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      Hungry eyes trace the lines of a muscular chest before traveling down to an abdomen hard enough to break dragon scales. Every movement flexes muscles that are otherwise at ease in his surroundings. Each step or stomp of the powerful horse beneath the statuesque man riding on top thrusts strong hips forward, causing the hilt of his sword to move and bringing attention to the V leading down into his leather breeches. My teeth bite into a chapped bottom lift as I dare to gaze lower, feeling warmth spread in my core.

      "Why would flying beasts need horses?"

      Blinking, I allow Atan's words to break whatever spell has hold of me. "What?"

      "I'm serious, Ryn. This is ridiculous. These all-powerful beings can turn into giant lizards with wings, but we're still forced to shovel horseshit all day. This is asinine."

      A deep breath brings me back to our surroundings. My eyes flutter back to the man on the black horse, cursing myself for letting down my guard. I was lost in the beauty of the man who has only now returned from his hunt. Even though I no longer gaze at his chiseled lines, my mind tries to make me look over to where he speaks with his brother and hunting companion.

      Dragons, Ryn. You know better. Damn dragons; why can't they ever wear shirts?

      Atan continues to mutter at the unfairness of shoveling manure all day. I must admit, a stable brimming full of horses produces a lot of manure. As he lifts the handle of the wagon full of horse leftovers with a grimace, he pushes it toward the carts drawn by more poop producers out the back door. If anything will cool a girl's idiotic desires, it will definitely be that thought. I shake my head, pick up the brush, and get back to work on my charge.

      Beland is my favorite horse. Well, he isn't mine, of course. Humans aren't allowed to own horses, or anything, for that matter. Only the great and mighty dragons have the luxury of ownership. I roll my eyes, running the brush over Beland's dark red coat. He blows air into my face before turning around to munch the hay in the back of his stall.

      Gentle fingertips run over the scars on his haunch. Three long gashes run from his black tail and across the muscles of his hindquarters. I've only been here a month, but I've been told an accidental dragon claw incident caused the wounds. I grit my teeth. They ruin everything they can sink their claws into.

      I curse myself again for getting lost in the beauty of one of them. That path leads to danger, so it's best to keep my head down and do my duties. Gaining the attention of a dragon is one of the worst things that can happen to a human. At least, being in the stables keeps me out of sight for the most part. I've heard too many horror stories and will avoid notice as much as possible. Otherwise, I may end up like Beland here or worse. I shudder away the worse options and continue working.

      When the horse's coat shines in the magical lights illuminating the stables, I start working on cleaning his hooves. The scraping sound soothes my fragmented mind. Each stroke dislodges mud, hay, and other unsavory sludge as Beland swats flies with his thick tail. Atan returns, throwing a bucket of water down in the stall he finished shoveling before running a stiff broom over it. His swishing joins with my scraping, drowning out all ill-conceived thoughts of the forbidden. It's for the best.

      Straightening, I wipe the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand and swat the bug intent on flying up my nose. Atan pops his head over the side of the stall, black hair shining with moisture. His dark brown eyes twinkle with a smile.

      "Beland done?" my only friend in this forsaken place asks me.

      "Yep. He's fed and clean."

      "Good. His stall is as spotless as possible. I'm sure that won't last long. Move him back in and let's start on the next one."

      I nod, swinging the gate open on screeching hinges. Without urging, Beland eases back and allows me to lead him into his accommodations strewn with fresh straw. The thump of boots hitting the wooden floor draws my attention before I can open the next stall.

      The older of the two brothers has dismounted, a young page running his horse away for grazing behind the stables and to check for any possible damage to the animal. His laughter echoes in the dank air, bouncing off close wooden walls. Blond hair shakes with the exaggerated movements of his head. Blue eyes twinkle in merriment. He's beautiful too.

      Cursed beautiful dragons.

      Before I can turn away, the object of my earlier fascination swings a leg over to the other side of his black horse. I'm hypnotized by the flexing and twisting of a very glorious backside. He lands, back facing me, and I take the time to admire the slight swell in the back of his leather pants while sucking in my lower lip. The warm feeling begins to return.

      "Sertran to Ryn. Are you there?"

      Shaking my head, I follow Atan's voice. It's not until the glorious man is out of my vision that I realize I forgot to take the last few breaths. My chest rises as I fill my hungry lungs and calm my heart. Atan eyes me, concern shining in his brown pools. His gaze bounces from me to the men now standing without their horses under them. I dare not look back.

      "Dragons, Ryn. They're dragons. Don't you remember what happens when you gain the attention of one of them?"

      I clench my jaw, not wanting to hear a lecture. I know very well what happens, and I don't need to be reminded. From the day we are born, it is hammered into our heads that bringing focus is a bad idea. I don't even want to think of what happens. It's even worse when the reminder hits too close to home.

      Atan doesn't seem to care what I want. "They collect humans for playthings. They use them until they die or find a dragon mate. Any still alive are then slaughtered by the mate out of jealousy. Don't let that happen. You mean too much to me."

      I blink again and glare at the man who is forcing me to listen again to stories I don't want to hear. "I know what happens, Atan. I know to avoid notice. Let it go. Besides, if something happens to me, I'm sure they'll replace me easy enough. You won't be left alone."

