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      Claiming a dragon is as easy as a single touch, but claiming his heart is another matter entirely.

      

      The tribes have been dying beneath the desert sun for as long as they can remember. With fewer and fewer males birthed, there is little hope of survival. Humanity is doomed.

      

      The yearly blooming is a season of fertility and new life—and the time when the males choose new brides. But Elliya has no desire to become another wife amongst many to a spoiled man. She longs for more. She longs for love.

      

      When the Red Star appears in the sky on the night she is to be chosen, Elliya knows it is her chance to make her own choice. She ventures out beneath the blood moon to prove the old legends true—to claim a dragon as her mate. But even if she can forge the legendary bond with her dragon, can she win the most important prize of all?

      

      Can she conquer the dragon’s heart?
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      Elliya stood before Cetolea, the sacred pool, the life-giver, with her tribe sisters lined up beside her. Pounding drums and humming voices echoed off the surrounding canyon walls, reverberating through air that was fragrant with the perfume of the season’s first flowers. Dozens of blossoms had grown around Cetolea. The flowers added fresh color to this sacred place—white, pink, yellow, and purple, all vivid in the moonlight and in harmony with the pool’s gentle blue glow.

      Telani, the high priestess, scattered a handful of petals over the pool. They flittered down to light upon the water’s surface as she raised her voice in a chant of praise. Telani’s voice was joined by those of the two priestesses flanking her. The drums slowed, and the gathered tribespeople altered their humming to match the melody of the priestesses’ chanting.

      Tonight was the start of the Blooming—a season of fertility and new life. The night when the males would choose new brides.

      Or rather, their new breeders, Elliya thought with not a little disdain.

      That thought was swiftly followed by shame. What choice did her people have? They were dying out—and not just Elliya’s tribe. All the nearby tribes faced the same dire situation. Every year saw fewer births, fewer males. Only five males remained in Elliya’s tribe. Two of them were graybeards, one was but five years old, and the other younger still.

      Without more males…

      This joining ceremony was Elliya’s duty to her people. As a huntress, it was her role to ensure the survival of the tribe by any means necessary—whether through her skill or her body. She should’ve been honored to have reached the age of choosing, to be openly wanted by Dian, the most virile adult male in their tribe, but all she felt was unhappiness and dread.

      Were she not chosen tonight, there was a chance she’d be traded to another tribe, that she’d be forced to leave her home, her mother, her tribe sisters. That she’d be sent to another tribe to breed with a male she’d never met—just like some of her people’s younger males would be traded away. The movement of males and females was integral to keeping the blood of the desert tribes clean, ensuring bloodlines would not stagnate.

      That was the way of her people. That had always been the way.

      So why was it so hard for her to accept? Why did she long for more? What was this…need for a male of her choosing, for someone who would want her for more than the pleasure her body could provide him? For someone who would treat her as a treasure to be cherished rather than a breeder to whom they were entitled, who would treat her as more than a womb to be filled.

      Someone who would look at her and forsake all others.

      That is not the way, Elliya. You know this. Such selfish thoughts…

      That knowledge didn’t stop her longing.

      A warm night breeze brushed over Elliya’s bare skin. There was an odd energy in the air, making the little hairs on her arms and neck stand on end and threatening to raise tiny bumps on her flesh. She told herself it was merely apprehension.

      The high priestess turned to face the five huntresses gathered for the choosing. Telani beckoned the first forward, dipping her hand into the sacred pool. She placed her fingers upon the huntress’ belly, intoning familiar words.

      “Cetolea, bless this womb…”

      Elliya had seen this ritual every year for as long as she could remember, had heard those words countless times, but that had not prepared her for this. That had not prepared her to be standing here now as one of the huntresses to be blessed, to be offered. To be chosen without being given any choice of her own.

      Telani summoned the other huntresses one by one, offering the same blessings to each, until finally it was Elliya’s turn. Elliya stepped forward and studied the high priestess. Telani’s black hair, now streaked with gray, hung freely around her shoulders. Small lines marred the corners of her mouth and her dark eyes—eyes that matched Elliya’s perfectly.

      “My daughter,” Telani said, smiling widely. It was the same proud smile she’d worn when Elliya had gone on her first hunt, and it brought the words Telani had spoken that long-ago morning up from Elliya’s memory.

      A huntress is strong and selfless. She is the heart of our people—steady, brave, unwavering. Your heart beats fierce, Elliya, and it beats true.

      Seeing that pride on her mother’s face, as strong now as ever, bolstered Elliya. She raised her chin and returned her mother’s smile.

      Telani dipped her fingers into the pool and brought them to Elliya’s belly. “Cetolea, bless this womb,” she said, drawing a line across Elliya’s abdomen. “May it nurture and protect the seed it shall receive, and may it grow strong new life in its loving embrace.”

      Telani stepped back.

      Elliya dropped her gaze to the glowing blue line on her belly, which was bold against her tan skin. Whatever her desires, she had to complete the ritual, she had to do her part. She moved her hand, meaning to rub the water into her skin and accept the blessing.

      Before she could touch it, the water turned as red as freshly spilled blood.

      She gasped, jerking her hand away as the crimson droplets ran down to her pelvis. Fear churned her belly, and cold tingles raced along her spine.

      Did Cetolea know Elliya’s thoughts? Was Cetolea spurning her because of her secret desires, because of her selfishness?

      Elliya returned her gaze to her mother, expecting disappointment or horror, but the high priestess’s eyes were turned away. Telani was staring at the sacred pool, which was glowing vibrant red rather than its usual ethereal blue.

      The drums fell silent, and excited murmurs rippled through the crowd.

      “Look! Look!” One of the huntresses pointed to the sky.

      Elliya tilted her head back to look up, and her eyes widened.

      The moon was stained crimson, and an unfamiliar star glimmered over the cliffs, brighter than all the other stars in the clear night sky—a red star.

      The Red Star.

      It was spoken of in legends that had been passed down through the generations, a sight that no living human had seen.

      Elliya’s fear swiftly gave way to wonder and anticipation.

      Telani turned toward Elliya, grasping the younger woman’s face between her hands, her smile even wider than before. “Do you know what this means, my daughter?”

      It meant that Elliya had more time, that she had a chance at something greater. That maybe her destiny wasn’t quite so fixed as she had believed.

      Elliya grinned. “The Crimson Hunt.”

      Telani threw her hands in the air and spun to face Cetolea again. “The Crimson Hunt!”

      The gathered huntresses—both those here for the choosing and those here as witnesses—sent excited howls up to the night sky. Their calls reverberated within the canyon, rising to a strength that could only be achieved by the tribe as a whole.

      “The Red Star is upon us,” Telani shouted, silencing those howls. The loose white cloth she wore was stained pink by the tinted moonlight. “The Blood Moon glows over the desert. For the first time in a hundred years, the water of Cetolea runs red. We call upon our huntresses to assemble for the Crimson Hunt!”

      The huntresses responded with another resounding cheer.

      “What is this?” Dian demanded, calling Elliya’s attention toward the edge of the crowd.

      The gathered women parted as Dian strode forward. His thick, dark eyebrows were low over his glaring eyes, and his lips seemed about to curl into a snarl. The red glow from Cetolea made the lush fabric of his robe—normally the same soft blue of the sky—look violet.

      “Every hundred years, the Red Star appears in the sky,” Telani replied, voice smooth and confident. “And we must send our sisters on the Crimson Hunt.”

      “This is the night of the Blooming,” Dian said. “The night of choosing, and I have not yet claimed what is due to me.”

      “The choosing must wait. The Red Star has come as an omen, a sign that these huntresses”—Telani’s eyes flicked briefly but meaningfully toward Elliya—“have a chance to bring new prosperity and strength to our tribe. We cannot ignore it. Destiny demands they hunt. Cetolea and the Red Star demand it, and we must obey.”

      “The Red Star is an ancient curse that brings prosperity to no one,” Dian said with a growl. “Ignoring our other traditions because of it will do us no good.”

      “You know the legends, Dian. You know the traditions, as do we all. To ignore this sign is to deny our people hope.”

      “Hope for what? Dragons?” Dian turned to face the others, throwing his arms out. “Who amongst us has seen a dragon? Who of your mothers, your grandmothers, has seen one? We cannot allow those stories to dictate our lives.”

      “Nor can we allow spoiled males to do so,” Elliya said.

      Dian spun toward her, eyes flaring in surprise before they narrowed. He jabbed a finger at her. “This is the night of my choice, and it is disrespectful for my intended bride to speak to me in such a manner.”

      Elliya notched her chin up. “I am not yet your bride.”

      Dian’s eyes darkened. “I have chosen.”

      “But your declaration must wait,” Telani said in a firm tone that held all the authority of a high priestess. “This is no longer the night of choosing. This is the night of the Crimson Hunt. We will perform the choosing ceremony when the Red Star no longer colors the waters of Cetolea.”

      “You cannot do this,” Dian growled. “Elliya is mine!”

      Elliya stepped forward, brimming with rage. “I belong to no one!”

      He clenched his jaw and reached for her.

      Telani inserted herself between them. “You may be a male, Dian, but you are not the leader of our people. I am the high priestess, and I speak for Cetolea. You will wait until after the Crimson Hunt. And now you must leave so I may anoint our huntresses for their sacred task.”

      “Fine. I will wait.” Dian leaned to the side and met Elliya’s gaze. “Go hunt these imaginary dragons. But when you return here, you will be mine, Elliya, and my seed will fill your womb.”

      Elliya gritted her teeth as she watched him disappear into the crowd of huntresses. Dian might not have believed that dragons existed, but she did. She’d loved those old stories for her entire life. And now, when dragons were said to be most vulnerable—thrown into heat by the Red Star like all wild creatures—she would join the Crimson Hunt to find a dragon and claim it as her own.

      “Come, my huntresses,” Telani called. “Let us prepare.”

      Elliya and the tribe’s other young, strong huntresses gathered close around Cetolea, their excitement charging the air as Telani and the priestesses used the pool’s glowing red water to trace ancient symbols on the huntresses’ bare skin.

      “May Cetolea and our ancestors watch over you, our sisters and daughters, as you embark upon your sacred hunt,” intoned Telani. “May you succeed in bringing new strength to our tribe and honor us with your courage and prowess.”

      Telani stepped back and slowly ran her gaze over the anointed huntresses. “You are the heart of our people, and we ask much of you now. The world under the Red Star is different from the one we know. Our ancestors spoke of great danger. But there is opportunity, too. A dragon in heat can be claimed by a female with a touch, and dragon blood will bolster our people for many, many generations. Our hopes of reversing this slow decline lies in all of you now. Go forth on the Hunt and know that we take pride in each of you.”

      The huntresses dispersed, heading toward the stone steps that would lead them to their cliff dwellings above the canyon. Elliya turned to follow.

      “Elliya, hold a moment,” Telani said.

      Though Elliya yearned to leave, to run and gather her things so she could begin her journey, she stopped and faced her mother.

      Telani reached out and took Elliya’s hands, gently squeezing them. “You have always longed for something more, my daughter. Even if you have not said so aloud, I have seen it in your eyes since you were a child. The Crimson Hunt will be the most dangerous undertaking of your young life, and it pains me to send my only beloved child out under the Red Star, but this is your chance. Go forth and seize the destiny for which you have always longed.”

      Warmth filled Elliya’s chest, and she tightened her fingers around her mother’s hands. “Thank you, Mother.”

      “Return to me safely, Elliya. That is all that matters to me.”

      “I will.”

      But I refuse to return alone.
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      Crimson stained Falthyris’s dreams. In them he saw the sea—which he’d not glimpsed in centuries—turn to blood and crash across the Forsaken Sands. He saw a red moon in the night sky, radiating heat that made the sea boil. He saw the mountains melt as though made of wax, and saw that flood pour into his lair.

      His slumber shattered.

      Falthyris opened his eyes. His lair was dark, and the bed of sand beneath him was dry, but his heart was beating thunderously all the same. He lifted his head and shook it, shedding the sand that had clung to scales.

      There was a stifling, unsettlingly familiar energy in the air. It brushed across his scales, seeking even the slightest weaknesses to exploit, penetrating natural armor that the weapons, teeth, and claws of mortal creatures could scarce pierce.

      He extended his tongue to taste the air. His lair’s usual scents of sand and stone were layered with something else, something as familiar as that energy. Something spicy and exotic that bore the tang of unknown metal.

      Dragonsbane, the accursed red comet, had returned.

      Rage stoked Falthyris’s heartfire into a blaze. He raked his talons through the sand, dragging their tips across the underlying stone floor. When he exhaled, licks of fire flared through his teeth, casting orange light that briefly deepened the shadows in the many gouge marks and cracks marring the cave walls. Each of those marks served as a reminder of his past struggles against the comet—against the Red Heat, the power Dragonsbane emitted.

      The Heat lashed against his scales and pushed through, sinking into muscle and bone, gradually suffusing his body.

      Falthyris growled low in his chest. The sound reverberated off the walls and sent ripples through the sand. Somewhere nearby, loose stones clattered to the cave floor. At the corner of his eye, he glimpsed a faint red shimmer—the Heat. It vanished when he looked at it directly.

      He knew instinctually that Dragonsbane had only just appeared in the sky—just as he knew it was currently night, though he could not see outside. This was too soon to feel the Red Heat. This was too soon for its insidious fingers to be teasing the edges of his mind, too soon for it to be producing these urges, these compulsions.

      Falthyris needed to move. He needed to leave this place. He needed to scour the desert beneath the blood red moon to find a female, and when he found her, Dragonsbane would drive him to rut her like a mindless animal at the peak of mating season.

      It would drive him to rut her until either himself or the female was dead, or the comet finally passed in a month’s time.

      He growled again and snapped his head from side to side. Falthyris would not submit to the comet, would not surrender his will. He’d seen what the Red Heat did to his kind. He’d seen the consequences of dragons succumbing to it, and he refused to become one of the fallen. He refused to partake in the degradation of dragonkind.

      He was Falthyris the Golden, Falthyris the Conqueror, Scourge of the Sands, Lord of the Shimmering Peaks and all the lands visible from their summits. He was called Glassmaker and Firestorm. His fury was the harsh desert wind, his spirit a fiery cyclone. No force would bring him low—especially not this comet. He’d endure on his own terms until these mountains had been worn to dust and the sea had once again swallowed the desert.

      As though in response to Falthyris’s thoughts, the Heat intensified, skittering along his spine. Tension seized his muscles, chasing away any comfort he had achieved during his slumber. His claws scraped the floor harder, digging gouges in the stone, and his tail lashed out, hitting the wall with enough force to break stone and rattle fresh debris from all around the cave.

      Falthyris held in his growl this time, but the air in his lungs stoked the flames in his chest. His heartfire roared in anticipation as heat built within him, quickly surpassing the Red Heat surrounding him.

      Fury bubbled up from his chest, making his growing fire burn only hotter—hot enough to cause him pain. The comet’s first appearance had undone centuries of conquest, and it had been followed by centuries of watching dragonkind ravaged by Dragonsbane’s lingering effects. Though many of his memories grew hazier each time the comet returned, he couldn’t forget what had been lost, couldn’t forget that he’d been meant to soar over this world as its overlord, as the pinnacle of his species.

