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        He's the Commander. She's a human with zero patience for destiny. Fate threw them together—and his enemies joined the party.

      

      

      
        
        When the dead return from the dead with knives aimed at Kyndel's throat, Rayne must choose–follow tradition or save the curvy, strong-willed woman who's stolen his heart.

      

      

      
        
        Their chemistry might set the world on fire–but Rayne’s good with flames.

      

      

      
        
        Some destinies whisper. This one roars.
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        Drakes……….Male Dragons

        Vibrias……….Female Dragons

        Mo chroi’……….My Heart

        Mo ghra’……….My Love

        Evgren……….Sunshine

        Ta’mo chroi istigh ionat……….My Heart Is Within You

        A Thaisce……….My Treasure

        M’Anamchara……….Soul Mate

        A Chumann……….Sweetheart

        M’Fhioghara’……….Mate

        Fi’orghra’……….True Love
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      “Dammit, Grace, pick up the phone,” she growled through gritted teeth at the third voicemail she’d had to listen to in the last five minutes.

      “Everything okay, Kyndel?’ Barney, the nice guy in her office, asked.

      “Yeah, everything’s fine. Just trying to find Grace.”

      “Oh! Anything I can help with?”

      Kyndel thought about telling him her troubles, but Barney had been spending an inordinate amount of time in her office lately. At first she’d though he was just being nice, but then he joined her hiking group, and just yesterday he showed up with her favorite no whip, nonfat, iced white chocolate mocha from the frou frou coffee shop on the corner. It had been then Kyndel realized she was Barney’s newest crush. It had been a long time between boyfriends and Barney was nice, but…um…no. As flattered as she was, there was no way she was having an office romance.

      ‘Don’t shit where you eat’ was one of the pieces of sage advice Granny had given her just after graduation. Not that it ever truly made sense to Kyndel, but she got the gist of it…keep your personal life out of the office.

      She saw the puppy dog look on Barney’s face and hated to crush his spirit, but Kyndel decided a brisk walk home would be better than leading the poor fellow on in any way.

      “No, but thank you so much.” Then, to make sure he got the hint and skedaddled, she added, “Have a nice a weekend,” before turning her chair and dialing Grace’s office for the third time.

      Voicemail again. Time to pack up and get the heck outta dodge before someone found something else for her to do. Bag on shoulder, scowl on face, and more than a little disgusted, Kyndel headed out of the office.

      Never loan Grace the car… Never loan Grace the car…. was the mantra playing on a loop in Kyndel’s mind. She was madder than a wet hen and getting hotter by the minute. It was no fun to walk home after ten hours of work. No fun to be abandoned and forgotten by the best friend she’d loaned her care to. No fun to make the five-block journey past the park…in the dark.

      At twenty-six, she rarely admitted her fear of the dark and held her aunts responsible for the phobia. Had they not made her watch ‘The Brain Eaters’ when she was only six years old, Kyndel was positive everything would’ve been just fine. It wasn’t that she believed aliens would set loose a horde of parasites to eat every human brain on the planet; she had a little more sense than that. It was the feeling of being watched… like someone was hiding in the shadows, just waiting for an opportunity to scare the living daylights out of her. At the mere thought of her ‘phantom stalker’, the hair stood up at the nape of her neck and she walked a bit faster.

      A sudden thud and what sounded like footsteps pounding on the hard ground had her stopping in her tracks. “What the…?” She gasped, opening her eyes wide, hoping it would help her see through the shadows.

      Several tense seconds later—that felt like damn near forever—and Kyndel moved again. This time, her eyes slid side-to-side like the stupid black and white cat clock her granny used to have in the kitchen.

      The farther from where she’d heard the ‘thump’ she got, the easier it was to convince herself it had just been kids sneaking into the park after hours. Manlove Park was a well-known make out spot for teenagers. There might’ve even been a time after moving to the city when Kyndel herself had been convinced to take a walk on the wild side, but that was a story for another day.

      Shoot now, I wouldn’t know the wild side if I tripped and fell in it.

      It had been almost a year since she’d dated the muscle-headed jock from the gym. Three long, tortuous dates and all because he had an incredible body. Of course, dating the douche bag had come at a price. She’d spent the entire time listening to him drone on about his body parts… and not the good ones… and only when he wasn’t checking out every other woman in the joint.

      It wasn’t that he’d hurt her feelings. Kyndel knew who she was and had never been under the misconception she would be Miss America. She had a few extra pounds and her curves had curves, but she was cute and had a brain, something not everyone could claim. What had pissed her off the most about dating Vinnie was she’d wasted three whole evenings of her life that she could never get back. The one compliment the jerk had given her had been about her skin; he thought it was beautiful. Her granny always called her complexion peaches and cream and said her freckles added character.

      Yeah, cause I need more of that.

      She sighed as she thought about how much of her youth she’d wasted hating those tiny brown spots, until the day she realized they weren’t going anywhere. It was time buck up and learn to love them, or stop looking in the mirror. From that day forward, she stopped using makeup to cover them and embraced her ‘freckled-self’. She also learned to accept her curves. If ya don’t like em, don’t look at em was her motto. For the most part, she ate right and worked out at least three times a week. But dammit, if she didn’t love her Ben and Jerry’s Cherry Garcia and someone would lose a hand if they tried to take it from her.

      A loud ‘thud’ echoed between the buildings. Kyndel stumbled to a stop. She looked and listened. The longer she thought about what she’d heard, the easier it was for her to convince herself someone had yelled for help. So for the second time in about as many minutes, she searched the inky shadows for signs of life. Her anxiety level quadrupled the longer she stood still. She wanted to scream when only the sound of leaves rustling across the sidewalk and the occasional car passing by reached her ears.

      Disgusted, she grumbled aloud, “You’ve gone bonkers, Kyn.” The sound of her own voice somehow calmed her rankled nerves and she added, “Get to stepping, girlie.”

      The clicking of her heels bounced off the brick wall of the library as she hurried past. Resuming her original mantra, she added Must kill Grace at the end for good measure.

