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Chapter One
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DYMITRI 

In the blink of an eye, everything had changed. One minute, I was sitting awkwardly in the royal hall of my ancestors, hardly able to believe our reversal of fortune. The next, my brother and I were told that our fated mates were human women. 

That would have been enough of a surprise. My brother and I had always assumed that we didn’t have fated mates. Only the luckiest of shifters enjoyed that privilege. 

But the real shock came when Marienne told us that these women—these strangers—were in danger. She said we had to fly to the human realm immediately and save them, before they were lost forever. 

My brother and I shifted into our dragons and launched off the palace balcony into the air. We followed King Stavrok, who had agreed to accompany us.  We’d never been south of our kingdom, let alone to another world. But our mates needed us, so we didn’t hesitate. Though the fear and trepidation that pulsed through my heart was very real indeed. 

The cold air nipped at my face as we flew closer to the magical barrier that divided my world from the human realm, with no idea of what lay waiting on the other side. 

We were dizzyingly high already, but we kept climbing. The air was thinner up here; there were no birds, nothing around us but thin strands of cloud. Beside me, my brother’s wings beat hard, but he managed to keep pace as we followed Stavrok to the portal. 

Lucian and I had always pushed each other, spurred each other on with every challenge. We’d always competed fiercely. It was what had enabled us to survive all these years of exile out in the wilderness. 

But we weren’t alone anymore. Our half-brother, King Damon, had agreed to take us in and allow our people to live within the safety of the kingdom’s walls. But even more so, Damon had asked us to live in the castle with him. That had changed our lives in many ways. Especially now. Without his contacts we would never have met the sorceress who had given us a glimpse into our future. With our mates.

Stavrok let out a puff of fire when we reached the barrier as a signal to us. I slowed, flapping my wings hard and stared at the space before us. It was little more than a ripple in the air. The faint golden color would have been easy to miss if you weren’t looking for it. 

Lucian pulled up next to me, hovering in mid-air. 

Stavrok went through first, disappearing into oblivion. I swallowed my fear and, after a glance at my brother, I followed, slipping through the portal after Stavrok. 

I inhaled sharply when I emerged. 

The change in the air was stark. In our world, a cold wind had been blasting over the frozen tundra of the north. But here it was warmer. Even the sky was different: a pale, peach color in the glow of the setting sun. 

Stavrok circled down to earth below me, but I waited for my brother.

When Lucian flew through the portal and appeared at my shoulder, a sense of relief and happiness swept over me. I could tell from Lucian’s expression that he felt the same. We’d made it through unharmed. 

We fell into a simultaneous dive in perfect sync, wings spiraling outwards. It was a neat trick—impressive, according to those who had seen it in the past. We’d been doing it since we were kids. We didn’t need a signal. In the air, our shifters could practically read each other’s minds.  

We landed in the middle of a cornfield, and I found myself panting for breath. We were ice dragons. We breathed ice, not fire. And we weren’t as used to this warmth as Stavrok. 

The king was waiting for us, hands on his now-human hips. He gestured toward a small farmhouse to show us where we would be going next.

I glanced at my brother, and together, we let go of our shifters and became human once more. Naked humans, like Stavrok after his shift. Would this be an issue, here in the human world?

As if he’d read my mind, Stavrok said, “These people are loyal to our kind. They will clothe us and provide some means of transport.”

“All right.” I nodded at the king. We had to trust him, but everything in me was tense and on guard. I was ready to shift back and launch into the air at a moment’s notice.

This was not our world and nothing about this situation felt natural.

I followed Stavrok, together with Lucian, without voicing the questions that were shouting inside my head. Judging by his relaxed body language, Stavrok wasn’t worried about the fact that we had all arrived naked in the middle of a field. 

But, I couldn’t help the nerves that ran through me. When I looked at Lucian, he seemed equally tense: jaw tightly clenched, hands held in fists at his side. 

We stepped out of the field and walked toward the farmhouse.

Lucian and I hung back while Stavrok rapped on the door. I had no idea what to expect, but a small buxom woman who seemed glad to see us, was not on my list.

“Come in, come in. Out of the cold,” she said, and ushered us into a small cloakroom. “Help yourself to anything that will fit you.”

The woman looked at Stavrok with the kind of reverence I wasn’t expecting from a human. 

