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Biologist and witch, Jaida Chel combines nature magick with herbal science to
protect Kai, the last shapeshifting dragon on her world of Somerled. But when Captain
Brayden Stokes reenters her life, not only is Kai’s life at stake, but so is Jaida’s secured
position in the colony. Brayden and Jaida can’t resist the sexual heat between them,
even though she knows a relationship would be doomed. Fleet pilots don’t stay

planetside for long.

Jaida is torn between Brayden and her dragon and companion, Kai. When Kai
morphs into a human twice a year, his sex drive is ravenous. He must mate for twenty-
four hours or die. Unrestrained passion between Kai and Jaida temps Brayden into a
forbidden encounter. With Jaida's sassy, wicked ways, the three cross boundaries,
exploring eroticism beyond their imagination. When secrets and betrayals are revealed,

Brayden must risk everything for one last chance at love.
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Chapter One

Brayden Stokes was seconds away from reaching across the table and grabbing
Commander Krentz by the throat. Spotting the security guards across the common
room, Brayden dug his fingers into the armrests and remained in his chair, knowing the
three or four seconds of pleasure gained from choking his commander would not be

worth it.

Krentz had about eight years on Brayden and at least fifty pounds more muscle.
The bald man who was his boss also stood a few inches taller than Brayden. Besides a
court-martial, getting into a fight with Krentz would land Brayden in the infirmary for

several weeks.

The commander lifted the new female recruit’s legs over his lap and slid a hand up
her skirt, then unfastened a couple buttons on her uniform shirt. Brayden watched the

man stare at the exposed swell of her breasts. “You have such soft skin, Rhosyn,” he

said with half-lidded eyes.

The woman leaned forward and smiled, not making any attempt to move away.
Was it a forced or seductive smile? Brayden wasn’t sure. Maybe she was too afraid to

stand up to him.

“Am I'm distracting you from your game, commander?” Rhosyn asked. A soft

laugh rippled through her as if she was teasing him.

Brayden’s muscles tensed, his fists clenched, but he knew the two guards drinking
coffee and watching a video would be on him before Krentz struggled for a breath. And
on the Outer Rim far from the Fleet’s rules and regulations, it wasn't unusual for a
commander to order a crazed crew member to take a one-way trip into the vacuum of

space.
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The commander unfastened yet another button on the woman’s uniform shirt,
exposing her nipples. She only giggled and wriggled her torso as she picked up her
glass and sipped her drink. Realizing his chivalrous instincts were wasted on the
woman, Brayden leaned back in his chair and let out a long breath. “We going to play
this hand or are you going to play with your new recruit?” He was pushing his luck
with his sarcasm, but they’d been together for ten years and Brayden could get away

with some attitude especially when he was losing a hell of a lot of credits.

“I can handle both,” Krentz said as he snaked his hand over his companion’s
shoulder, the woman twisted toward the groping Krentz, allowing for easier access. He
then slipped his hand inside her open shirt and cupped her breast. Gasping, she arched
her back, apparently enjoying the attention. Brayden averted his gaze. She’d signed on
during the last stop at the Outer Rim Space Station and apparently hadn’t wasted any

time making her move on the commander. Figured.

“You're a fool, Brayden,” Krentz said. “You can’t possibly win and you can’t bluff.

The desperation is in your eyes. It’s your tell.”

“Maybe.” Brayden held his ground. “You don’t know what’s at stake here.” Taking
a sip of his drink, Brayden focused his attention on his lousy hand of cards. Maybe

Krentz’'s hand was worse, but he doubted it.

Was the woman a plant to distract Brayden’s game? Krentz had been known to pull
that. Brayden knew what qualifications Krentz required of his recruits —at least from
the women. A beautiful, intelligent and compliant crewmember on duty and in his bed.
Her long, dark hair hung loose—not Fleet regulation for an officer, then neither was
having her shirt unbuttoned down to her waist. As she leaned over to glance at Krentz’s
hand of Robard’s Bluff, every crew member in the room got a clear view of large round

breasts and rosy nipples.

Brayden’s cock stirred despite his current problem —a hopeless and grave issue by

the look of his hand. He was about to lose the final round and possibly his chance at
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getting his pilot’s license back. His jaw tightened at the consequences not only to his

peace of mind but to innocent colonists.

Krentz had already beaten two other crew members who were more interested in
watching their commander fondle the new recruit than concentrate on the game. “I'll
raise you another credit,” Brayden said as he tossed the gold chip into the pot, trying to
bluff and maintain the confidence he didn’t feel. He was screwed, he knew it, but he

had to play the hand.

Krentz looked at the two crew members then at the pot of gold chips and chuckled.

“ Another month’s worth of credits, eh Brayden?”

“You don’t get it, do you?” Brayden couldn’t hide his anger, knowing he was
crossing a line with his commander with this tone. After all the transport jobs and all
the colony settlements, the legal and illegal runs he did at the orders of Krentz, Brayden
was still puzzled by him. He could understand working the system for financial gain, or
higher rank. The farther out, the more corrupt the Fleet became. But Brayden didn’t

understand apathy for human life, and he couldn’t respect the man for that reason.

Krentz raised his eyebrows. “Enlighten me.” He poured himself another glass of
Cahoon Jack and emptied the bottle. He held it up and gave the woman a look. “Would
you, Rhosyn?”

She smiled. “My pleasure.” Getting up, she unbuttoned her shirt, revealing a
healthy amount of cleavage, and walked across the common room to the wall of storage

compartments. With a tap of her finger a panel slid open and she selected a bottle.

Glancing over her shoulder, she apparently seemed satisfied that Krentz was still
occupied with his cards. She stepped to another wall and switched on a computer

monitor.

Brayden wished the woman would finish what she was doing and fill Krentz’s
glass with the amber liquid. Getting the commander drunk was his only chance of
winning. Brayden didn’t dare drink another drop of CJ. He held the glass to his lips but

didn’t drink. “Dammit, I'm responsible for those colonists on Krakatan. If you'd clear it
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with Fleet, I can get my license back and do a humanitarian run to rescue those people

before their planet—"

Krentz slammed his fist on the table and the chips rattled. “I don’t do favors unless

there’s something in it for me.”

Taking a breath, Brayden focused his attention on his cards. If he didn’t watch
himself he’d never get his license back and he’d be stuck under Krentz's thumb for

years while his ship, the Zepar, rusted in the docking bay.

Rapid keystrokes by the woman brought the computer screen to life. A series of
numbers scrolled up but it was too far away for Brayden to see. She glanced over her

shoulder and locked eyes with Brayden. Frowning, she shook her head. The monitor

clicked off.
“Rhosyn, we're dry over here,” Krentz groaned.
“Sorry, had a diagnostic to check.”

“Good girl.” Krentz pulled her close and kissed her when she sat back down, then

undid the buttons on her shirt again.

Brayden noticed the muscles tighten in Rhosyn’s jaw, but other than that, she

laughed and play-punched him in the arm. Yeah, Brayden really hated the bastard.
“Beautiful, loyal, a good crew member and she knows how to suck cock.”

Rhosyn playfully punched the Commander in the arm again and made a

disapproving sound.

“Sorry, darling, it’s the CJ talking. Pour me a little more. Would you?” Krentz
stroked her cheek gently, almost affectionately. She filled his glass. Brayden didn’t
doubt that Rhosyn could handle the man. After several gulps, Krentz studied Brayden.
“In six months or so after the Fleet has forgotten the episode, I'll inquire about
reinstating your license. By then I'll have picked up a few more credits from playing
Robard’s Bluff with you.” Krentz gave the woman a sloppy kiss and the woman’s

shoulders tensed as she kissed him back.
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Pulling away from Krentz, she glanced at Brayden. “I ordered another reading from
Krakatan. I've been monitoring them every six hours. It doesn’t look good. The planet
won’t last six months.” She dropped her gaze as if knowing Krentz would disapprove
of this news but knowing Brayden would need to hear this. “I estimate those colonists

have about four weeks.”
“Shit,” Brayden said under his breath.

“What was your bet?” Krentz asked, getting back to the game, apparently

unconcerned for the lives of the colonists.

Rhosyn glanced at Krentz’s cards then flashed Brayden a look, her green eyes
seeming to hold a bit of sympathy. Brayden thought he almost detected the slightest
shake of her head as if telling him not to bet. The commander didn’t have any tells, any
habits that would give away what he had in his hand. If the commander’s woman had a

tell, Brayden might have a chance to win.

It would be a daring and stupid move on her part if the woman was trying to help
him cheat. Unless she was trying to help Krentz. She was too new for Brayden to know
where her loyalties lay, although Brayden suspected that she didn’t care much for
Krentz. Recruits like her used their beauty to get ahead anyway they could on the Outer
Rim. Staying in good favor with the commander of a large vessel like the Valafar, could
secure her position and rank for a long time. What a way to promote your career. Even
if he couldn’t blame her for her career path, Brayden wasn’t attracted to Rhosyn. Her

manipulative charms didn’t appeal to him.

Brayden thought about his own career, and he wasn’t in any better shape,
prostituting himself up the food chain in the Fleet. It was common among officers and
got worse farther out. Transporting colonists, supplies, equipment and livestock
sounded important, an honorable job in the Fleet, but he knew of the many
dishonorable things he’d had to do to keep that position. Doing side jobs that would

make your commander richer would put you on good standing with him, but also



Dragon Witch

risked the wrath of the Fleet administrators if caught. Well, this time Brayden got

caught. Who gets blamed for the illegal activity? Certainly not the Commander.

Damn Krentz. “Raising a credit, I said.”

“Hold on,” the commander said as he laid his cards facedown on the table to use
both hands to fondle the woman. The bastard was so confident he was winning the final
hand.

“Play your hand, man, I want to review the latest statistics on Krakatan.”

“Forget about them. They're history. They were warned not to settle there. They
didn’t listen. They never do.” Krentz laughed with no compassion.

“We're still responsible.”

“No, you are.” Krentz pointed at Brayden then picked up his cards frowning. “You
follow orders, I make the bonus—"

“And people die,” Brayden interrupted.

“They’re not dead yet,” the woman spoke up. “There are several fissures miles
wide opening up, but the most violent volcanic activity hasn’t reached the colony yet.”

So the new hot crew member was an environmental scientist. “One month is
accurate?” Brayden asked.

Her face looked grim. “At the most. Eruptions are occurring at various places
around the planet. It could be less. I'm sorry.”

Brayden nodded. Thirty colonists would die because of him. Because of his greedy
Fleet commander and because naive colonists were too eager to settle on a planet not

yet cleared as safe.

“Brayden, consider your suspension a vacation,” Krentz said in a conciliatory tone.
“When the Fleet found out about our “deals’, someone had to be responsible. You'll get
your license back in six months or a year. And in two years, your rank and pay will be

back to where it was.”

10



Kathy Kulig

Brayden stared at him, and wiped at the sweat on his brow. “What do you have?”

Cocking his head toward Krentz’s cards.
Krentz slowly turned the cards with a wicked grin.

Brayden tossed his cards swearing under his breath. Of course the bastard beat his
hand and won the pot. He lost his last Fleet Credit, and he’d have to borrow to make it

through the next pay cycle.

Krentz cackled and scooped up the pot of credit chips. He turned to the woman,
grabbed her shirt and pulled her to him for another deep, juicy kiss, then slipped his
hand under her skirt. The recruit rocked her hips and moaned. Brayden was getting
annoyed. “Hey, darling, meet me in my cabin,” the commander said. “Get naked and

send me a comm-pic of your pussy when you're ready for me.”

She stood, glancing at Brayden, giving him a wistful look. “Sure. I'll be waiting.”

She left the common room.

As Krentz counted his credits, Brayden stood to leave but his commander raised a
hand to halt his retreat. Shoving the chair back under the table, Brayden finished his
drink and let the sharp alcohol warm his belly. He hated to think what this woman was
going to do only to advance her career. If Brayden didn’t love to fly so much, he

would’ve burned his license years ago. But he couldn’t imagine doing anything else.

The Outer Rim was not the best place to find the company of a good woman. The
last woman he had crossed paths with was Jaida Chel, a passenger from one of his
transport trips, member of a colony relocated to an Outer Rim planet. Fortunately that

planet was cleared and safe for colonization.

Jaida was beautiful, hot, insatiable for sex and eager to please. They’d managed to

do amazing things in his tiny bunk-sized cabin.

Planetside was not his idea of home. Being the son of a Fleet Commander, Brayden
had traveled from planet to planet whenever his father was reassigned, spending more
time on ships than land. A cramped bunk-sized cabin felt more like home. Then

Brayden joined the Fleet and Jaida had arrived as one of his passengers. His loins

11
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stirred as memories returned of his hot and wild passenger. Dammit, after all this time
he could almost feel her going down on his cock, feel her tongue swirling around the
head. Oh yes, she always sucked him hungrily. Those times, were a test in control,
while he allowed himself to savor the pleasure before she took him over the brink. He’d
enjoyed exploring her with his mouth, his fingers, his hands, from her upthrust breasts,
down her belly to her slit. Remembering how she would jump when he’d pressed his
tongue on her clit and tasted her juices, made his cock hard. Brayden could still taste

her, could almost hear her moan. Damn. He had to stop torturing himself.

Although Jaida was not a woman created for space flight, she did have the hard

edges necessary to survive on an Outer Rim planet.

