			Without warning, that glow sent a shower of sparks flying. Cami yelped as she jumped up, beating at the scorched hole in her shirt that was only growing bigger. Moving with a sluggishness that pissed him off, Drake surged to his feet and, ignoring her squeak of protest, whipped her shirt off, stamping on it on the floor.

			Then, his focus total, he stepped close, inspecting her skin for any hint of a burn. It was unlikely a dragon could hurt herself with fire, but he had to check. With clinical detachment, he checked the area of skin in question. A small whimper from Cami had him raising his head.

			Then he stilled, fingertips against the warm skin over her clavicle. Need, raw and pure and irresistible, stared back at him from eyes gone dark, consumed by her pupils.

			Nothing could have stopped him from lowering his head, especially when she met him halfway, already open and willing. In a fury of kisses, their heavy breathing filled the quiet space and they did their damnedest to consume each other.

			A wanting he’d never before experienced reached down inside him and twisted his insides into knots, and the only thing that could assuage the need was Cami. Her taste, her warm, smooth skin under his hands, her body pressed against his.

			Her smile tugging at his soul.

			Drake pushed that thought away, preferring the onslaught of desire to irrational sentiment. Need he could handle. That was all he could have of her.

			Driven hard by the sounds she was making, Drake pressed kisses across her jaw and down her neck, satisfaction at the way she shivered under his touch thrumming through him. He lingered around the fire at the center of her chest, the warmth more stark there, closer to the surface.

			“I need your mouth on mine.” She speared her hands through his hair.

			But when Drake went to straighten, his body seized, and he dropped to one knee with a grunt.

			Fuck.

			How could he have forgotten for even a second? It seemed that, in his last days, he wasn’t even allowed this small flash of pleasure.

			Cami’s hands fell to his shoulders. “You okay?”

			He hated admitting any weakness, let alone showing it. “I’ll be fine.”

			Only he couldn’t make his body obey his commands to stand up.

			“Tough guy, huh?” She dropped to squat in front of him and wrapped his arm across her shoulders. “Come on. You can thank me later.”

			Together, they hefted his useless lump of a body back to the bed. “I’ll go get Rune.”

			Good. Give him a chance to calm the raging hard-on still swelling his cock and attempt to find a sliver of his shredded pride.

			Instead of leaving, though, she leaned over and kissed him. Soft and lingering, their lips clinging even as she pulled back.

			“I’ll give you this, Drake Chandali. You certainly know how to kiss.”

			Then she winked and sauntered out the fucking door.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			Rune lifted his hand and knocked on the door to the room he visited at least once a day. For years. Ever since the man on the other side had found him, asking for sanctuary. Not long after Rune had left the Huracáns, over a decade ago.

			Tyrek Amon.

			Once brother to the king of the White Clan. Now a rogue, like the rest of them.

			“Enter,” said a voice shaky with age and still heavily Russian in accent despite centuries since he’d last been anywhere near that country. At least according to him.

			Rune walked into a room that, despite every other room being scraped together from whatever he could scrounge, still managed to look like an ancient palace…or harem, depending on your perspective. The same mattress on the floor everyone else got, but with blankets of rich brocades in teals and tans and reds, though faded with time and use. To the side, the cavern stepped down to a natural sunken room which Tyrek had strewn with large sitting pillows all around. He’d even found a desk with a vanity mirror, tarnished and blotched with age around the edges so that only the very center reflected back an image.

			Rune paused, allowing his eyes to adjust to the near darkness Tyrek liked to keep his space shrouded in. The man had chosen the room farthest from any and everyone else in the mountain, not even bothering to light the corridor outside. He rarely emerged, even to eat. Rune assumed he took his meals after everyone else had cleared out of the kitchen.

			Even with his dragon’s sight, it took a second to locate the white dragon shifter on the other side of the room.

			The man was old, even by dragon standards. Almost as old as Pytheios, but instead of his body rotting, like the High King, or the nerves degenerating, like Drake, Tyrek’s form of aging had been just that. Aging, but at an accelerated pace. 

			It had taken a while to get over the urge to compare the old man to cartoon characters of wizened old military men. White hair cropped high and tight. What had once been a tall, slender body with broad shoulders had turned boney and stooped in appearance. Skin thin and translucent, spotted with age and gnarled hands. Piercing white eyes looked back at Rune from a face still smooth, despite Tyrek’s age.

			With a wave at cushions in the sunken living area, Tyrek invited him to sit. “What do you have for me today?” he asked.

			“I’m hearing things out of the Alliance. Nothing official, yet. But I have a feeling the Huracán team will no longer take the lead on trying to hunt me down.” Too bad. Now that they were his allies, they could’ve made it look good, but still bought him time and information.

			Tyrek nodded slowly. “They’re under scrutiny themselves, now.”

			Rune propped his hands on his up-bent knees and waited for more.

			Nothing had prepared Rune for that shock of this man. Zilant Amon’s younger brother had survived the purge of kings and their families. Zilant, who had been King of the White Clan, had not been so lucky. Neither had the Dagruns, who had ruled the Gold Clan, or, worse, the Hanyus of the Red Clan. The previous High King and his phoenix mate’s deaths were the catalyst to a gradual slide over centuries to what dragon shifters had become now.

			According to Tyrek, he’d run when it had become obvious that Pytheios alone had been responsible for all those deaths, though the story believed by most of dragon kind didn’t tell it that way.

			The heir-apparent to the white throne had been running ever since, having faked his own death.

			As someone who’d been hiding his very existence, successfully, from the clans and kings for over five hundred years, the man had been an invaluable source of suggestions when it came to keeping Rune safe along with the motley crew of people he’d formed into a group. Tyrek wasn’t the only reason for Rune’s survival. But he was a big one.

			“We knew this would happen, eventually,” Tyrek commented in that slow, methodical way of his.

			“Yes.” Rune held back the snap of his impatience with practiced difficulty.

			Tyrek’s keen eyes sharpened on Rune’s features. “When the time comes, do your people know what to do?”

			The second he’d found this place, he’d been putting contingency plans in place. “Most of them do.”

			Raised eyebrows was the most emotive Tyrek ever got. “Who doesn’t?”

			“You.” Rune didn’t bother to hide the edge of concern in his voice. “The existence of your… Of Skylar is a—”

			“Problem.” Tyrek gave a deep nod. “Yes. I thought that might be a fly in your ointment.”

			Rune shifted under a gaze neither accusatory nor all that worried. How this man wasn’t scared shitless about what Skylar could bring down on them, Rune had no idea. Even leaving his own team to go rogue hadn’t caused him as many sleepless nights as her presence had for the last year.

			“We will separate from you, if or when that should become necessary,” Tyrek stated. As casually as he might talk of leaving for vacation.

			“It’s going to be sooner rather than later,” Rune warned. 

			While the Alliance seemed to have at least pulled back on their direct investigations of the Huracán team, his old brotherhood were still under scrutiny. That had made meeting with them extremely difficult, as the Alliance still had it out for Rune. His informant close to the council seemed to think they’d be coming for him, his rogues, and especially the mates under his care, any day now. At least the distance they’d have to travel to his mountain should give him fair warning.

			“I can try to help…” he started to offer.

			Tyrek held up a hand with a shake of his head. “No. It’s better if Skylar and I simply disappear.”

			He’d be losing a valued ally, but Rune couldn’t say he would be sorry to see the back of the pair. “Do I want to know?”

			Tyrek’s long mustache and beard twitched, and his eyes crinkled at the corners. “No.”

			… 

			The smell of burnt meat pulled Drake out of a light snooze. Someone was making dinner. He cringed. Or a semblance of it at least. Nothing like Delaney’s, he’d bet. Finn’s mate loved to cook and did so most breakfasts and dinners in their compound, claiming she’d rather make the mess and let the men clean it, than vice versa. Plus, none of them could cook worth a damn.

			Not your team anymore.

			Drake sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed, though with the mattress on the floor, his knees jacked up in front of him. At least all four limbs were functioning this morning.

			Easier than he expected, actually. Weird.

			Still. He was an enforcer, dammit. Not some fucking invalid for others to take care of. That was his job. He was the protector, the fighter.

			With a grunt, he got to his feet, then, not needing any of his tracking skills, followed his nose down a twisting mass of hallways, barely lit by torches from centuries ago.

			With his body returning to normal, for now at least, Drake’s head had cleared, and he’d learned more about his new “home.” Immediately, Drake pushed away all thoughts of his old home. His team. His family. Instead, he focused on the here and now.

			Rune had located his “new team” in an old, abandoned enforcer base deep in the Andes Mountains in Argentina. One of several. Thanks to a treaty with other shifters in this region of the world, the previous High King Hanyu—before Pytheios’s rein—had agreed to leave South America for the indigenous supernaturals in exchange for their help identifying dragon mates and sending them to the clans.

			Pytheios apparently hadn’t seen any reason to break that treaty. Or didn’t care. Either way, it had been smart of Rune to hide here. Drake made a mental note to ask his old friend how he’d located the place.

			After several twists and turns, Drake found what had to be the kitchen. More like a mess hall.

			A tall ceilinged cavern, the space broken up by several large stalactites and stalagmites that had grown into each other, forming columns. The hum of the generator was louder here, and fluorescent lights cast a wavering purple hue over multiple wood picnic tables that were as basic as furniture got. Guaranteed splinters in his ass. To one side, along a wall with pipes and wires snaking down, was a rudimentary kitchen set up with a long counter formed by a tall series of tables with laminate tops, an old fridge with chipped, yellow paint, and an oven/stove combo that looked like it’d come straight from the 1960s. Avocado. Who the hell ever thought the color of baby shit would be a good idea for appliances?

			He’d been silent entering the room on purpose, and so far, no one had looked over. With the same stealth—Rune would be proud—Drake moved inside the door, staying in the shadows. He leaned against the wall, observing and keeping to himself. He’d wait until everyone else went back to ignoring him. In the meantime, the one person he wouldn’t mind observing without her knowledge wasn’t in here.

			He didn’t have to wait long, though. The soft tread of Cami’s feet on the floor was becoming a familiar sound outside his doorway. A sound he’d never admit, even to himself, that he was starting to listen for with something akin to anticipation. 

			She stopped beside him in the doorway and crossed her arms, looking over the gathered group. “I went by your room.”

			He didn’t answer.

			“Obviously I didn’t find you there,” she continued, probably knowing he wouldn’t speak. “Low and behold, here you are.”

			Again, he continued to stare at the others, all of whom had lifted their heads or turned in their seats to stare. Anywhere but her, even as her winter-and-flowers scent wound around him, despite the air being filled with the smell of burning bacon.

			“I learned how to get out of a choke hold yesterday,” she dropped casually between them.

			Drake looked at her despite himself. “Why?”

			“Because Skylar thinks I should learn how to defend myself now that I’m a dragon mate.”

			Not yet, she wasn’t. Right now, she was only a human who had the potential to be turned. Still fragile. Still able to die in a dragon’s fire, or at his hand. Dragon shifters were a violent, aggressive race. This Skylar person, whoever she was, sounded like she knew what she was talking about.

			Even if the thought of Cami fighting anyone made him want to crawl out of his skin and burn down the room. A stupid fucking response. He stuffed it way down deep.

			“Are you going to hold up that wall all night?” she prodded.

			He didn’t respond.

			“They don’t bite, you know,” Cami murmured beside him, looking out over the room of people.

			“I bite.”

			He wasn’t joking, but the damn woman chuckled, the sound making his stomach clench. She walked a few steps into the room, then turned, walking backward so she could face him. “I might take you up on that offer someday.”

			The image of sinking his teeth into the softness of her skin as he fucked them both into bliss tore at his mind. 

			Ten days. 

			That’s all it had been. 

			Ten days of her popping in to “take care of him” with her cheerfully ignoring his glares, and her snarky remarks about the other people in the mountain, and snide comments about society in general, and all he wanted was to bury himself in her and escape his own body.

			Drake stayed where he was. Joining in wasn’t his thing. Instead he watched, ignoring the resentful, jabbing glares from the men, and the flirtation-lined curiosity from the women.

			First, Cami stopped to speak to a man and woman sitting at the end of one table. The mated pair she’d mentioned maybe. After a second, she reached out and squeezed Yelena’s hand. It almost looked like a gesture of thanks. Except he hadn’t bothered to listen and so didn’t catch what it was about.

			Then, with a grin and a nod, Cami moved to the stove where a stocky man with dark skin, black hair, and green eyes the color of jade in sunlight wielded a spatula with gusto. The guy reminded him of Hall, which already set Drake’s teeth on edge. Hall had always had a knack for that, apparently even when it wasn’t Hall doing the annoying, just a facsimile of his teammate. That and the guy smiled at Cami like she was dinner and he was a fork and knife, ready to dig in.

			Except Cami didn’t smile back. Odd. If she smiled at Drake’s sour face, why not at this guy? Drake stayed where he was, watching the interplay as she kept her distance, holding her plate out in front of her like a shield, mouth set in a straight line.

			She doesn’t like him.

			Why that ignited a small spark of satisfaction, or seemed to settle his dragon side, he refused to consider. Maybe she had good instincts when it came to people.

			Except she seems determined to like you. 

			Maybe out of sheer contrariness, though. Ten days of chatter designed to drag reluctant words from him, and he knew that much about her at least. Hell, the day he’d rescued her family… The way she’d stood up to him, challenged him, fought him. Contrary might be too tame a word for Camilla Carrillo.

			Hall’s look-alike dished up what had to be the runniest eggs Drake had ever seen along with charred toast and bacon so black it would probably disintegrate when handled. Apparently, the man only cooked with two settings on that stove.

			Cami turned away, and Drake had to keep his lips from twitching at the way she wrinkled her nose in total disdain as she stared down at the unappetizing food. She grabbed silverware from a caddy on the makeshift countertop and moved to one of the picnic benches scattered around the large cavern.

			The only one that was empty.

			Drake narrowed his eyes. The table where Yelena sat with her mate was full, but other tables had room for her. For someone so damn determined to talk his ear off when they were alone, he would’ve expected her to sit with one of the groups. At least the women, who had all sat together. They didn’t seem to pay her any attention, and Cami didn’t even glance over.

			Something about her being so completely alone in a room with people snagged at him like the branches of trees when he flew too close, trying to take him down.

			No way was he going to sit with her, even if his dragon was pushing inside his skull. The woman didn’t need encouragement, and damned if he was going to make friends.

			Cami reached up and wound a lock of hair around one finger, then unwound it and repeated the action.

			You have to eat, too, an insidious inner voice prodded. And damned if he’d sit with anyone else, either. That only left one other place to go. If he sat at the other end of the table, that wouldn’t be sitting with her exactly. 

			He went to take a step, then stopped himself, electricity shooting up one leg in protest at the suddenness of it. His body’s way of reminding him it was shit these days. At the same time, a petite woman with dark hair pulled into a thick braid down her back, wearing clothes that whispered fighter, and who walked with a powerful grace that screamed fighter, sailed by him.

			Drake settled back against his wall and watched as she didn’t bother to wait for Hall look-alike to serve her, wordlessly elbowing him out of the way to serve herself before taking her plate and sitting across from Cami.

			This time, he listened, eavesdropping, thanks to a shifter’s sensitive hearing, and didn’t give a fuck.

			“Tomorrow I’m going to teach you about a dragon shifter’s weak spots,” the new woman said.

			Drake’s eyebrows met in a deep scowl. Learning self-defense was one thing, but why the blazes did Cami need to know about weak spots in his kind? And how did the woman across from her know anyway? Trying to be subtle, Drake sniffed at the air.

			“You’re making my men uncomfortable.” 

			Drake clenched his teeth as Rune appeared at his side. Sneaky ass motherfucker.

			He glanced over at the tables where the men sat eating. Sure enough, those resentful glares had turned more to defensive stares as they openly watched him. Too damn bad.

			Drake looked away. “Who’s the woman sitting with Cami?”

			Rune settled in a way that usually spelled danger, like his body had soundlessly gathered to lunge if he had to. “Nothing for you to worry about.”

			“She smells like a mate, but not.” She smelled…different. Smoky, yes, but with an underlying sweetness that reminded him of cinnamon.

			“She is, though.”

			Something in Rune’s tone pulled Drake’s gaze around to him, but Rune’s expression was as blank as a brand-new chalk board.

			Drake narrowed his eyes. “Why is she teaching Cami about a dragon shifter’s weak spots?”

			That brought a frown from his old friend, but Rune shrugged. “I’m sure she has her reasons. Can’t hurt, actually.”

			Drake gave a small growl at that. “You owe her, you know,” he said after a moment.

			Rune lifted a single eyebrow. “I owe her?”

			“Cami. The ranch,” Drake pointed out.

			Rune didn’t say anything, but his gaze moved from Drake over to Cami. “I’ll see what I can do,” he said. Then he clapped a hand on Drake’s shoulder. “It’s time you met my men.”

			“Who says I want to meet them?” But Drake let Rune drag him first to the stove.

			“This is Jiǎ. Don’t hold it against him that he looks like Hall.”

			Jiǎ nodded as he scooped eggs onto a plate for Rune. But all Drake could see was the patch of blank skin on the back of the man’s hand—right at the fleshy part between his thumb and forefinger—where the brand of his king should’ve been. The absence of that mark declared him a rogue. All Drake could think was that for the past centuries, if he would’ve met this man—this rogue—as an enforcer, his job would’ve been to capture him and turn him over to the Alliance or execute him if he put up a fight.

			Rogues were dissenters. Men who’d been kicked out of their clans or who’d chosen to leave. Disloyal. Selfish bastards. Usually the dredges of dragon shifter society. The criminals.

			He glanced at his own hand, now similarly bare.

			Giving up his role as an enforcer, walking away from his team, and especially joining Rune, meant he was rogue now. But, until this second, in his head, it had been a noble thing. In the end, the choice to not be a burden to his friends, his family, had made abandoning everything he’d fought for not a choice at all. He’d do it again.

			The mark of Chandali had disappeared the instant he made the final decision to leave the team and go with Rune. Like Finn’s had changed the instant a new king took the Blue throne. Like a dragon mate’s would appear under fire, and permanently once she successfully mated the right man.

			Fuck.

			He should’ve just pitched himself over the side of Rune’s back on the way here and let his failing body smash apart on the ice and rock of the Andes mountains below them.

			“Jiǎ’s brother attempted to mate the woman Jiǎ believed was his own mate during the last stage of the mating process. She had chosen Jiǎ, but the Mating Council had pushed her to consider both him and his brother.”

			Drake didn’t need to read between the lines to see what came next. If Jiǎ was here, that meant the mate had died. At his brother’s hand.

			Rune didn’t bother to wait for Drake’s response, probably because he knew there wouldn’t be one. “While he can’t cook worth a damn, Jiǎ’s a deadly fighter in both human and dragon forms.”

			Drake didn’t miss that Rune said nothing of trust. So, despite the similar looks, nothing like Hall. His teammate on the Huracáns might be sarcastic, but when it came down to it, Drake knew he could trust Hall with his life. He made a mental note to keep an eye on this one.

			With a reluctance that gnawed at him, he followed Rune to the two tables holding seven other men. Some of whom he knew. Some he’d fought, coming up against them as enemies when his team had assumed Rune’s allegations against the kings, Alliance Council, and Mating Council were crazy and blasphemous.

			… 

			Cami was sitting close enough that she could shamelessly listen in on Rune’s introductions. 

			She’d gone to Drake’s room expecting to find him there, knowing he’d gained enough strength to not need her to bring him food, only to be greeted by an empty chamber. A message to her that he didn’t need or want her around.

			She was starting to get used to the habitual snap in his voice accompanied by the unsmiling expression. Infuriatingly, that didn’t take away from the chiseled beauty of his face, damn him. When she didn’t smile, she slipped into a resting bitch face that had dates asking if she was okay.

			Drake reminded her of her uncle. Her father’s youngest brother who’d enlisted in the army. Though he’d been retired for years now, he still struggled with what he’d done and seen. The man was all buttoned up, but if you could get him talking, even just a little, sometimes it helped. Like she could see the tension seeping out of him with the words. Not that Tio Matt would ever admit it.

			Drake was like that.

			Maybe this pull she felt to the man sitting across from her was about helping him. Maybe that’s what she was meant to do. Unbidden, her gaze dropped to his lips, but she jerked it back up.

			All she was meant to do.

			Now he was getting to know the men, settling in. Perhaps her part to play in his life had ended. 

			Why did that idea sit like a burr under a saddle blanket against her skin?

			The man had made it more than clear that he wanted neither her friendship nor her help. She was tempted to offer him her body, but suspected he’d reject that as well.

			Cami wasn’t into humiliation.

			That left her with no options, and that, for some damn reason, was unacceptable to her.

			“Tyrek you can meet later, and Egan is manning the security room,” Rune’s voice carried across the room, but Cami didn’t pay him much attention. She’d been given the same spiel. Instead, she focused on Drake’s reactions.

			Which wasn’t really a reaction. Crossed arms, usual glower, a nod if they were lucky. 

			Wait…was that a… Did he just lift his lip in a snarl? The expression was so fast, she wasn’t entirely sure she caught it. Except the man on the receiving end, a red dragon named Chay, one of three brothers all here together, sort of froze. Deer in a headlight style.

			What was that about?

			“Someone caught your eye?” Skylar asked beside her.

			Cami turned her head and hoped her expression was the neutral indifference she was going for. “I’ve been helping the new guy recover.” She shrugged. “Apparently he glares at everyone. Guess I’m not as special as I thought.”

			There. No one could interpret any amount of interest in her words.

			Anyone except Skylar apparently. “I see.” Skylar’s tilted grin said she wasn’t buying it. “So that’s why you’re staring at his ass like you want to drill holes in it with your eyeballs?”

			Dragon shifters had great hearing. Which, of course, Skylar was well aware. Cami pinned her new friend with a look that said quit it, while at the same time brazening it out. “He does have a spectacular one. Firm, muscular, filling out his pants in all the right ways.”

			A male bark of laughter hastily choked off came from over to her left, but she didn’t bother to look over.

			Skylar stuffed a bite in her mouth and spoke around it. “You just described every man in here.”

			She wasn’t wrong. Apparently, dragon shifters tended toward stupid hotness. Jury was still out on how their brains and souls matched up to the outsides, though. Cami had always thought she’d end up with a funny guy. Brooding sexiness was so not her thing.

			Her gaze slid to Drake. Yeah, Cami. Keep telling yourself that.

			Rune left Drake with his men. “Ready?” Rune asked her.

			Cami blinked. Guilt tried to insert itself in with the mountain of worry already heaped on her when it came to her family. Here she was, focused only on herself, ogling some guy’s ass when he’d been nothing but standoffish with her, and her family was out there trying to put their lives back together.

			Today was phone call day. And this was the first time that hadn’t been the instant thought she’d had when she’d woken or scarfed down her breakfast to get to the call sooner. Like she was already leaving them behind.

			She swallowed around soggy eggs that had turned to cement in her throat and nodded. Maybe they’d have good news about the weather.

			As she followed Rune out of the mess hall—at least that’s the way she thought of the space because it reminded her of a summer camp she went to once—instinct had her glancing at Drake, only to blink because he was right behind her, plate in hand.

			But her head and her heart were too full of her family to try to point out that he could have finished his meal in the hall.

			“Is much of your family still living?” he asked. A little too casually, perhaps.

			Cami startled a little because this was the first time he’d voluntarily spoken to her since they met. Usually she had to pester or drag words out of him. And a question no less. About her life. A piece of it that part of her wanted to share with him for reasons passing all understanding, which bothered her enough for the other part of her to want to protect it in some strange way. Like if he was involved, that made her leaving them more real.

			“Yes.”

			From the corner of her eye, she couldn’t miss how his expression went all flat and irritated at her one-word response. 

			“That’s unusual. To have family.”

			“So I’ve been told.” Of the five other women here, besides Skylar and Yelena, only one other had family still living, and then only parents. No siblings or extended family. Rune had explained it as the fates not giving more to a new dragon mate than she could handle.

			What? So the fates—whoever those mysterious entities were—put them through the hell of losing people close to them or being alone while they were human, just so they could leave that life behind easily? The fates were total bitches in Cami’s opinion. And what did that say about her? That she could handle hurting her family with her absence? Handle missing them? The most important people in her life?

			“You haven’t talked about them,” Drake said. 

			Did he even want to know? Her impression so far was he didn’t give a shit about her and would rather she just leave him alone, anyway. What had he said after that overheard phone call with her parents? That she should leave them? “Why would I?”

			“Seems like you’ve shared everything else about your life,” he pointed out on a dark grumble of words. 

			She almost smiled at the complaint implicit in his tone. 

			Rune stopped at an open door to the room where they usually made her calls and nodded at the man currently sitting in front of the monitors. Egan, a blue dragon who had an unfortunate chewing gum habit. Loud. All the time. Egan hopped up and left the room.

			She went to follow Rune inside.

			“Cami—” Drake put a hand on her arm, stopping her with a surprisingly gentle touch. “Answer me. Why not this?”

			With a hard, reddish gaze he scanned her face, searching for answers most likely, but also something more. A shadow in his expression, in his eyes—something she couldn’t put her finger on—made her feel like he truly wanted to know but was pissed at himself for the wanting.

			Maybe it was the way he gripped her arm, or the flash of surprise—there one instant, then gone in a blink—probably at himself for pushing the issue. But suddenly she wanted to curl into his big body and lay every problem she had over shoulders broad enough to bear the weight.

			Cami stepped away from him. “You haven’t earned the right to this part of my life.”

			She’d bet the scowl he laid on her at that would’ve scared lesser mortals right out of their skin. Even so, she felt no fear of him. No need to duck and cover.

			Which either made her bat-shit crazy or…something else.

			“But Rune has earned the right?” Drake snapped.

			After days trying to help a sick man, no matter how honed his body, this was the first time she saw the warrior—hard, uncompromising, and, oddly, pissed as hell.

			“Yes. He has.” On that declaration, she shut the door on Drake’s scowling face.

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			Ogun glared out the window of his bedroom without seeing the pristine snowy vista laid out before him like an endless ocean of mountaintops. The phone against his ear rang with an annoying, endless sound. Unanswered.

			As it had gone for the last week.

			Not a word from Tineen about Nidhogg’s progress with the investigation into the Huracán team. With a low growl, Ogun jerked the phone from his ear and hit the button to end the call. Only to have the thing ring a second later. He narrowed his eyes at the untraceable number displayed, then hit the button to answer.

			“Yes,” he snapped.

			“I apologize,” Tineen’s smooth tones came over the line. “I was literally on the other line with Nidhogg when you called and wanted to get his full report before talking to you.”

			“And?” Ogun tried to keep any eagerness from his voice.

			“He’s discovered very little so far. Rune’s people were indeed responsible for the most recent fire the Huracáns dealt with.”

			Damn.

			“There are two small things of note that he’d like longer to check out.”

			“Which are?”

			“He’s scented one or two of the Huracán team near a small human ranch that was affected by the fire.”

			“That’s not unusual. They were helping put it out.”

			“They did so in daylight hours. The two dragons he’s scenting shouldn’t have been out in daylight.”

			Ogun pulled a face. That wasn’t exactly a smoking gun. A waste of checking, most likely. “Fine. And the other?”

			“Drake Chandali seems to be missing.”

			Ogun scowled. “I thought your man was going to stay away from the team. They can’t know he’s there.”

			“Trust us to do our jobs.” Tineen came the closest to a snarl that Ogun had heard from the Alpha who tended toward irritatingly stoic.

			Ogun said nothing as he wrestled with either calling the Alaz leader out for insubordination or letting it go. “I assume he can’t get too close?”

			“No. Which is why he wants to look more. But he’s seen every other team member, including the orphans the team is training—”

			“Yes. We already know about them.”

			Ogun put a hand to the window, allowing the cold of the glass to seep through his palm, soothing his frustration. “It doesn’t sound like he has much but have him continue.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And Tineen?”

			“Sir?”

			“If Drake’s discovered, execute him.”

			The Alpha paused. “Yes, sir.”

			… 

			The door to yet another random path that led back to the hangar room creaked. Didn’t they have any WD-40 in this place? Though as rust coated as the hinges were, it probably wouldn’t do any good. Drake paused just inside the door as a scent hit his nose. He didn’t need to bother to look for the source. He knew who was out there without having to open the door wider.

			Cami.

			He could smell the enticing scent of her, floral and fresh with that hint of winter and smoke…and damned if his body wasn’t already tensing with whatever the hell she made him feel. He refused to label it.

			What was she doing near the hangar? Alone. The most vulnerable of all the rooms in this place.

			“Get lost?” he asked as he came the rest of the way through the door.

			Her back was to him, arms folded. She seemed to be surveying the room. The second he spoke, her shoulders tensed, and she paused before turning to face him.

			“I like seeing natural sunshine. Rancher’s daughter. I’ve spent most of my life outdoors.”

			He remembered.

			“You’re looking better,” she said as she turned to walk back into the cave. “Still pale under your natural coloring, but an improvement over death’s whipping boy.”

			He fell into step beside her. “I feel better.” Clearer. He’d even risked working out this morning, putting his body through push-ups and sit-ups with little effort.

			No way would it last. This was the universe dangling normal in front of him before it sideswiped his legs out from beneath him. It had to be. 

			“You shouldn’t push too hard,” she warned.

			Drake gritted his teeth against the tone in her voice. Total mother hen mode. The last thing he wanted Cami to be with him was motherly. “I’m fine.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be difficult.” She paused and seemed to consider her words. “Oh wait. This is you.”

			An unwanted ping of humor tugged at him. She did that a lot. Made him want to laugh. A small grrrr of frustration escaped him instead. Both for the situation, and for wanting to laugh. 

			His dragon gave a little hiss inside his head at that. The stupid animal seemed to like Cami, like it when she came around…and that side of Drake, like the man, didn’t like anyone.

			“I’ve been wanting to ask you…what’s an enforcer?”

			The woman was always full of questions. “Ask Rune.”

			“I did.”

			“And?”

			“He decided it was more important to fly off for patrol at the time. I suspect that talking about it is too…painful for him.”

			“Yeah.” It should be. Rune may have been right, but he’d also abandoned his team instead of fighting to make them see the truth.

			“So? Enforcers?” she prodded.

			He was going to have to answer her. After days spent together, he knew that much. But it wasn’t the talking that had him bothered. The fly in his drink was the fact that he wanted to tell her these things. Talking to Cami was almost…soothing. In the strangest way. In a way he had no intention of exploring.

			… 

			Drake’s lips flattened, probably because he knew she wouldn’t take silence as an answer. “Enforcers are the best and most loyal fighters from each of the six clans,” he said.

			Rune had told her about the clans—Blue, Black, Green, Gold, White, and Red—each led by a king. Dragon shifters had started in Asia and Europe, colonizing Africa to start, and then, as European humans got around to finding the Americas and Australia, they’d colonized those next.

			“Two from each clan make up a team who are given a region in a colony to help govern.”

			“You make the laws?” she asked slowly.

			He bent a look on her that she had no trouble interpreting. Stay quiet and he’d tell her.

			Cami buttoned her lips together and waved for him to continue.

			“The kings make the laws. The Alliance—one man appointed by each king—are the authority in the North American colony and have the power to interpret and, sometimes, even add to the laws. Three enforcer teams in the Americas—the Imoogi team in the eastern region, the Alaz team in the central region, and the Huracán team, my team, in the western region.”

			She wanted desperately to ask about the South American colonies, since that’s where they were, but managed to swallow the question down. 

			“Enforcers keep the laws, hunt down those who break them, and act as judge, jury, and often sentencers.”

			Sentencers? As in executioners?

			“Think Tombstone and Wyatt Earp. Sort of.”

			She blinked at yet another pop culture reference. Though dated, it still seemed…odd…coming from Drake. Made him more…human. More real, even than Rune who was only about the dragon world. Except now she had to picture Drake doing normal things, like watching TV and lounging in pajamas.

			She almost snorted at that mental image. The man was way too hard for pajamas. So far, he’d slept in underwear or his utility pants or other clothing Rune had provided him, probably for modesty since she was in here constantly. But she’d bet he was normally a buff sleeper. Clothes would annoy him.

			She shook off the mental image. “So, you…kill people?” she asked.

			“If I have to.”

			Like that was no big deal. A sliver of apprehension crept up her spine like a spider. However, at the same time, her traitorous body responded with a growing warmth at her core. Like that edge of menace—a man who would do anything, though she suspected he had his own moral code—was a damn turn-on. 

			She’d never been into pain or anything like that. Her few boyfriends had been vanilla when it came to sex, and that had seemed to work fine for her. She usually managed to get to the end with satisfactory results, at least.

			This was something different, though.

			Cami tried not to glance down and see if she was glowing brighter. She lifted her gaze to find Drake watching her with a look that snatched the breath from her throat. Like he’d seen her response, knew her dirty little thoughts, and something in him…liked that response.

			The air around them thickened, swirling with a tension that sensitized her skin and coiled her muscles. Only she didn’t want to look away. She wanted to do something really stupid.

			Like strip off all her clothes and rub her body against his like a cat in heat. 

			Like taste him again.

			Like wrap her arms around his waist and lay her head against his chest and just listen to his strong, steady heartbeat.

			Stupid, stupid things that had no place being in her head after a short period of time and very little conversation, most of which was entirely on her side.

			She didn’t know this man. Not really. This was just lust, and perhaps a fascination with a bad boy. How cliché could she get?

			Maybe your mate, a small voice whispered.

			She gave it the mental brush-off. Rune said be sure. She was so far from sure, it was ridiculous to even contemplate. Maybe this had more to do with how she’d always been drawn to lost causes. She’d cried once when her father had to shoot a gorgeous mountain lion because the animal had a severely fractured leg after one of their donkeys had kicked it.

			Granted, the animal, an alpha predator, had been trying to make Cami its next meal and the donkey had got in its way. But still…

			That’s what Drake reminded her of. An alpha predator who was broken and lashing out in pain. A creature she shouldn’t go near for fear that it would strike and kill her.

			Only, just like she had wanted to do with that cougar, she had to resist the urge to sit beside him, lay his head in her lap, and stroke him to stillness, to peace.

			“So.” He crossed his arms, staring out across the room. “Now you know.”

			Cami watched him ignore her as if she wasn’t standing right there. “I’m sorry,” she finally murmured.

			He jerked his gaze to hers, his typical frown descending. “What for?”

			“That this…whatever this is…” She waved at his body. “Has happened to you. Taken you away from your team.”

			“I don’t need your pity,” he growled.

			Cami snorted. “Pitying you would be like willing an ice cube not to melt in summer sun. A waste of time and energy. This isn’t pity.” More like sympathy, not that he’d like that any better.

			The blaring of an alarm pierced the air, shattering the relatively easy rapport they’d fallen into.

			“What’s going on?” Cami shouted, her heart pounding.

			Drake didn’t answer for a minute, his gaze in the distance. Was he listening for instructions?

			“Someone is coming in injured,” he said. “Goret.”

			Cami gasped. Immediately she thought of the middle-aged couple here. The only mated pair in the mountain. “Yelena,” she whispered.

			The white dragoness had been kind to her. Had explained a lot of things to her and shared her own experiences as a mate.

			Cami took off toward the hangar where they’d just come from. She made it just inside the door before a thick arm banded around her waist, pulling her to a stop. “Hold on,” he said into her ear, his chest hot and hard at her back. “He might have trouble landing and you don’t want to be in the way.”

			“I don’t see him.” The small sliver of blue sky and white clouds beyond the hooded entrance to the cave was free of any dragons that she could see.

			“He’s there.”

			“What happened?” she asked.

			Could Drake hear that? Was it being relayed?

			“A jaguar shifter attacked him when he was still in human form. He was approaching a new mate.”

			Heavens above. 

			She and Drake must’ve been closest to the hangar, because suddenly everyone else arrived in a jumble from various other entrances.

			A woman with white-blond hair braided intricately around the crown of her head burst into the room and started to shimmer and waver with her shift. Yelena was going to her mate.

			“Don’t, Yelena,” a strained voice hit them all. “You won’t make it in time.” Goret.

			All the mates winced as he spoke at full volume, telepathically reaching everyone in the room. Was he too weak to send the message just to his mate?

			“Goret,” Yelena whimpered her mate’s name. But she stopped her shift.

			“I’ll be there in a second.” Goret seemed hardly able to think the words.

			“He won’t make it in time,” Drake muttered, low enough that Cami doubted the others would hear.

			She still couldn’t see the dragon.

			Then a movement caught her eye. One of what she thought was the clouds moving faster than the others, coming straight at the cave. A cloud that seemed to be raining blood.

			“I need you to know something.” Yelena’s voice seemed to echo through the cave grown dead silent as they all stood there helplessly watching. “I need you to know that I’ve loved every day of our lives together.”

			Cami watched Yelena with wide eyes, glancing back and forth to Goret. He was so close. Why was she saying this?

			“Becoming a dragon shifter made me whole,” Yelena continued. “Becoming your mate made us both—”

			“Perfect. We’re perfect together.”

			Yelena shut her eyes, holding in her emotions, and Cami started to shake. Were they saying goodbye? That’s what it sounded like.

			“Goret is dying,” Drake whispered in her ear. “And Yelena, as his bonded mate, will die with him.”

			Pain bombarded Cami’s heart as his words sank through the shock.

			Faltering, like a bat flying with a broken wing, Goret aimed for the entrance to the cave. Cami held her breath as he dropped below the floor only to pop back up at the last second. The cream-colored dragon didn’t quite make it. He smashed into the edge with a rumble that shook the ground under her feet, then skidded on his stomach, one wing at a terrible angle, until he came to a halt. He left a smeared trail of blood behind him.

			The second he came to a stop, Goret started to shift and Yelena took off at a dead sprint. But it was obvious that death had its fangs sunk deeply into the white dragon shifter, draining his life away, because his mate grew slower with each agonizing step she took. 

			“Shit. She won’t make it.” Drake let go of Cami and sprinted after her when no one else in the room did a damn thing, all of them frozen in shock.

			He scooped Yelena up and ran with her. At the same time, Goret finished his shift, but lay on the cold, hard rock floor on his belly, one arm outstretched as if reaching for his mate, his eyes trained on her face, even as his expression slackened.

			Drake made it to Goret, but as he lay Yelena down, her body went limp. In the same instant, a rattling breath escaped Goret.

			Cami turned away, wrapping one arm around her middle, unable to keep watching. They hadn’t made it to each other in time to say goodbye. To hold each other as they both passed through the veil and out of this life.

			The quiet sound of sobs rose in the room. The other mates.

			For her part, Cami bit back the sobs that threatened to close her throat. 

			Someone brushed past her, and she lifted her gaze to see Drake through a hazy cloud of tears she refused to let fall.

			Without a backward glance, he walked away. Only, for some inexplicable reason, perhaps the rigid set of his shoulders, she knew that he was hurting just as much as all of them. Only he’d do it the way he did everything. 

			Alone.

			Cami glanced over her shoulder at the pair still on the floor, now with others around them. A new determination filled her. She’d come in here to see how difficult it would be to climb down the mountain on her own, take herself back to her family, albeit the slow route home. Except it wasn’t just one mountain and winter was coming.

			That option was not viable.

			The news she’d gotten in that last call with her parents already had her worried. But witnessing Yelena and Goret’s deaths before they could get to each other only solidified her own thinking. She might be a dragon shifter. But she belonged with her family. 

			No matter what. She needed to go home. To be there to help them.

			Maybe to say a proper goodbye.

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			“You’ve got a problem,” a feminine voice called out.

			Rune looked up as Skylar stalked into the security room following her words inside. How she knew to find him here, he had no idea. This was supposed to be Hakan’s shift, but Rune didn’t sleep much these days. He’d sent the red shifter away so he could sit in the dark and stare at the blue glow of the security monitors in front of him and think.

			When he’d left the team, he’d deliberately sought out Huojin, Dol, and Chay, the three brothers from the Red Clan who’d gone rogue a few hundred years before. Three men whose reason for going rogue had more to do with the way they’d tried to stand up to Pytheios’s rule and ended up, instead, exiled with targets on their backs. Men he felt might by sympathetic to a cause he left his own team of brothers—not by blood but by life—for.

			Tyrek had found him on his own. The old man had pointed Rune in the direction of most of the others—Jiǎ, Hakan, Egan, Goret, and Yelena. Each brought their unique take on why they’d gone rogue, unique skills, and unique challenges. But other than Tyrek, none had been a surprise.

			Skylar showing up over a year ago, however, had blown apart Rune’s view of his world and how things had come to be over the last half a millennium.

			Her own skills—including a certain stealth—had been an added revelation. How she’d got down the hall without him hearing was starting to piss him the hell off. The woman walked like a damn black dragon shifter, even if she wasn’t one. Silent. Worse maybe, because he still didn’t know if he could trust her.

			Not that he had a choice. What and who she was meant he got a chance to give the clans, kings, Alliance, and especially Pytheios, a big fuck you, simply by keeping her here, secret and safe.

			“What problem?” he asked.

			She pulled out one of the other dilapidated office chairs they’d scrounged from some second or third or fourth hand shop—all Rune’s carefully curated money went to more important things than furnishing this place, especially since he’d always known they’d have to abandon it at some point—and plopped down in it with a gusty sigh. Skylar never bothered to soften news. He’d learned that much about her this year, though she kept to herself mostly. Rune waited for the hammer to drop.

			“Cami is about to pull a runner,” she said.

			“Shit.”

			He should’ve seen this coming. That last call with her parents after breakfast this morning hadn’t gone well. Something about another delay in reconstruction and needing to sell most of their herd because the majority of their grazing lands had been burned all to hell. But the kicker had come at the end of the call, when they’d revealed that her cousin had fallen off a ladder and broken his leg.

			He should’ve known when Cami had gone icily calm. Too calm given her attachment to her family.

			Skylar nodded as if she’d followed his mental train of thought and agreed. “And I’m going to help her.”

			That brought him up out of his chair. “The hell you say.”

			Skylar didn’t even bat an eyelash, staring back at him with an insouciance that made him want to shake her.

			“You can’t leave,” he growled.

			Stealthy or not, whether or not Pytheios knew of her existence, if she poked her head out there, dragon shifters wouldn’t be the only ones coming for her.

			Skylar rolled her eyes. “I know that.”

			Rune settled back into his chair with a frown. “Then how—”

			“It seems I’ve developed my mother’s ability for teleportation.” She winced. “Sort of.”

			“Sort of?”

			“I can send others, but not myself. My uncle has been working with me on it, only for short distances, since I can’t bring him back.”

			Rune stilled. Tyrek should’ve told him. That could be a handy ability to use. Except that none of his men knew what Skylar was. Phoenix had been thought extinct for five hundred years when the last one perished with her mate. She smelled of smoke, though with a different undercurrent to it, but the men assumed she was another mate under their protection.

			Only Tyrek and Rune knew the truth.

			Which meant she couldn’t use her gift around anyone but them. Hell, she probably shouldn’t use her gift at all. Too risky.

			Rune steepled his fingers under his chin, regarding the woman across from him with narrowed eyes. “Why are you telling me this?”

			“Cami’s going to leave no matter what. I understand that kind of loyalty.” Her white-blue eyes darkened to the color of aquamarine ice. “I know the need to protect family. My mother gave her life to protect me like that. To send me here.” She glanced around the room with undisguised disdain.

			Rune said nothing, giving her a chance to work through emotions that, up till now, she had yet to show around him. 

			Skylar cleared her throat, locking those emotions down tight in a blink. “She needs to do this, but I think she should have some kind of protection. Don’t you?”

			… 

			Drake passed outside a door that, according to Rune, belonged to Cami.

			It rankled like hell that he’d even paid attention when that piece of info had been pointed out to him. After those ridiculous introductions to the men in the mess hall—men who resented the hell out of him and the feeling was fucking mutual—Drake had stayed away from the common areas, and Cami hadn’t come back to check on him. 

			Almost of their own accord, his feet slowed as he walked by. Which only stoked his irritation with himself. Why the hell do I even care?

			He forced himself to pick up speed, pushing her from his mind to focus on his purpose. To see if he could fly.

			He’d sprinted. Holding Yelena to get her to her mate, he hadn’t even thought of how his body shouldn’t be able to. The tingling was barely a thing in one arm now. His legs should’ve given out, or something else. Bloody-fucking-miracle. Too bad it didn’t mean shit. 

			But if he could fly, he could be…useful.

			Which was why he was skulking around this place in the dead of night. Fuck trying this out with an audience. Lumping more humiliation on this attempt was not going to happen. If he ended up a bloody pulp at the bottom of the mountains, they’d find him eventually. At least this would be over.

			Moonlight streamed into the hangar, seeming to bring the cold of the snow outside in with it. Drake glared at the beams of white light casting the cavern in shades of grays and blacks. Sneaking this flight in would’ve been easier in total darkness. At least the generator’s constant grating noise would muffle any sounds he made.

			Stop fucking around and shift already.

			Forcing purpose into his strides, he crossed the room, not glancing at the spot where he’d laid Yelena’s body. Too late. She and her mate died just seconds from getting to each other. They’d followed each other to the grave. He prayed to the gods that they were together in the afterlife.

			Drake positioned himself near the edge of the ledge that jutted out from under the cave ceiling, giving himself enough room for his larger form. For the first time, maybe ever, even including his first shift with his parents and older brothers all there to anchor his dragon to his humanity, Drake closed his eyes as he willed his body into the transition.

			He wasn’t into relief or giddiness or any of those self-serving emotions, but the release of tension in his gut when he opened his eyes to find his perspective changed after a successful shift came damn close. Before weakness could sneak into his limbs like a thief in the night, he spread his wings wide and leaped from the ledge.

			His arm held. A small tingling down the underside, starting in his armpit, but otherwise, full function.

			Not useless. Not today at least.

			The how was a question he’d need answered eventually. And he didn’t entirely trust the situation to continue. The gods had fucked with him too often to expect a true miracle.

			A whisper of a sound coming from inside the hangar caught his attention. Like the tread of feet. A familiar sound that had him dipping a wing to turn in the sky, despite how his dragon half wanted to stay out longer. The animal inside him had not appreciated having to be flown by another dragon anywhere. But the sound was something he couldn’t ignore.

			Cami. What was she doing in there? The hangar was the most vulnerable point of the entire cave system.

			He knew the silver light from above would be behind him, casting him in shadow as he flew into the mouth of the cave. He also wasn’t the only red dragon in this installation. Would she recognize him and stay? At the last second, he flared his wings wide, having to push against the air several times, to hover before he touched down.

			Silence greeted him as he stood, scanning the dark corners with eyes able to discern every craggy detail. No one.

			“I know you’re there, Cami.” Like he’d had to with Delaney and then Sera when they were still human, he quieted the thought he aimed at her mind so he didn’t hurt her. “Cami? Show yourself.”

			The soft fall of her familiar footsteps came from his right, behind a door that led to a small room. One Rune didn’t tend to use as it was situated so close to the outside of the system of caverns. Like every other door in the place, the hinges of the door protested their use by giving a rusty squawk as she opened it. It didn’t escape him that she kept it cracked, sticking her head out. From the little he could see of her, she wore black from head to toe. Even so, she shivered as the chill in the air hit her.

			The second she spied him in dragon form Cami’s irritated frown morphed to something more like awe, her gaze moving over him slowly. Almost a caress. Then she blinked, and her expression closed off. “You’re awfully pretty as a dragon, Drake.”

			As a misdirection tactic, it failed miserably. Drake didn’t even bother to answer as he shifted to human, not taking his gaze from her as the feel of his body changed, tightened and focused into a smaller being. 

			Even before he finished, he strode across the room toward her. “What are you doing out here?”

			She stepped farther out the door, cracking it behind her. “I couldn’t sleep.” 

			He stopped in front of her and crossed his arms. “You didn’t answer the question.”

			Cami made a face somewhere between irritation and wariness. “I didn’t figure I had to. Not like it’s your business.”

			Right. Enough of this. Drake stepped around her and into the room with a loud creak from the door.

			“Hey!” Cami whirled to follow on the protest. 

			He stilled as he spied a black duffel bag on the solitary, wonky-legged table in the room, bulging with clothes, he assumed, along with several apples and a can of green beans piled beside it. On the other side was a thick jacket. For what? Trying to hike through the Andes mountains in the fucking snow? Was she crazy?

			“What’s this?” The words came out on a growl.

			Cami showed no give as he turned to face her. “Still none of your business.”

			That wasn’t going to fly. “Going somewhere?”

			She didn’t answer this time, just stood by the door, hands on her hips, glaring at him.

			“Does Rune know?” he asked.

			She looked away at that, lips flattening, probably around words he knew wanted to burst from her. The woman was a talker.

			“Skylar knows,” she said. As if that made it all better.

			Skylar again. Why did the way Cami say that trip alarms in his head? The two girls were obviously friends. Skylar seemed to want to help her.

			Drake eyed the stubborn woman in front of him, frustration tightening the skin across his face as he battled with his lack of skills in this whole getting-someone-to-trust-him-with-secrets thing. Usually he wanted nothing to do with secrets. And cajoling was so far from his personality his team would probably die laughing if they saw him even contemplating it.

			What could he possibly say to get her to open up, maybe put a stop to it? Nothing. Shit. “Wherever you’re going, do you have a plan?”

			Cami stilled, not that she changed positions, but something about the way her gaze came to rest on him told him he had her attention. “What do you mean?”

