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      Follow three sexy dragons as they find their mates in swoon-worthy romances!

      
        
        Rage

      

      

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

      

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

      

      A dragon!

      

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

      

      Then, one fight breaks out in the cafeteria and Tara learns she’s so much more than a kidnap victim. And it’s somehow tied into Drake, a guy that’s beyond hot.

      

      
        
        Fury

      

      

      What’s a mercenary dragon to do when he meets a woman who has bruises and cuts on her face instead of joy and happiness?

      

      Braxim’s part of an elite group of dragon mercenaries. He’s a dragon for hire.

      

      Renee’s a waitress at a local diner in Charlotte. She wants to leave her abusive boyfriend Freddie, but it’s not as easy as it seems.

      

      Sure, Braxim can save her from Freddie, then what? He’s a dragon. They’re supposed to stay private and secret. Where can he take her when he’s expected to report back at the compound.

      

      Can’t take her there and risk pissing off Xedron, can he? Or can he?

      

      
        
        Rush

      

      

      Xedron broke a rule and now it’s cost him. He’s the prisoner of a madman scientist who wants his dragon blood for nefarious reasons. Sadly, none of Xedron’s brothers know where he is.

      

      Cody’s just recently met the man who fathered her. Fletcher’s finally a part of her life. It’s especially bittersweet now that her mother’s dying of cancer. Cody’s not normally a nosy sort, so she can’t explain why she’s gone poking around in Fletcher’s basement.

      

      What she didn’t expect to find is a hot guy in a cage. Fletcher tells her he’s a serial killer but something doesn’t seem quite right about her recently-found father’s explanation. Who is this gorgeous hunk? Why is he her father’s captive?
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      What’s a mercenary dragon to do when he meets a woman who makes his body surge with an energy he’s never felt before?

      

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

      

      A dragon!

      

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

      

      Then, one fight breaks out in the cafeteria and Tara learns she’s so much more than a kidnap victim. And it’s somehow tied into Drake, a guy that’s beyond hot.
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          Tara

        

      

    

    
      “Right there. That’s right. Come on, baby. Yeah, that’s it. You know you want to. Just like that. Oh, yeah. Right… there… Damn it! No! No. No. No.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I choked on a bitter laugh.

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

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

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

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

      Kidnapped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “…gonna get paid?”

      “…jacking us around…”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I watched the two men exit the shack and realized that only one of them had been in the car we’d followed here. I tapped my comm twice, and Tamir muttered, “Yeah, I see. So we’ve got at least three. Hold your position. If they start shooting, they could hit the girl. Let’s see if these two leave.” I tapped my comm again in response and settled in to wait.

      It didn’t take long for the humans to get in the car and take off. I grinned to myself. It felt like a balmy day to me, but I was sure that they would have a heat stroke if they stayed outside for too long. Especially the new guy with the salt-and-pepper hair. He had some extra weight on him, and he was sweating buckets by the time he got in the car.

      As they were leaving, I heard Tamir order Merrick to follow them. A click told me that Merrick had cut his comm off, preparing to shift. We all carried modified backpacks, with an extra-long strap that would fit around our necks in dragon form. Clothing didn’t fare well in a shift, and wandering around naked was a good way to get human attention that we didn’t need.

      I heard the faint “whoosh” of Merrick’s wings and felt the low vibration of his energy as he passed overhead. I didn’t bother looking up. I focused on my goal.

      Finally, Tamir said, “Go.”

      I went. Still holding my desert sand color, I crept toward the only door to the shack then paused to listen. The only sounds were the whirring of an air conditioner and muffled crunching noises. The air conditioner still bugged me. The unit was large—much bigger than a tiny hovel like this would need, even in the desert. It didn’t make sense, and an anomaly like that on a mission made the hair on the back of my neck rise.

      Something else was bugging me, and I couldn’t put my finger on it. I had thought that the vague buzz I’d been feeling was just the mild adrenaline rush of being out on a mission. But it got stronger as I got closer to the shack, and it was making me feel a little off kilter.

      “Do you feel anything weird about the energy here?” I asked Tamir. He didn’t answer for a few seconds, and I knew he was focusing his senses.

