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        Stavrok

      

      

      I glared at the elder standing before me. How dare he suggest something so barbaric? Sure, I hadn’t found my fated mate. Sure, I was one of the only bachelor kings in our realm. But kidnap a woman from the closest human town?

      He had to be fucking kidding me!

      I slid my sword back into its sheath, finished with my morning training session, and handed it off to a nearby servant.

      Then I narrowed my eyes at the elder. “I am your king, Hillsen! Do not presume to tell me what I must and must not do!” How dare he lecture me as though I was shirking my duties?

      I stormed away from the elder, though I didn’t want to walk away. I wanted to stay and tell him exactly where he could go.

      Anger was sparking fire through my veins, and testosterone was pumping after a heavy fighting session with my training partner. I would do the old man serious bodily harm if I stayed here.

      My shifter was enraged by everything going on around me. He wanted his mate as well, but the elder was suggesting I grab any woman that took my fancy—like King Magnik.

      Not a chance.

      Even though he was wrong about the route to my future queen, Hillsen didn’t deserve to be on the wrong end of my dragon. He was, after all, only interested in the betterment of the kingdom. As was I. That had always been my focus.

      But, kingdom or no kingdom, I would never stoop to mating with some random woman. Nor would I entertain what the elder had suggested: kidnap a woman to be my wife and mate, as was tradition.

      My father had done it before me, and his father before him. Just because they couldn’t control their shifting animal, didn’t mean I would be so weak and give in to my baser urges. When I met my mate, I would woo her. Sweep her off her feet. Charm her.

      I jogged over to the staircase, stepping underneath the large oil painting of my parents that hung high on the castle wall. Their faces stared down at everyone who passed through the great hall. In death as in life, they kept a faithful watch over their kingdom.

      Love squeezed my heart as I remembered how caring they had been. The perfect parents, in truth, always taking care of me even when they had a whole kingdom to run.

      They’d had everything a person could ask for, but… I had been their only son. Their only child and heir.

      They’d left me with the crown only a handful of winters ago. Their deaths had both been accidents. That night still haunted me with all its unanswered questions.

      Why had they been in the woods when the hunters had come? And why couldn’t my father, the biggest of us all and the greatest fighter I’d ever known, survive the fire that broke out after he carried my mother’s lifeless body back to the castle?

      The courtiers whispered that he had died of a broken heart.

      My parents’ faces smiled down at me, golden and glowing as the sun crept in through the windows. I looked away before the bad memories could steal inside my mind and tarnish the rosy hue of my perfect memories before that terrible night.

      I kept walking until I reached my bedchamber. I strode through the door and slammed it shut, still reeling with anger from my run-in.

      As king, it was my duty to hear the counsel of my closest advisors—but that didn’t mean I had to like what they said.

      Out of nowhere, loneliness filled my gut, like an icy-cold soup.

      A creak came from the huge wooden bed at the center of the room.

      “Hello, my king,” Daphne said, her tone seductive.

      Once upon a time, she would have induced me to fall into bed with her. Not tonight though.

      I sighed. My loneliness could be assuaged for an hour… a day… but not for long enough. And not by this one.

      “Daphne. What are you doing here?”

      She was sprawled across my bed, dressed only in her underwear, though it barely contained her ample curves.

      I liked women with more flesh. Large breasts, huge ass. Something to hold during love-making and curl up against on long wintery nights.

      My mate would need to be big and lush, strong enough to carry my heirs.

      But this woman was not the one for me.

      She pushed up onto her hands and pouted. “It’s been so long, my king. Don’t you crave me as you once did?”

      She reached out her hand, and I was tempted by her words. Tempted to lose myself in her body. To forget my aching loneliness and the long, winding quest for my mate for a few lust-fueled hours. So far, the search for her had proven fruitless.

      “No. I’m sorry Daphne. I can’t.”

      Her wide, hopeful eyes narrowed, and her eyebrows drew together. A part of me was relieved that the savage side of her would always emerge sooner rather than later, especially when crossed.

      She could be so innocent and meek in bed. When she was getting her way, that was. Deny her wishes, and you would soon see the real face of Daphne Montany.

      Experience had taught me well in that regard.

      “How can you say that to me?” she said. “We’ve been lovers for all our adult life. You know you want me. No one can please you as I do.”

      I chuckled at the arrogance in her words. She had no idea what I truly craved in the bedroom. She was a servant in my household, but nothing more.

      I wanted someone who would love me, submit to me, give only to me.

      Not to every man in the kingdom who looked her way.