			“To stay safe. I assume you’re not going to the Alliance or the Mating Council.” Though maybe she was. Maybe she’d decided not to wait for the politics to sort themselves out. Except trusting them would be piss-poor judgment on her part. 

			He wasn’t going to let her make that kind of mistake.

			She pursed her lips. “I’m not.”

			The oddest fissure of relief opened up inside him. Again with the relief. He ignored it. “Good.”

			After what he’d seen with Sera—the Alliance members’ blatant disregard for what was best for a new mate in favor of what was best for the rotting High King and their clear intention to cut her true mate, if such a thing existed, out of the process altogether—sending Cami to those assholes ranked somewhere on the same level as throwing a bag of kittens in a river of lava.

			“I’m surprised you care,” she said.

			“I don’t.” The words kicked out of him automatically and immediately didn’t sit right, like armor cast for another man cutting into his skin. He mentally shook his head at himself. “But you…took care of me.”

			Her eyebrows shot up. “Okay.” She drew out the word. “You hated that.”

			“I figure I owe you.” There. That sounded like a rational explanation.

			Cami walked past him and bent over the table in a way that had his cock twitching in his pants. “I was happy to help.”

			“Dammit. Don’t do that.”

			Her hands paused in packing the food she must’ve snuck from the kitchen into pouches in her bag. “Do what?”

			“That whole any good deed bullshit.”

			She stood to face him, and he got the feeling she saw more than he wanted her to. “You think good deeds are bullshit?”

			“I think an ulterior motive works better every time. Both sides can trust that.”

			“Uh-huh. And you don’t want to owe me. Is that it?”

			No. “Something like that.”

			She went back to her packing, shaking her head as though she was talking to herself and rejecting whatever she had to say about the matter. For his part, Drake wasn’t leaving this room until she told him where she was going. No way was Cami disappearing on his watch, regardless of Skylar’s knowledge.

			Cami glanced his way a few times, her expression turning more sour each time, and her shoulders creeping up around her ears.

			“I don’t need help,” she finally snapped. “Or a nanny.” She punctuated that sentence by zipping the last pocket of the bag and slinging it over one shoulder. She glanced behind him at the door with a nervous flick of her eyes.

			“You haven’t told me what you’re doing yet.” If he had to shake it out of her, he would.

			“I don’t have to.”

			He shrugged, pretending that was true. He also didn’t move, standing between her and the only way out of the room.

			The scowl she leveled on him could’ve tumbled steel buildings with sheer anger. “Why do you even care?”

			No way was he touching that question with a ten-foot pole. Drake crossed his arms and waited.

			She gave a little growl deep in her throat that was about the sexiest damn thing he’d ever heard. “I’m not a prisoner here.”

			“No. But you didn’t tell Rune.”

			“So?”

			“You trust him.” The words threatened to bring bile up from his gut. She trusted Rune. Above most anyone else it seemed. How and why had that happened?

			She flung out an arm in frustration, prompting him for more. “And?”

			“If you won’t tell the one man you trust, the guy who’s trying to protect you…” He let that thought hang, the obvious implied. She was up to no good and assumed Rune would try to stop her.

			That earned him another of those fearsome glares. His body surged in response, an unwelcome response he clamped down hard on.

			“How are you planning to leave?” he asked next. No way was she hiking her ass out of the Andes. Sure, spring was coming to the southern hemisphere, but by no means would she make it out alive. She’d freeze first, or fall off a cliff, or starve if the first two didn’t claim her life. That can of green beans wouldn’t last a day.

			She tipped her chin and took a page from his book, not answering.

			“Shit,” Drake muttered. He stared at her hard, then ran a hand through his hair. He had zero choice here. “I guess I’m coming with you then.”

			Cami’s eyes went wide. “No.”

			“I’m not giving you a choice.”

			“I’ve been taking care of myself for twenty—”

			“Not with dragon shifters in the mix,” he snapped. “Do you want to die?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Then if you leave, so do I.” Hell, bodyguard duty was better than hanging out with the criminals in this mountain anyway.

			“I figured I’d catch you here, Cami. Drake?” Rune’s voice reached out of the shadows, and Cami about jumped out of her skin.

			They both turned to find Rune standing in the doorway, the door—which hadn’t uttered a single squeak of rusty protest—wide open. 

			… 

			A desperation born of the need to be there for her family and the gnawing realization that these men might stop her from doing that had Cami dropping her bag to the floor with a loud smack.

			“Dammit, Rune,” she snapped.

			The man emerged from the shadows like a wraith, the reflection of the single torch Cami had brought catching his eyes first before the rest of him appeared. Skylar hadn’t shown up yet, and probably wouldn’t once she caught sight of who waited for her now. The woman was as bad as Rune about sneaking around, and with two dragon shifters involved, she’d stay far away.

			Which meant Cami had no way out of here. Dammit.

			The burn of frustration pushed at the back of her eyes, but she refused to give angry tears any place in this situation.

			“What are you doing here?” Rune asked Drake, who hadn’t answered the first time.

			“I’m taking Cami home.”

			Cami whipped her head around so hard her neck tweaked in protest. “You are?” How had he known in the first place?

			Rune stared hard at Drake. “My intelligence says you should be fine. As far as I know, they haven’t discovered your absence yet. The Alliance is on me now, not your team. Even so, I can’t protect you there. You know that?”

			Drake nodded. “The team will help if I call.” Though by the sound of his voice, he wouldn’t call.

			“What team?” Cami looked back and forth between the two men.

			“My team of enforcers is near your family’s ranch,” Drake answered, not taking his gaze from Rune.

			He’d been that close to her all this time?

			“Our team,” Rune corrected.

			“Not now,” Drake said. The two men stared each other down. The Tweedledee and Tweedledum of glarers.

			Wait. Cami gave a mental head shake. How did Drake know where the ranch was in the first place? Had Rune told him? The logical part of her told her not to ask the question. This solution was a godsend. “Why would you risk your life and your friends’ lives to help me?”

			Drake’s jaw hardened, the muscles working underneath taut skin.

			“Because he can’t stand being here any more than you can,” Rune answered for him. “This at least gives him a mission. A purpose.”

			Drake canted his head in a tiny motion more like a shrug. “A warrior’s death, if it comes to it.”

			Cami sucked in a sharp breath. “I don’t want anyone dying for me.”

			Finally, Drake turned to face her, and she blinked at the resolve in his gaze, a determination she hadn’t seen from him since he’d arrived. “I’m dying anyway. Might as well be like this.”

			No. She had to choke the word back, a stark, violent denial, a riptide pulling at her, that this vital man was so close to the end of his life. She already knew. Rune had told her. But hearing it, so starkly, from Drake…

			“Can you even fly?” Rune asked.

			Drake shrugged. “I was fine just now.”

			That got him a harder stare. “It’s a long way.”

			Drake grimaced. “Yeah.”

			“Right.” Rune glanced into the dark behind him. Cami peered into those shadows but could discern nothing there.

			Until Skylar stepped farther into the room on silent feet. 

			“No.” Cami flung the word out. Her friend had made it more than clear that, other than Rune and Tyrek, she couldn’t reveal what she was to any other dragon shifters. Cami didn’t know what Skylar was—only her abilities as part of an offer to send her home—but she did know the woman was hiding. Revealing her abilities in front of Drake was a risk Cami couldn’t allow Skylar to take. Not for her.

			“It’s okay,” Skylar said. “You and Drake aren’t the only ones stuck in this shithole.” Rune cleared his throat, but Skylar ignored him. “At least I can help a…friend.”

			Air whooshed out of her lungs and Cami sent the other woman a somewhat wobbly but grateful smile. “I told you we’d be friends.”

			“How can you help?” Drake’s doubts infiltrated his words as he cut off Skylar’s eye roll.

			Skylar turned to him. “You don’t tell anyone about this. Not Flynn—”

			“Finn,” he correctly.

			“Whatever.” Skylar rolled her eyes. “Not him. Not his mate. None of your team. Not a single dragon shifter anywhere. Not wolf shifters or vampires or ghouls. No witches. No—”

			Drake snapped up a hand. “I get it.”

			“Do you? I’m sticking my neck way the fuck out, against all advice to the contrary.” She flicked a glance at Rune. “I don’t intend to get my head chopped off in the process. But Rune says I can trust you.”

			Shock skittered through Cami that Skylar trusted Rune enough to take his word. Part of her wanted to tell Skylar to stop, that she wasn’t worth this risk. The other part, perhaps the more selfish part, countered that Skylar was a grown woman who knew what she was doing. Leo had a broken leg. The goats needed to find a home. They needed to rebuild their ranch. She needed to be with her family.

			“Tyrek trusts Rune,” Skylar said, almost as though answering Cami’s silent question, though she was still drilling a hole in Drake’s head with her serious stare. “And Tyrek is family. If you don’t like how things are now among your kind, it’ll get way worse if I’m discovered. Got it?”

			Drake considered the woman. “You have my word,” he said quietly.

			Skylar blew out a harsh breath and gave a sharp nod. In contrast, Cami’s lungs started working again. Skylar must’ve sensed the same thing Cami had from the beginning. Drake Chandali was a man not to be trifled with, but also one whose word was a bond he’d never break.

			This is going to happen. She could go back to her family. At least for a little while. And with help.

			“Do you need to bring anything with you?” Skylar asked Drake.

			“I didn’t come with anything,” he said. 

			“Fine.” Skylar obviously didn’t care. “I’ll have to send you one at a time.”

			Drake stiffened beside Cami. “Send?”

			He glanced at Rune who did nothing. 

			Skylar’s serious expression shifted with a smile this side of mischief. “I can teleport people anywhere I want.”

			“Teleport.” Drake didn’t sound nearly as disbelieving as Cami had when Skylar told her, but then, he’d been born into this world. Hundreds of years ago, by all accounts.

			“Fastest way to travel.” Skylar stepped closer. She held up both hands in front of her. “I sort of have to shove you through space and time. You still game?” She wiggled her fingers.

			In answer, Drake scooped Cami’s bag off the ground where she’d dropped it at his feet. “Where are you sending us?”

			Skylar glanced at Cami, but Rune was the one who answered. “San Francisco.”

			Cami wasn’t surprised when Drake’s expression went flat. Dragons tended to avoid heavily populated human centers as a general rule. She’d learned that much while staying here.

			Skylar grimaced as well. “Hopefully I can put you where no one sees you…arrive.”

			“I’ve set up a room under a dummy corporation at the Montclair Street Hotel,” Rune said.

			Cami gave a squeak of surprise before she found her voice. “You knew?”

			“Sorry, sweetie.” Skylar didn’t sound the least bit sorry. “I was worried.”

			“Here.” Rune shoved an envelope at her. 

			“What’s this?”

			“Cash. Fake IDs. A pager and the number of one of mine.”

			She glanced up, eyebrows winging high. “Seriously? A pager—”

			“It’s a technology the Alliance isn’t scanning for,” he cut her off to explain. “I’d use pigeons or the Pony Express if I thought it’d work.”

			“Oh.”

			“Right,” Drake muttered. “That everything?”

			Rune nodded.

			“Let’s go,” Drake said.

			“Brace yourself,” Skylar said. In a flash, she lit with flame, the brilliance of fire creeping over her form until she was covered from head to foot, though her clothes didn’t burn.

			Drake looked from her to Rune, who shrugged. A fire creature of special significance. Was this who the rogue, Brand Astarot, had been looking for when he’d come to the Huracáns? Who the new King of the Blue Clan had sent him to find?

			Before Drake did more than set his feet in a wider stance, Skylar lunged at him, shoving him hard in the chest. But the second her hands made contact, he disappeared. No sound or other indicator went with him. Nothing where an instant before a large, usually pissed off, man had stood.

			Then Skylar moved to stand in front of Cami but paused there.

			“What are you waiting for?” Cami asked.

			“He probably fell when he landed.” Skylar shrugged. “I’m giving him a chance to stand up and be ready to catch you.”

			A completely inappropriate chuckle sprang up at that image. One she swallowed. Drake wouldn’t appreciate it if she was already laughing when she arrived, and she needed him.

			“Take care of yourself out there,” Skylar murmured, her pale blue eyes suddenly serious. Only Cami had to be imagining the worry turning them an icier hue, like frost on winter windows.

			Cami tried for a brave smile to hide the way she’d started to shake. “I’ve got my own dragon to take care of me. I’ll be fine.”

			Skylar snorted. “That does not make me feel any better.”

			What if this was the wrong choice? What if she was bringing danger, or worse, death, to her family’s doorstep? Like a faithful dog dropping a dead rat filled with plague at her master’s feet.

			“Camilla?”

			Rune’s voice pulled her gaze his way.

			“You should know that Drake is the one who saved you from that fire that hit your ranch. He had to wipe your memory, so you wouldn’t remember. You weren’t going to make it, so he flew you out of there.”

			Shock should’ve been her first reaction, but it wasn’t. Maybe even anger at the memory wiping thing, which she’d ask about later. But, for now, all she felt was a sense that she’d found a missing puzzle piece to her life. They’d never been able to explain how they’d got out to the road. This had to be why she felt a connection to a dragon shifter who seemed determined to not like her. Nothing to do with mates, but with a life owed.

			Drake will take care of me.

			The thought whispered through her, and the shaking stopped, the doubts quieted, leaving her steady and sure.

			She nodded at Rune, then faced Skylar. “I’m ready.”

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			Drake rubbed at the back of his head, which he’d slammed into the brick wall with enough force he was surprised he hadn’t left a skull-sized dent in it. All thanks to the narrowness of the alley he’d been sent to, along with the force of Skylar’s shove, which carried through the sightless, soundless void she’d teleported him through and sent him stumbling when he landed here.

			Expecting Cami to come immediately after, he managed to keep to his feet, dropped her bag on the ground, and put his hands up, waiting to keep her from a similar injury.

			Ten seconds passed, then twenty. A large rat skittered away down the alley. Then a full minute went by, and still no Cami.

			He lowered his hands. “Dammit, where is she—”

			With no warning, Cami appeared out of thin air. But too close. He didn’t have time to get his hands up before her momentum had her tripping backward. She plowed into him hard enough that they both went down in a tangle of limbs.

			Somehow, he managed to keep his body between her and the pavement, smacking his head again with a crack that echoed off the tightly spaced brick buildings.

			“You were supposed to catch me,” Cami accused into his chest where her face was pressed.

			She lifted her head and pain disappeared in favor of the sudden awareness of how close her lips were to his, the way she lay across him, almost like a lover. Unbidden his hands went to her hips. To lift her off him, he told himself, except he didn’t. Instead, he stayed where he was with her plastered against him.

			“That was…weird,” she said next. “Why does she have to shove?”

			“You want to get off me?” The question came out harsher than he intended. Either that or drink those lips like she was the last drop of cherry Coke after the apocalypse wiped out supplies.

			“Oh. Sorry.” She put her palms against his chest. Even through his shirt, he felt as though she’d imprinted her touch in his skin. Like she’d marked him as hers. Like energy passed from him to her by that simple connection.

			Quit that shit.

			He moved, and together they managed to right themselves, putting distance between them like a moat of murky water. Drake got a better look at where they’d ended up. The rancid scent of a dumpster filled the alleyway, and the scuttle of little rat feet was hard to miss. But at least they were alone in, by what he could hear, a quieter neighborhood in the city. Assuming they had landed in San Francisco. 

			He turned his head to find that, instead of looking around, Cami stared at him with a funny light in her eyes, her lips parted on words that didn’t seem to be coming.

			“What?” he asked.

			She shifted her gaze away, glancing off to the side. “Nothing that can’t wait.” Then she looked around and frowned. “Where are we?” she whispered.

			“How the hell should I know? And why are you whispering?”

			She blinked at him. Then the woman gave a low chuckle that shot straight to his groin. “I don’t know. Creepy alleyway in the middle of the night.” Then she frowned up at him. “Don’t you have some kind of super eyesight? Or even hearing?”

			Rather than answer, he scooped up her bag, flung it over one shoulder, and strode off toward what seemed the closest street at the end of the narrow space.

			“Where are you going?” She hustled to keep up, practically having to jog, her feet pattering against the ground.

			Drake slowed his stride, and the cadence of her steps evened out. “To see where she sent us and find that hotel.”

			They emerged onto a silent street, not a soul in sight, the only light coming from streetlamps every thirty feet or so. It appeared to be mostly residences. Super expensive ones by the looks. Especially if this was San Francisco. The architecture of the homes, an eclectic mix of Victorian and modern, suggested it was. Farther away, though not a bad walk, lights and sounds pierced his senses.

			If he wasn’t mistaken, a few blocks would bring them to the wharves that lined the bay. A popular place for tourists, which meant plenty of humans to hide among. Possible other things that could give a rogue dragon and his still human companion plenty of grief, though. Dragons might not like cities, but that left it wide open for other supernaturals.

			The location also meant hotels. A shit ton of them. Without a phone to search up the one Rune booked, they’d have to wander until they found it. But Rune and Skylar weren’t stupid. At a guess, assuming Skylar had some accuracy over her teleportation, if they went toward the lights and sounds, they’d hit the hotel pretty soon. 

			“Let’s find our place for the night.” Or the rest of it at least.

			For once, Cami remained silent as they made the trek from where they’d ended up, somewhere on North Point Street in front of a strand of hotels that sat back a couple blocks from the main lineup of restaurants, shops, and sightseeing opportunities near Pier 39. Given the time, this was as asleep as this district ever got.

			As they moved along the dark sidewalk, making their way from the halo of light cast by each streetlamp along the way, a large rat scampered out from a narrow alley directly into their path. The thing went up on its hindlegs, balancing there, watching them with beady little black eyes, whiskers twitching.

			Drake grabbed Cami by the arm to stop their progress but needn’t have bothered. She’d already slowed to a halt. “I’ve never seen a rat do that,” she said, not taking her wary gaze from the creature.

			Maybe her self-preservation instincts weren’t entirely shit.

			“That’s because it’s not a rat.” Anger spiked through every word.

			Anger directed squarely at himself. This was the same rat that had run off from where they’d landed, dammit. He’d been so focused on saving Cami from knocking her head that he hadn’t paid enough attention.

			“What is it? A shifter?”

			“Yeah.” And bad fucking news. Rat shifters only associated with the dregs of the creature world. Its presence now meant something worse was coming.

			Drake didn’t need to glance around to know he couldn’t shift in such a narrow space, and not nearly fast enough. The only thing he had was his strength and his fire. With a thought, Drake ignited the flames inside him, the rumble of flame softly floating through the otherwise silent night air as he fed oxygen to it, stoking it hotter.

			Beside him, hearing the sound, Cami tensed. To give her credit she didn’t ask, and she didn’t freak out. “What does it want?” she asked.

			“Me,” a sweet female voice, a familiar voice, came from the same alley the rat had come from.

			Drake pulled up at the sound. “Sera?”

			A woman stepped into the lamplight—petite and slender with an almost boyish figure, her chin-length blond hair framing her piquant face, turquoise eyes beseeching him, full of fear.

			“Drake?” Cami’s voice had a tremble to it, but he hardly heard it.

			He took a step forward. “What are you doing here? I thought you and Aidan were in hiding still. Are you okay?”

			Sera shook her head, eyes wide. “I need your help, Drake.”

			He stepped closer. Was she in trouble? Had something happened to Aidan? “What do you mean?”

			A vague corner of his mind acknowledged that something was wrong. Beside him Cami tugged at his hand, calling his name, her voice high and strained, but almost as though from a long distance off. Like she was in another world. Or maybe he was.

			Sera reached out a hand to him. “They have Blake.” 

			No. Not her son. That boy already had it rough, having lost his father and now being stuck in dragon form so young.

			“Where?” He took a step closer. Instincts set off internal alarms. Something was off. Where the hell was Aidan?

			But the draw to help her was undeniable. He would never leave one of his own unprotected.

			Some microscopic corner of his mind recognized Cami as she jumped in front of him, both her hands on his shoulders, shoving at him. She was forced to back up as he pushed inexorably forward, closer to Sera.

			“Drake!” Cami yelled.

			Finally, her panic penetrated the fog that had taken hold of his mind, catching at his protective instincts like hands reaching out of a grave. The effort a physical pain, like peeling his skin from his own body, he managed to drag his gaze from the petite blonde to the woman in front of him.

			“I need your help, Drake.” Sera’s words brought his gaze back up, locking on her.

			“Please, Drake, don’t leave me.” A sob caught in Cami’s voice, and part of him wanted to reach out to her, soothe her fears. Everything would be better when he was at full strength. But the part of him held in thrall to Sera quieted that side.

			“Come with me,” Sera beckoned.

			“No. I won’t let you have him.” Even through the fog his brain floated in, he registered Cami charging Sera.

			Only Cami was glowing.

			Drake blinked slowly. Why was Cami glowing? At the center of her chest, even from the back and through her clothes, a light pierced the darkness.

			She threw herself at Sera, clawing and kicking, and Drake could see his hand lifting to stop her from attacking his friend, except all his movements had turned sluggish. “No.” He thought the word, but sound lodged in his throat refusing to emerge.

			Then he saw. The thing that had been Sera, that he was so damn sure was Sera, wasn’t her at all. Before his eyes the image of Sera morphed into its true form—pale white skin that hung on its bones like a skin suit a few sizes too big, hairless, bald, and with razor sharp teeth ready to rend fresh meat from Cami’s bones.

			A ghoul.

			Like someone broke a vial of ammonia under his nose, the fog cleared his head, replaced by fury and terror for the woman fighting so hard for him.

			The ghoul went for her throat, snapping those deadly teeth, but Cami kicked it in the balls. In the same instant, his little rat friend shifted to his human form and grabbed her by the arms.

			A snarl ripped from Drake’s throat as he lunged for the rat shifter, slamming his fist into the back of the man’s neck. The shifter crumpled to his feet, but the ghoul still had Cami who tumbled to the ground at the same time, dragged down by the rat’s weight.

			Drake couldn’t move fast enough, and the monster dropped on top of her. With the high-pitched scream of blood lust, the ghoul bit her.

			Before Drake could rip it off her, sparks of reds and golds flew out from underneath the abomination with the fizzy, hissing sound of a firecracker. The ghoul screamed and released her, rolling back to reveal a round circle of fire eating into its sickly chest.

			Not waiting for a second chance, Drake drew the flames from Cami’s body, using his own control of fire to grow them into something much worse, then hurled the torrent across the ghoul’s form. The creature writhed and screamed in the inescapable inferno until, finally, it stilled. White skin blackened and charred, white eyes still open staring at him as they turned milky with death.

			The patter of tiny rodent feet told him the rat got away. But Drake couldn’t worry about that.

			“Cami? Fuck. Are you okay?” He dropped to his knees beside Cami who watched him with eyes still full of terror, face so pale he was afraid she’d pass out. 

			“You weren’t you anymore,” she whispered, voice scratchy, like she’d screamed it raw.

			Drake grimaced. “I know.” Fury at himself for leaving her so vulnerable bubbled up under a very real fear for her life that lingered like a bad hangover.

			He reached out to touch her arm, but Cami jerked back. “Are you…you now?”

			“Yes. It’s me.”

			She swallowed, eyes wide, dilated pupils consuming the irises as she searched his face. “How do I know?”

			“I’m a dick.”

			Even through the fear, humor snapped into place, clearing some of that wariness like a crisp breeze, and she let out a low chuckle. “Okay. It’s you.”

			“Are you hurt? Where’d she bite you?”

			“My shoulder.”

			“She was going for your neck.” Cami let him touch her now and Drake pulled her arm straight. Blood glistened against the dark fabric of her black shirt. Gingerly, he peeled it back to reveal seeping wounds in a perfect bite mark on either side of her shoulder. “Fuck.”

			“Is it bad?”

			“You’ll live. But you need stitches.” And antibiotics. Maybe a steroid shot. None of which he had access to.

			“Let’s get you somewhere safe first.” Hoping like hell his body didn’t choose now to give out, he moved to her other side and heaved her upright. Grabbing her bag, and supporting her with his other arm, he got them moving. A little faster this time.

			Most ghouls operated solo, but the rat might be going for reinforcements. Better to disappear and cover their tracks.

			Another two blocks, with every sense tuned for the telltale pitter patter of a spy, and Drake spotted their hotel. He deliberately circled several more blocks, going in and out of buildings, laying a false trail, his senses tuned for a tail.

			Cami, who remained disturbingly quiet, didn’t ask.

			“In here.” Drake changed direction suddenly, heading for the inconspicuous door to the name of the hotel Rune had booked for them.

			“A little more warning please,” she grumbled as he paused outside.

			“Do you have a jacket?” he asked.

			“I’m not cold.”

			“The receptionist is going to question your bloody shoulder.”

			“Oh. Yeah. In the bag.”

			Swiftly he found it, a black utility jacket of some sort. Must be Skylar’s. He wrapped Cami up in it, watching her carefully for each wince.

			Breathing hard from the effort, she dropped her forehead against his chest when they finished.

			“Can you stay upright on your own?” he asked.

			With visible effort, she lifted her head. “I was enjoying the cuddle, but sure.”

			Except the smile she sent him was more wobbly than it should’ve been. But he didn’t say so. She only had to pull this off for the short time it would take to check in and get to their room.

			They passed into the small lobby. Newly refurbished, he guessed, based on how white and pristine everything still was in here. The hotel was decorated with a modern-meets-ocean theme.

			Not exactly original.

			“Nautical? Not all that creative,” Cami commented beside him, echoing his thoughts.

			He turned his head to look at her, wrestling with the sudden, weird urge to smile at the woman. He really needed to get a grip.

			Ignoring her, he moved to the front desk which was empty. Where was the attendant? All senses went on high alert. What if someone had discovered the corporation Rune booked this under was his? What if they were waiting to ambush—

			Cami reached out and rang the bell sitting on the top of the counter, then raised sparkling eyes to his that showed her amusement. Apparently, she’d caught the way he’d tensed. “Don’t worry,” she murmured in that overly motherly voice she was well aware he hated. “I’ll protect you.”

			She had the balls to reach out with her good hand and pat his chest.

			“May I help you?” A sleepy, somewhat disheveled-looking woman appeared through a door into what must be an office. Her name tag indicated her name was Lucy and she was from Guatemala.

			“We have reservations under Trollic Enterprises,” Cami said, adding a smile that was completely unnecessary.

			The woman’s fingers flew over the keys as she accessed their booking details. “A king-sized mattress?”

			Cami frowned and opened her mouth to protest, but he beat her to it. “Yes. A king.”

			To give her credit, Cami managed to paste a serene smile on her lips, even if her eyes shot a protest his way. But Rune had booked it that way on purpose. Anyone looking at reservations would assume either mates were traveling together, or only one person. Not an unclaimed mate and bodyguard.

			“ID?” Lucy asked.

			Cami handed her a license with a picture that looked like her but a completely different name—Lisa Hernandez. When had Skylar got that for her? Or had Rune? Either way, this was feeling less and less like a jail break, and more like a deliberate plan on the part of both Rune and Skylar.

			“Uh…my—” Cami stopped, glanced at him as if trying to figure out what to call him exactly, and started again. “The airport lost one of our pieces of luggage.”

			“I’m so sorry,” Lucy said. She pointed at a wall of travel-sized things. “Any toiletries you’re missing, we can probably replace.”

			Cami smiled up at Drake expectantly. Smart woman. He quickly snapped up a toothbrush and paste and deodorant, along with a small first aid kit and a sewing kit and put his goods on the top of the check-in desk. “Add it to our room.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Key cards in hand, they headed up the elevator to a room right by the stairs. Drake checked the room out thoroughly, then left to inspect the floors above and below them, letting his senses search out any possible supernaturals close by. Not a whiff. 

			“All good?” Cami asked faintly when he returned. She was sitting on the foot of the bed, slumped over as though she could hardly keep herself upright.

			“For now,” he said.

			She rolled her eyes. “That makes me feel a ton better.”

			“Let’s get you fixed up.” He scooped her off the bed, and it said a lot that, rather than protest, Cami rested her head on his shoulder instead.

			She must’ve lost more blood than he thought. Or… Drake thought hard about a bite from a ghoul. Usually, once the first bite happened, that was the end of whoever was on the receiving end. Did a bite do more than the physical damage?

			Drake sat Cami on the toilet and whipped off her shirt.

			“Ow,” she said in a low voice. Her only feeble protest. She closed her eyes and leaned back against the basin.

			Drake got to work cleaning and disinfecting each individual tooth mark. A few of the more shallow wounds he was able to close with butterfly bands from the first aid kit. The rest, however, needed stitching. They went deeper, still seeping blood, trickling down her skin in thin rivulets, the scent of metal and salt filling his nostrils. Blood had never affected him before, but his asshole puckered at the smell. This was Cami’s blood.

			He threaded a needle from the sewing kit, but at the first stick to her skin, Cami came to screeching wakefulness, jackknifing to sitting.

			Shit. This was not going to work.

			“I have to,” he said.

			She gave her head a hard shake, her hair tumbling about her face, eyes wide. “Take me to a hospital.”

			He shot her an impatient look. “And explain this how? Shark bite?”

			“I—” She shook her head again, breath coming in sharp pants. “I can’t. I can’t…”

			The woman he was supposed to be protecting was losing it, and her panic was dragging him with her, like undertow.

			Drake took her face in his hands, centering her gaze on his, forehead to forehead, trying to will his calm into her through that small touch. “Okay. We’ll try something else.”

			Her breathing slowed. “What?” she whispered.

			He flattened his lips. “My blood.”

			Cami’s mouth parted in a silent oh, then she licked her lips. Lips so fucking close to his. “Will that…you know?”

			“It won’t turn you, and, as a mate, you should be able to handle it without dying. It worked on Delaney once.” Granted, she was Finn’s mate, but they hadn’t known that at the time. “But if we don’t have compatible blood types, it could…”

			“Hurt me?”

			“Burn you up from the inside out.”

			She swallowed. “Maybe I can handle the stitches.”

			That would be better. But the way she’d flinched and, given the number of wounds, that could be worse. Not to mention he had no idea what a bite from a ghoul would do. The healing properties in his blood should take care of any residual effects as well. That alone made it worth a small risk. “We’ll try one little drop, just to see.”

			One drop wouldn’t kill her, right? He’d suck and bite it out of her skin himself if he had to.

			“One drop. Okay. That can’t be too bad,” Cami echoed his own thoughts. “Like a skin test when you dye your hair.”

			“You’ve dyed your hair?” He asked the question as much to distract himself as her. Using another needle, Drake pricked one finger, then carefully held it over one of her wounds and let a single tiny drop splash onto the open flesh.

			“Uh-huh. Purple once.”

			“Weirdo.” Except he sort of thought purple could be sexy on her.

			He pulled his hand back and stared at the spot, waiting for it to smoke or turn black around the edges. Instead, it did the opposite, the blood absorbed into her flesh before the angry red gash turned more pink. After a long moment, to be sure, he glanced at Cami. “Okay?”

			She nodded.

			Reasonably confident his blood wouldn’t eat her alive, Drake pricked his already healed finger again, letting more blood drip into the same still-open wound. This time, before his eyes, it shrank and closed, the skin puckering to a fresh-looking scar, the skin shiny and mauve.

			“Wow,” Cami murmured. “That’s potent stuff.”

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			Drake repeated the action over each wound. To Cami, each new douse left behind a cozy warmth, like how she felt as a child when her mother kissed her good night. Cosseted. Cared for. 

			The exhaustion that had taken hold of her after the attack, making it difficult to get words to form in her mind let alone emerge intelligibly from her mouth, receded in the face of a clearer, rejuvenated mind.

			Miracle blood.

			They could make a mint on this stuff if humans could take it.

			Except halfway through, the warmth started to coalesce and spread, down her arms, then into her chest. Her nipples tightened, tingling almost painfully.

			“Um.”

			Drake paused. “Problem?”

			Another ripple of sensation and a smidgeon of panic set in. “Did this Delaney person have any…side effects?”

			Drake jerked his hands back from what he was doing. “What do you mean side effects? Does it hurt?”

			Hurt? Another wave of sensation had a hysterical giggle punching from her. “Not exactly.”

			Drake frowned. “What then?”

			“I think I’m going to…” She had to pause, screwing her eyes shut tight to breathe through concentrated tingling in spots that shouldn’t be tingling right now. “Orgasm,” she finally managed through pinched lips.

			Dead silence greeted those words.

			Cami peeped open one eye to find Drake staring at her with an intensity that stole her breath more effectively than the waves of sensation washing through her body with growing intensity.

			“You’d better finish up,” she prompted. “Before I…finish up.”

			If she could get him out of the room, at least she’d be afforded a little privacy.

			“Fuck,” he muttered. And, moving a hell of a lot faster, started dripping blood into the remaining open wounds. He missed a couple times in his haste, his blood trickling across her clavicle to trail between her breasts.

			Cami let out a moan. Of its own volition, her hand went between her thighs to rub.

			“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” Drake muttered. 

			She opened her eyes, shocked to find that she’d managed to squish that hand down her pants, her hips pumping to the rhythm of the pressure she was applying.

			And Drake was watching, fevered slashes of crimson marking his cheekbones and flames in his eyes casting glimmering light over the bathroom, turning the clinical space more…intimate.

			“Keep going,” she panted.

			He startled, which any other day would’ve made her laugh, then dripped his blood into the final wound. 

			Then, with a jaw so tight and hard he could cut diamonds with it, he spun and practically ran from the room, closing the door behind him.

			The sensations didn’t lessen for Cami with his absence, though. They were still building and gathering and pulsing through her in electric shocks. With fumbling hands, she stripped her pants and underwear away, then spread her legs wide, getting off with her own fingers.

			And the man she pictured with each shuddering sweep was the man in the other room. Only in her mind his hands were on her, that fevered gaze wasn’t tempered but allowed full rein, his heat threatening to consume them both.

			That image seared in her mind as the tsunami of her orgasm crashed into her and through her, his name gasping from her lips as the sensation crested. Panting with her release, she rode the wave as it ebbed and flowed through her body, sweat covering her skin in a fine sheen. It seemed to take ages to slow, leaving her limp yet still strangely keyed up, and surrounded by silence.

			Oh lord. Her eyes flew open. Did he hear that? Not just her orgasm, but his name on her lips?

			Nothing she could do about it now, except ignore it. Drake definitely would. Feeling both wrung out and vitally alive at the same time, Cami forced herself up to unsteady feet and looked at herself in the mirror.

			Then winced.

			She looked like a woman who’d had sex. Her skin glowed. The fire inside the center of her chest pulsed the rhythm of tiny orgasmic aftershocks, gradually slowing and easing through her body. Meanwhile, the wounds on her shoulder appeared more like several-weeks-old scars.

			“Amazing,” she whispered, tracing one slick pucker with her fingertip.

			Needing to clean herself of blood and the scent of her desires, Cami took a quick shower. Wrapped up in the thin excuse for a towel, which barely covered her ass, she made her way back into the room to find Drake had kicked off his shoes and lay on the one side of the king-sized bed, as close to the edge as he could be without falling off, giving her plenty of space. The side closest to the door, she noted. He’d thrown an arm across his eyes, probably fully intending to do his damnedest to ignore the woman in the room with him.

			No way was he asleep after all that.

			“You know…you haven’t been showing any symptoms lately.” The thought had occurred somewhere in the middle of his getting her here and fixing her.

			Even under his arm, she could see his face pull into a frown. “I guess not.”

			“Is that good?”

			“I doubt it’ll last. Let’s just hope it doesn’t come back anytime soon.”

			Not an answer, but a good point. Also, the end of that conversation. But she had other things to figure out. “What was that thing?” 

			Now that the immediate problems had been dealt with, she wanted answers.

			Drake didn’t remove his arm. “A ghoul.”

			“A ghoul,” she repeated. “And, for those of us without a PhD in bizzaro-world, what the hell is a ghoul?”

			He gave a twitch that she assumed was a shrug. “Sort of like vampires, I guess. They are humanoid, and feed on flesh—dead or alive.”

			Oh. “Hence the daggers for teeth.” Got it. “Why did you go all weird?”

			Under his arm, his mouth flattened. “Sort of like a siren, a ghoul can project an image of something to entice you close enough to rip into you.”

			Cami shivered at the image. After all, she’d come damn close to being ghoul-food. 

			Something to entice. She mulled over Drake’s words for a second. “Who is Sera?”

			Her stomach turned sour then twisted inside her as she waited for his answer. Because if the ghoul projected something Drake found enticing, then did he want this Sera woman? 

			“She’s Aidan’s mate.”

			He wanted another man’s mate? Jealousy slithered through her like a writhing mass of black snakes, even as cold logic pierced the darkness. That didn’t sound like Drake at all. “Why is she important to you?”

			“The ghoul made it seem like she was in trouble.”

			Immediately, the knots loosened. She knew enough about Drake to realize the ghoul had appealed to his default mode. “You wanted to protect her,” she said.

			Drake heaved a sigh that communicated his return to regularly scheduled irritation and dropped his arm away from his face. The second his gaze landed on her, he scowled. “Can you put some damn clothes on?”

			Cami rolled her eyes but moved into the bathroom, quickly dressing. When she returned, Drake was back to the arm over his eyes.

			“Do we need to be worried about another one coming for us?”

			“Another ghoul? No. At heart, they are cowards. They stick to outside locations with as few live humans as possible—deserts, alleys, cemeteries—preferring to set a trap for one or two unsuspecting people at a time.”

			“And the rat shifter?”

			“He won’t have the balls to show his twitchy little face anywhere near me again.”

			Cami nodded, not that he could see her, then forced herself to ask a harder question. “Were they after me?”

			Was her secret already out less than an hour away from the safety of Rune’s hideaway?

			“No. They were after me.”

			“You?” She didn’t keep the shock from her voice. 

			He still didn’t bother to lower his arm which was starting to piss her off. She needed to see his face, his eyes. Couldn’t he tell she was still scared to death? A death she’d nearly met tonight. A stark shiver scampered up her spine like that creepy rat. “Why would they go after a dragon shifter?”

			“A rogue dragon. One confined between buildings in a city with not enough time or space to shift. Open season, as far as bizzaro-world is concerned.”

			He risked his life simply being here with her. “I see.”

			At least that explained tonight. Though Cami doubted she could close her eyes without seeing that ghoul’s solid white eyes—blank like they were missing irises and pupils—or feeling the blades of its teeth sinking deep and the sharp pain that radiated to every nerve in her body.

			Needing something else to distract her, she snatched the packet Rune had given her, from which she’d pulled their new identification, and sat down. The bed dipped under her slight weight. She wiggled, getting comfortable, then proceeded to go through the documents provided. She refused to admit that Drake’s presence—the smoky scent of him, the warmth of his skin so near her—had her on edge. That orgasm lingered in her memory, and her body. Like it hadn’t been quite enough to satiate a deeper need.

			Don’t think about it.

			“Huh,” she murmured.

			Drake ignored her.

			“I said huh,” she spoke louder.

			He didn’t lift his arm. “So?”

			She stuck her tongue out at him, not that he could see. “Any normal person would be curious.”

			Drake sighed and lowered his arm. “Fine. What?”

			“There’s an ID in here for you, too.”

			She held out a small plastic card toward him. Like it was a snake that might bite him, Drake went up on one elbow to get a better look but didn’t reach for it. A picture of him looked back, with the name Yi Cheng. His eyebrows went up before lowering, almost meeting over his eyes. 

			“What the fuck?” he muttered and snatched it from her fingers. “No way could that fucker have known—”

			She watched with interest as he mentally worked through some thought process.

			“Rune,” he muttered. “That manipulative son of a bitch.”

			Cami’s eyebrows shot up. “Wait. You think he planned for you to be here, too?”

			“Yeah. He pointed out the shift change time at night, which I, of course, decided to take advantage of for my practice flight. He knew I’d find you there at the same time. I’m guessing Skylar told you when to meet?”

			She nodded.

			“Remind me to thank that asshole properly next time we see him.” He tossed the license at Cami and resumed his prone position.

			“How on earth could he have guessed you’d choose to help me?”

			“He didn’t. But he knows me pretty damn well.”

			Cami thought about that. “In other words, Rune didn’t have to be a genius to know that you weren’t happy in the mountain and also wouldn’t stand by while I risked my still human backside.”

			The glance Drake threw her—both irritated and speculative—told her she’d pegged that about right.

			The bed shifted again as Cami stood. “Technically, I’m running back home.”

			Drake sat and scooted back to lean against the faux headboard. “That’s not home anymore. You know that, right?”

			She paused in unzipping her bag. “I understand it,” she said after a quiet beat. “But that doesn’t mean I have to accept it.”

			She pulled a toothbrush and paste out of a side pocket and went into the bathroom.

			“You’re going to have to accept it,” Drake called out from the bedroom.

			She paused a second. Was he right? Abandoning them would hurt her family as much as her. Cami gave a shake of her head then resumed her brushing.

			Turning off various lights as she went, Cami returned to the room and pulled the covers back on her side of the bed, climbing in beside him. Not looking at him, because she had the strangest urge to snuggle into his side and knew that wouldn’t end the way she was picturing, she reached over and turned off the bedside lamp with a soft snick. The only light came in through sheer curtains. Neither of them had bothered to close the light-blocking set.

			“Should I close the drapes?” she asked, her voice seeming loud in the quiet room.

			“No. I want to be able to see anything that comes at us, even if it comes through the window.”

			“Oh.” There went any hope of sleep. Between the man at her back and the things he stirred inside her, and now the real concerns of something attacking—another ghoul maybe or that rat bringing his rodent brethren—would not let her rest.

			Think of something else, she tried to tell herself.

			“Why is everyone so determined for me to abandon my family?” Cami asked in a voice smaller than she liked, only she wasn’t quite sure she wanted to hear the answer. Drake, though, wouldn’t pull his punches. She’d hear his opinion straight with no chaser.

			Was it possible for someone to bore holes in one’s back with only their stare? She didn’t need to turn over to know Drake was doing exactly that. 

			“That’s not it,” he finally said.

			Something in Drake’s voice—almost an understanding as opposed to the more typical don’t-give-a-shit tone—had Cami turning over in the bed to face him.

			Her eyes had adjusted to the dim lighting a bit and she found him still sitting up, his eyes giving off a faint red glow as he watched her.

			I should find that creepy.

			Like freaky movies about demons and poltergeists and exorcisms creepy. Instead, she found herself staring back, fascinated, an odd answering warmth blooming inside her. Under her shirt, the constant glow of fire inside pulsed with light, more visible through the flimsy T-shirt than the thicker black shirt she’d borrowed from Skylar. The one in tattered, bloody ruins on the bathroom floor now.

			She had another one for tomorrow, to hide things from her family. But maybe a shopping trip might not be a bad idea.

			Drake’s gaze shifted from her face to her chest then back, his expression giving nothing away. 

			Just as she had when she’d looked out from her hiding spot in the hangar to find a massive red dragon staring back at her, when she looked at Drake all she could see was power and awe-inspiring beauty in a startling sort of way.

			In that form, every hard muscle stood in stark relief, even under the coat of his scales. The crest at the back of his head rose sharply with spikes that she knew to be razor sharp at the ends. More deadly spikes lined his back. And those red eyes had glittered with a fire that was only a spark of the raging inferno that lurked inside him. A weapon held under his complete control. He’d practically vibrated with command, filling the cavern with his presence.

			What would it take to really light those eyes up with flames? She’d seen it happen a handful of times with Rune’s men. Even Rune himself. But Drake seemed to be on a permanent low burn setting.

			Watching the dragon tonight, her body had responded instantly, coming to buzzing life in all the wrong ways.

			An inconvenient sensation that took up uncomfortable residence inside her now. Never mind the orgasmic session in the bathroom. If she was honest, she’d been brought back to that aching need when she’d lain on top of him in the alleyway. He’d felt hard and strong beneath her and her mind had been full of the news that he’d saved her family from a horrible death. 

			Should she tell him that she knew about what he’d done for them?

			No. He’d hate her gratitude. “What is it then?” she asked instead, forcing her thoughts back to his comment about needing to give up her family.

			Drake scooted down in the bed, and she expected him to turn his back and return to ignoring her. She swallowed when he turned to face her instead, close enough to see details. Details she’d practically memorized when he’d been unconscious and healing. Except his eyes. Now she could see, behind the swirling red, how darker specks graced the depths of his irises, which were rimmed in an almost maroon hue. 

			“You’re obviously loyal to your family,” he said. 

			She could reach out and touch him if she wanted. And she definitely wanted. She just didn’t want to deal with the rejection sure to come from him, swift and brutal, so she pulled the sheet up around her and resisted the urge.

			“It’s more than that,” Cami murmured. “I love them.”

			Drake stayed quiet at that.

			“You don’t think that’s a good reason?” she asked.

			“No.”

			Cami gave a huff of anger. “Do dragon shifters even know what love is?” she lashed out, maybe as much from frustration with him as fear of losing the most important thing in her life. “As far as I can tell, dragons walk away from anyone they might care about with way too much ease—”

			Drake reached over and covered her mouth with his hand, skin hot and a shade rough against hers. Shock dropped through her like ice followed by heat that crawled over her skin, making it feel too tight for her body. A pulse point started up at the juncture of her thighs, and she stared at him, waiting. Anticipation thrumming.

			“You talk too much,” he said. But quietly. Almost like he was amused, though he didn’t smile. “And you tend to jump to conclusions. I wasn’t saying that your love for them wasn’t a good reason.”

			He dropped his hand on the bed between them.

			“What were you saying, then?” she asked, happy her voice functioned at all, coming out mostly normal, maybe a bit of husk to it. Hopefully he didn’t notice that bit.

			“The kind of love you describe…” He paused, his eyes going vague as he seemed to have to search for words. “The kind where you would do anything for them, right?”

			Cami nodded. “Anything.”

			“Sacrificial love?”

			She nodded again, more slowly. He was going down a mental path she wasn’t following yet.

			“I’ve only seen that kind of love in two ways. The few mated pairs I’ve witnessed firsthand—my parents; Finn, my Alpha on the team, and his mate Delaney. My brothers and their mates.” He grimaced. “Sort of.”

			Yelena had tried to explain it. Cami could see it whenever Yelena and Goret were near each other. Even after ages together, he still watched her like she was the most precious thing in the world. Witnessing them and their connection was part of the reason she’d stayed, she believed.

			“What’s the other way?”

			“I’m the youngest of seven brothers with only one sister younger. You would think I would have found that kind of love with my family.” He shook his head, his hair brushing against the pillowcase. Was it as silky as it looked? She was starting to mangle the sheet in an effort at willpower.

			“We were too far apart in age for me to form those kinds of relationships,” Drake said. “Four brothers were already mated by the time I was born. I was a…mistake.” He bit out the word. “My sister, born not too many years after me, they saw as an even bigger mistake.”

			Cami squashed the small sound of rejection that clenched her throat, but he caught it anyway, giving a small shrug as if it didn’t matter. But the way his lips pinched, she knew it mattered.

			“Do you know about female-born dragon shifters?” he asked.

			“They’re born sterile.” Cami wanted a family as big as her own. She couldn’t imagine being denied the chance at that from the moment she was born.

			“Yes. My brothers saw her more as an embarrassment. Someone they’d be forced to take care of. When I left Nepal and came here to be an enforcer, Lyndi came with me. She’s my family. My real family. Lyndi and the men on my team. Men who’ve fought beside me and saved my ass more times than I can count. Men I would do anything for.”

			Cami waited for Drake to realize he’d said more than two sentences and clam up, but she couldn’t resist asking the question that popped into her head. “Even Rune?”

			The glow of his eyes flared. This close she could see definition in the flames, colors a spectrum of reds from so dark it appeared black to as bright as a laser beam.

			As fast as the flames flared, they settled again. “Even Rune,” he said. “I’m still pissed at him. For a lot of reasons. Instead of trusting us, he abandoned us. Then made us fight against him until we figured shit out for ourselves.”

			Right. The Huracán team were Rune’s allies now. But that implied that they hadn’t been. That had to have been hard. Cami understood that kind of anger, one tinged with love that made you want to scream at them, shake some sense into them. “I get it.”

			“Yeah?” he asked.

			“Yeah. With my sisters, actually. They’re a lot younger than me. They’re off at college now, interested in boys and getting the hell away from ranch life. Part of me gets that. They’re young and have other interests. But the other part thinks they’re acting like selfish brats.” She clapped a hand over her mouth. She’d never voiced that particular annoyance. “I sound awful.”

			His lips twitched. “No. You sound human.”

			“Like that’s an excuse. Humanity sucks as far as dragons are concerned.”

			“True. But we’re not exactly better.”

			Cami twisted a piece of hair around her finger. Drake’s gaze dropped to follow the action, so she released the strand. “It’s almost like the love makes it worse when you’re mad at them.” Like tinder to a fire, the anger turning brighter, sharper. “Because you love them.”

			He grunted what might’ve been an agreement, or even the closest thing to a laugh she’d heard from the man yet. “Yeah,” he said. 

			Cami sighed. “Why are you telling me this?”

			Again, asking the question would probably shut him up, but no way did he not have a point with all this. Drake didn’t talk just to talk. 

			“Love like that…” He stopped again, grimacing like talking about feelings was torture. It probably was for him. “You should be willing to sacrifice everything.”

			Cami frowned. “I am.”

			He shook his head, and anger kicked through her. “Don’t shake your head at me. I’d die for my family.”

			She almost had, that day when the fire had come, and he’d saved them. Drake had saved them. She was still having trouble wrapping her head around that reality. 

