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Dedication


For Paul, my husband, partner in crime, and fellow adventurer.

Every day is a good day.
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Introduction


A dragon shifter determined to save his people… 

…must sacrifice his potential mate.


The moment the resonance traps Ransom, he’s tossed into a living hell. Everything meaningful to him is in danger unless he follows the orders of a prince lying in stasis.

But that’s not the royal’s only demand.

Prince Kalim expects Ransom to deliver Scarlett—the woman Ransom’s dragon desires.

Captured by a dragon. Scarlett Mitchell can’t believe this twist of fate and, once she learns of the dragon-man’s quest, she struggles with the blast of excitement and yearning that seize her imagination. She’s the queen of lists and measures the pros against the cons in every decision—a lesson taught by experience. Life works better when she reins in her spontaneity.

She should turn her back on this dangerous journey, but she can’t.

Romantic sparks fly between Ransom and Scarlett as they travel to the final showdown with the prince. Painful secrets from the past poke at weak spots and emotions run high while a volcanic eruption threatens to annihilate everyone and everything in its path.

Two star-crossed lovers…

Courage, determination, and pure grit are required to save the day before this ill-fated quest turns into another impulse gone wrong, or worse—a death trap.

You’ll love this shapeshifter romance because it contains a fiery dragon, a sassy feline shifter, and a villain who wants it all. Failure is not an option.
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1. A Growly Alpha Makes His Move

