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Chapter Nine 

 

Saskia sat on her back porch, idly pushing the swing with one foot. She still 

raged with fury over Damu's actions. How were they supposed to move on if he 

continually treated her like something which needed to be protected? 

She ran a hand over her face with a groan. Just when things had been going so 

well. Part of her wanted to go to him, but the part which won out was the warrior, not 

the woman. And so she stayed. 

At the sound of footsteps approaching, she lifted her head, not the least bit 

surprised to see her visitors. Richard, Killian, and Ainra. She ran her gaze over the trio--

Richard, with his blond hair and indigo eyes; Killian, who sported the blond surfer look 

with his pale brown eyes; and Ainra, who was a thing of beauty with her onyx skin, 

auburn hair, and translucent eyes. 

"I'd get up and offer you refreshments, but I don't really want company." 

Killian was the only one who smiled. The other two seemed so damn serious. 

They formed a half circle about her, and she sat up higher with a groan. Richard began 

to make the salute due her, and she waved both him and Ainra off. Something was 

bothering Richard. She could see the calm being with Allison had brought him 

beginning to fade behind some stress. What was going on? 

"Cut it out. I don't need that crap. What are you doing here?" 

"Can't we just come check on you?"  

"See, Killy, normally I would be okay with that, but the three of you here, at 

once, and two of you looking so damn somber…makes me believe otherwise. So I'll ask 

again. What's going on?" All three were silent, and she got to her feet stating, "Show 

me." 

Her command wasn't questioned. They arrived at a spot on the outskirts of 

Savoy Valley, hidden by a copse of trees. She landed and shifted from eagle to human, a 

slight grin on her face despite their seriousness. She loved being able to fly, to feel the 
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wind streaming across her, be it skin or feathers. Killian burst into view and shifted as 

Ainra landed and did the same. Richard joined them seconds later. 

She looked past the trees to the house which sat there. It was an older house, not 

dilapidated, just an older house. The yard could do with some work, but all in all, it 

looked like someone still lived there. She glanced at all three of them. From their 

expressions, it was obvious she was expected to see or pick up on something. 

"Can't you sense it?" Killian questioned. 

"I pick up on humans." His grunt had her searching again. This time, she got it. 

There lingered the foul stench of ater malum. "Lackeys," she spat with condemnation. 

The door opened and four guys stepped out into view. Two were heavily 

tattooed, one had shaggy hair, and one was skinny and bald. The tattooed ones looked 

familiar to her. It hit her, and she hissed in anger. These were the ones who'd gone after 

Sanna. 

"How did they get out, and why haven't you just killed them?" 

"Look at the shaggy-haired one, Saskia," Richard said. "That's Niles Vanderman." 

Her fingertips burned as her talons threatened to escape. "Niles," she growled.  

Calm yourself.  

She didn't even acknowledge the voice which resonated in her head. Damu was 

the only one who could read her raging emotions so well. It wasn't a shock to hear him. 

But she did listen. 

"Who is he?" Ainra questioned. 

"He's a doctor and scientist who likes to test his projects on humans. He used to 

work for a paranormal military unit as their doctor. But he was thrown out because of 

his unorthodox practices." Richard supplied the answer. 

"Which brings me back to why he's still breathing." Saskia rolled her shoulders. 

"Why is he?" 

"He's behind the ones who went after Sanna." 

Richard's words froze her. She glanced askew at him, wondering if she'd heard 

wrong. From the set of his jaw and the spike of power, she knew she'd heard true. 
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"How'd you find this out?" 

"Kori." Killian spoke now. "He told me, and I informed Richard, and then we 

came for you." 

"Kori?" She frowned and shook her head, unfamiliar with the name. 

"Cormac MacLochlainne." 

She nodded. "Wolf shifter." She knew of the MacLochlainne clan, but hadn't met 

any of them, for none of them chose to reside in Savoy. 

"Yes. Trained under my cousin."  

