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      He came to Earth to hunt fugitives… not claim a mate who sets his blood on fire.

      Dragon Lord Rook is a warrior. He’s deadly, disciplined, and done with the royal matchmaking games back home. To escape the meddling, he takes a mission on a backwater planet called Earth. Track the fugitives. Serve justice. Return to the stars.

      Easy.

      Until she crashes into his path.

      Sasha thought the worst part of her week was running into her cheating ex. Wrong. Now she’s on the run after witnessing a deal gone very, very wrong… and the only thing standing between her and death is a massive, muscled alien with eyes like fire and a growl that promises danger… and desire.

      She’s human. He’s a dragon. It’s an impossible match.

      But Rook wants her beneath him, bonded for life.

      Claiming Sasha means breaking every rule.

      And losing her? Unthinkable.

      Fated mates. Scorching heat. A possessive alien dragon who’ll burn the universe down to protect what’s his.

      The Dragon Brides series brings all the steam, action, and heart you love—with a growly warrior who just met his match.
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      Three more tours and Sasha would be home free.

      The end-of-season quiet was creeping in, settling over the dense pine and fir she called her office.

      Soon, the last of the tourists would pack up their brand-new, barely used gear and go home. She wasn't sure what she was going to do once she was no longer shepherding clueless Midwesterners or influencers so determined to get the perfect selfie they seemed intent on falling off a cliff.

      The solitude was what she craved, what had drawn her to this life, but it also brought a familiar, low-humming anxiety. Too much quiet gave her too much time to think.

      She definitely wasn't hiding in the gear shed. 

      That would be cowardice, and Sasha Forde was no coward. She was merely taking a meticulous inventory of the equipment, her calloused hands moving with confidence over climbing ropes and carabiners. She hoped Erik would be gone by the time she finished.

      They said not to date your coworkers.

      That was true enough. It was even worse when that coworker you dated became an ex, especially in a place this remote. She wasn't sure what she had been thinking—a momentary lapse in judgment fueled by a shared bottle of whiskey and a lonely summer night. 

      Now it was clear: this tour company wasn't big enough for the both of them.

      The heavy canvas flap of the shed’s entrance rustled and slapped against its frame behind her. Sasha winced at the crunch of approaching footsteps on the gravel path. There was only one other person here today.

      Erik Daniel. The ex.

      Great.

      "Hey, Sash, how you doing?" Erik asked. His voice was laced with a casual charm she now found grating, as if they hadn't both been studiously avoiding each other ever since she’d found him sneaking into Caroline's tent at midnight two weeks ago.

      Sasha didn't turn from the wall of neatly coiled ropes. "Did you need something?"

      "I know some of the stuff is heavy back here, babe. I thought you could use some help."

      "Don't call me babe." It landed like a stone in the quiet shed. She hadn't liked it when they were dating; she liked it even less now. 

      "Come on, Sash. No need to be a hard ass." He stepped inside, letting the flap fall closed and plunging the shed into dusty, shadowed light. The air suddenly felt thick, too close. "I thought we were just having some fun. We were good together. We could still be good together."

      "Erik, stop." She clutched a thick bundle of rope, holding it between them like a force field, a boundary he couldn't cross. "It's over. We're done. We don't need to do this, okay?"

      "Why do you take everything so seriously?" he demanded, his tone shifting from wheedling to sharp. The friendly façade cracked, revealing sour resentment beneath.

      And right then, Sasha remembered that they were alone, miles from civilization, and her cell phone's reception was spotty at best. Her heart gave a hard, sudden thump in her ribs.

      Shit.

      "I just want to get things ready for the tour," she said, her voice impressively steady. "Everybody's coming in a couple of days. It's fine."

      Erik took another step towards her, his shadow swallowing what little light filtered through the canvas. She hated herself for the instinctual step back she took, the toe of her boot bumping against a stack of sleeping bags. Going deeper into the gear shed only meant she was more trapped.

      Since when did she think of Erik as the type to trap her? She’d agreed to go out with him because he seemed nice, easygoing. Not this.

      "You always think you're so much better than everyone else," he sneered. "So I made one little mistake. Get over it."

