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        I was her prisoner...she was my enemy. Now I'd burn kingdoms to keep her.

      

      

      
        
        VALEN

      

      

      I’ve been chained like a beast for a year.

      Collared. Muzzled. Left to rot in a dungeon beneath the palace of my enemy.

      But when his sister, a curvy little princess, offers me freedom in exchange for a favor, I listen.

      She needs a dragon to fly her across the Poison Desert to save her dying mother.

      And I need her blood to Shift.

      But not just any bite will do.

      

      I have to sink my fangs into her inner thigh—right next to her untouched, forbidden heat.

      And when I do… she moans.

      She tastes like magic…feels like destiny…and smells like MINE.

      Now we’re bound together on a dangerous quest full of cursed forests, wicked witches, and ancient trials that force us closer with every step.

      She was supposed to be a means to an end...

      But now I’d burn down kingdoms to keep her.

      

      
        
        IRENA

      

      

      They said the beast in the dungeon was dangerous.

      They were right.

      But I’m desperate—and the only way to save my mother is to make a deal with the terrifying man in chains.

      He’s not just a man—he’s a Drake Shifter with claws, fangs, and eyes that glow like embers in the dark.

      He says he can fly me across the desert…

      But first, he demands my blood—and not from anywhere innocent.

      He bites me on my thigh, and the pleasure is like fire licking across my skin.

      Now I can feel him inside me… even when he’s not touching me.

      

      I thought I was just using the beast to save my family.

      But the longer we travel, the more I realize—he’s not the monster in this story.

      And I’m not sure I want to be saved.
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        * * *

      

      What to expect from Mistress of the Red Dragon:

      
        
          	
        Possessive dragon shifter hero
      

      	
        Virgin princess heroine
      

      	
        Magical blood bond & biting
      

      	
        Forced proximity quest fantasy
      

      	
        Fated mates, enemies-to-lovers
      

      	
        Monster romance with spice
      

      	
        Fairytale with heat
      

      	
        Doing it in dragon form ; )
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          IRENA

        

      

    

    
      We have a beast chained in our basement.

      I say “basement” but it’s really more of a dungeon—a dank, dark space with stone walls so ancient and damp they have moss growing on them. The only light filters in from a gap in the stones high above, so narrow it can hardly be called a window. It smells of rot and the squeaking of rats can be heard along with the steady drip-drip-drip of water in a corner somewhere.

      It’s cold down here—so cold it makes me shiver in my court gown, which is low cut—the better to show my shoulders and bosom to any possible suitors.

      Not that I have any.

      I am “too plump to be fashionable and not pretty enough to make up for it”—at least according to the other ladies of the Court, who like to smirk behind their fans at me. But none of them are with me now—none of those delicate, bird-boned Nobles with their pale skin and stick-thin figures would dare come down into the dungeon and see what I am seeing.

      For standing in the middle of this grim place is the beast—the one I must tame.

      I stand in the shadows and watch him…trying to work up the nerve to do what I must do. But my heart is pounding and the silver ring I wear on my right forefinger feels heavy and cold—filled with ominous promise.

      He is huge—almost seven feet tall with muscular arms and a broad chest. Well, really all of him is muscular—a fact I can see well enough since he’s completely naked.

      I am a gently bred lady—a princess, in fact. It’s wrong for me to look upon a naked man—and well I know it. My chaperone, Miss Mistral, would swallow her tongue if she knew what I am doing.

      So, for propriety’s sake, I do my best not to look between the beast’s muscular thighs, where a long shadow hangs nearly to his knees. Instead, I try to concentrate on the top part of him.

      He’s tall and broad shouldered, as I said, and he has long, tangled black hair that hangs down, covering part of his face. But I can still see his angry eyes through the strands—glowing red like living coals and filled with fury.

      It’s no wonder the beast is angry—around his neck is a thick silver collar inscribed with runes which glow faintly blue with magic. It’s the same magic that imbues the chains which hold him prisoner. Joined to thick silver manacles around his wrists and ankles, the chains glow with runes as well…and so does the silver key I have clutched in my hand.

      The key that can free him.

      I can’t believe I’m contemplating this—that I’m actually thinking of freeing the beast and trying to tame him to my will. I must be mad.

      You probably shouldn’t do this Irena, I lecture myself. It’s not safe—you don’t have the strength.

      The silver ring on my finger throbs, as though in agreement with my thoughts.

      But what choice do I have?

      None.

      As I stare at the bound and chained beast, my mind replays the conversation I overheard before dinner tonight, the conversation that convinced me this is my only course of action…
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      “I am sorry, Your Highness, but I fear your Royal mother has not long to live.” The Head Healer’s voice sounds mournful—he loves my mother, as do all the people of our kingdom.

      Good Queen Lorraina has ruled our land with a steady, even hand ever since the death of my father, King Ferrand, two years before. Her kindness and good judgment have earned her such sobriquets as “The Queen of Wisdom” and “Queen Lorraina the Just.” Truly, when she fell ill with the mysterious wasting sickness—the same one that carried my father off—the whole country knelt in prayer for her.

      My older brother shakes his head sadly when he hears the Head Healer’s words.

      “Ahh, why does death stalk those we love so dearly?” he asks, his voice laced with melancholy.

      My brother is a fine figure of a man—he’s nearly ten years older than me and wisdom already sits upon his shoulders. He has silver-green eyes—as do all those of our Royal bloodline—and though he is not yet middle-aged, his sable hair is thinning at the temples. But that doesn’t lessen his attraction to the ladies at Court—all of whom hope to be his bride. Whoever wins that honor will instantly become a princess—or soon, if the healer’s words are true—the queen of all our lands.

      But surely he must be wrong—I can’t lose both my father and my mother in the space of only two years, can I?

      I choke back tears as I listen to them talk, well hidden in the shadow of the decorative statue of an angel, servant of the One True Goddess. It guards my mother’s rooms, white marble wings outspread, and makes an excellent hiding place for someone like me who wants to know the truth.