      My friend snaps his mouth shut and eyes me with uncertainty. "I don't care about doing the work on my own or finding someone else. I've come to care for you."

      "We're good friends, Atan, but any human in this kingdom understands we are expendable. It's best not to grow too attached."

      Atan's jaw trembles, and he looks anywhere but at me. With a sigh, I move the next horse out of her stall and into the feeding space before shutting her in. Big brown eyes watch me as I circle and toss an armful of hay over the edge. She allows me to enter behind her and begin cleaning.

      "Just don't look into his eyes," Atan grumbles.

      "I doubt he will beguile a dirty stable girl that smells of horse dung. Let it go."

      "You have no idea what's under that dung, do you?"

      "What?"

      "Nothing."

      Before I can ask for clarification on his words, he's off into the vacant stall with his shovel. Hearing his curses, I watch manure fly into the little wagon outside the space he's working on. I shake my head and go back to my task. Cira neighs and bumps into me as I rub her brown hair down and run the brush over it. What I said is true; it's best not to form strong connections, particularly those of us with duties that bring us face-to-face with these lizards in human skin. I grumble and return to my tasks.

      Atan returns to tell me the stall's clean. I look at the gleaming horse. "All done, Cira?"

      She whinnies and bobs her head up and down as if she can understand me. It's possible she can. I may not have had these duties for long, but I have sensed a strong intelligence in these animals. I can see understanding in their eyes and movements. They're smart.

      After I return Cira to her stall, I turn and run into a brick wall. Stumbling back, I gasp and hold my nose in hopes it will lessen the pain or stop any potential bleeding. My eyes fall on a pair of boots that weren't there a second ago. As my eyes travel over a strong pair of calves before reaching the pants that are shorter than I first thought, I begin to tremble. Each breath becomes ragged.

      My eyes reach his midsection, and I pause, gulping at the bulge I see before moving my eyes up in haste. I stop on the lines of his chest, muscles between broad shoulders flexing with each breath. The end of a blond braid lies over one side, reaching to a dark nipple. I take a few deep breaths and try to dispel the thoughts of running my fingers over and between those strong muscles.

      What is wrong with you, Ryn? Hello! Dragon! Focus!

      I take a few deep breaths, catching a powerful jaw at the edge of my vision. The black horse stands behind him, reigns dangling from the strong hand of the man between us. "You should let a page take Mindaine, my lord. Don't dirty yourself. I can take him if a page isn't available."

      "I'd like to put him in his stall myself. He stepped in a hole, and I worry he is walking with a limp. I'd like to look over him. Is his stall ready?"

      Surprised, my eyes snap up to his face. No dragon ever stoops to doing such dirty work. What kind of dragon is this man? When my eyes meet beautiful green pools that shine back at me, I freeze again. His eyes.

      Damn it, Ryn! Not the eyes.

      I don't feel the pull that is supposed to come from looking in those colored windows. No magic. No power. He only looks down at me with amusement causing his firm jaw to twitch. He clears his throat.

      "The stall is ready, my lord," Atan interjects. My eyes fall back down to booted feet again, glad for the save. I harden my resolve, scolding myself for being so stupid. I murmur a few words, scurry toward the back of the stable, and rush through the doors. I can hear the older of the two laugh at my lack of composure.

      I lean against the stable wall, taking deep breaths of manure-scented fresh air. What was I thinking? Humans and dragons don't mix. Of course, it's not the dragons that get hurt in the end. Either way, it's them that have enslaved my people, my family. I close my eyes to stop the memories of what happened to my family. I won't let one of those vile beasts into my head.

      "That was Threy, Ryn. What were you thinking? The third son of the lord and lady you're employed under."

      Employed is a laughable term. It's slavery, not employment. "I know, Atan. I'm not stupid."

      "You are sure acting like it."

      Annoyed, I look up at him and glare. He backs up a step with his hands raised. Something in my gaze must make him pause. "Peace, Ryn. I only worry about you."

      "There's no need to worry, Atan. I won't get their attention, and I won't do anything stupid again. Just drop it."

      "I can't help myself."

      "Well, try to."

      I glance into the stable to find it empty of all but horses. Taking a deep breath, I walk to the next stall in line. Maybe Threy left to fetch an animal doctor to check the horse. Letting out my previous deep breath, I get back to work. I don't know why Atan is so upset. No dragon would want someone like me.
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      The human flees from my presence, and a smirk threatens to set up permanent residence on my face. Under the stable filth, I can make out bright red hair with blonde highlights that make it look like her head is covered in a roaring fire. A moment ago, I found myself lost in her gray eyes. Her coloring is unusual for a human and entrancing. The stable girl is also taller than the average human female, only a little shorter than one of ours.

      Delto laughs beside me. "Sweet Drakyth, Threy, you got that one good. I never knew you for a beguiling type."

      "I didn't use any beguiling."

      Mindaine shifts behind me, nudging my shoulder with his nose. By the time he's in his stall, the limp is gone. My hand runs along his dirty hindquarters and over the leg in question. A burst of air blows over me, ruffling my hair.

      I look into his eyes. "Were you faking an injury?"

      The black horse shakes his head, denying any such ploy. I rub his forehead with a chuckle. One would think I'd learn by now, but his bids for my attention win every time. After a scratch behind his ear, I exit the stall. Strong teeth grab the back of my pants, and I swat the fabric covering my lower half.