The one thing he couldn’t forgive her for was that she made him remember what

he’d thought he’d forgotten long ago —having a woman in his life.

He hadn’t longed for someone for many years as a Fleet pilot. At least until he met
Jaida. Now he couldn’t stop thinking about her, couldn’t stop trying to imagine the
sights, scents, sounds, and especially the feel of her. A Fleet pilot had a lonely job, and it

was the worst job to have for relationships.

Krentz stuffed his stack of credits into his shirt pocket so the bulge showed and
leaned back in his chair, sipping his Cahoon Jack. “I have an assignment for you.” He

grinned.

Brayden groaned inside. The last assignment sent a dozen colonists to a volcanic

planet and their death. “How can I do an assignment without my —"
“This one will get your license back.”

Brayden knew this was a job he wasn’t going to like. More than likely it would be

worse than the Krakatan job. “I'm listening.”

12
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Chapter Two

Jaida Chel slipped off her raw silk sarong and flung it over the hook on her kitchen
wall. Now naked and cooler, she rushed back to the bubbling pot of blue-green slurry
on her stove and waved her applewood wand over the steaming brew, reciting a

blessing as she stirred.
Oh, guardians of this distant land,
protectors where the sargassia dwell,
Infuse no ill or bane for Somerled.
I ask you charge my magic spell.

After lighting a candle and white sage incense on the counter next to the stove, she
took a quick sip from her glass of lialade. The afternoon sun streamed in through her

wide windows and open door raising the heat in her tiny adobe cottage.

Outside the warm breeze rustled the leaves of her citrus trees and abundant garden
of grapes, vegetables and herbs. Closing her eyes, she inhaled the sweet-scented breeze
and enjoyed the brief swirling coolness on her bare skin. Her nipples tightened and
hardened to the gentle touch of air, like a lover’s breath. It had been much too long

since she’d had made love —half a year on Somerled.

What if she took a lover from town? Nothing permanent, just a casual affair. After
three years on this planet, the colonists had forgiven her for her devastating mistake at
the last settlement. Most agreed this was a more hospitable planet even if it wasn’t their
tirst choice. It was all her fault they had to relocate here. The colonists had made the

adjustment. If only she could forgive herself.

She might find a willing partner now. Nothing permanent, just a casual affair. She
doubted there would be a man from the colony willing to ostracize himself and be her

life mate, but she might find a secret lover. A few ideas came to mind on how she might
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accomplish such a plan. The only concerns were to keep the other colonists from finding
out and making Kai understand her needs. Kai could be very difficult and jealous at

times.

She glanced at her shelves containing jars and bottles of elixirs, teas and ointments
that she sold or bartered with the colonists. Her Dragon Tear Elixir, the most prized
product on Somerled for its medicinal purposes, was nearly out. To make more she had
to travel to the coast for the sargassia harvest, the Elixir’s key ingredient. Mmmm. The
twice a year harvest had its other benefits too —seeing Trent again. She smiled and felt

her pussy clench.

Noticing the layer of green slime on the surface of the bubbling mixture, she quickly
skimmed it off with a flat spoon. The aquasam had to be poured into the containers

before it jelled or she’d have one hell of a mess.

The warning bells clanged, signaling a guest approaching her house. The bells were
her magical guard dog. The garden gate squeaked as heavy footsteps trod up her stone

walkway. She rolled her eyes to the ceiling and sighed. Mr. Moretti. Forgawdsake.

She eyed her blue tunic hanging on the hook out of reach and then at the pot of
aquasam that she dared not stop preparing. As the last of the thick skin was removed,

she picked up the pot and began pouring it into the small jars.

Caught naked in her kitchen again. Was Mr. Moretti making a habit of arriving
early on pick-up days, or was it her imagination? He distributed her wares in the village
store since most colonists dared not visit her, and she avoided trips into the village
unless absolutely necessary. “Mr. Moretti, you're early. Could you wait outside? I'm

almost finished.”

He didn’t answer, but out of the corner of her eye, she saw a figure standing in her
doorway. The dazzling sun peered into the house behind him, only allowing her to see

his silhouette. She felt his gaze travel over every inch of her.
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She dribbled a little of the blue-green syrup down one of the jars and groaned.
“Grant me power,” she mumbled, then called out to him. “You can leave my delivery at

the door while I pack up your order.”
Still no answer.

Nudity wasn’t uncommon among the settlers —Somerled was a tropical planet most
of the year—but it wasn’t exactly proper for a married man to be alone with a single

woman, especially when she was naked.

Then she heard two thunks outside her door —her bags of rice and flour. “Great.
Have yourself a seat under the lia lia trees, and I'll get you something to drink in just a

minute.” Already the solution was darkening and getting thick and hard to pour.

But the shadow remained, leaning casually in her doorway, arms crossed. She felt
herself flush and a shiver crept up her body. Mr. Moretti was a stout man and at least

fifteen years her senior, not her type. And it was not like him to be so bold and impolite.

Finishing her chore, she turned to face him, a bit annoyed with his rudeness. But
the man leaning casually in her doorway was not Mr. Moretti. He was tall, broad in the
chest, with well-defined muscular arms and dark hair cut short. With the sun so low in

the sky Jaida could not see the man’s face. Nor could she guess who he might be.

She swallowed, took a step back as her mind raced trying to recall the other settlers
in the village who could fit the dimensions of this man but couldn’t. A twinge of fear
shot through her at the thought of space raids, but she hadn’t heard the sirens. “Are...
are you here to pick up Mr. Moretti’s order?” she stammered. Who was this man? She
glanced at her sarong, suddenly feeling exposed but hesitated to grab it because she

wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of showing her discomfort.

“Did another freighter or shuttle arrive today?” she asked with her power voice, the
confident tone used to evoke the goddess and nature spirits on this planet to do her

spells.
The man chuckled. A familiar, sexy laugh. “Hello, Jaida.”
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Her stomach twirled with excitement, her nipples tightened and her body ached

with need, all from the sound of his voice.

Damn you, Captain Brayden Stokes. Her heart ached too, although she thought she’d
put that part of their brief encounter all behind her. She breathed in the white sage,
burning in a censer, in an attempt to block the erotic memories of Brayden that flooded
her mind —his mouth, his hands pleasuring her. Closing her eyes, her thoughts drifted
to many hot, passion-filled hours, making full use of every spare inch of his tiny,
private bunk. An involuntary throb began between her thighs, remembering his hard
cock plunging deep inside her. The sage did nothing to ease her desire. Already, she felt
dampness and a swelling in her clit. She was clean-shaven. If Brayden glanced down
would he see the evidence that betrayed her desire? Crossing her arms over her waist in
a casual pose, she then turned on an angle and crossed one ankle over the other in an
attempt to hide her pussy. She glared at his silhouette. “Hello, Brayden. What brings

you planetside?” she asked coolly.
“Taking leave for a few months.”

“Right,” she drawled out. “As I recall, you hate setting your feet on solid ground.
Always had to have several million gallons of flammable propellant shooting your ass

all over the far ends of the galaxy.”
He laughed. “I thought you liked my ass.”

Biting her lower lip, trying not to smile, she thought about the time she pressed her
finger into his puckered asshole and how much he seemed to enjoy it. Of the number of
men she had slept with in her adult years, and the number of relationships or
encounters, she couldn’t remember one who’d groaned with as much pleasure. And it
thrilled her to think she could bring a man to that state. Goddess, she loved how it was
with him in bed, stroking, touching, urgent needs, driven wild and intense, neither able
to get enough of the other. She took a long, shuddering breath and walked to her sarong

and slipped it over her head, securing the halter ties around her neck.

“Don’t get dressed on my account.”
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Shaking her head, she glared at him as she walked past, picked up her bags of rice
and flour and stepped back into her house. Three years hadn’t changed him, including
his wiseass attitude. She glanced at his full lips and instantly remembered bruising,

incendiary kisses. Damn him for loving what he does.

He would always be a space drifter. His heart moving much too fast for any woman
to capture. She shook off the sensation of sinking in the algae swamp and gave him a
cool stare. “Got tired of the illegal trade business? Now, you're making deliveries for

Moretti?”

“Legal goods, illegal trading,” he corrected. “Colonists on the Outer Rim like you

wouldn’t survive otherwise.”
“And you make quite a profit. So why are you here?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I told Moretti I was looking for work and also looking
for you. He handed me the bags then pointed me toward your house.” The short-
sleeved, black shirt was completely unbuttoned showing off his muscular chest and flat
abs. He also wore black pants and work boots —the Fleet pilot’s uniform, plain, but very
rugged and sexy. She closed her eyes and swore silently. She wasn’t going to do this to
herself again. He would be leaving in a day or so. Brayden was not the type to hang

around.

“So when are you really leaving? Tomorrow?” Her tone had a bite to it, but she

couldn’t help it. He’d hurt her when he dropped her off and barely said goodbye.
He raised his eyebrows, hesitating. “A few months.”

She laughed. “Right. Outerline Fleet captains don’t get a few months off —ever. I
know you, Brayden. You're like a tiger that lives and hunts alone. And you have to
keep moving. When it comes to space travel the more remote or insurmountable the

journey, the better.”
“There are more credits in the longer runs,” he added.

“And no credits when you're planetside. What did you do?” She glared at him.
“Who did you kill?”
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His expression darkened for a moment and he murmured something she couldn’t
decipher, and then glanced away. She didn’t miss the twitch of disgust at his jaw. He
stared at her. Taking a breath, he then smiled suggestively. “C'mon, Jaida. It's been

three years. Aren’t you glad to see me?”

“Brayden, is that why you came up here? Just to get laid? I'm sure there are a few
women in the village who’'d be happy to accommodate you. I have work to do.” She

loaded the jars of aquasam in a burlap bag.
“What's that?”

“It's made from the algae in the swamps. The settlers use a ton of the stuff as an
ointment for burns, cuts and sun protection, some say it’s an aphrodisiac. Need some?”

She smiled, teasing him.
“Working in the fields as farmers, I can see why,” Brayden said, ignoring her dig.
“Not the life you're cut out for, hmm?” she snapped back.
“I'love to fly but there’s nothing wrong with being a settler. Now I'll get to try it out
for a while.”

Jaida strode over to the empty cauldron used to brew the agquasam. The pot was cool
enough now to clean, so she brought it to her sink. Brayden moved next to her while

she worked.

“What else do you make?” He took the clean cauldron out her hand and dried it
with a towel, and then set it on her small wooden table. Easing into one of her chairs, he
pointed to one for her to do the same. She dropped into a chair at the end of the table

and met his gaze.

“My Dragon Tear Elixir is my most popular product. It's vital for the colonists’
survival because of its...” She hesitated and looked down at the table. “There’s a mild
poison in the air on Somerled, something the routine scans didn’t pick up. Over several

months, it caused purple spots on the skin. Dragon Tear Elixir cured the condition.”

“You found an important contribution to secure your place here.”
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“Perhaps.” They never would completely accept her though. They tolerated her
because she had something they needed for survival, and that was all. If they didn’t

need her, they would find a way to banish her from Somerled.

He studied her for a long time, leaning back in his chair. She glanced around the
room, suddenly at a loss for conversation and feeling the weight of his scrutiny. During
the long passage between Mandara and Somerled, what did they talk about? They’'d
always managed to work around his busy schedule, monopolizing short blocks of time
to be together. It wasn’t all sex. They did talk, didn’t they? Why were things so
awkward now? Standing up, she strode over to the burlap sack and carried it to the

door. “You can bring this back to Mr. Moretti. He'll know what to do with it.”

“Why did your colony leave Mandara? It was a fine planet, close to the shipping
lanes, good climate, plenty of resources. And the native inhabitants agreed to small
groups of settlers. Why did you pack up and move all the way the hell out here?” He

came over to her, standing next her.
She bit her lower lip and didn’t answer.

Brayden continued. “I'd asked a few colonists during the passage to Somerled, and
no one gave me a direct answer. They just said it didn’t work out. Something about a

skirmish with the natives.”

Straightening her back, she stood close to him, clenching her teeth. “What game are
you playing, Brayden?” She poked at his chest and quickly regretted it because she hit
hard muscle and had a sudden urge to slide her hands over his body. “You don’t want
to settle here, you don’t want...never mind.” She took a step back, eyes blurring with
tears. Just when she’d almost stopped thinking about him for a day at a time, he’d come

back into her life. “Isn’t this where we left off three years ago?”

He nodded and reached out, grabbing her hands and pulling her into in his arms.
No, she was not going to cry. He held her and stroked her back, nothing sexual, but her
body wanted him and wanted him bad. Goddess, he felt good. She wanted to melt into

him, but resisted. It would be too easy to get her emotions all tangled with Brayden
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again, only to have her heart crushed. She knew the moment she trusted him again, fell
in love with him again, he’d leave. She’d wake up and he’d be gone. For a brief moment
the memory of watching his ship depart Somerled came back to her. Emptiness twisted

inside her chest as if she was experiencing it all over again.

Brayden pressed his lips to her hair. His warm breath caressed her ear and neck.
The despair of missing him all those years disappeared, and she wanted his mouth on
hers, wanted to feel him naked and inside her again. The desperate need took hold of
her and sent a wave a heat over her. She sucked in a breath and gripped his arms.
Holding him like this wasn’t enough. She felt his arousal, although he didn’t rub his
thick cock against her. He could've and she knew she would respond. She always had

in the past.