      "How is Caroline?" Okay, that was bitchy, but she was allowed. She was the one that got cheated on. 

      Erik made a sound of disgust and turned on his heel, his anger a force in the small space. He shoved the canvas flap aside and stalked out of the shed, leaving Sasha alone with the silence.

      Thank god. She let out a breath, the tension draining from her shoulders. She really didn't want to deal with that anymore.

      She got back to work, losing herself in the familiar rhythm of preparation. She tried to forget Erik was still around somewhere. He was infuriatingly decent at his job, almost as good of a guide as she was.

      She wouldn't hate being on a tour led by him in other circumstances. He knew these woods well, and he had that infectious sense of adventure that made people come back year after year. 

      He even got better reviews than she did—a fact that galled her more than she cared to admit.

      She was packing up her personal gear for the day, the late afternoon sun slanting through the trees, when she heard voices. A prickle of unease traced up her spine. She shouldn't have heard voices. Erik might be on a call, but, again, spotty reception. None of the rest of the team should be there. They were all on a multi-day hike far to the south and weren't due back for another two days.

      Unless something went very wrong.

      A lifetime of caution, of learning to listen to the subtle warnings the world gave her, made her move slowly. Something was off.

      Erik wasn't in the main camp or in the small gravel parking lot. His beat-up sedan was there, right next to her van, and there were no other vehicles.

      So far not weird. So where was he? And why did she hear voices? Had she finally cracked from the isolation?

      Hopefully not. Hearing voices in the woods was a totally normal thing, she told herself, a trick of the wind through the pines. But hearing them get louder and more distinct as she stepped farther down one of the lesser-used trails meant that they were real and definitely not a figment of her imagination.

      "I can show you wherever you need to go," Erik was saying, his voice carrying clearly in the still air. "There's no one who knows these woods better than me."

      That was debatable. She knew them just as well, if not better. But she wasn't going to interrupt this strange meeting to say so. 

      "Are you sure?" another unfamiliar voice asked. He had a strange, clipped accent, one she didn’t recognize. In her line of work, she’d heard them all and had a pretty good ear for placement. This was different. Foreign, but not from any place she could name.

      Sasha moved with stealth, her boots silent on the pine-needle-cushioned earth. She peered through the dense screen of greenery and saw Erik standing in a small, secluded clearing. He was surrounded by three men, all of them exceptionally tall and broad-shouldered.

      They were dressed in dark, functional clothing that looked more tactical than civilian. Their posture was rigid, their presence radiating a quiet menace that made the hairs on her arms stand on end. One of them handed over a thick envelope. Erik took it, a greedy little smile playing on his lips as he weighed it in his hands.

      Drug money? She didn't think Erik had that kind of sideline. Trail guides weren't paid well. Some weed on the side was one thing, but that fat stack was way more than a little weed. What was he into? Meth? Pills?

      Her mind raced. Should she say something? Should she call the cops? Her phone was useless out there. She had no signal. Should she run away and pretend she didn't see any of this?

      Yeah, that one. That was probably the best option.

      Sasha took a careful step back, and her boot heel came down squarely on top of the only dry, brittle leaf in a three-mile radius. It cracked with a sound that seemed to echo like a gunshot in the suddenly silent clearing. She bit her lip hard to keep from cursing, her body tensing to stone.

      She risked a glance back at Erik and his shady friends. Her blood ran cold. One of the tall strangers was looking right at her, his head tilted. His eyes, even from that distance, seemed to bore through the foliage, pinning her in place. They were an impossible, bright yellow, and for a terrifying second, she thought she saw them glow with an internal fire.

      Oh, hell no.

      He tilted his head. "Who is that?" he asked, his voice a low, dangerous rumble.

      She wasn't going to stick around for introductions. She pivoted and ran, her survival instincts screaming. She heard Erik shout something after her, his voice tight with panic, but she couldn't make out the words.

      Something scorched the air behind her, searing her back in a wave of intense heat.

      Fire? Did they have flamethrowers?

      What kind of drug dealers were they?

      She didn't waste time looking back. She pumped her arms and ran like her life depended on it, because she knew with chilling certainty that it did. The forest floor, familiar beneath her boots, flew by in a blur of green and brown. Her lungs burned, her heart hammered in her ribs, but fear was a fuel more potent than oxygen.

