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Nestled in the center of a ring of imposing mountains, the village of Wyvern has
existed for hundreds of years.

Its quaint town center wraps around a square featuring a commanding dragon statue
elevated on a block-wide platform for all to admire.

The words chiseled into the risers of the stone steps are a mystery to most. Almost all
the ninety-plus commemorative etchings feature the last names of the founding
families of the town without explanation.

During the prosperity of technological tools, most forgot the old ways.

One female descendant of each founding family has traditionally served as the keeper
of knowledge.

Passing a huge tome from generation to generation, that woman ensures the pact the
original settlers made with the first inhabitants of this land can’t be forgotten.

The agreement between the huge, lethal creatures living in the mountaintops and the
struggling, besieged humans sealed the duties for both sides.

Promising protection for the people and fated mates for the dragons, this pact has
evaporated from the minds of most of the citizens of Wyvern. But the dragons have
not forgotten.

When al things powered by technology suddenly ceased to function, the worst
features of humanity erupted as people struggled to survive.



Once again, the strength and power of the massive beasts who have guarded the city
IS needed.

Revealing themselves to the current-day citizens, the dragon horde fulfills their
promise.

As descendants of those original families are found, mate bonds are forged between
dragons and humans. The old ways are essential to the survival of all, and the ancient
pact will soar in importance once again. For there are dragons, and they hunt for more
than prey.

Five dragons of the horde have recently discovered their mates in the growing
population of Wyvern.

Others still search, hoping that each day brings their mate back to their ancestors
home.

The stakes are dire for the shifters. Mates create a balance between their human and
dragon identities.

One teeters on the brink of madness without the companionship of a mate.
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Flames heated the sky in front of Keres.
He snapped back into his own mind mid-plummet.

Ahead of him, a young amethyst dragon frantically flapped his wings in a desperate
attempt to stay in front of Keres.

A few more minutes and the last of the smaller dragon’ s energy would run out.
Keres could end him with one snap of his powerful jaw.
Keres shook off the blood lust that sizzled through his veins.

Seizing control, Keres diverted from his target and flew in the opposite direction
without another look at his prey.

The black dragon wanted to end the usurper for daring to appear on the horizon.

Even though Keres was miles from his territory, he'd reacted as if the other dragon
had trespassed.

His lack of control both angered and frightened him.
And | had no idea what was happening.

The animal side of him had taken complete control, pushing Keres's logic and
reasoning out of his skull.



A roar burst from his throat as a final warning to his victim, who had disappeared
from view as his dragon refused to back down completely.

His jumbled thoughts continued to untangle until Keres could think rationally .

Still pissed off, he headed toward his mountain. Keres could isolate himself there
until he was totally back in control. A movement to his left made him wheel around
to face the incoming threat. Claws ready to attack, Keres readied hisfire.

Keres! Stand down. Two mates are here. Drake’ s voice echoed in his head.

The aert didn’'t process. Battle lust raged inside Keres. How dare the dragons
approach his territory? He would teach them a lesson they’ d never forget.

Rising into the sky, he loomed over the bronze, blue, and gold dragons. While he
recognized them as those of his horde, Keres didn’t think past them trespassing on his
land. He screeched with anger, not to warn the invaders, but to make sure his voice
was the last thing they remembered.

Keres! Please don't hurt my Daddies!

The quiet voice sounded both scared and brave. That made him hesitate and allowed
Keres a moment to think. He couldn’'t attack horde members. They were the only
ones he trusted. Shame filled his heart.

Skye. Tell your Daddies to leave my mountain!

Keres? You're over Ardon’s lair. We're going to visit for a tea party with Aurora.
Comejoin us. You must be hangry.

Her sweet logic rocked him out of the blood rage filling his thoughts. He looked



around and discovered Skye was correct. He wasn't on his land.
Wheeling, Keres headed for his lair. Drake, Oldrik, and Ardon sent him messages he
didn’t bother to hear. It would be the same old Keres, you have a problem , panicked

message they’ d sent repeatedly the last few weeks.

Keres, I'm worried about you. Skye's voice registered on him. He could fed the
concern in her thought.

Shaking away the last of his anger, Keres knew he had to face the truth.

He was losing it. This was not the first time he’ d snapped out of a fit of rage and
violence.

Without his own mate’s gentle influence, the dragon inside him chose violence over
sanity.

Keres couldn’t ignore the risks anymore. He' d almost injured Skye and Aurora.
Histop-level staff had refused to follow his directions to close his estate.

They’d finally agreed to operate without him for one year.

After that time period, if he hadn’'t returned, they’d meet with all those who worked
on his territory and made his land their home to undertake the process of readying his
estate.

The horde would need to invite another dragon to take his place.

Keresdidn't allow himsalf to dwell on this. Mine.



Even through his frustration, Keres appreciated they were loyal and not willing to
give up on him. Stalking out of the estate, he sent a message to the only dragon
shifter who could possibly help him.

Oldrik. I need to meet with you alone.

Ardon and | can leave Skye when she naps. Want to meet on the field at the west side
of town?

No Ardon. | need you to come alone, Oldrik. | promise you are safe.

| don’t need Ardon to protect me, Keres. Oldrik’s voice resounded with anger.

Of course you don't. I'll rephrase that to tell you I'll scan for traps. | meant no
offense.

Good. This afternoon at three?

Arriving at the meeting location early, Keres scouted from above before landing.
Paranoia apparently went hand in hand with flashes of rage. Keres forced himself to
focus and release the aggression that easily built inside him.

Keres shifted and waited for Oldrik to arrive. When the sun glinted off bronze wings,
he relaxed dlightly. Oldrik had come. Battling the black thoughts that lurked in the
corners of his mind, Keres realized he'd amost waited too long to have this
conversation.

“Oldrik. Thank you for meeting me.”

“l don't enjoy discussing anything without my mate and Ardon. You said this was
urgent,” the dragon shifter stated bluntly.



“Tell me whereyour sister is.” Keres got straight to the point.

“Why?" Oldrik asked.

“You know why. It'sthe end for me. I'll replace myself for the horde.”

“Your mate might be on the next transport,” Oldrik pointed out.

“The numbers of those arriving have dwindled to a handful every month. The list of
missing Wyverns is blank, except for afew older people. No more mates are arriving
now, Oldrik. | have to face the truth. Thereisn’t amate for me in this generation.

| can't last for another one. It’ s over for me. Tell me where sheis.”

“l can’'t do that for her safety, Keres.”

“1 will swear an oath to you. Over all these years, |’ ve proven to you my word, once
given, issolid. That hasn’'t changed. | will treat her well.”

“I’m not sure exactly where sheis.”

“Tell me everything you can. I'll find her,” Keres assured him. “I need a hint of
where to start.”

Keres studied Oldrik’ s expression as the bronze dragon considered his options.

Rare female dragons battled for survival as shifters doomed to madness sought them
asalast option.

He couldn’t imagine a life that didn’t involve flight and freedom—all those things a
dragon craved.



For eons, females existed only to give life to new dragons.

The procreation process couldn’t be easy for them, taken by a dragon barely holding
on to sanity without a mate bond to make it pleasurable.

Keres met Oldrik’s gaze. “1 will plead my case with your sister and hope she will
help. | will accept no as an answer. Death will come to me either way. | will not drag
an innocent into the torture that besieges me.”

“1 have your word on that?’ Oldrik’s focus was laser sharp.

“Y ou have my word.”

“The last | heard, she was in a small hilltop in Montana. | do not know the town’s
name or have an address. Rimi mentioned the construction of a new sports arena that
might force her to move.”

“Thank you, Oldrik.”

“Bring her back, Keres. She deservesto livein thelight.”

Keres met his gaze and nodded. There wouldn’t be a good end for him, but perhaps
something positive could come out of this. The horde would protect his offspring and
Oldrik’ s sister.

Every day Keres battled the urge to return to his territory. What could the other
dragons in his horde do? He could take them. The violence that echoed within his

brain made him fearless.

A thin dliver of reality remained inside him.



These were the members of his horde. Together they had fought shoulder to shoulder,
protecting each other as well as the citizens of Wyvern.

Deep in his brain, the need to keep them safe overruled the growing blackness of his
soul.

It was better for him to keep searching—hundreds of miles from his allies and their
mates.

He forced himself to stay away. Ranging farther and farther, Keres scoured the area
below for the only being who could help him regain himself. Rimi.

One month into his search, Keres circled over amedium-sized city.

Montana had proven tough to scout. It was a big state with large empty spaces.

Every time Keres thought he might have found a mountain with a view of a partialy
constructed arena, his investigations had resulted in eliminating it.

Hell, by thistime, he was searching for any type of construction.

The current city had a university with the footings of a new football stadium
abandoned in afield. The community had repurposed the materials and supplies had
gone to serve the residents. Going to college and defeating rival football teams were a
thing of the past now.

After landing on a mountain crest, he watched the people moving below.

On closer inspection, it was obvious this wasn’'t a functioning community.

Bands of armed men roamed through the street.



At times, an individual would dart out into the open at full speed and retrace their
steps with their arms full.

In random places, including in the middle of the street, bodies lay still.

From the stench that reached him, they’d lain there for along time.

This was the opposite of Wyvern. Some had grabbed power and forced their authority
on the city dwellers.

The supplies in the store had to be nearly depleted by now.

He couldn’t spot a garden or livestock area.

The next winter would eliminate the townsfolk.

These people were already dead. They simply hadn’t realized it yet.

Keresdidn't feel sorry for them. They’d done it to themselves.

Too bad the forefathers of this settlement had not created an agreement with dragon
protectors. Keres turned his attention to the mountains with a view of the stadium.
Two stood near the construction site. Neither had an opening he could see .

Keres chose one randomly and spiraled around it from base to tip. Nothing. Not even
a small crevasse that someone might catch glimpses of the construction site through.
His investigation of the second yielded the same results.

Time to move on. Wait. What is that?

Battling the hope that kindled inside him, he headed for a mountain some distance



from the two overlooking the arena. Was that an opening? It was on the side but
would still provide aview of the area.

A much better location.

A dragon concerned about his or her safety would wisely choose that mountain over
the others. Keres stifled his excitement. This could be another dead end.

Were those claw marks on the ledge? Yes.

Keres considered his options. Enter and see who was inside or observe from a
distance. His claws gripped the rocky edge of the opening before he realized he'd
decided. He strode confidently inside.

| am Keres, horde member of Oldrik.

Silence answered his announcement. Could the resident dragon have abandoned the
cave before he arrived? Fury sparked in his gut. If he was too late.... Fighting back
his desperation, Keres sent out a louder message. If Oldrik’s sister was inside, she
had to hear him.

Rimi. | mean you no harm. | promised Oldrik | would simply talk to you.

A scent wavered in the air. Keres lifted his snout to inhale deeply. What was that
deliciousness wafting toward him? Something he’'d never experienced before. He
walked further into the cave. Keres threw himself backward when a movement
whispered from his|eft.

Pissed, yet impressed at the same time, Keres considered the massive, sharpened
blade that now swung harmlessly back and forth across the entrance. Had he not
moved to the side instinctively, his head would now be rolling around on the stony



floor.

Not nice, Rimi. You need to work on how you greet your guests.

Guest! Try invader! Turn around now, dragon. That was the easy one to avoid.

He controlled his reaction to her response. He'd found her! What is that smell, Rimi?
It's delectable.

She didn’t answer him.

Cautiously, he continued into the cave. The entrance split.

On the right, spiderwebs decorated the ceiling, and the ground looked undisturbed.

Tracks led down the path to the left. Keres could see the scrape of scales aong the
walls.

That was logically the frequently traveled way, but that scent came from the unused
one.

Trusting his nose, Keres chose the unused trail. Whatever that appealing aroma was,
he needed to find it. Three steps in, a rumble to his left told him the other tunnel had
just collapsed. A chuckle escaped his lips. He couldn’'t wait to meet the kick-ass
dragon who'd tried to eliminate him.

Too obvious, Rimi.

A fifty-fifty choice. The odds won't be so good for you soon. Better go back and save
your pretty scales.



You think I’m pretty? Aw. Thank you, Rimi.

Why are you here, Keres?

I’m losing my mind. I’ ve been without a mate for too long.

Such a sad story. It doesn’t answer my question. Why are you here?

To save my horde the trouble of killing me. Keres was almost to the end of the
passage. She would have to make another move soon.

So, you came here for meto kill you ?

No. | wouldn’t put that burden on anyone.

Y ou came hereto die?

Keres didn’'t answer. An inner chamber glowed through the doorway ahead. What
safeguards waited there? He considered the slight downward slope of the passage.
Gravity might help him here.

After scanning the walls, Keres picked out alarge round stone. He coaxed it out from
its resting spot with his paw, working as silently as possible. When it did free, he
gently kicked it, rolling the roughly two-hundred-pound rock through the opening

like a goal-earning soccer ball.

Flames rolled toward him. Keres ducked his head to protect his eyes from the blast
and enjoyed the fiery bath. When it ended, he forced away his disappointment.

Still here, Rimi. I’'m a black dragon. Remember my pretty scales? It would take at
least ten times that amount of firepower to end me.



A second round of fire blazed through the opening. It lasted four times longer.
Towards the end, the intensity fizzled out to a gentle warmth. She was out of energy.
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Keres strolled into the large chamber. He scanned the area. Where could she have
gone? That alluring scent still wrapped around him. She had to be here somewhere.

Rimi. Where are you hiding? | know you' re here.
Silence filled the cavern. A flicker of light caught his attention.

Keres glanced to the left. Just like a malfunctioning lamp, some of her scales sparkled
before morphing back to blend into cave wall.

Inside, his dragon did a happy dance. Look how specia his mate was.

Just her scent had pushed the darkness from his mind.

He craved her with every fiber of hisbeing.

Rimi, you're out of energy. | know where you are. | won't hurt you.

The mossy, craggy cave wall disappeared. Keres stared at the vision in front of him.
A crystal dragon sparkled in the glow of the torches illuminating the cavern. She
struggled to raise her head to meet his gaze. Her eyes blazed with hatred.

Go away! | will never submit to you.

Her dragon shimmered as she shifted into her human form. Rimi grabbed a large
butcher knife and pressed the tip to her chest .



Wait! He shifted faster than he'd ever changed in his thousand plus years. Speeding
toward her as soon as his feet landed on the ground, Keres listened to that voice
inside him urging him to do anything to save her.

He could smell the coppery essence of her blood when his hand wrapped around hers.
Rimi screamed as pain lanced through Keres. He ignored the burning sensation on his
hand. It wasn’t important. Had he stopped her in time?

Controlling the knife she still held, Keres jerked both of their hands to the side
roughly, and the blade clattered to the ground. He wrapped one arm around Rimi,
securing her tightly against him as he ripped the shirt from her body to check the
wound. Blood oozed from a cut between her breasts.

Oozed. Keres fixated on the word. If the blade had successfully reached her heart, the
flow would be unstoppable. He pressed his palm to her chest and concentrated. His
hand glowed red for several seconds. His prey burst into action, flailing her arms and
legs to escape.

“Ouch!” Keres glared at the petite shifter struggling in hisarms. “Y ou kicked me.”
“Get your hand off my boobs!”

“1’m sealing your wound, Rimi.”

“lI don't care if you're raising me from the dead. Get off mel” She grabbed his
shoulders and pushed.

Keres didn't budge. He did lift his hand from her skin, enjoying the view of her pink
tipped nipples as he checked out his handiwork. The wound no longer bled. “I think
you'll live.”



“Get off me, | said,” Rimi said, shoving him away.

Thistime, Keres allowed her to scramble away from him.

After moving a scant distance away from him, she paused to sweep her long, white
hair over her exposed breasts as she glared at him.

She was glorious. Her fierce bravery thrilled him.

Rimi swayed as she stood, and Keres reached an arm out to steady her.

“Y ou need something to eat,” Keres admonished.

“No kidding. | can't go out there. The world is madder than ever. A guy shot at me
with an Uzi the last time | went out. This stupid town had already slaughtered all the
livestock. And now you're here to force me to defend myself and zap the last of my
energy.”

Keres kept himself from smiling at her fury. He' d discovered with his first mate that
females did not welcome amusement at the wrong time. “Would you like me to go
grab carry out for dinner, honey?’

“Why don’t you go do that, stud muffin?’ she growled at him. Rimi took her eyes off
him to glance down at the hand she rubbed furiously against her jeans. “What did you
do to my hand?’

“Stud muffin? Thanks,” Keres answered cheerfully. He felt better than he had in
months. The darkness had eliminated all joy and playfulness. This crystal dragon

illuminated the shadows inside him. “What’ s wrong with your hand?’

When he reached for her wrist, she snatched her arm away. Of course, he had to



reclaim it. Thistime, she gave up after afew seconds of struggle. He really was going
to have to get her some food.

Her pam was unhurt. Keres turned her hand over and stared. There, on the back of
her hand, as plain as day, lay an outline of a dragon. The sign of a mate bond. He'd
felt the jolt as well when they’ d touched. Keres looked at his hand. The skin was red
but free of any distinguishable mark.

“We' re mated,” he said, incredulous.

“You have lost your mind. Dragons mate with humans—not other dragons. Well,
that’s how it goes for male dragons. Females are just screwed. Literaly and
figuratively.”

“How many female dragons have you met?’

“My mother, obviously.”

“What happened to her? Oldrik never said.”

“She’'s gone now. | felt her pass from this life several centuries ago. We had a close
connection.”

“Why didn’t you stay together?’ Keres studied her beautiful face, unable to tear his
gaze from her.

“As soon as Oldrik and | could survive, she left. Supposedly, we were safer without
her. Dragons would soon search for her again. You know, the ones losing their grip
on reality like you. Most would simply eliminate those competing for a mother’s
attention.”



“Do you remember? Did she have a mark on her hand?’ He brushed his fingers over
the raised shape on her hand. A rush of arousal flooded through him. Keres stiffened
his spine to keep from drawing her close.

“Stop touching me. It's making me crazy.”

Keres stared at her before demanding, “How?’

“None of your business. Let go.” Rimi tugged at her hand before giving up and
glaring a him. “Fine. Hold my hand.” She muttered, “Big bully” under her breath.

To Keres' surprise, he wanted her to like him. Mentally, he shook himself. He never
felt bad about doing what he wanted. Well, at least when he was mateless. He' d cared
about alot of thingsin the past when he’ d had someone who needed his care.
“Metoo,” burst from hislips. “It makes me crazy too.”

Rimi stared at him. “It turns you on when you touch my hand?’

“Yes.

Keres moved closer, holding her gaze. He backed her up against the rocky wall and
lowered his lips to hers. Instant heat flared between them—hot and erotic. His shaft
hardened and pressed against the suddenly too tight fabric .

The enticing scent that had drawn him in wrapped around him as her body flooded
with arousal. Keres wrapped his hand around the back of her neck, holding her close

as he devoured her lips. He couldn’t get close enough. Under his fingertips, he could
detect her pulse racing as fast as his own.

Her lips softened, and she returned his kiss eagerly. Rimi wrapped her arms around



his neck, clinging to Keres. She hummed with excitement and arousal.

Y et underneath all the passion, her body’ s dangerous status reverberated inside him
as well. Keres ripped his mouth from hers and fought to regain control. Each of his
senses screamed at him to ignore his concern and bask in the treasure he had
discovered.

Unfortunately, they also told him she was dangerously weak. Her muscles trembled
against him. Under her potent scent lay the hint of low blood sugar from lack of food.
He needed to feed her before taxing her system anymore.

“Let’ s go hunt together. Y ou need nourishment,” hetold her.

“I can’'t. I’'m too weak,” she admitted.

“l won't be able to leave you here. The mate bond won't allow it.” Keres stepped a
few feet away from her to test it, and she cried out in distress.

“Keres!” she cried and rushed forward to press herself into hisarms.

“You'll have to ride me in human form. Can you hold on?’

“You'rerealy going to take me for food?’

“Yes. If you die from hunger, you’'ll do me no good.”

Shaking her head, Rimi snarled, “Of course. And here | thought you might be a nice
guy. | should have known better. I’ll hold on, because | have to.”

Keres stifled a laugh at the thought that he, the black dragon, was Mr. Nice Guy.
“Stay close as | change. Then you can climb on my back.”



In afew moments, Keres launched himself into the air.

Rimi dlipped to the left and then regained her balance.

He suspected pure determination kept her in place.

She was dangerously close to being too weak to ride.

He could carry her in his claws, but that would diminish his ability to fend off an
attack.

Keres sent her energy through their fledgling bond.

The channel between them wouldn’t snap fully into effect until they mated.

Is this what it’s like to be a male dragon? Having the ability to fly in any direction
without fear?

Her question wasn't designed to make him ashamed of his sex, but it did. He could
sense her joy at the sensation of the wind on her face and the smell of fresh flowers
and nature. And this was in human form. How had her dragon survived without this
freedom?

He flew back the way he had come, picturing an enormous field with animals he'd
passed earlier. It was farther than he remembered it. Rimi rested her head on his neck
and fell adeep. Her arms relaxed around his neck. Keres carefully balanced his
precious cargo.

When the field came into view, he called her. Rimi. Rimi, you have to wake up. Hold
on, Mate.



Her arms tightened around his neck, to his relief. Keres swooped and collected two
cows, dispatching them quickly with a snap of his claws. He retreated to the edge of
the pasture to drop them away from the herd before landing.

Rimi. Y ou must change to eat.

| don’t think | can, Keres.

Change now, Rimi. Otherwise, | will roast steaks here and force feed them to you.
Y ou must eat.

He supported her with the tip of one wing as she did to the ground. Sending her
strength, Keres pushed her shift. It was excruciating to watch as her shifter side
battled for control. Finally, the crystal dragon stood next to him, shivering with
exhaustion.

Keres ripped off a portion of the cow and held it to her snout. Eat, Mate. He amost
lost a claw. Grinning, he pulled the rest of the carcass toward her. The crunching
enthusiasm of her hunger reassured Keres she' d be okay.
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When she' d finished the two, Rimi shook her head. Sorry. | didn’t offer to share.
I’m good, Snowflake. Want another?
Snowflake?

That’s what you remind me of. Beautifully unique with a sparkling shimmer and
sharp edges.

Not cold and wet?

Was she teasing him? Keres liked it—alot. Never! Now, are you still hungry?
No. I’ ve been out here for too long. Someone will see me.

Anger rushed through him. No one will ever threaten you again.

Rimi brushed her snout against histo soothe Keres. Take me home, Keres.

He nodded. Do you want to fly or would you rather ride?

Ride, please.

With a shimmer, she morphed into her human form and scrambled onto his back.

Keres was selfishly glad she' d chosen that option.



He enjoyed having her wrapped around him, even if her shirt had regenerated around
her when she shifted.

His mate was indescribably alluring. He took to the sky and headed back toward her
mountain.

He could fedl the need building inside him. They would need to consummate the
mate bond soon. Rimi’s stamina and strength rebounded slowly with each moment

that passed. He could wait until she was less fragile.

Mate? Would you send Oldrik a message? Tell him I’'m with you and you' re good?
He was worried about you.

A blast of heat sizzled past Keres. Without a second’s delay, he raised a wing to
shield Rimi as he scanned for whoever had endangered his mate. There. He angled
himself to guard his mate as he spotted a red dragon approaching. Flatten yourself to

me and hold on!

Fury lanced through Keres at the insult. Who thought they could best him? He
screamed his anger into the darkness, warning their attacker.

Keres! I'm afraid I'll fall.

His mate wasn't at a quarter of her strength yet.

He would have to take shelter and protect her until she was well.

Keres spat flames toward the invader as he flew toward her cave.

Swerving and dodging the aggressive dragon’s attack, Keres balanced his efforts with
her ability to cling to him.



When the cave opening loomed in front of him, Keres tucked hiswingsin close to his
body and dove.

He spotted the flare of a second attacker’s blast with barely enough time to roll to
protect Rimi.

The flames raked his underbelly. He roared at the offense, but Rimi’ s hold loosened.

Keres dropped like a rock through the air to get below her and caught his mate
between hiswings like he' d performed that dangerous move a dozen times before.

Her breath jetted from her lungs at the impact, but Rimi immediately grabbed his
scales with determination. Go, Keres! | won't let go again.

He spun around the mountain in an upward spiral that surprised the two opposing
dragons.

As Keres approached the mouth of Rimi’s cave, he scanned the interior to make sure
no one lurked inside.

It was risky to take the time to investigate, but her entrance was a narrow tunnel.

Someone lying in wait would have the advantage.

Again, he shielded Rimi from flames thrown at her. He understood the duo attacking
him. He was an invading dragon. But why were they attacking her?

Pushing the question out of his mind, Keres dove into the entrance. Thrashing his tail
to cause an avalanche, he sealed the opening behind them and skidded to a stop. The
roars of the two thwarted dragons reached his ears, even through the layers of stone.
It appeared he' d made a couple of enemies.



“What have you done?’ Rimi asked, sliding off his back as quickly as possible.

Kept you safe? Keres suggested before shifting.

“How are we going to get out of here?’

“How about if we worry about that later? You need rest. | made sure you could get
some.” Keres crossed the short distance she'd put between them. The mate bond

hadn’t allowed her to stray far.