When we were left alone to dress, I grabbed Stavrok’s arm. “Do they know about us? About you being one of our dragon kings?”

Her behavior didn’t make sense with any other explanation. 

“Yes. This family guards the entrance to the human world.” He pulled on a pair of slacks designed to fit a man with his large frame. 

These people were obviously accustomed to our size as I found clothes that fit me perfectly well, even though I’d heard that the men in this realm tended to be smaller in stature than our kind. 

“I have been meaning to return here for some time,” Stavrok went on. “They did me a great kindness when I came here to find Lucy.” 

I spared a glance at Lucian, who was buttoning his shirt with clumsy fingers. There was a frown on his face and I knew that look too well. He hadn’t spoken since we arrived, which didn’t surprise me. He was always the more stoic one of us. I was used to doing the talking. 

When we stepped back into the main living area of the small house, the woman had returned with a man in tow. He had the look of a farmer. Although he was much shorter than us, he was stocky and strong-looking. His eyes darted between the three of us and in contrast to the wife, it seemed like he couldn’t wait for us to leave. 

“There’s a car waiting for you out front.” The woman smiled at us as she spoke, digging around in her pocket before pulling out a wad of cash and handing it to Stavrok. “This should be enough, Sire. Please call us if you need anything else.” 

Stavrok bent his head and kissed the woman’s hand, making her giggle. “I thank you. I will return when we find what we’re looking for.” 

The woman’s gaze fell on my brother and me, and her eyes softened. I wasn’t sure how much she knew, but I felt warmed by her kindness, nonetheless. 

“Good luck,” she said, waving as we left her small home and went on our way. 

***
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“FORGIVE ME,” STAVROK said as he jammed the gearstick into position with a crunch. “It’s been many years since I’ve driven a car.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” I said between clenched teeth as we rumbled over a pothole. The bump lurched the car down and sideways. My fingers tightened around the edges of the seat. In the rear-view mirror, Lucian was looking distinctly green. “My brother and I aren’t used to them either.”

That was an understatement. We’d lived our whole lives in the wilds of the north; for the most part, such modes of transport were totally foreign. We were aware that vehicles like existed, but this was the first time I had actually seen one, let alone dared to ride inside one.

My heart hammered in my chest like I was being chased by a wolf.

Thankfully, the ride became smoother once we reached a main road that widened out into two carriageways. Stavrok’s driving became less frantic, which gave me the chance to absorb our surroundings, rather than fearing for my life. 

I stared in fascination at the strange markings on the surface of the road, and the giant metal signs that hung overhead.

“Which way?” Stavrok looked in the rear-vision mirror at Lucian when we reached the first intersection. 

Marienne the sorceress had put the directions inside Lucian’s mind back at the castle. Wordlessly, my brother pointed to the right. 

This happened a few more times, and soon enough we were on the outskirts of a city. It was like nothing I’d ever seen before. There were bright, multicolored lights everywhere and pavements full of bustling people and glittering storefronts. As the lights faded outside the car, I didn’t know which way to look. 

Stavrok tapping his fingers impatiently against the steering wheel was a constant reminder of our mission. The traffic around us was thick, but we snaked through the crowded streets.

I’d never given much thought to who my mate could be. My life up until very recently had been one of survival. Harsh winters and brutal raids had left little time for pleasure, and women had been few and far between. 

Some had come and gone over the years. People drifted through our small clan of outlaws, tagging along for a season before disappearing again. They’d warmed my bed, that was all. No woman had left her mark on my heart, and as far as I knew, I hadn’t left mine on any, either. 

I stared grimly out the window at the blur of lights. Night was falling, and fast. 

I glanced at Lucian out of the corner of my eye. I was accustomed to reading his stoic expression, but right now I had no idea what he was thinking. 

From what the sorceress Marienne had told us, there would be trouble when we reached our destination. We could hold our own in any battle when we knew the terrain, but this was unfamiliar territory on every level. I’d never fought against humans before. 

But I knew in my bones, even though the shock of the revelation had yet to wear off, that I would do anything to protect my mate. Even though I hadn’t met her yet.

My mate... I shook my head. As the bastard son of the northern king, thrown out of the kingdom a long time ago, the last thing I ever expected to find, was a human fated mate. I didn’t feel worthy, or deserving of such a gift.