Reception Area, Middlemarch Resort, Tiraq


Scarlett Mitchell scowled at the compuscreen and figured Mungo wouldn’t reappear to relieve her anytime soon. 
Joe had sported the look. She’d witnessed the same determination and lust, the excitement, the pure love on the faces of her other brothers as they’d captured, courted, and claimed their mates. Yep, Joe had been a male shifter on a mission, and she figured once Mungo returned to reception, she and Joe would be official mates.
Which made her the last Mitchell standing.
In this branch of the Mitchell family, at least. Ma would happily scribble in her genealogy books and add Mungo to the family tree. Grandchildren were the next logical step, and that might take the pressure off her. Scarlett dissected that thought for a beat and grimaced.
Gah! Who was she kidding?
It’d place her front and center, a target for her family-minded mother. After all, she’d married their father at age eighteen, and Scarlett had turned twenty-three last birthday.
She muttered alien curses under her breath—ones she’d learned during her trips to the marketplace in Dalcon.
The pressure weighing down her mind remained.
Heavy.
Worrying.
The truth—Scarlett’s battle to remain single wasn’t the only thing bothering her. Ever since she was a kid, she’d had feelings. A sense of what was to come. Most came true, and right now, she was experiencing the tingling prediction of something. Of what, she had no idea, but the details would become clearer until poof! Every vague perception exploded into reality and rained down on her head.
Unfortunately, the knowledge she received never helped much.
Perhaps it was favorable news regarding her bid for the premises on the planet Dalcon. So far, she hadn’t mentioned her plans to her family. They’d fight her decision, which was why she intended to forge ahead and present them with solid facts. A business strategy. Budgets. Profit forecasts. Her design portfolio. Show them her samples. Play to her strengths and shower them with information. Give them reasons to agree to her proposal rather than present arguments. At the least, she’d have proof she’d considered her future for a long time and was not jumping from her safe existence into a risky proposition.
Impulsive wasn’t her any longer. Yay! Look at her adulting.
She tapped her finger on the compuscreen, a smile playing on her lips. Satisfaction. Soon she’d move to Dalcon, open a shop, and offer her jewelry design services to those who required exquisite and original pieces.
Independence. Freedom.
While she loved and adored her family, their dreams weren’t hers, and besides, the resort catered to women. The pool of men on the island wasn’t an enticement to stay.
These days, instead of dating, she spent her free time gathering raw materials for her jewelry creations. A pros and cons list had helped her to this decision. She’d fought and persisted until her brothers now only grumbled when she told them she was off to Dalcon to buy precious stones. A white lie since she foraged for materials on neighboring planets.
A chuckle escaped as she recalled a recent gathering trip and the man who’d grabbed her, accusing her of theft. When she’d kept fleeing, he’d chained her before he’d taken a snooze. For a cute man, he’d sure slept a lot and hard-out. He’d never heard her shift to feline and slide free of the binding chains. Never heard her collect her bag of clinking tools. Never heard her reclaim her precious stones.
But she’d escaped more than an irate man.
On first seeing him, every single feline sense had gone gaga, for want of a better word. Yep, she’d grabbed her spoils and beat a speedy retreat before the situation worsened. Ever since the encounter, her nerves and senses had jangled, setting her on edge because her feline pined for the man.
A growly alpha. Sexy. Tasty.
Too bad he didn’t fit with her life plans.
Now if he’d shown interest in a down-and-dirty fling…
She might’ve written a list for that. Memories of the trip led her mind back to her jewelry. Earlier this morning, she’d finalized the design for the ring Joe had commissioned her to create for Mungo. Her fingers itched to start work with the gorgeous purple stone she’d discovered while fossicking. She’d combine it with the golden metal she’d located in the Dalcon market.
Next up—earrings to sell in the resort store. Scarlett tapped the compuscreen. She required more stones, but the best ones came from…
A ferocious roar broadcast from outside. Every muscle in Scarlett stiffened as she turned to the doorway.
A huge naked man stomped into reception. Tattoos decorated one side of his torso and right arm, and his black hair grew long enough to strike his shoulders. A scowl dug into his face, pulling the faint scar that ran from the corner of his eye and bisected his cheek. But it was his gaze that drew her—his glitter of determination.
It was him.
For one traitorous moment, her pulse spiked with joy. Her feline perked right up with equal excitement until Scarlett seized her senses and reined them into submission.
Oh no! This was not happening. She refused to allow this man to do his caveman act again, even if his body was a muscular work of art.