      As I close the door, I turn to see Delto staring around in disgust. "Is that horseshit on the floor? What you see in entering this disgusting place I'll never know. Let the servants do their jobs."

      Stepping over the pile in question, I bypass my eldest brother and heir to the Ildracan clan. "There is nothing wrong with getting down and dirty, Delto. Builds character."

      "I have enough character, thank you very much. I don't need feces to make more. Let's talk about that cute little human."

      I laugh. "Cute, brother? I figured the filth covering her would leave her beneath your notice."

      "She would've been if it wasn't for her sizing you up like a piece of buffalo steak. You can't tell me you didn't see it."

      "See what?" My brother's groan makes me smile. Of course, I noticed it. Only someone with the curse of blindness would've missed it. When I noticed her attention, I made sure to move in ways to draw her eyes where I wanted. It's a game I've always played with the annoying number of gawkers dragons draw to us.

      "Who is she?"

      I stop outside the door and look into his blue eyes. "How should I know?"

      "Well, you spend enough time in these dirty stalls to know the servants. I figured you might."

      I shrug. "Never seen her before. Maybe she's new."

      "Are you talking about Ryn, my lord?" I follow the voice to see the stable master wringing his hands, accompanied by a small boy with a wax tablet and stylus.

      "The fiery redhead?"

      "Yes, my lord. That's Ryn. She was sent to us as a gift from the king."

      "Why?"

      "I don't pretend to know the will of dragons, m'lord."

      "Very well. Return to your duties."

      The old man hurries away. Humans like to avoid our attention as much as possible. The fact he even said anything attests to his loyalty. Most humans would have pretended not to hear and continue on to not draw our focus. My eyes look into the dark stables, hoping for a glimpse of flaming hair.

      "You seem awfully interested in the girl," Delto breaks into my thoughts.

      "I'm not."

      "You know, you're old enough to start collecting."

      Pain radiates through my teeth with the force I use to clench my jaw shut. Without answering, I walk toward the castle. My eldest brother hurries to keep up. "Don't be like that, Threy. It's about time you enjoyed some of the draconic perks."

      I roll my eyes. "I have no interest in a 'collection' as you very well know. I find it barbaric."

      Delto grins. "Dear brother, fear is one of the things that keeps humans in line. Don't you remember the history lessons on how destructive they can be? This is only a method of control; a fun one at that."

      At this point, I can hear my teeth creaking under the force. I've seen the looks collections get from servants. Fear is too weak of a word. I've also seen the blank stares of the men and women caught in a dragon's net. They're dead inside, no longer caring if they live or die. I will never do that to another living creature. I may play with their attention, but I would never take it further than that.

      "No, Delto."

      "Come on, Threy. Live a little. I promise if you try it, you might really enjoy it. If you don't, I might."

      My feet spin me to confront him, causing him to run into me. "Don't touch her."

      "Testy, little brother? Maybe you do want the shit-covered stable girl."

      Fire begins to rise within me, and my skin ripples. Challenge shines in my brother's blue eyes. He knows I'm fighting for control at the moment, and he's enjoying it. Delto loves a good fight. Sibling rivalry is an interesting thing to deal with as a dragon. I've watched humans bicker with their brothers and sisters. Dragons take it a little further. Delto has beaten me before. I'm sure he'd welcome the chance to put me in my place as the third son again.

      Calming the threatening shift, I turn my back to him and walk away. I can feel angry heat radiating off him at my refusal to transform and fight. Delto hates being walked away from, but I won't give him the satisfaction. I'm larger. Yet, he's older and next in line for Father's seat. He has the power of Drakyth behind him, which you can't beat.

      The enraged heat cools, and Delto chuckles behind me. Despite my willingness to walk away from him, he knows my scales are ruffled. He may not have pushed me over the edge into a battle I can't win, but he still accomplished getting under my skin. My back aches to release my wings and wipe the smirk I know he now wears. I push the feeling down. The dragon within hisses in frustration, begging me to allow him the chance to try his claws and teeth on Delto's scales. I push on for the castle.

      A human page runs over as soon as we enter the wooden doors. "M'lords, your father has called a meeting. He's waiting for both of you in his meeting chamber."

      My eyes move to the hallway leading right with longing. I bet a steam bath will do wonders to calm the beast inside me. That's denied to me now. Sighing, I follow Delto down the corridor straight ahead. We walk up stone steps into the small throne room. A blood-red carpet leads to a throne made of stone on a raised platform. Dragons carved into the stone are so lifelike they seem to be able to move. The dragon carved on top breathes fire down onto the others.

      Pictures of past lords line the hall. Each one has the owner's human form standing in front of their dragon. The thought of standing still in both forms for days to get those portraits holds little appeal. Glad I won't have that duty as the disposable third son.

      A long table of dark wood sits in the chamber behind the throne room. Red tapestries show the battles our people have fought and won. When I was little, I used to walk around and stare at them for hours, looking for any small detail I missed the time before. Now, I walk past them and take my seat without a glance.

      As soon as we sit, Lord Archon's green eyes fall on Delto. "Before we get down to business, I have something I need to say. Delto, keep your women under better control. The servants are skittish and making mistakes after finding out one of them decided to throw herself off the top of the castle in an effort to get away from you."