      “Nothing weird,” he said, and his voice held an ominous tone. “But I’m only reading one human inside. Can you feel the girl?”

      I froze, letting my camouflage drop as I concentrated on the energy waves around me. Nothing except the human male. Except something still felt off. Shifting back into two legs, naked, I stood still, listening, seeking intel with all my dragon senses.

      This was always the tricky part of a mission. After turning into a human, we had nothing on, no weapons. We had to dress and arm ourselves fast from the packs. I did, shoved a Glock into the waistband of my jeans, a spare gun into my boot, my comm link into my ear.

      I was back in business.

      I let the edges of my personal energy field dissipate, thinning and seeking…

      The world tilted under my feet, and I had to reach out to steady myself on the wall of the shack.

      “Drake?” Tamir’s voice was worried. I held up a hand, not able to answer him yet.

      What was that? It felt like my energy had shifted somehow. No, like it had been shifted. Only the most powerful of dragons were supposed to be able to do that, and a few races that no longer walked this realm.

      And it felt like it had come from underground.

      “There’s something here,” I whispered harshly.

      “I’m on my way,” he replied instantly.

      “No,” I hissed. “It’s not in the shack. It’s underneath. I’ll snag the human so we can take him somewhere to question him. I’ll fly him out so that we don’t disturb whatever that is.”

      “Are you sure?” Tamir sounded more than a little concerned now. I understood why. I was the last dragon to back down from a fight. And I was always the first to go into a dangerous situation. There was a reason my brothers called me the redshirt. Well, that was one of the reasons, anyway.

      So I could understand why my caution would worry Tamir. If I’d given myself any time to think about it, I’d be worried, too.

      Instead, I reached for the doorknob. When I found it locked, I gave it a sharp twist until it snapped off, pushing through the door almost in the same motion.

      The scrawny human jumped up from where he’d been lounging on a couch. The bag of chips—the source of that crunching sound I’d heard—flew into the air, scattering salty goodness everywhere.

      The kid—because he was a kid, even by human standards—reached behind his back. Not in the mood to deal with bullets, I was behind him and had both arms twisted behind his back before he knew what happened.

      The vibrations were getting stronger. But after that first shock, they weren’t debilitating. It was enough that they were there, shifting the pulse of my own energy just enough to give me a mild buzz. Time to get this show on the road.

      I was about to knock the kid out when my eyes caught on a metal handle sticking up out of the floor.

      “What’s that?” I asked, turning the human so he could see what I was talking about.

      “Nothing,” he replied, too quickly. I gave him a little shake, and I heard something pop in one of his shoulders. He screamed in pain. Oops.

      “She’s down there,” he whined. “She’s alive. She’s not hurt. But they’ll kill me if she’s not here when they get back.”

      Wow, the boy was talkative once I got him going. Good for him. That just made his life a little more valuable.

      “They won’t kill you,” I assured him. “Because you’re coming with me.” I gave him a gentle tap on the temple, and he dropped like a stone.

      “The girl is underground,” I told Tamir. “I’m going to get her. You come pick up our little canary.”

      “Dammit, Drake, just wait for me to get down there,” Tamir protested. “You need backup if you’re going down there.”

      All my bravado was back now that I had a clear mission again.

      “Bitch, please,” I quipped, grabbing the handle of what I could now see was a trapdoor. “I got this.”

      Tamir was still blustering, so I pulled my earpiece out and secured it one of the zipper pockets on my pants. I loved my brother like… well, like a brother. He was the only natural sibling I had, even though all of the dragons referred to each other as brothers. But he could be a real nag.

      I put my head through the opening and seeing nothing except an empty concrete-lined room, I reversed positions and dropped in feet-first.

      Now the air conditioner made sense. This place was at least twice the size of the shack above it, maybe more if the rooms behind those two doors were as large as this one. And fresh, cold air was blowing in from two vents at either end of the room.

      I scanned for energy again, but I could only feel whatever it was that had me off-kilter. And it was behind the door on the right.

      “All right,” I said under my breath. “Let’s start with Door Number One, then.”

      The door wasn’t locked. It also wasn’t occupied. It was lined with shelves that were packed with neatly organized end-of-world-type prepper gear. One section was nothing but MREs and bottled water. Another held flashlights, lanterns, and cases of batteries.