      “I swear when I get my hands on…”

      Her words were cut short as the unmistakable sound of a man groaning came from the shadows.

      A chill skittered down her spine.

      Goose bumps covered her arms.

      She counted to three, unable move…simply listening…praying it was only her imagination. One deep breath later, she slid her right foot forward, prepared to make a beeline for home at a high rate of speed…

      The groan came again. Closer than before. More desperate…almost pleading.

      The need to help the injured grew within her. Turning towards the darkness, Kyndel searched for the source of the noise.

      Shaking so much her teeth chattered, she looked for any sign of the man she knew needed her help.

      “It’s time to make a decision, Kyndel. Fight or flight. What’s it gonna be? God knows standing like a bump on a log isn’t solving a damn thing.”

      Flight won. She turned, almost running, her satchel clutched tightly to her side like a lifeline.

      “Keep your head up and eyes front. Home’s only a few blocks away,” she reassured herself with the promise of snatching her best friend bald for the stupid mess she was in.

      Feeling guilty and worried for Grace, her heart at war with her brain, Kyndel thought aloud, “Hope everything’s okay…”

      Grace had always been a little scatter-brained but she’d never just forgotten Kyndel before. It bothered her that there’d been no answer at Grace’s office or her cell phone when Kyndel had tried to track her down before leaving the office. She’d even taken a chance and tried her own home because Grace had a key, but only got voicemail there, too. It was a war between anger and worry that accompanied most of her thoughts about her friend lately.

      The running joke was that Grace spent most of her time hooking up with eligible bachelors she met at work. The Good Lord knew her bestie was gorgeous; five foot nine, long raven hair, blue eyes, and a curvy body without an extra ounce of fat. To top it off, she was a first year lawyer with a promising career. Grace had it all…brains and beauty, the total package

      Giggling nervously, she gave herself a mental swat to the back of the head. She didn’t want anything bad to happen to Grace, just a bump or bruise; even a hangnail would explain being left. If she really had just forgotten, Kyndel was going to be pissed and more than a little hurt.

      The shadows seemed to be closing in. Fear pushed Kyndel until she was almost jogging in her sensible work heels. Looking over her shoulder, the toe of her shoe caught an uneven piece of concrete, and from one heartbeat to the next, she was falling forward. Arms flailing, mouth stretched wide in a wordless scream, the sidewalk racing toward her face, everything around her seemed to happen in slow motion. All she could think was that’s gonna leave a mark.

      Bracing for impact, she squeezed her eyes tight and prayed… then nothing happened. Opening one eye and then the other, Kyndel found herself hanging above the sidewalk, looking at a pair of the biggest feet she had ever seen—and they were sexy.

      Sexy feet? I really am losing it. Wait! Why the hell am I above the concrete?

      Warmth radiated from the perfectly muscled arm wrapped around her midsection. Goose bumps emanated from the extra-large hand holding firmly to her blouse, just a little too close to her breast.

      She wiggled to change position, the cushion of her well-rounded ass finding the ridges of an incredibly hard set of abs. She trembled. Her heart raced. Just the thought of the man that could hold her upright made up for all her previous mishaps.

      Within just a few seconds Kyndel’s world turned on its axis. The scenery blurred as she was effortlessly spun around and immediately found herself sitting atop the body of her rescuer, looking at faded denim covering extremely muscular thighs. Laughing aloud, she asked herself; wonder what part I’ll see next?

      The same muscled arm that had saved her face from certain demise now kept her upright. She did a one-eighty, draped her legs over his thighs with her knees barely touching the sidewalk, and got her first look at the top half of her rescuer. All she could do was gape. He was absolutely the most handsome man she’d ever seen, with features that looked like they’d been carved by expert hands.

      Even with his eyes closed, he gave off the distinctive air of authority. The dim light highlighted his high cheekbones and aristocratic nose, adding to the power she felt radiating from his every pore. His perfectly formed lips made visions of passionate kisses and hot sweaty nights dance through her brain. It didn’t help that all he had on was a pair of well-worn blue jeans.

      She imagined that denim riding low on his tapered hips when he stood, highlighting the incredibly sexy dimples that sat on the front of his hips. She absolutely knew without looking they were there, and that simple bit of knowledge made her temperature rise another degree despite the cool breeze.

      At the touch of her fingertips against the cool skin of his neck, an electric current arced between them. Flashes of light burst before her eyes. She blinked to clear her vision and then felt for his pulse, strong and steady against her digit. Heat rose from his skin, making her worry he might have a fever. Her eyes wandered down his well-toned body. She scoffed, unsuccessfully trying to convince herself she was only checking for further injury.

      Who the hell do you think you’re fooling?

      She continued her perusal, taking note of his massive shoulders and a chest that could’ve been sculpted from granite. The light smattering of hair that glistened in the shards of light from the streetlamps emphasized his nipples, which were pebbled from the cool breeze. Her mouth watered and her pulse raced.

      What the hell is it about this guy? Is he doused in pheromones? Or am I in heat?

      Her eyes landed on the best set of abs she’d ever seen. Unable, or maybe it was unwilling, to stop her hand, she traced the defined lines of his eight-pack, mesmerized by the feel of his skin beneath her fingers. The electricity continued to flow between them. The sound of a horn in the distance pulled her from her musing and brought her current situation into the glaring light of reality. The sexy man that had kept her from breaking her face on the concrete was out cold, and she was paying him back by sitting on his lap and copping a feel.

      She scrambled to her feet, surprised her rescuer hadn’t moved an inch during her less than graceful attempt to remove her butt from his lap. But there he lay, unmoving, except for the rise and fall of his chest. The longer he remained unconscious, the more panicked she became.

      Looking up and down the street and cursing Grace for the hundredth time, Kyndel wished for her car. First Aid class had taught her never to move an injured person unless you knew what was wrong. Not that she could pick him up and carry him anyway. The dude was HUGE. At least six foot-three or four, and his muscles had muscles. She prayed he hadn’t hit his head on the sidewalk; a concussion could be really bad if not treated.

