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      What’s a mercenary dragon to do when he meets a woman who makes his body surge with an energy he’s never felt before?

      

      Drake’s part of an elite group of dragon mercenaries. He’s a dragon for hire. Tara’s a senator’s daughter who’s been kidnapped and is being kept underground. Until a dragon shows up to rescue her.

      

      A dragon!

      

      Soon, one dragon turns into a baker’s dozen of dragons. And they’re living in a secret compound that’s more like a luxury hotel on the inside.

      

      Then, one fight breaks out in the cafeteria and Tara learns she’s so much more than a kidnap victim. And it’s somehow tied into Drake, a guy that’s beyond hot.
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      “Right there. That’s right. Come on, baby. Yeah, that’s it. You know you want to. Just like that. Oh, yeah. Right… there… Damn it! No! No. No. No.”

      I thumped my head against the metal door, fighting back tears as I threw yet another snapped wire to the side. It always looked so easy when people picked locks on TV. Insert a random piece of metal, wiggle it around, and voila! Yeah, not so much.

      With a groan, I struggled to my feet, glaring at the recalcitrant lock. I crossed the two whole steps and plopped down on the bed—one of two pieces of furniture in the closet-sized room that was my cell. I rubbed my aching knees, still trying to swallow the lump of despair crawling its way up my throat.

      For the 4,379th time, I surveyed the windowless room. Maybe I had missed a person-sized vent that I could use to crawl to safety. Perhaps I would finally notice the tell-tale cracks in one of the concrete walls that indicated a cleverly disguised secret passage.

      I flung myself onto my back and stared at the bare bulb hanging from the ceiling until I started to see spots. Then I closed my eyes tightly and watched them dance behind my eyelids.

      “Or maybe you’ll finally discover your superpowers.” I could hear the tinge of hysteria in my voice, but it wasn’t like there was anyone else around to listen to it. So I continued the zero-to-hero escape fantasy that seemed about as likely as anything else at this point.

      “Tara Jeffries,” I intoned in a deep, narrator’s voice. “Mild-mannered artist with a secret. Give her a charcoal pencil and good lighting, and she can draw her way out of anything.” I gave a Vanna White flourish to the wall beside me. “In this episode, the artiste sketches a tunnel to escape her cell.”

      I choked on a bitter laugh.

      “And then she draws herself a pair of wings to escape the bad guys.”

      I didn’t know who they were or what they wanted from me. But I did know that even if I managed to get out of this stupid, tiny room, that I would still have to get past at least one of them. I had overheard them talking about rotations and standing guard.

      I never heard any noises from the other side of the door unless they were coming in to replenish my supply of water and protein bars. I couldn’t see anything when they opened the door, except another bare concrete wall. There were two of them that I had seen, but I’d heard at least two more distinctive male voices outside my room at some point.

      Had that been yesterday? Two days ago? I didn’t have any way to track time. They had taken my phone, and I never wore a watch. The light stayed on all the time. And since I had nothing to do but sleep and make ineffectual escape plans, I took a lot of short, fitful naps. I didn’t think I’d slept more than a couple of hours at a time since I was kidnapped. But how would I know?

      Kidnapped.

      I’d been abducted. Taken prisoner. It was all so surreal. I was supposed to be exploring the Arizona desert, sketching and taking photos for inspiration. Instead, I was locked in a concrete room that was precisely five paces wide and seven paces long. Short paces.

      My brother had given me the trip as a graduation present. Tucker was the only person in my family who’d shown any pride in my BFA in Studio Arts from NYU. My parents, the senator and the senator’s wife, had given me a check and a mildly condescending, “Congratulations, dear.” Of course, my father had to follow that up with yet another disapproving conversation about my work.

      Dad’s conversations were thinly disguised lectures. And one of his favorite subjects was my “inappropriate little drawings.” He was worried that his constituents wouldn’t approve of naked fairies or werewolves caught mid-shift. Whatever. I painted what I saw in my head. And I had a vivid imagination.

      Unfortunately, my imagination was in overdrive when it came to the assholes who’d kidnapped me. When the car had run me off the road, my first reaction had been shocked anger. I had started out before dawn because I wanted to get some good sunrise shots over a gorgeous rock formation that I’d found the day before.

