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Chapter One
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Anseri Region, city of Ramgen

Where is that little thief? Keira clenched her fist. That greedy little witch needed a lesson about keeping her sticky little hands off other people’s property. And she’d better learn it well.

She kicked at a pebble. It skittered over the brown cobblestones, clicking and pinging before it finally hit a tan wall. If that girl hadn’t stolen her amulet, she could be doing something useful. Like defending the city or hunting down Dark Sorcerers.

She rounded a corner. Light reflected off the white stone of a nearby building. The blinding beam flashed. Her eyes stung and she squinted, ducking her head to avoid the glare. Blessed Lady, how often did they clean that building to keep it so brilliantly white?

She trudged forward until she passed that gleaming monstrosity. Why would they want a building that bright? Ramgen was so different.

Her gaze swept over the cobbled streets, keeping watch for the little thief. Verite probably wasn’t here, but a little spark of hope nudged her to investigate the alleys and side streets. Not that wandering the maze of cobbled paths would lead to anything. The girl had too much of a lead. If she hadn’t been held up, she should be on her way to the temple.

A shadow fell over her and then swept down the street. Keira tilted her head back. A black dragon circled, dark wings flapping. That’s the third today.

She closed her mouth and shook her head. Don’t stare or gape. It’s another dragon. Nothing special. There’s just more of them here than there are at home.

Children’s laughter rang through the air. And both gates were open. She bit her lip. So much different than any city in the Beserl region. The gates at Kymal would never be left open. If it wasn’t for the large wall circling the city, she’d never guess they had problems here, too.

A roar tore through the early morning air. Her heart slammed against her chest and raced. Fear surged through her, drying her mouth and tightening her throat. Her head jerked up and swung toward the east.

A lantern hanging on a pole at the edge of the cobbled street swung on its hook as the roar came again. She froze. Her hands hung at her sides. What made that noise?

This was a protected city, but merdanons attacked anywhere. Another rumbling call pierced the night. That wasn’t a merdanon howl. Those huge fiends’ screams hadn’t ever been that deep or growling. A dragon. It had to be a dragon, but what in the name of Vellos had him wailing like that? The arrogant creatures hardly ever showed that type of weakness. She ran toward the sound.

Unusual. A Cytari running to a dragon. Not that she wouldn’t help if needed or one faced Dark Sorcerers or their magical creations, the merdanons.

She’d take a dragon over a merdanon any day. Dragons were allies in the fight against the Dark Sorcerers and their destruction.

She dodged the men and women running away from the sound. Before she reached the edge of the city and the wall around it, the dragon’s black head swung up above the rooftops. The tips of his wings spread and folded. Lanterns swung and everything vibrated with another ear-piercing bellow.

She lifted a hand to one ear. Vellos, so damn loud! She cleared the last of the buildings and raced through the wall gates.

Keira skidded to a stop. A huge, black dragon stood in the grassy field beyond the last light gray stone wall. He was so big.

The sun gleamed off the beast’s glossy, black-scaled body. Red stripes crossed his back and lined the top of his triangular head. His tail whipped close to the thick defense wall. She flexed her fingers. If that muscular tail hit it, the wall would probably collapse.

Why didn’t he change form? The scaly hide rippled as he twisted. She paced forward, slow, measured steps carrying her closer to the dragon.

Sweat trickled along her spine. She rubbed her damp palms down her black pants. How should she announce herself so that she didn’t get bitten? Messing with a dragon in any kind of mood really wasn’t recommended. The acquisitive, domineering beasts often considered wandering witches fair game.

Why was he just standing there? She licked her lips. The beast turned toward the city. His large head swung toward her.

His body swiveled, revealing part of his rear flank. A silver trap clamped around his back hind leg. Blood trickled down the huge limb. Gashes raked down the thick, muscled leg where the skin had torn. Probably when he’d ripped the trap free of it’s anchor. She grimaced. That had to hurt. Lucky for him that trap was designed for something smaller.

She bit her lip and turned to the gate. Ah Vellos! Her shoulders slumped. No one else here. She flexed her fingers. There had to be some other strong witch or wizard in the city.

“Hello, I’m Keira A’Darcin. Since I don’t see anyone else around who can help you, I’m going to free you. Don’t bite me.” She held her hands out in front of her as she walked toward him.

His head lowered and teeth glinted in the sunlight. She leaned back. Come on. Be a sane dragon. Don’t bite the witch trying to help.

His black snout butted her chest and golden eyes stared from the other end of the huge muzzle. She swallowed. He inhaled and tilted his head before that toothy maw rose away from her. She exhaled. Apparently, she’d passed inspection.

