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      Dominant dragon shifters and gruff billionaires will stop at nothing to claim what’s theirs. Innocent women need to watch out for the ruthless alpha males in these novels.

      From forced marriages to embracing past battle scars, there are a lot of hurdles to be overcome in these stories.

      Find out what happens when you stalk a dangerous dragon shifter in exchange for free cookies.

      Worse yet, what happens when the only way to escape terrorists is to run into the arms of a terrifying giant?

      This box set includes three Onyx Dragons and an exclusive bonus short story.
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        * * *

      

      ONYX DRAGONS: MALACHITE

      Dragon shifter CEO, Malachite, has no choice but to marry a human. If not, then he’d have to return to his home planet. Could his mysterious intern, Cheryl, be the one to produce his dragonlets? Cheryl sets his soul on fire, and she needs to respond to his marriage proposal. Will she say yes?
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        * * *

      

      ONYX DRAGONS: PYROCHLORE

      Stalking the dangerous dragon shifter may not have been the smartest idea. Pyrochlore is a bad boy dragon VP and Amy has been studying him through binoculars. It was the only way for the starving student teacher to get free cookies. It’s hard for Amy to maintain her focus, especially when Pyrochlore whisks her away to Vegas for a very indecent proposal.
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        * * *

      

      ONYX DRAGONS: KYANITE

      Kyanite’s hardened scars make him a monster. Perhaps, that’s what nursing intern, Laura, likes about him. She has embraced the dragon shifter security chief. Her understanding of the hard and terrifying giant is deepening. No wonder she runs into his arms when terrorists target her, but can she really trust her instinct and let the warrior into her heart?

      The drama is never-ending, and the only way to escape it is to let it abduct you first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WELCOME

          

        

      

    

    
      This boxed set includes a mini bonus scene, “The Ultrasound,” featuring the three couples of this book.

      This scene is exclusive to this set.

      I hope these dangerous dragons and their sweet mates leave you starry-eyed!

      ~ STARLA
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      Mineral. Bright green and translucent with paler streaks. Crystals are rare. The general form is botryoidal (bunch-of-grapes) encrusting masses in bands of varying color. It is used in jewelry.

      ~ The Larousse Guide to Minerals, Rocks, and Fossils, W.R. Hamilton et al, 1974
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      Mal’s interplanetary empire was crumbling around his claws.

      “You will, of course, drop everything and return to Draconis to be married,” his mother declared from the wall screen.

      His blood beat in his ears.

      Each word stabbed into his all-too-human chest.

      His mother was in full dragon form. Jewels tinkled from the two long, tapered horns above her eye ridges. Silver studs twinkled in her scaly gold lips and snout.

      The red skies of their ancestral home, a rim planet outside Draconis, gleamed behind her.

      “You are wordless with happiness,” she said.

      He tried to swallow. His throat closed. He managed to choke out his question. “What punishment is this?”

      “Punishment?” She laughed gaily. “No, my dragonlet, be proud of your accomplishments. You have done extremely well on this backward little planet, Earth.” Her gaze moved to take in the rest of the conference room. “I’m exceedingly proud of all of you.”

      His siblings sat around the conference table at the Onyx Corporation headquarters, an office building in the middle of a field in Vancouver, Washington.

      Only five could be gathered on this short notice. They all had red eyes, sick expressions, and strong cups of coffee.

      “That is why the Empress of Draconis has recognized you, Mal, with her offer of marriage. As I told you two hours ago. Why did you call this conference instead of leaving Earth immediately to take her claw?”

      “We must discuss the future of my company.”

      “It has no future. The Empress will claim it as part of the marriage, and she has chosen to dissolve it.”

      The blood in his ears beat louder. “But why? We rank second of all businesses operating outside Draconis!”

      “The Empress sees no need for two clothiers.”

      Curse Sard Carnelian for existing!

      Mal paced at the end of the conference table. His gray houndstooth suit flapped.

      The Onyxes and the Carnelians had both arrived on Earth five years ago, surprising the locals. Earth lacked essential minerals for space travel, and humans lacked the gene for shifting, so their planet had been ignored as a backwater on the edge of the Empire for centuries.

      But their isolation had inspired them to create ingenious works of art, music, and culture. Clothes—for decorating the dragon shifters’ human forms—became an instant hit on Draconis, and the two companies couldn’t import it fast enough.

      Because it was decorative rather than functional, its possession was unrestricted. Every strata of society, from the lowest bastard male dragonlet to the Empress herself, enjoyed draping their human forms in stunning patterns and soft cloths.

      But no matter how many new outfits the Onyx Corporation launched, Carnelian Clothiers beat them.

      Was it because the CEO, Sard Carnelian, was an aristocrat?

      No. The Onyxes would pull ahead. It would happen at the next launch. So what that Mal hadn’t slept in three weeks? He scrubbed his red eyes. He just had to work harder.

      Except now the Empress wanted to marry him and shut down his company. “Can’t you save it?”

      “And I don’t see the need for two clothiers either.”

      Her declaration hit him like a fist.

      The ground fell away. His loafers dangled.

      Trace elements of stellarium present in dragon shifter bodies activated during a shock. Even though he was in human form, he floated several inches off the ground.

      “You may very well be surprised.” Her dragon eyes flashed with anger. “For while you have all been off amusing yourselves at the ends of the Empire, you forgot the one thing I required you to produce.”

      “Which was?” he asked faintly.

      “Grand dragonlets!”

      He hit the ground with a thump. “Dragonlets?”

      “Ferocia Carnelian has twenty-five! Her last grand dragonlet was just born. Do you know how many fire teas I have attended where only I have no grand dragonlets? You are my only hope, and you have failed me!”

      He gritted his teeth. “After we reach number one, we’ll attract the best females.”

      She blew a raspberry. “You could marry a brimstone miner for all I care.”

      His siblings rustled uncomfortably in their suits. Their father had been a brimstone miner, and she’d had seven dragonlets with him.

      “But since you haven’t married a brimstone miner or anyone else, I will take the marriage arrangements that have been offered.”

      Back on Draconis. Ending the business he had poured his life, soul, and pride into.

      This betrayal felt as hot and as raw as the Lower Academy Commencement Day. He had broken all the rules to present himself to his mother—and she, knowing his snooty grandparents were looking on, had ruthlessly forced herself to turn away and deny him.

      He raked a hand through his hair. “This is too sudden.”

      “I have waited months!” His mother rested the back of a clawed hand on her scaled forehead. “I’m going to be dead before I see any grand dragonlets.”

      His brother Alex leaned forward. His unusual two-tone eyes, one lavender and one teal, accented his handsome looks. “Mother, you’re too young to have grand dragonlets. Ferocia must be half dead if she has so many.”

      Their mother fanned herself, mildly appeased. “Yes, well, you mustn’t say such things aloud.”

      He smiled and shook his head.

      “Anyway, Mal, come home now. Your wedding to the Empress will take place tomorrow.”

      Too soon.

      He flexed his fingers. His green scales shimmered beneath his human skin. “Why me? We are not an important family. And I am a low caste!”

      “The Empress recognizes a winner when she sees one.”