      For weeks the Head Healer has been putting me off, telling me not to worry. He said that my mother would, of course, recover and live to rule for many more years upon the Silver Throne.

      But that was all a lie—I know that now. He tells the truth to my brother, Prince Kellis, without reservation. Perhaps because, with my brother, he doesn’t have to worry about “delicate female sensibilities” making him faint. Which is what he is clearly certain would happen to me, should he be truthful.

      This is the same man who prescribed me a sleeping draught so that I might sleep through my monthly courses instead of giving me the simple pain medication I requested. He also recommended against allowing me to learn and getting me a tutor. For, as he said, “too much knowledge may overwhelm the Princess’s delicate female brain and drive her to madness.”

      I am lucky my parents didn’t listen to this nitwitted advice—I would have grown up a complete ignoramus if they had. However, many of the parents of the Noble ladies in Court did listen and now some of them can barely read or write their own names. They often made fun of me when we were all children because I liked to read. I was called “boring” and “stuffy” and “fat”—which has nothing to do with my love of reading and much more to do with the fact that my mother refused to let the kitchen staff starve me.

      Most of the other women of Noble birth in our Kingdom grew up on a diet of clear broth and stewed vegetables—again upon the recommendation of the Head Healer.

      “For it is bad for a delicate lady to have too strong of a constitution,” I have heard him saying often. “Being too sturdy will make a female rebellious and strong-willed and we can’t have that now, can we?”

      I suppose that I am one of those “rebellious females” the Court has such a horror of. The Head Healer certainly seemed to think so when I cornered him and demanded to know the truth about my mother. He put me off, claiming she would be “right as rain, any day now, Princess. Now, don’t worry your pretty little head.”

      His condescension rankled me like an under-slip made of stinging nettles and I believed him not at all. Which is why I am hiding behind the statue of the angel to hear what he truly thinks of the Queen’s condition.

      “But is there truly nothing we can do—no cure, either physical or magical—which can reverse the wasting?” my brother asks earnestly.

      “None, I fear. It would take a Healing Draught brewed by the Sorceress of Thornmere Forest herself to cure your mother now,” the Healer says.

      At this, my brother sighs deeply for the Healer might as well have told him it was completely impossible. Thornmere Forest is known to be impassable, with huge old trees growing so close together that inside it’s said to be black as night, even at noon. And the Sorceress he speaks of lives right in the center of that magical tangle.

      But even if one were able to find their way through the forest, they would have to get to it first—which is utterly impossible. Between our kingdom and Thornmere, lies the Poison Desert—so named because the fumes that rise from it will choke and strangle even the strongest man. Also, the touch of its burning sands is like acid—scarring and eating flesh down to the bone in a matter of moments.

      Some say the Sorceress put the desert there herself—to keep anyone from bothering her. And some say it’s an evil curse from a magician who was angered by one of my long-forgotten Royal ancestors. But however it was made, it remains an uncrossable barrier between our kingdom and the forest where the Sorceress lives.

      “Ahh, if only one could fly across the desert and straight over the walls of the Sorceress’s stronghold,” my brother says sadly. “If only I could, I would go at once and pay any price to get my dear mother a cure.”

      “We all feel that way, Your Majesty,” the Head Healer says comfortingly. “Alas, even with the magic in your Royal blood, such things are impossible.”

      “Indeed they are,” my brother says.

      But are they?

      As the two of them wander down the hallway, speaking of other things, my brother’s words ignite an idea in my brain—yes, my delicate feminine brain that’s supposed to be too weak to hold any knowledge. And maybe what I’m thinking is crazy, but it seems to me that there may be a way to get the Draught of Healing for my mother.

      My brother said, “if only one could fly over the dessert,” which is, of course, impossible—for a regular person.

      But not for a dragon.

      And that is what makes me think of the beast chained in our basement.

      He is one of the horrid enemies our kingdom has been fighting for years and years—they look like humans but inside, they turn into animals—which is why we call them “beasts.”

      For inside each one of them, is a huge, fire-breathing dragon. They can change at will, so it’s said, and no one would be safe from them were it not for the magic net our Court Magicians use to keep our skies dragon-free. It’s invisible, of course, but if it wasn’t there, the skies would be full of huge, fire-breathing dragons flying down to incinerate our castle and the whole rest of the kingdom too!

      They’re so dangerous, in fact, that my mother was quite upset when my brother captured the beast and brought him home.

      “Kellis, I don’t think you ought to have done that,” she said, when my brother bragged about it proudly—how he had bested the beast in a duel and forced him into human form and dragged him home in chains. “What if the magic fails and he’s set free?” she asked. “What if he burns the whole castle to the ground out of rage?”

      “Nonsense, Mother dear,” Kellis said, waving one hand in the air, as though to shoo her worries away. “The magic of our bloodline is strong. He will never break the magic chains and collar I have placed on him. And I hold the only key—I keep it hidden safe in my room.”

      Luckily, Kellis isn’t too imaginative when it comes to hiding places. I found the key as well as the silver ring and part of an ancient manuscript hidden under his mattress—it was only the second place I looked. I went directly after dinner, knowing that my brother would be spending time with the Court ladies and I would have plenty of time to search. So, I was able to take my time.

      I studied the scrap of manuscript well, for it had to do with the magic used in the collar, chains, and the ring I now wear. It was written in the Old Tongue and was difficult to puzzle out, despite my tutor pounding it into my head for hours. I am grateful for his lessons now, for I understand what I’m doing. Well…mostly.

      According to the manuscript, the power used to control the beast is two-fold—there is magic in the ring I now wear and also the collar around his neck and the two of them are linked. That is, when I give a command, the collar will force him to obey it. That’s the first part of the magic—the second part comes from having Royal blood flowing in my veins.

      Our family has always had magic—some more than others. It’s one reason we rose to rule the kingdom of Theravan in the first place and also why we’ve been in power for so long. Family lore says my great-great-great-great grandmother was a powerful sorceress and she bent the land to her will. Then she chose her own husband and ruled with him as she pleased.