“Before I get any closer to you, I’m going to test the spell. See what I’m dealing with. I don’t want to cause you more damage.” She licked her lips. Especially not with all those long, dagger-sharp teeth so near.

She flexed her fingers. Silver-white energy drifted from her and lightly probed at the metal. An intricate spell that would require high magic to unravel. By the Great Lady, couldn’t he have stumbled into something that she could turn over to someone else?

“If there were any dragons or vampires here, I’m sure they would have made it out here to help before I did.” She tapped her thigh with her palm. It would be so much easier if one of them had.

Nothing else to do but take the thing off him. He’d be fine afterward. He could change form and the wound would heal during the transformation. First, those sharp metal jaws had to be opened. That trap would easily take off a man’s thigh.

She paced forward. The dragon’s eyes followed. Good, the last thing she needed was even a little nip. Dragon poison would put her on her back for days.

She trudged along the dragon’s side. His head turned. A heavy weight settled on the back of her shoulders like a metal cape. The suspicious dragon watched her every move. She raised her hands, holding them above the gleaming metal of the silver trap.

Have to get this right the first time. Big and scaly isn’t going to stay calm through any mistakes. Taking a deep breath, she channeled power. Silvery mist trailed out, tracing along the jagged edges of the trap and reversing the spell energy.

The metal creaked. The curved, sharp-edged teeth slowly pulled out of his skin. When the metal maw opened wide enough, the dragon stepped out of it. She exhaled, power pulsing from her. As soon as he was free, she flexed her fingers and cut the flow of energy. The white mist dissipated. The metal jaws slammed back together.

She turned to the dragon. The skin on his leg shimmered and the wounds closed. Gray and black mist swirled, rising around the huge beast towering over her. It enclosed the dragon, forming a dense round cloud around him. The giant ball of swirling magic shrunk and tightened into an oval. With a last glittering pulse, it disappeared.

A tall, broad-shouldered man stepped forward. Unmistakably dragon. Stark black streaks framed both sides of his short, deep red hair. A green gem dangled from the lobe of his pointed ear. A dragon warrior.

He’d clothed himself as he transformed. A loose gold shirt covered a broad, muscled chest. Black pants molded to his strong thighs. A fine looking man. Now, why couldn’t he have come out of that naked?

He glided a step closer. His sun-burnished skin gleamed in the bright light. A scar trailed from his left temple across his cheek. Apparently, she’d just given aid to a seasoned dragon. Was he just a dragon or part of a dragon and vampire pairing.

His pupils narrowed to black slits. Heat simmered in his golden eyes. An answering pulse of warmth curled in her belly. His gaze ran down her body.

“Thank you for helping me, Keira. I’m Rath.” He grasped her hand, enclosing it between his large palms. “It’s been a while since I’ve felt Cytari magic in this area. Witches from your sect usually stay in the north.” A frown turned gorgeous lips downward. “You’re not dressed in your sect’s uniform. What are you doing here?”

She tilted her head up. He smiled down at her, a predator with something tasty in his sights. She couldn’t trust anyone here. Especially not a too-chummy dragon.

“I’m here looking for something.” She brushed at a spot on her pants. Lady save her from arrogant High Wizards. Every single one of them were annoyingly alpha.

“Something? What something?” He raised a red eyebrow and paced a slow circle around her.

Demanding dragon. It was none of his business. She shook her head and clenched her hand. Not that he’d accept that.

Dragons, vampires and other High Wizards always searched for a complementary mate. When they found one, they went after her. She rolled her eyes. Big man acted as if she were prey, because she was a High Witch. She didn’t have time to deal with his attitude, now.

“How did you get caught in that? Even in dragon form, you should have been able to see something that big.” Keira put a hand on her hip. The distraction gambit probably wouldn’t work, but it was worth a try.

Somehow he’d gotten into a Dark Sorcerer’s trap. He wouldn’t be the first. Nearly every dragon, wizard, vampire, and witch battled against the Dark Sorcerers and their beasts. Unfortunately, the numbers turning to the darkness had grown in the last decade.

“Thick, tall grass. Now try answering my question.” He leaned forward. The muscles along his jaw tightened.

“An amulet. I have reason to believe that it’s in this region.” She smiled and shrugged. It wasn’t his concern that that amulet was last seen around the neck of a thieving Cytari witch. And the history behind that amulet, as long as she could help it, he wouldn’t learn about that. She didn’t need him following her around. Catching up to Verite was going to be difficult enough. “I have to begin my search. Maybe I’ll see you again.”

“I’ll be in the area.” His lips curved into a smile, flashing white teeth and a bit of fangs.

She swallowed heavily. More than interest flickered in his eyes. Another complication thrown into the mix.

