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ABOUT THE BOOK:

He's never met a dragon he couldn't master—until her.

Katia’s been lost since her liberation. Her wicked former master held her under his cursed thrall, forcing her to do his bidding, but freedom is its own prison. Red Dragons of Tarakona are warriors and defenders. But she has nothing left to defend, only a portal to guard, the portal that leads to a place called Earth and the enchanted realm of Magic, New Mexico. A distress call from the other side of the portal provides her the perfect opportunity to be the hero she was born to be.

Too bad a beastly, bossy, sexy earthborn dragon keeps getting in her way.

Dragon Master Ju-long Shi has seen it all. The anthropomorphic dragon shifter line from which he’s descended has tamed every species from tiny fairy dragons to great serpents and everything in between. But the enigmatic—not to mention annoying—new dragon in town intrigues and infuriates him with her infernal antics, as if she has something to prove. He meets his match in the red dragon who will not surrender to his will or his charms.

When a pack of three-headed giants shows up in town looking for trouble, the dragons of Magic find themselves outnumbered and outmatched. Katia is their only hope, if Ju-long can persuade the alluring fireball to follow him into battle. Will the epic battle of wills end in a passionate alliance or a fiery disaster?

NOTE: No dragons were harmed in the making of this novella. The three-headed giants were, but they had it coming.

Alternate tagline: She’s a hero without a mission. He’s a rebel with the perfect cause.

Dedication:

To Jody, my partner in crime and dragon tales
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MORE INFORMATION:

At the end, don’t miss About the Author and a bonus excerpt by Jody Wallace from Red at Night, the third book in the Dragons of Tarakona series that came right before this one!
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Imagine The Worlds of Magic, New Mexico... A series that brings together outstanding paranormal and science fiction authors to expand a town where witches, aliens, vampires, werewolves, goblins, sorceresses, pirates, time travelers, and paranormal live in harmony—when they aren’t joining forces to defeat the bad guys. A magical town where being abnormal is the norm!

I’m S.E. Smith, the creator of Magic, New Mexico, and I invite you to curl up with each book now and discover all the action, the magic, and the love that makes Magic, New Mexico the ultimate go-to series for Paranormal / Science Fiction Romance readers.

For all the stories, go to MagicNewMexico.com/books/. Grab your copy today!
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The bat dove for Katia’s hair again, its high-pitched squeals the proverbial straw that broke the saddle dragon’s back. She’d spent weeks sitting in this miserable chamber that lay hidden in the miserable labyrinth of ancient, decaying caverns beneath the miserable prison of a city in which she had once lived as a slave.

“Stand down, you ugly, moth-eaten, winged rat!” She shook her fists at the creature, which had retreated to the safety of a high rock ledge, its beady eyes glowing in the light of the phosphorescent mold that covered the chamber and surrounding caverns. It was not alone. At least six pairs black, shimmering eyes peered out of the shadows, their unblinking gazes fixed on Katia. What were they on about?

Grabbing her sword, she took a swing at the crumbling stone beneath the bats’ ledge. The impact jarred her from wrist to shoulder and sent the bats flying in all directions. Rather than fleeing, however, they darted to and fro in the shower of mold spores released by her foolish exercise in frustration, swooping through the shimmering motes and then diving for her hair, the cursed beasts.

Freedom had yet to live up to Katia’s expectations.

Not that she was ungrateful, of course. Being under the thrall of a wizard, forced to bow to his every whim thanks to the enchanted control crystal thrust upon her in adolescence, had been a terrible existence. Her master had even deluded her into thinking him a kind and trusted guardian. Once rid of the crystal, she’d gained both clarity and perspective.

How unfortunate that there was no crystal to alleviate the weight of her ennui. Oh, the irony of this invidious situation. While under the thrall of a wizard, she’d had purpose, direction, and the illusion of a meaningful life. As a free dragon, she had no idea what to do with herself, aside from guarding the interdimensional portal that led from Tarakona to Earth. It had been her first decision, truly her own, as a free dragon.


“If the citizens of this world will not aid us, then I shall defend the portal. To my very last breath. None shall pass.”



She’d meant it, too. 