      “You’re worried about a concussion now?” She scolded herself. “You’ve been drooling over the guy while his head his lying on the cold, hard sidewalk. Brilliant, Kyn, just brilliant.” Reaching for her satchel, she grabbed her old sorority sweatshirt from inside, wadded it up, and knelt forward to lift his head.

      Her fingers tangled in his soft, brown hair. The scattered shards of light made it look like melted chocolate flowing over her skin.

      Would it shine in the sun or maybe have highlights? Some lighter brown mixed with red, even a few blonde streaks woven throughout?

      The silky softness of his tresses turned to something wet and sticky.

      Blood!

      Kyndel gulped. Panic seized the breath in her lungs as the true severity of the situation smacked her in the face. She fought to keep her calm. Now, there was absolutely no denying he needed medical attention. Reaching into her bag and cursing herself for not thinking of it sooner, she dug around for her cell phone.

      Coming up empty-handed, she instantly remembered plugging it into her car charger the night before and not giving it the slightest thought until that moment. Cursing and threatening death to anyone in the immediate vicinity, she sat back on her heels and thought.

      All I know to do is run down the street for help.

      Looking at the fallen man then in the direction of the Mini Mart, she reasoned he’d probably be okay. She’d be gone five minutes… tops. Run in, use the phone, run back. It all seemed very logical, but fear that something would happen to him in her absence kept her in place.

      This guy was important to her. That alone had all her red flags flying and bells and whistles screaming in her brain. She tried to push her feelings aside and look at the situation with logic, but that was like holding back a freight train with her pinky finger…not gonna happen. Besides, her granny would most definitely haunt her and probably kick her butt if she turned her back on someone who needed help.

      “No one’s gonna mess with this behemoth, even if he is unconscious,” she reassured herself. “He probably doesn’t have a wallet to steal anyway.”

      Should she dig in his pockets to try to find one? Some kind of ID?

      Nah.

      She wasn’t keen on trying to explain her hand in his pants if he woke up. Her cheeks warmed at the thought of touching him again.

      “What are you doing out at night in just a pair of jeans and bare feet, anyway?” she asked the unconscious man. “Guess it doesn’t matter. You need help whether you’re dressed properly or not.”

      Hooking her satchel over her shoulder, Kyndel stood and took one last look at her ‘patient’. Before she had barely moved an inch, a huge, warm hand latched onto her bare ankle.

      “What the hell?” she screamed, trying to pull her leg free while looking down to see what new fresh hell had befallen her.
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      There was no bloody way he could let her get away. No matter how much his body needed to shut down and heal. He had to keep her safe…had to keep her with him. The mating call and the beast within demanded nothing less.

      They’d both suffered a near heart attack when they saw the thug following her. There was no doubt he would’ve hurt…or worse. Rayne thanked his dragon again for demanding they fly over the city. Heavily populated areas were usually patrolled from the outskirts to avoid detection by the humans. However, on this night a compulsion that simply would not be denied had pulled him to the park… and to the beautiful redhead.

      Over the last few weeks, every flight had been a battle. His dragon demanding they fly over the city, the man determined to stay to the fringes as they always had. The beast pushed. The man pushed back. The scent of ‘prey’ lingering in both their souls.

      No matter how vehemently Rayne begged, cajoled, and fought…his dragon persisted. The battle of wills grew in intensity every night. It became tedious. It drained all his strength. It made him restless to want to know what his dragon knew that he did not. When they took to the skies just a few minutes past nightfall on this night, Rayne relented. Finally, did as his dragon demanded.

      The closer they came to the city, the stronger Rayne felt his need to find the mystical something that eluded him. The Guardsman fought hard, trying to slow his dragon down until he could figure out exactly what they were looking for, but the beast would have none of the man’s procrastination. He was single-minded in his determination. The discord between the two entities that shared a soul was something that hadn’t happened since Rayne’s week of transformation, over a hundred years ago. Since the man’s late teens, the two had been in perfect agreement…mighty warriors in sync, sharing the same space, slaying their enemies no matter how fierce.

      Integrating the man and his dragon was one the most important milestones in a dragon shifter’s life. Between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one, the conversion began. Man and beast became one and at its conclusion, the dragon would be able to be called forth when needed.

      It happened quickly…only a matter of days. The beast became a completely sentient part of the man. Almost immediately, they learned to share the same space, the same thoughts…the same soul. The dragon was awake and ready to do what he was created for…protect and defend. The young man was ready to become the warrior he was destined to be. The human embraced the awakening of his dragon, the elusive being he’d known was there…just out of reach.

      In Rayne’s case, his alter ego was an incredibly regal thousand-pound dragon with red and golden scales. His wingspan stretched far and wide. His roughly ridged brow and spines running down his thick-corded neck were silent reminders of the dragon’s prowess in battle, and the scent of fire and ash reminded all that he could breathe fire. Defending his clan with unending loyalty was his prime objective, and one he took seriously. The Universe knew what She was doing. This was their destiny…a Fate that would not be denied.

      The human of this duo had been born with a mark, a brand of sorts, that resembled a tattoo on his body. Slowly growing, taking shape and becoming more defined as Rayne grew into manhood, it covered most of his back. This badge of honor laid flat for all to see, unless he experienced extreme emotions or the dragon was being called forth.

      Only one other time would these beings experience such a profound change, their true completion—the discovery of their mate. The one person the Universe designed just for them. This woman will become the final and most integral part of the union between man and beast. She completes the connection… makes them whole, gives them love, acceptance, and peace. Without her, true balance would be unachievable.

      Stories passed down from generation to generation tell of the dragon sensing their fated mate before the man even knew of her existence. The stories tell of a love so strong it fills both to near bursting.

      One of Rayne’s oldest friends teased him as they left that night. “I bet your woman’s out there and your dragon knows. Better get on it, Commander.”

      It had been all Rayne could do not to punch Lance, the jokester of his Force, especially when he laughed aloud as he walked away.

