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        Cass

      

      

      I couldn’t believe this was now my life.

      Stavrok and Lucy were out tonight, again, negotiating a new trade agreement near the border between our kingdom and the human world. They were always off doing important things. Things that would improve the lives of our people.

      And I was left here, holding the babies. Literally.

      I loved my nephew and his sisters more than anything in the world, but on days like this I longed to be somewhere else. Anywhere else.

      The urge to explore new horizons was becoming almost overwhelming.

      I clenched my jaw and tightened my hands into fists as I strode along the corridor, a walk I could do with my eyes shut. I knew every inch of this palace back to front. The castle had been my home since I was a little girl. When my parents died, my cousin Stavrok had taken me in and raised me like his own.

      He’d been young then, barely a year on the throne, and yet he hadn’t turned me away when I needed him. He’d always treated me like the little sister he never had, far more than simply a cousin. He was part big brother, part father to me.

      I was lucky to have Stavrok in my life, but lately the walls and ceilings of the castle had begun to press in on me from all sides. I felt like a prisoner in my own home. No matter how far I explored, or which paths I took, I always ended up exactly where I started.

      That was probably because I wasn’t allowed outside the castle walls—had never been, really. At first, I’d been deemed too young to leave, but then Stavrok’s rule had become even tighter since that fateful day three years ago when Lucy had been kidnapped and I’d been hurt in the process. Stavrok had really locked things down after that.

      I understood why he kept us close. He wanted to keep those he loved safe. But I was turning twenty-one tomorrow, for crying out loud! I was a woman now. My own person, with my own destiny.

      I wanted more. I wanted adventure. I needed to know what was out there, beyond our green fields and sleepy village.

      Most of all, in the heart of my secret desires, I craved one thing. To go north. To visit the Kingdom of Winter.

      Since Stavrok had visited the north and helped Erik save the North Kingdom, I’d wanted to go myself. See the town that no-one else had seen. Meet the people no-one had known about, until now.

      I spent most days now, tucked away in the castle library trying to find out more about the town everyone had thought was just a myth. I read about ice storms and ravenous wolves, harsh winters that lasted for years on end. And huge, powerful dragons that breathed ice instead of fire.

      I wanted to see everything I read about in the books… for myself.

      I walked across the room to a large window and glared out. The view was beautiful, as always, but it was as familiar as the nose on my face. The snow-peaked mountains, the rolling hills… It seemed very tame, in comparison to the harsh wilds I’d been reading about.

      An urge struck me: to fling open the windows and release my dragon. I wanted to stretch my wings and soar. My dragon stirred inside me, and the call for adventure sang through my veins.

      I inhaled sharply, trying to push away the desire. Then I turned away from the view.

      Stavrok forbade me from leaving the castle without an armed guard. As a princess of his realm, I could be a valuable hostage; journeying alone was risky. If somebody recognized me, I would make a worthy bride for any upstart warlord or ambitious noble who dared to challenge the king.

      I hated being stuck here, no more than a pawn in the games played by dragon kings and their lords.

      I wanted to carve out my own destiny. And yet, as Stavrok’s cousin, I wasn’t sure how I was ever going to do that.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Stavrok and Lucy returned to the castle.

      I smiled with relief when they walked into the dining room, still shaking the last of the snow from their hair. The table was already laid with silver candlesticks and the maids had decorated the white cloth with sweet floral arrangements. Platters of meat and warm, soft bread were waiting for them.

      I stood up from the chair where I rested by the fire and rushed toward them. Lucy greeted me with a hug. She was still cold from being outside, and I shivered in my light evening clothes, pressing my hands to her pink cheeks.

      “You’re so cold,” I said, trying to warm her. As a human, Lucy wasn’t as adaptable to our climate as dragon shifters.

      “How were my little ones?” Lucy clasped my hands, still shivering as she held my warm palms to her cheeks a moment longer.

      I laughed. “They were good as gold…Well, the girls were!”

      Stavrok let out a booming laugh as he took his seat at the head of the table. “My son has a strong will, even now. He will make a fine dragon king one day.”

      Lucy chuckled and moved from the fireplace to take a seat beside her husband. I did the same, and Lucy reached out to brush her hand over mine as we all sat down to dinner. “Thanks for watching them, Cass. I know I can always count on you. You’re an angel.”

      I forced out a laugh. “Any time, Lucy.”

      What else did I have to do?

      I fiddled with my fork. “You know I’ll always be here.”

      Always and forever. Until I die of old age, in my library tower, surrounded by my books. Dreaming of adventures, I never undertook.

      There were worse fates, and yet I couldn’t help but want more.

      Some note of frustration must have come through in my voice, because when I looked up, Stavrok had set down the turkey leg he’d been gnawing on and was watching me with a contemplative expression.

      I tilted my head. “What’s up, cuz?”

      A grin slid over his face, and his eyes twinkled. “Cass. Dear Cass.”

      Uh oh. What have I done now?

      “It’s your twenty-first birthday tomorrow,” Stavrok continued, and my stomach, which had lurched at his initial words, relaxed.

      A matching grin sparked over Lucy’s face, and the two of them turned to me. My heart started to race.

      “You’re not the child I met anymore, all those years ago.” He reached out and took my hand. “You’ve grown into a smart, strong and beautiful woman. I’m proud of you.”

      My eyes widened in alarm. “Don’t go getting all emotional on me, Stavrok!”

      Still, I couldn’t help but be a tiny bit pleased. If Stavrok finally saw me as an adult, then that could mean…

      “I think what my husband is trying to say,” Lucy interjected, “is that you deserve a treat. A birthday present that will let you… spread your wings, so to speak.”

      Spread my wings? Like, actually spread my wings? Excitement burst through me, but I tried to hold it in. What if I had misinterpreted what Lucy meant? What if…

      “I’m taking you with me to the north,” Stavrok said.

      I gasped, both hands lifting to cover my mouth.

      Stavrok grinned, obviously relishing the look of total shock on my face. “To meet the Dragon of Winter himself.”

      My hands dropped down and my mouth gaped open. The two of them sat there looking pleased as they watched me process the news.

      “Oh. My. God!” I squealed, launching myself out of my chair and forward to throw my arms around my cousin’s neck.

      As Stavrok spluttered, struggling to free himself from the embrace, Lucy sat back and laughed.

      Stavrok patted me a few too many times, and I dragged myself back to my seat, barely able to sit still. Finally, I was getting out of this kingdom! And not just going anywhere. He was going to take me to the one place I wanted to see most!

      “I take it this means you’re on board with your present?” Lucy said, wiping tears of mirth from her eyes.