A group of women passing through reception stopped to gape. Not that Scarlett blamed them. He’d gained weight since their last meeting, and his eyes—not green or brown but a shade in between—fired salvos of wrath.
He was…
Breathtaking.
Her feline issued an appreciative sigh, and it echoed, full of sexual heat and possibilities.
No. No. No!
She gave her head a hard shake and retreated half a step.
“You!” The man wore his arrogance like a cloak.
Every particle of self-preservation urged Scarlett to bolt. Instead, she lifted her chin and stared at him coolheaded. “This is a women-only resort. You need to leave.”
The man stomped closer. “I intend to hie off, Thief, and you’ll be coming with me.” His rich voice held anger, implacability. A can-do attitude that didn’t bode well for her.
Oh-oh. Along with anger, his features held resolve. Certainty coalesced in Scarlett’s mind. This was what her subconscious had tried to tell her. The flimsy compudesk didn’t provide enough protection. Maybe she could talk her way out of this situation.
“You’re creating a disturbance and upsetting our guests. Why don’t we discuss this in private?” She slid her hand beneath the desk and pressed the alarm to bring security and her brothers running. A quick glance told her the naked man had attracted more women, and rather than fear, his audience radiated interest.
She inhaled and scowled.
Arousal.
It polluted the air, and a growl escaped Scarlett.
His eyes widened, but her aggressive snarl didn’t stop him from snatching her, trapping her against his hard chest.
“Oh!” a green-skinned woman said, her tone rampant with disappointment.
A Red Mumber female appeared equally despondent. “I wish he’d capture me.” The woman’s tentacle hair writhed and hissed and reached in the naked man’s direction.
The man seized Scarlett’s arms, holding them immobile. She fought, cursing her smart uniform skirt that restricted her legs and the pair of comfortable but impractical shoes.
“Let me go. You have no right to manhandle me.”
The naked man dragged her to the door leading to the gardens, holding her with effortless strength. Seconds later, he tossed her over his shoulder. She pounded her fists on his back and grabbed handfuls of his black hair. The great big lug didn’t stop but strode outdoors.
The interior door slid open, and Saber stepped through.
“Scarlett, what— Oh,” he said in what Scarlett considered a severe understatement of the situation.
An unwelcome thought slithered into her brain, drilling in like an unwanted pest. “Saber, so help me, if you arranged this, I will get payback.”
“Not me,” Saber said, his green gaze watchful.
“Then do something. Help!” Scarlett yelped.
Felix and Leo, two more of her brothers, skidded to a halt by Saber. Their shock told her that Saber spoke the truth. Nothing they’d done had contributed to her current predicament. Saber barked orders, and her brothers gave chase.
The man upped his pace, and Scarlett bounced on his shoulder. Not even the flex of his prime backside distracted her from her discomfort. Wow, the man bore a speedy capability. He sprinted through the garden, past startled guests.
“Help!” Scarlett hollered to her cousin Sam, who was working the poolside bar.
A large hand slapped her on the arse. “Quiet.”
Enough. She kicked and pounded her fists before resorting to her teeth. They sank into the man’s shoulder until she drew blood. The taste, the prickling of warning in her mind, had her teeth releasing their grip and her furiously spitting. Her feline gave a frustrated snarl because she’d enjoyed the coppery flavor.
Shouts rippled from behind them. The cavalry. About time.
“Release me, and no one will get hurt,” she yelled.
The man slowed, and for one moment, she thought he’d heeded her. But no. The most godawful cracking noises rent the air. Startled, she took a beat to comprehend.
No. No. No!
Scarlett recognized this scenario. How had she missed this crucial piece of information?
He released her, but shock held her immobile, and she wasted precious seconds. She gaped at the man as his body expanded. Scales formed on his skin. Scales. Claws. Sharp white teeth. Flames roared from his great maw, and her brothers and their security team withdrew.
He was a freakin’ big black dragon.
She stealthily retreated. With his attention divided, perhaps she could dart into the trees where his size would become a hindrance. He threw back his head and roared, flames shooting from him. He turned to her, his green-brown eyes full of intelligence, his wings extending from his body.
Before she took another step or sprinted for freedom, he seized her in his talons.
Frying fungus. If the dragon took to the air, she was toast.
Surprisingly, he bounded away, his feet striking the ground, instead of flying into the sky. The dragon grasped her in his claws, and his bouncy strides had her stomach writhing in distress.
He cleared the fence without breaking stride and headed for the open countryside. They passed the Scothage cattle chewing their cud and rows of grapes. The vegetable plots blurred as the dragon raced from the resort. Scarlett struggled, and a growl burst from him. She ceased her squirming to save energy. He wasn’t flying, which meant a nearby destination.
