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      My mind kept playing the same scene over and over in an endless loop.

      Bryn’s father abruptly appeared directly behind him. The Rider inside of him shone so brightly it eclipsed his host’s features. He met my gaze, grinning down at me. In that instant, understanding slammed into me.

      “No!” I screamed, my heart fisting painfully in my chest. I reached for my fire magic, but it was too late—all too late. I watched, completely helpless to stop it, as Bryn’s father gripped his head and twisted, snapping the neck of his only son. The sharp crack shot through my skull and pierced my eardrums. “No!” I heard myself scream again as Bryn’s hand slipped from my grasp, his body collapsing lifelessly to the ground.

      Life over. My Life is over.

      “Life over. My life is over,” I mumbled, the words tumbling from my mouth without my permission. Not that I really cared since everything ceased mattering the instant Bryn’s life ended.

      “Your life isn’t over. You are still alive. Your heart did not stop beating when his did.” Khol’s deep voice barely registered within my subconscious. “Please, my little queen. We need you—I need you—just—please.”

      “My life is over,” I mumbled again.

      Staring blankly ahead, I made no move to stop Khol from pulling me into his arms. I remained limp and impassive within his embrace.

      The low drone of the local news station buzzed in the background. “President Wexington is minutes away from making some major announcements in regards to the current state of the union. There have been rumors that he has some radical new changes in mind to better keep the public safe. The President has never been shy about pushing controversial platforms, and it looks like now he is going to…”

      “Shit. Things are getting worse. We need to do something!” Jeremy exclaimed in frustration.

      But what could I do? I’d just lost my reason for living and fighting. “Bryn,” I whispered. Even when we hadn’t been together, Bryn had always been my reason for everything. I knew that now with the kind of certainty that only comes after having lost something.

      “Your baby,” Khol rumbled, pressing his cheek to the top of my head. “It could be his.”

      Those words pierced through my armor of numbness and I instinctively drew my hand up to protectively rest over the small bump in my abdomen. Or maybe I’m just imagining that I’m finally showing a little?

      Thoughts of Bryn as a child rose unbidden to the forefront of my mind. He smiled at me, his blue eyes dancing with mischief as his black tousled hair fell across his forehead. If only I could go back in time…if only…

      “You have to fight for your baby, if nothing else matters, he should.” Khol pushed on, probably sensing that he had made a small amount of headway. “You’re our queen.”

      Anger raced through my system, quickly overtaking my indifference. I stood abruptly, facing Khol with fire burning at my fingertips. “I don’t wanna be anyone’s queen, and I’m not—not anymore. That all died—everything died with Bryn.” My lower lip trembled as hot tears slid down my cheeks. I liked it better when I was feeling nothing. I dropped to my knees. “I can’t—I just can’t—it hurts too much.” I was angry, so angry that Bryn had been taken from me permanently this time, and there was nothing I could do about it. Absolutely nothing.

      Khol’s green eyes sparked with fire as he looked at me. “So make them pay for what they’ve done. Make the Riders suffer. Don’t let them go unpunished for what they did to him—to you.”

      My anger spiraled down into a focal point of determination. Khol is right.

      “Yes,” I growled. “Every last one of them will suffer for what they’ve done.”

      I will do whatever it takes to avenge Bryn, because everything I’ve ever done has been for him.

      And it always will be.

      Always.

      I tilted my head back, roaring my fury to the heavens.
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      “What do you hope to find here?” Khol rumbled against my ear, his breath tickling my sensitive skin and eliciting a small, unwanted shudder from me.

      Of course, Khol already knew, he wasn’t fooling me. Despite there not being a mental connection between us anymore, Khol probably figured out my motivations before I realized them myself. He simply wanted me to admit them out loud.

      “I wanna find the Rider bastard who killed Bryn and deliver him to the same fate.” My voice came out an inhuman growl, which almost made me flinch…almost. I peered out from the shrubbery I was crouched behind, turning my full attention back to the office building across the street. I was attempting to go unseen, although I wasn’t putting much effort into it.

      “You mean Bryn’s father?” I blinked rapidly, ignoring Khol’s question. “Do you think Bryn would want you to kill his father?”

      I clenched my fists, barely holding my fire magic at bay. “Well Bryn isn’t here to let me know what he would want, is he?” I ground my teeth together, my jaw aching.

