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        Grier’s fiery passion for Salena might be everything his dragon ever wanted but loving her might just lead to the destruction of everything he’s trying to save.

      

      

      With all that is happening in his land, the upcoming shifter mating ceremony is the least of Grier’s concerns. Even though he is heir prince of the dragon-shifters, he doesn’t have the authority needed to help the humans stranded in dragon territory, nor can he banish those who ruthlessly control them. Yet honor demands he finds an opportunity to intervene, and he hopes that doing so won’t start a war the shifters can’t win. Discovering his destined mate couldn’t have come at a worse time.

      Salena knows what it is like to be a pawn of the Federation. They might have kidnapped her and brought her to this strange territory, but she will never do what they want of her… what everyone wants of her. The last thing the fugitive needs is the very public attention of a fierce dragon prince claiming they’re fated by the gods—even if the sexy man makes her burn in more ways than one.
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          NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

        

      

    

    
      Fifteen years ago I published my first book The Mists of Midnight (now titled Forget Me Not), a Regency-era ghost romance. However it is my second book that same year, Dragon Lords: Barbarian Prince, which became the start of the fan favorite multi-series collection, Qurilixen World.

      First, don’t let the numbers I’m about to tell you scare you away. Each series installment in the world can be read as a standalone as can each individual book. As the author I do recommend reading series installments from start to finish, but it is not necessary. For help with reading lists, suggested reading orders, and more information please visit my website for the free reading guides.

      Not only is this my author anniversary, it is the fifteen-year anniversary of the Dragon Lords series. Though I plan a whole year of celebrating, I’m starting with this book—the 37th title in the Qurilixen World, Qurilixen Lords Book 1: Dragon Prince. Fans of my work will instantly recognize that these stories focus on the adult children of the dragon-shifters from Dragon Lords series, and their cat-shifter neighbors from the Lords of the Var® series. Readers have been asking for these books since book one came out and I cannot wait to hear what you all think!

      If you’re new to the series, no worries, jump right in! If you enjoy my work, there will be plenty of books for you to choose from.

      For the sake of completeness and to make your web searches easier, the Qurilixen World includes the following series: Dragon Lords, Lords of the Var®, Dynasty Lords, Space Lords, Captured by a Dragon-Shifter, Galaxy Alien Mail Order Brides, Qurilixen Lords, and Galaxy Mates (The Galaxy Mates shorter stories is currently out of print). You can find out more about each series at https://michellepillow.com/dragonlords.

      No mention of my fifteen years would be complete without my heartfelt thank you to the readers and reviewers who have supported me for all these years. I love you all! It has been an amazing journey and I (literally) could not do it without you. I hope you’ll come celebrate out with me online and subscribe to the mailing list to be informed of new books, freebies, and all the fun party stuff happening this year!

      Thank you,

      Michelle M. Pillow
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        “Filled with intrigue and adventure, Dragon Prince: A Qurilixen World Novel is an exciting new spinoff in a rich and intricate universe. Michelle Pillow creates characters to cheer for, to hope with, while building worlds that are portals for the imagination. Truly, Ms. Pillow is a master of futuristic fantasy.”

      

        

      
        Yasmine Galenorn, NY Times, Publishers Weekly, & USA TODAY Bestseller (galenorn.com)
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        “Michelle Pillow weaves a fantastical tale of dragon shifters, full of rich world-building, action and adventure, along with a sexy love story. This entire series is not to be missed!”

      

        

      
        Bianca D'Arc, USA TODAY Bestseller (biancadarc.com)
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        "Sometimes you just need to gobble up the insane goodness that is dragons, and Michelle has been aiding in that addiction for fifteen years."

      

        

      
        Eve Langlais, NY Times & USA TODAY Bestseller (evelanglais.com)
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        "A wonderfully sexy tale filled with romance and dragon-shifters that draws you in from the first page and doesn’t let go. The Qurilixen Lords series is one you don’t want to miss!"

      

        

      
        Mina Carter, NY Times & USA TODAY Bestseller (mina-carter.com)
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      He was not the king, not yet.

      He could not help the people before him.

      He could not banish those who needed to be ejected off his world.

      Grier didn’t know how to explain to his royal parents and the Draig elders that this wasn’t the same world anymore. They clung to the past with an almost delusional need, as if, by willing it hard enough, everything would return to the ways of their youth. Hope and determination did not change reality. Qurilixen was no longer the primitive oasis of farmers and ceffyl herders whose biggest worry was protecting the ore mines from alien attacks or guarding the borderlands against their feral Var neighbors.