Saskia would have trusted the word straight from Killian alone, but knowing this 

shifter trained under Dane only made the truth all the more viable. "So, now the 

question is, what does Niles want with Sanna?" 

Another power spike. Richard. The mental connection was instinctive for her, as 

she sought only to calm her friend and pyroice. 

"Kori said he has always known this man to carry an instant kill for himself, so 

he'd die before giving anything away." Killian and Ainra moved out as if working in 

tandem, while she and Richard did the same thing.  

"This human appeared here three days ago." Ainra joined in the conversation. 

She stood tall and glanced down at her outfit; she had changed out of her dress 

and wore what she preferred. Pants. Leather. "Well, let's go ask him what he's doing 

here, then." 

All of them shared a look, and she gave a wicked grin. "We can do this without 

looking intimidating or threatening." 

Laughter exploded in her head as they all shared her doubt. Without a word 

between them, they headed for the tree line. They'd fought together and knew how to 

work in sync with one another. 

You will leave this group alone. 

Saskia paused at the rasped male voice in her head. It sounded familiar, but she 

couldn't quite place it. From the way the others froze, she knew they had heard it, as 

well. 
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They instinctively moved into defensive positions to protect one another. Who are 

you? Saskia sent the question out. 

Iõm not of consequence. You will leave them alone.  

The hell we will! This man and his little friends have gone after one of ours already. I'll 

not sit by while  he does it again. 

Heed me well, Saskia Van der Ness. He is, as you put it, a lackey. In order to catch a 

bigger fish, sometimes you must let the little one go for a while. He will not be free for long, but 

we must not waste the opportunity to find out what heõs doing and why he sent those men after 

Sanna. 

Who? Are? You? 

So impetuous. Have you learned nothing? I thought you had gotten better and were 

learning to be a queen. I told you, Iõm not one of consequence. We will meet soon. 

Saskia? Everything okay? Richard spoke to her this time.  

She peered at him. You didn't hear that? Any of you?  

Hear what? They all asked. 

She scowled and searched for something which would let her know who had 

been talking to her, but remained undetected by the others. 

We doing this? Richard again. 

No. Three gasps filled her head and she sighed. I was just told to leave these four 

alone. Grumbles of discontent came on the tail of her statement. This person wants to know 

why they are after Sanna. What the end game is, so to speak. 

Richard tensed again, and she sent him a look which clearly stated, "Stand 

down." His lips lifted in a snarl, but she backed away from the edge. We need to go talk to 

Sanna. Listen up, whoever you are talking to me out there. If anything-- and I mean anything--

happens to her because you wouldn't let us handle this, trust me when I tell you that I will find 

you and make you wish you were dead. 

I look forward to making your acquaintance, Saskia.  

"Let's go," she muttered. 
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They left and headed for Sanna's house. Jair had moved into her place, since he'd 

merely been renting while he searched for something he liked better. He'd found that 

with Sanna at her place. 

The four walked up to the front door. Richard paused and grabbed her wrist. She 

halted and looked at him. "What?" 

"She's not going to be happy to see you. You know this." 

"I know. And I can handle it. The goal is to find out if and what she knows about 

this fucker who is after her." 

She glanced at the others with her and, seeing their look of agreement, stepped 

up to knock on the door. It swung open before she could even make contact, and she 

found herself face to face with none other than the woman they'd come to see--Sanna 

Falk. 

Her shoulder-length hair, once again the pale blonde it used to be, fell freely 

about her face. Sanna was dressed in jeans and a tee-shirt.  

"Can I help you?" 

"We need to talk to you." 

A deep breath and a sigh as she glanced to everyone there. Saskia felt the spike 

of power and exchanged a glance with Richard. This wasn't normal. Sanna stepped 

back and waved them in. They made their way to the living room, where Saskia 

hesitated at the sight of another sitting there. 