      And one wall held an arsenal that could have easily armed a dozen-or-so humans against a zombie apocalypse. Teeth and claws were my preferred weapons, and I’d never had much use for guns. But all of the dragons were proficient with firearms. You never knew when you’d get in a firefight somewhere you couldn’t shift. And I had to admit, I was impressed.

      But that wasn’t what I was here for.

      “And what’s behind Door Number Two,” I wondered grimly, turning in that direction.

      This door was locked, but it gave with another little snap of my wrist. I pushed the door open, but before I could even take a look inside, something silver came flying at my face.
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      My arms vibrated with the shock of the blow. I’d swung that pitiful little chair as hard as I could, and I thought I’d managed to get a good hit in.

      When I’d heard the noise outside, I’d grabbed the chair and gotten into position beside the door. I’d prayed as hard as I could that it was Creepy Dude. I wouldn’t mind smashing his face. But I’d have some guilt if I hurt Peter Parker. Probably. Maybe.

      It had taken forever for my door to open. Every little noise outside sent another jolt of adrenaline through my veins until I was practically buzzing with it. So much so that I put more power behind my swing than I had thought I was capable of. Yay me!

      But my captor was still standing. And now I saw that he was also holding the chair about an inch from his face.

      Shit. Shit. Shit!

      I also noticed that he was neither Peter nor Creepy. So this must be the third voice I’d heard. He was scarier than the other two combined.

      He was also bigger than the other two combined. His head brushed the top of the doorframe, which I had to guess was at least six-and-a-half feet high. His broad shoulders spanned the width of the door. I immediately dubbed him “Shoulders” in my head.

      Unlike Creepy Dude, Shoulders didn’t appear to have an ounce of fat on him. That was all muscle. Yeah, I was in trouble.

      I let go of the chair and started backing away. Of course, I only made it a couple of steps before I ran into the bed. I scrambled to the side and backed myself into a corner.

      “I’m sorry,” I rasped out, holding my hands in front of me defensively.

      But he didn’t look angry. He looked surprised, and maybe a little wary. Wary? Really? Because, what, I was going to pick up the bed and throw that at him next?

      Vivid green eyes scanned me, dismissed me, and roamed the room as if looking for something. Then they shot back to me. He frowned, and it was an expression that didn’t look like it belonged on that exquisite face. I felt an intense need to sketch that face. I wondered how his dark gold hair would look if he would grow it out and let it flow down to his shoulders. Then I felt an even more intense need to slap myself for losing focus.

      “What are you?” he demanded.

      I stared at him. He stared back.

      “I’m an artist,” I ventured, and it came out as more of a question than a statement. He didn’t look satisfied. He kept looking around the minuscule room as if expecting something to jump out at him. I started to wonder if he was on drugs or something. It was not a pleasant thought.

      He took one step toward me, and I tried to merge with the concrete wall at my back. He lifted a hand and reached toward me, but he didn’t touch me. It almost looked like he was running his hands across something in the air. He kind of looked like one of those mimes feeling up an imaginary wall. If I hadn’t been scared out of my freaking mind, I might have laughed.

      He stopped what he was doing and looked deep in my eyes again. My head swam, and I concentrated on breathing. The adrenaline was making me dizzy.

      “It is you,” he said as if confirming something to himself. “But I don’t know what it is.”

      I was scared to set him off, so I didn’t answer. There was no way I could get past him to the door, but I couldn’t help glancing at it. He’d left it open. Escape was right there, just past the crazy man who looked like he could snap me in half with his little finger.

      “You’re Tara Jeffries,” he accused.

      Umm. Okay, what?

      “Yeah,” I agreed, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “I’m Tara Jeffries.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me so that all I could see was just a sliver of bright green. He dug into one of the several thousand pockets on his pants and pulled out something that he stuck in his ear. Without dropping his gaze from mine, he barked, “Got her. I’m bringing her out.”

      He reached toward me but stopped when I flinched. His eyes narrowed, and his eyes roamed all over me. I didn’t get a creepy vibe from him, though. It almost felt like he was taking inventory. When his gaze landed on the bruised side of my face, he made a low noise in his throat. Did he just growl? I held as still as possible, feeling very much like I was facing down a predator. No sudden moves.