She’d met him on Narenda and was at a loss as to how he’d discovered her whereabouts. When she lifted her head, she spotted trees. A furious caw blasted from overhead, and she raised her gaze skyward. Holy frying fungus! Fear rippled through her on seeing the gigantic bird that had them in its beady sights.
“Watch out for the eagle,” she shrieked.
The dragon never slowed. If anything, he increased his pace. Horrified, she trained her gaze on the eagle approaching with talons extended. She’d heard Saber and Eva speak about the massive bird that’d carried them across Ione Island. The tale grew with each telling, or so she’d thought. This bird was as big as they’d claimed. Larger, in fact.
Why wasn’t the dragon heading for the trees?
The eagle couldn’t snatch them there.
She wrenched her gaze from impending doom to study their surroundings. Where was this dragon going? Where was he taking her?
They sprinted around a huge rock, and she gasped.
A spaceship.
Ah, that made sense. But they’d be no match for the eagle. The ship was of a size suitable for travel to Dalcon or a neighboring planet, but not for distance space travel.
They reached the spaceship with the eagle shrieking its anger from above. Lord, the bird was huge. Although he might quail at a dragon, he’d scoop her up in a comfortable beak full.
The dragon deposited her right next to the door and shunted her in encouragement when she hesitated. A tremble seized her hand as she reached for the door control.
The eagle screamed in frustration as a blast of heat prickled against her back. Finally, she coordinated her actions and struck the release. The door whizzed upward.
“Hurry, before the eagle attacks the ship.”
Impatient hands seized her by the waist and thrust her inside. The dragon-man entered and shut the door in one swift action. He deposited her in a seat on the bridge of what amounted to a cargo ship. He took possession of the other seat and pushed buttons and controls with quick efficiency.
The ship roared and lifted off. The eagle rushed them, talons extended. A visible jolt struck the bird as if it was under fire.
Her brothers.
She spied them near the trees, focusing their attack on the bird. They shrank as did the trees and the hungry eagle. Their ship blasted through the atmosphere, a bump and jolt before the view turned black and the planet of Tiraq, a pale pink from this distance, grew smaller.
Scarlett wilted in her seat, adrenaline seeping from her to leave anger and a flood of concern. Her feline liked this stupid dragon-man, although Scarlett couldn’t fathom why. He might have a hard, muscular body, but his manners were lacking. She straightened and let her temper soar free.
“What the hell? You can’t abduct me from my home. If you think I’ll fall into your arms and accept this capture, you’re deluded,” she spat.
“Capture?”
Scarlett skewered him with her glare. “Isn’t that what you’re doing right now? Kidnapping me? You researched the family business and decided to punish me for stealing precious stones from your land. Do I have it right?”
He slid her a sideways glance, and that one trifling move grabbed her attention, made her recall he wore not a stitch of clothing. With a snarl, she averted her gaze from his sexy hide.
“It’s not right, that’s all.” Instead of him, she focused on the pink planet as it diminished, and with it, her chance of rescue.
“What’s your name?”
“Can’t you cover up?” She gestured at his groin with a sniff. Unwillingly, a part of her noted the tiny scales on his cock. Her intrigued feline purred. “You go first. Your name?”
“Ransom Drake. I’m not kidnapping you.”
“Let me see.” She counted on her fingers. “You dragged me from hotel reception against my will. At our last meeting, you accused me of theft. How was I to know the stones belonged to you? You should have a sign informing visitors they’re trespassing.”
A fleeting smile curved his lips before he turned solemn and aggravating again. “I saved you from the big bird.”
Scarlett snorted. “If you hadn’t dragged me from the resort, I wouldn’t have been in danger.”
“Name?”
“Please.” Scarlett folded her arms over her chest.
He sighed. “Please tell me your name.”
“Scarlett Mitchell. If you’re not abducting me, then why the frying fungus am I on this spaceship? My brothers will come for me. They’ll hold you down while I kick your dragon butt.”
“I need your help.”
“Say what?” She gaped at him. “Ever consider advertising the position and picking from amenable candidates?”
He slapped the controls onto automatic pilot and stood. Once again, her gaze roamed his naked shoulders and tattoo. A dragon. Go figure. Given her shapeshifter status, unclothed males never fazed her, but this one pushed her discomfort button, and she wasn’t sure where to aim her eyes.
Shoulders. No.
Face. Definitely not.
Lower. Hell to the no!
Scarlett jumped out of her seat and planted her hands on her hips. “Explain.”
“If I blab to you, it will place people I care about in danger. I must find something, and once I do, my family and friends are assured of safety.”
“A quest? You’re on a quest? And you’re dragging me along? Oh, good gravy,” she muttered, aghast at his impudence. “What is wrong with the men in this sector? My brothers captured and wooed their mates. All I get is a stupid quest.”