The man was Caucasian and struck a chord of familiarity in her. His features and 

brown hair gave her pause. "Haurun?" She wondered if he weren't one of the 

Elementals who occasionally made appearances in Savoy. 

His smile was amazing, and she swallowed as he pushed effortlessly to his feet. 

"No."  

She saw now, he didn't wear robes, but leather. His eyes held hers, and then she 

realized how off the mark she'd been. This man wasn't an Elemental. He was a dragon 

shifter. His eyes were brown ice. But he did explain the extra power she'd picked up on.  



Combustion 

10 

He moved toward her, and she didn't miss the not so subtle repositioning of 

Richard to where he could protect her. It wasn't needed. From behind her, Killian 

shoved by. 

"Einarr? Holy hell, man. I've not seen you in like forever. How are you?" The 

men exchanged hugs with thumps on each other’s back.  

"I'm good, Killian. I see you still wear the surfer look in an attempt to hide your 

dangerous edge." 

The man's voice was deep and raspy, almost as if he'd been punched in the 

throat. Einarr. She knew that name. 

His attention was on her again. "Good to finally meet you, Saskia Van der Ness." 

She took his outstretched hand, and when her gaze landed on the brown leather 

gloves, she knew why she knew the name and how come he looked familiar. "You’re 

Dak's brother." 

"Guilty as charged." 

He was introduced to Ainra, who watched him hungrily, and Richard. Saskia 

crossed her arms and said, "It was you. In my head." 

"It was." 

"Wait. I just have one question before we start figuring out what’s going on." 

Killian squared off with Einarr, arms crossed, and asked, "Does Bryndis know you're 

here?" 

Something foreign flashed in Einarr's eyes. "Leave it alone, Killian." 

"What’s going on?" she asked, diffusing the situation before it could escalate into 

something further. 

Einarr glanced at Sanna and waved her closer; she came and sat beside him 

when he retook his seat. Saskia and her three also sat, everyone waiting intently for him 

to fill them in. 

 

Damu stood where Saskia had flown away from him, smoke curling from his 

nose in thin tendrils. She'd left him. He'd waited to see if she'd come back. She did no 
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such thing. A rumble grew deep in his chest when he felt the familiar affection she had 

for Richard. Yes, she was his mate, but Richard had been the one who took her 

virginity. Add to that him being her pyroice, and there was a bond there which not even 

he could break. 

A fact he much disapproved of. 

Shifting, he took to the sky and winged his way over the mountains he now 

called home. Things were different now, and yet almost the same. There would always 

be the battle between good and evil. No matter how hard or how long either side 

fought, so long as the world stood, there would be good and there would be evil. 

He'd lived a long time and had seen many of his kind come and go. Lately, 

however, it seemed more went than came. Young dragons were being killed off by 

going rogue and having to be eliminated, or because they just weren't strong enough to 

fight free of the attacks. 

He was king of the reds, and it was his job to protect his kind. Winging to the 

left, he sighed. How did I manage to get and lose my mate in the space of a day? 

Easy. You continue to assume she needs to be protected. Ainra's voice filtered strong 

through his mind.  

Sister. As you did at one time, I recall. 

Times have changed, brother. Your mate, our queen, is much more confident now. She's 

always been able to fight, but now she is learning more and more restraint. 

Is that admiration I hear from you? 

Not if itõs going to give you a swelled head, brother. 

He laughed. You truly are a pain in my ass. 

I live to be. You need to come to Sanna's house. There is something you need to hear. 

What's going on? He immediately changed directions and headed there. Is she 

okay? 

As he flew, Ainra filled him in on what had occurred in the forest. He ignored 

the hurt and disappointment that Saskia didn't tell him herself. Landing outside of the 
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house, he once again gained human form and walked up to the door. Ainra opened it, 

and he stared at her eyes as she gave him a small smile. 

In the living room, he took note of everyone. Ainra regained a seat beside the 

tiger shifter, Killian Sidorov. Sanna sat on her sofa with a man he didn't know. He 

found Richard and Saskia in chairs next to one another. 