It was late evening by the time we left the city behind. 

At Lucian’s instructions, Stavrok turned down a dark, winding country lane. Then we were once again bumping over potholes and loose stones, the car rumbling as it crept forward. 

Stavrok dipped the headlights as we approached so hopefully they wouldn’t see us coming.

I couldn’t see much outside thanks to the darkness of night. The vague shapes of trees loomed ahead. 

I stared hard and through the gaps in the undergrowth, I made out a handful of small outbuildings. Once we cleared the trees, a small yard lay in front of a seemingly empty farmhouse. 

“Are you sure this is the right place?” I muttered to Lucian. It looked like no-one had lived here in a long time. 

Lucian nodded, his expression grim. 

Stavrok shut off the engine and we climbed out of the vehicle. 

The wind whistled around the seemingly abandoned dwelling as we approached. Our footsteps echoed loudly in the silence. As we grew closer, the sense of foreboding increased. Something didn’t feel right about this place. It was so still and quiet, and yet... 

All the windows were boarded up with planks of wood. Why would they need to do that if it was abandoned? 

Then I saw it. A thin strip of light beneath the doorway. Stavrok caught the direction of my gaze and nodded before pressing a finger to his lips. I took my place on the other side of the doorway to Lucian. 

In one blow, Stavrok shouldered open the door. Light spilled out, along with a gust of warmth and a clatter of surprise from the inhabitants inside.

Crates bound in packing tape were piled around the edges of the room. In the center lay a long table under a single, bare lightbulb, around which a small group of women sat, huddled together. Their eyes were wide with fear. They were all thin, and their hollowed cheeks spoke of weeks of untold suffering. 

Clear plastic bags littered the table, along with powder and cutting tools. 

Human drugs, then. 

I couldn’t focus on any of it. Like a fishhook in my gut, my attention was yanked elsewhere. 

I almost fell to my knees with the force of the call coming from somewhere inside the house. My hand clamped around Stavrok’s shoulder. In normal circumstances, I would never dare touch a king in such a way. 

But these weren’t normal circumstances. 

“She’s here,” I said with a pained breath. “Somewhere else. Not in this room.”

“Are you sure?” Stavrok asked. 

I closed my eyes briefly, trying to block out the overwhelming force of the siren song that had led us here. It still threatened to bring me to my knees. 

I forced myself to nod. “Yes.”

My gaze roved the frightened faces. But there was no flicker of recognition among them. There was only terror staring back. 

“She’s not in here.” I fought to keep the rising panic out of my voice. “But she’s close. I can feel it.” 

I caught Lucian’s eye. I don’t know what I expected to find. A reflection of my own feelings, perhaps? If my mate was somewhere close by, then my brother’s mate was likely with her. But there was no trace of a reaction on his face—only concern. 

I dragged my gaze back to the room at large. 

“Who’s in charge here?” I called, addressing the women. 

Silence greeted my words. 

Beside me, Stavrok stepped forward. “We do not seek to harm you. We are here to help. Tell us—are there more of you? Are there others being held captive in this place?” 

Slowly, one of the women looked up. Her pale face was fraught with anxiety, but she didn’t look as spaced out as the others. 

She met Stavrok’s eye bravely. “There’s a basement beneath the house.” 

She pointed to the corner of the room. My eyes followed her gesture, and a heated pulse shot through me as my eyes landed on a door.

By now, I could hear faint voices coming from another part of the building. They were low and rough—it sounded like a group of men. 

A door slammed and the woman who had spoken jerked upright. “They’re coming. You have to hurry!” 

Stavrok strode toward the source of the male voices. I remained in the center of the room, paralyzed by the flow of hormones that raced through my body. Lucian seemed to sense my altered state, because he took charge, rushing to the front door and beckoning the women forward. They drifted uncertainly toward him, heading out into the darkness. 

“There’s a car parked in the yard out front. Keys are in the ignition,” Lucian told the leader of the women. 

I eyed her threadbare clothes and frail physique with worry, but she nodded fiercely at his words. 

“Head for the main road.” 

With whispered thanks, the women slipped off into the night. The car’s engine started up just as the door on the other side of the room slammed open. 

Stavrok let out an almighty, inhuman roar, and immediately shifted into his dragon form. 