      His chest warmed. There was no glimmer of doubt in his mother’s eyes, only steadfast belief. She honestly thought his own qualities made him worthy of the Empress.

      He didn’t. “There must be some other reason.”

      “I didn’t care to ask. You will marry her and get to work making me bouncy, adorable, ferocious little dragonlets.”

      Mal’s sister Amber, chief financial officer, cleared her throat. “Isn’t the Empress too old for dragonlets? She’s nearly on her deathbed.”

      Their mother shrugged. “A miracle is possible.”

      “And didn’t she chew the arm off her last husband?”

      “Rumors.” Their mother tutted. “And anyway, Mal, you are a good son and will not make her angry.”

      Amber—as well as the rest of the siblings—widened their eyes and rolled their lips to keep objections from bursting out. They had spent a good deal of time in the office building with Mal on Earth. Their mother had not.

      “Please reconsider,” Amber said tightly.

      “Please,” Alex said. “Mother.”

      “Mal is forceful,” Jasper, steadfast chief operations manager, said in his reasonable way. “He wasn’t raised in the palace. They won’t understand the ways of a dragon from the Outer Rim.”

      Mal’s chest warmed again. His siblings, who had once barely shown an interest in meeting him, were now fighting to protect him.

      Their mother sniffed. “He will alter his behavior in ways befitting a full-blooded aristocrat.”

      That was the other thing.

      The Empress’s consort was automatically elevated to the aristocracy because she was the matriarch of the Empire. No one overruled her. As soon as she married Mal, he would have all the money, fame, and privileges he could ever desire.

      The Onyx name would be inscribed on the walls of the palace. His mother would receive preferential treatment and a permanent seat at court. The family would gain an estate on Draconis and an exclusive apartment within the capital, along with all the goods associated with being centrally situated. Powerful families would try to gain their favor and make alliances.

      If Mal did happen to father a female dragonlet with the Empress, she might even become a future ruler.

      And after the Empress passed, assuming he still had both his arms, he’d be ideally placed to attract another aristocratic female for a second wife. He might consult in matters of state or foreign treaties. He could, behind the scenes, alter the entire face of the Empire.

      It sounded great.

      For someone else.

      Mal didn’t want to be an aristocrat. He didn’t want to be elevated over his siblings. What might the Empress make him do? His grandmother had rejected their low-caste father and denied their existence. He would never do that.

      Plus the Empress intended to destroy their company.

      Even if she didn’t, he could never take pride in making his company number one. He wanted to prove a bastard male from the Outer Rim could beat the aristocrats. How could he if he was an aristocrat married to the Empress?

      No. Leaving behind Earth, this company, and Sumatran extra-dry roast for a crusty old dragoness rumored to chew males’ arms off wasn’t the success he’d imagined at all.

      He grabbed his cooling coffee and slugged back the sharp drink. He needed to think.

      “The rest of you will marry aristocratic females the Empress selects,” their mother continued.

      Jasper swallowed. “I’m sorry, Mother. I can’t do that.”

      Her eyes turned a dangerous shade of black. Her nostrils flared, and smoke curled out of them. Little flickers of flames breathed through her prominent teeth. “And why is that?”

      “I already have a female I love.”

      “Oh.” Her eyes returned to normal, and the smoke dissipated. “Why hasn’t she been introduced?”

      “I’m still pursuing her.”

      Her eyes swirled to black again. “If you have not so much as performed a single mating flight, then I am no closer to grand dragonlets. End this foolishness and come home.”

      He faced her anger steadily. “Earth females are different. They take more time to decide upon their mates.”

      “How long?”

      “It does not matter because I love her.”

      Their mother shook her head, ruffling all her scales. A rainbow of colors shimmered across her iridescent coat. “Very well. I expect an introduction, or you will come home and marry Adviser Wrathmoda.”

      He nodded, sat back, and folded his hands. The light- and dark-brown bands in his jasper-colored eyes reflected his steady mood. Although he did not look pleased, his execution had been stayed.

      Wait. That meant—

      “I too cannot return,” Alex said swiftly. “I also have an Earth female I am pursuing.”

      Their mother’s eyes darted to him and narrowed. “You too? Really?”

      “And I,” Mal said.

      She rested on him for a long, burning moment.

      He held his breath.

      Her skeptical gaze flicked to Kyanite. “And you too, I suppose?”

      The hulking, scarred security officer nodded silently.

      She flattened her lips. “Where are Pyrochlore and Flint?”

      “The vice president is in prison,” Alex said. “And our research and development lead is beyond the reach of our communicators tonight. I, uh, believe they also have females.”

      Her eyes narrowed to glittering slits. “So, you all have Earth females you are pursuing. Fine. I will tell the Empress there has been a delay, and I will come myself to meet all these Earth women you intend to affiance. I will see you in two days.”

      The broadcast cut out.

      A long silence followed. All they did was breathe.

      This was a disaster.

      Mal rested both fists on the table. “She will not shut down the company. Ideas? Now.”

      No one answered.

      He looked at the empty seats. Too bad Pyro had decided to celebrate their last launch by disturbing the peace. The loudmouth vice president never had any trouble brainstorming. Even if half the ideas were to go to the Carnelian offices and rip their aristocratic spines out, his few useful gems had put their company on the Outer Planet Rank List and kept it there.

      “Good idea to invent a human lover,” Alex told Jasper.

      “I didn’t invent her,” Jasper corrected.

      Alex’s perfect brows rose.

      Mal was also surprised. Jasper really did love a human? When had he found the time?

      Earth humans and dragons were essentially the same. Any mixed offspring were dragonlets due to dominant dragon shifting genes. Earth mothers had to tie leashes around their dragon babies to keep them from drifting off.

      “We must do something,” Mal ground out, bringing them back to the task at hand. “No one destroys our company. Not even the owner. What can we accomplish in two days?”

      They were silent. It seemed hopeless.

      He thumped his fist on the table. “We need more time!”

      “Our uncle could delay her.” Alex pursed his lips. “She likes the outer nebulas. He could take her on a month-long nebula cruise.”

      “Why would our uncle do that?” Amber asked. “He feels uncomfortable around aristocrats, just like our father did.”

      “He would agree.” Alex looked away and scratched the back of his neck. “I just have to ask him.”

      As their most beautiful and exotic sibling, Alex was one of the few invited to visit the manor during their grandmother’s lifetime. He knew how to speak to aristocrats and frequently seemed to “notice” secrets.

      “Will our uncle really be able to convince Mother to go on the cruise?” Jasper asked.

      “Yes. I’m certain if he asks, Mother will not refuse.”

      “So long as we’re not risking his arms, then okay.” Mal pensively rubbed his own biceps. “That will only delay her. What will stop her in her tracks?”

      “Grand dragonlets,” Amber said.

      “We need time. Time…to produce grand dragonlets.” Right. That was it. He smacked his hand into his fist. “We need to marry human women.”

      “That’s what we implied,” Alex said.

      “We need to actually do it.” He wrote on the interactive table: Operation: Dragon Wife. “If one of us produces a dragonlet, Mother will shower her attention on it and forget the rest of us.”

      “So you’re looking for a sacrifice,” Alex said. “One of us to go back to Draconis and marry.”