      The headlights in my rearview mirror had nearly blinded me, and I’d had to swerve hard when the other car tried to pass me and then swung into my lane. I couldn’t believe the sheer stupidity it took to have a near-miss with the only other vehicle on the road. I assumed the idiot was drunk.

      I wasn’t stupid. I was a New Yorker—or at least I had been for the last four years. I made sure my doors were locked, and I grabbed my phone to call 9-1-1. But before I could even get it unlocked, my window exploded inward, and my phone was snatched out of my hand. It was all a little bit of a blur from there. I remembered fighting and screaming. I might have bitten one of them. Then someone hit me, and I woke up here.

      I prodded my sore temple with one finger. It was still tender, but it wasn’t swollen anymore. I didn’t have a mirror, so I couldn’t gauge the passage of time by the fading color, either.

      At least no one had hit me again. In fact, neither of the guys had even touched me. The young, skinny guy barely looked at me. He reminded me a little of Tom Holland’s version of Peter Parker, with an ever present naïve, out-of-his-depth expression. He was always jittery and only watched me out of the corner of his eye, like he was afraid I might jump him.

      I had thought about it more than once. I wondered if I could hit him hard enough with the lightweight aluminum chair—my only other piece of furniture—to knock him out. I wasn’t sure if I even was capable of hurting someone like that. I was getting closer to wanting to find out.

      But even though he was thin, he had a wiry frame that made me think he was probably stronger than he looked. Almost certainly stronger than me. I had decided against physical attack—for now. Instead, I tried to talk to him, hoping to get him to feel some empathy for me. So far, he wasn’t biting.

      The older guy stared me down every time he came in. He was the one that scared me. He was maybe mid-40s if the creases around his eyes and his salt-and-pepper hair were anything to go by. But he was a lot bulkier than the kid, and at least some of that bulk looked like muscle.

      It was his creepy gaze that made my skin crawl, though. I got the uncomfortable feeling that he wanted to do a lot worse than hit me. I didn’t know what was stopping him, but I hoped it stayed that way. I was always cautious not to make any sudden movements when he was in the room because I didn’t want to give him any excuse to get closer to me.

      Yeah, that imagination of mine was killer when all it had was darkness to feed on. And that guy was seriously dark inside. His eyes were such a dark brown they were almost an oily black. In my more fanciful moments—and I had a lot of those—I convinced myself his eyes reflected his shadowed soul.

      I heard a noise outside the door and jumped up. I was never, ever on the bed when the door opened. I didn’t want to be that vulnerable. So, after I scooped the incriminating wire pieces off the floor, I scooted over to the corner where the nasty little toilet and sink were situated. The odor was nauseating, but I counted on that to be a deterrent to any thoughts Creepy Dude might have.

      I sagged a little with relief when Peter Parker came through the door. I put on a tremulous smile and took a tiny step forward, trying to look helpless and harmless. It wasn’t difficult, since I was both of those things right now.

      “Hey,” I ventured, and he jumped a little. He dropped a box with what I knew from experience held four gallon-sized jugs of water and two boxes of protein bars by the door. He was grabbing the box with my empties when I tried again.

      “Will you please tell me what’s going on?” I kept my voice quiet as I asked the same question I always did. I was trying not to startle him again, but he still cast a worried look toward the door. Interesting. He hadn’t ever seemed to worry that anyone might hear me talk before.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll be quieter. Are you not supposed to talk to me?” I whispered my question this time, hoping I sounded conspiratorial. Hoping that it would work.

      He shook his head quickly, but he looked conflicted. Good. I hope he was losing sleep at night over what he was doing to me.

      “Can you at least tell me how long I’ve been here?” Maybe if I could get him to answer an easy question, he’d loosen up a little.

      I was out of luck, though. The door slammed open, and we both jumped.

      “What’s taking so long?” It was Creepy Dude. I eased back into my smelly corner.

      “I was just getting the empty box,” Peter Parker said defensively, hunching his shoulders as if to avoid a blow. Very interesting. I would think about that dynamic and how to use it to my advantage. But not while danger was standing less than five feet away from me.

      Creepy Dude grunted and cocked his head toward the door. Peter Parker scurried out without looking at me again.

      Then Creepy Dude smiled at me. No, he leered at me. I had never actually seen anyone leer, but there was no other word for that facial contortion. Gross. I pressed myself against the concrete wall, trying not to show any emotion.