			Drake shifted closer, getting in her face, though not touching. “Would you live for them?”

			Everything inside her stilled at his nearness, at the intensity radiating from him. “What do you mean?” she asked.

			“Would you leave them, make a life away from them, to save their lives? Even if it caused them pain? Even if losing them or imagining being the source of their pain is the worst thing you could ever experience yourself? Because what you are now, that’s a choice you have to make. You might have to make it tomorrow. I’m not sure we should risk anything like that ghoul following us and hurting them.”

			Her harsh intake of breath was the only sound in the room. Even the steady hum of the air conditioner under the window shut off, leaving them in thick, aching silence.

			Lord above, she hadn’t considered that, relegating the ghoul to something contained in the city at night. But to unleash that kind of monster on her family would be worse than watching them age and die as she continued on.

			Could she do that? Hurt them now by pretending to disappear just to keep them safe? Sacrifice her connection to the most important people in her life?

			Dawning realization had her letting go of that thought as she took in Drake’s expression, the hardness in his eyes, the way the light had died out in them completely, leaving them dull. “Is that what you’re doing? For your team?”

			After a long, tense silence, he shoved away from her, rolling back to his side. “Get some sleep.”

			I’m right.

			Rather than close her eyes and do what he said, Cami had other ideas. “You know what could help me sleep?”

			Beside her Drake breathed loudly through his nose.

			She grinned but kept going. “A good orgasm.”

			His back stiffened, the muscles bulging under his shirt in fascinating ripples. “You just had one.”

			“Mmmm… Except it left me all keyed up. I need to…relax. You know?”

			A beat of silence, then, “Go ahead.”

			He was trying to call her bluff, huh? Well, they’d see who could out-stubborn who. After the kisses he’d laid on her in Argentina, she knew he wanted her, and she was done trying to hold back and figure things out at whatever pace she thought she was supposed to take.

			Slipping her hands lower, under the back of her panties, she flicked a finger over the bundle of nerves still buzzing from her earlier orgasm. 

			Cami didn’t hold back a small hum of pleasure.

			“Ah hell,” Drake muttered.

			Before she knew what was happening, he rolled over to settle between her legs, his body hot and hard and ready.

			“I was hoping you would—” He swallowed her words in a kiss that was all heat and unleashed need.

			When he had her mindless and breathless, he lifted his head, pinning her with a look that shot tingles straight to her clit. “I couldn’t tell.”

			Was that a joke?

			Only he was kissing her again, so who cared. She grasped his arms, the heat of his skin over flexed muscles and couldn’t help exploring the contours of his arms, his back, his chest. She rubbed her palms over right, flat nipples and he shuddered against her, dragging his mouth away. “I need to be inside you.”

			“No argument here.”

			“You won’t get pregnant, and dragons don’t carry diseases. Got it?”

			“Got it.”

			With fingers turned frantic they got out of the rest of their clothes and returned to each other’s arms. Drake poised at her entrance, stopped, and pinned her with eyes turned to molten red flames. “Tell me you want this.”

			Above her, his body shook with the effort to hold back, and maybe with the effort at all. So easy to forget he wasn’t a well man lately. With a grin, Cami shoved him back, rolling on top of him so that she straddled him. By some miracle she managed to keep him right at her entrance, and, with a shuddering moan, sank down his shaft.

			Once he was seated deep inside her, heat going everywhere all at once, she looked him dead in the eye. “I want this.”

			He grunted, almost as though in pain. But at the same time, those big, strong hands went to her hips to hold her there hard. Using a strength that still boggled her mind, he lifted her up then slid her down his cock in one long, penetrating stroke.

			“Good,” he said.

			Then he did that again.

			Despite her position of power, Cami gave herself over to the sensation buffeting her body as he controlled the pace. She stared back at the stark, harsh face of her lover, knowing he could see every nuance of what he was making her feel. Knowing, and reveling in it.

			With each measured stroke, waves of electricity pulsed through her, gathering at her core, making her feel like she was coming out of her skin. Those hands at her hips both brutally possessive and tenderly worshipful.

			The glow of Drake’s eyes filled the room, mixing with the aura coming from her, giving it a darker edge, more intense. More beautiful. Brighter with each stroke.

			“What if I cause a fire?” she panted.

			“I’ll take care of it.”

			The mere mention of flames seemed to alter him, and that possessive grip turned harder, just at the edge of pain as he increased the pace, impaling her on his cock. Harder. Faster.

			Building the pressure, and the lights pulsed with the beat of her heart and the pounding of her blood. Building. Building. Until the pressure spiraled out of control and erupted.

			Cami tossed her head back and screamed as an orgasm as powerful as the man inside her rode her body. Burned away everything she was and replaced it with a woman foreign to her. Wilder. Freer. More powerful.

			Was this just a taste of what it would be like to become a dragon?

			Cami collapsed over Drake, her head on his chest, and smiled.

			He trailed a finger over the sweat-slicked skin of her back in soothing whorls as they both caught their breath.

			“We shouldn’t have done that,” he said finally.

			Cami lifted up to look at him seriously. “Maybe not.” She shrugged. “But I’d like to do it again.”

			“What about finding your mate?”

			Drake didn’t know about the mark on her neck, which only showed under fire. Rune hadn’t told him, and neither had she.

			But the time wasn’t right to tell him. Not yet.

			The sex was incredible. She bore his mark. And she liked him. Despite the glowers and the lack of words, she genuinely liked this complicated man.

			But that didn’t make her sure. 

			This was still too fast, too new. She’d spent only a few months with dragon shifters. What she’d seen and how she felt with them… Hell, how she’d felt just now with only a taste of what she could become. She knew, in her gut, in a way that could never be explained or reasoned, that she was meant to be one of them.

			That didn’t mean she needed to rush. No matter the danger of being found out by the Alliance or the clans. The danger to her family was another thing entirely.

			“I’ll find him when the time is right,” she finally said. “Until then, I have no intention of living like a nun.”

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Drake cast his gaze around the large covered parking lot, noting any other people in the area, taking in the scents, all while hustling Cami to the rental car with a hand on her elbow.

			Rune was a damn genius. 

			In the paperwork provided, they discovered that he’d procured them a rental through yet another dummy corporation, tied to their fake IDs, but through a special “Gold Members” package. That meant their name was displayed on a digital board and all they had to do was walk to the numbered parking spot. No need to pay or have their IDs checked.

			How the hell Rune had got that set up, he had no idea. But he’d ask next time he saw the guy. The team could use that method.

			As they moved, he checked his sidelines and kept his senses tuned to the skies, glancing up every so often.

			“Will you stop that?” Cami demanded beside him as they walked to their waiting car.

			“What?” He didn’t bother to look at her, still checking that they weren’t being followed.

			“You’re making me nervous.” She pulled her arm out of his grip and kept going without him.

			“I’m keeping us safe.” Why did he even need to point it out? Especially after last night.

			She just shook her head. “Esta cabrón,” she muttered.

			Drake choked on a laugh at the slang used primarily in Mexico. “You think I’m a tough guy? Or stupid?”

			“Or a bastard, depending upon interpretation. I haven’t made up my mind.”

			Drake grinned. A flash, but Cami stopped in her tracks, blinking at him. 

			Which was exactly why he didn’t smile often. Because it got that kind of reaction. Rearranging his face to normal, he took her by the elbow again. “It’s over here.”

			“You have a nice smile,” she said.

			Drake ignored her.

			“Kinda sexy actually.”

			He glanced over to find her eyeing him with a straight face, but a twinkle in her eyes that tipped him off. The woman was messing with him. 

			He needed to shut down this lack of wariness of him that she exhibited way too often. Normal women didn’t react like that. Even mates. 

			Sleeping with her had been a huge fucking mistake. Instead, it had left him energized in a way that had him questioning how, and wanting in a way he shouldn’t allow to continue. He sucked at this touchy-feely crap, but last night when they’d talked about her family a small part of him had wanted to wrap an arm around her middle and tug her body into his. Just to hold her.

			Instead he’d fucked her. A couple times. He wanted to again, if his permanently swollen cock was any indication.

			He stopped abruptly, turning to face her. “Sexy, huh?” He didn’t have to try hard to pitch his voice lower. He let his gaze travel over her body, remembering the dusky hue of her nipples and how damn sweet the sound she’d made when he’d sucked on them hard.

			No surprise, Cami didn’t back down. “Like what you see?”

			“Yes.”

			Maybe because she could hear the truth in the word, her smile slipped a hair, though only for a second, but he caught it. That slip made him push this exercise in futility further. He stepped closer, close enough that her body heat penetrated through her top and jeans through to his combat pants and shirt to his skin, spreading from there. “You know what would make me smile?”

			She swallowed but didn’t take her gaze from his. “What?”

			Drake dipped his head to put his lips by her ear. “A long, hard…” He let the words trail off, the idea lingering between them, pulsing with a tension all its own. He was tempted to tell her what he really wanted. A long, hard fuck. But this was about teaching her a lesson, not starting something he shouldn’t finish, something he shouldn’t have started in the first damn place.

			“Neck massage,” he finished. Then straightened and walked to the driver’s side of their mid-sized, nondescript, gray sedan.

			Cami didn’t move. “A…neck massage?”

			“Yeah. You up for it?”

			“No.”

			Drake had to bite down on the inside of his cheek to keep from grinning again. Twice in one day. Hell, in the last year probably. Must be some kind of record. But her expression was priceless—disbelief, irritation, and a hint of disappointment. 

			That smidge of wanting went straight to his cock which pulsed against his zipper. Adjusting himself didn’t ease the discomfort.

			Maybe he shouldn’t teach her any more lessons. Maybe he should just keep his distance.

			He tossed her bag in the back seat and she finally moved to get in the passenger side. Sure enough, the keys waited there for him. He started the car and tapped on the built-in navigation. “Which way?”

			“We’re going to get you a bag and some clothes first,” she said. “Or my family will ask questions.”

			He’d thought about having his team drop off any stuff they hadn’t already shipped to where Rune had told them. His old Beta hadn’t taken long to set up an entire network, had he?

			The problem was, Drake wanted to leave his team out of this situation as long as possible. Totally, if he could. They didn’t need to be dragged into yet another conflict.

			The Huracáns needed time to reestablish trust with the Alliance and the other enforcer teams, or they’d be useless as inside men. Plausible deniability was needed here. So, they were out. By now they had to have shared his video with the Alliance, and those men would believe him dead. He didn’t love how close they were to the headquarters but judged it far enough away to avoid being a problem. 

			He could handle this himself. Cami, while a mate, wasn’t a political nightmare. Not like Sera had been. Otherwise, Rune would’ve said so. Warned him.

			Drake hadn’t asked about the mark on Cami’s neck. After last night, the thought of seeing another man’s family brand there made him want to punch something. Preferably the other man.

			“Fine.” He put the car in drive. “Let’s go shopping.”

			… 

			Rune stared at the message embedded in an anonymous, private chat room that he used to stay in contact with certain assets around the world. But what he was reading made no damn sense. Not the part about issues that the Blue Clan was having. They’d been in conflict with all the other clans ever since the new king, Ladon Ormarr, had forcibly wrested the throne from the previous king, Thanatos. That wasn’t what he was staring at. What had him tense was a tidbit, still unconfirmed rumor, about the king’s newest acquisition.

			King Ladon had a phoenix. At least according to this intel.

			But that was impossible. As far as Rune knew only one phoenix with powers ever existed at one time.

			Since he already had a phoenix under his protection, another one was either a trick, or, at the very least, a warning. Did this mean the kings knew he had Skylar and were coming for her? Or was there a false phoenix out there? He’d never heard of such a thing, but Ladon would be smart to manufacture one. The existence of a phoenix at a dragon king’s side would immediately undermine Pytheios’s claim to the position of High King.

			Shit.

			With a series of keystrokes, he erased all trace of himself and the messages and disconnected the computer from the internet. Then he was out of his chair, out of his room, and headed down the series of dark tunnels that led to more residences. He paused at a thick wooden door and listened for a second but couldn’t hear anything.

			He pounded on it with a fist. “Skylar.”

			No answer. Not that she usually answered.

			He pounded again. “Skylar. We have a problem.”

			Again, no answer. He tried the handle only to find it locked. He could break into the room, but, knowing Skylar, if he did that she’d leave and Tyrek would leave with her, which was an unacceptable result.

			“Damn it.”

			Maybe Tyrek could get her to come out.

			Rune stalked to a different area in the mountain, more remote, where Tyrek had chosen to ensconce himself. The man was even more paranoid than Rune. Not that Rune blamed him, given his history. In theory, Tyrek Amon was a ghost. A shifter who’d died with his family.

			Rune paused at a door and knocked.

			“Enter,” Tyrek called.

			The ancient white dragon stood in the center of the sitting area. With Skylar.

			At least she hadn’t just been ignoring him. Skylar turned her head to regard Rune with her usual forced tolerance. “Yes?”

			Tyrek’s expression was more difficult to discern behind his long white beard. 

			“Do you need something?” Skylar asked. The edge in her voice made it more of a snap.

			“Always lovely to see you,” Rune said drily.

			Actually, he didn’t blame her for her hatred of dragon shifters, but it amused him to watch her scowl. Not much amused him these days. The woman could give Drake a run for his money in the pissed-at-the-world act. 

			Except Rune didn’t have time to dick around right now. “I think we have a major problem.”

			Neither Tyrek nor Skylar reacted. “You always have a major problem,” Skylar said.

			Not exactly untrue. “Are you the only phoenix?”

			Both uncle and niece stilled, their gazes settling on him as the temperature in the room seemed to drop several degrees. Given the way her eyes turned more white than blue, only being a creature of fire probably kept Rune from turning to a solid chunk of ice on the spot. He was almost surprised his breath didn’t crystalize on the air.

			“Why do you ask this?” Tyrek asked in his slow, heavy cadence.

			“Because the rumor mill has it that King Ladon has one.”

			“No.” The word whispered from Skylar, but Rune’s excellent hearing caught it. More a whimper, except he couldn’t reconcile that sound with the woman in front of him. Whatever else Skylar Amon was, she was not a coward.

			Tyrek squeezed her shoulder. To comfort? Or to hold her back?

			Neither, however, immediately denied the existence of another phoenix. Which meant his informant wasn’t wrong. “Holy shit. There are two?”

			How the fuck was that even possible? A phoenix gained her powers only one of two ways—her mother died, or her mother deliberately chose to give up the powers, passing them on to her only daughter. Until five hundred years ago, when both the mother and daughter died around the same time, that’s how it had always been. Since Serefina Hanyu’s death, phoenixes had been extinct.

			Or so he thought until Skylar landed on his doorstep. Or, more specifically, was teleported to Tyrek.

			Uncle and niece exchanged indecipherable glances before Skylar turned to him. “The less you know the better for you.”

			Like hell. Rune dropped all pretense at civility, stalking toward the woman in front of him as he pinned her with a hard stare. “What do I need to know to keep this from landing on my doorstep? More than your life is at risk here.”

			Rather than quake under a gaze that made most turn away, Skylar waved at him like she was brushing a hair from her sleeve. “You knew taking me in was inviting danger.”

			“Yes. But if it’s coming now, I’d rather be ready.”

			At least she grimaced, which meant his point got through. “What did you hear about this phoenix?” she asked.

			He narrowed his eyes, taking in the way she stood, so stiff, even as she schooled her features to curiosity. She couldn’t quite hide the panic in her eyes, though.

			“She was found by a rogue dragon shifter who Ladon Ormarr hired.”

			Tyrek frowned, his long beard twitching with the motion. “Not that gold rogue that came through about a year ago?”

			“Brand Astarot.” Difficult to forget a man as hard as that. “I believe so.”

			Skylar had been newly arrived, only staying with them a month or two, when they’d had to get her away quickly. Brand showed up looking for an “unusual fire creature” of unnamed type. It didn’t get more rare than a phoenix when they were supposed to be extinct. “He found a woman in the States.”

			“Do you have a name?” Skylar asked.

			Did her voice crack? “According to my source, her name is Kasia, and Brand took her to Ladon to be mated.”

			Skylar’s eyes squeezed tight. “Oh gods,” she mouthed the words.

			Tyrek placed a gnarled hand on her arm. “It will be all right.”

			“No. It won’t.” She snapped her eyes open and at the same time her body ignited with flame dancing across her skin, like a living breathing thing, tipped in reds and whites—the heritage of both her red and white dragon shifter lineage. “I have to go to her.”

			“No.” Tyrek shook his head so hard, Rune worried it might wobble off his neck. “I can’t let you. I’ll go.”

			Skylar doused the flames and turned to her uncle. All the rage vibrating from her eased and she took his twisted hands in hers. “You can’t. They’ll kill you.”

			“I made a promise to Serefina,” Tyrek insisted. He visibly shook in her grasp and wavy lines materialized around him, as though he wasn’t quite in control of the beast within.

			Rune backed up a step, closer to the door. If Tyrek lost it, there was no telling what he’d do in dragon form. 

			Skylar was either unaware or didn’t care. Perhaps she didn’t need to fear. Blood ties might protect her, even if Tyrek went feral. Her father’s brother. Technically, both were the heirs to the throne of the White Clan—Tyrek as Zilant Amon’s only living blood kin and a dragon shifter, Skylar as Zilant’s daughter. Only her status as a phoenix put that in question.

			She wrapped her arms around her uncle. “I know you made a promise. But this is my job. I can be as stealthy as any old black dragon.”

			Rune held in a snarl at that, mostly because she was right.

			“And I can get Kasia out of there.” Conviction filled the words and settled over her expression—a sort of calm fury, a storm in a bottle. “I have to protect my sister.”

			Rune jerked forward. Sister? “What the fuck is going on?”

			Skylar whipped around, though she kept one hand on Tyrek. “Kasia Amon is my sister, and no way am I sitting idly by while some asshole dragon shifter king wannabe forces her to mate him.”

			Fuck. Rune’s head spun with the implications because he couldn’t get past it. Two phoenixes. Had such a thing existed before? Ever?

			With the strange brands on the backs of some of the mates’ necks, and now this, perhaps the gods or the fates, or even evolution, was at work here. Changing the rules.

			Still, some rules had yet to change. “She’ll burn him in the process,” Rune pointed out. “It’s too much of a risk.”

			While a human mate was the one who perished in the mating if things went wrong, the legend about phoenixes was the woman got to do the choosing. If any man—dragon shifter, human, or otherwise—tried to mate her without her choosing him as a mate, he’d perish in her flames.

			But Pytheios, given his rotting state, was probably crazy enough to try it. And Ladon, needing that upper hand against five other kings, might be too.

			“Maybe,” Skylar allowed. “But then shifter after shifter will try. What do you call that?”

			He didn’t even want to give the word the power of a thought. A nasty reality that Rune was fighting against for the mates in his care. Skylar wasn’t wrong. Was it possible both sisters had inherited powers? Or had only Skylar? If that was the case, Kasia would likely die when Ladon tried to mate her.

			Damn the fates and all things that had made him the fucking poster boy of crusaders for the women inherently in danger in his world. 

			“I don’t have time for this shit.” Skylar stalked past him. “I’m going.”

			“Then I go with you.” Tyrek followed, more like hobbled, after her.

			Skylar turned on him. “You’re the only family we have left. I can’t let you.”

			Tyrek pulled to his full height, white eyes turning to flame, suddenly every inch the dragon shifter he’d been in his youth. “You can’t stop me.”

			Skylar stopped and did a good imitation of a growl. Staring at her uncle, she shook her head, paused, then shook it again, almost like she was arguing with herself. “Don’t make me use my powers to send you back here if you follow,” she said quietly. Reluctantly. Her gaze imploring.

			Tyrek stared at her a long moment then caved, stooping back in on himself. “I promised your mother.”

			Skylar slowly approached him and put a hand to his face. “I know, and I feel like I just found a piece of my father.”

			Tyrek choked. 

			“But…” she continued. “I made a promise the day she died, too. I promised that I’d be the protection for our family that she was for over five hundred years while she hid us away, letting dragon shifters believe our kind was gone. My sister needs me.”

			Tyrek lifted his gaze and perhaps saw something in her gaze, something beyond stubbornness. He nodded. “You should go.”

			Skylar blew out a heavy breath. “Thank you, Uncle.”

			Rune clenched his jaw against what he knew he had to do next. “I guess I’m helping you get to Scotland then.”

			Skylar spun to stare at him. “I can’t let you do that. You’ve risked more than enough for me already.”

			“True.” He smiled, though it felt tired, stretching his face uncomfortably. “But I’m not asking.”

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			Cami sat beside Drake in silence as they drove the last miles to her home. Lost in a bazillion of her own thoughts, and grateful, for once, that he wasn’t a talker.

			Despite her best efforts, her body still thrummed with aching awareness of the man beside her. He’d made her come into Target with him to watch as he grabbed a bunch of clothes, hardly stopping to check sizing, and tossed them in his cart.

			“What if that doesn’t fit?” she asked, as a plaid shirt joined the pile. After all, his shoulders were pretty broad, and he was tall. 

			He’d shrugged. “They have a good return policy.”

			Which meant he’d shopped at Target before. Somehow picturing him, or any of the dragon shifters she’d encountered, doing such mundane things just felt bizarre. I guess they have to get clothes somewhere.

			After he got clothes, she got more shirts that would cover the glow in the center of her chest, since she only had room for a few in her bag. Then they’d checked out and headed…home.

			Last night—getting lost in Drake and in herself in a way foreign to her until now—swirled in a congealed mess of thoughts in her head. Especially because this morning he’d gone into the bathroom, dressed, and come out acting like nothing had happened.

			Except she wanted it to happen again. 

			But that wasn’t the only thing jamming her up. The closer they got to the ranch, the more her family was on her mind. Also, what he’d said the night before about sacrificial love still rankled.

			Was he right? Was hurting her family now better for them in the long run? The mixer was still churning, the thoughts turning to the consistency of cement, as she sat in the car not really seeing what she looked at outside the window.

			A familiar tree flashed by, one with a gnarled trunk that sort of stuck out.

			“Take the next right,” she said automatically.

			Drake nodded.

			Twenty more minutes of back roads, and they’d be there. She’d be home.

			Home. The word was starting to sound foreign to her now. Uncomfortable. Like she didn’t quite know what or where home was. She hadn’t found where she fit in her new life yet, but she didn’t fit with her family. Not anymore. Not really.

			Drake had a point there. 

			“What’s our story?”

			Cami jumped a little at the sudden growling sound of Drake’s voice inside the small confines of the car. She turned her head from the view of golds and greens of rolling California mountains to frown at him. “Story?”

			“Our story?” he prompted.

			When she just stared at him, he made an impatient gesture with his hands without taking them from the wheel. “Why are you home early from whatever excuse you gave your family to be away? And why am I with you?”

			Right. Good questions. Ones her family would ask. “They thought I was in Texas for a semester course on animal husbandry for goats.”

			“Oh gods. The goats,” he muttered under his breath. 

			Or at least that’s what she thought he said. “Sorry?”

			“Nothing.”

			Except now she had a new worry. “Dragons don’t eat goats. Right?”

			He side-eyed her for a second. “You’re only wondering this now?”

			Stupid to feel defensive. “I had other things I was dealing with earlier. Like getting out undetected, and then getting here.” And exploring your body.

			“The goats are safe from me,” he said in a dry voice.

			Phew. One less thing. “Good. So, the home from school thing. I was going to tell them that this course, since it’s an unofficial course for professionals, is getting an extra week off for Thanksgiving.”

			“Which gives us two weeks?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Okay. That explains the timing.”

			“Maybe you can be a friend from the course who doesn’t have family in the States, and so I invited you to share Thanksgiving with mine?” That would work, right?

			“To stay with your family when they’re in the middle of rebuilding the ranch?”

			Cami dropped her head back against the headrest. “You’re right. That would be weird.”

			“Say I’m your boyfriend.”

			She sat up straight at that. “I don’t see—”

			“I wanted to come help out and meet your family.”

			Cami stared at Drake, but couldn’t discern his expression from only one side of his face. “No way. They’ll have us married off in a heartbeat.”

			No way would her mother miss the tension that strung between them like rubber bands stretched too far.

			“So? They won’t meet your future mate.”

			“Maybe they will.”

			He shot her a look that put all his doubts about that happening in one glance and had her pulling against her seatbelt as she tried to straighten. “You won’t be able to pull it off,” she said. “The boyfriend thing, I mean.”

			“Wrong.”

			Cami rolled her eyes. Telling him he couldn’t do anything had been a stupid approach to take. Now she’d offended his manhood, or dragon badassness, or whatever. “As a friend they will already be pushy, asking you all sorts of questions. As my boyfriend…” She shook her head.

			Actually, she’d never brought a boyfriend home to meet her family. She had no idea what they would be like. Except her dad. He’d probably go glare for glare with Drake.

			“Consider me warned.”

			He shook that off way too easily. “You can’t be…”

			Only she couldn’t make herself say it. That he couldn’t be himself around her family. Having grown up in a world where the harsh reality meant often she wasn’t deemed enough—not Mexican enough and not American enough, depending on the side of the border—she understood that kind of judgment. Her parents had taught her to never be who she wasn’t, to be proud of who and what she was no matter what. Everyone else could deal with it or fuck off, not that her parents would use those words, but she’d got the point.

			No way could she ask Drake, who’d come here to protect her, who’d saved her life, to be anything but who he was.

			“Can’t be what?” he prodded.

			Cami sighed. “Just…try not to glare at them all the time. You might even have to talk…and stuff.”

			Drake grunted, and she figured that was the best she was going to get.

			They fell into a silence that was somehow both easy and uneasy at the same time. The silence wasn’t the problem. Maybe the fact that she couldn’t be around him without wanting to stick her tongue down his throat was.

			“I’m not a social butterfly,” Drake said, cracking the thin layer of glass that had held sound at bay.

			“I know.” Even the words coming from his lips was laughable. “It’s not that.”

			“Okay.” That one word dripped with disgruntled confusion.

			Cami smiled. “It’s just… My family are good people. I want them to think I’m with a guy who actually…likes me.”

			She grimaced and waited for him to point out that he’d just been fucking her less than five hours ago.

			Total silence. Except this definitely wasn’t an easy quiet between them. Tension rolled over her, like a thick San Francisco fog, with all sorts of unspoken words.

			Cami glanced out the window, the passing countryside as familiar as the lines and freckles on the backs of her hands. Not too much farther. 

			“I do.”

			It took her a second to absorb what he said and what it meant. Did he say that? She shifted in her seat to look at him and got a half face of his usual glower as he stared at the road.

			“You do what?” She definitely needed clarification.

			“Like you.”

			The bottom dropped out of her stomach with more force than a roller coaster. “But…” She wasn’t even sure where to start. “You yell at me.”

			“I do that to everyone.”

			She snorted. “A sign of your affection, huh?”

			“No. You annoy me, too.”

			“Then why not be more…” Friendly wasn’t the word. 

			“I’m dying.” He slipped in while she was searching for the right one.

			“I guess that would make anyone grumpy,” she said slowly.

			“No. I’m always an asshole. Ask my team.” His lips twitched. She hadn’t been lying in the parking lot. That smile of his had shot through her like a mule kick to the solar plexus. Maybe because of how rarely it appeared, or how it transformed his face from harsh and broken to something almost boyish and charming, but also still broken. Compelling and damn sexy because of the stark difference.

			“Was that a joke?” she teased.

			“Just stating facts.”

			“I see.”

			He was quiet a moment. “I can’t have more with you.”

			She didn’t follow. “More what?”

			“Than this bodyguard thing, and maybe fucking. Nothing more.”

			Suddenly Rune’s words and her insight last night—about how he’d sacrificed himself for his team, walking away even though he didn’t want to—settled heavily over her. The weight of it threatened to drag her under. Drake couldn’t have more—a relationship with her or anyone else—because it meant more people he’d hurt or have to walk away from. He’d probably rather die than do that.

			“That sounds…lonely.” To cut himself off from everyone like that. But she got it. Maybe having to leave her family, to choose to hurt them both like that, made his pain all the more real to her. She wanted to reach out and squeeze his hand, except she doubted he’d let her.

			He said nothing.

			“I understand,” she said instead.

			He cast her a long glance and she looked steadily back.

			“I believe you do,” he said.

			Only he didn’t look away. In a burgeoning silence, they stared at each other. Some small part of her mind insisted that he should keep his eyes on the road, but she didn’t feel in any danger. Instead, anticipation buzzed through her like a heady alcohol while at the same time peace folded around her with a subtle, deft touch.

			She offered him a hesitant smile and he jerked his gaze back to the road.

			Unprompted, he turned left off the paved road onto the long gravel drive that led to her home. The trees on both sides of the road had been decimated until only blackened spikes that used to be tree trunks remained. The drive used to be cast in permanent shadow with trees and vegetation towering overhead, meeting high up to make a canopy. Not anymore. Now the sun beat down mercilessly even in the chill of oncoming winter.

			I should have died here.

			Rune’s revelation that Drake had saved her struck her with the blunt force of an axe splitting a log. Again, she thought about saying something. Thanking him at the very least. But held back. He wouldn’t like the attention. No matter how well deserved.

			“Just so you know…” She glanced at her hands clenched in her lap and forced her fingers to relax. “The feeling is mutual.”

			Raising her gaze, she caught how he raised his eyebrows, not taking his attention from navigating the potholes all over the drive.

			“I like you, too,” she clarified.

			His hands flexed on the wheel, but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t have time, because they were here.

			He pulled around a bend and Cami sucked in a sharp breath. She’d seen the damage right after the fire, walked around the still smoldering pile of ashes that had made up the spaces of her childhood and the working and living memories of her adult years. Hell, she’d ruined a new pair of boots because the soles melted as she’d walked.

			A lot had been done since she’d left—the worst of the damage cleared. But not enough. New foundations for the two houses her uncles and their families lived in should’ve been poured by now. Instead, the wooden molds were up, but nothing else. 

			Drake pulled up to the side of the main house and turned off the car. “You okay?”

			She slowly turned her head to find Drake watching her closely.

			“Yeah.” The word came out all choked off. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Yeah. I’m fine.”

			She turned her head to look back out the window, except Drake put a hand over hers, clenched up in her lap again, and she returned her gaze to him. Warmth spread from his touch through her, loosening tense muscles and unraveling the knot of worries that lodged in her chest.

			“You can rebuild, and all your family is alive,” he said. “Focus on that.”

			Just when she’d lumped him in the permanent asshole column, he went and said kind things like that. 

			Not only that. They were alive because Drake saved them.

			Nothing could have stopped her from at least showing her gratitude, even if she didn’t voice it. Without thinking it through, she leaned across the small center console separating them and laid her lips over his in a sweet, soft kiss.

			Drake tensed under the touch, but she lingered there, willing him to relax, accept this for what it was. An offering of thanks.

			For a brief second, she almost thought he was going to pull away, and the sharp pang of disappointment surprised her. But instead, he gave a low groan and took over.

			He snaked an arm around her waist, drawing her closer. She didn’t even care about the console digging into her hip as her body leaped to tumultuous life under the softest kisses. She’d imagined hard and demanding, like last night, but instead he soothed, persuaded.

			Kisses that she inherently knew were for her, like a lovely, unexpected gift, but still made her body shudder with the violence of need scorching through her like wildfire.

			Cami nipped at his lower lip, begging for more, and Drake groaned again, his hold becoming fierce, possessive, digging into her flesh in the most delicious way. Their tongues tangled, and she lost herself in him. In them. 

			All she knew was that she wanted more. All of him. She wanted his hands, his lips, to explore every inch of her, and the fantasy of doing the same to him had her gasping against his lips. She wanted to crawl into his lap and unzip his pants so she could sink her body over his hard shaft. She wanted to drive him to the brink and revel in his loss of that total control, how he’d shout when he came.

			He nipped at her lower lip, like she’d done to him, sucking it into his mouth, and she whimpered with need, the small sound piercing through the sounds of their heavy breathing inside the otherwise silent car.

			They both froze, reality rudely smacking her between the eyes.

			We shouldn’t be doing this.

			She shouldn’t be doing this. Sex complicated everything. She had to stay safe while they helped rebuild her ranch, then she had some tough decisions to make about her family. After that, somewhere along the line, she had a mate to find and a new life to start.

			And Drake was dying.

			The sudden onslaught of pain at the very thought made her suck in a sharp breath and sit back, eyeing him with a growing revelation. 

			She gave a mental shake of her head. She shouldn’t let herself get close to him. She couldn’t believe the fates would give her a mate only to rip him from her, possibly taking her with him when he died. Her mate—her true, destined mate—was out there somewhere, and Drake was only a bodyguard. A confusing, grumpy, compelling bodyguard who didn’t want anyone to mourn when he left this earth.

			Which meant she needed to shut this down now.

			Cami cleared her throat. “Don’t look now, but this isn’t what most bodyguards do.”

			Drake went from staring at her with a wariness she hated to scowling. Just like she’d intended. Only she hated that even more. She could practically see him building those walls back up between them brick by brick—higher and stronger than before. Maybe with some barbed wire rolled at the top, like a prison.

			He’d be impossible after this. No doubt.

			But Drake was right. Friends wasn’t a good idea. Lovers even worse.

			Cami moved to face forward and adjusted her clothes, trying to erase the memory of his hands slipping under her shirt, heating her skin. Not looking at him, she cracked open the door, then paused. Perhaps she should drive a nail into the coffin to be sure.

			With deliberation, she turned her head and grinned at him, forcing a lightness she was far from feeling. “As fun as last night was…it was a mistake. One that can’t happen again.”

			… 

			Drake stared at the woman in front of him, trying to shake out of a sexual fog and comprehend what she’d just said. What the hell just happened?

			“Cami?” a female voice called from the direction of the house.

			Then a woman who looked like a slightly older, and shorter, version of Cami stepped outside, her smile growing as she confirmed that her visitor was who she thought. 

			Without a second glance at him, Cami was out the car and across to her mother in a heartbeat.

			“What are you doing here?” her mother asked, as they wrapped each other in a tight hug. From this vantage point, he could see the way Cami closed her eyes as she held onto her mother, even breathed her in.

			Making a memory, he’d bet. Had she listened to him about the kind of love that sacrificed? The world stopped on its axis. Was that why she’d just ended things before they started? Which was what he should have done, dammit.

			“I have two weeks for Thanksgiving break,” Cami murmured. “And wanted to surprise you.”

			He could practically see when the time limit hit Cami—only two weeks with her family and then maybe never again—because her arms tightened around her mother’s neck convulsively.

			Then Cami took a deep breath and stepped back. “Where’s Papá?”

			“In the southern field. We’ve had to buy extra feed since most of the acres are burned, and he’s putting it out.”

			Drake gripped the wheel tighter as Cami’s mother cast furtive glances toward him. He should get out, but first he needed to calm the raging hard-on that damn kiss had ignited. He should run from her, hard and fast, call Finn to watch her and walk away.

			No. She was his to guard. Drake would see that through and return her to Rune.

			A few deep breaths and thoughts of ice-cold showers didn’t help much, but enough to finally exit the vehicle.

			Automatically he used his senses to scour the area nearest them, but hearing, smell, and sight picked up nothing. The land still smelled of fire, and the slightly pungent aroma of the goats lingered, but they were a few miles away. He’d prefer to take to the skies and do a sweep from above, but he’d have to wait for the cover of night to do that.

			Instead, he approached the two women watching him—one with open curiosity, the other with a hint of concern.

			Cami’s mother was a tinier version of her daughter, but her eyes smiled at him as he approached, even as her lips remained firm. “Who is this?” She directed the question at Cami.

			“Mama, this is my…friend…Drake Chandali. Drake, this is my mother, Christina Carrillo.”

			Drake held out a hand and felt like a fucking child as he did his best to recall etiquette. Charm was never his thing, a fact that his own mother had lamented when she still lived. “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Carrillo.”

			“None of that formality.” She bypassed his hand and stepped closer to hug him. Drake had to stoop to allow her to reach him. “Welcome to our home.”

			Cami shot him a thumbs-up from behind her mother’s back, and Drake made a face at the laughter lurking in her dark eyes. She knew how uncomfortable this would be for him. He was not the hugging type.

			Mrs. Carrillo pulled back and took his face in her hands, practically inspecting him like cattle. “You have a strong heart. I can tell. But maybe not enough happiness.”

			He glanced over her shoulder at Cami who shrugged but couldn’t hide a smile.

			“Come inside out of the chill and tell me all about yourself.”

			Cami choked back a laugh. “Mama, please don’t interrogate my friend. He’ll never want to come back.”

			“Who said anything about interrogation?” Now he could see where Cami got that whole innocent act she did, and maybe her stubbornness. “I want to know about your friend. Is that too much to ask?”

			“It’s fine, Cami,” Drake said.

			Cami grimaced and Mrs. Carrillo’s eyebrows shot up practically to her graying hairline, probably because of the nickname, but Drake pretended not to notice. He could handle a curious mother without being a total dick, if that was her concern. Not his preferred way to spend an afternoon but being here was as much about helping Cami situate her family for after she left as it was about protecting her. Something he could relate to.

			Mrs. Carrillo led them into the house, and Drake paused on the threshold as Cami’s shoulders rose and fell on a deep breath. Suddenly he was happy that he’d saved this place. At the time, after leaving Cami and her family safely on that road, he hadn’t known why he’d stopped to save the house or create a fire line around as much of their pasture as he could. 

			But he’d done it for her, and he couldn’t not be glad.

			Over the odor of smoke, Cami’s jasmine scent filled the air. Like she filled this house. Other human scents blended with hers, those of her family, but he was surrounded by her here. That wasn’t what had him pausing, though. The way his dragon eased inside him and his muscles unlocked as that smell surrounded him, that had him hesitating.

			What was wrong with him?

			He forced himself to continue following the two women down a long hall off which they passed a small office behind French doors, and a formal dining room before reaching a large great room that was a combination kitchen, family room, and breakfast room space. The house itself reflected most of the stucco houses in this area of California. But the inside was all Carrillo. They’d decorated in all natural wood tones, giving a rustic feel, but proudly displayed their Mexican heritage with pieces of furniture and mementos on the walls that he knew, based on the age of the items, had to have been passed down through generations. 

			Cami had told him that her family had been here since the time of the Spaniards. The splashes of color made the house feel warm, lived in, like a home with history. The antiques made him think of his own family’s history, pieces his brothers had kept. Drake and Lyndi hadn’t been able to bring much with them when they’d come here via long months on a boat crossing the Atlantic Ocean centuries ago. Did Lyndi wish they had? Ridiculously, he found himself missing that physical connection to the past.

			After getting them some water, Christina Carrillo sat them all down on one of the worn leather couches in the family room.

			She smiled around a sip from her glass. “So…where are you from, Drake?”

			Cami rolled her eyes then looked at him like, I warned you and you said you could handle this.

			For his part, Drake cleared his throat and settled in to satisfy the curiosity of a mother. An hour later they’d covered his family, his job—the usual story of a hotshot firefighter, but he incorporated looking to get into ranching now. They’d discussed how his parents were both gone but he was one of eight, and his hobbies. The hobbies he’d had to make up since he couldn’t very well tell her his involved flying, fighting, and fire.

			Footsteps outside caught Drake’s attention, and the sound of the voices beyond indicated more of Cami’s family had arrived. He pretended he hadn’t heard as her mother talked about Cami’s childhood. The sound of the door opening had all three of them getting to their feet. 

			Cami with a little relief. Not that he blamed her. Christina Carrillo had been going on and on about Cami’s make-believe friend as a child. A boy named Doug. He’d disappeared when her sisters had been born.

			“Do we have guests, Christina?” a familiar male voice sounded down the hall. A second later, the recognizable figure of Cami’s father appeared in the doorway. Behind him stood several other men and women of varying ages, a few of whom he recognized, including Leo with crutches and a walking boot cast.

			Cami’s father stopped at the sight of her, blinked, then grinned and crossed the room to yank his daughter into his arms for a long hug. “Mija. Why didn’t you tell us you were coming?”

			“She wanted to surprise us,” her mother answered.

			“Of course she did.” The head of the Carrillo family held Cami back by the shoulders as if inspecting her for damage. They smiled at each other, in perfect harmony.

			This was so different from his family who’d tended to be more formal, more distant. Except Lyndi.

			Then her father shifted his gaze over Cami’s shoulder to Drake and every trace of his smile disappeared. Releasing his daughter, he held out a hand to Drake. “Miguel Carrillo. Cami’s father.”

			Drake clasped the man’s hand with a firm grip, like he hadn’t ever met him before, careful not to apply the extra strength the gods had graced shifters with. “Drake Chandali. Cami’s boyfriend.”

			“Boyfriend?” Christina Carrillo’s smile could’ve lit a moonless sky. Then she turned accusing eyes on Cami. “You said he was just a friend.”

			Drake didn’t look away from Cami, who stared at him with wide eyes full of questions. Almost like his declaration had surprised her. But they’d talked about this. She seemed to give herself a shake. “I didn’t want him to feel any pressure,” she finally said.

			“You don’t think he can take meeting his girlfriend’s family?” Miguel asked.

			Cami and Christina both rolled their eyes in identical expressions of exasperation. “No, Papá. That’s not it.”

			“Then what?”

			“We haven’t been dating long. That’s all.”

			But the frown tugging her father’s thick, black brows down over hard eyes had Drake jumping in.

			“But you should know that I am in love with your daughter, sir. I have only honorable intentions as far as Cami is concerned.”

			Across from him, Cami flashed him a look somewhere between shock and warning even as a sweet mauve crept into her cheeks. In all their interactions, she’d never blushed before. Her reaction only fed his own, because the second the words were out of his lips, they didn’t feel like a lie to set her family at ease.

			They felt like the truth.

			Which counted as the stupidest fucking thing he’d ever thought. Cami was meant for someone else. Hopefully he’d be dead before she found that someone else. That was something he didn’t particularly want to witness.

			Miguel’s expression didn’t lighten exactly, but the hardness in his eyes changed subtly to one of respect. Still tinted with suspicion, so more convincing would have to happen in that quarter, but progress.

			“Let me show you to your room.” Christina Carrillo broke the tension with the offer.

			“Room?” Cami and Miguel asked at the same time. Miguel shot Drake a glower as if this was his fault. Drake kept his mouth shut.

			Christina didn’t even blink at her husband’s glower. “They’ll have to take the twin beds in Valerie and Isabelle’s room since the girls are at school. We can move Leo to the pullout couch in the office. With the rest of the family staying here until we can rebuild, every other space is taken.”

			Cami tossed him an imploring look this side of desperate.

			Drake grimaced and jumped in. “I’m fine on a couch, Mrs. Carrillo.”

			“Please call me Christina. And no, unfortunately, the only couch that opens to a bed is already taken, and too small for you anyway, and you won’t fit on the two that don’t fold out. The twin, which is an extra-long, is the only option.”

			“They are not married,” Miguel pointed out. As if everyone in the room didn’t already know.

			Drake turned to the man and looked him straight in the eyes. “You have my word that I will be a perfect gentleman with your daughter.” After Cami shutting things down in the car, he should be able to stick to that. But he intended to spend most nights on patrol, making sure she was safe. Remove that temptation and do his fucking job as protection.

			After a long stare down, Miguel grunted. 

			Being familiar with grunts, Drake knew he’d won this round, not that Cami’s father was happy about it. He gave a nod to indicate his thanks for the trust. “I’ll go get our bags.”

			Before anyone could offer to help, he left the room, giving the family a chance to argue it amongst themselves.

			As he walked to the car, information his senses were picking up gradually penetrated his thoughts, and his steps slowed until he stopped, tension coiling his muscles back up like overwound springs.

			A familiar scent drifted on the breeze. Above the still heavy scent of smoke and scorched earth. Above the fresh bite of pine needles from the trees that had survived. Over the top of the sweeter scents of the women close by, and the sweat of the men from their work.

			Nidhogg. That green motherfucker.

			The Alaz enforcer team’s lead interrogator. Drake had got up close and personal with the man when the enforcer team had held him, along with Titus, Hall, and Aidan, for questioning after Sera’s escape. He could never mistake that scent. Smoke, like most dragons, but along with something overly sweet, like a diabetic’s breath when their blood sugar was up too long. Now it blended with something sour, like skunk, but still unmistakable.

			The way the guy had enjoyed those brutal sessions with him, when the Alliance had thought they were in on Sera’s disappearance, despite all evidence pointing to Rune, wasn’t something Drake was likely to forget only a few months later. Decades wouldn’t erase that one.

			Nidhogg was close.

			Why the fuck was he here? Close to Cami’s house? It had to be for a reason. Finn’s team already finalized the investigation of this particular fire since it occurred in their territory and they’d put it out. Had the Alliance decided more was needed? Taken over? Sent another team? If they had, that meant that they didn’t trust Finn or the Huracán team.

			Shit. 

			Drake shoved his hand—the one that should bear the mark of the High King but no longer did—in his pocket. If Nidhogg was nearby, seeing the lack of the brand which marked Drake as a rogue would not end well. Why a dead man was walking around alive, and sort of well, was already a hurdle.

			“Drake?” Cami’s voice from inside the house caught him on the raw.

			He hadn’t closed the door behind him. It took a fuck ton of effort to hide a grimace behind a semblance of a stiff neutral expression, or as much as he could manage as he turned to face her. As close as Nidhogg was, the likelihood he’d heard Drake’s name on Cami’s lips was high. Would he check? Find Drake here with humans?

			That, in and of itself, wasn’t against their laws. Many dragons took human women as lovers for short periods of time.

			But what if the Alaz Enforcer figured out Drake had located a mate? That Cami existed and the Huracán team hadn’t reported it to the Alliance? Luckily, Cami’s smoky scent blended with the lingering odor of the fire. That should mask her for now. But they wouldn’t have long if Nidhogg dug deeper. Except now they couldn’t run, either, or the Alaz team would know for sure.

			I need to warn Finn.

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Drake coasted over the tops of familiar trees and stuffed the poignant ache of nostalgia down deep, because this wasn’t home anymore.

			“It’s me.” He cast the thought to all his team members, including the newbies, not sure who would be on guard duty tonight. “Don’t take me down.”

			“What the hell are you doing back? You’re supposed to be dead.” Hall’s voice, as dark as the others but more grating as far as Drake was concerned, was unmistakable. Of course, that was who would be on duty.

			“Which way do you want me entering?”

			He knew exactly where Nidhogg was. It had taken him twenty minutes to track the fucker down to what Drake assumed was a vacation home not in use by the owners. Close enough to keep tabs on both the Carrillo ranch and the Huracáns. Drake had still been careful and, after circling back several times, had come in from the south, assuming the secret entrance that led directly into the bottommost levels of their mountain base would be preferred.

			“We changed the password after you left,” Hall said. “Good riddance and all that.”

			Seriously? They had bio scans, not passwords. Hall was going to start in on him already?

			“Shut it, Hall.” Finn’s darker tones penetrated Drake’s mind next. “Back entrance. We’ll meet you in the war room.”

			“Got it,” Drake relayed back.

			“Hall, swap out with Demyan,” came Finn’s next order.

			“Yes, boss.”

			Drake landed in the small clearing near the back entrance and took a precious extra few seconds to shift. Then he shook out his right arm which was tingling in a very real threat of going numb. The renewed tingling was a warning that perhaps the reprieve from his disease would be short-lived. A fact that only strengthened the suspicion floating around in his head about why his body had so miraculously improved. 

			He didn’t want that reason to be true, but it was becoming harder to deny. 

			Bedtime had been accompanied by a lot of grumbling from her dad, like Drake would try anything with them right there to hear every creak, every moan. Because if he was going to make Cami moan, it would be loud.

			Shit. Get Cami moaning out of your head.

			With grim determination, he approached what appeared to be an old, large black oak tree, but a hidden panel showed his way into the mountain. A quick palm scan and a massive door opened, like the rock in front of him was a garage door. He stalked down a long dark passageway, one large enough for a dragon to fly through, barely. Levi, being a gold dragon, and larger than the rest of them, barely made it. Drake wasn’t going to attempt shifting again just yet, though, so he went on foot.

			Gods, it even smelled familiar—with nothing much alive in the dark, the air turned crisp and clean with a steady heartbeat of rock and earth underlying. Rune’s hideout in the Andes had been similar, but somehow not the same. The scent wrapped around his heart like a fucking boa constrictor. 

			Fuck.

			Up a level and a few turns later, he could hear his teammates long before he made it to the war room. The second he walked in the door they all shut up and stared at him.

			He stopped inside the room to survey them. Rivin and Keighan sat side by side in office chairs in front of a console of monitors—way more sophisticated than Rune’s setup. Likely one of them pulled war room duty tonight while Hall was on patrol, and the other hadn’t left his buddy alone. Kanta stood to the back of the room, his forest-green eyes steady and calm as always. Levi stood beside Finn, arms crossed, both Alpha and Beta grim, if the hard set of their jaws was anything to go by.

			“What?” Drake asked. “No hugs?”

			The second the words were out of his mouth he wanted to squash them like bugs. Especially when Kanta’s eyebrows shot up. Why would he even bring up the concept of hugs? Maybe Cami was rubbing off on him. Which was bad on so many levels.

			“We’ll give you hugs, man.” Rivin jumped up from the desk chair he’d been lounging on.

			As usual, Keighan wasn’t too far behind. “More than hugs if you want to bring a woman into it.”

			Both the white dragons made like they were going to embrace him. Drake crossed his arms and glared, which had them stopping, their grins fading.

			Keighan shook his head. “Mixed messages, man.”