      Though he longed to release those flames, to grant his fury physical form, however fleeting, he swallowed that desire. The unspent fire roiled like magma in his gut, increasing his discomfort tenfold.

      Spouting dragonfire would undoubtedly have been a welcome catharsis, however small, but Falthyris couldn’t allow his thoughts to become so muddled by emotion. Fire that intense stood a strong chance of causing this cave to collapse, which would’ve meant not only the weight of a mountain crashing down atop him but reduced protection from the Red Heat. This lair had already been damaged enough over the centuries to leave its stability in question. Any more damage…

      No.

      He refused to acknowledge any limits to his strength of will, even to himself.

      Wisps of acrid smoke curled from his nostrils. The Red Heat thickened the air further, its tendrils pushing a little deeper into Falthyris, seeping into his veins and warming his blood. A shudder wracked him from snout to tail, shaking off more sand and partially unfolding his wings. The fire he had swallowed moved lower and lower. All that heat coalesced in his groin.

      Falthyris groaned as his cock stirred behind his slit, pulsing with a sudden, desperate ache. That faint crimson mist shimmered around him, flaring and fading, vanishing whenever he attempted to focus upon it. Dragonsbane was taunting him as though it had known all along that he would eventually falter, that his might and willpower would one day crumble.

      He trembled with another wave of Heat, flicking out his tongue again—scenting for any signs of a female, eager to search, to hunt, to conquer, to rut. His cock pushed out of his slit, already slick with secretions.

      With a ragged roar, Falthyris shoved himself up onto all fours. The sudden movement sprayed sand all around him and caused his back to slam into the cave ceiling.

      The cave trembled, and stone cracked. Heavy chunks fell over his back and tumbled down to hit the sand bed with dulled thumps. Falthyris froze, exhaling and not daring to take in another breath. Carefully, he eased his body down. The feeling of weight on his back persisted until he was low enough for the hunks of rock settled atop him to fall away.

      This lair had provided shelter for hundreds of years. How many times had he weathered the comet’s curse within these walls? Seven? Nine? Twelve? He could no longer recall. But it was apparent that those years had not been kind to this place. Or, more accurately, Falthyris had not been kind to it. The space was relatively small. He’d hoped upon claiming this cave that its size would naturally restrain him during the Red Heat, but that size now seemed to have become a liability.

      Falthyris forced himself back down onto his bed of sand, willing his heartfire to burn hotter still as though it could ward off the Red Heat.

      Thirty days was nothing to Falthyris the Golden. He’d endured Dragonsbane many times before and would continue to do so until the accursed comet had burned itself out. Falthyris’s heartfire would still blaze bright long after Dragonsbane was cold and dead.

      He laid his head upon the sand and squeezed his eyes shut. He would simply sleep through the comet, as had been his intention. This interruption was no more than a minor nuisance.

      And yet the tension in his muscles didn’t ease, and a new discomfort introduced itself—the abrasiveness of sand against the sensitive flesh of his cock, which had pushed fully out of his slit. Falthyris snarled and shifted his body, seeking some relief for his throbbing shaft, but he succeeded only in creating friction as pleasurable as it was painful.

      Thirty days, he reminded himself.

      Falthyris buried his claws deep, sinking them into the stone floor to anchor himself in place. His tail flicked in agitation. He curled it toward his torso, tucking it along his side to keep it from causing any more damage.

      The Red Heat drifted through the air around him, seeking out every place in which it could embed himself, both in the cave and in Falthyris’s body. This was only the beginning. The Heat’s touch remained a curious caress, a gentle search, but before long, it would crackle like lightning and burn like fire. He could feel it building, gathering its strength to eventually overwhelm him.

      Falthyris held himself as still as possible. The Red Heat continued its gradual build as time passed, the seconds marked by the steady beating of his draconian heart. At some point, the Heat began a slow regression. Falthyris tasted a hint of the morning sun on the air flowing into his lair.

      Though it did not fade completely, the Heat waned enough for Falthyris to lapse into a brief, fitful slumber, filled once again with crimson dreams. That slumber was broken when the Heat flared and grew sometime closer to nightfall.

      Throughout the second night, Falthyris’s breaths were ragged, his exhalations often punctuated by licks of fire. His claws had already carved deep into the cave floor thanks to his efforts to remain in place. The Red Heat grew considerably stronger and more insistent, gradually settling a faint but unmistakable haze over his mind.

      He didn’t sleep the next day. Though the morning sun once again diminished the Heat, it was not as effective as it had been the prior day.

      On the third night, he could no longer remain still. He crawled around his shelter like a serpent on his belly, unable to stop himself from raking his claws across the walls and floor. As the Heat reached its peak that night, he found himself contorting his body to furiously stroke his shaft with his fingers.

      Shame fluttered around the edges of his mind, but it couldn’t find entry. Whether it was held back by his lingering pride or the Heat’s strengthening influence, he could not say.

      He knew only that the rasp of his scales against his cock hurt, and it felt so, so good.

      He couldn’t bring himself to rest on the next day. The Red Heat barely faded with the morning, leaving him to continue his aimless pacing, dragging his underside over the floor. Without thinking, he clawed chunks of stone from the walls and scattered sand with his tail.

      This was no lair—it was a cage, a prison, a tomb, and he needed to leave, to get out. He needed to be free, to roar his mating call into the sky and hear it echo off the mountains.

      Falthyris snapped his jaws and shook himself hard. He wouldn’t go, wouldn’t surrender.

      A fresh ache pulsed through his cock, strong enough to make his knees weak. The Lord of the Shimmering Peaks would not submit to such base urges.

      But with nightfall came a resurgence of the Red Heat, which quickly built to a new, terrible climax. Falthyris’s body trembled as the Heat forced its way ever deeper. Whatever subtlety it had possessed the first couple nights was gone now; it had already gained enough power to no longer require subtlety.

      He thrashed his tail and swung his claws, gnashed his teeth and spewed licks of fire, but his fury was impotent. The Red Heat pressed its invasive fingers deeper into Falthyris’s mind, tightening its hold on him.

      “No,” he growled, “I do not yield.”

      Yet when his tongue flicked out, he tasted a new scent on the air, one even more difficult to ignore than the Heat.

      Female.

      He shuddered again, his every muscle going rigid, his claws slicing into stone. Whatever resistance he would’ve offered the comet was swept away on a wave of crimson heat.

      Falthyris the Golden, the Conqueror, Scourge of Sands and Lord of the Shimmering Peaks, surged forward to claw his way out of his lair, kicking up sand and shattering stone. There was room only for a single conscious thought in his mind as he burst into the night air.

      Dragonsbane has finally won.
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      Elliya dropped to her knees onto the soft grass growing along the riverbank. Setting her stone headed spear down, she bent forward and plunged her hands into the cool water, drinking handful after handful, relishing the relief it provided her dry mouth and parched throat. Rivulets ran down her neck and the front of her robe, soothing her heated skin. Though the sun had set some time earlier, the air still held a hint of the day’s stifling warmth, and she’d been traveling for a long while.

      Once she had drunk as much as her belly could hold, she sat back on her heels, tilted her head back, and looked up at the night sky. The desert breeze wafted over her, caressing her skin and flowing through the loose strands of her hair.

      The Blood Moon hung low in the sky, and the Red Star burned above it, impossible to miss amidst the other stars that twinkled in white and palest blue. Traversing this land—where the Forsaken Sands butted up against the Shimmering Peaks—with the Red Star overhead had been as surreal as it had been frightening.

      Elliya had seen a great many animals over the last few days, most of which had been familiar to her. Their behaviors, however, had been unnatural. Creatures that usually emerged from hiding only in the depths of night had been out in broad daylight. Creatures that usually remained solitary had been gathering in frenzied groups, mating as though maddened.

      And they were maddened. That was the power of the Red Star, that was its curse. She’d seen normally docile beasts battling one another viciously, had seen territorial battles between creatures that typically ignored one another, had seen blood. A time or two, she herself had caught the attention of uncharacteristically aggressive animals. Her escapes had been narrow.

      It had required all the skills she’d learned over her years of hunting to make it this far without incident, and using those skills had felt so strange without the other huntresses. But a dragon was not the usual sort of prey she and her sisters hunted. According to the old stories, claiming a dragon required a particular subtlety, required seduction. A group of huntresses could not accomplish that, not when dragons took but one human mate.

      For the first time in her life, Elliya was competing with her tribe sisters. For the first time in her life, she felt so impossibly distant from home.

      No, it is not just a feeling. I have never traveled this far from home.

      Four days. That was how far she was from her tribe. She’d never spent so much time alone. For four days, she had followed the rocky foothills at the base of the Shimmering Peaks, walking beneath a scorching sun, steering clear of the beasts that prowled above and below as best she could.

      As lonely as she was without her tribe sisters, excitement still thrummed through Elliya. Not only had she evaded Dian’s clutches—at least for a time—but she was participating in the rare hunt for a dragon. Most of her people had lived and died without ever seeing the Red Star, without taking part in the Crimson Hunt, but she was amongst the fortunate.

      Lowering her chin, Elliya took in her surroundings. The river ran through a rocky canyon that was lush with vegetation. Tall rock formations stood on either side of the canyon—and some within it—all of them layered with the stripes of slightly varying color. They looked down upon the water like silent sentries posted outside ancient tribal lands.

      She’d scouted this spot thoroughly, had searched for signs of dangerous predators and animals that wouldn’t have been particularly threatening under normal circumstances, and she’d found nothing. This would be a suitable place to rest for the night so she could resume her hunt at dawn.

      She removed her sandals and wiggled her toes in the grass. Just because she was alone in a dangerous world under dangerous conditions did not mean she had to forgo life’s little pleasures.

      Just as she opened her waterskin and dunked it into the river, a great roar tore across the heavens and reverberated through the canyon, powerful enough for Elliya to feel its vibrations in her bones.

      The little hairs on the backs of her neck and arms rose, and cold prickles of fear raced across her back. This was a sensation she had never experienced to this degree—a deep-rooted instinct to flee, to hide.

      I am a huntress. I will not run, and I will not hide.

      After corking the waterskin and dropping it onto the ground, she took up her spear and leapt to her feet—only to freeze when she caught sight of a massive beast soaring through the sky. The beast’s immense wings swept down, launching the creature higher, and its jaws parted to spew a jet of flame into the night air.

      Elliya stood motionless, eyes wide, fully aware of what she was seeing but unable to comprehend it.

      “They are real,” she breathed.

      She’d always believed the stories were true, had always believed the legends her people had passed down through the generations, but hearing a story and seeing the reality with her own eyes were two starkly different experiences. Until now, dragons had been like the sun after setting—she knew it was still there somewhere, knew it existed, but during the coldest, darkest stretches of night, the sun was little more than a phantom memory, out of reach and difficult to imagine.

      Another deafening roar shook the canyon, snapping Elliya out of her stupor. The dragon spread its wings and turned away, continuing in a slow, upward spiral.

      She needed to act. Now. Needed to lure the beast to her.

      And hope that it was male.

      But how? How could she hope to bring the dragon close enough?

      The answer came from the Red Star, which gleamed high in the sky—the star that had sent the desert’s creatures into heat.

      Tossing down her spear, Elliya lifted the strap of her bag off her shoulder and set it on the ground before catching the hem of her robe and pulling the garment off over her head, dropping it beside her spear. She removed her loincloth and chest covering next. Crouching, she opened her bag and dug inside until she closed her fingers around two sleeper dust husks. She didn’t know if they would have the same effect on a dragon as they did on humans and other beasts, but she was willing to try.

      All she needed was a single touch. If all went well, and if the stories were true, she wouldn’t need the sleeper dust at all.

      And if they weren’t true… Well, she wouldn’t let herself dwell on that. Not now.

      Elliya stood and searched the sky. For several desperate moments, she couldn’t see the dragon, and her heart quickened further. How could something so large have vanished? Though the moon was red as blood, its light was strong tonight. Where could the dragon have gone?

      Another thunderous roar sent vibrations through the air around her. She pivoted on the ball of her foot. The dragon was still near. She swallowed a fresh wave of instinctive fear and focused, searching the heavens, seeking any sign of the beast.

      There! A patch of darkness cut out from the stars, moving across the sky at great speed.

      Elliya narrowed her eyes.

      You are mine.

      Heart pounding, Elliya moved back from the water’s edge and lay down on the grass. The vegetation was cool against her back, and the pungent scent of earth filled her nose. Her eyes remained locked on the dragon as she spread her legs wide and slipped her fingers between her thighs. She found her pleasure nub and stroked it furiously. There was a twinge of discomfort, but it was swiftly followed by a thrill that coiled in her pelvis.

      Taking in a deep breath, she called out to the dragon, her voice echoing through the canyon.

      A flash of fire illuminated the dragon, briefly flaring orange and gold against the dark backdrop of the sky. The beast looked small now, being up so high—looked almost harmless. But when the dragon turned toward her and roared again, Elliya felt the aura of danger it emitted, sensed its unfathomable prowess.

      She shivered, but it wasn’t entirely caused by fear now.

      The beast sped toward her.

      She bit her bottom lip and panted as the sensations built within her. Her sex contracted, her body tensed, and a brief flare of pleasure forced a cry from her lips. She dipped her finger into her channel to gather her slick, spreading it across her sex, her belly, and her breasts.

      “Wind, carry my scent to the beast,” she said. “Let him come and claim me so that I, in turn, may claim him. For this is the time of the choosing, and I have made my choice.”

      The void in the stars that was the dragon’s shadowy form grew rapidly, until she could see the crimson moonlight upon the beast’s scales and glinting on its long claws. The dragon didn’t slow until it was immediately above her. A beat of its immense wings blasted her with wind, sending a thrill over her bare skin.

      The dragon crashed down on all fours, bracing itself over her with its talons curled into the dirt.

      Elliya’s eyes widened as she stared up at the dragon and its gleaming golden scales. She’d seen large creatures out in the Forsaken Sands, had hunted them on occasion with her tribe sisters, but none of those animals could compare to the immensity of this dragon. She’d never felt so small, so insignificant, so powerless.

      The dragon spread its talon-tipped wings wide, making itself look impossibly larger, and dipped its horned head. Its eyes, glowing as bright and blue as the waters of Cetolea, met hers. They were mesmerizing, with slitted pupils that narrowed and widened as though struggling to focus.

      A huff of hot air flowed over Elliya before the dragon’s long, pointed tongue flicked out from between its lips. Those lips peeled back to reveal big, sharp teeth as a deep growl rumbled in the dragon’s chest. Its body stiffened, its claws dug deeper into the ground on either side of her, and the dragon made a chuffing sound, its hips jerking forward.

      Elliya glanced down. The beast’s cock protruded from a slit at its groin, a massive shaft with ridges and scales that glistened with secretions.

      The dragon was male.

      And he was hers.

      Unbidden, her core clenched, flooding with arousal and heat like she’d never felt before.