Scooping Rimi up in his arms, he carried her back to the large chamber. “Where do
you sleep, Mate?’

“Pick arock. Any rock,” she said in a tone that told him how crappy her existence
was. Her tone was markedly hopeless for anything different.

Spotting a patch of moss growing at the side of the cavern, Keres set her down close
before stripping off his shirt. He draped it over the slight padding and unfastened his
pants. Rimi whirled around to face the rock.

“Whoa! I’'m not having sex with you.”

“You will, but not now. Now, you'll rest. I’'m only making a mattress for you.”

“I’m not undressing.”

“We'll take care of that when you're ready.” He hid his amusement at her harrumph
of disbelief as he finished smoothing out his discarded apparel.

When he was naked, he helped her settle on top of his clothes and lowered himself to
her side. Snuggling in next to her, Keres held her to his side. Her tense muscles were



rigid against him.

“Sleep, Mate. | won't ravish you while you rest.”

“You'll ravish me later?’ she asked sarcasticaly.

“Exactly.”

After a few moments, she softened in his arms. Exhaustion overwhelmed her ability
to stay awake.

K eres was confident that somewhere inside, she understood she was safe.

He listened carefully as the dragons continued to rally outside the collapsed entrance.

His mate would be safe. Keres would make sure of that.
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Finally, silence filled the interior space. The rampaging dragons had battered the
entrance throughout the night before finally giving up. Rimi had slept through all but
the very beginning of it.

Keres suspected that after they hadn’'t found a way inside easily, they had created as
much destruction and havoc as possible.

It made sense to him that someone so desperate to get to a female dragon would
respond with spite when finding themselves blocked by another.

Had they worked together to entomb Keres and Rimi inside the mountain?
He planned to wait until Rimi awoke and then search for away out.

At the moment, there was plenty of oxygen.

His mate had eaten. They had water from the nearby spring-fed pool.

And he held her in his arms. Keres pressed a kiss to her temple and loved how she
squirmed closer with a dlight smile as she sept.

He' d given up on having this again. Keres vowed to treasure every moment.
Suspecting Rimi had not contacted Oldrik, he reached out. Oldrik. | found her. She's

not in the best shape but has now eaten and is sleeping. Rimi will contact you when
she wakes up. The distance would delay the message, but he’ d hear back soon.



Not in the best shape? Blasted into his mind a short time later. What's wrong with
her?

She’ s been trapped inside her refuge without food for too long. I'll keep her safe now.
You'll keep her safe?

Keres could hear the incredulity in Oldrik’s message. Yes. I'll keep her safe.

How’s your mind, Keres? That message was blunt.

Don’t worry, Oldrik. I won't harm your sister. Keres had decided to wait until the
mate bond had locked fully into place to reveal their connection. Oldrik would worry
that Keres had invented that in his previous mental state.

You'll have her message me?

Absolutely.

Keres disconnected the link and closed his eyes. He would rest now with his mate. He
also had missed sleep in recent weeks.

Rimi’s arm crashed into his chin. Keres caught the next flailing strike and pinned her
arms to her torso as she shook. She wasn’'t doing this deliberately. Something was
seriously wrong. Adrenaline flooded through his body.

“Rimi! Wake up!”
She didn’t respond, but continued to jerk. Unsure what to do, Keres pulled her away

from the cavern wall to prevent her from striking it. After wadding up his shirt to put
under her head, he forced himself to talk quietly and camly. “Rimi? Are you hurt?



What' s happening?’

Her eyes opened to meet his. Keres's heart lurched at the fear glistening in her gaze.
He would do anything to keep her from being frightened like this. When her beautiful
green eyes rolled back into her head, he smoothed her hair away from her face and
reassured her.

“You're okay, Snowflake. I’'m here with you.

This will pass soon.” He rested his hand on her forehead and felt himself yanked into
the chaos inside her brain.

Immediately, he started looking around for some way to help her.

Instead of threads of light zipping through the darkness, the connections in her brain
were clumped together like massive traffic jams.

There! Keres approached atangle of crystal white strands of light. Placing his fingers
on one thread, he winced and pulled away as an electric charge burst through him like
he' d touched live wires. Buck up, black dragon. Y ou’ve got extra fire protection for a
reason.

Concentrating, Keres forced the thin scales that formed his human-like skin to
thicken dlightly. He couldn’t interfere with his dexterity. That snarl of strands would
take finessing. But he’ d have to hold on to the lines to untangle them.

Taking a deep breath, he filled his mind with reassurances as he worked to straighten
out the threads of crystal light. Keres wasn't sure who he tried to encourage most
with the mental messages—himself or Rimi. He just hoped unraveling the clusters
worked.



He couldn’'t rush. Snapping one of these lines would have disastrous effects. This
reminded him of a bunch of necklaces he’'d found in a treasure chest eons ago. The
pirate must have tossed the mass of gold chains in with a curse, unwilling to take the
time to separate them.

Keres had taken it as a challenge and had worked on it for several years, freeing one
after another. He did the same delicate work, but on a faster time frame. As each
strand of sparkling white light dlipped away from the others, Rimi relaxed

infinitesimally.

Sorry, Mate. I'm a bit fumble-fingered here. Breathe owly, Rimi. We can figure this
out.

His eyesight was blurry as the last two slid away from each other.

Keres forced himself to scan despite the fog clouding his tired eyes to make sure he
didn’t spot another problem in the darkness of her mind.

Threads of all colors zipped past him in energetic, unobstructed lines.

The beauty of her thoughts mesmerized him.

Her hand wrapped around his on her forehead. Keres pulled himself away and looked
down at her gorgeous face. “Rimi? How do you feel ?’

“Like | ran a marathon through electric eel infested water,” she answered wearily.

He chuckled at that visual image. “Understandable. Close your eyes, Rimi. You
should sleep easier now.”

Rimi nodded and closed her eyes. She was asleep in seconds. Keres listened to her



breathing as he settled back down beside her and drew her back to his chest. To his
delight, Rimi sighed happily and patted his stomach.

When he heard her dight snore, Keres allowed himself to press a kiss to her temple
and inhaled her scent. Keres would never get enough of the essence that had first
drawn him close. Closing his bleary eyes, he relaxed for the first time in months,
Rimi would be okay now.

Soft lips nibbled a tantalizing line down the cord of his neck. Keres lifted a hand to
thread his fingers through her silky white hair. He hummed his enjoyment of her
attention. “ Snowflake,” he whispered.

“Can we forget who we are? And just...?”

Growling, Keresrolled her onto her back.

When the loose stones poked into his arm, he changed directions, hauling her on top
of hisnaked body.

His hand tangled in Rimi’ s hair to guide her mouth to his.

Instant fire erupted between them as he tasted her delicious flavor.

He' d never get enough of her. The knowledge that Rimi had saved him from the
brink of a horrendous fate blended with the desire that burned inside him.

She would always mean more than everything to him.

He ripped his mouth away from hers, forcing himself to slow down. “Rimi, are you
ready for this?’



“l don’'t have aclue,” she whispered before adding, “but | ache for you. No one else.”

A rumble escaped from his throat at the thought of anyone else ever touching her.

She tugged at his hair, bringing his attention back to the present as she dlid her tongue
into his mouth to meet his.

Her kisses were eager but unpracticed. Keres loved the dight awkwardness of the
exchange as she bumped noses with him.

She lifted her lips dightly from his and snapped, “Stop projecting conquering
thoughts. We both know I’ve never done this for obvious reasons. How about
replacing those with *don’t screw thisup’ worries?’

He smirked and then felt the concern she tried to hide under bravado. She was
worried she' d disappoint him. That could never happen. “I’ll do my best, Mate.”

“Good,” she muttered, and when he cupped her breast and flicked his thumb across
her erect nipple, she moaned.

Keres loved watching her reaction to his caresses. He grabbed the front of her shirt
and ripped it off, pressing a kiss to that amost healed spot over her heart. He could
have lost this. Lost her.

She arched her back, pushing her sweet tits toward him. Keres rewarded her by
curling up to capture one impudent peak and pulled it deep into his mouth to tease
with his tongue. Her moan of delight went straight to his cock.

Her denim-covered legs eased to the side of his hips, alowing her to rub her mound
against his shaft. Those jeans needed to go. Keres wrapped his hands around her
waist and lifted her torso to sit her up, allowing him to access the front of her jeans.



Rimi stared at his chest before reaching forward to trace the muscles as he unfastened
her waistband and drew the zipper down.

Each inch of her delicious form he revealed pushed his arousal higher.

This was taking too long. Keres shifted a fingertip into a talon on each hand and
dliced through the heavy material.

When she rose onto her knees in surprise, he whisked the material away.

“Commando. | loveit.” He growled at the sight of the silky curls between her legs.

“It'snot like | can go lingerie shopping.”

“You don't need lace, Snowflake, to capture my attention,” he assured her while
noting the need to lavish his mate with beautiful underthings. All girls liked to play
dress up, didn’t they?

She looked at him as if she could follow his thoughts. Keres quickly distracted her.
He ran his once-again fingertip over her hipbone to trace the cleft of her lower lips.
Her pussy was slick with arousal, coating his skin.

He held her gaze as he lifted his hand to his lips and licked her juice from his finger.
Her eyes widened as she watched his reaction. “Mmm.” He hummed his enjoyment.
“1 think | need another taste.”

Before she could react, he helped her settle back onto his clothes that formed that
makeshift mattress. Keres pressed his lips to hers, exploring her mouth until they
were both panting with need. He loved how she challenged his control, meeting every
exchange with heat.



He kissed a path down her throat, memorizing every sensitive spot he discovered.
Pausing, Keres propped himself up on one forearm to stare down at the desire written
on her face. She wanted him as much as he craved her beautiful body.

“Y ou take my breath away, Snowflake.”
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He drew his fingers over her collarbone as he admired her curves. “I was not
expecting you. Best surprise ever.” Cupping one breast in his hand, Keres |eaned
down to taste her nipple. Drawing it into his mouth, he swirled his tongue around the
taut peak before biting it lightly.

At the dlight taste of pain, Rimi inhaled sharply and dug her fingernails slightly into
his shoulders. Her delicious scent increased as she rubbed her mound against his hard
thigh separating hers. Keres smiled against her skin. He loved discovering her secrets.
His mate had enjoyed that sting.

Once he released the tight peak with a pop, Keres kissed and nibbled the under
portion of her breast, allowing his beard to caress her as well. Rimi’s eager
movements against him urged Keres on, but he planned on taking histime. At least as
long as he could stay in control.

After giving attention to her other breast, Keres drew a line down her abdomen to
those silky blonde curls with his mouth.

He kissed the top of her mound before tracing the cleft with his tongue.

When she moved her legs apart, silently requesting intimate attention, he rewarded
her by exploring her pink folds.

Stroking his hand down the inside of her thigh, Keres spread her legs wide. The
alluring buffet before him was impossible to resist. He brushed his mustache lightly
over her clit as he sampled her sweet juices. She shivered and lifted her hips higher to
entice him.



Keres answered her need. He swirled his tongue around her clit before drawing it
gently into his mouth. She froze under him. Her pulse raced under his palm on her
inner thigh. She was so close.

“Mmmm.” He hummed his enjoyment against her pussy as he slowly pressed two
fingers deep into her.

A low keening sound tumbled from her lips before she screamed, “Keres!” into the
cavern. As that sound reverberated under the domed ceiling, Keres thrashed his
tongue across her sensitive bundle of nerves and stretched her tight passage with his
fingers.

Her fingers bit into his shoulders. “Too much!” she whispered.

“No, Snowflake. There's never too much bliss. Come again for me.”

She shook her head as if his request was impossible. Keres accepted the challenge
and lowered his mouth to her once again. Her next scream sounded dlightly hoarse.
Keres realized she didn’t have the chance to even talk. This definitely taxed her vocal
cords.

He gentled his caress, extending her second orgasm as long as possible as he prepared
her to take him. When he finally lifted his head, Rimi sagged against the dight
padding. Keres rose to his hands and knees and prowled over her, caging her
tantalizing form under him.

After kissing her hard once to alow her to taste herself on his lips, Keres lifted his
head and met her dazed gaze. “Mine.”

Rimi didn’t try to deny their connection. “Y ours.”



Keres lowered his hips between her widely spread thighs and fit himself to her
drenched opening.

The lingering contractions from her last orgasm squeezed the head of his cock.

Holding himself back from plunging forward with iron-clad control, Keres pressed
himself slowly into her heat.

She was so tight he struggled to hold it together.

Gritting histeeth, Keres counted by sevens.

When he pressed deep inside her, an explosion in his mind rocked Keres. He looked
at Rimi to make sure she was okay. Her shocked expression told him the mate bond
affected her strongly as it locked into place. He withdrew and filled her again.
Pleasure replaced the surprise on her face.

“Now the fun begins, Snowflake. Hold on. Y ou feel incredible around me.”

Keres concentrated on her pleasure, stroking and caressing her beautiful curves. She
moved with him tentatively, but with growing confidence as he praised her. Their
lovemaking had an edge to it he’d never felt before. Like being buried inside her was
exactly where he needed to be.

He dlid a hand between their bodies to brush a fingertip over her clit. The extra
stimulation pushed Rimi into a massive orgasm. Her tight passage clamped around
him. Each pulse of pleasure threatened his control.

Kereswasn't ready for thisto end. He gritted his teeth together and slowed his thrusts
to draw out her climax before slowly building the sensations back to a boiling point.



Their bodies did together as heat built inside the cavern.

Her pale skin glowed in the light of the torches, making him wish to both ravish Rimi
and protect her at the sametime.

Her hands caressed down his spine to grip his butt as she rose to meet him. “Find
your pleasure with me, Keres,” she demanded, squeezing her inner musclesin amove
so irresistible he couldn’t refuse.

Powering deeply into her, Keres ground against her most sensitive places. He
controlled his climax by sheer force until he felt hers begin. Then he allowed himself
to follow her. His heart beat wildly like it would explode as he filled her.

Gathering Rimi against him, Keres rolled her back onto his clothing. Her soft kiss to
his lips melted any lingering doubts or reserve. Keres cut off the shouted questions

that echoed in his mind. His horde could wait.

He focused completely on caring for his mate.
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Waking up in a dragon shifter’s arms after being entombed in a cave was not on
Rimi’ s bucket list—even if she felt incredible.

Who knew mating would be like that? She guessed the mate bond snapping into place
had caused the riot of sensationsinside her.

WEell, other than the pleasure Keres had lavished on her.
She' d aways feared sex. Keres had shown her how incredible making love could be.

“You're concentrating too hard, Snowflake.” His growly, rough morning voice sent
shivers through her.

“You can't hear what I’ m thinking, can you?’

“Only if you're on loud announcement mode or talking to me privately. | can sense
that you are feeling well this morning.”

“How do we know if it's morning?’ she asked, waving a hand at the darkened
chamber.

“Internal clock,” he answered. “Let’s get cleaned up and then we'll figure out how to
dig out of here.”

“1"ve never found another opening.”

“Baths first. Escape second,” he suggested .



“I guess dying covered in sex juiceis not the thing to do,” she scoffed.

“Sex juice? | loveit,” he said with a chuckle, diffusing her frustration. Keres lifted his
hand and placed a kiss on the now-visible dragon shape decorating it.

A thrill shimmied down her back. Rimi shouldn’t feel that, but she did. Unable to
resist, she lifted her hand and licked the symbol now marked on the back. His low
groan made her clench her thighs together. She had heard that sound before, when
he’' d pressed himself deep inside her.

Rimi tried to pull herself together. His soft chuckle told her he knew exactly how
much he affected her. “Okay. Bathsfirst.”

“Good idea.” Moving smoothly, Keres rose to his feet. He reached down and easily
pulled Rimi to her feet.

She hated to admit how much she loved his strength. Because of her need to hide,
Rimi couldn’t glide around the sky, building muscles. She was round and soft, not all
hard angles and chiseled physique like Keres. Her gaze dropped to his butt. Damn.

He looked like the movie stars she' d studied in abandoned magazines.

Handsome, powerful, and magnetic. His black hair was tousled and unkept—a sign of
his decline in the last months.

Her fingers itched to brush it away from his mesmerizing eyes before tasting every
inch of her mate's delicious form.

“Thank you, Mate. | like everything about you, too.”

“ Stop eavesdropping on my thoughts,” she snapped.



“Remember, I'll hear everything you broadcast. You'll get used to it. Besides, you
can ogle my ass anytime. Or really, any part of me.”

Rimi rolled her eyes so hard she could almost hear them rattle. Like she wanted to
check out his assets. She fought with herself to keep her focus on his broad shoulders
as he waded into the water until he was waist deep. Breathing a sigh of relief, she
stepped into the natural pool as well.

Turning to float on her back, Rimi savored the cool liquid on her skin. The waterhole
had quickly become the only positive feature in this cavern. She'd wanted to search
for another place but had spotted those dragons a week ago. When they hadn’t moved
on, she was stuck.

Thank goodness the swinging blade had discouraged them.

When the bravest had entered the narrow opening first, that booby trap had taken him
out.

The remaining two hadn’t dared enter after that, thank goodness.

It had taken days of hauling water to pour over the stones inside to wash away the
stench of the slain dragon’ s blood after she' d pushed the body out.

Hands wrapped under her, helping Rimi float on the surface. Keres pressed a kiss to
her shoulder before straightening. He didn’t say aword, but simply held her.

To her dismay, tears poured from her eyes.

Her entire life, no one had been there to help her.

Her mom had abandoned her and her twin, Oldrik, as soon as he could forage for the



two of them.

Oldrik had protected her until he’' d matured.

The need for amate had driven him to leave.

He hadn’t gone willingly and had tried to convince her to come with him.

Her mother had pounded into her brain the need to hide from male dragons.

The idea of having a horde of dragons around her had terrified Rimi, so she'd
refused. After heleft, she'd felt so alone.

Keres lifted her into his arms. He hugged her tight to his chest as he brushed his
fingers over her scalp and through her locks. She curled herself around him, yielding

to the need for support. She could be weak for a bit.

“You are the bravest dragon I’ ve ever met,” Keres whispered to her. “Y ou will never
be alone again.”

“Great luck | have. We're trapped in here and will die. The last surviving one of us
will turn to cannibalism to survive,” she muttered, imagining the worst-case scenario.

“Remember, bath first. Get out second.” His hands splashed water over her gently.

“1 can get cleaned up,” she protested, shifting away dlightly.

“You can,” he acknowledged as he continued to stroke wet hands over her.

“That means you can stop.”



His hands froze on her hips. “Do you not like my touch, Mate?’
She opened her mouth to tell him no, but as she met his gaze, she noticed his eyes had
turned completely black. He seemed to see inside her soul. Rimi nodded. “1 love the

way you touch me.”

“Then letting me take care of you makes us both happy.” He returned his attention
back to his task.

Two could play at that game. Rimi splashed water onto his chest and smoothed the
liquid over his skin.

How could anyone be in that incredible shape?

His muscles felt like they had muscles. When she reached below the waterline, her
fingers brushed his rigid shaft.

Her gaze jolted upward to meet his as her fingers wrapped around him. That had fit
inside her?

“If we are close, Snowflake, my cock is going to celebrate,” he told her with a smirk
that she wanted to not like, but it was so darn cute.

He wrapped his hand around hers and guided her grip up and down his cock. “We
will have alifetime to share what excites us.”

“You like this,” Rimi whispered before she could stop herself.

“Yes,” he growled, easily revealing how much the caress meant .

She was disappointed when he drew her hand away, “But...”



“We need to figure out how to get out of here, Snowflake. Then we can play al we
wish.”

Rimi nodded. He was right. “What happens if we get out and those two are still
outside?’

“They dieif they attack my mate. | don’t know if they’ll detect that we' re mated—or
if they’ll care. Thisis unfamiliar territory for me as well. You will be safe, and we'll
head home.”

That term home seemed so alien. She' d never had ahome. Only temporary shelter.

“Y ou have ahome, Mate, with me.”

“Stop reading my mind,” she snapped. It was disconcerting to have him pick up on
her feelings so easily.

“1 didn’t need to snoop in on your thoughts, Rimi. Y our expression and the small bit
of your history that | know clued mein on that one.”

“Do you really want to battle other dragons who want to mate with me?’ She gasped
when his hands tightened painfully on her hips.

“No one will mate with you. You are mine. No one else’s.” Keres claimed her with
such afierce look and tone that she shivered in reaction.

Rimi definitely didn’t want to tangle with him. Unfortunately, he had to understand
her reality. “Keres, listen to me. Female dragons are rare. | don’t think nature is going

to let you keep me.”

“Itis. Nature doesn’'t get a choice here. You are mine,” he repeated.



Shaking her head, Rimi stopped arguing with him. He seemed so sure. Could their
mating have changed her alure for others? That little voice in the back of her mind
asked if it would make her more appealing to steal away or less since she belonged to
Keres?

“Save yourself if there is a conflict. A male dragon won’'t hurt me. Well, not to the
point | couldn’t try to produce an heir.”

She forced herself to stop talking when Keres's intensive glower brought his brows
almost together in the middle of hisforehead. “1 get it. I'm yours.”

“Good girl.”

She didn’t understand the thrill that went through her at the small bit of praise. Keres
stepped forward to pull her through the darkly shadowed water. He hugged her tight
against his hard muscles and dipped his head to capture her lips.

The kiss seared through her, staking his claim.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and held on for dear life as he dominated her
so delicioudly.

Her brain went on overload, unable to focus on anything else but him.

Rimi panted when he lifted his head, as she struggled to pull her thoughts back
together.

“Now. We'll figure away out of here and start our way home.”

“Can we stop and get more cows?’ she blurted.



“Of course. Let’'s go see what those two disasters did to the entrance.” Holding her
hand, he helped her out of the pool.

Rimi treasured those small gestures. He didn't know he was her first for so many
things. She squeezed his hand before letting go. Did his fingers linger against hers?

After checking out the amount of rubble filling the entrance, Rimi figured she needed
to scout for another exit.

Between Keres sealing the opening behind them and those two raging dragons, the
passage appeared permanently sealed.

She'd aready checked for a secondary way out when she'd settled here. After two
months, she’ d given up.

“Scoot back, Snowflake. I'm going to change and see if | can push some of these
stones out.”

Keres shifted effortlessly into his striking black dragon form.

If anything could create an opening for them, it would be this massively muscled
beast. Keres lowered his head to press against the rubble.

Nothing moved. His talons dug into the stone floor of the cavern, and his muscles
shook with the strain. Rimi didn’t detect any movement at all.
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Feeling ridiculous just watching, Rimi shifted as well. Squeezing her smaller bulk
beside her enormous black mate, Rimi set her forehead against the stones and pushed.
Again, nothing.

Fury filled her. She finally had a chance to live instead of hide.

At least to share her life with someone, and now those rocks kept her trapped.
Thiswas completely unfair. She strained forward with everything inside her.

When she considered giving up, a muffled tinkling of rocks falling drifted to her ears.
That'sit, Mate. Push with me, Keres encouraged her.

Remembering how Keres dug his claws into the stone, Rimi pushed hersinto the hard
surface. Small stones skittered across the ground under their feet. She lined up
shoulder to shoulder with her mate, and Keres's powerful muscles strained next to
hers.

I’m trying.

That'sit. The rock is moving, Keres announced.

The quiet dribble of rocks steadily increased to atorrent. How much would they have

to move to create an opening? She backed up and lunged forward, hoping momentum
would help clear the way.



That was it! Suddenly, Keres threw himself over her vulnerable form. The impact
knocked the air from her lungs. Rimi pushed at him desperately, trying to shove him
off. She struggled to breathe, pinned under Keres' s weight. What was he doing?

That thought had barely formed in her brain when enormous boulders rained down on
top of Keres. Hejolted into her. Keres!

She grabbed ahold of the foreleg closest to her and wiggled backward. Her muscles
burned with the effort to move both of them away from the assault from above. Keres
didn't yell a her. He didn’t move.

Her heart leapt into her throat. He had to be okay.

She heaved herself backward, yanking him to what she hoped was safety.

Seconds later, a massive boulder crashed down on the space where their heads had
been seconds before with a thunderous impact.

The dliver of sunlight it revealed gave her hope that an escape was possible.

A menacing rumble sounded above them, demanding her attention.

Keres! We have to move now!

His mind brushed hers, and she seized on it. Help me, damn it! She flung herself
backward, dragging him with her, and felt Keres assisting her efforts. She rose as
high as she could on her legs and threw herself backward with Keres' help.

A ton of rubble cascaded from the side of the mountain.

The tumbling mass created a slanted platform, ushering the stone rock face past their



location and down the slope.

From their new location, she could see their former position had become the impact
zone.

Asdebrisfilled theair, Rimi hid her face against Keres's scales and held her breath.
The glint of sunlight ricocheting off Keres's pitch-black scales signaled it was safe to
assess their situation. Motes of dust twinkled in the bright glare. Rimi dragged air into
her starving lungs.

Keres? Are you okay?

Did you get bashed?

How could I? Y ou threw yourself over me. How are you?

Ever wonder what one of those smashed hamburgers feels like?

| don’t even know what that is! I"'m shifting to check you out.