She sighed in resignation. “How long are you here for, honestly?” Once more, he’d
managed to work his way into her life. Could she keep her emotions out of it this time?
Living on the Outer Rim was lonely, she had to capture the moments when they made
themselves available. If she could keep her emotions out of the mix, this could be the

hot casual fun she was looking for.

She groaned to herself. There was never anything casual about Brayden. And this
was the worse time with the sargassin needing harvesting. Brayden would not

understand the harvesting ceremony. What about Kai? What about Trent?

He tangled his hand in her long brown hair and brushed his lips against her

forehead. “Honestly, sweetheart. I'm here for a year.”

She sucked in air. “My goddess, Brayden. What did you do?”
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Chapter Three

Brayden ignored her question for the moment as he released her and strolled
around the adobe-style home, admiring the simple furnishing and decorations, seeing
her crafty touches. The colorful handwoven baskets and rugs he knew she did herself.
The rough-pressed earthen walls and stone floors must keep the house cool most of the
day and retained heat on cool nights. He wiped sweat from his brow and willed his
cock to settle down. In another moment, he would’ve had her pinned down on the bed.
Show a little restraint. “I saw solar panels on the roof. Is that your main source of
power?”

She made an impatient face and rolled her eyes. He wasn’t going to get away with
avoiding her question for long. He hadn’t really lied to her about being assigned there

for a year. Krentz had given him six months to a year to complete his mission.
“Solar isn’t the only source, but our main one. We’re down to the basics here.”

“You do quite well.” He saw her bedroom in a little alcove off the main room. That
shared space included a modest kitchen, eating and lounging area, and that was it.

Simple and efficient. Did she spend her nights alone in that bed?

“Why is your place so far from the village?” Her cottage was a twenty-minute walk

from the main colony and up a steep hill.

She glanced at him with a guarded look. A look he remembered well, that usually
meant she was hiding something. “You remember how I don’t like closed-in places. I
also like the view and the colonists aren’t crazy about some of my methods for making

my products.”
“But you're a biologist.”

“And Wiccan. I tend to mix a little science and magic. And a few other things.”

21



Dragon Witch

He remembered her doing rituals in her cabin during the transport, but she kept to
herself mostly and he pretty much ignored them. Guess his mind was on her body, not

on her religious beliefs. “And the colonists don’t approve?”
“They tolerate it only because of the Dragon Tear Elixir.”
“They’re superstitious?”

“Yes, they believe I infused my product with witchcraft, something magical so that
the product has a use other than what was intended. Like aphrodisiac properties in the
Elixir.”

“They shouldn’t complain,” Brayden said. “I heard soon after your arrival creatures

destroyed crops and food was scarce.”

Jaida shot him a look. “The dragons destroyed most of the first crops, because we
plowed and irrigated their lands. We invaded their homes. We had plenty of packaged
food to get us through.”

“Sentient?”

Jaida nodded. “But it was too late. The killing had started and the dragons were
tighting for their lives. I was at the coast collecting plants for my herbal medicines and

lotions. I missed most of it.”

Stepping closer, he grasped her hands. He wanted to pull her into his arms again,
slip that thin wrap over her head, and make love to her. But it had been a few years. He
breathed in her scent—citrus and sweet herbs. And all the hot, passionate nights on his
ship flooded his memory. He willed his cock to ignore the fantasies. The material of her
wrap clung to every curve, and her nipples poked so invitingly through the fabric. It
was taking all his willpower not to put his mouth over the peaks and suck, then apply a
little pressure with his tongue. “I'm glad you weren't in the area during the fight. Was

anyone killed?”
“Two colonists. A doctor and a carpenter. A devastating lost for the settlement.”

“You're doing okay now?”
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She nodded and squeezed his hand, even leaned into him a bit. Being this close to
her was killing him. In the three years since he’d brought her to Somerled, he hadn’t
met another woman who was such a wildcat, who loved to suck him deep and who was
soaking wet with desire the moment she hopped into his bunk. Fuck, she filled those
millions of lonely miles with a rush of new and exciting adventures. Making love with
Jaida was like hovering on the edge of a black hole, not knowing what mysteries or
dangers were beyond, but desperately wanting to risk the chance to discover them. He
hadn’t been able to forget her. Maybe he had leapt into that black hole after all and lost

his heart in oblivion.

Not a chance. Jaida was right. He did like to keep moving, but it was more than the
sex, he admired her fearlessness and independence. After all she’d moved out to an
Outer Rim planet by herself. “This is a comfortable house,” he said studying her eyes,
and trying to determine if his visit was welcome. Their parting hadn’t been on the best

of terms.

She looked around and smiled with pride. “It's small, but it's mine, and I have my
place in society. They’ve accepted me, considering my past mistakes.”

“Not as small as my bunk on the ship.” He wagged his eyebrows at her and was
grateful when she smiled back.

“Very true, but I remember we made good use of the space.”

Even the captain on a commercial Fleet vessel got few perks. His quarters weren’t
much larger than his crew’s. It was about the size of a large closet. He did have a
private bath. One of his favorite sexual positions with Jaida had required him to stand
partway into the bathroom, close to the bed, while she lay on her back, legs spread. He
pumped his cock into her and got a lot of leverage. “That we did.” Hell, he wanted her
now. His cock swelled and he ached to adjust himself, but knew it would look much too

obvious. “Can I bother you for something to drink?”
“Oh, of course. I'm sorry. Lialade?”

“And that is?” He followed her to her small refrigerator.
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“Those trees I have outside are lia lia trees that bear a citrus fruit similar to lemon

and lime.”

He nodded and watched as she filled a glass with ice and the pale green juice, and
his eyes roamed over her body. Her round, full breasts swayed beneath the thin
material. Her nipples puckered, showing every detail down to the areolas. He ached to

suck them and make them even tighter. The thought made his cock grow harder still.

The hem of her sarong barely skimmed the bottom of her ass and the material clung
between her legs. Was her pussy wet? He wanted to touch her, and taste her. Fuck, he

was torturing himself.

“I need a job, Jaida. I'm stuck here until I can get my license back. Mr. Moretti hired
me to work the bogs and the fields, run errands. He said you needed help gathering
plants for your medicines and herbal preparations. How much do you pay?” He

grinned at her.

She pursed her lips. “I have a hard time getting any of the villagers to come with
me to the coast. It's a two-day journey and I need to lug back the dried sargassia kelp I

use for the Dragon Tear Elixir.”

“I heard Moretti say everyone is almost out. I thought this planet was screened for
atmospheric toxicity. Occasionally few planets do get approval when they shouldn’t,
credits change hands —but I thought Somerled was cleared,” Brayden said, knowing all

too well the corruption he had to deal with in the Fleet.

Jaida’s mouth twitched as she poured herself a drink. She swirled the green juice
around in the glass. “The levels of heavy metals in the air, soil and water are acceptable,
but measurable enough to cause harm over time. I've done studies and Dragon Tear
Elixir helps to detoxify the body of these elements.” She narrowed her eyes at him as if

expecting him to argue.
“I see.”

“More lialade?” she held up her glass and smiled.
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He shook his head. “Why don’t the villagers want to come to the coast to help
you?”

“It's a long and rugged journey like I said. They don’t like the challenge of
adventure or to leave their crops.” She turned back with a confident, sultry smile in
place. “It’s just your kind of job. Are you up for it? I'll pay you the same as I pay the

villagers —in food and herbal products.”

“Sounds like more fun than working in a rice bog or the fields.”

She laughed and put down her drink. “I wouldn’t say more fun, but it is more
exciting.”

“Count me in.” He downed his drink. “When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow. But first...” She sidled her body up against him until his cock was
pressed painfully hard against her mound. “We don’t let things go to waste around

here, Brayden. Three years is a long time. Aren’t we going to make good use of that?”

Brayden fisted his hand in her hair and crushed her mouth with a scorching kiss.
Everything soft and hard about her was beneath his hands and he was so overcome
with a primal lust he didn’t know where to begin touching, where to begin exploring.

He’d been wanting to do that from the moment he saw her.

A satisfying moan escaped her lips as their mouths parted briefly. Her hands
ravished him, yanked off his shirt, pulled at his belt, then dug inside his pants where
she gripped his shaft so hard it was almost painful. “You want me?” she whispered

against his mouth, taking her hand out of his pants.

He answered with a deep groan. Oh, hell. Every stroke practically sent him over the
edge. “Jaida, sweetheart,” he murmured as he buried his mouth in her neck, tasting the
salt on her skin and smelling incense and citrus in her hair. He reached under her
sarong and slid his fingers up along her thigh to finger her shaved pussy. Her body
trembled when he reached her swollen bud, rolled his finger around it and slipped his
fingers between her folds. “Yes, I knew you’d be wet. You were always wet when you

came to me,” he said huskily.
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“Brayden, mmmm yes, that’s so good.” She rocked her hips against his hand. “Take

these off,” she demanded as she tugged on his pants.

Before he complied, he thrust a finger deep inside her and relished in the sound of
her breath catching. She gripped his shoulders and drowsily gazed in his eyes. Her
exotic hazel eyes were glassy with that wildcat look he knew so well. She fumbled with
his pants. “I want your cock inside me and I want to be lying down. Take your pants off

now,” she demanded again, this time impatiently.

He laughed. “Okay, I get the message.” He realized he still had on his work boots.
With shaky hands, he unlaced and kicked them off, then slid out of his pants. Jaida had
already pulled her sarong off in one motion and tossed the silky material on the floor.

She drew him toward the bed.

Slow and romantic never did describe their lovemaking in the past. More like
impulsive, dangerous even savage and out of control. He expected their lovemaking

planetside wouldn’t be any different.

When they got to her bed, she pushed him down and pounced on top of him,
pinning his arms on either side of his head. The abruptness surprised him, but he didn’t
argue. He chuckled softly as she came down and found his mouth for a bruising kiss,

but she didn’t release his arms.

He loved her aggressive, take-charge attitude. All that bouncing around would not
have worked in his tiny bunk cube on the ship. If she had tried that maneuver on the

ship, she would've knocked herself out. Go for it, sweetheart.

Instead of straddling him and impaling his engorged cock deep inside her pussy,
she slithered down his body, touching, stroking and kissing her way down to his crotch.
His body hungered to feel her secret depths, but equally ached for her mouth,

remembering how well she could pleasure him.

She gripped his shaft in her hand then took him in her mouth, flicking the head and
rim with her tongue, then slid down, taking most of the length deep into her throat.

“Oh God, Jaida. So good.”
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It was surreal. Any minute he would awaken on his ship, having another wet
dream about her. Slipping his hands into her hair, he felt the silkiness and stroked her
shoulders. Damn, slow down. He had to take deep breaths to keep from coming. He
could smell her tangy, sweet arousal, mixed with the citrus scent floating in on the
breeze that whisked away the beads of perspiration on his skin. Nope, he wasn’t

dreaming, thank God. “Slow it down, sweetheart, or I'm done,” he whispered.

Cupping his balls, she slipped one into her mouth. A ripple of intense sensations

moved up from his groin. He tightened his muscles to hold off the orgasm.

He slid his hands under her shoulders and drew her up. “Come up to me so I can

taste you.”

She knelt on either side of his shoulders, her legs spread wide and her pussy open

and moist for him. He grabbed her ass, pulled her close and sucked on her tender folds.

Jaida gripped the wooden headboard for support and quivered beneath his mouth,
she moaned as he increased the pressure. His tongue teased her clit while his finger

gained entrance and found his mark and pressed.

“Yes, yes, like that.” She groaned and rocked her hips in tiny movements matching
his rhythm. He eagerly strummed her bud, keeping the pressure gentle and teasing.
Then her body shook convulsively as she climaxed. He wrapped his arm around her
hips and continued the pressure on her pussy until her cries quieted, then he flipped
her on her back and nudged the head of his cock at her wet cleft. Raising her hips, she
opened for him, but he only let the tip enter a little. She moaned her complaint, her
body twitching beneath him, and attempted to raise her hips higher. “Stop teasing me

and come inside.”

“Feisty little thing, aren’t you?”

“You have no idea, if you don’t get down to business,” she said between panting
breaths.

Hovering above her, hands on either side of her, he slid his cock along her slit and

enjoyed feeling her quivering in agony. “You want me?”
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“Forgawdsake, yes. Take me.”

He laughed under his breath. “Enough torture for now.” He plunged deep into her.
She arched her back and cried out.

Her legs wrapped around his hips, limiting his movements, but his thrusts were
deep and hard and fast. He sealed his mouth over hers for a brief kiss, then broke away

because they were both gasping for breath.

The orgasm was about to shatter him. He slowed his breathing, holding off just a
little longer. He could tell by her breathing and the clenching on his cock that she was

close.

“Brayden, yes, oh yes.” Then her back arched, she groaned and her body shook

beneath him.
Her hands roamed along his chest and he again focused on his own body, the
pressure building and suddenly thrust him into a shattering climax. “Oh God, Jaida.”

He was racked with sensations, every muscle pulsing and thrumming with searing
pleasure. When their heart rate and breathing wound down to more normal pacing, he

collapsed beside her and she curled against his chest.