      Over time, the magic transferred more to the males in our line, or so said the Court Historian, when I pestered him to learn more about my amazing ancestress. But I still have magic in my blood as well, though I am only a lowly female. I know it because the moment I put the silver ring on my finger, it shrank to fit me and glowed blue, acknowledging my ownership. It wouldn’t do that if I didn’t have enough magic to wield it…and to control the beast.

      I am almost certain of that.

      The manuscript held knowledge but also a warning to the wearer of the ring.

      “Be ye not too hasty in the making of an order,” it said. “For he who wields the ring must pay in body when the beast wearing the collar fights in spirit. If thy will be not strong enough to overcome his temper, thou may be drained of bodily force, fall ill, or even die.”

      I have to admit, I’m not one hundred percent sure what that means, but there is an even more ominous warning contained in the ancient text. And if you’re wondering what could be more ominous than possible death, let me tell you.

      It also said, “Be ye aware that the one who controls the beast must also clean him and rest with him nightly. Also, he must feed the beast…not on food or drink but on the wearer of the ring’s own blood.” Only, because it’s written in the Old Tongue, the manuscript spelled it “Blude.”

      So if I want to control the beast, I have to let him bite me.

      This warning almost made me put the ring and key back under my brother’s mattress. Everyone knows that beasts have long, curving fangs and that they drink from each other in some kind of bizarre, perverted blood ritual. Just the thought makes me shiver.

      As I said, I almost put the ring and key back…but then I remembered my mother’s face, so wan and pale against her pillow. I remembered how my dear father had slipped away too and how badly I missed him.

      I cannot lose my mother—not if there’s some way to save her. I must go through with this—no matter how frightened I may be.

      I am determined to do this and I am bolstered by the last sentence in the old manuscript. It read, “Be not feared of the beast for as long as thou wearest the ring and he the collar, he cannot kill thee, because…”

      Unfortunately, that’s where the scrap of manuscript ended. It looked like it was torn from a larger book and the ragged end of it was too torn to make out the reason why the beast cannot kill me.

      Still, though, it gives me courage. I know that I can do this—I must do this. I must tame the beast—bend him to my will—and get the Health Draught potion which can save my mother.

      I will do it or die trying.
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      It’s all very well to make noble sounding vows, but it’s another thing to carry them out, which is what I find as I stand shivering in the dungeon.

      I’m not frightened—not at all. At least, this is what I tell myself as I watch the beast from the shadows. His huge, muscular body is tense and every once in a while I see him test his chains—pulling hard against the glowing blue metal links that hold him in place. He can make no headway, however—my family’s magic is strong. Strong enough to hold him until I use the key.

      Do I dare to do it?

      I must, I tell myself. I am strong enough—I can control him.

      And yes, I can feed him. It’s not like I’m one of the Noble women of the court—so thin and willowy a stiff breeze might blow them over. I have what my chaperone calls “child bearing hips,” and a generous bosom as well—much of it is on display in the Court gown I’m wearing at the moment.

      I wish I would have had time to change—the swirl of silver-green fabric which makes my eyes stand out is hardly the right outfit to go adventuring in. But I was in a hurry to search my brother’s rooms and find what I needed. And I knew that if I went all the way back to my own rooms, on the fourth floor, and changed and then came back, the guards would notice and someone might ask why I was strolling around the castle wearing outdoor clothing.

      So the best I could do was to take my hooded cloak, which was hanging in the cloak room, and hurry down to the dungeon as soon as I had the key and ring.

      Of course, you might wonder, why am I doing this myself? Why not bring the idea to my brother and let him undertake the dangerous quest? That is a question I find difficult to answer—even to myself.

      One might suppose that my brother would have thought of this idea himself. After all, it was he who captured the beast and chained him in our dungeon. And, being male, he has far more magic than me to control him with the ring and collar.

      But since my mother has fallen ill, my brother is much consumed with the running of the kingdom. He has taken over almost all the functions of the ruling monarch and who would do those duties if he left? Certainly not me. Though it was a woman who started our dynasty, females are now deemed unfit to rule—except in dire circumstances, like my father’s death.

      My brother petitioned to ascend to the throne when he died, but my mother denied him, saying that he wasn’t ready to rule yet. He seems to be doing well enough now—though he spends a great deal of time with the ladies of the Court, as I said before.

      So, since my brother is busy ruling, I must be the one to go. No one else can do it—we are the only two Royals left in our family’s line. And without Royal blood in their veins, no one but Kellis or I can hope to command the beast with the ring and collar.

      Of course, if I told him of my plan, I am certain he would forbid it. He’s always tried to shield me from any activity he considers too rigorous for a female. And taming a dragon would certainly fall into that category.

      So since I dare not ask for permission, I’ll have to settle for begging for forgiveness—not that I’ll need it. I’m quite certain that when I bring home the Healing Draught and my mother is restored to full health and is sitting on the throne again, my brother will thank me with tears in his eyes and the whole kingdom will rejoice.

      But it does me no good to stand around imagining the joyful results of my dangerous quest—I must embark on the quest first in order to reach the happy ending. I am about to step out of the shadows and confront the beast when his deep, rumbling voice speaks.

      “I know you’re there, Princess,” he says. “I can smell you from here.”
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      I smell her long before I see her. Her scent—rich and feminine but also laced with the sharp spark of magic that defines the Royal family of Theravan—teases my sensitive nose. But I smell more on her—I’ve been locked up here for so long, I’ve forgotten what the outdoors smells like, but this princess brings it with her.

      Perhaps she’s been wandering in the meadows and forests outside the castle—free as the air since she has no chains upon her, holding her down. Perhaps she’s simply been standing out on a balcony, taking in the sunshine while a breeze swirled through her hair, caressing her face with a taste of freedom. She is able to come and go as she pleases for no chains bind her and no manacles hold her in place.

      Gods, how I hate her.