      “No, I’m looking for one of us to make our lie real. If a human wife produces a dragonlet, Mother will leave us alone to get on with our work. Here, on Earth.”

      He had their attention now.

      They’d all had different reasons for crossing half the Empire and helping Mal found this company. Now they had different reasons for staying. He would harness those differences to execute his project and succeed.

      “Who is closest to marrying a human?” His question cracked down the conference table.

      No one answered.

      “Jasper?”

      The steady dragon’s lips folded in. He shook his head. “I am not close.”

      Mal called on the others in turn. No one had a female to pursue.

      “Think,” he demanded. “This is critical to the success of our company. One of us needs to drop everything and pursue an Earth female, and the rest will help him secure her. Who’s it going to be?”

      Silence.

      He stared hard at Jasper. The operations manager avoided his gaze.

      Amber turned to face him. “You’re the CEO. This company is your idea and your responsibility.”

      “Agreed,” he barked. “So?”

      She regarded him with golden eyes.

      Realization heated him, filtering in slowly with tingles of destiny. “You think I should?”

      “It is the CEO’s responsibility to manage the company,” she said.

      “I must manage it!” he roared. “Not take weeks off to impregnate some Earth female!”

      “You’ll have nothing to manage if you don’t.”

      His jaw tightened so hard, his teeth ached. She was right. Everyone knew it.

      But he couldn’t drop everything. He was the CEO. He’d pulled them all away from their other lives and gathered them here. He was necessary to keeping the company running.

      Wasn’t he?

      Of course he was. He forced the sliver of fear away. His siblings needed him. They couldn’t throw him away.

      He would have to do both.

      “Fine,” he ground out. “But tomorrow morning, we also begin the hunt for our next sales product. It may be our last opportunity to challenge Sard Carnelian. I cannot allow the distraction of marriage to change our goal.”

      “We will assume your company responsibilities,” Amber promised, and the rest of his siblings nodded in agreement.

      The sliver of fear wiggled into a sharp pain. “Not all—”

      “All.” Her set face brooked no disagreement. “We will manage the company, Mal. You concentrate on acquiring a wife.”
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      Today was a good day.

      It was product-sample day. Which meant that the dragons of the Onyx Corporation were striding down the hall between their offices half naked, passing Cheryl’s desk without a glance in her direction, flexing gloriously.

      Cheryl traced Mal’s rock-hard abs outlined against the sheer silk nightshirt, capturing every bulge and divot. The rough sketch took shape on her digital art tablet. But it was impossible to capture his flashing green eyes or delicious, rough voice.

      “This will beat the Carnelians.” The CEO of Onyx Corporation gripped his silk collar, drawing the fabric taut against his broad back. “It feels like sex against the skin.”

      She wanted to feel his sex against her skin.

      Was that wrong? She’d imagined Mal naked a thousand times in the last six months since she’d gotten this internship and stepped into the world of oversexed dragon shifters who were too hot to be real.

      How would it feel? Sex in general, since she had no experience, and with Mal in particular? Him clasping her to his broad chest, panting as he pressed his hard member against her soft cleft… The sinful images teased her like hot tongues licking her forbidden places. She flushed to full awareness.

      Jasper, her direct boss, was also shirtless and cut like a male model. He held out his hand. “Give me the sample.”

      Mal stripped off the shirt and tossed it at him, revealing his full masculine torso.

      Yes. Thank you.

      “We must have this,” Mal ordered. “Find me a supplier!”

      He stalked, shirtless, to his office and slammed the door.

      Even in a gruff mood, he was still breathtakingly gorgeous. All the aliens were. Apparently, their scouts had visited Earth hundreds of years ago and started the lore about dragons, so their reappearance just a few years ago, while shocking at the time, had already worn off to normal.

      And anyway, they all looked like Superman in their human forms. Hard bodies, impossible good looks, and possessing a penchant for defying gravity and floating around.

      They rarely took dragon form. Mal had transformed once in front of Cheryl. He’d pissed off his sister and scrambled out a window to escape her fiery rage.

      One moment, he’d been standing in the hallway in a casual gray suit, ordering Amber to redo the year-end reports for the fifth time. “And this time, do it right!”

      Amber had dropped her file folders, fluttering to the carpet, and turned to him.

      Mal had backed up. “Uh…when you have time.”

      Amber burst through her quiet wool dress and turned a golden-honey color. She was a dragon straight out of a storybook. Her wings spread wide, smashing the hallway and breaking the drywall.

      The other dragons had scattered.

      “I said when you had time!”

      Red fire glowed in her throat.

      He flinched and flexed at the same moment, as if he’d been doused with a bucket of water. Iridescent green scales emerged all over his body, slicing through his suit. The fabric dropped off him in shreds. His fingers and toes elongated, bursting through the leather shoes, and dug into the carpet as he wheeled away. His nose and mouth elongating while his forehead flattened over eye ridges and his cheeks drew back. In human form, he towered over Amber, but in dragon form, he was half Amber’s size.

      Amber ambled on four clawed dragon feet toward Mal.

      He fled. Moments later, his form zoomed outside the building, a flaming female dragon chasing right behind him.

      As a consequence, Cheryl realized the otherwise quiet, staid Amber was a wild card who might snap at any moment.

      Mal she didn’t worry about. They’d spent the last six months in close quarters because her desk was outside his office. He was too gorgeous, too focused, too busy to ever notice her hopeless crush.

      Jasper carried Mal’s silk shirt past her desk. “Good morning, Cheryl.”

      His greeting made the temperature rise a hundred degrees. Her throat closed and her hands started to shake. She muttered syllables she hoped his alien language translator made sound like a greeting and coughed.

      He paused. “Are you working on graphic design?”

      Cheryl nodded and slid a stack of papers over her incriminating tablet screen.

      “Great. Mal will want to discuss your logo soon.”

      She tried to smile. She couldn’t stop staring at the silk shirt. It had touched Mal’s bare body. Was it wrong to want to touch it herself? It was weird. Definitely weird. She licked her lips.

      “Well, I’ll let you get back to work,” Jasper said and returned to his office.

      The empty hallway quieted.

      She covered her burning cheeks. Cheryl tried not to draw the attention of the dragons. She didn’t want to give them a terrible impression of the human race.

      The outline of the dragon-shifter torso on the tablet made her drool. She made sure the hall was still empty, and then she added in highlights and shadows, toning up the triceps, etching in the bench-pressing biceps.

      The quiet murmur of the other employees—about ten upper-level managers in a small cubicle labyrinth behind her—mixed with paper shuffling and keyboard clicks. The layout had created a corridor from the elevator to the vacant “head” office. Soft cubicle walls lined one side, and the drywall of the offices lined the other.

      Her cubicle opened to the corridor, and her desk faced the VIP offices. The manager who’d had it before her had switched floors to avoid the constant distraction.

      She could understand. From here, she could enjoy every well-muscled male coming and going. It was delicious torture.

      But the nearness to Mal’s office had also saved her.

      On her first week of the internship, a manager harassed her about going to the cafeteria at lunchtime. Cafeterias horrified her. They forced her to relive public school, having no friends and nowhere to sit, and being called fatso and red-face and tomato-girl.