Sometime later, Jaida asked as she drew circles on his chest. “As good as you

remember?”

He shrugged. “It'll do, I suppose. I miss my bunk on the ship.” He mashed his lips
together holding back a smile.

She stopped drawing her circles and leaned up on her elbow to look at him, her
hazel eyes blazing. When she saw the smile that he couldn’t contain, she punched his

arm. “Creep.”
“" Ouch 4

“You deserved it. I like the extra space by the way. I don’t have to worry about

banging my head or elbows.”
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“Have to agree. Nice bed.” He pulled her down, stroking her hair. “I've missed

you.” She was the one woman who could tempt him into moving planetside —almost.

He pulled her close and drew in a deep breath. The smell of burning wood drifted

into the house.

Twisting out of his arms, Jaida flew out of bed and ran naked outside. “Brayden,

'II

help me! Get a bucket of water
“Kai, no!”

Brayden jumped out of bed and raced after Jaida. One of her lia lia trees was on fire.
The tree was in the middle of her garden surrounded by neat rows of vegetables and
herbs, but nothing else was burning. He shook his head at the odd sight. “Ow.” Still
naked and barefoot, he stepped on a sharp stone as he padded across her yard

searching for something that would hold water.

“There Brayden, by the pond, fill the bucket. Hurry.” She pointed at the far end of
her house where a shallow pool was overgrown with weeds and algae. “Damn it, Kai. I
told you we're leaving tomorrow.” Grabbing another bucket from a tool shed, she
scooped up water from the pond and tossed the contents onto the flames. Brayden
added one more bucketful right behind hers, dousing the last of the flames. Smoke

coiled into the air as she examined the damage.

Standing next to the scorched tree was a dragon. Brayden took a step back and let
out a low whistle. The creature stood a couple of heads taller than him when it stood
straight up and had bronze, reptilian skin. Leathery wings flapped as its mouth opened,

showing sharp teeth.

Glowing green eyes watched Jaida and Brayden as they finished extinguishing the
burning branches. It took a step forward, tilted its head and glared at Brayden. Brayden
didn’t dare take his eyes off the creature. Out of its snout came puffs of gray-black
smoke. Prowling along the edge of the garden, it spewed out small streams of flame

from its mouth. Brayden thought it would take off flying or start another fire.
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Fortunately, the house was mostly packed earth and stone or that too would've gone up

in flames.

So, Fleet Commander Krentz was right, the colonists hadn’t destroyed all the

dragons on Somerled.

L I N N

Jaida plucked charred leaves and scorched fruit from the damaged tree and placed
them in a container for her compost pile. “Kai, this will take at least two seasons to

grow back. No wonder the villagers don’t want you near them.”

Brayden watched her work and frowned as if in deep thought. He looked rather
magnificent standing naked in her garden. “I heard the colonists had killed off all the
dragons on Somerled.” He stepped around Kai in a wide circle, studying him like a
scientist. The dragon’s long neck twisted around, following Brayden. Kai's eyes

narrowed.

She held her breath, waiting to see if the two males would challenge each other.
“When we first arrived, the settlers almost destroyed them all. Kai is the last of his

kind.”
“Why were they killed?”

“Because the dragons burned the fields and injured the villagers. I convinced the

villagers to stop.”

Brayden frowned. “Destroying crops could mean a colony starves, so I can

understand their logic.”
“Not a reason to annihilate a whole species.”
Kai whimpered and wheezed, taking in a deep breath.
Jaida held up her hand in warning. “Don’t you dare.”

Kai released his breath slowly and sat on the ground with a grunt, his wings folded

down behind him.
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The sight of two naked people standing in a garden with a dragon would've looked

strange if a villager had shown up at that moment.

“And how did you convince the locals not to kill Kai?” Brayden stroked Jaida’s

hair, his eyes shone with concern.

She turned away from Brayden and faced Kai. The sooner she brought Kai to the
coast the better. “I have a degree in herbal medicine and botany, but I also practice folk
or nature magick. I discovered that dragon’s fire enhanced the properties of the
sargassia kelp and when taken internally on a regular basis, will detoxify the body of the
harmful elements in the atmosphere. Dragon Tear Elixir is the most important potion I
make, but I'm also learning to manifest other forces as they are specific to this planet.

This isn’t Earth, so the workings are different.”

Kai slunk along the ground, glancing at Jaida now and then as if he knew he’d done
something wrong. His bronze colored scales shimmered in the golden afternoon light.

His wings remained folded down at his sides and his tail dragged on the ground.
Brayden nodded. “You're his guardian.”

“Yes, but he keeps us alive. It'll take us a few days to collect and dry the sargassia

kelp at the coast. I appreciate you coming with me to help.”
He glanced sideways at Kai. “No problem. I need the work and it beats farming.”

She picked a few ripe fruit that weren’t harmed and placed them in a basket to pack

for their trip the next day. “You'll have to make your delivery to Mr. Moretti first.”
“Come with me and give me the official tour of the village.”

“Fine.” Her response was more abrupt than she’d intended, but going into town

made her uncomfortable.

“Jaida, why did you come to this planet? Why did you come to the Outer Rim?

There are much nicer planets closer to earth, a bit more civilized.”

Not turning to face him, she continued to pile finger-bananas, handfuls of red

berries and strolled toward her vegetable garden to dig up a few carrots. “This was the
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colony my brother and I were with on Mandara. After he was killed, I was alone and
couldn’t imagine taking a chance with a colony of people I didn’t know at all. When
they decided to relocate, they still needed a botanist badly enough they were willing to
pay my way. And they didn’t mind me practicing magick or my esoteric methods for
making medicines.”

“What about your parents? I remember you telling me about them on the ship.
Don’t you miss them?”

Jaida put the basket down and glared at Brayden. “My parents don’t want to have
anything to do with me.”

“What happened to your brother? You didn’t tell me this on the ship.” He took

several steps toward her, but she put up her hand.
“ Another time, Brayden. Can you get my sarong, please?”

His shoulders slumped and he nodded slowly, then turned and went inside her

house.

Walking over to the garden bench in the shade, Jaida plopped down and stared in
disgust at the still smoldering fruit tree. With his head bowed low, Kai inched his way
over and rested his chin on her lap, his emerald green eyes looked up at her with

remorse. She stroked his rough, slick skin.

“Is this because we didn’t leave today? Or is it because of Brayden?” she asked the

dragon.
Kai blinked. He huffed a puff of smoke out of his nostrils in answer.

“Don’t do it again,” Jaida demanded. “This harms the whole settlement, not just

”

me.

Kai moaned.

L I N N

As they walked down the narrow path, Jaida moved ahead of him and picked up

her pace. Brayden couldn’t figure out why she was in such a rush.
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“Are we running a race?” Brayden asked.

“We need to get packed and leave for the coast as soon as possible. In the distance,
farm land stretched out to the north and beyond that was mountains. The south side
was marshy and where the villagers grew rice. When they stepped onto the main street
of the town, four colonists approached them from the other direction. When they saw

her, they crossed the street and continued walking on the opposite side.
“What's that all about?”
“Let’s just make this delivery.”

They walked passed a number of simple buildings —the sturdy, yet prefabricated
homes for new settlements that looked like trailers with curved roofs. At the end of one
street was Mr. Moretti’s general store. They entered. The smell of baked bread and
simmering stew permeated the store. Several shelves lined the walls with textiles like
clothes, linens and material. Other shelves contained fresh food items, canned goods
and Jaida’s products. Mr. Moretti sat on a tall stool behind a narrow counter arranging a

tray of flatbread and muffins.

“Mr. Moretti, I have your delivery,” Jaida said. Brayden propped the burlap bag of

vials, jars and bottles onto the counter.

“Why did you come to town? I hired the captain so you wouldn’t have to. Did he

get lost?” Mr. Moretti walked out from behind the counter.

“I asked Jaida to give me a tour. I'll be going with her to the coast so she can collect

herbs to make her products.”

Mr. Moretti frowned, then nodded. “The sargassia. Yes, she could use the help.

Maybe you'll tell us all about it.”

33



Dragon Witch

Chapter Four

Brayden slipped the backpack off his shoulders and dropped it onto the ground
while he retrieved his water and surveyed the area. They’d been walking several hours
and he couldn’t find a clearing that would accommodate a shuttle. The thick tropical
foliage, tall evergreen trees and marshy, swampy ground would make a landing

impossible. Accomplishing his mission was going to be difficult.
“Why are you stopping?” Jaida asked.

“Getting a drink.” He retrieved his water container from his pack and took a long
drink. “Go on, I'll catch up.” He would have to wait until they reached an open area

before he called the ship.

After Jaida turned around and disappeared with Kai, Brayden checked his Comm-
device for an update on Krakatan and its inhabitants. His commander had left three
messages. Krakatan had minor eruptions, but the colony was out of harm’s way for the
moment. Reports said they had several days at the most before the majority of the land
masses were destroyed. He considered telling Jaida his situation, but couldn’t risk her
not agreeing.

“Let’s scoot, Brayden. Sunlight’s burning,” she yelled back to him. “We need to set

up camp soon.”

Brayden ran up to them and noticed the dragon, chomping on a fan-shaped palm as
the creature plowed through the tropical brush, breaking vines and branches in his

path. “He keeps quite a pace,” Brayden said. “Does he know the way?”

“He does, but I marked the trail with cairns, those stacks of stones, on the last

couple of trips as trail markers.” She pointed to small piles of stones about a foot high.

“So you could find your way back? You don’t need the dragon to lead you?” He

walked passed her, keeping the dragon in sight.
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“Yes, I could find my way. And Kai is his name,” she corrected him annoyed.
“Good. You wouldn’t want to get lost out here.”
“What's up, Brayden.” She grabbed his arm, pulling him to a stop.

“What's Kai to you? Is he like a pet?” He gave her an awkward smile but stopped

when he saw anger flash across her expression.

“Kai is not my pet.” And she left it at that. No help. Brayden had hurt her before,
but he’d never betrayed her.

“Just asking. It's just that we're out in the middle of nowhere. If he were to run

off... Neither of us has a GPS.”

She finally smiled and shook her head. “Don’t worry about Kai. You navigate by
the skies at night, I'll navigate by the ground and landmarks. Kai won’t get lost, he’ll
lead most of the way. You won’t get lost as long as you don’t wander off.” She waved

her wand over one of the cairns — the third time he saw her do that.
“Guess not. And what’s the significance of the wand action over the pile of stones?”

“Cairns are places of power. They concentrate the energies of the stones and
connect to the earth or planet. By waving my wand, I'm connecting my spirit and

physical body with the planet’s energies.”
IIOh.//

She laughed. “According to Brayden Stokes, if it's not measured by physics or

calculus it doesn’t exist.”
He groaned. “That’s not true. I'm open-minded about a lot of things.”
“You are? I certainly hope so.” She smiled wickedly.

What was he missing? He didn’t think he would be around long enough to find out.

Jaida was smart and a skilled witch.

Brayden wondered how the dragon bonded to her and not with the others in the

colony. “Kai goes with you on every trip?”
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“The coast was his home. We return once or twice a year to collect the sargassia.

He’s the one who... I discovered the sargassia when Kai took me there.”

“He helps you make it? But you don’t really need him do you?” Brayden asked as

he sipped water.

She shot him a look. “Of course I need him. His breath has a chemical reaction with

the components in the kelp. It wouldn’t be viable without him.”

Kai took off flying, heavy wings flapping, and circled around then landed about a
hundred yards in front and waited until they caught up. He grumbled as if calling to

them to hurry.

“Why don’t you just fly on him to the coast and collect what you need instead of
walking?”

She turned and gave him an exasperated look. “Kai can’t carry me and all the
supplies for that distance. And there’s not much fresh water by the coast. That's why

we have to lug it in. I dry the sargassia kelp at the shore, so there’s less bulk to carry

back.”
“No one lives there?”
She crossed her arms and glared at him.

Brayden glanced at her from the side as they continued to walk, expecting for her to
tell him more about this journey, but she didn’t. A tropical pond was surrounded by
palm trees and lush foliage. Like a drink of cool water to a man crossing the desert, he
couldn’t remember the last time he took a swim. Seven, eight years old with his
parents? His mother rarely contacted him after he joined the Fleet. She and his dad split
about the same time. The spouse of Fleet service personnel lived a secure but lonely life.
Spouses couldn’t travel on board the ships. Accommodations on a vessel were limited
to crew and colonists. Fleet personnel saw their spouses during month-long leaves once

a year.

His dad’s transport vessel crashed into a docking bay and he was killed when the

man was only forty-five. “Look at that,” Brayden said. Jaida let out an exasperated huff
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and dropped her backpack on the ground, then retrieved a bag of dried fruit. “Fine, go

take a look.”

He ran over the edge of the pond and peered down into deep water. “It’s crystal.

Looks about twenty feet deep.” Kai stood on the edge next to Brayden.

“It’s twice that,” Jaida said. “It’s drinkable too. We should fill our bottles up while

we're here.” She carried her container toward Brayden and Kai.

Brayden swirled his hand in the water. “Feels cool. Nice.” He kicked off his boots

and stripped off his shirt. “Is it safe?” Brayden asked Kai.
“What are you doing?” Jaida asked, alarm in her voice.
Kai nodded, swinging out a wing as if to say, “Go on in.”
Brayden swung his arms and bent his knees as he leapt out into a dive.