      He stared at the side of my face for a long, unhappy moment. Then he seemed to get himself under control. He turned those jewel-like green eyes to me again, and whatever he saw in my expression made him wince slightly.

      His face softened, and I almost got lost in those perfect features again. That was a much better expression than the frown. Gah. I was losing it.

      “Hey,” he said, lowering his voice to a soothing rumble. “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m going to get you out of here, and then we’re going to get you home.”

      It took a second for that to sink in. Then I sagged with relief. “They paid,” I said on an exhale.

      Of course, they’d paid. They were my parents. They were technically my adoptive parents, but they were mine. And I was their daughter. There was never any question in my mind that they would be willing to pay for my safe return. I had just wondered why they hadn’t yet. And now they had. It was over.

      Well, almost over. I had no idea what crazy trip Shoulders was on, so it wasn’t quite time to do the happy dance.

      He reached out to me again, and this time I took a tiny step off the wall. But I wasn’t about to touch him. He took the hint and dropped his hand, then backed out of the door. I followed.

      He led me out into another concrete room, and then to a ladder that led to a door in the ceiling. Holy crap! Had I been underground this whole time? That thought made me a little shaky.

      I started for the ladder, but he held up a hand. “Let me go first,” he ordered. “To make sure it’s still safe.”

      Safe? Omigod!

      Had my kidnappers had some kind of trouble? Had they gotten into a fight with each other? My imagination went wild again, flashing images of a gangster-movie-style shootout. I was terrified of what I’d see when I got to the top of the ladder.

      But all I saw was what looked like the inside of a large wooden shed. Other than the potato chips all over the floor and an overturned couch, it didn’t look all that bad. No bodies, at least. And no blood that I could see.

      I glanced at Shoulders, but he was looking out of a window by the front door, scowling. He tapped his ear and growled, “Trouble. I got incoming.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at me, and the way the light hit his eyes, it looked for just a second like they were living green flame. I was definitely painting those when I got home. If I got home.

      “No, I got it,” he said to whoever was on the other side of his earpiece. “Just get the canary to a cage, and I’ll handle this the new-fashioned way.”

      New-fashioned way?

      “Get behind the couch,” he said. I realized he was talking to me when he waved me in that direction. He pulled a gun out of one of those magic pockets, and I did what the man said.
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      I had been so rattled by the weird energy that I hadn’t noticed the small electrical buzz of the security system. Now that I was growing acclimated to the feeling of whatever was coming from the woman—Tara—I could sense the alarms I had tripped in the bunker. All three of them. I was going to catch such hell from this. My brothers would never let me live this down.

      There was no cover for miles, so even though the silver sedan was barreling up the little road to the shack at a dangerous speed for humans, we had a few minutes. I checked my weapon and laid it on the windowsill in front of me while I checked several more.

      I could feel Tara watching me. That was odd. I glanced over my shoulder and saw her head sticking up over the overturned couch. The sight arrested me, and I couldn’t help but notice how beautiful she was.

      Even with filthy, bedraggled hair and dark circles under her huge blue eyes starkly contrasting with the too-pale skin of her face, she was exquisite. Her features were delicate, and she looked like something out of a children’s fairy tale book.

      Like the princess who was kept in a tower, guarded by a dragon.

      I turned back to the window, snorting at the irony. Dragons were always the villains of those stories, never the rescuers. Of course, dragons didn’t carry 9mm handguns in those stories, either.

      I checked on the sedan’s approach—still at least one minute away—then glanced at Tara again. The look of fear on her face made me want to rip something’s face off. I had to avoid looking at her bruise, or I might actually do it to one of the clowns in the approaching car. I didn’t know why it bothered me so much.

      This wasn’t my first encounter with a battered female. I’d been on hundreds of rescue missions and found women in much worse shape than her. I wouldn’t say I liked it, and I tended to eat the perpetrators, but I’d never felt so protective of any of the victims. Not like this. I was personally affronted at the bruise on her face, and I wanted to make sure that whichever of these assholes had put it there felt 100 times more pain than she did before they died hearing their bones crunching between my teeth.

