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      Flames. Ash. Heat and cinder.

      Tearing through and destroying everything in its path, and even after it’s extinguished, its embers can be fanned to life, causing massive amounts of destruction in no time at all. Lush greenery can become blackened fields, felled forests, acre after acre of dark, empty space.

      But eventually, that black transforms into green, the soil growing richer, the fields more fertile. Trees sprout and slowly begin their ascent into the sky.

      Slowly, the emptiness becomes full.

      Of life.

      Of love.
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      Suz

      Another date.

      Another loser.

      Sighing, she waited long enough so the man—said loser—would have vacated the hallway, then she slipped out of her room and made her way to the infirmary.

      It was empty, but she could always find something to keep her busy.

      And, if she waited long enough, someone would get hurt and she’d have something real to do, something that wasn’t sitting around reviewing charts and being jealous because her friends were ridiculously happy and bonded and . . . she was dating losers.

      Which wasn’t entirely fair.

      The Rengalla she’d gone out with that evening was a perfectly nice man.

      Just not the one for her.

      And, if she were being completely honest, he was a little boring.

      As her life had been . . . for decades.

      Nearly a hundred years old, she’d lived through medical and technological advancements, she’d lived through wars and loss, and . . . she was bored out of her mind.

      She wanted excitement.

      She wanted to feel something, anything aside from this heavy weight sitting on her chest.

      The one that told her she was missing out, missing something.

      Not doing enough. Not helping enough. Not living—

      Enough.

      Yes, that was a trend with her.

      Well, that and lonely.

      Unfortunately, lonely was also a trend. Because as much as the men she’d dated had waxed poetic about liking strong women, that hadn’t actually come to fruition, especially when she was pulled out of dinner or bed or sexy, fun naked time and called into the infirmary because someone had broken their leg, or burned their arm, or because a baby had decided to make an untimely arrival.

      Then they realized that dating the Rengalla’s top healer wasn’t all fun and games.

      Then they tolerated the intrusion a time or five, maybe even ten.

      But eventually they tired of the interruptions, of not being first in her priorities and then . . . they went away.

      So circling back to lonely. And she might as well add horny into that mix.

      Because that was the crux of it, too. She was tired of her hand and her vibrator. She wanted an orgasm courtesy of someone else. She wanted someone to look at her with desire. To want her. No, to need her.

      Like Dee had Cody.

      Like Gabby had Mason.

      Like she would probably never have.

      Sighing, she grabbed the doorknob, started to push into the infirmary. Maybe she wouldn’t ever bond or have a man devoted to her like her friends did, “But, is it too much for me to have just one night of hot sex?”

      “Pent up, Suzie girl?”

      That voice.

      Liquid honey down her spine, heat drifting between her thighs, desire making the tips of her fingers itch—

      To release her magic, to wipe that smirk off his gorgeous face.

      To . . . wrap her fingers in the strands of his deep brown hair and yank his head down for a kiss.

      She let go of the knob and turned to face Graham.

      Cocky, funny Graham.

      Whom everyone liked. Who was nice to every Rengalla, big and small.

      Every Rengalla, except for her.

      Her he liked to torment.

      She couldn’t stand the man—or at least that was what she told herself. Plus, he was too arrogant by half and never failed to infuriate her. But he wasn’t dating anyone, and clearly after this evening, she wasn’t either.

      And . . . she wanted him, had spent years wanting him while pretending not to.

      She stepped toward him, close enough to smell his scent—all damp forest floor and warm summer sunshine—close enough to feel the heat from his body, sense his strength in the hard planes of his body.

      “You offering to help me out?” she asked, taking another step, her breasts brushing against his chest.

      A muscle ticked in his jaw. “Suz,” he muttered, moving back and putting some distance between them. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      Hurt.

      God, it sliced right through her, tore at her insides.

      Not even the man who’d slept with half the single women in the Colony wanted her.

      Cool.

      She forced a laugh, her eyes burning. So stupid. “Right,” she said and spun around, reached for the knob once again. “I’m busy. Now, go away.”

      “Wait.” He grabbed her arm.

      She shook him off, pushed into the space that had become her sanctuary. Maybe there were some bandages to organize, some charts to file—

      Click.

      That wasn’t the sound of the door closing.

      Rather, it was the sound of the door locking.

      On a gasp, she spun around.

