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        Sara

      

      

      Powerful waves licked against the sandy shores of Peahi Beach. It was so early; the sun was barely peeking above the cloud cover. By the afternoon, there wouldn't be a single cloud in the sky. The wind blew Sara Winter's hair back from her tanned face. She tilted her face up and inhaled deeply. There was a scent associated with the beach. It was difficult to explain, but it was one of her favorite things. Most people thought of coconut and lime. When Sara thought about the beach, she imagined the tangy scent of salt and seawater, the way the sand squished between her toes, and the warmth of the water against her bare skin.

      Sara spent the majority of her time out here on her surfboard. Sometimes it was glorious, but sometimes the waves won, and she'd find herself flung off her board with a mouthful of saltwater at the end of it. She wouldn't give it up for the world, though.

      She stood at the edge of the water. Her toes curled in the warm sand as she studied the pattern of the waves. There was never a time someone could call the waters calm, but some days, there was a peace around the beach. Today was one of those days. The sun beat down on her bare shoulders as she debated when she wanted to ride out.

      She set her board down and twisted her hair up in a messy bun, careful to keep it secure but not too tight as to gain a headache.

      "Girl, you gonna stare at it all day, or are you going to get out there and get you some?" One of her best friends and surfing partners, Jillian, stood beside her wearing a grin on her wide, happy face. Her dark curly hair was loose and floppy and curled around the bottom of her chin. She never wore it up. Sara's hair was the opposite. If she didn't do something with it, she'd come out of the ocean looking like a drowned rat.

      Her friend wore a one-piece suit this morning. Normally they wore wetsuits, but today was more fun than serious practice. The sky was blue, the weather was warm, and it was a Saturday. Never a better time to get out and ride the waves.

      "I'm gonna get me some," Sara said happily as she picked up her board and walked into the water.

      She could hear Jillian beside her, following, but the roar of the water soon drowned out all sound.

      The water became deep enough for Sara to hop on her board and paddle out. There was a massive wave forming ahead, and if she was quick enough, she'd catch it. Her teeth gleamed white as she grinned.

      The surf was up, baby, and she was going in.
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      Thirty minutes later, Jillian and Sara dragged themselves out of the water and back to their towels. They both flopped down, laughing.

      Ella, one of their other surfing partners, wore a bright yellow bikini and held a book. She loved surfing, but she loved to read more. Today, the plot of her latest mystery won out over the allure of Peahi. Jillian shook her curls violently, spraying Ella with water.

      "Aaack!" screamed their friend as she tried to salvage her book.

      Jillian crowed with laughter. Sara rolled her eyes and adjusted her towel. She loved the beach. What she didn't love was getting sand in her sensitive areas. One would think a professional surfer wouldn't care about that kind of thing, but sand was sand, and it wasn't the most fun thing to deal with, especially living in Kahului.

      Once she had her area to her liking, Sara slipped on her sunglasses and laid down. Jillian and Ella bickered away as Sara thought about the last few years. Her life had not been easy, but her hard work early on was paying off in a big way. Orphaned, Sara grew up in the Hawaiian foster care system. Coming in at an older age, she was never adopted. Every single time a couple came in, Sara would have to squash down the hope in her heart. She knew they would go straight to the cooing infants rather than an inquisitive thing like her. Sara did the only thing she could over the years; she read as much as she could and endeared herself to anyone she could in the hopes she'd find parents of her own.

      When she turned 16, any hope she had waned, and she began researching how to attend college. Her love of books and learning led to a fully funded academic scholarship at the University of Hawaii. Sara graduated early with honors and earned a degree in Food Science.

      Less than a year later, she started her own business as a private chef and catered to some of the richest clients in the state. Hawaii was known for a lot of things, but they were behind the times when it came to good food. Sara had changed that, earning a pretty penny in the process.

      Growing up in foster care without a penny to her name ensured Sara had socked away almost every dollar she earned. To save up, she'd lived in a hostel with a ton of traveling foreigners with the blessing of one of the women who'd worked at her foster home. She'd paid the woman a pittance and cleaned the dormitories once a week. In return, the woman had kept her fed and housed.

      Sara stretched under the far-reaching rays of the rising sun and smiled. Her life was turning out exactly how she hoped it would. A lot of the money she earned was currently in the stock market, making her a sound twelve percent per year. Even now, she meticulously budgeted her food and shared a rental home with her three other friends to keep costs down. This left her with just enough money to pursue her true passion: surfing.

      Hawaii was a difficult place to grow up in if you weren't somewhat of an outdoor enthusiast. She'd discovered surfing when she was barely a teenager, and every opportunity she had, she was on the beach learning. Fast forward several years, and Sara was now one of the top-ranked pro-surfers in the world.

      She had Peahi Beach to thank for that. Nicknamed "Jaws" for its killer waves, Sara had purposely moved to Kahului to be closer to it. Five days a week, she was here with her friends, practicing their hearts out.

      "Earth to Sara," said Ella.

      Sara blinked and sat up, her sunglasses slipping to her nose. The temperature was beginning to heat up a little. In a few hours, it would be a balmy 72 degrees. "What?"

      Jillian snorted with amusement. "Dinner. What are we having?"

      Sara slumped back down on the towel. "It's 9 a.m.," she protested. "You two are like children."

      "Think of it as a compliment," Jillian said. "Not many people get to live with the premier chef in Hawaii."

      Sara snickered. "Former premier chef, you flatterer."

      "We're used to a higher standard of living, Sara," Ella retorted. "You've spoiled us with your delicious offerings, and now we can no longer eat out. We're ruined."

      Secretly pleased, Sara allowed a small smile to form on her mouth. "Brats," she retorted. "You buy the groceries, I'll fix the chow."

      Her eyes were closed, but she could hear her friends high-fiving each other. "Done!" they shouted simultaneously.

      Sara adjusted the glasses on her face and shut her eyes, enjoying the feel of the wind on her face and the softness of the sand beneath her. These were the best days of her life. Good friends, good food, good waves, and the potential for her to nab the leading spot for surfing in the world.

      The possibilities were endless. She planned to reach out and grab them with both hands.
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      Sara was sopping wet. She flipped over her soaked hair and blindly fumbled for the microfiber towel somewhere above her head. She loved her curls, but they could be a massive pain in the ass sometimes, especially with how much she loved the sea. Every time she surfed, she had to come home and go through a rigamarole of a haircare routine just to ensure her curls didn't flail above her head like Medusa.

      Carefully wringing the water out, she scrunched her hair a little and reached over for the hair gel. She popped open the cap and squeezed an obscene amount of it into her palm. Sara carefully applied the gel, went over her hair with the microfiber towel once more, and then grabbed a regular towel.

      Stepping out of the shower, she padded over to the massive mirrors over the sink. She loved this bathroom. In her opinion, it was one of the best parts of the house. The cabinets were a pretty teal color, and the floor was a wood-look ceramic tile. The mirrors all looked antique, and the wooden borders around them shot through with hints of gold gave the place an old Hollywood look. Whoever designed it knew the importance of a good bathroom to a woman.

      Sara stepped forward and peered into the mirror. Her nose wrinkled a little when the first thing she saw was freckles. It was par for the course a lot of times when you were cursed (or blessed depending on who you asked) with red hair. Before she started to surf with vigor, her skin was fair, a stereotypical peaches and cream. Now, after finally getting out of the orphanage for good and discovering all the wonders of Hawaii and Kahului, she sported a year-round golden tan. It was easy to do in the state. The weather stayed pretty much the same no matter what month it was. Her time spent outdoors lent gorgeous golden highlights to her red hair, and the tan only served to highlight the green in her bright hazel eyes.

      She dropped the towel and slipped on the day's clothing. Sara wasn't one for ceremony when it came to her wardrobe. Athletic shorts, tanks, t-shirts, and yoga pants were usually the uniform of the day. If she went out somewhere and needed something a little more upscale, she usually grabbed one of the athletic dresses from her closet. Short-sleeved but in a flattering shape, they were good enough for the casual atmosphere of her community.

      Today, it was a pair of athletic leggings and a three-quarter sleeved, royal blue tunic. She slipped on a pair of flip-flops, fluffed her hair out again, and picked up the mess in the bathroom she'd made.

      Within a minute, she was out and listening to her friends bickering over what to eat for lunch. She couldn't help them with that. Sara usually made dinner for everyone, but she left them all to their own devices when it came to all the other meals.

      Carrie, her other surfing partner, stood with her head in the fridge. "How come we have so many groceries and not a thing to eat?"

      Sara was pretty sure it was a rhetorical question, but she answered anyway. "Because none of you leeches can cook."

      A burst of laughter came from inside the fridge. "I love how you're so humble!" Carrie said, her voice slightly muffled.

      Sara grinned at her friend's slim back as she stepped around her. Opening the top cabinet, she pulled out a large mug that said, "If in doubt, paddle out." She popped a coffee pod into the machine, set the mug underneath the nozzle, and hit the power button. Within seconds, the smell of fresh coffee hit the air. She took a deep breath and went over to the kitchen window to stare out at the surf. It wasn't Peahi; they had to drive to get there, but it was still beautiful ocean for as far as the eye could see.

      When her coffee finished, she pulled the mug off and doused it with a liberal dose of cream and raw sugar. Sara didn't consume a lot of sugar, but she couldn't pass it up in coffee or tea. Desserts were minimal in their home and usually consisted of fresh berries with some type of cream or custard. She wasn't a cake or cookie person. Or, wouldn't allow herself to be at least. Those things were bad for the waistline and bad for her bottom line. Nutrition was everything when you were a pro athlete.

      She made her way back to the window and listened half-heartedly as Carrie continued digging through the fridge muttering about how there was nothing to eat.

      The surf today was calm, but as the day went on, she knew it would pick up in strength. Far out in the horizon, something began to swell. A perplexed frown formed on her face.

      "What the hell?" Sara whispered more to herself than anyone else. She leaned forward, as close to the window as she could without touching it, and squinted so she could try to see what was happening.

      Within seconds, all three of her friends were crowded around, all trying to get a look.

      Something was out there, rising from the depths of the sea.

      "Is that a whale?" asked Jillian, her voice awed.

      Carrie shook her head. "Way too big to be a whale. From this distance and how well we can see it, that whale would have to be a hundred feet long."

      "So what is it?" Ella asked.

      No one could answer her.

      They all watched as something resembling some kind of pod breached the top of the water. It was iridescent almost, though it could be a trick of the light. They were too far away to make out any real details of it, but it looked almost like Sara would imagine a unicorn horn would look. Pearly white with traces of blue, purple, and green. It was cylindrical and bobbed and weaved along with the waves of the sea.

      Fear trickled down Sara's spine, leaving cold fingers of doom in its wake. Something unnatural was out there. Something not of this world.

      Sara shook her head. That was a weird thought. It was probably just sea trash. Nothing to worry about. Right?

      "It's beautiful," Carrie whispered.

      Sara looked back at her friend. She was enraptured, her gaze locked upon whatever was floating gently in the water. She frowned.

      "Carrie?"

      Her friend didn't answer.

      "Carrie!"

      She blinked at looked at Sara. "What?" she asked, her voice annoyed.

      Sara stared at her. "Are you okay?"

      "I'm fine," she grumbled.

      But the sense of unease wouldn't leave her. Something was out there.

      Whatever it was, it probably didn't bode well for the island.
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      Danger is coming.

      The voice whispered inside of his ear, disturbing his dreamless sleep. He shifted only to find how cramped his quarters were.

      Danger, Daegal.

      Wake.

      For the first time in thousands of years, Daegal Kingsford, the only son of the dragon king, opened his eyes.
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      Water beat at the sides of the capsule he was in. He slowly took in his surroundings and noticed three of his most trusted compatriots resting beside him. Daegal slowly stretched the sleep of the dead from his limbs and pushed himself upright. Right next to him lay Sebastian. He was a big bastard, muscled and massive all over. No wonder the capsule was so cramped.

      He shoved his friend and cursed at him in Dragon tongue.

      Sebastian grunted in his sleep and rolled over, but Edvard, who was right next to him, woke up. "Daegal?"

      "Here," he said. "I don't know how long we've slept." He looked around at the structure they were in. It was dragon skin and usually only formed as a way to protect dragons who've gone to the deep sleep. The fact they were all in it was concerning. His thoughts raced back to the island they'd all lived on. As soon as he remembered, he closed his eyes for a brief moment.

      "Thousands of years if I had to speculate," said Daegal. "There's no telling what changes the Earth has wrought while we slept."

      "Wenches," Sebastian grumbled. "As long as the Earth still has wenches, our long sleep was worth it."

      Gregor was the last to awake. He had a head of chestnut colored hair, and his chin was smooth as a baby's bottom, even after all these years. Daegal and the others made jests at his expense about it. Even after the sleep of ages, he still didn't need to shave. Dragons could shape themselves the way they wanted. He preferred to look this way. His friends suspected some form of sorcery, but Gregor just didn't like to be hairy. Unlike his counterparts who currently looked like starving settlers.

      Daegal's chest rumbled with amusement. "Figures the first thing you would think of is a pretty woman." He had other things on his mind. Like the voice who'd woken him up. It warned of danger and faded away as if it had never been.

      Was there danger? Or was this someone's idea of a terrible joke?

      "First, we sink the pod, then we slowly swim to the surface to investigate." He looked at each of his friends. "Aye?"

      "Aye," they all agreed.

      Daegal's ice-blue eyes glowed, and he punched through the top of the pod. Sunlight streamed in, bright and blinding. All of them let out harsh growls and threw their arms up to shield their eyes.

      "You couldn't have punched the bottom out first?" Sebastian yelled.

      "Silence," Daegal said. He punched another hole through the top. From the surface, it must have looked like a chick punching out of an egg. This was something entirely different.

      Three dragon lords and a prince were about to walk the surface of the earth again.

      With a surefooted kick, Daegal crushed the side of the pod. They began to sink toward the floor of the sea. As soon as the water rushed in, Daegal sighed with relief. He hadn't felt the warm waters of the sea in thousands of years. Scales flowed over his skin, pearlescent and brilliant blue, soaking up the seawater before they settled back under his skin.

      His friends began to destroy the rest of the pod and soon, they all floated in the depths of the sea and stared up at the surface.

      "Do we go?" Sebastian asked telepathically. They could talk underwater, but it expended a lot of energy and left them open to prying ears. Since they'd taken the blood bond, the gods had gifted them with the ability to communicate through their thoughts. Few could use this form of communication. Strong friends or mates, but Daegal only had friends. No woman had yet stolen his heart.

      He nodded. "Let's see what we've missed."

      All four of them slowly swam to the surface. Broad, powerful strokes propelled them quickly until all four were bobbing in the sea, studying the mark of land that lay many feet ahead.

      Gregor's shocked exhalation said what they were all thinking. This could not possibly be the Earth they'd left behind. What were all the strange structures on the horizon? And where was all the greenery? There was some, but it was nothing like their homeland.

      Also, why was it so blastedly hot? The water was warm against his skin, unlike the frigid waters of the fjords he and his people used to swim in each day. The sun beat down upon their broad backs and highlighted the golden strands in all of their hair. Those streaks were a mark of a water dragon, though Daegal was the only one with hair of pure gold. Such was the look of royalty. His friends all bore streaks of gold as dragon lords, but no other would have hair like spun gold unless he was meant to be king.

      Daegal, even after all this time, was still meant to be king.

      First, though, he needed to figure out where he was and how long he'd been asleep.

      Caution shimmered over Daegal's face as he studied the Earth's surface or as much of it as they could see. Everything was different. Upon the shores, children played at the edge of the water.

      Sebastian inhaled and choked on water. "Did you see, Daegal? Do you see what those humans are wearing?"

      Daegal frowned at his friend and looked in the direction Sebastian was gawking at. He had to blink twice.

      "There isn't enough scrap to cover up even half their bodies," he wondered aloud. "Is this how poverty is now?"

      "I'm not sure I care," Sebastian said as he ducked his head under the water and began to swim with furious speed toward the shore.

      Edvard shook his head. "Even after all this time, his dick drives his emotions."

      "Such is the way of some men," Gregor said, his gray eyes sparkling as he watched his friend speed swim to the first available woman.

      "We should go after the imbecile," Daegal mused, but no one moved. This was usually the case with Sebastian. He dove in headfirst and failed to ask any questions. When he failed, and he usually did, Daegal and the others would swoop in and save him. It wasn't that Sebastian was stupid, far from it. He was just impulsive and reckless.

      They owed some of the best times of their lives to Sebastian's inability to curb his impulses.

      "Do you think the women have changed?" Gregor mused as he watched Sebastian rise out of the sea. Water poured down the rippling muscles of his back as he spotted his prey⁠—a blonde woman wearing an absolutely hideous shade of green. It was so bright, it offended Daegal's sensibilities. Whatever that color was, it hadn't existed before they'd gone to sleep. If it had, Daegal would have outlawed it.

      The blonde stopped in her tracks and stared at Sebastian like he was a god. His friend stalked toward her like he was going to claim her. With his vision, Daegal noticed the moment alarm surpassed admiration. The woman took a single step back.

      "Woman!" Sebastian roared. "I've come to claim you!"

      Edvard snorted with amusement. Gregor sighed and shook his head.

      "We should go to him," Gregor said.

      Daegal sighed. "Aye. We should."

      But still, no one moved.

      Sebastian stood in front of the woman. He wasn't yelling anymore, so it was difficult to hear. Then, the woman's hand connected with Sebastian's cheek so furiously it sounded like a thunderclap. The woman's ample breasts heaved as she turned and stomped away. By now, the scene had gathered a crowd.