      This manager just wouldn’t accept her eating a bag of chips and a soda at her desk.

      Mal had strode out of his office about the time she was saying—well, mumbling—that if it wasn’t required, she please didn’t want to go.

      “Mal, tell her.” The manager called him over. “The intern needs to leave for her breaks. Eating at her desk makes a mess, and it’s unprofessional.”

      Her face had heated like a radiator. Now she would get chastised by the CEO. She was, very possibly, going to die right there.

      Instead, Mal had snapped at the manager. “She’s working. Leave her alone.”

      “But—”

      “I eat at my desk all the time. Are you going to come into my office and tell me it’s unprofessional?”

      “She’s in the public—”

      “I’d rather see my employees at their desks working than wandering the halls harassing my interns.”

      The manager closed his mouth.

      Cheryl dared to look up.

      Mal glared at the other manager. He wasn’t angry. He was just completely on her side and had no qualms about saying so.

      That powerful certainty, decisively saying what he meant without fear and expressing himself easily… His confidence was even more gorgeous than his sculpted body or chiseled face.

      The manager cleared his throat and excused himself. Mal walked off.

      Cheryl fell in love.

      If she could be only a little tiny bit like Mal, her life would drastically improve.

      For example, she’d already be done with her senior advertising art portfolio, which was currently missing the three final pieces necessary for graduation.

      “Cheryl!” Mal roared from inside his office.

      Her hand jolted, drawing a thick, black line across the tablet. Her heart thumped. She closed the drawing of Mal’s lickable torso and jerked to her feet.

      A second later, the door banged open. Mal was covered again, this time in a loose gray dress shirt and jacket, looking carelessly gorgeous, like he’d just gotten out of bed. His green eyes focused on her with electrifying intensity.

      “Get in here!”

      Her heart thumped. She hurried to obey. Mal summoned everyone with a roar, so that wasn’t why she was nervous.

      He usually remained in the doorway. She had to squeeze through. Which meant they might accidentally touch.

      She was a wide woman, and Mal towered over her, filling the narrow space. She sucked in her gut to avoid him. Her navy-blue hoodie brushed his suit jacket.

      “Sorry,” she muttered.

      He didn’t notice. He was already yelling down the hall for Flint and Pyro.

      Her heart thudded hard. Yes! Another precious memory.

      Crushing on Mal was safe and harmless. He would never be conscious of her the way she was overly conscious of him. His other siblings might suspect something, but he never would.

      His office was big and open and overlooked the parking lot. Ah, scenic Vancouver. The “normal” suburb of Portland, Oregon that happened to be over the border in Washington State. They’d erected this building in an old field so they could tether a spaceship to it the way a cowboy ground-hitched a horse. Lights glowed at all times on the flat underside so airplanes wouldn’t crash into it on their flights into PDX.

      “Sit down,” he ordered.

      She parked her jeans-clad butt in one of the giant executive chairs.

      Alex, the sales manager, sat across from her and rested a slender ankle on his knee. His eyes were arresting. The left one was bluish-green and the right one was dark lavender. Like Mal, he was named after the mineral that his coloring most resembled. His perfect suit had no lint, and his blond hair never fell out of place.

      He terrified her.

      “Hello, Cheryl.”

      She jolted as though he had yelled, and her teeth clicked together painfully on her tongue. She whimpered and covered her mouth.

      His perfect brows drew together. His charming smile was just a little too knowing, as though he was well aware his beauty exerted a power over her. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded so hard, her chin hit her hand. Her teeth bit her lip. Her mouth tingled, and her eyes filled with tears.

      He took pity on her and rose. “I’ll make you a tuxedo mocha.”

      She coughed to tell him it wasn’t necessary, but he was already crossing the room, humming to himself as he ground the gourmet beans and measured them into Mal’s always-on espresso maker.

      God. What was wrong with her?

      If only beautiful people like Alex didn’t make her nervous. If only people, in general, didn’t freak her out every time they looked, gestured, or spoke to her. If only she wasn’t so awkward.

      If only she could be more confident and expressive, like Mal…

      Mal returned to the office. “Where’s Pyro?”

      “Prison, still.” Alex tamped the espresso, pushed it into the machine, and positioned the shot glass. All the dragons were expert baristas. It was like some weird dragon skill. “Nairobi or Istanbul.”

      “Why don’t you know?”

      “He started the night at a harem. The question is where he finished it. Kyanite is investigating.”

      “Of all the timing.” Mal pinched the bridge of his nose. “What are you doing?”

      “Cheryl needed something to drink.” Alex put the steaming mug of half dark chocolate, half white chocolate mocha in front of her and returned to his seat.

      “Fine. She has it. Cheryl, ready?”

      She carefully held the warm ceramic. “Yes.”

      He launched into the crux of the meeting. “Six months ago, you designed four logos for our company. The internship application only required three. Your impressive dedication to exceeding expectations is one of the reasons we hired you. Today, we are reviewing your logos.”

      On the wall, he put up the four vector images.

      She squirmed. Wasn’t it just a test of her abilities? Didn’t they have a professional logo designed already?

      Actually, come to think of it, she’d never seen a logo. But they had never reviewed hers before either. Why now?

      “Cheryl, in your professional opinion, which of these logos will convince the Chinese government to sell us their silkworms so we can produce enough pajamas to clothe the entire population of Draconis? Next week?”

      Cheryl blinked. “Uh… What?”

      Mal waited.

      The dragons wanted to buy all the silkworms in China? To make silk pajamas? Next week? “I’m not sure your logo will make a difference.”

      “Our logo will appear on our company letterhead.”

      Yes, she knew what logos were for. “I, uh, made these, so I might not be the best judge.”

      He nodded wisely. “Of course you put in your full effort on every design. All are high quality. Alex?”

      She sipped her sweet mocha. Chocolatey coffee warmed her belly while Mal’s approving comments warmed her heart.

      Unfortunately, as Mal and Alex discussed the pros and cons of each logo, it became more and more apparent that they had no clue what they were doing.

      The three official logos were variations of sharp, pointy, fire-breathing dragons stylized around the label “Onyx.”

      “The fourth stands out,” Alex said.

      “Is that good or bad?” Mal demanded.

      “It is uncommon.”

      “Hmm.”

      It is uncommon. That was a nice way of putting it. The fourth one was a joke. It was a fat little dragon with big, hopeful eyes holding a placard that said PLEASE HIRE ME.

      She had meant it as a plea for herself to get the internship. Now, suddenly, her bosses were seriously considering it as the logo for their billion-dollar company.

      “There is a memorable quality,” Alex said.

      “I like it,” Mal said.

      She flushed hot and cold from pride. They liked her silly drawing.

      Her professors and classmates said the silly ones would never make her any money and were a waste of time. That was the whole reason she was behind on her final portfolio. She could draw thirty cute things a day, but she couldn’t draw three “serious” advertising pieces to complete her portfolio.

      These dragons didn’t know any better. That made her secretly happy. But it could hurt their business.

      She had to tell them it was a joke.

      “It is entirely different.” Alex stroked his flawless chin. “There are more colors. It would be expensive as a brand.”