      I hate them all—the whole fucking Royal family of Therevan! Ever since Prince Kellis drugged me and put this fucking magic collar on me, I’ve been trapped. He’s kept me locked in his dungeon for what feels like an eternity, and I’ve had nothing better to do than to try and escape and plot his demise once I do.

      But the magic of their family is too strong. It’s one reason my people stay well clear of Theravan—the Royal Family has always been dangerously powerful, and this princess is even stronger than the prince who captured me. My nose can detect it easily, for the sharp scent of magic stings my nose as she draws closer to me.

      “Show yourself, Princess!” I snarl, daring her to appear from the shadows. “Why do you hide? Do you fear me? Because you fucking should!”

      My words seem to prod her to action for at last she emerges from behind the pillar where she was hiding.

      She steps into the light and my breath catches in my throat. She’s tall for a female—though still quite short compared to me—and she has luscious curves. Her full breasts are on display in the silver-green gown she wears and her waist dips in and then flares out again into wide hips, perfect for gripping. I can’t help envisioning thick thighs under her skirts as well, just made to wrap around a male’s head.

      Her eyes are the same disarming shade as her dress—a poisonous silver-green—and long golden-brown hair cascades around her shoulders.

      Her beauty only makes me hate her more.

      “What do you want down here in the dungeon, little Princess?” I rasp, for my throat is suddenly dry. It’s been so long since I drank from a female and her scent torments me—makes my fangs itch and throb with the desire to sink into her flesh and taste her sweet blood.

      She lifts her chin and takes another step towards me. I can tell she’s trying not to show her fear, but she might as well save the effort—I can smell it all over her—she’s terrified and yet she’s not running away for some reason.

      “I have come to command you,” she says and her voice is surprisingly low for a female and quite musical.

      “Command me to do what?” I ask flatly. What does she think she’s playing at? “I’m fucking chained to the wall,” I point out to her. “Command all you want, sweetheart—I can’t do a fucking thing.”

      She doesn’t answer in words—instead, she raises her hand and I see two things. First, she’s wearing a thick silver ring on her forefinger—just looking at it makes the collar around my neck flex like a live thing. Second, she’s holding a silver key—the key to my freedom.

      “I have come to command you,” she says again. “And you will obey me.”

      I stare down at her.

      “That remains to be seen but you have my attention,” I tell her, my voice coming out in a hoarse growl. “Now what the fuck do you want?”
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      “What the fuck do you want?” he growls in that deep, guttural voice and for a moment, my breath catches in my throat and I can’t answer. He’s so big—so overwhelming. Even chained, his power leaves me breathless and his eyes—glowing like two angry red coals—glare down at me through his tangled black hair.

      I feel as though I have a lump of cold lead in my stomach and my palms are sweating but I must continue—how can I tame him if I can’t even master myself?

      Gathering my courage, I look up at him.

      “I want you to bear me on your back across the Poison Desert, all the way to the stronghold of the Sorceress of Thornmere Forest,” I say in a rush.

      To my surprise, he throws back his head and laughs—a full-throated rumble that I can feel in my bones. Then he looks down at me again.

      “No,” he says flatly.

      No? He’s not supposed to be able to say “no”—is he? Not when I wear the ring and he wears the collar!

      “You will bear me over the Poison Desert and to the Sorceress’s stronghold,” I say again, putting all the force of will I can muster behind the words. “I will be your Mistress.”

      “You can call yourself whatever you fucking want, but I’m not flying over the fucking desert with you on my back,” he says. “I’d have to fly so high above sand to keep the poison fumes from killing us both that you’d freeze to death.”

      For a moment, I’m speechless. Then I find my voice.

      “I don’t care about the cold—I have my cloak,” I tell him.

      “And you think that will save you?” He lifts one eyebrow at me sardonically.

      “I’ll be fine.” I toss my head impatiently. “I have my magic to keep me warm.”

      Of course, I have no idea if the magic in my blood will actually keep me warm, but it’s better to make him think I’m more magical than I actually am.

      He gives me a speculative look.

      “All right. Tell me why you want to go so badly—badly enough to come and face the ‘beast’ in his den.”

      The way he’s talking really surprises me. All my life I’ve been taught that the beasts are ignorant and animalistic—not intelligent enough to hold a simple conversation with, let alone a debate. Yet, despite his use of profanity, he seems more than able to keep up with me.

      I decide not to lie.

      “My mother, Queen Lorraina, is ill. She needs a Health Draught prepared by the Sorceress of Thornmere.” I hold up my hand, showing him the silver ring which is glowing faintly blue with magic. “And so you are going to take me to her—and back again,” I add quickly, for it would do no good to get the magical cure and then be unable to return.

      “Why should I?” he counters. “Why should I help heal your mother—or any of your fucking family? You chained me down here like an animal—I fucking hate you all.”

      The look on his face is so fierce—so full of fury—that for a moment I feel my courage falter. Then I remind myself that he is my people’s ancient enemy and I have the power. I’m supposed to anyway, but the ring and collar aren’t working exactly as I expected.

      I had imagined that I would give an order and he would obey it at once, without question. Instead, he’s refusing and questioning everything I say. What am I doing wrong?

      I don’t know, but there’s nothing I can do but press on.

      “It doesn’t matter if you hate me and my family,” I say, lifting my chin. “Though I will point out it was my brother who captured you. My mother objected to keeping you. I believe she would have made him let you go if she hadn’t fallen ill.”

      “And what about you, little Princess?” he growls. “Did you say anything against your brother keeping a living, thinking male who has done no harm to you or your family chained in the dungeon? Did you?”

      I feel a twinge of guilt—which I try to suppress.

      “I…it’s not my place to say anything,” I get out at last. “My brother is the Crown Prince—he is heir to the throne, not me.”

      “So you didn’t give a fuck that I was chained down here until you needed to use me,” he snarls. “And now you expect me to ask ‘how high?’ when you say ‘jump!’”