      Once the idea had been planted it was hard to forget, but Rayne refused to believe one woman could be the cause of all the discord he and his dragon were experiencing. It just wasn’t possible.

      Rayne was incredibly observant. One of the best strategists and trackers in the history of their kin. It was inconceivable something so monumental could escape his attention. If the other part of his soul was anywhere nearby, he would know.

      Division of his focus and concentration, at his age and with his responsibility, was simply unacceptable. He felt like an unsure teenager again. Not something any man should experience, especially at a hundred and nineteen years old.

      Of course, he felt a little stupid at how wrong he’d truly been and knew his dragon would make him pay for his insolence—one way or another—but…

      Now…finally…

      His dreams made sense.

      He’d repeatedly been visited by a tall, curvy redhead, with the most expressive emerald eyes he had ever seen. The wonderfully erotic fantasies had become so addictive, he’d actually started to count the hours until he could sleep again. In his dreams, she smelled of flowers in the meadow after a spring rain, fresh and clean. The nearly perfect scent called him—completed him. It felt like home.

      It had gotten so real, he could feel her hands his chest, discovering his skin. His mouth watered as he remembered how perfectly they fit together. How the taste of her lips lingered long after her kiss. How artfully she teased him until they were both in a frenzy of want and need.

      No matter how long he dreamed Rayne always awoke craving the feel of her skin under his hands. He longed to feel her sweet breath on his neck as he teased her nipple between his thumb and forefinger. He awoke every morning with the taste of her nectar in his mouth and his cock begging for release. The power and reality of his visions made him doubt his sanity.

      So when the tantalizing scent from his dreams filled his senses as he flew over the city, he’d almost fallen from the sky. The powerful fragrance overrode all the pollution of the city and grabbed hold of him as he’d glided overhead.

      Cautious to remain unseen, Rayne circled closer and closer, zeroing in on his target, using scant bits of his dragon magic to provide cover. At first, he spotted only a man working hard to stay hidden by the shadows. On further inspection, the focus of the thug’s attention became evident. The criminal followed her…the woman from his dreams.

      Anger, violence, and a blind rage he’d never before experienced filled both man and beast. His vision narrowed to a single point…the stalker intending to harm their woman. The man’s scent was pungent, a horrible mixture of aggression, anger, and filth.

      All caution thrown to the wind, neither man nor dragon cared where they were or who saw them. All that mattered was the well-being of the woman that haunted their every thought. The dragon dove from the sky. Rayne shifted back to human form as he descended, hitting the ground on silent feet. In one fluid motion, he launched himself onto the would-be attacker and snapped his neck.

      Hiding the body in the shadows, he quickly stepped into the light looking for his mate. Searing pain tore through his back. The whoosh of an arrow sped past his ear, bouncing off the brick wall behind him, alerting him to the presence of hunters— dragon kin’s deadliest enemies. Rayne cursed his inattention. So focused on saving the woman, he hadn’t scented the area for other dangers, and now he was paying the price. Another arrow grazed his upper arm, the sting of silver burning all the way to his fingertips.

      Figures! The bastards have silver-tipped arrows.

      It was no surprise that a group of misguided zealots had perfected a hundred ways to kill dragon shifters, and silver topped the list. It was the one true way, aside from taking the head of the man or the dragon, to assure a forever death.

      Rayne stumbled, momentarily stunned by the influx of poison to his system. Falling into the wall, he cringed as brick scraped his already sensitive skin. Blood flowed down his back. His head bounced against the building so hard he saw stars. Only instinct and strength of will moved him forward. There was no time to worry about his injuries; his woman needed his protection, now more than ever before. The hunters were so much more of a threat than the petty scumbag he’d already dispatched.

      Hunters not only sought out shifters but also exterminated anyone believed to have seen the magical creatures. They didn’t need proof, just the belief that someone may have witnessed something supernatural. The sight of them closing in on his redhead pushed the breath from his lungs. His dragon roared in his head.

      The bastards were dressed in black from head-to-toe, hiding their faces under masks like the cowards they were. If not for the monogram of the red scythe lying between their shoulder blades, they would’ve been completely undetectable to the human eye. Rayne thanked the Universe for his enhanced vision.

      Hunching closer to the ground, his pain and weakness forgotten, he prepared for battle. No one would be allowed to hurt his mate. His dragon growled in agreement and lent his considerable strength to the fight to protect her.

      She was their future. No one would take her from them.

      Rayne launched himself onto the closest hunter, delivering a crushing blow to his throat. Although neutralized, the hunter had been able to call out to his compatriots before taking his final breath. The three remaining hunters surrounded Rayne. As they sized each other up, he sent out a silent call to his brethren. Rayne’s Force needed to know there were hunters in the area. It was their sworn duty as members of the elite Dragon Guard to protect the clan and all those who could not protect themselves.

      The Guardsmen needed to scout the area to make sure none of those vermin had located their lair. It had been the home of their clan for centuries and they protected it with their very lives. It was what they were trained to do. He also needed his brethren to clean up the mess he’d left in his wake. All his focus was on attending to the lovely creature he had every intention of claiming that very evening.

      He studied his opponents. The one on his left had a slight limp. The others continued to glance at him, as if seeking his direction. Rayne grinned. Now he had a weakness that could be exploited. The injured man was obviously their leader.

      Rayne threw himself at the wounded hunter and as he’d expected, they all rushed to the man’s aid. Using the momentum of his jump to throw himself and his opponent to the ground, Rayne gave one quick jerk to the leader’s neck, leaving him paralyzed and gasping for breath. Normally, he would’ve finished him off without any suffering, but he had little time. The two remaining hunters were at his back.

      Spinning on his heels, Rayne kicked the third assailant in the chest. The black clad hunter crashed headfirst into the trunk of a large oak tree. The sound of a skull cracking against the unforgiving wood filled the wooded area, but there was no time to celebrate. The last hunter crept to his left while tugging an arrow from the quiver strapped to his back.

