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Her Dragon Nerd:

A Frog Prince Retelling





Demelza Carlton



Book 7 in the Fated Mates of Mirror Academy series



When Diana Argyros vanished from a Mirror Academy ball, no one believed the story: that she'd found her fated mate and run away to be with him. Her brother Blaze searched. The whole academy whispered. The truth was stranger than any of them guessed — she'd knocked a golden ball into an old well and freed a frog.

Not just any frog. Astrit, Duke of Pharamond — eighteenth-century scholar, exiled Frenchman, green dragon shifter, and the most reluctantly cursed man in the Highlands. A kiss is all it takes to free him... and leave Diana staring at a duke who's two hundred years behind on the news, calling her the mate he's waited centuries to find.

She can't simply take his word for it. A dragon knows her mate in her bones — but Diana has never once shifted, so all she can do is keep the lost duke close, show him everything he missed, and let him carry her through Highland skies she's only ever watched from the ground. And somewhere in two centuries of catching up, the cover story starts to feel less like a lie and more like a life she could choose. The silver dragon she was always told she'd never become might be waiting on the far side of one impossible leap of faith — if she's brave enough to claim a mate she can't yet feel, in time to fly home for the sanctuary's grand opening... and a wedding on the shore of Loch Sanctuary that's been a very long time coming
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ONE



Dukes were not supposed to scurry about the streets like desperate mice, but if Astrit did not hurry, the offices of the Bank of North America might be closed for the day, and his business was most urgent. If he did not find a suitably safe warehouse for his cargo, his ship might sail away with it on the next tide, never to be seen again. 

No. His family fortunes depended on his making this connection today. If he had to do things that made him look just a little undignified, then so be it. This was a colonial city, not the streets of Paris. Surely the denizens of this place had seen far stranger things than a duke hurrying about his business.

Three well-dressed men stood outside the office. Astrit's heart sank as he saw one of them lock the door, then pocket the key. 

"Mr Morris, I presume?" Astrit asked, striding forward. 

The man with the key appeared puzzled. "Do I know you, sir?"

"Pharamond. I'm Pharamond. I sent you a letter from Saint Domingue, hoping I might beat it here, but I was delayed, and then my ship was caught in the most horrible thing they called a hurricane...I barely made it to New York. But I heard it on good authority that outside of Europe, you are the man to speak to in the Americas about banking."

The brown-suited man beside Morris grinned wolfishly. "The very man we were just discussing. A man of many talents, not least of which his ability to make lost ships appear when everyone had lost all hope. Down on the docks, the sailors are saying that you transformed into a great, flying monster and carried a lost treasure carack into the port of Malacca, spilling gold all over the beaches before belching fire and smoke at anyone who dared draw near."

Luckily, no one believed sailors' wild tales. The fire and smoke had been the most awful coughing and sneezing fit he had ever endured. Luckily, his gold was now safely stored in sealed casks, where it could not stir his allergies unless some fool broke them open in his presence. 

The brown-suited man reached out to shake Astrit's hand. "Conan Lustro. From Scotland. Representing my family's interests in the Bank of Scotland, though I am but a younger son. We were just heading to Fraunces Tavern to celebrate reaching an agreement between Morris's bank and mine. You should join us."

The man in green blinked, blurting out his name too fast for Astrit to catch, as he heartily shook his hand. 

Finally, Morris nodded. "Yes, please join us, Your Grace. The Duke of Pharamond's coffee and sugar plantations are quite the talk of the south. However do you manage to make a profit without using slave labour?"

Astrit ducked his head. His father and uncle would have turned over in their graves if they knew the liberties he'd taken with the plantations their own father had bought from profits from the slave trade. "A number of curious devices I invented myself, after seeing the men at work. When there is less need for a man's labour, perhaps there will be no need for slavery, either."  

Morris coughed. "Well, I certainly don't see a great deal of profit in slavery, but there are other men who would call you out for such madness."

Madness. Astrit's greatest fear, and one he dared not show to these men, or any other. He forced out a laugh. "Is it truly madness, when it is guided by wisdom? Machines are the way of the future back home in France. And, indeed, the past, for there are ancient Roman waterwheels that still have the power to drive mills on my family's lands today. Why, if you were to come home with me now, I could show you wonders that have lain hidden in France for more than a thousand years, which I have repaired and made work with my own hands."

The man in green laughed. "A French duke who works with his hands, to save the backs of common labourers? You are a strange fowl indeed, Pharamond. But the United States of America could use more men with minds like yours."