      I feel another surge of guilt. Maybe I shouldn’t have believed Kellis when he told us the beast deserved to be chained and locked away. But the Drake people have been our mortal enemies for as long as I can remember—I grew up hearing tales of how they used to burn our towns and fields to the ground before our magicians put the magic, invisible net over all our lands to keep them out.

      I push the guilt away again—I’m here to save my mother. That’s all that matters now.

      “You must obey.” I tell the beast.

      I raise my hand with the ring and watch as it glows a brighter blue and begins to warm. At the same time, I feel a strange sensation—almost like someone or something is pulling on me—maybe even pulling something out of me, though I don’t know what.

      “You will take me there and back again,” I insist.

      The beast growls but the silver collar around his neck glows brighter too until it matches the ring I wear. He’s fighting me—fighting the power the ring and collar give me over him. The pulling sensation in my midsection grows stronger and I tighten my stomach muscles, trying to endure it—to brace against whatever it is. It doesn’t feel pleasant at all and I have the feeling that something precious is being drained from me.

      “What makes you think you’d be safe with me, little Princess?” His voice has dropped to a menacing rumble that makes all the short hairs at the back of my neck stand up. “Once you unlock me from these chains, what’s stopping me from Shifting to my Drake and burning your whole fucking castle to the ground—with you and your entire family inside it?”

      His words make my throat dry with sudden fear, but I can’t let him know what I feel.

      “You can’t do that—I won’t allow it,” I say, as sternly as I can. I show him the ring again. “While I wear this and you wear your collar you must obey me. Besides, the wearer of the collar cannot kill the wearer of the ring.”

      I still don’t know why he can’t kill me—that was on the lost part of the manuscript. But I trust that it’s true and the little surge I feel from the ring seems to back me up.

      “So you think you can control me, do you?”

      Suddenly, the beast lunges forward, as far as his chains will allow. This motion brings his face within inches of mine.

      I gasp and stumble backwards as he bares his teeth, showing long, sharp fangs that gleam in the half-light. I swear they’re as long as my finger!

      “You know you’ll have to feed me on your blood if you unlock me, don’t you?” he rumbles. “You understand it’s the price you must pay to bend me to your will?”

      I take a deep, shaky breath, trying to calm my racing heart. Part of me wants to turn tail and run, but I can’t do that—my mother’s life is on the line. I’ll do anything to save her—brave any danger.

      “I know I must give you my blood,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. “I am prepared to do that.”

      “Ahh, but it’s been so fucking long since I drank from a female,” he growls. “And I’m so fucking thirsty. I might just drain you dry, my pretty little Princess.”

      “That’s enough!” I snap. I can only get so frightened before my fear turns to anger. I step up to him and put my finger in his face. “I know the rules—I read the manuscript,” I tell him. “You can’t kill me and you must obey me. I’m prepared to do anything I have to in order to save my mother’s life, so I will unlock you and then you will take me to get her cure. Is that understood?”

      He looks at me for a long moment.

      “On one condition,” he says at last.

      I want to shout that he can’t make conditions—I am the one wearing the ring and he has on the collar. Supposedly, I have all the power in this situation. But here he is, bargaining with me.

      However, maybe if we make a bargain, he’ll be less trouble. I have to admit, after the battle of wills we’ve been having, I’m feeling light-headed and weak. I wonder if the pulling/draining sensation I had earlier was the feeling of my strength being siphoned away to feed the magic of the ring and collar and make him do my bidding?

      “All right—I’m listening,” I say, just as he did earlier. “What’s your condition?”

      “I’ll take you to the stronghold of the Sorceress and I’ll bring you back again. But once I leave you here on your lands, you must remove this collar and let me go free,” he tells me.

      I nibble my lower lip. Kellis won’t like it that I let the beast go—especially after he went to so much trouble to fight him and capture him. Then again, I am sure he would agree that healing our mother is worth any price. He might be angry for a time, but he’ll forgive me once mother is well again.

      Also, now that I know he’s not actually a mindless animal, it seems wrong to keep him chained up—even if he is incredibly annoying. I have to admit, my mind would rest easier if I could promise to let him go free when the quest is done.

      “All right,” I say at last. “But you must obey my orders. No more fighting—I want you to do what I say when I say it.”

      He lifts his eyebrows.

      “Bossy little thing, aren’t you?”

      “I wear the ring of control,” I remind him. “I can be as bossy as I want.”

      “Fine.” He blows out a breath. “If you abide by the laws of the ring and collar, so will I. Unlock me and let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      “Another thing—stop swearing so much,” I say, producing the silver key. “It’s coarse and I don’t like it.”

      “I don’t much give a fuck what you like or not, pretty little Princess,” he growls. “I’ve been chained up in your basement dungeon for almost a fucking year—I’ll swear if I fucking well want to.”

      I think about giving him an order not to swear…and then remember the draining sensation and how I still feel a little dizzy. So instead of ordering, I simply purse my lips and go to fit the key into the lock of his left wrist manacle so I can free his hand.

      Following that, I free his right hand, watching him carefully as I do so. I’m waiting to see if he’ll lash out, but instead he just rubs his wrists, where there are angry red marks from the magic manacles.

      I kneel at his feet, (which are absolutely huge) to unlock the manacles around his ankles, trying hard not to notice the long shaft dangling between his thighs. But I can’t help it—my eyes flick up to catch sight of it once or twice.

      I’ve never seen a man’s equipment before but I have seen a bull’s once when Father went to judge the livestock at a nearby town. What I see between the beast’s legs reminds me of the bull—shockingly long and thick. I wonder how in the world he can use it on anyone. Perhaps the women of the Drake people have more accommodating anatomy.

      Being this close to him, I cannot help but notice his smell—but it’s not what I would have expected. I thought that after being chained for so long, he would smell rank and disgusting because in fact he does look rather sweaty and dirty.

      However, he doesn’t smell bad at all—his scent reminds me of bonfire night, when we build a huge fire in the courtyard to celebrate the coming of the New Year. It’s a hot, spicy scent and below it I smell a kind of deep, masculine musk that draws me to him rather than repelling me.