Rath flexed his fingers. The witch licked her full pink lips. Those lips just invited kisses. His leg still prickled from the sizzle of her magic. So hot and vibrant. Even with the pain from the steel trap biting into his leg, his cock had hardened. That hadn’t subsided even a little. Arousal still burned through him.

Such a striking witch with that long golden hair. The slightest hint of gold tinged her pale creamy white skin. Gold brows arched over tilted brown eyes on her fine-boned face.

If only Damon was in the area. When her magic drifted across his skin, a rightness burned in him, but he couldn’t be sure. The vampire would be able to tell if she was their mate just by the feel of her magic.

Unfortunately, Rath couldn’t do that. He’d have to taste the sorcery in her blood. She probably wouldn’t volunteer. For now, he’d keep an eye on her and would wait for his bond partner to get to the city.

He wouldn’t wait to get close to the witch. By Grimlan, she was a sexy woman. Her tall, slender body would feel great moving against his. And those delicious, long nipples. They’d pressed against the thin material of her black shirt as if trying to get out. His mouth watered.

“Be careful and don’t confront any merdanons.” He pointed at her.

Power radiated from the witch. The woman used her magic easily. She had fought before and had already proven herself to be uncommonly bold. Most Cytari wouldn’t have come to the aid of a dragon under any circumstances. They liked their freedom.

“I’m not about to become a breeder for a dragon, much less one of the Dark Sorcerers. I’m not an apprentice and I know what I’m doing.” She tossed her head. Her shining waist-length mane of hair swung back over her shoulder.

“We’ll see. If you get into trouble, scream. If I don’t hear you, one of the other dragons will. They should arrive before sunset.” He brushed a finger over the soft curve of her cheek.

She blinked and her mouth dropped open. Her head slowly shook from side to side. She took a step back.

“Don’t worry. We don’t really eat witches in a single gulp.” He lowered his gaze, tracing over the swell of her breasts and the slight rise of her belly to the juncture of her thighs. “We like to savor the sweet essence of a witch, sometimes for days.”

A wave of red rose up her cheeks. She bit her lip and turned. “I have to go.”

“Keira!” He took a step forward. Maybe he should have hidden his interest. She was running. “Stay out of trouble.”

She looked at him and her mouth worked.

“If you need help, Keira, you call for Rath.” He pointed a finger at her.

“I won’t need any help.” She whirled and stalked into the city walls.

Her hips swished as she walked down the street. A growl rumbled in his chest. He clenched his hands. So sexy. He’d find her again. And he’d get word to Damon.

His gut churned. Ramgen might be only a starting point for Keira. He would have to watch her closely. She wasn’t going to escape.

* * * *
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KEIRA SHIFTED ON THE hard, wooden seat. Low conversation murmured around her. A serving girl placed a steaming bowl on the table in front of her. Patrons filled the inn’s dining room. She stirred the soup, letting it cool. As the sun had set, three dragons had circled overhead. More freaking predators in the area. Good thing she was leaving tomorrow.

If only she hadn’t had to search the city, but there had been a chance Verite had gotten lost. No such luck. Verite had rented a room at a smaller inn, but left days ago. The arrogant, little thief made an impression at the local sect house with her demands.

Keira sighed and rubbed at her temple. What she wouldn’t give for a week in a soft bed with nothing to do. Unfortunately, not possible. Tomorrow, she had to leave the city early. Preferably without a dragon escort. Dealing with that girl’s mistaken beliefs would be hard enough. Adding dragons to this situation would make it impossible.

A hush fell over the room. She turned her head. The redheaded dragon, Rath, strolled toward her. The man’s smile stretched wide as he moved the chair from another table. He placed it next to hers and sat.

“Have you been here long?” He smiled and raised a hand for the woman moving among the tables.

She shook her head and looked up at the ceiling. What ego. As if she’d been waiting on him. “What do you want?”

“Just your company.” He captured her free hand.

“I’m not in the mood to find out how sharp your teeth are.” She tugged. His grip didn’t budge. Annoying dragon. “I’ve heard about the effects of dragon bites. Why would I want to experience it?”

“And if I promise not to bite you...” He raised an eyebrow and his eyes lowered to her breasts. “You’d like to feel my mouth on you.”

“I’d like to be at home, lazing in a hot bath. That’s not going to happen until I finish what I came here to do. Not having everything you want is just a fact of life.” She leaned back in the chair and pursed her lips. And some things were crazy.

The dragon was temptation in the flesh. All those hard muscles. And so forbidden and dangerous. A thrill buzzed through her. Smart witches didn’t play with dragons and vampires.