      "I didn't like that one that much anyway," Delto says, cleaning his nails.

      "I don't care how you feel about them. Keep them in their room. If—"

      I stop listening, choosing to take this moment to look around the table. Another berating lecture for my eldest brother holds no interest for me. Rakurn, the middle brother and replacement heir should anything happen to Delto, has his nose stuck in a bunch of parchment. Typical Rakurn. His brown hair is a mess, and his green eyes are hidden from view. Second sons tend to be either bodyguards or advisors for first sons. It's our belief Rakurn is best suited for the advisor role.

      I, on the other hand, am expected to take whatever role in the region as Delto finds me fit. Traditionally, that would be his general. He tells me he'd love to make me general, but I'll have to beat him in a fight first. It's not until pain pierces my palm that I realize my dragon is fighting for control again. Taking a few deep breaths, I push the shift back once more and feel my claws recede before releasing my balled fist. My eyes travel further down the table to my only sister.

      Iara watches our father with intense curiosity. With her sandy-colored hair and bright blue eyes, she's a beauty, even by dragon standards. There's no shortage of suitors for her companionship, but she shows little interest in mating yet. She hopes to stay at home and help advise, so she would need a mate willing to move here with her. Ruling fascinates her.

      There are times I wish she was born first instead of last. While sons are usually looked upon more favorably, daughters who are born first have the right to challenge their younger brothers for leadership. She may be smaller than Delto, but she's fast and clever. I have no doubt she would rule over Ildracan better.

      Lady Belra walks in, stopping to give Father a quick kiss. It seems as though the lecture is over, so her blue eyes find mine. "Threy, have you looked over the list yet?"

      I hold back a groan. My brothers already chose their mates and are waiting for the official ceremony. The list of suitors my parents find suitable for me, as the general they assume I'll be, sits on the desk in my room, not looked at. I search for something to say.

      Mother sighs. "Threy, you must pick someone soon. We need to cement a good alliance with some minor houses. These alliances help keep those we rule over happy."

      Looking away, I grimace. Happy. That's a bit of a stretch. King Darac already sits on his throne with the heel of his clawed foot pressed to the back of our necks. Everyone, not only nobility, feels it. I calm the rising heat and turn back to my parents. There is no fighting it. Dragons must remain loyal to their king.

      "I promise to look over the list, Mother. I request to be allowed to meet the women though," I say.

      "Of course. When you find some that look favorable, you may take a group of men and travel to the lesser keeps."

      "We didn't come here to speak of women, so now that all the minor annoyances are taken care of," Father says with a glance at Delto, "let's move on to the real reason I called this meeting. I'm not sure if anyone has seen the gifts the king sent us. We have a new cook, smith, and stable girl."

      Stable girl... Ryn.

      My mind goes back to a head of red hair and gray eyes. Her glances brought a different heat to me, one I'm curious to examine further. She may only be human, but I feel drawn to her. The beauty hidden under the filth still shines through. I squirm into a more comfortable position to make allowances for what the heat has done to me and scoot the chair further under the table to keep my desires hidden from sibling eyes.

      "Why the gifts?" Iara asks the important question. Darac doesn't give gifts without a reason.

      "I can't say this for sure because they were sent to us a month ago, but I believe they're in relation to the letter received by messenger this morning," Father says. "It seems that despite all his efforts, the queen says a red dragon is reaching maturity. She doesn't know where they are, but her sight says they've matured or are about to. They ask us for any information on its whereabouts."

      My eyebrows raise. The king holds the Jeweled Dracon, a magical piece with the power of our god Drakyth himself. The wielder has the ability to pierce any dragon's scales with the hottest fires. The wyverns have held the Dracon for generations. Red dragons are extremely rare, taking a special mix of bloodlines and magic. Any born is executed on sight for their ability to withstand the power of the Jeweled Dracon. There hasn't been a red dragon in a long time.

      Or so it is said.

      "The Flaming Prophecy says the red dragon will wrest power from the tyrant and bring peace to the kingdom of Sertran," Rakurn states what we already know. "It's a human prophecy, probably said out of desperation. They don't like our rule, but they can't be trusted not to be kept under our rule. It's been proven in the past. Why does the king believe so much in human prophecy that he kills the rarest of us?"

      Delto laughs. "He's scared someone stronger might yank that power right out from under him. He's weak."

      "No one who has the Jeweled Dracon is weak," I say. "Wasn't it the humans that gave the last prophecy?"

      Delto snaps his mouth shut and glares at me. I shrug. Rakurn sighs. "You know as well as the rest of us that human seers are exterminated as soon as they're born after what happened."

      "We thought red dragons were exterminated too. The queen says otherwise."

      Rakurn opens his mouth to respond, but our mother tells us not to speculate on rumors. Father releases us, and I make my way to the heat my dragon desires.
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      Hunter stares at me with his golden eyes. The dark orange swirls covering lighter orange seem to slither in the flickering flame on top of the candle next to him. I always worry he will catch fire, but he never does. When I scratch his head, he gives me a loud purr.

      I've always had a way with animals. Mom used to lecture me on how we had no more room or food for the animals I kept rescuing. I couldn't help it. They needed me and were hungry. They were all lost when it happened.