      If only that were still the reality, when dragon-shifters and cat-shifters were the only kinds on this planet. Such times seemed easy compared to now.

      Grier was probably oversimplifying matters. His father had warned him more than once to be careful about minimizing the past. The old days had not been as easy as Grier was wont to believe, and there were many things he did not know. That may be true, but he knew the problems of here and now.

      Grier gazed down from the cliffside watchtower at the alien city sprawled over the valley below. There was something calming about sitting on the circular roof, at a height so great that none of the new residents of the planet could reach it. Locals had nicknamed the settlement below Shelter City because they meant it to be a temporary shelter for their visitors. That was over thirty years ago.

      The top of the tower that surrounded a spire was flat, wide enough for him to sit, but the roof slats at his feet angled downward. He felt the wind, smelled the fresh air, heard only the barest hint of shouts from below.

      The city was not supposed to have lasted as long as it had. Qurilixen was to be a short resting place where the people regained their strength after the destruction of their world and recovered from a virus that killed almost their entire population. His father, King Ualan, and the Var cat-shifting King Kirill, could no longer turn away hundreds of people in need, any more than they could have killed the aliens themselves. When they had agreed to partner with the Federation to save the Cysgodians, there had been invisible strings attached to the deal that had only revealed themselves over time.

      Grier gazed over one such string. Until that moment, the shifters had kept their planet from any dealings with the Federation and free of its rules. They did not want to be part of the Federation Alliance. Now they were in a questionable gray area. The Federation claimed squatters’ rights because they had dominion over the makeshift city, and the shifters refused to agree that city was anything more than a temporary settlement—to do so would be to accept the alliance.

      They were at a standstill. The real victims of this political battle were the people caught in the middle. If the dragon prince could have his way, he’d funnel the people out of the city and allow them to choose their path—whether it was to stay on the planet or leave for space. No one’s destiny should be decided by a dictatorship.

      The cluster of metal and stone buildings, built in a hurry and falling over time, created the portion of the city that filled the valley. Canvas flapped in the wind, giving shade from the constant daylight of the planet. This is where the Federation kept their poor, which was almost every citizen of the city. Shifters had no say in the alien hierarchy.

      Grier wanted to change that. Politics would not let him. He hated these politics.

      The shifters did not have poor, or at least they hadn’t before the Cysgodians came. Dragon-shifters took care of their own. If a child was orphaned, there was always a family willing to give them a new home. His cousin, Mirek, had not been blessed with children but had more sons than the rest of them combined from taking in those in need of a family. If someone needed food, someone fed them. Everyone worked, and everyone thrived. They considered it a matter of honor.

      It was this sentiment that had caused his parents to take in so many off-worlders when they’d known it would strain their resources. Scientists had been convinced the blue radiation from one of Qurilixen’s three suns had the healing properties the Cysgodians needed to recover. Besides, at the time, there was nowhere else for the residents to go.

      But then, the city grew, too fast to be natural. They discovered others were being brought to the sanctuary—first three more; then twelve; then a shipful dropped off during the one night a year when darkness covered the planet, and the dragons had been occupied with their sacred mating ceremonies. That is how Shelter City now held more than the original Cysgodians, though they still used the term to describe the people there. Cysgod meant shelter in the Draig language, so it made sense.

      By the time they made the discovery, it was too late. The people had dispersed into Shelter City and to round them up would have meant full-on attacks. None of the shifters wanted a war. What they wanted was the Federation gone as it was their fault this was happening. They had taken advantage of the elders’ good-hearted natures and the Cysgodians’ desperation.

      Grier was not as soft-hearted as the elders. He couldn’t be. He knew in order for his people to survive, he would have to make hard choices, ones he did not want to make.

      Looking at his hands, he traced an old scar he’d received in battle training as a youth.

      “Battles are not meant to be easy. They are meant to be won,” had been the lesson his uncle Zoran, commander of the Draig army, wanted them to learn. Zoran was still a hard taskmaster to this day. Grier had received the scar from Zoran’s daughter, Grace.

      Fights did not scare him. Losing his people did. For better or worse, the Cysgodians were now his people, and they needed freed from the Federation’s rule. Only then could the shifters start truly absorbing them into Qurilixen society if that is what the aliens wanted. As it was, crime and discontentment were escalating.