      Don’t be foolish, Irena! I tell myself sternly. This beast is your prisoner—even though you are freeing him, he is yours to command for as long as you wear the ring and he wears the collar. Don’t forget that you must stay in control of him if you wish to save Mother’s life!

      When I finish unlocking the second ankle manacle, I stand up and take a step back…

      And that’s when his hand shoots out and grabs me by the throat.
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      I wait until the manacles are gone and I’m completely free. Then I take her by the throat and drag her towards me.

      She gasps, her pretty, silver-green eyes going wide as she pries at my fingers with her own. I squeeze a little—not enough to cut off her air completely—just enough to frighten her.

      “Listen to me, Princess,” I growl, glaring at her. “I’ll take you where you want to go and keep my part of the bargain, but this is a partnership—not an ownership. I’m not your plaything or your toy to order around whenever you fucking please!”

      I squeeze a little harder—again, being careful of my pressure. I know the rules of the ring and collar—all my people do for they are the stuff of our nightmares. If the wearer of the collar kills the wearer of the ring he risks following her into death. Or—even worse—I might be forced permanently into my Drake form and never be able to recover my human half.

      I don’t want that—I like being dual natured. Flying as my Drake is wonderful and right now I crave it because I’ve been chained for so long. But getting enough food to feed my other half is difficult. Also, if I remained in my Drake’s form too long, I’d slowly start to lose the human half of my mind. I would become a dumb beast—which is what the Magic people claim we are anyway.

      I don’t want that either.

      So after a long moment, I ease my grip and lean down, pushing my face into hers.

      “Do you understand me, Princess?” I growl softly, breathing in her sweet, feminine scent.

      Her full breasts are heaving and the sight makes my cock stir between my legs. I’d probably be fucking hard as a stone if I wasn’t so low on blood. It’s been so long since I’ve drunk from a woman. My thirst roars and my fangs ache but I can’t bite her here—we need to get free of the fucking castle first.

      She opens her lips and I’m sure she’s going to agree, but when she speaks, her words are choked but defiant.

      “Be ye still!” As she speaks, I feel the collar tighten around my throat and the ring on her finger glows so brightly it’s almost blinding.

      And then, suddenly, I’m frozen.

      I mean it—I can’t fucking move. My whole body feels like it’s been encased in a thick layer of ice I can’t break through, no matter how hard I try.

      I fight the sensation. I have to move—I’m not letting her go until I’m Goddess-damned good and ready!

      However, the power of the collar is working on me. And it’s helped along by the power of the Princess herself—she has much stronger magic than her brother. I can feel her words echoing in my head, keeping me still, encased in that invisible ice.

      She definitely has the upper hand here. Fuck, what’s going to happen now?

      I have no fucking idea, but I’m pretty sure I won’t like it one fucking bit.
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      I pull away from his grip, rubbing my neck convulsively. My head feels like someone has driven an iron spike through my right eye and it’s still there. The pain is debilitating and it’s all I can do not to stumble and fall on the dirty dungeon floor.

      By some miracle I stay upright, but as long as I hold the beast in this kind of magical stasis the collar seems to have put him in, the pain doesn’t ease.

      I’m not even quite sure how this happened—I think it was because I panicked when he grabbed me by the throat. Which, by the way, I didn’t expect. I naively thought that because he can’t kill me, he also can’t lay hands on me.

      Obviously, I was wrong about that.

      The words that rose to my lips were from the list of “forbidden spells of power” that were on the scrap of manuscript beneath my brother’s mattress.

      “Use these only in thy greatest peril!” it warned and then it listed three simple spells. “Be ye Still. Be ye Silent. Be ye Smoll.”

      I think that last one was meant to be “small” but again, it was written in the Old Tongue.

      I can tell now why the spells were listed as “forbidden.” My head is aching and I feel like I’m going blind in my right eye. Goddess, the pain is horrible!

      But I must maintain my composure long enough to set some boundaries, or all this agony is for nothing.

      “Listen to me…”

      I raise one shaking finger to the beast’s face and see that the silver ring is glowing so brightly it lights up the room. Also, I’m definitely feeling the pulling or draining sensation again, siphoning away my strength. I need to make this quick.

      “You’re never going to touch me again—do you understand?” I demand. “Speak!”

      That command seems to have thawed his mouth because his lips—which are quite shapely for a male—twist into a cruel smile.

      “Won’t that make it impossible for you to ride on me, Princess?” he drawls. “Or for me to drink from you?”

      A very unladylike swear word rises to my lips and I swallow it down with some difficulty.

      “Fine,” I say at last. “What I meant to say was, you’ll never again touch me without my permission. Is that clear?”

      “As fucking crystal,” he growls. “Now are you going to let me go before you faint? Or would you prefer to collapse on the floor for the guards to find when they bring me the piss-poor excuse you have for supper around here?”

      My breath catches in my throat. The guards haven’t brought him his supper yet? That means they could come in at any time! I’m quite sure I’ll be forgiven for letting the beast go free once my mother is well again, but I don’t like the idea of my brother finding out before I even get to go on my quest. I hate to say it, but I’m not entirely sure he would approve and let me go.

      “Fine,” I say. “I release you.”

      As I speak the words, it’s as though an invisible hand has pulled the spike out of my eye. And my head—while still throbbing—is no longer in complete agony.

      However, I’m not completely back to normal. I feel weak and shaky and my finger—the one that wears the ring—feels scorched, as though I’d held it in the fire. Also, my stomach is rolling. But at least I’m no longer on the edge of fainting.

      The beast shakes himself like a dog shaking off water and looks down at me.

      “Well? Are we going?” he asks coolly, as though nothing happened. Apparently when I do one of the “forbidden spells” it only hurts me—not him. So even though he bears the effect of the spell, I take on the cost of it in bodily harm.