      Shaking my head, I pull my mind out of the past. Dwelling on memories hurts too much for me to indulge in the practice. The present isn't much better. It hurts less but still not much better. I rub my eyes and pull off my dirty clothes. Washing is a rare luxury us lower servants aren't allowed more than once a month unless we are near holidays. I'm pretty sure I'll smell like a stable until the day I die. That doesn't mean I'm going to sleep in my work clothes.

      I pull the wrinkled nightgown off the bed and slip it over my head. Where my work clothes are too big, the bed clothes are a bit tight in places with a short hem. I slip into the rough, thin covers and settle in. Hunter jumps over and cuddles close. Keeping cats is encouraged to keep mice away from the stable. Hunter chose me as his roommate. I feel honored. Reaching over, I blow the candle out and settle in, petting the orange cat until exhaustion makes my eyelids drag shut.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I'm unsure how long I've been asleep, but yelling and thumping in the hall startle me awake. Hunter jumps from my side, perching on the small table that's my only other furniture besides my bed. The cat gives a low growl. The boots on the wooden floorboards make their way in my direction. I can hear the stable master asking questions and being ignored.

      My door slams open, and I jump from my bed, aware of the fact my tight nightgown barely comes to my knees. I pull it down and look at the dragon guards facing me. One lets his eyes travel up and down my body, causing terror to grow. He grins when his eyes stop just above my knees, and I try to pull the fabric down again. Hunter hisses, earning a swat from one of the guards that sends him running. My body begins to tremble.

      The grinning man stomps over, grabs my arm, and drags me from the room. I protest but dare not fight. Dragons don't care how much damage they cause to humans, so it's best to just go along until I find out what I did to deserve this rough treatment. I have to walk on the tips of my toes to remain upright. The stable master watches me dragged out, then shakes his head and goes back to his room. He will need to find a replacement.

      My escort curses when I nearly fall down the stairs. What does he expect, dragging me like he is? I can barely walk on the flat floorboards, let alone steps. Grumbling, he throws me over his shoulder for the rest of the trip down into the stable. Once outside, he mutters something about my stench and drops me back to the ground. I notice my nightgown has risen halfway up my thighs, and I jump up to pull it down again.

      We regain our original position, with me barely keeping pace. Sticks and stones dig into my naked toes as I'm dragged along with wide eyes. The castle comes into view. Oh, no. This can't be good. I'm a lowly stable girl. The castle is no place for me.

      A few dragons watch my passage down the stone halls. My eyes widen further at the sheer size of this place. The questions swirling in my head are answered when an actual dragon, not in human form, sticks its head out of one of the doorways to see what the commotion is about. It disappears again before I can get a good look at anything but the gleam of brown scales.

      When we enter a set of large doors, I'm tossed to the floor. I'm desperate to cover as much of myself as I can, but I dare not look up. If I'm in trouble, looking at whoever summoned me will make the punishment worse. I shift until my knees are under me and try to calm my racing heart. I know dragons can sense our fear. Nothing I do can settle my quaking body.

      "We brought her, m'lord," the one who threw me to the floor says.

      M'lord.

      Is it the one I was gawking at earlier? I knew I was being stupid. How could I not realize it at the time? Now, I'm here to pay the price. What will he do to me?

      "Look up, little rabbit."

      I flinch at the term. Dragons like to make spectacles out of chasing rabbits from their burrows and herding them. Sometimes they just chase them. Other times they eat them. The worst times end with the rabbit squealing on fire while the dragons watch in amusement. I don't like any of those options.

      Taking a deep breath, I do as I'm told. Instead of the visage I expect, I find it's much worse. The heir to Ildracan is said to be cruel and unfair. Delto—I think his name is—chuckles at the terror that I'm sure radiates from me in waves. I've only been here a month, and I've already grabbed the attention of the young lord who makes all women tremble in fear. One even threw herself to her death to get away from him yesterday. I'm doomed.

      I can feel his gaze burn trails as he examines his latest catch. My shiver at the thought makes him laugh again. "You stink, little rabbit. Get her washed!"

      My eyes widen as a group of women surrounds me. I look into dead eyes, imploring one of them for help. I see no pity. I see no remorse. All I see is a blankness that only comes from deep trauma. Tears form in my eyes. They don't care, shoving me into a bathing chamber and stripping my tiny nightgown from me.

      Delto watches from the doorway, leaning against the rough wood with his arms crossed over his chest and hunger in his blue eyes. Before I can think, I'm shoved into a steaming pool of water. Heat stings my skin, making me gasp as I work my legs under me to sit. The women come at me with soap and brushes. Between the heat and rough bristles, my red skin burns before they're done.

      I'm dragged from the pool and dried before a gauzy nightgown that hides nothing is pulled over my head. The women back away, and I stand in the warm room, shivering from the stare that watches me. Delto walks over and pulls me close. A whimper escapes me, which only seems to excite him more.

      What do I do? Fighting will only end in pain. His head leans down until he's close to my ear, his hand running over my body. His touch seers heated skin. I close my eyes.

      When he sighs, I smell sulfur. "Careful, little rabbit. The noises you make are delicious. Don't make me ruin the gift I plan to give."