      Above the city of metal and stone were structures of a different nature. They were evenly spaced buildings along the ridge of a mountain, identical and just as they had been since the Federation put them up thirty years earlier.

      A large stone building towered over it all, across the valley from his watchtower perch but low enough that he could see the roof. The rectangular structure stretched along the length of the city. Metal arches slashed over the top. That is where the city officials stayed. It was where his parents and ambassador cousin were now, discussing the many issues that arose from this ever-growing nest of malcontents.

      Suddenly, a wave of heat hit his back, propelling his body down the side of the roof. A roar of flames filled the sky over his head. He dug his heels against the surface even as his hands flailed to grab something solid. The slats of the roof clattered under his boots as he tried to stop his fall. It didn’t work. As he flew over the side of the tower, he managed to grab hold of the edge with one hand. He swung violently so that his back struck the stone side. Another roar of fire filled the air.

      He took a deep breath, ignoring the pounding of his heart as he gained control of his body. Kicking the side of the building, he propelled himself around, gripping the roof’s edge even as he released his anchored hand long enough to change his hold so that his wrist wouldn’t break.

      Grier did not hang long. He used his toe to launch from the side and his arm strength to lift his head over the edge of the rooftop to look at his attacker.

      Grace peeked at him from the other side of his resting spot, hiding her naked body. Her light brown eyes shone with mischief. His cousin was pretty and would have appeared as regal as any queen if not for the fact she’d just tried to firebomb him off the side of the tower. Her brown hair flew around her head. She grinned down at him. “Let me borrow your shirt.”

      Grier dropped his weight, kicked off the side of the building a second time and flung his body upward. With much effort, he climbed onto the roof and made his way toward the top. Sitting with his back to his cousin, he took off his shirt and held it behind him. The cooler air hit his naked chest, and he breathed deeply. “Do I even want to ask where you left your clothes?”

      He felt Grace take the shirt. Seconds later she was sitting next to him, wearing it. Her bare feet tapped on the roof slats as she propped her arms on her knees. Grier was glad she was his cousin. In any form, she was dangerous. As a fighter, she was fierce. As a dragon, she was terrifying. As a woman, she was stunningly beautiful. As a cousin, she liked to fly up behind him and fireball him off the side of a tower for fun.

      “Anything interesting happening in the village of discontent?” she asked, sounding restless.

      He ignored her question and instead asked one of his own. “Does Uncle Zoran know you are flying around the forbidden valley?”

      Grier already knew the answer.

      “My father still thinks of me as I was at twenty years old and wants me to sit where he can see me at all times. He doesn’t like me to come here. He thinks it isn’t safe.” Grace adjusted her position a little. “I don’t know what he thinks will happen.”

      Grier had only known two female dragons in his life—his grandmother and Grace. And his grandmother had died years ago.

      Anyone who didn’t know the warrior prince would have seen Zoran’s treatment of his daughter as contradictory. Perhaps it was because dragons rarely had female children. On the one hand, Grace was a dragon who should be trained for battle like a dragon. And yet, she was also female and dragon males tended to treat females like they were delicate and to be protected—which was funny on many levels. Since Zoran’s mother, their grandmother, had also been a rare female dragon he should have known better. And, Zoran’s wife, Princess Pia was one tough human.

      “Cysgodians could shoot you from the sky. The Federation could capture you and smuggle you off the planet in the dead of night to do experiments on you,” Grier listed, mostly to be annoying.  “Var marsh farmer could try to mate you and set you up as queen of the stills. The Var prince—”

      “Stop agreeing with my father.” Grace’s eyes flashed gold with warning.

      Rare dragon birth, a dragon grandmother, a mother who could kickass with the best of them, four younger brothers, countless male cousins, and a commander father? Yeah, it stood to reason Grace would be a little wild.

      “He loves you,” Grier said. “His actions all come down to that.”

      Perhaps Zoran’s reactions were something Grier would only understand when he too was a father. And, perhaps still, maybe his uncle’s protectiveness had something to do with how his daughter was always rebelling.

      “He also doesn’t like it when we call Shelter City the forbidden valley.” Grace gave a small laugh, clearly wanting to change the subject. “Though, he wouldn’t want me saying the village of discontent either.”

      Grier patted her shoulder. “So, you rebel and fly up here where he can’t reach you? Careful, or he’ll have you chained to the ground again.”