      The dragon’s tongue emerged again to lap at the air, and a shudder wracked his body.

      Elliya met his bright blue gaze, reached up, and placed her hand on the side of his jaw.

      His eyes rounded, fixating on her with sudden, unsettling lucidity.

      She gasped. That touch burned her fingertips, and the sensation spread up her arms and coursed through her body, filling her chest with an almost unbearable heat. The dragon recoiled from her hand with a snarl, but it was too late.

      Something snapped inside Elliya, like a cord pulling taut around her heart.

      Pulling her toward him.

      Orange light broke between his scales, looking at first like the embers of a dying fire but quickly gaining brightness and intensity. He shoved away from her with a vicious snarl, snapping his head from side to side as tiny flames spouted through his teeth—and his scales. The air heated rapidly, creating fresh beads of sweat on Elliya’s skin.

      Heart racing, Elliya dropped the sleeper dust husks and scrambled backward on hands and feet.

      The dragon burst into flames with a roar, bathing the canyon in frantic, dancing orange light. Tails, wings, and talons swung and thrashed, fighting the flames, fighting for purchase, but the fire only intensified, shifting from orange to white. Elliya’s eyes stung from the brightness and heat, but she couldn’t look away. Horror kept her gaze fixed on the dragon.

      Blackened ash flaked off his body and caught on the wind, scattering across the riverbank, and the air was soon thick with smoke.

      The mighty beast fell backwards, plunging into the river with an immense splash that was silenced by the hiss of water instantly boiling. A huge cloud of steam spewed from the water, further obscuring her view but for the intense light within it. All that hissing, growling, and splashing continued.

      Scalding droplets landed on Elliya’s foot, driving her farther back from the water. Her heart was racing, her breath ragged, her throat constricted.

      What was happening? What had she done?

      The smoke and steam enveloped her. Eyes watering, she turned her face away and coughed, throat and lungs burning. For a few alarming moments, it felt as though she’d hack up her internal organs, as though she’d die just as she’d accomplished what so few humans had before her. But the smoke soon thinned, and her coughing eased.

      All those terrifying sounds had ceased, leaving only the jarring gentleness of flowing water and wind.

      She crawled forward until she found her discarded waterskin. Uncorking it, she used the water inside to rinse her eyes, face, and mouth. Blinking away the moisture from her lashes, she turned her attention to the river, which was close enough now for her to reach out and touch.

      A haze of steam lingered over the water, which was now undisturbed but for a faint orange glow within its relative darkness. She inched closer to the water’s edge, leaning forward to peer at that ember-like light. Her eyes rounded when she realized it was moving toward her.

      As it neared, Elliya could see a dark shape surrounding the glow.

      A hand emerged from the water, its clawed fingers slamming down on the bank and sinking into the mud. Big as it was, that hand was much too small to belong to a dragon. The arm that surfaced after it was large, muscular, and scaley, but it too did not belong to a dragon.

      The figure hauled itself up out of the river, first onto its knees and then its feet, water pouring from its powerful, broad-shouldered body. Elliya tilted her head back to look up at the figure—tall and imposing, and in the shape of a man.

      A long, thick tail slashed across the surface behind the male as he stalked forward, driving Elliya back farther onto her backside. His whole body was powerfully built and covered in golden scales of varying size. His chest was illuminated from within, as though it held a blazing fire rather than a heart and lungs. Two wings stretched outward from the man’s back, shedding excess water, and he shook his head, making his long hair—silver in the moonlight—whip around his head. That only drew attention to the long horns atop his skull.

      His eyes met Elliya’s; they were glowing blue, their slitted pupils expanding as he stared at her.

      Not a man at all. This was the dragon.

      This was her dragon.

      His nostrils flared, and his tongue flicked out from between his lips to taste the air. His eyes dipped down her body to fixate upon her sex. His jaw—lined with two small bone spikes on each side—clenched, and his lips peeled back to reveal sharp teeth.

      Elliya’s gaze moved down his wide chest, his muscular abdomen, and narrow hips to settle on his cock. It extruded from his slit, long, thick, and pulsing, as golden as the rest of him with fine scales and pronounced ridges. Pale seed oozed from its tip.

      Desire flared within her, and her sex ached with want of the male before her. Not wholly man or beast, but virile and strong, magnificent and menacingly beautiful.

      He growled and took a step toward her, wrapping his hand around his cock and squeezing hard. More seed seeped from its tip to drip into the grass, wasted.

      “Female,” he said in a deep, accented, gravelly voice.

      Elliya tore her eyes away from his cock to look at his face, which was tight and pained, his blue eyes tortured but lustful. She smiled and leaned back onto her elbows, spreading her thighs wide. His hungry gaze immediately returned to her sex.

      “Yes,” she said. “Your female.”
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      Falthyris had never experienced such pain, had never felt his heartfire blaze so intensely. He felt like he’d been swallowed up, burned from within, violently unraveled and slammed back together again with fire and force. He did not know what had happened, but he did not care—the Red Heat had claimed him, and his mind, body, and soul were all fixated on the female.

      My female.

      The truth of those words penetrated to Falthyris’s core, even through the Red Heat’s thick fog. His heartfire flared, and he surged forward, sped by his inner flames. He landed over her, wedging his body between her legs, and hissed as his shaft nestled along her wet slit. Fresh seed seeped from his cock. He shuddered and curled his claws into the ground.

      With a snarl, he drew back his hips and thrust his cock into her sex.

      He didn’t hear the female’s pained cry, didn’t feel her hands grasping him or her blunt claws scraping against his scales—all he could feel was the slick, hot, tight grip of his female’s sheath around his throbbing cock.

      Falthyris withdrew just enough to shove himself deeper into that blissfully wet channel. It was overwhelming pleasure, it was unbearable agony, and he could not stop. He pumped again and again, sinking as deep as he could go and willing himself deeper still until his female’s sex had consumed him entirely.

      He needed this. He needed her.

      Squeezing his eyes shut, Falthyris pushed harder, faster, grunting and snarling.

      His blood flowed like magma through his veins, his scales were tight over his bulging muscles, and an immense, impossible pressure was building in his loins. He felt as though his body could barely contain itself, as though it could barely contain his essence, his heartfire, which was stronger after his female’s touch than ever before.

      My female…

      Her heady fragrance filled the air. It was the scent that had finally roused him from his cave, alluring and feminine, but there was more to it now—it was enhanced by her arousal, made all the more maddening. That scent clouded his mind as fully as the Red Heat had.

      She shifted, wrapping her legs around him, and Falthyris growled, snapping his teeth and dropping a clawed hand to her hip to keep her pinned in place. His thrusts increased in speed and brutality. His female’s sex contracted, clamping around him, drawing him farther in, flooding with more liquid heat.

      So hot, so tight, so wet.

      The pressure in his loins heightened, stealing his breath. He hissed, digging his claws deeper into the ground and flattening his wings against his back. His frenzied movements grew erratic as his inner flames and the Red Heat swirled together in a firestorm at his center. Waves of pleasure-pain raced up his spine and outward along his limbs to the tips of his fingers, toes, and tail.

      For an instant, everything was still, and deafening silence enveloped him. That silence was shattered by a soft, gasping cry beneath him—not at all the sort of sound a dragoness would make.

      Falthyris exploded, his heartfire blazing out from his core to seize his every muscle and force a roar from his throat. His wings snapped out as a jet of molten seed blasted from his cock, and ecstasy unlike anything he’d ever experienced devoured him.

      His hips jerked as he poured streams of seed into his female, grinding his shaft deep. Each release provided more relief than the last until, with wings fanned out and body shuddering, he sagged upon her.

      He still felt the Red Heat, still felt Dragonsbane’s curse beating down on him, but the worst of its effects had faded—for now. As much as it hurt his pride to acknowledge that he’d succumbed, he could consider this coupling a small but significant victory in the greater battle against dragonkind’s nemesis.

      He'd given in to that burning need, but he hadn’t harmed his female—his mate.

      Still, he knew his current relief would be short lived. The Red Heat would resurge before long.

      Panting, Falthyris curled around his mate, drawing her close, and buried his snout against her neck. He inhaled her scent and released the breath in a contented rumble.

      Her hands stroked his shoulders and back, her legs tightened around his hips, cradling him against her body, and when she spoke, he felt the gentle vibrations of her voice. “Cetolea, bless this womb. May it nurture and protect the seed it has been gifted, and may it grow strong new life in its loving embrace.”

      Those words were as comforting as they were strange.

      Continuing the soft slide of her hands over his scales, she repeated her words, and Falthyris focused on them. They were spoken like some sort of prayer, it seemed, but it was the words themselves that warranted closer attention—because though he understood them, they belonged to a language he’d not heard in several hundred years. She was not speaking in the tongue of dragons.

      Something soft tickled his snout, and he released a huff through his nostrils. Awareness—both of himself, his female, and the situation—rushed to him, nearly as overwhelming as the pleasure-pain of moments before.

      There was something wrong here. Falthyris himself felt wrong.

      He lifted his head to look down at his mate. Her dark eyes met his gaze—human eyes.

      For the first time in his existence, Falthyris’s heartfire felt like it had been snuffed out, leaving him cold and empty inside. His mind raced, desperate to make sense of what he was seeing, of what he was feeling, of what had happened.

      She was a human. She had touched him.

      He had mated with her.

      Falthyris shoved away from her, withdrawing from her wet heat, and rose on unsteady legs. He snapped his wings against his back. Fire blazed through his muscles and into his bones, suffusing his being—reminding him of the immense, disorienting pain he’d endured when she’d first touched him and forced the mating bond upon him. He’d been too caught up in the Red Heat to realize what had happened, to realize what she was.

      To realize what he’d become.

      He looked down at his hands and did not recognize their long, dexterous fingers or the claws at their tips. Nor did he know the arms those hands were attached to, or the accompanying chest and abdomen, pelvis, legs, and feet, all oriented in that upright, human fashion.

      This was not his shape. This was not his body. This was not him.

      His heart pounded strongly enough to make his whole body pulse—including his still extruded cock, which glistened in the moonlight.

      He clenched his fists as his confusion gave way to fury. This was not happening. It was simply one of the many dreams he was experiencing during his decades-long slumber, and he was still secure in his lair, curled atop a bed of sand in his natural state.

      Succumbing to the red comet was shameful enough, but this? The mighty Falthyris had seen human cities crumble and civilizations collapse in his time; he could not be brought low by humans, much less a single female.

      Humans were diminutive creatures. Tiny, weak, fragile. Little more than insects to the likes of Falthyris. Even at the height of their power centuries ago, when they’d possessed the weaponry and organization necessary to slay a dragon, humans had been nothing but a minor irritant to him, easily dealt with when necessary—and easily ignored the rest of the time.

      And now I am one of them.

      Fire swelled in his chest, making his scales glow orange. He lifted his gaze to the human. “What have you done to me?”

      She had sat up, and her long, black mane hung around her shoulders, brushing that smooth, soft skin. Her dark eyes met his, and her lips curled into a smile. “I made you mine.”

      Her reply would have been infuriating enough by itself. Dragons were the apex species on this world, the most powerful creatures, the most dominant. Falthyris could not be owned. His kind were the rulers, whether or not these insignificant mortals acknowledged it. But paired with what he felt at his core—that she was right, that he was hers—it sparked a rage in him that burned hotter than anything Dragonsbane could emit.

      Falthyris filled his lungs with air and roared, ignoring how much weaker a sound this body produced. The female recoiled, her eyes widening in surprise. She threw her hands out to either side and frantically raked her fingers through the grass.

      He stalked toward the human. Her eyes glimmered with uncertainty and fear, but she held his gaze as she brought her hands together, crunching something between them. Falthyris bared his teeth and reached for her.

      The human lifted a hand, palm flat, and blew across it.

      The dust on her palm sprayed into Falthyris’s face just as he inhaled. He flinched back, squeezing his eyes shut. His nose strung and burned. Shaking his head sharply, he forced himself forward again and released a deep growl.

      That growl was cut short when he sneezed hard enough to double him over. The sting in his sinuses increased tenfold.

      “Human,” he snarled as he straightened—but he overcompensated and staggered backward. His tail swung wildly to the side, further endangering his balance, but his arms were suddenly heavy when he threw them out to counteract his tail. Through willpower alone, he forced one of his feet forward. It came down hard, as though it weighed as much as a mountain. His head, in contrast, felt as light as a cloud.

      He forced his eyes onto the human as he stumbled and fell to one knee. “What…have you…”

      She leaned forward and cautiously crawled closer, keeping just out of his reach. “You will only sleep. I will watch over you.”

      Falthyris released a huff, reaching inwardly for his heartfire, for his fury. He would not succumb to this human twice. But his fire didn’t come. Drawing upon all his remaining strength, he lunged toward her.

      He landed face first on the ground, right where the grass and sand mingled. Fortunately, the void swallowed him, snuffing out his awareness before he could be crushed by his own shame.

      

      Elliya’s heart pounded as she stared at the male sleeping on the ground in front of her. “I…did it.”

      She’d claimed and mated a dragon.

      If not for the tenderness between her legs and his still-wet seed on her thighs, she would have thought this a dream.

      When he’d first thrust into her, it had hurt, but she’d expected that, had braced herself for it. But she hadn’t anticipated the pleasure that had come during their mating.

      Or that he’d attack her when it was done.

      She frowned as she ran her eyes over his body. After he’d gifted her his seed, he’d curled around her almost reverently, holding her close. Though that had been surprising, she’d drawn comfort from it, and had relished the feel of his heavy weight atop her, his heat baking into her, and his cock filling her. It had felt so right.

      All that had fled in an instant when he’d looked at her with such…fury.

      She didn’t understand. They were bonded, mated, and she could feel her connection with this male like it were a physical thing in her chest. All the old stories about dragons spoke of such bonds, of the dragons being fiercely protective of their females—of their unwavering devotion.

      So why had he been about to attack her?

      After wiping her hands on the damp grass to clean away any lingering sleeper dust, Elliya crawled closer to the dragon and hesitantly ran her fingertips over the arch of his outstretched wing. When he didn’t react, she moved closer still to touch the leathery flesh that spanned the gaps between the relatively thin, fingerlike parts sweeping down from that arch. While the rest of his body was hard, scaled, and just a little rough, his wing was soft and supple, like a finely cured hide.

      She carefully lifted his wing and folded it against his back. It moved smoothly and easily, belying the immense strength she was sure it held.

      Her frown deepened when she noticed his face was pressed into the grass. Slipping her hands beneath him, she lifted, meaning to roll him over. He didn’t budge on her first attempt. How could one person be so heavy?

      She shifted her legs to provide herself a firmer base, gritted her teeth, and tried again, grunting with the exertion. His body remained lax in his slumber, one arm dangling as she finally rolled him onto his side.

      Elliya had only seen a few males in her lifetime, one of whom was a but a boy and another only a baby. This one was unlike any of them, and it wasn’t merely the scales, claws, wings, horns, and tail that set him apart. He was bigger than anyone she’d ever seen, built large and strong, with broad, powerful shoulders and muscles that were well defined despite the scales covering his body. He was nothing like human males. He was…more.