      My eyes fly open. What does he mean I'm a gift? I'm not sure if I should be happy or more terrified at what's in store for me. His hands linger over my breast, forcing my eyes to shut again. A lump forms in my throat, and I'm afraid I'm about to expel the meager meal of bread I had before bed. I can't breathe. I can't think. All I can do is brace myself for what's coming.

      To my surprise, his presence backs away from me. I won't look up and show him the tears that threaten to fall. "She still smells," he says. "Add perfume to the water and make her soak. I will be back in an hour. She better be ready by then. You know what will happen if I'm crossed!"

      Frantic hands grab at me, once again removing the little covering my naked body possesses. The smell of flowers makes me sneeze. I look back to see a liberal amount of perfumed oil being dumped into the steamy pool of water. Before I can protest, I'm shoved back into the heat.

      Two sets of hands hold me down, so my hair and neck are in the water. The liquid burns the sensitive areas around my throat and face. I fight, and more rush over to hold me down. My face barely reaches above the pool, causing my panic to swell. I struggle, sure I'm going to drown in burning water.

      A slap shocks me into stillness. A female voice growls. "Stop struggling! I'm not going to be punished because you're afraid of a little hot water."

      "It burns," I whisper.

      "All the better to get the smell of horse off you. Do as you're told. A slap to the face is the least of your worries right now."

      "What is going to happen to me?"

      "I don't know, and I won't be asking. I do as I'm told, which I suggest you figure out how to do real quick."

      I open my mouth, but a wet hand covers it to silence me. Trying to look for the unfriendly voice, I twist my head as much as I'm able to. A rough hand grips my chin and turns it back, so I'm looking at the stone ceiling above my head. I am pushed further in, causing more panic and another slap to the face. Only my nose and mouth are above the water now.

      When I feel as if I can take no more of this heat, a rough pair of hands pull my head out. "Hold your breath," someone whispers in my ear.

      "What?"

      My entire face submerges under the surface, and I’m held down. Water enters my mouth and nose, bitter from the scented oils. Flailing, I'm convinced they're trying to kill me. Do I really want to fight that? Death can't be any worse than what's in store for me next.

      I'm yanked out, coughing and gasping. "You should've held your breath," someone says from behind me.

      Taking in as much air as possible and spewing water out of my mouth and nose, I can make no arguments. The stiff brushes scrub at me until I feel as if I don't have any skin left. I'm dragged out, dried, and dressed again before being shoved into a wooden chair. A flurry of women surrounds me once more, combing the knots out of my hair and braiding it. I wince with each pull of the comb, wondering if I'm going to be bald soon. Fingers are poor substitutes for removing tangles, but I'm not allowed to own a brush in the stables.

      As they finish up, Delto returns and sniffs. "There's still a hint, but it's much better. He can bathe her again if he likes."

      I turn my head and look at his feet. Tears stream down my face with each blink. He grabs me and pulls me to my feet. "Follow me. Don't even bother trying to run. You won't get far. Let's go! Don't make me wait!"

      My bare feet pad along the cold stone. Carpets warm the hall floors, but I don't have the ability to look at my surroundings right now. Dread continues to build within me with each heavy step. I make sure to keep close without getting near enough to anger him. After a short walk, he stops and knocks. A muffled annoyance that I can't understand reaches me through the door. Delto laughs and pushes the wooden slab open.

      "I said I was busy!"

      "Dear brother," Delto says. "I come bearing a gift for you."

      "I don't want anything from you."

      A half-naked man sits at a desk, poring over a stack of papers. His muscles flex with the strain of his position. I follow Delto in and stand in the center of the room, uncertain of what's expected of me. I'm sure I'll find out soon. I can only hope I survive whatever is in store for me. When the man at the desk turns, I gasp.

      His eyes widen in shock. "Delto! I told you to let her be."

      "And I told you that if you don't take her, I will. You wouldn't want that, would you? Take her to start a collection or just as a servant; I couldn't care less. Take my gift, or I will."

      "Gift? You know you're only doing this to assert your authority over me!"

      Delto laughs. "You need to learn your place, Threy. Do what you need to, but she's yours. If I see her anywhere else, I'll take her for myself."

      Without waiting for an answer, Delto turns and exits the room. He continues to laugh as he closes the door. Threy stands, and I look anywhere but at him. The terror thrumming through me is enough to make me pass out, but I somehow manage to remain conscious. The last thing I need to do is look at that body again right now. Threy grabs my chin between gentle fingers and forces my face to his. "Did he hurt you?"

      I think over what he's asking. I don't know what's safe to say, so I shake my head. The last thing I need is an angry dragon directed at me for not knowing my place. Staring at his soft lips—anywhere but those green eyes—I offer nothing else.

      He sighs. "You can be truthful. I'll order you if I have to."

      My body tenses, afraid of seeing the dragon's fury. "His women were a little rough, but I'm not hurt."

      "Good."

      Why does it sound like he actually cares? When he straightens, I allow myself a brief glance. He paces back and forth over the floor, hissing with each turn. Threy looks back at me, and I look at the floor again.

      "What am I going to do with you?" my new master whispers.
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      Darkness greets my tired eyes, and I freeze when my gaze falls on unfamiliar shadows. This isn't my room. It's much too big to be my little space that barely fits a table and bed. Clutching the blanket to my chest, I feel the rise and fall as I take deep breaths to calm my impending panic.