      Grace smiled, not worried. She’d been escaping her father’s numerous guards since they were children. “He left my idiot brothers to keep me company. Slipping away from the palace was not difficult.”

      Grier laughed as he realized what was going on. “The Var princes are coming by the palace today, aren’t they?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Grace grumbled.

      Grier arched a brow and teased, “I would think you’d be excited to spend time with your future—”

      “I will throw you off this tower,” she warned. “Prince Korbin is not my future anything.”

      “Careful, little one, that is war talk.” Grier wasn’t concerned. Grace had been privately ranting about her betrothal to the future cat-shifting king since she could talk. Though, she said nothing publicly. Pia had wanted nothing to do with that part of the shifter peace treaty, and he once overheard his aunt telling Grace that time would dissolve that nonsense. It had not.

      “Careful, bloated one,” she mocked his nickname for her, “or I’ll tell Queen Rigan next time I see her that you’re planning on hiding from the mating festival again this year. You know the people would feel better if the future king settled and began the next generation. Such security in the future would go a long way toward keeping the peace our parents fought so hard to secure. There are factions on both sides keen on restarting the old wars to decide once and for all who is the superior shifter race—cats or dragons.”

      Grier took a deep breath. She was not wrong. Add to that the political unrest surrounding the intruders below, and it wouldn’t take much to incite some battle over this or that.

      “I don’t know why you resist,” Grace teased. “You would have such cute little dragon babies.”

      Grier picked at the crystal sewn into the thick leather bracelet on his arm. When he met his mate, the stone was supposed to glow and let him know that fate had arrived. It kept the guesswork out of marrying, and for that he was grateful. Who had time to test out relationships? Frankly, the alien method of dating multiple people sounded tiring.

      “I am not like my parents,” Grier said when she continued to look at him expectantly. “I do not wish to marry. It is too much of a distraction, and I need my mind focused elsewhere.”

      It wasn’t the complete truth. He didn’t go to the mating ceremonies because he didn’t want the gods to bless him yet. Of course, he wanted to marry. Who didn’t want to find the other half of their soul? But if a battle were to come, in any of its many threatening forms, a wife would be a weakness he couldn’t afford. There were stories of how some of his aunts had been kidnapped by the previous Var king to be used as leverage, but that was decades ago.

      “On that we can agree,” Grace said. She did not wear her crystal. They never spoke of it, but he assumed it was because her fate had been sealed since she was born, and to know anything else would have been too much for her heart to bear. “We are definitely not our parents.”

      “Besides, if anything happens to me, I have plenty of cousins who can take the throne.” He nudged her arm.

      “Don’t trust your brothers to do the job?”

      Grier laughed. “Do you want Creed ruling this planet?”

      “Fair point,” Grace said of Grier’s youngest brother. “Though Altair might—”

      “Order all dragons from the sky to live like the old ways?” he inserted.

      “Right, never mind.” Grace held up her hands. “It’s settled. You have to marry and have many children.”

      “Or you could take the job. What do you say? Queen Grace and King Korbin could unite the shifter people once and for all. You have Grandmother Mede’s fierce dragon heart. You will be the first to rule both dragons and cat-shifters.”

      “Not on your life.” She closed her eyes and lifted her face toward the two yellow suns. The blue sun wasn’t high in the sky at the moment. She gave a wistful sigh. “Do you remember our parents’ faces when they realized all their dragon babies could fly and spout flames? I think our grandmother was the only excited one.”

      Before their generation, only the rare female dragons flew and breathed flames, and only under extreme duress.

      “That’s because Queen Mede was the only dragon who had ever flown or breathed fire in Qurilixen’s history before we came along.” Grier smiled as he remembered their shared past. It had been what felt like a hundred years ago, but the memory was a fond one. “Rune panicked and became stuck in that tree, and you tried to help him but ended up setting the tree on fire, which lit up the barracks and took out the palace guards’ housing. Half of them bunked in the palace dining hall and the other half slept on the practice field.”

      Grace laughed. “Then they caught us trying to set dried solarflowers on fire.”

      “You and Kane were trying to set fire to them,” he corrected. “The rest of us were wrongfully blamed.”

      “Don’t complain. Grandfather pretended to punish us, but really let us camp out in the royal offices all night as he told us scary stories about the portal travels our ancestors took to leave the evil persecutors.” Grace closed her eyes and smiled. “He stole those biscuit things from our grandmother, and a tray of chocolate. We ate so much we had upset stomachs for two days.”