      “Of course, I am! I can’t believe it!” I leant back in my seat. A thousand questions sprang to mind; I didn’t know where to begin. “You’re being serious, right? You wouldn’t trick me with something like this?”

      I glanced between my cousin and his wife, both of whom just laughed and shook their heads.

      I clapped, too excited to eat anymore. “When do we leave? What do I pack—is it really as cold as they say? Will there be wolves? Will—”

      “Whoa!” Stavrok reached out and put a cautionary hand on my shoulder, but his eyes expressed fondness. “How about we finish this meal first? Then we can talk about the rest.”

      “Of course. Thank you, guys! This is seriously…” I couldn’t settle on the right word. Eventually, I just went with, “Amazing.”

      Stavrok and Lucy turned back to their meals. The conversation shifted to their three kids, so I drifted off.

      I ate mechanically, without tasting another bite. I wanted to race off to the library at once and bury myself in the old books I had loved since I was little—the tales of the northern explorers, battling against icy storms and fearsome beasts.

      I wanted to reacquaint myself with all the stories so I could prepare for actually going there in person.

      I’d never met Damon, the King of Winter, despite the few times he’d come to the castle for royal errands. Stavrok had always kept him, and many of the other kings, away from me for some reason I hadn’t yet worked out. I’d only heard stories about Damon, and they were enough to pique my interest to a mountainous level.

      The servants passed rumors and I’d gotten snatches of tales traded from person to person, third-or-fourth hand, from Stavrok’s expeditions and hunting parties.

      Everyone knew that the north was a wild place, inhabited by unruly people. Things were different there… survival was harsher. People fought tooth and nail for everything they had.

      Their king, according to the rumors, was the wildest one of all. He was said to be a ferocious fighter with piercing eyes and a cold, stoic demeanor. A lifetime spent in the frozen wilderness had rendered him more dragon than man.

      An image formed in my mind: a dark, shadowy figure at the center of a snowstorm.

      I shivered, and not just from the imagined cold.

      “When do we leave?” I managed, at last.

      Stavrok looked up from his plate of food. “Tomorrow.”

      We would leave tomorrow? On my actual birthday? I breathed deeply, trying to contain the excited squeal that wanted to rise. Best birthday present ever!

      My fate was in the north, that much I knew.

      The why? That was still a mystery.
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        Cass

      

      

      When I woke the next day—the day we were set to travel—sunlight was already filtering through the curtains and warming my face. I lay there, reveling in the joy and excitement that flooded through me.

      It had been so long since I’d traveled, and I didn’t even care that Stavrok would be babysitting me the whole time. It was a clear, bright day. I was itching to set out on our journey.

      I bounced out of bed, flinging the windows wide open, and inhaled the cool springtime air.

      “Someone’s ready for their big day,” a dry, amused voice said from behind me. “Little Cass, twenty-one years old! You’re making me feel my age, child.”

      I turned around and grinned at Maddie. She was our head housekeeper; except she was so much more than that. She was part nanny, part adoptive mother. She’d raised me as much as Stavrok had. Probably more.

      She stood in the doorway, hands on her hips. She shook her head at me before moving over to sort out the bedsheets.

      I crossed the room and hugged her from behind, making her huff with disapproval at my lack of ‘appropriateness’.

      “You don’t look a day over twenty, Maddie!”

      “Flattery will get you nowhere, young lady.” Maddie smacked my hands until I backed off, but her eyes were dancing. I was her favorite, and we both knew it. “Now, a little birdie told me about your trip… I take it we’ve got some packing to do.”

      I groaned. Packing and choosing clothes was the last thing I wanted to focus on right now. But Maddie merely tutted at me, opened my huge closet, and ran her hand along the rows of fabrics.

      She began pulling everything out and placing each item on the bed, shaking her head as she went.

      It soon became clear that I wasn’t exactly prepared for a trip to the far north.

      My clothes aren’t, anyway.

      I was used to the warmth of the castle: if I ventured outside, it was never further than the edge of town. My wardrobe was made up mostly of silk gowns and soft slippers. I found a couple of sweaters tucked at the back, but that was all I had that would save me from freezing to death.

      I headed down to the Great Hall, only to find Stavrok already there, pacing up and down. Which was odd. He was obviously in a strange mood because, instead of wishing me a happy birthday, he gave me an unreadable look, like he was agitated about something.

      Ugh, forget about him. This is the day everything changes!

      “Come this way,” Stavrok said, and I let him drag me into the next room.

      Lucy and the babies were waiting for me there in the sunroom, along with a luscious birthday breakfast. I shoved aside whatever Stavrok’s problem was because I would figure it out later.

      Lucy gave me a broad smile.

      “I had a surprise for you,” she said as she jiggled the toddler on her hip, “but I’m afraid Anselm ate half of it already.”

      On the low table, a stack of pancakes lay in the centre of a plate, surrounded by strawberries. I squinted at the writing on the top; it was clearly meant to read HAPPY BIRTHDAY CASS, but the top layer had chunks missing. It now read HAP BIR AY CA.

      I eyed Anselm with suspicion; he blinked back at me, his eyes wide and innocent.

      “I love it!” I smiled, then stuck out my tongue at him while Lucy was distracted by the other two.

      He giggled and blew a raspberry back at me.

      “Happy birthday, Cass!” Lucy set Anselm down on the floor, then leaned forward to give me a big hug.

      Anselm toddled over to where his sisters were stacking wooden bricks. Now that they were all walking, it was impossible to keep them in one place.

      “Are you excited?” Lucy asked.

      “Finally, a chance to get out of here,” I said, trying to sound like I meant it as a joke, but her eyes softened in understanding.

      “You deserve it.”

      I pulled her aside for a moment. “Did something happen this morning?”

      She looked puzzled. “Nothing out of the ordinary, why?”

      I shook off the uncomfortable feeling about Stavrok’s mood, pasting a smile back onto my face. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      Ugh, forget about Stavrok!

      This was my birthday, and I was going to enjoy every second of it.

      “Anything I can help you with?” Lucy asked. “Do you need to borrow a beanie, or muff, or anything?”

      “I do, actually! I have nothing suitable for traveling to the north. I’m too used to being here in the cozy warmth of the castle.”

      Lucy giggled. “And I’m used to being cold all the time! My clothes might be a little big for you, but I’m sure we can get the seamstresses to take a few pieces in.”

      Lucy and I were the same height, but she was much curvier than I was. Especially since giving birth to the triplets.

      “Sounds perfect! Thank you so much, Lucy.”

      Lucy winked at me. “Leave it to me. I’ll go have a chat with the head seamstress now.”

      Lucy headed off and I sat on the floor to play with the babies. Only yesterday I was lamenting never being able to leave. And now… I was going to miss them while I was gone.