      Curtains reveal bright sunlight as they're thrown open. It's amazing how much of the brightness they blocked, making me think it was not yet morning. When my eyes fall on Threy, last night comes tumbling back. My heart stops as my mouth drops open. I've been given to a dragon as a gift from another dragon. My future is uncertain.

      Threy rushes over and grabs my hands while making shushing noises. I jerk away, then realize what I've done. Is he going to smite me for my insolence? Smite is a strong word, but these creatures don't take disobedience lightly. Proof of that can be found in the dead eyes of Delto's human women and their rough words. Belonging to a dragon changes you until it kills you.

      "I'm sorry! I didn't mean to pull away. Please don't hurt me," I stammer.

      Threy sighs and runs his large hand down his unfairly handsome face. "I'm not going to hurt you, Ryn. I told Delto to leave you alone."

      "Why?"

      "Why what? You didn't want to be left alone?"

      I realize my error. "I didn't mean that. I just..."

      I don't know what else to say. Instead of speaking to him, I should be kneeling and asking for forgiveness. Somehow, I don't think he'd want that. Despite what dragons are, I look into his green eyes to see kindness. Anger, arrogance, and threat are what I expect to see; pity is what I get.

      His eyes fall from my face, widening. When I look down, I remember this garment hides nothing. With a squeak of embarrassment, I pull the cover up to my neck. Neither of us paid much attention to what I'm wearing during the commotion last night. His gaze returns to my face, and I realize I'm looking him right in the eyes. Fear takes over once again, causing me to look down. A strong hand cups my chin and moves my head back up. I gasp and refuse to meet his eyes.

      "I'm not going to beguile you, Ryn," he says, his deep voice sounding husky.

      Blinking, I force myself to look into his green pools. His thumb traces along my jaw, sending shivers rippling over me. "What am I to do?" he whispers.

      "Aren't dragons only after one thing from their humans?"

      I snap my lips shut. Where did that come from? It seems my earlier idiocy is continuing into today. I haven't learned my lesson. No wonder I'm in this predicament. My mouth and eyes won't stay out of trouble.

      Threy presses his lips together and stands up. "I'm not sure what I'm going to do, but you need to eat."

      He sticks his head out the door and flags a servant down. I can't hear the words he mumbles, but he's back after a few moments. The dragon looks at me, and I see a flush creeping up his his neck. After a quick adjustment of his pants, he flees to the stack of papers on his desk. Strong back muscles are tense and unyielding as Threy hunches over the papers. I upset him.

      I want to console and apologize. Dragons are to be avoided, but even after all they've done to me and mine, I feel the need to comfort the hidden beast in front of me. My lips press shut. Why does he deserve an apology? I didn't ask to be here.

      Crinkling pages break the silence, but the wall between us is too much to bear. I look around. "Is there something I should be doing, my lord?"

      He sighs but doesn't turn. "Can you read?"

      My brows scrunch together. My father made sure I learned, which isn't true of all humans. "Yes."

      Threy reaches into a drawer of his desk and tosses me a book, still not looking at me. "Occupy yourself with this until I can figure out what to do with you. I need to speak with some people. I'd like to put you back where Delto found you, but I don't want to see you in his flock. I'll figure it out."

      As I stare at the shirtless dragon, my earlier fear and anger dissipate. I run my finger over the pages of the closed book. Unless this is a trick, he really had nothing to do with me being dragged here in the middle of the night. It seems like he even wants to protect me from the worst. None of this makes sense. He's a dragon. I'm a human. Our relationship is clear.

      Until it's not.

      I purse my lips and stare at his back in thought. The tension still hasn't eased from those strong muscles. What would it feel like to walk over and run my hands over them? Would he allow it? Would he moan in pleasure at my touch?

      My cheeks begin to burn hotter than when I was in the scalding water last night. That's not a thought that should be entering my mind right now. Thanks to Delto and his need for authority, Threy is now my master. I find myself both hoping and dreading for him to find another place for me, somewhere safer. Laughter threatens, but I hold it down. Is anywhere truly safe?

      To distract myself from the unwelcome thoughts plaguing me, I look at the book. I read the title and narrow my eyes. "The Dirty Dragon?"

      Threy hears my quiet mumble and chuckles. "My sister has quite the taste, but she swears women love this kind of book. I think she purposely left it here for me to read. It's not my kind of story."

      When I look up, I see his muscles are more relaxed. I didn't mean to voice my question out loud, but I'm glad I did. A dragon at ease is a dragon less likely to attack. My anxiousness decreases, and I allow myself to glance back at the book. As long as he's not upset, my survival rate is much better. I flip open the cover.

      After a few pages, a soft knock interrupts the peace. Threy stands, walking to the door with confidence and grace. My eyes fall on the firm muscles below the waistline of his leather breaches. Each step causes them to flex. The view of a sculpted ass causes me to draw my lower lip under my teeth. Muscles stop moving as Threy reaches the door and undoes the lock. With the loss of movement, my gaze travels up.

      Even his back has muscles on top of muscles. I'm mesmerized as much by the upper region of his backside as I am by the lower. Strong biceps bulge as he speaks to whoever is on the other side of that door. He turns and stops.

