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  Dedication


  I want to say thanks to Chandler,

  and to the inspiring women of the MRWG,

  one can never have enough chocolate!


  Prologue


  The beast was clawing under his skin, screaming to escape. Burning pain racked through every cell of Kaden’s body as he writhed on the cold stone floor, the enchanted manacle biting deeply into his skin. He wanted to shift, needed to shift, his dragon wanted out, wanted his freedom. It had been eight days, three days past the tolerance of any dragon to be able to stay in his human form. Even if he could shift, the little cell he’d been placed in would crush his dragon body, killing him. It was agonizing. But then again, that was the whole point, to keep him like this, to cause him pain, to make him suffer for a crime he did not commit. No one was listing to his pleas; no one would hear his side of the story. He got the feeling they didn’t wish to either. The evidence negated his words. Kaden was acutely aware of the jealousy that raged through many of the male dragons of the king’s court. Everyone knows no good deed goes unpunished.


  He held on to his scream. He wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of screaming, even when the whip had torn his flesh, as every dragon of the court watched on, in the central chamber, including the eyes of his accuser. He had raised his gaze to glare with hatred at the woman who had ripped everything from him, the one who had reduced him to this. Kaden snorted in disgust when she turned her head as the punishment continued. Each time he had tried to deny the crime, he’d been whipped into silence. Clenching his jaw, enduring until he had collapsed, his dragon side wanted to take over to heal his flesh, but the manacle of the gods had been placed on his ankle and he had been shoved into this tiny cell. Now he waited for his death.


  He couldn’t raise his head as he heard the footsteps approached his cell. The door swung open.


  “Always knew it would be a woman to bring you down, Kaden.” The cold voice of Merloc, once his subordinate, now his tormentor, and new captain of the guard rang out as he stepped into the cell.


  “You know me better than to believe I would do something like that to her.” His voice sounded shaky and pained to his ears. “I was set up! Can’t you see it?”


  “It’s out of my hands, my friend. The king has decided: it’s not death, but I think you’re going to prefer it, may the gods have mercy.”


  Kaden managed to raise his head to meet Merloc’s gaze. Pain racked his body as he forced himself to stand. He would face anything they threw at him with pride and honour.


  “Take him to the court chamber for the verdict.”


  Merloc stepped back to let two dragon guards take hold of him by his upper arms, while Merloc undid the manacle. Every step felt as if they were driving long hot spikes up through the soles of his feet. He kept his head held high as he was led up from the cold dungeon, through the lower chambers of the dragon palace up into the warmth of the upper spires of the king’s court. The elders flanked the king on the large flat dais that accommodated both human and dragon form. The queen was conveniently absent. The king’s face was grim as Kaden was pushed to his knees.


  “Kaden De-Kerr you have been found guilty of treason against the queen, king and the royal court.” The king’s top adviser Petra spoke.


  Kaden clenched his jaw so tight, he was close to breaking his teeth.


  “As only one was willing to speak in your defence, and long loyal service to the royal court, the usual death penalty has been lifted. It is instead the judgment of this court that you hereby be exiled from the Dragon Realm.”


  He struggled to suppress the pain pounding through him, making it difficult to concentrate on what was being said. There were two possible places of exile, the Lower Realm and the Human Realm. He was hoping for the Lower Realm, at least there he could shift when he wanted, demons were not averse to having a dragon in their midst. The second was almost unthinkable, the Human Realm.


  It was not unheard of for dragon males to make short trips through the Realm portals to indulge in the pleasures of a human female. But to live there willingly was unthinkable. No dragon who had had been cast from the Outer Realm had ever come back. It was simply assumed they had not survived. Every dragon knew the humans lived in ignorance and fear. Dragons were hunted and slaughtered because of it.


  “You shall be stripped of your magic and tossed to the fates of the Human Realm. Is there anything you wish to say?”


  Kaden drew in a shuddering breath, fighting not to let his anguish show. “When the truth is revealed, nothing you do or say will ever right this wrong,” he proclaimed proudly. He would say nothing more. The arguments in the court were done. They had not listened to him then, they would not now. He had lost.