      Daegal could tell the moment Sebastian realized he might be in trouble. There was nothing scarier than a mob. Unless you were confronted with a mob while weak, hungry, and mighty horny.

      "Gods," Daegal gritted out. He dove into the sea and toward his stupid friend.

      Gregor and Edvard followed.
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      Sebastian's cheek was bright red and sported the perfect imprint of a dainty palm.

      "She struck me!" he said in disbelief. "Across the face." His gaze swung wildly around.

      Daegal stood beside his friend casting an imperious glare at all the people who gathered too close.

      "Yeah!" came the voice of a man who appeared to have overindulged on mutton and sweets. "That's totally disrespectful!" the man shouted as he jabbed his finger in the air. His belly hung over a pair of some kind of material that only went to his knees. Did all humans disrespect their body so much? It was disgraceful. Daegal glanced down as if to reassure himself his physique still remained.

      "Silence," Daegal declared.

      The man began to walk up to him, his face puffy and red with anger. Daegal held up a hand. He knew he had to diffuse this immediately. "Peace, brother," he said.

      The man's face registered confusion. "Brother?" he spat. "I'll tell you⁠—"

      Gregor punched him in the face. The man went down like a sack of stones. His friend's cold gray gaze swept over the crowd. "Anyone else?" he asked mildly.

      Not a single person spoke.

      This was always Gregor's role. Act as an enforcer. Ask questions later.

      "We must find shelter," Daegal murmured quietly. Several feet in front of them loomed a large dwelling overlooking the sea. "We will start there."

      Sebastian still looked stunned. "These humans are vicious," he murmured.

      Daegal slapped a hand on his friend's back. "Perhaps this is merely progression," Daegal said quietly. "You can't always take what you wish. This was true even in our day, friend."

      "I hate progression," Sebastian said.

      "Without progress, we would still be stuck in our skins," Edvard commented. He, too, remained vigilant on the beach as he watched for any more signs of the humans attacking.

      Daegal, sensing the confrontation was over, toed the prone man. When he didn't wake up, he leaned down and watched the man's chest for a moment. "He will wake soon," he announced. "Perhaps next time he will fear the wrath of a dragon lord before he acts."

      The humans all wore the same confused expression. Had they not heard of dragon lords or kings? A puzzled frown knit his brows. Perhaps he would be the one to teach this lesson soon.

      "Come, brothers," he announced as he stepped over the man. "We need sustenance."

      Sebastian still touched his face.

      Edvard laughed out loud at his expression. "Perhaps next time you will refrain from shouting your claim to the heavens?"

      "I'll do no such thing," snapped Sebastian. His gaze still traveled toward the woman who was now halfway down the beach. She hadn't looked back once. "Perhaps there is a more willing wench available."

      "Good gods, man," Gregor said. "We've barely been awake an hour. I'm sure there are more pressing needs."

      "This is why you never have any fun, Gregor. You're all punch first, ask questions later. You don't know how to woo."

      Edvard let out a loud crack of laughter. "Is that what you call wooing, brother?"

      "Aye," Sebastian said. "It usually works."

      "Maybe in our time," Edvard said as he followed Daegal up to the house. "I would take care to watch and learn this time. Perhaps there is a much different way to woo these women."

      Daegal shook his head. "I don't think Sebastian means to woo anyone."

      Sebastian chuckled darkly. "Daegal is right."

      "Keep your shaft in your pants for now. We need to present ourselves as charming and agreeable," Daegal said.

      The grin hadn't yet fallen off Edvard's face. "Agreeable now? Is that what we're doing?"

      Daegal gave him a sharp glare. "We need food. We have no money and no shelter. If we have to be agreeable to gather those things, then agreeable we shall be."

      "Sure, brother," Edvard said. He smiled all the way to the steps of the dwelling.

      The men stood at the bottom of the steps and stared up to the top where the door was. Everything looked so different than it used to be. The windows were made out of some strange clear material. It wasn't dragonglass. It was too smooth to be so. The color of it was almost offensive to him. It was a light shade of blue, a color that reminded him of the scales he wore beneath his skin. It had a structure wrapped around the house, scattered with chairs and plant life in containers. Strange. Plants were supposed to be in the ground, otherwise, they died.

      He looked at his brothers. They all wore the same perplexed looks he wore. "To sustenance," he said.

      "Sustenance!" his brothers roared.

      Daegal took the first step up to the dwelling.

      The door opened immediately.

      Daegal stumbled as a wave of...something hit him. An ancient, primal, invisible force socked him right in the stomach. If he were less of a man, it would have doubled him over. A woman stood in the doorway, her hair flowing around her head of its own volition. It was wild and the color of the sunsets at home⁠—red and gold and deep, burnished orange. She was tiny compared to him but muscled with a lean strength.

      She was nothing like the women from home.

      She was a storm in the wild, a beacon bright and shining. He wanted to do so many things to her, it was even an effort to take another step.

      Their gazes locked. She stared at him, her eyes the most stunning shade of green and amber. There was no word for that color because he'd never seen it before. The woman did not possess the ice blue or green eyes of his brethren. Wherever they were, it was not Scandinavia.

      Or anywhere near it, he feared.

      "Can I help you?" she asked. Her voice was a growl of anger and curiosity mixed together.

      Daegal and his companions made it to the top of the stairs. "We ask for sustenance and hospitality, woman," Daegal declared.

      The woman blinked those stunning eyes at him. "Excuse me?"

      "Sustenance," Daegal repeated. When she still stared at him, he elaborated. "Food, dinner⁠—"

      "I know what sustenance is," the fiery woman snapped. "I'm just wondering if you think I'm an idiot."

      Daegal blinked in surprise. "I'm not sure why you ask me such a question."

      She tilted her head and studied him. Slowly, her eyes slid down to his chin, neck, chest, and down to his toes. Everything tightened in response. This woman was a brazen wench.

      He wanted her.

      "I ask you such a question because this is 2019 and women don't let strange, half-dressed men into their homes. For sustenance," she enunciated.

      "We can bargain for something other than sustenance," Sebastian said, his voice a sly thing.

      "Silence," Daegal barked, anger raging in his system at Sebastian. This woman was his and Sebastian would not claim her as his bedmate.

      "Get bent, dude," the woman said to Sebastian.

      He wasn't even sure what that meant, but it sounded like the worst kind of insult.

      "Bent?" Sebastian murmured under his breath.

      Edvard leaned forward. "I believe she would rather you twist yourself into a pretzel than lay with you."

      Gregor let out a sigh of impatience. He stepped forward. "Lady, I implore you. We've just come from the sea, and we are starved. We ask only for your hospitality for a few hours and we will be on our way. We swear our oaths as dragon lords that no harm will come to you or anyone who dwells here."

      The woman's face softened at Gregor's words, and irrational anger flowed through Daegal's veins. Gregor was handsome, well-spoken, and had the manners of a courtier, damn his face. Daegal let out a silent, short breath and tried again.

      "Aye," he agreed. "That's all we ask." Though it wasn't all he planned to take if things worked out like he was beginning to think he wanted them to.

      The woman sized them all up.

      Then she promptly slammed the door in their faces.
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      Sara leaned against the door she'd just slammed, her hand on her heart. It beat wildly in her chest, and her breath came in gasps. What in the hell? Of all the bizarre things to happen today, four half-dressed, super buff men showing up on her doorstep asking for food would never have crossed her mind.

      She swung a wild gaze to her three friends, all standing there. They all wore different expressions. Carrie was ecstatic. She practically bounced on her toes. "We have to let them in!" she said on a breathy note.

      "Absolutely not," Jillian snapped. "Haven't you seen even a single episode of The First 48?"

      Ella snorted with laughter, but her expression sobered. "She's right. This is completely nuts." A paperback dangled from her thin fingers, even as she peered at the door with rampant curiosity. Nothing interesting ever happened to Ella simply because her nose was either stuck in a book or she was riding the waves. Her friend was delightfully oblivious.

      But today, Sara could tell her curiosity was beginning to outweigh her customary caution.

      "They're all gorgeous," Sara breathed. She blinked then and let out a startled laugh. Of all the things she could have said.

      Jillian's gaze narrowed. "How gorgeous?" she asked. "Ted Bundy gorgeous? Or, maybe, Brad Pitt gorgeous?"

      Carrie threw a concerned glance at Jillian. "Why'd you have to bring up a serial killer in this conversation?"

      "Because there are four men outside, slobbering like wolves at our door. And they're asking to come in and eat us."

      Sara snorted with hysterical laughter. "They didn't ask to eat us," she clarified. "They asked for food."

      "I mean, sometimes on weekends, I consider myself food," Jillian said thoughtfully.

      "Dear God," Ella whispered. "You're all crazy."

      Sara still leaned against the door, her thoughts tumbling with the events of the last few minutes. They were all outrageously handsome, but the first one who spoke⁠—the blond⁠—there was something primal about him. Something that spoke to her soul. She knew she could trust him, even if her brain was screaming at her not to.

      Sara chewed on her thumbnail. "Should we let them in?"

      Three voices spoke at once until it turned into a cacophony of sound and no one could understand anyone.

      There was a polite knock at the door.

      Sara jumped away like it had burned her.

      All the women stared at the door as if it would bite them if they touched it.

      "Excuse me?" came the sound of the gray-eyed one's voice. "You have our solemn oath. We will not harm you. We are travelers in need of assistance. Once we have rested and sated our appetites, we will leave you in peace."

      Jillian's eyes sparkled. "Oooh, appetites," she whispered.

      "We are all going to die," Ella moaned, but even she seemed to be caving.

      Sara opened the door.

      Carrie squealed with delight.

      "Shit," said Ella.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sara stood almost toe to toe with the blond one. He was enormous. She had to tilt her head up to speak to him. Sara liked this deep down, but on the surface, it rankled her. She was a petite woman, as far as her height, but her lithe, muscled body usually intimidated men.

      This one looked like he wanted to eat her for breakfast and then lick her bones clean. Intimidation factor: zero.

      She hung on to the door frame, still afraid to let them all in. The house wasn't small, but the presence of these four men swallowed up the atmosphere.

      "One meal," Sara said. Her throat clicked with dryness. "You can stay for a little while after that, but you must leave tonight."

      "Daegal," the man said and touched his chest. "Sebastian." He pointed to a dark-haired man with eyes the color of emeralds. "Gregor." The gray-eyed man raised a hand in greeting. "Edvard." Edvard's eyes twinkled with humor. He winked at her.

      So handsome. All of them. Daegal loomed in front of her, like Poseidon risen from the sea. His hair was long and curled down to rest at the top of his shoulders. He was unshaven, but Sara could tell the jaw beneath it was made of granite. His lips, of what she could see of them, were full. The man's eyes were the color of icy seas and the water of long-forgotten isles. He was breathtaking. She'd gotten a good look at his body before, but she took a moment to quickly peruse it again. After all, a body like that was meant for admiring.

      And other things she didn't want to think about right now.

      His chest was massive, but not in an obscene way. He looked like the kind of man who thought tossing trees was fun. Like a lumberjack from days gone by. These were not muscles made in the gym. His waist tapered in and encased lean hips. His legs were covered in strange pants, though she had no doubt they would be as finely muscled as the rest of him.

      One of his eyebrows rose. "Like what you see, woman?"

      Sara's face colored, but she fired back. "I want to see what I'm up against if you act up while you're in my home."

      "Oh? And do you find me wanting?"

      Not even a little bit, she thought. "We'll see," she said.

      Sara stepped back from the entrance and allowed the men to enter her home. This had the potential to be a massive mistake. As she watched their backsides, she had the feeling that all of their lives had just changed.

      Shaking that thought off, she shut the door and turned back only to see the men and her friends in some kind of weird stare-off.

      Sebastian, the dark-haired man wore a leer on his face. Jillian tilted her head at him.

      "Got a problem?" she asked.

      Sebastian blinked at her. Gregor quietly elbowed him in the gut.

      "My apologies, my lady. He forgets himself sometimes," Gregor said.

      Jillian's gaze hadn't left Sebastian's. "No problem." She wore a slight frown.

      Ella stood there for a moment before she turned around and fled the room.

      "That was Ella," Sara said. She didn't miss the way Gregor's eyes followed her retreating form.

      Carrie wore a smile so large it was almost embarrassing. Who knew someone could get that excited at potentially letting in a bunch of serial killers to their home?

      "And this is Carrie," Sara said. Her friend bounded forward with an outstretched hand.

      All the men stared at her like she was insane. Her smile wobbled, and her hand started to drop. Edvard reached out and took it. Instead of a formal handshake, he held it like a knight would hold a lady's hand. Sara could feel Carrie tamp down the urge to swoon.

      They were all professional, put-together women, but as soon as they'd let these men in, they reverted to hormonal teenage girls.

      "Right," Sara said, feeling the need to gain some control. "Follow me, and I'll show you where you can sit." She led them down a small hall and into a sprawling living room. A comfortable couch was the focal point of the room, but there were several comfortable lounge chairs scattered around. Ella loved to sprawl everywhere with a book, so she'd made sure to have as many comfortable oversized chairs as possible in the space. There was a beat-up antique coffee table, which had been the scene of many nights of board games and wine drinking, and a massive rug underneath all the furniture. Everything was done in shades of teal and cream colors, except for the wooden pieces. The dark mahogany of the wood was a good contrast to the lighter, more feminine appeal of the decor.

      Daegal stopped abruptly at the entrance to the living room. He wore a perplexed expression as he looked around. When he spotted the kitchen, he took a few steps forward. "What is...all of this?" he asked with wonder.

      Sara's brows knit together. "Excuse me?"

      Daegal swept out an imperious hand. "This. All of this. Is this how modern people live now?"

      Gregor laid a hand on Daegal's arm. "Progress," he murmured under his breath, though Sara caught it.

      "It's how people live," she said. "Where did you say you were from?"

      Daegal's gaze was still busy taking in everything. "I didn't," he said, his voice aloof.

      Sara bristled. "Then how about you answer it now," she said, her tone cool.

      Those ancient eyes met hers. Something flickered within them, and Sara felt heat low in her belly.

      "Far from here," he answered after a moment when the silence had gone on too long to be comfortable.

      "Scandinavia," said Gregor.

      "Oh?" Jillian said. "Which part?"

      Sebastian had wandered over to the window to look out at the sea, but when Jillian spoke, he turned back to watch her. "What part of what?" he asked her.

      She gave him a puzzled look. "Denmark, Norway, or Sweden?"

      Sebastian was about to open his mouth, but Daegal interrupted him.

      "Norway," he said with finality.

      Sara thought he was probably lying. Something about these guys didn't quite ring true. An unsettling thought occurred to her. These four men showed up not too long after that pod had disappeared into the ocean.

      She studied Daegal and his companions. They seemed human. They spoke English, though they had an accent. But they were dressed weird, and they looked like they'd been traveling. All except for Gregor. He was the only one who didn't look like an aggrieved lumberjack. His chin was as smooth as a baby's bottom and his chest looked like he spent a lot of time in the salon getting waxed. Sara thought of her surfboard and the smooth surface she worked at to maintain. His chest reminded her of it.

      There was no way these people were from the pod. To even think it was outrageous.

      "Are you on vacation?" Sara asked. She motioned for everyone to sit down. All four of the men seemed like they'd rather stab the couch than sit on it, but after a moment, they began to make themselves comfortable.

      Daegal repeated the word like he'd never heard of it. "No," he said. "Not vay cay shun." His phonetic pronunciation was adorable.

      "Visiting family?" Sara asked as she continued to pry.

      "Nay, woman," said Daegal. He sounded vexed.

      Carrie let out a little laugh. She sat down right next to Edvard. He seemed uncomfortable at her close proximity and kept scooting away from her. She was having none of it, though.

      Sebastian and Jillian, meanwhile, were locked in some weird epic battle of the stares. Neither one of them was blinking.

      Sara shook her head and went into the kitchen. She could feel Daegal's eyes on her like a brand. Ignoring it, she rummaged through the refrigerator and began to pull items out.

      Milk and eggs, first. Then she went to the pantry and gathered the vanilla, brown sugar, and the brioche she was trying to save for breakfast that weekend. But these were men. Big men. And big men loved breakfast. Snapping her fingers, she went back to the fridge and pulled out the parcel wrapped package of bacon she'd bought at the farmer's market the weekend prior.

      Men also loved bacon.

      If they were as hungry as they said they were, she would prepare a breakfast feast. Weirdos or not, she couldn't very well leave the men to starve. She bent down and grabbed a large bowl, a whisk, and all the other things she needed.

      Daegal's attention was rapt on her. She could feel him studying her as she worked. When she clicked on the gas stove, he rose to his feet, alarm making his eyes widen.

      "Relax," she said. "It's just gas." Who didn't know what gas was? Who were these men? The pod theory, as ludicrous as it was, seemed more and more likely.

      Sara took the brioche loaf out of the bag and began to cut large slices of it. The bread was just going stale, perfect for French toast. When she'd finished that, she foiled a large baking pan, and set a rack on top of it. With deft hands, she laid out a king's feast of bacon and popped it into the oven. She set the temp and the timer and got back to making the batter for the main course.

      With a deft hand, she cracked several eggs into a large bowl.

      "She's making French toast," she heard Carrie say. "It's divine."

      "Divinity is divine, woman. Not toast," Daegal said.

      "You'll see," Jillian said, her voice cryptic.

      Sara's eyes crinkled at the edges. Jillian was right. Her French toast was pretty epic.