      “Expensive is good. We don’t want to appear cheap.”

      Cheryl cleared her throat. “Um…”

      They both looked at her.

      She broke out in a sweat. Her hoodie felt sticky in all the wrong places.

      “What?” Mal demanded, gruff, intense, and focused on her. It made her hot in a different way from the embarrassment of speaking up in front of Alex.

      She forced the words out. “That one’s a joke.”

      “A joke?” He considered her logos again and nodded. “Ah. I see. Human humor.”

      Alex also nodded. “We would rather trade with smiles than with daggers.”

      But something dangerous in his expression silently added, For now.

      She shivered.

      “Very well,” Mal said, entirely straightforward and showing none of Alex’s second meanings. “The fourth one is our logo. We’ll print it on everything. At least a million copies.”

      “I mean…” She set down the coffee mug so she could twist her sweaty palms. “It’s not supposed to be taken seriously.”

      “Yes, good.” He frowned at his own fists. “In some situations, forcefulness causes problems.”

      “Humor is disarming,” Alex agreed.

      Oh God, they were both going to settle on a cutesy dragon with a placard as their company logo. “Wait! Ask for more opinions.”

      “You’re a human. You created this logo.”

      “But I’m not, uh, average. Ask another person.”

      Mal circled the fourth logo. “I’m satisfied with your work. You always exceed expectations.”

      She flushed hot and cold again. Tears burned behind her eyes. He was the only one satisfied with her work. She was going to fall in love with him even harder.

      Alex tilted his head. “Cheryl, you are upset.”

      She hid her eyes behind her hand. “No, I’m fine.”

      “Mal, Cheryl’s upset.”

      “She said she’s fine.” He took her at her word, respecting her without looking up from his notations. “A million copies…”

      Alex leaned forward. “Still, the idea of a test audience is not bad. We conduct them on Draconis before launching our products. We should do so before launching our logo.”

      “I want this logo done tonight so I can open negotiations in the morning.”

      “Mal. We are supposed to take over your responsibilities.”

      His eyes glowed malachite-green, and his lips peeled back from his white teeth.

      Alex tensed.

      Mal’s hard body vibrated with rage. “I run this company.”

      The two dragons faced each other. Mal clenched his fists, pure dominant male crackling with power. Alex’s nostrils flared, and he placed his palms on the table.

      The air grew so tense, it felt like a string was about to snap.

      Cheryl shifted in her seat. This was between the two of them. The dragons rarely did more than posture, especially the guys. Only Amber had ever snapped.

      Alex’s charming smile emerged like a shield, and his tone softened, apologetic. “That is why we all depend on you to ensure there remains a company to run.”

      Mal blinked. His rage turned away from Alex toward something that Cheryl couldn’t see, and he snarled his fury at the thick carpet. “Curse them.”

      Alex’s shoulders relaxed halfway. Alert, but no longer prepared for a fight. “We will have a company, Mal.”

      Mal’s fingers flexed to claws and back to human hands. The scales shimmered green, and his nails lengthened and receded like the blades of the X-Men character Wolverine. He fought to control himself.

      This must be about their arch rival, Carnelian Clothiers.

      There were five or six dragon families living on Earth, but only one family had copied Mal’s idea and specialized in clothes. They must be doing something underhanded to keep beating Mal.

      She wanted to get up and put her arms around Mal, stroke those shimmery scales and vibrating muscles and tell him that everything would be fine. It would be fine because he would work tirelessly. His hard work and passion would be rewarded.

      And then, while she was stroking the scales on his hands, she’d continue on up his hard forearms to his bulging, lickable biceps, and—

      “A test audience. Fine.” Mal stalked to the office door and screamed down the hall, “Jeanine? Darcy? Rose? Get in here!”

      Jeanine, their front desk receptionist, arrived first. She was in her early fifties, a heavy smoker, and a retiree of the State Department who’d been held hostage in foreign embassies more times than she could count. She’d once assured Cheryl that these flying, fire-breathing, monster aliens were not the scariest people she’d ever worked for; not by a long shot.

      Darcy and Rose crowded in behind her.

      Jeanine asked flatly, “What do you want?”

      Mal gestured at the four logos. “Which one?”

      Jeanine raised an unimpressed brow. “Which one what?”

      “Which is the friendliest?” Mal barked. “The most disarming?”

      Jeanine studied the logo samples for less than a second. “The last one. Is that all?”

      “That is all.”

      She left.

      Ugh. No. Mal was asking all the wrong questions. Cheryl clenched her hoodie.

      “Darcy? Answer!”

      The tall, stylish man noted Cheryl’s discomfort. He was in his late thirties, liked wearing suits with the sleeves rolled up, and also seemed to enjoy playing with fire. At least he was the only male in the entire company who wasn’t at all afraid of Amber.

      Cheryl also didn’t know what Darcy did at the company. Wasn’t he the CEO of a clothing manufacturer in Portland? He was around often enough that Mal shouted for him like a real employee.

      His winning smile flashed. “Perhaps you can give us a little more context?”

      “We want to make others feel comfortable with our intergalactic distribution of their products.”

      “And this artwork is…?”

      “The way we will signal our intentions.”

      Darcy’s thoughtful lower lip pushed out, and he considered the logos. “Well, the first three are serious company logos. The fourth little guy is just cute.”

      Cheryl wrung the fabric between her hands.

      “Cute,” Mal repeated.

      “You know. Endearing.”

      Alex noted Darcy’s answer next to Jeanine’s. “Endearing means to give a warm feeling.”

      “I know its meaning,” Mal snapped. “Rose?”

      The daytime cleaning lady hugged her elbows with her rubber-glove-clad hands. She didn’t like having the boss spotlight on her any more than Cheryl did. Rose jerked her chin at Darcy. “What they said.”

      “Very well. Go.”

      They left, closing his office door behind them.

      Mal and Alex compared the results. “Three opinions in favor. We’re going with the full-color dragon with a placard. Cheryl, make a clean version to resize.”

      She gathered her materials. A cutesy dragon with a placard would appear next to the Nike swoosh, the Starbucks mermaid, and a million other powerful brands.

      Maybe she could fix this. His company couldn’t collapse because of her mistake.

      There were a few hours left in her internship today. As much as she loved her little dragon, everyone in the art world would know it was stupid.

      She’d stay late, present Mal with a more professional design, and insist he use it. If she insisted, he would listen to her.

      Her final portfolio would have to wait.

      Who needed to graduate?
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      Mal sat behind his desk and ticked the checklist in his brain.

      Flint had researched that the Chinese exchanged business cards. Jasper had never ordered any because the logo wasn’t finalized and other priorities took precedence.

      Well, now it was the priority. Thanks to Cheryl, their logo was accomplished and tested. Business cards would be printed. It was time to call China.

      Mal opened the manila folder full of contact information.

      Alex, who had remained in his office after Mal released Cheryl, pulled the folder from his hand. “I’ll call.”

      Rage welled up in Mal. His empty hands flexed for the folder. This is my company. “It can’t wait.”

      “It will wait.” His younger brother steeled himself. “We must solve the wife problem first.”

      Mal roared.