  “Be done with him.”


  Kaden knew it was the king’s final word. His arms were seized by the guards and they dragged him away. He knew exactly where he was being taken: the realm portal.


  Chapter 1


  “It’s not bloody fair.”


  Terrie Holbrook’s hands shook with rage, holding a bank’s seizure notice in her hands.


  “Your father had considerable debts, Miss Holbrook. Even with the government drought-relief package to farmers in need, it was nowhere near enough to cover what he already owed.”


  She sat in the air-conditioned comfort of the National Bank of Australia after receiving notice the bank was going to seize her land. She needed to pay off the three million dollar debt that had been accumulated. She and her father had used the bulk of the funds trying to keep their station running in the middle of the longest drought in recorded Australian history. Water and feed had been trucked in, and reliable equipment had been bought. Upkeep of the station and keeping the station hands paid had all cost money they didn’t have. To top it all off, her father was killed in an accident while out on a muster to round up stray cattle. Three weeks later, the notice had arrived.


  “But it’s been raining, the land is recovering. We’re going to turn a profit this year,” she tried to explain.


  “Not enough even to pay the interest on the loan.” The bank manager’s face was expressionless.


  Terrie sat rigid in the office chair, dismayed that the bank could do this.


  “We have tried to be fair, Miss Holbrook, believe you me. You’re not the only company or station having financial difficulty.”


  “You can’t take my family’s land!”


  “I’m sorry, Miss Holbrook, but the decision has been made. If it’s of any comfort, you won’t come out of this empty-handed. We already have a willing buyer and at an excellent price. There will be enough to pay back the debt and have some left over so you can make a fresh start somewhere else.”


  Her eyes narrowed on the bank manager. “Who’s the buyer?”


  She had a creepy feeling that she knew exactly who the buyer was––West Net Mining. They had been trying to buy her land for the past three years, ever since her father had grudgingly allowed a survey team from the company in to look over the land. She thought they were simply valuing it. Not long after, they started receiving offers to buy them out. Some even escalated to verbal threats. Yet her father had kept them out.


  “If it’s West Net, then the answer is no bloody way!” Terrie shot to her feet, leaning over the manager’s desk, glaring angrily at the man in the expensive Brooks Brothers suit. He actually pushed his office chair back a foot, his expression worried, as if she was about leap over the desk and attack him. “You are not going to sell my land to that leach of a company, do you hear me? If my land has to be sold in order to finance your bank’s ivory towers, Mr. Jamerson, then I’ll sell it myself.”


  “Miss Holbrook, please calm down. There is no possible way you could find a buyer for all your land in the next fourteen days.”


  She straightened her posture and smoothed down the same black suit and skirt she had worn to her father’s funeral.


  “You’ll have your money in fourteen days, Mr. Jameson. My land will not go to West Net. I’d wish you a good day, but, personally, I don’t give a flying fuck!”


  With her head held high, she swivelled on her black heels and strode out the door with determined confidence.


  * * * *


  On impact with the freezing lake, Kaden’s body lost complete control, and his dragon burst forth. He let out a roar which echoed out into the cold night. Already he knew he was in trouble. In such a densely populated place as the human realm, some curious and now frightened human would have heard his dragon’s cry. No doubt a hunt for his hide would soon be on.


  He dove deep into the dark, murky water. Dragons loved the water but hated the cold, which made it difficult for them to function. He swam the length of the lake slowly, giving himself time to stay in dragon form as long as possible. His dragon side now appeased at his shift, the pain had eased into a dull headache, but he was still sluggish and weak. He might be able to hold off a few humans for a while, but not for long. It was not their fault for being an inferior and ignorant species.


  The water became shallow as he reached an embankment. Still fully dragon, he dragged himself up onto the rocky stone bank and dropped his huge dragon frame onto it, unable to control the shivers that racked his body.


  His ears pricked up at the sound of a low rumbling. It grew louder as whatever it was approached. The acrid smell of smoke wafted into his senses. He rolled slightly, blinking against the glare of lights. Something slammed, in the distance, followed by the crunch of heavy boots on gravel.