Ransom trembled with fatigue, and he fought to conceal this weakness. Scarlett Mitchell. Finally, he had a name for the infuriating woman who’d dared to steal precious stones from one of their collection fields. The woman who’d filled his mind way more than she should. Unfortunately, he had seen her in Ransom’s dreams.
That was when his life had taken a different direction. Instead of the mental torture, so painful he’d slid into a coma, the prince of the Maphra race had upped the stakes. Ransom must find and capture Scarlett Mitchell and bring her to the prince’s place of sleep.
Prince Kalim had declared it was time for the Maphra to rise and display their might. Centuries ago, they’d ruled. The prince intended to regather their splintered power and reclaim the position his forebears had vacated.
The Maphra ruler bore a bucketful of crazy, and Ransom feared he’d follow through on his threats to annihilate the dragons and the Incorporeal race who lived a peaceful existence alongside them.
He sighed. The one woman who’d impressed with her sassy attitude, her cheek, and effrontery at stealing from him. A woman who designed beautiful and distinctive jewelry to rival his own pieces. The woman his dragon claimed was their mate.
“Hey!”
While he’d been railing at his impossible situation, Scarlett had stood. She clicked her fingers, her green eyes flashing with impatience.
Ransom fought a smile. It was hard not to appreciate this mouthy woman who flaunted her capable ways. The dragon females of his acquaintance were so different. This woman reminded him of those who worked with Ry Coppersmith on the Indefatigable.
“Are you there?” Scarlett knocked her fist against his head. Not hard, but a request for his attention.
“I’ve put the ship on automatic pilot,” he said. “I’ll grab clothes before we land on Dalcon.”
“Why are we going there?”
“To get supplies before we journey to Narenda.”
She frowned. “Will you let me collect precious stones?”
“Yes.” He forced the reply past the lump in his throat. A reward that meant nothing, considering he intended to hand her over to a despot.
“Yay! Narenda has gorgeous precious stones.”
When he didn’t reply—he couldn’t, not with guilt beating him up—her frown deepened. Not that the scowl distracted from her beauty. With her golden skin and bright green eyes, her long black hair, and her height, she stole his breath. This day, she wore her long hair piled on top of her head in an odd round shape.
Curiosity nudged him. “What do you call that hairstyle? I’ve never seen it before.”
“And he wants to discuss hair,” she murmured, humor flickering in her eyes. “It’s a variation of a donut-bun. Princess Layla set the fashion on Earth.”
He must’ve appeared as blank as his mind.
“Princess Layla comes from a fictional world—a movie. Entertainment on Earth, my planet of origin. My family and friends left after a virus decimated our population. I don’t suppose you’ll return me to Tiraq?”
Regret filled him, but years of practice with his father kept his expression impassive. “I require your help.”
“Why me?”
“You’re brave. Courageous. You don’t panic but use your brain instead. You have an adventurous streak, and you’re independent. Those are skills I require to help me find the lost village of the Maphra race.”
“I’m not adventurous.” She straightened her shoulders. “I weigh the pros and cons before I act.”
“From what I’ve seen, I beg to differ.” A little part of him died. Lying to her hurt. This was betrayal. This quest, as she called it, would not end well for her. Him neither, since the guilt and fear would remain for life.
They stared at each other.
Scarlett broke first. “Do you have a map? X marks the spot.”
“Your talk is peculiar.”
She flapped her hand in dismissal. “Yeah. Yeah. I’ve heard that before. You’re the one who’s talking weird. I’m speaking the King’s New Zealand English. Never mind. A map. Do you have one?”
“You can study it while I dress.” Ransom struggled with a yawn and failed.
“Why do you get so fatigued?”