At least it wasn't in the same seat. She lifted her head and pinned him with her 

blue eyes, a blonde brow lifting in question. 

Ainra called me. Said I should hear this. The question is, why didn't you? 

He'd expected a stinging response from her, but Saskia was uncharacteristically 

quiet. She turned from him and put her attention back on the man who sat beside 

Sanna. 

"This man, Niles, tracked Sanna down through you, Richard." 

The jerk which encompassed his body could be felt by Damu, who was across 

the room. His heart softened a wee bit for the pyroice; it was obvious he felt horrible. 

"Sanna, I'm so sorry." 

The woman waved him quiet. "Let’s just listen." 

Who is that man beside Sanna, mate? 

Einarr Nervig. Her answer was clipped, and she never looked at him. 

The pup's brother? 

You really still call him pup? This time there was amusement in her tone. 

Compared to me, he is one. 

Humph. Pay attention. 

That was the Saskia he knew. Business first. 

"So this fucker is working for someone else," Killian said. "But we don't know 

who." 

Einarr shook his head, shaggy brown hair floating around his face. "Nope. And 

with Jair gone for a while, Sanna needs to be protected. Not something obvious, so he 

doesn't try to make a play, but we can't let this bastard take her." 

"And we don't rip this information from him, why?" Damu questioned. 
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"He's got some kind of hardwire thing from whomever he works for that, if he's 

captured and questioned, he dies. We learned this from taking one of his cohorts. All 

we can do is watch and wait." 

Damu crossed his arms and stared at the petite blonde on the sofa. Sanna Falk 

seemed so tiny sitting there. By far the shortest one in the room, she appeared almost 

childlike. But he knew she wasn't as innocent and helpless as she looked right now. 

Still, anyone going after her rubbed him wrong. She was family and would get the 

protection she needed. 

He almost intervened, but held his tongue as everyone there talked about how it 

would play out. This was Saskia's element. Strategizing and planning. She had a keen 

mind and could set a trap like no one's business. 

When the plans had all been made, people got up to leave. He cast a few more 

looks at Sanna, who seemed quieter than normal. Damu stood with Ainra beside him as 

Richard and Sanna hugged and whispered to one another. 

Killian and Einarr climbed into a large SUV and drove away as Richard escorted 

his sister back inside. Ainra touched his arm before she, too, retreated into the sanctuary 

of the house. This left him and Saskia standing on the front porch alone. 

"Talk to me, Saskia." 

"Why? You've made it perfectly clear you still think me unable to handle things 

without you protecting me." She drew on her power, and her lithe body became 

engulfed in the solar fire of her phoenix. "I have nothing to say to that. Goodnight, 

dragon." 

She took off and, unlike the previous time she did that, he shifted and took off 

after her. When she noticed him on her tail, she went high. He couldn't follow her into 

the cold of space, so he roared in fury, his fierce flame splitting the sky. A bit more 

under control, he headed to his destination and sat down on the couch inside. 

It was a few hours later when darkness settled. The front door opened and he 

pushed to his feet when Saskia came into view. Every step she took was coldly erotic. 

He could feel her anger from across the room. 
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"Why are you in my house, dragon?" 

"We're not finished talking yet, Saskia." 

"So talk." 

He was impressed with her ability not to lose her temper. It simmered close to 

the surface, and he knew she spoiled for a fight, but she was controlling it. However, at 

the same time, he wanted her to lose it. Her passion was part of what drew him to her 

so much. This control was almost too reminiscent of when he first met her. 

"I’m not going to apologize," he said. 

She whirled around and glared at him. "You expect me to do so?" One 

aristocratic brow rose. "Because you can forget that." 

"No, I don't expect you to do so either." And he didn't. 

"I'm your mate, Saskia. It’s my job to protect you." 