      After breakfast, I went back to my room where three seamstresses came by with a dozen pieces from Lucy for me to try on. They were all heavy and warm, and I was sweating by the time they were done.

      “We’ll have these ready by the time you leave, Princess,” one of the women said, before she hurried from the room.

      “Thank you!” I called out to them, relieved beyond measure that Lucy cared enough to make sure I was comfortable and warm, and still able to go on my dream visit.

      By the time we were ready to leave, Stavrok seemed to have gotten over whatever was bothering him earlier. He met me in the Great Hall with the easy smile that usually dominated his face these days, ever since he’d found Lucy.

      “I’ve sent word to Damon. We will fly to an outpost half a day’s journey from the castle, then take the rest of the journey on foot.”

      Huh?

      “Why not fly the whole way?” I tilted my head, my confusion only growing when his laughter boomed through the hall.

      Several servants turned their heads. His laugh always attracted attention.

      “It would be quicker, right?” I asked him.

      “I thought you would prefer to be properly dressed for our arrival, Cassie.”

      Oh. Right.

      Shifters didn’t return to human form fully clothed.

      I pictured arriving in a strange land, in a strange throne room, naked in front of the fearsome, mysterious King of Winter…

      Heat spread across my cheeks.

      Stavrok’s smile turned fond. “I thought I would spare my favorite cousin the embarrassment of appearing nude on your first meeting with Damon.”

      Favorite… and only cousin!

      Irritation prickled over my skin as I realized that he was still trying to protect me. I didn’t want to be sheltered any more. I wasn’t the helpless, vulnerable little girl that everyone around here thought I was.

      I was twenty-one, and officially an adult!

      Still, I couldn’t deny the fact I was kind of relieved he’d thought of such a thing. I certainly hadn’t.

      I didn’t want Stavrok to know that, so I just glared and punched him on the arm. It rebounded off his solid frame and he ruffled my hair.

      “I’ve already sent your trunks ahead. The seamstresses worked for hours to alter the pieces for you. My men will be waiting for us at a checkpoint just beyond the mountains,” he said. “I hope you’re ready to stretch your wings.”

      I grinned. My dragon itched to unleash. “Absolutely.”

      We walked through the main hall and stepped onto the balcony. Stavrok stripped off most of his clothes, leaving only his underwear for modesty.

      I almost laughed. He only did that for me. Everyone else in the castle had seen him naked a hundred times. In fact, over the years I had seen him naked too as he left and returned from his many flights, but I allowed him his moment of modesty right now.

      I followed his lead and stripped to my thin chemise and underwear, lamenting that I was wearing some of my favorite knickers. They’d be shredded soon. I really should have planned that better.

      I grabbed my cousin’s hand, stepped up onto the balustrade next to him, and took a deep breath as I stared down at the town beneath us. Excitement whipped through my stomach in the same way the wind was messing with my hair. Crazy. Invigorating.

      “You ready?” Stavrok said.

      I nodded. I’ve been ready for this for years.

      He jumped, shifting mid-air and swooping low over the town.

      I let out a little excited squeal and, letting my shifter take hold of me, threw my human self into the wind. My dragon roared with excitement, rushing forward to take over.

      Taking to the skies again was like a dream.

      It had been so long since I’d flown further than the edge of town, and I glided over cloud banks and dipped low over the hilltops, spiraling through the air with the adrenaline of the shift and the freedom singing through my veins.

      Stavrok indulged my excitement, but eventually he steered me back on course. I followed him toward the mountains, and together we flew over the smoke-wreathed town in the foothills of the Black Castle.

      Erik and Marienne were somewhere below us, tending to their own kingdom. Part of me wanted to swoop down and say hello, but I was eager to push on.

      This was the furthest I’d ever flown from Stavrok’s castle. The furthest I’d ever journeyed. Ever.

      I drank in the colors of the sky, enjoyed the wind rushing past my wings, and reveled in the sharp icy chill of the air as we pushed onwards.

      Eventually, we started to spiral lower to land. I followed Stavrok until we touched down beside a small cabin in a sparse cluster of trees. A group of men rushed out to meet us carrying thick robes.

      As I shifted, I found myself trembling the instant the cold touched my bare skin. As a dragon, the cold didn’t touch me. As a human, it was very different. I’d never felt such cold temperatures before. I wrapped my arms around my bare breasts, my nipples pebbling into hard points from the frost.

      And we’re not even in the far north yet…

      The man who passed me my robe averted his gaze out of respect, though I was sure the men had seen more than they should. I pulled on the robe, hugging the fabric tight around my body and trying not to show my embarrassment. It was hard to hide that, though, with my cheeks flushing with heat.

      No man had ever seen my naked body, other than in this moment. And now that the day had finally come, a cold mountainside and a bunch of Stavrok’s guards wasn’t exactly the scenario I’d had in mind.

      Luckily, we were ushered into the cabin before the moment could get too awkward.

      Stavrok let out his trademark booming laugh. “Don’t worry, Cass.” He clapped a heavy hand on my shoulder as he ducked through the doorway. “If any of my men fancy themselves a peek, I’ll put their eyes out myself!”

      I looked away in horror, only half-sure he was joking. Stavrok could get like that—particularly with Lucy.

      I chalked it up to his protective nature, but it was more than that with me. I was a royal dragon shifter, and the men around me sensed the power that came with that title. No one would dare lay a finger on me, but I’d caught their eyes on me more and more often over the past few years as my body had changed into one of a breeding-aged woman.

      Still chilled to the bone, I scuttled closer to the roaring fire, focusing on warming my face to cover how flustered I was.

      “I’m starving,” Stavrok said, settling down beside me on the ground and stretching out his legs.

      As if on cue, a plate of hot soup and bread was presented to each of us by one of Stavrok’s servants. My stomach lurched and I put my hand to my belly. Damn, I was hungry too. Flying so far had really engaged my appetite. I ate with gusto, tearing into the bread and dipping it into the soup.

      “See,” Stavrok said, with a note of pride. “You’re a little wild thing already!”

      I made a face at him but didn’t slow down on eating.

      When the meal was over, we sat in comfortable silence and stared into the fire’s glowing embers.

      “I have another surprise for you,” Stavrok said. “Lucy and I took a trip to the seamstress last week… She had a hand in the design. Consider it an extra birthday present.”

      He signaled to the man behind him, and the servant came forward carrying something over his arm. When he held it out for me, I gasped.

      “Stavrok!”

      He smiled as I held up the garment in the firelight. It was a long black coat lined with thick gray fur around the collar. The lining was soft and velvety, and when I slipped it on it fit me like a glove. I ran my hands over the delicate patterns stitched into the material, a warmth tingling in my chest.