She shook her head, dislodging more of the nasty spores that clung to her disheveled locks like fleas, thoroughly frustrated. Of course she’d meant it! She simply hadn’t realized how the minutes, hours, and days would drag on. Since her friend and fellow dragon Alliah Red was scouring Tarakona in search of aid to help guard the portal, Katia had been its sole defender. Well, she and the gnomes from Earth, who were terrible companions and worse cooks. 

Her only other companions were the wretched bats. 

There were no distractions, no basin, ewer, or sweet soap with which to wash—just a bedroll, a primitive privy in another chamber, and questionable food provided by the gnomes. She had no magic, or rather, no magic she could wield. She couldn’t even shapeshift into her fearsome dragon form within the confined space. If she had either magic or the space to shift, the bats would be roasting over a spit by now. Not that bats would make a satisfying meal, but their incessant attacks wore on her already frayed nerves.

Would this torment never end?

A sudden crash of stones and rush of wind triggered her instincts. Sword raised and stance at the ready to attack or defend, she scanned the chamber, but the sounds that echoed through the space and faded into the caverns beyond had come from the other side of the portal. A few times the gnomes’ traps and tricks had been activated by unwary denizens of the city above, but not this time.

“Phil! Get back in there and kick some ass!” 

A booming voice from the other side of the portal raised the hairs on the back of Katia’s neck. What the bloody hell? No one on the Earth side should be so close to the portal, except friends and allies.

And none of her Earth friends sounded like that.

A shiver ran down her spine. Curse this infernal twitching. She’d never been so skittish in her life. Perhaps the tedium of guard duty had finally caught up with her. After all, she was a red dragon built for battle, not idleness. 

Not that she’d been able to assume her dragon form of late, or engage in glorious battles. That honor extended to members of the Dragon Liberation Front who’d recently started a rebellion while she waited in a dank cave, growing more restless by the hour.

A barrage of excited whoops, barked commands, and growls joined the chorus of chaos beyond the shimmering swirl of colors and sparks that formed the gateway between Tarakona and Earth.

“Sonic! Slingblade! I’ll drop kick your scaly tails into next Tuesday if you don’t get your heads in the game!”

Her blood boiled as threats of violence and vile insults echoed throughout the chamber. The bearer of the booming voice was clearly a bully and a fiend. And what of his targets? The unfortunate souls who would have their “scaly tails kicked into next Tuesday?” 

Oh, dear—could the bully do that? Only a powerful wizard could bend time to his will, just as the wizards of her homeland bent the wills of dragons to do their bidding. Torren Transom, her former master, had held her and many other dragons under his thrall for years before they gained their freedom. And not all dragons were truly free yet, would not be free until the Earth pixies removed their thrall crystals.

Wait, scaly tails...bending time...

By the Sword of Cecilia, Matron Saint of the Red Warriors, could it be? Did the booming voice belong to a wizard? She’d only visited Earth briefly, but she knew the hamlet of Magic in the Province of New Mexico was home to wizards, witches, and all manner of shapeshifting creatures.

Like dragons. 

A low growl erupted from her throat. No doubt the tracery beneath her skin, swirling crimson patterns that marked her as a red dragon, undulated and danced in anticipation of battle. An Earth wizard loomed on the other side of this blasted portal, and he was clearly torturing dragons.

No, she couldn’t be sure. Not without stepping through the portal and leaving the cavern that held it unguarded. Many Tarakonan wizards learned of the secret portal’s existence after Katia and Alliah had attempted to hide there with other dragons after last month’s grand escape. The greedy wizards had followed the blood trail left by Leopold, an untamed and injured crystal dragon. The governor of Valiant province, who had vowed she would claim all the recently freed dragons as her own, also knew of the portal. Not that many Tarakonan dragons were still on Earth, but they hoped to use Earth as a sanctuary in the future. And Earth had its own innocent citizens in need of protection. 

It would be too dangerous for Katia to abandon her sentry post.

On the other hand, the labyrinth of catacombs that concealed the portal was difficult to navigate and laden with traps. Their allies from Earth, including the gnomes and a witch who conjured spells through something she called “science,” had created snares on both sides of the portal to capture anyone who approached it without permission.  

“Woo hoo! Slingblade fires, and she scores! Anaru, get over here and put out that fire before Sonic loses another wing!” The booming voice seemed to relish the threat of wing loss and fire. How revolting! 