No! The roof is too heavily damaged. More could come down at any time. We need
to get out of here. Can you lead the way?

Scared that more rocks would rain down on them, Rimi squeezed around him and
stepped carefully to scale the rubble. When Keres didn’t follow her, she glanced back
at him. Both of his eyes were swollen shut. He could barely see, if at all. How could
she get him out of here safely?

An idea popped into her mind. She swung her tail to brush his mouth. Grab my tail.
I’ll tug you from the rubble. Navigating over the shifting stones seemed to take



forever, but soon, she reached a space where she could launch herself into the air.

Flapping her wings, she rose afew feet. Keep coming, Keres. I'll tell you when to fly.

The gusts of air from her wings shifted the rocks under his feet. Keres slid down the
incline back into the cavern. Push off now, Keres. Fly toward me.

In asplit second, he launched himself up into the air.

A rattling avalanche of stone gained speed, sweeping everything in its path down the
mountain and filling the area where she’ d existed for so long.

Rimi didn’'t have time to consider what had happened.

She navigated higher, getting away from that mess, and Keres followed her.

That was probably not the best idea I’ ve ever had, Keres announced wryly.

But it worked.

A blast of heat seared over Keres's damaged scales, making him whirl around .

Fuck my life!l Rimi roared her indignation at the attack. It's the same dragon who
knocked down the mountain.

Which direction, Rimi? | don’t want to hurt you.

Five o' clock and nine o’ clock. I'll stay on your right flank.

Which islarger?



Nine o’ clock, she messaged.

Thefiery torrent that emerged from Keres' s mouth scared her.

She knew he was powerful, but wow! Rimi automatically shied away from the heat
before steeling her nervesto stay tucked in next to Keres' side.

When the smaller dragon targeted her, Rimi reacted automatically and sent her own
flames hisway.

Pull a deep breath in from your abdomen, Keres instructed. Kindle your flames and
count to three. Then, fire,

Frightened to the core, Rimi tried to follow hisinstructions. All her life she’'d run and
hidden. Perhaps thrown a warning shot over her shoulder as she ducked and weaved.
She definitely had never learned to fight, but these dragons needed to leave them
alone. How dare they bury them alive!

This time, the flames roared from her throat. Fear and fury combined. She recoiled at
the ferocity of her attack. Damn! That worked. The red dragon distanced himself to
stay out of range.

Careful, Keres! The bigger green dragon is changing angles. Think seven thistime.
Following her instructions, Keres torched him again.

Bullseye! Rimi celebrated.

The attacking dragons hesitated. They lifted their snouts into the air. The larger one

let out a roar and turned to flee. Immediately, the smaller one followed. Within
seconds, they were specks on the horizon.



Tell me what’ s happening, mate!

They... They’'re gone. Incredulity flooded her. The dragons had sc ented her and
departed. Could she actually be safe as Keres's mate?

Good. Can you guide me to a stream or lake? | think if | wash my eyes out, I'll be
able to see.

In a short time, Rimi stood next to a creek bed as the black dragon splashed in the
water.

He lifted his head from the cool liquid and turned to assess her condition.

That’ s better. | can see more clearly. Comein.

Y our scales are more gray than crystal. Between the two of us, we've brought half the
mountain peak down.

Rimi stared at him, speechless. How could he be so nonchalant? Entombed. Cavern
collapse. Keres hurt. Dragon attack. Her body shook as all the events of the last few

hours registered. She shifted from dragon to human as she trembl ed.

Strong arms wrapped around her. Rimi glanced up to see Keres's dark eyes filled
with concern. The mesmerizing, dark orbs were now bloodshot and bleary.

“Sorry. It must be areaction,” she whispered.

“You have nothing to apologize for, Snowflake. | definitely needed a hug as well.
Lifeisdefinitely not boring with you, Mate.”

Shettilted her head as she stared at him. Was he being serious or sarcastic? The corner



of his mouth twitched, and Rimi knew he was trying not to laugh. She shook her
head. “1 could do with some boredom.”

“Let’ s get cleaned up, go grab something to eat, and get out of here.”

Rimi nodded. “I’d love to get far away from here.”

She alowed him to scoop her up and carry her into the creek. Even though shifting
had dispersed most of the dirt, Rimi felt better with her hair and skin rinsed. When he
finished helping her, Keres attended to his own bath.

Rimi bit her lip. His skin was a quilt of bruises and scorch marks. She stepped toward
him to help. Pressing her hand lightly to his ribs, Rimi whispered, “Y ou could have
died. Why did you cover me?’

“You're too pretty to bruise. The colorswill fade quickly. Dragons heal rapidly.”

The skin under her hand morphed to his normal skin color. Keres groaned. “That’s
better. Those broken ribs were killing me.”

Moving her hand to another purple bruise, she heard him groan in relief. She tilted
her hand to peek underneath. Unblemished skin. “That can’t be happening.”

“Try it again. Press your palm here. The back of my neck got sizzled.” When her cool
fingers wrapped around the area, Keres smiled. “So, healing is a crystal dragon’'s

special talent?’

“l don't know, Keres. I'm never sick. Let's try more places.” She scanned his
battered form. “Thisis going to take awhile.”

“Damn, Mate. | can’t wait to have your hands around my cock.”



“Keres!” she said as her face heated with embarrassment. Thank goodness she was
behind him. And that the next bruise she had to target was on his firm buitt....
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Rimi was completely exhausted—mentally and physically—at the end of their third
day of travel.

Being out in the open had her on edge every second of the day.

She definitely didn’t sleep well, even with a black dragon guarding her.

Keres pushed her as hard as he could, but his mate’ s welfare was his priority.

Keres broke up the trip to his mountain into chunks with frequent rest breaks. His
mate was not accustomed to flying long distances, only short bursts. When she grew
too tired, he would have her shift and ride on his back. Despite the hard voyage, he

loved having her only to himself.

Twice they ran into other dragons. Once a group of three appeared downwind of him
and Rimi on the horizon.

They changed course to intercept them. Keres concern flipped to confusion when
they suddenly veered off-course.

The second time, it was a solitary, young, green dragon.
Keres had known he could take one easily, even protecting Rimi.
Again, after getting within a couple of miles, the potential opponent turned and ran.

On the afternoon of their third day, they finally flew over the border of Wyvern.



Keres sent a message to the horde .

I’ve returned. Did you give my mountain away? That, of course, could never happen
until afull year passed. There were too many safeguards around Keres' treasures, and
his staff was too loyal to enable anyone to take over his possessions.

Keres? Drake' s message reverberated in his mind.

And Rimi. His mate’ s voice spoke through the link with his horde.

Keres shook his head. He should have anticipated that Rimi would overhear the
conversation. His mate’'s mental voice sounded weak. He needed to get her home.

Everyone, meet Rimi. My mate. She’sacrystal dragon.

A million questions pelted their way. One voice stood out from everyone's.

Oldrik demanded, sounding incredulous. Rimi?

Oldrik, I can’'t wait to see you. I'm sorry | didn’t contact you before. We were busy.
Her voice was weak, and Keres stepped in to stop any plans before they could be

made.

Everyone will have to wait. My mate needs rest. Give us three days and then we'll
gather, Keres stated firmly. Oldrik, you may visit in two days.

Keres? Areyou... okay? Drake asked.
Better than okay, Keres stated firmly. He shut off the rest of the questions coming to

himself or Rimi. The horde knew they were in Wyvern and that his mental status had
regained its balance. That was all that mattered now.



We're aimost to my mountain, Rimi. It’' s there, ahead of us.

The one with the black rocks? She hesitated for several long seconds before
admitting, | don’t think I’m ready to go back into a cavern, Keres.

Then, we'll go into my home and explore my lair later.

Her relief flooded through their mental connection as she relaxed against his scales.

Pleased she'd finally shared her worries, he rewarded her by altering their path
dlightly so she could catch glimpses of his mansion.

The monumental building with marble columns stood out pristinely white against the
green lawn and black rocks that wrapped around it.

Wow! That's impressive. | bet it scemed almost magical when lights illuminated the
front at night.

| think you will be comfortable here. A soak in a hot tub would soothe your muscles.
Would you rather eat or bathe first?

I’m starving, but getting clean sounds like a dream.

Then our priority will be to get rid of the road dirt. While we do that, my chef will
prepare alight dinner for us before bed.

You'll have staff there? You didn’t plan to return, did you?

My staff isvery loyal. They chose to continue asif | would be home at any moment.

Meeting them will be a pleasure.



Tomorrow, Snowflake.

She nodded against his scales. She was too tired to argue with him. Rimi wouldn’t be
this easy to guide after a couple days of sleep and good nutrition. Keres would know
when she felt better as her fire returned.

He circled over the mansion and trumpeted his return.

His staff ran out of the house and barn to wave and clap.

Keres tamped down his pleasure at seeing them.

As Rimi had guessed, he hadn’t planned to come back.

Many of his staff had been with him for years and most for generations of their
families.

Y ou were worried about them, Rimi guessed, picking up on his emotions.

None of that matters now, Mate. | found you and we have returned. He changed the
subject to distract her. How excited do you think they will be to discover they now
have two dragons on the mountain?

| hope they like me ..

Her quiet, worried voice went straight to his heart. They will love you, Snowflake.
How could they not?

By the time he landed, his staff had gathered around the front lawn. Keres waited for
Rimi to slide from his back before changing. He wrapped an arm around her waist
and escorted her closer.



“Thank you for the warm welcome. It is my pleasure to introduce you to...”

Before he could add Rimi’s name, scattered people through the crowd dropped to
their knees, grinning and nudging their neighbors to do the same. “Dragon. She's a
dragon,” circulated through those assembled.

Keres glanced at Rimi and smiled at the awe-inspiring sight. She was glowing. Her
nervousness in meeting his staff had sparked her dragon side to revedl itself. She
stood in human form, but no one could mistake the powerful, sparkling aura that
surrounded Rimi.

He cleared his throat and started again. “It is my pleasure to introduce you to my
mate, Rimi, a crystal dragon. | trust you will care for her as you have tended me

through so many years.”

An ear-shattering roar of excitement burst through the crowd before shouted
greetings of “Welcome,” and “Long live Rimi,” echoed through the air.

Squeezing her tight against his side, Keres whispered, “1 think they’re glad to meet
you, Snowflake.”

He turned to the crowd and announced, “It has been along journey, and my mate is
tired. | will insist she rest before meeting everyone.”

Applause followed, signaling their approval of his protectiveness.
Nodding his thanks at their understanding, Keres swept Rimi into his arms and
carried her forward. The crowd parted to allow them to pass, and his butler opened

the door .

“Thank you, Russell,” Keres told the long-time employee. His joy at speaking again



to his butler didn’t surprise him. Leaving home and his people had torn him apart
inside.

“My pleasure, sir. And ma am. Welcome home,” Russell said with a smile.

“I’m glad to meet you, Russell,” Rimi called over Keres's shoulder as he entered.
“Could you have alight dinner brought to our room in an hour?’ Keres requested.
“Yes, sir. The rooms were refreshed today.”

“Thank you, Russell.” His butler had always amazed him with his ability to anticipate
whatever was needed. How could he have known they were on their way? However
Russell had predicted their arrival, he appreciated it.

“1 could have talked to them,” Rimi whispered when they reached a quiet hallway.

“Everyone understands | need to take care of my mate. They will meet you soon.”

She dropped her head to his shoulder and relaxed in his arms. As he suspected, Rimi
was exhausted. “ Shower or bath, Snowflake?’

“I"d love to try ahot bath, but I'm afraid I'll fall asleep.”

“Leaveit to me, Rimi. I'll alwaystake care of you.”

Keres carried her into the large suite he'd occupied by himself since his last mate
passed away a couple of centuries ago.

He' d had the house remodeled over the years to create several chambers containing a
bedroom and a vast attached bathroom.



Each time he'd lost a mate, Keres had moved into a new room as he waited for his
newest match to join him.

He scanned the room where he'd slowly descended into the darkness. The walls
seemed to resonate with despair and negativity. Keres shook his head. He wouldn’t
expose Rimi to these black vibes. Turning, he carried her from that room and moved
to the next.

“That was a nice room?’ she said, a questioning lilt to her voice at the end.

“It is not the room for you. What is your favorite color, Rimi?’

“I love purple.”

“We will share the lilac room,” he told her and strode down the hall to the last room.
There, he threw back the door and carried her across the threshold.

“Wow!”

Keres set Rimi’s feet on the lush carpet in front of him and wrapped his arms around
her waist to steady her. She leaned back against Keres's chest and checked out the
space. He leaned dlightly to the right to see her face.

“Thisroom is gorgeous.”

Keres nodded to himself. This was the right move. They needed a space of their
own—far away from the anguish that had ruled hislife for so long.

“lI am glad you likeit. | hope you will be happy here. If not, I'll rely on you to tell me
what needs to change.”



“O—O0Okay,” she said hesitantly.

He would soften this request later, when they’d settled into the new space. “Come,
Mate. Let’ s take a bath.”

Rimi moaned in anticipation. “ That sounds lovely.” She slid her hand into Keres and
followed him into the enormous bathroom. There, the lilac carpet changed to date

gray tiles with beautiful wallpaper of purple blossom clustersin all shades.

“l can't believe how lovely this room is. It's a totally different vibe than the other
one,” she said, glancing around. “Of course, I’m used to rocks and dark shadows. ”

“Your world has changed now, Rimi. This room does have a different mood. | plan to
enjoy it with you.”

Keres treasured the faint blush on her cheeks as she noticed the king-size bed.

He would enjoy helping her experience luxuries.

As his shaft responded to the mental picture of them tangled up together, Keres
quickly finished the tour.

“Thetoilet is through there. Would you like to use it before your bath?”

“Yes, please.” She scurried to the small room and shut the door for privacy.
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The right corner of his mouth turned up in a wry smile. Rimi would have many
adjustmentsin her life ahead. Hopefully, she would be his mate for the rest of hislife.
He closed the bathroom door between the bathroom and bedroom.

Turning on the water, he fine-tuned the temperature, thanking the old system of
heating water that his staff had reinstalled after everything using technology had
failed. He poured a small amount of bath salts into the cascading water and sniffed in

appreciation of the soft scent.

“That smells heavenly. | can't wait to get out of these clothes,” Rimi announced,
dragging her shirt over her head.

“Daddy’sjob,” Kerestold her, pulling the material from her hand and tossing it aside.
“Daddy?’ she whispered.

“Yes, Snowflake. Have you heard of Daddy Doms?’

She shook her head so rapidly, he knew she was lying.

“Lying to your Daddy will earn you a spanking.”

Asif moving unintentionally, Rimi shielded her bottom with her hands.

“Come, Rimi. Let’s get you in the tub.”

He stepped forward and unzipped her low-slung jeans. Pushing them over her hips,



he lowered himsdlf to one knee to draw them down to her ankles. “Lift this foot,” he
said, tapping the toe of her right sneaker .

Rimi held onto his shoulders and shifted her weight to follow his directions. In a short
time, he had her shoes and pants removed. Rising to his feet, Keres deliberately
brushed his body against her curves. He wanted her to get used to being touched.
She’ d spent too much time alone and scared.

“Good girl. Let’s get these off you,” he suggested, running his index finger under her
bra strap. He removed the plain garment before trailing his fingertips over her
tummy.

“I"'m sorry | don’t have fancy underwear,” she whispered.

“1 don’'t need itchy lace to make me want you, Snowflake. However, | will be glad to
collect some delicates for you if you'd like them,” he assured her.

She hesitated briefly before nodding. “1’d love to have afancy set.”

“Then, | will make sure you have lingerie to wear.”

Rimi had missed out on so much. He would do his best to provide anything she
wished to try.

When she was completely nude, Keres helped Rimi into the tub.

She settled into the fragrant water with a sigh of enjoyment and lowered her eyelids
to savor the warmth.

Histurn. Keres pulled his T-shirt over his head.



The rustle of his clothing must have reached Rimi, for she opened her eyes to glance
at him.

He loved how her eyes widened at the sight of his bare chest. Keres unfastened his
jeans and thrust them to the ground to step out of his shoes and the denim fabric.

“You're going to join me?’ she whispered.

“Of course. | don’'t want you to fall asleep and slide under the water. Scoot up a hit.
I'll Slip in behind you.”

Soon, he cradled her safely against his chest, loving how she relaxed against him.

Her eyes closed in obvious enjoyment. A quiet sound of movement whispered
through the closed door between the two rooms. As Keres had anticipated, his staff
had discovered he had changed rooms. They were efficiently shifting his belongings

to this bedchamber and would leave clean clothing for Rimi as well.

She sat up dightly in alarm, glancing over her shoulder toward the bathroom door.
“Who's out there?’

“My staff are ssmply bringing us some food and clothing. They will not come in
here,” Keres promised.

“Areyou sure?’ she asked.

“Would you walk into aroom where two dragons bathed without permission?’

She looked at him in shock before shaking her head. “No way.”

“Neither will they. Come here. | need to hold you.” Keres drew her back to his chest,



loving how she wiggled against him slightly to get comfortable before softening.

“Will you teach me how to be as ferocious as you?’ she whispered.

11 NO.”

“No?’" Shetwisted to face him.

“1 will teach you to defend yourself,” he promised.

Rimi tilted her head as she considered his statement. “Okay. That’s good.”

He helped her recline once again. The sounds next door vanished quickly.

Keres reached for a soft cloth on the edge of the tub.

After dipping it into the water, he added a few drops of a gentle soap and stroked the
washcloth over her shoulder and down Rimi’sarm.

She sighed with pleasure and tilted her head, silently inviting him to continue.

With pleasure, he continued to wash his mate. “Close your eyes, Snowflake. Let me
wash your face.”

“Can you wash my hair? It sdirty.”
“Of course. I'll get that when I’ m finished with your bath.”
Keres loved Rimi’s curves. His cock reacted to her closeness and the fedl of her skin

under his fingertips. Ignoring his desires, Keres focused on his mate. They would
have years together to explore each other sexually. He could wait until she had



recovered from the long journey.

“Sit up, Little one. Let me wash your back,” he requested.

Rimi stiffened against him, launching herself away from him. “Little? Are you
making fun of my size?’

Keres sat up and lifted her easily from the water before turning Rimi to face him.
“No, Mate. | love everything about you.” He drew her rigid body forward until she
brushed against the proof of hisdesire. “Thereis no part of you | don’t desire.”

She stopped struggling. “Then why did you call me Little?’

“Daddies often refer to their matches as being Little. It's aterm of endearment.”

“Oh!”

“Rimi, can you think of one time since | found you that I’'ve ever said anything
negative about you or your enchanting form?”’

“Um, no?”’

“Definitely not. Why do you assume | would judge you harshly?”’

“l don’'t want to tell you. You'll get mad.”

“Perhaps.” He didn’t deny that possibility.

“About thirty years ago, | was captured by a sapphire dragon. He wasn’'t nice about
my human form.”



“What did he say?’ Keres could hear the anger behind his words and tried to control
his expression.

“That even rare creatures needed to make an effort to be attractive. And how cursed
he was to find the only fat female dragon in the world.”

Keres turned his head as literal steam exploded from his nostrils. It took him a full
minute to get himself under control. “Tell me that bastard is dead.”

“l think so. | was so mad, | kicked him in the nuts. When he leaned forward to cup
himself, | let the blade go, and it chopped his head in half. | didn’t wait to make sure
he was completely gone. | got out of there.”

“Fuck!” Keres pulled her close to him, squeezing her tightly.

He detested his own species. How could anyone treat a precious creature so poorly?
Deep down inside, he knew. That dragon had been further gone than he had been.
Only someone who'd completely lost their mind could behave like that.

“I’m so sorry, Rimi. I’'m also very proud of you. ”

“1 won't kick you in the balls,” she promised.

Controlling his amusement at that vow, he watched her face as he said, “Thank you,
Little One.”

“You' re welcome, D—Daddy.”

That earned her a sizzling kiss. With immense effort, Keres dragged himself away



from her alluring body. “You're going to call me that again when you' re recovered
and | can reward you,” hetold her.

She nodded and smiled. “I can’t wait.”

The minx challenged his self-control through the rest of her bath, shampoo, and
snack. Keres loved every minute. He took a second to celebrate finding Rimi. Keres
had never considered the possibility of having a female dragon as his mate. Now, he
couldn’t imagine hislife without her.
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Opening her eyes in the stunning lilac room, Rimi lay perfectly still so she didn’t
interrupt her mate’' s sleep.

She rotated her gaze from side to side, reassuring herself that she hadn’t dreamed this.

What an incredible change from a damp, dark cave where she worried every moment
of every day that amale would arrive to claim her.

Now stretched out on a fluffy mattress that cushioned every part of her body, Rimi
tried to takeit al in.

The drop-dead handsome shifter next to her rolled closer to press akiss to her cheek.
“It's still early, Mate. Do you want to go back to sleep?’

“1 didn’t mean to wake you,” she apologized.

“You didn't.” He kissed her softly before adding, “\Welcome home.”

“1 hoped | hadn’t dreamed all this.”

“No, Snowflake. You're safe here. Well, at least from everyone other than me.” He
pulled her against him and kissed a line down her sensitive throat before pausing to
ask, “Do you need to potty?’

Freezing, she considered his question before nodding .

“Thank you for telling me the truth.” Keresrolled out of bed, taking her with him.



When he carried her to the door of the separate toilet room, Rimi reminded him, “I
can wak.”

“1 enjoy holding you close. Now, go. I'll stay here today.”

Rimi dashed into the small space and quickly sat down. She hoped he couldn’t hear
her tinkle. After she lived alone for so many years, doing things together with him
seemed so alien.

Wait! What had he meant when he'd said, “I’ll stay here today.” Was he going to be
somewhere else tomorrow? He didn’t mean he would come in here when she peed?

She finished and quickly opened the door to seeif she could tell from hisface.

“Yes. Doors will not separate us, mate. Let’s wash your hands and then | have plans
for you.”

Taking advantage of flowing clean water, Rimi washed her face and her hands and
took a drink. Wondering what his plans were, she set the small towel he'd handed her
on the vanity and turned to face him.

“What's up?’ she asked, studying his face.

“That’ s an excellent question,” he answered with an amused expression on his face.
She glared at him. “Keres, stop playing games with me.”

“Oh, | plan to play with you,” he told her, stalking forward to hug her close. He lifted
her feet from the ground and carried her back to the bed. He turned and fell backward

onto the mattress, holding her tightly against him.

His hands caressed the length of her spine and over the full curve of her bottom. “I'm



going to enjoy spanking this bottom.”

An unexpected thrill went through her. Surely, he didn’t mean what she thought he
meant. Her gaze locked with his. “ That’ s not going to happen.”

“Oh, it will. I promise you’'ll both love and hate it.”

Rimi pushed against his shoulders to sit up. She needed some distance away from his
hard deliciousness to think clearly. “Oh!” She figured out what he meant by “up” as
his hard shaft slid across her lower lips.

Instantly, she tried to rise, but Keres held her in place with a firm grip around her
hips.

He gently shifted her back and forth across him.

That brushing caress against her most intimate place made her gasp.

Her juices welled from her, making the movement easier and parting her lower lipsto
allow him to move closer.

As she tried to conceal her arousal, Keres shared his with her, allowing her to
experience the scorching desire and need inside him. She gasped as the flood of
sensations scorched her mind. She stared at him in amazement before slamming her
mouth onto his.

Kissing him with every bit of longing inside her, Rimi reveled in his reaction. His
fingers bit into her hips as he struggled for control. She had tempted the beast inside
him and now welcomed the consequences. She whispered against hislips, “You can’t
hurt me. Dragon, remember?’



His eyes flashed black before morphing into purple. They seemed to burn into hers. “|
worship you, mate,” he told her, hisvoice gravelly with need.

She pressed her hands to his chest and pushed herself up to sit straddling his hips.
Holding his gaze, she rocked herself on his thick shaft.

Rimi’s breath caught in her throat as he sent shivers of sensations through her.

He seemed to have memorized her most sensitive spots and targeted them with skill.
Keres lifted his hands to stroke up her torso. His rough skin caressed her curves,
erasing any shame that jerk’s statement had left with her. She could sense how much
he appreciated her body—how tempting he found her.

She reached forward to explore the grooves in his muscular torso. He put the models
she’d seen in discarded fashion and celebrity magazines to shame. When her hands
roamed too close to his cock, Keres trapped her hand.

“1 will welcome your caresses later, Mate.”

She nodded and leaned back slightly to rub her hands over his thick thighs. Rimi
knew she could get in trouble here, too, but it would be harder for him to stop her.
She discovered the idea of tempting him appealed to her—tremendously.

His pelvis under her tilted slightly as Keresrolled up to sit.

Their gazes met, and he gave her the “I know what you’ re doing” look.

She rubbed the inside of his thigh and leaned forward to kiss that stern tilt to his
mouth away.



He nipped her bottom lip, sending a zing through her. Her heartrate jumped.

“You like abit of pain,” he observed.

Rimi shook her head desperately to refute that statement, but could tell he didn’t
believe her. To her astonishment, she was happy he didn’t.