      He was hers.

      She trailed her eyes farther down his body to his groin. His long, thick, scaled appendage had partially retreated into his slit. She bit her bottom lip and shifted her legs again, rubbing her thighs together and feeling her core clench. He made her feel strange. He…aroused her.

      She’d only ever felt inklings of pleasure when she touched herself, but they had always vanished as quickly as they had come. Those sensations didn’t come close to what this male made her feel. The sensation he’d roused between her legs, that ache, had not yet faded. Just looking at him made her want to climb upon him and take his cock back into her body, to again feel that stretch, that fullness, to feel that overwhelming, magical sensation as he moved inside her.

      Blowing out a long, loud, frustrated breath, Elliya turned her attention to his face. She brushed aside long, pale strands of his hair, tucking them behind his pointed ear. She smiled as she traced the tip of it, touching her own rounded shell with her other hand. She’d never seen ears like his. Nor had she ever seen hair like his—everyone in her tribe had dark hair, save the elders. His pale golden locks were in stark contrast to the thick black horns jutting up from his skull.

      Even relaxed in his dust-induced slumber, his features were bold and intimidating—dark, thick eyebrows that were so at odds with his pale hair, a narrow, elegant nose, full lips. His strong jawline was studded with those bone-like spikes. The scales on his face were finer than those on the rest of his body and were softer beneath her fingertips.

      How could anything look so human and inhuman at once?

      He was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

      “My mate,” she whispered as she traced his features with her fingertips, wiping away flecks of sand that had clung to his scales.

      Her smile fell as she recalled the rage that had burned in his glowing blue eyes.

      What have you done to me?

      Those words had been filled with accusation, with rage, with pain. With the power of the beast that had first come to her.

      Why had he been so angry? What had she done? He’d been the one to come to her during his time of need, he’d been the one to take her. They had bonded, and he’d mated with her. What wrong had she committed?

      Sighing, Elliya pushed herself to her feet and walked to her belongings. After tying her loincloth around her waist, she picked up her chest covering, carried it to the river, and dipped it into the water. She returned to her mate and used the wet cloth to gently clean his face and wash away the bits of grass and sand clinging to him, taking special care around his slit and cock.

      When she was done, wrung out the remaining moisture from the cloth, folded it, and dragged her bag closer to place the cloth inside. She paused with her hand inside the bag, eyes falling on her male. She imagined that he’d be even more furious when he woke and realized she’d used sleeper dust on him. She didn’t like the idea of binding her mate, but for the time being, she needed to err on the side of caution. There were too many uncertainties in this situation, too much of it—and him—was unknown.

      Sighing, Elliya took the rope out of her bag and used it to bind his wrists together. Even relaxed, his forearms were thick with muscle, and the scales along their outsides were large and hard, more like plates of armor than skin.

      She glanced at his face again, recalling the sharp, wicked teeth he’d bared in his rage—and in his pleasure. Her rope seemed suddenly pathetic, but she had no other means of restraining him.

      When she was done, she carried her bag and spear several paces away from him and sat on a patch of soft grass, laying the weapon over her lap. The desert wind sighed through the canyon, mingling with the river’s steady burbling. Those sounds were in stark contrast to the other night sounds—like the often wild and undulating calls of distant beasts that were caught up in heat beneath the Red Star.

      Fortunately, those other creatures sounded far off—at least for now. And regardless, she’d braved these wilds alone for a few days. She could manage to finish out this night the same way.

      Listening to the desert sounds and allowing herself to enjoy the coolness of the breeze flowing down from the mountains, Elliya guarded her mate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Falthyris’s nostrils flared as he drew in a deep breath. The scents of water, mud, and grass were so thick in the air that he had no need to extend his tongue to sample them further. They were joined by another scent, not as powerful yet even more prominent. It was sweet, alluring, and exotic, like rare desert blossoms under the light of a full moon. It was feminine.

      His chest rumbled with a growl. Those smells were wrong—his lair was redolent of sand and stone. There was no fresh water within, no vegetation. There were no females.

      My female.

      He squeezed his eyes shut tighter, as though the darkness behind his eyelids could swallow his thoughts just as it had his sight. It had all been a dream. The female, the encounter beside the river, the change—all nothing more than a dream, made more vivid and impactful by the Red Heat.

      That Heat was wafting over him even now, pulsing against his scales and into the flesh beneath. The rhythm of those invasive waves matched the slow, steady beating of his heart—and his achingly hard cock throbbed in time with it, too.

      The female’s scent, laced with the lingering hints of her arousal, seemed suddenly stronger—or perhaps his awareness of it had simply strengthened. Falthyris clenched his teeth and shifted, meaning to push up on all fours. That attempted movement was all he needed to confirm that none of it had been a dream.

      This is not my body!

      His eyelids snapped open, his muscles tensed, and his claws pricked his palms. He was lying on his side atop sand and grass. The sky was wide open above him, the Red Heat shimmered faintly all around him, and the blood red moon tinted everything with hints of crimson.

      Growling, Falthyris sat up, using unfamiliar muscles to move his unfamiliar form. His hands struck his extruded shaft, creating a flare of torturous pleasure-pain that forced him to bare his teeth, hiss, and freeze for a moment.

      He looked down. His arms were bound together at their wrists by a tightly-wound cord, his hands—his damned alien hands—overlapping one another. Beneath them were his new legs, awkward things with their odd ankles and stupid flat feet. How could any creature walk on such ungainly limbs? How had humans managed to survive for so long in such soft, weak, unbalanced bodies?

      His tail swung in agitation, scraping over grass and sand.

      “Are you thirsty?”

      The sound of the female’s voice—his female’s voice—stiffened his spine and stoked his heartfire. Breath ragged, he slowly turned his head toward her. She stood a few paces away, her fingers curled around the shaft of a stone-headed spear, her thin, black brows low, and her eyes wary.

      Framed by thick lashes, those eyes were as deep, dark, and unfathomable as the night sky. They were captivating. Her long, black mane hung around her shoulders, its strands curling above her chest mounds, which were each crowned with dark circles. There were intricate black markings on her hands, arms, stomach, and feet, their patterns more detailed and surprisingly symmetrical. Those markings somehow accentuated the innate grace of her soft little body.

      His gaze trekked over that body, following the lines of her lithe limbs, her narrow waist, and flared hips, admiring the hints of muscle beneath her tan skin. A dangling scrap of cloth covered her sex, but when he flicked his tongue out, he could still taste her arousal on the air.

      He squeezed his fists tighter; for an instant, he hated that bit of cloth almost as much as he hated this shape he’d been forced into. She was his, and he would not be denied any part of her.

      Falthyris felt his bond with her. It was coiled in his chest, wrapped around his heartfire, tightening with each beat of his heart, urging him to go to her. The Red Heat flickering in the air brightened infinitesimally. Without meaning to, he clamped a hand over his shaft and slid his tongue out for another sample of her scent. His entire body shuddered, and his cock twitched, seeping seed.

      “Do you need relief?” she asked.

      He snarled and forced his hands away from his loins. “All I require is revenge, mortal.”

      The crease between her brows deepened. “Revenge? For what?”

      “You act as though you had no intention of trapping me,” he replied, pushing himself onto his feet. That he had to use both his tail and wings to find his balance on these poorly shaped legs only intensified his anger. “As though you have done me no wrong.”

      She winced, her eyes dropping to the bindings around his wrist. “I tied your hands because of your anger, but I have not trapped you.”

      Falthyris snarled and wrenched his arms apart. The rope around his wrists tore and fell to the ground, but not before he felt its slight bite against his scales. The female’s eyes flared, and she angled the head of her spear toward him.

      “Do not play the fool with me, human,” he said as he stalked toward her. “You see what you have done to me! You see what I have become because of you!”

      The female took two steps back before she stopped and held her ground, determination and challenge steeling her gaze. “I have done nothing to you.”

      Falthyris’s heartfire swelled, and flames flared through his teeth. He threw his arms out to the sides, hands trembling with the need to destroy, to avenge this wrong. “Look upon me, human. Do you not realize what you have done?”

      Those delicate eyebrows furrowed once more. “I made you mine.”

      Falthyris opened his jaws and released a roar that had her flinching backward again. Fire blossomed in his throat, and he let it out, spewing flames along the riverbank and filling the air with his own heat—but not before he’d turned away from her. He could not understand why; there’d been no conscious thought involved, no decision made. His body had simply acted of its own accord.

      His dragonfire scorched grass and melted sand, created hissing clouds of steam as it collided with the river, and made the air ripple. He felt it like he never had before, felt its heat across his chest, in his throat, his mouth, not strong enough to pain him but enough to be slightly uncomfortable. Another failing of this form, another inadequacy.

      When his flames died, his fury had not lessened—if anything, it had been heightened by this feeling of impotence, of weakness. And she had done this to him. She had dared to claim him, had taken everything from him, and now had the audacity to act as though she did not understand.

      Falthyris spun to face the human and lunged at her, closing the distance between them in an instant. Her eyes rounded, but his hand was wrapped around her throat before she could react further.

      “You insolent, insignificant insect! I am forever my own master.” He clenched his hand, pressing his fingers and claws into her soft, yielding flesh, and she tipped her chin up, breath hitching. Tremors ran through his arm as he tightened that hold further—or tried to. The muscles of his chest and shoulder tensed, and the cords of his neck strained, but despite all his effort, he could not crush this human’s throat. He could not even press hard enough to draw blood with his claws.

      The mating bond constricted around his heart and squeezed with all the force he intended to unleash upon her, making his breath catch in his throat.

      Holding his gaze, the human lowered her spear. Her scent was stronger now, washing over his mind and reinvigorating the Heat’s hold on him. His cock pulsed with need, with unrelenting agony, and his hips swayed infinitesimally toward her. Falthyris clenched his jaw, fighting to keep his tongue in his mouth, to prevent it from slipping out to lap her taste from the air—to lap it directly from her skin.

      His need for revenge, to make her pay, was swiftly being replaced by an ever more pressing urge to throw her onto the ground, tear off that offending cloth, and mount her. He shuddered with the memory of her tight sheath wrapped around his shaft. He closed his eyes as the Heat coiled low in his belly, intensifying that ache.

      I refuse to bow to this. I refuse to bow to her.

      “Are you going to kill me or mate me?” she asked, her voice as steady as her gaze had been.

      His eyes snapped open. That simply, this little human, who should have been no more consequential than a speck of sand in the desert, had proven beyond a doubt that she was in control.

      She had claimed him, and he was powerless to harm her.

      Falthyris roared again, giving voice to the fury of a thousand years, to the sorrow of a fading race, mourning the destiny that should have been his and railing against fate’s cruelty.

      He thrust the female away. She stumbled backward and fell onto the sand, and Falthyris’s flicker of guilt at that sight only enraged him further. He turned away from her, not allowing himself another moment to study her features, not allowing himself a chance to apologize and help her up—or to throw himself atop her and plunge into her welcoming heat.

      The long, damp strands of his mane flew into his face as he spun, a few going directly into his mouth to catch on his tongue. He snarled and spat, tugging the strands back with his hands and inadvertently causing a new, stinging pain atop his head, where those strands were rooted.

      Spreading his wings, he ran forward and leapt into the air. Breath ragged, he fought to gain height, restricted by the awkwardness of his physical form. The mating bond pulled tighter as he moved farther from the human, demanding he return to her. His stomach lurched repeatedly as he plunged and soared, and he clawed at the air as though he’d find some purchase of which to take hold.

      His scales burned—not only with the Red Heat, but with shame.

      Mortal creatures were beneath dragons, they were meant to cower in fear or flee at the very sight of beings like Falthyris. He was immense, powerful, a force of nature that could not be overcome by most mortal means.

      And yet a single touch from that smug little female had reduced him to this. He was like a fledgling just learning to fly—though he doubted he’d been this uncoordinated even when he’d been fresh out of his egg.

      He’d barely found the first shreds of balance in his flying when he reached the entrance to his lair, an opening on a large, rocky hill not far from the river. His stupid human legs did not support him through the landing, and he crashed onto the dirt and stone of the tunnel floor, catching himself on hands and knees with a snarl. He shoved up to his feet and stalked down the tunnel with hands curled into fists and tail stiff to counter the weight of his upper body.

      With his every step deeper into the cave, the Red Heat radiating through him intensified, and the mating bond wound tighter around his heart—but that bond was growing colder instead of hotter, as though standing in direct opposition to his heartfire and the Heat. He felt as though there were a tether between himself and the human, infinitely stronger than the ropes she’d used to bind his arms. He'd managed to stretch that tether, but it remained intact, and he was nearing the point at which he could pull no farther. The tension in that bond promised one thing above all else—it would snap back soon, and it would carry him straight to her.

      Falthyris bristled, shaking his wings and swinging his tail, gnashing his teeth and expelling licks of flame with his exhalations. He would not go back to her. He would not be swayed by her or any other force.

      He would not give in to the desperate ache in his loins, would not rut her again, would not allow himself to feel that acute thrill when he recalled their coupling and the sensations it had roused in him.

      He paused when he stepped into the main chamber, which was immense from his new perspective. Chunks of broken stone lay scattered across the floor and in the sand bed, remnants of his struggle over the last several days. Each of those chunks had seemed miniscule to him before. Now some were as large as his accursed human body.

      All because of the female.

      His female.

      Falthyris forced himself forward, into the depression in the sand where he’d slept for the last few decades. The mating bond pulled taut and took on a chill deep enough to seep into his bones. His legs itched with the impulse to turn around, to go back, to find his mate. The Red Heat trailed its blazing fingers up his spine, demanding he rut her again.

      And his body, his heartfire, agreed.

      “No,” he growled.

      Curling his fists tighter still, Falthyris turned the fullness of his willpower toward his body, toward his heartfire—toward returning them to his natural form. His muscles tensed with strain, and his head soon throbbed with concentration. This was not his shape. He did not accept it, would not settle for it. Whatever she had done, he would undo.

      He envisioned himself in his natural form, reached for it in his mind’s eye, willed himself to feel it again. Soon, his limbs were trembling, and his heartfire was locked in a pitched battle with the currently icy mating bond, sending alternating waves of hot and cold throughout his body.

      He was Falthyris the Golden, mightiest dragon in the region. None remained who could oppose him. And he would reclaim his natural body!

      His lips curled, and a low, pained growl escaped him. He kept his struggle up as long as he could, but the change did not come. Fire did not consume him and reshape him.

      Finally, he released his focus. His body sagged, and he bent to brace his hands on his thighs as he caught his breath and waited for the pounding in his head to subside.

      Expelling a huff of fire, he paced across the sand, snarling whenever his ungainly feet lost purchase and his balance was threatened. His cock throbbed, and seed continuously dripped from its tip. It was so overly sensitive that even the feel of the air against it was painful. He refused to touch it again, refused to debase himself further.

      He halted his pacing only when he neared those pieces of fallen stone, slashing them with his claws, striking them with fists and feet, and heaving them across the chamber. That they still cracked and broke under his blows provided little consolation; no matter how much of his strength he retained, he was still trapped in this unwanted body.