      Graham was there, eyes hot as he stepped away from the door. “So, little Suzie girl is feeling needy,” he said, the words sending a shiver down her spine. He crowded into her. “She wants my help scratching that itch—”

      She lifted her chin. “Go to he—”

      He kissed her.
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      Graham

      He shouldn’t be here.

      And he really fucking shouldn’t be doing this.

      This being his mouth pressed to Suz’s lush lips, his hands on her hips, pulling her flush against him.

      She was a baby.

      She was friends with his younger sister, for God’s sake.

      He was one hundred and twelve years older than her, and while their long lifespans meant that the Rengalla didn’t often worry about age gaps, a century more of experience was . . . well, an entire lifetime.

      Plus, she was friends with his sister.

      Who was young and innocent and . . . young.

      Suz was too young.

      For him to have his hands on her. His lips pressed to hers. His tongue inside her mouth.

      Shame whipped through him, slicing his insides to ribbons, and he dropped his hands, started to lift his head.

      Then she moaned.

      A soft, rasping noise that emerged from her throat, vibrated against his lips, licked down his skin like flames. And instead of letting her go, instead of moving to the door and getting back on with his day, he wrapped his arms tighter around her and . . . kissed her like his magic was fading and this was his last day on Earth.

      And she responded.

      Oh, how she responded—melting against him, her lush breasts flush against his chest, her fingers wrapping tight in his hair, her tongue dancing against his as she kissed him back until his head spun. Her hands slipped under the hem of his T-shirt, trailed across his abdomen, dipped under the waistband of his jeans.

      Fuck, that was good.

      Fuck, that was really good.

      Fuck, that was good enough to make him forget all about the age difference and to let his fingers do some slipping and sliding of their own.

      He released her lips to allow them both to suck in some much-needed air then began kissing his way along her jaw, down her throat.

      Citrus and cloves, tart and spice. The scent that was so intrinsically Suz filled his senses. That perfume was imprinted into her skin, floated like a cloud around her hair, made him feel like she was surrounding every inch of him. And being this close to her, closer than he’d ever allowed himself before—or realistically, he hadn’t allowed himself to be this close since the moment his body had recognized hers as an adult—was both the greatest pleasure and absolute torture.

      She was a woman.

      A woman he wanted.

      When she’d gone away to college, she’d still been a girl, bright and innocent and all lanky limbs and freckle-covered nose. She’d gotten her degree then had gone to medical school, completed her residency, when it was safer, when their enemy hadn’t been so good at hunting them.

      God, he could still remember the day she’d left. He’d been on a normal patrol, had watched her from the trees surrounding the Colony, entranced by the way she’d hugged her family and friends goodbye, so much care in each of the embraces. She’d waved off help as she’d loaded a couple of suitcases in the back of her VW Bug, her hair long and straight, tie-dye and bell-bottoms covering her lanky frame. Then with a wave, she’d gotten in the car and driven off, excitement on her face.

      She’d left a sweet, youthful girl looking forward to the future.

      Then she’d come back, almost a decade later, a woman—the real world written on the lines of her face, the shadows in her eyes. Maturity that comes from experience and yet still that wealth of compassion beneath.

      He’d arrested, completely frozen in place when he’d first laid eyes on her upon her return.

      He could remember that moment with crystal clarity, too.

      An arm around his sister’s waist, curves filling out tight jeans, breasts pushing out the cotton of her T-shirt. Simple clothes, and yet, the sexiest outfit he’d ever laid eyes on. Every instinct in his body had screamed at him to close the distance between them, to stake a claim right then and there.

      She wasn’t so innocent.

      But . . . she was still young. Still his sister’s friend.

      And still too many years, too many experiences between them. She needed someone her age, someone without his baggage.

      But when her eyes had met his, wide and warm, her lips curved into a tempting smile, he’d nearly forgotten about all of his reasons to stay away.

      Which was the moment he’d realized he needed to withdraw.

      A tactical retreat in order to keep his distance.

      Except . . . he wasn’t keeping his distance tonight. He was really fucking close, and it was absolutely glorious.

      Suz wasn’t wearing her usual T-shirt and jeans—she’d kept the latter but swapped out the former for a shining piece of black silk that clung to her curves and made him want to trace his fingers over the glittering material . . . then beneath it.

      “Come here,” she whispered, gripping the sides of his face, tugging his head up from her throat, and taking his mouth in a kiss that showed exactly how much she’d grown up. Confident and demanding, he’d never had anything hotter than this woman pressed up against him, kissing him until his lungs screamed for oxygen.