      Strength waning, Rayne only had seconds to dispatch the last hunter and get to his mate. In a stroke of luck, the hunter’s foot landed in a hole. He toppled ass over teakettle. Rayne took advantage and was on him in an instant, quickly ending the danger to his mate.

      Gathering up the bodies, he placed them with the criminal for disposal. His brethren would see the signs of struggle, smell the blood, and know he needed the area cleared to avoid detection by humans.

      Just to be sure, he called to them, mind-to-mind “I left the bodies just out of sight. Thank you for the cleanup.”

      “Not a problem,” was their combined response.

      His vision darkened, growing fuzzy around the edges, but he had to push on. Rayne raced in the last known direction of his mate. He was losing blood and needed to go into his healing sleep, but he would not succumb until he knew his mate was safe.

      Spotting her just over the hedge that lined the sidewalk, he summoned what little strength he had left, willing himself to make it to her. Each step was slower that the last, his feet growing heavier. It felt as if weights were tied around his ankles. It took all his concentration to put one foot in front of the other.

      He was close enough to inhale her scent… every wonderfully feminine note of it. A comfort he’d never known filled his soul. He thought of nothing but holding her in his arms, making love to her for days on end…and then his world went black.

      As embarrassing as it was, that was how she found him…or rather…tripped over him. Had the amazing woman been paying attention to where she was walking he might never have awakened. She would’ve surely gotten away.

      He’d only been out a few seconds. Remembered grabbing her around the waist to keep her from marking her beautiful face. Then moving quickly to keep from dropping her before depleting his energy reserves and passing out for a second time. Pure strength of will was all that kept him from falling into the deep healing sleep of his kind. The same determination had awakened him just in time to stop her from leaving him. Grabbing her had scared her shitless, but there was no way in this life, or the next, he was letting her go.
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      “Please…”

      She whipped her head around and stared at the stranger on the ground. It had been a whisper on the wind but she’d heard his plea.

      “I’m going to get help,” she barked, scared, tired, and more confused than she’d ever been.

      “Not safe…Don’t…go…” His words were soft and slurred. He needed medical attention. She had to go. But he had a death grip on her ankle.

      “I have to go. You’re bleeding. At the very least you need a paramedic.”

      “No. Just need…sleep…”

      Rolling her eyes at the audacity of men to accept help, Kyndel responded. “I may not be a doctor but you’re bleeding from your head. Sleep’s not going to help.”

      He had to have a concussion. That was the only logical explanation for him thinking a nap would heal a head wound. She had to go…and quickly. Convincing him to let go of her ankle was the goal. Getting help was a necessity.

      She twisted slowly, kneeling down the best she could. It would’ve been easier had she had control of her ankle, but he obviously was not letting go. Looking him right in the eye, she tried reason. “I know you’re scared and most definitely in pain. I can help with that. We can get you to the hospital. The doctors will fix you right up.”

      He looked at her with such emotion she was sure she’d made her point, but she’d celebrated too soon. Faster than she could track, he dropped the grip on her ankle and grabbed her hand. The crushing grip said he wasn’t letting her leave.

      Well, shit. Now what am I gonna do?

      On a positive note, her ankle was free so she could move her hips all the way around. It was especially a bonus since the big guy had decided to talk and her feet were falling asleep in the other position.

      The strain around his eyes and mouth highlighted what those few tiny movements cost him. She thought about pointing that out in an effort to argue her case but decided to wait and see what he had to say first. Time ticked on. When he didn’t speak, her usual impatience took over.

      “Okay, here’s the deal. There’s a convenience store right up the street.” She pointed as she talked. “We can head that way, talk as we walk, and use the phone when we get there. ’Kay?” She was using her best “talk the kitten out of the tree” voice.

      “No! No doctors,” he growled through gritted teeth.

      “Okay. Calm down.” She watched as he took a deep breath then added, “At least tell me your name.”

      He slowly lifted his head, looking her right in the eye, and paused. The effect was immediate and mesmerizing. His eyes were a magnificent violet with flecks of silver that swirled with the depth of his emotions. Time stood still. His gaze a tether drawing her closer, holding her captive. She could feel him everywhere. In that one moment he had somehow become a part of her, of her very soul, a part she hadn’t known was missing until him.

      “Rayne.” His low baritone wrapped around her.

      She blinked and shook her head. Although she’d been released from his stare, she could still feel him inside, warming her, stoking the fire. A fire she had no business feeling for a man she’d just met.

      “What did you say?” she asked, still reeling from his stare.

      “Rayne...My name is Rayne.” He breathed, his eyes sliding closed. Agony etched in his rugged features. Even the death grip he had on her hand loosened.

      “Oh, yea…Rayne.” She nodded, a little embarrassed that she’d forgotten the question she’d asked. “My name’s Kyndel. I know I sound like a nag but you can’t just lay here on the sidewalk and sleep. At the very least, you need stitches. If you can’t make it to the phone, then let me go. I promise I’ll come right back and wait with you for the ambulance. I’ll even go with you to the hospital if you want. It’s getting colder by the minute out here. Not only are you hurt but you need more clothes, dude.”

      “No doctors.” His voice was surprisingly stern. “I can’t be seen. I just need sleep to heal.”

      “Okay, Rayne. I’m not sure what your problem is with doctors and hospitals…” A terrifying thought crossed her mind. “Or is it with anyone seeing you? Are you on the run? Afraid of someone? OMG! Are you a criminal?” She panicked and tried to pull her hand from his.

      His brow furrowed. He held tightly to her wrist, shook his head, and immediately sucked air through his teeth. All thoughts of anything but his well-being flew from her mind. Instinct took over. She placed her hand over his heart, rubbing little circles of comfort.

      It took a moment, but he finally spoke. “I can’t go to a human hospital. I will heal, I promise you. All I need to do is sleep.”

      “But you have to…Wait! Did you say human hospital’? What do you mean ‘human’? I know you hit your head, but are you an alien or something?” Kyndel scoffed.