      And the one who’d forced him into this shape, his female, was still at the river. She was alone, armed only with a stone-headed spear while the red comet was in the sky and its curse worked the world’s beasts into a mating frenzy.

      I left my mate alone and undefended.

      The mating bond constricted around his heartfire, nearly snuffing it out, and Falthyris stumbled. He slapped a hand onto a nearby stone to keep himself upright, chest and shoulders heaving. The guilt and alarm he’d just felt…he’d not experienced their like in ages, if ever at all. The closest to this feeling had been when the comet first appeared and tore the world—and his life—to pieces.

      “No,” he growled, shoving away from the stone.

      The human was the guilty party, she was the one who’d wronged him, and she should have considered herself fortunate that he’d not yet exacted vengeance upon her. The human had stolen from Falthyris. That could not be excused. If she were mauled or devoured by a blood-maddened beast, that was simply the universe delivering retribution for her crime.

      And yet the very thought of some creature attacking her made his heart quicken and his loins tighten, producing a sinking feeling in his gut.

      He needed to return to her now. He needed to ensure she was safe, needed to protect her from the world and the many dangers it posed to beings as small and weak as humans. He needed to be at her side and—

      Fires of rage swelled within him, briefly beating back the Heat and his mating bond. Falthyris turned the renewed surge of fury on one of the larger rocks, tearing it apart chunk by chunk amidst a torrent of blows, roaring throughout. His throat burned as his roar echoed off the walls of his lair, building upon itself to envelop him.

      And despite its power, that roar was but a ghostly echo of what it had once been—just like Falthyris himself.
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      Elliya stood in the shallows, washing away days’ worth of sweat, dirt, and sand from her body as she listened to the distant roars. She knew those sounds were coming from her mate. What other creature would be throwing such a childish temper tantrum right now?

      She snorted as she cleaned her tender sex. Had she traded one spoiled male for another?

      “None of the stories mentioned dragons acting like children who have been denied their favorite playthings,” she muttered.

      She didn’t understand his anger, didn’t understand what he thought she’d done to him. He had come to her.

      Perhaps the Red Star was affecting his mind as much as his body? It wasn’t as though she had denied him access to her, it wasn’t as though she’d pushed him away. He’d used her body to gain the relief he so clearly needed, but then he’d ranted and raged at her. He seemed to have been more keen on killing her than mating her.

      Another series of roars sounded in the distance.

      Well, at least I know he is not far.

      She lifted a hand to touch her chest. There was a coldness there, a tightness, that made her heart ache and subtly sought to pull her toward her dragon.

      “Insolent, insignificant insect?” She sneered as she stomped out of the river. “You are little more than a domineering, rude, overgrown lizard. Ha! Yes, a lizard.”

      Elliya would be sure to call him that next time.

      Wet skin pebbling in the cool night air, she tied on her loincloth, slipped on her sandals, and donned her robe, grumbling as the moisture made the fabric cling to her in several places. Such petty things did not normally bother Elliya, but she was exhausted both mentally and physically. A quick assessment of the stars in the sky told her there were only a few hours before dawn. She’d been awake for a long while.

      She glanced in the direction of her male when he roared again, wondering whether she was only imagining the faint vibrations in the ground. He couldn’t possibly make the earth shake from so far away with just a roar, could he? Regardless, if he wished to continue his tantrum, so be it. She’d sleep here for the rest of the night, and if—or when—he had need of her, he could come to her himself.

      Her dragon’s roars finally fell silent, reminding Elliya again of a child—this time one who’d tired himself out during his little fit. She smiled and shook her head. Perhaps after he’d slept, he would be in a better mood.

      When another faint tremor rumbled through the ground beneath her feet, unaccompanied by the dragon’s roar, Elliya’s heart skipped a beat. If not him, then…

      A patch of sand mere paces away from her shifted, collapsing into itself as though being sucked into a hole. Elliya snatched up her spear, which had been standing beside her, and leapt backward as long, thin, segmented legs emerged from the sand, and the creature that had been buried beneath dragged itself to the surface.

      Sand poured from the top of its carapace, which was about as large as Elliya’s torso and had several erect spines protruding from it. The creature’s spindly legs were nearly as long as her own, jutting out from the sides of that bulbous, spiked head. A pair of smaller legs flanked its mandibles, each tipped with broad, flat claws. The creature’s long tail emerged last, sending up a fresh spray of sand. That tail was lacking the armor of the creature’s front, and sand clung to its smooth, pale flesh.

      A shorelurker—and easily the biggest one Elliya had ever seen. From its chittering mandibles to the tip of its tail, it was nearly twice as long as she was tall.

      The shorelurker turned toward her. All six of its dark, beady eyes gleamed with tiny reflections of the Red Star. The creature spread its mandibles, parted its claws, and released a high-pitched shriek that sent a chill up Elliya’s spine. It launched itself at her with its tail undulating wildly and its head curled down to angle its spines forward.

      Elliya leapt aside. The shorelurker darted through the air within arm’s reach of her. She raised her spear as she pivoted to face the creature, which came down on the sand and skidded to a halt, its gangly legs pumping furiously.

      This was not normal. Shorelurkers were ambush hunters—they waited under sand or mud near bodies of water for unsuspecting prey to approach, shoving themselves up out of the ground to drive those venomous spines into the feet and soft underbellies. They did not attack prey in the open.

      And dragons swooping down from the heavens to mate with human women is normal? This is the Red Star, the Blood Moon. Everything is different for now.

      The shorelurker turned around and charged at her again, this time keeping its belly on the ground. Its tail lashed back and forth with rapid, hypnotic rhythm, spraying sand in its wake.

      A single prick from one of the shorelurker’s spines was all it would take to seal Elliya’s fate. The venom wouldn’t kill her—at least not immediately—but it would slow her down enough to effectively end the fight.

      She would not allow the night of her greatest triumph, the night when the tribe had gained its first dragon member in untold generations, to also be the night of her death. She would not perish here—not while her dragon had yet to accept her. Not while everything she had hoped for was just within her grasp.

      As though in response to her thoughts, she felt a little flare of heat in her heart. The feeling was faint, barely perceptible, but there was a whisper of alarm, pride, arrogance, rage, and possessiveness within it. Though the sensation was but a flicker, it was powerful.

      Something roared in the distance, but the sound was obscured by her pounding heart.

      Was that him, or was it simply a ghost of what she hoped could be?

      It didn’t matter; he wasn’t here now. Elliya had only herself to rely upon.

      A huntress is strong and selfless.

      Elliya thrust her spear at the charging creature. The stone head struck the shorelurker’s carapace dead center, between its six eyes, with a resounding clack that resonated up the spear shaft and nearly made her lose hold of the weapon. The blow didn’t break the creature’s natural armor, but it was enough to stun it.

      The shorelurker halted for a moment before curling away, chittering and shrieking as its legs and tail thrashed.

      A huntress is the heart of her people—steady, brave, unwavering.

      She lunged after the retreating creature, guiding her spear toward the spot where the shorelurker’s tail and armored head met. The creature’s wild, erratic movements caused her thrust to miss its mark. The stone spearhead grazed the outside of the shorelurker’s tail. Flesh tore open, and dark blood oozed from the wound. The creature’s frenzy intensified.

      The shorelurker spun again and scrambled toward Elliya, snapping its claws and rattling its mandibles. She retreated hurriedly, jabbing at it with her spear over and over, seeking any opening, any weakness, but none of her blows landed with enough force to cause any damage until the tip plunged into one of the creature’s eyes.

      The shorelurker shrieked, swinging its clawed appendages as though to clear away its eye, but the spear had already been withdrawn—and the wound, oozing dark ichor, seemed to little slow the creature as it resumed its attack.

      I am a huntress, and my heart beats fierce…and it also beats true.

      It beats…for my dragon.

      Elliya did not know where that last thought had come from, and she didn’t have time to consider it—her spear found its mark for a second time that very instant, hitting one of the shorelurker’s arms at its first joint and tearing the whole limb off. The shorelurker recoiled with an agonized cry.

      Its tail whipped forward, striking Elliya’s thigh. The force of that blow twisted her leg, making her stagger aside and leaving her knee suddenly weak. She gritted her teeth and growled against the layered pain—a sharp sting on the surface, a dull, pulsating ache in the muscle and bone beneath.

      The shorelurker coiled its tail and leapt at Elliya again, turning down its head to present those poisonous spines.

      “I am a huntress,” she grated, swinging her spear with all her might. Again, fire flared in her heart, but it was stronger this time, arcing out into her limbs.

      The shaft caught the side of the oncoming shorelurker’s carapace. Elliya followed through with the swing, her muscles straining, despite the jolt of impact that ran through the wood. Whether she knocked the shorelurker aside or shoved herself away from it she could not determine. The spiked carapace flew past her face a mere hand’s span away—close enough for her to see the beads of venom glistening atop each spine. One of those hard, spindly legs struck the side of her head, dazing her briefly.

      Her aching leg buckled, and she stumbled back before catching her balance, feet coming to rest on damp sand. Elliya was suddenly aware of the river immediately behind her, of its sound, of the cool air flowing over its surface. Apparently, she’d been turned around during the skirmish. Her heel sank in the soft ground, and her body swayed. Her heart leapt into her throat.

      The shorelurker’s tail swung at her from the side, striking her heavily in the chest. The air fled her lungs, and she fell backwards—directly into the river. Her fingers lost their grip on the spear shaft, and the current swept the weapon  away.

      As the water closed in around her, filling her ears with the quiet, soothing sound of its flow, she thought she heard a roar again—not just from outside the water, but from somewhere deep within her.

      Elliya righted herself and kicked to the surface. Both her sandals had fallen off, just as lost now as her spear. She gulped in air the instant her head emerged, filling her burning lungs and releasing a sputtering exhalation before taking in another desperate breath.

      Her time beneath the surface had been enough for the current to catch her. She was already near the middle of the river, watching the shore drift by.

      Movement on the bank caught her attention, and she turned her head in time to see the pale form of the shorelurker plunging into the water.

      Eyes wide, she set her arms and legs into motion, swimming for land as hard and fast as she could. The shorelurker remained visible, if only barely, as a red-tinged form speeding toward her just beneath the water’s surface.

      Elliya’s breath was ragged as she clawed her way onto the riverbank, heaved herself out of the water, and crawled forward.

      I will not die here. This is not my fate.

      There was a splash behind her. Heartbeat becoming thunder in her ears, she grabbed the first thing her groping hands could find—a fist-sized rock—and rolled onto her backside to face her attacker.

      The shorelurker dug its legs into the sand and launched itself at her, water flying off its body in a fine mist.

      A dark figure plummeted from the sky, landing directly atop the shorelurker and slamming the creature onto the ground with a wet crunch.

      Elliya’s breath caught in her throat, and her eyes rounded farther as her mind struggled to make sense of what she was seeing. Her dragon stood before her in his human shape, one foot planted on the shorelurker’s tail, pinning the beast to the ground. His wings were spread wide, his pale hair hanging about his face, and fire glowed in his muscular chest, but it was the light of his blue eyes that commanded Elliya’s attention.

      The shorelurker’s chitters and shrieks seemed distant and unimportant now.

      The dragon bent down and jabbed a clawed hand under the shorelurker’s carapace. He yanked upward, still holding the tail down with his foot. The action seemed to require little effort on his part, and the cracking, squelching sounds of the creature being torn apart were thankfully brief.

      Snarling, the dragon straightened and tossed the bloody carapace aside. His eyes, so intense, so ancient, had not left Elliya. Under the light of the Blood Moon, his scales were rose gold, so much softer in color than the ember orange illuminating his chest. Standing over her like this, his muscles taut and wings spread, he was intimidating, majestic…arousing.

      Elliya’s eyes dipped to the next most obvious focal point—his loins. His cock was erect, its ridges glistening in the moonlight, and its head was straining toward her. The memory of its feel, of that fullness, flashed through her mind, flooding her veins with a heat to rival his. The ache between her legs pulsed, and she clamped her thighs together.

      The dragon’s nostril’s flared, his tongue flicked out, and a low growl sounded in his chest. He closed the distance between them in a single stride. The heat radiating from him sent an anticipatory shiver through Elliya. He’d only mated her once, and she wanted more, more, more.

      She caught her lower lip between her teeth when he loomed over her. Hunger gleamed in his eyes. Her skin tingled, ready for his touch, ready for him.

      He bent down and scooped her up, cradling her against his chest with one arm behind her back and the other under her knees.

      For a few moments, Elliya couldn’t think past her confusion. This was touching, yes, but not the sort she craved—not the sort he needed. Though she did not even know his name—or whether he had one to begin with—she knew by his fiery heat, his throbbing shaft, and the tension in his muscles that her dragon needed release.

      She longed to give him that release, it wasn’t merely because of the mating bond that had woven itself into her heart, driving her toward him, urging her to fulfill his every need. She wanted to pleasure him, wanted to run her hands over his scaled flesh, to taste him with her tongue. And she wanted to be pleasured by him in return.

      He carried her to the river, his steps hurried, heavy, and a little unsteady. Without a word, he plunged into the water until Elliya was submerged up to her neck. The current swept away the dirt and sweat from her skin and clothing.

      “Thank you,” she said as he walked ashore.

      The dragon growled and shook himself, snapping his wings out to shed the water from them.

      Elliya settled her hand over his chest. Heat radiated into her palm, and she felt the steady, strong beating of his heart. His hold on her tightened, but it wasn’t painful—it was safe, secure, and just a little possessive.

      “Dragon, you do not need to—”

      Be so stubborn, she’d meant to say, but her words were cut off by a startled cry when he leapt off the ground and flapped his wings, forcing them high into the air.

      Elliya’s stomach lurched and twisted into knots. She threw her arms around her dragon’s neck and clung as tight as she could, trying to look anywhere but at the ground, which was increasingly farther away with each pump of his leathery wings. Her stomach fell with every dip as he flew higher and higher.

      Unwilling to see just how much empty air was beneath them, Elliya buried her face against his neck. His scent—earth and smoke mixed with something exotic—filled her senses. The dragon’s chest rumbled, and his hands flexed, holding her infinitesimally closer.

      Despite her fear, despite her stomach wishing to revolt with every unsteady drop, Elliya smiled.

      He came back for me.
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      Falthyris clenched his jaw and stretched his wings, straining the new muscles that controlled them. He wobbled, struggling to keep his flight smooth, and the human tightened her hold on his neck. This whole situation was demeaning in more ways than he cared to reflect upon—and it certainly didn’t help that the Red Heat had blended with his heartfire again, that his cock was aching for the feel of her warm, wet human slit, that his anger was in danger of being overwhelmed by his hunger.

      He glided directly into the entry of his lair, a feat he would not been able to accomplish in his true form. He’d not made it far inside when he lost the air current and dropped, his mane flipping into his face and obstructing his view.

      His feet hit the cave floor hard, and he stumbled forward a few steps before claiming his balance and standing up straight. The female leapt out of his hold.

      Falthyris growled and snapped his head back, tossing his mane out of his face. What purpose did it serve other than getting into one’s mouth and eyes? It was almost as irritating as this human.