      Something brand new and made just for me. It was such a thoughtful, useful gift.

      “It’s beautiful.” I couldn’t help rubbing my cheek over the soft collar. “And so warm!”

      “Where we’re going, dear one,” Stavrok said in a soft voice, “you’ll need it.”

      I was silent, pretending to examine the coat as I mulled over my words. “Stavrok?”

      “Yes?”

      “What’s he like? King Damon?” I bit my lip, regretting my pointed question.

      I would never admit it in a thousand years, but a wave of nervous energy flooded through me every time I thought about the King of Winter. I was no stranger to meeting noble families, and powerful men. But this felt… different. And I wasn’t quite sure why.

      It was my first time visiting his kingdom, and I wanted to know what to expect.

      What if I make a fool of myself?

      Stavrok gave me a strange look. “He inherited a broken kingdom, Cass. A king needs to be extremely strong to overcome such a tragedy.”

      “But what’s he like?” I pressed. “Tall? Short? Funny? Boring? I need details, Stavrok.”

      Stavrok huffed, like I was being unreasonable.

      “He’s…” He trailed off, staring into the fireplace. “Tall. Are you satisfied, little one?”

      Satisfied with “tall”? Hardly!

      “Don’t call me little one!” I rolled my eyes. “And don’t avoid the question.”

      “He’s a king like any other,” Stavrok said eventually. “We only met once, and we were fighting a battle together. There wasn’t much time for small talk, Cass.”

      I released a long, drawn-out sigh.

      There was something he wasn’t telling me, but Stavrok wasn’t someone I could persuade information out of if he wasn’t ready to share it. He’d tell me in his own time.
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        Cass

      

      

      Our carriages were waiting for us when we passed the treeline, with all the belongings we would need for the trip. Given that I hadn’t been given any information about how long the trip would be, I’d packed practically everything I owned, plus everything Lucy had altered for me before we left.

      I grimaced with sympathy at the thought of the servants lugging all that heavy baggage over the mountains.

      The men bowed low to Stavrok and me as we stepped up into the carriage.

      Once inside, I realized we were on a true royal mission, one royal family visiting another. And I was part of that. My heart started to hammer. The anticipation gnawed at me. This was it: the trip I had been waiting for. The journey of a lifetime.

      When I looked up, Stavrok was watching me again, a frown on his face.

      Annoyance flashed through me.

      “What?” I huffed, crossing my arms. “Are you ever going to tell me what’s going on? You’ve been sulking about something since the morning of my birthday.”

      He looked down, then stared out of the window at the landscape as we trundled on. I began to wonder if we’d spend the rest of the journey in silence.

      “I received word from Queen Marienne,” he said at last.

      I brightened up at that. Marienne came to visit Lucy and I whenever she could. She was a natural with the kids, using her magic to make pretty floating lights for them. They loved her as much as we did.

      But she had her own kingdom to run, and a new husband, to boot. It had been weeks since I’d heard from her.

      “What’s wrong?” My heart clenched. “Wait, is she okay?”

      “Yes, yes.” He waved a hand. “She and Erik are fine… better than fine. She had some news for me, is all.”

      He paused. The silence weighed heavily between us.

      “About you,” he added.

      I stilled. Marienne’s visions were well-known throughout the realm, but this was the first time my name had ever been thrown into the mix.

      I didn’t know what to think.

      “What news?” I twisted my hands in my lap. Was it bad? “Did she see something?”

      She must have, or Stavrok would never have brought it up.

      His mouth pressed together in a thin line. Whatever he was about to tell me, I could see that it troubled him. My stomach tightened beneath my new coat. How bad could the news be?

      “She had a vision,” he said. “A vision of you. With King Damon. She believes that the two of you are… connected.”

      He glanced out the window. I could tell he really didn’t want to be having this conversation.

      I shook my head, totally lost. I couldn’t see what the big deal was. We were going to the north to see King Damon, weren’t we?

      If Marienne saw the future, her vision made sense.

      But Stavrok looked angry.

      “Is that what you’ve been so worked up about?” I snorted. “Some vision of me meeting the king? Hell, I could’ve predicted that—and I don’t have the sight! We’re heading there right now, remember?”

      Stavrok twisted around to look at me, his eyes hard. “Cass. You don’t understand… Marienne’s visions, they don’t happen every day. She wouldn’t have foreseen this if it wasn’t important. She believes that the two of you are fated for one another.”

      Shock flooded through me.

      That can’t be true.

      “I wanted to cancel this trip,” I heard Stavrok say.

      I wasn’t fully listening anymore, just staring into space, processing the words, hearing them echo in my mind.

      Fated for one another.

      “But I knew how disappointed you would be. Cass, I’m not saying Marienne is right—”

      “Has she ever been wrong?” I asked, my tone sharper than I intended.

      Stavrok’s face could have been carved from granite. His huge features, usually so warm, were deadly serious. He was more than my cousin. For the first time, I saw him for the man he truly was: a powerful Dragon King.

      “All I’m saying is that you need to be prepared.”

      Prepared for what?

      I wanted to call the carriage to a halt. I needed to ask a million questions.

      Truth be told, I was terrified. I knew about fated mates—I’d seen it play out right in front of me on the day Stavrok brought Lucy home to the castle.

      But it was rare for a dragon shifter to find their perfect match. Like… crazy rare.

      I’d never once imagined it might happen to me.

      To complicate matters further, I was a virgin. On the occasions I imagined the man I would marry, the idea was hazy and indistinct, but I’d always pictured something sweet, something romantic. Rose petals and soft music. Definitely not the crazed, lust-fueled pursuit that came to mind when I pictured a mate’s heat.

      Something must have shown on my face, because Stavrok leaned forward. I looked up to meet his gaze.

      “Cass, listen to me. I won’t let anything happen to you. I swear.” He straightened up, his bulk spanning almost the width of the carriage. “I’m here as your guardian. I’ll protect you—like I always have.”

      Outside, the scenery was changing. The trees were gone; the landscape consisted of miles of frozen ground, as far as the eye could see. Inside the carriage we remained warm, but I shivered all the same.

      “How much further?” I mumbled.

      I forced the whole conversation out of my mind. I had come here to explore, to see the world, and I was going to do that no matter what.

      Stavrok pointed at a distant tower poking over the horizon out of the carriage window. “We’re almost there.”

      As the carriage wheels turned and the horses picked up the pace, I barely heard the small talk from Stavrok. I couldn’t hear anything beyond the rushing in my ears, and my own thudding heart. It completely drowned out everything else.