      Eventually though, they needed to breathe, so he released her lips, trailing his mouth along her jaw, reveling in the soft moans, the way her fingers grew tighter in his hair.

      But he couldn’t kiss the parts he wanted to reach.

      She was short, and he was tall, and he couldn’t become a fucking pretzel, much as he was trying.

      Luckily, he was also strong.

      A senior soldier, he was trained to protect his people—and that didn’t mean just using his magic. He was deadly in hand-to-hand combat, a decent marksman, and prided himself on being a tough motherfucker.

      His mother had told him more than once as a child that it was okay to cry if he was hurting, that he was allowed to be sad after his father had died.

      But Graham wasn’t like that.

      Tie it down, buckle it tight, be a man, and make sure she was okay, his sister was okay.

      Make sure they all were okay. He’d do it, serve his people, care for those who were vulnerable until his last breath.

      Just like his father.

      Except . . . he wasn’t really thinking about his father, his past, his centuries on this planet. Or not for long, anyway.

      Because Suz was in his arms, those glorious breasts pressed to his chest, her scent surrounding him, her hands dragging his head back up as she slanted her lips across his. Her tongue in his mouth, fingers sliding from his hair to grip his shoulders. He shifted, slipping his hands under her thighs and lifting her up into his arms, coaxing her to straddle his hips, and holding back a moan when she pressed against the hard jut of his erection.

      And still, he kissed her. Or maybe she was kissing him.

      Either way, any concerns about the past, their differences disappeared. She rocked against his cock, sending desire flooding through him, making sparks coalesce in the corners of his vision. And just that—her in his arms, riding him—was the hottest fucking sexual experience of his life, and they were both still fully clothed.

      Speaking of which. He wanted to get them some place horizontal. Hell, vertical, diagonal, upside down, he didn’t give a fuck.

      He just wanted to go somewhere he could get Suz naked.

      Immediately.

      “Where?” he asked, pulling his mouth free and nipping at the shell of her ear.

      “My office,” she moaned, fingers digging into his shoulders, thighs tightening around his waist. “Hurry. I—”

      He didn’t need to be told twice.

      He’d had five decades of pretending he didn’t notice the luscious curves she was packing, the ass that filled out the backside of her jeans and made a man imagine way too many ways to pay homage to those squeezable globes, the breasts that would overfill his hands, thighs that were strong and capable and felt fucking incredible beneath his palms, even still encased in denim.

      Rapid steps brought him down the hall, to the office where he’d seen her working late many a night.

      Come to think of it, he’d also seen her here many an early morning.

      Which brought to mind the question of when this woman actually slept, and if she was taking care of herself, and—

      His mind went blank.

      Because the moment he’d crossed the threshold to her office, she wiggled out of his arms and shimmied out of the sleek black top she was wearing.

      His mouth went dry.

      His cock grew harder.

      Lace. Pale lavender that brought out the gold tones in her skin, the dusky pink of her nipples just barely evident through the material of her bra. His eyes trailed down the softness of her abdomen to the jeans . . . well, to the button of her jeans. Because her fingers were there, flicking open the circle of metal.

      The noise as she drew down the zipper was loud in the silence of the room.

      Then . . . more pale lace.

      Her mouth quirked when he managed to drag his gaze back up to hers. “You like?”

      He liked. Way too fucking much. Except . . . “Why are you wearing it?” he asked, a bolt of annoyance shooting through him.

      Or maybe it wasn’t annoyance so much as jealousy.

      She shouldn’t have dressed with care, planning to sleep with someone else, then jump him in the hall.

      He should be special and hers—only hers.

      Dumbass.

      Him.

      Because she didn’t belong to him, and if she wanted to sleep with someone, he didn’t have one fucking right to say anything about it. Guilt slid through him at that thought, enough to clear the haze of desire and make him step back a pace.

      Suz couldn’t be his. She was Amelia’s.

      Amelia’s friend.

      Her young friend.

      A husky chuckle.

      “You think my underwear was for him?” She shoved down her jeans, stepped out of the black flats and denim then moved toward him in that skimpy lace set of undergarments.

      One finger trailed down his chest.

      Plump lips curved up.

      “Oh, no, honey,” she murmured. “I wear it for me.”

      Fire licking the base of his spine, his cock hardening farther. He slipped his fingers into her pale brown hair, reveling in the silken locks, the way it made her scent assault his senses anew.

      Tilting her head back, he pressed his lips to the base of her throat and inhaled deeply.

      “You smell incredible,” he growled.