      His female, appearing paler than before, retreated and dropped to her knees, bowing forward to lay her hands flat on the ground. Her shoulders heaved with her ragged breaths.

      “What are you doing, mortal?” he asked.

      “Fighting back the sickness,” she said.

      His heartfire swelled in alarm, and he took a step toward her before forcing himself to stop. Had he not wasted enough concern on this human? Had he not done enough for her already despite what she’d done to him? And yet he could not prevent himself from asking, “What sickness?”

      “From flying.” She let out a long, shaky breath. “I think you would do best to remain upon the ground.”

      “And what do you mean by that?” he growled through bared teeth.

      The female lifted her head, brows furrowing as she met his gaze. “I have seen birds of all sorts in flight, and you have none of their grace.”

      “Because the human form is incapable of grace.” He glared at her, but it did not have the intended effect—she did not turn away in fear, she did not tremble or scream, she did not so much as flinch. And his damned Heat-hazed mind seized the opportunity to appreciate the beauty of her face.

      She moves with grace.

      Falthyris snarled at that thought and stalked past the human, giving her his back as he made his way deeper into his lair. A soft scraping sound, followed by the gentle padding of bare feet over the gritty floor, told him that she was following.

      “Humans are plenty capable of grace,” she said.

      The image of her naked body flashed in his mind’s eye, nearly provoking another growl from his chest. Oh, there was grace in her form, but that didn’t mean he had to acknowledge it. That didn’t mean he had to like it.

      And he hated the fact that a growing part of him did like it.

      “You are also capable of getting yourself killed by vermin,” he replied. “Should I be impressed?”

      She growled. Growled. The sound of it went straight to his cock, making it pulse strongly enough that his steps nearly faltered. Seed seeped from its tip, and it took everything within him to keep himself from wrapping his hand around it to alleviate the ache—or from turning around, pinning his female to the ground, and thrusting into her tight, hot depths.

      My female. My female.

      No. She is just a human, a weak, short-lived creature of no importance.

      “I am a huntress. I have slain many beasts and provided for my tribe,” she said.

      The pride in her voice, the confidence and strength, affected him nearly as much as her growl had. A huntress. A warrior. The sort of mate he could only have hoped for.

      No! I do not accept this. I do not accept her.

      The mating bond wound itself around his heartfire anew, squeezing as though to remind him that he had no choice in it—his acceptance did not change the situation. He could hate her with fire and fury to rival the sun, but he would remain bound to her. And he was now just as mortal as she was.

      Falthyris forced himself to keep walking. He would not look back at her. He would not succumb to his infuriating, irrational, insufferable desire for her. “Would that I could slay you.”

      Her footfalls went silent, and Falthyris felt the distance between them widen with his strides.

      “Then do it,” she challenged.

      He halted and bowed his head, shoulders stiff, wings stretching, and tail lashing. Heat flowed through his veins, spreading outward from his heart to suffuse him entirely.

      “You cannot do it, can you?” she asked. “As much as you wish to, you are unable.”

      Falthyris curled his hands into fists, digging his claws into his palms. He recalled perfectly the feel of her throat in his hand—the same hand that had so easily torn apart the creature that had attacked her. The same hand that could not generate the force to do her any harm.

      She couldn’t be correct. She couldn’t have this victory on top of the others she had already claimed. He would not allow it.

      Heartfire blazing, he spun to face her and closed the distance between them in a few long, quick strides. “You are not worth the effort, human.”

      Her dark eyes rounded with a glint of fear, but she stood her ground and held his gaze unwaveringly. “Then why did you come back for me?”

      Rage, Heat, and heartfire collided in his chest, roiling into a firestorm he could not hold back. His hands darted out, grabbing the wet fabric of her robe, which he tore apart with a snarl, baring her chest and those black markings upon her belly. She swayed as though meaning to retreat.

      Falthyris halted her by clamping his hand around her slender, elegant throat, pressing the pad of his thumb along the underside of her jaw. He felt her trembling, felt her fluttering pulse beneath his fingers. Her full, pink lips parted, and she curled her fingers around his wrist, but she was otherwise still.

      He raked his gaze over her, studying the soft, delicate features of her face, the graceful line of her collarbone, the smooth curves of her chest mounds and the dark flesh that served as their peaks. Those circles tightened before his eyes, becoming hard points he longed to take between his lips and flick with his tongue. His eyes dipped lower, over her flat stomach and those intricate markings, stopping at that accursed scrap of cloth covering her pelvis.

      With a growl, he tore the cloth away with his free hand, baring her slit to him. The scent of her arousal perfumed the air, and his tongue slipped out unbidden to draw more of that scent in.

      “Because you have other uses, human,” Falthyris rasped. He forced his gaze back up to hers, struggling internally to fight back the surging Heat and lust within him even as his cock wept with want for her.

      If he were to give in now, it would only further prove her power over him. His arm trembled, and his fingers flexed, the tips of his claws pressing against the soft skin of her neck.

      She raised her chin and smiled. “Do it, dragon.”

      That challenge stoked the flames of his heartfire, consuming him from within, burning his resolve to ashes.

      Falthyris snarled as everything roiled to the surface and a crimson haze swallowed his mind. He swung the human around and forced her back until she was against the wall. She gasped, but held his gaze firmly, a lustful gleam brightening her eyes.

      He dropped his hands, hooked them behind his female’s thighs, and lifted her, immediately stepping between the cradle of her legs. Without hesitation, he brought her sex down upon his cock and thrust into her slick channel.

      His female gasped, and her thighs tightened around his hips.

      Pleasure further clouded his mind, mingling with the Heat, and he bucked, driving himself as deep as he could into her hot sex.

      She made another whimpering, breathy sound and slipped her arms around his neck. Falthyris hissed. This was not about intimacy, not about mutual pleasure. It was only about his release—about asserting his control over her. About showing this human her place. He should not have allowed that touch, should have shrugged her arms off, pinned them against the wall, should have made her feel as trapped as he did.

      And yet Falthyris made no move to dislodge her arms. Her warm, smooth skin felt good against his scales, and he wanted to feel more of it. He wanted his mate to—

      No! Not my mate. Not my female. She serves only as a means to obtain my release.

      But she is my mate. Mine.

      He shifted his hands to her backside and pumped his hips furiously, that word—mine—repeating in his head over and over, faster and faster, setting the frantic rhythm for his movements as he rutted her.

      Mine. Mine. Mine!

      

      Elliya slid her hands down the dragon’s shoulders and curled her fingers against his back scales as he pounded into her, desperate to pull him closer. The brief pain from his initial impalement gave way to whispers of pleasure as his cock repeatedly thrust into her, stretching her to push deeper, its ridges running along the sensitive inner flesh of her sex. He filled her so completely—and yet she still wanted more.

      She wrapped her legs around his waist and used her heels to urge him on—not that he needed encouragement. His hips moved at inhuman speed, and his strong, firm hands drove her down on his shaft harder with each passing moment. His every thrust was punctuated by a guttural sound from his chest and the slap of his flesh against hers.

      Liquid heat flooded her, easing his passage and heightening her pleasure. The sensations coiled tighter and tighter within her core, intensifying with his every stroke, sending echoing ripples throughout her body. The press of his claws against Elliya’s skin only added to the intensifying maelstrom inside her.

      Elliya moaned, the sound breathless and needy. Her lashes fluttered, but she refused to let her eyes close. She watched his savagely beautiful face—his sharp, bared teeth, the burning blue of his eyes, the hard set of his brow. His expression, posture, and movements blazed with possessiveness and lust, with insatiable hunger, with rage so old and deep she could scarce comprehend it.

      And his lips…

      Elliya licked her own lips, wetting them, and the dragon’s eyes dipped to watch.

      I want to feel his lips on mine.

      Pulling her hands back, she cupped his jaw and leaned forward, pressing her lips against his.

      The dragon’s eyes flared. He snapped his head back and shook off her hands, releasing a huff of heated air through his nostrils. The orange glow in his chest brightened, and the heat he emitted grew. Elliya felt suddenly as though she were beside a cooking fire back home. But it didn’t matter—she was already burning hot all over.

      On his next powerful thrust, she burst. Pleasure exploded from Elliya’s core and raced through her body, stealing her breath and curling her toes, making every bit of her tingle. For those few moments, her awareness shrank down to only what she felt. The rest of the universe was gone, forgotten, unimportant—everything except for him.

      Her dragon.

      That unseen tether that bound Elliya to him sang, rippling through her to resonate with her heart and soul. Its song was her song—it was their song—and it was a taste of what could yet be.

      Elliya squeezed her eyes shut and tilted her head back, crying out as spasms of ecstasy took hold of her. Slickness flooded her, and her sex quivered, contracting tight around his cock, as greedy for more as she was.

      The dragon’s rhythm quickened, and his snarling breaths grew more ragged. The heat radiating from him built further, and the darkness behind Elliya’s eyelids became a warm red glow. She opened her eyes and watched from beneath hooded lids as the orange light in his chest spread to his neck, arms, and abdomen.

      His pace faltered as he drew in a hissing breath. He bucked his hips, slamming into her deeper than ever before, and roared his release. His cock thickened and jerked, and his hot seed bloomed within her. Silently, she prayed to Cetolea that his seed would take root.

      The dragon’s wings flared wide and curled around Elliya, sheltering her, as he shuddered through his climax. Inside the shadows cast by his wings there was only that roiling ember glow, there was only this otherworldly being of fire and fury, there was only Elliya’s male. Her mate.

      Panting, and with her sex still contracting in the aftermath of their mating, she pressed her palm over his chest. It was hot—hot enough that it should have burned her—but she didn’t feel any pain.

      He tipped his forehead against hers as he caught his breath, the scent of which was reminiscent of burning incense. His fingers flexed on her ass, and he drew Elliya closer still, as though he could somehow bury himself deeper within her. He undulated his hips slowly, grinding against her pleasure bud with faint growls rumbling his chest.

      “Dragon,” Elliya moaned, curling her fingers against his chest as that spark of pleasure at her core flared.

      The dragon grunted. His grasp tightened for a moment before he lifted his head, brows angled sharply toward his nose. His eyes were bright and glaring again. He searched her face, scowled, and withdrew from Elliya without warning, tearing his cock from her sex and dropping her.

      Elliya fell, too surprised by his unexpected withdrawal to react in time to catch herself. She hissed when the wall scraped her back through the fabric of her torn robe, but the pain from the scrape was overshadowed by her backside hitting the hard floor an instant later.

      Regret softened the dragon’s features for the space of a heartbeat, forming a barely perceptible crease between his brows and easing his scowl into a concerned frown. He swayed as though to reach for her.

      With another snarl, he clenched his fists, spun on his heel, and stalked toward the cave’s entrance.

      “Where are you going?” Elliya asked as she climbed onto her feet.

      “Away from you,” he snapped over his shoulder.

      His words shouldn’t have hurt her, but they struck true, as wounding as a spear through her heart. She and the dragon didn’t even know each other’s names, yet for a reason unknown to Elliya, he despised her. Despite that, she felt a deep-running connection with him. She knew he felt it too.

      Elliya leaned heavily against the stone wall, not trusting her legs to hold her up without support. His seed dripped down her inner thighs, and she pressed them together, halting the flow.

      She’d thought bonding with a dragon would have meant more. More…meaning, more connection. Instead, she felt used.

      This was too much like what she’d seen from the males of her tribe, who took pleasure from their wives whenever they desired, considering it their due. Elliya had seen Dian approach his wives while they were working in sight of everyone, toss up their loincloths, and rut them with half the tribe watching. That wasn’t the life she had wanted.

      “Dragon,” she called when he reached the opening at the end of the tunnel.

      He paused there, a dark silhouette against the deep purple of the night beyond. When he spoke, his voice echoed back to her through the tunnel, becoming a rumble as deep as rolling thunder. “Do not leave this cave, human.”

      The dragon spread his wings, looking suddenly massive though he didn’t even fill a third of the opening, and leapt into the night, leaving her alone in the dark.
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      Falthyris glided over a rocky landscape that should have been wholly familiar to him, but every aspect of it was wrong. Everything was larger, rougher, the distances greater. The whole world had changed around him to become something haunting in how right it should have been.

      Of course, the world hadn’t changed at all—Falthyris had. And it had drastically altered his perspective.

      The mating bond tethering him to the human pulled taut, just as it had the first time he’d left her. Were he to lower his guard for even a moment, were he to relax his will for so much as an instant, he knew that bond would drag him straight back to her.

      He growled and pumped his wings in defiance of that urge, pushing himself a little higher, a little faster.

      He had rutted her in the tunnel to relieve the pressure in his loins, to punish her insolence, to show her the price of forcing this bond upon him. But she had enjoyed it. She had taken pleasure from their coupling despite his anger, despite his roughness, despite his hostility.

      Why? And why had it felt so good when she’d reached her peak, when her slick, quivering slit had clamped around his cock?

      Why had he enjoyed those small, tender touches she had bestowed upon him so much? Why had that brief press of her lips against his roused such an intense feeling in him? It had been so powerful, so overwhelming, so incomprehensible—and he wanted more.

      Falthyris needed solitude, needed peace, needed to reclaim control of himself and the situation. He needed to contemplate all that had happened since he’d first picked up the human’s feminine scent on the air. Everything had changed over the course of that brief encounter—the normalcy he’d known for centuries had been erased by a single touch.

      But the one place he would’ve gone to find that peace—his lair, his sanctuary, his home—had been invaded by a human.

      Not invaded. I brought her there. She was afforded no choice in the matter.

      And what better a place for Falthyris’s mate than his lair? He could not lie to himself—he wanted her there. Even after finding release in her body, even with the Red Heat’s mind fog having thinned a bit, he still burned with desire for her. But while Dragonsbane’s influence on him waxed and waned in waves, his longing for the human had only grown. It was an itch he could not scratch, an ache he could not soothe.

      His cock, still hard and extruding from his slit, throbbed with the remembered sensations of his mating with the human, throbbed with a yearning for more of her.

      Falthyris clamped his jaw shut and pressed his lips into a tight line. His mind raced through everything he knew about the female—her heady scent, her warmth, her smooth, soft skin, the musical quality that sometimes crept into her voice as she spoke, and those dark, steady eyes that seemed to look straight into his soul. No creature had ever looked at him with such directness, such intensity—at least not since his own sire, who had been dead for many centuries.

      Thick patches of clouds had gathered in the twilit sky, blocking Dragonsbane from sight. The Red Heat still shimmered in the air, but with the comet not currently visible it was easier to ignore its effects—if only marginally. The horizon was aglow with grayish light that would soon enough burst into gold and orange, painting the mountains and the desert in that pure, unique light that only existed in the brief time immediately after sunrise. Falthyris had not witnessed that in decades, if not longer.

      He scanned the landscape below, running his gaze over sand, stone, and rugged vegetation. Tiny creatures scurried here and there amidst the plants and rocks, taking advantage of the shadows, which were temporarily deeper thanks to the transitioning light. Falthyris should not have noticed any of them—like humans, these desert vermin should have been too small and insignificant to warrant his attention.