      “What is it?” Tara asked, and I realized I’d started growling at the approaching sedan.

      I gave her another look, and that fearful expression squeezed something inside me. I pulled a snub-nosed .38 revolver out of my boot and stepped over to the couch, offering it to her.

      She didn’t hesitate. She took the gun and checked the cylinder, then thumbed off the safety. I felt my eyebrows crawl up my forehead. I had expected to have to waste time convincing her to take it before I could show her how to release the safety.

      She noticed the look on my face, and I saw the tiniest hint of a smile lift the corners of her mouth. “I’m from Oklahoma,” she said as if that explained everything. And it sort of did.

      “Stay down,” I told her. “There’s only two of them. Let me handle it. Only use that if one of them gets past me.” I was proud of myself for saying that last part with a straight face. I’d only given her the gun to make her feel better. There was no way they were getting anywhere near her.

      I heard the car slowing down as it approached the shack, and I took up my position at the window again. I knocked out one of the lower panes of glass and took aim just as it screeched to a halt.

      I hit the driver in the shoulder just as he opened his door and he fell back with a scream. Good. I wanted them alive. If the kid didn’t know anything, one of these two probably did.

      The bulky guy heaved himself out of the passenger side and dove behind the car. I took out the front tires and shot out the windshield just to rattle him. I stopped shooting, and the silence made me wonder if I’d hit him with a ricochet.

      Then an AR-15 appeared over the hood of the car, and bullets started spraying wildly. He was too scared to come up to aim. I wanted to laugh, but it was just annoying. I needed a clear shot.

      I heard several bullets thud against the thin plywood of the shack right before I heard Tara’s cry of pain. I was at her side before the sound had stopped echoing. She was curled in a ball, clutching her left bicep, and there was blood seeping through her fingers.

      One of the idiot’s stray bullets had gone through the thin walls and the couch cushions, catching her in the arm. As I realized what had happened, another shot hit the wall just above her head. I took her to the floor and covered her body with mine.

      “Don’t move,” I growled.

      She trembled beneath me, but she hadn’t made another sound since she’d been hit. I felt her pain. Literally. The vibrations that had been brushing me before were now ragged spasms beating at my control.

      I might have been able to keep myself restrained if I hadn’t smelled her blood. But the scent made the edges of my vision go red, and I felt the shift coming. I threw myself off of Tara, growling, “Don’t. Move!”

      I’d just made it past the door when the energy burst through me like a flame. I heard something crack behind me as my tail formed and flicked angrily against the shack.

      Released from the constraints of my human form, I roared my fury to the heavens and stalked toward my prey.

      His terrified screams were satisfying. To his credit, even though he’d pissed himself and was running away, he was still turning to take awkward shots at me. I wanted to slow my pace and revel in his fear. I didn’t have that luxury, though. Bullets couldn’t penetrate my scales, but I was worried Tara would get hit by another stray shot.

      I took a few loping strides and snatched him up in my foreclaw. I squeezed until his spine snapped, and he stopped screaming. I tossed him aside and turned back to the shack in time to see the driver, clutching at his wounded shoulder, struggling to get to the relative safety of the building that was now leaning precariously to one side.

      Tara!

      I must have damaged the building when I shifted. With one hard flap of my wings, I swooped over the human, flicking him aside with my tail. I heard his body hit the ground about twenty feet away, but he’d lost my attention. The shack was starting to collapse, and Tara was still inside.

      I grasped the sides of the shack, holding it up while I tried to decide if I had enough time to shift and go inside to get Tara. Then I realized that I couldn’t feel her inside anymore. No, her disturbing vibrations were to the west and getting farther away by the second. I released the shack, letting it crumble as I took to the sky.
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      Don’t look back. Just keep running.

      I was running as fast as I could, but I knew I wasn’t going to be able to go very far. I’d been subsisting on water and protein bars for who knew how long, and I’d lost some muscle mass in my legs from lack of exercise.

      And I was losing blood. I didn’t think the bullet had done much damage, but it hurt like hell, and I could feel the blood running down my arm and dripping off my elbow.

      It doesn’t matter. Run faster!