      “He’d want you to find a way to save his father. Or have you completely given up on discovering a way to evict the Riders from their respective hosts?” Khol exhaled heavily, the hot air ruffling my hair. “What about Jenna? Have you already written her off as well?”

      I slid my eyes shut, counting to ten before turning to meet Khol’s judgmental gaze. The calming tactic always failed to work for me. “I’ll save Jenna. I won’t lose her too. As for the rest⁠—“

      I abruptly stood, sprinting across the street towards the office building. The time for talk is over. I knew Khol would follow me regardless of his opposition to my tactics. He would follow me anywhere. I was his queen and the woman he loved. Too bad I wanted to be neither of those things. Sucks for him.

      I slipped around the back of the building, not bothering to pretend I was hiding any longer. With the current government issued security cameras on almost every corner in the United States, I knew my prey was already well aware of my presence. I could have just popped in dragon style to see him, but I guess somewhere along the line I had developed a slight taste for the dramatics. I wanted him to see me coming, and to know that there was nothing he could do to stop me. I hoped Riders could feel fear in the manner humans did, because I wanted to witness that fear in the eyes of the Rider who inhabited Bryn’s father’s body just before I killed him. The image wouldn’t keep me warm at night, but it might stop the endless loop of Bryn’s death scene from playing in my mind.

      I burst through the back door, coming face to face with Bryn’s father. He just stood there, waiting for me, horror and expectation shining from the Rider’s features within him. I smiled to myself. He knew why I was there, and that there was nothing he could do to stop me. I raked a hateful gaze over him from head to toe. I used to think Bryn and his father had the same features, but now I realized I was wrong. They simply had shared the same large build, and black hair, but that was where the similarities began and ended. For the millionth time I wondered who Bryn’s real parents were, and how he had ended up being raised by those we all thought were his real family. Not that I would probably ever find out. Unless one day I finally gained full control of my queenly dragon powers. So yeah…I’ll probably never know.

      “Been waiting for me I see.” I smirked at Bryn’s father, raising my hands up to hip level while letting my fire magic rise into my palms.

      His eyes briefly flicked down to the means of his eminent demise before he met my gaze. “I knew you were looking for me, and I knew you would find me.”

      “So you know that I’ve come to kill you then? Good to know I don’t have to explain it to you first.” I raised my hands, about to set him ablaze, when Khol stepped in behind me to whisper in my ear.

      “Think about this. Please.”

      “I have thought about it, and I’m done thinking, Khol.” I let my fire erupt from my palms, and it quickly engulfed its target—the man that raised Bryn as his own. He screamed as the white-hot flames hovered over his skin, kissing it gently at first, before curling its unyielding fingers into his tender flesh. It blackened quickly, and the Rider inside screamed along with its host, trapped and dying inside the prison of burning blood and bone.

      I watched with grim fascination as Bryn’s murderer burned alive. The scene was almost macabre, and yet the stench of charred flesh intermingled with the agonizing screams, instead of acting like balm to my pain, caused me to suddenly feel sick. A wave of nausea slammed into me, sweat trickling down my spine. I forced myself to remain facing the scene until the scorched body dropped to the ground, still smoking. He was dead, and so was the Rider inside of him. Satisfaction was fleeting as guilt settled in its place. Maybe I could have saved Bryn’s father. Collateral damage, I rationalized. He had to die.

      “There’s no one else in the building,” Khol said when I finally turned away from the ashes that used to hold not one, but two lives. “They must have hoped that once you killed him you would be satisfied. They clearly sent him to his death.”

      “And he went like a good little soldier? Just like that? That must mean they finally realize what a threat we really are, and they gave us what we wanted, hoping to appease me.”

      “Or they just don’t want to be bothered anymore.” Khol wrapped me in his arms, shifting us out of the building just as a thick black smoke began to pour from the ceiling.

      I blinked a patch of woods into focus as the familiar feeling of weightlessness passed. “What the hell just happened?”

      “It was a trap,” Khol murmured, his hands running up and down my arms as if to reassure himself that I was still in one piece.

      I chuckled darkly. “Not a very good one.”

      Khol bowed his head, his breath hot on my neck. “A few more moments and we both would have been dead. That smoke was highly toxic, even to a dragon such as myself. If I hadn’t gotten a faint whiff of the fumes before we inhaled them, then it would have done its job. It would have paralyzed us, leaving me unable to shift us away before they blew up the building. I smelled the accelerant mixed in with the poison. But I’m merely guessing.”

      “Oh.”