      "Ryn?"

      Blinking, I lift my eyes to his strong jaw and soft lips. "Yes, my lord?"

      "Are you done looking?"

      I've been caught. Heat travels from my chest up into my face. Looking down at my hands, I clear my throat. "I don't know what you mean."

      Threy laughs, a sound that causes warmth to ignite in my stomach and travel downward. A tray of food appears in front of me, and my dragon master drops a wad of cloth onto the couch beside me. I open it to find a servant's dress.

      My eyes lift to his before dropping again. His endless amusement is discomforting. "I figured you'd want to change before you eat. I think it would be best for both of us if you did."

      I feel my cheeks flush as he exits to the bathing chamber. To avoid any more embarrassing moments, I slip the useless garment over my head and make sure the new one covers me before Threy walks from the other room. A hint of disappointment shimmers in his green eyes when he sees me. I feel myself blush again, thinking of what he might be disappointed about.

      The dragon sits across from me, uncovering his tray to reveal a massive pile of eggs and various types of meat. My mouth drops open at the quantity. He chuckles and points to my tray. "We eat a lot more than humans. I wasn't sure what you wanted, so I got a few different things. If you want what I have instead, it won't hurt me to share. What do you like to eat?"

      I stare at his food. "Uh, I usually just have bread at the stables and before that. I haven't really had much more than that since I lost my parents."

      Grief creeps in, constricting my throat. My hands clench into fists. This is a reminder of why I can't trust dragons, why I can't trust Threy. He's one of them. They're unpredictable and not to be trusted. As much as I hate remembering, I'm glad for the reminder. It's time to get my thoughts and urges under control.

      "I'm sorry," Threy breaks into my conflicted thoughts. "I didn't realize you were so poorly nourished for so long. I'll make sure you have what you need from now on."

      Sure you will. Excuse me if I won't believe one of my people's oppressors.

      I want to say that and so much more, but I hold my tongue. I don't need to make my situation worse; I need to keep things from going in a worse direction. Also, I have to keep from angering him. The very last thing I need is to end up in Delto's group of women.

      Lifting the cover, I find a slice of bread with a plate of butter and a bowl of fruit. My eyes fall on the fruit and widen. I've never had fresh fruit. Any is considered a delicacy, but fresh is unheard of. I touch it to make sure it's real.

      "If that's not to your liking..."

      My eyes dart back up to him, shock making me feel bold. "Is this real fruit?"

      He laughs. "Yes."

      "This is more than enough."

      "Are you sure?"

      I nod and lift the precious sweetness. The fork remains on the tray as my fingers dive in and pull out a slice of peach, one of the few fruits I can identify. Juice gushes on my tongue with the first bite, causing me to close my eyes to savor the burst of flavor. I've never had anything this divine.

      The next fruit is something orange and full of flavor that's both tangy and sweet. It's not long before the bowl is empty. I lift the bread to find it soft. Is bread supposed to be soft? There might be something wrong with it. I doubt he'd get me bad bread, so I smother the butter over it and take a bite. This is the best bread ever to touch my tongue.

      Once both of us finish, Threy returns to his desk. This time, he grabs an empty sheet of paper and writes things from the stack as if taking notes. I return to my book. Good food and a day without laboring. I'm beginning to wonder if I'm dreaming. Even this couch is the most comfortable surface ever.
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      The dragon's third horn?

      Really? Do dragons talk like this? It's clear what the third horn is, and I feel my blush creeping up into my ears. I'm only five chapters in, and I've learned more about male anatomy and dragon pieces than I'll ever need in my life.

      Who reads this kind of stuff? Squirming, I take a few deep breaths. Something stirs within me. I'm not sure if I like it or not. Threy's sister does, and he thinks we are the same. I should stop reading. Why can't I put it down?

      "Enjoying the book?"

      Jumping, I look at the shirtless man sharing the room. I look up to see a smirk playing across his face as if he knows what I'm thinking. Maybe he does. Dragons seem to know what we're thinking often.

      "Uh, I think so."

      He laughs. "You think? I'd say you are."

      "What do you mean by that, my lord?"

      The frustrating dragon only smiles and turns around. Well, that's rude. At least I’m not the focus of his attention now. For the first time since I was whisked in here last night, I take a look at my surroundings. They're as large as the rest of the castle, leading me to wonder how often he changes into a dragon in his rooms. I wonder what his dragon looks like.

      My eyes travel around the room. This is the only part I've seen. Threy's desk sits next to the curtained window. My bed is a black leather couch with a beautiful table in front of it. A large blue carpet covers the center of the stone floor. A chandelier with magic lamps hangs from the ceiling, unlit. Besides the bath chamber, there are three more doors. One leads to his bedchamber, but I'm unsure about the other two. I'm not about to ask for a tour.

      Threy stands, interrupting my thoughts. He stretches, strong muscles popping and cracking stiff joints. "I need to go see my sister to see if anything can be done about you. Stay here. No one will dare enter my chambers when I'm gone."

      I nod. Relief should be the dominant emotion when he leaves. Instead, I feel a little apprehensive. I'm in a strange place alone, so I'm not sure how safe I feel. Another feeling edges in at his absence. Disappointment.
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