      I didn’t voice these thoughts, but I let a healthy dose of irritation bleed into my tone, hoping she would get the message.

      “Daphne, leave me. I need to take a shower, and if you stay, I’m afraid you’ll see the rough side of my temper today.”

      She opened her mouth, clearly gunning for a fight. I held up my hand, letting loose the growl that had been building in my throat from the moment I’d stepped into the room.

      “Daphne. I am your king. I am commanding you to leave me or face the consequences.”

      With a growl of frustration, she sprang up from the bed and scurried out of the room.

      She knew my temper.

      They all did.

      I’d always had a stormy disposition, but the last couple of years had sent me over the edge. The loss of my parents, my lack of a mate. Most days I found it a challenge to rein in my moods, and no amount of anything—food, wine, or women—could sate my appetites for long.

      I walked into the bathroom and stripped off my sweat-soaked shirt. The scent of my heat rose around me, making me groan with the need to fulfill my destiny.

      To locate my mate. To fuck us both into sweet, sweet oblivion.

      Maybe then I could finally find some peace.

      I’d been told by my father that true happiness in the arms of your mate existed. He was the greatest king our clan had ever known. The most powerful. The most loved.

      But I’d never experienced such peace for myself. Unlike my father, my mate had not been born into the local town. I couldn’t smell her, despite all the nights I spent prowling down every alleyway and corner. Wherever she was, it wasn’t nearby.

      I’d been told, time and time over, that I would know her by sight, by taste, by smell.

      I sighed. Until I found her, I had to deal with the heated dreams, the frenzies of rage, and the arousal that no number of trysts with easy women could abate.

      I flicked on the hot water and walked beneath the flow, groaning out in the simple pleasure of the feeling.

      I cast my mind back to Hillsen and the conversation that had interrupted my training session and had gotten me so riled up.

      Aside from his bullish demands that I take a wife, there were more immediate troubles that I had to attend.

      Our world was surrounded by the human world. We were enclosed, like a bubble hidden away from the eyes of ordinary souls, in a secret realm. A paranormal portal bridged the gap between us and the humans. The barrier kept us safe, and hidden, deep in the mountains of Siberia.

      Our clan was one of six dragon shifter kingdoms that populated our hidden pocket of the world.

      We lived in peace—most of the time. Of late, there had been rumours of an uprising, by Magnik, the king of the most southern tribe.

      He had always wanted the land surrounding my castle. It was rich in rare, precious ore. We were sitting on a potential fortune if we chose to mine it and sell it to the humans beyond the portal.

      But that wasn’t my deal.

      I avoided trading with the humans as much as possible. I didn’t trust them. I’d met one, once. They were selfish. Without loyalty or bravery. It was for the best that our two worlds were separated, and we were hidden from them.

      Before their death, my parents had made me vow that I would never mine the land that we’d owned for generations. It would see thousands of people lose their homes and would tear apart my kingdom.

      All for the sake of money.

      “Majesty. The evening guests are assembled. It’s time to dress for dinner,” Maddie, the housekeeper who’d looked after me since I was a child, said, stepping into the bathroom and laying out a fresh towel and my formal suit.

      I groaned, venting my annoyance. “You know I don’t like wearing that. It’s too stiff.”

      She gave me a hard stare. Unfortunately, it was one I knew well. It told me I would do as she asked, or else.

      “I know, sire. But unless you have lost your crown since we last spoke, I won’t have you turning up to dinner wearing clothes fit for a farmer.”

      With a huff, I turned off the shower and grabbed the towel.

      Maddie had been like a second mother to me since… forever. These days, with my parents gone, she barely left my side.

      We’d had this argument on countless occasions.

      “Who’s coming tonight?” I asked. “Remind me.”

      “The leaders of the other five kingdoms, Majesty.”

      “What?”

      I froze, halfway through drying my back. Had Maddie just said that all of the monarchs were dining here tonight?

      “Since when?”

      More to the point, why haven’t I heard of it until now?

      “Some of the elders decided to get everyone together to look over our yearly plans. The wedded monarchs are bringing their families with them.”

      “What?”

      Four of us six were married already. Damon was the only other bachelor king and, as far as anyone could tell, he rarely stepped outside his castle.

      “To make it more of an informal affair, as I understand it. Rather than an official one of state.”

      A growl began to rumble through my chest. With difficulty, I tamped it down.

      Don’t shoot the messenger, Stavrok.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. “What do they want now?”

      Maddie shrugged. “How would I know? I’m simply the maid, Your Majesty.”