      Khol whirled me around in his arms, forcing me to meet his angry fire backlit eyes. “I just tell you we were moments away from death and all you can manage is an oh?” His face softened as he studied me, the flames in his eyes fading to their normal iridescent dragon green. “I know you still hurt, my little queen. But you can’t afford to be so reckless with your health—with your son’s health.”

      Bringing up the safety of my unborn son never failed to hit me straight through the heart. I brought my hands up to protectively cover the bump in my belly. “Sometimes I don’t know who I am anymore,” I whispered, wishing I could take the words back even as I said them. The last few months, since Bryn’s death, I’d worked hard to cultivate an impenetrable outer shell. I didn’t want anyone…not even Khol to know how soft my insides still were.

      Khol ran his warm hands through my hair, letting them fall onto my shoulders and then roam down my back. “I’m here for you.” His magic slid into me, igniting desires in my body that my shattered heart despised. He brought his lips down slowly, giving me a chance to back away, before he captured mine, sliding his tongue in to fully sample my mouth. His raw spicy flavor washed over my taste buds, and I moaned as he pulled me closer to him, the hard expanse of his body surrounding me with magic and heat. I sank briefly into the pleasure he offered me, or really the escape, but as his hands began to boldly roam my body, I remembered myself.

      I wrenched out of Khol’s scorching embrace, slapping him across the face with as much force as I could muster. He didn’t even flinch. “What do you think you’re doing? Have you forgotten yourself?”

      He took a step back, his gaze not shying away from my glare. “No…” His eyes held a fathomless sadness that I’d never seen in their depths before. “I didn’t forget myself, I was merely trying to help you remember who you are.”

      My face muscles jumped with tension. “That part of me died along with Bryn.”

      Khol crowded in close to me again as he took me by the shoulders, shaking me slightly. “Not one part of you died with Bryn, except his claim as your Anam Cara. I need you to stop pretending that you lost all your emotions when he died. Come back to me…please.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and turned my head. “I was never yours. I chose him.”

      Khol’s voice dropped into a low growl, his frustration palpable. “And now he’s dead. You’re a female dragon, full-blooded. If I had followed the dragon ways, the minute he was dead I would have claimed you for my own, no matter your thoughts on the matter. You would not have felt the grief that has been drowning you⁠—”

      My eyes snapped open as I stared at Khol in horror. “You would even dare to suggest that I simply bond with you and forget all I had with Bryn? He was the love of my life!”

      “The love of your old life. But you have been reborn as only the second ever dragon queen. I would never ask you to forget him—just to move on. You can’t keep going on like this—this empty shell of your former self. I’ll say it again—come back to me.” Khol’s eyes pleaded with me. But I couldn’t accept what he was saying. I just couldn’t.

      I closed my eyes again, shaking my head slowly. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

      Khol leaned into me, his voice a low inhuman rumble. “I won’t wait forever.” Before I could open my eyes once more, he was gone.

      Dropping to my knees, I swallowed over and over in an attempt to combat the sudden dryness in my throat. What does he mean by he won’t wait forever? Will he claim me for his, regardless if I want it or not? Or does he mean to leave me?

      Panic slowly shimmied up my spine, spreading throughout my system. The real issue was if I stand to live with either option. I needed Khol, even in my current state I could see that. But what if he would only stay with me as his Anam Cara? Did Khol actually expect me to move on with him after everything that happened with Bryn? How could Khol even still want me? He knew I chose Bryn. How could he truly accept me as his Anam Cara knowing he was my second choice? But then again, love makes us all do stupid things sometimes…even us dragons.
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      Bryn loomed over me, naked and ready to finally give me what I needed. Him.

      Despite the raw hunger in his eyes, he hesitated. “Peej—we shouldn’t—why won’t you just⁠—”

      “Let you go?” I snarled. “Never. I’ll never let you go. You promised always and I’m here to collect.”

      Bryn’s pupils noticeably dilated farther as he stared at me with wonder. “Always,” he murmured, and as the word left his mouth, I could almost see the acceptance wash over him. He finally understood. He finally realized he belonged to me and when he promised always, there would never be any going back. We didn’t need to be mated as dragons for that to be the truth between us. Being mated to him would merely be an added bonus.

      He brought his lips back down to mine in another onslaught of need, and in one quick motion he came to find his home inside me. I cried out as the pleasure of feeling him again rippled through my system. “I love you, Peej. Always.” Bryn’s voice was a guttural sob as he began to build a blistering pace.