			“Not cool,” Rivin said.

			“I’d like a hug, though.” Delaney’s voice preceded her into the room, coming from behind him. She didn’t give him a choice, wrapping her arms around his waist so he had to put his own arms somewhere. “I know it hasn’t been long, but we’ve missed you around here.”

			Drake held back a growl of irritation that her words struck a chord in his heart but gave her a quick squeeze of thanks.

			She stepped back and looked him over thoroughly. “You’re looking better.”

			“Better than what?” Hall slid into the room with a grin. “He’s still a sour-faced fucker.”

			Drake ignored him. “Where’s Lyndi? At her house?”

			After the way he’d left so abruptly, he’d take a second chance to say goodbye. 

			Finn grimaced. “She’s out with Mike and Coahoma on a small fire that popped up.”

			Well, shit. Seemed like he couldn’t win for losing. Better get on with why he was here then. “Sorry to just show up. We have a bit of a problem.”

			“We figured.” Finn stepped forward to tug Delaney to his side. It had been over a year since they mated, but that wasn’t long for shifters, and he was still uber possessive of her, eyeing Drake in a way that almost made him grin. He could’ve let his Alpha know that hugging Delaney was nothing like hugging Cami, but no way was he copping to that.

			“Why are you here?” Finn asked.

			As succinctly as he could, Drake told them about the mate he was with, her family situation, and bringing her here to help them. Then wrapped up with Nidhogg’s presence. “Either the Alliance or the Alaz team or both are checking our work, doing their own investigation, or they followed me,” he said. “I don’t think it’s the latter.”

			Not given the way Skylar had sent them. He’d left that part out.

			“That was a damn idiotic thing to do, letting her come here,” Levi muttered. “Isn’t the point to protect those mates?”

			Drake aimed a glare his way. Usually Levi was the laid-back one of the group, though not as zen as Kanta, more happy-go-lucky. “I don’t think you get it. She was leaving with or without me.”

			“Then fucking stop her,” Levi snapped.

			Hall whistled. “Be glad Lyndi wasn’t in here to hear that.”

			Drake barely caught the aside as he stepped into his Beta’s space, hands fisted at his side. “She’s not a prisoner,” he snarled.

			Levi jerked back, surprise rather than anger flaring his eyes with gold flames. Then he held up both hands. “Okay, okay. Better to be around to help. I guess I get it.”

			Finn landed a hand on Drake’s shoulder, and Drake tensed, vibrating with an anger outside of his control. Hell, way over the top for a mate who wasn’t his.

			He forced his muscles to ease, unclenching his fists. “I think they’re here for the team, not her. But he’s seen me with her. Cami’s scent is covered by the fire that happened for now, and she can pretend to go to her fictional class. My being dead is the biggest issue I can see.”

			“You’re not dead yet,” Finn said.

			Drake frowned. “What?”

			“We haven’t told the Alliance you’re gone.”

			Shit. “Why the hell not? That video clears you in their eyes. What if Nidhogg knows I’ve been gone? They’ll ask questions, dammit.”

			“We’ll figure it out,” Finn said.

			“Is there anything special about this mate we need to worry about?” Kanta asked.

			The green dragon was the thinker of the bunch. Drake would bet a book delving into some ancient philosophy was somewhere nearby. A glance at the long desk showed a hardbacked tome with gold lettering that read, “Pre-Socratic Philosophies.” He almost smiled. At least some things stayed the same.

			Still, this was a question Drake should’ve asked a long time ago. “Not that I know of. I didn’t ask.”

			“What brand is on the back of her neck?” Finn asked.

			Dammit. “I don’t know.”

			“Rune would’ve warned him if it was bad,” Keighan said. 

			But would he? Rune did things for lots of reasons, and that included not sharing vital information on the chance it would cause more problems than it solved.

			“What’s her name?” Hall asked, suddenly dead serious.

			Drake turned to face him, a sense of dread sitting cold in his gut. “Cami Carrillo.”

			Hall blinked and his eyes, for a split second, turned slitted and serpentine, his dragon close to the surface. Why would he care about a woman he’d never heard of?

			“Was she part of the group of humans you saved from that fire this summer?” Hall asked. “The one we thought Rune set?”

			Thought? Hadn’t he set it? But that small question faded as that cold dread spread through his body. He hadn’t mentioned that yet. “Yeah. That’s her. How’d you know?”

			Hall’s lips flattened in a grim line.

			“Hall?” Levi prompted. Drake apparently wasn’t the only one picking up on odd vibes from the man.

			“Do you know something?” Finn asked.

			“Shit,” Hall muttered. Then he ran a hand over his short hair, the burr of sound obvious in the silent room, and sucked in a deep breath. “I want you to remember that Rune was proven right about a lot of things, and we’re his allies now.”

			Dark realization hit hard and fast like a viper delivering venom to his blood with one strike. “You’re the traitor.” Drake couldn’t have kept the anger from his voice if he wanted to. And he didn’t want to. 

			Every man in the room loosed a growl, eyes going to flame in an instant as their dragons pushed to the surface.

			Hall paled and held up hands that trembled slightly. “Rune and I had a deal. I shared only information that had to do with mates and the Alliance’s movements. Nothing that would blow back on the team. I swear.”

			Drake wasn’t buying that shit. “That fire Rune set last summer almost killed Cami.”

			At the memory of how the flames had reached for her, like a living thing trying to snatch the life from her body, Drake was done. He stalked forward only to have Kanta step in front of him. “Calm down.”

			“I know you’re from the same clan, but you don’t want to get between us right now.”

			“We all have a right to be angry.”

			“He almost killed Cami,” Drake snarled. “Get out of my fucking way.”

			Even Kanta flinched at the rage pouring off him. Drake lunged, knocking Kanta to the side like he was a feather pillow and went for Hall. He managed to slam his fist into the man’s face a couple times in quick succession. Except Hall didn’t fight back, taking the hits without raising a finger to defend himself. 

			“Fight back,” Drake snapped, then slammed a fist into Hall’s face again.

			Dark red blood gushed from Hall’s nose and fire lit in his eyes, lime green adding to the host of colors flickering in the semi-dark room. Drake grabbed him by the neck of his shirt, practically lifting him off his feet, and raised his fist to do it again. 

			But Hall did nothing.

			Drake gave him a hard shake. “Defend yourself, you worm.”

			Hall spat off to the side as blood continued to ooze down his face in thick rivulets. “There’s nothing you could do to me that I haven’t already done to myself.”

			Drake gave him another shake. “I could kill you. Finish the job.”

			At that, Hall smiled. Though not amused, more sad, which was the only reason Drake didn’t rip his head off. “You won’t kill me, brother.”

			Fuck.

			Drake stared hard at Hall, flexing his hand, arm still raised to deliver more physical punishment. Except he couldn’t fucking do it.

			“Goddammit.” He threw Hall to the floor and stalked away, breathing hard with the conflict ripping through him.

			“Can’t say that wasn’t a long time coming,” Rivin muttered off to the side.

			Drake shot him a glare that should’ve withered him to a pile of ash on the floor, but Rivin just shrugged, unconcerned. 

			At the tread of footsteps, he turned in time to see Finn squat in front of where Hall still lay on the floor, semi-propped up by the curved rock wall at his back, still bleeding like a spigot needed to be turned off at the source.

			“Why’d you do it?” Finn asked quietly. 

			Hall flinched, because the quieter Finn got meant the more pissed he was. “Because Rune was right.”

			From the side vantage point he had, Drake could see the way Finn’s jaw worked as he struggled with a few truths.

			The team had done this. Together. Rune had been wrong to leave. He should’ve spent more time trying to convince them, win them to his way of thinking. He’d been dead wrong to bring the fight to their doorstep. For years. Causing fires, and mayhem. Hooking up with the very rogues they were sworn to hunt down.

			But they’d been wrong, too. They’d been wrong to deny Rune’s observations about the mating process and the politics that were becoming too dangerous. Looking back, it was so damn obvious. But hindsight didn’t help fix shit.

			“Why tell us now?” Kanta asked. He sounded tired. Hell, they were all tired.

			Hall raised a hand to his nose and winced. The way it sat on his face, it was definitely broken. With both hands, Hall jerked at it, and, with a loud grunt of pain, it popped back in place with a crack that echoed in the silent room. He spat more blood on the floor beside him then looked at Kanta. “Because you won’t be able to get in touch with Rune. He’s got a…thing.”

			“A thing?” Drake snapped.

			Hall shrugged then winced. “He doesn’t give me details. Only what I need to help him. Plausible deniability and all that. But he’s been off the grid for several days. That much I do know.”

			Except needing to ask Rune some basic questions shouldn’t have made Hall out himself. There had to be more. Dark dread seeped through his pores to lay heavy in his bones. This was about Cami. It had to be. “Why do we need Rune for this?”

			“If the Alaz team is here, the Alliance can’t be far behind.” Hall pushed himself more upright with a wince. “I think you’re right. They’re not here for her. Yet. But you should know who she is. Just in case.”

			Drake was getting damn sick of this long-winded explanation. “Because she’s a mate?”

			Hall stared him down around the blood and swelling. Unflinching. “Because the brand she carries is yours.”

			… 

			“A human you say?” Ogun stared at the face on his phone screen. “Drake doesn’t seem the type.”

			Nidhogg’s shrug looked more like a weird head bob from this angle, with the camera practically going straight up the gold shifter’s nose. Behind him, darkness consumed the sky and Ogun could make out the tops of trees. The spires of pine trees mixed with the broad canopies of black oaks.

			“They arrived together in a car. Looks like a rental.”

			“Is she merely a human lover? Or something more?”

			“I couldn’t get close enough to determine,” Nidhogg whispered, close in to the microphone which picked up his heavy breathing.

			Ogun practically felt the humidity from here and wrinkled his nose with distaste. 

			“Did she show any dragon sign? Smell of smoke?” This would be all he needed. Proof that the Huracán team were hiding yet another potential mate. He could take that to Mathai. 

			“Everything smells like fucking smoke,” Nidhogg hissed.

			“Why are you whispering?” Ogun demanded. “Speak up.”

			“He’s close,” came another hissed reply, only even more muffled.

			Ogun straightened in his bed, not that the action could make him see around Nidhogg’s head on the screen “Drake?”

			“Who the fuck else?”

			“Does he know you’re there?”

			“No. I killed a skunk and have been dragging its carcass with me everywhere to cover my trail. No way could he know.” 

			But Nidhogg still had to be careful. Drake’s reputation as a tracker preceded him.

			“Where are you now?” Ogun asked.

			“I got lucky and crossed his path while doing a night surveillance of the headquarters. He’s returning to his human now.”

			Which gave him nothing. All dragons took human lovers from time to time. 

			“She may know what he is.”

			Ogun perked up at that.

			“The two scents I discovered near her home, other than Rune, were Titus and Drake. Especially Drake.”

			Damn. Ogun deflated. “I need proof.”

			“He’s spending most of his time with her, rather than with the team.”

			“A minor infraction. Any sign of Rune?”

			“None.”

			Damn.

			“Keep looking. I need more.”

			“Shit. I have to go.” The screen went black.

			Ogun hardly noticed, running through options in his head.

			… 

			Something was wrong with Drake.

			Cami could tell. 

			He’d been quiet since they woke up. That by itself wasn’t unusual. At least he wasn’t glowering or snapping at her parents. He was just…quiet. But not in a Drake way. More in a weird way she couldn’t pin down.

			And he hadn’t looked at her once. Almost like he couldn’t.

			She knew he’d left last night, though he hadn’t made a sound as he’d snuck out of her room, but she’d been awake when he went, staring at the wall like she had as a child when her mind wouldn’t allow her rest. She’d gone to her window, but he was already a ghost. He hadn’t come back till close to four in the morning. Where on earth had he gone? His team maybe? Or did he have a woman close by? Another person he’d had to give up?

			Cami refused to acknowledge how her own mood had grown murkier with each passing hour he’d been away, like silt and sludge poured into clear water, turning it stagnant and thick. Soon she’d turn sour and putrid. 

			In an attempt to put Drake out of her head—difficult with him sitting right there—she turned to her dad. “What are we doing today?”

			“We’re working on the farthest pasture. It’s in decent shape, but the fences need repair before we can move most of the herd there.”

			Ugh. The farthest pasture was also the land with the highest points and the most difficult terrain to traverse, which meant by foot most of the time. Fencing the area was a pain in the ass.

			“Maybe you could feed the doelings before you go?” her mother suggested.

			Something to occupy her that didn’t involve thoughts. Sounded good. Cami stood and started gathering plates to clear the table. She paused as Drake did the same, moving to the sink to scrub dishes. A glance at her mother showed her small smile at the display of manners. Cami just shook her head.

			Yesterday, while her mom had grilled Drake about his background, Cami had learned some things. She knew the bit about his large family was true but didn’t get a chance to ask about his growing up near the borders of Nepal and China. A large village, but still old-fashioned, he’d said. Was that code for the Red Clan’s home base of Everest? 

			While his father was from Nepal, his mother had come from Russia, though more Kazakhstan. He’d even managed a stiff smile, commenting on the constantly changing borders. His knowledge of human geography was fascinating. Dragons apparently kept to themselves, interacting with humans on a limited basis, but had he witnessed other aspects of human history through the years? Or did he need to know borders simply to get around? She wanted to ask, but her father and uncles had returned.

			That had been entertaining.

			After the initial respect moment, as soon as the bedroom situation had been made clear, her father had asked terse questions, his expression anything but impressed. Drake had replied with equally terse answers. This had gone on until her mother put a stop to it.

			“Stop interrogating the boy,” she’d said in Spanish.

			Cami had to bite back a smile at the “boy” reference and Drake’s immediate scowl, though he hid it quickly.

			“It’s fine, Mrs. Carrillo,” Drake had replied also in Spanish. “I understand Cami is…worth protecting.”

			Even now, she still warmed at the memory of those words. Had he meant them? Or had all of it been a show? Drake wasn’t the type to lie for comfort’s sake. He didn’t put people at ease. But he’d gone against his personality and bothered to try. For her family. Which sort of made her want to snuggle into him and dry hump him at the same time.

			But where the hell had he gone last night?

			“Where are we keeping the doelings?” Cami asked, trying to stop her colliding thoughts in favor of the practical.

			“In the smaller pen.”

			Up behind where the barn used to be. Like the main house, a patch of grassy fields had somehow managed to remain unscathed there. 

			Cami paused in scooping leftover migas into a container. What if that hadn’t been sheer luck? She glanced at Drake’s back, distracted by the play of muscles under the blue jean button-down shirt he’d worn, his movements as he did dishes economical and easy. Like he did dishes all the time.

			Someone had to do dishes. Rune’s guys and the women under their care took turns with kitchen duty, both the cooking and the cleaning. No doubt Drake’s team did the same.

			“Drake and I can take care of the babies.” She probably wouldn’t get him alone again today, and she needed to know where he’d been. The curiosity was eating at her like rust chewed through metal.

			She slipped the leftovers into the fridge then went to stand by him, leaning a hip on the counter. “Let’s go.”

			“You go.” He didn’t look at her but must’ve felt the power of her frown anyway. “I’ll finish these and come find you.”

			Yeah, right. Her first instincts had been dead-on. The man was avoiding her. “Tio Matt can finish. Or Mama. You’ll love the doelings. They’re so cute.”

			She didn’t miss his derisive snort, though it had been quiet. Cami grinned. “Come on.” She reached over and turned the faucet off.

			He rested his hands on the sink and aimed a scowl her way, except his eyes still held a distance they hadn’t yesterday. “You’re a pest. You know that?”

			“Yup.”

			“My daughter is not a pest,” her father declared from the kitchen table.

			Drake grabbed a towel to dry his hands and turned to face him. “I’m sorry, sir. But Cami can be damn stubborn. Como una burro.”

			Cami grabbed the towel from his hands and snapped it at him while everyone, except her father, laughed. “Come on.”

			With a put-upon groan, he followed her out of the house. Cami kept her thoughts to herself as she led him around the charred remains of the barn to a fenced-in pen on the backside. Most of the area was nicely flat, and more on the green side than the gold side, thanks to recent rains most likely. Though, given the way goats ate everything in sight, more dirt than grass was left in the pen itself. The fencing went up the slope of a small hill, corralling pines and black oaks, under which the ground was covered by pine needles.

			The second Drake appeared around the blackened wood that used to be the side of the barn, a tiny tan goat with a darker stipe down its back and black-and-white markings around its face and hooves gave a joyous bleat and ran over to them.

			“Clover, you are so silly.” Cami laughed at the little goat’s antics as it continued to bleat and hop around.

			As soon as Drake was inside the pen, Clover went wild, jumping up beside him, almost to the level of his waist, before leaping around the pen. She jumped over two of her fellow doelings, then off the back of another black one. The stockier goat tumbled to the ground with a cry of outrage. More flying about the pen, then Clover jumped on the back of another goat, paused, and did a spinning flip dismount that a parkour enthusiast would’ve been impressed with. The other goat also ended up pushed off its feet.

			That didn’t stop Clover, who proceeded to circle Drake in a joyous dance. Of reunion, if Cami wasn’t mistaken. Yet another beneficiary of lives saved that day? The last thing Cami remembered before they ended up on that road away from the fire was abandoning Clover, who wouldn’t leave her mother, to run for the truck.

			For his part, Drake stood, feet planted wide and arms crossed, and tried to ignore the tiny creature’s antics. 

			Cami pretended not to notice and went about feeding them.

			But Clover, usually the best eater despite being the runt of the bunch, stayed right where she was, not leaving his side.

			“Can you get her to stop?” Drake asked. Growled more like.

			“Why don’t you pick her up?”

			Drake’s frown morphed to an expression closer to horror as he stared the tiny animal down. “Stop that,” he said, when she landed another of her fellow goats on its back.

			Sensing he was talking to her, Clover flew back to his side, circling him and bleating. With a grrrr of annoyance, Drake bent and scooped the animal off the ground.

			Immediately, Clover quieted and snuggled into his arms, tucking her nose into his armpit, practically like a damn cat.

			Cami stilled at the sight, delight and something softer, more dangerous, taking hold inside her. Drake, however, turned to granite, his lip curled in irritation.

			Cami couldn’t help it and burst out laughing. “That’s what happens when you save a life, I guess.”

			She shook her head and went back to feeding the goats.

			A hole of silence opened up behind her, growing until even the breeze through the trees stopped its soft rustle.

			She finished what she was doing and turned to face him. Her lungs seized at the way he was watching her. An odd combination of wariness and reluctance…but with a shadow of relief in the way his shoulders had eased, his stance loosening.

			“How long have you known?” he asked quietly.

			“Rune told me before Skylar sent me to San Francisco.”

			His eyes narrowed at that. “You didn’t say anything.”

			She glanced away with a shrug. “I didn’t think you’d want me to. I get the feeling my gratitude would make you uncomfortable.”

			The way he shifted on his feet at even the mention of it told her she was right. So did his next words. “I don’t need your gratitude.”

			“No?” A spark of mischief had her wanting to mess with him a bit, just to see his reaction. But also because containing her thanks was a growing problem, making her damn antsy. “How about my undying devotion?”

			Drake’s lips went flat. So did his eyes. “Not that, either.”

			And she almost laughed then but managed to keep a straight face. Her dragon shifter was so easy to mess with. “Don’t I owe you some kind of life debt? I have to stay by your side until I save your life in return. Isn’t that how it works?”

			“Save someone else.” Now his jaw was going all tight and the laughter bubbled inside her, contained like fizzy lifting drink.

			“Can I at least say thank—”

			“No.”

			The teasing urge disappeared as Cami narrowed her eyes at his curt interruption. She strode across the pen to glare up at him. “No way are you getting away without at least a thanks.”

			“I don’t want it.”

			Stubborn man. She couldn’t simply sweep this under the rug, this huge thing he’d done, not only for her and her father, her uncle, and two of her cousins, but for Clover, and the other goats they’d had with them. A new urge rode in on the bubbles still trapped inside her. An urge she should ignore. Except she didn’t want to.

			Just a small show of her thanks, then she’d let it go. Walk away. 

			Before he could guess her actions and stop her, Cami went up on her tiptoes. She took his face in her hands and placed a soft kiss on his stubble-covered cheek, the hair raspy against her lips even as his skin was smooth.

			And warm.

			And familiar in a way that made her heart ache.

			She meant to step back, immediately return his personal space to him, but the heat of him under her palms, the feel of him, ensnared her and she paused, her face near to his. Lips a whisper away, because he’d turned his head slightly.

			“Thank you,” she whispered. Her lips were close enough that she brushed the skin of his jaw. Barely, but boy did she feel it to her very core. A molten heat that poured to the rest of her.

			Neither of them moved or said anything. They stood there, Cami on tiptoe, pressed against his arm, Clover still between them, their faces close, the sound of their breath mingling and twisting together.

			“Fuck,” he muttered.

			Then he speared his hand into her hair, cupping the back of her head, and brought his lips down on hers in a soft, soul-possessing kiss that she felt to the bottoms of her feet.

			Barely a sweep of his lips across hers, but the way she held her at the same time, so fierce…the dichotomy of the two sensations wrapped around her like a promise.

			“More,” she whispered against his lips, her thoughts escaping in the hush.

			As if compelled by that one word, he deepened the kiss, lips turning demanding and utterly possessive against hers.

			Her body, already on that precipice when anywhere near him, came to throbbing, fizzing life as she opened for him, urgency bringing small cries of need up her throat. He swallowed every whimper and fed them back to her with deep groans of his own.

			Lips that were always so hard, so unforgiving, were soft against hers. Soft but challenging. A combination that turned her on to the point of aching pain, like she’d come out of her skin at any second.

			Clover, still grasped in Drake’s other arm, gave a plaintive baaah of protest and an awful stillness seized them both.

			No. She wanted to wail the word.

			She’d barely thought the word before Drake lifted his head, and any breath left in her lungs punched out of her at the sight of eyes fully ablaze in crimson flames.

			“Fuck,” Drake snapped.

			He released her and stepped back, glaring at her like this was entirely her fault.

			“Dammit, Cami. We can’t be doing this.” He wiped the back of his sleeve across his mouth as if erasing the taste of her, the feel of her from his body. 

			That one small action sent a legion of arrows straight through her heart which took to bleeding internally. She lifted her chin to fire back. “Why not?”

			If anything, the flames in his eyes glowed brighter. She could practically feel the ripples of heat disturbing the late autumn air from here.

			“I can’t.” Under the words was a deep growl, no doubt the sound of his dragon barely leashed inside him.

			She shook her head. “That’s not good enough.”

			“I wasn’t finished.”

			She clamped her lips shut and waited.

			Mouth set in a grim line, he blew out a heavy breath. “I can’t ruin your life like that. It would haunt me to the grave.”

			Cami’s arms fell to her sides as she stared at him with a dawning sort of frustrated awe. He cared. A lot, if she was reading this right.

			Her stomach clenched at the realization.

			Before she could even think of what to say to that, Clover lifted her head to complain at him, and Drake loosened his grip that had visibly tightened around the doeling. Then he stalked past Cami, still holding Clover.

			Not turning, Cami closed her eyes. “I want you,” she said quietly. She knew the words were the wrong ones to use with this man. But he needed to know. She was so sick of resisting this.

			A forlorn bleat had her spinning around to find Clover on the ground staring out the pen with a pathetic face, and Drake disappearing around the charred remains of the barn.

			“Damn,” she muttered.

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Drake made his way through the quiet house full of slumbering humans with all the silence his extra senses and training provided him, though not quite on par with Rune. But he managed to escape undetected. Outside, he stalked around the side of what used to be a smaller house, now a pile of ash, avoiding the barn because Clover would out him with her happy noises.

			He needed something to think about other than Cami, who he’d left behind in a room smelling of her, where he’d lain in bed aching for her.

			I want you. 

			Her words wouldn’t leave him alone, sweet as that ghoul’s siren song. Sweeter even. Because, whether she knew it or not, she could be his salvation.

			He couldn’t deny the reality anymore, no matter how much he wanted a different reason. Too many clues pointed in the same direction. Hell, it was practically a neon fucking sign with an arrow saying, “Cami is the reason, dumbass.” 

			Cami staved off his symptoms. If he put too much distance between them, the tingling and numbness returned. Touch her, and his symptoms disappeared entirely. Which likely meant only one thing…

			Unable to sleep, he’d decided to finish the damn fence they’d been working on. With irritation as his constant, uncomfortable companion, he gathered the equipment they’d been using yesterday. If he wasn’t going to shut off his brain, he could at least get shit done.

			“What are you doing?”

			The soft sound of Cami’s voice had him whirling with a snarl, the fire igniting in his belly in an instant, heat rumbling inside him like the pounding of drums. Strangely, his dragon didn’t stir, though. This was all Drake.

			“Dammit, Cami.” He straightened, banking the flames inside him. “Don’t sneak up on a dragon shifter like that. I could’ve snapped your neck.”

			She raised her eyebrows along with her hands. “Sorry. I figured you’d hear me. I wasn’t being quiet.”

			No. He’d just been deep in thought. A stupid move, given Nidhogg’s presence. Drake hadn’t been as careful coming out of headquarters as going in, and Nidhogg had stumbled across him. The dumb fucker thought he’d covered his tracks with a skunk. Wrong. But Drake let him believe they were all ignorant to his presence. He hadn’t had a whiff of him all day today. That didn’t mean he wasn’t around.

			Drake went back to gathering up the gear.

			“What is up with you?” Cami asked. “I know it’s not just what I said to you.”

			That was a part of it, and not only because it made him wish for things he couldn’t damn well let himself wish for.

			Cami stepped closer and he tensed when she put a hand on his arm, stopping him from what he was doing. “I know talking isn’t your thing.”

			She was right. It wasn’t. He shrugged out from under her tempting touch, though her warmth lingered like a physical ghost.

			Cami kept at him. “I can’t fix it if you don’t talk to me.”

			He stared at her. It’s not your job to fix this. It’s mine. Drake broke eye contact, gathered his gear, and started hiking through the trees.

			Cami hurried to keep up, her steps sure and confident. This was her land. She probably could walk it blindfolded with noise-cancelling headphones and not miss a step. “You’re starting to scare me, letting my imagination get away with all sorts of horrible things.”

			Drake halted so fast that Cami bounced off him. If she’d come at him with a knife, she couldn’t have made him hurt more. His job was to protect her.

			Possibly his last job in this lifetime. Maybe the gods would allow him to come back as a hellhound. The infamous creatures were rumored to be great warriors with unfinished business. If he died now, this woman would definitely be unfinished business.

			Drake slowly turned to face her, ready to put her doubts to rest. Ready to lie. Until he caught sight of her eyes, big and dark and full of a fear he’d never seen from his little mate before.

			He dropped his gear, stepping into her to take her face in his hands. “I will never let anything happen to you. Do you believe me?”

			She wrapped her hands around his wrists, not to pull him away but to hold him there, and held his gaze. “Yes.”

			But the fear didn’t leave her eyes.

			I’m so fucked. A groan ripped from his throat and Drake bent to lay his lips over hers with the idiotic thought that he’d give her one comforting kiss. No more.

			But the moment her lips moved for him, parted so sweetly for him, he was lost. One kiss became two, then three, then he lost count as he lost himself in her. Soothing turned heated and then frantic.

			With a haste born both of a desperate surging need and the horrible lingering knowledge that this couldn’t last, had to be the last time, they undressed each other, ending with him kneeling at her feet.

			Even through the surge hurrying their actions, he took his time on the way back up, pausing to linger at a small birthmark shaped like a butterfly just above her left hip. He trailed a hand up to cup her mound. Then, as he inserted a finger inside her, testing her readiness, he pressed a soft kiss over the birthmark.

			Drake smiled at the hitch in Cami’s breathing, and, if anything, she grew wetter.

			Answering need surged and he rose to his feet, picking her up at the same time. He lifted her high only to impale her on his throbbing cock.

			Cami’s head dropped back on a long, low moan.

			But Drake was far from done.

			Using strength that wasn’t failing him tonight, thank the gods, and speed all shifters could lay claim to, he held her up as he pistoned his hips.

			Cami’s body milked him, squeezing him so tight with each thrust, a grunt punched from him each time.

			“Oh. Oh gods. That’s so—” Cami chanted in his ear, her arms wrapped tightly around his neck as she held on for the ride.

			His little mate was a talker during sex. A fact that, strangely, only had him growing harder with each word.

			“Good,” she moaned. “So good. I’m going to…” She broke off to gasp. “I’m going to.”

			She clamped her legs around him in a brutal grip and bore down on his cock, moaning her pleasure as she came apart around him.

			Drake followed her into bliss, his own orgasm threatening to take his legs out from under them both as he came long and hard inside her. Thank the gods that dragons didn’t carry disease and pregnancy could only happen if both parties willed it.

			As they rolled down from the high, their harsh breaths filled the calm night air. Cami dropped her head to his shoulder, burrowing into him, and Drake realized the wintry temperatures couldn’t be comfortable for her. “You have to be freezing.”

			She shook her head against him. 

			“We should go back inside.”

			Cami lifted her head to stare at him with an unfathomable expression. Then she dropped a soft kiss on his lips. “Not until you tell me what has you so on edge.”

			Drake bit back an inappropriate spurt of amusement. He should’ve known this stubborn woman would only let sex distract her for so long.

			He also knew she was right. To a certain extent.

			“We should talk,” he said.

			She should know about Nidhogg and the danger he presented if he knew about her. And that was only knowing her as a human. If the Alaz interrogator figured out she was a mate, all bets were off. That mark on her neck wasn’t just Drake’s. They’d already been through this nightmare with Sera and look where that had landed the team.

			“Okay.” She drew the word out.

			Could he risk what he’d need to do to have this conversation securely? Her not knowing everything they were up against could be worse. Especially if she talked openly about anything relating to Rune or dragons where Nidhogg could overhear.

			Damn.

			“Not here.” He lowered her to the ground. “Get dressed.”

			They both did so in silence, then he grabbed Cami by the hand and tugged her with him through trees in a different direction, up and over two sets of hills to a clearing he’d seen on their way to repair fences.

			“You got me here. Now what?” Cami smiled, though the strain around her eyes told him she was just covering for her own nerves.

			Drake put a finger to his lips, an indication of a need for silence. “You stay under the cover of these trees. I’m going to shift and scout the area. If it’s safe, I’ll come back for you. Understand?”

			Without hesitation, Cami nodded.

			Damn if that kind of trust didn’t twist his insides up and scramble his brains, and his good intentions. Walking away from the team and his sister had been the hardest thing Drake had ever done, and he’d had years to prepare for it. Walking away from Cami…

			Backing into the clearing, he shifted. For a split second, as he reached his full size, his dragon took over completely. He rushed closer to Cami and lowered his head to inhale her scent and nudge her with his nose.

			Cami tilted her head and smiled, then laid a hand on his snout, with his massive teeth close enough she’d brush them if she leaned a little nearer. Only her scent told him that she held no fear. “I’ll be fine,” she whispered.

			His dragon rumbled a bit then ceded full control back to Drake who turned and flew into the night sky. Fuck, that had been close. Not since his first shift or two had he been that on the precipice of losing himself to the animal within. The question was, had that been because of the disease slowly decimating his body from the inside out? Or because of Cami?

			Focus. 

			Right. He needed to make sure he and Cami weren’t being watched before he took her to the Huracán headquarters. Only there could he safely tell her everything without having to worry who or what could hear, because no matter how many times he checked the area, he couldn’t be certain someone wouldn’t come during the conversation. 

			He planned to tell her about the monsters coming for the team, and, by proximity and what she was, possibly for her. Not that he’d let them near her.

			Satisfied no other dragon was anywhere near them, he returned to the small clearing. Once he landed, he lowered himself to his belly. “You’ve ridden before?”

			Cami emerged from the darkness. “Yes.”

			“Hop on.”

			Again, she showed zero hesitation, using his forefeet to climb up and wedge herself between one of the spikes he’d raised on his back, right at the juncture of his neck and shoulders, her small form hardly a blip on his back. Just the pressure of her presence, though, had his focus divided, half worried about her. Though she wore a thick jacket to ward off the cold of oncoming winter in the mountains, he stoked the fire in his belly, a trick Finn had used with Delaney, to warm her when she was human.

			“Hold on.” Sending prayers to the gods and fates and anyone else listening in that his body wouldn’t falter, he took off.

			A bubbling laugh poured from Cami’s lips and sank through his scales, worming its way into his heart. She liked flying on the back of a dragon? She’d probably laughed like that for Rune, too.

			That thought helped bring the darkness back, and he smothered the enjoyment like he would a forest fire, then settled in for the trip.

			“Where are we going?” she asked.

			“Headquarters.” 

			… 

			Cami closed her eyes and let the freezing air flow over her face even as Drake’s heat penetrated her body, warming every part of her. Maybe a little too well, because some of those parts were turning more than hot in a highly distracting way. So tempting to rub against the spike in front of her. Could he smell her arousal?

			She bit her lip, reliving those moments in the woods with him inside her. A different kind of heat to join the other. 

			“Before we get there, I should tell you a bit about the team. But try not to ask questions. We don’t know who’s listening.”

			“I’m riding on the back of a dragon. I think they’ll put two and two together.”

			“Cami…” A single word of warning.

			She opened her eyes, which somehow weren’t bothered by the wind generated by the force of Drake’s speed. “Okay, okay.”

			As he talked, she listened in that weird way, with his voice humming in her mind. The most words he’d ever said in a row in her presence as he described the Huracán team and how long they’d been here. Then he’d gone into each of the team members and a bit about his sister, Lyndi. He filled her in on Finn’s new mate Delaney, and the trouble they’d had. He told her of Aidan and Sera, now mated, rogue, and in hiding. Because of the red symbol that showed on the back of Sera’s neck.

			The same red symbol that showed on Cami’s, except Drake didn’t know that. She hadn’t told him, and, until he blew fire over her neck, he couldn’t see it. Rune had warned her of the danger, but somehow, she’d missed how horrible it could be.

			“Wait.” She battled back the pounding jealousy as another thought struck. “Sera could have saved your life?”

			“No.”

			“Why not?”

			“We shouldn’t be talking about this out here. No one can hear me, because I’m sending my thoughts to only you. But they can hear you. Save your questions.” 

			No way was she allowing that brush-off. “Why not?” she repeated. No one listening would tell what she was asking by those words.

			“Because she was meant for Aidan.” The words came out in pure Drake grumpiness.

			“And you gave her up? How did you know to do that?”

			“I didn’t. But if you saw them together.” She bumped around a bit and realized he’d just shrugged his shoulders. 

			Another woman with the Chandali mark on her neck could have saved his life? I could save his life.

			Not that she hadn’t known, but the urgency had somehow grown, like a living, pulsing thing between them. Except he still didn’t know.

			Which meant he also didn’t know the political shitstorm having her anywhere near could bring down on him if others found out. Why hadn’t Rune told him if it was so damn dangerous? Maybe because they were going to be in Huracán territory, away from anyone who posed a danger to her. She’d assumed the danger was for her primarily. The bigger question right now, though, was should she tell him?

			“Almost there,” he said before she could delve more into it. “Brace yourself.”

			She tightened her grip and he tipped into a fast spiral toward the ground. At first, below her, was darkness with a few golden lights twinkling in the distance. Houses or ranches probably. Maybe a few businesses. The closer they got, a form of buildings started to emerge from the darkness.

			Almost a warehouse-like setup, or a bunker made of aluminum siding with a flat-topped roof that backed up to a small mountain, built right into the rock, it seemed. One story with what appeared to be a glass door at the front and glass garage doors on either side.

			“What is that?”

			“Our headquarters.”

			That single building was supposed to house twelve enforcers and their mates and families? Drake’s description of the team said they didn’t have near that many, and most weren’t mated yet. But still. Even for their smaller group, that shouldn’t be enough.

			“The headquarters is inside the mountain,” Drake said. As though he could read her mind. She knew he couldn’t, but that didn’t make it any less uncanny.

			In seconds they were on the ground. Cami climbed down only to turn around and have to swallow a scream because a gold dragon even more massive than Drake stood off to the side watching them closely. Almost coppery in color, he reminded her of a brand-new penny.

			Logically, she knew he wouldn’t hurt her, otherwise Drake would be more defensive than he was. Instead, the hazing waves surrounded Drake’s body as he shifted. She lowered her hand from her mouth and tried a tentative smile at the gold dragon. “Hi. You must be Levi?”

			“And you must be Cami,” a dark voice rumbled in her head.

			Drake had told them about her? She guessed that wasn’t too weird. They were the closest thing he had to family and she was a dragon mate. Still, wasn’t he supposed to be hiding her?

			The gold dragon turned his head, the spiked ridge at the back of his skull catching a glint from a light inside the garaged part of the building and reflecting it into Cami’s eyes. He stared at Drake with one eye. “You told her about us?”

			Cami bit back a chuckle. Trust Drake to do this his way and damn any rules or expectations.

			Drake said nothing as he crossed the large flat field to where Cami stood. He took her by the elbow. “Let’s get inside.”

			She turned at the door to wave at Levi. “Nice to meet you.”

			He cocked his head, reminding her of a large, terrifying puppy. “You’ll fit right in, Camilla Carrillo.”

			Drake had told them about her, including that she was a mate, not that she’d get a chance to fit in much with this lot. She shot him a questioning look, eyebrows raised.

			Like he had with Levi, Drake ignored her.

			Inside the building was about what she’d expect for a human hotshot crew, which she knew was their cover story and way of interacting with humans when needed. The large front room had a beat-up meeting table to one side with mismatched chairs and a foosball table to the other. Sort of a rec room and meeting room combined. Down a long, narrow hallway were more rooms—storage, offices, and such by the look of them. Then the hall opened into a large hangar-like room with firefighting gear and tools, a wall of tall lockers, and gym equipment for workouts. The two garage doors she’d seen from outside could obviously be opened to let the California weather in.

			“Where is everyone else?” she asked.

			“In the mountain.”

			So why are we in here? She wanted to ask but figured Drake would just show her rather than talk. Strangely, his system of silence and grunts was becoming comfortingly familiar. He might not be a talker, but he communicated everything if you listened and watched hard enough.

			“I assume Levi is on patrol or something?”

			Drake flicked her a glance. “Yeah.”

			Had she impressed him with that observation? Seemed pretty obvious to her.

			Drake led her to a door off to the side of the lockers which then went through a bunk room and into a small galley kitchen. Super basic.

			“Do you sleep here?” That would be a lot of testosterone and firepower packed into a small space. A recipe for disaster, if you asked her.

			“Not often. It’s more for show, for any humans who happen by.”

			He moved to a wall in the kitchenette and hit a spot that opened a panel with a silent whoosh. A quick palm scan involving glowing blue lights, and the entire wall slid back, equally silent, to reveal a cavern beyond. This she could handle. After months in Rune’s hideout, caves felt almost more like home than her own did now. The steady cool temperature and earthy clean scent filled her senses and calmed her, tension leaking from muscles she hadn’t even realized were that tight.

			“What the fuck, Drake?” She heard the voice before a man stepped out of the shadows. 

			Leaner, and only a tiny bit shorter than Drake, though still tall by human standards, like Drake he descended from an Asian line of humanity, though where Drake’s coloring was more a rose-gold undertone, this man was paler. Japanese maybe? Good-looking, despite a mass of yellowing bruises covering his face. Oddly green eyes—lime green if she had to get specific—gazed at her with open curiosity. He vaguely reminded her of Rune’s guy, Jiǎ. Except, when this man turned his gaze to her, his expression softened, and she didn’t get that shiver of instinctive ick that tended to strike around Jiǎ.

			“Sorry,” he said. “You must be Cami. I’m Hall.”

			He held out a hand and walked forward. Cami smiled and went to take it, except Drake stepped between them. “Why aren’t you locked in a cell?” Drake snapped.

			Cami did a double take to stare at him. “A cell?”

			Hall’s eyes flashed. So fast, she thought maybe she was seeing things, but for an instant, the irises turned slitted, the green taking over the full eye, like a snake. “Finn believes I wasn’t working against the team. The others agree.” He quirked a smile that still had lines of strain around the edges. “All is forgiven.”

			“Huh,” Drake grunted. Clearly, not everyone was ready to forgive whatever this man had done.

			Hall just shook his head and addressed her around Drake’s bulk. “Don’t pay him any attention. The rest of us don’t.” He flashed what she guessed was supposed to be a charming grin. 

			No matter the lack of ick, Cami didn’t like the way he said that, even if she tended to work around Drake’s personality herself. Rather than return the grin, she stepped closer to Drake. “I make up my own mind about who to pay attention to, thanks.”

			Hall’s grin dimmed a bit, jet black eyebrows winging high, but she was more aware of how Drake slowly turned his head to look down at her. She returned his searching gaze with a steady one of her own. This man risked his life to come protect her when he didn’t have to. When he was dying. He’d saved her family. As far as she was concerned, Drake had joined Rune and Skylar on the short list of people she could trust in this new world she’d landed in.

			Drake took her by the hand, his large and warm around hers—almost his version of a thanks if she had to guess—and started walking.

			“Let Finn know we’re here,” he said to Hall who followed.

			“Levi already took care of that. We were up anyway.” Hall turned and together they walked down the corridor.

			“Why?” The way Drake said that, all the tension that left her when she entered the cave slithered back through her, locking tight in her shoulders.

			Before Hall could answer, they exited the tunnel and into a massive chamber. Cami screeched to a halt, yanking Drake to a stop beside her. If the walls weren’t formed out of caves, she would’ve assumed she was in a mansion. The room reminded her of the foyer room in the Von Trapp family home on The Sound of Music—a large open space with a massive staircase that broke off to either side, wrapping around the entire second story with doors to rooms leading off the landing. 

			“Not like Rune’s, is it?” Drake asked.

			She managed to peel her gaze from the sight to find him watching her with a rare smile. Cami shook her head. “I did not expect this.”

			He lifted his head to look around. “You should see the Red Clan’s stronghold in Everest.”

			Everest. Jeez.

			“We need to go,” Hall interrupted.

			Drake tensed, the vibrations of it radiating to her this close, and she could practically hear him thinking. He’d let her distract him for just a second from a bigger, unknown issue. 

			“Why is everyone up?” he asked again.

			Hall’s eyes went flat. “Your timing is impeccable, brother. The Alliance wants to talk to the team.”

			“Now?”

			Hall nodded.

			Drake’s hand tightened around hers, more like an unconscious spasm. “Shit.”

			“Are they here?” Cami asked. Forget slithering, the tension clamped icy claws on her muscles and squeezed. Suddenly she was grateful for Drake’s hand on hers, like a line she could draw courage from.

			“No. Video conference in the war room.” Hall started them moving again, past the stairs to another hall and another set of stairs, this one a spiral case almost hidden in an alcove, formed from the very stone of the mountain, almost like a castle turret, but leading down instead of up.

			“We’ll have to put you in another room,” Hall said to Cami.

			“She stays with me,” Drake said.

			Hall frowned. “Bad idea.”

			Cami agreed. They were supposed to be keeping her existence a secret from these Alliance people. But she wasn’t going to point that out in front of Hall. There was something between these two that obviously needed resolving.

			Drake kept a hold of her hand and glared at his teammate’s back as they descended the stairs.

			Ahead of them, though he didn’t turn around to see the glare, Hall heaved a dramatic sigh. “Cami, I’m afraid your bodyguard is a colossal ass.”

			Drake loosed a soft growl that had the hairs on her arms coming to attention like a tiny army of soldiers. This Hall guy clearly had a death wish. 

			“I stay with Drake,” she countered in a deliberately hard voice. “And I agree…”

			They reached the bottom of the stairs, but Drake slowed, just barely, but enough that she noticed. She sent him a conspiratorial grin. “As asses go, his is pretty colossal.”

			Drake choked back a sound that had to be a laugh, and Cami chuckled.

			Hall paused to stare at her, then Drake. “No wonder he promised to guard you.”

			Despite offering the words with an ironic grin, Cami got the sense that Hall meant that sincerely.

			Drake let go of her hand, which turned into a cold lump at her side at the absence of his touch. “Is the Alliance waiting?” he asked.

			Hall checked his phone. “We’ve got five minutes.”

			Quickly they hurried her to yet another corridor, only the closer they got to an open door, the more voices she could make out. The rest of Drake’s team probably.

			He stopped outside the door and turned, taking her by the shoulders. “If you’re discovered here, the Alliance will know what you are.”

			She nodded.

			“Stay out in the hall. I’ll leave the door open. Do not make a sound or show any part of yourself. Got it?”

			“Got it.”

			He squeezed her shoulders a little harder. “I mean it, Cami. Not a sound.”

			“I’m not an idiot, Drake.” She returned his serious stare with one of her own until he gave a sharp nod and left her alone in the hallway.

			Silence, then a female voice said, “You asshole.” Followed by a crack of sound. Cami tensed. Had someone hit Drake? “A fucking video was your version of goodbye? A video not even to me, but so the team had proof you were dying?”

			More silence.

			What was happening? Was he throttling whoever had dared to hit him? That terrible slither of jealousy wormed through her. Was that Sera?

			“Save your family reunion for after,” a deep voice she didn’t recognize sounded from within the room.

			The jealousy leaked away. Not Sera. Lyndi. Cami formed her lips in a silent whistle. He hadn’t said goodbye to his sister? She shook her head. What a Drake thing to do.

			More silence.

			She didn’t hear him or Hall mention anything about her, but two seconds later a man popped his head out the door. Pale blond hair and eyes closer to white than blue told her this had to be one of the two white dragon shifters on the team. Drake had told her all about them, too.

			“Holy shit,” he said.

			Another head popped out. Dark hair this time, but the same white-blue eyes. “Fuck me.”

			“Get your asses in here.” That was definitely Drake’s snarl.

			They disappeared and the room settled to quiet, then the clack of a keyboard reached her, a beeping that sounded familiar. She’d skyped with her family enough when she’d been off at college to recognize a similar sound.

			“Mathai,” that same deep voice from a moment ago responded. “To what do we owe the honor? It’s been quite some time.”

			Cami had to quell her curiosity and the desire to peek inside. Who was speaking? Finn she’d have to guess, because it made sense that the leader would speak first. Who was Mathai?

			“Finn. I see you have gathered the whole team,” a male voice replied, obviously from a speaker the way it sort of echoed. “Where’s Levi?”

			Okay, so the man speaking for the team was the Alpha, Finn. Cami was glad, now, that Drake had bothered to go through the team members and a tiny bit about each on the flight over here.

			“On patrol,” Finn answered.

			“And your mate?”

			Cami figured Mathai must mean Delaney.

			“Asleep. I didn’t see the need to wake her. Should I bring her down?”

			A pause. Then, “No. Drake is who we’re concerned with anyway.”

			Drake? Cami’s heart plummeted to her feet. Why would they want to talk with Drake? It couldn’t be about her, but the sharp rock poking holes in the pit of her stomach said it had to be. 

			“Yes?” That was Drake. If she wasn’t busy trying to get her heart back in the right place, Cami would’ve smiled at his tone. Pure Drake. No bullshit, and don’t bother me.

			“Tell us about the woman.”

			Cami had to stifle a gasp. Drake had warned her. Not a single sound. 

			He means me. No way could he mean anyone else. Oh my God. Does the Alliance know about me?

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Hand stuffed in one pocket to hide the absence of his king’s mark, Drake faced down Mathai unblinkingly. The white dragon had been the leader of the Alliance since its inception. Older now, he rarely got involved, leaving it more to the other five members from the different clans to govern in his stead and only stepping in when the heavy bat was needed. His presence alone was an indicator that more was going on than Finn and the team thought.

			“Why?” What did they know about Cami already? Or what did they assume?

			Ogun, the Alliance member from the Green Clan, stepped forward. “Show some respect.”

			Drake ignored the man who’d been so determined to take Sera and give her as a prize to the High King, rather than to Aidan who was so obviously her mate. Ogun’s actions had forced Sera to escape…with Rune’s help. Forced a lot of other things Drake couldn’t think about right this second.

			Instead, he remained focused on Mathai. “A human is a waste of your time,” he said.

			Ogun’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Since when do you have a human woman on the side?”

			The lie came with ease. “Since last summer. I saved Cami and her family from a fire and was struck by her courage. After wiping their memories of me…” He shrugged as if that covered the rest.

			Mathai gave no visible reaction, but Ogun did, frowning. “So you approached her later?”

			“Obviously.”

			“When?”

			Drake snapped his gaze to the man. “After being locked in an Alaz dungeon and beaten,” he said on a snarl.

			“Careful,” Kanta murmured in a low voice off to his right. “We all know now that Rune was responsible for Sera’s disappearance. We would’ve done the same to other dragons under similar suspicion.”

			“You weren’t there,” Drake said without turning his head. Not that he blamed Kanta.

			He also wasn’t a moron. Antagonizing the Alliance wasn’t a good idea, but this was deliberate. Of the four Huracán members who’d been held by the Alaz team, Aidan had gone rogue, Titus was dead, and Drake would be dead soon enough. That left Hall, the traitor who would join Rune permanently once the time came. Meanwhile the others—Finn, Levi, Rivin, Keighan, and Kanta—could use the distance from that event and all involved. 

			He’d take the heat for the team, then crawl off somewhere and die.

			Ogun’s lips curled like he wanted to spew something back but didn’t. Instead Macon, the representative for the Blue Clan, stepped in front of him. “An incident which everyone involved recognizes. I’m sure you understand why it had to be done.”