      She added milk, vanilla, and brown sugar to the egg mixture and whisked it all together. As an afterthought, she grabbed a container of heavy cream and added some into the mixture to give it a little more heft. Last, she added a splash of cinnamon and nutmeg and whisked that in as well.

      When the bacon was almost done, Sara grabbed a wide, flat pan with thin edges and popped a tablespoon of unsalted butter on the pan.

      Daegal's gaze continued to burn into her back. When she turned and made eye contact with him, she saw more curiosity than anything. "You're welcome to watch," Sara said.

      Daegal's eyes widened in surprise. He stood and made his way over to her. "What is this?" he demanded in an imperious tone.

      Sara rolled her eyes. "Your dinner, but if you keep demanding things, I'm going to feed Gregor first."

      An iridescent sheen rolled over his eyes. Sara let out a startled gasp. Had she imagined that?

      "You will feed me first, woman," he said quietly.

      "Then be more polite," she admonished as she watched the butter sizzle in the pan. When it was ready, she battered both sides of the brioche and laid it on the hot surface. It sizzled right away, and the smell of brown sugar and cinnamon rose in the air.

      Daegal blinked in surprise, even as he sniffed the air. "What sorcery is this?"

      "It's French toast," Sara answered, even as she was weirded out by the question. "The best kind of sorcery." She hated to assume everyone knew about the most simple breakfast item, but they weren't from here. Sara shook off thoughts of the pod. It was just too insane to be real.

      "French?" Daegal sneered. "We do not like the French."

      "Gregor?" Sara called sweetly, right after she doused the food with butter and maple syrup. "Would you like a plate?"

      Daegal let out a sound that sounded suspiciously like a growl and yanked the plate from her. She hid her smile and added another slice of French toast to the pan.

      Men. It didn't matter where they were from. Food was food. When she flipped the piece over and turned back to watch Daegal eat, she startled. He held his plate out at arm's length right in front of her face. "More," he demanded.

      A startled laugh escaped her. "Wait," she said. Sara reached down and took the sizzling bacon out of the oven. Daegal watched, fascinated, as she used a pair of tongs to take the hot strips off of the pan and slid them onto a plate. "What is this?" he asked.

      "Bacon," Sara answered.

      He let out a huff of frustration. "That word means nothing to me."

      She piled several pieces onto his plate. "Just shut up and eat."

      Daegal glared at her but obeyed.

      There was always a moment when someone first tasted something delicious that was wonderful for another person to witness. The strange man seemed to lose himself as soon as the first bit of salty goodness hit his tongue. He shut his eyes slowly and began to chew in earnest. It was like everything in the room stopped for a moment.

      When Daegal swallowed, his eyes opened. He pinned her with a stare. "Are you a witch?" he demanded.

      Jillian cracked up from behind them. "The real sorcery here is bacon," she said.

      Daegal shoved two more pieces into his mouth. When he went to reach for more, Sara slapped him with the bottom of the spatula. "No. Save some for everyone else."

      Heat kindled in his gaze even as he snatched his hand away. "You dare strike the Dragon Prince?" he asked in quiet disbelief.

      Sara rolled his eyes. Dragon Prince. Yeah, right. "No. But I do dare strike the person who's trying to steal all the bacon."

      Daegal let out a grumpy sound and leaned against the counter. "Rise, fools, and gather sustenance here."

      "You guys are so weird," Jillian announced as she bounded up and bum-rushed everyone in an effort to get to the food first.

      Sara smacked her hand, too, and handed over the next plate to Gregor. He was sweet, and they didn't often meet a lot of sweet, handsome guys.

      Gregor bowed deeply and took the plate from her like it was some kind of ceremonious offering. Sara noticed him staring in the direction Ella had gone after he'd filled his plate and settled himself at the too-small kitchen table. Too small for Gregor and the other enormous men, but perfect for four small women. He had to move the chair out from underneath the table because his legs were too long to sit comfortably. Sara swallowed a smile and turned back to the stove to finish making breakfast. Just as she was about to turn off the heat, all four of the men came back to her with their plates outstretched.

      "More, please," Sebastian asked. There was a gleam in his eyes she didn't like, but she suspected he looked at everyone in that weird, intense, are we going to have sex right now kind of way.

      Sara sighed, went to the pantry for another loaf of bread, and turned the stove back on.
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      Twenty minutes later, after she'd run out of bread, butter, and eggs, Sara meandered down the hall to get Ella. Commandeering a plate for her had turned into a real effort and involved some ninja moves and veiled threats to keep everyone else off of it.

      She knocked on the door. Ella answered a moment later. She'd changed into a pair of yoga pants and a white tank top. Her long brown hair was up in a messy bun and she wore her black-framed reading glasses which only emphasized the blue-green of her eyes. She wore no makeup, but she didn't need it. Her complexion was perfect and lightly tanned. Sara thought Ella would probably stop traffic if she ever went so far as to wear mascara. She was drop dead gorgeous, but Ella was the kind of girl who didn't realize it. Other things were more important to her.

      Sara held out the plate. "You looked a little uncomfortable earlier. I wanted to bring you this."

      Ella reached out and took it. She peeked out the door. "All of those men." She shook her head and swallowed hard. "That's...a lot to take in."

      Sara nodded and then handed over a fork. "Yeah, but so far it just seems like they're really hungry. They don't look harmless for sure, but I think we're safe from them." She rolled her eyes. "Daegal is a handful, though. Demanding and borderline delusional."

      Ella frowned at her. "Are you sure this is a good idea?"

      Sara shrugged. "I guess we'll find out. They won't be here for that much longer." She studied her friend for a moment. Ella dug into her French toast with the zeal of a teenager after athletic practice. She had one real food weakness: bread. Any kind. Toast. Baked. Fried. She'd never met a piece of bread she didn't adore.

      "You should come out," Sara continued.

      Ella shook her head, almost violent with the gesture. "No. I'll bring my plate out once everyone is gone."

      "Gregor seems interested," Sara said quietly.

      Ella's aqua eyes widened. "That's even worse," she whispered. "I'll wait until tomorrow to come out then."

      Sara snorted with laughter. "Don't dive so deep into your books that you forget to live, Ella."

      Ella stared for a second. Then she politely shut the door in Sara's face.

      Sara laughed out loud. That was Ella in a nutshell. Adorably awkward.

      She wandered back into the living room and into the chaos of the four strangers.
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      The woman made a meal like nobody's business. Daegal watched her, intense in his scrutiny. What was it about her that brought out his instincts? She was taller than he liked and more muscular than any woman he'd ever seen before. To tell the truth, all the women in this house were more muscular than they should be. At first, he didn't like it. Men were supposed to be the protectors, the strong ones. The ones to manage the hearth and home. But as he watched the women, his feelings flipped to the opposite side in a short time. They moved with incredible grace, especially Sara. The one with the hair of a morning sunset. Her arms were tightly muscled, but not obscenely so, and her legs were long, smooth, and muscled in such a way as to make his groin tighten every time she moved.

      She should not be so attractive to him. He liked blonde, biddable women. Not women who ran their own homes and spoke down to him like he was some kind of peasant. He watched as she moved to the window and stared out at the sea.

      Just then, a glow came over her. A warm, golden light was cast upon her. A light he recognized from his homeland.

      His eyes widened, and his nostrils flared.

      Mate.

      This witch was his mate.

      Gregor, sitting beside him, shook his head once. A sharp no. He could see it, too. "Say nothing right now," he warned telepathically. "You will spook all of them."

      He turned a wild stare to his friend and brother-in-arms. "How can I not say anything?"

      "Easy," Gregor said. "Keep your mouth shut."

      Daegal glared at him but did not scream the words he wanted to. The glow only strengthened as he gazed upon her. What were the odds of him waking up all of these years later and landing in the time of his one true mate?

      It all felt strangely convenient.

      His thoughts wandered back to the voice he'd heard before he woke up. There was danger here. He could feel it. Right now, it didn't feel as threatening, but there was...something here. Something he couldn't quite put his finger on. He knew it had something to do with him. Otherwise, why would he be here?

      Not only had he woken up; his companions had, too. This told him the threat had to do with dragon kind. But the humans on the beach looked at him like he had an addled brain when he'd mentioned dragons.

      Strange.

      Everything here was different, even the technology. Back in his homeland, they had great tech, but here, everything was so much more convenient. His mother had to get up each morning and bake the bread they ate each day. She cooked dinner from scratch each night. There was no real shortcut to do things. Here, they had tools and contraptions to help make everything easier. It was strange and yet, he liked it.

      His brothers-in-arms sat around the living room, their faces relaxed. For the most part. Gregor never looked relaxed. His hand rested on the pommel of his short sword, and his gaze never rested on one thing for more than a moment.

      Except for that shy woman who'd disappeared. Gregor stared at her longer than Daegal ever saw him look at anything.

      Interesting.

      The woman, Jillian, and Sebastian were deep in conversation, but both of them looked angry. Sebastian's expression was a mix of annoyance and lust. Daegal was used to the lusty look, but he'd never seen it combined with such abject annoyance. Perhaps this woman was good for him. Sebastian's arrogance was legendary even in their own homeland. Temperance would be a good lesson for him to learn.

      He didn't know what they were going to do when Sara made them leave. They had nowhere to go, and none of them were used to this new world. Gregor, with his smooth silver tongue and courtier manners, would probably fare better than the rest, but it didn't make them fit in. He knew as soon as he came out of the water and saw the new humans that there would be a steep learning curve here.

      If only the humans could see he was here as their defender. It was easier said than done. Both of the times he'd mentioned dragons, the humans had insulted him.

      He'd protected the world before, at great cost to him and his companions. Before his great sleep, Daegal was locked in a great battle with Ludovic, a dragon once of his clan. He'd once thought of the man as his friend, but when he took steps seen by many as a step toward dictatorship, Daegal confronted him. Ludovic proclaimed that water dragons were the superior species and humans should bow to them.

      Daegal accused him of throwing away his nobility and using his powers for evil. He tried to explain to him that humans were their equals, never their slaves, but Ludovic refused to listen.

      The memories of it never failed to sadden him. Two other dragons from his clan, Rolf and Aksel, joined Ludovic's cause. Even after Daegal's protests, the three went forward to make war with the humans.

      He and his loyal companions tried to stop him, but the cost was great. Many humans—friends and lovers—perished. While they did eventually prevail over Ludovic and the other evil dragons, the aftermath was devastating. None of them escaped punishment. Daegal and his companions were sentenced to exile over the mass casualties and sent to an uninhabited island halfway across the world from their other home.

      Devastated over their losses, they all sank into deep hibernation, never to stir until today.

      He couldn't help but think those events were somehow related. If they weren't, it was still a fortuitous occasion. He was face to face with his mate, and he would have her. Soon.

      But first, he had to make sure his companions were safe. He was responsible for their well-being, especially since he was the one responsible for their exile. He knew his friends could take care of themselves, but he also couldn't shake the feeling that something was afoot. Something deadly. Daegal planned to keep them close at hand.

      If there was danger here, it would strike soon.
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      Less than an hour later, Sara announced it was time for the men to leave. Daegal had been dreading this from the moment he'd stepped into her dwelling.

      None of them got up. He watched as Sara's face grew red.

      "Our agreement was food and some rest." She held up her wrist and checked some kind of device on it. "It's been three hours," she proclaimed. "Time to boogie on down the road."

      Gregor's brow wrinkled. Ah. Perhaps he had no idea what boogie meant either.

      "We will pay you, human. If you allow us to stay here," Daegal said.

      "See, when you say things like 'human', it's creepy," she said. "It makes me a lot less inclined to agree."

      Daegal blinked at her. "Is that not what you are?" he asked. "Human?"

      She rolled her eyes. It was a very human expression. Or so he thought. The women back home were less inclined to back talk their superiors.

      "Of course we are. Isn't that what everyone is?" She stared at him, her nostrils flared with annoyance. Daegal could feel her blood heat up. She was angry at him. It was surprisingly attractive to him.

      "No," he said. Gregor laid a warning hand on his arm, but he shook it off.

      "No?" she questioned, one reddish eyebrow lifting up in the air.

      "We are dragons," Daegal exclaimed proudly.

      The woman, Jillian, let out a snort of laughter. "And I'm Santa Claus," she said.

      "I do not know who this Santa is," Daegal said, "but you must be this person. Because I am a dragon. And so are my compatriots."

      Silence fell in the room. All three of the women stared at him. Sara's expression was aggrieved, as if she knew he was lying and couldn't prove it. He was not lying, and he couldn't see what the problem was. Jillian's brow was wrinkled.

      Carrie, who appeared to be the most free-spirited, didn't look like she cared. She only had eyes for Edvard. The woman was sitting so close to him, it appeared as though she was a growing appendage from his side.

      These women were all quite strange.

      He suspected his companions agreed. Though, he couldn't help but wonder if there was a reason all of them were drawn here. To these four women.

      His gaze trailed over Sara's lithe form. His mate. All these years, he searched for her. It was never a quest or an overwhelming urge, but everywhere he went, he searched for the golden lights. It was the only way you knew the person was the one. He had relationships before, sure, but none of them were saints. He always went into these relationships with his eyes wide open. Of the women he'd spent the night with so far, none of them had shown themselves to be the woman he was destined to have children with. Usually, the women knew it too.

      Today, though, staring at this unique woman, he could imagine his children with golden hair and her intriguing eyes taking their first flight.

      Overcome with emotion, Daegal swallowed hard. It wouldn't do to give away the game before he even started to play it.

      He could feel Gregor's heated stare upon him. "Do not rush this," his friend said quietly under his breath. "These women must be wooed."

      Daegal offered a short nod. No more. He was terrible at wooing, but he was also handsome and quite adept in the bedchamber. Perhaps that would make up for his less than desirable way with words sometimes.

      Sara caught his eye. "You ask for too much," she said.

      "We ask merely for shelter." Daegal sighed. He would not beg a woman. "Give it to us, and you shall be handsomely rewarded."

      "Uh," Jillian spoke up. "We haven't finished addressing the whole dragon thing. Is anyone going to explain that?"

      Daegal stood up, unbuckled his weapons belt, and stilled himself for a moment. It had been a while since he'd done this and needed a few seconds of intense concentration. He shut his eyes.

      A moment later, gasps rang out through the room. Just a second after that, the sound of a loud crash startled them all. He spun, only to see the beautiful shy girl, standing at the entrance to the living room. A plate lay shattered at her feet.

      Of course, it would be shocking to see him in all of his glory. He was a water dragon. And royalty on top of it.

      "Ella?" Gregor asked, concern evident in his voice.

      The coppery tang of blood reached Daegal's nose.

      "You're bleeding," Gregor said. He took a few steps over to her, but she spun away and rushed back into her room. Blood trailed behind her.

      His expression grim, Gregor trailed after her.

      "Your⁠—" Jillian said. "You're blue!"

      He wasn't interested in Jillian's opinion. He was interested in Sara's. His gaze rested upon her. Two spots of bright pink color appeared on her cheeks. Her mouth was slightly agape as she stared.

      Blue-green scales on his chest, neck, and arms, rippled iridescent in the light. He knew his face had become more angular and sharp. It was a form only a prince could take—still human, and yet part dragon. It was the easiest way he knew to show her what he truly was.

      "Beautiful," Sara whispered. She was too far away to touch him, but her fingertips reached out anyway.

      This was good. She should desire to touch him. Sara was his mate. It wouldn't do for her to find him hideous. Though, of course, he knew he wasn't. He was a glorious specimen of dragonhood and a prince to boot. Those who didn't find him glorious did not know what they were talking about.

      He preened for a moment, his hands placed proudly on his hips. Jillian's awe wore off faster than Sara's did. He saw her roll her eyes heavenward. This show wasn't for her.

      Look away, woman.

      Sara finally snapped out of it. Instead of smiling at him and telling him how glorious he was, she glared at him. "You couldn't tell me that before I let you into my house?"

      Daegal blinked a few times in surprise. This infernal woman. "I did tell you!" he almost roared. "But you insulted me and inferred I was crazy!"

      Sara was still glaring at him. "That's not the point!" she said.

      He dragged a hand through his hair and then ran it down the back of his neck so he wouldn't destroy something. "That is exactly the point!"

      "Children." Edvard's calm and amused voice intruded into their argument. Daegal and Sara stood there, both chests heaving, glaring at each other with the force of a thousand suns. If he could have turned her into a pile of ash, mate or no, he might have.

      "What?" they both roared at him.

      Edvard held both his hands up in a gesture of placation. "Perhaps we can speak of this like rational adults?"

      Sara looked like she wanted to set him on fire and eat him. Daegal drew in a deep breath. Was this how mating was all the time? Feeling like you were crazy?

      He wasn't so sure he liked it. However, when she looked at him like she wanted to murder him, it did funny things to his insides. He still liked her.

      Too much, in fact.

      Daegal sat back down and gathered his thoughts. "I apologize," he said. He was lying. They both knew it. Someone needed to be the bigger person here, and he decided it would be him. He liked to win.

      Sara's glare grew even fiercer. "You don't have to apologize."

      "Apparently, I do. I must not have spoken clearly before. I'm the future king of all dragonkind."

      The glare fell off her face. She pressed her lips together. Perhaps she was trying not to yell anymore. "The king?" She sounded exhausted.

      "Aye. King Daegal of the Water Dragon Clan."

      A harsh breath escaped her, and she sank back down to her seat. "Right. Of course, you are." She fell silent, but one finger worried the space between her brows.