“No!” Jaida cried.

The water was cool and refreshing. He surfaced and squinted at the brilliant
sunlight piercing through the waving palm fronds and shouted at Jaida. “This is great.

Come on in.”
Jaida was screaming and pointing behind him. “Swim to shore, Brayden, hurry!”
“Why? What's wrong?”
Kai, stood beside Jaida, his head hanging low.

“Damn it, Brayden. The pond is filled with crocodile-like creatures —man-eaters.
There’s one moving toward you.” She screamed again. “Kai, help him.” She shoved at

the dragon, but he didn’t move, only cocked his head, glaring at Brayden with one eye.

Brayden kicked and glanced over his shoulder as he began swimming toward
shore. A creature about six feet long emerged from the shadows of overhanging
vegetation and slithered in an S pattern across the surface of the water directly at

Brayden.
“Oh, shit.”
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“Kai, please,” Jaida placed a hand on her companion’s shoulder, but the dragon
huffed and flopped down on the ground, looked the other way, refusing to move.

“Damn you, Kai. Oh, goddess, he’s not going to make it.”

The water creature gained on Brayden. She threw rocks out toward the enemy,
barely missing Brayden. He appreciated her efforts, but it didn’t seem to help. The
crocodile thing thrashed a bit, but it didn’t slow him down.

“Hurry, it’s right behind you.”

Brayden focused on Jaida and not on the creature pursuing him. His lungs ached,
his muscles cramped, but he increased the speed of his strokes. If he was going to die,
he wanted her to be the last thing he saw. Right now he saw the terror in her eyes and

wished he could take the fear away. Wished he could hold her again.

Then a whoosh and a dark shadow passed over his head. Glancing up, he saw
leathery wings outstretched and arc down toward the water beast. Kai expelled a
stream of smoke and flames across its path. The creature thrashed and stopped its
pursuit, turning around and retreating into the cover of the trees. Brayden didn’t glance

back again or slow his pace.

L I N N

“Why did you lose your license? And don’t ignore me this time or I'll have Kai

throw you back into that pond.”

Brayden’s gut twisted in a painful knot, watching Jaida pull her hair back in a
ponytail, her breasts jutting out against the tight cloth of her sarong. His cock stirred
with recent memories and he ached to take her again.

“I made an illegal delivery. You know how it is with the Fleet. Someone wants
some luxury item like food, water, medicine, agricultural items or women.”

Jaida narrowed her eyes as she walked past, waving her wand in the air over her

head. “And you do this for credits,” she said with disgust.
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“No, I do it to keep my job. My superiors give an order, even though it’s not a legal
flight or the supplies haven’t been paid for. If I don’t make these deliveries or pickups,
they cut back my flights and my pay. And if I get caught, it’s my fault and I take the
blame. Some of the jobs and deliveries are frivolous bootleg items, exotic wares and
such. The higher up you go in the Fleet, the more corrupt it gets. If you don’t go along,
you don’t keep flying.”

Jaida shook her head. “Nice business you're in.”

“But I love to fly.”

Weaving in and out a dense group of evergreen trees, Jaida slowed her pace. Kai
was nearly out of sight beyond the next curve in the trail. “The Fleet corruption is bad
enough, but how do you deal with all the different cultures on the various planets? Isn’t
it dangerous?” She glanced behind her looking for his response.

He shrugged. “Sometimes. But we're given Current Laws and Customs Data Sheets
for each planet.”

“Because you could make a mistake. Break a law and not know that you've broken
one. It could be something simple, meaningless.” Her voice cracked.

The pained look on her face tore at his heart. “What, Jaida?” He grabbed her hand
and pulled her to stop.

She tried blinking back the tears. “I was collecting herbs, rare medicinal herbs on
the planet Mandara. I found them at the edge of this forest. I didn't know I was
trespassing on the native peoples’ land. They captured me. My brother negotiated for
my release. But I didn’t realize, negotiating meant his life for mine. He was executed.
For picking fucking flowers!”

Brayden took her into his arms and stroked her hair while the tears fell. “Your

brother was a brave man. And your parents blame you?”

She nodded into his chest.
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He made a sound of disgust and bit back the words he wanted to say against her
parents. Didn’t they know she probably lived with the nightmare of her brother’s

execution every day?

Pulling away from him, she wiped at her eyes and started walking. “The Outer Rim

isn’t far enough away from Mandara.”

“I understand.” They continued walking for another couple hours. The jungle and
marshy ground became dryer and less dense with vegetation. After passing several trail
markers, something pungent assailed his nose. “What’s that smell?” he asked. “Kai

setting something on fire again?”

“Mineral springs. We'll stop here for the night.” Jaida dropped her backpack on the

ground and approached a small pool of steaming crystal water.
“Can we jump in?” Brayden asked anxious to get the dust and sweat off him.

“Yes, but in a minute. I need to do a ritual.” She still seemed pissed. Taking her
wand out of her backpack, she drew symbols in the white sand next to the steaming

mineral pool.
“What's that?”

“Shhh.” She sat cross-legged beside the pool and took several breaths, then leaned

forward and gazed into the water.

Brayden started walking toward her, but Kai dropped down in front of him,
blocking his path. His wings spread wide as if in a challenge and warning not to go

farther. “Okay Kai, I get the message.”
The dragon seemed to understand because he lowered his wings, but didn’t take

his piercing green gaze off him.

Brayden saw a flash of movement and heard Jaida mumble something. She leapt to
her feet, still staring into the pool. Then she picked up a pebble and tossed it into the
water and pointed with her finger. Her lips counting silently. She frowned and made a

tist, then picked up another pebble and tossed it in, then again began counting. And
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two more pebbles. She swore and spun around and headed into the dense growth of

palms and pine trees.
“Jaida, what's wrong?” Brayden charged after her and caught up in a few strides.

She continued the march, ignoring him. “You're not staying the full year. You lied

to me.”
“How do you know that?”

“Water gazing and water spell. I saw you leaving and I counted the rings when I
tossed in the pebbles. I asked if you were staying the full year and counted an even

number of rings —a no.”
He shook his head, confused.

“A form of divination. Forget it,” she snapped. “I should've known things wouldn’t

change.

She’d tossed in four pebbles, what else did she ask? And how accurate is her magic?
“Maybe the Fleet will reissue my license sooner. If they need me, it’s possible. I could
leave sooner.” He really wasn’t lying to her, just not being completely honest. Hell, he
was lying.

Again, what choice did he have? “C’'mon, Jaida. Don’t worry about this.” He picked

up his pack. “We can get in a few more miles before it gets dark,” he said cheerfully.

She shook her head as she started to unpack a small tent. “No. We'll camp here for
the night.”

Was she deliberately delaying their trip? How much time did the colonists on
Krakatan have before their planet became one giant mass of erupting volcanoes? A
planet named after Krakatoa should’ve been an omen. But the colonists paid the Fleet
an enormous fee to take them to a planet not yet approved by scientists to be safe for
colonization. They had wanted to claim it as their own. And Brayden took them there.
Now he needed to rescue them before it was too late. “The sun won't set for an hour or

two, why don’t we walk a bit longer.”
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“Last place for fresh water and night comes quickly once the sun sets. Come and
soak in the mineral bath. Your muscles won’t ache as much tomorrow.” With a flip of
her hand, the tent popped into shape. It was just large enough for two. She then slipped

out of her sarong, kicked off her sandals and eased into the water.

He groaned as he watched the water inch up her legs, touch her labia, then flow up
her belly. She stood waist-deep in the steaming spring, and splashed water on her
breasts. Ugh. He was done for. He yanked his shirt over his head, kicked off his boots
and dropped his pants. His engorged cock sprang free. “ Are there benefits to bathing in

mineral water?” He smiled slyly.
She nodded, her expression strained with worry.

“I'll join you in just a minute.” With his Comm-device in hand, he walked behind a
thick growth of vegetation as if he needed to relieve himself. He called up the current
conditions on Krakatan. Several mantle plumes and divergent tectonic plates detected.

Colonists out of range of lava flow for next ninety-six hours.

Brayden rubbed his forehead. He knew his commander wouldn’t offer the
dangerous rescue mission to another captain under any circumstances, and even if one
volunteered, he doubted there was another Fleet captain close enough to make the
journey in time. Only Brayden could rescue them, only Brayden would be responsible.
And what he had to do would destroy his friendship with Jaida forever. The idea of

betraying her clawed at his chest. What a way to make a living.

Brayden sent a message to the commander saying his mission would be complete
by tomorrow. Send the shuttle. He returned to the pool. Jaida was submerged in the
water above her breasts. She had her eyes closed, looking more relaxed. He slid into the

heated water beside her.

Opening her eyes, she sighed and frowned at Brayden. With the tip of his finger he
stroked her shoulder and down her back, easing the tension. She shivered and a smile

twitched at her mouth.
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Kai slumped in the grass under a pine tree and grunted, glaring green eyes at

Brayden, looking annoyed again.
Brayden grasped her arm and pulled her across his lap. “Does he have to watch?”
“Kai?” She waved her hand and Kai leapt to his feet and loped into the woods. The
hot water bubbled up between the smooth rocks and caressed Brayden’s skin. The

sulfur smell wasn’t pleasant, but the water felt good. Jaida’s breasts bobbed on the

surface of the water. The sight instantly made him hard and aching.

“A short break, then we can eat.” She wiggled her bottom against his cock, teasing,
tempting him. Bastard. She shouldn’t give in to him so easily, but he would be leaving
soon so why not take pleasure when the opportunity arose? He’'d always been honest
with her, never made promises that he might break. She hadn’t been completely honest
with him about Kai. When they got to the sea, she would explain everything —well,

maybe not everything.

“Careful, this won’t be that short a break if you keep doing that,” he said as he took

her mouth and plunged his tongue deep.
She moaned and climbed up, facing him and mounted him in one swift movement.

“Oh, God, Jaida. Is there no satisfying you?” He gripped her hips and rose up to

reach even deeper.
“You aren’t complaining, are you?”
“Never, sweetheart.”

She rocked on him, her fingers digging into his shoulders. He reached his hand
between their bodies and rubbed her clit with his thumb. She moaned in pleasure and
tightened her knees against his waist. “Yes, yes, like that,” she pleaded as she ground

her pussy onto him.

“You want me?” He pushed deeper inside.
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“I always want you. That’s the problem because you always leave.” Dammit. She

didn’t mean to say that now. She groaned. “Forget it.”
“But I'm here now. Fuck. I know that sounds awful.” He slowed his pace and
touched her cheek with his fingers. “It's complicated for us, Jaida.”

“Stop talking,” she demanded as she slid his hand back down between her legs
while she rocked on his cock. His thumb again found her tender and sensitive bud. Her

excitement rose, her worries fled as pleasure gained control.

By his rapid breathing she knew he was ready to explode. If he kept touching her
clit just that way, she would go over the edge too. Soon, very soon. The sensations

coiled deep in her pussy and eased her up to find her peak. Yes, oh yes.

Closing his eyes, he dropped his head back, as she felt his orgasm rack his body.
“Jaida, I can’t stop.” The water splashed around them as he gripped the rocks from

beneath and pumped into her until his seed spilled.

“It's okay, just don’t slow down.” She went quiet, her head down as she rocked on

him with a sense of purpose.
He urged her on. “Oh yeah. Take it all.”

She moved with fury, then a low groan escaped her lips. “Mmmm. Yes, I'm

coming.” Her body shook.
“Oh, yes. Come, baby,” he said as he pulled her close.

Her breathing slowed. She rested her head on his chest. Goddess, she could fall in

love with this man so easily. But it was such a bad idea.

Doubt and frustration flashed in her thoughts again, her body stiffened. She turned

in his arms, giving him a warning gaze. “Do me one favor.”
His eyes widened. “What do you want?”

“When you leave Somerled, let me know ahead of time. Don’t let me wake up and

find out you've gone.”

He hesitated. “Okay.”
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She narrowed her gaze then looked away. “I tossed the pebbles in the water and
counted the ripples and asked my questions. The answers said —oh, never mind.” He
would leave without saying goodbye.

“More magic?”

Before she could answer, something wrapped around his neck and yanked him out

of the pool.

Jaida screamed and was thrown to the side of the pool. Naked, kicking and flailing
his arms, Brayden was dragged along the ground. He struggled to stand and fight his

assailant but he choked and clawed at his throat.
Branches scored his arms and legs as he was hauled along the trail.
!II

“Stop it, you're choking him.” Jaida yelled, but couldn’t catch up. “Kai, stop

Finally Brayden dug his fingers between his neck and Kai’s slick tail and freed
himself. He wrestled to his feet, spun around and glared at Kai. The dragon stood tall,

wings beating furiously, green eyes glaring at Brayden defiantly.
“What the fuck?” Brayden said hoarsely, rubbing his throat.
“Kai, what's the matter with you?” Jaida shouted as she caught up to them.

Kai didn’t bow his head as he did when he burned the lia lia tree. With wings

extended to their full length, he strutted passed Jaida and Brayden toward the coast.
“Is he getting an attitude or something?” Brayden asked.

“Or something,” she commented. She had no idea how to explain Kai’s true nature.