      My magic—my new stronger magic, flowed up to wrap around us in a sweltering embrace. I instinctively knew that this time, our mate bond would be complete…the real deal. No words were needed between us like when Khol had claimed me. Bryn’s soul and mine were linked together on a much deeper level.

      I cried out at the pure joy of knowing he was finally and completely mine.

      Gasping for air, I sat up, devastation caused by the crushing knowledge that my dream, a bittersweet memory of one of the last times Bryn and me had been together, would only live on inside my mind. I would never again see Bryn anywhere beyond the confines of my memories, no matter what else I told myself.

      I slipped from my sweat-drenched sheets, the cool night air refreshing. I padded across my small room to sit at the old desk that sat haphazardly in the corner.  With a trembling hand, I switched on a reading lamp, the soft glow of the light illuminating a scattering of newspaper clippings and articles. Sitting among them were the sapphire earrings Bryn had given me for my birthday. It seemed like lifetimes ago when things had been so simple. I couldn’t stand to wear them anymore—their presence reminding me of how I would never again receive a gift of any kind from Bryn. Their glittering blue facets were pale reminders of the emotion-filled depths of his mesmerizing eyes—eyes that I would never again gaze into.

      With a growl of frustration, I shoved them under some of the clippings on my desk, letting my gaze scan over the articles, my mind taking in bits and pieces of phrases and titles. “Senator Bill Wexington to be sworn into office as President today… New laws passed to mandate… Our Leader speaks out against claims he’s going against the constitution by passing his latest Executive Order … Shooting at Movie Theater, 20 Dead, is stronger gun control needed?… Micro chipping people for their own safety?…The President denies a constitutional crisis …” It went on and on, my head swimming with the disturbing words.

      A light knock on my door drew my attention as it slowly creaked open. Jeremy’s sleep tousled hair stood up at odd angles, which if I was in any other mood might have made me laugh. “Hey, I saw your light on from under the door. Can’t sleep either, I see.” He gave me a tentative smile as he moved further into the room.

      I blinked wide eyes up at him. “My God, we’ve stepped right into an Orson Welles novel, haven’t we? Why didn’t I notice it before?” I motioned at the mess of papers on my desk. “Have we already lost?” Much to my horror, my face crumpled up and I started to babble. “We have, haven’t we? I mean our families are all dead…Bryn is dead…Jenna has a Rider in her…the Riders are controlling the world and no one even seems to care.” A guttural sob wrenched from my chest. “Even if we manage to beat them, what happens if there’s ever another threat? I mean, how are we supposed to perpetuate our lines now?”

      I hadn’t allowed myself to think about the very real fact that even if we won this battle, we were destined to lose the war. Our world would be left vulnerable after the span of Jenna and Jeremy’s lifetime. We could make do without Guardians because dragons would suffice, and I was still a Seer, even though I wasn’t human…but we wouldn’t have another Gatekeeper or Speaker after Jeremy and Jenna died. How would we manage then? And even if we all lived forever…how could just one team keep the entire world safe? I dropped my face into my hands. “It’s hopeless…completely hopeless.” I suddenly felt like a once naïve child seeing the severities of the real world for the very first time.

      Jeremy wrapped his arms around me in a comforting hug. “Don’t say that—don’t even think it. It’s not hopeless. Nothing is completely hopeless. Just don’t give up, okay? Don’t give up.”

      “What if I already have?” I whispered into the soft fabric of Jeremy’s t-shirt.

      A large warm hand ran down the back of my hair, one that was definitely not Jeremy’s since both of his arms were still wrapped tightly around me. “Leave her with me,” Khol said in a low cajoling tone. And as Jeremy relinquished possession of me, I went from feeling like a child to a baby being passed from one adult’s care to another’s.

      When Khol’s embrace engulfed me instead of Jeremy’s, my skin felt the sudden jolt of Khol’s powers, and I reacted instantly, an acute awareness of him settling into every molecule in my body. For the second time in twenty-four hours I thought about how much I hated the part of me that could still react to Khol in the way any female dragon most certainly would. My body was a traitor completely unaligned with my heart.  My need to feel a male’s touch should have been vanquished with Bryn’s dying breath.

      “Khol,” I said his name with warning.

      “Shhh… just let me hold you.”

      “But it’s never just holding me with you, is it? It’s never just anything with us.”