      "Do you have a headache?" Daegal asked. He would soothe it with his magic.

      "No," Sara said. "It's inappropriate for you to stay here," she added as an afterthought.

      Jillian hooted with amusement. "Excuse me, did we just time warp to 1955? Shall I call my mother to chaperone us?"

      Sara gave her friend a quelling look. Jillian shrugged. "I mean, if it's inappropriate, we should rectify it, right?"

      "I hate you all," Sara muttered.

      Daegal sat there, quiet, mulling over the ways he could convince Sara to let them stay. "We can pay you in gold."

      Jillian sat up a little straighter. Even Sara seemed to take his words seriously. Gold must carry a lot more weight in this world than other currency. No surprise. No matter when or where, it seemed, money was the way to get what you needed or wanted.

      "Will sixteen ounces do it?" he asked. They all carried sacks of gold wherever they went, and all of them came out of the water carrying one.

      He noticed Sara swallow hard. "Sixteen?" she asked hoarsely. She pulled something out of her back pocket. Some kind of strange device. She poked it a few times and gave her friend a strange look. Carrie, silently admiring Edvard, stilled and stared at Daegal like he was crazy.

      Sixteen ounces of gold wasn't so much, was it? Perhaps enough to purchase a good mount, or perhaps a week's worth of lodging at a nicer hotel?

      Carrie was about to speak, but Sara interrupted. "Done. You can stay here. I'll give you three days."

      Jillian and Carrie sat back in their seats like they'd been slapped. Three days was not a very generous offer, but he would still let her have the gold. He tossed her a cloth bundle, and she caught it deftly.

      His mate had good reflexes.

      She rose and padded to the back of her dwelling, possibly to stash the gold somewhere safe. No matter. He had plenty more where that came from. Dragons hoarded. They might have risen from the sea, but he knew exactly where his stash was.

      He rose and followed her. Sara turned into a small doorway. He hesitated, not wanting to intrude in a private area. But she was his mate. Where she went, he would follow.

      He knocked once and prowled inside.
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      She startled as soon as he walked in. Sara was crouched on the ground, digging at something in the bottom of the closet. He leaned against the door frame and watched.

      "What do you want?" she asked. Her eyes were wary, but there was a spark of interest.

      He took a moment to peruse her private space. The walls were painted a deep purple and held paintings of the sea and the universe. So this woman was as drawn to the water as he was. Interesting.

      His gaze roamed to the enormous bed in the center of the room. It was similar to something he once slept in before he'd been banished. Four-poster and a large sleeping pad on top of it. The coverlet was white, speckled with purple stars. It was made perfectly as if she hadn't slept in it at all.

      His gaze lingered there as he imagined all the things he could do with Sara in it. A wide grin broke out on his face. Yes. She would be a wild lover, he assumed. There was something not yet unleashed within her. He would find that spark within her and nourish it.

      "Daegal?"

      He snapped out of it. Sara stood in front of him, not too close, but not so far away. He could smell her interest in him. Perhaps it was more curiosity now, but he knew it would bloom into something else. It had to. She belonged to him. By all the ancient and celestial laws, she was his mate. Being human, it might take her longer to accept, but he would take as much time as he could.

      He took a hesitant step toward her. "Thank you," he said. The words felt foreign on his tongue. He wasn't used to expressing gratitude to another person. It was often the other way around. Peasants often bowed and scraped to him. He did, after all, keep the kingdom safe.

      But that was before Ludovic. Before this most pressing feeling of danger.

      "You're welcome," she said.

      Her eyes were most unusual. At times brown, sometimes green, sometimes a mix of the two. He felt like he could drown in them. He took another step closer. "Our people do not appear to exist here any longer. It is nice to have kindness right now. And shelter." He stopped. Daegal was babbling, and that was not common. "Your food," he said, "it was wonderful."

      Gods. He needed to stop while he was ahead.

      Sara smiled at him, and Daegal felt like the sun had come out in the dim room. He stepped so close to her that there was barely an inch of space between them. He lifted a red-gold curl and rubbed his fingers together. "Your hair is incredible. Like the sun coming out after a long storm."

      Sara trembled before him. Daegal could no longer restrain himself. He cupped the back of her neck and brought his lips to hers. It was a soft brush of skin to skin, at first, though his instincts were screaming at him to claim her. Gregor's words came back to him. He had to be careful with her. None of them were used to the habits of dragons.

      Her lips were petal soft, and she smelled of the sea. He inhaled her essence and hauled her against his chest. Sara's feet lifted off the floor, and her arms went around his back.

      The press of her against him was maddening. She moaned as his lips continued to claim hers. With a soft sweep of his tongue against her mouth, she opened to him, like a flower greeting the morning light.

      He deepened the kiss, but Sara pushed him away. Her eyes were wild; her face flushed with pleasure. She held two fingers up to her lips and seemed about to say something. Instead, she gave him a final indecipherable look and fled from her bedroom.

      Daegal smiled to himself. Never had a kiss felt more right. He was filled with certainty.

      Sara was his mate. He would go slow. For now. But there would be a claiming. And soon.
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      Sara knew her face was fire engine red. She could feel herself on fire. Not just from the kiss, though it was a big part of how she was feeling. She'd just let a man—no, a dragon. She'd let a dragon into her freaking house! And he'd just kissed the ever-loving bejeezus out of her. She drew in a ragged breath. She'd never been kissed like that. Not once. She was no weeping violet, but every encounter she'd ever had was quick, a rapid gathering of bodies, and in the dark. Never had it been like that. Like he knew her. Really knew her.

      She stopped right before the entrance to the living room.

      Get your shit together, she admonished herself. Sara fanned herself rapidly in an effort to cool down a little. She would be fooling no one if she walked out with crazy eyes and a beet red face. About thirty seconds later, she stepped into the living room. Jillian and Carrie were across the room digging around in the hall closet for blankets.

      Gregor had returned from his encounter with Ella. She would be sure to ask her friend all about that the next time she got her alone. Sebastian and Edvard lounged on her furniture like they lived there. All the bare man chest in this place was enough to drive a woman mad. She'd have to run down to the surf shop around the corner to get them some decent clothing. If she kept seeing Daegal walk around half naked, she was prone to assault him. In a good way, of course, but embarrassing on her part.

      She checked her watch again and frowned. Sara was one of the few people she knew who ever wore a watch, but it kept her from carrying her phone around all the time. It was a good trade-off, but she'd lost more watches than she cared to count because she kept leaving them at the beach after surfing practice.

      It was too late to go down to the shop. She sighed. At least they would have blankets. All three of the men stood up and began unbuckling their pants.

      "No!" Sara shouted. "Oh my God, no!"

      Sebastian leered at her. "What, my lady? Are you not keen to view my manly prowess?" He hip thrusted and waggled his eyebrows at her. Gregor punched him in the ribs.

      "Ow!" he exclaimed. "What was that for?"

      Gregor said nothing but gave him a strange look.

      Sebastian paled. "My apologies, lady."

      That was awfully humble. It didn't really seem like Sebastian. Whatever. She waved a hand at them. "Please don't put your naked danglies on my couch. Do you have underwear?" she asked.

      All of them gave her a confused look.

      "Underwear?" Gregor asked. "Like a shift?"

      Sara tilted her head. "I have no idea what a shift is. Underwear." She motioned around her crotch area. "To secure your...bits?"

      Edvard's eyes sparkled with unspent laughter. "My bits are just fine how they are, lady."

      "I mean, please don't put your naked rear-end on my couch."

      Sebastian looked like he was dying to say something, but he turned away. Whatever Gregor had communicated with that look had chastened him.

      "So you would like us to keep our pants on?" Edvard asked.

      Sara got the sense he was toying with her. "Yes, please," she said, exasperated. "I'll pick you up some sleep shorts tomorrow."

      "Humans are quite prudish," Gregor said. "You do realize we can morph to our dragon forms and sleep?"

      Sara looked properly horrified. "Please don't do that. You'll break my couch!"

      But Gregor was smiling at her. Sara let out a surprised laugh. "Funny."

      Jillian tossed a blanket at him. He caught it and blinked in surprise. "The softness of this fabric is astounding."

      "It's microfiber."

      Gregor shook his head. "Whatever that is, I like it." He sat down on the couch for a moment before sliding his boots off and lying down.

      Sara pulled out the other sofa bed for Edvard and Sebastian. They looked at it and each other before sighing. Each took a side as Carrie tossed them their blankets.

      "Where shall I sleep?" A deep voice rumbled behind them. Sara turned. Daegal stood in front of her. His expression was pleased, though there was a banked fire inside of his gaze meant for her. She could feel a tether of something between them, almost palpable. She'd never felt anything like it before, and she wasn't sure how she felt about it.

      "We have an extra bedroom," Sara said. She stepped around him and motioned for him to follow.

      "Why does he get his own bed?" Sebastian yelled.

      "Because I am your king!" Daegal shouted back.

      "Semantics!" came the response.

      Sara pushed open a door across from Ella's room. She'd decorated and furnished this room herself. It also served as her office when she needed one. She no longer took private catering clients, but every once in a while, she performed a job for friends or acquaintances. Sometimes, she needed extra money during the competition season, too, so she kept a computer in good working order and a list of old clients to refer back to if she needed it. With the amount of gold Daegal had foolishly given her, she could afford to compete for probably five years and not worry about a penny. With the current price of gold, she'd secured close to twenty grand tonight. She'd share it with the girls, but all of it would go to important things—competition fees, food, household expenses or something of the sort. Hawaii wasn't a cheap place to live, but now they had a nice cushion.

      The bed was full size and usually worked for everyone, but Daegal had to be pushing six foot five. His feet might dangle off the edge, but there was nothing to be done about it. The quilt was precious to her. She thought about pulling it off the bed but decided against it. Daegal would care for it, she thought. He seemed to respect her things, for the most part. The quilt was a patchwork of drawings and artwork she'd done while in foster care. One of the women had saved them and turned them into a beautiful quilt. Her time there wasn't all happy memories, but the care that had gone into it made sure Sara cherished the item.

      Daegal stepped into the room, and it was like he'd taken all the air out of it. He looked around for a moment. Daegal's gaze landed on the computer.

      His brow furrowed. "What is this?"

      "It's a computer," Sara said.

      Daegal shook his head. "Explain."

      Sara thought about it. He was a dragon. He'd probably never been exposed to modern technology. "It's a processor of data. It operates at about the speed of lightning." It was way faster than that, but he'd understand lightning. "You use the browser." Sara leaned over and woke the computer from sleep. She showed him how to open the browser to a search engine. "Then you type your question into this box and hit the Enter key. It will answer the question as best it can."

      He bent over and peered at the computer. "It's like a mechanical oracle?"

      Sara snorted. "Yes. Sort of. Minus the creepy shawl and crystal ball."

      "Sometimes, you don't make any sense."

      A sigh escaped her. "I've heard that before." She tapped the computer and pulled out a chair for him to sit. "Maybe spend some time researching the modern era. The year is 2019."

      Daegal's eyes widened in shock. "2019?"

      "Yes." Sympathy filled her. She reached over and patted his hand. "You have a lot to catch up on."

      Daegal sat down in the chair and hunched over the keyboard like an old man.

      "No," she said. Sara touched his shoulders and adjusted him into the proper position. "If you don't sit properly, your back will hurt."

      "Thank you," he said quietly.

      Sara left him sitting there, his gaze intent on the screen.
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      Twenty minutes later, Sara was in the kitchen cleaning up when she heard Daegal come out of the guest room. He sounded like he was in a hurry.

      "Wake, brothers," he said, his voice serious and earnest.

      The dragons rose as one. "My liege," Gregor said. How did a man look instantly awake like that? Give her that little sleep and she'd wake up looking like a zombie.

      "There is intelligence on the Google that leads me to believe Ludovic lives."

      The other two men were on their feet in an instant.

      "Nay," Edvard said. "We saw him die."

      "Dragons are tricksters, brother," Daegal said. "I awoke to a voice warning of peril. Perhaps this is the peril of which was spoken. I need you to scout the area and see what intelligence you can gather this evening. Be silent and fleet in your steps. The humans are wary in this era. Do not alarm them."

      All three of the men bowed and sat down to put their boots back down. They were out of the house before Sara could remind them they had no shirts.

      "They should probably have clothing," she said as the door clicked shut.

      Daegal gave her a funny look. "They have it."

      "People don't go around town at 10 p.m. without a shirt. It might be Hawaii, but no shirts are for beaches and swimming. Not late night intel missions."

      Daegal's eyes crinkled. Sara wanted to gasp. Was that a smile? His looks were already dangerous enough. Adding a smile to the mix? Dead sexy.

      "Humans are funny about their clothing," he said.

      Sara frowned. "You probably should stop using the word 'human' in sentences. People are going to wonder about you."

      Daegal's brows drooped down. "But it's true."

      "If you'd like to be kidnapped and studied for science, sure. Go ahead and keep saying it."

      "Humans are so weird," Daegal said.

      Sara shook her head. "I can't wait to tell you I told you so."

      Daegal gave her a funny look, but she ignored it. Sara picked up the towel hooked on the stove handle and dried her hands off. "I'm heading to bed," she said. She'd done well not acknowledging the tension between them and trying to play the kiss off as something unimportant.

      It shouldn't be important, especially since they'd just met less than a day ago. But Sara could feel something between them. Something almost tangible. She couldn't explain it, and she didn't want to look crazy by asking about it. But she thought maybe Daegal could feel it too.

      She gave him a small smile and left him standing in the kitchen. There would be time tomorrow to talk about it.
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      Trying to sleep was the worst possible thing she could have done. As soon as her head hit the pillow, all she could think about was Daegal and his hands upon her body. She stared up at the ceiling in the dark room and watched the fan blades spin above her head in an endless loop. Sara was not the kind of girl to jump into anything right away, so the temptation to go to him made her uncomfortable. He was a dragon, for crying out loud. There was no maybe to it. He'd grown scales in her living room. Did he even have the right parts?

      Sara pulled the extra pillow over her face and groaned. Of course, he had the right parts. He looked as human as she and her roommates did. If she shut her eyes, all she could see was the strong outlines of his face and that smooth, defined chest. She had not been prepared for him or any of his friends to wade into her life and throw it into chaos. Sara had plans for her future. Plans that, up until today, did not involve some paranormal creature washed ashore.

      But what harm could a bit of fun do? She chewed the edge of her thumb and thought about it. Her body hummed in anticipation. All she had to do was get up and go to his room.

      She already knew he was interested. She was interested too. Sara frowned. It was more than interest. She wanted a future with him. As crazy as it sounded, she felt like she belonged with him.

      Sara scoffed and turned onto her side. Everyone knew 'instalove' wasn't actually a thing. It was something that happened to people who had no boundaries. She was a strong, professional woman and had no need for a man at this point in her life. She had a major goal to meet this year. Daegal, with his massive gold donation, would be instrumental in helping her get there. All she had to do was stay on track.

      Her gaze strayed to the door. All she had to do was open it and walk down the hall. Sara shut her eyes tight. Why couldn't she seem to resist this call? She had never been this affected by a single man she'd ever met. Normally, she could walk away. Rarely did she go on a second date, and she almost never went past first base. This wasn't to say she was innocent. She wasn't. It didn't stop her from wondering about all the things the man down the hall could teach her, though.

      Sara flung the blankets off, but she still made no move to get out of the bed. She shifted over a little and stared at the door again. This felt like when she was a kid, and she knew there were extra cookies in the pantry. She would struggle for hours over whether to go and get a cookie.

      Sara knew Daegal would be way better than a cookie.

      She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and let her feet hit the floor. She'd see what he was doing. That was all. Maybe she'd chat for a little while and then go back to bed.

      Yeah. Right.

      Sara stood and walked over to the door.
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      Her thoughts spun as she walked slowly down the hall. She didn't know the first thing about this guy. Where he was from. What his plans were now that he was here. How he planned to work once all of his dragon plunder dried up. Nothing. Other than he was probably from Scandinavia somewhere, if he had told the truth about that, and that he had three close companions. She knew his name and that he liked good cooking.

      None of these things pointed to the beginnings of a good relationship. Sara stilled and took a few deep breaths. Relax, she told herself. This is the modern age. You're a modern woman. If you want something, you take it.

      She started walking again and stopped at his door. If she knocked, it would be over. She wouldn't say no.

      Sara knocked.

      The door opened almost immediately. Daegal towered over her, his hair unbound and loose. He still wore those strange pants and boots, and he smelled of the sea.

      "Hi," she said.

      "My lady," he said. He didn't seem surprised to see her. Either he was that arrogant, or he felt the same thread of connection she did. He stepped away from the door and held his arm out. "Would you like to come in?" He kept his voice low. The house had good soundproofing, but you could still hear a conversation out in the hall if you were listening for it.

      She stepped inside without a sound.

      The computer was open to the search engine and cast a white and blue glow across the room.

      "Still researching?" she asked.

      "This bloody machine will suck hours of your time without you even realizing it. It's a modern succubus." He waited for her to sit down, his gaze intent upon her face.

      She chose the comfortable chair by the window. The move was casual enough to infer she wasn't here for sex but she could easily hop out of the chair if that's where things went. Her gaze never left his beautiful face.

      He perched on the edge of the bed, his hands dropped in between his spread thighs. She tried not to look at them, but she was losing the battle.

      "Do you feel this between us?" Daegal asked suddenly.

      Sara licked her lips. "I'm sure I don't know what you're talking about."

      One side of Daegal's lips pulled up in amusement. "Aye? I haven't known you long, but you're a pretty terrible liar."