  “By the gods, yer a big bastard! Looks like they did a number on you, lad.”


  The man’s voice rolled with an accent Kaden was unfamiliar with. “Canna ye shift? I dunno how much longer before yer roar will attract Nessie watchers. ’Tis good fortune, my friend, I found ye before they did.”


  Senseless, he wondered how this human knew of his kind. Kaden poured the last of his strength into shifting his dragon form into his human one. Warm arms wrapped around his shoulders helping him to his feet.


  “C‘mon, laddie. We’ll soon have ye warmed up.”


  “How¼how do you know? Who are you?” he choked out in a hoarse voice.


  “Shhhh. I’ll tell ye all about it once yer safe. Come now, quickly.”


  Kaden stumbled. He was too weak, exhausted, tortured by his first shift in eleven days. The combination got the better of him.


  “Sorry,” was all he managed to mumble, ashamed of his weakness, but he welcomed the blackness which claimed him.


  * * * *


  Terrie paced, anxiety and stress giving her a headache. Losing her father in the accident had been hard enough to deal with, but losing the one thing she and her father had battled and worked for¼ She didn’t know how she was going to deal with it.


  Terrie’s sandy-coloured hair was a dishevelled mess from running a frustrated hand through it too many times. Her black jacket lay tossed over the back of an armchair.


  “What am I going to do? I can’t lose the property, I¼I just can’t.”


  “First of all, stop wearing a track into my carpet. Second, sit down and take a deep breath.”


  Mentally exhausted, she obeyed, slumping into the chair behind her friend’s desk. Leah glanced up at her friend. Leah had lustrous black hair, green eyes, reddish lips, and a pale complexion. Terrie had always envied her friend’s “Snow White” looks. Leah sat composed in her desk chair, scanning over the bank’s paperwork.


  The only education available to kids growing up in outback Australia was school of the air. Lessons were conducted on the station radio and on the computer, but it had not been good enough for Terrie’s father. He had sent her to an exclusive boarding school in Darwin. Leah had been her roommate and good friend right through to college. Afterward, Leah had gone into law, and Terrie had headed back to the family station. They had kept in close contact with phone calls, emails, and the occasional visit. Leah would even come to stay at the station during her holidays. Terrie’s father used to encourage other girls to visit too. He understood it wasn’t easy being a growing girl on an all-male working cattle station.


  “I hate to say this, but they have you by the balls, Ter. They have gone well beyond the extension on the loan and have sent several letters of intent to your dad already. My guess is they left it as long as possible before springing this on you.”


  “Bastards! I bet West Net pushed them to this.”


  Terrie dropped her head into her hands, on the verge of tears. “If West Net buys the land, they will tear it up—literally. Can’t I get government intervention or something?”


  “By the time you petition the government for intervention against a mining company, your two-week window will be up. The only way you can stop West Net from taking it is if you sell it to a private buyer who wants to keep running it as a cattle station.”


  “Holbrook Station has been in my family for almost a hundred years. How the hell am I going to find someone with three and a half million dollars who wants to live in the middle of nowhere––with the heat, flies, dust, monsoonal rain storms––and work their guts keeping several hundred head of cattle?”


  Leah gave her a sympathetic look. “Have a little faith, Ter. We’ll think of something.”


  “What I need is a bloody miracle.”


  Leah sat back in her chair, thrumming her fingers on the table. She looked very thoughtful for a moment, and then her expression brightened.


  “Hey, I got it!”


  “Got what?”


  “A brilliant idea, of course.” Leah’s eyes gleamed with enthusiasm. “The Internet! We’ll set up a website to seek a buyer. I have heaps of digital photos from my last trip to your station.” She flipped open her laptop, waited it for to wake up, and then her nimble fingers started flying across the keyboard.


  Terrie wasn’t so certain this was going to work. She stood up, moving around to peer over Leah’s shoulder and stare at the screen.


  “Are you sure?”