      She risked a single, fleeting glance over her shoulder, and what she saw made her stumble. A ribbon of flame was snaking through the woods behind her. It didn't spread or burn like a normal fire. It moved with a terrifying, liquid grace, like some sort of living entity that danced between the trees, incinerating ferns and vaporizing moss.

      It had a mind of its own.

      And it was coming for her.
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      Anywhere was better than Vemion right now.

      Rook reminded himself of that as a low-hanging branch thwacked him across the forehead, stinging his skin and nearly knocking his translator loose from behind his ear. He ducked, muttered a curse, and kept moving, only to have his boot land squarely on a slick patch of moss. He windmilled his arms, caught his balance by grabbing a sapling, and nearly wrenched his shoulder.

      He gritted his teeth. The local flora on Earth was less forgiving than he’d expected, and the ground there, soft, uneven, riddled with tangled roots and the bones of old trees, seemed determined to turn his ankle with every step.

      He could have been home.

      He could have been sprawled out in one of his estate’s sun-warmed gardens, a glass of spiced wine in hand, not a care in the world other than dodging the ever-watchful gaze of Shade, the Royal Matchmaker. Instead, there he was on that primitive planet, in a forest that smelled of wet earth and pine needles, with mud caked up to his knees and a headache pounding in his temples.

      The worst part? He was trapped in his fragile human skin by the need for secrecy. No wings, no claws, no scales. It was like being half-alive, leashed.

      He missed the weight of his dragon form, the stretch of his wings, the satisfying scrape of talons against stone. There, he was just a tall man in battered armor, indistinguishable from the locals if they didn’t look too closely at his eyes—or, gods forbid, caught a glimpse of his smoking skin when he lost his temper.

      Vemion wasn’t perfect. 

      He could do without the endless rounds of court functions, the suffocating expectations of nobility, and the constant reminders from his mother that he was getting “dangerously close to an age where his prospects would dry up.” 

      He’d made his choice. The alternative had been sitting through another excruciating tea with Shade and her endless parade of eligible dragonesses, all of them perfectly coiffed, perfectly mannered, and perfectly uninterested in anything except his title and the size of his hoard.

      If he had to listen to her lecture about “potential brides” and “the importance of securing the bloodline” one more time, he’d scorch the velvet off the chairs. And then his mother would throw a fit, and Shade would redouble her efforts. 

      He was a dragon lord, a warrior. He didn’t need a psychic’s meddling or a list of handpicked mates. He’d find his own fate, thank you very much.

      So there he was. On Earth. A backwater planet that, against all logic, had produced mates for more than one of his cousins. He was tracking fugitives from Vemion justice through a forest that, at a glance, looked almost like home. 

      The trees here were smaller, the air thinner, but there was the same green hush, the same sense of old, watchful things beneath the surface. The planet’s sun was weaker than Vemion’s, but it warmed his skin all the same. The birdsong was different, but it filled the silence between his footsteps.

      At least he wasn’t in a ballroom, forced to play the beast at some mating auction, watched by a hundred sharp-eyed dowagers and their calculating daughters.

      Small mercies.

      Something large and winged buzzed past his ear, making him flinch and slap at it instinctively. The insect ricocheted off his cheek, leaving a smear of something sticky behind. He grimaced, wiped it off, and scowled into the trees.

      Why did the criminals never flee to the pleasure planets?

      No, they always picked the places with the worst terrain, the thickest mud, and the most rules. They never picked somewhere with decent food or entertainment. Maybe that was the point.

      He slowed, forcing himself to breathe evenly. He’d set up camp miles from there, relying on what little tech wouldn’t seem out of place if discovered. His ship was hidden. He needed to stay away for now to protect it. His tracker, a battered, jury-rigged device shaped like a silver beetle, had given him a faint ping, leading him in this direction, but it was unreliable at best. The planet’s magnetic field played havoc with Vemion sensors. Rushing would only get him lost, or worse, give away his position. 