Could she be smart this time? And did she really need to? Her tight muscles ached. The dragon could help release a little tension in the most pleasurable way. As long as she left in the morning without him.

“If you were the type to play things safe, you wouldn’t be here.” He lifted her hand to his mouth, nipping at the ends of her fingers.

The man didn’t know what he was talking about. She wasn’t here for adventure. By the Great Lady, she’d rather hunt merdanons, but she had to get her medallion back. That amulet had been in her family for generations.

The serving woman placed a bowl of soup in front of him as well as a large hunk of bread and a mug of ale. He turned to her after the woman left.

“Are you that afraid of me?” He smiled, releasing her hand.

“I’m not afraid. I just don’t want to do something stupid. I have things to do and I don’t really have time to make trouble for myself.” She tore off a piece of her bread and dipped it into the broth.

“I’m not asking you to join me in my cave for the next month. All I’m asking is for a night that we’ll both enjoy.” His golden eyes traced over her face.

Every word tempted her. A single night with a wild dragon. Warmth curled low in her belly. “No” would be smart. She swirled her spoon in the broth. Take the chance or walk away to spend a long night in bed? Her heart pounded against her chest.

He’d promised not to bite. Could she trust him to keep his word? If she let him into her room, sneaking away in the early morning would be more difficult. She grimaced. It would be risky.

She ate a few spoonfuls of her soup. A night of wild, hot sex might be worth it. Raising her head, she met his eyes. “One night. If you bite me, I’ll cut you. And don’t get the idea that this will give you any kind of hold on me.”

“I wouldn’t think that I had any hold on you after a single night, Keira.” Rath leaned toward her. “And I promise you again. I won’t bite you this night.”

“Just this night, then we part.” She stared at her bowl. Maybe she’d been out in the sun too long.

A normal witch wouldn’t do this. But an average witch wouldn’t be here. Maintaining the image of normalcy while she fought merdanons drained her. Once she reclaimed her amulet, she’d go back to protecting the family secret.

“We’ll have this night. Tomorrow will come soon enough.” He smiled.

She nodded. This one night, she’d explore and be wild. Tomorrow, she’d find Verite and go back to her real life and responsibilities.

When they both finished eating, Rath drew her to her feet. “Do you have a room here?”

“Yes, it’s upstairs.” She took his hand. Her heart raced and her palms sweat. A dragon. Oh, Lady, she’d be riding a dragon tonight.
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Chapter Two
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She pushed open the door and stepped into the dim interior. On the mantle, two silver sel-oil lamps flickered. The wavering light cast dancing shadows around the room.

She strode over and turned them up, moving around the room to light two more. If she was doing this, she would savor that gorgeous, golden body. She turned away from a small table. Rath stood just inside the door.

Such a big man. She turned to the bed. Covered with a soft brown blanket, the bed was more than large enough for her, but for a man of his height...

“No, I won’t fit on that.” He turned to secure the door.

His lips tilted into a wicked grin and a mischievous look crossed his predatory face. How could someone who looked so dangerous manage that lighthearted look? The lines on his face softened. Such a transformation. She faced the bed. They’d have to do something about it.

She gasped. The inn’s bed was gone. In its place, a rich green and gold fabric covered an ornate, black framed bed with a thick mattress .

Rath stepped up behind her, his hands sliding around and slipping beneath her shirt. “Are you ready, Keira?”

She leaned back against him. Her muscles tightened. “Yes, I’m ready.”

It might be crazy, but she wouldn’t back out. Such a sexy man with those broad shoulders. A shiver ran down her spine. She definitely needed to find out what he looked like beneath that shirt. And the thrill of playing with danger spiraled through her.

His nostrils flared and he inhaled deeply. “You smell so good. It’s a little like esana flowers, cida melon, and strong feminine arousal. Let’s get you out of these clothes.”

He cupped her cheek and turned her face. His hands skimmed over her shoulders. Those big palms meandered down to the carved buttons. The black ovals slipped free of the fabric. With gentle hands, he pushed the black shirt off her shoulders and let it fall to the floor.

She bit her lip. Removing his clothes with magic would be easier, but she wouldn’t get a chance to explore. She traced a path down the center of his shirt. Her fingers fell to the buckle of his belt. Warmth radiated off of him, almost searing her fingers.

She tugged at the clasp. The leather stuck on the metal prong. She clenched her jaw. Lady, why wouldn’t this unhook?

She tugged. It popped free. Finally! She pulled the strap out of the loops and dropped it to the floor. Those pants had to go. She yanked at the laces. The leather strands knotted. She groaned. Vellos. The thick ridge of his flesh pressed against her fingers through the sturdy cloth. She doubled her efforts.