“I’ve been sick,” he said, striving for honesty in at least part of this partnership. Admiration for her intelligence filled him, propelling him to give her more. “A coma.”
Perhaps if he confessed the truth, she might help him win against Prince Kalim. No, that’d place her in greater danger. His people too. It was best to keep the facts to himself.
“What happened to you?”
“A crash in the mountains. My pilot broke his leg. I injured my head and fell unconscious.”
“And you’re healthy now? Apart from your fatigue?”
“My mind functions as it used to,” he stated. “I’ll get the map. We can discuss our journey once I’m clothed.”
“Your body is fine,” she stated and accepted the map he’d drawn from the details relayed to him by Prince Kalim. “You look better since you’ve gained weight, but you’re still too thin.”
A spurt of pleasure shot through him. He turned away and found himself swaggering. By the gods! He schooled his thoughts to obedience since he never knew when Prince Kalim might make contact. The man loved to screw with him, keeping him off balance by pouncing into his mind. Lately, though, contact had occurred during the blacklight.
Ransom grabbed a pair of black trews and a tunic from his bag. He dressed rapidly, pulled on foot linings, and slid his feet into his boots.
“This map looks new. Where did you get it?” Scarlett asked.
“I drew it from memory.”
“Memory?”
This was where his story turned sticky. “I was given an account of the old civilization. They were wealthy, but disease struck, and those remaining left the city.”
“How do you know this information is correct?”
“I don’t,” he said, “but my sources are reliable.”
“Will you share your sources?”
“No.”
“I don’t understand why you need me.” Scarlett’s penetrating gaze skewered him and swamped him with another wave of guilt.
“From my observations, you’re resourceful and interested in jewelry design. I learned this when I asked about you on Dalcon. When I was in the market, I spotted your jewelry, and the stall owner told me where to find you.”
“Which still doesn’t tell me why you’ve dragged me from my family to help you.”
Perhaps a partial truth would ease her, lull her into a false sense of security. An invalid path to garner her cooperation.
“I wanted to speak to you again.”
“Most men would ask for a date,” she said, her tone dry. “Or buzz my com-circle.”
“A date?” Some of her expressions confused him.
“They would court me,” she stated, her big green eyes full of shrewdness.
He broke their visual connection, unable to lie to her face. In lieu, he scanned the controls and checked their course. He made a slight alteration—one they didn’t require.
“Ransom?”
“I don’t have time for courtship. I intend to join the warrior monks and must arrive before the sign-up window closes.”
She frowned. “I’ve never heard of warrior monks.”
Not surprising since he’d conjured them from his imagination. If he survived this quest, he’d hunt for a warrior faction. He’d heard of monks who gave their lives in service to right wrongs. It was a better life than he deserved, and with his brother Gryffnn at the helm, his clan would continue to prosper.
“I’ll tell you about them later,” he lied. “We’ll make a list of the supplies and go from there.”
“You’re under the assumption I will follow your plan for me,” she said in a sweet voice.
“Ah, didn’t I tell you? Their kingdom was known for its wealth, and in particular, a unique, precious jewel that glowed with many colors. I’m hoping to locate these jewels because rumor says they possess stunning clarity. Not many jewelers have worked with these rare stones.”
One quick scan of her visage told Ransom he’d hooked her with his promise of rare jewels. Her nod of acceptance was a brutal kick to the gut, and remorse almost took him out at the knees. He was leading her toward a life of imprisonment, a life of fear, a life where her beautiful spirit would get crushed.
He was driving her to a living death.
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2. An Introduction to Mind Control