      Khol’s chest rose and fell as he inhaled deeply, and I sensed he was weighing what he would say to me next. “That in itself should tell you something.” He inhaled deeply a few more times, signaling whatever he was about to say would probably be something I wouldn’t like. “I know you want it to be his, I’m not deluding myself on that subject, but what if the baby you are carrying is mine? What will you do if it’s mine?”

      I was right. I didn’t much like what he was saying. At all. “No—I can’t—I just can’t even think about any of that. Not now.”

      “Then when?”

      “I don’t know,” I croaked, trying not to cry yet again. “Would you really leave me?”

      Khol pulled me away from his chest so he could meet my gaze. His eyes were blazing as bright as any bonfire. “I was angry before—upset. I would never—could never leave you. It’s not in my genetic makeup as a male dragon to leave the one I love. You should know that by now.”

      I nodded numbly, unable to put any kind of response into words. Did it mean more than I was willing to admit that just the thought of him leaving caused me utter agony? Probably, but of course I wasn’t going to let myself admit that either. There had been a time when I contemplated choosing Khol over Bryn, but then again, magical means had been used to strengthen my bond with Khol. A bond that had to exist to begin with to be strengthened, I hated to admit.

      “I’m not Bryn,” Khol added, causing white-hot anger to race through my veins.

      “I know that!” I screamed, pulling away from him. “What the hell is that even supposed to mean? As if I could ever forget and confuse the two of you?”

      Khol’s illuminated eyes met mine steadily. “Because he left you. I won’t.” He continued to stare into my eyes. “I’ll never leave you, no matter what I say. Bryn left you even though he said he never would.”

      “Shut up!” I screeched. “You have no right to say such things!”

      “You mean the truth? I’ve never spoken anything but the truth to you, regardless of whether or not you choose to believe it.”

      My fire magic erupted from my hands, coursing up my arms. “Stay back!” I yelled instinctively.

      Khol pulled me into his arms without fear, my flames causing no more harm to him than they did to me. “You can’t burn me. And even if you could, I would walk through the fires of hell just to hold you.”

      My anger fizzled along with my flames as I sagged into him. “I hate you.”

      “And even if that were true, I still wouldn’t leave you, my little queen.”

      The rollercoaster ride of my emotions, combined with the burst of fire magic left me drained and dizzy. My eyes slid shut against their will. Khol lifted me up, placing me back on my bed, and covered me with my comforter. His heated lips skimmed my forehead briefly just as sleep pulled me under.
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      Jeremy hunched over, his head hanging forward against his chest. “There has to be something else that we haven’t tried yet. There has to be.”

      “I don’t understand, my birth mother said that there was a way to save her—a way to evict the Riders from their human hosts. Why can’t we figure it out?” I ground my teeth together, my jaw aching.

      “Give it up.” The Rider inside of Jenna sneered. “I’m here to stay. The only way you’re getting rid of me is if you kill her, and I know that’s not going to happen.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek, turning away from Jenna and the Rider inside of her. Lately the Rider seemed to have more and more control of Jenna’s body. I hoped and prayed it wasn’t a sign she was giving up.

      “Where’s Khol?” Jeremy demanded. “Why isn’t he here helping us?”

      “He’s searching through some ancient archives of some sort, hoping to find any kind of information that might help us.”

      Hope sparked to life within Jeremy’s gaze. “Yeah? Does he think he might know of something?”.

      “I hope so,” I muttered, moving towards the door on Jenna and her stowaway’s makeshift prison.

      Jeremy didn’t follow me out of the room. He was more of a glutton for punishment than I was, apparently. I’d given up on trying to actually talk to the real Jenna, and my visits were now limited to attempting to remove the Rider from her body. So short torture sessions really. I was determined to not lose Jenna too, but a part of me felt like I already had.

      “My queen.”

      Startled by Macon’s voice, my gaze landed on him standing in the dim lighting of the narrow hallway, worry in his eyes. I raised my hand to my chest as it thrummed a staccato rhythm. “Macon, you startled me.”

      “How is she?”

      Biting my lip, I studied him for a moment before responding. Did Macon love Jenna? I knew he had deep feelings for her, and that he cared about her, but as a male dragon, if he loved her, really and truly loved her, he would never love anyone else. I hoped for Macon’s sake he didn’t. “She’s the same.”

      His head dropped, his vibrant red hair falling into his face. “There has to be a way⁠—”

      “We’ll find it. I promise.” A sense of determination and hope that I wasn’t really sure I actually felt anymore vibrated in my voice.