      The female had disrupted everything.

      When he flicked out his tongue, he caught the scent of fresh water on the air. Perhaps a drink, paired with the water’s soothing music, would help clear his head.

      Spreading his wings, he caught a downward current and rode it toward the river canyon. His wings pitched and tilted as he sought his balance in this clumsy human form. He managed to maintain a straight course, at the very least, which was a marked improvement over his other attempts at flight since his change.

      His feet came down upon soft grass along the riverbank, and his momentum carried him forward a few paces before he drew to a halt. He pulled his wings in tight and rolled his shoulders. The river flowed behind him, its presence like a cool breath on his back, but he did not immediately turn to face it.

      There was a scent in the air. A familiar scent.

      Falthyris extended his tongue to catch that smell, and his body tensed as soon as he’d sampled it—it was his human’s fragrance. Not just her feminine scent, as sweet as flowers blossoming under a desert moon, but the scent of her arousal. The scent of their mating.

      His gaze dropped, falling upon an object on the ground nearby, lying beside a small patch of flattened grass. A bag.

      The human’s bag.

      Falthyris’s heartfire flared as he spun about to survey his surroundings. He barely bit back an enraged roar. He’d unwittingly returned to the very spot where his human had lured him in, the spot where she’d stolen everything from him.

      He curled his hands into fists, squeezed his eyes shut, and filled his lungs with cool air. He could not allow himself to overlook what the human had done. He could not allow himself to forget what she had taken. The pleasure he had obtained from her body was fleeting, as ephemeral as the relief provided by his releases. It would never be worth the price he’d paid.

      And yet even now, he felt that pull toward her, and his cock twitched with anticipation and desire. Falthyris clamped a hand around the base of his shaft and growled. His body was betraying him—not that it was truly his to begin with.

      When images of the human’s lithe body, with that smooth, tan skin and those enticing black markings flitted into the darkness behind his eyelids, he knew it was not merely this accursed body working against him. His own mind had turned on itself.

      And was that not what the female desired? Was that not a matter of her asserting dominance over him? He should have been able to crush her underfoot, scrape off the mess on a rock with an air of distaste, and move on with his existence. This human should have been little more than a momentary nuisance, forgotten almost as quickly as she’d entered his life.

      In his mind’s eye, he saw the look that had been on her face after he’d dropped her in the tunnel. He saw her confusion, her hurt. He should have been able to take a modicum of satisfaction from that, but instead it was like a shard of ice embedded in his heartfire, forming a cold, desperate void in his chest.

      Falthyris opened his eyes and snarled, tightening his hold on his shaft. He was a mighty dragon who had lived nearly two thousand years—he would not spare any remorse or sympathy for a human who would have been born, lived her full lifespan, and died over the course of one of his naps. Being bonded to her did not mean caring for her, did not mean acknowledging her as an equal. Because she was not his equal.

      She never would be.

      Drawing his wings even tighter against his back, he strode to the water’s edge. His human shape forced him down onto his knees in the mud, hands braced on the ground. He leaned forward, straightening his tail to act as a counterbalance, and lowered his face.

      His mouth touched the water’s surface—as did his nose, quite unexpectedly. More unexpected was the water that immediately entered his nostrils, which he then sucked in deeper with startled gasp. He shoved himself upright, sputtering, coughing, and shaking his head, growling at the harsh sting in his nose and throat.

      In his natural form, he would merely have had to lower his head and drink straight from the river—no kneeling the mud and tipping his body into some precarious position.

      “Even water is a weakness for these humans?” he said, wiping the moisture from his stupid flat face. “A thousand curses upon mankind! A thousand curses upon—”

      Falthyris’s heartfire roared to an inferno, and he snapped his mouth shut hard enough to make his teeth clack together.

      Upon that female.

      Those were the words he’d been about to say, but they’d died in his throat, and the very thought of them made his gut churn. No matter his anger, no matter the other things he’d said to her, he could not bring himself to wish a curse upon her.

      And cursing her people is acceptable? She is human—this bond does not alter that.

      Falthyris released a fire-laced huff through his nostrils, letting the flames chase away the lingering sting in his sinuses.

      This world had seen curses aplenty. Dragonsbane’s curse had seen the dragons of the region decimated, and there’d never been many of them to begin with. They’d never been able to multiply like humans, had never been able to produce offspring every year—or however fast it was humans birthed their young. Along with the violent lust induced by the Red Heat, the comet had altered dragons in some way, leaving fewer and fewer females hatched.

      He had not encountered a dragoness in centuries. Thanks to his human, it did not matter if he ever met another dragoness again. He was bound.

      His rage was justified, and he would not let go of it, but ignoring the reality of the situation would not help him. He was altered, and there was no going back. He would have to adapt to life in this form, or he’d only fill his remaining days with excessive, unnecessary frustration and misery.

      Falthyris glanced down at his hands. Their long, relatively thin fingers were so unlike the powerful digits of his dragon form, but they were nothing if not dexterous. His eyes shifted to the water again, which shimmered with the reflection of the cloudy gray sky. He was not incapable of solving problems, and this was a simple one to overcome once he set aside his annoyance.

      He brought his hands together, curling them just enough to form a crude bowl shape, and dipped them into the river. He lifted them to his lips and drank from the water gathered on his palms. The liquid was cool and refreshing, briefly soothing the fires within him, and dulling the Red Heat’s constant pulse in his mind.

      He scooped up more water as soon as he’d finished the first handful, gulping it down greedily, and took another afterward, unbothered by the water trickling down his chin.

      Falthyris had not drank since just before he’d begun his slumber all those years ago.

      He drew in a deep breath and sat back on his calves, bracing his hands on his thighs. The faint crimson waves flowing through the air around him baked into his scales. Dragonsbane’s fingers crept up his spine, causing another flare in his heartfire, but the ache in his groin—while still quite present—was bearable. His human had granted just enough relief for him to think clearly.

      Clearly enough to understand that such lucidity would not last long while the comet was still up there somewhere, bathing the world in its power.

      Before he risked succumbing to the Heat again, there was another matter that required his attention, one he’d been reminded of after drinking—food. His last meal had been just as long ago as his last drink, and his gut was hollow with hunger.

      Falthyris stood up. Maintaining his balance was growing easier. The relationship between his body, wings, and tail was gradually becoming apparent, and he was learning how to counteract the awkwardness of this shape. He turned away from the river and strode forward. Before he realized what he was doing, he picked up the human’s bag. Her scent clung to it. He groaned and lapped the smell off the air.

      He took a few moments to rummage through her belongings. He recognized most of the fabrics as articles of clothing, and knew some of the objects were food, but many of the tools within were strange to him. What need had a dragon for such things? They were little more than means of bolstering a species too weak to survive on their own, a species that could be killed by things as harmless and mundane as exposure to the sun.

      His foot bumped into something as he moved to walk away. He bent to pick up the object. It was a leathery sac, a bladder, with liquid sloshing inside. A rawhide cord was tied around its neck, and it was plugged with a wood cylinder wedged in a ring of carved bone.

      Falthyris adjusted his hold on the bag to uncork the sac, lift it to his nose, and sniff the contents. Water. As he replaced the plug, he couldn’t help again recalling the human cities that had once stood in the wavering heat of the Forsaken Sands, the stone buildings that had been clustered around oases, along riverbanks, and near floodplains.

      For all their shortcomings, humans were tenacious and inventive.

      He dropped the water bladder into the bag, which he closed and slung over his head and one shoulder. His human would likely be happy to see her belongings returned.

      The corner of Falthyris’s mouth quirked.

      He fought back that smile with a purposeful scowl, punctuating it with a snarl. He would not take her happiness into account, and he would not go out of his way to please her.

      But his lips still tingled with the remembered feel of her mouth, so soft and yielding, pressed against them, and his heartfire blazed.

      His scowl faded. He told himself it was due to confusion—why would she want to join their mouths? Why would she want to rub their lips together? All that had mattered was the meeting of their pelvises, the slide of his shaft inside her channel. What did mouths have to do with any of that?

      Did I not long to run my tongue over her skin, to taste her? Do I not still long for it?

      Do I not yearn for the feel of her lips again?

      “The human has lodged herself in my mind like a parasite,” he muttered. But he knew at heart it wasn’t so simple as that. Though the mating bond served as a perpetual reminder of her, though the Red Heat kept his desire for her burning bright, part of this was just…him.

      Because despite everything, there was something intriguing about her, something alluring. Something he could come to admire.

      With a guttural growl, he broke into a run, spread his wings, and leapt into the air. The first rays of golden sunlight had broken over the horizon, blanketing the land in a golden glow and making all the rock formations cast long, deep shadows. Much of the sky remained clouded, but he could tell merely by the humidity that there would be no rain today. This mountainous land—and the desert beneath its gaze—would remain dry for a while longer.

      Falthyris scanned the ground, seeking signs of movement, signs of animals or their passage, falling as easily into the hunt as though his last had been yesterday rather than decades before.

      But I did hunt last night.

      It simply ended with me becoming the prey.
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      Falthyris landed heavily just inside the mouth of the cave. He tossed his quarry onto the floor without ceremony and shook his hands, willing the tension out of his fingers. It wasn’t often that physical exertion caused him discomfort, but holding on to the carcass of a beast that was longer than he was tall in this form had required far more effort than he’d anticipated—not because of the added weight, but because of how large, awkward, and limp his burden had been.

      As though the human’s bag repeatedly falling out of place to bump Falthyris’s arm and ribs repeatedly hadn’t been irritating enough, as though the strands of his mane constantly blowing into his eyes and mouth had not been enough of an impediment, the dead sandstone ox had swayed and flopped throughout the return to the lair. Those erratic motions had disrupted Falthyris’s already tenuous stability over and over, making this last flight the slowest and clumsiest since his change by far.

      He glanced deeper into the cave. The human was partway down the tunnel, close to where he’d left her, sitting with her back to the wall. She was unmoving but for the barely perceptible rise and fall of her chest denoting her breathing. Was she asleep?

      Falthyris should have been sleeping. He should have been deep in his dreams until well after this human had been worn down to a grizzled husk by the harsh desert winds, until her children were grown, until—

      Falthyris hissed and slapped a hand to his chest. His inner fire blazed hot enough to constrict his heart and steal the breath from his lungs. He curled his fingers, raking his claws over his scales as though he could tear out that sudden discomfort.

      He knew what had caused this pain, knew what had triggered this latest flare in his heartfire—the thought of her having birthed another male’s offspring.

      Have I fallen so low as to enrage myself with my own speculations of what might have been?

      The answer came without delay—yes.

      It didn’t matter if she was a human or a dragon, a mermaid or a damned mountain goat. She was Falthyris’s now, and his alone. He would allow no other male to so much as glance at her inappropriately. Whether he wanted her or not, this human belonged to Falthyris.

      Of course, that did not mean he had to be happy about it. That didn’t mean he needed to take pride in the fact that he’d brought food home to her. That didn’t mean he had to give in to his sudden, foolish urge to recline beside his human and join her in the serenity of sleep.

      He shook his head sharply and tore his gaze away from her. His wings pulled in tight against his back and his tail lashed restlessly as he bent forward to grasp the ox by its thick mane and the flesh on the back of its neck.

      Body, mind, and soul—all were betraying him. But what did that leave to resist this human’s ensorcellment?

      It is the Red Heat. I will have control once the comet has passed.

      That should have been reassuring, but he found the notion unconvincing.

      Falthyris bared his teeth and expelled a small burst of flame from his nostrils as he heaved the sandstone ox onto his shoulder. He walked deeper into the cave, staring at her during his approach. When he reached the human, he stopped in front of her and continued staring. He was barely aware of the weight on his shoulder as untold moments passed.

      Her dark mane hung freely about her shoulders, tousled and shining in the bit of sunlight reaching this far into the tunnel. Her full, pink lips were relaxed, and her lush, dark lashes were fanned upon cheeks that bore a hint of rose. She sat with her chin tilted down, arms folded over her chest as though to keep her torn robe closed—but her arms must have grown lax in her slumber, for one of those mounds had escaped the confines of her clothing, its dark peak teasing him.

      How had he managed to resist taking those in hand yet? They were round and smooth but for the darker circles at their peaks that hardened into little nubs, and the way they moved when she did…

      Were they firm or yielding? Could they be both?

      His gaze traced the patterns on her skin from the backs of her hands and up to her sleeves, both of which were drawn up to the middles of her forearms. Many of the elements comprising those markings were abstract shapes and lines, but some of them looked like flowers—like the very flowers that were blooming in the desert even now. Those markings only enhanced the natural grace of her lithe limbs. He’d not thought that grace possible in the human form, but she defied his expectations.

      Pale scars also marked her skin here and there, some barely distinguishable from her unmarred flesh, including a thin one across the back of her hand. That called his attention to her fingers; they were long and slender, rough and elegant simultaneously. He’d already felt some of their strength—miniscule compared to his own, but surprising from such a small, fragile looking human. That strength had been intriguing, as had been the scrape of her blunt, pale claws over his scales.

      What would those hands feel like elsewhere on his body?

      His cock twitched in anticipation.

      Falthyris shifted his eyes lower still, to her supple thighs and toned calves, to her dainty feet and little toes, which were also tipped with blunt claws. Those legs were strong, too. The feel of them looped around his waist, of her thighs squeezing his hips, her heels pressing into his back to drive him deeper, faster…

      He groaned and curled the fingers of his free hand around his seeping cock. His mind swirled, his heartfire intensified, and building pressure briefly tensed his muscles. He longed to experience those sensations again, longed to feel her hungry sex grasping his shaft. Her scent swelled in his awareness, blossoming like the desert flowers of which it was reminiscent, and overpowered all other smells.

      The Red Heat coursed through his body, creating a shudder that rattled his wings. It crept into the edges of his vision and slowly stained his world crimson. He could claim release from her so easily. He could take as much pleasure as he wished, could do anything he wanted with her.

      He could taste those full pink lips with his own, could taste her skin with his tongue, could—

      The sound of something heavy thumping onto the floor jarred him from those thoughts. He reflexively withdrew his hand from his shaft.

      The sandstone ox had fallen, forgotten in his lust.

      The human’s eyes snapped open, and she leapt to her feet. One of her arms were raised in an instant, those slender fingers curled around a fist-sized rock. She swung it toward him but halted her arm abruptly—well before she would’ve struck him—when she met his gaze. Her eyes were rounded, and the bright reflections from the cave mouth gleaming in them made her irises look darker than ever in contrast.

      Lowering her arm, she frowned, brow creasing as she trailed her gaze down his body. Her eyes lingered on his cock before she shifted her attention to the ox. Those delicate brows shot back up in surprise. “You hunted?”

      Falthyris forced himself to ignore the way her eyes had raked over him—he’d very nearly felt her gaze like a sensual, physical touch—and glanced at the carcass. “Of course I hunted, human. These creatures are not in the habit of wandering into dragons’ lairs and dropping dead in offering.”

      The female tilted her head, regarding him silently for a few moments. She glanced at the ox again uncertainly.