      Why did it feel like I was about to meet my destiny head-on?
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      It was mid-afternoon by the time we arrived at the castle gates. The sky was pale gray, and snow blustered in through the door when Stavrok opened it. A blast of icy air hit me, and I turned up the collar of my coat as I stepped outside.

      My eyes widened as I took in the huge castle with its ancient drawbridge. A wide moat surrounded the fortress; laid out around it was what looked like a giant building site.

      “King Damon’s enemies razed the whole town to the ground,” Stavrok said as we walked along a winding, makeshift path. Everywhere I looked, townsfolk were hard at work, bricklaying, sawing, and heaving huge blocks of stone over the frozen ground. “They’ve been slow to rebuild. The conditions up here can be brutal.”

      I craned my neck to watch the drawbridge as it lowered to let us over the moat. Everywhere I looked there were remnants of the battle, deep gouges in the stonework and burn marks over the battlements that could have only been caused by dragon fire.

      “It’s so…” I trailed off, lost for words at the huge, imposing structure.

      Harsh was the word that finally came to mind.

      All the castles I had seen were square and smooth, made of sandstone. This castle was all dizzying turrets and spiky towers, edged with snowdrifts.

      “So tall,” I said eventually, trying to remain polite, and letting out a nervous laugh at my lame description.

      Stavrok grinned, leading me up to the huge front doors. The guardsmen stepped aside, bowing low, to let us pass.

      Back home, the palace guards were friendly and open with me. I knew all their names; after all, most of them had watched me grow up.

      These guards were different. They were fearsome in their thick overcoats, and the broadswords hanging by their sides looked like they had seen their fair share of use.

      The hallway was as grand and stately as I expected from the imposing exterior, and even Stavrok looked impressed. He glanced up at a huge window as we passed underneath an elaborate stone archway, whistling.

      “The last time I was here, this room was nothing but rubble,” he said, catching my eye. “I hardly even recognize the place.”

      As Stavrok continued to admire the repair work, I trailed after him, my eyes wide. I tried to keep up, but in truth I was barely paying attention to the running commentary.

      Now that we were in the castle, it was impossible to forget about Marienne’s vision. The man I was about to meet could very well be my intended mate. The one person who was designed for me, and me for him.

      Part of me wanted to run screaming from the place. The other part was so excited I could barely walk straight. I’d wanted a life, and an adventure, outside the safety of Stavrok’s castle, and I’d gotten it. In spades.

      We were led deeper and deeper into the castle, down the cavernous hallways. Our guide, another stone-faced guard, made me nervous. I stuck close to Stavrok’s side, my mind racing.

      My palms itched with anticipation and my dragon shifter stirred closer to the surface than usual. I tried to imagine this king, a total stranger, somewhere in the castle. Could he feel my presence?

      Was this nervous anticipation just normal-level excitement at getting out and having an adventure, or was it more? What if what Marienne had foretold was true?

      I swallowed as Stavrok indicated I should move forward, and together we walked into a small antechamber. Two more guards waited on either side of a set of huge doors. They stared at us impassively as we approached and knocked once on the double doors.

      My heart stalled in my chest. It was too late to turn back now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Damon

      

      

      “Sire.” The voice of my chief advisor echoing across the Great Hall startled me out of my thoughts. “They’re here.”

      I straightened and stood up from my throne, stepping down from the dais and striding forward into the center of the large space. It was customary to greet a fellow king on equal ground. I could not meet my guests from up high on my throne.

      The formal clothes I wore were stiff and uncomfortable. I much preferred my everyday attire, but my advisors had cautioned against it for this meeting. I found all the court rules and regulations stifling, especially when my mind and my focus was on the repair work I’d been carrying out with my men only this morning.

      Still. Stravrok had shown me great generosity during the battle by coming to our aid. Not to mention what he’d done for us since we started repairing. It was only fitting that I return that favor by allowing him and his cousin to visit and see the renovations.

      Plus, it gave me a chance to show another kingdom that we were slowly regaining our former strength. Hopefully, the word would spread. My ancient house—the family of ice dragons that had ruled the north for generations—had survived the raiders.

      The castle wasn’t the only thing my father had driven to ruin. I needed to rebuild alliances and treaties. The best way to do that was to make peace with my fellow rulers.

      The corners of my mouth lifted into a polite, welcoming smile as the double doors opened.

      “His Majesty, King Stavrok of the Bravdok Clan, and his cousin, the Princess Cassandra.”

      Stavrok strode into the room with all the brazen confidence I remembered. The years since the battle hadn’t changed him that much; only a few more threads of silver in his hair indicated that time had passed.

      I greeted him with a nod, and he grinned back, charging over with his hand outstretched, ready to pull me into a friendly bear hug.

      He only managed to get halfway across to me, however, before I caught sight of the other newcomer standing behind him.

      My dragon instantly woke from its slumber, uncoiling inside my chest. I growled, trying to push him down.

      Something I’d never felt before pulsed through my veins, dark and hot, filling me with a single-minded purpose: a desire like I’d never known before.

      What the hell is this?

      Whatever it was, I had no power to stop it. The force rolled through me like a tidal wave.

      My vision began to change. Everything in the room faded out of focus. And nothing else mattered. Not Stavrok, nor  my kingdom. Not my castle repairs. Not the fact that I was a king.

      Only she remained.

      Her chestnut brown hair hung in loose curls, dusted with snowflakes from her journey. Her eyes were wide and fringed with dark lashes. Unlike most of the shifters I had met, who all had icy, pale blue eyes, hers were a deep, warm brown.

      I need her.

      The realization hit me like an anvil. I didn’t have time to consider what it meant. I strode forward, my gaze zeroed in on my prize.

      Stavrok stepped in front of her, blocking my path. He knocked away my hands that were already outstretched for her. I released a deep snarl, prepared to shift fully if I needed to fight the other man. My neighboring king. The obstacle in the path of my need.

      Stavrok was on the brink of shifting as well. I caught sight of his dragon when his angry gaze flashed to meet mine. Hot rage curled within me and I lowered my stance. Stavrok would not keep her from me.

      She wasn’t any woman. This one was mine.

      On some level, where my brain still operated rationally, I knew the difference. I’d had women before. I was a Dragon King, and I had to satisfy my appetite for pleasure alongside everything else.

      The stresses of recent years meant I’d tamped down my desires. In the face of all I had to rebuild, a fumble with a maid or some woman in town felt like a waste of time. I had responsibilities; more important things to deal with than my sex drive.

      Not that plenty of women hadn’t put themselves in my path. I was their king. More often than not, I’d rebuffed them.

      And this was why. She was why.

      All thought of polite pleasantries and formal introductions were long gone. We circled each other, Stavrok managing to keep himself between me and the girl as I snarled with impatience.