      Without another word, he left, pulling the door shut behind him. I heard the decisive click of the lock and sagged against the wall, breathing hard.

      Loud male voices got my attention, and I stepped to the door, pressing my ear against the metal to try to make out words. The sound was muffled, but they were shouting at each other, and I could hear snippets. There were at least three distinctive voices.

      “…gonna get paid?”

      “…jacking us around…”

      “…doesn’t call today… send a message…”

      “No way, man! I didn’t sign up for this!” That was Peter Parker, and he was clearly agitated. His voice got even louder. “You said we wouldn’t hurt her! This was supposed to be an easy job!”

      There was a muffled thud, and a shout of pain. I winced in sympathy. If Creepy Dude had hit Peter Parker—because I was pretty sure that’s who’d cold-cocked me in the road—then I knew the kid was hurting. The big guy threw a wicked punch.

      The men continued arguing, but they didn’t get loud enough again for me to hear anything. It didn’t matter. I’d heard enough.

      I slid my hand under my shirt and up my ribcage, feeling the last bit of underwire left in my bra. The rest had already been sacrificed to my lock-picking attempts. I figured I had enough for maybe two more tries. I’d have to make them count.

      I pressed my ear back to the door and didn’t move again until I heard a door slam. I stood and listened to the silence for a long time after that, just to make sure they were gone.

      It didn’t surprise me to hear that they were after money. I had guessed as much when I realized they weren’t going to hurt me. My parents came from money—boatloads of money—on both sides. I had expected a ransom to be paid by now.

      I felt a cold knot in the pit of my stomach. Why hadn’t my parents paid the ransom? What was going on? But I couldn’t do anything about that. And I couldn’t sit around waiting for someone to save me.

      They were going to send a message. They were going to hurt me. They hadn’t been specific, but a reel of movie and tv scenes started playing in my head. Each one was more gruesome than the last, and many of them involving body parts delivered as warnings. I had to get out of here.

      I eyed the chair in the corner and decided that I could definitely use it to hurt someone. But hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.

      I crouched in front of the lock and got to work.
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      “Bored now,” I said in a sing-song voice, just to get under Merrick’s skin.

      I’d made him watch a Buffy marathon with me a few weeks ago, and Vampire Willow had creeped him out. I thought it was hilarious that a three-hundred-something-year-old dragon would be disturbed by an—admittedly awesome—late 90s TV show.

      His low growl vibrated my earpiece, and I smirked. Mission accomplished.

      I had been telling the truth, though. I was beyond bored. I’d been itching for a mission for months, and this was the best we could do? I huffed out a sigh, sending up a small puff of sand that made me sneeze.

      “Drake,” Tamir’s drawling voice came through the comm. “You do understand the concept of camouflage, right?”

      I glanced up, high and to my right, where my brother was perched, mostly hidden, on a rock formation. We were in the middle of the desert, which meant no tree cover. Which meant that I was doing an impression of a small sandhill. Good thing for me that I had a natural ability to blend in with my surroundings.

      I pulled the energy off my hand and down to my wrist just long enough to flip Tamir a middle finger. He snorted in my ear. “Classy, bro.”

      I grinned and had just let my hand return to the color of the sand around me when I heard Merrick snap, “Eyes up, boys. We’ve got movement.”

      “Thank Kranos and all his many children,” Tamir muttered. “Let’s get this done and go home.”

      I didn’t reply. I was all business now. It had taken us five days to track down the goons that had kidnapped the client’s daughter. Unfortunately for them, Merrick could read and follow old energy signatures better than any creature in this realm. Not that the humans knew that such a thing was possible.

      We had tracked the humans to Scottsdale, and that’s what had slowed us down. There were too many people there. Too many signatures muddling the trail. So we’d had to search the city. By day, we went on foot. We could fool a human eye if we were standing still, but a giant blur in the sky would probably draw a few looks.

      At night, though, we shifted and made low, sweeping passes until we finally found our bad guys in a cheap motel. That had been last night. We’d been watching them ever since. There had been three human males in the room, from the energy vibrations, but only two had left the room this morning.

      We’d left Rowne and Max behind in case any more showed up, and the three of us had followed the beat-up silver sedan that carried our prey for about two hours into the desert. And even though I was enjoying the nurturing rays of the sun, I was as ready as Tamir to get this done.

      I watched the two men
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