      “Maddie, please.” I crossed my arms and stared down at her, trying to maintain authority. “You know more about this kingdom than anyone. If you know why they’re here, then you better tell me.”

      Her smile was secretive as she backed out of the bathroom. “See you downstairs, sire.”
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      I grabbed the suit Maddie had laid out for me and considered throwing it after her retreating form. Instead, I took a few deep breaths and pulled it on.

      Was this a set up? Why was everyone conspiring against me today? This meal had to be in aid of something, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what.

      I rubbed the silk tie Maddie had laid out between finger and thumb, wrinkling my nose with distaste.

      A tie as well? Shit. What am I, human?

      I threw the narrow strip of material in the direction of the trash and tugged on the crisp white shirt.

      Even custom made and tailored to perfection, these clothes did not sit right on me. It was expected, and befitted my position, but I never felt comfortable dressing like this.

      I slicked back my long hair so that it didn’t fall over my face and let out a slow exhale. I couldn’t put it off any longer; it was time to make my way downstairs.

      There was only one other king I got along with. Vlakid. He and I had hunted together many times. I was there when he found the woman who would be his queen. She was so beautiful that it made me sick with envy every time I saw them together. Even if she’d been a servant before he’d seen her.

      As for the rest of them, well, where the night would take us was anyone’s guess.

      The rumble of deep male voices came from the formal dining room, and I paused before entering, gathering my strength to face them all.

      Another thing my mate would make easier for me: formal gatherings.

      She would be the perfect hostess, I was sure.

      I craved my fated mate for more than the chance to secure my lineage. With her, I would have comfort, companionship. I wouldn’t have to be the bachelor king a moment longer.

      The elders and my kingdom would finally be happy with me.

      I pushed open the door and everyone turned toward me. The men were standing, drinks in their hands. The women were already seated at the table.

      They were all dressed as I’d been instructed to. In their royal robes. Rich fabrics topped with furs. Purples, reds and blacks. And when they looked at me, there was a mixture of jealousy and friendship written across their faces.

      The men I’d known my whole life. But that was the price of power and privilege, living and knowing there were more than a few vipers in the nest.

      Magnik especially. That one was a true bastard.

      “Welcome.” I surveyed the group before me, hands clasped behind my back. I had to look regal, self-assured. In control. “I trust your journeys were comfortable. Please, take your seats.”

      Delicious smells wafted through the air. The food was ready to be served. As I greeted my guests with the customary hand shaking and kisses, my stomach growled.

      It had been too long since I’d last eaten.

      And my dragon was hungry.

      Always hungry.

      I indicated the table where the women sat waiting for us. “Please. Let us eat before discussions begin.”

      The men around me nodded, their eyes lighting up as the servants entered, bearing platters piled high with delicacies.

      A dragon shifter’s hunger was ravenous all the time, especially through winter, when our metabolisms burned the hottest.

      I grabbed for the cuts of stag and bear meat in front of me, loading my plate with a small mountain of food. I poured gravy over the lot and tore open the fresh, warm bread right in front of me, inhaling the steam that came from within.

      I filled the bread up with meat and dipped it into a bowl of gravy before devouring the handmade sandwich in a handful of bites. My carnivorous nature really got the better of me sometimes; the dragon demanded meat, and lots of it.

      I had barely slaked my hunger by the time Barrick called out to me from the other end of the table.

      “Stavrok! I heard your elders are pushing you to enter the human realm to find your mate.” He grunted, showing his disgust. “Are you willing to taint the pure blood of your dragon so easily?”

      Barrick was the oldest of us, closer to fifty than forty. He was thinner and smaller, with long black hair that reminded me of a crow.

      I shot a glare at him and picked up my wine glass, downing the thick red liquor and preparing my answer carefully. Though I agreed with him, that the mixing of my blood with a human would weaken my offspring, I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of knowing that.

      It was vital to show strength when conversing with another king. I took the remark for the challenge it was, and I knew I had to parry the blow with one of my own.

      “I’m not going to grab the first woman who climbs into my bed, Barrick.” I let my gaze wander over to the woman by his side. A peasant. His wife. Pregnant for the third time. Or was it the fourth?

      I raised an eyebrow and watched as Barrick’s face coloured with heat.

      “You neglect the continuation of your bloodline, Stavrok,” he said. “Your heirs. Without a son, your kingdom is weak, vulnerable.”

      I laughed aloud. “Vulnerable? I am not weak, and neither is my kingdom. I will find my true mate, no matter how long I have to wait.”