      Sara frowned. She was a terrible seductress. "Fine. Yes. I feel this. What is it?"

      Daegal looked perturbed, and she couldn't figure out why. "It's...complicated."

      Sara stared at him and waited. When he didn't speak further, she let out a huff of laughter. "Complicated? Is that all you have? This morning I woke up to a planned day of hanging out and surfing. A few hours later, I'm hosting a dragon slumber party."

      "Slumber..." Daegal trailed off. He leaned a little closer to her, his hands clasped together in the space between his knees. "Nevermind. I probably wouldn't understand it anyway. Dragons are complicated, Sara. But rest assured, you and I are feeling the same thing." His gaze bore into hers. "The more important question is, are you here for what I think you are? Because if you are, we can't take it back."

      Sara's heart pounded in her chest. Blood rushed through her ears. She was that transparent, apparently. "What do you mean we can't take it back?" She tilted her head and studied him. There was a sweet kind of vulnerability to him, something absent when everyone else was around. He looked loose, relaxed. She liked it.

      "Dragons are temperamental beasts," he said. "We do not like to share."

      "Who said anything about sharing?" Sara demanded. "I feel like you aren't telling me something."

      Daegal looked like he wanted to keep speaking, but he stayed silent. His gaze beseeched her to stay. Heaven help her, she wanted to.

      Sara stood, only to see Daegal's face fall. She wasn't planning on leaving, but it was nice to know he wanted her to stay as much as she did.

      She stepped in between his powerful thighs. "I don't care," she whispered. She brushed a lock of golden hair away from his face. Daegal powerful shoulders trembled. His arms encircled her waist, and he pulled her toward him. His nose was buried against her chest. He took a long, shuddering breath and tilted his head up to her.

      "Yes?" he asked. His eyes were of the iciest blue, but heat banked at the edges of them.

      "Yes," Sara whispered.

      Daegal pulled her onto his lap. Face to face they sat, staring at each other.

      "Beautiful, Sara," he whispered. His lips claimed hers, softly at first. The heat of him against her made her gasp.

      "Daegal," she whispered.

      His tongue brushed against the seam of her lips, and she opened them gladly. He swept inside her mouth, claiming it. The shock of it made her moan. Daegal's arms tightened around her for a moment before his hand came up to cradle the back of her head. He dug his fingers into her hair and kissed her until it seemed all the oxygen was gone from the room.

      Sara wanted her hands to be everywhere. She felt the planes of hard muscle down his back and swept them up and over defined shoulders. He was heaven sent. Perfect. Every inch of him was a contradiction—smooth, yet hard. She brushed her fingers against his golden hair and hummed against his mouth.

      This was more than the need for physical release, more than the need for a comforting touch. This was an all-consuming fire that they needed to bank before it burned out of control. With each touch, that fire grew until both of them were panting with need.

      Daegal pulled away. Sara moaned at the loss of his lips. With a low chuckle, Daegal stripped her tank top from her. His eyes went molten as he realized she wasn't wearing anything else underneath it. He panted with desire and Sara watched him struggle with the beast that lived inside of him.

      She smiled and brought her mouth back to his. Daegal's hands were everywhere, all at once it felt like, but her world skidded and fell when he brushed her breast with the back of his knuckles. Sara's back bowed with pleasure. All of her nerve endings felt electric. Everywhere Daegal touched, she burned.

      Her fingers grew braver. She trailed them down from his hair to his back, and eventually, down to the place of his need. She touched him lightly at first and met his gaze.

      He was staring at her like she was the most precious thing on Earth. She could see the evidence of his desire, feel it throbbing against her core.

      She flicked open the button to his pants.

      "Sara," he breathed.

      She pushed against him and he lay back, allowing her ministrations. She flicked open the second button, and when she got to the third, she met his gaze again. "So many buttons," she whispered.

      A tremble of cool air brushed against her skin like salt spray from the waves.

      There was nothing but naked skin underneath.

      Sara gasped her pleasure.

      Daegal's rich chuckle made her laugh. "That's quite a trick," she said.

      He reached for her. "Too many buttons."

      Sara was still wearing her sleep shorts. "What about me?" she pouted.

      He flipped her over onto her back and loomed above her. "I'll take care of those without magic." His look was one of worship, one of care. Daegal's fingers brushed lightly over her chest at first. As they stared at each other, he took one of her nipples in his fingers and gently squeezed. Sara moaned with need. Her hips bucked up against him.

      Daegal leaned over and gently licked her breast. Sara tangled her fingers in his hair. He took her nipple into his mouth and sucked as his fingers trailed down and rested at the edge of her shorts.

      "Please," she begged. "Please, Daegal."

      He turned his attention to the other breast. Sara wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him closer to her. He grunted, and the sound of ripping fabric tore through the room.

      Sara let out a huff of laughter.

      Daegal growled and nipped the skin of her neck. "Sorry." He didn't sound sorry at all.

      They were so close together, she could feel the hard length of him against her thigh. Slick with need, she begged him, but Daegal was nothing if not infuriatingly thorough. He lavished attention on her breasts while teasing her with his fingers. But still, he hadn't touched the core of her, the place where she wanted him most.

      She growled against his ear. Raking her nails down his back gently. Daegal squeezed his eyes shut. "If you don't stop," he said, his voice strained, "this might be over earlier than you'd like."

      A grin formed on her face. "I'm sure you're lying." She dragged a bare leg down his back and reached for his throbbing length. She touched him lightly at first, reveling in the smooth length of him. He shuddered against her.

      "Sara."

      She turned her gaze to him and saw him struggling to maintain his form. His eyes went reptilian, and his skin shimmered with blue and green. Sara toyed with the tip of his cock, feeling the bead of moisture form at the top.

      His mouth fell upon hers, and he gripped her so tightly, she gasped at the feel of it. Sara was flaming with desire, wanting only to keep him near her forever. She ran her hands down the smooth planes of his back as they kissed. His hands ran the length of her muscled thigh, gently caressing her until his fingers fell into the secret depths of her. She clenched her muscles around him as he explored her.

      Sara felt like she couldn't get enough oxygen, but more important than that, she couldn't get enough of Daegal. The man looming over her seemed to agree. He removed his fingers, gripped her hips with both hands and thrust inside of her. Daegal immediately stilled. She could tell he was losing control. His jaw was tight, and his eyes shut. Sara reached up and stroked his hair from his face. Both of their bodies were covered in a thin sheen of sweat.

      He turned his head to kiss the palm of her hand.

      Sara moved her hips just a little. Daegal's eyes opened, and a thin sheen of gold flowed over the iris. His nostrils flared, and he began to move inside of her, slowly at first, then with an unrelenting rhythm that had Sara gripping the sheets in pleasurable agony. He was saying something she couldn't understand, a whispered plea to some god Sara never knew.

      Daegal bent without losing rhythm and gently bit her collarbone. Pleasure ratcheted through her. He knew the moment she began to lose control. Daegal held her firm, never ceasing his pace. Sara scraped her fingernails down his back. Her back arched, and she bared her throat to him. He gently worried the lobe of her ear in his teeth and that was it. That simple thing sent her careening over the edge of ecstasy and tumbling into oblivion.

      Daegal followed, seconds later, his voice a roar in the quiet night.

      Spent, Sara failed to notice the soft, glowing golden light pulsating from both of their skins as Daegal gathered her into his powerful arms.

      It was moments later Daegal whispered something into her ear, something primal and ancient. It touched the core of her heart, but she was too exhausted to say anything. She drifted off to sleep, secure within his embrace.
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      Water the color of London topaz surrounded her. She floated in a buoyant sea, naked and free. The sky was a gorgeous blue and the sun was warm on her tanned skin. There was someone with her, but she couldn't see them. She felt comfortable with them, like they were bonded at a soul level. He reached for her, and she gathered her fingers within his. Sara smiled, wide and carefree, for the first time in years. There was no hardship, no worry, no lack of love. Nothing but the feeling of completeness.

      She closed her eyes and felt her body float up high in the air, through the clouds and atmosphere. It should have been frightening, but she was too happy to care.
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      He held his mate, content with her bare skin against his. The mating bond secured once they'd consummated their relationship. A niggle of guilt worried at him for not telling her. Gregor's words kept playing in his mind, and he hoped he was right. It wouldn't have changed anything even if he had told her. Mating bonds waited for no man or woman. They just...were. Once the gods decided who would be together, no man could tear it asunder. He couldn't have chosen a worse time to take a mate. If Ludovic was out there, Sara would be a target. He looked down at the sleeping woman and felt his heart swell. Of all the places to find someone, he never would have expected it to be modern Earth. Her fingers rested against his chest, long and tanned. He longed to put a ring upon her finger, to claim her in the eyes of man and the gods, but he sensed she was different. It might be too soon for such pomp and circumstance. Sara was not a woman to bed and leave. She was a woman to cherish, and he hoped he could do that for the rest of his days.

      Daegal heard the sound of the front door opening as he gently moved Sara to the extra pillow on his bed. He moved to the door silently, picking up his pants and sliding into them. His companions were most likely back with news. On quiet feet, he opened the door and headed out to the living room. The three of them stood close to the kitchen, their heads bowed together, quietly speaking.

      When Daegal announced his presence, they turned to him. Based on their expressions, the news was grim.

      Gregor spoke first. "Ludovic lives."

      It was only two words. Two short words, but they threatened to pull the world out from underneath his feet. "How?" he asked.

      Edvard spoke then. "All we heard were rumors and hearsay. The humans are not aware of the existence of dragons. Ludovic endangers us all."

      "He's close," Sebastian added. "Possibly on this island."

      Daegal shut his eyes for a brief moment before giving a short nod. "Very well. We will leave tonight."

      Grief, sharp and raw, struck him in the solar plexus. He'd just found Sara. For the first time since he'd walked the Earth, he'd found a woman worth living for, and now he had to leave her. There was something nagging him about the timeline. It couldn't be a coincidence that Ludovic chose now to walk again. Had he been licking his wounds? Biding his time? Daegal didn't know. What he did know was Ludovic's plans had to be the same as they were all those years ago. A villain didn't just cease his villainy with the passage of time. If anything, it could have made his dark urges stronger.

      He motioned for his men to pack what little belongings they'd brought with them from their home in the sea. Daegal turned from them, still as the sky for a moment as he thought about what he would say to Sara.

      She wouldn't forgive him for this. After all, what kind of cad left directly after the sort of lovemaking they'd had?

      One who needed to save the world.

      Sara would have to understand. He was doing this for her. For her friends. For the humans all over the planet. He wouldn't lose any more people to Ludovic. The last time devastated him. It devastated his companions.

      Ludovic could not be allowed to see his plan to fruition, and Daegal was the only one who could stop him.

      He made his way down the hall, his steps slow and plodding. This would be the most difficult thing he'd done in thousands of years. When he stood before the door to the guest room, he leaned his head against the wall and steadied his breathing. If she asked him to stay, he would, and damn them all in the process.

      After a moment, he opened the door as softly as he could.

      She slept, curled on her side, a delicate, fiery-haired angel. Her mouth was slightly open, and her hair spread out around her face like silk. One shoulder was bare, and her legs were tangled in his sheets.

      He looked his fill, though he knew he would never be able to satiate himself this way. He wanted to wake her up, to sink himself between her thighs and love her like she'd never been loved before.

      But if he did, he would stay with her. Forever.

      And the world would burn.

      Memories of the faces of the people he'd lost flashed in his head. His choices and Ludovic's madness resulted in their deaths. He could never let it happen again. Especially not to Sara.

      Daegal made a choice, then, staring at his love. A horrible choice. He reached for the notepad and pen that lay beside the computer. When he finished writing the note, he carefully arranged it on the desk to ensure she would see it. Then, he slipped quietly out of the room.

      He returned to his companions standing shoulder to shoulder. All wore grim expressions, though Gregor's held a hint of sympathy. He wanted to punch his brother, but he also wanted to embrace him. Gregor would know how he was feeling. He'd been mated before to a slip of a thing with hair the color of wheat and lips the color of wine. He'd never seen the stoic man so happy. Tragedy ripped them apart far too early, and Daegal had never seen Gregor even look at a woman since then.

      Until today.

      He held his hand out, and Gregor gripped him by the forearm. They nodded to each other.

      "We will return, brother," Gregor said.

      "Aye," Daegal said, resisting the urge to turn and see if Sara had come out of the room. "We will."

      Edvard and Sebastian's gazes lingered down the hall to where the other women were sleeping. "We'd better," Sebastian said.

      Daegal's heart was too wounded to laugh.

      Gregor opened the door and allowed all the men to slip out before he followed behind. Daegal ensured the door was locked but lingered for a moment before he caught up.

      The scent of her would linger with him for the rest of his days.

      They gathered together down at the beach. The night was deep and dark; the moon a mere sliver of light reflecting off the sea. Ludovic was somewhere out there. Somewhere close. Daegal meant to find him and bring him down.

      Only then could he return to his mate.
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      Sara awoke the next morning, deliciously sore and ready for round two. She stretched like a cat and turned to face Daegal.

      The blankets were mussed and the pillow had the imprint of his head, but Daegal wasn't there. She wasn't too worried. He was a dragon. Maybe he'd gone swimming. Or maybe he was trying to make breakfast and about to burn her kitchen down. She frowned then but still wasn't ready to get up. A smile creased her face as she thought about the night before. She could say with confidence that Daegal was the best lover she'd ever had. There hadn't been a lot. But definitely enough to compare. The way he touched her...like she was a goddess who'd stolen his heart. She'd never forget it as long as she lived.

      Sara lay in the room for a while, breathing in the scent of the Daegal and the sea. As soon as her feet touched the floor, normal life would return, and she wasn't ready for it.

      Sooner rather than later, nature came to call which forced her to crawl out of the bed and try to find her clothes. She grimaced as she picked up the shredded pair of shorts she'd worn last night.

      She was going to have to rush back to her room in her undies and a tank top. Sara winced at the thought of it. There were four men in the house right now. She'd have to get strategic about it. Sara slipped her top on and was about to open the door when a slip of paper propped against the computer caught her eye. Her name was scrawled across the top of it.

      "No," she whispered. She stared at it for a moment like it was a monster from the stories come alive to eat her. There was no way Daegal would have left her after the night they'd just shared.

      Maybe if she walked out of the room and came back in, the note would be gone. If she picked it up, it would make it real.

      She didn't want it to be real. She wanted to walk outside and see Daegal in his ridiculous pants, eating all of her bread and bacon. She chewed on the side of her thumb and stared in a silent standoff with the piece of paper. Her heart began to thud, a painful beat inside her. She had the feeling that in a moment, that same heart would be broken.

      She waited another few seconds hoping the piece of paper to dissolve.

      It didn't.

      With a muffled curse, she crossed the room and yanked the paper up. She touched her name.  Then she held the piece of paper to her heart for a moment. Perhaps this was a note telling her he'd run out to get coffee.

      Sara snorted at herself. "A Band-Aid," she muttered. "Just rip it off and get it over with."

      Sara opened the letter.

      Dearest Sara,

      I fear I must leave, though my heart will stay with you always. There is a great evil lurking within the shadows of this world. An evil my brothers and I must contain if the human race is to have hope for another day. Though I am loathe to leave your side, I want you to know that I will return as soon as I am able. I hope to have a thousand years with you, Sara. As many as my immortal heart can take.

      With love,

      Daegal

      Sara crumpled the note and held it against her heart. Tears streamed down her face though she made no sound. She would not make a fool of herself over this man. Flowery words meant nothing to her. Actions did. He left her sometime last night, and he hadn't even had the human decency to wake her first. She wasn't sure she bought the whole great evil thing. It sounded like a perfect excuse to leave her. Oh hey, honey, gotta go and take care of the evil thing coming out of the sea. I'll be back in a year!

      She let out a wet sob as quietly as she could. Her heart, so full this morning, felt like it was shattering into a million pieces. She was a fool for trusting him, for throwing herself at him. He took what was offered and left her nothing in return.

      Why did it hurt so much? She'd known him less than 24 hours, and yet, she felt like she'd just lost the love of her life.

      Sara went over to the mirror hanging over the small dresser. Her eyes were red and swollen and her nose was running. She couldn't walk out of the bedroom looking like this. Everyone would know what happened.

      Maybe if she was quiet enough, she could make it back to her room without anyone hearing her. She opened the door a crack, hissing as it made a loud noise.

      The only sound in the house was silence.

      Sara looked both ways and tiptoed out, carefully making her way back to her own room. Once she was inside with no issues, she leaned back against the door and let out a long and slow breath. Her gaze turned to the large bed. With a sigh, she padded over to it and got in.

      There was nothing on the schedule today, so she could afford to wallow for one day.

      Just one.

      Daegal wasn't worth any more time.
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      She woke up four hours later. Bright sunlight streamed through the windows of her room. She blinked and shielded her eyes, blissfully forgetting for a few seconds what happened earlier in the day. As soon as she remembered, she groaned and turned on her side. It figured. Best sex of her life and it was a one-time deal. Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. It was way more than sex for her and to treat it as such was diminishing her feelings and her self-respect.

      Sara sighed and sat up. She told herself she'd give it a day, but she couldn't even do that. Her heart felt like it was ripped in two, but she still needed to eat. To drink. To think about where it had all gone wrong. She had plenty of time for the last one.

      She got out of bed, rummaged through her dresser for a pair of shorts, and finally padded out to join the rest of society.

      She heard her friends in the kitchen, dishes clanking around, and the sound of laughter. A small smile creased her mouth. She was glad they were all happy. Honestly, she should be happy too. She no longer had four enormous men eating her out of house and home.