She crossed her arms, apparently extremely bored with his statement. He licked 

his lips and breathed deep, her evocative scent filling his nostrils and sending rockets of 

pleasure through him. 

"I know you can take care of yourself. You are an amazing warrior in your own 

right." 

Her blue eyes narrowed. "Be very careful with what you say next. If the word 

'but' is in there, I'd stop right now." 

Her fury was close to boiling over. "I'm a dragon first. I don't look at things the 

same way as other shifters." 

She yawned and shifted her weight. "I'm getting bored, dragon. Why don't you 

just skip the macho crap about how you can't help but protect me, yadda yadda. Do you 

have anything serious to tell me?" 

Damn it. She calmed herself down again, leaving him with a shell of the woman 

he knew she was. He realized, in that moment, how hurt she'd been by his oversight. 

When he didn't say anything, she turned and headed for her stairs. Mate or not, he 

knew if he let her go up those stairs, their future was in jeopardy. The chasm would 

only get bigger and bigger. 
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"One last thing, Saskia." 

Her sigh was audible. "Speak." 

"Can you look at me, please?" 

She turned slowly and drummed her fingers on the polished banister. "What is 

it?" 

"I did what I did because, yes, I want to protect you. You’re my mate. My queen. 

But more than that, Saskia Van der Ness, I wanted to protect you because I love you." 

Time felt like it stopped. She stared at him, silent. He held his breath while 

waiting for a response, any kind of response, from her. She moved down the stairs, her 

body moving so gracefully in the blue leather she wore. Her gaze never wavered from 

his, and she didn’t stop until she stood before him. 

"What did you say?" Her question was a mere whisper. 

"I said I love you." 

Her blue eyes shone with unshed tears. "You've never said it before." 

He captured her about the waist and drew her closer still. "I should have said it 

long ago. I love you, Saskia. That’s why I want to protect you so much. Why I need to." 

She backed up to the front door, and soon they were outside. One hand reached 

to his face, and he could see the flicker of flames as she touched his cheek. 

"I love you, too, Damu Kijani." 

His dragon grunted in pleasure at her admission. His heart did cartwheels. She 

loved him. Never before had any one person meant so much to him. Dipping his head, 

he covered her mouth with his own. 

Her moan roared through him, and he struggled not to take her right there and 

at this second. The air moved around them, and he opened his eyes to see the ground 

falling below his feet. They were surrounded by the fire of her phoenix and streaked 

upward, faster and faster, until all he could see below him were stars and planets. 

She'd taken him with her into space. He stared at her; her hair had worked free 

from the braids and moved around her head like living flames. Blue eyes reflected the 

heat between them. 
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"This is what I feel your love gives me, Damu," she said, her tone almost somber. 

"Empty space?" 

Her chuckle warmed him. "No. Endless possibilities and horizons. This…this 

doesn't scare me with you." 

He gazed around. It truly was beautiful to see everything from up here, the 

planets and stars as well as the galaxies. 

"I know I'll mess up again, Saskia." 

"We both will. But we'll figure it out. Together." 

He tipped her chin up and brushed their lips along one another. "I love you." 

And I you, my king. She jumped up and wrapped her legs around his waist. Nose 

to nose, she trailed her tongue along the seam of his lips. 

"Ever made love in space?" 

Feeling his body harden even more, he shook his head. "Can't say that I have." 

Her smile was positively wicked, in a wonderfully bad way. "Good. Then it'll be 

a first for both of us." 

Her clothes vanished, and his did as well. He had nothing to say but a long 

groan as she sank over his hard cock and took him in her heat. 

"Isn't this dangerous?" he asked, moving inside her. 

Her responding wink and flex of internal muscles had him not giving a damn. 

He trusted her to keep them up there while they did this.  

"Kiss me." He growled the order. 

She did, and the flames around them exploded into a large fireball. He closed his 

eyes and enjoyed his mate and his queen, knowing he would never get enough of her. 
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