      Alex dropped his chin and bore the brunt of Mal’s frustration.

      Mal slammed his fist into the desk, upsetting an empty coffee mug. It rolled off the top and bounced on the carpet.

      Alex’s skin shimmered to lavender and turquoise as he fought his own defensive reaction. As an obedient younger brother, he endured his elder’s tantrum. His eyes flashed with anger, but he remained cool and silent.

      Pyro would not have endured Mal’s juvenile display. He would have roared at Mal to be an honorable dragon.

      That thought stopped Mal. He ended his rage with a snarl.

      This wasn’t his company. This company belonged to all of them. Sleep deprivation hurt his head.

      Alex sucked in a hard breath and regained control of his colors. He straightened his perfect collar and smoothed the creases of his flawless jacket. The second-youngest Onyx sibling had more patience than Mal deserved.

      “Very well.” Mal stood and paced in front of his desk. “Where does one find a wife?”

      “I have researched this.” With relief, Alex turned on the wall screen and began his PowerPoint presentation. “On Earth, potential mates find each other in many ways.”

      Pictures of park benches, sandy beaches, and couples walking dogs appeared on the screen.

      “Once found, these mates look into each other’s eyes and know the other is ‘the one.’”

      Mal grunted. On Draconis, it was more common for the female to spray her chosen mate with lustful hormones. Then any nearby males would be instantly driven into the mating frenzy.

      Human eyes must have some mesmerizing power. Perhaps hypnosis? He would carefully watch for it.

      “Then,” Alex continued, “the male proposes—”

      “The male proposes?”

      “Yes.” Alex hesitated. “The female can propose, but it is rarer.”

      Everything just got much harder. Mal scrubbed his face. “How does the male prevent an uninterested female from becoming enraged and gnawing his arm off?”

      “Humans lack frontal blade-incisors.” Alex tapped his flat, human-form teeth. “However, you will need to exercise caution.”

      Both dragons chewed on their situation for a long moment. Although they had crossed solar systems and built a billion-coin company, they were shockingly unprepared for this event.

      When they’d left their scattered places in the Outer Rim, no female dragon would have ever selected the poor, low-caste males for her partner. Now Empress Horribus wanted Mal for a husband. How things had changed.

      Alex cleared his throat. “There is, luckily, an organization called a ‘dating site’ where mate-ready women gather.”

      Oh, good. “Excellent research.”

      “Flint found it for us.”

      “You were able to contact him?”

      “Kyan did.”

      As a former special operations agent and mercenary, Kyan had access to technology and contacts that none of the rest of them did.

      And Flint was… Well, he was Flint.

      As the youngest and oddest of the Onyx siblings, Flint regarded the world with gray eyes both all-knowing and weary. He joined Mal because he said it would have no lasting impact on his life; this business idea would end in pain within five years. Mal had challenged his intelligence by promising to prove him wrong. Instead, like most of the strange predictions Flint made from his hidden lair, it was about to be proven right.

      No. Mal would thwart this fate.

      Alex brought up an internet browser. “I started an account. You must complete these questions. One: What is your ideal day?”

      “The day we emerge triumphant over the Carnelians.”

      Alex typed in the answer. “Two: What are your qualities, such as strengths and weaknesses?”

      How easy. “My strength is lifting fourteen tons, and my weakness is lifting only two tons with my wing-bone fingers.”

      Alex’s lips pursed. He was impressed with Mal’s honesty. But only a clear-eyed view of his true strength and weakness could let him run a successful company, so the woman he married also had to know.

      “Three: What qualities do you desire in a woman?”

      “I don’t understand the question.”

      Alex studied it. He also had no idea what it was asking, so they reviewed the answers of other males on the site. “Age, hair color, and other physical descriptors of the female. Also her interests and specializations.”

      Huh.

      “I have no preference,” he said. Males didn’t prefer females. They went crazy with lust or stayed out of the way.

      “The answer is required to proceed.”

      Mal leaned back in his chair and tossed out the first words he could imagine to describe attractive females. “Beautiful, kind, unlikely to bite off a male’s snout… Quiet and peaceful, and also shy.”

      Alex typed.

      An image formed in Mal’s head, and he described her. “She blushes when she speaks. But everything she says is on target. No wasted words. And she’s always working, always drawing her pictures.”

      “Like Cheryl?” Alex suggested.

      “Yes. With wavy brown hair that comes down to here.” He indicated his shoulder.

      “Also like Cheryl.”

      “It makes you want to stroke her. And brown eyes that sparkle as though she knows a secret you haven’t figured out.”

      And she was soft. Squeezable. His hands palmed the ghostly image of her curves, hugged by the ample jeans and dark, secretive hoodie.

      Thinking about Cheryl made a kick in his taut belly and a humming in his blood. It demanded action.

      He surged to his feet.

      “That finishes the profile,” Alex said. “Now to meet—”

      “Forget the profile. I figured out a faster solution.” Mal stormed to the door and threw it open. “Alex, out. Cheryl? Get back in here!”
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      Mal’s voice roared across the office floor, summoning her back to his office.

      Cheryl jumped to her feet. Her chair rolled away with the force of her leap. Was it time to turn in the final logo already? Her redesign sketches were barely past the idea stage.

      She gathered what she had, walked around her desk, and headed down the corridor to his office.

      Mal waited in the doorway. He studied her intently as she approached. Usually, he was already looking past her to yell for someone else, but this time, his focus intensified on her.

      That was odd.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “We’re getting married,” he said.

      She came to a dead stop in front of him. He was looking at her so seriously that it almost made her blurt, We? We, who? As if he might mean her.

      Ha-ha. Him and her? No.

      Had her ongoing fantasies clouded her brain? Too much exposure to super-hot dragon shifters caused her to hallucinate? Or was it all the sleepless weeks while she prepared for her finals?

      Of course he meant “we” as in him and some other hot, sexy model he expected her to know about, even though she’d never seen him with any female besides the employees. And he treated all of them with the same preoccupied gruffness as he treated her.

      He was married to the company. That’s what she would have said if anyone asked.

      But now, he was marrying a real person.

      He gestured for her to get into his office. “In. Now.”

      Cheryl squeezed past the electrifying dragon shifter and entered his office. His announcement echoed in her ears as she headed to her customary seat at the conference table.

      What was she doing? Designing the wedding invitations?

      “No, come to my desk.”

      She rose, followed him over to the ginormous mahogany desk that looked straight out of a ’50s Madison Avenue set, and sat. The leather seat cupped her buttocks. She faced him.

      Mal stood framed against a wall of glass. A door was cut into it. The dragon shifters all had doors to an inside, glass-encased, elevator-less shaft they used to shoot up to the roof. As you do when you can fly.

      Mal rested his fists on the desk and leaned over at her. “Are you currently married?”

      She sat up straight and gripped her tablet in both hands. “No.”

      “Are you capable of mating?”

      Mating? Her hoodie suddenly felt too hot and tight. Every time she looked at him, she was extremely capable. “Uh… What do you mean?”

      “Do you desire sex for the purpose of producing dragonlets?”

      Sex. Dragonlets. That was what they called their babies.

      Oh God.

