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Chapter One 
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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.
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