      It wasn’t the best time to joke, but he’d started it and she could really use a tension breaker. Between the death grip he had on her hand, the lack of blood getting to her feet from kneeling on the concrete, and the bleeding man on the ground, a joke was only a small part of what she needed. It was going to take a bottle of wine, a bubble bath, and a massage—in whatever order she could get them—to get anywhere near relaxed. She was thinking it might take a few rounds of shoe shopping to seal the deal.

      “No, not alien… just different,” he answered. Continuing at little more than a whisper, Rayne pleaded, “Please, Kyndel. Help me. I just need a few hours’ sleep. I’ll explain everything to you when I wake up. I promise. Just. Please. Help me.”

      The begging tone of his voice melted away at Kyndel’s resolve; not that it had been ironclad anyway. Sure, he was talking like an escaped mental patient, but it was probably just shock. And the sexy way her name rolled off his tongue definitely helped his cause.

      “Okay. I’m giving you three hours, and if you’re not better I’m calling the ambulance and having you forcibly taken to the hospital. You got that, bub? Nobody dies on my watch.”

      He visibly relaxed at her acquiescence. She smiled, unable to help the butterflies his crooked grin created in her tummy.

      Why the hell am I agreeing to this crap! Sure he’s the best looking thing I’ve ever seen, but I swear if he dies at my house, I’ll kill him! Sexy voice or not, I’ll kick his ass.

      She knew she was letting her heart make her decision when she should’ve been listening to her brain, but he was practically begging. There was just something about this guy that did it for her. She should be thinking about his hot body, bedroom eyes, or his erotically calloused fingers wrapped around her wrist…but she was. There was no denying what she felt, no denying he was hot as homemade sin, and absolutely no denying she wanted to spend more time with him.

      “All right, Rayne, you win. I live about five blocks from here. It’s the closest place for you to rest. We just have to figure out how to get you up and moving. Whatcha say we start with a sitting position and work our way up from there?”

      She felt him take a huge breath before tugging on her wrist. In one swift but shaky move, he was sitting, shoulders hunched, trying to hide his pain. He was close enough that she felt his breath on her face and her eyes closed of their own volition. She leaned closer to his very kissable lips. Imagined what it would feel like to finally make contact. Knew it would blow her mind…and then he groaned.

      Moment shattered.

      She knew she was blushing and prayed he hadn’t realized she’d almost kissed him. As awful as it was and as embarrassed as she was, Kyndel just couldn’t help her disappointment.

      Snap out of it, girlie! What the hell is wrong with you! When all this is over, I have to get a date, have to get laid! I’m losing my mind!

      A small streak of blood slid down his neck, ending her inner dialogue.

      “Rayne, your head’s still bleeding.” She reached around him, grabbed her sweatshirt off the ground with her free hand, and gently pressed to his head. Once again, she was within kissing distance and this time he was looking right at her. Attraction, hot and fiery, flared to life. She just knew he felt it, too.

      They leaned in, their lips meeting. One simple touch unlike anything she’d ever felt. Electricity flashed between them. Kyndel moaned deep in her throat. She felt lightheaded from the contact and braced her hand on his chest to keep from falling into his lap again. His chest vibrated as he groaned. His heart beat against her palm, almost racing the longer they kissed. His chest rumbled again and this time, she swore he growled.

      Rayne jerked away, threw his head back, and sniffed the air around them.

      What is he doing? Do I smell bad?

      Just as she was about to be offended by the actions of the deranged man she’d just kissed, he looked her square in the eye and demanded. “We have to get out of here… now!”

      Kyndel huffed her frustration. “That’s what I’ve been saying for the last half hour.” She paused, trying to figure out what to do next. “Can you get up? If not, we’re gonna need a miracle. There’s no way I can lift you?”

      “I’ll get up.” He motioned with his hands for her to move back and added, “Take a step back, please.”

      Please?

      Well, at least he had manners, no matter his other oddities. Kyndel stood with a sigh, her knees balking at the movement. Not to mention the extra twenty pounds she carried was slowing her down a little bit. Before she was vertical, Rayne held her hands to help steady her.

      How the hell did he get up so fast?

      She would’ve sworn he didn’t have the strength to move his big toe by himself, let alone get up before her. Just as she opened her mouth to ask, he once again sniffed the air. His brows furrowed and he grumbled, “We really have to get going. Which way to your home?”

      This guy really had some odd habits, but she figured it could be worse. He could eat with his hands or burp and fart in public. She snickered at her own joke and looked away when he glanced down at her.

      I guess I can deal with sniffing.

      The problem was, deep down inside she felt like she was missing something. Like she knew this man was different and that difference was somehow important to her. Being out of the loop irritated her at the best of times, but right now it pissed her off. Even crazier was the fact that at that moment, he was staring at her like she was one brick shy of a load.

      What the…?

      Pushing all her misconceptions aside, Kyndel pointed over her shoulder and said, “That way. Just shy of five blocks. You sure you can make it?”

      Rayne gave a single nod. “I will make it. Lead the way.”

      She turned and he placed his hand on the small of her back. It warmed her to the tip of her toes. Biting the insides of her cheeks to keep from grinning like a loon, she headed towards her apartment.

      It’s all gonna be okay. He’ll sleep. Wake up feeling fresh as a daisy and explain all this madness to me. In the meantime, I’ll find Grace and kill her for stranding me. Everything’s just great! Really! Just great! Wonder how long I have to say it to make it true. Oy Vey! Thank God it’s Friday!
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      It was the longest almost five blocks he’d ever walked. Just when Rayne thought he couldn’t take one more step, Kyndel pointed to the next building on the right.

      “I’m right there.” She looked up at him, concern flashing in her eyes. “Ya’ gonna make it?”

      “Oh yes, I’ll make it, rest assured.” Pushing the confidence he didn’t feel into his words.

      The quaint little abode fit what he knew of his mate perfectly. He could see it had been freshly painted a bright white. Frilly blue-checked curtains hung in the windows, giving the perfect backdrop to the flower-filled window boxes.

      Four doors indicated four identical abodes, but Kyndel’s was by far the prettiest of them all. Flowering bushes lined the walk to the front door and some type of vine gently wrapped around her white picket gate. The house suited the woman that lived there.