      He knows. All those times she’d been watching him. Eating him up. Stalking him in her mind. All those times she’d brushed against him and thought he would never notice. He did notice.

      Hard shivers ran down her sides. How had this happened? She was quiet, she dressed like she hated her body, and she slipped unnoticed from class to the internship and home again in an infinite, boring cycle of deadlines that didn’t even matter. Except, of course, her final portfolio that would determine whether she graduated with job offers or starved in the street.

      He had looked into her mind and read her fantasies. Her whole body pulsed hot, as though he’d opened her innermost secret diary and begun reading the pages. What else did he know?

      Mal waited for her answer.

      She pinched the sleeves of her hoodie, worrying the soft fabric.

      He wasn’t asking her to make babies together. No. There was no way. This was a misunderstanding. He wanted her to design invitations. With baby dragonlets. Yes, that was what it was.

      “Um…” Her throat closed, and she cleared it. “You mean…uh, do I want, uh…”

      “Sex,” he supplied.

      Her heart thundered. His direct answer seemed clear. She squeezed the hoodie sleeve. “With, uh, me and you? Us?”

      “Yes.”

      No way. No way. No way.

      “Er…”

      “Yes or no,” he said. “Answer.”

      Her voice squeezed higher. It came out a squeak. “Maybe?”

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you ever bitten the snout, or any other body part, off a male?”

      That made her start. “What?”

      “You heard the question.”

      “Yeah, but…”

      His collar was open, giving her a full display of his powerful neck connecting to the rippling muscle of his chest and the upper curves of two gorgeous pectorals.

      She swallowed. “Do you mean, like, did I ever bite someone’s head off?”

      His striking green eyes widened. “You bite heads off?”

      “Not literally.”

      His shoulders dropped with visible relief.

      She snorted. “It means yelling at someone, and no, not really.”

      Wait. Did that mean the dragon shifters literally bit things off each other? Yikes.

      But she didn’t ask.

      His gaze intensified. He studied her from top to bottom and back up again, stoking heat, which was always burning in her body every time Mal was around, from coals to pulsing, hungry flames. She sucked in a breath, feeding them oxygen.

      His gaze tracked on her chest. Rising, falling, rising.

      The heat in her body burned brighter.

      Could this fantasy be real? She licked her lips.

      He saw that. His own lips parted, and his eyes glimmered a brighter green.

      Alex knocked at the doorway, shattering the moment, and placed a file on Mal’s desk. “Here is the marriage contract.”

      She took a deep breath. Her body glowed and tingled. She rubbed her arms.

      Mal growled and thumbed through the papers. Green scales shimmered on his wrists, the same color as his eyes, and disappeared again. Alex bowed and closed the door behind him.

      Mal turned the contract to her and forced a pen into her lax hand. “Sign on the line.”

      The contract read: “Application for Marriage.”

      Her head reeled.

      So…she hadn’t misunderstood? He’d meant what he’d said? It wasn’t a hallucination caused by her long-held desires, or she’d hit her head, or spending hours a week near intolerably delicious dragon hotness had caused her mind to snap?

      The crisp paper in her hands felt real.

      The heavy pen felt real.

      The dark, crackling focus in his green eyes and the power in his lithe movements had her heart thumping in a way that was undeniably real.

      This couldn’t be real.

      She set the pen next to the unsigned application.

      He looked up. “What?”

      “Do you mean it?”

      “What? Marriage? Yes.”

      It did not compute. “For how long?”

      “Forever.”

      So much intent male focused on her. The gorgeous body. The sharp mind. His abruptness, which was both rough and endearing. Offering to become hers forever. In matrimony?

      She swallowed. “Can I think about it?”

      “No. Answer now.”

      She didn’t know how to process this. She didn’t know where to begin or what questions to ask.

      He read the resistance in her manner. Something vulnerable flashed in his face. His jaw tightened.

      “Fine.” He shoved the contract into a manila folder and slammed it on the desk in front of her. His pens rattled. “I want it back on my desk, signed, by five p.m. tonight. Understood?”

      She understood the words. And his tone almost sounded like he was hurt by her hesitation. As if he really did like her and was trying to propose, but she wasn’t responding, and he didn’t know how to make it right.

      But that was crazy.

      Wasn’t it?

      “Good.” He nodded to confirm she had comprehended his deadline, then sat in his seat and reached for the phone.

      She stood and started for the door on autopilot. Her head reeled.

      “Hey!” He held the phone in one hand and smacked his other palm on the folder containing the contract, just like any old assignment file. “You forgot the application.”

      Ah. “Well, I don’t know…”

      “Take it.”

      She obeyed, still not really sure what she was doing.

      “Now you can get out.” He dialed his secure private number. “Amber? Jeanine, tell Amber I found the solution. It was much closer than we realized.”

      Cheryl stumbled out of his office. The door slammed shut behind her.

      She returned to her desk, tingling with pixie-dust excitement. She’d been chosen? By Mal? For marriage?

      It meant he liked her. A lot. And he didn’t mind imagining her naked with him in bed, making all her fantasies come true. That was what it meant.

      But reality filtered in.

      Now you can get out. Those last words weren’t exactly the sweetness of a male overwhelmingly in love. Were they?

      She’d never had a real relationship before, so she didn’t know. But she didn’t think so.

      Mal treated her like normal. Like getting married was the same as any other assignment. Like, “Have that new logo on my desk by five p.m.!” was the same as “Have that signed marriage application on my desk by five p.m.!” Like designing a new logo was the same as getting engaged.

      That wasn’t right. Right? He was an alien, but still…

      This was her he was talking about marrying.

      Impossible.

      In fact, as the day passed and Cheryl finished her revised logo and submitted it to Jasper, her mistake became clearer and clearer. She had it wrong. This marriage application was a joke. Mal was trying to communicate something else.

      Right?

      The end of her shift arrived. She stuffed her unfinished portfolio work into her messenger bag, snapped it closed, and stood.

      He hadn’t come out to cajole her or even speak to her. If a man was in love and the woman had doubts, wouldn’t the man try to woo her?

      Mal didn’t really like her. What was to like? Cheryl was big, fat, shy, and not particularly talented. Below average, really. He’d probably come to his senses and was praying she shredded the application but was too busy to come out and tell her to never mind.

      Yeah.

      That made way more sense than proposing out of nowhere and expecting her to become his wife.

      She backed away from the application folder on her desk and left.
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      Mal was finishing another call to Shanghai when Amber barged into his office, her dark red hair crackling with suppressed flames.

      Uh-oh.

      He held the phone up as a warning to forestall her. It didn’t work.

      She slammed her palms on his desk, leaving heated prints. “I told you we’re taking over your responsibilities.”

      He dropped the phone and leaped to his feet. “Jeanine was supposed to tell you—”

      “Tell me yourself!”

      “I found the solution. It’s closer than we realized. I can do both.”

      “You cannot manage the next product launch and find a wife.”

      “I can. And I have.”

      Her cheeks warmed with inner flames. “Do you want to lose this company and marry Empress Horribus?”

      “I already found a wife!” He darted behind the office chair. It wasn’t much cover, but it would buy him a few seconds. “I will marry Cheryl.”