As soon as they reached the coast, the secret would be out.
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Chapter Five

The sound of crashing waves and the scent of salty breezes sent Kai into a frenzy.
Jaida grinned as she watched him charge through the flowering vines and palmettos,
and over the powdery white sand dunes. He stopped before he reached the wet sand,
pacing the water’s edge of the sea-green ocean. There he glanced back as if waiting for
her to join him. “Not here, Kai,” she warned. She laughed at his enthusiasm. Her belly
twirled with anticipation at what would come and hoped she could keep Kai’s secret
from Brayden. If he was leaving like the pebbles told her, she decided Kai’s nature must

remain a secret.

“Is he afraid of the water?”

“No, he’s definitely not afraid of the water. He’ll go in later.” But out of Brayden’s
sight. Then she would have lots to explain. She’d tell Brayden the same story she told
the colonists.

Brayden had his Comm-device in his hand.

“What are you doing?” She dropped her pack.

“Checking the weather. Looks good for a couple days.”

“Good, we need to collect as much sargassia as we can and have Kai dry it.” She ran
into the water and scooped up handfuls of the greenish-brown lacy weed. The water

was cool and refreshing. Brayden checked the sky, then removed his clothes and

walked into the water to help her.

Hours later, the sargassia was strung along vines staked to the ground. Kai inhaled
and expelled streams of flames, igniting the drift wood beneath it, adding his heated
breath to the kelp. The thin seaweed quickly dried and shriveled. Brayden and Jaida

collected the paper-thin pieces into sacks.
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“Can’t you just dry the sargassia over an open fire without Kai?” Brayden tied off

the last of the sacks.

“Kai’s vapors are acidic which causes a chemical reaction in the sargassia. It makes

the product more potent and stable.”
“I see.”

“It was fortunate I discovered the importance of the Dragon Tear Elixir before the

colonists destroyed all the dragons. All but one, that is.”
He nodded slowly.

Jaida stretched out her bedroll while the remaining sargassia shriveled on the vines.
Brayden unrolled his, sat beside her and studied his Comm-device. “Checking the

weather again?” she asked.

“Hmmm? No. Looks like there’re a variety of fish in the ocean. Why don’t the

villagers come here to fish?”
“Too long a trip.”
He glanced up and down the beach. “Where’s Kai?”
“Not far, he likes to explore, hunt for food. He'll be back soon.”
Brayden continued to push buttons on his Comm.

She pushed on his chest to make him lie down. “Stop your scientific studies for a

moment. There’s a naked woman within your grasp aching for your touch.”

He hesitated a moment, then laughed and put his Comm-device away. Pulling her

on top of him, his mouth took hers with such intensity, she gasped for breath.

She barely took in another breath when strong human hands grabbed her from
behind, lifted her off Brayden and carried her, racing toward the sea. Her cries were cut

short when she gazed upon familiar green eyes.
Brayden’s angry shouts followed as he jumped up and charged after them.

“It's okay, Brayden,” she called back to him. He was still several paces behind.

“Come out and join us.”
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“Jaida,” Kai whispered with a sexy human voice, from a sexy human mouth.
Wrapping her arms around his neck, she speared her fingers into his long bronze hair.
His tanned chest muscles and arms were slick with sea water. He stood about an inch or
two taller than Brayden and had a leaner body. Her insides leapt for joy seeing his
human form again after six long months. How she missed him. She wanted to mate
with him now. She wanted to mate with both men. She had to keep Kai’s secret. Kai
raced with her into the water, leaving Brayden behind looking stunned and angry.

“Trent, not Kai,” her lovely dragon-man reminded her.

When Kai was waist-deep, he slowly let her down onto her feet, still holding her in
his arms and took her mouth in a bruising, heated kiss. The waves sloshed around
them. She would have fallen had it not been for his body holding her. “Jaida.” Kai

saying her name sent a thrill through her.

“Kai, I mean Trent, you startled me.” She laughed beneath his lips. “I need to
explain to Brayden about you.” Trent’s hands cradled and fondled her breasts, then slid
down her belly, moving toward more intimate areas. The sound of splashing behind her

brought her back to reality. Brayden.
“Hey,” Brayden shouted.

Trent abruptly stopped before his hand reached her mound and pierced her with
his gaze. Stepping back into deeper water, he pulled her with him, then again

embracing her.

“My thoughts vanish when I am in your arms, Jaida. The sea’s power has freed me,

yet this creature forgets to ask your permission to link.”

Jaida pushed away from Trent. Walking into shallower water, she faced Brayden

with a firm look. She held up her hand. “Brayden, stop. It's—"
“Let her go,” Brayden demanded as he stormed toward them.
“Stop Bray-den, you do not want to war with me,” Trent said.

Brayden plowed through the waves and moved Jaida aside. “The hell I don’t.”
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She shoved back. “Brayden, he’s a friend. This is Trent, he lives out here.” She
wouldn’t give up Kai's secret that in his lifecycle, the sea water changed his race into
human form for a short time in order to mate. But since all the dragons were murdered,
Kai had no one to mate with. He would die without mating every six months even if the

encounter didn’t produce offspring. And it didn’t. Their species weren’t compatible.
“Yeah? I thought you said no one lives out here.” Brayden said suspiciously.

Jaida crossed her arms over her bare breasts, the waves lapping at her pussy.
“Except Trent. He likes his privacy. He had a disagreement with the colony and lives

out here alone.”
Brayden stared at Trent. “How do you survive?”
“I survive okay.”

Jaida wondered if Brayden would ask about Trent’s accent. He didn’t sound like
any of the colonists.

Brayden slapped his arms at his sides and frowned. “You two are lovers?”

Trent smiled.

Brayden sighed. “Okay, Jaida, Do you want me to...” he asked, hands on hips his
cock bobbing on the water. Trent’s mannerisms were a bit awkward in human form, but
between his long bronze hair and searing green eyes, he was quite handsome —and

more than capable as a lover —her gaze lowered to his aroused cock—and he was quite

endowed.

As the waves surge over both men’s engorged privates, swaying to the rhythms of

the sea, Jaida couldn’t help but smile, thinking what she could do.

“Jaida?” Brayden called impatiently. “Do you want to be alone with your friend? I'll

take a walk.”

“What I really want...” She touched Brayden’s cheek and rubbed his shoulders,
giving her support, but also stalling. The waves lapped at her body, the sensations
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stirring up desires like the anticipation of watching a coming storm. “is to mate with

him, Brayden, to be with both of you.” She searched his face waiting for his response.

Shadows of disappointment and conflicting emotions flashed across his face. His
mouth twisted as if considering the offer. His eyes searched her face, then stared out to

sea. He didn’t look angry, but he didn’t look thrilled.

Damn him. Why wouldn’t he say something? She wasn’t sure if he was angry, hurt
or intrigued. After all, she was mating with an alien race, the last of his kind. Genetics
wouldn’t allow the mating to produce offspring. Their joining was for pleasure only,

but for Trent’s protection, she couldn’t tell Brayden this.

“I'm sorry. I knew I should’ve told you before, but I was afraid you wouldn’t agree
to come. This has been our ritual for the past three years. The relationship Trent and I

have is a...different kind, Brayden. It's hard to explain. I only see him twice a year.”
Brayden nodded. “And where is Kai?”

She bit her lower lip, then said, “Enjoying his brief moments of freedom. The

villagers don’t like him running loose.”

“I'll give you some privacy then.” He turned and headed toward the shore, his

shoulders slumped.

“Wait, Bray-den. You can share the joining,” Trent said with the ease of a true free
spirit.

She covered her mouth as she giggled. Trent was full of surprises.

Brayden stopped and looked at Jaida for clarification. “Excuse me?”

Jaida grinned. “Trent wants you to participate if you'd like.”

Brayden’s eyes went wide. “In a threesome? That’s what we're talking about?” He

ran his hand through his hair, and pursed his lips, a look of doubt in his eyes.

“Jaida is a woman with enough light to share,” Trent said holding his hand out to

Brayden.
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Brayden glanced at Trent’s hand then at Jaida. “You said you wanted us both. I

didn’t think you meant at the same time. I have to think about this.”

She moved closer, the tips of her nipples brushed his chest. Her mouth was
teasingly close to his. “C'mon, Brayden. You can handle it.” She slipped her hands up
Brayden’s chest and stood on tiptoes, crushing her mouth to his. He tasted of salt water.

With her tongue she probed into his mouth and heard a welcoming groan.

Brayden gripped her upper arms drawing her close to keep her steady in the
onslaught of waves. Both turned to see Trent smiling, bronze hair and bronze muscles
gleaming wet from the sea, his body aroused and ready. He took a few steps and,
coming up behind Jaida, reached out and slid his hands around to cradle her breasts.
She leaned back into him, jutting out her breasts as he tweaked the nipples almost

painfully, sending zinging sensations straight to her groin.
“She is beautiful, is she not?” Trent asked Brayden.

Brayden nodded, as he watched Kai fondle her. A thrill spun inside her gut as she
enjoyed Brayden’s stare and Trent’s intimate touch. When Trent slid his hand down
and probed her pussy, Brayden took his own cock in hand and began to stroke it.

“She is wet for us already. Here feel her, Bray-den.”

Brayden released himself and covered her mound, then slipped two fingers
between her folds. Jaida widened her knees and leaned on Trent, gripping Brayden’s
shoulders for balance as he plunged his fingers inside. Leaning back exposed her clit for
Trent’s touch and Brayden’s penetration. Two men pleasuring her pussy. Goddess, she

was in heaven.
“A wildcat, isn’t she?” Brayden asked Trent as he kissed her neck.
“Wildcat?”
“Wild and beautiful and dangerous.” Brayden clarified.

“Yes, she is that.”
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Jaida moaned, then gripped Kai’s legs, her head rolled back on his shoulder, her
body quivering.
“She’s slick and hot inside,” Brayden said as he rubbed her sensitive nub.

“Oh yes, she likes that, I remember,” Trent said. “Take her, she’s ready for you.”

Trent grasped Brayden’s cock and directed it between her legs.

Jaida felt Brayden’s body stiffen and she noticed a frown of disapproval. “Crossed a

boundary there?” she asked teasingly.
“Entering unknown territory, I'm afraid,” Brayden answered without harsh tones.

Trent released Brayden’s cock. “We shall not make a misadventure by offending
each other. Forgive my intrusion,” Trent said, green eyes intense as he stood back and

lowered his head. Hard to look humble with a hard-on, but he did.

“No harm done.” She grasped Brayden’s cock that was thick and hard as she
hooked one leg around his hip and guided his shaft between her legs. Trent’s erection
was stiff sliding between the cleft of her buttocks. His hands continued to palm and
massage her breasts. As Brayden pumped his cock into her the salt water made for

some friction, but with Trent now rubbing her clit her juices quickly flowed.

Between Trent supporting her from behind and her one leg around Brayden’s hip,
Jaida was barely standing in the water on her own. One good strong wave and the three

of them would tumble over in a heap.

Trent’s tongue was working at the side of her neck and he whispered in her ear.
“Who do you think will make you come?”

The warm breath of his husky words sent a shiver down her back, encouraging
Brayden to deepen his thrusts.

“Don’t even try to make this a competition,” she demanded. “It'll take all the fun
out of it.” All resistance appeared to be gone now from Brayden’s face. She was
surprised how perfectly this encounter had worked out, a sexual fantasy come true. As

long as Brayden didn’t find out who Trent truly was.
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Brayden grabbed her ass and began to pump hard and fast. Trent braced her
shoulders so she felt the full impact of the thrusts. Then Brayden slowed his pace and

pulled out, gasping for breath. “I'd like this to last.”
“Shall we continue on the beach?” Trent asked.

“Mmmm. That works for me. How about you, Jaida?” Brayden bent and sucked her

nipples.

Trent’s finger teased the sensitive skin around her anus, testing for access. “I think

she could take us both.”
Brayden raised an eyebrow, but spoke no words.

She was about to say she wasn’t sure how she felt about the idea, when Brayden
slid a finger inside her pussy and rubbed her clit with his thumb. “You two are going to

drive me mad. I'm ready for the beach.”

Brayden swept her up in his arms and glanced at Trent. “Let’s go, Trent. Time’s a
wasting.” He carried her to shore and tumbled onto the bedrolls, Jaida alongside him,

while Trent dropped down at her feet and spread her legs.

Brayden knelt beside Jaida as if uncertain what to do next. She took his cock in her

hand and stroked it.
“ Are you coming back inside me?”

“If you like. But we're sharing.” He looked at Trent. There was something not right
about the guy, but he couldn’t figure it out. Jaida had been seeing him for years. He was
suddenly jealous of that time. Out of the water, Trent look tired, his face drained. “Do

you need to rest?” Brayden asked. Maybe the guy didn’t get enough food out here.

Kneeling between Jaida’s legs, Trent’s fingers spread her folds exposing her
sensitive and engorged bud. He rubbed it gently with his thumb and she moaned and

raised her hips. “I am fine. I have until I am finished with this, finished mating. Do not
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be concerned.” He bent over and lapped at her clit and Jaida cried out, gripping

Brayden’s cock a little too tightly.

“Easy wildcat. I'd like to use that again.” That was the second time Trent called it

mating, not sex, making love or even fucking. Odd.
She giggled. “Oh, sorry. Straddle me. I want to suck you off,” she said to Brayden.