      Hands on his biceps, clutching tight. “S-so do you,” she said then hissed when he nipped lightly at the place where throat met shoulder and dragged his mouth across her collarbone.

      And down.

      Down.

      But hell, she hadn’t grown a foot in the last few minutes, so it wasn’t long before he was getting a crick in his neck and feeling frustrated that he couldn’t reach all the parts he wanted.

      Thankfully, he could think on his feet.

      He walked her backward, pressed her against her desk. The top cluttered with papers and office supplies, coffee mugs and pencils. “These files important?”

      “Wh-what?” she asked, breathing hard, her hands running up and down his chest, her chocolate brown eyes clouded with desire.

      “These papers important?” Graham nodded toward the stacks of files.

      “No,” she said and grinned.

      But before he could ask her why she was smiling, why there was mischief in her eyes, she turned, extended a hand, and shoved everything off the surface of her desk. The contents hit the floor in a flurry of noise—folders and papers, the empty mug and picture frame, pencils and pens, paperclips and Post-Its and rubber bands all colliding with the tile, exploding around them like confetti.

      He’d imagined a few papers hitting the ground.

      This was . . . chaos.

      But before he could focus too fully on the mess, she spun back to face him, a huge grin on her face. “I’m going to hate myself in the morning when I have to clean that up.” Hands slipping under his T-shirt, gripping his waist, and tugging him closer even as she sat on the edge of the desk and spread her thighs. “But I’ve always wanted to do that.”

      He grinned. “Living on the edge, sweetheart?”

      “The office supply edge?” A snort. “Yeah, that’s the extent of my wildness.” She traced light patterns on his stomach. “I’m boring.”

      He chuckled.

      Somehow, he didn’t think the woman who wore lavender lace and toppled desktops and so confidently pulled him close was anything close to boring.

      He brushed his thumb over her cheek. “Nice try, but I saw you,” he whispered, remembering the last time the Dalshie—the enemy who’d made it their life’s work to eradicate their people—had attacked. Suz had fought being evacuated, but in the end, she’d relented, knowing that as their strongest healer, the vulnerable needed her. But she’d come back the moment it was safe, and she’d stayed and healed their people until her body gave out. Then she’d gotten up and done it all again the next day. Maybe she hadn’t killed the enemy firsthand, but she’d given herself, life and limb, to protect her people. So, even with the lace and confidence, she was as much of a soldier as he was.

      Brows drawing down, her head tilting slightly to the side. “What do you mean?”

      He tucked a strand of her hair behind her. “I saw you out there with us, risking your life for our people. Healing until you passed out.”

      A shrug. “It’s my job to heal people.”

      Such a Suz thing to say.

      “Also,” she murmured. “I don’t want to talk about my work.” She wound her arms around his neck. “I want you to go back to kissing me.”

      “You sure?” he asked, even though his cock felt ready to snap in half. His head had cleared slightly, enough for him to remember why he’d purposefully kept his distance all these years. He didn’t want her to have regrets in the morning.

      Regrets aside from the office supplies.

      Her hands slid down his chest. “I’m sure.”

      He brushed her hands aside and stripped off his shirt. “Are you sure it’s me you want and not your date?”

      Fuck.

      Why had he asked that, allowed jealousy to creep back in?

      This was a woman he’d spent years not wanting. Except . . . that had been a lie, a ruse, a way to protect her from the mess he was inside.

      Pink tinged her cheeks, but she reached for the button of his jeans, flicked it open, and tugged down his zipper. “Maybe I should ask you that question,” she muttered, shoving the material down his thighs. “You’re the one who seems to have made it your job to avoid me, while simultaneously dating every single female except me.”

      Not every female.

      But also not her.

      And for good reason.

      Because he’d known he would end up in this very position—hard and aching and ready to fuck her into oblivion.

      “I’ve always been convinced you don’t even like me,” she said as he stepped out of his boots. “For all I know, this is sympathy sex or angry, annoyed sex or . . . well, pity sex because poor little Suz is pathetic and lonely and boring—” She stopped, that pink on the tops of her cheekbones turning bright red. “You know what? We shouldn’t do this. I—”

      He cupped her jaw, turned her gaze back to his. “This isn’t pity sex or angry sex or even sympathy sex.” A brush of his lips across hers. “I’ve wanted you since you came back to the Colony after medical school.”

      Wide eyes on his. “Then why . . .”