He drew in a quick breath. His fingers circled her wrists, stilling her efforts. Pulling her hands away, he went to work on the fastening. “Let me finish this for us, this time.”

With galling ease, he untangled the strips. He stood there for a moment. Looking up at him, she frowned. What was he waiting for? He arched a brow. His eyes slid down her body, leaving a sizzling trail along the path. Maybe when he’d said “let me finish it”, he’d meant more than his pants.

“Just hurry. I want to touch you.” She licked her lips and drew in a deep breath. A rich, spicy scent swirled in the air.

Red gold magic shimmered over her. Her skin tingled. Rath stood naked, gorgeous in front of her. The man’s entire body gleamed a sun-burnished gold in the lamplight. His thick, erect cock thrust up from a completely hairless groin.

She lifted her head. His eyes locked on a point somewhere below her chin. She lowered her eyes. The spell had removed all of her clothes, even her underclothes.

“Now give me that sassy mouth.” He glided close, his arms wrapping around her.

His head lowered and his lips brushed over hers. He nibbled. His teeth grazed over the curve. Prickles danced behind that light touch. He sucked. Each pull tempted and coaxed. The attraction was irresistible. Her mouth opened.

His tongue stroked, tangling, mating. A spicy warmth filled her. Her hands slid over his shoulders. She leaned into him, hungry for more of that addictive essence. His arms tightened. Hard sinew pressed against her from breast to hip. Her fingers flexed. He was all muscle.

His fingers cupped the back of her head, an undeniable claim. The kiss deepened and towed her under like the current in the Kennet. Did all dragons kiss this good?

His lips slid away, skimmed across her cheek, and down her neck. She moaned. Vellos, not yet. He inhaled deeply and a shiver rolled through his large frame.

“I can’t wait any longer for you, Keira. Let’s go to bed.” He nibbled at her neck.

His voice rumbled and rippled through her. By the Lady, that gravelly sound. Heat curled low in her stomach.

He scooped her into his arms. Her stomach lurched and her head spun. She gasped. Lady, a little warning would have helped. Her nails dug into his shoulders. She clung to him. Her heart thudded against her chest.

A few long strides carried them to the bed. He placed her on the mattress. A lump formed in her throat. If she said something now, he might back away, but the heated swirl of desire burned away any words. He knelt. Yellow-gold eyes fixed on her.

“Are you only going to look?” She licked her lips.

“No, but you’re so sexy that I can’t miss this opportunity.” His fingers trailed over her arm.

A shiver ripped up her spine. His eyes roamed downward. Hunger burned in his gaze. Those slitted orbs locked on her breasts. Her nipples hardened under the scrutiny, thrusting up as if demanding attention. A wide smile spread across his lips. Four very prominent canines peeked out.

She tensed. Her heart slammed against her chest. A cold weight settled over her. Her throat tightened and she struggled for each breath. She clenched her hands. Calm down.

Those teeth... How could she have forgotten? This wasn’t just a wizard she was playing with tonight. She’d invited a fully grown, likely very powerful, dragon into her bed. She gulped.

“It’s just a natural response to being with a beautiful woman. I can control the urge to bite.” His hands stroked over her in slow, soft sweeps.

The caresses swept down her ribs and over her hips. She slowly relaxed beneath his hands.

Rath’s head dipped. He dropped kisses on her shoulder. Heat flickered over her skin as if he left a bit of flame everywhere he touched. She shivered and smoothed her fingers over his shoulders. His mouth glided down to the small mounds of her breasts. A thrill pulsed through her and her stomach muscles tightened. Would he nip or lick and suck?

A kiss dropped into the slight valley between her breasts. He nuzzled and licked. Flaring prickles raced over her skin. Her nipples hardened and ached.

His tongue lapped and glided up the gentle slope of one breast, lashing the tight, puckered tip repeatedly. Electric tingles danced over her skin along with a slow spread of warmth. She wriggled and her leg fell outward.

He grazed the nipple with his teeth. A sharp twinge shot through her. She gasped. A low laugh rumbled against her breast.

“Such beautiful red nipples.” His hot breath fanned over the sensitive, aching crest.

A dagger of sensation shot straight to her pussy. Keira closed her eyes. The walls of her channel clenched and warm, slick moisture seeped onto her thighs. His mouth closed over the darkened nipple. Hot liquid surrounded the flesh. Sparks lanced straight to her core.

He plucked at the hard tip of the neglected breast. She arched. The simmering fever rushed over her, drawing her deeper with every touch. So good. He rolled and tugged the needy peak between calloused fingers. A sharp thrill of need speared through her. She writhed beneath his touch.

“More. I want to feel more.” She licked her lips.