      “Great-grandmother’s sugar biscuit recipe that she brought with her from the Florencian moons. I haven’t had those for years.” The wind whipped through Grier’s hair, tousling it around his head.

      “I miss them,” Grace admitted. King Llyr and Queen Mede were not only missed by their grandchildren, but by their people. “No matter what happened, they always defended us. Grandmother was the only one who could understand what is inside me.”

      Silence came over them, and he followed her gaze upward to the sky. The wide open space called to something deep inside him. It stirred his blood with excitement and tempted him with the freedom it offered.

      “Do you remember when Jaxx convinced us we could fly into space if we went high enough?” he asked.

      Grace again laughed. “We thought we were so tough. Maxen passed out and free fell to the ground. It was a miracle Lantos caught him. Then Aunt Nadja grounded us all to the castle while she tried to figure out how our shifting abilities had mutated so differently from our parents’. I think they wanted to temper them back to keep us safe.”

      “You can’t hold back evolution,” Grier said. “We are what nature and the blue sun intended us to be.”

      “What do you think the radiation will do to their genetics?” Grace nodded down to the city.

      The blue sun gave the shifters strength and a long life; it also had made the odds of having a female baby extremely rare. It had taken generations before the dragon gene had mutated into what they were now.

      “What do you think their grandchildren will become?” she continued to muse.

      “Space explorers?” Grier hoped. “Then they could fly off this planet for good and finally be free of the Federation Military.”

      “Perhaps.” Grace laughed. Then, gesturing toward the rectangular buildings, she said, “What do you think they do all day in there? I want to freeze time and walk around those buildings to see all their horrible secrets.”

      “Nothing useful.” Unable to stop himself, he grinned at her and again patted her shoulder. “Kind of like you.”

      He slid his hand from her shoulder down to the small of her back and launched her from the tower with one push. She screamed in surprise, flailing her arms as her body sailed over the edge of the roof before dropping. The sound of her voice became smaller as she fell down the side of the cliff.

      Grier settled into his original spot, overlooking the city. It was almost a shame to lose the shirt. He liked the fit of that one.

      A whoosh of air sounded from below and then another, the rhythm steadily growing louder before his cousin’s dragon form appeared. She was a slender creature in shifted form, smaller than her male counterparts, but what she lacked in brute strength she made up for in gracefulness. Her wings flapped slowly, holding her body suspended in air.

      Grace roared fire into the sky in a show of mock anger before turning her mouth toward him. He braced himself for the flames, ready to shift if he had to protect his fragile human skin. She inhaled a deep breath, but instead of flames, a playful ring of smoke came from her mouth to drift around him. Part of the circle broke apart as it hit the tower.

      She propelled herself backward, circling in the air before diving away from him. He could tell by the way she flew that she had only come here to waste the hours until the Var princes returned home. The royal family couldn’t expect her to entertain if she was nowhere to be found.

      Shouts sounded from below. Grier narrowed his gaze to focus his vision as his eyes shifted to make out the details. A mob of people flowed through the central street of the city, clashing with a second mob. The people converged like two swollen streams, spilling over into the side streets.

      He sighed heavily. The fighting was not unusual.

      Grier resisted the urge to swoop down and drag them apart with his talons. Instead, he went to the side of the roof, grabbed a knob that had been placed at the edge, and then dropped over the side. He swung around into an opening at the top of the tower and landed on the stone floor. There, he pulled off his boots and pants. Once naked, he went to the window and dove from the tower. His body fell for a few seconds before he let the shift have him. The transformation was painful, but it was an old pain that he had long ago learned to disregard.

      Grier’s bones cracked as his body extended, and his skin hardened with protective brown armor. Wings ripped out of his back, lifting him before he hit the ground. The transformation finished as he was suspended in the air. A long tail grew from the bottom of his spine only to have a spade sharpen the end. Deadly talons replaced his nails. His beard disappeared, and his jaw popped, making room for sharp teeth.

      The wind caressed the full length of his form. For a moment, the feeling of freedom rushed through him, the animal instinct desperate to take over his reason. The beast was as much a part of him as the man. He pushed the feeling down, concentrating on what needed to be done.

      Grier dove toward the fight in the street, roaring before sending a burst of flames into the sky. He was careful not to hit any of the structures, but it was enough to get the people’s attention. He swooped over the epicenter of the hostility. Screams pierced the air as people ran away from him to take cover.