A pulse of fury sparked through my chest when I laid eyes on the monsters who’d held these women prisoner. The rage on their faces lasted for only a second before terror replaced it. Bright, hot flames reflected in their eyes as Stavrok released a jet of fire that annihilated the nearest packing crate, reducing it to ashes. 

The men turned tail and fled the scene, leaving Stavrok to obliterate the entire room. 

“I’ll check for stragglers,” Lucian yelled over the roar of the flames. “You get to the basement.” 

As shifters, my brother and I were impervious to the fire that raged around us, but that wouldn’t be the case for any humans left behind. 

Stavrok came to a halt beside me and shifted back into his human form. His chest heaved with anger. 

“Let us finish this.” He growled, nodding with narrowed eyes at the door in the corner of the room. 

Lucian appeared in the empty doorway, the back rooms still smoldering away behind him. “All clear.” 

Before any of us could do anything, a dirty, ragged arm appeared through another doorway, followed by the hulking form of a man. His face was twisted with fury as he pointed a gun at Stavrok. 

The shot rang out. Stavrok recoiled from the impact. My blood ran cold as I started towards him. I braced the king against my side before he could sink to the floor. 

No, no... 

With a swift, merciless movement, Lucian raced forward and snapped the human’s neck. He fell to the floor, lifeless, and Lucian turned to us with the same blank, calm expression I’d seen hundreds of times before. 

“It’s a mere flesh wound.” Stavrok shrugged me off, staggering backwards. Sure enough, the bullet had pierced through his shoulder; dark blood ran from the hole in his bare skin. He didn’t seem bothered, though, merely shocked that such a thing could happen. “I’ll be fine. We must get to the basement.” 

I didn’t need telling twice. Leaving Lucian and Stavrok behind, I hurried to the door in the corner of the room. 

My mate was on the other side.
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DYMITRI

The door was locked when I tried the knob. As if that would stop me. I took a step back, lifted my leg and kicked it in. The door was flimsy and once partly open, I twisted it off its hinges and tossed it aside. A dark stairwell lay beyond the door. 

At the bottom of the darkness, a faint light buzzed on the side of the wall—a meager lightbulb illuminating the crooked stairs and peeling walls. 

With the door out of the way, the call grew even stronger. It was almost deafening, buzzing through every cell in my body. 

I descended the stairs two at a time, landing at the bottom with a grunt. As I straightened, my breath caught in my throat. 

Two women were chained up against the far wall. One of them sat slumped over. The small movements of her chest were the only sign of life; she was deathly pale, and her hands lay limply by her sides. 

The other one had gotten to her feet at my arrival. Despite her obvious weakness, along with the heavy shackles that bound her wrists and ankles, she stood half in front of the other woman as if to protect her, a determined glare on her face. 

“Who are you?” 

Her voice was low and rasping, perhaps from dehydration. Even so, the sound was music to my ears. Her words soothed the ache in my chest. I didn’t know how long the pained feeling had been there, but it felt like forever. 

I took a half-step forward. This was the one. This was my human mate. 

Her hand shot outwards, the handcuff clinking around her thin wrist. “Don’t come any closer!” 

I froze on the spot. The need for her was inside me, building. It was burning hotter and hotter—and I didn’t know what to do to ease it. 

Stavrok and Lucian came down the stairs more slowly than me, and stopped just behind me. The spell was broken, though, their sudden presence forcing me into action. 

The shift began inside me before I could stop it. I couldn’t control what was happening even though I fought it. Now is not the time. But my dragon would not listen. My vision blurred and I stumbled to my knees, the familiar sensation taking over my body. 

As I straightened, my head now hit the low ceiling. My mate gaped up at me. She was glued to the spot, still hovering over the other woman. I let out a snarl and lashed out with my claws, breaking open the chains that bound her in place. She backed away from me, but I advanced on her, grabbing her around the waist and hauling her toward me. 

I could feel the tension in her human body as she tried to resist. I realized she was saying something—pleading. 

“Take me, but please, please—don’t hurt my sister! I’ll do anything you want—I swear, just let her go!”

Lucian rushed forward and crouched down beside the unconscious girl. He pressed a hand against her forehead, brushing back her hair. He didn’t seem affected by her at all, though his actions were possibly gentler than I would normally expect from him. Despite my haze of euphoria, my brain registered his response as strange. 
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