      I looked around the room at the five kings and four of their queens. Together, we ruled the kingdoms of Fire and Ice.

      It wasn’t the official name of our hidden country, but it was a name I’d given to my snowy lands a long time ago, when I was a child, and it had stuck.

      “That may be a mistake, my friend. You’re not getting any younger,” Vlakid said to my right.

      I glared at him, but there was no real heat behind the look. Vlakid was too relaxed to be a king, too kind. He had never been anything other than a firm friend and ally.

      “Just because you found your mate working as a laundress in your town, Vlakid…” I gave his beautiful wife a smile, then shifted my gaze back to my friend. “You think such fortune will fall to everyone around you. Some of us aren’t so lucky.”

      I’d scoured the city, and the surrounding towns. All the married kings in the room had found their wives practically on their doorstep, in their own hometowns, or thereabouts.

      Everyone except for Damon and myself.

      Mine had either never been born, died early, or she was yet to reach maturity. All of those possibilities were devastating and frustrating in the extreme. The worst part was, I simply didn’t know.

      A servant stepped forward and re-filled my glass. I reached for my wine and glanced down the table to Damon, the stoic quiet king who was also queen-less. He met my gaze and inclined his head in a silent moment of respect.

      Marienne, Magnik’s queen on the other side of me, reached out and touched my hand. Her long fingers were elegant, just like the rest of her, but the touch was brief as if she feared I might lash out at her forwardness. “Would you allow me the honor of reading your palm, King Stavrok?”

      I moved my hand further away from her, feeling her subtle magic reach out after me like a shimmer across a pool.

      “Readings?” My gaze snapped to her husband. “Is that why your kingdom has grown so prosperous of late, Magnik?”

      He merely shrugged. “My wife has many talents,” he said, a lecherous smile lifting his lips, “and she advises us regarding the weather and our crops. As she should. It is her duty and it benefits our people.”

      I gave him a knowing stare before sliding my gaze to Marienne. I was certain she helped with more than that. Magnik had renovated his palace in the past year and his clothes and jewels had multiplied in number. Their kingdom was more powerful than ever.

      Perhaps she was predicting shifts in the humans’ economy? The stock exchange, maybe. The practices weren’t technically forbidden, but it was frowned upon to make money on the humans in such a way. Especially when Magnik had married a sorceress. It was the very definition of cheating.

      Marienne  was looking more tired than I’d ever seen her, with dark circles beneath her eyes. Did Magnik treat her well? As I pondered their relationship, she said to me again. “Stavrok. I implore you to let me help you. I may be able to tell you where to look.”

      Her purple irises whirled like rockpools, betraying some kind of emotion that I couldn’t read.

      “Why would you want to help me, Mari?”

      She gave me a gentle smile that seemed genuine. “Because you are a good and kind man. And your dragon is growing impatient. I can feel him stirring. You will not be able to control him much longer.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her she was wrong. Not about her character assessment, but about the strength of my will against my dragon’s restlessness. I had been fighting him all my life. But the heat of my dragon was stronger in my blood now. I could feel it flowing and shifting, ever impatient under my skin.

      It was just as she said, though I wouldn’t admit it out loud to anyone, even on my deathbed.

      I relented, gritting the words out before I could rethink them. “Fine. Tell me. Where is she?”

      She bit her lip. “I don’t know yet. My magic isn’t as strong as I would like at present. But if you’d let me hold both of your hands for a moment, the connection might help. I can try to give you the answers you seek.”

      A chuckle rose in my throat.

      The sorceress wants me to let her inside my mind, does she?

      Not a chance.

      “Thank you for your offer, but I’m afraid I’ll have to decline.”

      She sank back in her seat, her shoulders slumping a little as if my answer dejected her.

      I turned away from her and focused my attention on Vlakid, who threw me an easy smile and started telling me about his youngest child, a baby girl born over the last winter.

      Even in this den of powerful sovereign rulers, I had friends. People I could count on to turn my mind onto happier things.

      After that exchange with Queen Marienne, I forced the conversation to politics, to trade and councils. After all, that was the purpose of our gathering. But I couldn’t ignore Marienne’s intent gaze upon me throughout the remainder of the meal. I sensed she was measuring me, weighing her options.

      I wasn’t convinced that her offer of help came solely from the goodness of her heart.

      Witches and mages in our kingdoms regularly foretold the future, but such services always came with a price. Although Marienne was a queen by marriage, with all the wealth of her husband’s kingdom already at her beck and call, I was concerned the payment she would require for this information would be more than I would willingly give.