      Grier roared once in warning before lifting himself higher and flying away. Then, because the freedom of flight felt so damned good, he circled the entire city a few times before heading back to the tower. He wanted to keep soaring but forced himself to land on the roof.

      His body contracted as he shifted halfway back to his human form to stand as a dragon-man. It was in this half shift that he looked like his father’s dragon. The tail disappeared as did the talons on his feet. The talons on his fingers shortened, still sharp and deadly but more like fingernails. In this form, the dragon impulses were easier to control. He used his dragon vision to look down at the valley below. The fighting had dispersed, and the streets cleared of both mobs. The fray was over.

      The thick armor of Grier’s skin protected his naked body as he slid down the side of the roof. He again grabbed the knob and swung down into the tower window. His clothes were piled on the floor. Now safely inside, the armored flesh softened into human skin, and he again stood as a man.

      The tight pants felt a little constrictive after a shift. His sensitive skin tingled. Grier leaned against the partition wall as he tugged on his boots before rounding the corner to the other side. The wall acted like a windshield for the landing room.

      Stacks of plain linen shirts and pants had little by way of style but were cheap to make. They served as replacement clothes for the flyers, and he took a shirt from the top of the pile. Their full dragon bodies expanded beyond the confines of clothing. It was a little hard to fit a giant pair of wings into a tunic shirt, and they’d kept ending up naked in inopportune situations.

      His aunt Olena had been the one to suggest the caches around the kingdom. Out of all the elders, she alone never tried to curb their wild ways. It wasn’t a secret in their family that she’d been somewhat of a space pirate in her youth. She used to hide treasures in the forest for them to hunt down.

      Grace had set his thoughts toward the past when he needed to think about the present. The tension in Shelter City had already spilled over into the rest of the planet. The little skirmish below was bad, but it was hardly the worst. Some of the residents were trying to migrate, especially those who’d been born since their arrival.

      The Federation didn’t like that. In fact, they had forbidden Cysgodians from leaving the city limits.

      The Cysgodians’ desire to be part of the Qurilixian culture wasn’t an issue for the shifters. Dragons would always do the honorable thing and these people needed a place to live.

      He gripped the shirt in his hands as he took the winding path down the stairs. There was little light to see by, but his shifted eyes didn’t need help to navigate the way down. Even though the fight was broken up, he should go to the city and find out what had started it.

      A soft glow caught his attention, and he turned around to see who followed him. No one was there. He looked down the steps—again, nothing unusual. It was then he realized what caused the glow.

      The crystal on his wrist had begun to pulsate with a soft light.

      Grier held very still, unable to believe what was happening. He took another step down, then stopped, unsure what he should do. How could his mating crystal be glowing if he was alone in the tower?

      He was alone, wasn’t he?

      Did he really want to find the answer to that question?

      “Show yourself,” he ordered.

      Silence.

      His crystal was only meant to glow if he was close to his mate. It was the belief of his people. When they were born, their fathers dove to the bottom of Crystal Lake and chose a crystal. That stone stayed with them until they married. No one was one hundred percent sure how it worked, but they knew that it did. There was no questioning the will of the gods.

      “By order of the prince, show yourself,” he commanded.

      His heartbeat quickened. Had the gods heard him tell his cousin he had no wish to marry? Had they taken offense to his rejection of their gifts and this was their answer to his blasphemy?

      Grier ran down the stairs. He couldn’t be alone with a glowing crystal. It would mean he was cursed. There was no other explanation.

      “Who is there?” Desperation made the dragon’s gruff nature enter his voice.

      He rushed out the tower, hearing the weight of the wood door slam shut behind him. The rocky landscape was empty as Grier ran around the base of the tower to see if a woman hid from him. His feet slipped as he came close to the edge of the cliff. Pebbles fell down the side, clanking to punctuate how alone he was.

      “Please, someone be there,” he whispered into the wind. “Where are you? Show yourself.”

      The glow of his crystal faded. He lifted his arm, pointing the bracelet in every direction to see if the crystal would reactivate. It was over.

      In those brief seconds, everything changed.

      Grier forgot about the village squabble. How could he think of such things now? He’d received an answer to his offhanded comment to Grace. He would be forever alone.

      The gods had cursed him for his arrogance.
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      “By order of the prince, show yourself!”

      Salena had run from the tower the moment she heard someone rummaging around above her. She had no clue who was coming or what they would do to her if they caught her trespassing. In fact, she knew little about this planet beyond the desire she had to be off it.