“Damn, | need to be inside you, Mate.” He lifted her to her knees with one powerful
hand at her waist. With the other, he caressed her intimately. “You are so wet. Are
you ready for me?’

She gasped as his fingers did into her depths. He held her steady as the sensations
made her dlightly wobbly.

“You'reso hot. | can’t wait to fill you.”

“Please,” she moaned. Hisfingers felt good, but she needed more.

Keres did not make her wait. Sliding his fingers free of her, he spread her dlick juices
over the head of his cock. The sight made her hum with excitement.

Aligning their bodies, he drew her downward as he filled her. He paused from time to
time to alow her to relax before continuing inward. The pressure was intense as his
thick shaft stretched her tight passage. Rimi dropped her head back, concentrating on
the sensations .

She felt his hot breath on her neck a second before she felt his lips at the curve of her
shoulder. His mouth opened, and he sucked lightly at her flesh before he nipped at

her. That small bit of pain distracted her, and Keres thrust forward to slide into place.

Panting, Rimi’s fingers tightened on his shoulders. She could feel what he did. The



dlick warmth of her pussy squeezed him tightly. Unable to resist, she tensed her
internal muscles around him as she tilted her head to face him. His cock jerked inside
her.

“You are temptation incarnate, Mate. Now you have to move.” Keres guided her
motions as she rose and lowered herself. He adjusted his movements until he found
the angle that made her moan in delight.

“There. Please, there,” she begged.

The sensations whirled around her as their skin glistened from the heat building
between them.

Rimi lost track of what she felt, and which sensations came from K eres.

Without warning, pleasure exploded inside her.

She screamed into the vast room before slapping a hand over her mouth to muffle the
sound.

Keres pulled it away and pressed a kiss to her palm. “1 want to hear al your sounds,
Snowflake.”

Building on her climax, Keres drove her to higher levels of excitement. By her third
climax, the world around Rimi didn’t exist. Only Keres mattered.

“One more, Mate. | need to feel you orgasm again.”

“Keres, | don’t think | can,” she whispered.

“You can. I'll help you.”



Keres hugged her torso tight against his as he changed their position.

He shifted to kneeling before lowering Rimi’ s shoulders to the bed.

He supported her pelvis with her body reclined at an angle.

Keres thrust fully into her body, sinking a last few fractions of an inch deeper into
her.

Her hands tightened on his shoulders as he tapped the mouth of her womb.

As she recovered, Keres pulled out and thrust firmly back in. Increasing his speed, he
built her arousal once again. When she hovered on the brink of coming again, he
ground the root of his cock against her clit. That last caress was all she needed.

Keres pressed deep and exploded against the mouth of her womb. His hot juices
splashed against her, filling her with his essence. Wrapping her legs around him
instinctively, she held him deep inside her. He drooped over her, supporting his
weight as they recovered.

She opened her eyes when he leaned forward to press his nose against her skin.
“What’'s wrong?’

“Your scent just changed. Y ou normally smell like jasmine. My nose thinks you have
ahint of vanilla blended in with yours now.”

“How could my scent change from within?” she asked, drawing the words out as she
thought. She inhaled deeply. “1 smell it, too.”

Keres sniffed her shoulder. “I can smell it here, but it intensifies as | move lower on
your body.” He hovered over her stomach before going lower.



“Don’t tell me my pussy smell like vanilla,” she threatened.

“It does, but the strongest scent is here.” He rubbed his powerful hand over her lower
abdomen softly. “I think you’ re pregnant.”

Her hand covered his. Focusing on that area, she sensed a new life inside her—a
flutter of cells dividing and multiplying. She looked up at him in shock. How was this
happening?“I can fed it, Keres. The baby.”

Keres hauled her off the mattress to hug her tightly.

His whoops of joy rattled the windows as he celebrated.

He kissed her gently. “1’m going to wrap you in cotton, Snowflake.

From losing my mind to finding the most aluring mate ever who happens to be a
dragon and then creating a hatchling, you have turned my life upside down in an

incredible way. Thank you, Mate”

She forced herself to smile at him as worries filled her mind. Was this a good thing or
something tragic?
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Rimi bounced in place as the large bronze dragon circled and landed. Accompanying
him was a blue dragon who carried a slight woman on his back. Keres had explained
to her that Oldrik and Ardon shared a mate.

“Oldrik!” She raced forward to greet her brother and meet those specia to him. His
dragon was magnificent. So much different from the dragon he'd turned into the first
time.

In a flash, he shifted and ran forward. To her dismay, he stopped a few feet short of
her and held out a warning hand. “I would love to hug you, sister, but | do not wish to
cause you pain.”

“Pain? Why would you hurt me?’ Rimi asked, completely confused by his actions.
Keres reassured her, “Rimi, | should have explained. A new mate bond protects the
couple by discouraging contact with others. It also causes pain when you range too
far from your shifter.”

“Were you struck with pain when you ran to greet me?’ Oldrik asked .

“No. | didn’'t feel anything but excitement to meet you,” Rimi told him, bewildered.
“Perhaps because you're a dragon, things are different for you. Let’ s try this.” Oldrik
stepped forward to hug Rimi and stopped in his tracks when a vicious, low growl

rumbled from Keres s throat.

Laughing, Oldrik commented, “Looks like things are different for you, Rimi, but



Keres needs you to stay away from me for awhile.”

“Or forever,” Keres suggested.

Rimi shook her head and turned back to her brother. “My goodness, you have grown
up. Your dragon is huge!”

“And you are as lovely as always. Have you been okay? | didn't want to leave you
alone.”

“You had to, Oldrik. Y ou would have endangered me more if you'd stayed with me.

One dragon might succeed at hiding their presence.

Two would never have survived. Besides, you had a horde and mates waiting for you.

” Rimi honestly didn’t harbor any resentment toward her twin.

The ways of their species weren’t his responsibility.

“Thank you, Rimi. I'm glad fate has brought us together again.”

Oldrik sniffed the air around her. His gaze locked with hers. Her twin had always
been perceptive. Say nothing, please.

He nodded subtly. “Let me introduce you to my mate and my bonus.” Oldrik turned
to smile at the willowy blonde who approached. He held out his hand and tugged her
close.

Rimi could feel love arching between the couple as well as the other shifter who
approached. Keres had referred to them as atriad.



“Thisis Skye and Ardon.”

“Hi. It's great to meet you both.” To her dismay, Rimi heard her voice tremble.

Standing out in the open and meeting people scared her.

She’ d hidden for too many years away from everyone.

Suddenly, this was too much for her. Keres wrapped a protective arm around her
waist. She knew he would save her from any threat.

“We will go inside,” Skye announced and stepped away from Oldrik to walk next to
Rimi.

Giving Skye a glance of bone-deep gratitude, Rimi tried to walk at a normal pace
when she really wanted to flee. Why had she dashed so far away from the house to
meet Oldrik?

“We can runif you'd like,” Skyetold her.

“I need to learn that I'm safe now. I'm sorry. You may not—not know
what’ s—what’ s wrong with me,” Rimi stammered.

“Everyone has something wrong with them,” Skye reassured her ssimply, and then
gave her an assessing look. Can you hear me?

Yes. You are easy to understand. How can you talk to someone other than your mate?

Kereswas the first dragon | met. He could hear me, too.

| think she loves dragons so much, she can talk to everyone, Keres stated, obviously



fond of the petite mate.

Rimi didn’t like that.

It's easier for me to talk through thoughts. Keres was the first person to answer me.
Skye explained. | drew a picture of him. He put it up somewhere.

It isin my office. Let’s go there to talk and Rimi can see it.

Deciding to keep an eye on this other mate in case she had designs on Keres, too,
Rimi followed her mate into his office.

Keres waved his guests into the comfortable seating area by the windows.

Oldrik and Ardon selected a wide sofa and Skye climbed on Oldrik’s lap to snuggle
against his chest. The move was natural and practiced.

Watching them together, Rimi’s suspicions of Skye being out to steal her mate
evaporated.

Keres sat in an oversized armchair and scooped Rimi onto his lap. Still rattled by the
outside incident, she appreciated sitting in the circle of his powerful arms. Her mate’s
closeness soothed and reassured her. Skye must feel the same way.

“Did you sense you were mates instantly?’ Ardon asked.

“She tried to chop my head off,” Keres said easily. “Then she dropped an entire
mountain of rocks on top of me.”

“1 did not!” Rimi said, shaking her finger at him. When he quirked an eyebrow at her,
she admitted, “Okay, | released that blade to protect myself.”



Good for you, Skye cheered her on.

“Thank you. And the rocks came from him burying us alive to keep two marauding
dragons out of the cave,” Rimi explained.

“And it collapsed as you dug your way out?’ Ardon guessed.

“Exactly,” Rimi answered before muttering, “1 dropped rocks on your head.”

“A dlight exaggeration, perhaps,” Keres admitted. “We both felt the bombshell when
we touched.”

Did | see you both have mate marks? Skye asked, holding up her hand to display the
dragon on her skin.

“We do. Isthat unusua?’ Rimi asked.

“I've never seen a mate mark on a dragon. Only on a human,” Oldrik told her.
“ Perhaps because you’ re both dragons?’

“Who knows?’ Keres said, shrugging. He'd already told Rimi he didn’t care whether
they were the only mated dragons in the world. She loved that he ssmply cared about
her.

Y ou love him.

Rimi’s gaze ricocheted from Skye to Keres, who described his journey to the other
shifters.

They can’'t hear me. Only you, Skye reassured her. I’'m sorry. | didn’t mean to scare
you .



| haven't told him yet.

Do you think your feelings will change?

No. Never.

Skye beamed at her. I’'m glad Keres found you, Rimi. He needed love.

So did |, Rimi admitted.

My picture of Keresison the wall behind Keres's desk.

Rimi did off Keres's lap and walked closer. It was an astonishing piece of art. Her
mate was majestic in his powerful dragon form, yet Skye had woven a sad note
skillfully into the design. She had realized Keres s time was limited as she crafted the

portrait. Tears gathered in Rimi’ s eyes.

Would you let me draw you together in dragon form to replace that one? He's not
alone anymore.

Turning to meet Skye's gaze, Rimi nodded. | would like that. It may take me awhile
to become comfortable outside, Rimi warned.

| bet Keres can empty a ballroom or something.

| bet you'reright.

In unison, the two women turned to stare at the dragons lounging together. Ardon
noticed them watching.

“Do | need to get a sketchpad from home?’ he asked.



Yes, please. Oldrik and Keres can clear out a room while you're gone, Skye
announced.

“Anyone want to bet he won't get back until we've moved a thousand pieces of
furniture?’ Oldrik joked.

“Oh, I’ll make sure that happens,” Ardon said and chuckled as he walked to the door.

Rimi wrapped her arms around herself as she looked between those filling Keres's
office. She was welcome here. Keres stood and hugged her tightly.

“Come, Snowflake. Skye will probably like the library. It is very spacious without the
furniture,” he suggested .

Do you have a cave? Maybe one with glowing light?

Keres met her gaze and smiled. | think | have exactly what you' re imagining, Skye.
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Rimi wondered what the drawing would look like when Skye finished.

From Oldrik and Ardon’s expressions as they peeked from time to time, it had to be
incredible.

The lighting in the cave changed her scales from sparkling white crystal in the
sunlight to arosy hue.

Keres was magnificent, of course. Seeing him in dragon form made Rimi appreciate
his masculine attributes. He was hot.

Thank you, Snowflake. | enjoy making you melt.
Keres! Shhh! Rimi hoped the others hadn’t overheard that conversation.

Relax, Mate. | would never share our intimacies with anyone. Are you okay? Skye
will draw for hoursif we permit it. Would you like her to continue on another day?

Suddenly, she needed to move. Please.

Keres immediately broadcast to everyone. Skye, my mate is tiring. We will have to
pose for you again on adifferent day.

I’ve got enough to finish this on my own, Skye reported. Sorry, | was having too
much fun to stop.

Amused by her new friend's honesty, Rimi didn't blame her at all for not saying



anything. She rose to her feet and stretched her tight muscles. Who knew that staying
still would take so much energy?

The three male shifters shook their heads. Rimi could sense their affection toward
Skye. Keres's affection for her differed from those of her loving mates, of course, but
Rimi could tell her mate cared about Skye.

Y ou are much more important to me than Skye, Snowflake, Keres reassured her.

| know. | like that you have friends who you care about and who look out for you.

Y ou are now part of the group, Rimi, Keres confidently told her.

Skye closed her sketchpad, concealing her efforts. She walked to stand in front of
Rimi. Thank you. | will show you the final image when it’s done, if that’s okay?

Of course, Skye. | can’t wait to see what you create.

Her brother guided Skye to a safe location before Rimi and Keres shifted into human
form.

The safeguarding action reminded Rimi of their time as kids together.

Of course, they’d played and had fun together, but Oldrik had focused on protecting
her.

When he had to leave, Rimi had limited their communication.

Her place in the dragon world was not his fault or responsibility.

Her love for her brother had forced her to set him free. Rimi loved seeing him happy



today.

Keres wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her close. Meeting his eyes, Rimi
knew he had followed her thoughts.

“You are very strong, Snowflake,” he complimented her.

“Me? No way.”

“You aren’t seeing it from my perspective, Little one.”

A sudden wave of nausea overtook her. Rimi clapped her hand over her mouth and
ran for the cave entrance. Keres shouted her name, but she didn’t stop. Once outside,
she lost the battle and vomited.

“Let me help you,” Keres said gently as he gathered her hair in his hands.

The buzz in her head told her he communicated with their guests, but she felt too
horrible to pay attention. When her stomach was empty, Keres pulled off his shirt to
wipe her mouth and hands clean. He lifted her into hisarms.

“Poor baby.” He comforted her and carried her into the mansion and to their
bedroom. In the attached bathroom, he stripped off her soiled clothes as he shushed
her apologies. “You're allowed to be sick, Little girl. Let Daddy take care of you.”
“Daddy, | feel awful.”

“I"'m sorry, Rimi. Let’s seeif | can make you more comfortable.” He washed her face

and hands before gently easing one of his giant T-shirts over her head. “Would you
like to stretch out for awhile?’



She started to nod, but stopped when the motion reignited her nausea. Rimi
whispered, “yes,” instead.

In a short while, Keres tucked her in bed. Rimi tried to find a comfortable position,
but was too restless to stay still. Keres brushed her hair out of her face and kissed her

cheek.

“Let’s try this, Mate.” He placed a cool washcloth on her forehead, and the tension
eased. “ Better?’

“Mmmhmmm.”

“1 have apresent for you, Little girl. He'll scare the sick away so you can rest.”

Rimi heard a rustle and opened her eyes to see the black velvety material in front of
her. She reached out to stroke it. “Soft,” she whispered and then hesitated before

asking, “A present for me?”

“Yes, Snowflake. The black dragon is al yours. You'll have to come up with a
name.”

She tugged the stuffie from his hand and pulled it close, hugging it to her chest.
“He'll tell me his name when he’ s ready. Dragons are bossy sometimes.”

“They are indeed. Close your eyes, Rimi. Seeif you can rest.”

In afew minutes, her breath smoothed.

“Daddy?’ Rimi’swhisper alerted Keres.

“Hi, Snowflake. Do you fedl better?’



“We're hungry.”

“We're?’ Keres questioned.

“Yes. Rumble and me. We're hungry.” She shook the black dragon stuffie at him.

“Rumble? He told you his name?’

“Yes, Daddy, and he' s starving.”

“I’m sensing urgency here, Snowflake. Let’s go to the kitchen and see what we can
find that Rumble wants to eat.”

He helped her out of bed. Did her stomach seem more rounded than usual? It must be
his oversized T-shirt. “Let’ s find something for you to use as arobe.”

“I’ll put on my clothes,” she blurted.

“Are you comfortable in my T-shirt?’

“Yes, but your staff...”

“They will smile at you and be glad you're here. Believe me, everyone working on
my estate doesn’t care what you are wearing.”

Keres zipped into his closet and returned with a soft cotton robe he’'d forgotten he
even had. He helped Rimi into it and drew the belt around her waist. His hands stilled

on her much rounder tummy.

“Food, Keres. | need to eat,” she said urgently.



“Should we fly?" he asked.

Rimi nodded. “Rumble will stay here. Can we go now?’

Keres rushed her through the mansion and out to the front lawn. He shifted as soon as
she triggered her change and powered into the air to protect her. When she joined
him, Keres guided her to hislivestock fields.

He drove the plumpest beasts toward his mate one at a time until she failed to attack.
Flying to that side of the field, he devoured the last cow for her. Keres landed next to
her and rubbed his snout across the crystal dragon’s.

Rimi? How are you?

Better. I’ve never felt like that. My body demanded food.

It' s the hatchling. He needs nourishment to grow, Keres suggested.

She nodded and yawned. I’ m exhausted again.

Home and sleep, Mate.

For three days, Keres helped Rimi shift from sleep to feasting. Each time she woke
up, her belly had grown. Her current waddle enchanted him. She couldn’'t get any

cuter.

“Keres, | need to go somewhere safe. Can you take me back to the cave where we
posed for Skye?’

“Of course.”



Keres had learned over the last hours not to argue, but to help Rimi with whatever she
needed.

He supported her as they made their way to the cave entrance.

Off balance from her enormous belly, Rimi moved slowly.

Halfway there, she bent over to wrap her arms around her stomach. Her cry of pain
dliced through Keres.

“Rimi! What can | do?’

“Get meto the cave, Keres. Now!”

Lifting her into his arms, Keres sped for the entrance and eased his precious cargo
through the slim opening. He breathed a sigh of relief as they emerged into the
enormous cavern. When he lowered Rimi’ s feet toward the ground, she pointed to the
spot where she had lain for Skye's picture. “ There.”

He carried her to that spot. Rimi sank to the ground, clutching her belly.

Sitting behind her, he rubbed her back, trying desperately to help.

He reached out to her mentally and staggered under the pain that ricocheted inside her
mind.

Quickly, he pulled as much agony into his mind as he could.

Her sigh of relief told Keres to continue.

“1 need to undress, Keres,” she whispered.



Immediately, he freed her of unneeded clothing. Her scream quickened his efforts.
Wrapping his arms around her straining body, Keres supported her weight.

“1’ve got you, Snowflake.”

“You're never touching me again,” she groaned.

Keres grinned from behind her. That prediction wouldn’'t come true. “Let’s worry
about our future sex life later, hmmm?”’

“Never,” she spat out like a curse before screaming again.

“Something’ s happening, Keres. Help me shift.

" Acting instinctively, Rimi listened to her dragon’s demands.

Keres was by her side the whole way. His strength supported her from behind as she
allowed nature to take over.

Keres filled her mind with encouragement to bolster her energy and surround her
with positive thoughts as he continued to drain the pain through their mental
connection.

After an hour of struggle, her brilliant dragon form curled around a sparkling crystal
€Jg0.

Keres s darkness formed a protective barrier to any threat .

Keres inched his beast’s head forward to sniff at the gorgeous shell and about lost
half his snout. His mate was a bit protective. He would keep his distance until she
would allow him to check out their offspring.



Retreating, Keres took a protective stance over his mate. He would give his life to
keep them safe. A wave of love wafted his way from Rimi. She was counting on him.
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Rimi? What is happening?
At the sound of her twin's voice resounding inside her mind, Rimi blinked her eyes
open and spotted Keres standing guard over her. Instantly, his gaze met hers. She
nodded that she and the hatchling were okay.
Oldrik. I am fine. Keresis here with me.

We dl felt awave of distress. What is going on? Did Keres attack you?

A growl of anger resounded around the cave. Rimi sent reassurance to her bristling
mate.

No, Oldrik. Keres would end himself before hurting me or the hatchling.
The hatchling? Astonishment echoed in his voice. What hatchling?
The one I’m currently wrapped around to keep it warm.

She felt his attention shift dightly and then heard Oldrik say to Skye, Y ou knew? Let
me See your picture.

What'sin Skye's drawing, Oldrik? Rimi asked.

It's the pose from the cave. With an addition. There's a sparkling white egg next to
you, Oldrik reported .



| wish Skye had clued mein, Rimi said with amental chuckle.

Y ou're okay?

I’m really good, Oldrik. | have no clue what I’m doing, but the hatchling seems to let
me know what it needs.

1t? Can you tell if it'samale? Oldrik asked.

It hasn't told me, Oldrik. Do | sense Ardon close by?

He is on the first watch outside the cave. Ask for whatever your family needs, Rimi.
The horde is protecting you.

Keres joined the conversation, including all the members of the horde. Thank you.
Remain outside. My dragon is not tolerant at the present. Seeing our mate in pain was
torture.

It wasn't too much fun on this side, either, Rimi chimed in.

We will make sure no one disturbs you, Drake promised.

Rimi met Keres's gaze to reassure him before dropping her head back to the ground
to rest. Her family was protected.

One week |ater, Keres emerged into the sunlight.

The brightness made him blink as his eyes adjusted.

Spotting three dragons circling above them and two standing guard a short distance
away, he drew Rimi through the opening.



The hatchling filled her arms to almost overflowing.

Its adorable head rested on her shoulder.

Aahs filled the air as the mates got their first glimpse of the baby. Obviously warned
by their dragons, Skye, Laani, Brooks, Ciel, and Aurora stood away from the
opening. Each held binoculars to their eyes so they could get a close view of the
hatchling.

“So cute!” Auroracalled, and the others chimed in with their good wishes.

The hatchling didn't rouse. Having recently shared the dragon-family-sized feast
delivered earlier by Keres's staff, the small dragon had a full belly and snoozed

deeply.

As if on cue, the beast shifted into human form in Rimi’s arms, drawing more
admiration from the crowd before reverting back to his dragon.

Rimi glanced at Keres and nodded, as if urging him to say something.

“Thank you all for the many hours of vigilance you have given our offspring. We
would like you to meet Slate. He is a perfect combination of my mate and |,” Keres
announced.

“It'saboy,” Oldrik announced with relief.

“We would have welcomed a girl with equal excitement, but yes, Slate is male. Be
warned, he has an evil streak from his sire and wisdom from his mother,” Keres

shared.

“So, he's wickedly smart? That's not a good combination,” Drake said with a



chuckle.
“Of courseitis,” Auroracorrected him with aglare.

“We will take our son into our mansion now that he can change into human form,”
Keres shared. “Heis able to defend himself now.”

“He' s still ababy,” Rimi said quickly.
The dragon shifters all looked at her indulgently.
Dragons grew quickly. For their survival, they were only vulnerable for a short time.

Once they could shift, they doubled or tripled in size each day until they reached full
Size.

Slate' stail extended afew more inches to drag on the floor before their eyes.
Rimi wouldn't be able to carry him after today.

“He needs to eat, Rimi. | will take him to the near field. Would you like to offer our
guests refreshments?’

Rimi forced herself to set Slate down on the grass. She had loved bonding with the
small creature she and Keres had created together. Letting him become independent

was heart-wrenching.

“Rimi, I’'m so glad to spend time with you,” Lalani said, slipping her hand around
Rimi’s arm and squeezing it slightly.

“I’ve never been inside Keres' house. Isit completely black inside?’ Brooks asked.



“Our room islilac colored. | loveit. Slate’'sroom is gray. | hope he will like it,” Rimi
said, worried.

“Of course he will. Come, show it to us,” Ciel requested.

“Maybe after he sees it first?” Rimi suggested. It didn't seem right to share her
offspring’ s room with others before he had the opportunity to claim it. Dragons were
funny about their space.

Ciel laughed at herself. “What a silly suggestion! | didn’t think.”

“You could show them my picture of you,” Skye suggested, smoothly filling the
awkwardness. Rimi smiled at her in relief.

“Of course. It'sin Keres' s office.”

Glad to have a distraction from the worry filling her mind, Rimi led everyone into the
mansion to her mate’s space.

There, on the wall behind his desk, hung the now colorful painting Skye had created.

Everyone gathered around to see how the talented artist had created the scene before
Rimi and Keres had shared the news of their hatchling.

“You told your brother and his mates about the baby first,” Brooks said with a nod of
approval.

“No. We didn’t tell anyone. Oldrik knew from my scent.” Rimi said. “Skye must
have guessed?’

“How did you sense Rimi would have ababy?’ Aurora asked, turning toward Skye.



“I could hear him.”

“You knew he was amale?’ Rimi asked in complete disbelief.

“Yes. Sorry, | knew first. | didn’t tell anyone. Not even Oldrik and Ardon,” Skye
reported.

“1 love this picture, Skye. Now | have to ask—how did you know to ask Keres if he
had a cave with good lighting?’

“The question popped into my brain. | don't know where it came from. Honestly,”
Skye assured her.

“1t’s okay, Skye. I’'m not upset. Thisis astonishing. | love this picture,” Rimi assured
her.

“It's Sate’ sfirst baby picture,” Laani pointed out.

“His only,” Rimi said with a smile. Her hatchling wasn't a baby anymore. Slate
would be afull dragon in days.

“Miss Rimi, | have set up refreshments for your guestsin the living room.”
“Thank you, Russell,” Rimi said with a smile to Keres's butler. His staff would
always have a special place in her heart. They had shown him loyalty, even when his

growing madness endangered their lives.