      When she stepped into the living room, all conversation stopped. Ella's coffee mug was raised halfway to her lips. Jillian's face was full of empathy, and Carrie stared at her like she had egg on her face.

      "Hey," Sara said and gave a little wave. She would be brave. As brave as she could be. But as Ella set her mug down and raised her arms for a hug, Sara's face crumpled.

      Ella rushed over to her and gathered her in her arms. She squeezed Sara. "It's going to be okay. I promise you. It might not feel like it right now, but each day you wake up, you're going to wake up a little stronger."

      Sara sniffed against Ella's shoulder.

      "I love you, but you better not get snot on me," Ella said.

      A wet laugh broke from Sara. Jillian and Carrie came around and joined in on the hug too. "I think they'll be back," Jillian said.

      Ella stepped away from her. Her eyes were filled with sympathy. "I think they will too, though it might be awhile."

      "Did they leave you a note?" Her voice sounded like she was speaking through a wet washcloth.

      Jillian and Carrie both shook their head. Ella didn't answer, but she did give Sara a look. One that implied she didn't want to talk about it right now.

      Sara gave her a short nod. She'd catch her when she was alone. If she could. It was hard to get downtime in a house full of women. Sara peered over the counter. "What's for breakfast?" She was genuinely curious. They let her cook so often, she wasn't sure any of her roommates could too.

      Ella perked up. "Breakfast tacos! I got some sausage at the farmer's market the other day and saved it for the weekend." She pointed over to the side of the stove. "There's cheese, scrambled eggs, hot sauce, and whatever else makes your little taco heart sing."

      Tacos did sound good. Sara grabbed a plate and started making herself breakfast.

      "Thank you," she said as she piled the last of the salsa on.

      Jillian pointed to Ella. "Her idea."

      Sara wasn't surprised. Ella was both thoughtful and creative. She held the taco up in acknowledgment. Ella gave her a shy smile and pushed her glasses up on her nose. She was so adorable.

      Sara stuffed her face with breakfast and drank about a gallon of coffee. It was close to noon, but she didn't care. She was trying to squash down thoughts of Daegal, but his handsome face kept interfering with her train of thought. There was only one good thing to come out of this whole mess so far. The bag of gold she hid underneath one of the wooden panels. It was worth close to twenty thousand dollars. An outrageous sum. Made even more so by the fact they never even spent a full night under her roof.

      She snorted to herself.

      "Sara?" Carrie questioned.

      "Nothing," she said, but she still couldn't help the smile that crossed her face. She'd gladly spend his gold. If he left any behind, she'd spend that too, just to spite him.

      She poured herself another cup of coffee and settled into one of Ella's comfortable chairs. It was gray and oversized, so big you could fit two of her in it. It was one of her favorite places to sit in her living room. Plus, it swiveled, so she could turn and look out the bay windows when she wanted to. She watched the waves crash against the shore. The sun was hidden by some cloud cover, but it didn't diminish the beauty of the beach. Hawaii was a gorgeous place to live. She'd never wanted to leave, but being with Daegal...she thought she would follow him anywhere he went. She didn't plan on him leaving her behind.

      Sara took a sip of her coffee and watched the steam rise above the mug. One night and she was mourning the loss of him. What did that say about her? Was she weak or was there something more at play here? Something more than just human emotions. She could feel a piece of him inside her. If she concentrated hard enough, she felt like she could call him and he would answer no matter where he was.

      It was a frightening power to have and one she didn't think she would use. If it was even real. Not after last night, anyway. Her fingers tapped a rhythm against the mug. There was still a lot left to do and prepare for before the surfing season kicked into high gear. Maybe it was better Daegal had chosen to leave. She didn't need any distractions right now.

      Sara finished the rest of her coffee, washed her mug, and promptly went back to her bedroom to sleep for another little while. She swore to herself she wouldn't cry.

      She did her best to keep that promise, but her resolve didn't last for long. Tears leaked against the side of her face even as she raged inwardly about her weakness.

      Had she imagined the entire thing? Had she puffed up her own importance in an effort to impress him and justify her actions to herself? Every scenario she played out in her head seemed even more outrageous than the last.

      She would drive herself crazy if she kept going that way. She needed to find something else to fixate on. Something healthy. Like surfing.

      She drifted off, and though her first thoughts were of surfing, they quickly turned to the silvery blue dragon with the golden mane.
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      Sara was alone, floating in a sea of azure blue water. The salt content was higher than normal for she floated with ease. She shut her eyes and let the sun warm her skin.

      "Sara," a deep and ancient voice said.

      She didn't want to speak to anyone. This was a sanctuary. She needed it to be a safe place for her to expose her feelings. Or float away. Whatever she wanted to do at the time, she wanted to feel like she could do it without anyone judging her.

      "Sara," the voice said again.

      She let out a growl of frustration. "Go away," she snapped.

      "So touchy for a trespassing woman," the voice said.

      Her eyes came open as she looked around for the person speaking. "I wasn't trespassing," she insisted. "This is a private beach."

      An amused chuckle came from the disembodied voice. "Oh? How do you know it's private?"

      "There's no one here."

      "I can make people appear. Is that what you want?"

      Sara looked around for the voice and could see only blue water and gorgeous sky. "No, I don't want any people. I just want to relax. Alone." She frowned. "And not carry on a conversation with someone I can't see."

      "Would you like to see me?" asked the voice.

      From the corner of her eye, something streaked through the water. She turned her head but only saw ripples.

      "I'm not sure," she said. Sara treaded water. She wasn't nervous. Not exactly. This was a dream. Wasn't it? It felt like it, but on some level, it felt too real.

      "Answer yes or no," the dragon demanded, though it didn't sound angry.

      "No," Sara said.

      The voice let out a soft huff of amusement. "Very well. I shall leave you then."

      Sara waited a moment to respond. "Maybe next time," she said. "I'm not having the best day."

      By the time the voice came again, Sara had assumed it was gone. "I am sorry to hear that, lady. Perhaps another time then." Did the voice sound regretful?

      Sara frowned. "Maybe," she said.

      The voice did not come again that night. Sara spun around a few times to ensure she was alone. Even though she couldn't see anyone, she had a nagging feeling someone was there. It wasn't frightening, just a little nerve-racking, even as the presence felt comforting.

      Doing her best to ignore it, Sara began to swim with wild abandon. She dove and floated to her heart's content in the beautiful seawater. She swam until her thighs ached. It was only then she swam to shore and fell asleep at the water's edge.

      Sara never saw the golden-haired man sitting on the mountainous ledge above her, watching her sleep.
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      The next morning, Sara awoke more refreshed than she had any right to be. She'd fallen asleep crying and ended up having the most wondrous dreams. Sara dreamed of the ocean often, but it usually had to do with surfing or the beach in some way. This was a water dream unlike any she'd ever had. She'd been in a mountainous region with water unlike any she'd ever been in before. Hawaii was famous for its gorgeous beaches and water, but this water felt different. She'd felt almost magical swimming in its depths. She also couldn't discount the presence she'd felt near her the entire time. It felt like it had been keeping her safe. That sounded ridiculous, she knew. There was something about it that had a familiarity to it. Like she knew the person behind it. Her thoughts went to Daegal, but he was gone. He probably wouldn't be coming back now that he'd gotten what he wanted. It couldn't have been him.

      Sara slipped out of bed and walked into her closet. She needed the water again. She needed sunshine, the waves, and the roar of the ocean as she confronted something much bigger than herself.

      She pulled out her wetsuit, changed, and grabbed her surfboard without so much as a good morning to her roommates. The water was the only place she'd be able to clear her head. Plus, she needed the physical activity. If she didn't exercise or surf every day, she regretted it later. Sara wasn't often sore, but she welcomed the chance to beat herself into exhaustion today.

      She padded barefoot across the sand and straight down onto Kanaha beach. Sara hadn't even brought a towel or applied sunscreen. She didn't care.

      She stood at the edge of the water, letting the edges of the salty waves kiss her toes. The water was still somewhat cool this morning, so it would be cold going in. She shivered in anticipation and stepped into the water, her board at her side.

      When she hit water deep enough, she hopped onto her board and paddled further out. The surf was almost gentle today so the surfing might not be as intense as she was used to. Just being out in the water was helping, though. The morning sun warmed her shoulders. She tilted her face up, a soft smile playing on her mouth. Whatever happened, she knew the ocean was constant and her closest friend. As long as she had the water, she could get through anything.

      She was still paddling when she heard someone shout her name. She turned, only to see Jillian, Carrie, and Ella paddling out after her.

      She grinned and waved. Her friends caught up to her quickly and all four of them lay on their stomachs on top of their boards, facing the endless sea.

      Ella reached over and gripped Sara's fingers. She squeezed them once and let go. It was a silent way of telling her they all had her back.

      A massive wave was coming up.

      A ferocious grin lit Sara's face. "Ready?" she called.

      Her friends answered with whoops and hollers. They split up and paddled furiously toward the upcoming wave.

      This was what friendship meant. Silent camaraderie and shared experiences.

      Who needed men when you had that?

      Sara's lips pressed together. It would have been nice to share her life with someone, but this would do.

      She stood up on her board as the water rose.
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      Sara had been praying to the porcelain god for two straight weeks. She hadn't gone to the doctor yet because the nausea and vomiting weren't constant. If it didn't stop in the next two days, she was going to have to suck up her pride and make an appointment. She hadn't told anyone about what was happening to her yet, but this morning, Ella had overheard her in the bathroom.

      After a soft knock on the door, Sara croaked at the person to come in.

      Her friend stood there taking in the scene and finally let out a soft breath.

      "Oh, Sara," she whispered. Ella went to the cabinet and took out a soft washcloth. She rinsed it with cold water, wrung it out, and placed it on the back of Sara's neck. She felt Sara's forehead with the back of her hand and sank down to the cold floor beside her.

      "How long has this been going on?" Ella asked.

      Sara's breath was heavy. Her skin felt clammy and cold. "Two weeks, I think," she managed.

      "It isn't food poisoning," Ella said. It was not a question.

      "I think not," Sara said. A hysterical laugh escaped her.

      "Heavy," Ella remarked.

      "Yeah."

      "What are you going to do?"

      Sara wiped the back of her mouth. "Go to the doctor before I start panicking. It could be something gastro."

      A humorless smile graced her friend's face. "Since when have you ever had stomach trouble?"

      It was true. Growing up in an orphanage and becoming a chef had given her an iron stomach. Sara was almost never sick.

      "I can't be," she whispered. "I'm on birth control."

      "Mmm," Ella commiserated. "Perhaps dragons can circumvent that system?"

      Sara snorted, but it wasn't with amusement. "It would be just my luck." A thought occurred to her. "Can I even go to the doctor with the potential of a dragon growing inside of me?" She groaned. "What if wings show up on the ultrasound?"

      She and Ella fell silent for a few seconds.

      "They'll pass it off as a shadow of the light or a machine fluke. Humans don't want to believe what isn't right in front of their faces. No one would believe wings on an ultrasound. I wouldn't worry about it. Proper prenatal care is more important."

      "What am I going to do, Ella?" Sara's voice was low and tortured.

      Ella gathered her in her arms and stroked her hair. "I suspect you'll do the same as you always do." She leaned over and kissed Sara on top of the forehead. "You'll pick yourself up and carry on like the badass Valkyrie you've always been."

      A broken sob escaped her. She couldn't be pregnant. Would Daegal be so callously cold-hearted as to leave her alone with even the hint of the possibility of it? It defied logic. She'd always been so careful, so measured, so apt to do the right thing. One night of loosened inhibitions and her career might be over. It was definitely over for the year. She didn't want to think about it any further. As angry as she should be, she also knew a child was the greatest blessing. She could do for this baby what her own mother couldn't. Her hand cradled her still flat, muscular stomach.

      "I suppose you're right," she told Ella. "I have a pirate ship's worth of gold in my closet, so that could help."

      Ella's snort of laughter made her laugh, too. It was a nice change of pace from all the tears that had been shed lately.

      When Sara finally felt well enough to leave the bathroom floor, Ella marched her right into the kitchen. Carrie and Jillian were standing around the window sipping coffee. They were too smart not to notice what was happening. Neither of them said anything. Their faces said it all.

      Sara gave them a wobbly smile and settled herself into one of the stools around the counter. Jillian set her mug down and reached into the cabinet to get tea.

      "Earl Grey or Chai?" she asked, no-nonsense. Sara could have kissed her for it. "With a baby on board, you'll have to watch your caffeine intake." She paused, her hands on the tea boxes.

      "Chai, please," Sara said.

      Jillian took it down and started a small kettle of water. When she passed by Sara, she dropped a kiss on the top of her head. "I hope it's a little boy, and I want to name it Keanu."

      "Absolutely not," Carrie said. "We have to name it Slater."

      "Me likey," Ella said as she poured herself a cup of coffee.

      Sara liked both, but Keanu was cuter. In more ways than one. "It could be a girl."

      "Layne," Jillian said.

      "Nice," Sara concurred. Layne Beachley was an incredible example of female surf power. "I like it." Her hand rested over her stomach. "It could still be gas," she said wistfully.

      Ella barked out a laugh. "Sure. 'Cause gas causes scheduled morning vomiting."

      Sara sighed. "I'll go to the doctor tomorrow."

      "All of us are coming," Jillian said. "You won't be able to keep us away anymore. We're all aunties, and we're all going to spoil baby dragon until he's rotten."

      Nods were exchanged all around. "Did you know Draco is Latin for dragon?" Ella asked.

      Carrie rolled her eyes. "Like Harry Potter, Draco?"

      "Harry Potter is the bomb," Jillian said, her eyes sparkling. "If it's a girl, we can call her Hermione."

      "No," Sara said. "Absolutely not."

      "Luna," Ella said, her eyes dreamy.

      "Stop being weird," Sara said. The tea kettle whistled its shrill noise. "And make me a cup of tea." Sara grinned at Jillian.

      "Definitely Hermione," Jillian shot back as she turned the stove off.

      "I reserve sole baby naming rights," Sara said. She watched as Jillian poured boiling water over the tea bag. She liked tea. Not nearly as much as coffee, but it would have to do until she confirmed her pregnancy and asked the doctor about restrictions.

      "Can you still surf?" Carrie asked. She leaned against the counter, all blonde and leggy. Carrie was the least like them all. She looked more like a model than a surfer. She was on the thin side, more skinny than muscular, but she could handle a wave as well as any of them. Her hair was the lightest blonde, platinum almost. Her eyes were a strange, amber brown and her teeth were perfect and white. The only thing that made her look even remotely like a normal person was the light spray of freckles across her nose and upper cheeks. If those were gone, she would look more like a Milan runway model than a top-ranked surfer. She was the most difficult to get to know, too. Carrie wore her secrets like a shroud. No one had been able to see underneath them. But, she was sweet and fun, and they all loved her. Plus, she'd been the one to introduce Sara to Peahi Beach.

      "Of course, I can," Sara responded.

      "Ah," Ella started.

      "I. Can. Surf," Sara repeated, glaring at her friend. She wouldn't give it up right away. She couldn't. It was one of the main things keeping her sane.

      Jillian started to speak.

      "I will only give up surfing when I'm too fat to stand on the board! Understand?" Sara's voice was louder than intended. Tears shimmered in her eyes.

      All of her friends nodded, wide-eyed with surprise at her outburst.

      "Okay, honey," Jillian said. "We get it. All the surfing, all the time." She turned away. "Until your ass is too big to fit on your board." She laughed and got out of striking distance.

      Sara glared at her friend. "I can't wait until this happens to you."

      Jillian rolled her eyes. "If you can't see it, I'm as single as the night is long. I'm also entirely uninterested."

      Ella snorted. "You and Sebastian seemed quite cozy."

      "Sebastian is a man whore," Jillian said shortly, though her expression didn't match her words. A tinge of sadness rolled over her eyes.

      She missed him. God help them all from the dragon boys.

      Ella's lips thinned. She and Gregor had a connection, it was obvious, but Ella seemed like she'd rather run out of the room screaming than acknowledge it. If anyone was relieved they were gone, it was her.

      Sara had done her best not to think about Daegal over the last few weeks. With the distinct possibility of a baby, he was now all she could think about.

      Not necessarily in a good way, either. Right now, as she sipped her tea like a lady, all she could think about was strangling him.

      She'd never planned for children. Wasn't that how it always happened? Few people were ever truly prepared for them. Even if they'd planned it. Sara had not planned this, and even though it was in the very early stages, she already felt like she was drowning.

      There were so many things she had to buy. She'd have to clean out the guest room to make a nursery. Her thoughts spun with all the things that needed to happen, and it must have shown on her face.

      Carrie reached over and patted her on the hand. "Relax. You have three of the greatest people on the planet here to support you. It will be alright." There was an odd expression on Carrie's face, almost like she knew what Sara was going through.

      Sara gave her a wan smile. "Thank you," she said. "It means a lot." She was going to need all the help she could get.

      Probably a larger wetsuit, too.
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      Seven long months passed and the possibility of Daegal returning had been swept away on a hopeful wind. There were no calls, no letters, no hint he was even still alive. But those strange dreams Sara had in the early days continued on, almost every night. A few months into her pregnancy, the voice revealed itself as a dragon. A massive, gorgeous blue dragon.

      Sara thought she must be going crazy and her dreams were some kind of subliminal message for what she'd lost. They talked and chatted for hours each night, but there was one thing Sara kept secret: her child. It didn't feel right to disclose something like that and since it was a dream, she hadn't felt like she was hiding anything.