Astrit held up his hands. "I am flattered, but once my business here is concluded, I must go home to France. I have a sister who is as yet unmarried, and as I am all the family she has, it falls to me to find a suitable husband for her. Nothing in the world matters more than family, except perhaps king and country, and mine are all far away, in France."

Lustro clapped his hands. "Dinner, then, gentlemen? I think the good Duke deserves a drink before we try to part him from his money. He is, after all, a man who wrested his gold from the depths of the sea and the very heart of a hurricane. Loosening his grip might take a whole bottle of your home-grown Bourbon whiskey, which I admit I am curious to try."

"I have heard great things about this strange American fowl...I believe you call it a turkey? Does your tavern cook such things?" Astrit asked, trying to look like nothing more serious than his dinner occupied his mind, when instead it was furiously churning through all he'd heard about the Bank of Scotland and Morris's soon to be Bank of North America, and whether it would be safer to speculate on one or the other, or divide his investment between both, and hang the consequences. Ah, but Morris and his green-coated friend might be able to advise him on appointing a manager for his plantations in Saint Domingue, at least until he found a buyer for them, for something told him that the immense profits to be had in sugar and coffee now could not last, and he'd best sell them before other investors reached the same conclusion. 

"If not, I shall have my cook procure one, and invite you for dinner at my home. Once we are business partners, of course," Morris said. 

Yes. Morris was the man Astrit had come to New York to find, Astrit decided as he listened to the man talk over dinner. Astrit drank sparingly of the liquor that bore the Bourbon name but had probably never graced a Bourbon table, but he had no need of alcohol to fuel the warm feeling inside that he was doing the right thing, doing business with this people. All investment was speculation, but these men understood the risks and still tried to establish financial stability that would last long into the future. 

Only when Astrit had decided to divide his fortune between Morris and Lustro's banks, did conversation stray away from business, and to the roast goose the apologetic tavern keeper had laid on the table in the absence of a turkey.

"I hope this is one of those geese from New France. Alarmingly aggressive creatures. Why, it is quite the battle to slaughter one, and not be slaughtered oneself, or so I have heard, making this a victory feast indeed," the green-coated man said. 

"For a true victory feast, the slaughtered beast must be a true monster. Like one of the reticulated pythons, which can grow up to thirty feet long in the jungles of Borneo. I never ate one myself, but I did eat a crocodile once, which was easily thirty feet long. Maybe more." The other men made exclamations of disbelief, but Astrit only smiled. A thirty foot crocodile was nothing more than an overgrown lizard to him in his shifted form, but only Lustro would understand that, for he was a wolf shifter, if Astrit wasn't mistaken. The others were mere humans, who still needed to be convinced of the truth of his tale. "This old man crocodile was an old salt, preferring to cruise the ocean and the mangroves for weak prey, most likely a child or young woman from a fishing village, helping to unload the day's catch. So some of us formed up a hunting party to conquer this beast. Men with guns on the beach, watching the water, with old man crocodile floating just beneath the surface, watching us right back. For three days and nights we watched one another, while the villagers supplied the hunters with food. But old man crocodile was a lone hunter, and we stood between him and his prey, and he would not rest until he had driven us from his territory. 

"Finally, the beast lost patience, as sunset bled into twilight, rolling with the waves to hide his approach to the shore. And we were waiting. We battled long into the night, and more than one villager will bear the marks of that battle on his body for the rest of his life. But we were victorious, and when the sun rose, we butchered that beast on that very beach where we'd slain him, and proceeded to cook him in a fire pit, in the fashion of barbacoa that I have also seen used to cook whole beasts in Saint Domingue."

Lustro looked intrigued. "Don't keep us waiting, laddie! What did the beast taste like?"

"Malaccan spices, mostly, for they covered the beast in them. The beast itself was damn tough, as befitting an old man crocodile. The men of the village were named heroes for defeating the monster, but I wonder. That crocodile could have chosen anywhere to come ashore. He could have swum away and found easier prey on any one of the dozen islands nearby. I think he was dying, and he chose that beach so that he might go out in glory, with one final battle against a worthy foe." Astrit raised his glass to the long-dead crocodile, and drank. Then almost choked as he remembered the glass was full of neat Bourbon whiskey. 

While Astrit finished coughing, the talk turned to alligators, and other strange creatures they'd seen in the swamps of America. 

The perfect opening for Astrit to ask, "Have any of you ever seen a red frog?"

All three shook their heads. 

"What use is a red frog?" the green-coated man asked. "Aside from the ones we were forced to eat during the war, when it was either that or starve, I can't imagine wanting to go looking for the things."

"I heard somewhere that they can cure madness, something which has occasionally afflicted the women of my family. I promised my sister when I went away, that I would bring her back a red frog, so that she might be saved," Astrit said. 