      We weren’t two kings anymore, meeting for an official royal visit. This was deeper. Primal.

      We were dragon shifters and the need to fight this invader, this intruder in my kingdom, coursed through me as strong as the ocean.

      For whatever reason, the mere sight of this girl inflamed my dragon like no other.

      Only one thing remained: the feral, frenzied, uncontrollable urge to take her and carry her out of here.

      Stavrok shouted something, but I was too far gone to hear it. I could only watch, burning with fury, as he grabbed the girl by the arm and practically dragged her out of the room.

      The moment the heavy doors thudded closed behind them, I was there, pounding against the wood. My shifter writhed in frustration; it was all I could do not to release my anger, shift, and burn down my own door to get to her.

      “Stavrok!” I bellowed, fists balled against the immovable oak door. “Open the door, right now. Before I burn the damn thing down!”

      “So, it is true,” the voice came back, muffled, from the other side of the door. “Marienne was right.”

      I was losing patience. As every minute passed, shifting looked like a more and more appealing plan.

      “What is true?”

      “You’re my cousin’s true match. Her fated mate,” Stavrok yelled through the door.

      I forced myself to take deep, ragged breaths, fighting to regain control. It was easier now that the girl—Princess Cassandra—wasn’t in the same room, but knowing exactly where she was, just out of reach… the feeling of it, the knowledge… It was pure torture. I groaned and again smashed my fist against the wood.

      “The two of you are destined for each other,” Stavrok added.

      I pressed my forehead against the door, growling. “Then what are you waiting for? Let me through!”

      “You’re not in control, Damon!”

      I bared my teeth at him, even though he couldn’t see it. Frustration pounded through me.

      “She’s young…” Stavrok hissed. “And still a virgin!”

      “Stavrok!” Another voice cut in. A sweet, light voice, admonishing him for revealing a truth that had my dragon slowly retreating.

      A virgin? Then I would be her first. Her only.

      “Open the door, cousin,” she said, and the sound washed over me like silk. She sounded… perfect. Right down to that thrum of desire I heard in her tone. Oh, yes. She had felt the lick of need too, it seemed.

      But I needed to get myself under control, so I could meet her properly. I straightened, crowding as close as possible up against the door and hoping she would speak again.

      “Get yourself together,” Stavrok said, as if he knew exactly how hard I was struggling. Perhaps he did. His wife Lucy was Stavrok’s mate. Perhaps it had been like this for him?

      “I’m warning you, Damon. If you can’t control your dragon, I will leave, and I’ll take Cass with me. You’ll never see her again.”

      He sounded dangerous; deadly. If I were fully in my right mind, I might have been afraid. Stavrok was a fearsome warrior. I had no doubt that if anything happened to his beloved cousin, he would have my head for it. Literally.

      I focused on breathing, clearing the fog that had spread through my senses.

      “Okay.” I took a few steps back from the door. “I’m ready.” Slowly, the doors opened.

      Stavrok stood with his arms crossed, half in front of Cassandra. She sidled out from around his body shield.

      Had my behavior terrified her? One glance told me otherwise, from the lust burning in her gaze, to the way a light flush spread over her cheeks.

      I forced down a shiver and turned my attention back to Stavrok.

      “My apologies,” I said through gritted teeth. “Your cousin caught me by surprise.”

      Stavrok’s face was stony, and I could tell he was holding back for Cass’s sake. He nodded, straightening up, his posture remaining protective.

      My dragon simmered with rage at the show of strength. I knew better than to challenge him, though, because when it came to the safety of his cousin, Stavrok was indeed doing the right thing. Even if my dragon couldn’t see it yet.

      You could have cut the tension in the room with a blade. One wrong move, and the peace I’d built—this fragile alliance I wanted to strengthen between my kingdom and Stavrok’s—could be reduced to ashes.

      We stood in silence, my head buzzing.

      “Well,” Stavrok said loudly, clapping his hands together. “Do we get the grand tour?”

      “Of course,” I replied, grateful for the suggestion. It would give us all something to concentrate on, other than my need to shift and fly away with my mate. “Follow me.”
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      I led them through the castle, focusing my mind on anything but the woman walking with Stavrok. I pointed out all the changes I’d made and moved as if in a trance. The voices around me were muffled, like I was underwater.

      After a while, Stavrok stepped out in front and led the way, talking loudly and asking question after question. He seemed keen to put as much space between me and his cousin as possible.

      Cass herself was an enigma.

      I could barely keep my eyes off her. She flitted through the hallways, her gaze wide and excited at every detail, every new discovery. Occasionally she stole a glance at me, and I looked away the moment our eyes met, glaring down at the floor.

      I didn’t trust my dragon not to grab her if he had half the chance.

      Her long dark hair tumbled around her shoulders in loose curls, and her eyes were warm and bright. Everything about her was a breath of fresh air in this cold, gloomy place. She reminded me of a butterfly, the way she darted from window to window.

      And yet, somehow, I knew that she was as aware of me as I was, of her. Even though she seemed more able to throw it off and act normally, I sensed the desire simmering beneath the surface of her beautiful exterior.

      My dragon ached for her. More than anything, I wanted to grab her and haul her away somewhere, anywhere we could be alone. Then I could unleash all my passion and drive her into ecstasy.

      But a small part of me—the tiny shred of reason buried in the back of my mind—told me that Stavrok was right about not rushing this connection I felt for Cass.

      I couldn’t risk offending Stavrok. And I couldn’t risk her safety. Especially if she was as innocent and virginal as Stavrok said.

      Outside, the snowflakes tumbled thicker and faster as we reached the rear of the castle, where the high walls overlooked the small gardens below.

      Cass tapped on the windows. “What’s that down there?”

      “The hedge maze,” I said.

      Her eyes lit up at the prospect of an adventure.

      “My ancestors planted it centuries ago,” I added, wanting to prolong the conversation with her but still having trouble with my dragon staying under control.

      Stavrok’s eyes narrowed. “Cass, you’re not going out there in this weather. There’s going to be a blizzard before long.”

      Cass tilted her chin up at him defiantly. “It’s my birthday, isn’t it? We didn’t come all this way so I could end up stuck inside another castle… No offence,” she added, glancing at me.

      Heat gathered in my chest as her eyelashes swept across her cheeks.

      “None taken,” I murmured, pretending intense interest in the weather beyond the window as Stavrok and Cass debated beside me.

      Eventually, Cass won the argument and, as I turned to look at them, Stavrok scowled at me.

      I wasn’t going to be the ally he hoped for. In this state, I could hardly deny her request. My dragon wanted to give Cass everything.

      I’ll protect her.