      “Okay,” Macon croaked before he disappeared dragon style.

      Heaving a huge sigh, I contined down the corridor. I didn’t really know where I was going but I knew I wanted to put some distance between Jenna’s Rider and myself. I idly wondered how Khol’s search was going⁠—

      I staggered, gasping as my vision blurred only to refocus on a completely different scene. My hand was touching the cool stonewall in the corridor where I knew my body still was, but my mind was trying to supply me with an answer to my question.

      Khol sat at a large wooden table, completely covered with papers, scrolls and a ton of dust. As he finished with the parchment he was currently reading, he tossed it aside, running his hands through his loose hair in obvious frustration. It wasn’t often that Khol wore his hair down, in fact one of the only times I’d ever seen it free was⁠—

      “What are you doing?” My voice shook with nerves as he dipped his head to hover where his fingers had been minutes before. “You said touching and kissing only.”

      His eyes, completely filled with flames now, met mine as they looked up the line of my body. “I didn’t say where I would kiss you.”

      Understanding skittered through my mind, pushing past the shock his words caused. I hadn’t considered…I just assumed he would continue to use his fingers. “Oh God!” I screamed when he kissed me long and deep in a way that I’d never experienced before. Bryn had wanted to do this for me, but I had been shy, despite everything else we’d done. And boy was that a mistake. I definitely didn’t know what I was missing.

      Khol’s head moving between my legs was erotic in a way I never would have imagined. His shoulder length hair had fallen out of the gumband securing it at the nape of his neck, and the silky strands tickled my thighs while he focused on giving me pleasure. The man definitely knew what he was doing, of course he’d had plenty of time to perfect his technique on who knew how many partners, a fact I really didn’t want to contemplate.

      Clutching at the bed sheets and finding that not enough, I arched up and dug my nails into Khol’s shoulders, which caused a low growl of approval to erupt from deep in his chest. I fell back onto the bed, my muscles coiling tight, my heels digging into his muscular back, and then his power rammed into me, heightening everything I was feeling times twenty. Too much. It’s just too much. I shattered into a million pieces of pleasure all the while screaming Khol’s name until my voice gave out, followed by my body. Spots danced before my eyes, leaving me half blind.

      “That was—that was—“ My brain was too jumbled to find the right words.

      “I’m not done yet,” Khol growled, dipping his head to start in on me again.

      “No!” I screamed in alarm, meaning it and yet not.

      Could somebody die from pleasure? I was pretty sure I was about to find out.

      Blinking away the erotic memory, I mentally chastised myself for letting my mind even wander in that direction. All my new queenly dragon powers needed was a hint of me wanting to see something like that, and because I still couldn’t control them, the next thing I knew I was whisked away to be shown whatever I was thinking about. And yet, no matter how hard I concentrated on wanting an answer to the Rider dilemma I got nothing.

      My skin prickled in awareness signaling Khol’s eminent arrival. When he appeared in front of me, my face heated at having to see him so soon after my current vision/memory of us together in such an intimate situation. When his fire backlit eyes met mine with heat, I knew that somehow he had felt my vision. “But how? Our connection was broken⁠—”

      “It appears things are changing…again,” he said gruffly, stalking towards me.

      “Khol, no,” I rasped. Just the mere sight of him, the way his muscles rippled as he stalked me, had my body yearning to betray my heart and mind again. Do I really expect more from myself?

      “I just want to touch you, hold you—you never complained when you allowed me before.” A knowing male smile tipped up the corners of Khol’s mouth.

      I was backed into a corner…literally…with nowhere else to go. If only I had control over my dragon shifting power I could just pop out of here. Please. Come on. Just work for once. Take me back to my room. Or I don’t care—take me anywhere but here. Of course, nothing happened. “Khol⁠—”

      The rest of my words were swallowed up by Khol’s fierce kiss. His tongue breached the defense of my lips and teeth to deftly take control of my mouth, and I drank down his spicy flavor with an almost reverence. Every time I tasted him it was like he aged closer to perfection just a little bit more. I let out a small moan as his power completely enveloped me, seemingly pushing itself into every pore in my body, making me vibrate with sexual tension.

      “That’s right my little queen, give yourself over to me,” Khol rumbled, his talented mouth burning a path down my jaw and neck.

      “You can’t claim me,” I muttered around a moan.