      We finished dinner, and to my relief, the subject of my future wife didn’t come up again. In fact, everyone seemed to be steering clear of the topic entirely.

      Perhaps they were fearful my temper might get the better of me.

      It was infuriating to be the object of such speculation, but I knew it wouldn’t end until I found my mate.

      Why didn’t they pester the solemn, quiet Damon? With his golden hair and bright blue eyes, it was a mystery why he was unmarried. And why he never spoke.

      We moved into the grand hallway. My guests glittered in their finery; the women’s skirts swirled in the candlelight, and the children ran in and out of their parents’ legs, shrieking with the excitement of staying up so late.

      I wished they would all leave. A pressure was starting to build behind my eyes. I just wanted to be somewhere else, alone. Preferably in a dark room.

      Queen Marienne strolled up to me, unspeaking. What did she want? Surely not to offer me guidance once again about my mate. Her foot caught on a crooked flagstone. As she fell, crying out, I grabbed her hands to steady her.

      I realized my error moments too late.

      Her hands clasped mine, holding tight, and electricity shot through my palms as her magic and my dragon wove together.

      Her head snapped up and our gazes locked onto each other.

      I saw what she saw; it raced from her mind to my heart and back again, flowing in an unstoppable current that pooled together, forming a clear image that was almost vivid enough to reach out and touch.

      It hit me like a thunderbolt.

      My mate was a human. Alive, and whole, and beautiful. And entirely unaware of my presence, over all these years. She was just waiting to be found. Across the magical void that kept her land separate from mine.
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      A gasp filled my throat, making it feel as though a hand squeezed tight around my heart. The shock of the realization pounded through my brain, over and over.

      My mate. That was my mate!

      Or was it? What, exactly, had I seen? A picture Marienne had possibly forced into my mind on behalf of her husband? A cunning deception intended to destabilize a rival king?

      Or was that image the truth?

      I dragged Marienne to her feet, and she came up, trembling. Her husband materialized beside her, pulling her from me so quickly she stumbled backward and almost fell once again.

      The moment her connection with me was broken, my mind cleared and all the feelings about the woman who was to be my queen, my fated mate, were gone.

      “Stop that, Marienne. You’re embarrassing me.” Magnik hissed at her, and Marienne instantly flinched as though expecting him to strike her.

      I frowned at the exchange, not enjoying see anyone flinch away from a loved one. I’d heard rumors over the years that Marienne and Magnik’s marriage was not a happy one. She had no children, and it was clear he had chosen her for her powers, not for love. Had those rumors been true? And worse, did he raise his hand to her on occasion?

      “I need to help him.” She whispered the words in Magnik’s direction but he was already storming away in a rage.

      I narrowed my eyes again. If this was a deception, they didn’t seem to be on it together.

      “Did you see her?” Queen Marienne asked me, her strange, ethereal eyes wide. She sounded part-enthralled, part-fearful.

      I stared at her, my arms twitching with a strange sort of energy. I could feel my shifter inside my chest, stretching, his wings unfurling. Ready for flight.

      Damn. This was not the time to lose control.

      “Did you put that vision inside my head, Marienne?” I demanded. It was a struggle to keep my voice steady.

      She shook her head vehemently, purple magic swirling intensely behind her eyes. “No! I told you that if you would spare me a moment, I could try and help you find your mate.”

      I shivered and clenched my muscles, drawing my shoulder blades together in a fruitless attempt to control my dragon.

      “That woman was my mate? Are you sure?” I asked, urgency growing in my tone.

      I wouldn’t be able to speak soon and I needed to know if what I saw was real.

      Echoes of the vision flickered through my mind: a blonde woman, with hair that flowed and shone in the sunlight, curling all the way down to the small of her back. Her eyes were a brilliant emerald green, like the stones we mined from the caves near our home.

      She had a fire about her, a vivacious energy that was a rarity in a human.

      “Yes, I’m sure. I don’t control my magic, King Stavrok,” Marienne said, spreading out her hands in a supplicating manner. “The vision was a gift.”

      I stiffened against the word. “A gift I did not ask for, Mari, and you should not ask for payment.”

      Her eyes met mine. Her gaze was as unreadable as ever, but I could detect a shadow of hurt and frustration in her expression.

      “Stavrok, your friendship alone is payment enough. We are to rule our kingdoms alongside one another for the rest of our lives, are we not? Let us try to be friends.”