      It’s a good thing to know—I’ll try to avoid those spells in the future if I can, though I won’t spare myself the agony if I have to use them. When I say I’ll do anything to save my mother’s life, I absolutely mean it—even endure that horrible pain.

      Still, I hope I won’t have to. Maybe the beast has learned his lesson.

      “Yes, we’re going,” I say.

      I feel sick and weak and I’m not completely certain I won’t vomit up my dinner, but I straighten up and try to look unbothered.

      “Which way?” he demands. “I have no fucking clue where the exit is. I was drugged asleep when your brother brought me in here.”

      “What?” His words startle me. “But Kellis said he found you in your dragon form and then fought you until he turned you human before he brought you here.”

      “The fuck he did,” the beast growls. “Your idiot brother wouldn’t have a chance against my Drake form. We met at a tavern on the border between our lands. He must have put something in my wine because I woke up here, already in chains, with him leering in my face about how he’d ‘captured a beast.’” His eyes glow red with fury. “The fucker,” he mutters.

      I’m more shocked than ever!

      “I…I can’t believe that Kellis would act in such a low, unsporting manner,” I protest.

      “Believe what you want, sweetheart, but if you don’t lead the way out of here soon the guards are going to come and then we’ll both be in trouble. If they lock me up again, there’s no way I can fly you to Thornmere to get a cure for your mother,” he points out.

      “All right, it’s this way.” My head is still throbbing slightly as I lead the way to the back entrance of the dungeon—the one that hasn’t been used in years. It still opens, though—or at least it did a few years ago. I used it as a short cut when I was younger and went out to play in the meadows surrounding the castle. Of course, it’s been quite a while since then, but I hope it’s still unlocked.

      A few minutes later we come to it and I see—to my dismay—that the door isn’t locked—but it is barred.

      A thick wooden beam, bigger around than my thigh, has been placed through two iron brackets bolted to the stone wall on either side of the door. Since the door swings inward, there’s no way to open it without first removing the beam.

      I look at in despair—there’s no way I can lift it. In fact, I doubt two grown men could do it—it probably takes at least four guards, two on either end—to manage that heavy beam.

      But the beast is not deterred.

      “This is the only way out?” he asks, raising his eyebrows.

      I nod.

      “Other than going back upstairs and going out through the main entrance.”

      I doubt we’d make it through that way. There are guards standing at the portcullis and the beast would be impossible to disguise. He’s simply too huge and too strange, with his burning red eyes, to be anything but one of the Dragon people.

      Also, he’s still stark naked—a fact I’m trying hard not to notice now that we’re standing so close together. It’s extremely improper and if anyone saw me with him, my reputation would be ruined forever. Not that I really care what the snooty Nobles of the Court think of me but⁠—

      The beast takes a deep breath, breaking my frantic train of thought.

      “Stand aside, Princess,” he says.

      Crouching from his great height, he gets one broad shoulder under the thick wooden beam and slowly stands, lifting it as he goes.

      I watch, my eyes growing wide, as he manhandles the enormous piece of lumber away from the door and then lets it tumble to the ground with a hollow thud!

      “There.” He stands fully shrugging his shoulders as though to loosen them. “Now come on—let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      And, despite my earlier command, he takes me by the hand and drags me out the door and into the night.
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      The wind on my face after so long indoors feels like a blessing. I’m in a hurry to get out but I can’t help slowing just a moment to take a deep breath, filling my lungs with the smell of freedom. Gods, it’s been so long since I saw the sky!

      The stars are coming out and there’s a full moon overhead—good for navigation once I change to my Drake form. Not that I’m strong enough for that yet—I won’t be able to Shift until I quench my thirst for blood.

      My fangs get longer as I look down at the little princess, holding my hand. Or rather, I’m holding hers. She told me not to touch her, but I don’t give a fuck about that—we need to get clear of this fucking castle and she’s not going fast enough. In fact, even now she’s stumbling along as though she’s barely strong enough to stay upright.

      I think it was the freezing spell she did on me that weakened her. I could see her pretty face twist in agony while she held me in check and she’s been rubbing her temples since she let me go.

      “Hurry!” I bark at her. “We need to get somewhere I can Shift.”

      “I’m trying!” she pants. “Just…can’t run too fast in…this dress.”

      Her dress is fucking impractical for a prison break. It’s also not going to do her any favors when she tries to climb on my back while I’m in my Drake form.

      I think about stripping it off of her, but if I do that, I’m certain she’ll freeze once I get high enough in the air to fly above the Poison Desert without inhaling the noxious gasses the sands give off. So there’s only one option.

      Leaning down, I grab her around the thighs and hoist her up over my shoulder.

      “Oh! What are you doing? Put me down!” she gasps.

      I don’t bother answering. We need to get clear of the castle before the guards come down with my supper—usually just bread and water—and find me gone.

      I jog over the meadow surrounding the back of the castle with the princess bouncing on my shoulder. She’s still shouting for me to put her down and I can feel her tiny fists beating against my back but it doesn’t bother me a bit. She might have strong magic, but physically she’s no match for me—she can hit me all day long if she wants to. Feels like a massage.

      At last we get past the meadow and into a small copse of trees. I wait until I get to a broad clearing, big enough to Shift in, before I put her down.

      “You…how dare you do that?” she rages at me as she sweeps her hair back from her face. A lot of it came loose from the expensive golden hairpins she’s wearing and her face is flushed from being carried upside down.

      Her full breasts have nearly fallen out of the top of her low-cut dress too. I can see one ripe nipple poking out at me and a curve of dusky areola on the other side. Fuck! I’d be so fucking hard if I had enough blood in my system—which is the next order of business.

      “We had to get moving,” I say, shrugging. “You weren’t going fast enough, sweetheart.”

      “My name is not ‘sweetheart’ or ‘Princess,’” she snaps at me. Then she sees where I’m looking and her cheeks go scarlet as she quickly shoves her breasts back into her dress. “I am Princess Irena of the Royal House of Trelain of the kingdom of Therevan!” she exclaims, clearly trying to salvage her dignity.