“My pleasure. If you will follow me,” Russell said and led the way to the room where
comfortable chairs beckoned everyone to relax.

A few minutes later, the mates sat with plates filled with delicacies from the kitchen.



Russell delivered a plate for her with generous samples of everything.

After struggling to find food repeatedly throughout her life, Rimi still battled an urge
to claim everything for herself.

It was easier to have someone to serve her.

Besides, she had no idea what anything was.

Thankfully, no one said anything about her not visiting the buffet. She selected a
cheese cube and popped it into her mouth. Yum! Russell had done it again, choosing

items she would love.

“Could you al tell me about yourselves?” Rimi asked. “I’d like to get to learn more
about each of you.”

“Of course. Brooks?” Aurora prompted.

“They always make me go first,” Brooks said with a charming grin. “I’'m Rogan’s
mate. He' s the red dragon. | met Skye on her way back to Wyvern along with another
guy | happened to run into from our town. We stuck together for the trip home. |
hung around for awhile and met Rogan.”

“You mean three of you from Wyvern ran into each other on the way back here? The
odds of that must be astronomical,” Rimi marveled. Just watching the number of

humans wandering around, going in al directions, had amazed her.

“I"'m sure fate had a hand in putting us together,” Brooks suggested and glanced at
Skye, who nodded her agreement.

“I’ll go next. I'm Aurora. Believe it or not, | ran into Drake at the funeral of his



previous mate. That was disconcerting, to say the least.”

“Drake’ sthe gold dragon, right?’ Rimi asked.

“Yes. The hunkiest one,” Aurora said.

An uproar followed as the mates debated that bold statement. Rimi could tell they all
enjoyed getting together from the teasing and chatter. She hoped she could be part of
the group, even though she was so different from them.

After hearing Lalani’s story of being adopted and growing up elsewhere, Ciel
introduced herself as the silver dragon’s mate. “The funniest thing is that we all have
childhood dragon stuffies. | think they all came from the same store in the old section
of town.”

“Keres gave me one,” Rimi blurted, not realizing what she’ d just reveal ed.

“You're Little?” Lalani asked before shaking her head and apologizing, “I’'m sorry. |
shouldn’t have asked.”

Several of the mates had rosy cheeks now, and Ciel and Brooks avoided Rimi’s eyes.
“It’s okay. You can ask me anything. If | don’t know or don’t want to answer, I’ll tell
you. I'll be honest, I’d never heard of that term before meeting Keres.”

“He' s talked to you about it?" Aurora asked.

“Y es, when he gave me Rumble. That’s my dragon.”

“1 love that name. Mineis Silly. He' sasilver dragon,” Ciel shared.

“It turns out we al have a lot in common. That's probably the fated mate thing,”



Brooks pointed out. “Perhaps there' s a personality component to all of us, in addition
to our family roots.”

“Did you ever think you' d be adragon’s mate?’ Lalani asked.
“No. | knew a dragon would capture me at some point. My mother didn’'t share any
details about how Oldrik and | were conceived. My impression was that her survival

after our hatching was unusual,” Rimi told them.

“Female dragons do not have easy lives. You'd think the other dragons would treat
them like queens,” Brooks stated fiercely. Rimi could tell he was ashamed of his sex.

An image of her sitting on a gold throne heavily adorned with jewels popped into her
head, and she chuckled. Noting their quizzical looks, she said, “Sorry, | pictured
myself like a queen bee there for amoment in al my regalia.”

“1 want to see that. We need to have another tiara party,” Aurora suggested, earning a
groan from Brooks. “You can wear your ruby crown, Brooks. That will be extremely
manly.”

“Deal,” he agreed. “Has Keres shown you his hoard?’

“No,” Rimi said, shrugging. “Does he have one?’

“Oh, yeah. Keres has one,” Ciel laughed. “All the dragons do. Hey, you should have
one, too. Keres should create a space for your own lair. ”

Rimi shook her head. “I’'m sure afemale doesn’t get a treasure spot.”

“Who says? There aren’'t any others to ask,” Skye pointed out. Her voice made
everyone turn. Skye didn’t speak often. When she did, they listened.



As if on cue, the shifters walked in. All the mates turned in unison to look at them.
Keres arched an eyebrow at their attention.

“Why do | think we got here at the wrong time?”’
“We were just discussing tiaras and the fact that Rimi doesn’t have one. And that led
to us asking if she had her own hoard. Don’t all dragons have ahoard?’ Ciel asked in

asugary, innocent tone that made Argenis shake his head.

The other dragon shifters stepped away from Keres in a deliberate attempt to distance
themselves with a blended “Ooh!” of sympathy.

“Keres, it’s not important,” Rimi rushed to assure him.

“It is, Snowflake. We will work on remedying that when we finish our visit with our
guests,” Keres assured her, seeming completely unfazed by the attention.

“Mommy?’ Slate called her name to get Rimi’s attention before climbing up on her
lap. Already, he was amost too big.

“You're getting so big. How many cows did you eat? Rimi asked, groaning under
his weight dramatically to entertain the young dragon.

“Two!” he announced proudly.

“Two whole cows?’ Rimi asked in amazement.

“Well, Daddy helped with the last one,” Slate admitted.

Keres rubbed his flat stomach. “It’'s a tough job being a parent” he whined, making
everyone laugh.



When the shifters had settled with their mates, Keres asked, “Catch us up. Is there
any news about the powder attacks?”

“It's been quiet since the two guys in Rogan’s barn alerted us about the shipment
coming in. We caught that before it hit the border. When you're ready to join the
patrols again, message us,” Drake told him.

“More will come,” Argenis predicted. “I think we're dealing with some kind of
fanatic. It has to be one person pulling the strings. Who knows what his motivation is,

but he is definitely targeting dragons.”

“All we can be is vigilant and make sure those in our inner circle are loyal,” Drake
suggested.

“The news of Slate’s birth will spread,” Keres commented warily.

“That will pissthem off,” Oldrik predicted.

“Count mein on patrolsimmediately,” Keres added.

“Can | ask what the powder attacks are?” Rimi asked. She wanted to learn about
anything they felt would affect Slate.

“Oh, you haven’'t heard?’ Lalani asked.
“A faction of humans have discovered a powdery substance that is lethal to dragons
and humans alike. They have orchestrated attacks against almost al the horde,” Keres

explained.

“Will they come after us?” Rimi asked, glancing deliberately at Slate.



“It is possible. Slate, do not go off on your own until we eliminate this threat,” Keres
instructed.

Limiting a young dragon’s freedom was almost impossible. Hopefully, Slate would
heed his sire' sinstructions.

“You can protect me, Slate, when Keresis on patrol.”

“No way. I’'m going with him.”
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“What's a crystal dragon’s superpower?’ Skye broke the tension that followed Slate’s
declaration.

Pleased to have something else to focus on, Rimi turned to meet her gaze, sending
this mental message, Thank you, Skye. Then to everyone, she asked, “ Superpowers?’

“Some things have to be experienced,” Keres said mysteriously as he waggled his
eyebrows suggestively. Rimi’s cheeks heated with embarrassment.

“Keres!” she said in exasperation.

“La la la, la, 1al Things a twin does not need to hear,” Oldrik commented, adding
humor to the conversation.

“Speaking of hearing, that reminds me. Keres, do you have a map of Wyvern and the
surrounding area? | had a report of loud music coming from a nearby city and I’m not
surewhereitis,” Ardon said.

“Of course. Come with me. We'll figure it out,” Keres said, leading the dragon
shiftersto his office.

Rimi sighed inrelief as Slate dlid from her lap to follow the dragons. She bounced her
knees up and down, relaxing her muscles. “1 think histime on my lap isover. ”

The mates laughed. Even in human form, dragon shifters weighed more than a
normal individual. She suspected they’d al tried to move their mates and found them
impossible to shift.



“Can you al tell me about Wyvern? How did the dragons get involved?’

“1 think we were all clueless about dragons until all the tech died,” Aurora told her.
“Atleast | was.”

Everyone nodded.

“Then the dragons were super involved in finding and returning everyone to
Wyvern,” Ciel told her. “We got used to seeing them in the sky and on the ground. It
gtill fascinates me to see them shift. It feels like | miss a split second of something
magical each time. Does it hurt to shift?’

Rimi nodded. “It can. If you're not in good health, it's a tremendous strain on both
the dragon and the human part of you.”

She took a deep breath and plunged in. “Can you tell me about Keres? He came to
find me, thinking it was the end for him. Was he violent?’

“1 think he scared everyone and saved all of us at some point,” Brooks confessed.
“Skye and he have the closest relationship between the horde and other dragons
mates. She could talk to him in dragon form.”

“He's my favorite after my Daddies, of course,” Skye told Rimi with a smile. “He
needed to find you. That’s all.”

“I'm glad he did,” Rimi said. It didn’t bother her at all that Skye and Keres were
close. She'd aready figured that out. The bond between Skye and her mates was

strong. Aswas hers with Keres. Jealousy toward the unique woman was impossible.

“We are, too,” Lalani told her warmly.



Rimi relaxed more with each moment she spent with the mates. She'd never had
friends, of course. All that hiding and people searching for her interfered with the
possibility .

“Are you happy here, Rimi?’ Skye asked.

“Yes. I'm safe and loved. That's a huge difference from my life before Keres found

me.

“Do you think you’'ll have more children?’ Brooks asked before holding up his hand
to stop Rimi’s answer. “I’m sorry. That was a stupid question and totally none of my
business.”

Tension suddenly filled the air. The mates weren’t sure how she would react. Rimi
laughed before admitting, “1 don’t know. Thereisn't birth control for dragons.”

“Just flame Keresif he getsfrisky,” Ciel suggested.

Two long seconds passed as no one looked at each other. A snort escaped from Rimi
as she tried to keep herself from laughing at the thought of being able to resist
Keres s tempting ways. That wouldn’'t ever happen.

Immediately, everyone lost it. Lalani even spat a mouthful of water through the air as
she tried to control herself. The staff came in to make sure everyone was okay before
leaving, grinning themselves. Their mirth was infectious.

As if on cue, the shifters returned. Argenis scooped Ciel up in his arms and sat down
with her on hislap. One by one, the dragons followed that pattern, confiscating a seat
and cuddling their mates. Oldrik took the empty seat between Rimi and Skye,
allowing Ardon to hold their mate.



“Rimi, do you have anursery?’ Aurora asked.

“She has not seen it yet,” Keres shared as he easily lifted Rimi into his arms and sat
down. “We' ve been a bit busy with Slate.”

“Where is Sate?” Rimi asked, glancing around. Even though everyone else was
seated on someone’ s lap, she felt dightly embarrassed.

Keres kissed her temple. “He went to hisroom. He' s fine, Snowflake.”

Rimi nodded and tried to relax. She replayed his earlier statement in her mind. “I
havea... A nursery?’

“You do. Every mate needs a quiet space of their own. We will add whatever you like
to the room. Books, puzzle, crafts.”

“l love to read. I've found a few tattered books here and there. They were a
wonderful escape.”

“Then we will add books to your nursery,” Keres assured her.

“We dl liketo read, too,” Lalani blurted.

The reaction of all the mates made Rimi pause. Why had they all turned red? Maybe
she needed to read these books as well. “Would you recommend some for me?”’

“Of course,” Ciel said and everyone giggled.

“Cidl isawriter,” Aurorashared.

“I"d love to read something you created,” Rimi said and scanned the group as their



mates laughed again. And what was that expression on the dragon shifters faces?
Something was definitely up. She couldn’t wait to read Ciel’s stories and their other
suggestions.

“Who would like to hunt with Slate next week?’ Keres asked, changing the subject
when the conversation lagged.

“Hunt? A baby can’t hunt,” Lalani cried out in concern.

“His baby stage ended the day after he was born,” Khadar told her. “ Dragons grow up
fast. Count mein, Keres.”

The others indicated they would join as well. It was an important step for the young
dragon. Keres nodded his thanks to each member of his horde.

“Would the mates like to join Rimi for aluncheon? She would love to have company,
| am sure,” Keres added.

“Doesn’'t she go hunting?’ Ciel asked.

“This is a male-only expedition.” Keres lad down the law, ignoring the fumes of
anger that rippled toward him from not only his dragon-shifter mate, but the other
mates. His gaze met Brooks's, and he quickly clarified, “Male dragon only, | should

w.”

“Of course,” Brooks said after checking in with Rogan. “I would love to keep you
company, Rimi. | will be here.”

The other mates chimed in quickly. No one would make the mother stay by herself as
her baby went out into the world for the first time. Even if that baby had sharp teeth,
dangerous talons, and fiery breath.



“It's okay, Rimi. | will stay by Sate’'s side. He's already mastered flying and how to
dispatch prey. Thisis simply the next step,” Kerestold her.

“1t’ s a huge, bounding leap into adulthood, Keres!

" She hugged Rumble to her chest and glanced toward the bedroom door.

Slate had his own room in the next wing.

He preferred to be away from his parents at night.

Rimi knew he snuck out to explore. It wouldn’t be too long before he left to find his
own horde.

“Slate will be fine,” Keres told her. “I wouldn’t arrange this hunt if he wasn’'t. Trust

me?”’

“Of course, but couldn’t | go, too?”

“No, Snowflake. No women allowed.”

He wouldn’'t budge. Arrggh! This was so unfair. Before she could stop herself, Rimi
picked up the closest object and threw it at Keres. The lamp shattered harmlessly
against the bedroom door. Rimi raced around the bed to rearm herself with the other

one. Shedidn't makeit.

“You are acting very poorly, Mate. | think it’s time you found out what happens to
Little girls who throw things at their Daddies.”

Keres stalked forward. Rimi drew the lamp back to tossit at him, but he was too fast.
She struggled to hold on to the lamp, but her mate stripped it out of her hands with



“Give methat.”
“Your level of violence toward lighting is troubling, Snowflake. Especially since that
no longer works,” he said, grasping her wrist with his free hand as he casually set the

lamp back on the nightstand.

“Let me go!” she demanded, twisting her arm in a vain attempt to free herself. He
was too strong for her to get away.

“No. It's time for you to learn a lesson. There’s only one Daddy in this relationship.
And one naughty Little.” Keres sat down on the bed and drew her between his legs.

“All spankings are applied to a naked bottom.” He unfastened her jeans and pushed
them over her hips.

Rimi considered kicking his shins, but reality dawned on her.

He was too strong, even for her. She swallowed hard, trying not to react.

Her body had other ideas. They hadn’t been intimate since Slate had made his arrival.

Simply being around Keres had an arousing effect on her—being half naked
skyrocketed her response.

Rimi struggled to pull away from him, but Keres controlled her easily. He lifted her
feet from the carpet and rotated her to stretch over his lap. His hand stroked over her

naked bottom.

“My precious Little. Perhaps I’ ve given you too much time to recover from Slate’s



birth. Let me remind you who isin charge.”

Rearing her torso up at the first slap on her bottom, Rimi gasped at the sting. “ That
hurt!”

“Of coursg, it did.”

Keres spanked her several times in succession before rubbing his palm over her skin.
Before she could recover, he started again, raining swats over her tender flesh. A
thought burst into her mind. I'm a dragon! She could partially shift to give herself
protection from the stinging punishment.

“Not happening, Little girl,” Keres growled as scales appeared on her bottom. He
wrapped a hand around the back of her neck and asserted his dominance. Instantly,
her dragon traits receded. “| could spank you in either form, Snowflake,” he reminded
her.

As the heat built on her skin, tears gathered in her eyes. She didn’t want him to see
her cry, but she couldn’'t fight his control over her. Rimi slumped over his legs,
submitting to Keres fully.

“That’s my good girl.” Keres praised her and shifted his next slap.

Rimi inhaled sharply when his powerful hand landed between her legs. Her pussy
throbbed, and she spread her legs wider, inviting his caresses again. “Please.”

Keres repeated that erotic “ punishment” three more times before returning to swat her
bottom. Needing more, Rimi squirmed on his lap. Now the sting of her spanking

blended with growing arousal.

When he lingered to play in the growing slickness, she begged once again, “Please,



Keres.

“Daddy,” he corrected her sternly.

“Please, Daddy,” she recited.

“That’s my good girl.” Keres dlid two fingers into her tight channel and brushed his
thumb against her clit.

She climaxed immediately and screamed her pleasure into the room. Keres spanked
her five more times as her body throbbed around his fingers, extending her pleasure
and making her crave more.

“l need to be buried deep inside you, Snowflake,” Keres growled. He stood and
tossed her onto the mattress.

Holding her gaze, he licked her juices from his fingers. His eyes flashed purple,
revealing his rampaging dragon. She shivered, wanting all of him—the beast and the
man. With rough, hurried movements, he stripped off his clothing and crawled onto
the bed.

His mouth captured hers, delivering a punishing kiss that demanded her full response.
Keres ripped his mouth from hers and quickly tore off the rest of her clothing. His
urgency pushed her arousal higher.

Rimi stroked her hands over his chest, caressing his hard muscles and basking in her
mate' s power. She hid a smile when he ripped her arms over her head and pinned her
hands to the mattress. She loved that he battled for control.

He thrust forward, filling her completely. Rimi gasped as she wrapped her legs
around his waist. She pressed kisses to his throat and across his jaw before



whispering, “Move,” into his ear.

His roar filled the space as he followed her request. His strokes pushed her arousal
higher and higher until she could only think of him and the pleasure they created
together.

When the sensations inside reached a peak, her climax rocked her.

Unable to hold back, she confessed her feelings. “I love you, Daddy!”

“1 love you, too, Snowflake. Forever more.”

She brushed the hair back from his face tenderly before whispering, “Forever more.”
She would never get enough of him. Moving against his body, she urged him to find
his pleasure. Keres rebuilt her arousal until they came together. Rimi didn’t

understand how fate had matched them together, but she would thank her lucky stars
every day and every night.
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To distract his mate the next day, Keres led her down the hall after breakfast. “Let’s
go see your specia room.”

“You caled it anursery, Keres. Isn't that for babies?’

“Not only infants need a special nurturing place of their own. Look, hereit is. Across
from our chambers.”

He opened the door and ushered Rimi inside. Stepping in behind her, he waited to see
her reaction. “We can change anything in here that you wish.”

“It’ s beautiful, Keres.” She glanced around the room before walking toward the fluffy
clouds painted on the walls. Rimi pressed a finger against the decoration. “It’s like
I’m in the clouds.”

“That’s what | hoped. If you would like, we can fly over Wyvern together and | can
show you your new home this afternoon. It's raining right now, but it will be
beautiful later.”

“I"d love that,” she said, before asking, “Isit safe?’

“For you? No outside dragon will invade our territory in Wyvern. If they do, that will
be the last mistake they make.”

“Really? No one will bother me here? | can fly around?’

“Yes, Snowflake. ”



She darted forward to throw herself against Keres' chest. He hugged her close and
pressed a kiss to her uplifted lips. Instant heat flared between them. Keres deepened
the exchange before forcing himself to lift his head.

“You, Mate, are atemptation. Before | tuck you in that bed for something other than
anap, go explore your room. Y ou have to be eager to check everything out.”

Rimi nodded and hugged him tight once again before stepping back.

Under his watchful eye, she flitted around the room, trying out the big pillows on the
floor and looking at the games in the toy chest. She oohed and aahed over the books
on the shelves and moved them around to put the ones she wanted to read first on the
right.

He noticed her hand hovered over a book of dragon fairy tales several times, but
didn’t select it.

Keres reached around her and tugged the thick volume from its space. He glanced
through it, enjoying the pictures. Rimi leaned against his side, seemingly interested as
well. “I’d like to read this. Would you like to hear a story?’

When she nodded eagerly, Keres wrapped his arm around her waist and guided her to
the large, oversized rocker. “Hold this for me, Snowflake,” he requested, handing her
the book before sitting down. He guided her onto his lap before reclaiming the
beautiful hardback.

“What shall we read?’ he asked and turned to the index. “Do you want to read about
agold or silver dragon?’

“Isthere ablack oneor... maybe a crystal?’



“Thereisacrystal dragon here. Let’s read that one first,” Keres suggested and turned
the pages.

“Check out this beautiful crysta dragon. He is very handsome, but your dragon
makes him pale in comparison,” Kerestold her.

“You'reabit biased,” she suggested .

“Of course. No one could out-sparkle my mate,” Keres said proudly. “Let’s see what
happens.”

Reading aloud, he started the story. It didn’'t take long for Rimi to relax against his
chest. The story captivated them from the beginning. The crystal dragon was daring
and brave. He detected the bad guys with his cunning skill and won the heart of a
beautiful amethyst dragon.

Keres finished the story and checked in with his precious mate, “Did you like the
story, Rimi?’

“It was amazing. Can we...” Rimi’s question was interrupted by an enormous yawn.
“Can we read another one?’

“Y es. The next one is about a bronze dragon. Shall we read that?’

“Bronze like Oldrik.” She sighed and nodded.

Rimi closed her eyes as he read. Within a few minutes, her head dropped heavily to
his shoulder and a dight snore wheezed from her parted lips. Keres rocked his mate

gently and closed the book before setting it on the table nearby. They would read that
story another day.



Holding his mate in his arms felt like heaven.

Keres absorbed the sensation, fighting to keep himself from imagining what would
have happened to them if he hadn’t found Rimi.

The madness that had threatened him would have overtaken his mind.

And her luck in evading capture by another couldn’t last forever.

But he had found her, and she had fought off the others. Keres pushed other
possibilities from his mind. He brushed alock of hair from her forehead. “1 love you,
Snowflake,” he whispered.

“Daddy.” She sighed and cuddled closer.

“Canwego fly?’

“Of course,” Kerestold his mate. “Y ou lead us outside.”

In moments, he launched himsdlf into the air and looked back to see Rimi follow him.

She was the most magical of creatures. His staff was completely used to seeing
dragons shift, land, and take off.

They didn’'t pause in their regular duties as he came and | eft.

Rimi didn’'t notice the crowd that grew outside when she shifted, but everyone who
could gathered to see the sun reflect on her breathtaking scales.

No one found her more beautiful than Keres. He flew proudly by her side as Wyverns
gathered below, pointing into the sky.



There’salot of people in Wyvern, she commented.

Yes, Mate. The horde helped gather al Wyverns back into the city after the change.
Now the borders are closed so those inside can sustain their existence.

Isthat a dragon down there? She pointed atalon at the center square of Wyvern.

Itis. That iswhere all the mates are celebrated.

Celebrated? How?

Let'sland and I'll show you. There is a space for dragons to land on the east side of
the square. Keres led the way. He moved his bulk to the side of the wide area so Rimi

could settle next to him.

A man knelt on one step. He'd turned around to watch them, holding tools in his
hands.

Keres and his mate had arrived at the perfect time.

The worker smiled at the beautiful crystal dragon, obviously in awe of her sparkling
appearance.

Keres nodded at the stonemason. Thank goodness the skill of chiseling into the stone
still existed.

The workman inclined his head to both dragons and returned to his task, placing two
more careful strikes of the mallet.

They are updating names on the steps .



Those are al the mates from the beginning of Wyvern?

They are. You can see Aurora, Ciel, Lalani, Skye, and Brooks there now.

The man blew on the riser before him, scattering small pieces of stone in all
directions. After a quick brush with a large brush, he gathered his tools and moved

out of the way.

Even in dragon form, Rimi gasped. She quickly shifted and ran forward. “Y ou were
adding me.”

Keres mirrored her actionsto stay by her side.
“Yes. | am twice blessed today. Once to record you as a mate and then to see you in
dragon form,” the workman said, bowing to Rimi. “My family has recorded mates

since the pact began. It is an honor to meet you and to see you again, Keres.”

“Thank you, Samuel. I'm giving Rimi atour of town, and she spotted the dragon. Did
your family also carveit?’ Keres asked.

“Yes. My many times over great-uncle carved it from a huge chunk of stone. My
skills are not so artistic,” Samuel said, modestly.

“1’d be so afraid to make a mistake. Y ou could ruin the entire stairway,” Rimi pointed
out.

“1 prefer not to think about that, Miss.”

“1 bet,” Keres said with asmile. “ Thank you again.”

“l have a great story to tell my kids tonight. They will be very jealous that | got to see



the new crystal dragon,” Samuel said before nodding his goodbye and walking down
the steps.

Rimi dropped to her knees in front of her name and ran her fingers over the grooves.
“1 guess that makes this permanent.”

“No, Mate. This makes it permanent.” He lifted her hand to kiss the dragon pattern
etched into her flesh. A thrill zinged through him at the light contact. Her eyes
widened as she shivered in reaction.

Rimi nodded. “I'm glad. ”

“1 am too, Snowflake. Shall we shift and continue our tour?”

“I"d like that, please.”

“1’ll show you where each of the dragons live. Y ou can always find mine by the black
stone. Oldrik, Ardon, and Skye rotate between their two mountains,” he told her as he
led her down the stairs.

“Arethey close? Their territories?’

“Luckily, they’re neighbors. Let’s start there first.”

Back in the air, Keres heard the faint sound of music playing. Could that be what
Ardon had referred to yesterday? He tracked the sound and verified it came from the

same direction.

Music again, he sent to the entire horde. | am with Rimi. | won’t leave the borders of
Wyvern.