      “You must have a green thumb,” he mused.

      “I guess. I’ve always been able to grow just about anything.” She smiled as she answered.

      Her horticultural abilities were simply another sign she was indeed his mate. Dragon shifters’ mates had special abilities, even if they were human. Most never realized they had them, but the dragon who was the other half of their soul acknowledged it immediately, just as Rayne had with Kyndel upon seeing her home.

      She pushed open the door and crossed the threshold. “No matter how humble, there’s no place like home,” she said as she let out a breath and quickly added, “come on in. Let’s get you laid down. Let the healing begin.”

      He could hear her irritation and knew she was simply tired and worried and more than a little confused. No matter how selfish it seemed, both the beast and the man were thrilled their mate was concerned. If he’d not been ready to drop to his knees, Rayne would’ve pursued the sweet scent of arousal that had been coming from Kyndel since he first opened his eyes.

      That will have to wait just a few hours.

      He stood waiting for her to tell him where to go, even though he could’ve easily found her room by scent alone. It seemed best to wait for her invitation. So much of what she would learn over the next few days was going to blow her mind; he saw no need in starting something until he could finish it.

      It was as if she’d read his mind when she motioned towards the hall. “Second door on the right is the master bedroom. The bathroom’s in there too. Towels are on the shelf if you want to clean up before you ‘rest’.

      He almost chuckled at the exaggerated inflection she put on the word ‘rest’ but nodded instead . “Thank you so much for your kindness, Kyndel. I know none of this makes any sense to you, but I will explain everything to you once I’ve slept.” He hoped she could feel his honesty, because it would be the basis for their life together.

      “Well, like I said before, just don’t die on me. You look like a good wind could knock you on your ass right now. Get in there and do whatcha gotta do, since you’re so sure it’ll heal what ails you. I have my doubts, so all I’m gonna reiterate is… DO NOT DIE!”

      Rayne chuckled, “If I’m not mistaken, Kyndel, it sounds like you care about my well-being.”

      “Yeah. Okay. Whatever. I just don’t know how I’d explain the big dead man I just met to the police if you kick the bucket. So don’t, okay?”

      “I assure you, beautiful Kyndel, I will not die this night.”

      He watched her pupils dilate. The tip of her tongue left a tiny wet line across her bottom lip that he longed to follow with his own. He tried to work up the energy to at least take her to bed with him. Just holding her in his arms would be magnificent. However, it was useless. Silver coursed through his veins and he’d lost way too much blood to do anything but sleep.

      “Get in there and get laid down. I’ll use the other bathroom to get changed then I‘ll bring you something to drink. Do you prefer water or juice? Sorry, I haven’t been to the store lately so the pickings are slim.”

      “Whatever you have will be fine.”

      He started to head towards the room, which meant walking right towards his gorgeous mate. He stopped just a few inches in front of her. She jerked her head up and Rayne felt the force of the mating bond pulling them together. He imagined their hot and sweaty bodies entwined, unable to move from hours of enjoying one another.

      She cleared her throat, turned on her heel, and headed to the guest bath. He worked hard to keep from grinning. Rayne could tell the mating call was affecting Kyndel just as much as it was him. He once again lamented the fact that he was in such bad shape physically and could not at least explain their connection. He had to sink into the healing sleep for a few hours, if only to regain the strength he needed to claim his mate.

      Watching her turn into the hall bathroom and just before she closed the door, he called to her. “Kyndel, do not leave or answer the door while I’m asleep. There are people out there that seek to hurt me, and also you by association. Please just give me those few hours you promised.”

      She answered almost immediately. “Okay, but you have three hours and then I want some answers, Rayne.” The emphasis she put on his name sent shivers running down his spine.

      I will never tire of my name on her lips.

      He breathed a sigh of relief. He’d used most of what little dragon magic he had left to place concealment wards around her home while they’d stood talking. If by some miracle the hunters were able to break through his enchantments, they would not be able to enter her home without an invitation from the inhabitants…he and Kyndel.

      He was sure from her quick response that she would do as he’d asked. She may not understand why, but it was all part of the mating call. One mate would never knowingly endanger the other. It was part of their unbreakable bond. But to be sure, he’d put a magical push in his command. Things were progressing quickly for them. Now to heal so he could claim the one the Universe made for him.

      Fate waits for no man, not even the bleeding.
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      “Did that man just order me not to answer my own door?” she asked herself.

      “Yeah, he did, and you agreed without a second thought, girlie,” she answered herself, doubting her sanity for the umpteenth time since leaving work.

      This night just keeps getting weirder and weirder.

      At least she felt better in her own home and out of those crappy office clothes. Looking in the mirror, she realized her hair resembled a rat’s nest where a family of four had taken up residence for the winter. Dark circles under her eyes made it look as if she’d missed more than a few nights sleep and she looked pale.

      As she walked out of the bathroom and headed towards the kitchen, she thought back to the noises she knew she’d heard back at the park. Rayne surely hadn’t hit himself on the head. A wound that wicked was not self -inflicted. There had been so much more going on out there than she knew and as soon as the sexy man in her bedroom was done with “his rest”, she was getting to the bottom of all the weirdness.

      With a glass of fruit juice in each hand, she headed to her room. Walking through the door, she gasped. Congealed blood matted his beautiful mane from a nasty head wound, but it was his back that made her want to cry. It looked like a piece of raw meat. Cuts, scrapes, and puncture wounds ran from his shoulders to his waist. Something horrible had happened to him while she stood just a few steps away, unsure what to do.

      She’d been worried for her own safety while Rayne was being beaten to a bloody pulp. He’d lain on that sidewalk for what seemed like forever while they discussed his need for medical attention and he hadn’t complained at all. The pain must have been agonizing.