He lifted his mouth. She clutched at his head, trying to urge him back. This wasn’t the time to be playing.

He eased to the side, dropping kisses and nipping her soft flesh. Prickles raced over her skin. She clenched her hands and lifted. His lips fastened onto her other nipple. He licked and lapped at the red tip. She cupped the back of his neck. Her stomach tightened and an ache throbbed through her. Oh Lady, he’d settled in to feast.

She drew in a shaky breath. His hand slid over her rib cage. Sharp nails scraped against her skin. It trailed down her stomach over the patch of hair on her otherwise shaven mound.

Her fingers clenched. She moaned, unable to get a good grip on his short hair Lancing sensation sliced through her. The ache built, intensified with each hard tug.

Rath lifted his head. His tongue circled her nipple. “Do you want me, Keira? Are you ready?”

Anticipation glowed in his golden eyes. She blinked. How could he not know she wanted him? His fingers stroked her clit. The slick fluid coated those thick digits.

“You know I want you.” She arched. Two of his big fingers slipped into her. Her inner muscles clenched.

“Are you ready?” His thumb grazed the sensitive nub.

What was he really asking? At the moment, she didn’t care. Her body tightened. She pulled at his arm. “Yes! Come to me.”

Satisfaction flared in his intent eyes. He glided up her body and his lips slanted over hers. His mouth devoured and claimed. The spices swirled over her tongue. She moaned and slid her arm around him.

His fingers stroked and then glided down to her slick entrance. A single digit plunged into her, swirling in the juices. Her nails dug into his skin. She couldn’t get enough.

“You’re wet, tight. Your pussy squeezing and pulling at my finger.” He nipped at her lips.

Keira arched, taking his finger deep. “Your fingers are good, but I want that thick, hard cock inside me.”

Heat rolled off him. She ran a hand over his chest and up to his shoulders. The warmth almost seared her. She pressed her lips to his shoulder. His scent filled her, even headier now.

He smiled and moved back, urging her legs wider. Her heart raced. The rounded head of his cock brushed against her inner thigh, then probed at her slick opening. Tingles danced over her. His hips rocked forward and his shaft slid deep. She arched.

His thick rod sank into her. She gasped and trembled as heat boiled inside her. Too much. She’d lose control. He slowly withdrew. Sharp tingles danced along her inner walls. He tugged at her lips with his teeth.

“Move with me, Keira.” Rath pressed forward, sliding deep.

Her hips rose to meet every stroke. He nipped her lips. Pleasure coiled into a tight ball. She gripped his arms. Her nails dug into his skin. His large body surged against hers. The heat, the weight. A thrill curled. Lady, so good. She tightened her thighs around him.

His chest brushed over her breasts. Little darts of pleasure spiked straight to her core. He pumped into her, a slow, tormenting rhythm. The dragon was a tease.

She writhed beneath him. Her hands roamed down his back. It wasn’t enough. His hips rolled against hers. Her fingernails sank into his buttocks.

“I don’t want a gentle fuck from a dragon. Give me more.” Her teeth grazed his neck.

She trembled. Blazing need churned inside. She thrust against him. Her breath rasped in her throat. Each rocking lunge kicked the curling ache higher. He surged against her. She jolted and gasped. A pang slashed through her. A streak of fierce heat stabbed into her. Her nails sank deeper.

“By the Lady...” Her hips arched against his. Bliss hung just out of reach.

“Come for me.” Rath’s hips rammed against hers .

His cock thrust deep. Her inner muscles clasped around him. Burning fire pulsed through her. He rotated his hips, grinding his pelvis against hers, before he withdrew and drove deep again. She trembled, every muscle tightening. Lights exploded behind her eyelids. Hot, sweet, intense pleasure hit her.

He thrust into her. A growl rolled through him. He tensed. His hips drove against her and his seed sprayed. When the last jet of semen pulsed he collapsed to the side, dragging her with him. So that’s what a night with a dragon was like. After a few moments, he slowly pulled out. She closed her eyes, sated and a little sleepy.

“Don’t go to sleep yet. I haven’t finished with you. I want to taste those breasts again and I’ve got a distinct urge to make you scream my name.” His fingers traced a pattern around her breasts.

Was she hearing things? She blinked. His fingers tugged on her nipple. She drew in a shaky breath and relaxed. It was going to be a deliciously long night. One she’d enjoy to the fullest.

* * * *
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KEIRA’S QUIVERING FINGERS fumbled on the button, finally pushing it through the hole. She glanced back over her shoulder. The large male sprawled on the bed, sated and relaxed. The green and gold of the bedclothes only enhanced the rich tone of his sun-burnished skin.