“Okay, be gentle though,” Brayden teased as he swung his leg over her chest, his
knees on either side of her shoulders. She took him in her mouth and cupped his balls.
He supported her head between his hands as he gently rocked his hips, then she
grasped his shaft and stroked it up and down while she slid her mouth on him and
teased the tip with her tongue. Oh yeah, he was done for. With her moans and the thought
of Trent licking her pussy it didn’t take him long to be thrust over the precipice as the

orgasm slammed into his body.

He heard a murmur of approval from Trent and his body shook as Jaida held him
in her mouth until he was spent. Finally, his knees shaking, he slid from her and

dropped at her side.
At that moment Trent entered her pussy.

Inside Brayden’s backpack his Comm-device signaled with a beep. He rolled away
from the couple and reached for the electronic unit and pressed the key to
“acknowledge receipt of message” but left it in his pack. The ship would arrive

tomorrow. He didn’t have much time.

He slipped on his pants and sat back down on the bedroll, keeping his eyes on
Trent. The beach bum had finished and lay beside her, twisting Jaida’s hair between his
fingers. Maybe that’s all Trent was, a beach bum. No harm in that. They didn’t seem to

notice that Brayden was partially dressed. He needed to go find the dragon.

Trent pushed up on one elbow, facing Brayden, but his full attention was on Jaida.
He began to fondle her breasts. A twinge of jealousy stung Brayden, a foolish thought

considering what they had just done. With one finger, Brayden drew lazy patterns on
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her shoulder, down her arm to her hip. She turned and smiled at him briefly and

squeezed his hand, then returned her gaze to Trent.

The beach bum’s long bronze hair hung in his eyes. “Our time, Jaida, is always too

brief, much too brief, but wondrous just the same.”
Feeling like he was intruding on their moment, Brayden got up. “I'll be right back.”
“Mother nature call?” Jaida asked.
He nodded. “Won't be long.”
“It’s getting dark. Don’t go too far.”
She smiled sadly at Trent. “Trent, stay here for the night.”
“But the morning...” he argued.

“I know. Stay anyway,” Jaida said. “It'll be all right.” Jaida had her back to Brayden
and didn’t realize he was still standing there.

Trent glanced up at Brayden as if giving him a pleading look, perhaps looking for
approval. Why did Trent need to ask permission to sleep with them? Brayden smiled
and nodded anyway. Between the sex and the messages to the ship, he’d been so busy
he hadn’t asked where Trent lived or how he managed to survive out here.

Trent smiled back at Brayden. Guilt consumed him for what he was about to do. He
tasted bile at the back of his throat. He turned and walked down the beach looking for

the dragon. If only there was another way.
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Chapter Six

That night the three of them briefly slept in each other’s arms, Jaida between her
two men while warm ocean breezes stroked their skin. A couple of hours after their last
heated encounter, Braden was awakened by the grunts and deep breathing of two
people in the throes of sex. Still half asleep, he forced his eyes open and stared blankly
at the glittering stars through the palm trees. Was the commander’s ship up there
orbiting Somerled? At first light, he’d have to go in search of the dragon again. His
body felt twice as heavy from the grogginess of sleep. He blinked several times trying to

wake up, then felt someone sucking his cock.

He looked down and was grateful to see it was Jaida. He understood that it was
possible in a threesome arrangement that Trent could accidentally touch him intimately,
or he could brush up against Trent. He didn’t have a problem with that, but he wasn’t
crazy about the idea of Trent sucking him off. Some boundaries he wasn’t ready to cross

yet.

She was kneeling between his legs, her fist wrapped tight around the base of his
shaft as her mouth took him in deep and her tongue swirled the head. He groaned and

dug his fingers into the blankets. “Damn, Jaida, slow down or I'm going to come.”

She hummed her approval but didn’t let up. He lifted his head and saw that Trent
was behind her, his hands gripping her ass as he pumped into her. Trent’s eyes met his.
The emotion he saw was intense, pure anger. Was it a trick of the darkness? Or was it
really anger? Trent slammed into Jaida even harder and she moaned against Brayden’s
cock, gripping his shaft firmly.

The sight and sensations sent Brayden over the edge and Jaida took every drop of
him. Then Trent pulled her off him and turned her over on her back beside Brayden and

entered her again. Jaida reached her hand out to Brayden stroking his chest. His cock

56



Kathy Kulig

still throbbed while watching the two of them. He took her hand and Trent pumped her
again, giving Brayden that same look. What’s up with this guy? Trent is the free spirit.
What's with the attitude?

Jaida screamed and thrashed her body as her orgasm consumed her.

Closing his eyes, Trent grasped her breasts, and rocked his hips, then cried out as
his body shuddered and reached his climax. He froze there for a moment then gathered
Jaida up in his arms, holding her possessively to his chest, both of them breathing

heavy. “Brayden, join us,” Jaida said as she reached her hand out to him.

Reluctantly, Brayden knelt behind her, stroking her shoulders and back, kissing her

neck and hair.
“Jaida, let’s go for a swim,” Trent scooped her up.
Jaida giggled with delight as Trent raced across the dark beach.
“Jaida are you all right?” Brayden asked.

“Sure, we'll be right back,” she called, giggling some more, then he heard a splash
and more giggles. He saw the silhouettes of two people embracing. A twinge of
jealously dug into him. They’ve been together for three years. He would consider
challenging that, being the man in her life if he didn’t have his mission to complete. But
in a few hours Jaida would hate him. Brayden closed his eyes and cursed the situation.

He leaned back on the blanket where she had slept and breathed in her scent.

Never had Jaida felt such joy. Never had she imagined she would experience this
type of erotic pleasure with two men. She loved them both for different reasons. Kai for
his companionship, his kindness and free spirit. Brayden for his strength, his honesty
and sense of adventure, even though she knew it meant he would be leaving her again.
She was convinced he felt something for her. She saw the longing in his eyes. Perhaps,

he’d try to see her again between flights.

She’d accept the moments they would have, however brief.
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In chest-high water, Kai held her in his arms and slowly spun her around without a

word. “What is it, Kai? You seemed angry before and now distant.”
“Bray-den will leave soon. He will hurt you.”
“I know. He can’t stay. He’s a pilot and he’ll have to return to his ship.”
“It will be soon.”
“How do you know?”
“I sense it.”

Kai was sensitive to her feelings, though he never said he could read minds. She
stroked his skin. The bronze smoothness was beginning to feel rough, a sign that his
scales would be returning soon. His twenty-four hours as a human were almost over.
Soon, even the sea wouldn’t revive him. Kai would reform into the dragon phase for

another six months. Tears burned in her eyes.
“Do not be sad, Jaida. What happens is what should be.”

She forced a smile and held him close as the warm waves caressed them.

L I N N

Brayden woke to a brilliant orange sunrise, something he never saw out in space.
Trent and Jaida were asleep, a tangle of arms and legs beside him. They looked like two
shipwrecked lovers on a deserted island. Sitting up, Brayden searched up and down the
beach for the dragon. Damn, he was going to be in a lot of trouble if the ship arrived

and there was no dragon.

The Comm began to signal again with a consistent beep. He cringed when the noise
woke Trent. He stretched and looked up at Brayden. The man did not look well. His
skin had lost its bronze color and looked more grayish. His green eyes had a dull

appearance too. “Are you feeling okay, Trent?”

Trent nodded and stood, taking in a deep breath. He didn’t take his eyes off
Brayden. Then his skin and body began to change. His skin began to take on the
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appearance of reptilian scales. Trent's arms shifted, stretched, leathery webs grew

between rib cage and arms. His torso took on a denser shape, that of the dragon.

A sound came from Brayden, part shock, part agony as if he felt Trent’s pain and

realized the creature he was going to abduct was Trent. The ultimate betrayal.

“Kai, no,” Jaida sat up, glancing at Brayden. “Brayden, you can’t tell. Kai would be

in danger. Promise you won't tell.”

He didn’t answer but turned to watch Trent continue in his transformation, while

Brayden’s heart was ripping in half.

Taking a few steps back, Trent glanced at Jaida with a bittersweet smile. The
sadness in his eyes stabbed at Brayden’s chest. It must be like a man going back to

prison.

Jaida stood and pulled on her sarong. Tears glistened in her eyes as she watched

Kai finish the change.

Trent’s fingers lengthened into talons, clawing at the air, testing their new form
while flames spewed from his mouth. His legs and feet were now that of the dragon.
There was no sign of the man left. Kai beat his wings, then roared. Triumphant?
Gratified? Frustrated? Brayden wasn’t sure, but the dragon appeared quite pleased and

content. Strong and vital again. The creature was an enigma.
“What's that noise, Brayden?” she asked.
“Getting a call. They can leave a message.”
He picked up the Comm and pressed a few keys to initiate the homing signal.
“Who’s calling?”
“I'll check later.”
“He’s beautiful, isn’t he?” Her voice cracked.

Brayden kissed her hair. “Now, I understand why you’ve been protecting him. I

love you, Jaida.”
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She pushed out of his embrace and stared at him, a hint of a curve twitched at one
side of her mouth. She sighed. “Brayden, why would you say that when you will never
stay?”

“It's true. No matter our differences or what happens. And I see how special Kai
is.”

“Yes, Kai is special. And now that you understand how special, you must help me

protect him. He’s the last of his kind. I can tell you that he does nothing to enhance the

Dragon Tear Elixir.”
Brayden blinked. “What?”

“The Elixir is nothing more than nutrients — much needed nutrients considering the
colonists” diet, but supplements just the same. Kai adds nothing, but it's my way of

protecting him.”

Brayden drove his hand through his hair. “Like the traveling salesmen of the Old

West selling health tonics that were worthless?”

“Dragon Tears Elixir is not worthless,” she argued, then turned to see Kai as his

body finished the transformation. Hands to her mouth, Jaida’s eyes filled with tears.

Brayden rapidly punched additional coordinates into his Comm and prepared for

what he was about to do, what he already regretted having to do.

How much would Kai remember in his magical form? Would he remember the

betrayal? The dragon’s roar was masked by the thundering roar of shuttle engines.

Jaida raced out to the middle of the beach, and Kai ran toward the shuttle the
moment it landed, flapping his wings, spitting flames and smoke. Brayden thought the

dragon was going to attack it like another beast.
“Kai, stop,” Jaida cried.

Brayden raced after him and tossed a flat disk with a flick of his wrist. The

crystalline restraint unwound as it shot through the air and dropped over Kai like a
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fine-meshed netting that instantly hardened on contact. Kai was captured and immobile

beneath the net, even puffs of smoke and flames could not penetrate it.
Jaida screamed. “Brayden, stop. What are you doing?”

She ran up to Kai and yanked on the prison, but Brayden stopped her. The hatred in
her eyes crushed him, equaling the moment when he’d learned that his father’s ship

had crashed.

Brayden wasn’t a daredevil like his dad, but Brayden had made a huge mistake by
giving in to the politics of the Fleet and bringing those thirty people to an unstable
planet. Right now he would do anything to take that pain away from Jaida’s eyes,

remove the hatred he saw there, but he would not sacrifice thirty lives.

“I have to Jaida, and I don’t have time to explain why.” Four men in Fleet uniforms
jumped out of the shuttle and raced over to Kai. Moments later, they loaded him into a
hovering crate and dragged it toward the shuttle.

Jaida ran after them. “He’s the last of his kind. He’s not a creature, you idiots, he’s
sentient. Stop!”

Ignoring her, one of the men in the same black uniform that Brayden wore shouted,
“Let’s roll, Brayden.”

“I'm ready.” He gave Jaida one last look. Angry tears stained her cheeks. He knew

reaching out to her would be useless. “I'm sorry, Jaida. I had no choice.”

She glared at him in a mixture of horror and sadness beyond anything he could
comprehend. “I never saw this side of you, Brayden. Maybe you weren’t capable of
loving me, but I didn’t think you were capable of evil. You bastard, you have him

trapped like an animal.”

She punched his chest, then ran after the men who were taking the carrier with Kai

up the ramp, they pushed her roughly away.

Brayden ran over and knocked the guy off his feet. “I told you not to hurt her. Get

the fuck inside. I'll take care of this.”
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“Yes, sir.” Red-faced, the man turned and marched up the ramp.

Brayden noticed that Kai had never taken his eyes off her. The dragon couldn’t
struggle beneath the restraint net, or they never would've gotten him on board. The
men disappeared with Kai into the ship. Brayden stood at the top of the ramp. “I'm

sorry, Jaida. If there was another way —”
“Stokes! Gotta go now.” One of the men called from inside.

Jaida stood arms crossed, tears streaming down her face as her body shook in
racking sobs. And it was his fault. He had never navigated around a black hole as vast

as the crushing one in his chest right now.
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Chapter Seven

When the shuttle docked within the Valafar, Kai, still within his crated prison, was
rolled out. The look of hatred and betrayal from the dragon singed Brayden’s soul. He
leaned down close and whispered, “I promise somehow, someday, I'll make this up to
you, Kai.”

Kai didn’t move or acknowledge him.

“Well, I have to say, Captain Stokes, I'm impressed,” Commander Krentz said
smacking Brayden on the shoulder. “This will round out my collection of exotic wildlife
quite nicely. I must have a gala to show him off.” He pointed to one of the guards. “You
get him in his display and make sure his muzzle is on. We don’t need him burning up
the inside of the Valafar.”