      I was losing it. Scratch that. I had lost it. I’d just watched Shoulders turn from a big sexy man into an enormous, scary dragon. A freaking dragon!

      I had to be hallucinating. Maybe the last batch of water had been drugged somehow? But the bars and the water had always come in sealed containers.

      Maybe the shock of being shot had triggered some kind of psychotic episode? My parents had made me go to a therapist when I was younger because my art concerned them. The therapist had told them that it was my psyche’s way of disassociating from the trauma I’d suffered when I’d nearly died in a fire. I’d told them that he was a loon and refused to go back. Had he been right? Was this my psychotic break?

      It was possible. I mean, I had been kidnapped and held underground for who-knew-how-long. Add to that getting caught in a gunfight between my captors, and getting shot in the arm, and—yeah—I’d had a little trauma lately.

      I’d been so shocked when the bullet hit me, all I could do was clutch at my arm, and try to breathe. Then Shoulders had been there, and he had covered me with his own body. Why would he do that? I could understand him wanting me in one piece so his payday wasn’t jeopardized, but he couldn’t collect if he was dead, right?

      Then he’d jumped off me and run out the door toward the gunfire. I’d crawled to the edge of the couch, unable to bear not knowing what was happening. And that, apparently, was when I’d lost my mind. There had been a shimmering wave of light, and I could have sworn it made every hair on my body stand on end. Then my vision of Shoulders was replaced by a giant spiked tail that knocked into the doorframe so hard the shack shuddered around me.

      When the tail retreated, I was able to see the whole creature. And there was no other word but dragon to describe it. It was enormous. At least ten feet tall, its body looked massive and musclebound. And its tail was nearly as long as its body. It was faced away from me, so I couldn’t see much about its head, but my imagination filled in lots of teeth.

      There was no way I was sticking around to find out. I struggled to my feet and slipped out the door while it was focused on Creepy Dude. I didn’t spare one second of sympathy for the guy, but I didn’t want to see—or share—his fate. So I ran.

      Keep running!

      It was so hot out here I could barely breathe. The gunfire and roaring had stopped, but I didn’t dare look back to see what had happened. There was a rock formation about 100 feet in front of me. I made that my goal. If I could make it there, I’d be safe. I wasn’t sure how that would work out, but I needed something to focus on. I wished I hadn’t lost the gun somewhere along the way.

      I heard a loud crash from the direction of the shack and tried to push more speed into my steps. But I was faltering. I wanted to sob with frustration, but I couldn’t waste the energy. I ran three miles nearly every day. This shouldn’t be so hard. But my captivity had taken a toll on me, and the desert heat was sapping my strength with each step.

      I couldn’t hear anything but the sound of my own ragged breaths, but I could feel something coming up behind me. I didn’t know how I knew, but I believed it was real. And it was coming fast.

      I staggered, my steps losing rhythm. Then something that felt like two thick, iron bars wrapped around my chest and waist, and my feet left the ground. I screamed and struggled, but I couldn’t get loose.

      I watched the ground get farther away, and I could feel great gusts of air whooshing downward on either side of me. The sort of blasts that I could imagine massive wings would make. I subsided when the ground was far enough below that a fall would surely kill me.

      I didn’t want to look up, but I couldn’t help myself. I cranked my head around until I could see the leading edge of a long, leathery, red-gold…

      Yep. That’s a wing.

      I cranked my neck a little further and saw shimmering scales, a few shades redder than the wing. I had a fleeting sense of déjà vu that made me more lightheaded than the altitude. That was the exact shade of gold-tinted red that I had been trying to achieve for years. I had started countless paintings of the same red-gold dragon in various poses of flight and repose. I’d never been satisfied with any of them, though.

      The realization sent a jolt through my system, and I felt like I’d been struck by lightning. The shock was the last thing I knew as blackness claimed me.
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      Well, that could have gone better. I felt Tara go limp in my claw, but the energy still pulsing off her told me she was still breathing. I cradled her to my chest and kept flying.

      Shit just gotten complicated.

      We needed to return her to her family safely. That was the job. But now that she knew of our existence, we couldn’t just turn her loose. Dragons had been the stuff of legends since the dawn of man, but very few humans had ever discovered the truth about us.