Same direction? Drake asked.

Yes. | believe so.

Let’ swatch and see what happens, Khadar suggested.

Definitely. It could be a festival someone is putting on. Keres turned to look at his
mate. Before her arrival, he would have flown that way to investigate due to
boredom. She was his focus now.

Can we make another circle around Wyvern? Rimi asked him privately.

He nodded. Flying without fear was a new sensation for her. He didn’t wish to cut her
fun short.

Try this, Snowflake. Keres did a barrel roll through the air.

How?

Carefully, he coached her through some daredevil moves all young dragons learned.
Her absolute joy went straight to his heart.

\W000ho000000!
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Slate? Are you here? Rimi called her son.
I’m with Drake. He' s teaching me to torch things.

Rimi looked at Keres. He didn’'t seem bothered at all that his son had asked someone
elseto teach him a skill. “Shouldn’t you help Slate build his dragon skills?’

“lI have and will. Learning from different sources is wise. Drake will show him
something different than | will to create double the knowledge.”

“Oh, that’s normal ?’

“Not at all. Most young dragons are either chased from the nest by their sires if
they’re till around or they’re abandoned. Survival of the fittest at its best, I'm
afraid.”

“That’s not nice.”

“Slate will leave soon, Rimi. It will be tough for you to let him go, but his nature is
telling him to find his destiny. Already, he's able to survive. After he gathers
information from everyone, he'll be smart as well.”

“1I"m worried most about the threats | keep hearing about.”

Keres nodded. “I am, too. It’s too quiet. Something is brewing.”

“Got anything else to distract me with before the hunt tomorrow?’ Rimi asked.



“You'’ ve seen through my efforts, have you?’ Keres smirked.

“It wasn't hard. So, what's on the schedule for today?’

“1 thought you might like to see my hoard. We'll have to start one for you. Every
dragon needs their own treasures.”

“S0, | get to take some of yours?’ she asked, an unfamiliar greed bubbling inside her
at the thought of precious collections.

“Cam down your inner dragon, Mate. We'll negotiate a few exchanges,” Keres
assured her with aglint in his eye.

“Exchanges, huh? What if | don’t have something to swap with you?’ she asked.

“Oh, I think you will. Interested?’

“You couldn’t keep me away.”

Keres reached into his pocket and pulled out a strip of black satin. “I'm afraid you'll
have to wear this.”

“You don't trust me?’

“Of course. This makesit more fun.”

A thrill went through her. She couldn’t mistake the sexual heat that had kindled in his
gaze. When Keres twirled a finger to direct Rimi, she nodded and turned around. The

satin felt cool and soft against her skin. It also felt naughty.

Keres wrapped an arm around her waist and guided her down the hall.



Unused to not being able to see, Rimi felt instantly Little as she depended on him to
guide her.

Tracking the turns and twists as they walked through the mansion, Rimi was pretty
sure she knew where they were.

When adelicious aroma of Italian food wafted past her, Rimi stumbled.

If they were near the kitchen, she was completely turned around.

“Maybe it's best if | carry you, Snowflake,” Keres said and scooped her up in his
arms with ease.

He walked so swiftly and pivoted severa times. Completely disoriented, Rimi gave
up trying to figure out where they were. She relaxed against Keres's powerful chest,
trusting him completely. He rewarded her with akiss on her hair.

“Almost there, Mate. Just |et me open the secret passage.”

Rimi tilted her head up. Maybe she could peek under the edge of the blindfold. Shoot.
Nothing.

“Are you being naughty, Little Mate?’

She shook her head immediately. Rimi knew the consequence for naughtiness. “I
thought | heard something,” she made up quickly.

A gust of cool air drew her attention. She turned to scent the air.

It smelled like earth and dlightly stale.



Hejostled her dlightly in his arms and she heard the sizzle of what she guessed was a
torch igniting from the flash of heat and the burning smell.

As Keres advanced, she listened closely for any clues.

She could only hear Keres's footsteps and their breathing along with flickering and
spitting of torches along the way.

Just as she’'d decided they must be in a cave free of water and animals, Keres set her
feet on the ground. When she was steady, he untied the blindfold, letting it fall away.
“There you go, Rimi. Welcome to my hoard.”

Rimi’ s mouth fell open as she scanned the area. The large cavern they stood in wasn't
a man-made cave but a chamber she bet he'd carved out of stone himself from the
gouges in the walls. She dismissed those facts as her gaze landed on an immense pile
of gold coins.

They drew her forward until she stood at the edge of the collection. Some shiny,
some tarnished, the coins appeared to be from many different countries and time
periods. The gathering reached above her head and extended in all directions.

“How much is all this money worth?’ she asked, mesmerized.

“A lot,” Keres admitted. “ Depending on the gold market, | could buy a small country
or alarge one. Of course, everything can be bargained for now.”

“I’ve never seen so many coins.” Rimi poked her toe into the inches-deep puddie at
her feet. She reached down to scoop up a handful. Spreading her fingers, she slowly

let the money tumble to the ground. The metallic sound as they hit made her smile.

He thinks I'm naughty. I'll show him naughty. Concealing the last few coins in her



hands, Rimi turned to distract Keres.

“Daddy? Coins are boring. Do | see something over there that sparkles?’ she asked as
she pointed with one hand and slipped the stolen money into her pockets when he
turned to look.

“Of course. | should have suspected the jewelry would interest my sparkling mate.”
Keres took her hand and led Rimi away from the overwhelming pile. He stopped just
past the edge as he examined the wall. Following his glance, Rimi spotted white
numbers glinting from a nearby ledge.

“Hmmm. It appears afew coins have evaporated,” Keres noted.

“Evaporated?’ Rimi asked as she furioudly tried to figure out how to get rid of the
coinsin her pocket without him seeing.

“Metal doesn’t do that normally on its own. Do you have any ideawhat happened?’

She shook her head automatically and stopped herself from putting her hand in her
pocket. That would be a dead giveaway. “ There' s a scale under the pile?’

“Yes.

“1 bet | kicked afew off the weighing areawhen | walked over there,” she suggested.
“1 don't think that’s what happened.” Keres ran his hands down her sides and stopped
when he found bulges in her pockets. “I think | have a magician for a mate.” He

unfastened her jeans and unzipped the fly.

“Wait!” Rimi said. “Maybe afew filled my pockets when | dropped them.”



“Just jumped into your jeans?’

“The pockets stick out a bit. It might happen.”

Keres lifted one eyebrow as he stared at her. Rimi held her breath as he considered
that for a few long seconds. “ Those coins could be sneaky. | guess I'll have to check
everywhere now.”

His hands dlid into her open jeans and cupped her bottom, drawing her flush against
him. She squirmed, trying to get away, and felt his thick cock respond to her
movements. Snapping her head up, she met his gaze once again. Sexual desire shone
from his eyesinstantly, sparking her arousal as well.

Inhaling Keres' s masculine scent, Rimi savored her mate's attractiveness. Everything
about Keres drew her in. She leaned forward to press her lips against his.
Immediately, Keres took control, cupping the back of her head to hold her steady as
he explored her mouth.

Rimi threaded her fingers through Keres's hair and tugged. When he lifted his head,
she whispered, “I think | dropped some down my shirt, too.”

“I"'m an excellent treasure hunter,” he assured her.

Taking a reluctant step away, Keres knelt on one knee before her to strip off her
shoes and jeans. He stood to turn her pockets inside out, clicking his tongue
reprovingly when coins tumbled to the ground. “ So naughty.”

He tossed away the denim and stepped closer. “Let’s see what else | can find.” Keres
tugged her T-shirt over her head and paused for along second as he scanned her now
nude curves. “Damn, I’'m alucky dragon.”



Stalking forward, he cupped her breasts and lifted them to his mouth.

After pressing kisses across the full globes, Keres brushed his beard across her
sensitive peaks, making her shiver at the tingly pleasure and prickle.

He soothed one nipple with his tongue before pulling it deep into his mouth.

Rimi tightened her hands on his powerful shoulders as he lashed his tongue over the
taut bud.

“Please,” she moaned and gasped when he bit his captive lightly. That taste of pain
made her want more. “ Daddy!”

Keres lifted his head to wink. He shifted his attention to her other breast. Rimi arched
her back to give him full access. He rewarded her with caresses and passionate kisses.

When her knees wobbled, his arm tightened around her waist, supporting her
effortlessly.

Releasing her nipple with a pop, Keres pressed a kiss between her breasts. “Damn,
Snowflake. Y ou do thingsto me.”

He scooped her up in his arms and carried her back to that vast pile of coins. Setting
her gently onto the assembled money, he demanded, “ Spread your legs, Rimi. Show
me your sweet pussy.”

Self-consciously, she widened her thighs. Would she look the same after pushing out
the egg? She held her breath as he dropped to his knees between her legs. When his
nostrils flared, Rimi knew he breathed in her scent. His eyes flashed purple with
desire, reassuring her he wanted her.

“Snowflake,” he growled and leaned forward to press a kiss to her mound. “I need a



taste.”

Rimi reached out for something to hold onto as he dlid his hands under her full
bottom and lifted her from the coins below her.

Her fingers closed on handfuls of gold as her weight settled on his pams and her
shoulders.

She looped her legs over his broad shoulders and watched as he lowered his mouth to
her pink folds.

Nibbling and licking, Keres tempted and teased her.

Rimi bit her lower lips, trying to resist the sensations building inside her.

When he circled her clit with hislips and sucked, she lost the battle.

Rimi screamed her pleasure into the vast cavern, and her voice echoed as Keres
extended her climax with sweet caresses.

When he lifted his head, her juices coated his lips and beard. She dropped the coins
trapped in her hands to reach out for him. Keres gently set her down to the pile below
her hips. He leaned over her naked body to kiss her hard, demanding a response she
was eager to provide.

When he moved away, a wordless sound of protest escaped from her lips. He roughly
opened his jeans and pushed them down his thighs. She couldn’t tear her gaze away
as Keres wrapped his hand around his shaft, stroking himself from root to tip.

“Mmm.” Rimi hummed her excitement and without thinking, licked her lips as she
Imagined his taste.



Immediately, he moved over her, his eyes dark with desire. Keres fit himself to her
drenched opening and thrust forward, filling her completely. Rimi wrapped her legs
around hiswaist, holding on as he moved.

Keres experimented with angles of strokes until she groaned with excitement.
“There,” she breathed. “More!”

Her mate increased his pace, pushing her arousal higher.

The coins below her warmed from the heat of her skin, fueling her movements as she
eagerly met histhrusts.

She caressed his chest, tracing his muscles with her fingertips.

His chiseled muscles provided her with eye candy that enhanced the sensations he
coaxed from her.

Unable to resist, Rimi pushed her hips up to meet his next stroke. Her channel
spasmed around him, drawing a groan from his lips. His jaw tightened, and she
suspected he struggled for control. Rimi loved knowing she had that power over him .

“Temptress! You feel incredible,” he growled as he slowed to allow her to recover.

When she curled upward to press a kiss to his lips, she whispered, “You do as well.
Let yourself come, Keres. | love you.”

He kissed her hard. Rimi clung to him, savoring his response. Keres would aways
have that fine line of danger. Getting that close to losing total control left a mark. He

would never hurt her but would demand everything from her.

He snaked an arm under her hips and lifted her to meet his surge forward, reaching



deeper than ever before. Keres staked his control over her. He powered in and out of
her heat, tantalizing her.

Savoring the tingles that heralded her climax, Rimi tightened her fingers on his
ribcage. She struggled to control her orgasm so they could come together. Losing the
battle, she lifted her head and bit his shoulder as she shattered around him.

His shout followed hers through the vast cavern. The sounds blended together as they
filled the space. She felt him fill her with warmth as he relinquished control. Rimi
hugged herself to her mate, enjoying the intimacy of being one with him.

She could never have anticipated the joy that filled her life now with Keres. Rimi
promised herself to savor the experiences he brought to her every day. She would
never forget how he saved her along with himself.

“1 love you, Snowflake.”

“l love you, Daddy.”
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Keres helped his mate up, loving how she trembled with the aftereffects from their
lovemaking.

He tenderly swiped a few daring coins that tried to cling to her skin and loved the
imprint of others.

Making love on a bed of money came with afew drawbacks but rated at the top of his
dragon’s heart.

He took care to check her clenched fists and remove the coins she held.

“S0 naughty,” he whispered before softening his words with kisses to her hands.
“Good thing you frisked me so thoroughly.”

He raised his head to check her expression. Was she teasing him or upset? Her slow
wink assured him she had enjoyed herself completely. He stepped forward to cup her

bottom.

“1 missed checking one place.” His fingers trailed down the line between her cheeks
suggestively. Keres loved the flash of red that colored her cheeks as she blushed.

“Not happening.”
“Oh, it will happen, Snowflake, and even better, you'll enjoy it,” he assured her,

squeezing her bottom. He loved knowing she would think about that for a while as
she bit her bottom lip .



“Come on. Let me show you around.” He stepped back to take her hand, stopping her
when she reached for her clothes. “I’m keeping you honest. No clothes for you.”

She opened her mouth to protest and snapped it closed when he shook his head.
“Fine. Y ou haveto be naked in my hoard then, too. When | have one, of course.”

“Deal,” he readily agreed and tugged her forward. “Let’s go explore.” He glanced at
her as they walked forward and considered her love-rumpled hair. She was gorgeous.

“Arethose tiaras?’ she asked, pointing to adisplay in front of them.

“Yes. Let’s choose one or two for you,” he suggested.

“Really?’ she squeaked.

“Of course. All dragons need jewels. Are there any here that you like?’

Immediately, she pointed to the one he would have chosen for her. A diamond-
encrusted platinum frame glittered on the top shelf. It was perfect for the crysta
dragon—almost as gorgeous as her dragon was. Keres lifted it down from the shelf
for her and placed it on her hair.

“There' samirror there,” he directed, pointing to the right.

She walked like a child learning to balance books on her head—her hands out to the
side.

Enchanting. He moved with her to see her reaction as she reached the mirror.

Her sweet lips rounded in an O as she took in the gorgeous tiara above the face of a
well-loved woman.



Shelifted a hand to smooth her rumpled hair.

“Don’'t,” he whispered, and she dropped it back to her side.

She met his gaze in the mirror and Keres told her, “Don’t change a hair on your head,
Snowflake. See how beautiful you are.”

Rimi stared at herself for a few seconds before turning to glide toward him. Her new
confidence made him smile. “That tiara was made for you.”

“Really?’ she squeaked.
“That isacrown | collected from a princessin a snowy kingdom. I’ ve had it for many
years. None of my mates gave it a second glance. It has been waiting for you—the

crystal dragon. The princess I've waited for all my life.”

Tears gathered in her beautiful green eyes. Keres wiped those that tumbled onto her
cheeks away with his thumbs. “ Snowflake, what’s wrong?’

“You've loved so many. | can't be special.”

“I’ve had six mates before you. | have loved each of them completely and mourned
their passings. Then you appeared, shattering my idea of who could be my match.
Y ou restored me. Do you know what excites me the most?’

“Slate?”’

“1 definitely wasn't expecting to meet my son if I'd ever had one. | thank you for
him, but Slate will leave soon to lead his own life.”

“Then what are you talking about?’ she asked in confusion.



“You are adragon shifter, Snowflake. You won't leave me. | get to keep you. | get to
cherish and love you for the rest of my life.”

She stared at him in wonder. “You'll want mefor al that time?’

“Just try to get away, my precious Little dragon. | will spank off every crystal-colored
scale on your naughty bottom,” he threatened, giving her afierce look.

It didn’t scare her at all. Rimi reached up to smooth his furrowed brow. He could see
her struggling to figure out what to say to him. | love you, Rimi. Tell meyou'll let me

protect you until our last breath .

Rimi met his gaze and nodded. Until our last breath, she vowed before saying aloud,
“1 loveyou, Keres.”

Stepping forward, Keres wrapped his arms around her and hugged Rimi so close she
squeaked. Then he spun in acircle that made her clutch at her tiarain panic.

“Keres! You'll make me drop my crown!”

Relenting, he slowed and set her feet back on the floor. “Sorry, Snowflake. You do
have to take it off at some point.”

“Not for along time,” she decreed, straightening the beautiful tiara.

“Want to choose another?”

“No. Thisisthe one,” she said without hesitating.

“Then, jewelry next.”



Rimi dripped with necklaces and bracelets and held a couple dozen sets of earringsin
her hands after the next stop.

She’'d had so much fun picking out treasures, he'd had to bring her a carved wooden
chest to store the extras she couldn’t wear.

Unaccustomed to smiling, Keres's cheeks ached from his enjoyment of watching her.

“1 can carry that,” she said, reaching for the gorgeous box he held.

“I’ll giveit back to you, Mate.”

“Promise?’ Rimi stared at him hard.

“l promise.”

She smiled up at him, making Keres feel ten feet tall. “Thank you. What else do |
need in my hoard?’

“Gold, of course.”

“Do | get that pile?’ she asked, waving a hand back where they’ d been.

“No,” Keres answered. The heap of coins had skyrocketed in value to him after their
play there. He wouldn’t part with those. “I had something elsein mind. ”

Waving a hand toward another section of his collection, Keres said, “Go through that
doorway.”

She winked and raced for the opening. Weighed down by the number of gems she
still wore and holding the tiara, Rimi wasn’t fast. Keres gave her a head start before



jogging after her. “Wow!” reached him as he stepped inside.

That cavern was huge. Init, afairytale castle stood. Rimi stood on the footbridge over
the sparkling moat. “ There are huge goldfish swimming around.”

“Yes. Japanese koi. A couple of those are fifty years old.”

“Does someone live here?’

“No. Thisis a play castle. If we dig through those stones,” Keres pointed to the far
wall, “it will connect to the east hallway. We can make a concealed entrance there
into your secret hoard.”

“This can be my treasure spot?’ she asked, looking at the gorgeous castle.

“Yes. If you like it here. Let’s go inside and you can see if you'd like to store your
booty here.” Keres stepped around her and raised the creaking front gate by pulling a
looped chain. “Y our kingdom awaits.”

Rimi sped past him. “Thisis so neat.”

He entered the large center room and leaned against the wall, safely out of the way to
watch her cute bottom disappear as she darted into each of the rooms. Her
exclamations warmed his heart as she discovered the play kitchen, the toy room, and
finally, the bedroom with awall of mirrors and a huge makeup mirror.

“Daddy! Bring my jewelry in here,” she called.

Pushing away from the wall, he followed her voice. She knelt on the velvet stool in

front of the large, gold-framed mirror. Gilded brushes and combs sat in front of her,
aswell as a padded head to hold her tiara .



“1 love thisroom,” she gushed.

“I"'m glad. Where would you like me to set your collection? It will fit in this niche
perfectly.”

Rimi clapped her hands as he set it on the spot he'd created when he'd designed the
castle.

After his last mate had passed, Keres had worked on the castle as he dreamed of the
future.

When he failed to find a mate over and over, he'd spent more time in this area,
determined to create something special for his fated match whenever he found them.

Its vast size attested to the length of time he' d worked to create this.

In the last decade, he’' d only visited to feed the fish and maintain the castle.

Glancing at the sheer fabric draped over the small napping bed, he noted the bedding
and curtains would need to be washed to rid them of the dust that had gathered.

He' d wiped down all the horizontal hard surfaces the week before he'd left to search
for Rimi.

A quick visit while she dept last night had allowed him to be prepared for her first
visit.

“Is this really for me?’ Her smile faded dlightly, and he guessed the cause of her
waning excitement.

No one has ever played here before, Rimi. | created this for you. | filled it with love



for my upcoming mate.

“Redly? It'sall mine?’

“It's yours. I’ll help you connect to my mansion and we'll close the passage to my
hoard.”

“Will you have access to my castle?’ she asked suspicioudly.

“You are my mate. | will always have emergency use of any barrier between us.”

Her face revealed her internal debate as she considered whether she wanted him to
have the power to enter her hoard. “Will you take my stuff?’

“No. That would break the dragon code. ”

“There's a dragon code? They really should create a handbook for new dragons.
WEe'll haveto tell Slate.”

“Slate already hasfigured that out,” Keres assured her.

“Did hetry to steal your stuff?’

“No, Snowflake. He s too smart for that.”

“Oh, good. So, we dig? Do you have shovels?’ she asked, scanning the area.

“Dragons do not need shovels,” Keres said, and raised his hand, flexing his fingers
like claws when she seemed confused. “ Ready to get dirty?’

“Let’sdo this!”
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“Thank you for doing my nails, Daddy,” Rimi said, studying the pale pink color he'd
applied. Digging through the stone had done a number on her talons. She'd loved his
pampering when they had finished.

“My pleasure, Snowflake.”

“You really didn’t have to seal that section between our hoards,” she suggested.

He' d carefully filled in the passage with the stones they’ d displaced while connecting
to the hallway. Then Keres had heated them to melt the metal veins running through
the rocks together to lock them in place. She could dig a door again, but he’'d hear it
for sure.

A shimmer caught her eye, and she launched herself from his lap to scramble under
his desk. Grabbing the gold coin from the floor, she danced around it, chanting,
“Mine, mine, mine!”

When he only smiled at her and wasn’t concerned about having dropped the treasure,
she studied him carefully. This was the third coin she' d found this morning. “Are you
hiding these for me to find?’

“Dragons never give away their treasure. ”

“You aready gifted me a bunch of stuff! Remember the tiara, the gems, the castle?’
she reminded him, tapping her foot. “Admit it. You’ re leaving these for me to find.”

“A shrewd dragon never questions the source of wealth. She just enjoysit.”



“She does, huh?’ Rimi considered the coin in her hand for a second and then thrust it
into her pocket. She needed to cultivate her greedy dragon side. Might as well start
now.

“Is everyone still coming over today for the hunt?’ she asked, changing the subject.

“Yes. Look, here' s Slate,” Keres said.

“Slate, | think you grow two feet every time | see you. Y ou need to spend more time
with your mother,” Rimi fussed, walking over to hug her son.

“Mom. I’'m not a baby anymore. This hunt is more ceremonial than anything else.
I’ ve eaten aton of cows from the field already,” Slate told her.

“1’ve been meaning to talk to you about that.” Keres drew his eyebrows together in a
gesture Rimi recognized as the precursor of alecture.

“Oops, it will have to be later. | think Skye and her dragons are getting ready to
land,” Rimi said quickly.

“Oldrik and Ardon haven't announced their arrival yet, Rimi,” Keres told her, turning
to stare at her in confusion.

Permission to land.

Of course, Drake, Rimi answered, before shrugging. “Sorry. | guess | felt Aurora
arriving instead of Skye.”

Keres ssmply shook his head and ushered her toward the door to greet their guests.
Slate fell in behind them. She could feel his eagerness to hunt together with the group
of dragons.



|s there any way Slate could remain here as part of your horde? she asked Keres.

No, Snowflake. I'm sorry. He' s not part of our pact. Slate would not find a mate here.
He needs to find his own place.

I”’m going to miss him.

We both will. We'll have to practice making more dragonets, Keres suggested.

Meeting his gaze, she didn't need to answer. The silent message that flew between
the mated pair said everything.

“Ewww,” Slate commented from behind them, making Rimi laugh.

“Sorry.” Shelied. Rimi wasn't repentant at all.

As they emerged into the fresh air, more calls sounded as dragons and their mates
arrived.

Each of Rimi’s new friends carried alarge velvet bag.

Soon, they divided into two groups: the horde and the excited, fated partners.

When the sun became too hot, Rimi linked her arms with Ciel and Brooks. “Come on.
Let'sgoinside.”

“Good idea,” Aurora agreed as she shielded her eyes. Lalani wrapped an arm around
her waist and guided her toward the door. The others followed as they chatted.

We will leave as well, Keres messaged Rimi.



She paused and turned to wave. Be careful. Take care of Slate!

After watching their mates shift and take off, the group continued inside. The women
took turns taking their tiaras out of the protective bags and pinning them securely in
place. Brooks produced a crown made of rubies and diamonds that everyone admired.
Asthe group streamed into the dining room, Rimi waved everyone into their chairs.
“Thank you all for joining me and having some fancy fun.” She stopped and touched
her tiara to make sure it was still in place before continuing, “I’m a little nervous
even though both Slate and Keres assure me | don’t need to be. ”

“Are you worried about the hunt or this tea party?’ Lalani asked with a gentle smile.

“Both?’ Rimi answered.

“1’d be nervous, too, if | had a child going off with the big dragons for the first time,”
Brooks admitted.

“No need to be nervous about us. We'll only bite the scones,” Ciel promised and
gnashed her teeth.

Since Ciel was the least threatening creature in the room, Rimi had to laugh. The
others joined in, and the tension eased a bit from Rimi’ s shoulders. At least this part
was going to be fun. She turned and looked out the window where the dragons stood
together.

Aurora pointed at the youngest dragon as all of them launched into the air. “Slate is
almost as big as Keres! Dragons grow fast.”

“They do. Having control of all their powers takes a while to understand. Flying



without running into something while you flap your wings, targeting prey with your
flame, or grabbing at something with your talons is challenging,” Rimi said.

“That sounds more complicated than some of the old video games,” Brooks pointed
out.