Marianne had scoffed at the idea, and told him he'd be better off bringing her chocolate. Now he knew it was easier to send her a ship full of cacao than a single red frog, he was beginning to agree with her. 

"You know, I think I saw a man eat a red frog once. It was one of those big bullfrogs, the size of a chicken, and it looked like one when it was cooked, too." The green-coated man shook his head. "The things we did for the war."

Astrit tried not to look too eager. "Do you remember where he caught the creature?"

Green shoulders shrugged. "It's right beside his grave marker. The man took a stray musket ball the next morning. It's not a bad spot for hunting now the war's over. Only if you're good with a gun, though. There's bear, deer, coyotes...even barred owls. Never underestimate the savagery of a barred owl."

Astrit jumped to his feet and held out his hand. "Take me there for a day's hunting and I'll fund your bank." He racked his brain, but he could not for the life of him remember the man's name. "What did you say your name was again?"

Green coat grinned. "Alexander Hamilton."





TWO


Diana had seen it all. When summoned to the headmistress's office, some students crept to the door, dreading what they might hear inside. Scholarship girls scared of losing their place at Mirror Academy, mostly. Others marched angrily, ready to defend themselves against whatever the headmistress might say. Most of the marchers were witches, and at least half of them were guilty of whatever trouble the headmistress had heard about them. But because they weren't shifters, they believed the normal rules didn't apply to them, and they fought for special treatment anyway. 

Then there were the girls like herself, or Arwen. At home in the supernatural world as much as the ordinary one, with families who could afford their tuition fees in full. Short of murdering half the student body or burning down the school, there was very little Diana could do to warrant being thrown out of Mirror Academy. The school needed her tuition money too much. 

So Diana sighed as she ascended the stairs, trudging wearily toward whatever discussion the headmistress wished to have that Diana didn't. 

If she could end the interview quickly, though, she might be back in time for that public share offering before the prices skyrocketed. She was cutting it close, and it was a gamble, but she had the money spare and it seemed like such a good opportunity. If her gamble paid off, she'd be able to take on another staff member at the animal sanctuary, instead of just a couple of unpaid interns. 

She let out another sigh as she lifted her hand to knock on the door. Yes, the business and finance courses she'd taken here at Mirror Academy had definitely paid off, not to mention the sponsorship opportunities at every school ball, but today's summons heralded bad news. Diana knew it in her bones. 

"Enter."

Diana knew Headmistress Laima was a witch, but she was something else, too. Something secret that she didn't talk about. Something that allowed her to remain headmistress at this private college for centuries, when a normal witch would have died. 

Diana stepped inside and closed the door behind her. "You wanted to see me, Headmistress Laima?" She didn't wait to be asked. She chose the more comfortable visitor's chair and sat, arranging herself with the perfect posture taught in the Academy's deportment classes. 

In contrast, Headmistress Laima looked flustered. Or was it feverish? Unusually agitated, but not upset. Whatever she had to say, she believed it was genuinely good news. 

Diana's heart slowly sank. 

"As you know, the next Mirror Academy ball at Tremotino Castle has a Versailles theme. Only baroque, rococo and regency style gowns are to be worn, with accessories to match. I trust you have an appropriate gown for the event?"

Diana nodded. Actually, her mother's stylist had sent three, all carefully tailored to Diana's precise measurements in green, purple, and gold, respectively. All she needed was a set of Mardi Gras beads and they could stand her up on a parade float in New Orleans, half a world away. One day she'd have the time to travel, but not before her animal sanctuary was up and running smoothly. 

But in order to do that, she needed to attend this ball. 

"Your fated mate will be in attendance, and it is important that you make a good first impression. He is a discerning individual with particular tastes, and it is imperative..."

"No. I'm not Anastasia bloody Steele, and I'm not interesting in bondage or discipline, especially at the hands of some uppity arsehole who believes domestic violence is his god-given right. He needs to make a good first impression on me, or he can shove his fated mateship right up his arse, and seal it with a dragon-sized butt plug."

Headmistress Laima looked particularly put out. "That is hardly ladylike language, Miss Argyros. Or the sort of polite conversation one engages in at a formal ball, especially where one is attempting to emulate the decorum of the royal French court at the peak of its splendour."

 "I wonder if the masses might have spared Marie-Antoinette if she'd waxed lyrical about butt plugs instead of cake. Probably not. I don't know. French history is hardly my area of expertise, as you know."

The headmistress was already nodding. "Yes. I had hoped, but...perhaps it is for the best. The less you know...yes. Your should know that your suitor has made a particularly lucrative funding offer for Mirror Academy in the event
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