      We couldn’t afford for the knowledge to get out. There were too few of us, and the humans had weapons that could damage us—maybe to the point of death. We had already lost many of our number.

      Two of those remaining were waiting for me when I reached the remote private airport where our plane was waiting to take us back to headquarters. Xedron had pulled some strings and arranged for it to be completely empty for at least another week. He had connections in high places, so I was sure he’d had it tagged as off-limits for some secret military training or something.

      All I knew was that it was safe for me to land and shift without prying eyes. After the day I’d had, though, I did a quick scan to make sure there were no humans. Everything was still just a little off kilter, but I couldn’t sense anyone but my two brothers, Tamir and Rowne.

      They watched me with identical, impassive expressions as I touched down a few feet in front of them. Rowne stepped forward to take Tara from me. I should have let him. He had studied human medicine, and Tara needed a doctor. I could still smell her blood.

      Maybe the scent was still making me a little crazy, but I growled at Rowne. My dragon brother. What was wrong with me? He narrowed his eyes at me but didn’t flinch away. He just held his arms out patiently.

      I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t let go of her. I shifted with her in my arms.

      The energy should have flowed around her without affecting her or causing any disruption in my shift. For the most part, it worked like it should have.

      But there was a moment—a heart-stopping fraction of a second—when the strange vibrations of her energy flickered into mine. Then it was over, and I was human-shaped, none-the-worse for wear, and still holding Tara. She didn’t look affected, either, but it was hard to know since she was still unconscious and bleeding.

      “Her arm,” I said to Rowne, gesturing with my head. “She was hit, I don’t know how bad.”

      I couldn’t make myself relinquish her. Rowne gave me a sidelong look but bent to look at Tara’s arm. She didn’t wake or even flinch when he prodded at the torn flesh. The trickle of fresh blood made my nose itch, and I took a deep, calming breath.

      “How bad is it?” I could hear the growl in my tone, but I couldn’t seem to control it.

      Rowne glanced up and narrowed his eyes again. “Flesh wound. Deep laceration, but it didn’t hit the bone. I need to clean and bandage it.” He flicked a glance down my body. “And you should probably put some pants on before she wakes up.”

      Rowne reached for Tara again, but I ignored him and strode up the stairs and onto the plane. I laid her gently on one of the cots bolted to the wall and forced myself to walk away.

      I grabbed my extra gear out of the locker and followed Tamir to the front of the plane. When Rowne sat on the cot next to Tara, I took a step back toward them only to come up short when Tamir grabbed my arm.

      “What’s wrong with you?” my brother asked, concern and irritation warring on his face.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. I shook my head hard, trying to clear it. Then I dressed quickly while I briefed Tamir about what had happened at the shack.

      I barely noticed Tamir’s cursing as my older brother stomped into the cockpit to raise Max on the comm. I only vaguely heard Tamir ordering the other dragons to go clean up my mess.

      But I noticed every tiny flicker of Tara’s eyelids as Rowne cleaned her wound. I heard the softest exhalation of her breath when he tightened the bandage around her bicep. And when my brother pulled a syringe and vial out of his medical bag, I felt a warning hiss leave my throat. I didn’t realize I had started to charge back down the aisle until I was caught up short by Tamir’s arm around my chest.

      “Drake!” Tamir barked. That was the voice of my commander, not my brother. “Get it together, or you can get home on your own wings.”

      On any other day, that would have suited me just fine, but I wasn’t about to leave Tara alone on this plane with…

      With my brothers.

      I pressed my palms against my eyes until I saw spots. Tamir released his hold, and I sagged a little.

      “There’s something about her,” I admitted in a low tone. “It’s got me off-kilter.” I turned, searching Tamir’s face for any sign that he was feeling the strangeness of Tara’s energy. I saw nothing but worry and confusion.

      “You don’t feel anything… strange… about her?” I asked.

      Tamir moved around me and went to Tara’s side, taking Rowne’s place as the other dragon got up to put his medical bag back in its locker. I watched tendrils of Tamir’s energy move over Tara and had to clench my hands at my sides. I felt an almost uncontrollable urge to rip my
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