      He paused, closed his eyes, and listened. The forest there wasn’t silent, but the sounds were strange, no crackle of comms, no distant hum of anti-grav engines, just the hush of wind through pine needles and the soft, secretive rustle of small animals in the undergrowth. His nostrils flared, searching the air for anything out of place: the tang of fire, the hint of scorched metal, the chemical bite of interstellar weaponry. 

      Nothing but damp earth and the faintest trace of smoke.

      He was about to move on when a woman’s scream tore through the peace.

      It was sharp, panicked, edged with desperation so acute it made the fine hairs on his arms stand up. Rook’s head snapped east, every muscle going taut. He knew the sound of fear, real fear, the kind that meant blood and danger and death. The trail he’d been following led the other way, but there was no hesitation in his body.

      Duty to protect was bred into his bones.

      He ran.

      Branches whipped at his face, leaving scratches along his cheekbones. The forest floor was a mess of rotting logs and slick ferns, and every step threatened to send him sprawling.

      He felt slow, clumsy, like he was moving through water. If he could have shifted, if he could have called his wings, his claws, his fire, he would have been over these trees in seconds, a living shadow above the canopy. But there, he was just a man, and the knowledge gnawed at him.

      He stumbled over a fallen branch, caught himself, and pushed harder. The scream echoed again, closer, brittle with pain or terror. He forced himself faster, lungs burning, anger and frustration hot in his chest. He was a dragon lord. He wasn’t meant for this fragile body, this crawling pace. On Vemion, he would scorch a path through the forest, flame and fury clearing the way. 

      But on Earth, he was hidden.

      He caught the scent of smoke, sharp and acrid, cutting through the green. It was more than just a trickle from a campfire: thick, biting, heavy with the promise of destruction. A dragon knew smoke. It was in his blood, an old friend, a comfort and a warning all at once.

      On Vemion, the smoke from a dragon’s fire meant home, meant safety, meant power. The scent would curl around him as he shifted, as he let loose the inferno inside him and watched it dance across the stones.

      But there, in that damp, alien wood, smoke was an enemy. Someone was loose with their power, careless or cruel, and the world would pay the price for it. The air tasted bitter, stinging the back of his throat and making his eyes water.

      He pushed forward, boots sinking into the soft ground, his mind racing. Where was the fire? Had his fugitives lost control? Or were they being careless, thinking no one would notice a little blaze in the middle of nowhere? His briefing had been clear: Earth’s forests burned easily, their flora unaccustomed to dragon heat. The humans there didn’t know how to handle real fire, not the way his people did.

      But the ground was damp, the leaves slick from a recent rain. The fire shouldn’t be spreading that fast.

      He rounded a bend and skidded to a halt, the world narrowing to a single point.

      There, flashing between the trees, a woman.

      She was running, stumbling, her bright red flannel shirt a slash of color against the green. Her dark hair was pulled back in a messy knot, strands escaping to stick to her sweat-damp face. She looked up as she caught sight of him, her eyes wide, wild, too bright. 

      His body reacted before his mind caught up, a jolt of heat, a flare of protectiveness that had nothing to do with duty. The urge to shield her, to put himself between her and whatever hunted her, was immediate, overwhelming. Something in his chest twisted, sharp and unfamiliar.

      She was human, yes, but there was something else, a pull he couldn’t name, a sense that he’d been waiting his whole life to meet her there, in that moment, with the world burning down behind her.

      “Get behind me,” he ordered, voice low and rough.

      The woman stared at him, frozen for a heartbeat, her chest heaving. He saw the flicker of calculation in her eyes. But whatever she saw in his face must have convinced her, because she scrambled toward him, boots sliding in the mud. She ducked behind his shoulder, close enough that he could feel the heat of her body, the frantic hammering of her heart.

      “Do you work for the park?” she gasped, voice shaking. “There’s—there …”

      She tried to say more, but the words tangled up, lost in another shuddering breath. Behind them, a wave of fire arced through the trees, a living ribbon of gold and red that devoured everything in its path. The heat was intense, almost physical, and Rook felt the old urge to answer it, to call up his own flames in response.

      His fugitives.

      Of course. Only a dragon could conjure fire like that, even there. But why were they hunting her? She was human, no threat to them.

      It didn’t matter. Right then, she was his to protect.

      “Move.”
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