Lady, he was gorgeous and thankfully still asleep. Shouldering her bag, she bent to grab her boots. He hadn’t even stirred when she’d edged out. A miracle considering that he was a warrior. She had to move so he didn’t wake up before she left.

He’d kept his word not to bite her last night, but the night was over. He would take advantage of it. The night had been everything she could have hoped for and more. But it was one night and now she had to disappear. Getting entangled with a dragon was a horrible idea.

She opened the door and stepped out into the hallway. Before she quietly closed the panel, she took one last look at him. Still blissfully slumbering. Good. Hopefully, he’d stay that way.

She pulled on her boots. An aching twinge shot through her thighs. She would have to live with that. Verite had too much of a lead to delay any longer.

She rushed down the stairs. If she didn’t get out of here, he’d hunt her. At the bottom, she glanced around the open tavern with its light wooden floors. Where was that innkeeper? There, behind the bar. She walked over to the gray-haired man. He ran a cloth over the dark, scarred surface. As her shadow fell across his hand, he looked up and smiled.

“I need someone to saddle my chitan. I’m leaving.” She slid a coin onto the bar. Well, not technically her chitan but she’d hired his use for the trip.

The short innkeeper frowned, his hand clenching around the brown cloth he held. He eyed the gold piece on the bar. “Does the dragon you were with know you’re leaving?”

She raised her brows. So dragons did hold power here or at least a high degree of respect. The city must be under their protection. “Would I be down here if he didn’t know? Of course, he knows.”

The man’s tense muscles relaxed and he beamed at her as he scooped up the coin. “I’ll have your animal brought to the front.”

“Thank you.” She nodded. Good thing, I can come up with a quick lie.

She turned away, her eyes sliding to the stairs. Hopefully, the dragon wouldn’t come down and reveal that fib. Ridiculous that it was even necessary.

The dragon didn’t have any say about when or if she could leave the city. Arguing wouldn’t do any good. To these people, the dragons stood between them and death at the hands of the merdanons. They would do whatever it took to keep them happy.

Keira walked out of the inn. A large male chitan named Gamma stamped at the cobbled street. The gray-green beast snorted, pulling his lips back. Two very sharp upper canines shown bright white. His scaled skin shimmered, almost iridescent in the early morning light. The animal jerked against the reins, his front paws leaving the ground as he reared.

She sighed. Just great. Gamma was lively this morning. Riding him wouldn’t be easy until he calmed.

The claws on Gamma’s paws clacked as they hit the stones. His muscles flexed and rippled. If he jerked loose now, he’d race away. She wouldn’t have a chance of catching up to him. He probably wouldn’t even come back when he was hungry unless he wanted to, chitan ate anything.

“Calm down, Gamma. Neither one of us is going to get back to our cushy home until we find that idiot woman.” Keira took the reins from the boy trying to keep the stubborn animal from racing down the street.

Gamma stepped forward and butted his large round head into Keira’s chest. Thank the Lady, chitan had affinity for magic users. She stroked her hand over the animal’s forehead, smoothing her fingers down between the eyes to the supple skin of the wide muzzle.

She patted the chitan one last time on his neck before securing her bag to the saddle. Mounting, she urged the chitan toward the road out of the city. The muscles on her neck bunched. Would he wake up before she left the city?

After she passed the last of the buildings, she nudged Gamma into a ground-eating lope toward the hills to the east. Her muscles relaxed. Finally away from the walls and no dragon roars.

Now, for that damn thief. Verite might stop at the next city in this direction, but Keira wouldn’t bother making the small detour. The temple was only a day’s ride away from that village. She intended to get there and get her amulet back from the thieving fool.
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


Rath barreled down the inn’s steps at a run. By Grimlan’s balls, she’d escaped. Was she still at the inn?

When he woke, he’d reached for her. Such a deep relaxing sleep after a long, hot night. Another round without limits would have been wonderful. He gritted his teeth. No chance of that happening until he caught up with her.

Fire burned inside him. He should have been prepared for this. She’d wanted to keep him at a distance. He’d find the innkeeper. Maybe she’d told him about her plans for the day.

He would track her down. With a leap, he cleared the last of the steps. Faint traces of cida and esana teased him. Too old—she was gone.

The gray-haired innkeeper stood to one side of the large room as three young women swept and mopped the floors. Rath strode over to him. The man turned away from the women.

“I’m looking for the golden-haired witch who rented a room from you. Do you know what she planned to do today?” Rath shifted on his feet. Time ticked by. She could be traveling farther and farther away. Damon should arrive today and he would like to have at least a general idea of where to look.

The innkeeper’s mouth dropped open and he paled. “She said you knew. She had us saddle her chitan and left the city. I asked her...”