      Her perfect figure showed up in the dream. The muscled lithe one. Not the one she sported right now. Her stomach was so enormous she could perch a plate perfectly on top of it. Her feet ached and her back felt like it was on fire most of the time. Her hair had morphed from curly into a wild, Medusa mess and had grown at least four inches since the start of her pregnancy. She didn't have a clue if half of what she was experiencing with this pregnancy was normal. The baby moved. A lot. Sometimes she felt a soft flutter, and she imagined it might be wings. Sara laughed at herself during those times, even though wings were a distinct possibility. Whether she was the first human to carry a dragon hybrid was unknown. If Daegal were here, he would know.

      The birth was also a terrifying thing to think about. Was it safe for her to deliver? Would the baby come out breathing fire? Would the doctor get his brows singed or injured unwittingly delivering a dragon baby?

      Sara was on edge every single day thinking about all the what-ifs. Above all, surfing was the most difficult thing she'd had to give up. The wine and beer wasn't a big deal since she wasn't that big of a drinker. Even skipping out on social things with her friends wasn't an issue. But not being able to get into the water, balance on a board, and let her cares wash away as she took on Mother Nature weighed on her. This was the one thing that made her resent Daegal more than everything else. Yes, he'd left her, supposedly to save the world. If it were true, she couldn't be angry at him without feeling selfish. But he'd taken away the one thing she truly loved. It was temporary, she knew, but getting back into competition mode after delivering a child would be a monster of a challenge to overcome.

      "Earth to Sara," Jillian said. Her friend was waving a hand at her.

      Sara blinked. "Sorry. I was lost in my own little world for a moment."

      "Are you worried?" she asked. Her eyes were sympathetic.

      "A little," Sara admitted. She rested her dinner plate on her belly and smiled at Jillian. There are just too many unknowns right now."

      "No word from any of them?" Jillian scraped up the last of her chicken with a fork and popped it into her mouth. Carrie had taken over dinner duty in the last few weeks because Sara was exhausted. It turned out, their friend was more than a passable cook.

      Sara shook her head. She had not told anyone about the dreams she was having throughout her entire pregnancy. It was too strange to fathom. Plus, she wasn't a hundred percent convinced they were just dreams. Every time she woke up, she felt like Daegal was in the room with her.

      "He will come back," Jillian said. Her faith never wavered. It was strange. Whether she had some kind of sixth sense or was just eternally optimistic, she'd never thought Daegal and the others would stay away. It was kind of her to think so, but almost a year had passed and none of them had heard even a peep from any of them.

      Sara gave Jillian a pained smile. "Maybe you're right."

      A sharp pain made Sara wince. Her plate wobbled. Sara caught it and bent forward to place it on the table. When she sat back up, there was wetness between her thighs.

      "Oh," she said. Her eyes widened. "Did I just pee myself?"

      Jillian's face slackened with horror. "Shit! Shit!" she yelled and jumped up from her seat. "Carrie! Ella!"

      She rushed down the hall and started banging on doors. In less than a minute, it was complete chaos.

      "Oh my God," Sara whispered as she tried to stand.

      "Don't stand yet!" Carrie screeched at her.

      Sara froze in her seat. A great wave of pain came over her, and she hunched over moaning.

      "Jillian, get her bag! We need to get the hell out of here!" Ella yelled as she rushed into the living room. She stared at me wide-eyed. "You're about to be a mom," she said breathlessly.

      "Holy shit," I said.

      "Exactly," Ella said. "You ready?" She grabbed her keys from the counter.

      "No," Sara said.

      "Good. Remember that every time you feel helpless. No one is ever ready for a kid."

      "That is not helping."

      Ella reached over to help Sara stand. Another contraction hit her, and she doubled over, her hand on her massive stomach.

      "Let's go!" Carrie screamed as she opened the door and ushered everyone out.

      The day was here. Sara was going to meet her baby whether she was ready or not.
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      ”This is useless," Daegal said in disgust for about the thousandth time since he'd left his mate asleep in the bed where they'd sealed their bond.

      The trail for Ludovic went cold almost as soon as they'd started to track him. It was like the fiend had suddenly up and disappeared without a trace. As soon as he thought the danger was passed and he could return to Sara, a rumor would turn up and the chase would begin anew.

      They were all exhausted. Going from town to town, from hotel room to hotel room, had yielded nothing. Three months had passed since their last lead.

      "It feels that way," Gregor said. He'd been the one to keep them going when all the others, including Daegal, had wanted to stop. "But he cannot be trusted. If we stop now, he will rise." But even Gregor was frustrated. They'd never lost a lead and been unable to find it again. It wasn't in their nature to lose.

      "When we were at Sara's house, I saw a huge tub in the main bathroom. It was so big I could sink in up to my shoulders, I think." Sebastian shut his eyes and smiled. "The thought of soaking in a tub like that is the only thing keeping me going these days."

      "I'll buy your bubble bath if you shut up about it," Edvard growled.

      "You should try a bath," Sebastian said, the smile not slipping. "It might balance your chakras."

      Edvard snorted. "You've spent too much time around the humans. Chakras are a charlatan's game."

      "Says you," Sebastian said. "But just look at me. Totally zen."

      Gregor shook his head in disgust. "One can only assume you're zen because you spent the night buried between the thighs of that gypsy fortune teller downtown."

      Sebastian's smile widened into a satisfied grin. "She did a wonderful job balancing my chakras too."

      Daegal threw an apple at Sebastian's head, but even with his eyes closed, the man's hand went up and caught it before it struck him. That was the infuriating thing about their team. They knew when a well-placed blow was coming. It was awesome for battle, not so awesome when you wanted to smack one of them for being an idiot.

      "Have you seen her?" Gregor asked quietly.

      "Every night in the dreamscape," said Daegal.

      "Does she know it's you?" he asked.

      "Nay." Daegal crossed his arms and looked out from his vantage point on a massive mountain somewhere in the Carolinas. This was the last lead they'd found. Ludovic had taken to the Blue Ridge Mountains to escape notice. But when they arrived, the trail, once again, had gone cold.

      It was maddening. Part of him wondered if this was Ludovic's trickery and as soon as they'd grown complacent, he would strike. This was the only thing keeping him away from his mate.

      He couldn't stay away too much longer. The mating bond had gone...odd.

      A couple of months ago, he'd felt her in extreme pain. Pain so extreme it brought him to his knees. It went on for hours and just when Daegal was about to scrap their mission, it had abruptly stopped.

      Whatever it was, Sara was injured. It was at that exact moment there came a tug on the bond. A third party.

      Daegal was so disturbed he didn't speak for two days. For the life of him, he could not figure out what had happened. The third party had not faded away. It was a constant humming on the bond, not unpleasant, but very strange.

      He found himself incapable of staying away too much longer. As it was, he was going out of his skin with want for her. Dragons were not meant to be away from their mates. It was unnatural.

      The dream link between them was his only saving grace. It was a way to see and talk to her, but he couldn't touch her or hold her.

      He needed to get to her.

      "Gregor?"

      His most stoic warrior turned to him, a questioning arch on his brow. "Aye?"

      "Ella. Did you feel something when you were at the house?"

      Gregor frowned and said nothing at first. The silence went on so long that Daegal thought he would refuse to answer the question. "Aye," he said finally. Nothing more.

      "Sebastian?"

      "I feel something when any lass is around," he said.

      Daegal wanted to wallop him. "Nothing with Jillian?"

      Sebastian opened his eyes. They were dark with an unnamed emotion. "She's a pox upon my hide," he muttered and shut his eyes once more.

      So...his answer was yes.

      "Edvard?"

      The man swallowed hard. "There is more to Carrie than meets the eye. She is more than the vapid woman people see on the surface."

      In Edvard speak, that was a yes too.

      "Do you believe in coincidence?" Daegal asked no one in particular.

      Sebastian and Gregor grunted. Edvard sighed.

      "Me neither," he said. "There is a reason we were drawn to them when we woke up." His gaze scanned their sparse campsite. "Pack. We return at sunrise."

      Gregor squeezed his eyes shut. Relief warred with worry on his face. "This could be a mistake."

      Daegal nodded. "We will deal with it if it is."

      They spent their last night drinking hard Scotch and reminiscing over their glory days. Daegal was the first up the next morning, packed and ready to go. There was a large body of water beneath them. He could sense it fed into a larger lake and eventually to the sea. They could take that route home.

      They should make it in two days time if they stayed in their dragon forms and took little rest.

      He smiled.

      Sara would be ecstatic to see him.
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      Sara was not ecstatic to see him. This was evident by the thunderous glare she wore on her face when she opened the door. Daegal frowned at her even as he drank in the sight of her. There was a bundle in her arms. His glance bumped over it at first in his excitement to see her. His brow wrinkled as he finally realized what it was.

      Daegal's breath caught as he took a step forward. He blinked once, turning on the inner lid in his eye that allowed him to see magic, and peered down at the child. The child bore the mark of royalty all heirs of the Kingsford line wore.

      He sucked in a breath and turned wide eyes to Sara. She was still glaring at him.

      "I did not know," he whispered fervently. "I swear to you."

      Her arctic eyes thawed a touch, but she still didn't say anything. "I have much to tell you," he said. "Might we come in?" His brethren loomed behind him. Even with the shock of the baby, none of them moved from his back.

      When she gave a slight nod and stepped away, Daegal let out a soft breath. He was worried she'd turn him away. A dragon pregnancy was no easy thing to overcome. He stepped over the threshold and allowed the others to come in before he spoke again.

      Gregor touched the forehead of the child and bowed before it. Edvard did the same. Sebastian stared at the baby like it was a worm for a moment, then gave a shallow bow. They pledged loyalty to his child, though he'd have to lecture Sebastian on the proper way to acknowledge a future king. As a matter of fact, Sebastian needed a lot of lessons.

      She shut the door behind them, still holding his child. "You have five minutes," she said, her mouth a thin slash against her face. Sara walked over to the living room and sat in a new, plush rocking chair that hadn't been there the last time he'd been there.

      The roommates heard the commotion and piled out of their rooms. All three of them stood there staring in shock at Daegal and the rest of them.

      Ella finally stepped forward and punched a finger in the air. "YOU! You have a lot of explaining to do!"

      In his younger days, Daegal would have struck someone down for talking to him like that. But she was Sara's friend, and he strongly suspected, Gregor's mate.

      "I know," was all he said. He gave Gregor a long look.

      His long-time companion gave a short nod and stood. "Perhaps we should give them some time." He looked at Ella hopefully. Perhaps you can show us how you operate those boards?" He pointed to the brightly painted surfboards sitting in a corner of the room.

      Ella frowned. "You want to learn to surf?"

      Gregor shrugged. "We are constantly looking for ways to improve the physiques of our human form. We may swim with abandon in our dragon forms, but our human forms are still fallible. Learning to surf would perhaps grant us the chance to boost our agility and strength."

      Ella's frown faded and her eyes cleared. What Gregor didn't tell many people was that he also spent much of his time buried in books. His vocabulary was the only thing to give him away sometimes.

      She looked like she was going to refuse, but when she looked at Sara, she relented with a sharp nod. "Fine." She eyed his companions up and down. "But you can't go out looking like medieval rejects."

      Sebastian's mouth opened. "Did she just call us rejects?"

      Edvard nodded. "I think she just means you, though."

      "All of you. We're going down to the surf shop." She walked over to Gregor and opened her hand. "Drop some of that gold here."

      Gregor pressed his lips together to keep from smiling. "We've learned much in the days we've been gone. Including exactly how much gold our liege gave your Sara."

      Ella raised one eyebrow. "Yes, and then your liege left Sara alone and pregnant, so all of that gold went to her prenatal care and nursery furniture." She stepped into his personal space. "Do you have an issue with that?"

      Gregor's nostrils flared. Daegal could see the dragon roll over his form. Slowly, so slowly, a golden glow was cast from the bottom of Ella's feet. It was happening. Not yet. Not all at once. But the mating bond was beginning to form.

      Daegal stifled a smile. She would be difficult, that one. He looked forward to watching.

      "Nay," Gregor said, his voice a lot more formal now that the woman had dressed him down. "Our liege's heir shall want for nothing."

      "Good," Ella snapped. Her cool gaze turned to his other companions. "Do any of you have a problem?"

      Edvard and Sebastian simultaneously said, "No."

      She opened the door and jerked a thumb at it. "Then everyone get out."

      Sara snorted softly as Daegal's men did the tiny woman's bidding.

      Carrie and Jillian followed them out and soon they were left alone. Daegal sat on a chair across from his mate, even though he wanted to hold her forever. He didn't think she would allow him to right now.

      "I need to explain," he said.

      Sara stared at him with those strange multicolored eyes. "You do." She rocked the tiny bundle in her arms. The soft sounds of contentment came from within the blue blanket.

      Daegal swallowed hard. "Is it—" he began. "A boy?"

      "Yes," Sara said. "His name is Keanu."

      Warmth beat in his chest. "I approve."

      Her eyes flashed with anger. "I can't say your approval matters much to me."

      A sigh escaped him. He rubbed a hand over his chin and studied his mate. "You are angry. You have every right to be angry. Why didn't you tell me, Sara?"

      Her eyes went wide with outrage. "How?" she demanded. "Dragon Mail Express? You didn't leave as much as a phone number!"

      He had no idea what Dragon Mail Express was, but it sounded interesting. He'd ask later because his mate was furiously angry at that moment. "You do not know?" He'd thought all this time Sara was aware of the dreamlink.

      "Know what?" Her voice was a snarl in the quiet air. His son shifted restlessly. She visibly calmed herself and cooed to him.

      "I spoke with you every night I was gone."

      Her gaze snapped up to him. "Excuse me?"

      His lip curled in a soft smile. "I was the dragon who came to you every night."

      Shock made her mouth drop open. "So I had all these chances to murder you and failed to take them? Of course, I did."

      Daegal couldn't help it. He laughed.

      A small smile peeked out from her mouth. "You left me alone, Daegal. Pregnant. I had no idea if I'd ever see you again."

      He dropped his head into his hands. "I know. You were in danger. All of you." Daegal slowly began to explain Ludovic and his minions. As the story began, Sara's face cleared. He told her about how many humans perished the last time, and how he had to prevent it again. When he told her of his banishment, she reached out and took his hand. "I woke up all these years later only to see you, my mate. We are meant to be together, Sara. I know you feel it too."

      "I'm sorry. I didn't understand. Why didn't you tell me?"

      Daegal shook his head. "You didn't want to believe I was a dragon, and it was such a long story. I'm sorry. I should have told you before I left you like that."

      "It would have made it easier."

      He hesitated before he spoke next. Daegal held his arms out. "May I?"

      A smile broke out on her face, and it was like the sun had come out. "Of course." She handed the bundle over to Daegal and adjusted the blanket so he could see his face.

      He looked like the most wonderful combination of himself and his mate. When the baby opened his eyes, Daegal inhaled in shock. He had the most wonderful combination of ice blue and gold in them. "He's perfect," Daegal whispered.

      Sara touched their son's head. "He is."

      Within seconds, the child fell asleep leaving Daegal and Sara together, both enraptured by their son.

      "I've missed you," Daegal says softly.

      "I thought about you every day," Sara admitted. "Although most of those times those thoughts weren't charitable."

      A fleeting smile crossed his mouth. "I deserve it. I hope to never leave you again." Daegal bowed his head. "But if the rumors are to be believed, Ludovic is still here. The trail keeps going cold. We've been behind him by at least a week each time."

      "Do you believe he's here?" Sara asked. She stroked their son's forehead.

      He nodded. "I do. There was a reason we were woken up." He explained the voice that came to him when he was still underneath the sea.

      "What do you think he wants?"

      Daegal blew out a frustrated breath. "Human slavery. Power. He does not have the same sense of honor most dragons do. He was corrupted, possibly at birth. Ludovic has never seen the promise the humans have or how successfully we can work together in society."

      Sara reached over and put her hand on top of his. "You will find him."

      "I hope," he said as he gripped her fingers tightly. "If I do not, everyone is in danger."

      Sara reached her arms out, and he handed the baby back. She motioned for him to follow her. He watched her back as she walked. She still had some of the soft curves pregnancy gave her. His mouth went dry as he watched her backside until she turned into the guest room.

      Sara laid their son down in a white crib. She reached over and turned on some kind of machine and then motioned him out. "It allows me to hear him cry if I leave the room."

      Humans had come a long way since he'd been asleep. Sara reached over and curled her fingers within his. He allowed himself to be led back to her room.

      His breath picked up as she shut the door behind him.

      As soon as the door clicked shut, Sara turned and drew her fingers through his hair.

      "How I have missed you," she said.

      Daegal shut his eyes for a brief moment in relief. Seconds later, he bent and swept his lips across hers. She gasped greedily and deepened the kiss.

      Moments later, they were lost in each other.
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      Sara was once again where she belonged—in Daegal's arms. She was plastered against his side, beautifully naked, her hair spun wanton against his chest. He stroked her curls and kissed her on top of her head. She sighed and wriggled against him. His mate was exhausted, both physically and mentally.

      It cannot be easy to raise a dragon child alone. Daegal felt deep regret at the length of his absence, even though he knew he'd had no other choice. Ludovic's return would be detrimental to everyone, not just his mate and child.

      He thought about where the other dragon could be, but the world was an enormous place. With all the bodies of water around, especially here in Kahului, Ludovic could be anywhere.

      A soft sound from the nursery put Daegal on high alert.