      She turned away, as if not expecting an answer, and glided back across the room to Magnik’s side. When she reached him, her husband turned his back on her and filled his goblet with wine once again.

      I could almost see the defeat in Marienne’s posture and, for a moment, my heart went out to the woman. But I had no time to dwell on the state of another’s marriage.

      I could see my mate so clearly in my mind. My dragon wanted to hunt for her, shake free. Leave the castle this very night.

      Did I dare?

      “Marienne?” I called after her, quickly crossing the room and closing the gap. “Tell me, what more do you know? Where should I look for her?”

      The queen whirled and faced me squarely. “You must let me complete your reading if you want to know everything, Stavrok.”

      Damn. I didn’t have much of a choice. She had me pressed into a corner. I wanted to know who my mate was, and where I could find her.

      “No payment required,” she added wryly.

      “Very well.”

      It was a dangerous gamble.

      If she probed too hard in my mind and found out too much about my kingdom, it could tip the balance of our world too far in her husband’s favor. The six clans relied on a mutual fear and respect of the other kingdoms, and we kept our secrets closely guarded.

      If I wanted answers, I had no choice.

      Extending both of my hands, I kept my expression steely. Before she could take hold, I drew back. “Marienne. My mind is my own. Do not rifle through my thoughts. Tell me only what I want to know.”

      “I give you my word, Stavrok.” She granted me a short nod, and I allowed her to clasp my hands.

      Her gaze snapped to mine. This time, I willingly surrendered to her power.

      Our eyes clashed and a myriad of images flashed across my mind as I struggled to keep calm and not fight against the jolts of electricity coursing through my veins.

      I saw an image of the woman flowing through my mind again. She was with a child—no, with many children—laughing with them, helping them paint with their fingers on a giant sheet of paper.

      Human children…

      Then the picture changed. It was the same woman, sitting with an older couple on their front porch, clutching steaming mugs of coffee and talking quietly.

      The images came faster, forming and reforming in front of my eyes. Now she was asleep, spread out in the middle of a large four-poster bed, alone. Her long golden hair was pale in the moonlight, fanned out over the pillow, and her arms were curved upwards, elongating her torso.

      Her eyelashes brushed her cheeks, hiding her bright eyes. I watched her chest rise and fall, my eyes tracing over her full breasts and her long, pale throat…

      I broke away, gasping for breath, unable to handle the force of my wanting for another minute.

      My heart ached for the woman who would fulfill me.

      And damn it all… she’s human!

      “Did you get enough? Do you know how to find her?” I panted as I spoke, my heart thundering as though I’d run up a thousand steps to the highest turret in the castle.

      Marienne nodded, staggering backward. Her lips were pale, and her frame seemed smaller somehow.

      Drained of energy, I guessed.

      Her husband turned to watch our exchange, a snarl on his face as his wife stumbled then caught herself against a chair. He didn’t step forward to help her.

      I did, feeling the need to extend my arm and offer her the support she so obviously needed. That wasn’t my place. It should have been Magnik’s.

      “She’s human?” I asked, gently this time. I needed to confirm I’d gotten that part right, at least.

      “Yes, she belongs to the human realm. But...”

      I tilted my head, confused by the caveat. “But what?”

      Marienne frowned, fiddling with the rings that studded her slender fingers. “I sense some magic in her. It’s possible that one of our ancestors ventured out and bred with a human in that area a long time ago. I can’t be sure. What I do know is, she is yours, Stavrok. Your fated mate. And she isn’t far away. She lives in the first town past the border. You’ll know her on sight.”

      The last thing I wanted was to head out there. I didn’t trust the human race. But what choice did I have? Fate knew best. If she was my mate, surely there would be good in her.

      I swallowed down the bile that rose. “Are the old stories true? Will my dragon kidnap her when he sees her?”

      A small smile rose on Queen Marienne’s face. “What’s wrong, Stavrok? Never met a woman who didn’t dive into your bed the moment you set eyes on her? Apart from me, of course.”

      I gave her a wry smile. “No, I haven’t, actually.”

      My pride balked at the idea of kidnapping anyone, let alone the woman who I would make my queen, the mother of my children.

      As Marienne had pointed out, I’d never wanted for willing women in my bed. As the king, every courtier all the way down to the lowliest townsperson wanted my favor. I was generous with bestowing it. As a virile man, I could have one, two, even three in a night without tiring.

      “My father once told me that a true fated mate would not fall for me on sight. She would need to be taken and brought here, and only then would our bond be sealed.”

      The whole concept irked me. Why the hell would I force a woman into my bed who didn’t want to be there?