			Drake continued to glare at Ogun. After a long moment, the green dragon dropped his gaze. Coward.

			“Back to this human,” Mathai said slowly. Almost as though he hadn’t even noticed the tension ratcheting up between Drake and Ogun. “She knows nothing of dragons?”

			Drake shifted his gaze to Mathai. Rather than answering the question he asked one of his own. “How are you aware of Cami, exactly?”

			Ogun bristled visibly. “That’s our concern—”

			Mathai slashed a hand through the air, cutting him off. “On my orders, a member of the Alaz team has been investigating the last fire set by Rune as well as all aspects of what happened in their territory with him.”

			Drake didn’t miss the way Ogun’s gaze snapped to his leader. Had the green shifter not expected that? Or was Mathai lying?

			Drake clenched his jaw in a reflex and the scent of smoke filled the air, a sure indication that every single one of his team members didn’t like the implications. With more effort than it should’ve taken, Drake kept the flames from reaching his eyes. Thankfully, the Alliance would take his irritation as having to do with how they’d bypassed Finn.

			But his thoughts weren’t on that. They were with Cami out in the hall. Would she figure out that they were talking about the fire around her house? And that Rune was responsible? His actions had almost killed her.

			Finn stepped up beside Drake. “We’ve already investigated.”

			Mathai gave a regal nod. “Forgive me, but you’re not exactly neutral when it comes to Rune Abaddon.”

			Finn leveled a look on the man that anyone on the Huracán team knew meant he’d crossed the damn line. “He betrayed us. His brothers. If anyone is going to take down Rune, it’ll be the Huracán team. Every man in this room is a loyal soldier for the clans and kings.”

			Mathai didn’t even flinch. “But he was a Huracán once, a brother. Hard to ignore that history.”

			Finn grunted. “Rune has made it very easy to ignore that fact. He’s made his choices.”

			Mathai raised a single eyebrow. Unimpressed. “Nidhogg found that Rune wasn’t the only one responsible for that fire.”

			Every man in the war room stiffened, though Drake doubted the Alliance members could tell, but the tension blanketed the room like a plastic bag shoved over their heads.

			“Who?” Finn asked. He didn’t bother denying anything.

			“We’ve discovered evidence that your man, Titus, was involved.”

			Well, shit.

			Beside him, Finn gave a sharp nod. “I can’t say I’m surprised. As you know, we killed Titus months ago.”

			In actual fact, Titus killed himself after attacking Sera and her son, Blake, an unforgiveable offense driven by loss of his soul. Something they’d had no clue Titus struggled with. In the fight that ensued, it came out that Titus had lost not one mate to his fire, trying to turn them, but three.

			When a mate died, that death dragged a piece of the shifter’s soul with it to the grave, often resulting in a broken man. No way could Titus’s soul have survived the damage of losing three. But the team had had no idea. None.

			One of the hardest things Drake had ever had to endure, witnessing that moment.

			But the Alliance didn’t need any of those details. The Huracáns would’ve had to put Titus down themselves if he hadn’t handled it. He’d committed several crimes with a punishment of death. Sera, Blake, even Aidan, could have died in his crazed attack. Three women did die without finding the right mate. One officially through the mating process, and two others whose identities would never be known.

			That was on the Huracáns. They should’ve seen the darkness in Titus. Sensed it somehow. Titus had saved them from that final decision, an act which might have destroyed the team.

			But, as far as the Alliance was concerned, they took care of business.

			“Nidhogg will return to show you the evidence,” Mathai said.

			That didn’t necessarily mean the gold shifter had gone back to his team in Colorado. Dammit. I shouldn’t have taken the risk to fly Cami here. No matter how diligently he scoured the skies and ground.

			“We appreciate the…help,” Finn replied. What else could he say?

			Mathai wasn’t finished. “We’ll send Tineen with him.”

			The Alpha of the Alaz team? That would go over about as well as a clown at a funeral.

			Beside Drake, Finn twitched his head, a frown descending. “Why?”

			“We want more information about Titus and Rune. This should be discussed in person.”

			Only because he was standing by his Alpha could Drake detect how every muscle in the man’s body clenched hard. Not that you’d know it by his voice. “Of course,” Finn said, all easy accommodation. “We’ll be ready.”

			Yes, they damn well would.

			Mathai gave another one of those regal nods. Who did he think he was, anyway, with those condescending nods? One of the kings? “We look forward to your cooperation,” Mathai said.

			With that, the call ended, the screen going dark in front of them.

			Kanta blew out a long breath. “Boss—”

			Finn held up a hand. “Let’s all return to our beds. We can discuss this more tomorrow.”

			Except Drake could tell that wasn’t Finn’s intent. Was he worried that the Alliance was still listening or watching?

			Rather than question their Alpha, they filed out of the room, their sizes forcing them to go one at a time. Drake managed to beat the others out only to pull up short at the sight of Cami standing there with tears streaking her face in silent rivulets, hands fisted, and shaking.

			She sucked in a breath and opened her mouth to speak, but in case Finn was worried about the Alliance listening, he jumped forward, covering her mouth with one hand while cupping the back of her head with the other. Cami stiffened, but before she could squeak a protest, he put his lips to her ear. “They may still be listening.”

			She glared at him over the top of his palm with accusing eyes gone almost black, the irises swallowing the warm brown of her eyes, the fire inside her brightening with the threat of another firecracker flare-up. But she nodded her understanding.

			He released her, doing his damnedest not to register the silky slide of her hair against his hand, or the feel of those lush lips against his palm, there, then gone. Warmth lit in his hand from that not-so-simple contact. He gave his hand a shake, trying to dispel the sensation, knowing the others would take it as a sign that his degenerative nerve disorder was acting up.

			Together, they all made their way upstairs to the kitchen. Delaney was already there waiting, her golden-brown hair pulled up in a messy ponytail, cheeks still pink from the warmth of her bed.

			At a guess, Finn had woken her, but left her behind on purpose, not wanting to remind the Alliance of the way their mating had gone down. No doubt her connection with Finn had kept her somewhat in the loop. She had to be feeling his tension. His concern.

			She crossed the room to take Finn’s face in her hands, looking him in the eyes with a serious expression. “What happened? I’ve never felt you…” She paused and shook her head. “You’ve never felt like that before. Not even when Titus died.”

			Before Finn could answer, Cami swung around to face Drake. “Did you know? That Rune set the fire?” she demanded.

			Yeah. She figured out that Rune’s fire was the one that almost claimed her life and destroyed her family’s ranch. He wasn’t going to lie to her, though. “Yes.”

			“And you didn’t tell me?”

			“No.”

			Her hand flashed out and she slapped him across the face. Hard. Not quite hard enough to move him, but pretty impressive for a tiny human woman. 

			Hall gave a low whistle. “I like her.”

			Cami cradled her hand and glared up at Drake, fury in the form of a human facing down a dragon shifter with zero fear. Her entire body was shaking. Drake knew that kind of tremor intimately. He didn’t mistake her trembling for fear. That was rage. A need for action when she could take none. 

			“Were you ever going to tell me?” she demanded.

			“No.”

			Off to his right Rivin and Keighan both grimaced. “Should’ve lied,” Rivin muttered. 

			Keighan nodded. “Dumb-ass move.”

			Drake ignored them, focused on Cami.

			“I trusted Rune,” she said, accusation rife in her tone like that was his fault.

			Irritation surged under the guilt already weighing him down. Why was he getting the blame here?

			“How is this my problem?” Drake demanded.

			“Because you knew and you said nothing.” Cami didn’t take her gaze from Drake’s. “Omission is the same as a lie. I could have handled knowing, but you didn’t trust me to, did you? But I trusted you,” she whispered, her voice cracking on the last word. 

			Fuck. That hurt.

			Cami wasn’t done. “He almost killed me, destroyed a good portion of our ranch, which we can’t afford, but worse, he came to me afterward like nothing had happened and convinced me to leave my family and go with him.”

			“And you were safe.”

			“For now. What if that was just softening me up for something else. I don’t know him. Not really.”

			“If it helps”—Delaney moved to stand beside them—“I don’t think Rune meant for that fire to reach you.”

			“If the Alliance is right, and Titus was involved, he may have made it worse, forced it to move toward humans,” Finn added.

			“Maybe you’re the bad guys and you’re playing me,” she said. “How am I really supposed to know?” 

			“That’s ridiculous,” Drake said.

			She shook her head. “As much as your kind seems to be obsessed with mates, it’s not a stupid question.”

			“He saved your life.”

			Drake flicked a quick glance in Hall’s direction where the comment had come from. The green dragon was standing up for him?

			Cami just shook her head. “I know.”

			He still hadn’t gotten over that revelation piled on a whole heap of revelations where this woman was concerned. Had that been only yesterday? If every action, every kiss, every moment from her had been motivated by gratitude, he’d lose his shit. Except the doubts and anger staring back at him from an expression he could only describe as shaken reached inside his rib cage and gripped his heart like a vice.

			I have to fix this.

			He crossed his arms. His irritation spiked with the action, because, dammit, a defensive gesture gave away too much. “Rune’s responsibility for that fire was up to him to confess. Your family was safe. The ranch could be rebuilt. And Rune was the only thing standing between you and the clans.”

			“I see.” She crossed her arms, mimicking his stance.

			“Do you?” It didn’t sound like it. Look like it, either, if the hard light in her eyes was any indication.

			She shrugged, the way her arms were crossed pushing up her lush curves. “Sure. Keep the dragon mate quiet and biddable. Right? It’s not like I mean anything to you. I’m a good distraction from dying, nice little fuck toy, and you owe me nothing.”

			Everyone in the room stilled. Hell, if they’d been outside, even the breeze wouldn’t have dared blow at that moment.

			Drake wanted to take her by the shoulders and shake her, then kiss her until she turned pliant in his arms. Because that statement was so far from the truth, even he could laugh at it, if he could laugh.

			Except… His willpower had already proven non-existent where Cami was concerned. Mating was still off the table. He’d never risk her life like that. Keeping her at a forced distance was definitely what both of them needed.

			“That’s exactly right,” he said on a growl.

			The growl wasn’t him. His dragon was protesting the words, both halves of him warring against each other.

			Her expression went flat. Dead. Like a veil had fallen between them. A glass wall he could never break again. “You asshole.”

			Cami stalked from the room.

			Drake dropped his gaze to glare at the floor and let her go.

			“I’ll talk to her,” Delaney said quietly, and hurried after her.

			“Well…she sure has your number,” Hall commented.

			Drake didn’t even lift his head. “I’d be happy to replace some of the bruises on your face with fresh ones, Hall.”

			Lyndi stepped in front of him, her earlier anger replaced by something worse. Accusation and sadness. “She’s not wrong.”

			Hall nodded. “Just like you didn’t tell us you were dying; you didn’t tell her some pretty important things.”

			“That’s right.” Drake snapped his head up to glare over his sister’s head at the man. “Just like you didn’t tell us you were spying for Rune.”

			A snarl ripped from Hall’s throat. “If I hadn’t been on the inside, I wouldn’t have been able to save Sera.”

			Dammit. The man was right. Drake still wanted to beat him to a pulp, but he couldn’t. 

			When the Alliance had made it clear that Aidan wouldn’t be invited to Sera’s mating, guaranteeing her death, simply because she also bore the High King’s mark, Hall had hooked her up with Rune and Rune had managed to steal her away.

			Hall had known all along that Rune was right, and the team was wrong. No matter the fact that he was a dick, that had to have been hard. Caught between his team and the man who’d mentored him, caught between loyalty to the old traditions and the knowledge that those traditions were turning into a twisted version of what they’d once meant to protect and cherish.

			Still, the fact that Hall was the traitor made this so much worse as far as Drake was concerned.

			Lyndi rolled her eyes. “You and I aren’t done.” She added a stink eye. “But I’m going to talk to your new mate.”

			“She’s not my mate,” he called after her.

			“Why not?” her voice floated back to him from the hall.

			He wasn’t touching that question without a hazmat suit.

			“Why did you bring her here tonight?” Kanta asked. The peacemaker as always, stepping in to redirect the conversation.

			Drake dragged his gaze from Hall to address Kanta directly. “She was asking questions. I needed to fill her in on Nidhogg somewhere I knew he couldn’t listen in.”

			“You don’t think he would’ve noticed a woman on your back?” Rivin asked, eyebrows raised.

			“I was careful,” Drake muttered.

			Finn stepped in. “It doesn’t matter. We need to decide how best to deal with Nidhogg and Tineen showing up here soon.” He pinned Drake with a look that brooked no argument.

			Drake hooked a stool from under the kitchen island and dropped into it, looking at his Alpha expectantly.

			“They’re going to expect you to be around,” Finn pointed out.

			Drake nodded. He’d figured that much out already.

			Finn crossed his arms and nodded at Drake’s bare hand. “How long before they notice you’re missing your king’s mark?”

			Which put the target squarely on his back.

			… 

			Cami’s anger carried momentum with it as she stalked through the surprisingly well-lit caverns that made up the Huracáns’ home base. 

			No torches here giving a decidedly medieval feel to the place. Instead, normal lamps and overhead lighting, powered by electricity that didn’t constantly make a buzzing noise, illuminated the rooms. In addition, strips of lighting followed the seam of the ceiling. They were dim now, as if they reflected the moonlit night sky outside. Would they brighten in daytime?

			Who cares? I’m still pissed. 

			She passed through several rooms. Normal rooms—a family room with a couch and TV, a game room with a pool table, even an office—until she reached the Von Trapp family-style foyer. There she paused. Her first instinct was to get the hell out of dodge. She’d walk her ass back to her family’s home if she had to, and screw dragon shifters. She wanted no part of them.

			As if on cue, sparks spewed from her like a fireworks show.

			“Shit.” She started to stamp them out then realized they weren’t catching anything on fire. Fire-resistant furniture? She rolled her eyes. Figured. She stalked off in the direction she’d been going, right back to pissed.

			The thing that had her blood pressure set to a hard boil was Drake. And the fact that she didn’t want to leave him.

			“Damn,” she muttered, standing at the entrance to the tunnel that led back to the “human” version of their base.

			“Maybe we can help?”

			She whirled at the sound of a female voice to find Finn’s mate staring at her, dove gray eyes soft and kind. Beside her, a miniature, female version of Drake, though much prettier, watched her with a similar closed-off expression to her brother’s.

			The air whooshed from Cami’s lungs, anger dripping from her like a slow leak from a tire. “Sorry about making a scene.”

			She’d actually slapped Drake. In front of his team. The implications of that alone rocked through her. 

			What the hell was I thinking?

			Easy answer. She wasn’t thinking.

			Delaney grinned. “Dragon shifters can be enough to make a saint curse.”

			Lyndi’s lips quirked. “Especially Drake.”

			Cami huffed a laugh. “He just makes me so darn mad.”

			“But you’re not afraid of him.” Lyndi cocked her head, as if studying a specimen under a microscope.

			She said that like it should mean something. “So?” Cami asked.

			Lyndi shrugged. “So even the guys on the team can be wary of Drake.”

			Cami paused and thought about it. She could see how that might be true. The man radiated a dark determination and the power to get shit done, blow through whatever he had to, even when he was bedridden and weak. But not once, not since he’d arrived in the Andes on Rune’s back, had she been afraid of him. Or intimidated. “Maybe my sense of self-preservation is jacked.”

			Obviously, she’d sure been wrong to put any kind of faith in him.

			Lyndi shook her head. “I can tell you to trust him.”

			Cami snorted her derision.

			Delaney grinned. “Even when he’s hiding things from you, he’s protecting you.” She gave Lyndi a pointed look and got a flat-lipped stare in return. “Not that it makes it right,” Delaney continued. “But trust is something you have to figure out for yourself.”

			Cami glanced away. “Yeah.”

			“Tell you what. It’s late and I’m not sure how long we’ll be discussing whatever went down. Why don’t you stay here tonight?” Delaney offered. “Drake can get you up early enough to fly you home before your family is awake.”

			Drake would be down here, figuring out what to do about the Alliance. About her. From what she’d overheard, the team was in plenty of trouble as it stood. Maybe she should go back to Argentina. Wait this out.

			Drake had been right all along. Saying goodbye to her family was the right thing to do.

			Except now the Alliance expected a human to be around along with Drake. Which meant they couldn’t leave.

			“Come on.” Lyndi beckoned her with a hand.

			Cami caved, mostly because she didn’t want to have to answer the questions chiseling into her brain with ice picks. “I’ll never be able to sleep, but sure.”

			Curiosity overtaking any residual anger, she followed the two women, who in five minutes had been more welcoming to her than most of the dragon mates Rune was protecting, up the stairs and around to the right to one of the doors which the other woman held open for her before following her inside.

			Cami paused on the threshold, taking in what appeared to be a full apartment with family room, kitchen, dinette, and a hallway leading to what she assumed were bedrooms. 

			“Come on.”

			While Delaney flipped on lights, Lyndi led her to the first door down the hall, and again Cami paused, the scene in here so achingly familiar, she had no trouble identifying the source. Even without the starkly masculine decor—basic bed with no headboard or footboard, solid black dresser with no mirror, and a black leather chair in one corner—the scent was unmistakable.

			“This is Drake’s room,” she said.

			Delaney’s lips hitched. “How’d you guess?”

			“It smells like him.”

			A flash of emotion lit Lyndi’s reddish-brown eyes before disappearing. Curiosity maybe. Speculation. But why? No one but Rune knew the mark Cami carried. “When they finish talking, he’ll track you down regardless of which room I put you in, and likely camp out on the floor. Drake takes his duties—”

			“More seriously than the exact timing on a three-minute egg?” Cami supplied.

			That drew a chuckle from Delaney. “Yeah.”

			“Isn’t there another room you can put me in?”

			Lyndi shrugged. “I could. There are a few other apartments like this and several bedrooms in this apartment.”

			“But he’ll come find me.”

			Another shrug as if to say, what can you do with dragon shifters in protective mode? “That, plus none of them have furniture. They’ve offered them to me and the boys, but we want to stay in our own home.”

			Given how pissed she’d been a few minutes ago, she should be fighting this. But, for reasons passing understanding, the idea of sleeping elsewhere sat wrong anyway. Like a button-up shirt that didn’t fit her breasts, straining the buttons. Somehow, the strange sense of loss when he wasn’t around might be worse than the lack of privacy or distance she’d had since Skylar sent them north.

			“We’ll let you get settled,” Delaney said.

			They were almost out the door before Cami stopped them. “Lyndi? I’m guessing he didn’t tell you he was dying? Is that why you’re angry with him?”

			Lyndi paused with her hand on the doorjamb, then looked over her shoulder at Cami. “I’m angry because he left without saying goodbye.”

			The hurt radiating from the woman across from her had Cami hiding a flinch. Was that how her family would feel when she just upped and disappeared?

			“Forgive him.”

			Lyndi’s lips pinched. “Why? Because he’s dying?”

			“No.” She shouldn’t be butting in, but she was going to anyway. Even if she was still angry with him herself. “Because he may have hurt you, but he did it trying to protect you. Because he’s your family.”

			Lyndi stared at her, no give in her expression.

			“Forgive yourself, too,” Cami said quietly.

			That got her a confused frown. “What do I have to forgive myself for?”

			“You didn’t notice. He’s been dying for a long time. By the time he got to me, he passed out for days, barely able to lift his head. And none of you noticed.”

			Lyndi swallowed, and Cami hesitated only a second, because she didn’t mean to cause the other woman pain.

			“You didn’t notice, because he didn’t want you to,” she said, hoping the other woman heard her. Truly heard her. “Forgive him and forgive yourself.”

			After a long moment, Lyndi gave a jerking nod and left the room.

			Delaney paused, though, eyeing Cami with a speculative light in her eyes. “Call if you need anything, okay? My rooms are one down.”

			“I will…” Cami paused. “Delaney? Do you like it?”

			Delaney lifted her eyebrows in question. “What? Being a dragon shifter?”

			Cami nodded.

			Delaney seemed to seriously give the question some thought. “I love flying. I love Finn so much it hurts sometimes, almost like a knife edge to the need, you know? But I also know that I’m loved in return in the same way. Maybe more because he waited so long for me. Hundreds of years alone and wondering if he’d die before he found me. At least, that’s how it feels to me.”

			Cami nodded like she had any idea. 

			Delaney pulled a face. “The politics aren’t great, but then it’s not exactly spectacular in the human world, either.”

			“True.” With technology the world had gotten flatter, and yet even more divided and hateful than before.

			On the flip side, the human world didn’t have her dying if she chose the wrong man to mate. However, the human world wasn’t exactly kind to women in other ways. Women’s lives were at risk in huge numbers across Africa and the Middle East and parts of Asia. Human trafficking was still rampant. Even in first world countries, abusive situations and the lack of effective means of protection were a terrible reality. No man Cami knew ever looked over his shoulder or checked under his car or carried his keys in his fist, ready to defend himself. In general, women were physically smaller and weaker than the men they encountered. No matter how much equality they earned in other areas of life, they had to at least consider the danger. Science and statistics told them so, and it really blew.

			And Delaney was damn right about the politics. Cami’s family had been on their land for generations and were far north. But as soon as talk of walls had lit up the presidential campaigns, her father had forbidden her sisters from going to San Diego schools for college. Too close to the borders. They all carried passports with them, showing their nationality, just in case. A situation that felt both doomsday ridiculous and scarily necessary. Worse in other states. At least California was a sanctuary state, which meant less persecution from law enforcement and narrowminded, racist assholes.

			Was she substituting one situation of potential oppression for another? 

			“Do you feel valued?” she asked.

			Delaney smiled. “By Finn? I know I make him better. And he makes me better. We’re each other’s centers.” She paused, considering. “By the team, absolutely. Yes, I cook, but only because it’s a passion.” She wrinkled her nose. “And they all suck at it. But my opinion is heard and valued and weighed with theirs.”

			She paused again, and Cami stayed quiet, somehow knowing more was coming.

			“By the Alliance? No. I didn’t come to that meeting tonight because I can’t stand the way they ignore me or leer at me, and Finn doesn’t want the physical reminder of his going around the law there.” She sighed. “There doesn’t seem to be an in between. I haven’t met many others. Just Lyndi’s boys, really. So I couldn’t tell you if my experience is normal or not.”

			Right. The orphaned dragons Drake’s sister took in so they didn’t have to go rogue. He’d said on the way here that they’d all come to live and train with the team. 

			“Get some rest,” Delaney said.

			Cami sent her a wan smile and the other woman left her alone, closing the door behind her with a snick.

			Quiet descended—caves had the best kind of quiet—and Cami stood for a bit, allowing herself to reel a bit with everything she’d learned. No answers came to the questions flipping through her like a rolodex on a spin cycle, though. Eventually, she forced her feet to move. A quick search of the apartment showed several bedrooms like Delaney had said. Drake’s, with its basic but obviously masculine decor and larger size. The others were smaller. For children he might have had if he’d found his mate?

			That thought sent black ribbons of an emotion she wasn’t ready to define through her, so Cami buried it, took a quick shower because the warm water made her feel better, and lay down in Drake’s bed, expecting not to sleep, expecting her brain to keep her awake as she churned over everything.

			Before she knew it, a rough hand was shaking her shoulder, pulling her out of a dreamless slumber. 

			Drake. She wanted to reach for him. Pull him under the covers with her. Bury her face in his chest and sleep some more, wrapped in arms that would protect her.

			“Cami,” he said, interrupting the lovely fantasy she was weaving. “We need to go.”

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Cami rolled over, rubbing her eyes like a tired child, an action that inched its way under his skin. “M’Okay,” she mumbled sleepily. Then flipped the covers back and dropped her feet over the side of the bed, sitting up.

			His bed. Damn, he wanted her to stay in it.

			Especially after overhearing that conversation with Lyndi. Letting Cami fight his battles had been fascinating…and strangely relaxing.

			“What time is it?” she asked.

			“Five. I want to fly while it’s still dark.” While he still could. If he still could. He made a fist with one hand, trying to flex the lethargy out of his arm.

			“We need to get you back to Rune. We’ll act out you going back to Texas. You can’t be here when Tineen and Nidhogg arrive.”

			Cami stilled. Because of what he’d said, or had she picked up that telling action? Not a lot seemed to escape her, which, while it irritated him like a mosquito bite, he also sort of respected it. She lifted her gaze to his face, eyes scanning him like she was a medical device honed to detect any weakness.

			Sure enough, her eyes narrowed. “We’re not going anywhere.”

			“I have to get you back or your parents will wonder.”

			“Nope. You may be too stubborn to see it, but I can. You look like death on a bad face day. Did you sleep at all?”

			No. But she didn’t need to know that. “I lay down shortly after you.”

			On the couch in the family room of his suite once he’d located her. The distance made the wanting worse, but he’d kept his damn hands off her. Sort of. He’d spent the rest of the night battling the urge to wake her and burn every rule to the fucking ground. He still wanted to.

			Cami snorted, not buying his story. “I’ll call my parents in a few hours and tell them we left early to go get some supplies.”

			“Yeah? And what car did we take?”

			That earned him a flat glare. “Fine. I’ll call and say you wanted to see the property, so we’re checking the outer fencing.”

			Stay longer with her here, in his home. Tempting. 

			Drake wanted to shake something, himself included. His body was a traitor, and this sucked hairy balls. “Fine.”

			Cami sat back like he’d grown two heads or something. “Fine?”

			He greeted that with silence.

			“Seriously? You must be feeling bad.” She popped to her knees and put her hand to his forehead before he could stop her.

			Drake went to knock her hand away, then paused as a vague realization settled in him. A sensation, subtle enough that he could easily have missed it, radiated from her touch. He scrunched his brows, reaching for recognition of what it might be.

			Except Cami pulled her hand away. “You’re a little warm, but you’re a dragon shifter, and what do I know.”

			His chest tightened as the sensation dimmed without her contact. I have to be imagining this. It had to be from a night lying alone trying to drown out fantasies he could never give in to again.

			But he had to check.

			“Wait.” He took her by the wrist and placed her hand back on his forehead. Sure enough, the second he made skin-to-skin contact, that…easing…for lack of a better term…moved through him, radiating outward from the contact. His palm, wrapped around her wrist, skin to skin, did the same.

			Had this been happening all along? He suspected it had, but every other instance of contact he’d been distracted by other things. Like fucking her.

			She tried to tug away. “I don’t think—”

			“Shhhh.” He slashed his other hand through the air in a gesture filled with impatience.

			To give her credit, Cami quieted and didn’t try to take her hand away again.

			Concentrating, Drake removed her hand from his forehead and placed it, palm down, on his knee. Nothing. Not that he could tell anyway.

			Did they need contact without the barrier of clothing? He lifted the hem of his shirt and placed her palm on his belly, and had to swallow a groan—part need, part relief, and a hell of a lot of denial—as the sensation spread though him at the contact—like cold and hot at the same time, tension unknotting from his muscles even as that area affected felt odd. Fresher. Rejuvenated.

			“Drake?” Cami’s quiet question brought his gaze to her eyes. “What’s going on?”

			A slight tremble to her voice told him that his actions were starting to scare her. Inside his head, his dragon paced back and forth.

			“Sorry.” He let her go like he’d been touching a live wire.

			Exhaustion poured back into his body, replacing the revitalization that had seeped into him like blood poisoning water. Was she why he’d healed so quickly at Rune’s?

			If she was, only one explanation presented itself…

			She’s my mate.

			The thought sparked in his mind, growing brighter by the second. 

			He tried to obliterate that light with a darkness. The fates wouldn’t be so cruel to them both. He was too far gone and would only drag Cami into his death. If their bond didn’t solidify before his disease took him, she’d be left alone. If it did solidify, she’d die with him.

			She was too precious to risk it. He’d hate himself. Knowing he killed her would break him in a way nothing else had been able to.

			“Drake?” she prompted again. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing.”

			Stubborn had a look on Cami—small chin jutted out, lips flat, and eyes, usually so warm, hard and dark. “Don’t give me that crap. What was that about?”

			Yeah, genius. Explain making her touch you in different places while you sat in stunned silence like a moron.

			No way could he tell her. She’d—

			“What does my touch do to you?”

			Dammit. The woman was too fucking perceptive for his own good. Drake backed up from the bed. “Nothing. Get some sleep.”

			“No.”

			She struggled with the blanket that had wrapped around her legs when she’d knelt before following him out of the room. “Does it hurt?”

			Drake stopped twenty feet from the door and turned on her with a snarl. “Just forget it.”

			“No.”

			Cami stalked toward him, the grace of a predator in each stride. Gods she’d be glorious in her dragon form. What color would she take on? 

			She kept coming, and, for the first time maybe ever, Drake had to fight an instinct to back up.

			He didn’t run. Ever. Certainly not from a tiny, determined still-human woman.

			She reached for his face with both hands, but Drake batted her away. Except, she latched onto his arms, and that sensation, now that he knew what to look for, spread through him twice as rapidly.

			He had to control his breathing. “Let go, Cami.”

			“What do you feel?”

			“Pissed.”

			She rolled her eyes and moved closer, slipping her hands under his shirt to press against him, wrapping herself around him. His mind cleared like fog blown away by a stiff breeze. The easing she brought him could get addictive. So could Cami.

			Heavens help him, he didn’t want her to let go. He didn’t want it to stop. Which made him a selfish bastard.

			“Quit,” he forced himself to say. More like snap.

			Immediately Cami released him and stepped back, eyes wide and almost wounded. “Talk to me,” she pleaded.

			My mate.

			Fuck. He’d never, in almost eight hundred years of life, thought he’d find her. He searched her face, realizing he’d already memorized it, every curve and dip, the lush sweetness of her lips, those wide, glorious eyes. Would they turn more red when she became a dragon? He hoped not. He didn’t want anything about her to change. She was fucking perfect.

			And still waiting. 

			He shook his head. I’m a death sentence. Again, he gave his head a shake. Where had that clarity disappeared to? Fog filled his thoughts, making his actions sluggish.

			All the fight went out of Cami at his small gesture, her shoulders slumping, sort of caving in on herself. “I think I’ll go get something to eat.”

			Drake forced himself to let her go. To walk away. But the second she pulled the door open, his dragon raged within him, the fire in his belly lighting out of his control.

			He jerked forward a step. “You make me feel better.”

			The words were out almost like the creature inside him had forced them out for him, though he and the dragon were one and the same.

			Cami paused, hand still on the doorknob, then looked over her shoulder at him. “What?” she asked.

			Wariness reflected in her eyes. He’d put that there. He’d never cared before, but right now he hated the distance. He should say nothing and let her go, but all the strength in the world couldn’t save him from the woman standing across the room. Too late now. “Your touch. It makes me feel…better.”

			Cami closed the door but stayed where she was. “Better how?”

			He shook his head. “I don’t know.” She lifted her eyebrows and he shrugged. “I don’t talk feelings, Cami.”

			Her lips twitched and his dick, in a constant state of semi-arousal around her anyway, twitched in response and thickened.

			“So give me a physical description,” she said. “What does it feel like?”

			“Warm. And cold. Easier. Clearer. Less…” He paused on the last word.

			“Less…?” she prompted. 

			Of course she wouldn’t just let it go. “Less broken.” He tossed the words between them.

			Her sharp intake of air reached him like she’d stolen that air from his lungs. “What does it mean?” she asked.

			“I don’t know.” He lied through his teeth.

			… 

			I’m his mate.

			Not that the thought was a new one. But the mere idea of her touch helping him, and Cami suddenly couldn’t breathe and yet everything in her settled, like she’d found the proper configuration for her parts.

			Because it felt true. In her soul, in the most secret, sacred part of her.

			Rune had said wait until she was sure. Suddenly, she’d never been more sure of anything in her life. Like all the pins of a lock finally clicked into place with the right combination, releasing her from whatever doubts had shackled her from knowing. 

			Except the joy that wanted to bubble up inside her was weighed down like a lead balloon.

			Drake was fighting it.

			No way did the implications not already occur to him, and she didn’t need one guess, let alone two, to figure out where his head was at. He was dying, and he no doubt believed finding a mate now was a decade too late. He had some twisted notion of protecting her from himself. That was part of who he was.

			If he’d walk away from his sister without a goodbye, what would he do to save his mate?

			The terrible memory of Goret trying to get to Yelena before they both perished bombarded her, sending a shard of pain through her at even the hint of something similar happening to her and Drake.

			But not finding each other, not taking the chance would be worse. She knew it like she knew herself. Besides, he wasn’t factoring Cami in to his unilateral decision. No way in hell was she letting her mate die.

			Granted, she couldn’t exactly force him to mate her, either. Which meant she needed to approach this carefully, patiently. Not her strongest quality. “I think we should try a little experiment.”

			Drake crossed his arms, resuming his usual mode of glaring silence.

			“Nothing too crazy,” she offered.

			Drake grunted. “I don’t think we should do anything.”

			She held out a hand. “Just hear me out. You need to get some sleep, and I wouldn’t mind some more, since this crazy dragon shifter woke me up in the middle of the night to fly me around the California countryside.”

			His glare turned suspicious, eyes narrowing, arms flexing as if he was holding himself back. But he didn’t say no. He didn’t say anything.

			Cami tried her most winning smile. “Have you ever spooned?”

			“Spooned.” Like it was a foreign word.

			“Cuddled,” she tried.

			“No.” Drake stalked in her direction with the obvious intention of leaving.

			She scooted into his path, blocking the door. “Too bad. It’s such a lovely way to—”

			“I mean no, I’m not sleeping with you.”

			He tried to sidestep her, but she backed up until the doorknob hit her lower back. “Not naked or anything. Shirts off. I’ll wear a bra for modesty.”

			What she wanted to say was, “It’s not like you haven’t been inside me.” But that would definitely make him run.

			“No.” He picked her up by the arms and set her to the side.

			“Don’t you want to see if you wake up feeling a lot better? You might need it for when these Alaz people get here.”

			Drake stopped with his hand on the doorknob and said nothing. Cami stayed quiet, letting that sink in, watching how the muscles of his shoulders flexed under his shirt. Quiet with Drake meant thinking, she was coming to find. That or no opinion. But she very much doubted no opinion was what was going through his head right this second.

			He shook his head, and disappointment added more lead to those balloons trying to float up in her, dropping to the ground with a smack that made her flinch.

			“Just sleep,” he said.

			What? Did he just give in?

			He turned to face her, about as serious as she’d ever seen the man, which was saying a lot. “We only sleep right?”

			If she had her way, they’d do a hell of a lot more than sleep, but that wasn’t happening. Baby steps. If all she could do for this man was take away some of his pain, she’d be satisfied with that. Maybe.

			I might have to be.

			“Just sleep,” she agreed.

			Drake pivoted with the precision of a drill instructor and headed for the hall that led to the bedrooms. Was that a yes?

			He paused outside his door, eyebrows raised, presumably at finding her still superglued to the same spot. “You coming?”

			A couple balloons escaped their moorings, floating around in her with a level of hope she shouldn’t give credence to. Not yet.

			In the span of weeks—of being sniped at and grumped at and laughed with and kissed and listened to—this man had become more important to her than…

			She’d almost thought than her own family. But that couldn’t be right. Not this fast. Could it?

			Doing her best to keep a stupid grin off her face, Cami followed Drake into his room. In a jerking move, like his arms weren’t working properly, he stripped his shirt off, the ripple of his muscles highly distracting, then got busy pulling back the blankets. Not wanting to give him a chance to rethink, Cami did the same, happy she’d worn a sports bra when she’d dressed and followed Drake out of her parents’ house in the dead of night. Was that only last night? Wait. Tonight?

			Drake turned and quietened at the sight of her, his gaze skating over her even as a scowl descended.

			She didn’t need to have that dragon telepathy to read his expression. He was second-guessing. Time to get moving. She crossed the room and took him by the hand. “Come on. I’m tired.”

			“You were hungry a second ago.”

			That too. Except not for food. If she told him that, though, he’d be out of here faster than a scalded cat on a hot tin roof with its tail on fire. “That can wait until morning,” she said.

			She assumed it wasn’t light outside yet. The strips at the top of the walls were still barely glowing. 

			Slowly, showing reluctance but not arguing at least, Drake circled the bed and got in beside her. Deliberately, Cami turned her back on the dragon shifter in bed with her, giving him no cause to argue himself out of this.

			My mate.

			Fluttering, Jurassic-sized butterflies took up permanent residence in her stomach.

			After a pause, a solid arm slipped around her middle, tugging her back until her body lay flush in the curve of his. Heat filled her from the contact, zinging straight to parts of her that she willed to calm down. He’d scent her need for him and end this.

			What she wanted was to turn in his arms, offer him her lips, her body. But not yet. He wasn’t ready yet. Instead, she closed her eyes and enjoyed this little bit of him. Soaking in the moment. Drake was dying. Pain ripped through her at that. How many moments like this would they have before—

			Cami shut that thought down along with the pain. She refused to consider it. Not because she’d save him. If he was right, she couldn’t, though she’d damn well try. But mostly she shut it down because she wouldn’t let the specter of losing him ruin the precious time she did have with him.

			Gradually, they both relaxed into the embrace. Cami allowed his heat to ease the tension from her muscles and her mind. Eventually, her eyes fluttered closed, and sleep claimed her.

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			A soft moan called to Drake through a dreamless slumber, reached to him through a comforting darkness he was reluctant to leave. Maybe the best sleep he’d had in a long time. As wakefulness dragged him out of oblivion and into his room, still dark as well and just as comfortable, a small hand crept across his chest, leaving a trail of tingling sensation in its wake.

			His senses came online like someone switched the lever labeled “power” and in an instant he was surrounded by Cami—the softness of her skin as she lay molded against him, that wandering hand, the erotic and smoky scent of her, the silk of her hair across his chest, and the perfect smell of a woman seriously turned on.

			His dick went from semi-hard to raging in less time than it took a rocket to leave the earth. At the same time, every good intention of keeping his hands off her in any sexual way flew out the fucking window in the face of a need he’d never experienced before. Like a hunger eating at his insides, and it wouldn’t stop until he had her under him.

			With him, too, a small part of him acknowledged. Because she’s my mate.

			She moaned again, her lips brushing his pec.

			Drake froze, clenching his hands to keep from flipping her on top of him, or rolling her under him. Holy hell. “Cami?”

			Was she sleeping?

			“Cami?” he tried to shake her by the shoulder, only he couldn’t stop from trailing his hand over her skin, absorbing the soothing warmth that spread out and through him from the contact.

			Damn he felt good. Amazing. Better than he had in almost a decade at least. Like he’d discovered his own personal fountain of youth.

			He yanked his hand back at the dangerous idea. Addictive if he let it become so.

			Frustration festered as his cock throbbed, pressing uncomfortably against the fly of his combat pants. “Cami?” 

			Her name was harsh now. Desperate.

			She stilled in a way that told him she was awake. Then she sucked air in slowly, silently, her chest moving and expanding against him, almost as though she was breathing him in, just like he had her.

			But she didn’t say anything or otherwise move.

			“Are you awake?” he asked.

			“No?” Her voice came out small, though she was obviously up.

			Drake bit back the urge to chuckle. “Why is that a question?”

			She huffed a defeated-sounding sigh. “Because if I wake up, then you’re going to get out of this bed. And what I need right now is something you don’t want to give me.”

			If a gold dragon, the largest of their kind, landed on his chest right now, he’d still breathe easier than he was. He had no doubt what she needed. If they were mates, their bodies were made for each other, tuned to each other in a way that passed any understanding. He needed it, too.

			She was right, he should get up and leave.

			But he couldn’t. Maybe if they were dressed and she was across the room. Not with her skin against his, in his arms, against his body.

			“What do you need?” His voice came out gruff as he had to force it past vocal cords that seemed as paralyzed as his thoughts.

			Cami trailed the tip of one finger over his chest, drawing little designs across his skin. Except the touch felt like she was branding him. Claiming him. Marking him in her own way.

			“Cami.” He was starting to growl now. He placed a hand over that wandering finger, stilling her. “What do you need?”

			“You.”

			Fuck.

			Drake rolled so that he lay on his back and she hovered above him. Those big brown eyes gazed back at him with total trust and a fire that didn’t need physical flames for him to see. The combination would’ve brought him to his knees if he’d been standing.

			“You can’t have me. Not really.” He made himself say it, though the words felt like sand in his mouth.

			Stubborn lines drew her brows together. “Because you’re dying?”

			He jerked a single nod.

			Cami didn’t even flinch. “I’ll take what I can get until then.”

			Gods, he was tempted beyond the level of his willpower. He could feel himself sinking into the answer, his dragon driving him to take her and claim her. Anything he could have of her. Scraps would be better than nothing.

			“What about your mate? He’s out there.” The deceptive words tried to choke him, like a boa constrictor crushing his windpipe, but he got them out.

			Cami bent a look on him that said she was done with bullshit. “You’re my mate.”

			Holy shit. Holy fucking shit.

			How could he turn away from that? From the promise in those stubborn eyes? Except he had to. “I can’t be. Mating me would kill you.”

			Cami’s frown turned her eyes confused shades of darker and she leaned up, putting a distance between them that he should want, but loathed just the same. “So…you don’t believe in the whole destined mates bit?” she asked.

			“Not exactly.”

			He grimaced. Lying against her like this felt like Cami was his anchor and if he lost her, he’d drift off to sea. What if he was wrong?

			“What do you believe?” she asked.

			Drake shifted his weight, irritation with himself and the fates and this entire damn situation itching at him from under his skin.

			Cami put a hand to his face, and that sense of easing turned into something that wanted to cut his heart out just so he could give it to her for safe keeping.

			She took a deep breath. “I’ve been led to believe that only one dragon is my fated mate and choosing wrong gets me killed. What does that mean if that man is you?”

			She didn’t voice the rest, but she didn’t need to. 

			Drake was silent for a long moment. Long enough that Cami brushed the stubble on his chin, trailing her thumb to his lips. Almost as though compelled.

			“I have my…doubts about the process.” Drake’s voice rumbled through his chest before he gave thought to the words.

			She lifted her gaze to his, but didn’t stop touching him, ratcheting his desire up with each soft sweep. “What doubts?”

			“What if it’s not fate with a single man that makes a mate survive the change?”

			Cami frowned, mulling that over. “What is it then?”

			“That a woman showing dragon sign still has to prove strong enough to accept a dragon shifter’s fire in the mating process. Fated mates has nothing to do with it. It’s all about the woman’s strength.”

			“So I just happen to have your mark on my neck and anyone with that mark could be my mate as long as I live through the fire?” 

			Just like that, he wanted to see that mark, flip her over and blow fire across her skin to see it glow. Then fuck her and fill her with his fire and make her his.

			Drake closed his eyes, shutting out her face, clawing for the willpower that had got him this far. “Exactly.”

			“So…you won’t mate me?”

			His eyes snapped open, something in her tone sending a spear of suspicion through him. “No.”

			Cami cocked her head, her sleep-mussed hair framing her face in the sexiest damn way. “But you could fuck me.”

			His dragon roared his approval inside Drake’s head, making it almost impossible to think. Temptation lay within his grasp. All he had to do was reach out and take. Drake clenched his hands against the urge to do exactly that. What she was offering, no way could he pass it up. She was like a death row inmate’s last meal. 

			First, he needed to make sure she understood, because damned if he was going to keep denying himself for some faceless man. But she had to understand. “That’s all you’d be getting.”

			“Fucking?” she asked.

			Drake’s cock pulsed harder at the sound of that word on her lips, in her honeyed voice. Dirty and pure and perfect.

			“Yes. No kissing. No relationship. No letting your heart get involved. It would only be—”

			“Fucking.”

			Aw, hell. 

			Drake moved suddenly, flipping them so he lay on top of her, his hips between her thighs, pressing the length of his cock against her core, and she shuddered, eyes going dark and dreamy even as she moved convulsively against him. 

			“Yes.” He canted his hips to drag himself across that most sensitive part of her and both of them groaned hard. “Just fucking.”

			“Got it,” she managed in a husky voice, eyes closed as she blatantly, openly reveled in the sensations he was driving her to.

			“Open your eyes, Cami.”

			Her lids lifted slowly, her gaze hazy already, a flush staining her cheeks.

			“I need to know you understand.”

			Irritation snapped through her, the haze clearing, her body stiff beneath him. “I’m not an idiot.” In a move Skylar had to have taught her, Drake found himself lying on his back with Cami straddling him, dry humping him. “I understand. Fucking only.”

			“Good.”

			She whipped off her sports bra, her heavy breasts bouncing for him. Drake reached for them, testing their luscious weight in his hands. At the same time, she dropped forward, her hands on either side of his face. He pinched a nipple and watched her expression as she winced while at the same time her body bore down, rubbing against him, the flush in her cheeks turning a deeper mauve.

			He did it again.

			Cami buried her face in his neck with a groan. “I don’t think I’m going to last long,” she whispered. “I’ve been picturing this all night. I’m so…”

			“Horny?” he filled in.

			A low chuckle strummed across his nerves. “Wet,” she moaned.

			His cock jumped at the word.

			Then the unmistakable softness of her lips pressing against his neck in a sweet kiss that made his heart ache had Drake up and out of the bed, leaving her there stranded, half naked, and gloriously beautiful.

			“Drake? What are you doing?” Her voice held an edge of panic as she surged to her knees.

			He scooped her off the bed to stand her up, then spun her around. “I’m showing you what just fucking looks like while we take the edge off with fast and hard.”

			“Oh.” Even though she faced away from him, he could hear the smile in her voice. “Okay.”

			“Do you want this?” Please the gods, let her want this.

			“Yes.”

			“Tell me.” He needed to hear the words.

			“I want this,” she whispered. “I want it fast and hard. I want you any way I can have you.”

			His own personal heaven and hell. He yanked her pants and panties down to her ankles. She stepped out of them, then he kicked her legs wider, and bent her over, so that her hands were on the mattress. “Don’t move.”

			With hands shaking from the need coursing through his blood, he unzipped his pants and shoved them down far enough to spring his cock which stood upright at painful attention.

			She wiggled a bit, like she couldn’t sit still. “Just do it.”

			Gripping her hips, he lined up at her entrance, already weeping for him, coating the tip of him. She hadn’t been lying about being wet. In a harsh, hard thrust, he rammed himself balls deep inside her.

			Cami’s gasp filled the room and her shudder of pleasure told him everything he needed to know.

			“Good?” He didn’t want to hurt her with his strength or size.

			“More.” The word was a plea, wrung from her as she pushed back into him.

			Drake grinned and gave Cami exactly what she demanded. He reared back and drove into her, the slap of their bodies a sound he never wanted to forget.

			“Yes,” she hissed.

			Fuck, yes. Drake set a punishing pace, fucking her hard. With every stroke, her pussy gripped him, squeezing him, surrounding him with wet heat, and the sounds coming from Cami drove him to a near frenzy. Moans and grunts and gasps. And the word fuck over and over and over. 

			Until he could feel that telltale fluttering inside her. Drake smoothed a hand over her ass, to her hip, and around where he homed in on her clit, pressing and rubbing with his fingers until the tenor of her moans acquired that little edge to it. His balls drew up, a familiar tingle his only warning. He pressed harder on that bundle of nerves at her core, and Cami exploded around him, her scream twining around his own shout. At the same time that tingle turned into a rush that slammed up his spine, pulsating through the rest of him as he came long and hard inside her.

			It took a while before their bodies slowed. Cami collapsed to the bed and he followed, still buried deep inside her, still, miraculously semi-hard.

			“So that’s just fucking?” she asked. 

			She turned her head so he could see her face, and her smile shot an arrow through his heart, nailing it to his spine.

			… 

			Cami held the phone to her ear, only half listening to the ring of the phone as she waited for someone at her parents’ house to pick up. The other half was tuned to the sound of running water behind the bathroom door. And the insatiable man who’d brought her to orgasm after orgasm.

			That first time was supposed to take the edge off. Only it didn’t. It made the edge worse, like a knife blade under her skin.

			Apparently, the same went for Drake, because he didn’t even remove himself from her body, relaxing against her until he hardened inside her and went at her again. And she was more than happy to let him. Somewhere in between, she’d called and left a message for her parents. Then returned to Drake’s arms and they’d had another go, this time with him on his back, making her ride him as he plucked and twisted her nipples, every zing of pleasure-pain shooting straight to her clit.

			So this was what just fucking was?

			I should’ve tried this way sooner. Except, even as the silly thought entered her mind, she knew it wouldn’t be the same with anyone else.

			She also refused to examine too closely the small pit that opened up inside her every time he evaded her lips or adjusted their position to stop her from kissing other parts of him.

			She wound her hair around her finger absently. Maybe next time I’ll try teeth and see if he wants to get out of that.

			Her mother’s voice sounded in her ear, snapping her out of her reverie. “Cami?” 

			“Hi, Mama. I wanted you to know that Drake and I are walking around the property. He wanted to see more of it.”

			“We got your message earlier. You’re still out?”

			It was coming on midday. “We brought a picnic lunch with us. I think we’ll be another few hours at least.”

			For the first time in her life, a reluctance to return home nagged at her. At home they’d have to behave.

			“That’s lovely,” her mother said. “What about the workers though? Didn’t he want to be here for that?”

			Cami straightened, unwinding her finger from her hair. “What workers?”

			“Drake didn’t tell you?”

			Obviously not. She tried to keep her impatience out of her voice. “No.”

			“That man of yours…” Cami could see her mother shaking her head with a smile. “He must’ve wanted to surprise you.”