      He sat straight up in the bed, pulling Sara up with him. The sound continued—a soft rustling. In seconds, Daegal was out of the bed. Sara, soft and mussed, stared at him, bewildered.

      "What is it?" she whispered.

      Daegal didn't bother to put on his breeches before he rushed out to the other room. The door to the nursery was ajar, and Daegal knew it was closed beforehand. Foreboding rushed through him as he pushed the door open.

      The crib was empty. His son was nowhere to be seen. A roar began in his chest and emerged from him in an earth-shattering scream. Sara fell to her knees, sobbing hysterically.

      Daegal leaned over and pulled a vellum note from the crib. It was scratched in Ludovic's handwriting. On it was the location of a meeting place. He crumpled it in his fist and tossed it away.

      "He was toying with us the entire time," he said. His voice sounded strange. Defeated. Daegal straightened to his full height. Rage flowed through his entire being. He turned to face his mate. She was still on the floor. He helped her up and gripped her by the shoulders.

      "Sara."

      She wasn't listening, lost to her grief. Her shoulders shook and tears streamed down her face.

      "I will find our son," Daegal vowed. "You have my solemn word."

      He carried her out to the living room only to see everyone standing there. Gregor reacted first.

      "Where is the prince?" he demanded.

      "Ludovic," Daegal answered. It was all he needed to say.

      In seconds, Gregor, Edvard, and Sebastian were dressed for battle, once again.

      Sara motioned for Daegal to put her down. Even though she was still in shock, she spoke. "We go where you go."

      "Nay, woman," Gregor said. "You have no magic and are no warrior."

      The look Sara gave him would have shriveled a lesser man's balls. "That son of a bitch has my child. I do not care about magic or weapons. I'll kill anyone who takes my child with my bare hands."

      Gregor took a step back and gave her a strange look.

      "And I'll help her do it," Ella said as she stepped forward.

      "Me too," Carrie said.

      Jillian stepped forward. "And someone has to keep everyone from dying, so I'm in too."

      Daegal started to speak, but Ella beat him to it. "If you leave her behind, she will follow you. Best keep her in your sights."

      Daegal's shoulders slumped. The smart one was right. "Fine. But you stay with us and listen to what we say. It's the only way we can keep you alive."

      Sara nodded.

      Daegal exchanged looks with his men. He could see none of them were pleased, but they didn't have a choice. The women were safer with them than left here where Ludovic could reach them.

      "Pack some water and some small snacks. I do not know how long we will be gone."

      Sara nodded and rushed back to her room. When she returned, she was carrying a small backpack and a pair of strange shoes. She sat down on the couch and slipped her feet into them. She tied the loose strings into a knot and went back into the kitchen to pack some water, he assumed.

      When all the women were ready, they headed out the door to the meeting place.

      If he was to die today, he'd die a happy man knowing he was able to meet his son. But he could not leave his mate and his heir in Ludovic's hands. Whatever he had to do, he would do it.
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      They were in a no man's land. She'd never seen this part of Hawaii, and it had been barred from visitors after volcanic activity. She and the rest of her friends hesitantly walked forward until she stopped.

      In front of her loomed a massive dragon. The sheer size of it took her breath away. Fifty feet long at minimum. Dark green scales covered his body and when he moved, they shone a brilliant blue. It was stunning.

      "Hello, mate of Daegal," the dragon said.

      Sara stilled. The sound of it resonated through her. His sibilant voice, ancient and terrifying.

      "Hello, Ludovic." She was impressed at how steady her voice was.

      He held her child by a claw. Sara swallowed hard, her mouth making a dry click.

      "I have a proposition for you, human."

      She stood a little straighter. "I'm listening."

      The dragon huffed steam from its nostrils. "It's simple. Your child's life for the head of the Dragon Prince. If he or any of his companions take their dragon forms, your child will die."

      Sara turned to stare at Daegal desperately. Her mate gathered his men around him. Their heads bowed as they discussed their options.

      Sara took a few steps closer to the dragon. She studied him. "You are quite beautiful," she said.

      The dragon chuckled, the sound shaking the ground beneath her feet. "Did the Dragon Prince mate a slut, then?"

      Anger, hot and bitter rose within her. "Why don't you come see?" she said, her voice low and husky.

      Interest flared within the dragon's eyes. Seconds later, a large man stood in front of her. He was wickedly handsome. Jet black hair flopped over one eye. The other eye was harsh blue, the color of an angry sky. His mouth was a cruel slash against his face, but his cheekbones were so sharp they could cut glass.

      "Do you desire me, child of man?" Ludovic asked. He held her child in the crook of one of his arms.

      She had one chance to do this right. Even then, she couldn't guarantee she'd make it out alive. Sara beckoned the dragon closer. "How could someone like me not desire a beast forged from the bowels of hell?"

      One of the dragon's brows rose. "I cannot claim Hell," he answered, "but I do claim the sea."

      "You're of Daegal's line?"

      Anger tightened his lips. "I would never claim his line," he spat. He continued walking closer to her.

      "Sara," came Jillian's terrified whisper.

      Sara ignored her. "Why ever not? Daegal is strong and wonderful and kind. His companions are as well."

      "I would never lie with a human woman." Ludovic's voice was full of disgust.

      Sara smiled then, a cruel thing upon her pretty face. "And I would never lie with someone as cold and ugly as you."

      The evil smile dropped from his face. He advanced upon her quickly. "You will lie with whoever I tell you to." He reached out to grab her arm. She could see the pockmarks on his skin and smell the musty, watery scent of his breath. Sara darted in closer, steeled herself, and kicked Ludovic right in the nuts.

      Her child slid out of his arms as he roared in pain. She snatched Keanu and rushed over to Daegal, who stood there staring at her in stark disbelief.

      "Are you mad?" he roared at her.

      "Nut shots always work!" she yelled back at him. Her gaze roamed over Keanu for any signs of injury. He appeared whole and unharmed.

      "You bitch!" screamed Ludovic. "I will rip you open and scatter your guts from here to Scandinavia!"

      Daegal, Gregor, Edvard, and Sebastian didn't wait for him to continue his tirade. They rushed Ludovic while he was still crumpled over.

      "RUN!" screamed Daegal.

      No one had to tell them twice. Sara clutched her son close to her chest and hightailed it out of the area, her friends by her side. As she ran, she noticed the tide rising. Fear struck in her heart.

      "UP!" she screamed at her friends. "Go UP!"

      They started to make a desperate climb to get out of the way of the rising water.

      Screeches and roars of the battle surrounded them as Daegal and his companions took to their dragon forms. It was an awe-inspiring thing to watch, and such a blur that she couldn't tell any of them apart. When they finally reached the highest peak of the rocks, they settled down. They were out of sight, but she knew Daegal would be able to find her through their bond.

      Roars of pain were all she could hear. Sara shut her eyes and whispered a prayer to a god she wasn't sure she believed in anymore. If dragons were real and walked as gods upon the Earth, was her god too small? She whispered her prayer anyway. The tide continued to rise as the dragon's magic ricocheted off the barren land below them.

      "This is the craziest shit I've ever seen," whispered Ella.

      "Ditto," said Carrie.

      All of them watched the fight with wide eyes, but Sara's gaze kept drifting down to the sea. It was stirring in a terrible motion and she feared a tsunami was rising. She curled Keanu closer to her breast.

      "Shit," she whispered.

      Carrie reached over and grabbed her knee. "Tsunami," she whispered. Her frantic gaze looked around for anything higher, but they were on the highest ground in the nearby vicinity. Jillian and Ella came closer, and they all huddled together.

      "If we're going to die, I'm really glad we died together," Jillian said.

      "I don't want to die at all!" wailed Carrie.

      They could only watch helplessly as the waters continued to rise.
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      They were disturbing Mother Nature in a way unintended to benefit life. Ludovic was perverting the water with his magic, forcing it to rise and twist into a tsunami.

      They had to end this fight before it fully formed.

      Daegal extricated himself from the fight and flew over to study the waters. The sky was darkened to an ugly gray. The sea churned beneath them, an ugly twisted thing capable of great destruction.

      He sent a pulse of pure magic into the sea but nothing happened. He tried again, sending a larger burst of it down into the once blue waters.

      But the sea resisted.

      Daegal turned and watched the ugly battle before him. There was nothing he could do. The tsunami was going to happen.

      Retreat, brothers. Daegal sent the message through the bond.

      A roar of agony sounded through the area. Ludovic was injured.

      We almost have him, Sebastian shot back. He's grievously hurt.

      A tsunami forms. We must get the women out and place a barrier around the state.

      Sebastian took one look at the water and let out an angry screech.

      As you wish, liege.

      Do not let Ludovic know what's happening. The tsunami could wipe him out if we time it correctly.

      Ludovic, Edvard, and Gregor still tangled together—a blur of teeth and claws. Gregor bled from his right haunch and one of his wings was bent at an odd angle.

      Edvard fared no better, but both men still tore at Ludovic at a furious pace.

      Daegal sent a blast of cool magic to cover the women. He could see the field shimmering around them like a pearl from the sea. They could not win this battle today unless they sacrificed thousands of humans. Again.

      Daegal would not.

      From a short distance away, a massive wave loomed above them.

      Easy, he instructed his brethren. Follow my instructions.

      Daegal flew silently above them. As soon as he gave the word, he would swoop down and take the woman to safety.

      Sebastian, prepare to erect a barrier as large as you can make it. Understand?

      Sebastian swiped out at Ludovic but screeched his acknowledgment.

      The wave grew closer. Monstrous and unnatural in size, it ate away the sea, exposing land the sun hadn't seen in ages. Fish, crabs and other wildlife lay on the damp sand, gasping for air.

      NOW! Daegal roared.

      Edvard, Gregor, and Sebastian disengaged abruptly and flew straight up just as the wave began to crash down.

      Daegal flew straight over to the women and his child and scooped them up just as the water began to rise.

      Ludovic's scream of pain and rage drowned out the sound of rushing water.

      Daegal left his dragons behind as he flew the women back to their home.

      He looked back only once to see his brethren flying in battle formation, pure magic streaming from their mouths as they struggled to form a barrier to protect the state from being crushed by the massive, unnatural water formation.

      He whispered a prayer up to an ancient god begging that they would be successful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sara

      

      

      

      All of them sat in the kitchen a few hours later, bedraggled and exhausted. Sara brewed a massive pot of coffee in her old percolator and provided everyone with enough caffeine to stagger a horse.

      Her son had slept through every bit of the chaos and when she'd mentioned it to Daegal, a slow grin slid over his face.

      "He knew his father, the king, would keep him safe."

      Sara stared at him, incredulous. "We almost died."

      Sebastian stared. "Define almost, woman."

      "You caused a tsunami the likes of which haven't been seen since four hundred years ago!"

      Sebastian rolled his eyes. "Are we really to believe historians from four hundred years ago? They still believed leeches were the best way to cure illness and that women couldn't show their ankles for fear men would go hysterical."

      "Ankles are the sexiest part of a woman's body," chimed in Ella.

      Gregor was staring at her intently. Too intently for a weekday.

      Sara looked away. She wasn't sure what was going on with those two, but whatever it was, it was intense.

      "I disagree," said Daegal. "The sexiest part of Sara's body is her br—"

      "No!" Sara yelled. "Let's not talk about that please." She rolled her eyes but had to laugh.

      "We did almost die," Sara said again.

      Sebastian grunted his displeasure.

      "Plus Ludovic is still out there."

      "I will have his head on a pike," Gregor announced.

      Sara slid a look at Ella. Her eyes glittered with...something. Was her friend turned on by murderous decapitation conversations? Weirdo.

      "That would be nice," Sara said faintly.

      "It would be more than nice, woman," Edvard said. "We would claim glory for the rest of our lives and be proclaimed as heroes of the realm."

      Carrie sighed. "That sounds so romantic."

      Edvard wiggled his eyebrows at her. Carrie gave him a secret smile.

      Good lord. Were she and Daegal like that all the time? Because gross.

      She took a few steps over to the bassinet and saw her son sleeping peacefully. Her heart swelled. She was worried about the future, but she knew Daegal and his men would do the absolute best they could to keep them all safe.

      The tsunami was reported on by news stations around the world, but what they couldn't seem to fathom is why it never went anywhere. The only place destroyed by the waters was the area they were in during the battle. All sea life and all evidence of the fight was washed away, swept out to sea like it had never happened.

      It was too close of a call for her comfort.
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      The house was quiet. Daegal's men and Sara's friends were down at the beach again. The women were still trying to teach the dragons how to surf. Daegal couldn't help but be amused. They were water dragons. Anything in the water came as natural as breathing to them. He'd bet his right arm the men were pretending to be ignorant in order to spend more time with them.

      Daegal had a feeling Ella knew this, but she played along. He liked the bookish woman. She had a spine of steel and a tongue like an angry fishmonger. Gregor needed that in his life. He was far too stoic and needed some excitement. Ella would give it to him. Perhaps too much if he didn't get a handle on it.

      Sara sat on the couch, her legs curled up underneath her. She cradled a cup of tea in her hand, and it smelled of mint and lavender. She stared out the window to look out on the sea, lost in her thoughts.

      Daegal sat down beside her. A soft smile formed on her full lips and the sides of her eyes crinkled as she scooted closer to him.

      Daegal had been with her for two weeks now. Two glorious weeks of lovemaking and diaper changing. He had not yet told her of all the things his child would be getting into soon. Dragon infants were a handful for their mothers and fathers. They would have to waterproof everything.

      At least his son wasn't a fire dragon. Such a child would have required moving into a cave for the first two years.

      Keanu slept next to them, quiet and content, in a small, white bassinet. When everything had settled down, he'd uncovered the child and counted ten perfect toes and ten perfect fingers. The mark shone brightly upon his brow, visible to only those of his line.

      When he married Sara and she took the vows of the Kingford family, the magic of his heirs would pass into her veins and she would then be able to see it too.

      "Is he safe?" Sara asked.

      He wished he could say yes. "He will be," was the most consolation he could offer. "Those men out there will die ensuring humanity stays protected from Ludovic."

      Daegal turned to Sara and brushed a long curl away from her face. "I am an ancient man, Sara, but in the little time I've been here, I have learned many customs. They are different from my own, but it does not make them any less valid."

      He moved off the couch and crouched down upon one knee in front of his mate, the love of his life. From his pocket, he pulled a silver-colored ring with an aquamarine stone. "This is the stone of the seas and my people. It will give you good dreams and protect you from harm."

      Sara's eyes began to water, which told him he was doing a good job with his words. He'd practiced them for days.

      "I want you to wear this, to bring honor to my house and kingdom and agree to be my wife in all things. You are already my mate, but this will solidify our vows in the eyes of the people."

      Sara laughed then. He wasn't sure why. Daegal might be a man without a kingdom right now, but when Ludovic was vanquished, he would return to his homeland and take his place there again.

      Right now, he was content to be here with this woman and his child. When the time was right, he would take them home and introduce them to all the wonders of his world.

      He didn't question if it was still there. He could feel it was, though it was most likely hidden from human view now.

      Sara's mouth opened in surprise. She held out her hand and he slid the ring on her finger. It pulsed once with vivid golden light and went quiet upon her hand.

      "It's beautiful," she said.

      Every time she turned those hazel eyes to him, he felt his heart skip a beat. He was unsure how he'd gotten so lucky, but when she was near, he felt whole, complete. Something had always been missing in his life. Until he woke up in that pod and knocked on her door, he had no idea what it was.

      Sara admired the ring on her finger.

      "I will protect you, our child, any future children, and anyone you love so long as I live," he said. "You have my word. I will cherish you and love you. You will never want for anything."

      Sara brushed her lips across his. "You've made me feel love in ways I never knew were possible. I've been looking for you forever. I just didn't know it until you crossed my threshold and started ordering me around."

      Daegal chuckled.

      "I will be your wife," she said. "And I will be your partner. I will fight by your side to keep us all safe, and I will love you for the rest of my days."

      Daegal had not yet told her about the perk of immortality. He'd been sitting on that one for a while.

      "I adore you, Sara," Daegal whispered.

      "And I, you, Daegal," Sara whispered back.

      He had finally found what his parents had, a love that would surpass time and space. A love that would stand up to challenges, come what may. The danger they were in was not yet over, but together, he knew they would be able to face it and defeat it. Ludovic would not win. Not while he and his dragons walked upon the Earth.

      For the first time in his life, he felt complete. It was an odd feeling, but now he knew why his parents had fought so hard to be together. Once he had the feeling of love from her, once he'd held her in his arms, he knew he would tear down the heavens and the world to keep it.

      Daegal pulled Sara closer. She set her tea mug down on the table and straddled him. Sara took his face in the palms of her hands.

      "I cannot begin to express to you how much I love you," she said. "Although I'll be angry forever about you leaving me, I now know why. And know this. If you ever try to leave me again, I will hunt you down and make you pay for it."

      Daegal's heart was full of love for her, this little spitfire. "I hope you do, Sara. My life is not worth living if you are not in it. I promise you this, I will do my best to never leave your side again."

      He drew her in for a kiss then, a soft brush of lips, that was quickly leading elsewhere. Daegal scooped her up, and Sara let out a breathless little laugh.

      "I hope we have twelve children," he said as he carried her back to the bedroom.

      "Slow your roll, Daegal. Let's just enjoy the practice, first."

      Daegal's rich, deep laugh rumbled across the house as he kicked open the door to her bedroom. "Aye," he said as he gently laid her down upon the soft sheets. "Practice first."
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