  Leah never took her eyes of the screen as she worked. “They don’t call it the World Wide Web for fun, Ter. Someone out there is looking for your hot, middle-of-nowhere, fly-infested cattle station. West Net won’t even get a look in.”


  Even if they did find a buyer other than West Net, the result would still be the same. Terrie would lose her home.


  Chapter 2


  For his age, he was still handsome. Gray dusted the sides of his short scruffy hair, and he had a good height and strength Kaden recognized. He was a dragon. But not just any dragon. Alistair Macintyre was a water dragon, a rare dragon that could actually cope with cold. Kaden sat his hands around a hot beverage Alistair had called tea, sweetened with honey.


  “Three hundred years I’ve been livin’ on the loch now.”


  “How have you survived? I mean, surely the humans would have spotted you by now. You can’t stay in human form permanently.”


  Alistair gave a grin.


  “I don’t, lad, and they have. I’m the local attraction around these parts. Folks call me the Loch Ness Monster, but with fond affection. Ye see, lad, I keep me dragon for the water.” His grey eyes twinkled with amusement.


  “Do they know you shift?”


  Alistair shook his head. “No, lad. They keep to the lake, lookin’ for their monster. But never have they suspected there be a two-footed dragon.” He gave a chuckle. “Now, lad, what be yer story? I can only guess they exiled yer for some reason.”


  “High treason.” Kaden didn’t bother to keep the bitterness out of his tone.


  “High treason is death, and they let yer live?”


  “The dragon elders assumed I would suffer more by being exiled.”


  Alistair gave a full, hearty laugh, which confused Kaden.


  “Laddie, if yer careful an’ find the right place to live, we dragons can live better than dragon kings. Humans can be simpletons at times, but dragon elders are downright stupid. They have put yer in a place of great wealth and opportunity, and as for the women¼”


  “Don’t talk to me about women!” Kaden’s rage rose to the surface, he jumped to his feet. He drew in a deep breath to calm his anger. It was not Alistair’s fault he was in this mess. Alistair had lived in the human realm for a long time, and it would be wise to heed his advice.


  Alistair never flinched. Kaden had been huddled in Alistair’s cottage for two days now, in one sense recovering, but in the other brooding over the injustice of his exile.


  “Ye have wounds, I see that, lad. But yer do yerself no good to mope about. I know you canna stand the cold. We’ll shift later for a while in the lake to keep yer grounded. Then, lad, we’ll find yer a new den to play in.”


  Alistair rose from his own chair to place a hand on Kaden’s shoulder. Kaden searched Alistair’s grey eyes.


  “Why do you want to help me?”


  Alistair’s smile was pure mischief.


  “Do yer want revenge on those who have wronged yer, lad?”


  With every fibre of his being, Kaden did.


  “Yes.”


  “The best revenge to wreak on them, Kaden, is to not only live, but ta have a better life than in the Outer Realm. This is not yer punishment, lad. This is yer opportunity.”


  Kaden was warming to Alistair’s way of thinking. “How do we find a remote place in the Human Realm big enough and warm enough for a dragon?”


  “C’mon, laddie. I’ll introduce yer to the wonders of human technology. Guess yer better start learnin’ about a few things now.”


  “I don’t have anything, not even my treasure,” Kaden muttered.


  “Kaden De-Kerr!” a voice called from outside.


  Both Alistair and Kaden shot to their feet.


  “Expectin’ company, lad?”


  “No.” Kaden had already moved to the front door of the cottage, yanked it open, and stepped into the cool evening air.


  A tall, skinny man with long white hair stood there. From his delicate facial features and lavender eyes, he appeared to be an elf, but he was much taller than the average elf. He leaned against the side of a large, wooden trunk. He wore a black t-shirt with the words Shit doesn’t happen, I make it happen in bold white letters. The air sizzled with the magic of a teleport. Alistair stood by Kaden’s side in support.


  The elf cocked his head. He swept his eyes over them both before giving the air a sniff.


  “You are Kaden De-Kerr.” It wasn’t a question but a statement. The elf looked directly at Kaden.