      That wasn’t a question he wanted to answer. He didn’t want to keep bringing thoughts of his sister into this moment, to bring in the sense of responsibility he felt to protect those around him, to question the morality of this situation and the moral code he lived by.

      To not take advantage of those who needed protecting.

      And Suz needed protecting.

      Suz needed protecting.

      Pieces shifted in his mind.

      Suz. Needed. Protecting.

      She needed someone to make sure she didn’t work too late and too often. She needed someone to remind her to eat, to get some sleep.

      She needed . . . him.

      She needed him.

      “It wasn’t the right time back then,” he murmured, stroking his fingers down her throat, her skin like silk, goose bumps pebbling to life, her body drifting toward his. “So tell me, Firefly, is tonight the right time?”

      Brown eyes going wide, her lips parting and tempting him to kiss.

      But he had to know.

      Did she really want this?

      The uncertainty left those chocolate irises, and her hand covered his cheek, tilted his head down until their lips were a hairsbreadth apart. “Tonight is the perfect time.”

      His magic—coiled and always at the ready—bucked in the back of his mind, threatened to burst free. That slip of control was unusual. He’d mastered his powers years ago, hadn’t ever really struggled to keep it under check, once he’d been taught how.

      “Yeah?” he asked, pushing that slip away, focusing on the sexy woman in front of him.

      She grinned. “Yeah. Because I think I like being wild and living on the edge.”

      He nipped at her bottom lip. “I thought you said you were boring?”

      “I’ve decided that I’m living on the edge . . . of an orgasm, and you’re going help me out.” An innocent look, fluttering lashes, the corners of that sexy mouth tipping up.

      “That was a terrible joke,” he murmured, nuzzling her throat. “Even by your standards.”

      “Hey! My jokes aren’t—”

      “Bad?” He bent and sucked her nipple into his mouth, loving the way she moaned and arched against him. “They’re terrible.” He peeled the lace back, rolled the tight bud between thumb and forefinger. “But I think I can help you out with the orgasm edge thing you’ve got going on.”

      A hand reaching down, stroking him. “You promise?”

      He bit back a groan, focused on the task at hand. “I got you, Firefly.”
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      I got you.

      Normally, such a sentiment would make her roll her eyes.

      Especially from a pretty boy with golden irises and shining brown hair.

      But the man had confidence and swagger and—fine—he kissed like a fucking god.

      And . . . she wanted him.

      So badly and for so long.

      Suz knew this was probably a terrible idea, but he was here. He was looking at her like he actually saw her as a woman and not an asexual creature whose only purpose was to patch up broken bones and deliver babies.

      Of course, maybe she felt like everyone saw her that way because she saw herself that way.

      “Second thoughts?” he asked, brushing her hand aside, his rasping voice sliding over her skin, raising goose bumps, making her shiver.

      “No.”

      A chuckle that had her thighs clenching around his waist. “Just no?”

      “Yup.”

      Fingers brushing along her jaw. “Then why the sad?”

      Why was he pushing this? They were both nearly naked, and she was wet and aching and . . . she wanted him to be kissing her again, for him to make her forget where she was, her name, her loneliness. But she was Suz. She was the head healer, and that meant she was supposed to be strong and capable and certainly not unfeeling, but at least in control of her emotions at all times. Which is why she lifted her chin and told him, “The only reason I’m sad is because I haven’t had an orgasm in way too long, and we’re wasting an eternity talking instead of fucking.”

      His lips curved into a cocky smile.

      “What do you know about fucking?” One finger trailing down her chest, so close to her breasts that she was absolutely desperate for him to touch, to cup, to stroke.

      And he was asking her what she knew about fucking.

      Delaying.

      Making her feel like a child when she’d been a grown woman for ages.

      Irritation flooded through her. “I know plenty,” she snapped. “And maybe I know that I should get dressed and go find someone else.”

      That smile didn’t fade.

      That hand slid to the side, cupped her breast, and if she hadn’t been sitting on the edge of the desk, her knees would have wobbled and, okay, would have probably given way. “Hmm. I know you won’t do that.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      Because she knew about sex and fucking and even making sweet love, but she didn’t know about this.

      The draw. The absolute desperation that had pushed its way inside her, gripped her tightly between its canines and was shaking her fiercely. She wanted his cock thrusting home. She wanted to push him away and to run screaming from the room. She wanted completion. She wanted to release her magic, wrap him up in it, and hold him close. She wanted—

      Graham.

      More in this moment than she ever had before.

      “And I know I want you to stop
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contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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