“1 was always bad at those,” Ciel confessed. “I just ran straight into the bad guys and
died. Shortest games ever.”

Laughter filled the dining room as everyone found their chairs. Keres's staff brought
in fancy teacups for everyone and filled them with fragrant tea.

“l thought we'd have an amost traditional British tea. | hope that’s okay with
everyone,” Rimi said hesitantly.

“| enjoyed afternoon tea in Scotland once. It was amazing. | ate so much | rolled out
of the restaurant,” Brooks shared.

“I'm crossing my fingers that you'll enjoy this as much. You'll find some of the
traditional goodies on the displays as well asitems | had the cook make for us,” Rimi
sad .

The staff brought in three layered serving displays and placed them on the table
between the mates to share. Everyone leaned forward to admire the display.

“Who knows what we eat first?’ Lalani asked. “Brooks?’
“You eat the savory itemsfirst. Those are the items on the bottom here. There are two

of everything, so each person gets to try everything,” Brooks said. “Unless Rimi
suggests a different way?’



“Heavens, no. I've been living in a cave. | just read about tea in a book and someone
mentioned atea party...” Her voice dwindled away. Had this been a good idea?

“Thisis so fun. Everything's so pretty. | hate to eat anything,” Aurorasaid.

“No way. I’'m starting with this one.” Brooks helped himself to what appeared to be a
cucumber sandwich. He took a bite and chewed with a happy expression.

That broke the ice. Everyone dug into their treats. “Mmm” and “Yum” sounded
around the table. A few mates practiced drinking their tea with their pinkies out,
provoking giggles around the table. The room grew quiet asthey ate.

Rimi checked out the sweets displayed at the top and lumped against her chair back.

She couldn’t eat another bite. A heavy thud against the window made Rimi spin to
see what had struck it.

A purple eye stared inside. She jumped to her feet and ran toward the dragon pressed
to the glass. “ Slate! What happened?’

Her son’s eye rolled back inside his head, and he disappeared from view.

Her heart rate skyrocketed with immediate panic.

Peering out the window, she searched for her offspring.

Rimi’ s tiara tumbled unheeded to the carpet in her panic.

Slate had collapsed in a pile on the grass bel ow.

She turned and ran toward the door, explaining, “He's hurt! ”



Everyone leapt to their feet inside the room, knocking a couple of chairs over in their
haste. They immediately followed Rimi.

Outside, sheran to Slate' s side and dropped to her knees beside him.

Running her hands over his scales, she couldn’t find any injuries, just something
gritty.

Looking down at her palms, Rimi rubbed at the powdery grit.

Suddenly, she felt dizzy. Her head drooped down onto her son’s body as she fought
for consciousness.

Skye! Get everyone back. There' s something coating...
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A deluge of cool water splashed over her skin. Rimi blinked, trying to figure out what
was happening. Where was she?

Rimi! Slate! I’ s poisoned powder. We'rerinsing it off. Don’t drink any!

Skye's mental message echoed in her mind, and Rimi pushed herself up on an elbow.
Immediately, the liquid streamed between her and Sate’s bodies. Realizing she
needed to get away from him so they could rinse off Slate’ s scales, she heaved herself
backward, away from the dragon.

Good job, Rimi! That helps. Hold your hands out.

She followed the young woman’s instructions. In a few minutes, the fog inside her
brain cleared dlightly. Getting that off her skin was working.

Skye, have someone run for brooms. Scrubbing this off Slate might help him. Don’t
touch him with your hands. It must absorb through your skin.

Breathing it in is dangerous as well, Skye told her. | remember Daddy telling me that
before. If we keep the water on it, it won't be airborne.

Slate's groan was magic to her ears. He struggled to his feet, allowing the gathered
mates and staff to scrub the powder from his scales. His thoughts were a jumbled

mess that Rimi struggled to decode. Finally, her son’s words made sense.

Attack. Plume. Sky. Dragons plummeted.



As Skye translated for the others, Rimi waited impatiently. As soon as everyone
turned to her for their next move, Rimi told them, “lI need you al to tell me
everything about this powder and the previous threats.”

Gathering all the information took time, Rimi suspected they didn’t have.
Unfortunately, she didn’t have a choice.

Asthe mates fell silent, she debated what to do next.

Slate was still wonky. He was aso young and inexperienced—not that she had a lot
of insight into the world.

She’'d hidden in caves to protect herself for her entire life.

“We're not staying behind.” Lalani’s statement interrupted her thoughts. “They’'re
going to expect dragons to come. Some of us sneaking in on the ground could be
effective.”

Rimi stared at the woman. Immediately, the other mates nodded. They all agreed. If
their dragons died, they would most likely pass as well. Their minds and hearts were
too intermeshed.

“How many of us can you carry?’ Brooks asked.

“I’m not sure. I’ ve never flown with anyone on my back,” Rimi admitted.

“How far away isthis, Slate?’ Aurora asked.

The young dragon shook his head. He didn't have a clue . It's outside Wyvern. We
flew toward the sun when we |eft.



So east of the city. Skye figured it out. Had the sun moved toward your shoulder by
the time of the attack?

Yeah! It had. I'd ducked behind Drake in the beginning of our flight, but when the
attack happened, | was flying next to him, Sate reported. I'm trying to remember
what happened, but everything isfoggy .

“Take your time, Slate. Tell us whatever you can as you remember. Thanks to that
information, we can guess they’re at least an hour out. Maybe two,” Ciel said.

“With everyone on my back, | won't be able to fly as fast,” Rimi pointed out. She
noticed Keres housekeeper and al the staff gathered around. They stood by to see
what they could do to help. Even as stressed as Rimi felt, their support gave her
strength.

I’m not staying here, Slate vowed. If you leave me, I'll follow. | only came back
because | couldn’t save them alone.

Rimi stared at him for a moment before nodding. “You hang back behind me. The
mates will need you to drag them out of there if something happens to me.”

“You're too sparkly,” Auroratold Rimi. “They’ |l see you coming a mile away.”

Rimi glanced down at the muck around her feet. “I’ll roll in the dirt. That will keep
my scales from shining.”

Shifting, Rimi moved away from the remnants of the powder they’d washed from
Slate.

The workers wet alarge patch of ground, and Rimi rolled in the mud.



It felt cold and clammy, making this effort seem fated for disaster.

Without discussing it, the mates who were dressed in light colors followed her
pattern, even coating their blond hair.

Slate burst into Rimi and Skye's brains, sounding excited. That dirt makes me
remember something. Keres had soared high to check for deer. He messaged he'd
found something strange. A distant settlement in the center of areas where the ground

appeared to be excavated.

My money’s on that settlement, Skye announced. Good job, Slate. Let's go check it
out.

Brooks and Skye climbed onto Slate's back as the others climbed onto hers. Rimi
glanced at her son’s dragon, immensely proud of his bravery. He didn’t shy away

from danger .

Rising into the air, she smoothed out her flight as much as possible for the three
mates who sat on her back.

She scanned the ground ahead, straining to see any trace of Keres and the others.

Nothing popped out to her inside Wyvern's borders.

Rimi wanted to speed forward as fast as possible, but she saved as much strength as
possible. She would need it.

Rimi flew for an hour before dropping to the ground.

She glanced up at the big white clouds gathered overhead.



Studying them, she hoped to see them darkening to rain or even better, a storm.
Perhaps water falling from the sky could work for them to rinse away the powder.
Unfortunately, they remained fluffy and completely harmless.

We go on foot from here. Skye, can you pull the mates close? Tell them as we move,
they should try to contact their mate. Warn the dragons not to react. Skye acted
immediately. The young woman gathered the other mates and whispered into their

ears. Immediately, their expressions became focused.

Slate, we'll cover more ground on foot and be less likely to be spotted if we split up.
Take Brooks and Skye. Go that direction and circle around.

Following her own advice, Rimi reached out to Keres.

He didn't answer her as she trod over the ground as quickly and as quietly as
possible.

Cidl, Aurora, and Lalani didn’t speak. They hugged her back, not moving.

She strained her keen dragon eyesight, trying to spot something. Nothing. Nothing.
Nothing.

Ten minutes later, she froze and then flattened herself to the ground.

Aurora, Ciel, and Laani did to the ground when she motioned them down with a
slight movement of her head.

Slate! Skye! | can see Drake collapsed on the ground.



| can see him breathing, but he’ s not moving.

There are men and supplies with him. She mentally sent alocation marker to them.

Slate responded with his own location. He was to her right and circling the target
from the other side .

Be safe. Do not do anything heroic, Rimi sent him.

She was surprised to discover that an eye roll could be expressed mentally.

Rimi shifted soundlessly. Leaning to the side, she pressed her mouth to Aurora' s ear
and whispered, “1 see Drake. Do not move. He' s unconscious before us but breathing.

| do not see the others. I'm going to sneak closer to see if | can find out what's
happening and check on Drake. ”

Rimi waited as Aurora shared the message with Ciel and then Ciel with Lalani in a
risky relay.

Every hint of sound was a chance to be discovered, even at this distance.

She signaled for the women to scatter to the left and she shifted back to her dragon.

Pulling the elements of nature around her, Rimi faded from their view.

Rimi heard Ciel gasp before covering her mouth to muffle the slight sound.

Aurorareached out a hand and pressed it against her scales. She mouthed, Wow!

Rimi would have a lot of questions to answer—Ilater. For now, she needed to get



close enough to come up with a plan. The women faded away, following her request,
as Rimi crept closer. A dragon moving stealthily seemed unimaginable, but Rimi had
mastered the art of sneaking away over her long life.

She stopped a safe distance from Drake. A scattering of powder dulled his gold
scales. It littered the ground behind him in an arc, attesting to a heavy impact. That

actually pleased Rimi. The more knocked off his scales signaled a better chance he
would wake up.

Three men scrutinized Drake. The large axes in their hands revealed the reason for
their presence. She sent awarning to Slate and Skye for the group to be vigilant.

“How long do you think it will be until they attack?’ a rough male voice asked.

“It depends. That small dragon may not have gotten back. Y ou doused him well. He's
probably dead amile away.”

The first man laughed, making Rimi’s blood boil. “With luck. A dead dragon is a
good dragon.” She steeled herself to remain in place. Slate was fine.

“They might send out scouts when they’ re not home in a day or two. That is, if they
can find them.”

“Wait. | thought we wanted them to come here,” ahigh, reedy male voice asked.

“That would be easiest for us. We can take them all out with one fell swoop. But if
not, we' Il kill these while they battle to escape the craziness in their minds.”

Rimi hated whoever that voice belonged to. He had to be the one in charge. Whatever
had poisoned him against dragons?



“Sir Evan, | don't understand why these dragons are still alive. A bit more powder
will end them,” a shaky voice pointed out.

“1 will keep that in mind, Chemist. These dragons are now bait. We will draw in the
others to eliminate this horde. Then we go raid their holdings. Imagine the amount of
money the dragons have collected over the years.”

The guy in charge’' s voice again. He must be Evan , Rimi decided.

“Money is not important! They're vile, vile creatures. We must smite them from
existence on the earth. Only then will the world return to its previous form.” The man
called the chemist’s voice rose in volume like an old-fashioned brimstone and hellfire
preacher.
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Rimi steeled herself from shaking her head.
They might see the movement. The chemist sounded like a zeal ot.
He was the one the horde had run into over and over.

She now knew what they were against—a brilliant mind capable of creating a
substance that could end such powerful creatures.

Unfortunately, his mind was twisted against dragons .

“If you gave us the formula for the dust, we could smite more dragons,” Evan
suggested.

“Never. Only | am the justice bringer,” the old man yelled, shaking his fist at the
others. “You are only my army of vengeance.”

“Right. We foot soldiers will hang out here together,” Evan said. As he turned away,
Rimi could see his face had turned red with what she guessed was anger.

She edged forward dlightly to hear what Evan said to the other men.
The chemist turned his head toward her and Rimi froze.

Thank goodness for the clouds in the sky that kept her shadow from revealing her
presence.



He would see her move past landmarks so she couldn’t move.

She forced herself to focus on counting the number of men gathered, instead of
panicking that he could see her.

There are five men plus the leader, whose name is Evan, and a withered old man they
called the chemist, who created the dust. Something weird is up.

He can almost see me. No one should be able to detect me when I’ m cloaked.

Rimi controlled the shakes that threatened from the close encounter with the man
who emitted pure evil.

Get out of there, Mom! Slate urged.

Soon. I'm going to scout for the others. Then I'll return. | want to monitor what’s
happening here. Where are you now, Slate?

His voice exploded with excitement in her mind. Suddenly, | found an area that
seemed familiar. We landed here when Keres aerted us. There was a lot of talk. |

wanted to go hit them and didn’t listen.

Rimi wanted to yell at him but knew that wouldn’t help now. Scan for clues and then
keep searching. You'll remember more.

I’ll try. Sorry .

This was a lesson he wouldn’t forget. She changed the subject to tell them what she
saw.

A half dozen tubes are sticking out of the ground, with a few bags of something



nearby.

They're loading them now. All the men are wearing light brown protective
suits—except for the chemist. He' s wearing plain cotton pants and a shirt.

Rimi exhaled a silent breath of relief when the man’s piercing gaze moved past her.

Her camouflage was good, but not totally undetectable.

She wanted to run far away from the danger that radiated from him.

Unlocking her muscles, she forced herself to retreat stealthily.

She needed to search for the other dragons.

From here, | can only see Drake. He must have gotten the farthest past where they
initially launched the dust. The other dragons have to be around.

Slowly backing away, Rimi then circled back to where she'd left Lalani, Aurora, and
Ciel. Shifting quickly, she relayed what she'd discovered and what Slate had
remembered.

“Drake’ sthere? Can | go see him?’ Aurora pleaded.

Rimi’s heart went out to the young mate. She didn't want to consider that Keres
might not have survived. Her frequent messages to Keres didn’t recelve answers.
“Men are patrolling around Drake with weapons. You' [l endanger him if they think
someone has discovered them.”

Aurora nodded sadly. “I was afraid of that. At least | know he's alive. So, what do we
do?



“We need to find the others,” Rimi suggested.

The three mates nodded. Aurora close her eyes to concentrate one more time. She
was sending another message to Drake. When she opened her eyes and shook her
head, Lalani wrapped an arm around her waist in a consoling hug.

“Let’sgo find the others,” Aurorasaid .

Zigzagging in dragon form with Aurora, Lalani, and Ciel on her back, Rimi searched
for the others.

Her heart leapt at the sight of two large lumps standing out from the green grass and
brown dirt.

The mates dlid to the ground, freeing Rimi to move closer.

Forcing herself to approach carefully and halt at a distance, she confirmed her find.
Again, three heavily armed men stood close by to each of their bodies.

Oldrik and Ardon are here, Skye! They’'re breathing. There are men guarding him.
Rimi sent a location to Skye. A wave of relief and gratitude flowed over Rimi from
her friend. Rimi continued searching. Keres had to be somewhere.

| found him! Slate messaged triumphantly a short while later. Keres is alone. No
guards are here. He was obviously circling around the camp to attack them from the
other side, while everyone else on the hunt followed Drake.

|s he okay?

He's breathing. His eyes are open. I'm not sure if that means he’s coming out of it or



completely overwhelmed, Slate relayed. His mental voice sounded shaky.
He' s fighting, Rimi told him firmly. Wait! This must tell us their plan. They split up.
Drake, Oldrik, and Ardon flew forward, straight toward the main camp. | bet I’'ll find

the others soon. Keres had ajob. Look around, Slate. What was Keres up to?

A big barrel is close to him. It's labeled Agl. The barrel broke open when it hit the
ground, but there's still alot inside.

Baffled, Rimi asked, Does anyone know what Agl is?

Skye reported after a second. Brooks says Ag is the chemical abbreviation for silver.
He can only guess | is another element. He can’t remember what that is . | wish my
phone worked. I’ d have an answer for you in seconds.

We'll figure it out. Slate, move so the wind is at your back and blows over you to
approach Keres. Try blowing to get the powder off him. If that doesn’t work, you'll
have to narrow your flame to a small beam, so the bad guys don’t see it, and burn that
crap off his scales.

Roasting my father doesn’t sound like a good thing to do, Slate replied.

He' sresistant to flame. Y ou can't hurt him.

That' s totally cool. My mom can disappear and my dad is flame-proof. | can’'t wait to
find out what my specialty is.

Focus, Slate. Blow, then scorch.

Small beam. I'm listening, Mom.



You've got this, Slate. Thank you for helping.

Always. Now, let me work.

She continued searching. A few minutes later, a large green form rose from the
ground.

As she approached, a silver dragon came into view close by.

Once again, Rimi signaled the mates she carried to dismount, and she shifted to share
the news.

I’ ve found Khadar and Argenis. From here, | can tell they’re in the same state.

Alive but not functioning. Again, a small number of men are with them.

Lalani and Ciel nodded bravely as they fought back tears.

Skye's mind reached out to her. Are the guards with the dragons dressed in protective
clothes like those in the main camp?

Rimi reported, I’'m staring at this group now. These guys aren't. | don't think the
others were. Why?

If they shoot off any more dust, they’ll sacrifice those guys. The guards have to
realize that, Skye suggested. Brooks came up with that.

Everyone keep thinking, Rimi said. Something tickled against her mind. Keres? He
didn’t answer. That had to be him. Was he rousing ?

Slate? How' s it going with Keres? I's he waking up?



Maybe? If | could use alarger fire beam, it would go faster.

Broaden it a bit, Slate, but stay in control. Don't light up the area with fire. We can’'t
warn them we' re fighting back.



Page 22

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 3:53 pm

Rain!

Rimi rocked back as if struck as Keres's voice boomed inside her brain. Still in
human form, she wrapped her arms around herself. He was back!

Daddy! Areyou okay?
That had to be Keres, Skye chimed in.

Silence followed. Rimi shook her head when the mates with her pummeled her with
questions. She tried to listen for Keres to answer. When no further messages came in,
she asked, Slate?

Busy.

Seething with frustration at not knowing what was going on, Rimi gathered Aurora,
Ciel, and Lalani whisper close. She quickly clued them in as she waited.

Slate, you haveto tell me what’ s happening.

Smart move, Mate, to have our son roast me alive . Keres's grim humor made her
want to cheer, but who knew if someone was listening. She controlled herself with
sheer willpower. Keres! I'm so glad you’ re okay!

Okay is a big stretch. At least my mind is starting to work. Come to me, Snowflake.
Bring the others here. When he lapsed into silence, she updated her small group
before shifting quickly. Rimi messaged Skye as Aurora, Lalani, and Ciel climbed up



on her shoulders.

Rimi moved as quickly as she could. Several times, she had to drop to the ground.
The mates moved quickly each time to hide behind her camouflaging. Thank
goodness they were used to mounting and sliding down adragon’s scales.

Finally, they reached Keres and Slate. The smaller dragon still attacked the dust. He
currently treated Keres's rear legs. Rimi was relieved to see he carefully stayed away

from the dust scattered by the black dragon’s impact.

The mates dlid off her back, and Rimi darted forward. Keres growled, Stop! The
black dragon heaved his bulk upward and staggered forward to drop to the ground
where no dust had scattered. Slate shifted and continued to attack the powder as Rimi
rushed to his side.

He shook his head, keeping his scales away when she tried to rub her snout against
his. It's not all gone, Snowflake. Can you be brave for me?

Of course.

| need you to take the remains of the barrel and fly into the clouds. Scatter the
substance through the clouds. Concentrate it heavily on the areas over the dragons.

Why?

Silver lodide will make it rain. Planes used to seed it into clouds for farmers who
needed rain.

Doesit work immediately? Rimi asked.

It will likely take hours.



Likely? Does that mean it could take longer than that?

Keres nodded his head. It might not even work.

They said they’d wait for aresponse for aday or two, she reported .

Y ou’ ve been to the main camp?

Yes, | was able to sneak close enough to hear. There’s an old man. They call him the
chemist. | think he's the one who created the dust. He hates dragons. He wants them
smote down, she shared.

Of course, he does. There are always dragon haters.

There's also a guy named Evan. His men are providing the muscle. He's only in this
for al the dragons’ treasure.

Kereslow growl made her smile. He was recovering more all the time. She continued
to distract him. There's no love lost between Evan and the chemist. My guess is
they’d get rid of him as fast as possible if they could get the formula for the powder.
The chemist won't give it up.

Then, he's our target, Keres declared.

Tell me what | need to do.

Thisis dangerous, Snowflake. Even disguised, they’ re going to see you.

Y ou need to stay high in the clouds and dodge when they shoot dust at you.

Y ou need a spotter to tell you how to avoid the plumes, but there’s no one who can



go with you.

Slate’ s still to wonky. He' d be dosed again in aflash. And he'd distract you.

| won't take another mate. They’ re too important.

Agreed. They aren't trained to hold on for dear life, either. Damn it! | wish | could
shake this off. | don’t think | can even take off. Keres tried to haul himself to his feet
and knocked Slate onto his back.

The gray dragon couldn’t stop his flame in time, and a jet of brilliant red and yellow
fire erupted into the sky. A distant shout told Rimi and Keres that the bad guys had

spotted it.

Y ou have to go now, Rimi. Concentrate on the clouds slightly upwind from the main
camp. Grab the barrel and go!

Rimi galloped to the cracked container and scooped it up, placing one talon against
the gaping opening.

She paused for a quick second to enable her talent and cloaked her massive form.

The barrel should disappear from view as well.

Unfortunately, once the Agl scattered from it, the mixture would no longer be
disguised.

Throwing herself into the air, she divided her attention between the men scrambling
below her and the clouds.

Before rising over the clouds, she marked the line where the dragons had dropped as



they tried to give Keres time to enact their plan to destroy the supplies with rain.

Starting with the section she judged would drift over her mate, Rimi lifted the talon
away from the barrel to allow the mixture to fall into the clouds.

If he could recover first, Keres would know what to do to help her.

She had moved on to seed sections over the others when a gray shape flew past her,
moving erratically. Slate! Get out of here.

Her son didn’t answer.

Vowing to ground him for years, Rimi forced herself to focus. A plume of colorful
dust almost reached her. They were targeting wildly hoping to hit something.

Watch out, Slatel

Were the clouds darkening? Surely she was imagining it. Rimi kept making passes
across the clouds until the barrel was empty. Please let that work!

Slate, I'm out. Let’s get out of here.

Rwahr!

Slate’s outraged roar sent cold chills down her back. She looked back to see the
remains of a column of powder dropping back to the earth, close to her son. They’'d

hit him.

Slate spiraled downward, heading directly toward the main camp. She had to save
him. Dropping the barrel, she saw it reappear once out of her hands.



“There aretwo. One must be invisible,” aloud male voice screamed .

“Don’'t panic. Shoot a barrage of powder around the area. We'll hit it,” another voice
ordered. Evan.

Rimi swooped under Slate’'s tumbling dragon and groaned at the impact. He was
heavier than she was. Flapping her wings desperately, Rimi fought to carry his body
away from the camp and slow down his descent.

Rimi! What are you doing? Get out of there. Slate’s too big. Keres's voice sounded
panicked.

Ignoring him, Rimi begged Slate, Wake up! Y ou’ ve got to help me!

The young dragon’s mind spiraled as if he were caught in a hurricane. Rimi was on
her own. She couldn’t fight gravity with his dead weight on her back. The ground
loomed underneath her. Rolling out from under Slate, Rimi held her breath as her son
tumbled unhurt to the grass.

Rimi breathed a sigh of relief as she whirled to face the approaching threat. The
chemist stood a hundred feet from her, and Evan’s men struggled to yank a tube free
from the earth to target her. She froze, hoping her cloaking ability would save her.

A rumble of thunder made the chemist glance up before he refocused on her.
“Dragon, | see you. Your talent doesn’'t hide you from me.”

Was he lying? Rimi wasn't going to fall for a trick. She kept her gaze locked on the
dangerous man ahead of her. A rain drop landed on her right wing.

The chemist lifted his chin and inhaled through his nose.



He could scent her?

“Ah, afemale. Of course.”

More drops tumbled from the sky, wetting the ground around him. Out of the corner
of her eye, Rimi saw the men attempting to protect the bags of dust. The sprinkles
multiplied until the water ran off her scales.

“You might as well drop your camouflage, dragon. | can detect you now,” the
chemist told her, stalking directly toward her.

Spooked, Rimi’s heart beat even faster until she was sure everyone could hear it.
Still, she stood locked in place. If she moved, he would see her blur out Slate’s form
collapsed behind her.

Keres's voice filled her mind. Hold on, Rimi. The rain is working. The horde is
ralying.

Rimi stiffened her back, bolstered by her mate’s words. Gaze locked on the threat,
she stood still. The man stopped a mere foot before her. Could he hear her heart
racing? The chemist reached out a hand toward her snout. Automatically, she blasted
him with fire breath.

The flames bent around him. Not a hair on his head sizzled. Surprise snapped her
mouth closed, extinguishing the flare of heat.

Have you figured it out yet, crystal dragon?

The evil contained in that voice whispering inside her head made Rimi cringe away.
She dropped her shield, and the men gasped as she appeared.



What are you? Rimi asked.

Get out of there, Rimi! Keres ordered.