			“Mama.” Cami allowed a bit of snap to creep into her voice.

			For her trouble, she got a tsk from her mother down the phone line. “You should ask him. I don’t want to ruin the surprise.”

			Right. Drake who was theoretically walking through the rolling northern California mountains with her rather than in the shower. Drake who didn’t talk about emotions or anything having to do with emotions. “Okay.”

			“Cami…Is Drake well?”

			Cami’s gaze strayed to the bathroom door. “Why do you ask?”

			“That’s not a no.” 

			Cami came by her stubborn streak honestly. That tone in her mother’s voice said she wasn’t going to drop this and wouldn’t believe a lie, either. A sigh escaped her. “He has a…medical issue that he’s—” How did she explain this? Because technically he was dying, but Cami was more determined than ever to put a stop to that if she could. Except she couldn’t guarantee it.

			“Is he going through treatment?” her mother asked.

			If spooning and sex counted as treatment. “Yes. How did you know?”

			Her mother clicked her tongue, a sound that made Cami smile, even with such a serious subject. Growing up, she’d heard that sound a lot. Every time she asked a question her mother thought she should already know the answer to. Cami tried to commit the sound to memory in case that was the last time she heard it, a sudden hollow sadness coming over her at that realization.

			“The way he moves sometimes,” her mother said. “Like it hurts. But more the way he looks at you when he thinks no one is watching.”

			Cami gripped the phone harder, her heart fluttering like a trapped thing. “How does he look at me?”

			“Like he’s going to lose you.”

			Cami closed her eyes. “I hope not.”

			“Me, too, mija,” her mother said quietly. “He’s a good man who loves you, and you love him.”

			Her eyes flew open. “I never said that.”

			“You didn’t need to. A mother knows these things and it’s all I could hope for each of my daughters.”

			The lies and the half truths gave a bite to the sorrow smothering her now. “Thank you, Mama.”

			“Well…” Again, she could clearly picture her mother. This time waving a hand as if shooing away the softness of sentiment. “The workers are here now.”

			“Great.” She still didn’t know what that was about. “We’re far enough out that it’ll still take us a few hours to get back, I think.”

			Although… Could Drake fly in daylight? That bright red coloring of his stood out like a neon bar sign. Not as much from up high, where the scales on his belly could camouflage him, but still. Drake wouldn’t like taking risks with those other dragon shifters on their way here.

			The bathroom door opened on a wave of steam and she looked over to find Drake in the doorway, white towel slung low around his hips, all that muscled glory on full display.

			Was it pathetic that her mouth watered? Actually physically produced drool at the sight of him? Probably. Cami didn’t give a shit.

			“I’ll see you later, Mama.” Not even waiting to say goodbye, she hung up.

			Then tipped her head, studying the man in front of her. “You look…different.” Healthier. The pallor to his skin was gone, replaced by a more natural color. Less green around the gills. Gone, too, were the permanent shadows that had been like bruises under his eyes. And he appeared to move more easily, as though it no longer took effort and deliberation.

			“I feel a fuck ton better.” Drake grinned and Cami had the sudden urge to double over with the impact of that smile. Like in grade school when she’d played dodgeball and had taken a direct hit to the solar plexus. Only this was so much better. Damned if his smiles didn’t about kill her in the nicest way possible. 

			He feels better because of me. A small glow ignited in her chest. Not just figuratively. Light pulsed from the gap in her button-down shirt, drawing Drake’s bemused gaze.

			“So… Workers showed up at the ranch today,” she said.

			That pulled his gaze back to her eyes. Drake gave a twitch that she recognized as his version of a shrug and walked over to the basic set of drawers, pulling one open and grabbing clothing.

			Like she’d let it go at that. Ha. “Mama implied you arranged them?”

			“Sort of.” He kept his back to her, opening another drawer.

			“Why?”

			He turned and dropped the towel from his hips. Cami lost her train of thought, her gaze traveling over the lean ridges of his body. No way could she stop herself. Not that she wanted to. Her gaze lit on the part of him that had brought her a hell of a lot of pleasure, and she gave a satisfied little smile to find him hard.

			He wrapped his hand around his cock, squeezing, and an answering heat zoomed through her.

			She jerked her gaze to his and suspicion crept in behind the heat. He was deliberately trying to distract her.

			Huh. Two could play this game.

			Putting an extra swing to her hips, which she knew would set her breasts swaying beneath her shirt—she’d left off the bra until she could shower as well—she crossed the room. Before he could guess her intent, she dropped to her knees in front of him.

			His hand stilled. “Cami?”

			She put every ounce of need in the look she directed at him. “Let me?”

			Gently, she took him by the wrist, peeling his hand from his member and replacing it with her mouth.

			“Fuck.” He tossed his head back and groaned.

			The harsh word made her smile around his dick as she dipped slowly down him. Once. Twice. Then she fisted the base and released him from her mouth so she could drag the tip of her tongue up his shaft.

			“Drake?” she asked sweetly, before circling the head with her tongue, reveling in the feel of him—satin over steel. Throbbing. For her.

			“Hmmm?” He grunted as she squeezed and dragged her hand up.

			“Why’d you hire those workers?” Deliberately Cami stilled all her movements, tipping her head to look at him.

			She had to choke back a laugh as he blinked before dropping a narrow-eyed gaze to hers. “Are you using sex to get answers?” he growled.

			Cami gave him an impish smile as, with a shrug, she stroked and squeezed him, enjoying the pulse of the vein on the underside against her fingertips. “Enjoying sex and getting answers at the same time, maybe.”

			He grunted at that, his expression a comical mix of irritated and needy.

			“Do you want me to suck your cock?” she asked.

			She wouldn’t really hold out on him either way. She just loved the way the flames jumped into his eyes, dancing for her at the dirty words. She’d never, ever taken charge like this in the bedroom. Damn if it didn’t feel…liberating.

			“Because I really want to.” She purred the words, batting her eyelashes at him, hoping she looked as sexy as she felt.

			Based on the way his eyelids dropped to half-mast as he watched her with an intensity that threatened to make her orgasm right there, she did.

			“Tell you what,” she offered. “You think about it some more while I get you off.”

			Slowly, torturously, she lowered her lips over his cock, opening her jaw and breathing through her nose, trying to take him as deep as she could. 

			When she hit her limit, she paused before moving to pull back just as slowly. Only Drake suddenly speared his hands through her hair, holding her there.

			“I tell you what…” He growled the words softly.

			Part of her trusted that the second she made any sound or indication of distress, he’d stop. But she didn’t want him to stop.

			“How about I fuck this beautiful mouth, instead,” he said.

			Every nerve in her body not already humming came to sudden, stark life, like an electric current had been applied to her skin. The lack of oxygen, the edge in his voice, only adding to her pleasure. And he knew it, too, dammit. 

			When she simply looked back at him with total trust, he graced her with that beautiful smile. The one that threatened to crack her heart wide open. Then he moved, pumping his hips, sliding in and out of her mouth, allowing oxygen to fill her lungs on the backstroke, the rush shockingly heady. All the while he never took his eyes from her face.

			“Fuck, you are so beautiful,” he groaned, and increased his pace.

			Cami gripped his thighs, digging in her nails, which only made him tense and groan harder.

			The flames in his eyes jumped and he thickened in her mouth. Cami let loose a whimper, but one of need, as answering desire had her body pulsing.

			“That’s right,” Drake growled. “Like that. Take it.”

			She hummed, loving every dirty word.

			That small thing must’ve thrown him over the edge. Drake’s fingers, still against her scalp, gripped her hard, and his cock swelled even more in her mouth, stretching her lips, her jaw, even more before he came in hot spurts down her throat. Drake shouted his release, even as he never once broke eye contact. Like he couldn’t bear to look away from the sight of her bringing him such pleasure.

			A sense of pure, feminine power filled her with a satisfaction that only added to the sexual buzz still lighting up her nerves.

			The second he finished, Drake slipped his cock from her lips. She expected him to revel in the sated state of his body, maybe gently carry her to the bed.

			But he didn’t. He picked her up under the armpits and stood her up. “Strip. Just the bottoms.”

			In record time she did as he commanded. Then squealed as he flipped her back on the bed. So fast she hardly saw the movement, he was on his knees at the foot of the bed with her legs up over his shoulders.

			Drake slid a single finger inside her in one long stroke, humming to himself, probably because she was so damn wet. Then he paused. “Did you know some dragon shifters can shift a single part of themselves?”

			Already panting, she lifted her head to stare at him. “Is this the best time for lessons in dragon shifter physiology?” 

			“Most can’t,” he continued as though she hadn’t spoken. Only now he slowly added movement to his finger, fucking her with it in long strokes. “But I can.”

			Cami swallowed as he brushed her clit with the pad of his thumb. “Oh yeah?”

			What was he talking about again?

			“You want to know what I can shift?”

			She swallowed again, pumping her hips now to the rhythm of his finger, using his shoulders as leverage, trying to make him go faster. “I want you to make me come,” she said.

			The fire still starkly beautiful in his eyes turned almost black it went so hot. “Then you’re going to love this.”

			He opened his mouth and Cami gasped at the sight of a forked tongue, the split long and—She jerked her gaze to his as all the sexual implications struck her, and damned if she didn’t get a hell of a lot wetter at the mental image of what he was about to do to her.

			Drake tipped his head back, mouth open, and blew a concentrated stream of red-tipped flames into the air.

			Superheating that sexy as sin tongue.

			The thought barely had time to manifest before he was on her, pulling his finger out to replace it with his mouth, spearing her with that long, hot tongue.

			Cami about came off the bed, though he had her precariously positioned. Heat went everywhere as he fucked her with that incredible dragon tongue. Only he didn’t just fuck her. Almost as if he could control both sides of the fork independently, curling them inside her in ways that had her fisting the sheets and writhing.

			Drake lifted his head, a knowing light in his eyes. “More?”

			She didn’t bother to answer. Just pushed his head back down. His chuckle against that most intimate part of her only driving her higher as he went back to owning the pleasure of her body with his mouth. 

			But he wasn’t done. Even as his tongue plunged into her over and over, his pace frantic, something hot and wet lashed at her clit. Also him? One part of the fork in and one out? He could do that?

			Actually, she didn’t give a shit about the how of it all, only how incredible it felt.

			Whatever he was doing, he turned that wet, velvet heat on that bundle of nerves into a vibrator, ramping her desire until she thrashed beneath him, her hips held still by his hands, gripping her tightly. Moans poured from her unbidden and almost unnoticed as every part of her focused on what he was doing with his mouth.

			Pressure built. Tightened. Swelled.

			Then imploded. Cami screamed as he continued to fuck her with that amazing tongue while sensation crashed through her, stealing her breath and cutting off her screams of pleasure, drawing out her orgasm until she was practically sobbing with the pleasure, then slowing, gentling, lapping at her until she sighed, going limp. Drake lifted his head, hands kneading her hips as he lowered her to the bed.

			“You okay?”

			“Wow.” The word punched from her. She lifted her head, which took some effort given the lethargy stealing through her body, and grinned. “What else can you do with that tongue?”

			“You’ll have to wait and see.” He stood, scooped her up, and dropped to the bed with a groan and with her across his chest. 

			With a surprisingly gentle touch he smoothed her hair off her forehead and tucked her head under his chin. “I told Rune he owed you. My guess is he provided the workers for the house, and he’s footing the bill, too. The least he could fucking do when his fire stole everything from your family in the first place.”

			Cami blinked. Drake had done that? “When?”

			“While we were still in the Andes. I didn’t know when he’d get around to it, though.”

			When he was still mostly annoyed by her? Absently, she traced a pattern over his chest with the tip of her finger. “Thank you,” she said softly.

			He shifted under her like even the words made him uncomfortable. “He owed you.”

			“You didn’t.”

			“Yeah, well…” He lifted a hand, probably running it through his hair, but she didn’t raise her head to see, too content where she was. “Don’t thank me yet.”

			Cami paused in her finger tracing. “Why?”

			“Levi’s in my head relaying info. The group Rune sent are bear shifters.”

			With a gasp she jackknifed to sitting, staring at him. “You sent bear shifters to my family?”

			“I didn’t send them.”

			Cami narrowed her eyes. “What kind?”

			“The kind who shift into large bears.”

			She pinched his arm.

			“Ow.” He rubbed at the spot.

			“I mean what kind of bear,” she pressed.

			“Grizzly.”

			Giant grizzly men were building her family’s ranch back up? Even with what she’d witnessed the last months, she had trouble wrapping her mind around it.

			“I see,” she said faintly.

			Drake paused, eyes going all vague as he looked into a distance she couldn’t see, obviously working through something.

			A not-good something if the way his brows inched lower over his eyes was an indication. “Fuck.”

			“What?” she asked.

			“When Rune got Sera away from the Alaz team and the Alliance, Hall still had her son, Blake. Rune made it look like he stole Blake, too, so that Hall didn’t come under suspicion. And he used—”

			“Grizzly shifters?”

			“Yeah. Rune’s out of pocket. He probably set this up before he left on whatever damn crusade he’s on now.”

			She could already see where this was going. “Aren’t the Alaz guys coming here? What if they swing by my ranch and smell them?”

			Wouldn’t they be suspicious at the very least?

			She hardly finished the sentence before Drake was out of the bed, throwing her clothes at her. “Get dressed. We need to get to your ranch.”

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Cami struggled to keep up with Drake’s long-legged stride as he hurried them downstairs. From out of nowhere, he produced a cell phone, tapping at the screen and still managing not to trip or walk into anything. 

			“Are you letting Finn know?” she asked.

			He didn’t look up, not even as they went down the stairs. “I will. This is Rune. I’m texting his pager. Those are his guys out there.”

			Hopefully those guys could clear out before the Alaz team arrived. She knew Drake was right. Rune would want to know either way.

			“I can’t believe he was this stupid,” he muttered to himself. “I just hope he’s back on the grid.”

			Cami set aside the fact that he’d shared the thought rather than keeping it in, huge progress for her destined mate. He would not appreciate anything that resembled a pat on the head. “What do you mean off the grid?” she asked instead.

			He paused, then kept typing. “It’s part of what I brought you here to tell you about. Hall has been working for Rune all this time. He told us Rune was off the grid.”

			Okay. Let me unpack that overstuffed set of information. “Rune’s often gone for days or weeks at a time.”

			“Yeah.” Drake changed the screen to phone mode and pulled up the last number. Her parents’ number.

			Cami waited in silence, able to hear the tiny sound of the ring.

			“Christina, this is Drake.”

			She could hear her mother’s voice, but not quite make out the words.

			Drake grimaced, though. “I’m happy I could help. Do you mind putting the foreman on?”

			“Of course.” Cami caught the response that time.

			A beat of silence, then the base tones of a male voice came over the line, exactly what she’d have guessed a grizzly might sound like.

			Drake didn’t bother with niceties. “You’ve got the Alaz enforcer team of dragons coming down on your ass. No way they don’t recognize your scent if you’re the same grizzlies that helped snatch a little boy last summer.”

			“Fuck.” Again, she got the single word.

			“Get your asses out of there,” Drake warned.

			“Right. Thanks for the heads up.”

			Drake hung up the phone with a swipe. Before he could say anything, the ear-piercing wail of a siren split the air. Instinct had Cami ducking and covering her ears with her hands. Drake didn’t stop, though, and she hurried after him, jogging a little awkwardly because her ears were still covered by both hands. How was this not killing his more sensitive hearing?

			“What is that? Are we being attacked?” she yelled over the sound.

			“It’s the signal to gather in the war room. Something has shown up on our systems.”

			“And?” This was one of those times she wasn’t loving his non-communicativeness.

			“And we’ll find out when we get there. Could be a fire. Could be something else.” Only the grim set to his mouth told her he wasn’t banking on something else.

			The same as yesterday, only now she knew where she was going, they ran down the spiral stairs leading to the next level. Only, unlike yesterday, the pounding of booted feet came before and after them as every person in the mountain rushed to get there.

			Inside the room, crowded with such big men, including several younger men she hadn’t seen yesterday, was a massive golden-haired guy with a jaw hewn from rock that had to be Levi, and, of course, Delaney and Lyndi.

			Finn stood front and center, his back to the wall of monitors and screens, Delaney at his side. The other woman sent her a brief flash of a smile when Cami inched in behind Drake. Lyndi did, too.

			“What’s up, boss?” Rivin…or was it Keighan?…asked from behind her. She kept getting those two mixed up.

			“I’ve asked Kanta to come in from patrol,” Finn said. “Give him a second.”

			“Righto.” The white dragon shifter turned to her with a smile and hand outstretched to shake. “We didn’t really get a chance to meet last night. I’m Rivin.”

			Cami gave his hand an exaggeratedly wary look. “I’d shake, but I don’t know where that hand has been.” She grinned to let him know she was joking.

			Rivin’s white-blue eyes lit with appreciation, his grin about as charming as any she’d encountered. “Oh, I like you. What do you think, Keigh?”

			“Definitely,” the dark-haired man beside him agreed. But Cami didn’t take either of them seriously.

			That was until a devilish light lit Rivin’s face. “Hey, Drake, I know you have dibs, but can we—”

			“No,” Drake snapped.

			Rivin cocked his head. “You don’t even know what I was going to ask.”

			Drake narrowed his eyes, the red in the flames consuming his irises more crimson now. A warning, if she had to guess. “The answer’s no to anything and everything you want to do with her.”

			“That hurts, man. It really does.” Rivin shook his head and clutched his hand to his chest, doing a decent wounded impersonation. Then he switched his focus back to her. “So…Drake talks about us, huh?”

			Keighan reached around her to give Drake a playful shove. “I knew you were interested in joining us, you dirty dog. Why don’t you want to share now?”

			Share? As in her?

			Not that she’d want it in reality. She’d be too self-conscious and didn’t need anything more than Drake for her body to ignite in desire. That didn’t make the mental image of all three men bringing her pleasure any less sexy, though.

			Cami waited for Drake to snap Rivin’s hand off, or at least snarl, but he just ignored the white dragon shifter. He also took her hand and pulled her around, practically putting his body between her and the other two.

			A move that only made Keighan laugh. “Look at that.”

			“He doesn’t trust us with the new mate,” Rivin added. “How cute.”

			Kanta walked into the room, and the two suddenly turned serious. Immediately silence bloated with expectation filled the room until it felt ready to pop.

			Finn turned to the gold brute beside him. “Levi?”

			She’d been right. So that was their Beta? 

			Levi lifted his hand, showing the brand on the back between his thumb and forefinger. “My brand has changed.”

			With Drake pressed up against her back the way he was, no way could she miss how he stiffened, or the murmurs from the shifters around her. 

			“Um…” She stuck her hand in the air.

			Finn’s eyebrows went up, amusement lighting his otherwise serious gaze which licked from her up to Drake. He shrugged against her, and Finn dropped his gaze back to her. “Cami?”

			“For those of us who don’t know what that means?”

			“Ah.” He gave a sharp nod. “Every dragon shifter carries the mark of the king of their clan.”

			She knew that. It was part of her education with Rune, though the rogues she’d been living with bore no such marks. Cami still nodded.

			“A change in brand means that the clan has a new king.”

			She glanced around the room of grave faces. Way too grim for what seemed like a pretty simple thing. America changed presidents every four to eight years. What was the big deal? “And that’s a…bad thing?” she asked.

			“We don’t know yet.” To give him credit, Finn didn’t get frustrated by the questions. “The clans went through a major upheaval of kings about five hundred years ago.”

			She waited for the next bit that was definitely coming, no way was that it.

			Sure enough, Finn continued. “We hadn’t had a new king since in any of the six clans. And, in the space of a year, we have two.”

			Two. Two of the six dragon shifter clans had new kings.

			She knew about Ladon Ormarr, the new King of the Blue Clan. She was also vaguely aware that his reign wasn’t exactly going smoothly, at least, based on how the guys around Rune’s mountain had talked. And now, apparently, a new king for the Gold Clan?

			“What family took the throne?” Kanta asked. 

			“That’s the thing.” Levi’s eyes glittered like a dragon’s hoard of gold. “The new mark is the brand of our previous king. The house of Dagrun. But I thought that entire family was wiped out. Executed when Uther Hagan took the throne by force.”

			Behind her Drake shifted on his feet. Something was going on over her head here. “I get that a new king is a big deal, but why the alarm?” she asked.

			Finn looked at Delaney who nodded. Like he needed support for what he was about to say?

			“We’ve heard from the Alliance already. The entire Alaz team is coming here now, not just Tineen and Nidhogg. They should be here within the hour.”

			“What, all of them?” Rivin demanded.

			Cami backed up into Drake, who took her by the shoulders, like he could pass his strength to her. Only, with them, it was the other way around. She was his strength, a notion that bolstered her now.

			“I won’t have time to get Cami home,” Drake said.

			“No,” Finn agreed.

			“Boss…” Hall called, his gaze trained on the wall of monitors.

			Finn didn’t answer.

			“I could take her to a cabin,” Drake said. “That’s not unusual to have a human at one of our private spots. I don’t have one, but Rivin’s maybe, since we’ll need to drive there to avoid flying with a human.”

			“Boss…” Hall called again, moving to the long desk that sported a series of various keyboards and paraphernalia.

			“That could work,” Finn agreed.

			“Boss,” Hall snapped. “You need to see this now.”

			Finn spun and looked over Hall’s shoulder at a screen with a red blip of color. “Fuck.”

			“Do you see where it is?” Hall mumbled, waving a finger at the screen.

			Fear was a nasty feeling that Cami was starting to get pretty damn sick of. Not that she could control the way her entire body filled with it at that question. There was no reason to suspect it had anything to do with her—

			Finn looked at Drake, blue flames consuming his eyes for the first time since they’d come in the room. Not a good sign.

			“No,” Drake said.

			Her gut clenched at the sound of the word, the dread in that single syllable.

			But Finn nodded. “I’m afraid it’s right on Cami’s ranch.”

			“Oh my God.” The words punched from her. Cami shook her head, shock stealing her ability to get past those three words. “Oh my God,” she said again.

			Not again. She’d brought this down on the people she loved most. How could she have been so naive, so damn selfish?

			“Let me go,” Drake said to Finn. Asked. Why was he asking? Why wasn’t he sprinting out of here to go save her family? His body practically vibrated behind her.

			Finn shook his head in a hard motion. “I can’t let anyone go.”

			“What?” Cami whipped her head back and forth, looking between the two men as Drake stared down his Alpha, his jaw chiseled from the same stone as the mountain they sheltered in. “Why not?” she demanded. “That’s my family.”

			Finn winced. “The fire is not dragon caused, it’s natural. Otherwise the color on that screen would show a different heat signature.”

			“So?” Cami was ready to start throwing punches if someone didn’t do more than stand here jabbering.

			“We’re not allowed to intervene unless it’s dragon fire,” Drake explained through clenched teeth. He bent a look on his leader that made even Cami shiver. “You suspect the Alaz team set it deliberately?”

			“To test you? And us?” Finn asked. He shrugged. “The thought had crossed my mind.”

			Drake stared at Finn, and for long moments they didn’t move or speak. Moments they didn’t have to debate this, dammit. Her ranch was on fire. Again.

			Cami tugged on his arm. “Drake, please?”

			Suddenly his mouth hitched to the side in a half smile completely devoid of all humor. “The Alaz and the Alliance were going to find out I was rogue sooner or later.”

			Relief had Cami gasping. He wasn’t going to leave them to die.

			Except Finn was across the room, straight up in Drake’s face, snarling in such a contained way it was more frightening than if he’d gotten physical. “You know I can’t let you. If you’re rogue, then I have to kill you.”

			No. This couldn’t be happening.

			Something in Cami’s pocket buzzed, but she ignored it, only vaguely aware of it going off. “That’s my family out there.”

			Why was no one listening to her? She searched out Delaney and Lyndi. As soon as she looked at the women, both uprooted their feet and made their way to her side, Lyndi taking her hand. But they didn’t argue, either.

			Finn shifted his gaze to her and grimaced with what she supposed was regret. “I know. I’m sorry. I have to think about the—”

			A stream of sparks shot from Cami’s skin, tiny glowing embers bouncing off men and the granite floors. “If you say bigger picture, I won’t be responsible for my actions. Family is the only picture.”

			Again, that vibrating in her pocket went off, only this time it snagged a neuron in her mind and rode that train into the station.

			“Rune,” she muttered, and frantically dug through the pockets of her overlarge sweater. 

			“Huh?” Rivin grunted.

			“Why’s she muttering about Rune?” Keighan asked the room in general.

			Cami ignored them both as she yanked out the pager Rune had given her and shook it at them. “Because of this.”

			With fumbling fingers, she pressed the button and a message scrolled across the old green-lit screen like ticker tape. Except the message seemed to be a code of some sort, words she couldn’t interpret. She shoved it at Drake. “What does this mean?”

			He gently detached the device from her shaking fingers, and the world paused as she watched him read the message, unable to discern anything from the stone-faced expression. She couldn’t see his eyes. What did it say?

			“Drake?” she prompted.

			… 

			Drake willed the letters sliding across the screen to move faster. Rune had used a code the Huracáns had set up for themselves a good two centuries ago. Smart. In case someone was intercepting the message somehow.

			“Rune’s grizzlies got your family out.”

			“What?” Cami snatched the pager from his hands, staring at the screen like she could suddenly interpret it. “How? I just talked to Mom.” 

			“The message doesn’t say.” He looked at Finn. “It does say the fire is dragon caused. They used human means to light it.”

			“Fuck.” Finn shook his head, jaw clenching and unclenching. “The Alaz team?”

			The slow burn of rage stoked inside him, building pressure. “Doesn’t say. But best guess, yes. They’re testing me after finding out about Cami. They have to be.”

			Finn clapped a hand on his shoulder. “They’re testing all of us.”

			“Maybe,” Drake allowed. “But the bears put this on me.”

			Cami jerked her head up to stare at him with eyes gone frantic. “Are my family safe from the Alaz, or is this a problem now?”

			Drake looked directly at her, not pulling any punches, even for Cami. “I don’t know.”

			A whimper escaped her, though she swallowed it down, not allowing herself to give in to her fears. Amazing woman.

			Not giving a shit what the team thought about the action, Drake pulled Cami into his arms. “We’re going to fix this,” he murmured in her hair.

			“How?” Her voice came out small as her face was still buried in his chest. “We shouldn’t have come. I shouldn’t have—”

			“Don’t,” he cut her off. “Don’t do that to yourself. This is about me.” Until the Alaz discovered what she was, at least. 

			Drake glared over the top of her head at Finn. “I’m taking Cami to her family.”

			Cami went stiff as an unbending tree, and just as unyielding. “Not without you.”

			Stubborn woman. Except her insistence hit a chord inside him that strummed wrongly right. He didn’t want her to go without him, either. “No. I’ll go with you.”

			“You have to stay here,” Finn insisted.

			But Drake shook his head. “It won’t take long for them to see my hand; see I’m missing my brand. Tell them the truth.”

			“Which is?” Finn asked.

			“Tell them I’m dying, and I left the team, taking my human lover far away to face the end of my days alone with what little comfort she could give. Show them the video.”

			He caught Lyndi’s eye roll.

			Finn gave a hard shake to his head. “No way do they not connect grizzly shifters saving Cami’s family with the grizzlies who took Blake to Rune.”

			There had to be a way out of this, dammit. “Put it on Rune. Suggest he’s investigating a human that one of us is interested in, maybe as leverage or something.”

			“You know that means we have to follow those bears now?” Finn pointed out. “Pretend to side with the Alaz team in the hunt.”

			“I know. Tell them Cami and I had already left before you heard about the grizzlies. You don’t know where we are.”

			His Alpha stared at him, blue eyes glowing but the flames dousing, leaving them smoky. “You know they’re going to follow anyway. They’ll catch you.”

			“Then standing around talking about it is just wasting time.”

			His Alpha eyed him long and hard, then shook his head. “We’ll let you know when they’re coming.”

			Drake knew Finn. Knew the boss was backing down. His Alpha knew that the presence of the bear shifters would bring the Alaz down on Cami’s family, and eventually Cami. If she stayed, they’d suss her out eventually. Better to run now while they still had plausible excuses to fall back on.

			He’d come up with a full story on the way there.

			Letting go of Cami, he held out a hand to shake. “Thank you.”

			Finn grasped his hand. “We already did this once.” He hitched his chin at the door. “Get out of here.”

			“I’m not missing out on at least a hug this time.” Lyndi collided with him, her arms going around his waist in a grip that threatened to cut off air. “Be careful, big brother,” she whispered.

			Drake closed his eyes and hugged her back, letting the only blood family he cared for go with painful reluctance. This was why he hadn’t said goodbye the first time. It hurt too damn much.

			He glanced at Levi over his sister’s head, unspoken words needing no sound. The message sent and received. No matter what happened, Levi would look after her.

			As he stepped back from Lyndi, Cami threw her arms around Finn’s neck. “Thank you,” she whispered.

			Finn stiffened, then softened, giving her a hug back. “Take care of yourself.”

			“Yeah.”

			Cami backed up, gave Delaney and Lyndi a nod, then walked out of the room ahead of him. Drake paused at the door, looking back at the people who had become brothers forged in fire, closer than his blood ever was. He quirked his mouth in his approximation of a smile. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” He looked directly at Hall. “Especially you.”

			Hall grinned back and gave a little salute, and, just like that, like it had always been between the two of them, all was forgiven.

			With a deep breath, Drake walked away from his team for the second time. Only this time he wasn’t alone. Taking Cami’s hand, he tugged her down the hall that led to the back entrance. “Come on.”

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Cami kept looking over her shoulder. Not to mention above her head. If she could’ve seen around Drake’s bulk as he flew, she would have been scouring the air beneath them, too.

			They’d made it out of the headquarters and initially headed northeast, touching down a few times, laying false tracks according to Drake, before angling southeast before slowly bringing it around to the south.

			As Drake came up and over a mountain rise, Cami caught her breath at the sight. Yosemite. They’d had word from Rune. Another setup of lies to distance themselves from everything. That’s where her family would meet her.

			Despite the dreary gray drizzle that had taken over the sky, leaving her a shivering, pathetic, wet lump on the back of a dragon, the power and awe of this place still rattled her cages. Thanks to laying those false trails, they came at the main part of the park from southeast. The valley dropped sharply away, giving her a direct view of Half Dome off to her left with its back rounding to the sheer drop at the front. A glacier had come along eons before and basically cut the mountain in half, dragging the other half off to be ground into bits or compressed into parts of other mountains.

			The waterfalls were going a little. Nothing like that one spring she’d come here to camp and hike, though. Low clouds misted around the mountains, hiding much from view. A boon when they were trying to get in here during daylight hours without humans seeing. Even in fall, this place was a tourist haven. Open twenty-four seven to visit, except, usually by November, many of the roads leading in were closed, and the main one was only open during daylight hours. Patches of snow already iced the mountaintops and dusted the trees, weighing the branches down. 

			At least they weren’t having to hike in. 

			“We’re going to drop fast.”

			She wrapped her arms more tightly around her spike, exhilaration fizzing in her blood as physics did its best to squish her with g-forces thanks to the tightness of Drake’s spiral motion. Except the pit of worry threatening to eat her from the inside out still sat heavy in her stomach. And would, until she saw her family. 

			Though Cami had to wonder if she and Drake might beat them there. From her home the drive was a solid four hours plus. It had taken Drake about three to fly here. It would probably take them a little bit to hike from the small clearing he’d zeroed in on to the Ahwahnee Hotel in the heart of various hotels and campgrounds available inside the park. Where Rune had arranged rooms to stay overnight—an incredible feat given how booked the place tended to be.

			Drake flung his wings wide to slow them down, which almost felt like taking a breath to Cami, the way the downward forces on her let up, and her dragon touched down in a field of grass that crunched when he landed, thanks to a thin layer of ice. 

			With stiff muscles that seemed equally frozen, despite the heat under her ass keeping her from turning into a human popsicle, Cami climbed off. Except her non-working muscles caused her foot to miss a step. With a screech, she slid down his side like a water slide, only lumpier and harder with a jarring landing on the frozen ground.

			“Ow,” she groaned. 

			She managed to push to her knees, rubbing at her backside with hands that were half numb themselves. 

			A large male hand—human in form—appeared in front of her face. “You okay there, clumsy?”

			“I’ll live.” She grabbed Drake’s hand, letting him help her to standing, only to come face-to-face with a dark frown.

			“Your hands are freezing.” Accusation rang in his words like a gong.

			“It was misting rain all over me,” she pointed out.

			“Why didn’t you say something?”

			She raised her eyebrows. “Could you have done more to fix it?”

			His glower was kind of adorable but answered the question for her. 

			“Between your heat and my own, I kept from hypothermia or frostbite,” she said. Though her body still jittered with shivers she couldn’t quite control. “I’ll thaw.”

			That only pulled a low rumble from his chest as he crossed his arms to stare at her.

			Cami held back a roll of her eyes. He was bothering to care for her well-being, which was sweet. Especially coming from this anti-emotion brute of a man. “I’m only getting colder, standing here,” she pointed out.

			He dropped his arms and pulled her into his side, warmth immediately seeping into her skin, even through her shirt and his clothes. At a pace that had her huffing and puffing, he hurried them through the field, through a copse of pine trees and out onto an almost deserted parking lot. From there, they had an easy walk, though still a distance, along designated paths to the hotel. 

			Cold and worry had her staying quiet. Drake also remained silent. Except that her sense of the man told her something else was going on behind that stoic facade.

			They entered the hotel, and Cami sucked in a grateful breath as the warmed air inside the building—not to mention shelter from the mist and wind—had immediate effect. Drake strode across the foyer—all rustic in browns and tans and terra-cottas with Native American influences in the designs on the floors and decor.

			Cami blinked, but did her best to hold a neutral expression as Drake beelined for the front desk. “You have a room under Chandali?”

			He slipped a wallet out of one of the pockets hidden all over his pants and pulled out identification. But how the hell had he known? No way had that tiny pager sent all that info.

			Which set a tendril of suspicion growing through her like a creeping vine. 

			Cami managed to hold onto her patience as he checked in then turned them toward the elevator. As soon as the doors slid closed on them, she turned to face him. “Has Rune been communicating with you telepathically?”

			The flat expression that greeted her question told her everything she needed to know. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I couldn’t have a conversation with you. Not where your side could be overheard.”

			“Why do we need a room?”

			“Somewhere to tuck you away while we wait. Also, an idea for a cover story that might work. We don’t have long.”

			The elevator car dinged as it reached their floor, the doors sliding open, but Cami hardly noticed. The shifters coming for them had been that close? Was that what all that crazy flight path had been about? Not a false trail necessarily, but getting away?

			Drake took her hand, gently for such a big man and given the dire implications of what was happening, and led her down the hall, quickly getting her inside.

			“Let’s get these wet clothes off you,” he said.

			He reached for the bottom of her shirt, but Cami jerked back. “Where are my parents?”

			“Safe. For now. The Alaz team is trailing them to get to Rune…”

			“And?”

			“Rune’s set up an alibi we think will work. That your human family wanted us to marry before I take you away for my job. We made plans weeks ago for a small, private ceremony here in Yosemite. Because of the Alaz coming, I went and got you as soon as that call was over, and we moved things up so that you and I could complete the ceremony. Which is why we have several rooms booked here. Your family is coming to meet us here for the wedding.”

			Cami sank to the edge of the bed trying to absorb the complication of those lies and still see if she could find any issues. “What about the grizzlies?” she asked.

			No way would the Alaz overlook their presence.

			“The Alaz think Rune had the grizzlies in place to try to get to me. The dragons will assume that, when Rune’s people found us gone, they took your family and are forcing them to bring the grizzlies here to get to me. We are supposed to have left before the bear shifters showed and be ignorant of the situation. That makes you and your parents innocent human victims, as far as the Alaz are concerned. Other than wiping memories, they won’t care about your family.”

			At least there was that much. Still, the flight here had given her some time to think. Lots of different things. “This could still go tits up,” she said.

			His eyes tightened in a way she was starting to recognize meant he was hiding his own concerns from her on purpose.

			Well…he really wasn’t going to like what she was about to say. “I won’t be safe as long as I’m still human.”

			Drake turned away, arms crossed, his body screaming a rejection Cami felt like a body blow from a heavyweight champion.

			Cami narrowed her gaze, glaring at his back. “I said—”

			“No.”

			“Hear me out.”

			He didn’t even turn around. “They’re coming, Cami. Following those damn bears. As soon as evening hits, there’s nowhere we can hide that they won’t find. I barely made it here ahead of them as it was.”

			“Exactly. What if you have to fight them? Or even pretend to fight the grizzlies? You’ll need more strength for that and there’s not enough time for me to give you that through touch alone.”

			“No.” This one, though, was less harsh, less sure. He still refused to turn and face her.

			She continued to push. “You can’t fight them if you’re worried about me.”

			Drake didn’t move, but she got the sense he was listening.

			If ever there was a time to play her trump card, now was it. “I’m in love with you.”

			“Fuck.” The word burst from him as he spun to face her. But the total rejection that contorted his face was what shattered her heart.

			Fighting back the burn of tears, she walked across the room to stare out the window. A courtyard view she barely took in. 

			“Cami.” His voice came from directly behind her.

			She closed her eyes and kept her back turned, her turn to hide her reaction from her mate, it seemed.

			“I can’t risk killing you.” For a man who buried his emotions in an unmarked grave, the way his voice broke over the last word told her he wasn’t unaffected. He was fighting his instincts hard. To protect her.

			Slowly she turned to face him, uncaring that he’d witness the wet streaks on her cheeks. “Don’t you see? I’d rather die with you than live without you.”

			Drake’s expression spasmed—hope and those ingrained protective instincts warring inside a man who didn’t know when to quit.

			Cami stepped closer, framing his face with her hands, his stubble rough and real against her palms. “Put your fire inside me, Drake Chandali,” she whispered. “Make me yours. Even if it only lasts today.”

			… 

			Drake’s dragon roared inside him, demanding he claim his mate. Their mate. 

			His mate who knew exactly what she was asking. Who the gods seemed to have made just for him—the way she accepted him, stood up to him, stood by him. The way he wanted to do the same for her in a way he’d never felt compelled to do for any other creature. Not even Lyndi, though he loved his sister.

			This was different. Like he’d found the other half of his own fractured soul.

			He was so fucking tired of fighting this.

			As if she could see the give in him, Cami smiled. “This is my choice, Drake. You’re my choice. Mine. Don’t you take that away from me.”

			“You’ve got twenty minutes.” Finn’s voice broke through his mind. Crashed through the moment. His Alpha was talking about how long they had before the Alaz team came down on them. But the fates had to have had a hand in the timing.

			Because Drake took it as a different message.

			“We have twenty minutes before they come,” he relayed.

			Cami’s shoulders dropped forward, and she let him go, turning away again. Hiding her face from him.

			Drake smiled at his mate’s back. “I guess we better hurry.”

			She spun, sunshine lighting her expression, making her glow in a way that had nothing to do with the fire inside her. 

			“Really?” She whispered the word like she was afraid speaking would change his mind.

			But now that he’d let himself make the decision, no way could he go back.

			He speared a hand through her hair, cupping the back of her head, and crashed his lips over hers in a kiss that should leave her with no doubts. 

			There was no room for doubts in a mating. Not if she was going to survive this.

			Fuck. Fear—unknown to him until he met this woman, even when he realized he was dying—sliced through him like a scythe. The Grim Reaper had to be on the end of this sensation—cold in his gut taking over the fire like ice could douse the heat with a mere feather of a touch.

			She’s strong enough. He had to believe that.

			Drake drew back, the taste of her addictive on his tongue, the scent of her—jasmine, and smoke, and a woman already giving in to desire—heady in his lungs, and that tingling sensation of rejuvenation spreading out from his mouth and his hand to every other part of him.

			“Really,” he whispered against her lips.

			With the devil in her grin, Cami shucked her shirt and bra before he could blink. Backing up, her hands went to the zip of her jeans next. She slid them down, along with her panties, then paused, canting her head. “I thought you said we only have twenty minutes.”

			Pants and panties dropped to the floor and she kicked them aside. The sight of her gorgeous curves, heavy breasts begging for his mouth, dark curls at the juncture of her thighs beckoning, promising, was all he needed. Drake went hard then hot, any ice inside him melting under an inferno of need.

			More than need.

			He was about to make this woman his mate, make her a dragon, to fly beside him all the days of his life.

			He didn’t let his mind consider how many those days would be. He couldn’t.

			“One of us has some catching up to do,” Cami teased. “Maybe you need some motivation to move faster.”

			With those words, she turned and bent, hands on the mattress, legs spread wide, then cast a look over her shoulder that dared him to claim her. “You want me like this, don’t you?”

			The way he’d taken her in his room so that he wouldn’t be tempted to kiss her, to take it further. This was no longer just fucking, but damned if the time limit and the sight of her ass took every thought but claiming her from his head.

			In an almighty hurry, Drake removed his clothes and was behind her in as much time as it took her to give a little enticing wiggle.

			Cami gasped as his flesh pressed up against hers, skin flushing that beautiful dusky rose. Only he didn’t take her. If this was the last time, he was going to take his time, explore every inch of her. Memorize her—the look of her, the feel of her, the scent and taste of her.

			She squealed as he flipped her over, landing her on her back on the bed.

			Drake followed, pressing her into the mattress with his weight, loving the way she moaned just from that small thing. Then he paused, gazing into her warm eyes, and trailed a finger over her cheeks, tracing her jaw, then brushing over her lips.

			Drake swallowed.

			This woman could bring him to his knees with a look. And he didn’t give a shit. Hell, he loved it.

			“This isn’t going to be a quick fuck,” he said. Already his voice reflected the beast inside him, gone dark and smoky.

			The way her pupils dilated, he knew she liked that.

			“I want to claim all of you. I want your body, your mind, your heart, and your soul. Do you understand?”

			Cami licked her lips, her tongue pink against the duskier hue of her lips. “We don’t have time.”

			He shook his head. “Forget them. This is about us.”

			Those same lush lips spread in the sweetest smile, wrapping around his heart and claiming it for hers. “I trust you,” she whispered.

			“Good. Hold onto that.” He kissed her cheek softly, then again closer to her lips. “You ready?”

			“I’ve been ready since the day you flew in on Rune’s back.”

			A laugh burst from him. One he couldn’t have controlled even if he’d wanted to. “Not exactly manly, having to have my ass flown in like a youngling.”

			She shook her head. “That’s not what I saw.”

			He huffed another laugh. “Oh yeah? What did you see?”

			Cami lifted her head from the mattress, bringing her lips close to his. Close but not touching. “I saw you.”

			With a groan, Drake kissed her.

			Claimed the mouth he’d been dying to possess in this way since the day she’d gone wild in the grasp of his talons, so damned determined to protect her family from both the wildfire and the dragon trying to save them.

			That kind of courage had stolen his heart. Even if he hadn’t let himself believe it then.

			Drake took his time kissing his mate. Savoring the feel of her beneath him, the way her mouth fit against his so effortlessly, how their tongues twined. He swallowed her moans as he let his hands roam her curves slowly, savoring the dip of her waist, the flare of her hips, the heaviness of those perfect breasts.

			Her nipples pebbled, digging into his palms, so he switched from smoothing to plucking, reveling in how Cami writhed beneath him, her breath hitching with each tug, each roll. 

			Still torturing those gorgeous breasts, Drake trailed kisses down her neck, pausing to nibble at her earlobe, then traveling lower, laving the dip at the base of her neck with his tongue, then lower until he sucked an engorged nipple into his mouth, sucking hard while sweeping his hands over her, exploring her body with the softest of touches, until she started to shake. He grinned as he moved to the other breast. 

			She was already close, her arousal filling the room with a scent that turned him on. So close. To being his.

			His cock, heavy and hard, throbbed with every beat of his heart, every moan he dragged from Cami’s lips, every gasp, every undulation of her body. Again, he sucked that nipple hard, loving how with every pull she’d buck her hips, her body unconsciously telling him what she needed. What she wanted.

			More time. Gods above they needed more time, and they didn’t have it.

			Drake trailed his hands over the soft slope of her belly to slip a finger through damp curls, finding her wet and ready. 

			After this was over and they were back in the Andes, or wherever they ended up, he was going to take even more time. And he was going to kiss his mate. Every damn minute of the day, if he had his way.

			Needing her lips under his, he made his way back up her body, pausing to suck on the sensitive spot below her ear until the skin turned dark with his mark. Soon she’d wear more than a temporary mark. Soon his mark would be permanent on the back of her neck.

			My mark.

			He hadn’t let himself even think of seeing it. But he had to. Before it became permanent and black against her skin, like a tattoo, he wanted to see it glow, lit by his fire.

			“Cami,” he whispered against her lips.

			“Yeah.” 

			“I want to see my brand on you.”

			His mate opened her eyes, hazy with need, and slowly blinked. Then smiled and turned beneath him, drawing the fall of her hair away from her neck.

			Drake sucked in a deep breath, kindling the fire in his belly, and blew a concentrated stream of flame across her nape, careful to control the flames so that they heated her skin, but didn’t burn her. He stopped and watched with utter fascination as his mark, the mark of Chandali, glowed bright red like her skin had been branded from the inside by the devil himself.

			His heart leaped, slamming against the underside of his ribs like it wanted to join the fire inside her. 

			“Oh,” Cami moaned the word. “Oh my… I’m going to—” Her breath stuttered in her throat and her body trembled beneath his. “I’m going to come.”

			The words carried a panic, like she was almost embarrassed, but Drake had the opposite reaction. My flames make her orgasm. She had to be his. She just had to. 

			“Then come.”

			She shook her head, her hair going everywhere. “With you in me. I want to come…” She had to pause to get her slipping control back in hand, based on the way she breathed and tensed. “I want to come with you in me.”

			Her way.

			Drake helped her flip back over, both of them frantic now with need clawing at them. He aligned himself at her entrance, then took both her hands, lacing her fingers with his, and pinned them on the bed on either side of her head.

			“Don’t look away,” he said.

			He pushed inside her, reveling in how her eyes flared wide, her lips parted in a gasp. Needing more of her kisses, more of that mouth against his, Drake claimed those lips as he very slowly dragged his body in and out of hers, setting a torturous pace, building the want a subtle layer at a time. Building the pressure. Obsessed with the feel of her squeezing his body, stretching for him, taking him.

			“Faster,” she whispered. Begged.

			“Fire first.” He’d heard that if mates came with the fire already in them the bond settled faster. Probably rumor, but worth a try.

			She nodded. “Do it. Make me yours.”

			“You’re already mine,” he murmured against her lips.

			Then he lifted his head, watching her face while he reached for his fire. Except none came.

			Drake tensed above her. Cami must’ve sensed it because she frowned. “Drake?”

			He tried again, reaching for his dragon, for the flames that lived inside him. But it wouldn’t come, like the pilot light had blown out, or he’d used up all the fire in his body just seeing his mark. Stupid. So damn stupid, wasting that in this moment when he knew his body wasn’t working right. Wasn’t to be trusted.

			Panic, nasty and slimy, writhed inside his belly. “It’s not coming.”

			“What? Your fire?”

			He swallowed, still buried in her, his body clamoring for release. But he couldn’t. Was this his body giving out on him again? By the end of the long flight here, he’d already been feeling it.

			“It’s a sign.” The fates were telling him not to mate this woman. Not to risk her life.

			“No.” She grabbed at his shoulders and locked her ankles behind his back, keeping him from backing up. “It’s you.”

			“Me?” he growled. Not because of an anger at her, but at the universe for playing such a cruel trick on him. Letting him believe, even for a second, that he could hold heaven in his hands, then ripping it cruelly away.

			“You don’t believe. Not really.”

			Drake shook his head. “Let go, Cami.”

			Her eyes went glassy, and the unshed tears about ripped his fucking heart out. Couldn’t she understand how much this was hurting him, too?

			“You need to have faith,” she whispered through lips gone white.

			With a groan, Drake gathered her in his arms, burying his face in her neck. “I want to have faith, but this isn’t right. I won’t kill you. The fates are warning me.”

			“No, dammit.”

			A glow flared out from between them, like a flash of lightning, and a sudden, intense heat seared him, branding the skin of his chest. 

			Drake jerked back to find the glow above her heart pulsing and growing. 

			“Cami, you need to calm down.” No way was this old hotel built to withstand dragon fire.

			“No,” she said. “I have enough faith for both of us.”

			With that, she bowed up beneath him, her body gripping his cock like a vice, and sparks burst from her skin.

			Instead of bouncing away, those glowing embers of fire buried into him, absorbing through his chest and filling his belly with the familiar burn of the inferno that lurked inside. Like she’d lit him on fire through sheer will. 

			Drake shook his head, staring at his mate in wonder. This woman was more than strong enough to survive. She was strong enough for both of them. 

			“Open your mouth, Cami, and take my fire.”

			She blew out a breath, as though she’d been holding it, and smiled, unshed tears still glistening in her eyes. “About time.”

			Drake took her lips in a kiss that shook him to his core, and didn’t hesitate, pushing his fire into her mouth, filling her with it.

			He drew back, watching the glow traveling through her, joining with the one in her chest, swirling and dancing, mixing there, before continuing through the rest of her body.

			“Oh. My. I’m going to—” She writhed beneath him, and Drake laughed, the happy sound filling the room as he moved, fucking his mate, pounding into her body as she gasped and moaned beneath him.