      As we headed down to the small gatehouse at the foot of the castle, emerging into the frosty air on the long, winding path that took us toward the gardens, Cass appeared suddenly, bobbing up beside my elbow.

      I shuddered with longing as she brushed against my arm. The pink that rose in her cheeks had nothing to do with the cold air and suggested she felt the same way as me.

      “What’s in the middle?” she asked.

      I turned to stare at her, my eyes trailing downward. She was a petite little thing, only coming up to my shoulder. I didn’t trust myself to speak, so I waited for her to clarify.

      “Of the maze,” she added, and then bit her lip.

      I groaned internally, imagining what it would be like to sink my teeth into her soft flesh, right where her teeth currently nibbled.

      “Don’t mazes usually have a prize in the middle?”

      Her gaze lingered on mine. I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of prize she was imagining.

      There were plenty of places for two people to get lost inside a maze.

      Perhaps that’s what she’s counting on?

      I shrugged, not trusting my voice. She would see soon enough what was at the center of the maze.

      Stavrok was glowering by the time we reached the entrance. The tall hedges on either side were already covered in a fine bank of snow. A glance up to the sky didn’t tell me much. The weather could turn, or it could hold.

      Behind Stavrok, Cass was admiring a frost-tipped rose. The color matched her glowing cheeks. She was utterly bewitching.

      I would give her anything she wanted.

      The knowledge terrified me. I glowered, hoping that my fascination didn’t show on my face.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Stavrok grumbled, flicking snow off the edge of his coat.

      Cass grinned up at him. He sighed, mumbling something about birthdays and annoying cousins, but followed her into the maze without a backward glance.

      I trailed after them. My dragon was still simmering inside me, barely contained; the urge to grab her thudded continuously in the back of my mind. If anything, it was growing stronger with each twist and turn of the maze. Cass led us deeper and deeper. Stavrok swore when he stumbled over an exposed tree root, grumbling to himself.

      The hedges closed around us.

      Cass practically ran around each bend in the hedgerows. It turned into a game of chase. My heart raced as I tracked her through the maze. My dragon was single-minded and greedy; it wanted her.

      She skipped ahead, throwing a cheeky smile back at me. I caught the edge of a skirt, a loose curl, before she slipped out of sight around the corner.

      I glanced behind me. Stavrok was nowhere to be seen.

      I was alone.

      There was nothing for it but to go on. The sky above was white with snowflakes, which were falling thicker and faster than ever.

      “Cass?” I shouted. “Stavrok?”

      I listened intently but there was no answer, only the wind rustling through the leaves around me.

      I knew the maze better than most. When I was a child, I often played in it, or hid away where the servants couldn’t find me when my father was on one of his temper-fueled rampages. But as I got closer to the middle, my worry grew. I could make it out of here, but Cass and Stavrok…

      Get to Cass, my dragon growled. Find her. Protect her. Take her.

      I rounded the corner and got my bearings, realizing I was close to the center. My heart rate picked up when I heard a voice behind me, high and sweet.

      “King Damon?”

      I turned. Cass stood in the middle of the path. She had her arms wrapped around her body, tucked into herself, and she was trembling as gust after gust of cold air buffeted the hedgerows around us and sent her hair tumbling and flying within a cascade of snowflakes.

      “This way,” I said, not trusting myself to get too near her.

      I strode down the path, leading the way. Her footsteps trotted as she caught up with me.

      “We need to get out of here!” Her voice trembled.

      The snowstorm was building, and it wouldn’t be long before we were trapped in it.

      “Shouldn’t we turn around?”

      She was right. We needed to get under cover, and fast.

      There wasn’t time to get back to the entrance and make our way back to the castle. I swallowed thickly as I realized that we only had one option.

      “You wanted to know what was at the center of the maze?” I strode onwards. The path narrowed, and I knew what waited for us around the next corner. “Didn’t you?”

      “Well, yes, but…”

      I turned and stared at her. “Trust me.”

      Our eyes met. Heat sparked through my veins. Her breathing grew ragged. The fur on her collar rose and fell with each exhale.

      She nodded.

      Together, we turned the final corner.

      We had reached the center of the maze. Without Stavrok.

      In the middle of the clearing stood the entrance to the stone grotto that led to the caves.

      I ushered Cass toward the entrance. The snow was falling so thickly that I could barely make out the stony entrance. As Cass hurried into the grotto, I ducked back outside to take a final look around for Stavrok.

      He was nowhere to be seen.

      Cursing the weather, I ran back into the cave after her.

      “Cass!” My voice echoed off the rocky walls. I climbed down the steps cut into the rock.

      The sound of soft footsteps shuffled up ahead. My heart pounded with adrenaline. We were alone.

      I should never have agreed to show them the maze. I knew the weather would get worse.

      They aren’t from around here. They don’t know how harsh our winters are. They’re used to rolling hills and mild snowdrifts.

      I admonished myself but it was too late to change anything now. I could only blame my misjudgment on my foggy head and the overpowering lust that I couldn’t shake. It was more potent than anything I’d felt before, and my body wouldn’t let me forget that the source of my misery was a scant few feet away from me.

      “Damon?” Cass called again, nearer this time.

      I stepped into the cavern. Dim light flickered from a torch set into the stone wall, casting a golden glow over the stone. Cass had her back to me, staring into the pool that dominated the room, watching the steam rise from it and spiral upwards.

      “It’s a hot spring,” I said, coming over to stand beside her. From this close I could feel the warmth from her body. “People swim here sometimes. It’s said that the water has healing properties.”

      She glanced up at me. “Can I…?”

      Once I realized what she was asking, I stiffened.

      We would be stuck here for some time, until the storm lifted. She was cold and wanted to go in to warm up, and with her staring at me like that I couldn’t think of a good reason why not.

      The second I nodded, she began to unbutton her coat, sliding the fabric down and off her shoulders.

      A growl rose unbidden to my lips. I turned my back on her and strode over to the other side of the cave, facing the mouth of the tunnel.

      “Where are you going?”

      Her voice was light, teasing. She was taunting me.

      “Nowhere,” I forced out as I stared down at a wooden chest by the entrance to the cave. It held clean clothes and towels, if I remembered correctly, but I couldn’t make myself reach down to open the lid. My body was wound far too tightly.

      A soft rustle reached my ears, the sound of fabric dropping to the floor. I clenched my hands into fists when the gentle sounds of lapping water reached me. Then I heard her body slide beneath the surface.

      I swallowed, squeezing my eyes closed.

      “It’s so warm!” Her tone was startled, as though she couldn’t believe that up here in the freezing mountains, beneath the arid earth, were warm springs.

      But I heard the sweet undercurrent of pleasure in her words and began to imagine how she’d look floating in the water.