“And she lied.” Rath turned and left.

It wasn’t the innkeeper’s fault. Rath should have prepared for this. He rolled his shoulders and smiled. Such cunning and courage. She had thrown a challenge at him. He’d find the woman again. Even if she wasn’t his mate, she would be a very worthy mate to some dragon or vampire.

Walking down the street, he looked up at the pale green sky. His muscles twitched and pain radiated up his back. He couldn’t change forms and search. Not without some direction. Another aching ripple pulsed up his spine. He clenched his fists. Letting her put more distance between them went against all of his instincts and everything he’d been taught.

But he had to wait for Damon to arrive. One of the drawbacks to splitting up, even if it was necessary. He’d had to find a vampire yesterday to contact Damon to see if they’d driven the Dark Sorcerer from Temmis. Rath could have gone to him, using the strength of their bond to find him, but if he had, he might have lost track of Keira. As the other part of the vampire-dragon bond, if she did happen to be their match, Damon would want to be present when they found their mate.

Rath took a deep breath. Finding their witch-mate, the one who would turn their pair into a tri’inal, a mated triad, would be wonderful. Someone who would complement his and Damon’s magic. In spite of the strong bond and hot sex with Damon, something—someone—was missing.

Rath clenched his hands. Focus. Find Damon and then look for Keira.

The sun had risen to its peak and would soon begin its descent toward the horizon. Still no sign of Damon. Grimlan, what kept him? Any other day the vampire would be here already. Rath shook his head and strode back to the inn. Maybe I can discover something more about her destination.

After talking to a few people at the inn, Rath walked back to the small square at the center of the city. He stalked into the bustling area ringed by stalls and tables selling wares.

A group of women clustered around a black-haired man. The tall broad-shouldered male had his back to Rath. It never failed. Women flocked to Damon’s side the moment he appeared. Unfortunately, no high-level witches had ever been in any of the groups.

One woman twirled her fingers in Damon’s shoulder-length hair as she plastered her body to his side. The vampire’s large hand cupped the woman’s ass. Rath cleared his throat. The vampire wasn’t going to get to play tonight. They had things to do.

“What took you so long? I’ve been waiting all day.” Rath cocked a hand on his hip.

Damon turned, frowning, brows lowering over brilliant blue eyes. “Marc said that the woman was in the city hunting for something. He didn’t say there was any reason to hurry. I finished the battle.”

“You only just finished? Marc told me you were almost done yesterday.” Rath stepped forward.

“The Dark Sorcerer pushed back through the night and someone helped him. We caught the one we knew of, but the other got away before we could identify him.” Damon lifted a shoulder.

The vamp brushed away the clinging women’s hands. Evening shadow darkened the dark brown skin along the vampire’s jaw. He couldn’t blame the women for being attracted. The dark stubble looked sexy.

“There’s a reason now. She left this morning and I couldn’t find a vamp in the city to get word to you.” Rath clenched his jaw, fighting a growl. He wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

“We’ll find her. Marc said you were going to search for her last night after you left him. Did you find her? Is she our mate?” Damon stepped up beside him.

“I found her last night, but I still don’t know if she’s our mate.” Rath strode for the gate. Keira had been so uncertain and but heat burned in her eyes as she’d looked at him across the table. “Before she’d even consider a night with me, I had to promise not to bite her. She slipped out this morning before I woke and left the city.”

“You were that afraid she’d reject you? She wouldn’t agree to be with you without the words?” Damon’s brows raised and he laughed.

“She was going to turn me away even though she wanted me. After feeling her magic burning over me, I wasn’t about to miss the opportunity to be with her. And it left me aching for more.” Rath shook his head. That might be the only chance he ever had to be with her. Someone would claim that woman.

“Let’s go find this witch. She sounds too interesting to let roam free.” Damon started walking toward the stables at the edge of the city. “Do you know which direction she took?”

“East.” Rath quickly caught up with Damon and began to lead the way. “The stable boy said she was searching for someone and then going home.”

* * * *
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KEIRA CRESTED THE GRASSY hill. At the base of a gentle slope, a cream-colored building rose among the sea of grasses. A black chitan grazed on the tall grass near the light brown columns of the small stone temple. Verite was here. Probably learning that she couldn’t open the vault.

Her throat tightened. She swallowed. The King’s vault. Not one of the places she ever planned to visit. That sealed vault held the ancestral weapons of one of the ancient kings of Berdat. Those blades weren’t meant to be hers.

Keira gritted her teeth and nudged Gamma down the hill. Time to get her amulet and go home. She had to leave the area. After meeting that dragon—not to mention having
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