“Yes, commander.” The guard rolled Kai away. There was nothing Brayden could

do right now.
“My payment, sir.” Brayden couldn’t waste another moment.
“Still determine to save those colonists?”
“I need a few crew members, food, emergency —”

“Yes, yes, your ship is ready. Here.” Krentz handed him his papers. You're to

relocate the colony on Calibor, if you're in time.

B H K ¥ N
Several weeks after Brayden rescued and relocated the colonist from Krakatan, he
was visiting Kai in his animal enclosure. The dragon wouldn’t even look at him.
Brayden couldn’t steal him. Even if he did, Krentz would know where to find him and

the dragon. Theft would be considered piracy and he’d walk a plank into the vacuum of
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space. Not the best way to help Kai. But he did have another idea to get Kai back to

Somerled.

In the crew’s lounge, Krentz held up the empty bottle of Cahoon Jack and gave
Rhosyn, the young woman crew member, a questioning look. “Rhosyn, we're dry
again.”

“Not a problem.” She got up, glancing at Brayden as she walked over to the walled
storage compartments. Returning with a full bottle, she poured Krentz a full glass.
Krentz had nearly cleaned him out of his last four months of credits in Robard’s Bluff.
He couldn’t decipher any tells from Krentz, but he was beginning to figure out tells
from his woman. Was Rhosyn trying to help him? If she was, and she was caught, she’d

get in a lot of trouble.

“Hey, woman, you're hurting me,” Krentz complained as she poured him a full

glass of the alcohol.

“You can handle it,” she answered. “Anyone else?” She held up the bottle. One
crew member raised his glass. Brayden and the other young recruit were drinking

bottled beer.
“I'm good,” Brayden said.

The commander won that hand and Brayden was worried because he might run out
of credits before he could win Kai. Krentz could get drunk and still beat most men at
Robard’s Bluff. Hell, half conscious he could win. Brayden was screwed. He had his

pilot’s license, but Kai was imprisoned like an animal.

Rhosyn gave him a knowing look at his chips then at the pot. Was she telling him to

bet more? He decided to take the chance. He placed a stack into the pot.
“A bold move, Stokes,” Krentz said. “You're going to lose your license again.”
“Perhaps.” The commander raised his bid and Brayden matched it.
Two more players dropped out. The hand was turned over and Brayden won.

“Fuck you, Stokes. Since when do you get smart at cards?”
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“Just lucky.” His luck had better hold out.

The next hand, Rhosyn bit her lip. Brayden bid light. “What's the matter Stokes lose
your nerve?” Another crew member dropped out.

Brayden lost that hand. Dammit, she is helping me. Another couple of hands, and
Brayden picked up a few more tells from Rhosyn. The woman opened a few buttons on
her shirt then stroked Krentz’s leg. The commander pushed her hand away.

“Is there a story behind Robard’s Bluff?” Rhosyn asked as she poured more CJ into
the commander’s glass.

What was she up to? Trying to distract Krentz? Get him drunk? Nice, sweetheart. But
didn’t she know the commander could play just as well drunk or sober? They were
better off, hitting him now while they had a little communication going, before Krentz
caught on. “Yes, there is a story behind Robard’s Bluff,” Brayden said. “I'll tell you
about it another time.”

Rhosyn gave Brayden a worried look, then seemed to catch on. “Oh yes, I'd love to

hear it.”
“ Another time, darling,” Krentz said as he dealt out another hand.

She slipped her hand on his lap and Brayden figured she was stroking his cock.

Krentz smiled but shoved her hand aside. “Let me finish this game and we'll fuck.”
She nodded.
Stay cool, Brayden thought.

She actually gave Krentz a little pout. Brayden managed not to laugh. She leaned

back and glanced at Krentz’s cards while he sipped his drink and sighed.
She bit her lip.
Brayden bid light and lost.

On the next hand, Rhosyn’s eyes widened and glanced at Brayden’s stack of chips
and then at the pot. This was it, his chance. Now or never. “I think we should make this

hand interesting,” Brayden said.
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“About time,” Krentz said. “What do you have in mind?”

Krentz folded his cards in his hand, laid them flat on the table and kept his eyes on
Brayden. She smiled and refilled his glass with the C]J.

Good girl.

“Put the fucking bottle down,” Krentz said.

Rhosyn did what she was told without flinching. She knew exactly what she was

doing. She was trying to distract him.
“You wouldn’t be helping him, would you?” Krentz asked.
She glared at him. “I don’t even know how to play.”

Krentz laughed. “This is true. I've tried teaching her a few times. She’s smart when

it comes to electronics, but clueless when it comes to playing cards.”

The room was heavy with silence. Brayden poured himself a CJ in an empty glass

on the table. He took a swig. The sweet amber liquid burned at the back of his throat.

“Robard was a space pirate in the Outer Rim,” Krentz began. “He’d hang out in the
traffic zones and play possum until a transport ship came through to investigate the
disabled ship. Back then, transport ships weren’t heavily armed. Easy prey. Robard
would take their goods, sometimes their women. Fleet security finally caught up with
Robard,” Krentz told Rhosyn but kept his eyes on Brayden. The commander was
stalling trying to read him. “They armed a small transport vessel and when Robard
tried to trap them with his disabled ship routine, they arrested him. But there is no
judge or jury for pirates. They made him walk the plank into the vacuum of space as an

example to any other space pirates.”

Rhosyn stared wide-eyed with amusement. “Wow. I've not heard of any pirates

since I joined the Fleet.”
“That’s the basis of this game, my dear.”

“Interesting, maybe I'll learn one of these days.” She smiled at him as if she’d

forgotten his rudeness earlier.
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“All right, Stokes. Tell me your interesting bet.”

Brayden’s head began to pound. This had to work or Kai would remain in Krentz’s
strange and bizarre creature feature, Brayden would lose his pilot’s license again and
Jaida would never talk to him, would probably kill him if she ever saw him again.

Terrific.
“Just you and me, Stokes,” Krentz said. “Are you going to bet or daydream?”

Brayden studied his hand, then glanced at Krentz. He hoped Rhosyn was right or

he was screwed. “I'll bet my pilot’s license.” Bile slid up Brayden’s throat.

Krentz laughed and pounded his fist. “You're a fucking fool. And what am I

supposed to bet?” Krentz pressed his lips together as he leaned forward.
“The dragon.”
Krentz's mouth dropped open. “No, goddamn way. Forget it.”

“Okay, then I'll take the Zepar out of here tonight. Not sure when I'll be back.
Rescuing those colonists got back to Fleet. They were very pleased, and I hear I may get
transferred to another unit. Of course if I'm in another unit, I won’t be available to

barter any goods for you. And I did make you quite a wealthy man.”
Krentz's fingers drummed the table as he was considering Brayden’s words.

Brayden continued. “I'll add to my bet, besides the pilot’s license for the dragon, I'd

also agree not to accept a transfer to another unit within the Fleet.”

Rhosyn stroked Krentz's back and Brayden saw the man’s face turn red. The

commander shoved Rhosyn away. “Fine. I'll take the bet.”

Krentz stared at his cards and frowned, the first time Brayden had seen him give an

expression away during a card game.

“Stop stalling, Stokes. Turn the fucking cards over.” Brayden spread his cards out

without emotion in his face and held his breath.

Studying the cards for a couple seconds, Krentz grinned.
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Shit. Rhosyn was wrong. He glanced at her and saw her smile. She betrayed him.
She was loyal to Krentz all along. How did he get himself roped into this?

Krentz tossed his cards down. “Fuck you, Stokes. Get your ass and dragon off my
vessel,” Krentz said through clenched teeth. “By the way, you're fired.” Rhosyn pursed
her lips together, as if holding back a smile. Her eyes glanced at Brayden for only a

second. But the message was clear. “Way to go.”

£ IR R JBE N

“We're running low on the Dragon Tear Elixir, Jaida,” Mr. Moretti said as he stood
in her kitchen and loaded his knapsack with teas, powders and other apothecary wares.
“Many villagers are planning to leave Somerled because of the toxic atmosphere.
Without the Elixir...”

“The villagers don’t have to leave,” Jaida said. She’d waited long enough. It was
two months since Kai was taken and the pain hadn’t eased, but she had to tell the
colonists the truth about the Dragon Tear Elixir and hope they could forgive her.

“They don’t want to take the risk.” He continued to load his supplies.

“But there is no risk.”

He dropped his knapsack and narrowed his eyes. “You found another way to make
the Elixir?”

She shook her head. “I hope you'll understand... The sargassia kelp does not need to
be dried with the dragon’s flame.”

“But Jaida, how will -=”

“I know what I said. It’s not true. I said that only to protect Kai, but he’s gone now

so it doesn’t matter. And the Elixir is not needed to detox the effects of the atmosphere.

The atmosphere is fine, I falsified my studies. I lied, I'm sorry.”

“The Dragon Tear Elixir is worthless?” His shoulders slumped. He looked more

hurt than angry and that was what upset Jaida the most.
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“No. It is valuable to help maintain good health with our limited diet, but not life

and death as I made you believe.”

Mr. Moretti frowned. She was afraid he’d leave his supplies and she would be

ostracized from the colony. “Why, dear?” he said softly. “Just to save the dragon?”

She shook her head. “And me. Every planet I've been to, I've lost loved ones. First
my brother, then my parents disowned me. Kai was like family, you all are my family
now. | had to do something to prove that I was important for the survival of the colony,

not just a woman who grew medicinal herbs and worked a little magick.”

Mr. Moretti chuckled and hugged her like a father would his daughter. “Easy, my
dear. All are necessary for the survival of the colony. I see you are growing new plants
in your garden. Food or herbs?” He brushed her tears away as he held her at arm’s

length.
“Both. I've traveled into the mountains and found new varieties.”

“And we’ll keep the Elixir our little secret. I'll tell them you discovered something
you can mix with it instead.” He winked at her, then picked up his knapsack.
“Wouldn’t want to lower your prices, now, or my percentage.” He hurried outside, and
she watched him ascend the path to town. Somehow, she had the feeling he was being
protective of her. Using the minimal profit he made as an excuse to keep her deception
a secret. Some colonists might not be as forgiving.

The smell of burning wood wafted into her open door, then the sound of crackling
flames. No! Not her garden. It was the dry season. A bushfire? She ran outside. Standing
in her garden, she saw Kai beside her lia lia tree. But the tree wasn’t on fire. Brayden

stood beside Kai with a huge grin, holding a burning branch.

He waved the branch like a flag then tossed it into a bucket of water to douse the
flames. The dragon beat his wings, then drew them to his body and sat on his haunches

and bowed his head.

“Hello, Jaida,” Brayden said, a pleased smile on his face.
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“You bastard. What are you doing here?” She race over and pummeled him in the

chest. He took a step back and tried to grab her arms.
“Hold on.”
She punched and slapped and aimed for his head. “Son of bitch.”

Raising his arms, he blocked most of the blows. “Easy, easy. I needed to trade a
dragon for my license so I could rescue some colonists on a planet before it became a

volcanic catastrophe.”
She stopped her attack for a moment to listen.
“Everyone survived, by the way,” he added.
“You sold my dragon!” She slapped him.
“Ow! Borrowed your dragon. I brought him back.” He rubbed his cheek.
She poked him in the chest. “You could’ve asked.”

He took her hand to halt the pokes. “Couldn’t risk you saying no. I saved thirty

lives. I think that makes me a hero.” He wagged his eyebrows.
She tapped her foot on the ground. “When are you leaving this time? Soon I hope.”
“Sorry you said that, because I've lost my license again.” One side of his mouth slid
up to a grin.
“Again? Yeah right. She turned and went inside her house and slammed her door.

A blast of heat emanated from the other side. She opened the door to find Kai glaring at

her. Kai was standing up for Brayden? Very odd.

Brayden leaned against the side of the house and shot her a smart-ass look. “He

understands why I had to do it.”
“To save lives,” she said. “And how did you get Kai back?”
“Won him in a lucky hand of Robard’s Bluff.”
“You gambled on my —"

“Dragon?” Brayden finished. “Yep. And my commander honors his gambling

debts, but didn’t see a reason to keep me employed. I've lost my Fleet license for good.
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So I'm stuck here. I've had enough of the corrupt lifestyle of a Fleet pilot. I'm going to

learn to fly as a dragon pilot and be a farmer.” He smirked.

Jaida giggled, crossing her arms. “If you stay, I can’t wait to see you knee-deep in

the rice paddies.”

“I'll stay if you'll have me. Or take the next shuttle out. Find another planet,”
Brayden said huskily. “Just say the word.”

“You really are staying.”

He nodded and pulled her in for a demanding and sensuous kiss, one she felt to the
tip of her toes. She took a few breaths and smiled. Oh, the magick she would work with

Brayden planetside.
“In about four months, we’ll be taking our excursions to the sea with Kai.” Brayden
smiled at Jaida.

Her stomach fluttered with anticipation of the three of them making love by the sea
again. Jaida turned and walked back inside. Looking over her shoulder, she gave

Brayden a sultry smile. “Are you coming?”

“In a minute. After I go out for a spin around the village. I haven’t given up flying,
just my mode of transportation.” Brayden climbed onto Kai’'s back and with several

beats of his wings, Kai leapt off the ground and soared toward the village.
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