She shook off his demand. Leaving her son unprotected would never happen. A
clump of mud dropped to land by her talons as lightning flashed through the sky. The
true color of her scales reveaed itself as the rain rinsed off the muck she’ d disguised

herself in.

You're beautiful, crystal dragon. Of course, | couldn’t find a female when | needed
one.

You're adragon?

Was a dragon. A pitiful creature driven crazy without a mate. Vengeance made me
stronger .

A dark shimmer appeared around him, vivid even in the gloom of the thunderstorm.

Rimi took a step back when he reappeared in front of her.

A twisted figure of a dragon. She swallowed hard as she recognized the agony that
had created the monster in front of her.

His beast oozed with open wounds and rope-like scars.

Only afew cracked scales remained attached to his withered hide.

Rimi had no idea what color they had been.

I’m so sor...



| do not need your sympathy. Thanks to experimentation on this form, | created the
substance that will end dragons. Sacrificing the beast that destroyed my mind was
painful, but so worthwhile. Now, | am the master of all who shunned me.
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The monstrosity took a step toward her. Petrified, Rimi retreated two steps without
thinking.

She fought her fear to remain in place, hoping Slate would rally as the rain washed
off his scales.

Forcing words to form in her mind, she tried to buy time.
| didn’t wound you. | don’t believe anyone in this horde acted against you.

All hordes are the same. They would have destroyed the black dragon here if he
hadn’t found you.

Y ou’ ve watched this horde?

Yes. | observe many dragon units. When the black dragon was shunned as | was, |
took revenge for both of us.

Kereswouldn’t ask for this. He would never hurt the others.

The mangled dragon shook his head, managing to look disappointed in her. You are
delusional. Ask the others. He's already acted against them—scared their mates and
endangered others. In fact, he will join mein my quest when you are gone.

That won't happen, Rimi contradicted him, never more sure of anything in her life.

He will when hislove dies before his eyes. | will show you soon .



Keres, stay away! Rimi sent a frantic message to her mate before straightening her
shoulders to present a powerful presence.

Turning her attention back, she said, Perhaps a mate could save you still.

Even you, an elusive female dragon, couldn’t save me now. Now, we have delayed
long enough. As much as | enjoy sharing my brilliance with you, it is time for you to
die.

A thump landed beside her. Keres. She didn’t glance at him. Rimi couldn’t take her
eyes off the twisted dragon before her. A dlightly smaller dragon moved into position
on her other side.

Slate! No! Flee!

That eye roll again registered in her mind, amost making her laugh with the
ridiculousness of his answer. Her son’s bravery bolstered hers.

Hooray! The whole family is here. | can use two foot soldiersinstead of one.
“Chemist! The powder is dissolving into the ground!” Evan interrupted.

| do not need more powder to defeat you. It has already weakened you. The black will
protect his mate, leaving himself vulnerable. The gray is too young to be

consequential. Once the crystal is gone, neither will have someone to fight for.

Rimi tilted her head. She heard something behind the dark words that should have
terrified her. Wings.

“Dragons!” aman bellowed.



“What do we do? The tubes are filled with water,” another yelled.

A blast of fire seared a path through the middle of the camp, setting anything
flammable ablaze. Men scattered in every direction. Evan ran to the hideous, twisted
dragon.

“What will work in therain?’ he demanded .

Power!

“He said power, if you missed that.” Skye's voice called from above them as Ardon
swooped over.

“Fuck that,” Evan cursed. He ran into the now torrential storm. Most of his men
followed. The few who remained threw handfuls of the disintegrating powder at the
dragons and quickly learned how flambeed jubilee cherries felt when the poison
melted harmlessly into the earth.

Rimi didn’'t flinch at the sound of their screams. Those men had harmed her family
and friends. She blocked their payback from her mind.

With that problem handled, the dragons landed in a ring around those facing off
against each other. Their mates slid from their shoulders and fled backward as the
dragons stalked forward.

The encircled dragon twisted as if it was being pulled apart by an internal struggle.
Clear black eyes met Rimi’s. The dragon had overpowered his human side. The
tortured beast roared into the air. Tears gathered in Rimi’s eyes, recognizing his
request to be destroyed.

Tell us your dragon name. She did not wish for him to die as the chemist.



Atropos.

Keres and Slate moved in front of Rimi, forcing her back. She stayed focused on the
dragon whose human side had tortured and abused him. She didn’t want him to die
without knowing someone recognized his innocence in al the wickedness and
malevolence of the chemist.

The black light in the dragon’s eyes blinked out. The chemist faced them, once again
in control of the beast. This is not how my story ends. | am the creature destined to
end all dragons.

Atropos, Rimi whispered and repeated the dragon’s name over and over. Voices
joined her. The other mates also chanted his name, paying homage to what the noble
creature had once been.

Keres opened his mouth to blast flames at the chemist. Drake followed, and the others
joined in one by one.

The evil figure in the center made one last attempt to ward off his fate, ripping open
his chest to pull out a bloody bag of powder.

Before he could use it, Slate set it ablaze with a narrow blast of fire.

The colored smoke rose with the heated air from the combustion up into the sky
where the pelting rain doused the chemicals.

When only ash remained of the threatening figure, Rimi fell silent, with the others
following her lead. One by one the dragons pulled back their fiery breath in the
reverse order they’d joined the execution—Slate first with Keres extinguishing his
flame last.



The rain continued to fall, washing all traces of the creature and the evil substance
into the earth.

The horde stood there, quietly mourning the suffering of Atropos.

When the sound of the raindrops increased in Rimi’s mind to a tormenting level, she
shifted back to human form and threw her arms around Keres and Slate.

“It'sover?’ she asked through her tears.

Y es, Snowflake. Let’s go home.

She nodded and lifted her face to alow the rain to wash away her sorrow. “Please.”
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Keres rubbed the pink bottom stretched over his lap. “Are you ready for the last ten,
Snowflake?’ He reminded himself to maintain his stern expression despite her
adorableness. He definitely couldn’t condone her leading the other mates on a
dangerous rescue mission.

“l said | was sorry. | couldn’t just run away,” she reminded him, looking back at him
with tears streaming down her cheeks.

“You put yourself and the others at risk, Mate.”
“I’d do it again,” shetold him defiantly.
“1 know. That’s why you have ten more swats.”

“That’s not fair. | couldn’t keep them from coming. They would have walked there to
help their dragons,” Rimi protested.

“Do you want to make it twenty?”’

She stared at him hard for a few seconds before slumping back over his legs with a
disgruntled, “no!” Keres quickly delivered the last smacks and lifted her to sit on his

lap.
He controlled his smile at her hiss of discomfort.

Rimi could toughen her hide by thickening the skin over her vulnerable cheeks, but
she didn’t make the mistake of adding extra naughtiness on top of the daring rescue



that had earned her a spanking in the first place.

“No more risking your life, Rimi.”

“1 think you knocked off all my scales, Daddy.”

He kissed the top of her head and hugged her close before wiping the tear tracks off
her cheeks.

He didn’t think it was possible to love anyone as much as he loved his dragon mate.

The next eons would not be enough time for them to spend together.

“Your scales are fine, Snowflake. Y our butt will sparkle just as beautifully as the rest
of your dragon.”

She relaxed against his chest. Keres loved holding Rimi and knew after her years of
hiding alone, she craved his touch. He rocked her dlightly to comfort her. After afew
long moments, she leaned back to meet his gaze with a sad expression.

“l can't believe Slate is gone,” she whispered.

“Dragons don't stay with their parents long, Mate. He's off to find a horde. | bet he'll
contact you from time to time.”

She nodded, sniffing loudly before asking, “Do you think Evan will cause any more
problems?’

“l doubt it. Even if he had some of the powder left, he can't make more. It will
disintegrate with time.”



“How did the chemist get so many to work for him to attack us?’
“Some people need a cause to give their lives purpose. Those who view others with
envy crave having someone to blame al their problems on. Dragons make a big

target.”

“That makes sense. It's so stupid though. Your horde has protected Wyvern for
centuries and asked so little from the citizens,” Rimi said.

“Our horde, Snowflake.”

“l don't know how you've had multiple mates and survived. | dreamed the other
dragons’ mates grew old and passed last night. I'm still sad thinking about it and
everyone is young now.”

“1 wondered what that nightmare was about. Y ou should have told me.”

“There' s nothing you can do to changeit,” she said with an audible pout to her voice.

“1 can remind you it’'s best to live in the present. Worrying about the future will cause
you to miss precious memories you can make now.”

Severa long seconds passed as she considered his words. Finaly, Rimi nodded and
admitted, “ Y ou'reright. | need to cherish my time with my friends.”

“Exactly. Now, what would you like to do today?’

“Do we have to stay here?’ she asked.

“No, we can go anywhere you'd like.”



“I"d like to start at the dragon statue on the square, please.”

“Okay. Any reason why?’

“l want to seeit and the names again.”

“Then that’s where we'll visit. Tonight, there is a celebration in town following the
harvest. I'd like to make an appearance there.”

“Will the others be there?” Rimi asked, looking hopeful.

“They will. There' s atheme tonight.”

“A theme? Like everyone wears pink?’

“Kind of like that. But it's Dragon Day,” he said, sounding slightly embarrassed.

“l don't remember hearing of a Dragon Day celebration before in Wyvern. That's
really an oversight. The city should have celebrated its dragon guardians from the

beginning for protecting al the citizens,” Rimi said.

“From the horde’'s perspective, it should be Mate's Day. They are the ones who
sacrifice their ordinary lives.”

“l don't think Lalani, Aurora, Ciel, or any of the others would agree with that
statement.

They didn’'t sacrifice their lives. They have wild adventures instead of everyday
drudgery.

Who else gets to rule the sky, flying on the back of a dragon stud who can shift into



the most handsome and able lover ever?”

“Just an able lover, hmm?’ Keresleaned in to kiss her pink lips.

Pressing her hands against his chest, Rimi pushed him away. “Don’'t get any idess.
Y ou're not going to distract me from going on an excursion!”

“We could combine the two. A trip to an isolated waterfall and then...” Kereslet his
voice trail away suggestively.

“1 don’t have a bathing suit,” Rimi said, waggling her eyebrows suggestively.
“Skinny-dipping itis. Let'sgo.”

“Could we take a picnic basket with us?’

“Marvelous idea, Snowflake! Let’s get you dressed and I'll go talk to the cook. He' I
be delighted to make you a picnic basket of goodies. | think you have him twisted

around your little finger.”

“l didn't do anything special. | try to be nice to everyone. They all do wonderful
things for me.”

“Of course you're sweet to everyone. Would you like to fly with me or on my back?’

“I'll ride.”

“How about we strengthen your wings by flying there together and then I'll give you
aride home?’ Keres suggested.

“If youinsist,” Rimi agreed with asigh.



“Thank you, Snowflake. I'll go organize our trip. Why don’t you go play in your
room for abit while the cook throws together some sandwiches?’

When she happily agreed, Keres lifted her off his lap onto her bare feet. He quickly
restored her panties, smoothing the gorgeous green silk over her blushing bottom.
“Daddy loves your new undies. They're very pretty.”

“They are!” She celebrated and pulled her top up to show off the matching bra. After
he'd admired the pieces, he dressed Rimi in her jeans and drew her shirt back into
place.

He' d gotten her a few sets of lingerie. Finding matching pieces in the right size was
difficult, but two owners of an intimate apparel shop in Wyvern had searched through
all their boxes to put together this pair and four others.

He had repaid the shop owners kindness by locating silkworms and a mulberry tree
for them.

If anyone could figure out how to make more of the soft material, those two
determined women would.

Keres walked Rimi to the doorway of her room where she rushed in to reassure her
stuffie, Rumble, that she'd survived her spanking. When she caught him lounging
against the doorway, listening, Rimi had changed her story, embellishing the pain
she’d endured.

“Snowflake,” he' d warned.

“But I’'m okay, Rumble. You don’t have to worry. Keres is a very nice dragon who
loves me.”



“Thank you for clearing that up, Mate.” Keres waited until he was in the hallway
before chuckling at her endearing brattiness.

Do not panic, Snowflake. A copper dragon is coming in from the east.

We need to get out of here. We can go back and do something inside Wyvern. Rimi’s
voice was tight with tension as she scoped out their surroundings, checking for an
escape route or shelter.

Stay calm, Rimi. Y ou trust me to protect you, right ?

Of course, but let’ s not test it.

Keres hid his amusement at her lack of faith. He had five hundred years on the other
dragon and several tons of power. You don't have anything to worry about,
Snowflake. | promise.

She turned her bright green eyesto look at him before. Okay, but | don't like this.
Duly noted, Mate.

The copper dragon had approached as if drawn by Rimi’s scent. Then, as he came
within a mile of their flying path, the dragon veered suddenly away. Keres roared
after him to add another warning to whatever had caused him to leave.

He left. Her dragon voice revealed her surprise. That's never happened.

Our mating bond must keep other males at bay.

Does that mean | don’t have to worry any longer? Y our horde hasn’t pursued me, but
| thought that was because they’ re already mated.



That was my assumption aswell. Or that | was too fierce for them to risk challenging.

Rimi rolled her eyes dramatically . If the mate bond is the reason, | don't have to
worry anymore. She did a few celebratory loops, making him snort fire in
amusement.

There sthe lake. I1t’ stime to relax.

By the time they landed at the location he'd chosen, Keres could tell Rimi needed a
break. Those extra swoops had challenged her endurance. Her beautiful dragon form
needed to build up more strength. He would make sure she got more opportunities to
enjoy flying.

Do we swim in dragon form? she asked when they landed.

He considered the gentle lapping water. Keres hadn’t seen any predators in the water,
but he wouldn’t risk his mate. “It might be chilly. Let’'s start out wearing our scales
and then switch to skin. ”

Keres led the way into the water, with Rimi following eagerly. He loved how her
beautiful scales shone with the reflection off the blue water. Her heart-felt sigh of
enjoyment made him happy. She deserved al the fun experiences in this world to
make up for her rough start in life.

A splash of water caught him directly in the face. Keres twisted to meet the sneak
attack, and Rimi’s other wing lobbed the cool liquid a him. Oh, you're in trouble
now, Snowflake!

Keres lifted his massive foreleg and stomped it down on the surface of the water,
sending atidal wave over her head. When it cleared, Rimi blinked her beautiful green
eyes at him and sniffed.



That was scary, Daddy. | could have drowned!

He rushed forward to reassure her. When he was two steps away, she flipped her tail
over the surface of the lake, pummeling him with water. Her hoots of laughter met
him as his head emerged from the deluge.

Gotchal

He shook his head and lunged forward. Y ou are in so much trouble for playing your
Daddy.

Y ou have to catch mefirst!

Keres paused for amoment to allow her to dart away and then gave chase.

Fish darted away from them, and songbirds fled the area as they romped in the water.
The wildlife might never be the same. He had no idea how even a drop of water
remained in the lake by the time he caught her, capturing her long neck gently in his
jawsto pin Rimi in place.

When she shifted into human form, he followed her. She bobbled under the water,
having obviously not processed how deep the water was where their dragons had
cavorted. Wrapping his arm around her waist, he pulled her back to a spot where they
could stand safely .

“That was so much fun,” she told him, panting as she tried to regain her breath.

“1 enjoy seeing you laugh,” Kerestold her.

“Guesswhat else | like?”



“What?" he asked, smiling at her cuteness. What was she going to come up with
next?

Rimi reached up and pulled his head toward hers. She pressed her lips against his and
kissed him enthusiastically. He loved how her tongue darted into his mouth to deegpen
the exchange. Heat blossomed immediately between them.

Keres hooked his fingers under the hem of her T-shirt and ripped it off. For once, he
regretted that their clothes reappeared with their human forms. Now he wasted
precious time revealing her luscious curves.

In a few moments, the water lapped over their bare skin. Keres caressed his mate,
celebrating her full curves and beauty. Rimi stroked her hands over his chest and
daringly traced his muscles under the surface. Closing her fingers around his shaft,
Rimi squeezed.

“You're playing with fire, Mate.”

“1 can live with that.” She drew her fist upward and whispered, “ Show me what you
like, Daddy.”

He wrapped his hand around hers and moved her grip up and down. Quickly, her
caresses became too alluring. “Temptress,” he growled and pulled her fingers away.
Keres trapped her hands behind her back with one of his.

“Daddy’sturn.”

Holding her securely, he powered through the water to the shore. Carrying her to a
thick patch of grass only dlightly wet from their boisterous play, Keres lowered her
gently. Stretching out beside her, he gripped her wrists tightly when she tried to free
herself .



“Daddy’sturn,” he repeated sternly, holding her gaze until she submitted. “Good girl.
That deserves areward.”

He leaned over her and captured her nipple between hislips.

Rolling it firmly, Keres then lashed his tongue across the tip.

He loved her wiggles of delight under him.

Her body responded to his touch so eagerly.

After treating her other peak to equally delicious treatment, Keres drew before
releasing her breast with a pop.

“Please,” tumbled from her lips as she raised her hips to rub against his hard thigh
between them.

“I'll make it better,” he promised. He stroked a hand down her rounded belly and
cupped her mound.

Squeezing it gently, he treasured her moan of arousal.

Keres brushed his fingers down the cleft of her pussy before dipping into her wetness.

He deliberately targeted those special spots he' d discovered were her most sensitive.

When she twisted underneath him, Keres rolled to his back and sat up with her
cradled against him.

He guided her thighs around his hips and lifted her to hover over his throbbing cock.



Teasing her entrance with the head of his erection, Keres coated himself with her
juices before lowering her slowly around him.

When her pelvis rested against his, Keres pressed a hard kiss to her lips before
warning, “Hold on, Snowflake. Thisis going to be awild ride.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck and squeezed her inner muscles around his
shaft. “Make me come, Daddy. | need you.”

Keresdidn't need any encouragement.
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They didn’'t make it to the Dragon Day festivities until late afternoon. Of course,
they’d had to enjoy the picnic packed by Keres's cook. Rimi didn’t want to be rude,
of course.

She could tell by the expression on the other mates' faces as she floated the luncheon
excuse by them that they questioned what actually had delayed Keres and her arrival.
Quickly, she distracted them.

“1 wanted to go see the dragon statue. Does anyone wish to come with me?’

“Argenis said all the names are there now. Let’s go check it out.” Ciel chimed in her
support of that idea.

“ Stay together,” Drake warned.

“Of course,” Aurora promised.

They walked two blocks from the festival site to the main town square. Everyone
greeted them along the way, wishing them health and happiness. Severa small
children gave them flowers and blew kisses to them.

It was impossible not to be swept up in the day's excitement. Approaching the stairs
leading up to the ancient dragon statue, the group stopped when they reached the

base. Flowers lined each step in a gorgeous display of color.

The amount of time it must have taken the townsfolk to gather and place all those
blossoms astounded Rimi. She clasped her hands to her heart as her gaze ran over all



the names from the most ancient on top toward the bottom.

Aurora s name was first for their group, of course. It must have been scariest for her
without any other new mates to talk to. Aurora had welcomed those who came after
her with warmth. She’'d answered questions openly and honestly to make the next
mates’ transitions as easy as possible.

Cidl, Lalani, Skye, and Brooks's names followed Aurora’'s. Each had connected with
the others and, in turn, helped the next arrival acclimate. Rimi loved each of them.
She'd never had friends, but knew deep inside these special, fated mates were more
than simple acquaintances. They’ d become family.

Rimi stared at her name. Next to the fina letter of her name was an addition she
hadn'’t seen before.

With no last name like the others, Samuel, the stone mason, had returned to add a
special character for her.

A small dragon’s footprint (or would that be claw mark?) decorated her name on the
right. She loved it.

“Look, Rimi! You're the only one with a dragon print. Everyone will remember for
eons how special you are!” Ciel said.

Linking her elbow with her friend’s arm, Rimi corrected her firmly. “We're al
gpecial. Think how many Wyverns there have been since the founding families
signed the pact. The odds of us being afated mate are astronomical.”

An older woman moved up beside them, carrying a heavy tome in her hands.

Brooks smiled at his grandmother, Elenore, who'd emerged as the spokesperson for
the current Guardians of their founding family’ s tome.



“The city of Wyvern can never celebrate you enough. Thank you for caring for our
dragons. Without you al to tether them to sanity and our world, Wyvern would have
been lost centuries ago.”

“l think | can speak for the others,” Lalani spoke quietly. “We only followed our
hearts.”

“That is the best reason to choose your path in life,” Elenore assured them with a
smile.

Rimi? Are you safe? Keres messaged her.

Yes, my love. We are. I'll return in afew moments.

Do not stay away too long. | miss you.

She smiled at the black dragon’s message. Rimi doubted whether anyone could have
foretold his destiny—from struggling to maintain his sanity to caring Daddy.

“Drake is getting impatient. | should go back,” Aurora said.

“Ditto,” Brooks echoed. “Let’s al go together.”

“1 don’t think you're going anywhere,” a hauntingly familiar voice said from behind
them.

Evan! Skye broadcast a message to Rimi and their dragon shifter mates.

Without a moment’ s hesitation, Elenore whirled and smacked the side of Evan’s head
squarely with the heavy tome she held.

The evil henchman tumbled to the ground.



The Wyverns who had gathered in the town square for the celebration quickly
realized what was going on from the mates’ reactions.

After a quick scuffle, they secured the handful of men and women who'd stood at
Evan’s back.

Rimi looked at the crowd in amazement. “Thank you all. Elenore....” She had no idea
what to say to the elderly woman.

“What the he... heck, Grandma.” Brooks corrected himself as he spoke.
“Brooks made me promise not to let anything raise my blood pressure. Whacking that
scoundrel with the book seemed to be an effective way to solve two problems

simultaneously. Oh, dragon feathers. That jerk’s hard head tore the binding.”

“We'll find an expert to fix it, Grandma,” Brooks assured her, taking the heavy
volume from her hands.

“We'll need to. | trust the dragons will stick around for hundreds of more years.

The future Battlefields will need to know their commitments,” Elenore said proudly.
“Speaking of dragon assistance, Brooks, could you sweet-talk Rogan into going to
pick up your cousin Amber and her family? She would be perfect as the next
Guardian for our family.”

“Grandmother? What are you telling me? |'s something wrong with you?”’

“Heavens, no. At least nothing more than was wrong with me last week. Just

planning ahead, Brooks.” When Elenore noticed everyone eavesdropping on their
conversation, she added, “Oh, my. I’ m interrupting the celebration. We'll talk later.”



“We will,” Rogan assured her with a nod.

Their dragons had arrived with a flurry of commotion and worry, along with the
volunteer authorities. The latter immediately secured Evan’'s crew and their still
unconscious boss. Elenore and that book packed awallop.

“Are you okay, Snowflake?’ Keres asked, wrapping his arms around her after
everything settled back to a joyous celebration.

Rimi nodded and hugged him hard. “I’m okay. Wyverns protected us.”
“Of course they did. The pact was never designed to be a one-way street, but a

symbiotic relationship where we take care of each other. That's how Wyvern has
survived all these years.”

Mom! Dad! I’ve found a horde that has an opening. Well, it’'s the second one I've
found. The first one was definitely more predatory than | wanted.

Slate? Are you okay? Rimi could sense an underlying sense of pain from her son
even from the long distance away.

Had that first horde hurt him? Her mom instincts jolted her into readiness to kick
some dragon booty.

Keres bristled beside Rimi. She patted his chest to calm her mate as the other dragons
headed their way to find out what had put the black dragon on edge.

Wiser, but okay. | don’t need you to go ninja on them. I'm going slower with this
second group.

Smart, Slate. There aren't many new dragons born. Remember, they need you as
much as you’ d benefit from them.



Come home and visit? Rimi suggested.

Someday, Mom. Dad, take care of her , Sate requested with steel in his voice that
made Keres smile.

Will do, Slate. Thanks for messaging us.

Slate? Rimi wanted to ask a million more questions, but her son had cut the
connection.

Looks like we'll have to make another one, Snowflake. I'm up for practicing.

Rimi blushed, remembering how good their lovemaking was together. When the
mates laughed at her expression, she knew they had no doubt something intimate was
going through her mind. Already, they knew her too well.

“Come on, Rimi. Let's go get a dice of pizza. Angelino is cranking them out
tonight,” Brooks suggested, taking her hand to tug her away from Keres. The others
swarmed around her and they whisked her into the crowd.

Rimi smiled over her shoulder at Keres, who laughed at the mates’ antics.

The other dragon shifters slapped him on the back, having fun as well.

He was part of the horde. They hadn’t given up on him and wouldn’t now.

Losing herself in the celebration, Rimi didn't pause to compare her previous
existence to her life now.

Keres had rescued her, and she saved him.

The creators of the pact between the dragon and Wyverns couldn’t have known the



impact of their agreement.

But the dragons would continue to protect the citizens from all forms of evil, no
matter what happened in the future.

Only the luckiest of the citizens would experience a fated mate bond.
Rimi spotted a lopsided dragon drawn on the back of a teenager’s hand as she leaned
against a nearby pillar. The young woman watched the dashing male dragon shifters

celebrating with their mates. Could a dragon shifter’slove await her in afew years?

Only if fate smiled upon her.