Ransom’s fatigue clung once they’d landed on Dalcon. His shoulders slumped, and he shuffled with an old-person gait as they left their ship in a docking bay. Outside, Scarlett took control. With a shrill whistle, she summoned a flymo, one of the chubby utility vehicles used on most planets in the sector. Flymos were the donkeys of this region, with the locals using them as taxis or couriers to ship goods around the city. 
A trio of Red Mumber males swaggered past her, their red skin and tentacle hair distinctive, their fit, bulky bodies, honesty, and no-nonsense attitude perfect for the security jobs most of them worked.
One, she blew a cheeky kiss. She’d sold Guam a necklace for his first wife the previous month. No doubt, he’d be back to purchase one for his second wife soon. The Red Mumber and their polygamy lifestyle were great for business.
Beside her, Ransom growled deep in his throat, and she turned to him in surprise. Jealousy. How cute.
“Guam is a friend. Where to first?”
Her mind continued to prickle. Ransom had told her only part of the story. She was of two minds whether to ditch him in the market—easy enough with so many friends amongst the hawkers—or tag along because she’d love to discover a precious stone to gain a competitive edge. With her upper-class contacts, she’d sell anything unusual fast. The highborn welcomed anything of beauty and uniqueness.
And did she admit this sudden change in routine was exhilarating? Even better, no one could accuse her of impulsiveness since Ransom had abducted her.
“Ransom,” she prompted when it appeared he’d zoned out. “Where do we go first?”
“The market for supplies. Food and equipment.” He wavered on his feet. His color had shifted from his normal golden tones to an ashen gray.
Scarlett dithered as she mentally listed pros and cons. Should she offer her strength to keep him upright, ditch him, or forge ahead? The prickles in her mind gave way to a shiny display case, spotlit to highlight the beautiful jewelry contained within.
Simple. Stunning. Gorgeous samples of her best work.
Scarlett hid her smile. No contest really since none of this was her fault. A quest lay in her future.
“I know a great place to eat.” She’d get a message to Saber, and Ransom would never know. “There’s a place here, and a decent hotel near the market we could stay tonight. You look as if you might collapse. I’d hate to waste my energy dragging you around. A full tummy always boosts my reserves.”
His faint nod of compliance suggested he felt worse than he looked.
“Let’s go, then.”
They piled into the flymo and directed the pilot to the market. Ten minutes later, the flymo landed at the nearest drop-off point. Ransom paid the fare, and they walked up the street, Scarlett suiting her normal brisk I-know-where-I’m-going pace to Ransom’s hobble. She led him past makeshift stalls and squeezed around pale blue beings and child-sized aliens with hard shells who scuttled rather than walked. Scarlett surveyed the dragon-man, and doubts surfaced. Was he strong enough to leave civilization for the backcountry area indicated on his map?
“Are you sure you’re up to this quest?” Thank the stars Eva’s restaurant wasn’t far.
“Don’t worry about me,” he gritted out, his shoulders straightening a fraction.
Flymos darted overhead, avoiding the hordes of foot traffic but facing problems of their own as they jockeyed for airspace on their journey through the city. Market day was profitable for some, but it made for volatile crowds and short tempers.
Several Tigrus youths, recognizable by their striped skin, hooted with laughter as a robed nun tripped and fell. Dazzling pink fruits spilled from her shopping bag. They rolled along the rutted cobblestones, at least two cracking open to reveal the edible seeds inside.
Scarlett hurried to aid the woman. She collected the smooth-skinned pink fruit, returned them to the nun, and helped her stand to dust off her saffron robe. A growl had her head jerking up. The Tigrus youths retreated in a hurry, melting into the crowd and disappearing.
“Are you injured?” Ransom asked the woman.
“I be fine.” The woman dipped her bald head, her expression serene as she righted the hood of her robe. “Blessings on ye both.”
Scarlett fluttered her lashes at Ransom. “My hero.”
“I loathe bullies.” Ransom’s voice held a harsh edge that scratched Scarlett’s curiosity. The dragon was a protective gentleman. Interesting.
“We will escort you to your destination,” Scarlett said. “This area is rough.”
“Thank ye. I’m heading to the convent.” The nun gathered her bags.
“It’s on our way,” Scarlett said, recalling the sprawling complex from earlier visits. “Let me carry some of your bags. Really, it’s no trouble.”
“That be kind of ye.”
Ransom took the more substantial bag, and Scarlett frowned, hoping the dragon didn’t face-plant. His muscular carcass weighed a lot more than the pink fruit.
To her relief, they reached the carved gateway of the convent safely with all of them still upright despite the mass of people and the thieves who skulked amongst the crowds, alert for every opportunity.