			Her body gathered, squeezing, bearing down on him with her orgasm, and Drake let loose, his own orgasm slamming through him, fire joining them together as he came long and hard, thrusting in and out of her as he drew out their pleasure.

			Another sensation joined those slamming through his body.

			A shooting pain at the back of his neck. At the same time, Cami hissed, and grabbed the back of her own neck. And every deep-seated fear that had weighed him down, dragging him under like quicksand, disappeared in an instant. 

			Their bond was already solidifying. Damn that was fast. He should never have doubted his woman.

			On the back of the heat in his neck, that rejuvenating tingle surged through him, turning into another tidal wave of sensation, flooding his system, cooling and healing every nerve, until he came again with a shout, pushing more fire into her body. Cami screamed as a second orgasm wracked her body, clenching and unclenching around him as she sobbed her pleasure.

			It took a while for the rush to finally slow and draw back, like the water from a tidal wave draining away. He collapsed over her, sated in a way he hadn’t known could even be possible, and buzzing with a strength he hadn’t felt in a long, long time.

			Almost immediately, he rolled to his side, concern driving him to inspect every part of her. “Are you okay?”

			Cami smiled and lifted a hand to cradle his face. “I’m your mate. I’m better than okay.”

			Drake dropped his forehead to her chest, relief overpowering every other sensation, hitting him hard.

			Cami quietly ran her fingers through his hair. “I’m okay,” she murmured. “I’m yours now. Everything is going to be okay.”

			Drake lifted his head to find her smiling at him like a content cat in the sun. “I hope—”

			The boom of an explosion shook the very earth, rattling the windows.

			“Get your ass out here,” Finn’s voice resounded in his head.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			“They’re hitting the grizzlies,” Drake relayed in a tone devoid of emotion, turning into the battle-hardened warrior she knew lurked beneath.

			They both jumped off the bed, dressing in record time. Drake paused long enough to drop a kiss on her lips, and she hoped he could see the faith in her eyes. “If anything happens to you—”

			“Go,” Cami said. And gave him a little shove.

			“I’ll find out about your family and let you know. Stay in here.”

			Like hell she was staying in here. But Drake was stubborn enough to not join the fighting, just so he could sit on her and pin her in place, for her own safety. So she nodded.

			Except he narrowed his eyes. “You’re not going to stay in here are you?”

			Cami took a leaf from Drake’s book and stared back at him.

			“Right.” He shook his head. “I mated a badass.”

			On those words, he was gone. Cami waited, not wanting to get started in any one direction until she heard about her family.

			It didn’t take long before Drake’s voice sounded in her head. “They’re on the main road heading in from the west. Several miles out.”

			Immediately, Cami grabbed her jacket, putting it on as she walked down the hall, and stabbed the elevator door button. Except the damn elevator was taking way too long, and she had no idea what she was going to do once she got downstairs anyway. It wasn’t like walking was a great idea. It would take her way too long and potentially expose her to the dragons overhead. She doubted Uber serviced Yosemite, or at least not at this time of year.

			Her only thought was that maybe she could steal a car. So the second she got downstairs, she ran outside to the parking lot. Her best bet was a car left running as somebody ran inside or thought that they would valet, but no such luck. But what she did see, though, gleaming like a modern day white steed, was a golf cart with the Ahwahnee Hotel logo on the side, clearly meant for staff.

			“Better than nothing,” she muttered to herself as she sprinted across to the quasi-vehicle.

			As she suspected, the keys were in it. She revved the engine and took off down a paved path that meandered through tall evergreens around the side of the building, hopefully toward the road.

			“Hey!” A young man, no later than his early twenties, sporting the green shirt of a staff worker, ran out the front door trying to chase her down.

			Cami half turned in her seat and waved to him an apology. “It’s an emergency,” she yelled back. “I’m sorry!”

			She whipped around the side of the building, crossed through a small intersection, and peeled out onto the main road right in front of an SUV who laid on the horn. She lifted a hand in another apology and put the pedal to the metal. But a golf cart didn’t exactly go all that fast.

			The bite of air should’ve been worse without Drake underneath her keeping her warm, but instead, Cami felt perfectly comfortable. If everyone she loved hadn’t been in grave danger, she would’ve grinned at the benefits of becoming a dragon.

			The road curved, showing her another part of the valley, with Bridal Veil Falls off to her left and El Capitan at her six. But the gorgeous views—the towering spires of mountains and shades of soft blues and navies thanks to the gray skies above and the onset of evening with low puffs of clouds turning into mist lower to the ground—weren’t what had her stopping. It was the trail of red-gold fire across the top of one bluff, falling over the edge like another waterfall made of flame then burning a swath across the valley floor like the river Styx.

			“Oh my God,” Cami whispered, the words jamming in her throat.

			An overwhelming, horrible sensation of being completely fucking useless tried to squash her into the ground like an oversized boot crushing a worm. She’d been warned that she shouldn’t shift right away after she’d been turned, that she needed to settle into being a mate and the connection that gave her to her humanity before she ever tried to shift. If she did it too soon, she could lose herself to the monster she could become, going feral and never coming back.

			So that wasn’t an option, not that she had the first clue how to do it anyway.

			… 

			Drake had sprinted from the hotel, shifting the instant he hit a clearing large enough. As soon as he could, he sent a telepathic message to his teammates. “Where’s Cami’s family?”

			“Coming in on the main road.” Levi was the first to answer.

			Quickly, he relayed that information to Cami, knowing he’d regret it if something happened to her. But she was going to go with or without his help, and damned if he wasn’t fucking proud of that kind of courage.

			“No time to explain,” he told the team. “Cami and I are mated.”

			“Holy shit.” Rivin’s voice came back first.

			“We don’t have time for holy shit,” Drake came back before Keighan could comment. “We mated. She survived. I’m healed.” Fuck that part felt good, even in the face of overwhelming odds. “Given the story we’ve fed the Alaz team, how do we want to play this? Am I with Rune? Or am I with you?”

			“The Alaz team is already going after the grizzlies with your mate’s family.” Finn came over now. “That was that explosion. A warning shot. The grizzlies shifted and took off into the woods. How do you want to play it?”

			“If we could come back into the fold, that’s what I’d want.” But they didn’t have any time to figure out an explanation that would make sense. Except… “Remember the porkins gambit?”

			“That thing in Alaska?” Keighan’s voice came across.

			“That didn’t work the first time, man,” Rivin said.

			“But it could.” Drake didn’t have time to argue the points right now, though.

			Hall came across next. “You and I remember porkins very differently.”

			Silence. Then Finn. “What reason could we give for your mating?”

			“I did it to keep her away from Rune.”

			“It could work.”

			He couldn’t jeopardize his team. “Seriously. Let this play out.”

			Given all the other transgressions the Huracáns had against them… How Finn’s brother Fallon had run off with Maddie from their mating ceremony before it had officially been made complete. How Finn had mated Delaney without going through the mating process. And how Aidan had stolen Sera—a prize with the mark of the High King on her neck—out from under their noses and were still on the run and hiding, thanks to Rune… It wouldn’t escape the Alaz teams or the Alliance’s notice that Drake, too, had stolen another prize with the same mark. They’d have to figure this out as they went.

			“What about your missing king’s mark?” Kanta asked in that always steady way of his.

			“We’re not talking about this.”

			“Accept him back,” Kanta said, ignoring Drake. “Let’s see what happens. No mark, and we stick with the original story, and he joined Rune. The mark shows and we figure it out.”

			They weren’t listening. “No—”

			“Granted.” Finn’s voice cut off his protest.

			That final word hadn’t even finished being uttered when instant pain, like a white-hot poker being shoved under his scales between finger and thumb, speared through him. Drake grunted. Holy shit. “I think that worked.”

			Did he sound as dumbfounded as he felt? Yes. Fuck yes. 

			“Where are you?” he demanded.

			“Scattered,” Finn came back. “Each of us is paired with one of the Alaz team who’ve gone after the grizzlies. All except Lyndi and Delaney who are scouting from above, and you. For now, you need to stay out of it.”

			Lyndi was here? Drake shook off any reservations he had there. She was tough and trained. He couldn’t keep her out of the fight even if he wanted to. 

			“Where do you want me?” Everything in him protested the staying out of it part, but they had to do this as a team, or the flimsy situation would rip apart at the seams.

			“Back side of the valley near Half Dome.”

			Immediately Drake tipped his wings in that direction, zeroing in on the rounded monolith as he gained altitude.

			“Uh, I hate to throw a spanner in the works, but is that your mate driving down the road in a golf cart?” Lyndi asked.

			Drake whipped his head in the direction of the hotel and the main road leading out of it. Sure enough, her dark hair flying behind her, Cami was zooming as fast as she could, which was not exactly fast, toward the direction he relayed her family to be. In a fucking golf cart.

			“Lyndi, go,” Finn ordered.

			Every part of him rejected that plan. Cami was his mate, his to protect and keep safe. He shouldn’t have left her in that hotel room knowing she wouldn’t stay there.

			“I’ll go,” Drake snapped. “She’s my mate.” He started to make the turn.

			“No. We need you to stay back.”

			Drake jerked up, flapping his wings to hover. Undecided. “Why?”

			“Because the Alaz team has scented Rune’s team.”

			Rune was here? How’d he travel that far that fast? Skylar must have sent them. The implications of their presence sank in. “We’re going to have to fight Rune’s people.” And make it look damn convincing.

			… 

			A shadow passed overhead, and Cami actually ducked, like whoever it was wouldn’t see her in her golf cart.

			“Keep going straight,” a feminine voice sounded in her head.

			Lyndi?

			Cami stuck her head out from under the top of the cart and looked up to find a gorgeous dragon colored similarly to the mountains around them, almost silver in the mist thanks to her coloring, a cross between a light blue and the natural dove gray of her eyes. She was also smaller and sleeker than the rest of the dragons Cami had seen, the spikes on the end of her tail more like thorns. That had to be Delaney. But where was Lyndi? That had been her voice a second ago.

			Sure enough, Delaney’s voice sounded in her head. “They are about a mile out. The grizzlies had to leave them, scattering into the woods where they fight best. We’ll stay above you the entire time but can’t get involved. We know about your mating, but the Alaz team doesn’t yet.”

			We? So that had been Lyndi’s voice first.

			Cami knew she couldn’t say anything back, because any dragon in the area could hear her, including the Alaz team. She couldn’t use telepathy, unless she shifted, and she didn’t know how. But damn was she grateful for the backup, at least a guiding eye. Suddenly she didn’t feel quite so small and alone out here in this stupid golf cart. The humans who had been driving behind her through the park had all turned around at the sight of fire. Hopefully none of them had sighted the dragons.

			She hit the gas, gunning her pathetic vehicle as fast as its battery-powered motor and little wheels could go. Cami didn’t take her eyes off the road ahead of her, not even looking for Delaney and Lyndi above though she knew her newfound friends were there, watching for her family.

			Were they in a car? They had to be. The question was which one, and would she recognize it?

			What am I thinking? They’ll be the only other people on this road.

			“Shit,” Delaney messaged. “You’re not gonna make it. Nidhogg is dead ahead of me, and a hell of a lot bigger. I don’t know if I can take him.”

			Cami racked her brain for a way to get a message to Delaney without tipping off the gold dragon out there. “You can do this, Cami,” she said to herself, as though speaking to herself to bolster her own courage. “You can do this on your own, without any help. You got your family out of a fire once, you can do it again.”

			“Good thinking,” Delaney said. “I’m not leaving you to face that asshole alone. We have a plan. Drive straight and don’t take your foot off the gas, no matter what happens.”

			She glanced off to her right to the river of flame creeping ever closer through the curling mist, that familiar scent of burning winding around her. Only this time she wasn’t coughing her lungs up. Was that from the Alaz team?

			“Just get to your family, Cami,” Delaney said.

			“Exactly,” Lyndi confirmed. “Don’t worry about the fire. We can keep it off you.”

			They must’ve seen her glance. Nothing happened for a long beat, only the pathetic whine of her golf cart engine and the chilly air against her skin, still comfortable, as she willed her vehicle to fly down the road. From around a bend, a large white van appeared on the same road coming directly at her, going the wrong way on the split. That had to be them.

			“There they are.” Cami gasped, though she couldn’t let herself feel the rush of relief. Not with the dragons out there.

			She honked the horn, which sounded more like a dying duck, but she kept it up anyway, keeping one hand on the wheel while waving the other frantically. “I’m here. We need to get out of here. There is a fire!”

			She didn’t need to fake the panic making her voice crack. The fire couldn’t hurt her now, but her family were still fragilely human. Vulnerable.

			Closer and closer they came, closing the distance at a rapid pace. Almost there.

			No shadow gave a warning this time. One second, she could practically see the dear faces of her family in the dim interior of the van. The next a massive gold dragon, his scales like the center of a flame—pale yellow in the center then darkening to a burnt orange at the edges—slammed down on the road directly in front of her, blocking her view. Wings outstretched, he opened his mouth wide, baring his teeth in a fearsome show of what exactly he was going to rend her with.

			… 

			“What’s happening?” Drake directed the thought to Delaney only. He needed to know Cami was safe. The fact that he wasn’t dead yet was a good sign, but that situation could change in the turn of a dime. He hovered like a useless hole in the air, having yet to see another dragon anywhere in his vicinity.

			“A bit of a snag, but we’ve got it.” Lyndi’s voice came across tight. Worried.

			“Define snag.”

			“Nidhogg is going after her.”

			No one had shared the mating situation, so why was the gold dragon going for her? Didn’t matter. Drake didn’t trust that dickhead as far as he could throw him. “Don’t let him near her. I’m coming.”

			He tipped his wings and angled his body to use earth’s gravity, tucking his wings back to shoot like a rocket in Cami’s last known direction.

			“Don’t. We’ve got this,” Lyndi insisted.

			“You can’t interfere, but I can.”

			“We won’t,” Delaney said. “We’re pretending to be timid and scared.”

			If she or Lyndi weren’t going to help Cami, then… “Who?”

			“Hold on.”

			Hold on? Drake pushed himself faster. He had to get to his mate.

			… 

			Cami stared at the massive dragon in her path. Time for her to put on her own show.

			“Oh. My. God.” The tremble in her voice was real, so was the fear pounding through her. Fear for her family. Fear for Drake, because if this dragon killed her, it killed her mate, too. Their bond was in place already. She’d felt it burn into her neck as the fire had consumed her body, scorching away everything about her that was human, leaving in its place something different. Something she was always meant to be.

			Deliberately, she closed her eyes and muttered under her breath, supposedly to herself. “It’s not there. There’s not a dragon in front of you. You’re seeing things. You’re just scared because of the fire.”

			“I’m real enough, little human woman,” a voice both deadly and beautiful feathered through her thoughts.

			Cami allowed her eyes to widen fractionally, knowing his enhanced eyesight would allow him to see that small tell. “And now I’m hearing things.”

			“So you’re that red bastard’s little human toy?”

			Instead of answering him, Cami gripped the wheel tighter. She couldn’t press down any harder on the gas pedal. “Move,” she muttered. “Move, dammit.”

			“You’re doing great,” Delaney said. “Don’t stop. No matter what happens next.”

			I hope to heaven this plan works.

			“I’m going to have to roast you like a pig over a spit just to see him suffer,” the dragon warned, his voice going raspier, meaner.

			She still couldn’t see them behind his bulk. Had they stopped? Did they fully understand what they were seeing? Maybe she could give them time to run, hide.

			Drake, I need you. She knew he wouldn’t hear her but thought it just the same.

			The glittering creature before her drew his long neck back, sucking in air, the sound of a great bellows overpowering any other sounds around her.

			Wait. Can dragon fire hurt me in this form?

			She kept her foot on the gas anyway, trusting that Delaney and Lyndi were dealing with it before anything happened that couldn’t be undone.

			The dragon opened its mouth and dropped to all fours. She could see the spark of fire coming up its throat and out its maw. Cami braced herself, like that would do anything.

			But before the inferno left its mouth, a black dragon, almost as massive, slammed into him from the side going full speed. The two dragons tumbled over, carving a path of destruction through the trees.

			Rune.

			Cami sobbed in a choking breath of relief as she found the white van in front of her, at a complete stop, her family staring with frozen masks of horror. In seconds she made it to the van.

			She jumped out of her cart. She didn’t bother to stop it, and the thing kept rolling off to the side and into a grassy embankment beside a frozen river where it tipped over on its side. Cami ran the rest of the way to the van, all banged up and smoke coming from under the hood. Her family opened the doors and poured out as she reached them. She flung her arms around her mother’s neck.

			“Are you okay?” She pulled back to inspect her parent who appeared none the worse for wear.

			“We are okay, mija,” her mother assured her while at the same time running her hands over Cami’s face and down her arms, as if conducting her own inspection of wellness.

			Cami stepped back. “You are all okay?” She reached for her father’s hand as he nodded and then looked around at the familiar faces of the people most important in her life out there fighting right now.

			“What is going on?” her father asked.

			Cami couldn’t tell them, though. Not with dragons listening. “We need to get to safety. There’s a fire.”

			“There are dragons,” her mother said in a tone that implied Cami must be losing it if she couldn’t acknowledge that fact.

			“You saw them, too?” She called on the fear she still felt for her family like a blade lodged in her belly to add a tremble to the words.

			Her father took her by the shoulders, his expression incredulous. “How could you miss them?” 

			Cami shook her head. “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “We need to get out of here.”

			She turned to face the direction she’d just come from, frowning at the sight of flames flickering off the sides of the mountains and sending an orange glow into the cloud-covered sky. The fire was getting worse. “We can’t go that way. It’s a dead end. How does it look from the direction you came?”

			“The fires haven’t reached that far,” her mother said.

			Cami looked at the wrecked van. She did this. She put her family in danger again simply by the selfish act of wanting to be with them. “I guess we’re hiking out of here.”

			Or running.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			That had been Cami’s voice in his head, calling his name. He was sure of it. His mate needed him. Drake shot through the air like a bullet from a rifle.

			“Lyndi? What’s happening?”

			Silence greeted his question. A fury of frustration fired through his blood, but he couldn’t make himself go any faster.

			“She’s fine.” Delaney’s voice broke through the snarl ripping from his mouth. His dragon, near frantic, eased up. 

			“Where is she?”

			“Rune took out Nidhogg. She and her family are getting out on foot through woods.”

			“Thank the gods—”

			Though he’d slowed, Drake had to slam himself to a stop midair. Either that, or plow through the green dragon that appeared in front of him, spikes raised on the back of his spine, ready for battle.

			Drake hovered in the air staring him down. He knew this guy, but were Rune’s men up to speed on the situation since Drake had rejoined the Huracáns? Though he’d never seen Jiǎ in dragon form, he had no doubt who he faced off against.

			“I’m not your enemy,” Drake said.

			Jiǎ stared back, unblinking. “No. You’re an ally who must pretend to be my enemy.”

			Only if he was trying to stay with his team. Fighting Rune’s people just might get him back there. “I’m not going to pull my punches. This has to look real.”

			The dragon’s green eyes glittered like backlit emeralds in the half light of the valley. “How do I know I can trust you?”

			“You don’t.” Drake lunged at Jiǎ. To give the rogue credit, the flipping maneuver he used to both evade and bring himself around for an attack was damn impressive.

			He came up under Drake who, rather than evading, yanked in one wing to flip to his back, so that Jiǎ didn’t skewer the softer scales on his underbelly with the spikes along his back. The move had Drake dropping down on top of Jiǎ like a plane with its wings clipped.

			He grunted as their bodies impacted, and Jiǎ scrambled for a second to get out from under him.

			Both upright, they faced off again.

			“Nice move,” Drake offered.

			“Dick move,” Jiǎ came back.

			“Need some help?” The sound of Tineen’s voice in his head was one Drake had hoped never to hear again. 

			He didn’t take his gaze of Jiǎ. “Fuck off.”

			Tineen ignored him. “We’re here to—”

			“Take out Rune?” Drake interrupted the Alaz Alpha. “No shit. So am I.” The lie slipped easily from him.

			In his peripheral, he caught a flash of black and knew Tineen was close.

			“What the fuck are you doing?” Jiǎ demanded as they continued to hover, not in on the conversation with Tineen.

			This conversations thing in battle was a pain in the ass.

			“An Alaz dragon is coming at us. Get ready, because I’m going to serve him up like a fucking seven course meal. Make it look good.”

			“I hear you’ve gone rogue.” Tineen continued to sound off inside his head.

			“I’m a little busy, asshole.” Drake angled his body so that he was between Tineen and Jiǎ. Just one move. That’s all it would take. A slip to the side. 

			“I should kill you now,” Jiǎ snarled. But sounding far more real than he should for setting up an act for the Alaz team.

			“What?” Drake said. “You don’t trust me?”

			Jiǎ snorted. “No.”

			“I don’t have time for this shit,” Drake snarled. “I’m trying to help you.”

			Help them both. Let Jiǎ take out Tineen and the Huracáns wouldn’t be blamed for it. Someday, there would be a reckoning for all these lies. But today was not that day. Today, they needed to get Rune and the grizzlies away safely and have the Alaz believe the stories they were weaving. After that, they’d figure the rest out. Hopefully not in a cell or with his neck ripped out by an enforcer.

			“Jiǎ. On three.” Drake deliberately loosed a torrent of fire from his maw, a move to look as though he was fighting, but also to obscure Jiǎ’s position.

			“I’ll come at him from underneath,” Tineen radioed ahead for Drake alone.

			Thanks for the info. Drake almost smiled around the flames. “He’s coming from below,” he warned Jiǎ. The green dragon across from him rippled as muscles tensed.

			“Three. Two. One.”

			Jiǎ lunged at Drake through the flames, his expression wild. Drake tucked in his wings, which caused him to drop, making the way he hit into Tineen look like an accident as he evaded an adversary.

			“Fuck.” Tineen’s voice came through a millisecond before Jiǎ had the Alpha by the throat and both dragons plummeted toward the earth, slashing and writhing in each other’s grasps like two mamba snakes—one oily black, the other leaf green—locked in a fight to the death.

			Drake didn’t bother to follow. “Where’s Cami?” He sent the thought to Lyndi and Delaney.

			“A bit— Fuck!”

			Drake jerked his head, looking in all directions, searching for his Alpha’s mate. “Finn. Delaney’s in trouble,” he relayed.

			“I know,” came the grim return. “It’s for show.”

			A flash of blue streaking through the sky caught Drake’s eye. Sure enough, Finn was diving after his mate who was wrapped up with a dragon the color of garnet. It had to be one of Rune’s men. 

			“Nidhogg is dead.” Rune’s voice now joined the multitude sounding off in his head.

			Dammit. The Alaz team would go feral over that.

			“I had no choice.”

			“Get the grizzlies, and get your asses out of here.” Finn’s voice was strained. At a guess, he’d caught up with his mate and was engaged in a fight that had to look real.

			“We need a distraction.”

			Drake knew exactly what he had to do. “I’ve got a distraction for you.”

			Deliberately, Drake pictured every shifter in the area, sensing their minds, preparing to unleash a torrent of thoughts sure to buy Rune’s team some time, as long as they didn’t also get caught up in the distraction.

			“Rune. The woman you are after has been mated,” he announced. “And if one more dragon goes after my mate, I’ll kill them myself. I don’t give a shit which side you’re on.”

			A blast of words came at him from every direction. Cries of “Traitor” from the Alaz team members. From his own team, though, total silence. They knew already, of course. 

			He’d expected anger. What he didn’t expect was for Tineen to throw Jiǎ off him and launch into the air. “Take the woman,” his order slammed through.

			Drake couldn’t pause in his flight, though every part of him wanted to lock up at that order. No. Cami was a mate. No way would they separate them.

			But streaks of color through the air, all headed one direction, told him every one of the Alaz team had obeyed that order, and so had the Huracáns.

			Drake, barely closer, arrowed toward the ground, toward where he could feel Cami’s presence. Tiny movements among the dense trees had to be her and her family.

			“Cami. They’re coming for you. Don’t run. I’m coming.” She wouldn’t make it. He had to get to her first.

			“Go!” He could hear her tiny voice echoing up to him off the rock. Was that for her family?

			A flash of hair and movement behind the trees, going at a perpendicular motion to the way she had been going, split off from the other humans continuing to run the way they had.

			She was sacrificing herself for her family. He had no doubt.

			Drake changed his trajectory, pushing hard, fear charging through him like a cavalry of thousands. “That’s it. Head for the road. I’ll meet you there.”

			On every side of him, he could sense the presence of the other dragons, racing against him and against time to get to his mate.

			He wasn’t going to beat the blue Alaz fucker to his right. Blue dragons had always been faster, built for speed in the way white dragons were built for distance, black dragons stealth, and gold dragons strength.

			No! The word pounded through his mind. He wasn’t going to get to her first.

			A flash of green shot up from under the blue dragon, and he flipped, losing all momentum.

			“Fuck, sorry man,” Hall’s voice came across, aimed at the blue dragon. 

			That beautiful bastard. Drake didn’t let up on his speed, risking breaking himself with the impact when he landed, but he’d get there first, dammit.

			Cami burst out of the trees onto the deserted street two seconds before he threw his wings wide, tipping his body back to slow as fast as he could. He slammed into the ground hard, the boom echoing from mountain to mountain. Drake managed to yank his wings in close and flatten his spikes as he rolled with the momentum. Then popped to his feet, digging his claws into the pavement with a horrible screech as he bled off the rest of his speed. 

			He came to a stop mere feet from his mate, who had backed up, but otherwise trusted that he’d stop himself in time.

			He chanced a look back, confirming for himself that she was unharmed. Ashen faced, but fine. For now.

			Every protective instinct in him screamed with the need to snap her up and fly her away. Only he wouldn’t be fast enough, which meant holding his ground.

			Gods, please let that be the right decision. If he held here instead of taking her away and she died…

			When he faced forward, six dragons had landed before him. All Alaz dragons. None of his team in sight.

			He was on his own.

			Drake opened his mouth, showing his teeth, letting them hear the rumble of his fire in his chest. A warning. “You won’t harm her.”

			Tineen prowled forward menacingly, his broad chest heaving with the effort and blood dripping over the scales on one side of his face. Looked like Jiǎ had hurt the guy. Normally Drake would be happy about that, but an injured dragon was like any other injured predator. He could snap and take them all out in a craze.

			The black dragon stopped when Drake let loose another warning growl.

			Tineen’s tail slashed behind him. A sign of leashed anger, or a sign that he was on the verge of losing it? “Come with us now, and we won’t…hurt her.”

			Drake didn’t like the pause or the way Tineen’s voice had turned even more dragon, almost unrecognizable. Could he even be reasoned with? He had to try.

			“I did it to save her from Rune,” he said.

			Another slash of the onyx tail. “We’ll determine that at the trial.”

			No. Hell, no. A trial that could end with both their deaths. “No fucking trial. We settle this now.”

			Tineen cocked his head, staring Drake down with eyes suddenly glittering with black fire, smoke trailing from his nostrils. “You know how this works, enforcer.”

			He knew how it was supposed to work, and this was not it.

			“Fuck this.” A gold dragon lowered his head, whipping his tail back and forth, a definite indication of threat. “He’s not going to come peaceably.”

			Five of the six dragons, all but Tineen, bared their teeth, bodies tensing for a hell of a fight.

			“Bring it, assholes,” Drake snarled. “We’ll see who—”

			A flash of blue was his only warning before something hard slammed into the side of Drake’s head.

			“Drake!” Cami’s shout came at him as though she was calling down a long tunnel.

			His vision went blurry, blackness closing in from the edges as his perspective shifted at the same time, and Drake knew he was falling. Sideways apparently.

			He hit the ground hard, the smack of his head against the rock like a spike drilling through his skull. As black edges consumed the rest of his vision, Finn’s face appeared in front of him.

			“Sorry, brother. I had no choice.”

			… 

			Consciousness returned to Cami in a rush—sound and light and a sense of being cold but not comfortable smacked her between the eyes with the force of a sledgehammer. One second after wakefulness, realization intruded with even more force and she jerked upright with a gasp, heart sprinting.

			Drake had been facing off against the dragons, putting himself between her and them, before Finn had slammed that wicked-looking spiked tail into Drake’s head.

			Had he betrayed them? Given them to the Alaz enforcers to save the rest of the team?

			She remembered trying to run to him, only darkness claimed her, too. Like his being knocked out traveled down the connection bonding them and dragged her into unconsciousness with him.

			“I’m here.” Drake’s dark tones reached out to her, curled around her. But he was too far away.

			She spun, her only need to get to her mate. Another gasp left her as she found him standing with his face pressed against two steel bars, hands gripping them on either side, as he watched her with an intensity that shot her already erratic heartrate sky high.

			Still, only one thought settled, and she forced her wobbly legs to function as she rushed to him, trying to wrap her arms around her mate, despite the bars that kept them separate.

			“They didn’t kill you?”

			“Not yet.” Underlying a grim tone to his voice was a tension that she could almost feel. He was…scared. For her?

			Cami pulled back slightly, though she didn’t let go of him and frowned as their surroundings finally penetrated her hazy mind. “Where are we?”

			“Huracán headquarters.”

			If they were in the mountain, then… “Why are we behind bars?”

			They were in a dungeon, actually. That was the best way she could describe it. A long, windowless corridor in a mountain, based on the uneven cave-like walls of rock. Steel bars separated the cells and faced out to the corridor. The only source of light came from the strip along the ceiling, currently a faint glow. Was it sunrise or sunset? 

			“How long have we been in here? What is going on?”

			His grip on her tightened as more of his emotions filtered through that new connection. He wanted to reassure her, calm her, but he couldn’t. “I don’t know,” he said.

			The sound of a large metal door being opened had them both tensing. Through the bars, Drake placed a kiss on her forehead. “No matter what happens, I want you to know something…”

			“What’s that?” Cami stared down the hall with trepidation, reaching out with senses she didn’t know if she had access to yet and getting nothing, waiting to see who went with the slow, methodical footsteps tapping out a tattoo of sound on the stone floor.

			When Drake didn’t answer, she dragged her gaze back around to him to find him watching her with eyes ablaze.

			“What?” she repeated.

			He ran his fingers over her cheeks, brushing her lips with his thumb. “That I love you.”

			Oh God.

			Trying to control her own fear, Cami leaned into him as best she could with the bars between them. At the same time, a pinpoint of pure happiness pierced the panic trying to smother her. They were fated mates, the deed signed, sealed, and delivered. Why those three little words should make such a difference… But they did.

			“Don’t do that,” she begged.

			“Do what?”

			“Don’t say goodbye.” She lifted her head. “If you love me, you’re going to fight. You understand me?”

			He stared at her with that impenetrable expression he used so often, except, somehow, insanely, she could feel his emotions behind that facade. Love, adoration, need, respect…and a dark underbelly of fear, all mashed together. The same emotions packed inside her like sardines, only she couldn’t tell if they were all hers or a combination of both of them.

			She took a deep breath. “When we’re out of here and safe, then you can tell me you love me.”

			“When you’ve quite finished.” A posh British accent sounded outside their cells.

			Slowly Cami turned to face a man who stood alone, staring at them with a hardness that set her skin crawling. A white dragon, if his eyes were anything to go by. Older, appearing in his sixties or so, which meant pretty damn old for a dragon shifter, who aged slowly over thousands of years. The voice was vaguely familiar, but the face was not one she’d seen before. 

			But the way Drake pulled her closer almost convulsively, as though trying to shield her, the bars biting into her skin, she knew this white dragon shifter was important.

			“Mathai,” Drake acknowledged. “You got here fast.”

			The tall, lanky man with a shock of white-blond hair and frost blue eyes gave a barely discernable shrug. “On my orders, they’ve kept you unconscious for two days, so I could get here.”

			Two days.

			Two days unconscious.

			“My family?” Cami demanded.

			His gaze snapped to hers.

			“Safely back on your lands, memories wiped, none the worse for wear.”

			She shut her eyes against the wave of relief. “Thank God.”

			“Thank all the gods if you must,” Mathai commented.

			That had her opening her eyes to glare at him. “Your men owe my family restitution for any damage those fires caused.”

			After a long, tense moment, he inclined his head in a move she’d pictured kings and royals of old making. “We shall see.”

			Cami narrowed her eyes, but smartly kept her mouth shut. There was a threat in his voice that cascaded shivers over her skin.

			Mathai took a deep breath. “Which brings us to the point.” His gaze slid to Drake—assessing, discerning. What was he looking for? “You are going to explain exactly what happened out there.”

			A command. A threat.

			Cami had zero doubt that if Drake answered wrong, they’d both be dead in a heartbeat.

			Drake eyed him narrowly. “I would have assumed the Alaz and Huracán teams already brought you up to speed.”

			What had Finn and the team already told these people? Had any of them been able to talk to Drake telepathically and clue him in? Probably not. No doubt the Alaz team weren’t letting his men shift so that they could relay information to him. He’d have to tread carefully now, and assume the team stuck to a story of not knowing exactly what happened except for Drake’s original plan of leaving the team to die.

			“I’d like to hear it from you.”

			“Fine,” Drake agreed. But when he opened his mouth to start, Mathai held up a hand, offering a smile that sent ice through her veins. “Not yet.”

			Mathai crooked a finger, and out of the darkness, a young white dragon, one of Lyndi’s boys if Cami wasn’t mistaken, appeared.

			With a flourish, Mathai removed the jacket of his impeccable Armani suit. As he started to unbutton and roll up the sleeves, the younger shifter moved to Cami’s cell, punching in the code to unlock it.

			“What are you doing?” Drake demanded, his grip on her tightening painfully.

			“If you try to hold onto her, I’ll order him to snap her bones,” Mathai said.

			Rage and terror flowed through the patch link between her mate and herself, enough to fuel her own. Drake slammed his free hand against the bars. “If you do anything to her—”

			Shaking like her own personal earthquake had taken hold, Cami found the courage to lay a hand on Drake’s arm, silencing him. “I’ll go,” she said quietly. “He’ll believe you.”

			Please let her be right.

			A myriad of emotions passed between them, ones Cami had to consciously try to shut out or she would lose her threadbare control and start screaming. With an outward calm she was far from feeling, she left the cell and went to stand before Mathai. “Now what?”

			In a move so fast she didn’t see it coming, he spun her around to face Drake and pulled her against his torso. Mathai manacled her to him with one hand. The other hand he held in front of her face so she could see how his forefinger shifted and morphed to a wicked-looking talon, which he then held to her throat, the tip poking painfully into the soft tissue right at a vein.

			Drake let loose a snarl that made even her skin crawl, and jumped at the bars, shaking them hard.

			“Ah, ah, ah. Behave.” Mathai tightened his grip, the tip of his talon digging in so that Cami gasped. 

			Drake stilled, his gaze that of a predator.

			“Now,” Mathai said. “Talk. And if I don’t like what you have to say…” He let the threat dangle like waving a red flag at a bull trapped behind a pen. Almost bored. As though whether they lived or died didn’t matter. Asshole.

			Drake kept his eyes on Cami, and, voice like a meat grinder, launched into an account of the events that had led them here. He started with how he had rescued her and her family from the first fire set by Rune. Leaving out Titus’s role of course. How he’d wiped their memories but had been drawn to Cami. How he was dying, and, rather than drag his team down, he chose to leave them, going to die on his own. 

			“They showed me the video,” Mathai confirmed. “Compelling stuff. Quite a sacrifice.”

			She couldn’t tell if he was being sincere or toying with them.

			Drake’s grip on the bars went white-knuckled, which probably meant the worse thing. He continued. “I was drawn to the woman who’d fought me so hard and decided to spend my last days getting what pleasure I could from life. I saw no harm in choosing a human, since I wouldn’t be around long enough for her to witness my lack of aging. But it turned out Cami is fiercely loyal to her family and wouldn’t go away with me, so we stayed at her ranch, helping rebuild.”

			Did this match up with what he’d been told, or was Drake digging their graves with each word? 

			“You were with the team when I called that meeting,” Mathai pointed out.

			Drake nodded. Outwardly, he looked confident, almost unconcerned. The only reason she knew he was anything but was the connection between them. Inside he was rage and panic. “I smelled Nidhogg and had gone to the team to let them know he was in the area, in case he got the…wrong idea.”

			“I see. Why not say something about your health at that time?”

			Drake lifted a single eyebrow. “I’d already lost my king’s brand and didn’t want to put my team in the position of having to execute me. I decided to take my human and go.”

			“You thought she was still human?” Mathai’s tone changed, dripping with doubt.

			Drake didn’t so much as flinch. “She showed no dragon sign at the time.”

			She wasn’t dead yet. That had to be a good thing, right? The next part would be the trickiest. How the hell was Drake going to explain them running?

			“To trick Cami into leaving with me, I played into a situation already going on with her family. They are very…traditional,” Drake said. “They wanted to see us married since they knew we were sleeping together.”

			So they were sticking with that lie?

			Drake kept going. “Made no difference to me. I had months at most.” Her mate shrugged. “Which is why I took her to Yosemite, with her family to follow a few days later. We were going to hold a small human ceremony there.”

			He ducked his head and a red flickering glowing over the floor of the dark cell told Cami his eyes had flamed. “That’s when we heard from Finn. Rune had sent grizzly shifters to pose as a construction team on the ranch, I assume to get to me or maybe Cami if Rune had figured out she was a mate. Though gods know how he would when I hadn’t.”

			Drake’s jaw hardened and he lifted his head, his eyes glowing with an anger she could tell he wasn’t faking. “The Alaz team attacked. The grizzlies kidnapped her family. I guess they got our location from her family, and that’s why they were in Yosemite as planned.”

			The man was a damn good liar. His spin on everything that went down was…masterful. Woven with a deft touch that answered all questions and left no holes, that Cami could discern at least. She even started believing it herself.

			The question was, did Mathai buy it? His talon remained embedded in her skin. The warm trickle inching down her neck could be sweat but was more likely blood. 

			“As soon as I put Rune’s grizzlies together with the original fire, I knew.” He suddenly sounded grim.

			Cami tried not to react even as she was asking herself. Knew what?

			“I blew fire over Cami’s neck and discovered she was a dragon mate.”

			Mathai shifted behind her slightly, the first time he’d moved since holding her hostage. “You had no idea before that?”

			Drake gave a jerk of his head, gaze concentrated on Cami. “None. But the mark on her was mine, and the connection I felt to her suddenly made sense.”

			“Of course,” Mathai said.

			Was he mocking them?

			“The next communication said the grizzlies were bringing her family to us, and I had to assume that they were going to use them against Cami to lure her out. Rune caused that first fire to find a mate and was after her still. He’d done it before. I had to assume this was all him.”

			No reaction from Mathai, who listened without so much as a twitch, a fact Cami was starting to hate. She couldn’t help the pure fear that churned in her stomach, turning the bile more sour. It was impossible to get a read on what was essentially a statue.

			“I made a snap decision. To keep another mate from falling into Rune’s hands, I mated Cami.” Drake, gaze still on Cami, suddenly softened, his expression one of such adoration that, even with Mathai’s talon drawing blood, she couldn’t stop the shiver of need that simple look dragged from her body.

			“She healed me, made me whole, and my king’s brand returned.” Drake finally pulled his gaze from her to hold up his hand.

			“I joined the fight to protect her, and to finally capture that traitor mate stealer if we could.”

			“Rune got away,” Mathai pointed out in an expressionless voice.

			“Because the Alaz team went after Cami.”

			“Why did you choose that moment to announce your mating?”

			“Rune’s grizzlies kept going after her and the Alaz team seemed to be an equal danger to her. I felt announcing she was mated would put a stop to that. Thankfully, you showed up and they ran like the cowards bears always are.”

			“You were protecting your mate.” A statement this time, not a question.

			Drake didn’t so much as blink. Nor did he say anything.

			Mathai stood in unmoving silence for such a long time, Cami was hard-pressed not to squirm. She took her cue from Drake, who returned the leader of the Alliance Council’s stare with an unblinking one of his own.

			With a flourish, Mathai spun her out of his grasp. Miraculously unharmed. “I will choose to believe you, Drake Chandali.”

			Her first instinct was to bend over and put her hands on her knees and try to breathe again. Except Drake said nothing, so Cami held her breath, not allowing her relief to flow yet.

			“Only because of the symbol still on your hand. Had your mating this woman wronged the High King, stealing her from him when she could have saved his life, that symbol would no longer be there.”

			Mathai crooked his finger again, and the skinny white dragon, a teenager not much out of boyhood, returned. This time, he pressed his palm to the pad attached to Drake’s cell, then entered a series of numbers. The door sprang open.

			Oh my God. This is happening. They were letting them go?

			Cami went to throw her arms around Drake, but paused when she saw his expression, still hard, flames still smoldering in his eyes. He didn’t think this was over.

			Instead, she slipped her hand into his. In silence they followed Mathai out of the dungeons and up several levels to a meeting room on the same level as the war room, a place she hadn’t seen yet.

			There they paused at the threshold to find both the Huracán and Alaz teams gathered, along with several members of the Alliance Council.

			“I have listened to all accounts, and witnessed the evidence presented. I have concluded that Drake Chandali is still a loyal enforcer, and, as such, should retain his position with the Huracán team.”

			Tineen leaped to his feet. “The hell you say. I lost a man—”

			“Thanks to Rune Abaddon, not this man.”

			“He mated without permission,” Ogun accused with a sneer. “A mate who should’ve gone to the High King.”

			“If she had been meant for Pytheios, Drake’s clan brand would’ve disappeared. Instead, it returned when they mated.”

			“But—”

			Mathai held up a hand and silence fell over the room. “I have orders.”

			Was it Cami, or had all the sound and air just been sucked out of the room like a vacuum?

			“What orders, my lord?” Macon, the Alliance representative for the Blue Clan, spoke.

			“Drake Chandali shall take over as the Alpha of the Huracán team.”

			Forget a vacuum. The room went chilly, like they’d been frozen in ice. “May I ask why?” Finn asked.

			Mathai gave a small, insincere smile. Somehow that tiny gesture told her that the leader of the Alliance had relaxed. Why? Because Finn wasn’t throwing a fit?

			“The politics,” Mathai said. “Pytheios does not know who from the Blue and Gold Clans can be trusted. Drake not only comes from Pytheios’s own clan, but he’s direct family and had once been among Pytheios’s personal guard.”

			A numb sort of shock, like she hadn’t quite heard right, took a second to swim through. Drake had been a personal guard to the High King? When? How?

			“He feels Drake can be trusted,” Mathai continued.

			Cami understood now what was happening. The orders had come from the High King himself.

			“I understand,” Finn finally said, though the blue flames heating his eyes said he didn’t like it.

			“Good.” Mathai nodded like that settled things. “Because I have more orders. The Huracán team will no longer be involved in investigations or actions involving Rune Abaddon.”

			Not good.

			“And,” Mathai continued, “the Alaz team is instructed to hunt him and his people down and kill them all. Bring me any mates he has who are still alive and…” His lips curled. “Unmated. Kill the others.”

			“What about our territory?” Tineen demanded, though a satisfied smirk graced his mouth. Cami wanted to claw it from his face.

			“The Huracán team from the west and the Imoogi team from the east will split the three territories between them while you deal with this threat.”

			If anything, Tineen’s smile grew. “Of course.”

			Mathai looked to Drake, who nodded. Because her mate was now the leader of the Huracán team. In all the ways she might have predicted the outcome of the events leading to this moment, this was not one of them.

			“Excellent. Now I wish to return to our home.” Which apparently the dragons in the room took as an order, because immediately the council members and the Alaz team rose and followed the man out of the room. 

			Drake turned to her. “Take the others upstairs.”

			Not go with the others…take the others. Cami nodded, and Drake dropped a quick, hard kiss on her lips before escorting their “guests” out of the mountain.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Finn stood beside Drake and watched the dragons shift and disappear over the horizon. As soon as the last one disappeared from view, he turned to Drake with an outstretched hand. “Fuck man, that pack of lies you fed to Mathai was quick thinking.”

			“You knocked me out, asshole.” But no anger lined Drake’s voice, because with the way things had turned out, he couldn’t be mad.

			Finn studied him closely for a second. “I had to do something to de-escalate the situation… boss.”

			Damn. Would’ve been nice to forget all about that development. “I’m not answering to that. As far as I’m concerned, you are still the boss.”

			Finn looked away, out over the horizon, the coming darkness looming with only a sliver of fading light still visible over the westward trees. “How long do you think we can keep this up? Spying for Rune while blaming everything on him?”

			“As long as it takes.” Drake shrugged. “Might be time to find out what’s going on with the Blue and Gold Clans.”

			“I think you’re right.” He clapped a hand on Drake’s shoulder. “We’ll get in touch with Fallon to start. But not today. Today we didn’t lose another team member. Today we gained a new mate. And if we’re going to stick to your story, today we need to plan a human wedding.”

			“Shit. Cami’s dad will come after me with a shotgun if we don’t. Why do humans feel the need to add a lot of useless pomp and circumstance to something that should be so simple?”

			Finn laughed at Drake’s expression. “Tradition is important to all cultures, even dragon shifters.”

			True, but tradition was what also led dragon shifters, and more specifically his team, to where they were now. A broken system that hurt more than it helped. Time for a new set of traditions. Time to change regimes.

			“Maybe the new kings have the answers.”

			Together they returned to their mountain stronghold, heading to where everyone else was gathered and waiting for next steps. Drake let Finn go on ahead as he went to his room to get something. As soon as he walked into the large family room area, the people waiting went quiet.

			“All hail the new man in charge.” Riven executed a complicated bow with many hand flourishes.

			“Who would’ve thought he’d be the next boss,” Keighan tacked on. Then he sent Finn an apologetic grin. “Sorry, boss.”

			But Drake wasn’t paying any attention to them. He was busy watching the dark-haired woman crossing the room to stand before him. He searched her face for any hint of what she was feeling. Through the connection binding them, all he got was a strange sort of contentment. But how could she be content? They were far from safe, and she still had her family to worry about.

			Cami suddenly smiled, her dark eyes sparkling at him. “It worked.”

			Drake raised his eyebrows, not quite sure what she was referring to.

			Apparently, his mate didn’t need him to voice his questions aloud. She gave a low chuckle that skated over his nerves, leaving a trail of heat. “I am your mate. Whether or not the fates played a part in it. I survived your fire. You are no longer dying. And, somehow, we are not hiding or running.”

			“It doesn’t mean we won’t have to.”

			Just behind her, Hall rolled his eyes. “You sure know how to bring down a mood.”

			Drake slipped an arm around Cami’s shoulders, pulling her into his side, needing the anchor that she provided. Damn he hated speaking in public, even if it was only to the team. “Yes, we should celebrate. The people we love are safe, for tonight. But this fight is far from over. Aidan and Sera are still out there. Rune is still out there. Kings are toppling. No way in hell do we have the trust of the people we are trying to infiltrate and fight against from the inside. Are you ready?”

			Silent stares greeted the longest speech he’d probably ever given to this group.

			“I said, are you ready?” This time he barked the words like a drill sergeant.

			Cami buried her face in his chest, but the way she heaved, he could tell she was smothering laughter. He resisted the urge to roll his eyes.

			Finn stepped up beside him. “We’ll do what we have to.”

			“No matter the cost,” Delaney said as she stepped beside Finn.

			Everyone in the room raised their voices, speaking the same words.

			Cami sobered and slipped her hand in his. “I guess you better show me how to turn into a dragon.”

			Drake brought her hand up to press a kiss to her knuckles. “And how to fight as a dragon. I have a feeling we’re gonna need every warrior we can find.”

			Cami nodded.

			“We should get back to your family soon,” he said. “They’re going to be wondering where we are.”

			Cami frowned at him. “But it’s not safe. You were the one who told me I needed to make the bigger sacrifice and walk away.”

			Drake shook his head. “If you believed everything I said, we never would’ve mated.”

			“True.” Cami grinned at him, dark eyes sparkling with a faint red glow.

			“Family is important.” He looked around the room at the faces of his men. His friends. Brothers and sisters forged not by blood but by something stronger than dragon steel. “I see that now. We are not going to change anything alone.”

			He turned back to face her. “We’ll keep them in the dark. We’ll do our best to keep them safe. But we won’t walk away.”

			Cami stared at him with a suspicious glimmer in her eyes. “I love you.”

			“Just as long as you remember who said it first.”

			Cami snorted. “Yeah. I did.”

			Right before she’d convinced him they should mate. Drake grinned. “Best damn decision you ever made.”

			“Holy shit,” Levi burst out. “I didn’t know he could smile. Did anybody else know that?”

			Lyndi gave Levi a shove hard enough that the gold dragon shifter stumbled a few feet. “My brother just found his mate. Have some respect.”

			Drake ignored them both. “With your family and mine…”

			He went down on one knee and pulled out a ring that had once belonged to his and Lyndi’s mother. A ruby of such clarity the crimson red seemed to glow like a dragon’s eyes. “I think this is how humans do it.”

			Cami’s hands flew to cover her mouth. Then she stood there staring at him with wide eyes over her fingers, sort of shaking her head. Drake glanced around but got no help from those in the room. Then he cocked his head to his mate in question.

			Cami lowered her hand slowly to reveal a wide smile that made her eyes crinkle. Eyes starting to glow with a faint red flame. “You’re supposed to ask a question.”

			“I am?”

			Delaney bent down to whisper in his ear. “Ask her to marry you.”

			The question seemed implied in his actions to Drake, but who was he to argue with human tradition. “Camilla Carrillo, you are already my mate, will you marry me and be my wife?”