      The red and gray stones could have been on any thousands of planets. The three suns—two yellow and one blue—were a little more unique, but her knowledge of planetary geology was nonexistent so that information was of no help. Then there was the city—part overcrowded market, part Federation base, part political house overlooking it all. None of those elements looked as if they belonged together.

      Whatever alien cohabitation experiment was happening in the city below, she wanted no part of it. If they thought she wouldn’t fight because she was merely a human, well, they might actually be right about that. But she would run, and she would hide.

      And she might starve.

      Her stomach had moved from growling noises to sharp, shooting pains. There was nothing she could do about it now. The headache had become her constant companion. She’d waited for night, hoping to sneak down into the village to forage, but either night didn’t come, or this was the longest day ever. Both could have been a reality. She had lost all concept of time.

      “By order of the prince, show yourself!” The hard voice inspired fear.

      Salena went to the cliff’s edge and lowered herself onto a narrow walkway. She’d seen the cave from the ground and had explored it as a place to hide from the authorities below. It had not been ideal, and she’d opted for sleeping in the tower instead.

      “Who is there?” the angry voice demanded from inside the tower, louder than before. The prince was close.

      Her foot slipped, and her weakened limbs shook. She held on to the stone and climbing took more effort than it usually would have. She felt around with her foot, finding the notch she needed. She lowered her body into the dark inlet. The space wasn’t overly large, but it would hide her from the man shouting above. It wasn’t hard to connect that the officials probably used the tower overlooking the city to keep an eye on things. If the man caught her, he’d bring her back.

      That could never happen.

      Salena took a deep breath, not bothering to stop the hot tears that streamed down her face. Starving in a cave would be better than what her captors had planned for her. And at the moment, she didn’t have much of a choice.

      “Just a little sleep,” she whispered, closing her eyes. “I’ll be able to climb out once I have some rest.”

      It was a lie, and she knew it. She would not be leaving this cave. There was nowhere to go, and no food when she arrived there. All she could hope for now was not to wake up.

      “Let it be over,” she mumbled. “I give up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “What is this I hear from your mother that you plan to skip the ceremonies?” King Ualan strode into his royal office and began looking over the spines of antique books. Some were electronic, some on parchment, and many so old they had been sealed to preserve them from decay. None of them seemed to be what the king wanted. He tapped his finger along the shelf as if noting and dismissing each one.

      Things had significantly changed since his father had taken the throne. Grier had watched the man transform over the last fifty years as the stress of being king weighed heavier and heavier. It showed around his tired eyes and in his smile, and there was a tension in his stance that only faded when he was with the queen. In all their years of marriage, his parents’ love for each other had never wavered. Yes, there had been fights, but never wars between them.

      The king glanced at him when he didn’t respond.

      “Grace spoke to her?” Grier averted his gaze. An electronic clipboard rested on the wood surface of the desk. The antiquated technology scrolled through a list of data. He stared at the upside-down Old Star language words, reading them without paying attention.

      His father chuckled. “I do not know what you did to your cousin, but she informed your mother of your aversion to your duties.”

      “Who says I did anything?”

      The king arched a brow at his son.

      “Fine. I threw her off the Shelter City watchtower.” Grier shrugged. “But only after she tried to roast me.”

      The king laughed. “I consider myself lucky that we did not have the fire breath when I was young. It would have been too tempting to spit fireballs at your uncle Zoran when he made us trudge waist deep through the shadowed marshes while we trained with the other soldiers.”

      There was no false modesty in the king’s tone. He might be a different kind of shifter from his sons, but he was still a ferocious dragon—one Grier would not want to face in battle.

      “That was discussed on many occasions.” Grier gave a small smile. There was something about this time of year that brought everyone’s thoughts around to the past. Perhaps the one night of darkness caused the elders to look back at their own weddings. For the unmarried, it represented a momentous change. If they were lucky, the end of singlehood. Dragon-shifters wanted to be mated, but that didn’t mean they ignored the change such an event would bring to their lives.

      Grier glanced to the crystal on his wrist. A sick feeling came over him. He might never get a chance to find out. Dropping his arm over the side of the chair, he hid the crystal from view. “Grace is one to talk about duty. I hear Prince Korbin was at the palace this morning.”

      “Sometimes I look at you children and marvel at how

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/dragon-prince-1000x1500.jpg
MICI—IELLE M