      I forced myself to relax and draw deep, even breaths.

      The mere thought of her naked body sliding beneath the water was maddening. I could hear the gentle splash as she moved around, but I didn’t dare look.

      “Aren’t you joining me, my king?” Her tone was teasing, and her words even more so.

      That was the last straw.

      I rounded on her. “What game are you playing at?”

      She was in the middle of the pool, submerged up to her bare shoulders. Curly tendrils of her dark hair lay on the water’s surface. She looked like a nymph.

      Or a siren. Come to lead me to my doom.

      “What do you mean?”

      She sounded shocked. Her eyes, however, raked up and down my body. I had only deigned to remove my outer coat, and I stood before her in my shirt and slacks. Strangely, I felt like I was the naked one.

      “You want me to swim with you? Alone, in this cave? With…” I gritted my teeth, waving a hand to indicate her bare form. “Your cousin—”

      “My cousin,” Cass interrupted, her eyes flashing with impatience, “is not here.”
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      Cass stilled, and then looked up at me again. There was a new fire in her eyes, burning even brighter than before.

      I hadn’t realized that she must have been kneeling until slowly, she stood up in the pool and revealed herself to me. Droplets of water rolled down the contours of her naked body, hugging her curvaceous frame. My eyes raked over every inch of her small high breasts, her hips, her pale thighs and the alluring valley between them.

      She was still, silent. It was a challenge.

      She had thrown down the gauntlet, baring herself to me.

      My dragon ignited inside me, recognizing its mate once again. I let out an inhuman growl and crashed into the water, still clothed. Cass squealed with surprise as I wrapped my arms around her waist and hoisted her body flush against mine.

      We both groaned at the feel of finally being able to touch each other. Her legs tightened around my waist. I backed her through the water until I reached the place where I knew the rock leveled out, creating a natural shelf in the side of the cave. I pressed her against the shelf, and she arched her back, revealing her long, pale throat to me.

      It was an act of submission in the boldest possible way.

      She wants this. Wants me to claim her.

      My dragon was in control now. My teeth scraped against the sensitive flesh, and she whimpered, her hands running along my forearms as she bucked and writhed against me. I gripped her hips, holding her in place, while she pulled my shirt out of my trousers, tracing over the planes of my chest with exploring fingers.

      I drew back, breathing harshly. Her lips were red and full where she’d bitten into them, and her eyes were hazy, pupils blown out with desire. I was willing to bet I didn’t look much saner.

      My fingers slid up her thighs and she squirmed with delight. Knowing I was the first man to touch her in such a way was intoxicating.

      My dragon pushed for more, more, and I gave into the demands fully.

      I grunted when her hand closed around the nape of my neck, tugging my hair with impatience. Her eyes flashed, and I knew her own dragon guided her every movement, from the way her hips bucked up into mine to her other hand clinging against my back, pushing up my shirt, greedy for more contact.

      When my hands slid between her thighs and my fingers pushed inside her slick pussy, we both gasped. Her hot, open mouth pressed against my shoulder, and I groaned at the feel of her sharp teeth against my skin, and how tight she was around me.

      She clung to me, wet hair sticking to my shoulders as we moved together. My thumb circled her clit and she tensed, tightening even further.

      When she reached for my trousers as if to release my cock, I growled, grabbing both of her hands in one of mine and pinning them above her head, to the cave wall behind her. My own pleasure could wait.

      She acquiesced to the restriction, staring up at me with wide, lust-filled eyes.

      I teased her, withdrawing my fingers from her body so that I could run my free hand over her breasts, cupping them as I bruised her throat with kisses before returning to her pussy. Even submerged in warm water, I could feel how hot she was inside, and it drove me wild.

      When she squeezed tight around my fingers, a long moan sounding in my ear, I couldn’t hold back my dragon any longer.

      When I pulled my fingers out again, she whimpered at the loss of contact. Her hands fumbled for me, and together we pushed down my trousers so that there was nothing standing between us.

      I lined up my cock with her still-squirming body and thrust into her as slowly as I could considering the lust riding me hard, and her virginal status. She cried out in shock and I instantly halted.

      “No,” she whispered. “Don’t stop. I want more.”

      I complied, thrusting again and seating myself fully, and this time her cry was pure pleasure. She wrapped her arms and legs around me tight, holding me close.

      Around us the surface of the water trembled, and the torch flames fluttered. The force of our shifters joining together filled the cave with an energy I’d never seen before, a light that drove the shadows away and illuminated the pool and the whole cavern. I could feel the power flowing through my body, and from the look on Cass’s face, I could tell that she did, too.

      I thrust into her over and over again, feeling her squeeze tighter and tighter around my cock with every forward motion of my hips. Nothing had ever felt so right, so perfect. Every cry, every moan, every gasp from her lips was like a symphony to my ears.

      Then her small frame began to stiffen against me, and her sharp cry filled the cave as her orgasm overtook her. She rode it out against me, and after a couple of harsh thrusts I followed her over the edge.

      For several endless moments I stood there in the water, braced against her, feeling nothing but sheer ecstasy and joy.

      We were both panting and the water around us suddenly felt cold against my overheated skin. I pulled out of her, stroking a shaking hand down her side before I could stop myself. I pulled up my trousers and tucked my cock away before staggering out of the water.

      Guilt hammered me, choking the life out of the afterglow that flowed through me. I was sated, satisfied, and utterly screwed.

      This beautiful, innocent girl… I’d taken her. Without a second thought about her innocence. My dragon had overruled my better judgment and I’d done the one thing I swore I would not do until my kingdom was repaired: I had claimed my mate.

      My kingdom still lay in ruins around me. I spent all my days, and many of my nights, rebuilding the castle and the land surrounding it, shoring up our defences in preparation for winter. My world was one of ice and fire. The land was harsh and hostile, and only harsh things grew here.

      My people were tough. They had to be, in order to weather anything that the north threw at them. Cass was slender, beautiful, and delicate. She was a hothouse flower, a rare creature in a such a cold climate.

      Such beauty surely couldn’t survive the ice world in which I lived?

      I swallowed as she climbed out of the water behind me. Droplets cascaded down her body, making her look even more ethereal and delicate.

      After everything was said and done, I was no better than my father. The man had terrorized this country for so long. He’d been selfish and weak. He’d taken without a second thought.

      And now I’d done exactly the same to Cass.

      “Damon?”

      I half-turned my head. Mercifully, she’d slipped on her dress. It clung to her damp body, and I looked away before my baser instincts could wreck further havoc.

      “The snow should have eased off by now,” I said. “We need to return to the castle before nightfall, or your cousin might…”

      I trailed off and we stared
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