			He barely got the words out before Cami tumbled into his arms, practically knocking him over. She pressed a sweet kiss on his lips, then pulled back with a laugh filled with the joy that shot straight to his heart. 

			“Yes,” she whispered.

			“Why didn’t we do that?” Delaney asked Finn in what sounded like was supposed to be an aside, but everybody heard, and the room erupted into laughter.

			Drake and Cami were too busy celebrating their engagement to join in.

			… 

			“You looked adorably miserable up there,” Cami teased her mate and now new husband.

			She still couldn’t believe how fast they’d been able to pull a wedding together. In Yosemite no less, just like Drake had told the Alliance. Small and simple, they’d had to hold it inside because of the weather. But all that mattered to her was that she was his, and that her family got to share in the day with them.

			Drake tugged at the collar of his suit shirt. With a smile she reached up and started to undo the black silk of his tie.

			“What are you doing? We still have to get through the reception.”

			“I’ve got to remove my veil.” She’d worn her mother’s wedding dress that they managed to get altered in the two weeks it had taken to arrange the wedding. It had also been her grandmother’s wedding dress. Tea length, with a high neckline in the front, tiny capped sleeves, and a cowl neckline in the back, it reflected the simplicity of their wedding with luxurious raw silk overlaid with organza. “You can get comfortable too. Take off your jacket and roll up your sleeves.”

			“Spoken like an Alpha,” he murmured softly. But she could still hear the pride in his voice.

			Cami raised her eyebrows, doing her best to keep a serious face. “Well then snap to it, soldier.”

			“Yes ma’am.” And the man she once thought could never have a playful side to him executed a salute that she could only describe as impertinent. Then he proceeded to do what she suggested.

			The ting, ting, ting of a fork against the glass champagne flutes brought their attention around to her father.

			Taking her mother’s hand in his, he looked over at Cami and Drake, then around the room. “Welcome, everyone. Christina and I would like to thank all of you for joining us in this celebration.” He paused and swallowed. “People say it takes a village to raise a child. Looking at the faces of Cami and Drake’s friends and family, I say it takes a village to put a wedding together this fast.”

			They all joined in the laughter.

			“So…what would you like to know about my daughter? For starters, Cami is a dancer.” He zeroed in on Drake. “I hope you’re ready for that.”

			Cami burst out laughing at the expression of horror on her mate’s face.

			Her father nodded. “You’re going to have to learn then, mijo.”

			He turned to the rest of their small gathering. “This started at a young age. As a baby, the only way to soothe Cami to sleep was to put on music and dance with her. Remember, Christina?”

			Her mother, already misty eyed, nodded with a fond smile.

			“When she was about four, Cami got…well…obsessed with the movie The Wizard of Oz.’”

			“Oh no,” Cami murmured. Of course her father would bring that up.

			“Cami honestly believed she lived over the rainbow. And every day, her mother or I would have to dance with her because her sisters were not born yet. Usually I was the Scarecrow to her Dorothy. I can’t say we were too sorry to see that phase go.”

			Drake leaned over to whisper in her ear. “I wouldn’t mind seeing you in ruby slippers…and nothing else.”

			She elbowed him in his ribs. Good gracious. In the middle of her father’s speech. The man was incorrigible.

			“When she was in high school, I went to a father-daughter dance with Cami, and am proud to say that we won the trophy for the best dancers. In fact…” He reached under the table where he stood, then came back up with a small plastic trophy that had, at some point, been gold. “I still have it.”

			Silly of her, but Cami couldn’t help gripping Drake’s hand under the table. Her dad was not normally a sentimental man. But he’d kept all her trophies? Even the silly ones?

			“This survived the fire. Along with all her horseback riding trophies, and awards from school. In fact, I’m looking forward to getting them out of our basement.” He looked at his watch, then at Drake. “Maybe tomorrow?”

			Drake just shrugged through the laughter in the room.

			Her father grinned, then grew serious, his gaze only for her now. “In a short while, you’ll have your first dance with Drake. And in that moment, you’ll have a new dance partner. I know I’m going to have to let you go.” He paused to swallow back his emotion again, then continued in a voice a bit gruff. “But I do so joyfully, and with a full heart. I knew the man who married my daughter would have to be special—strong, her equal, her partner…and damn patient.”

			Cami laughed through tears that now stung her eyes. 

			“And through it all—whether it be near us or far from us, or over the rainbow, just remember… Put God first. Love your family. Respect the elders in your life. Be mindful of your place in this universe and never forget that it only takes a second to lose everything. So enjoy everything every day. Even when you argue about whether the knives are in the right spot, or the temperature is too hot or cold in the house, enjoy that. Every day should count. When you have children, take every moment as a magical gift, because they will leave you so fast, you won’t believe it. You were a baby in my arms only yesterday, mija.”

			Her father looked at his feet, visibly keeping it together.

			“And now.” He lifted his head. “You’re this amazing, kind woman of faith and strength, and I’m so proud of the man you have chosen to marry. Because I see the way he looks at you, and the way you look at him. Make it special. Make it real.”

			He paused again, and she managed to take a breath. Drake squeezed her hand, wrapping his fingers around hers, his heat spreading comfort through her.

			“And give us grandbabies as soon as you can,” her dad finished. Then grinned as another laugh surprised its way out of her.

			“Sorry,” he said. “Just had to get that in there. Your mother and I aren’t getting any younger, you know.”

			Then he held up a glass. “To Cami and Drake and your lives together.”

			To the sound of clapping, Cami got up to give her parents hugs, laughing as they both pulled Drake in for one as well. Then she gasped as Drake turned her into his arms, giving a nod to the DJ they’d hired, who started a slow song.

			“I thought we weren’t going to do all the dances and stuff,” she murmured.

			His shoulders twitched under her hand. “I got the impression it might be important to you.” He dipped his head and brushed his lips over her cheek. “Now I’m glad I paid attention.”

			Because of that link between them? More and more each day she could sense her mate and knew he could sense her as well. Not in an intrusive way, like he could read her every thought. That would be weird. More in a way where she knew he was there. Would always be there.

			She opened her mouth, words on the tip of her tongue.

			He beat her to it, though. “I love you, too, mate.”

			She blew out a pent-up breath, though she smiled.

			Drake bent and put his forehead to hers. “Make it special. Make it real. Your father is a wise man.”

			“Yes, he is,” she murmured.

			“We should take his advice.”

			“I agree.” She lifted her head to grin at him. “Babies would be wonderful.”

			Drake went all stiff in her arms, but she still caught the twinkle of laughter in his eyes and the tiny lift to the corner of his mouth. “Maybe not all his advice,” he muttered.

			“Not until we can make it safe for them,” she answered.

			Drake stopped dancing. “I promise you, we will.”

			Cami went up on her tiptoes and kissed him, long and soft and sweet. “Yes. We will.”

		


		
			Epilogue

			Levi smiled at the sight of Cami on the dance floor. The happy bride was surrounded by female family and friends, set to do some sort of thing involving throwing flowers.

			A strange tradition the humans had, weddings. Then again, they had no way of knowing for sure that the choice of mate they’d made was right or would even last. Not like dragons did. So perhaps sharing some kind of vow was an appropriate way to dedicate your life to one person when a bond of fire wasn’t possible.

			Sad for them.

			He still didn’t think it right that Cami continued to endanger her family by holding on to that relationship. But that was her problem. And Drake’s now.

			The team’s, too, if they had to protect the humans. He pushed the thought aside. No use borrowing troubles when they had plenty to keep them busy. Today was about celebrating.

			Rune should be here. And Aidan with Sera and Blake. And Titus.

			Cami tossed the bundle of flowers into the air, and, faster than the humans could likely catch, Lyndi’s hand shot up in the air and snatched it. The group broke apart and she danced across the floor to where Drake stood beside Levi.

			She flashed her brother that easy smile she gave to everyone but Levi and waved the flowers in his face. “Nervous?”

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

			“He’d have to be nuts,” Levi muttered darkly.

			Drake snorted, but Lyndi’s reaction was more dangerous given the humans around to witness. Her eyes flared red. “Just because I’m sterile doesn’t make me worthless.”

			“Which is not what I meant, and you know it.” She was always misunderstanding him. To hide her eyes until she could get herself under control, Levi quickly stepped into her and drew her into his arms for a dance, making sure to use his broad shoulders as a shield. 

			Thankfully, she didn’t yank away.

			After a minute she huffed a breath. “Thanks.”

			She was thanking him for something? He was waiting for her to blame him for stirring the flames in the first place.

			Levi drew her closer, their combined heat mingling, and inhaled the smoky sweet scent of her hair. “I always seem to rub you up the wrong way,” he murmured, lulled by the slow music and the sway of their bodies. “Why is that?”

			“Maybe I want you to rub me up the right way,” she quipped. And immediately jerked to a standstill as though she’d shocked herself with the words.

			She’d sure as hell shocked him. Blood surged through him, making him hard and hot at the same time. Had she really just said that?

			Not looking at him, Lyndi gave her head a shake, then dropped his hand and stepped back. “I don’t know why I said that.”

			She was taking it back?

			“Did you mean it?”

			She jerked her head in a shake that told him enough. “That didn’t come out right.” Her laugh sounded forced. “Too much wine, I guess. Can you maybe just pretend I didn’t say that or…”

			She trailed off, looking like a horse about to bolt. Then she turned and walked away without even a glance back. 

			Levi ground his teeth as she moved through the room, all grace and fire. And ice when it came to him. He would’ve said she was in a panic, except Lyndi didn’t panic. Ever. Plus her heartbeat had remained steady. Then again, as a dragon shifter, Lyndi could control that, knowing he’d be listening. But her dark eyes…they’d been wide and her pupils dilated. And there’d been a slight flush to her cheeks before she whirled around.

			He frowned. The woman was confusing as fuck. 

			He’d always thought she just didn’t like him. 

			But if that was the case, what the hell just happened?
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			Prologue

			The scent of raw meat, tinged with putrid rot, curled around Serefina, filling her nostrils and awakening a memory she would have sooner forgotten.

			At least he’d waited to confront her until after closing, when she was the last person left in the place. Her hands shook even as they slowed in the mundane task of clearing one of the handful of linoleum-topped tables in the small, rural Kansas diner where she worked. Where she pretended to be just another human and not who and what she truly was.

			A prize sought by every creature. 

			Legend held that the man who captured a phoenix would be blessed. Unable to put a foot wrong. Every choice the right one. Every action leading to greater fortune. Except legend had it wrong. The man had to capture the phoenix’s heart.

			The man who’d come for her would never have her heart. She knew who stood directly behind her, bringing that nasty smell inside with him where the rancid fumes mingled with the grease that hung heavy in the air.

			Pytheios.

			The Rotting King of the Red Dragon Clan. The man who had once deluded himself into thinking he could mate Serefina and take her parents’ throne. But she’d chosen another, a different clan’s king, and for her sins, Pytheios had murdered him.

			Zilant. Her destined mate, and her one true love.

			So she’d run.

			Disappeared.

			Pytheios had hunted her ever since, needing her at his side to legitimize his reign as High King. Thankfully, he had no idea of the secret she’d taken with her that fateful night all those centuries ago when she’d escaped, pregnant and terrified. And so alone. A secret concealed not ten miles from here. A secret she’d guard with her life.

			Pytheios would never find her daughters.

			“You didn’t think you could remain hidden forever, did you?” Pytheios’s charred voice rumbled behind her. Smug bastard.

			The skin on the back of Serefina’s neck crawled at his mere presence. She didn’t question how he’d finally tracked her down. Five centuries of hiding from him were five more than she’d expected to get.

			Now her daughters must find their own way without her there to guide them. Protect them. Teach them. Please let me have prepared them enough.

			Serefina didn’t bother trying to figure out how to save herself from the attack she knew was coming. Before Pytheios had killed them, her parents had been living proof that the dragon king who mated the phoenix would become the High King and rule wisely and well, leading to an era of prosperity. 

			The Red Clan had ruled over all dragon shifters during her parents’ reign. The five other dragon kings would have no choice but to bow down to Pytheios if he brought her back as his mated prize.

			But he wasn’t destined to be her mate. Her fire would consume him, as it would any dragon shifter other than Zilant, whether she liked it or not. Zilant’s brand hadn’t yet appeared on her neck, but all that meant was that she hadn’t died with her mate. No other man could ever have her.

			Pytheios might try anyway, or at the very least take her. Imprison her. Use her.

			So yes. There was no doubt in her mind; today was the last day of her life. But could she save the fire inside her, and the magic that came with it, to perform one last desperate act to protect her daughters before the final blow came?

			Acrid bile burned her throat as it rose from the pit of her stomach. She forced it down. Now was not the time to allow fear into her heart. Fear could wait for those last precious seconds of life, when she’d fought until she could no longer move, when she’d done everything she could. Maybe not even then.

			Not fear for herself. Fear for the four precious women she’d be leaving behind.

			If not for them, death would be a welcome relief. Then she could finally join Zilant in the afterlife where he waited for her.

			Serefina closed her eyes, reaching for the power that had lain dormant inside her for too many years, stoking an inferno, the flames licking her insides with a pleasant warmth she’d almost forgotten.

			“Turn around,” the monster behind her commanded. “Now.”

			Frustration lined the edges of Pytheios’s words, and she smiled. Even now, she could defy him. She took some small consolation from the thought.

			Slowly, as if careful not to spook a wild animal, she pivoted. And blinked. The years had not been kind to her enemy. When she’d seen him last, his body had already started rotting, having passed into that age when an unmated dragon’s body broke down, becoming susceptible to disease, deterioration, or insanity. Sometimes all of the above. For Pytheios, disease had taken his body in the form of skin decay.

			The flesh hung from his bones as though gravity had dragged at him so long, the tissue lost elasticity. His eyes were sunken into his head, the reddish-brown irises, the hallmark of a red dragon, now milky and faded with age. Even the king’s brand, the symbol of Pytheios’s house, appeared faded where it marked the flesh on his hand between his thumb and forefinger.

			How was he still alive?

			Despite his now-decrepit appearance, she knew she’d never overpower him physically. She’d be willing to bet he no longer did his own fighting, though, and likely hadn’t in a while, which might make him slower, easier to surprise.

			Serefina lifted her chin, ready to buy herself time. “You look like shit.”

			His lips pulled back in what she guessed was supposed to be a smile. “How very…American. You are as lovely as ever.” He sniffed the air. “And you smell like ambrosia.”

			Again, she had to hold down the bile threatening to spew from her. Serefina focused the fire inside herself, the gathering power undulating under her skin. If she wasn’t visibly glowing yet, she would be any second. She directed a small amount of energy into a single thought that she sent to her daughters.

			The time has come.

			They knew what those words meant. They knew what they had to do. Since the day of their birth—a day of joy devoured by a despair so deep she’d hardly been able to push her babies out of her body—Serefina had been preparing them for this eventuality.

			Pytheios, still so arrogant he hadn’t yet restrained her, continued his demands. “Time to give me what you denied me more than five hundred years ago.”

			“My duty was to Zilant, my destined mate,” she spat. “You will never be my king.”

			Pytheios’s neck worked as though he were swallowing back his rage, the column of his throat moving like a serpent was trapped inside. “I no longer need your submission or your body.”

			An icy shard of terror pierced her heart at the words and the sneer curling his lip. What did he mean?

			“I’ll take your power and your life.”

			Take her power? Could he? She’d never heard of such a thing, but his threat lent urgency to her next steps.

			“I’ll die before I give you an ounce of my power,” she snarled. Fisting her hands, Serefina threw her arms wide. Her skin came alive with dancing flames, and her vision changed to one alight in a reddish glow.

			Before she could use her strongest gift—the ability to transport her body anywhere with a single thought—Pytheios leaped forward and wrapped his hands around her throat. He squeezed hard enough to cut off oxygen, but not enough to kill. As a dragon, her fire didn’t harm him…couldn’t harm him unless he tried to force her to mate.

			Serefina wouldn’t risk teleporting him with her. She needed to reach her daughters ahead of him—alone. But she’d learned a few tricks in the centuries she’d been hiding. In a simultaneous move, she brought her hands up to strike at the back of his thumbs, dislodging his grip from her neck, while at the same time kneeing him hard in the balls.

			Pytheios dropped to the ground, clutching his groin, and she sprinted for the door. She didn’t make it more than three steps before he reached out and snagged her by the ankle. Serefina went down hard, slamming her head into a tabletop as she fell. Ears ringing, she turned on her attacker like a feral animal. She kicked him in the face, not that she’d ever damage a dragon’s harder bone structure, but the move surprised him into releasing her.

			Serefina scrambled to her feet and rushed outside into the gravel parking lot. In the struggle with Pytheios, she’d lost her fire. She closed her eyes, gathering the necessary force from deep inside. She had seconds at best.

			As her enemy’s bellow of frustration sounded from inside the diner, the fire ignited, pouring out of her skin. With another small burst of power and a whisper of resolve, she disappeared.

			But not before the long blade of a hurled knife pierced through skin and bone, lodging in her spine with a sickening thud. Agony screamed through her body, even as her legs went horrifyingly numb.

			Serefina accepted the pain, let it fuel the fury whipping the blaze inside her, and pictured the small clearing behind the unassuming house where she’d kept her family for the last twenty years. The image formed clearly in her mind—rickety white siding that needed replacing, dirt-covered screens, and the field with its tall, dry grass almost silver in the light of the full moon. Her daughters would be gathering out there now. Waiting for her. Probably terrified.

			Using more energy than she’d wanted to expend, she accessed her gift of teleportation and pulled her body from the diner parking lot through the silent darkness of empty space, to appear in that familiar field in less than a heartbeat.

			She hit the ground hard, crumpling to her knees, which no longer functioned. The knife had done its job, severing nerves and removing control over her own body. No matter. She could do what she had to do from the ground.

			“Mother!” Her daughter Kasia’s voice pierced the sweltering night air.

			Serefina raised her head to find all four of her daughters gathered about twenty feet away, their faces pale and stricken.

			There wasn’t enough time.

			The house where they lived was located only ten miles from the diner. Pytheios would eventually see the fire she was about to unleash, and not be far behind. She had only a few minutes to complete her task, if that.

			Serefina focused on her children—grown women now, each as different from the other as the moon from the sun, each a reflection of both their darkly exotic mother, born of the red dragon king and a phoenix, and their blond-haired, pale-blue-eyed white dragon king father.

			A cry of agony burst from her lips as she forced the crackling energy inside her to manifest. All around her, the grass burned, tinder to her flames, catching quickly. Her body began to shift, long, gloriously soft feathers bursting from her arms for the first time in her life. It was a bittersweet sight—the one time a phoenix ever turned into the bird was when she passed her powers to her daughter—or daughters, in Serefina’s case—either in death or by choice.

			She couldn’t send her babies away without a final message, so she spared another precious ounce of her energy. “I love you all, and I am so proud of you. You are women worthy of our phoenix legacy, but don’t let history control you. Find your own way in this world.”

			A colossal roar reverberated across the land behind her. Her daughters ducked, covering their ears. Pytheios, in his true form, lured by the flames, was coming for her.

			No time.

			She ignored the anguish racking her body, focusing on what she had to do with all her might. Her last act as a mother was the most important thing she’d ever do on this earth.

			Picturing each of the four separate locations she’d predetermined ages ago, Serefina directed her gaze to the youngest of her quadruplets.

			Tears streamed down Angelika’s heart-shaped face. Her pale blond hair whipped in the wind. “I love you,” her sweet daughter mouthed. And then, she was gone. Forced to another place, a safer place, by her mother’s will alone.

			Serefina’s core trembled, her power depleting exponentially, but she pushed through, focusing next on Meira. More angular and serious, with her bouncy strawberry blonde curls at odds with her personality, she held her body rigidly, dark eyes closed as though unable to watch her mother’s last moments. Another burst of power, another push, and Meira was gone.

			Her strength faltering, breath coming in panting bursts, Serefina felt smaller now, lighter, as her bones became hollow. Most of her had completed the shift, but she didn’t care about that. She refused to succumb to the dark spots dancing before her eyes.

			Skylar came next. Her midnight hair, so like Serefina’s own, hung in a long braid over her shoulder. Even from here, those glacial blue eyes, her father’s eyes, so filled with defiance, pierced Serefina’s heart. Again, she focused her resolve and her waning control, and Skylar disappeared.

			Flames poured off Serefina’s body, raising her dark curls around her head and eating up every inch of the land around her. The one tree in their yard exploded with a thunderous clash of sound and light as it ignited. Divergent with the blaze, a deep cold ached in Serefina’s bones, spreading insidiously through her body from within.

			Did she have enough fire left in her? Enough for one final act?

			Kasia stood before her, calm and steady. Dark red hair waved around her, lit with gold from the flames that crept nearer and nearer to her, but not yet licking at her feet.

			Serefina looked closer. Was that fire in her child’s eyes? Was the power of the phoenix already passing from mother to child? Serefina knew she had mere moments until her body would be consumed by her own flames. She had to get Kasia away before that happened, or Pytheios would take her.

			The blistering flames around her swayed and danced as a draft of wind pushed down from above, and the shadow of a massive beast high overhead loomed.

			Pytheios.

			Had he seen all four of her daughters? A crimson claw reached for Kasia, who dove for the ground. Her brave girl didn’t even scream, instead looking to her mother, waiting for the deliverance she trusted would come.

			Serefina reached out to Kasia, her hand now a wing of deep red and gold feathers, and shoved every last ounce of the raging storm inside her at her daughter, and with iron will forged in fire and pain, she sent her child far away from the monster above her, to a safer place.

			Finally, she could let go. Let death consume her, sending her home. To rest. To peace. To Zilant.

			The furious roar of the dragon was the last thing Serefina heard as her body disintegrated to ash, starting at the tips of her wings and working toward her center, the fine powder drifting away in the wind.

		


		
			Chapter One

			Brand pulled his 1970 Plymouth Hemi Cuda into the empty parking lot and rolled into the space nearest the frosted glass door sporting a tiny sign. MEDICAL SERVICES.

			Right place. The fact that it appeared deserted didn’t faze him, not for this kind of facility. With a flick of the key, he cut off the deep rumble of the souped-up classic car’s engine but didn’t get out immediately.

			“Why the hell am I here?” he muttered under his breath.

			The fifth place he’d been sent in the last year looking for gods knew what—having visited the traitors in South America, the Huracán Enforcers in California, a witch in Alaska, and a chimera in Toronto. Now Cheyenne, Wyoming.

			The Blood King was searching for a woman. That’s all Brand had pieced together, though suspicion had started to itch at him.

			He pulled out the satellite phone he carried with him when working for the king and punched in the private number he never stored in the device’s memory, just his own. Immediately a low male voice answered.

			“Have you met her?” came the immediate question. No intro or greeting necessary. The man on the other end already knew who he was and why he was calling.

			“No. I’m parked outside.” And this is a colossal fucking waste of my time.

			He’d traveled halfway around the world on a goose chase for something that didn’t exist. Brand kept that last bit to himself. Ladon Ormarr wouldn’t appreciate having his obsessive quest questioned again. Not that he’d rip Brand’s insides out next time they crossed paths or anything, but Brand needed the other dragon to stay on his side. Serving as a mercenary for Ladon, the Blood King of the Blue Dragon Clan, doing every job no one else would take, was all for a purpose—survival and revenge.

			Ladon was a major key to a plan centuries in the making—one that involved killing Uther, the King of the Gold Clan. Something that had turned out to be a lot tougher than Brand had ever expected, so Brand had no intention of pissing off his only ally.

			“Call me when you’ve seen her.”

			Click.

			Brand stared at his phone and held back his irritation with effort. Looked like Ladon had zero intention of letting this fixation go.

			Fine. He’d get this over with, get paid regardless, and move on to trying to figure out how to get to Uther before he died of old age.

			Brand swung himself out of the car and stalked into the facility.

			And immediately froze.

			Smoke. The noticeable scent of it hung heavy in the halls of the private medical clinic tucked discreetly into a series of warehouses in Cheyenne, Wyoming. The campfire aroma had a sweet undercurrent, sort of chocolaty, and was strong enough to mask the antiseptic smell that inundated most medical facilities.

			Brand stopped inside the doors and studied the flavor of the odor, letting it wash over his senses of smell and taste, trying to identify the source. Only a handful of creatures dealt in fire. A dragon shifter himself, he should be able to easily identify this one.

			The fact that he couldn’t pinpoint a species landed on the “pay attention” scale of his give-a-shit-o-meter.

			That small suspicion that had been creeping up on him grew deeper roots.

			Brand controlled his reaction, determined to give no outward sign of his tension. He’d trained himself long ago to never respond so others could see. Reaction was weakness that could be exploited, and weakness for a rogue dragon meant certain death.

			Instead, he walked up to the receptionist, a woman who gave a low growl deep in her throat. Polar bear shifter. He’d expected no less at this clinic. From what he understood after checking this place out, Dr. Oppenheim dealt only with special cases. Supernatural medical needs. Having reinforcement in the front office in the form of a large predator shifter was only smart.

			The polar bear wouldn’t have been able to help the growl or the way her canines elongated in her mouth. Predators didn’t like it when more dangerous predators showed up. Dragons were as dangerous as anything supernatural got, and they didn’t play nice with others.

			Strike that. They didn’t play. Period.

			Brand ignored the growled warning. He’d already sized her up in one glance. This woman was an alpha and unmated, which could make her dangerous. Good thing he didn’t care.

			He whipped out the credentials he used in situations like these. “My name is Brand Astarot. I’m a private investigator.”

			The lie about his job tripped easily off his tongue. He’d been using the PI cover for his own purposes for a long time. It tended to open doors faster, or at least give him a reason to be in unusual locations and circumstances. “Dr. Oppenheim should be expecting me.”

			The bear shifter took a moment to force her teeth back to human size. “My apologies, Mr. Astarot,” she murmured. “We don’t get much traffic during daylight hours.”

			Not completely at ease, she eyed his form, taking in his six-foot-five, muscled frame, the breadth of his shoulders, her gaze finally dropping to his right hand.

			Every dragon shifter sported a brand signifying the clan and king he owed allegiance to—Blue, Gold, Red, White, Green, or Black. Even in the Americas, supernaturals knew to check.

			Brand had no such mark on his hand. Which left only one option—he was a rogue dragon, abandoned or exiled by his people, or one who’d deliberately left his clan.

			A rogue who hadn’t already been hunted down and killed by his own kind tended to be batshit crazy and unpredictable with it. Crazy wasn’t his style.

			Yet.

			But the receptionist didn’t know that, and the general perception was a tool he relied on to stay alive.

			“We don’t get many dragons in here, either,” she finally said.

			Reading between the lines, and knowing his extremely secretive people, he doubted this clinic got any. Dragons had their own healers. “I understand.”

			She nodded, then picked up the phone. “Dr. Oppenheim? A private investigator named Mr. Astarot has arrived. Shall I have him go on back?”

			After a long silence, a calm voice answered. “I’ve been expecting him. However, our patient is about to supernova again.”

			Supernova?

			Dr. Oppenheim continued. “I guess if he’s investigating her, he’d better see what he’s dealing with.”

			Even the shifter grimaced. She hit the button to hang up and pointed at a set of double doors to her right. “Through there. End of the hall.”

			Brand paused at the doors. “What does supernova mean in this context?”

			She grimaced again. “Let’s just say we’re lucky we have a fireproof room, or we would’ve burned down twice in the last month.”

			Fire. The same symptom he’d been tracking all over the damn planet. Brand couldn’t see Ladon bothering with any of the lesser fire creatures, and he was too smart to mess with a hellhound. He’d initially assumed Ladon was searching for a dragon mate. A queen would stop the aging process for the king, as well as help solidify his claim to the throne. As a new king, Ladon could use all the support he could get.

			But no. The scent mingling in the smoke wasn’t dragon. This was something…different. And if his suspicions were right, something impossible.

			Adrenaline-fueled curiosity mixed with a certain amount of dread as Brand made his way down the long corridor. About the length of a football field, the walls were painted white, matching the white tile floors, all illuminated by overhead lights that gave off a low buzz that aggravated his sensitive hearing and cast a bluish hue over everything.

			He passed several doors with various labels. Normal ones like exam rooms and surgery. A few not-so-normal ones. He held in a sneer as he passed a room geared toward newly made werewolves—no windows, dragonsteel bars that he’d bet were electrified, magically warded, or both. Not that a dragon’s first time shifting was any easier, but they had their own process for that.

			He reached the end of the hall just as a woman with dark gray hair tipped in neon green stepped out of a room. She wore a white lab coat, so he figured this had to be the doctor.

			“Mr. Astarot?” She held out her hand, which he grasped as he nodded. “I’m Dr. Oppenheim. Mariska has been under my care for the last five weeks or so.”

			Mariska? Sounded Russian. A good place to hide if she was what he suspected.

			Brand tucked a spurt of uneasiness behind a poker face that never lost him a game. “All I’ve been told is to come see this woman.”

			“We didn’t want to discuss particulars over the phone, in case someone was…listening in.”

			Brand narrowed his eyes, taking in the slightly too eager light in the doctor’s eyes. His experience dealing with liars and manipulators lit up a warning with big red lights. He’d bet his hefty fee for this job that this Oppenheim person knew what her patient was already.

			Did that mean Ladon knew, too? “Can you give me the particulars now?”

			Her green-tipped hair swayed as she nodded. “She’s almost at the end of another bout. I think you should witness the worst of her symptoms. Then we can talk.”

			At that, Dr. Oppenheim turned and hit a button beside the door. The entire wall was instantly rendered transparent, like glass, and Brand got his first view of the reason he was here. Sort of.

			A woman huddled on the floor in the middle of the room with her back to him, naked, her body consumed by angry red flames that sparked at the tips.

			“We had to remove all the furniture, because when she goes, she melts everything but the walls, which are magically warded to withstand even dragon fire.” The doctor sent him a significant glance, which meant she knew what he was, though he had yet to identify her species. Some kind of healer, possibly a minor deity or demigod with the ability?

			Suddenly, the woman on the other side of the glass clutched her stomach and moaned, low and long. An answering pain radiated through Brand’s body.

			What the fuck?

			He swallowed back a groan. “Is she hurt?”

			The doctor flicked him another glance. “You could say that. She experiences episodes that start with a loss of vision, followed by discomfort, which builds to what she describes as a full-body migraine at the height of the fire.”

			Brand nodded, even as his thoughts spun.

			No dragon or any other fire creature he knew of suffered when they loosed their fire or shifted. And why the hell had her moan affected him, the painful burn spreading deep into his bones?

			Brand breathed in, steadying himself. He possessed a massive level of self-control thanks to the power of kings that flowed through his blood. He was the only one left from his bloodline, but the authority of his ancestors still filled his veins. He sought that control now, having to reach for it, struggle to find it.

			As he watched, the fire pouring off Mariska’s body grew, crawling over the floor and up the walls almost as though it were alive. She crumpled to the ground, curling into a ball. At the same time, a series of keening sounds burst from her.

			His control slipped another notch as pain pulsed through him, stronger than before. On the edge of something sharper, but not quite there. Brand slammed his hand on the wall and leaned into the pain. In the same instant, instinct dragged at him. He needed to be in that room to… Fucking hell. He didn’t know what. Help her? Instinct screamed at him to help her.

			“Mr. Astarot?” Dr. Oppenheim’s concerned tones barely penetrated the haze that had taken over his body. Brand couldn’t tear his gaze from the woman separated from him by a wall.

			She trembled now, body visibly tensing and releasing. Low moans tumbled from her lips and slid down his spine like electric shocks.

			“Why does it take so long?” he groaned around his own escalating situation.

			“We don’t know.” The doctor put a hand on his arm. “But I’m more concerned about you right now.”

			Instinct chose that instant to take over every cell of his body. He needed to be in that room. Now. He shook the doctor off.

			“Step back,” he growled, his voice already dark and smoky, even though he wasn’t shifting.

			“Wait!” Dr. Oppenheim yelled.

			But she was too late. Brand burst into the room and ran at the woman sprawled in the middle of the floor. He dropped to his knees in front of her. “Let me help you.”

			She jerked back. Her eyes, blazing with flame to the point he couldn’t see their color, darted around as if she were searching for him in the dark. Right, she couldn’t see. Her mouth dropped open, but he couldn’t tell if it was from fear of him or from panting through what looked like waves of razor-edged agony. He knew the feeling.

			“I know I can help you.” He had no idea how he knew, but he did. “Will you let me try?”

			She sucked in a sharp hiss, her face contorting. Then she nodded, wincing as if even that small movement was unbearable.

			Urgency moved him around behind her, where he dropped to his knees, banding an arm around her waist and pulling her up and against him, his thighs bracketing hers. The softness of her bare skin registered in his fogged mind, and the edge of his own pain dulled.

			Interesting…

			Flames licked at his body, the heat intensifying. Thankfully, his control of fire kept her from burning off his clothes. Maybe he could try to contain her fire? He sensed her need for more touch, needing it, too, but didn’t want to take advantage.

			“I’ve got you,” he whispered in her ear.

			He ran a hand down her arm, and she sighed, seeming to ease, if only a fraction, at his touch.

			Then she clenched as another pulse shot through her—he knew because an answering pulse shot through him—and she dropped her head back against his shoulder. A scream that pierced his heart poured from her lips, and the fire burst around them before he could get a handle on it, the reverberation of the explosion ringing in his ears, the power behind it shaking him.

			Then, before he could process what was happening, the flames sucked back into her body, a river of angry color disappearing into her skin, like water down a drain, swirling around them both, until all that was left were the two of them in a room gone deadly quiet.

			The pain in his body evaporated, leaving behind only a dull ache. Meanwhile, her skin glowed, like a white-hot poker just removed from the kiln.

			What the hell just happened?

			He glanced down into her face and registered how the woman in his arms was beautiful in a way that snatched the breath from his lungs—long red hair spilled over his arm. Delicate features, high cheekbones, eminently kissable mouth. She reminded him of a tiny bird. One who needed protecting from the world. Who might snap if he held her too tight.

			And glowing, like an angel.

			“Fuck me,” Brand spat. Mariska—and he doubted that was her real name—was a phoenix. A creature destined to mate a dragon king, making him the High King of the dragon clans, and, according to legend, bringing peace to their kind.

			Total crap in his opinion, and not Brand’s primary concern.

			This was why Ladon had sent him, because he knew Brand was the only dragon who’d bring her back to him. Because Brand needed Ladon more than he’d need a phoenix. Being a rogue no longer scared him—he knew how to survive that way indefinitely—but he did need the power of a clan behind him in order to take out Uther. He’d waited centuries to kill the King of the Gold Clan.

			Giving this phoenix to Ladon would open that door.

			The woman in his arms stirred, eyelids fluttering open to reveal eyes so pale blue they reminded him of blues found deep in glacier ice. Eyes like a white dragon. Hypnotic.

			“You,” she croaked.

			The lingering dull ache disappeared as an unaccustomed stomach-clenching sensation of trepidation sank to the bottom of his gut. “You know me?”

			She gave a trembling smile. “That was a damn idiotic thing to do, you ass. I could’ve killed you.”

			Then she went limp in his arms.

			…

			He’s real.

			Kasia’s first thought as she pulled herself out of a deep and dreamless sleep was for the man… The man she’d seen in almost every vision she experienced when she went up in flames. A year of seeing his face with more and more frequency. A year of not knowing his name or who he was. A year of hiding and waiting in total isolation since her mother sacrificed her life.

			Now she’d finally met him.

			While in the midst of what she could only describe as an almighty full-body migraine, blind and incapacitated with pain…and naked as a newborn. That had to have made quite an impression.

			The sensation that came with her visions, that seemed to be tied to them, like a physical manifestation of the intense power being released inside her, was something she couldn’t control, or stop, or even ignore. Almost like unlocking the visions in her head required peeling back her physical self to let the magic loose. No sight, to clear the way for her mind’s eye, followed by the anguish of being stripped raw, turned her body into an open gateway.

			You’d think the fire would be enough, but apparently not.

			He’d held her through it all, his surprisingly gentle touch both soothing her pain and bringing her to the end of her tussle with fire much faster than she could’ve done on her own.

			Leaving me lying naked in his arms.

			The heat of a rare blush crept up her chest and neck and into her face. Then, as the lethargy of exhaustion receded more, realization struck hard. No way should he have been able to survive her fire. Who the hell, or more specifically what the hell, was he? And could she trust him? Or did she need to run?

			“How are you feeling?” The deep tones of a smooth male voice washed over her. He had an accent she couldn’t quite place—not quite American, not quite British.

			A small part of her mind hummed in appreciation. She liked his voice, which reminded her of bottomless pools of water in a cave. Dark. Sinfully beautiful. Her visions were silent, so until today, she’d never heard him speak.

			Stop stalling, she told herself sternly. Face the man.

			After all, he’d done a bang-up job helping her through that vision, though how was a mystery.

			Kasia stifled a miserably embarrassed groan. Slowly, she forced open her eyes, noting the darkened sky outside the window. How long had she been out? Obviously, they’d moved her to her usual room while she was unconscious. Dressed her, too, thankfully. A hospital gown, but that was better than naked, which was how she always ended up.

			Finally, she moved her gaze to the man seated in the chair beside her bed. Despite seeing images of him, she still had to swallow around a suddenly dry throat at the man in the flesh. His face was all hard angles with surprisingly sensual lips that kept him off the edge of too hard. In combination with dirty blond hair, almost light brown in color, that brushed his collar, and an unusual golden-eyed gaze pinned on her now, he gave off a don’t-fuck-with-me attitude that couldn’t be missed.

			He wore what she’d come to think of as his standard uniform—jeans, black T-shirt, probably those steel-toed boots he wore in every vision. An aura of control practically rolled off him, clotting the air and swamping her senses. Of their own accord, her eyes dropped to the tattoo on his arm, the pine trees around his wrist in clearer detail here than in her visions. If her body weren’t still wrung out, she’d be tingling all over by now.

			He stared back steadily, as if waiting for her to make the first move.

			Kasia grabbed the remote for her hospital bed and raised the head so she could address him more upright. Anything to lessen the disadvantage she was already starting with where he was concerned.

			“Who are you?” she asked, keeping her gaze steady on his, trying to project a calm she was far from feeling. As always, her voice came out scratchy following the fire, and she swallowed around her sore throat.

			He raised his eyebrows. “You tell me. You recognized me in there.”

			Kasia shrugged. “I don’t know. Not really.”

			“But you know me.” Not a question, and a tone that indicated zero tolerance for stalling.

			She sighed. “Yes. Sort of.” She quickly considered how much to tell him. “I have visions.”

			His brows scrunched over his eyes. “Visions? The doctor didn’t mention anything like that.”

			She flicked a glance at the door. “Probably because I didn’t tell her. When the pain comes and I light on fire, I see things. Glimpses, mostly. Nothing makes sense, and I can’t hear.”

			That intent stare narrowed, hardened. “And you’ve seen me in these visions?”

			She fought back a shiver. Guess he didn’t like that little fact. Too late now. “Yes.”

			He thought about that, and she waited him out. Eventually, he crossed his arms, the muscles stretching the limits of his T-shirt and drawing her gaze again to the tattoo on his arm. Curiosity peaked. Maybe now she’d get to see the rest of it? She’d wondered…

			“My name is Brand Astarot.”

			Brand. Uncompromising. The name suited him.

			His frown deepened. “Dr. Oppenheim thought I might be able to help you figure out who and what you are.”

			Why did she get the impression that he wasn’t comfortable with that statement, like a suit that didn’t fit him quite right? Was he lying about why he was here? If he was, why?

			“I see.” She eyed him closely. He hadn’t stated what his specific job was in that introduction. Something she found concerning. “Is that all you are?” She’d learned to ask the question lately, though certain species were more sensitive than others at being quizzed about their origin.

			Not Brand. His expression didn’t so much as twitch. “I’m a dragon shifter.”

			Panic slammed through Kasia so hard she would’ve swayed if she’d been standing. To hide her shaking hands, she clutched the blanket, pulling it up around her as if she were cold.

			Damn. Damn. Double damn.

			The scent of fire in the room made more sense now. She’d assumed the lingering odor to be her own, a remnant from her fiery vision, but it had a woodsier, earthier undertone to it, not sweet like hers.

			Why didn’t I see this coming?

			Despite wanting to hyperventilate, she did her best to keep her reaction under wraps, deliberately relaxing back against the pillows like she thought his being a dragon was a good thing, and not the most terrifying answer he could have given her. “Makes sense with the fire, I guess.”

			She glanced away, plucking at the front string from her gown as she stalled for time to think, to formulate some kind of plan. She had to figure out how to get him out of here without suspecting anything, then she could disappear.

			Kasia cleared her throat. “So how does this work?”

			Brand rooted around in a well-used backpack she hadn’t even noticed on the tiled floor beside him. He pulled out a tablet and pushed a button to turn it on. “We start at the beginning, and I decide where we go from there.”

			Fan-freaking-tastic. Another round of lies.

			She’d already given a false name and a false history. After a year of hiding in a cabin buried in the wilderness of Alaska, not being able to control her fire, she’d come here in a desperate attempt to get help. Horrible idea. It had just landed her with one of the bad guys.

			Except her visions told her otherwise. If she went on only what she’d seen in those flashes, Kasia would have trusted Brand without hesitation. The memory of how he felt earlier, arm around her, solid chest pressed against her back, his hands on her, touching her without actually touching her, threatened to take away all her logic and experience, which screamed at her to run fast and far away from this man.

			Which version of Brand was real?

			Kasia rolled her shoulders. “Didn’t you already get this info from Dr. Oppenheim?”

			He lifted his head, intense gaze back on her, making her want to shift in the bed. “Are you going to be difficult?”

			Was that…teasing…in those dark gold eyes of his? Awareness prickled through her until she slammed on the mental and hormonal brakes.

			What the hell was she thinking? Brand was as perilous as it came in relation to what she was. She had more important things than inconvenient, unwanted attraction to deal with right now. She needed to focus on escaping. “That depends.”

			Her edginess made her snippier than she meant to be, and the barely-there twinkle disappeared behind a scowl. “I’m here to help you.”

			Kasia scrubbed a hand over her face. “Sorry.” She dropped her hand to her lap. “But what I need is a doctor to help me figure out how to control my visions and everything that comes with them. Unless you have some mysterious magical cure, I don’t see what you can do.”

			He leaned back, expression showing he was clearly unimpressed. Immovable. “They can’t help you until they know what you are.”

			Shoot.

			She’d lied about not knowing what she was in the hopes that the clinic wouldn’t need the info. She couldn’t very well tell them she was a phoenix when her mother was supposed to have been the last, and most had believed her dead for centuries. Pytheios had seen her that awful night, though, had tried to scoop her up. So at least he knew of her existence.

			Was Brand here on Pytheios’s behalf?

			She needed to get him out of there, and fast. Sticking to her original lies was her best bet. “What questions do you have?” she huffed.

			Thankfully, he let her rudeness go and got straight to it. “Your name is Mariska?”

			“Umm…yeah.”

			He glanced up from the tablet. Despite his blanked-out expression, she got the impression he wanted to shake her. “You really want to start out by lying to me?”

			She stared back, unspeaking, mind spinning.

			“I’m trying to help you,” he pointed out again.

			She pursed her lips, then sighed. “My name is Kasia.”

			“Last name?”

			“Not important.” Not worth the risk of stating it in case he recognized the name and connected it to her royal bloodline.

			“How long has this been going on?”

			Kasia, already having answered these questions for every healer and doctor this clinic had brought in, rattled off the dates easily enough. “Everything started September eighteenth of last year. At first the fire was small. Just my hand or my fingertips. With those, the visions were quick, a flash. The longer the flames last, the longer the vision.”

			“And the pain?”

			“Similar to the fire—smaller vision means less pain.” Like less of her had to clear out of the way. “Though I still lose my sight, like a warning.”

			He took notes using a stylus to write on his tablet, making no comments. “When did it start getting worse?”

			“About six weeks ago. Luckily, I was at a lake, so I was able to control it with the water.” Burning down her hideaway in the Alaskan wilderness would’ve sucked.

			“How’d you end up here?”

			Kasia had to tread this one carefully. “My mother told me about this place.”

			He glanced up at that. “How did she know?”

			“She was a shifter.” Of a sort. Not a total lie.

			His eyebrows popped up. “What kind?”

			Kasia tipped up her chin. “A bird.” Close enough.

			Another penetrating stare landed on her. Kasia tried not to fidget, holding his gaze with effort, feeling like a schoolgirl caught telling tales.

			“Lying again?” he asked.

			Was Brand clairvoyant, or did he already suspect what she was? Phoenixes were exceptionally rare and not the only fire creatures out there. Kasia concentrated on keeping her breathing slow and even, despite the way her heart was jumping around inside her chest like a dang jackrabbit, adrenaline and fear dueling within her.

			“My mother’s dead.”

			Gods, it hurt saying that truth out loud. Her mother was dead. She and her sisters scattered to the winds, never to see one another again. Kasia was completely alone in the world, her only goal to remain hidden. That was, if she could get this freaking fire thing under control. Her mother may have tried to train them before they came into their powers, but she’d said nothing about explosive fireballs and the sensations that came along with them. Meanwhile, only a year on her own and she’d already walked right into the hands of the enemy. How had her mother hidden them for over five hundred years?

			“I’m sorry,” Brand said.

			She doubted that.

			“Tell me more about the vision you had in the lake. Did you see anything in particular?”

			Interesting. He was the first to ask that. Would it hurt to tell him?

			Kasia plucked at that drawstring again. “I saw caverns. All gray rock. Eyes reflecting in the dark, in the back of the caves. You were standing next to me, and we were talking to another man.”

			Brand didn’t move, didn’t glance up, but still seemed to move closer. “What did he look like?”

			“Dark hair. Kind of Mediterranean-looking. Greek, maybe? Blue eyes. Intense… Oh! And a scar running down the left side of his face.” She shivered. There’d been a chill in that other man’s eyes that struck her to the bone. She got the impression he wasn’t someone you wanted as an enemy. “Similar build to yours, maybe a bit shorter and leaner, and he wore a tailored suit.” She particularly remembered that, as it had seemed an odd choice of fashion for a cave.

			Brand stopped writing, but he still didn’t look up. “Got it.” He went back to making his notes. “Other family?”

			She glanced away, looking anywhere but at his hand. The one without a brand.

			Come to think of it, in every vision, and even now, he wore his hair on the longer side. To cover the mark of his family at the nape of his neck? Regardless, the man was a rogue.

			Shit. Much worse than she’d thought.

			“What?” she asked when she caught his stare.

			“Your family?”

			“No. Grandparents on both sides died before I was born.” Pytheios made sure of that. “My parents were only children as far as I know. Both dead. It’s just me left.”

			She was proud she didn’t hesitate over that last statement. She may have screwed herself by landing in this situation, but no way would she ever give up her sisters or put them at risk.

			“Okay. That doesn’t give me much to go on tracing your family. I’ll need any records you can provide. Birth certificates, pictures, official documents.”

			Kasia winced. “That’ll be a bit of a problem.”

			“Why?”

			“Everything was destroyed in a fire when I was five.” A lie her mother had told the humans whenever they started requiring that kind of proof—be it for travel, driver’s licenses, school records, or whatnot—faking their lives as normal people.

			At that Brand put his tablet down to stare at her. “You’re telling me you have no information on your background and family history.”

			“Yes. I’m sure that makes your job harder.”

			He snorted an unamused laugh. “More like damn near impossible.”

			Kasia pretended to be disappointed, drooping back against the bed. Now if she could get him to leave. “Well…thanks for coming anyway, Mr. Astarot.”

			“Brand. And I’m not leaving. Not yet, at least.”

			She turned her head to look at him. “But you just said—”

			“Your situation makes any normal human means of investigating your background pretty useless. However, I happen to have access to several supernatural methods.”

			Dammit. “So, there’s hope of finding out what I am?” She continued to play out her role of not knowing until she could get the dragon shifter out of here.

			He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and she got the impression he was…amused. “I’m not giving up on you yet.”

			Why did it feel as though his words carried a double meaning? She attempted a smile that she hoped appeared appropriately grateful, or whatever. “So, I’ll hang out here, exploding every so often, until you get back?”

			Best news she’d had all day. He’d leave, and she could disappear.

			“Nope.”

			She jerked her gaze to his. “Nope?”

			He shook his head. “I’m certain I can contain your fire if or when you…explode…next.”

			Was that a secret grin? Better not be.

			“So…I’m coming with you?” she asked slowly.

			He stood, stuffing his tablet into his backpack. “Get some sleep. We’ll leave in the morning. Better to travel in the daylight.”

			Kasia blew out a long, silent breath of relief. Regardless of how short the absence, he’d still leave. She just had to play this out until he did.

			Brand stood and slung his backpack over one shoulder. When he made to walk away, she put a hand on his arm, surprised when his muscles bunched under her touch. Even more surprised when her wrung-out body warmed at the contact.

			She swallowed. “What time?”

			He stared at her hand still gripping his arm. “I’ll be back at six a.m.”

			Had his voice roughened?

			He pulled away from her grasp then almost seemed to relax, shoulders dropping a hair. The guy appeared to have a serious issue with touching. He glanced at her hospital gown. “You might want to wear something else.”

			Never had she been so aware that she was naked beneath the flimsy material. She had to keep herself from glancing down to see if her nipples were visibly beading. “Right.”

			That wouldn’t be his problem, because when he came back tomorrow, she’d be a ghost…long gone and far away from there.

			… 

			Click here to keep reading!
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