      “Not until you want me to,” Khol grated, his fingers digging into my skin.

      Did he really think it would be that easy? I pressed myself more firmly against his hard body, moaning again. Yeah, he probably does. “Khol,” I said in an effort to chastise him.

      The familiar weightlessness that accompanied shifting ran through me just before Khol dropped me onto his massive bed. Not giving me time to pause and question what was happening, Khol ripped first my clothes off and then his own.

      “No!” I exclaimed, scurrying back on the bed in an effort to escape him.

      “I said I wouldn’t claim you—until you want me to—but short of that everything else is on the table.” The flames in his eyes burned hotter with each word.

      “No.” I shook my head vehemently. “Just—no.”

      Khol crawled towards me from the foot of the bed and I found myself admiring the way his muscles rippled and flexed. My eyes dipped briefly between his legs, and when I saw how much he wanted me physically, my body became more pliant even though I wished for it to be otherwise. Khol grabbed my ankles, yanking me closer to him on the bed, and then roughly pushed my thighs open, shoving his head between my legs. “This is what you were thinking about, and this is what I’ll give you.”

      The past and the present intermingled as Khol’s dark auburn head began moving between my thighs. I arched up, lacing my fingers through his hair, wanting to push him away, yet unable to when he really set in on my delicate flesh.

      Oh God, yes! Mmmm… I mean—no. No, no, no. I think. In the recesses of my mind, I realized if I let Khol continue to lead me down this path, he would be inside me, claiming me as his Anam Cara before I left his bed.

      “Reciprocate!” I blurted out as my body coiled tightly for release. I obviously wasn’t thinking clearly, and was grasping at straws, but—but maybe if I gave Khol pleasure it would buy me some time, keep him from claiming me…at least for the moment.

      Khol stilled, causing me to squirm shamefully. His eyes met mine with question, and yet an intense yearning.

      I answered his question before he could ask it, motivated by wanting him to finish what he had been doing. “Yes! It means what you think it does. Just no claiming.” My pregnancy hormone addled brain obviously felt like I’d been depriving myself too long.

      Khol’s large hands squeezed my thighs briefly before he slid up the length of my body. “As you wish,” he murmured with a sly smile.

      Huh? Wait. What? And who did he think he was, Westley from The Princess Bride? “What are you doing?” I asked, utterly confused as he flipped around—oh!  I was going to ‘reciprocate’ at the same time he continued doing what he was doing. Another first for me.

      I didn’t think it was possible, but as Khol positioned himself above me, my blood boiled hotter, my skin aching with need. I arched up to touch him with my tongue as he resumed his ministrations. Oh yes, I’m gonna definitely enjoy this.

      Only later would I stop to consider that while I was within Khol’s embrace, and while we were pleasuring each other…not once did my mind turn towards Bryn. Not even for a second.
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      A strong, steady heartbeat playing rhythmically under my ear pulled me from my fitful sleep. For an instant, barely a moment in time, I allowed myself to luxuriate in the warmth and comfort of Khol’s naked body intertwined with mine.  His massive frame made me feel tiny and safe, like nothing could hurt me while I laid encircled within his muscular arms.

      I had somehow kept him from claiming me as his Anam Cara, but I had also allowed myself to temporarily get lost in him…all of him. And while I was lost, I found that being with Khol helped to ease the pain of losing Bryn. Did that mean I’d used Khol? Probably. But somehow I didn’t think Khol minded all that much. I had to wonder though, how long would Khol permit me to use him in that manner before pushing the matter of becoming his Anam Cara? How long would he let me to lose myself in him to hide from my pain?

      “For as long as you need, my little queen,” Khol’s sleep addled voice rumbled from underneath me.

      I ignored the fact the connection between us that let him read my emotions seemed stronger than ever. At least on his end, because I still wasn’t getting anything from him on my side. “It’s not fair to you.”

      His fingers idly twirled the ends of my hair. “I’ll be whatever you want me to be, for however long you need me to be.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek, sending up a silent prayer of thanks that I didn’t have to look Khol in the eyes for this conversation. Somehow it made it easier for me. “So you’re okay with not claiming me?”

      His chest heaved under my head as he sighed deeply. “No. I don’t think okay is the right word for it but…I’ll survive.”

      “I’m sorry,” I blurted out. “I don’t wanna hurt you—I’ve never meant to hurt you and yet I keep doing it over and over again—hurting you.” Tears gathered at the corners of my eyes.
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