      Marienne shrugged her slender shoulders. “I can’t help you any further, Stavrok. Your dragon will know what to do when the time comes.”

      She turned to her husband and I saw her recoil. Why… I wasn’t sure. “Come, my king. Let us return home. I fear I have overexerted myself.”

      “Then go sit down, before you fall down,” Magnik snapped. “And you will wait for me. I am not ready to return home yet.”

      I saw it again; the strain in her body, the faint lines that had appeared at the corners of her eyes and around the edges of her mouth. How much did it cost the sorceress to call upon her magic in such a way?

      She pulled out a chair and sat upon it, and I saw her fighting to keep her posture straight.

      “Mari,” I said, feeling pity when I looked at her weary form. “I thank you.”

      She threw me a small smile. “Go, Stavrok. Fly there now. I know you need to. Don’t hold out against it any longer.”

      My gaze went to the window on my right. It was huge and ancient, and bolted heavily. Its diamond-patterned glass winked at me, as if in invitation.

      I couldn’t, not now. It was pitch dark outside, and heavy snow tumbled from the skies above. The idea was absurd, surely…

      “Sire, please.” Hillsen’s voice interrupted my reverie. The elder who had advised my father on many important decisions now advised me, and it seemed he had gleaned the current direction of my thoughts. “The council and I are in complete agreement. Surely you must see our point. As the only unmarried king you must…”

      I put up my hand, silencing Hillsen.

      “I quite agree, Hillsen. I will not return without a queen.”

      I unbolted the large window and pushed it open. The castle was built high up on the mountainside.

      Cold blustery air blew in and snow landed on my overheated skin. I was glad for the relief of it, but the flakes melted as soon as they touched my flesh. I was as hot as a furnace, but exposure to the elements wouldn’t be enough. Only one thing could sate the fire within.

      I’d made my decision. I stripped off my coat jacket and tossed it to the floor. My shirt and my pants followed.

      “My king, this is not advisable. Where are you going?”

      I looked at the elder and raised a brow.  “I told you, Hillsen. I need to find my queen. I will return home before the sun sets tomorrow.”

      Now completely unclothed, I stepped up onto the ledge and called to my dragon.

      He wasn’t far away. He had been under the surface of my skin for hours now, through the whole evening. Circling inside of me, impatient. Ready and waiting for my shift.

      I dove out the window. The cold air whipped around my body as I plummeted through the snowfall toward the jagged rocks below.

      My dragon jumped forward and my body transformed into an animal designed to cut through the air like a blade through silk. A creature of flight, huge and majestic.

      My skin rippled, and my scales emerged. My toes curled into claws. Wings sprouted from my shoulder blades, stretching wide and catching the undercurrent of air in a heartbeat.

      And, with that, I was soaring, skimming along the ground before shooting up and over the castle in a wide arc.

      Fire lit up my throat and there was a heavy ache in my heart. I needed to find my mate, my queen. The woman who was born to complete me.

      The one who would rule my kingdom by my side and provide me with my heirs, secure my dynasty for generations to come.

      Children. Baby dragons. Hopefully… if a human could breed with a man such as me.

      There was only one way to tell. And that was to do what my father had always said I would do, and what I always hoped to avoid.

      I must find my mate and bring her back home with me, taking her away from her world and everything she held dear.
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      My wings carried me toward the border that connected the human world to ours.

      I closed my eyes as I hit the invisible barrier. A cold shudder passed over my scales as I emerged through the other side.

      It was warmer in the human world. As I sank down and flew close to the ground, it occurred to me that these people were not used to seeing dragons flying around in their airspace.

      The last thing I needed was to collide with a passing aeroplane.

      My feet hit the ground, as I shifted back to my human self. The transition was smooth and steady despite my agitated state.

      My skin burned against the night air, and I looked around, wondering where I would be able to find clothes at this hour.

      The most inconvenient part of shifting was not being able to carry clothes with me. Not that I worried much when I travelled in our world. Everyone knew who I was, and my noble standing ensured that they would come running with robes to cover my nakedness.

      It was slightly humiliating to stand out here with no one around.

      I walked through the woods, trudging along until I came upon a ploughed field. At the edge of it stood a small farmhouse with a flagpole in the front yard. The flag fluttered in the wind, and even from this distance I could make out a large red dragon emblazoned on it.

      Happiness lit up my heart.

      I knew that sign. It appeared that a tiny piece of my world had crept into theirs.

      These people would help me.