“Are you remaining in the city this blacklight or do you intend to leave Dalcon?” the nun asked. “Because if you’re staying, we have rooms to let.” She turned her attention to Ransom. “You and your wife could sleep in the knowledge of your safety within our walls.”
Ransom glanced at her, and Scarlett piped up before he rejected the offer. “It would allow us to take stock and check we have everything we require for our journey.”
“Oh, are you traveling far?” the nun asked, showing the first sign of curiosity.
“To Narenda to visit friends,” Ransom said. “Thank you. A room here for the evening suits us admirably.” Some of the tension bracketing his mouth eased, almost as if he was glad of a reason to delay their departure.
Scarlett frowned. That couldn’t be right. The dude was a dragon shifter. One of her premonitions prickled across her scalp, and she inhaled, scenting the air. Nothing in the vicinity, but something. Her skin bristled—a hand brushing her fur in the wrong direction sensation. She surreptitiously studied the nun.
The woman scrutinized the dragon shifter, her gaze sharp and dissecting for one so young. “Are ye not sleeping well?”
Ransom brushed off the concern. “I’m fine.”
Scarlett didn’t believe him. The nun doubted him, too, but neither contradicted the dragon.
“We lock the gates at dusk,” the woman warned.
Scarlett inclined her head. “Thank you. We’ll be back long before the gates close for the blacklight.”
She placed her arm through Ransom’s, her pulse skittering at the physical contact. Her feline sighed, and the contented purr echoing through Scarlett’s mind raised a frisson of alarm. She flinched from the connection.
Ransom never reacted to her rapid withdrawal.
Frying fungus! This was not good. She could fight him and was confident of staying a skip or two ahead, but things might become dicey if her feline exerted a say. Perhaps she should take a pass on those stones he’d promised her.
If Scarlett’s feline decided she wanted the dragon, this mission or quest or fake kidnapping might destroy her ambitions.
Ransom walked at her side, alert, scanning the surrounding beings despite his exhaustion.
Nothing wrong with his brain, then.
“What do you intend to purchase?” she asked.
“I have a list of requirements. We’re traveling into a mountainous region. We’ll land the ship and hike the rest of the way.”
“How long will it take to find this lost world?”
“I’m unsure. My people live on the hot side where the weather remains at an even temperature. The region we’re visiting is more seasonal and changeable.”
“How cold will it get? Will we need warm clothes?”
“We must prepare for everything.”
“Layers then,” Scarlett murmured. “Will we carry food or hunt?”
“Both.”
She nodded and slowed before Eva’s restaurant. “This place serves delicious meals.” On cue, her stomach rumbled. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”
Scarlett jogged up the three steps leading to the entrance. The place didn’t give off luxurious vibes. In fact, it possessed a ramshackle air but attracted trade from market visitors and entrepreneurs. They preferred surroundings that placed them at ease, and Eva’s place did that.
Large flagstone squares lined the floor. Twelve square tables, big enough to seat four diners, filled the central part of the restaurant. Mismatched chairs added to the rundown ambiance, but the enticing kitchen scents and efficient service attracted repeat customers.
Scarlett headed toward a corner table with three spare seats. The diners mixed and mingled; an empty place considered an invitation for anyone to sit. A green-skinned man already at the table lifted his gaze from his half-eaten meal and nodded a greeting before returning to his food.
Ransom sank onto an empty chair with a groan.
“Food?” Scarlett asked. “We’re required to order at the counter. The dish of the day is always an excellent choice.”
“That’s fine.” Ransom fumbled with his electronic payment band.
“I’ll pay. You can transfer your share to me later this blacklight,” Scarlett said.
Robbie, Eva’s second-in-command, stood at the counter taking orders.
“Hey, Robbie,” Scarlett said before he could speak. “Is Eva still here or has she left for home? I left Ione Island before I grabbed my com-circle.”
“Are you in trouble?” Robbie asked.
“I don’t think so, but can you get a message to Saber? He’ll be worried.”
Robbie leaned closer and spoke in an undertone. His brown eyes were huge in his pale face. “Is the big dude you came in with holding you captive?”
“Not exactly. I’ve agreed to help him,” Scarlett said. “He’s not dangerous. I’ll take two of the specials and two tankards of reeb.” She waved her wrist, indicating he should ring up the order so she could make the payment.
“Eva never charges you,” Robbie said.
“She does today,” Scarlett countered. “Can I have those ales, and I’ll tell him I’m going to the retiring room.”
Robbie rang up the sale and held the electronic contact up
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