      “Oh, so we’re making formal introductions now?” I ask, raising my eyebrows. “Very well, your Highness, I’m Valen, Red Drake of the Clan of the Crimson Dragon of the Sky Lands.” I narrow my eyes at her. “But you can just call me ‘beast’—isn’t that what your people think of mine? That we’re all just mindless beasts?”

      The guilty flush on her softly rounded cheeks lets me know I’m right.

      “I…I never said—” she begins.

      “Never mind,” I snap.

      I’m still fucking angry for what I went through at the hands of her brother—angry enough to Shift right now and fly away from here and let her mother die. Why should I care if the queen of the Magic people draws another breath or not? My clan would be better off if they all died out!

      Two things keep me from taking wing—no, make that three things. First and most obvious, the fucking collar around my neck. Second, I gave her my word—we made a bargain. And even if her people have no honor, mine do. A Drake’s word is sacred—never to be broken. And third I’m too fucking thirsty—I can’t Shift until I drink from her.

      Which is a situation I’m going to fix right now.

      “All right, Princess Irena,” I say, pronouncing her name with elaborate politeness. “It’s time—I need your blood.”
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      “I need your blood,” he says, and I feel my heart freeze within me.

      I knew this was coming—I told myself I was prepared. But that was before I saw his fangs up-close. They’re so long and sharp they remind me of daggers! And I’m supposed to let him drink from me?

      “You…you have to have it now?” I ask and hate myself for the way my voice goes high and uncertain on the last word.

      He frowns and crosses his arms over his broad chest.

      “If you want me to be able to Shift and fly us out of here before the guards come searching for us both, then yes—I need your blood now. It’s been almost a year since I’ve drunk from a female—I don’t have the power to take my Drake form until I do.”

      I said I would do anything to save my mother and I meant it.

      “Very well,” I say. Pulling back the long sleeve of my dress, I step up to him and offer him the fragile blue bracelet of veins that trace the underside of my wrist.

      But to my surprise, the beast—or perhaps I ought to start calling him “Valen”—shakes his head.

      “No. Not there—I can’t drink from your wrist,” he says, frowning.

      Goddess above! I feel faint but I know what that means.

      “Very well,” I say, trying to keep my voice cool and unbothered, though my heart is pounding like it’s trying to get out of my chest.

      I sweep my long hair to one side, baring the side of my throat for him. My skin is quite pale—he should have no trouble finding a vein.

      He takes me by the shoulders and I can’t help flinching as he leans closer.

      He’s so big. I feel like a child in an evil fairytale caught in a giant’s grip. His bonfire-and-male-musk scent fills my nose and makes me dizzy as he presses his face close to the vulnerable side of my neck. He inhales deeply—as though he’s a beast scenting me before he bites.

      I’ve never been so close to a male before—especially not such a big one. I try to stop the convulsive shiver that runs through me with no success. His big body radiates heat against my skin as though he’s running a fever, but I think this is just his normal temperature. Maybe because the dragon inside him is full of fire.

      “Mmm, you smell like springtime, little Princess,” he rumbles, and I feel his lips, surprisingly soft, against my neck.

      And then he licks me—his hot tongue tracing the delicate veins in my throat, sending a rush of forbidden sensation through my whole body. Chill-bumps break out all up and down my arms and my nipples are suddenly tight and aching.

      What’s wrong with me? I should hate this! And I do—or part of me does. But another part wants more.

      My mind is racing and my heart is pounding. I’ve never had a man touch me or lick me like this. In Court, a polite touch of one gloved hand to another is the extent of our intimacy.

      His mouth is so hot on my vulnerable flesh! I had no idea the side of my neck was so sensitive—having him touch me there feels almost as though he was touching another, more forbidden area. I press my thighs together where the secret part of me is enflamed, wishing I wasn’t feeling the way I’m feeling.

      “Oh!” I gasp, unable to be quiet as he licks me again. “What…how…how long is this going to take?”

      “It will take as long as it takes,” he growls softly in my ear. “But unfortunately, I can’t drink from your neck either.”

      “You…you can’t?” My voice comes out breathless.

      “No, I can’t.” He pulls back and I see that his eyes are burning red like coals again. “Such a pretty little Princess,” he rumbles and strokes a strand of hair out of my eyes. “I’m afraid I need to drink from your thigh.”

      “My what?” I can feel my eyes going wide with disbelief as I look up at him.

      “Your thigh,” he growls and I hear impatience in his voice and also hunger—or is it thirst?

      “Why from there? That’s completely unacceptable!” I protest. “I am a proper young lady who⁠—”

      “Who’s going to be dragged back to the castle in disgrace if I don’t get some blood so I can Shift,” he says flatly. “Look, sweetheart—taking blood from your thigh is as much for your benefit as it is for mine. Look at my fangs…”

      He leans closer and opens his mouth again, showing me the long, sharp, dagger-like fangs.

      “I…I don’t understand,” I say faintly.

      “Your wrist and neck are too delicate,” he explains. “If I try to bite you in either of those places, I’ll do serious damage. I might even fucking kill you—you’re too tiny and fragile for me to bite you anywhere except your thigh.”

      No one’s ever accused me of being “tiny” or “delicate” before—I’m considered much too big and tall for a woman by the Nobles of the Court. It’s one reason I have no suitors—my bookish ways being the other.

      But that isn’t my main focus. I bite my lower lip as I eye his fangs again. They look long enough to pierce right through my wrist and come out the other side. And I have to admit they could do serious damage to my neck too. But my thigh?

      “I…I don’t…” I begin, unsure of what to say. “I’ve never let a man⁠—”

      “Of course you haven’t—you’re a virgin, aren’t you?”

      As he speaks, he’s already kneeling before me and pushing me against a tree. The rough bark scratches me through my cloak and gown.

      “That’s a…a very impertinent question!” I gasp.

      “Not nearly as impertinent as this.”

      And with that, he raises my skirts, baring my legs to the cold night air as he presses his face between my thighs.
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