      I strode across the field and thumped several times on the door, covering myself the best I could with my hands. I was thankful that it was dark, at least.

      After a few minutes, a man emerged. He took one look at me and called back into the house.

      “Joanie! We have a visitor.”

      He opened the door wider and grabbed for a large fur greatcoat that hung in the entrance hall. “Here, take this. You’d better come in.”

      I had to duck my head through the low doorway. I wrapped myself in the coat and glanced around. It was a comfortable home with humble furnishings. A fire roared in the hearth, and I gravitated toward it.

      “Thank you,” I said, turning back to him. “For your hospitality.”

      The man gave me a tight smile. His gaze roamed up and down my body as though he’d never seen a dragon shifter before. Which didn’t make sense. They had the flag flying and had welcomed me inside.

      We were slightly different to humans. Far taller on average, and broader with it. My tattoos indicated my royal blood—not that these two people would know it.

      A woman came into the hallway, carrying a steaming mug. Her eyes widened when she saw me.

      Then her gaze dropped. “You’re a Dragon King.”

      Her husband blinked, staring at me. Slowly, he began to back away.

      I lifted up my head. “How did you know?”

      I knotted the tie around the coat and took the cup of hot drink the woman handed to me.

      “I recognise your chest tattoo.” She motioned to it, giving a shaky laugh. “My mother taught me all of the Royal Heraldic symbols in case I ever met one of your kind.”

      I nodded before taking a sip of the bitter drink. I couldn’t complain, though. It spread much needed warmth through my belly. I turned my head toward the fire, staring into the flames.

      “Your mother knew of our ways?” I asked.

      The woman took a seat in the armchair beside the fire, motioning me to sit on the loveseat opposite. I sank into it and barely fit. The seat was tiny, made for humans.

      “Yes. She was born in Jerriak, but she settled here with my father many years ago. We are the gatekeepers, Majesty. I have been charged with the responsibility of helping anyone who crosses the border.”

      I hadn’t known such people existed until now. I was grateful for them; my kind had a friendly face to turn to when they entered this realm.

      I set my cup down on a nearby coffee table that looked hand made. I leaned forward. “On behalf of my people, I thank you, madam. I shall need some clothes, though I’m afraid I don’t have any coin with me.”

      My impromptu visit seemed more ridiculous with each passing moment. I hadn’t brought clothes or money, and I had no plan that extended beyond making it to the human world.

      I’d simply followed my instincts and the words of a witch.

      Not one of my smarter moves, truth be told.

      “Oh, that’s no problem, sire,” she said.

      “Stavrok.”

      She got to her feet with a smile. “King Stavrok. Please, come this way. We have lots of clothes in storage, although I have to admit, you’re bigger than most of the men we’ve seen cross the border.”

      I inclined my head at the awkward compliment.

      Aside from the clear difference between me and human men, I was taller and broader than most of my kinsmen. Being of royal blood, and a man with a desire to be the fittest warrior I could be, I was unusually large.

      I stood up, grateful to be out of the clutches of the loveseat. “Thank you. Anything you have will be appreciated.”

      The woman led me into a spare bedroom with a single small bed, then pointed to a huge closet. “In here,” she said.

      She opened the doors to the closet and revealed the contents. It was filled with clothes for every sort of person who may visit them. Winter dresses with long sleeves. Jackets and long coats. Shirts and pants. I wondered how long she had been helping people cross the border. My kingdom owed her a great debt it appeared.

      And even more so, it seemed that I was wrong in my assumption that all humans were selfish creatures. There was a woman in front of me who came from a line of people who looked after my kind. I had to hope that my mate would be of the same ilk.

      I grabbed some thick pants, a long-sleeved shirt, and a sweater. Simple human fare. If the clothes survived the journey home, I suspected Maddie would be most displeased to see me in such attire.

      Once I was dressed, we walked back into the living room to re-join the woman’s husband.

      I turned to them. “Can I ask, how often do you see my kind pass through from the border?”

      I’d had no idea that humans even knew about us. Perhaps I was more out of touch with my kingdom than I’d realized.

      “Not often.” She shrugged. “Maybe once or twice a month.”

      “A month?” I struggled to keep my voice level.

      That was so much more than I’d anticipated.

      I needed to investigate this further. Were people so unhappy in the kingdom they would abandon it for this strange land? Or did they only visit for a short while, then return? Did they want for things that our world couldn’t provide? Whatever it was, it couldn’t stand. I cared for my people, and they cared for me in return.

      But those were considerations for another day. I had a big enough task ahead
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