      The deadly glow went out of her cheeks, and her skin returned to normal. “Oh. You mean Cheryl the intern?”

      “That one.”

      Amber shifted her weight onto her heels. She wore dark red Mary Jane shoes, green tights, and a black dress with a matching green belt. An outfit from their last product launch. “And she agreed?”

      He straightened and reached for the phone to start his next round of calls. “The signed marriage application will be on my desk by five tonight.”

      Amber looked at his desk.

      “So it’s fine for me to keep managing the next launch.” He dialed.

      She ripped the phone cord out of the wall.

      He growled. “Amber.”

      “It’s after seven,” Amber said.

      “And?”

      Her eyes glowed black and gold. Like liquid, molten fury. “Where’s the signed marriage application?”

      “It’s here.”

      “Where?”

      He stared at the desk. Yes, where was it?

      Cheryl always turned in her work early. Quick, quiet, efficient. That was Cheryl. So when he gave her a deadline, she must have met it. Especially one so easy as filling in her name, date of birth, and signature. He assumed she’d slipped that folder in with the others while he’d been working, too busy to notice.

      “Mal,” Amber growled low with warning.

      “I’ll find it.” He stormed out of the office. “Cheryl? Where the heck—”

      She wasn’t at her desk.

      “Alex!” Mal yelled. His younger sibling emerged from his office, Darcy a few curious steps behind him. “Where is Cheryl? She didn’t turn in the application.”

      Alex strode to Cheryl’s desk and opened drawers.

      Jasper peeked out from his office. “Cheryl left hours ago. At her usual time.”

      Mal turned on him with fury. “How do you know?”

      “I am friendly with all our human employees.” Jasper endured his anger stoically. Not much ruffled the operations manager. “She seemed upset. I wished her good luck with her class.”

      Upset? And Jasper noticed?

      What else had Jasper noticed about his Cheryl?

      A new thought occurred to Mal. One that made his blood alternate between heat and cold and his lips curl back from his sharpening teeth. “Cheryl isn’t the female you’re pursuing.”

      It wasn’t a question nor a statement. It was a challenge.

      Jasper’s reply, which came instantly, still took too long. Mal fought his muscles, twitching, and bunching as though he were about to tear into the mating frenzy.

      “No,” Jasper said, and the murderous red edge to Mal’s vision receded. “Cheryl is a nice female, but she is not the one I wish to protect.”

      “Good,” he snarled. Cheryl was the one that Mal suddenly understood he needed to protect. “So where is she?”

      “Her class,” Jasper said. “They are critiquing the draft of her final portfolio. It is an important graduation requirement for her university.”

      “Which is where?”

      “Her university.” Jasper frowned. “Mal, you aren’t going to disturb her, are you? This event could determine her—”

      “The marriage application is here.” Alex interrupted smoothly, holding up the folder. “She didn’t sign it.”

      Heat emanated from his sister, a fully functioning female dragon with fully functioning fire-breathing capabilities.

      The males all stepped back.

      Amber flexed her claws, her eyes descending to furious crescents and her hair crackling with sparks. “You worked all day and did not secure your wife?”

      “I’m securing her now.” Mal snatched the folder with the application inside and bolted for the glass shaft in his office, barreling for the roof exit.

      Humans preferred dragons to wear clothes in public, so Mal held on to his human form. Barely. The ominous ripping sounds beneath him suggested his sister had shredded hers to chase after him as a deadly dragon.

      He poured on the speed, clenching to keep his scales inside his skin as he burst into the twilit sky.

      His sister screeched his name as she flew after him. “Malachite!”
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      Cheryl caught her breath in the historic brick atrium of her university’s gallery complex.

      She wiped her sweat, heaved a great sigh, and crossed the marble hall. Today she’d forgotten class was being held in a gallery. It simulated the real environment well. She was confused, late, and about to fall apart with nerves.

      She burst into the student gallery. As usual, no one noticed. Her classmates bustled around the space, their portfolios already set up on tables and ready for review.

      She found her assigned table, propped her tablet on its white wire stand, connected it via HDMI cable to the monitor on the whitewashed wall behind her, and set it to cycle through her best art.

      She’d gone from work to home and then jumped on the MAX train for her university, arriving in the nick of time for class.

      Except she’d gone to their regular classroom and sat alone for a few minutes before she figured out her mistake.

      One reason for going home was to see her mom. She wanted to talk about what had happened at work—she had received a proposal, sort of—and she wanted to ask which of her for-fun drawings might be commercial enough to be acceptable for her portfolio.

      But her mom had been in bed already. She worked a swing shift at the hospital, and they never saw each other anymore.

      “You’re the artist,” she’d responded tiredly the last time Cheryl had said she needed help deciding. Actually, Cheryl had been asking for her mother’s approval. Instead, her mother had closed her exhausted red eyes and shaken her head, dismissing her. “You decide.”

      Probably her mother would have said that again.

      Maybe she would have said the same about Mal’s proposal. “You’re the affected person. You decide if he’s serious.” She could hear her mother saying that in a tired, too-busy, distracted voice as she carried her reheated freezer burrito to the ripped living room couch and flicked on the TV.

      They used to have fun. Cheryl used to do everything with her mom, but now her mom was working extra shifts to help Cheryl pay off her student loans, and she didn’t have time to share anything more than a quick greeting. Or, like tonight, a scrawled note that she was sleeping so don’t make too much noise.

      It was all for Cheryl, which meant she couldn’t complain. She couldn’t mope about the dark, empty house. She couldn’t plead that she’d rather have ten thousand dollars more debt if it meant going back to the closeness they used to have.

      Oh well.

      Maybe, if she went last, her professor wouldn’t notice she was three commercial pieces short. Maybe he’d let the dragon logo she’d “accidentally” put in her portfolio count. Maybe she could slip, bump her head, fake a coma, and get out of the excruciatingly public portfolio review.

      No such luck.

      Professor Jon headed straight to her display. He wore a tweed jacket, khaki shorts, and sandals with fuzzy socks. Quintessential Pacific Northwest attire. The rest of the senior-level Digital Products for the Workplace class crowded around.

      “Hello, Cheryl.” Professor Jon smiled tightly. His expression said this review would be as painful for him as it was for her. “As always, we are designing art to represent Fortune 500 companies. Show us your most commercial work and explain how it will make you a millionaire.”

      She cleared her throat.

      Twelve pairs of eyes stared at her.

      A wave of heat wafted up her body as if someone had turned on a gas fire under her feet. Blood pounded in her ears. But even though the adrenaline, and the bitter taste in her mouth, were too familiar, that didn’t make suffering from catastrophic shyness any easier.

      If only some kind god would swallow her up, make her pass out, or pull the fire alarm, or crash a truck into the side of the building, she would be so, so grateful…

      “Go ahead,” her professor said.

      “Uh, sure.” She paused the display on the first piece. Oops. It was the dragon torso she’d done today. “This is a sports image. Uh, it could be used for bodybuilding or nutritional supplements.”

      Her professor’s lips drew to the side. “Right. Class?”

      One of the loud overachievers spoke first. “I wouldn’t. Look at the rounded lines. He’s supposed to
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