  “I am. Who are you?”


  “I am Slazzamar, but that is not important. Your sister heard of your exile and sent me to deliver this. Apparently it is all she could rescue from your den before it was swooped on.”


  He straightened and stepped away from the trunk. Kaden’s jaw clenched in anger.


  “I’ve heard of you, Slazzamar the sneak.” This creature was half-demon, half-elf, and was known throughout the Outer Realm for being a spy and information gatherer. He would sell his information to the highest bidder––or for sexual favours.


  “No, not any more. I’ve long since changed my ways. I am a rogue demon hunter now. If you need anything else, here is my card. A good dragon is always welcome on our team, or if you’re ever in trouble, give a holler.”


  A little white card appeared in Kaden’s hand. Kaden glanced down at it in surprise.


  Moon Shadow Agency and on the flip side it had a number.


  Kaden heard the ‘pop’ of a teleport and, quicker than he could raise his eyes, Slazzamar was gone.


  “Most unexpected––as unexpected ye ta be fallin’ outta the sky.” Alistair walked over to the trunk, flipping up the latch. It opened with a creak of rusty hinges and was filled to the brim with gold and jewels. Kaden’s den’s treasure. It was only a very small fraction of what he once had. Crystal, his younger sister, mated a good dragon on the other side of dragon territory in the Outer Realm. Kaden was grateful she at least would be protected by her mate.


  “You’re a lucky lad––freedom, wealth, and yer health. C’mon, we’ll get this tucked away and start the ball rollin’. I know fer certain there be a place for ye out there.”


  * * * *


  According to Alistair, money could get you anything in the human realm––above, below, and beyond their laws. Within a week, using Alistair’s contacts, they had acquired human identifications, bank accounts, clothing. Humans were tripping over themselves to serve and obtain for him anything he wanted. Apparently, a great amount of wealth was generated from just a handful of treasure from his trunk.


  Kaden discovered two dragon males walking though a large populated city drew a lot of attention, especially from the opposite sex. Such was the allure and strong masculine presence of a dragon. Some human women flirted shyly, while others blatantly threw themselves at them. Kaden rejected each one with cold aloofness, even snarling at them when they refused to take the hint to leave him alone.


  He had learned a hard lesson and was not willing to repeat any similar mistakes again. Alistair, on the other hand, indulged each pretty face. Several women already knew him and his talents in thoroughly pleasuring a woman, and they were eager for a repeat encounter.


  He also learned that a dragon’s perception about humans couldn’t have been more wrong. Humans were not as ignorant as he had been taught. They were talented and forward thinking, with much innovation and technology. Alistair had shown him how dragons were revered, in pictures, stories, art, and legend.


  “Humans love magic and mythical creatures––as long as they remain in stories and myth,” Alistair commented with a fond smile. “I know this from firsthand experience, lad. Being the Loch Ness Monster, I be both revered and feared. ’Tis a balance I need ta keep ta survive, fer as long as I have.”


  Kaden thought on Alistair’s words and understood he would have to find his own balance in this realm to survive. But he was confident he would succeed.


  * * * *


  Their acquisition trip complete, Alistair took Kaden out in his small, metal rowboat, late in the middle of the night.


  “Come now, lad. I know yer need to shift.” Alistair stripped off his clothing before diving into the water. A moment later, the head of a grey water dragon surfaced, with Alistair’s same amused grey eyes.


  Hating the cold, he had no choice but to follow. Shivering, he stripped off his clothes, sucked in a breath, and jumped in, letting his body sink down before letting the shift ripple through his body. Underwater, he let out a roar and a puff of fire, careful not to take any water into his fire valve. He swam up and down the lake in a furious state, coming up for puffs of air. He passed Alistair’s dragon several times before exhaustion set in. When he emerged at the little boat, he shifted back before pulling himself into the craft. Alistair was already aboard and dressed. He handed Kaden a towel.


  “Ye’d make a fine water dragon, lad, but I’m a wee bit possessive over me loch to have two Nessie monsters,” Alistair said with good humour.
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