      Easing his pain was now her number one concern. She thought of the liniment her Granny had taught her to make when she was a girl on the farm. A powerful homemade remedy designed to soothe everything from a paper cut to a third degree burn. Granny always said you could take the girl out of the country but you could never get the country out of the girl. That awesome old lady taught Kyndel everything she knew about medicinal herbs. What would cure a headache or indigestion or help during childbirth, but most importantly, she’d taught her how to make her special ointment. Granny said their kin had always been blessed with the gift of healing, and for the first time, Kyndel was grateful for it.

      She remembered the time she’d offered to help a friend at school with an herbal tea for a stomachache. They had laughed at her and said in the big city, they had doctors for that type of thing. Kyndel never offered again, but she never gave up on what she’d learned. She kept a small herb garden in the window of her dorm room and told anyone that asked it was her way to feel close to home. They bought her story and she was happy.

      Years later, she now had her own place. Even though it was rented, almost every inch of her backyard was filled with herbs and plants she used for Granny’s teas and tonics, but that was only a small part of why she planted everything from acacias to zinnias. More importantly were the beautiful, fresh flowers that brightened her day and the butterflies and birds that flittered about her kitchen window. Having her hands in the dirt grounded her, filled her with happiness, and kept the sadness at bay. Some days it was hard to know she was the only living member of the Masterson family.

      Leaving the past where it belonged, she set their juice glasses on the bedside table and walked to the bathroom. While there, she gathered towels, a basin of warm water, and her jar of liniment. All she could think of was Rayne’s incredible strength. Yeah, he’d dropped off a couple of times, but she had a sneaky suspicion he’d never been unconscious. His reactions while injured were sharper than hers were on a good day. Then he walked those four blocks as if nothing was wrong. Not stumbling or slowing, but keeping pace right beside her. It was almost as if he was used to pain. It hurt her heart to think he’d had a hard life. She hoped whatever he’d suffered had been for a good cause and thought maybe it was because of his job.

      Oh well, whatever his profession, he definitely has an iron will.

      With her arms full of supplies, she returned to his bedside, stopped… and simply stared at the huge man occupying most of her bed. He’d gotten some blood and dirt on her comforter, but nothing that wouldn’t wash out. Maybe she’d use that as an excuse to buy the white comforter with pink and lavender hyacinths she’d seen in the Anthology catalog. Something to think about later. Right now, she had to get her pleasantly round ass on the bed and tend to her patient.

      She snorted to herself, “Pleasantly round ass… Yep! That’s me.”

      I really am a goofball.

      “Okay, big guy, I’m going to wash this dirt and blood off your back then get some of this liniment on your wounds. I’ll get you all fixed up. We need to get that grossness out of your pretty hair, too.”

      Is it wrong to call a man’s hair pretty? Oh, who gives a crap anyway? Not like he can hear me. I really have lost my mind!

      It was not enough she had a stranger in her home, who was hurt and spread across her bed, but she was talking to his unconscious ass, too…while he was completely dead to the world. “Oh shit, bad choice of words,” she snorted.

      He most definitely was not dead and she’d threatened him within an inch of his life to make sure he did not die while in her home. The closer the time came to touch his back, the more her hands shook. It also felt like butterflies were having a party in her tummy. She knew she was being silly but couldn’t control her crazy nerves.

      He was injured and needed her help, not to be groped. Not that she would’ve done that even with an invitation. She was raised better than that. Kyndel Masterson was a lady.

      A little drop of sweat ran down her spine and it was then she realized what she’d originally thought was nerves, was actually anticipation. The little voice in the back of her mind was telling her that once she laid her hands on him things would never be the same. It was like the little voice knew something she didn’t.

      “He’s just a guy.” She reasoned.

      “Yeah, but he’s a mouth-wateringly gorgeous guy,” she answered herself, thinking she’d had more conversations with herself in the last few hours than in her whole life, but kept going anyway.

      “But he’s still just a guy, Kyn. A guy that had a bad experience and needs your help.”

      Pep talk complete, she placed the basin of warm water next to his shoulder then scooched herself until she was sitting Indian style with her knees next to his hip. She dipped one of the washcloths into the warm water that she’d added some of her Granny’s herbal bath oil to. The ingredients in the oil, along with the liniment, would help with some of the soreness. She gently wiped across his shoulders then rinsed the washcloth in the basin, repeating the process until the water in the basin was yucky. Scooting off the bed, she grabbed the bowl and headed back to the bathroom for clean water and more clean cloths.

      When she returned, she was pleased to notice his wounds looked less harsh, almost like they were already closing, but surprised it was happening so quickly. Either her herbs were super charged or he had some kind of kicked up healing power. She refused to believe “resting” was all it took for him to heal like he was.

      Once again, she carefully climbed on the bed, resuming her position from before. She worked to wipe all of the gross blood and dirt mixture from his back. When she looked at the basin of water, something seemed to sparkle. It was like there were flecks of glitter mixed with the muck coming off his back. Definitely not what she expected to see. Question one hundred and fifty two to be answered when Mr. Tall Dark and Handsome Rayne whatever his last name was woke up.

      With his back finally clean, Kyndel threw the dirty rags in the laundry basket and dumped the last of the water down the drain. She grabbed a few gauze pads and the butterfly strips from her first aid kit for his deeper wounds, before heading back to her patient.

      This time, she sat on her knees by his waist, needing the extra height to reach all the way across his wide shoulders. Taking the lid off her liniment, she inhaled the wonderful scent of healing herbs. It was fresh and clean and reminded her of Granny. Just the smell relieved some of her tension and loosened her tired muscles.

      Scooping some of the ointment into her hand, she rolled her shoulders to relieve the rest of the tension caused by this man’s abrupt arrival into her world and the craziness that had ensued. Looking down at his back, she decided where to start and two things became apparent. First of all, he had many scars from many different times and a wide assortment of weapons. This man was definitely a fighter of some sort. Kyndel only hoped he was one of the good guys. Two, his wounds were most certainly closing up on their own.

      There had been quite a few deep lacerations and puncture wounds, which required at least a bandage, if not butterfly strips. Between her last trip to the bathroom and now, they looked like nothing more than scratches. She really wanted to know what made him heal so quickly
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