It dawned on her then. His talk of a game, the admonition to “kick some ass,” an Earth phrase that meant brawling, or performing well enough in a given task to win. One of the dragons had apparently “scored” by using fire. Cecilia’s Sword! The wizard could be pitting the dragons under his thrall against one another in blood sport. Such cruelty was commonplace in her world. She’d even participated in the deadly games at the whim of her master, may he rot in the pits of despair forever. If it happened on Tarakona, it could happen on Earth. The two realms shared so many similarities, and cruelty was universal.

She clenched her fists so hard the bones in her fingers cracked.

Oh no you don’t, you lily-livered scoundrel. Not on my watch.

True, she’d been admonished to guard the portal, to make certain that no wizards from Tarakona escaped to Earth, nor any inhabitants of Earth entered her realm. It was vital to secure this gateway until the Dragon Liberation Front determined how to control when it opened and closed.

But the raucous collie-shangle couldn’t be that far away. Surely she could investigate and intervene—only if necessary of course—without shirking her guard duties.

A loud, booming sound like thunder from the gods reverberated through the chamber, its intensity strong enough to shake the glowing mold that clung to the damp stones. Billions of spores swirled through the musty air, let lose by the blast that still echoed throughout the maze of ruins beneath Valiant City. 

At least fifty filthy bats had swarmed the cavern now, their racket nearly as deafening as the din coming from the Earth side.

Bloody fools! She had to stop them before they unleashed an earthquake beneath the city, one that would draw unwanted attention. If their infernal noise and earth-shattering blood sport didn’t alert them, the spread of fungal spores would soon light the way to the portal like gas lamps.

Fighting against the ringing in her ears, Katia squared her shoulders, raised her sword, and stepped through the portal.
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Ju-long scanned the brilliant blue, cloudless sky, glancing down at his digital stopwatch from time to time in breathless anticipation. Sonic was close to beating her record for maintaining supersonic speed in spite of the hit from Slingblade. If she could finish in less than a minute thirty, they’d be raising their glasses to her tonight over brews, burgers, and hotdogs.

Anaru had put out the fire on her left wing, dutiful mate that he was, but Sonic still had enough dart scales embedded in her flank to interfere with aerodynamics. Slingfang would owe her BFF at least three pitchers of Margaritas for that injury. 

Four if it blew her record-in-the-making. 

Good thing Slingfang hadn’t nailed Sonic in the ass...

Ju-long extended his senses, tapping into his connection with the dragons on his team that allowed him to sense their moods and their needs. Sonic’s exhilaration rushed through him in powerful waves, quickening his pulse and filling him with a rush of triumph. No anger or hard feelings came through. She wasn’t cross with Slingfang, then.

Slingfang wasn’t angry, either, but a something else filled the other lady dragon in their group—cunning and calculation, of course. A natural tactician and strategist, Slingfang kept them all on their toes, but the degree of determination coursing through her gave him pause.

She was up to something, something that had the devious dragon a bit too excited. He’d have to keep an eye on her.

As Sonic zoomed overhead, Anaru offered his signature brand of encouragement in a deep, gurgling voice. “Haul ass, babe!”

Anaru shifted his whale-sized serpentine body in the freakishly large saltwater tank to get a better view of his mate’s progress. The big lummox would tip it over if he kept wiggling so much, but that much pride and devotion to his lady was hard to contain. Damned tank had been a bitch to transport and had doubled the cost of their desert training retreat, though. Why he agreed to pay the witch full price for magicking the tank to their current location, just outside of Magic, New Mexico, was beyond him.

Okay, that wasn’t entirely true. 

The witch had thrown in the water transport for free. And she’d had a pretty face and killer rack. Being between girlfriends had left Ju-long susceptible to all manner of feminine wiles.

“No,” he muttered to himself, laughing. “I did it for you, buddy.” It was good to see the guy so happy. Hard up as he was, Ju-long could at least be honest and acknowledge his calling for what it was. He’d been born to help dragons in need.

The dragonshifter splashing around the tank was a far cry from the man he’d found on one of New Zealand’s subantarctic islands. By the time Ju-long successfully tracked down the injured water dragon in distress, he’d been near death after drifting in the frigid sea for three weeks
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