      “I have not eaten in a long while,” Falthyris said slowly, “so I obtained food. Against my better judgment, I brought it here to share with you.”

      “But you are male,” she said flatly.

      “Yes, as evidenced by the protrusion between my legs. Quite observant of you.”

      She scowled and looked at the rock in her hand as though she were considering using it. With a disgusted sigh, she tossed the rock aside and met his gaze again. “The males in our tribe do not hunt. It is the duty of the huntresses—my duty—to provide. It is not safe for males to venture beyond the safety of our village.”

      “Because your males are weak, like the rest of your people.” But Falthyris could not deny the confidence in her stance or the strength and pride in her voice, just as he could not deny the fact that they deepened that ache low in his belly. And he felt just a hint of pride, too—his female was a huntress.

      She notched her chin up. “My people are not weak, dragon. We are not insects.”

      “No, you are not. The comparison is insulting to the insects.”

      The female clenched her fists at her sides and stepped closer. “And you are nothing but an arrogant, spoiled lizard.”

      Her robe parted, fully revealing her strange but alluring chest mounds and their bronze circles. Her reply should have infuriated him, but it was difficult to be angry while the Red Heat was pressing in on him and his cock was throbbing, twitching, and straining toward her.

      He stared at those mounds, watching their peaks harden. There was no need to extend his tongue to pick up the perfume of her arousal on the air. Falthyris forced his hands to remain at his sides, balling them into trembling fists and clenching his jaw.

      “Do you want me, dragon?” she asked, her voice husky, seductive, taunting. She shrugged off the robe, letting it slide down her body to pool at her feet, baring herself to him completely. Raising a hand, she trailed a finger between her chest mounds and down belly toward her slit, brushing it over the small, dark patch of short fur at her pelvis before spreading her sex for his lustful eyes. The female’s petals glistened with her essence.

      Falthyris hissed. His hand darted to his loins to clutch his shaft even as his hips bucked toward her involuntarily. A thin string of seed spurted from his tip. “You toy with forces you cannot comprehend, mortal.”

      “And you cannot resist me, can you?” she asked, letting her hand fall from her sex. “Even if you think me beneath you, you need me.”

      “I do not merely think you beneath me,” he growled, taking hold of her bag’s strap and tugging it off over his head. He tossed the bag onto the floor at her feet. “And all I need at the moment is food.”

      He turned away from her, pretending that the Heat wasn’t coursing through his body, that there was no force urging him toward her, that he was not equally frustrated and aroused. He crouched over the ox and plunged his claws into it, tearing off a chunk of meat.

      In his natural form, he’d have devoured the entire ox in a few bites, but that wasn’t exactly possible in this body. He wasn’t sure how humans fit much of anything in their mouths with jaws that were so limited in motion and function.

      As he was about to lift the meat to his lips, his back tingled—he could feel her glaring at him. He would not allow her to spoil his first meal in so long.

      But it was not her glare or the sharp words they’d exchanged that kept him from eating as moments crept by. Instinct demanded something unexpected, and the demand seemed so right that he could not ignore it.

      It demanded he feed his mate first.

      Grunting, he tore off another chunk of meat with his free hand, twisted, and held it out to her. “Eat before I change my mind, human.”

      His female’s nose wrinkled, and she drew back. “No.”

      Falthyris’s brows fell, and a growl rose from his chest, pushed out by the sudden firestorm in his gut. He did not hold back his fury, though some part of him must’ve known how futile it would prove.

      “How dare you refuse the food I have provided, you ungrateful wretch?” Dropping the chunks of meat, he sprang to his feet and closed the distance between himself and the human in a single stride.

      The human stood her ground, shoulders squared, but her eyes flared infinitesimally.

      Falthyris’s wings spread of their own accord, his bloody fingers curled as though he were about to shred flesh with his talons, and his heartfire blazed bright. “I have brought you a meal that could feed twenty of your puny kind. What have you done, mighty huntress?”

      She glared up at him unflinchingly. “I caught a dragon.”
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      Elliya wasn’t surprised at the molten fury in his eyes—she’d known her words were the wrong ones to say as soon as they had left her mouth. She shouldn’t have taunted him, shouldn’t have pushed him, but she couldn’t hold her tongue, couldn’t help herself. She refused to keep silent while he belittled her and her people.

      Had those stories of protective, dedicated, loving dragons she’d heard as a child been exaggerations based on mere slivers of truth? Yes, a female could claim a dragon with a touch. But everything else had been wrong.

      If she brought this dragon home to her people, all she’d be doing was providing them another whiny, entitled male who thought himself the ruler of the world—but one who was capable of slaughtering their entire tribe if he chose to do so.

      He could not harm her. She knew in her soul that such protection would not extend to her people.

      The dragon roared. He grabbed her arm, whipped her around to face the wall, and flattened a hand on her back to shove her forward. She barely managed to raise her palms before she was pressed against the cool rock. Rough stone dug into her hands and cheek, but she did not have long to focus on that discomfort. The dragon tugged her hips back, forced her legs wide with one of his feet, and rammed his slick cock into her sex.

      Elliya let out a choked cry at his abrupt entry. His cock stretched her, producing a pleasure-pain burn that flared when he bucked his hips and shoved deeper inside her.

      Heat radiated from him—the heat of the fire in his chest, the heat of the comet, the heat of his fury. He set a blistering pace, viciously pumping his hips.

      Whether he was driven by rage or his need for release, Elliya neither knew nor cared. The dragon was dominating her mind as thoroughly as he was her body—his scent was the only one she could smell, his body all she could feel, his snarls and ragged breaths all she could hear. He tightened his hold on her hips, and she felt the bite of every one of his claws as they pricked her flesh.

      Breathy gasps escaped her, each following one of his thrusts, as ripples of pleasure spread outward from her core. The discomfort she’d felt in the beginning was gone. In this position, he touched new places inside her and pushed far deeper than before. She felt every ridge along his shaft, every little scale, stroking her inner walls. The sensation made her wetter and needier, made the pressure in her core build to mind-shattering levels.

      Despite that overwhelming buildup, Elliya lingered on the edge of release. She was maddeningly close, so close that tingles coursed over her skin, her sex quivered, and her thighs trembled, growing weaker and weaker by the moment. It seemed as though the slightest nudge would send her over, would plunge her into pleasure that would consume her utterly, but release would not come.

      Elliya whimpered and curled her fingers against the cave wall. Her body rocked with every thrust of the dragon’s cock. Slick ran down her thighs, and the mingled scents of sex and his spicy, smoky aroma filled her nose.

      Finally, she dropped a hand and moved it between her legs, finding her pleasure nub. She circled it, strummed it, crying out as her pleasure heightened and her knees buckled.

      The dragon growled and looped an arm around her middle, taking her weight onto it and lifting her to a new angle. His other hand remained on her hip, guiding her forward and slamming her backward against him repeatedly, maintaining that savage rhythm.

      He leaned over her, his scales warm and solid against her back, and ran his nose through her hair. The dragon inhaled deeply, and his chest rumbled. He added new force to his thrusts as he snarled, “You are mine.”

      It was all she needed to send her over.

      Elliya fractured as rapture surged through her. A scream tore from her throat. The devastating wave of pleasure was almost too painful to endure, eclipsing her thoughts. Her body tensed, spasming, and her sex contracted, gripping her dragon’s cock, seeking to draw in impossibly more of him.

      The dragon went rigid, his rhythm finally faltering. His shaft swelled inside her, and he roared, blasting his seed into her and producing a flare of delicious heat. It filled her womb and dripped down her thighs.

      He shuddered and jerked his hips again, forcing his cock as deep inside her as he could, pumping more seed into her. Her sex squeezed harder still, milking him for every drop.

      Panting, her dragon turned his face to nuzzle the side of her neck, skimming his nose and lips up and down and from her shoulder to her ear. He growled, and his shaft twitched again. Elliya felt another stream of hot seed bloom inside her. She moaned and pushed her backside against him, wanting—needing—more.

      He shifted the arm around her middle to flatten his palm on her belly. His hand slid up until it covered one of her breasts. Her breath hitched as one of his claws scraped her nipple, sending a jolt straight to her core. The dragon paused for a moment before circling the tight bud with his finger. Elliya hummed contently, arching into his touch.

      An appreciative rumble rolled through his chest. He kneaded her flesh, his hand strong, rough, and delightfully warm. His tongue flicked out, brushing along her jaw to the tender place beneath her ear before he lifted his head away. Keeping his hand over her breast possessively, he ran his tongue down her spine, pausing at her mid-back to lap at her skin with slow, deliberate strokes. Her sex clenched around his cock again. He grinded against her, sending another ripple of pleasure through her.

      This was different than their previous mating. This was…tender. Almost loving.

      Elliya opened her eyes, turning her head to look at her dragon over her shoulder. Her lips twitched into a smile. “Are you calm now, dragon?”

      His bright blue eyes shifted to meet hers, their pupils dilated. Half his face was shrouded in shadow, the other half lit by the morning sunlight spilling into the cave, his scales golden and gleaming.

      He bared his pointed teeth and growled, but his voice was surprisingly low and small when he said, “Yes.”

      His reply was so begrudging that Elliya chuckled, her body shaking gently with the sound.

      The dragon’s eyes shut as a shudder coursed through him. His hands tightened on her hip and breast just a little more, and his claws pricked her skin teasingly. He made a sound somewhere between a grunt and a groan, somewhere between pleasure and discomfort, and raised his torso so he was standing straight, sliding his hand away from her breast to settle it back at her hip.

      The fire in his chest was roiling and intense, casting its glow upon her and making him look more like some sort of spirit than a physical being in the tunnel’s uneven light.

      “You have no right to make me feel this way, female,” he said.

      “What do I make you feel?”

      Besides hatred.

      “Hunger,” he replied, his deep voice reverberating in the tunnel.

      Oh.

      Elliya turned back toward the wall, smile fading, unable to ignore the pang of disappointment in her heart. “That is no fault of mine. It is the Heat.”

      “It is entirely your fault.” He shifted his hips forward, pressing into her a little more firmly, making her gasp, and slid a hand to her back. He smoothed his palm up along her spine and then dragged it back down, grazing his claws over her skin in a way that made her shiver. “You have taken pleasure in our mating, have you not?”

      “If I say that I have, do you intend to punish me for it?”

      “No punishment I might enact upon you would leave me unscathed. I want only your truth.”

      “Then yes.”

      Another satisfied rumble rolled in his chest. His hand moved again, around her side to her belly, and he trailed it up between the valley of her breasts to curl around her throat. He forced her upright, pressing her back against his hot, hard chest, and leaned his head down to settle his chin atop her hair. Elliya barely contained a moan as his cock shifted inside her.

      “You have your dragon now,” he said as he covered her sex with his other hand, applying sweet pressure to her most sensitive flesh. “Are you satisfied, human?”

      “Elliya.”

      “I do not understand that word.”

      Her pulse raced beneath his palm—not in fear, but in desire. “My name. It is Elliya.”

      The dragon stilled. The heat radiating from him intensified. His forefinger bent, the tip of its claw trailing lightly along her jawline. “Elliya.”

      His cock swelled slightly as he spoke her name—though speaking was not quite what he’d done. From his lips, her name was a chant, a prayer, an ancient spell, thrumming with power that made her bond with him strengthen impossibly further and sear itself upon her soul.

      That power reverberated in her core, stealing her breath and making her knees weak, thrusting her to the edge of another climax. Hearing him say her name…it was an acknowledgement she’d not realized she had craved. It was yet another taste of how things could’ve been between them, a taste of what those ancestral legends had described.

      He released a slow breath, his hold on her throat tightening infinitesimally. “You are mine, Elliya. Mine to mate as I please. Mine to breed as I please. That is what you have won for yourself.”

      Elliya swallowed, and her breath quickened. She should have been furious at his words, at their implication—that she was but a possession to be used at his whim—yet lust burned in her veins. She wanted nothing more than for him to move his hips, than to feel the slide of his ridged shaft inside her. She wanted his ferocity. She wanted his passion.

      His body tensed, and for a few moments, she was sure he would give in to her unspoken desire, was sure he would succumb to their mutual yearning. But when he did finally move his hips, it was to slowly withdraw from her sex—and he did not push back in. His hand fell away from her throat, the other away from her pelvis, and the sudden absence of his heat against her back left her cold.

      The dragon’s seed spilled from Elliya, running down her inner thighs. She turned, watching him stalk back toward the ox. His tail swayed with his steps, granting her glimpses of his taut ass, and his wings stretched slightly before drawing tight against his back. His movements were noticeably smoother than they’d been the night before, accenting the grace and power of his body.

      He snapped his head back, flipping strands of his long, pale hair out of his face before crouching beside the dead animal and tearing into it with his claws.

      Elliya stepped away from the wall but did not approach him. Not yet. “I was not spurning your food.”

      He paused his work to glance at her over his shoulder, but he said nothing.

      “You told me to eat, and I refused because the meat is raw, not because you offered it,” Elliya continued. “Humans do not usually eat raw meat, not like other beasts…or dragons. It can make us ill. Sometimes even kill us.”

      His brows lowered over those intense eyes. “Is there anything that does not kill your kind?”

      Elliya crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. “We might appear weak to you, but we are far stronger than you think.”

      He looked her over from head to toe and back again, gaze moving at the unhurried pace of a creature that had lived for longer than she could fathom. Despite what they had just done, despite him having pulled away from her, there was undisguised heat in his eyes—and Elliya’s body responded to it.

      “If the matter was so simple, why did you not say so?” he asked when their gazes met again.

      Elliya cocked an eyebrow. “Because you lost your temper.”

      He released a frustrated huff and turned his head toward the sandstone ox, cutting another chunk from its side. “And if one of your slothful males rejected the food you hunted for him, how would you react, little huntress?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Dragon, I told you I did not reject your food. I rejected your command.”

      “And I fail to see how that is any better.” The dragon stood up and turned to face her. The orange glow in his chest flared as he lifted the meat in his hand. Holding her gaze, he rounded his lips and blew out a stream of fire that engulfed the meat and his entire hand.

      Even from several paces away, Elliya felt the intense heat, and the flames were bright enough that she had to momentarily shield her eyes. She’d known he could breathe fire, but that knowledge did not make the sight any less incredible. Build, kindling, and maintaining a fire had been amongst the earliest skills she’d learned in her childhood. Even in the desert heat, fire was life, often as much a necessity as water.

      How much easier might things have been for Elliya and her people if they could summon fire at will?

      The flames ceased abruptly when the dragon closed his lips, but the ember glow of his chest faded far slower. He walked up to Elliya in a few easy strides, his eyes locked with hers. “You would do well not to disobey me again. Now eat.”

      He thrust his hand forward, offering her a piece of sizzling, golden brown meat.

      The savory smell of the meat beckoned her attention, making her mouth water and her stomach cramp with hunger, but she held his gaze, brows falling low. “You are not my master, dragon.”

      “Nor you mine, human. But the difference is that I can force you, should I so choose.”

      Elliya gritted her teeth. “I can leave here. I can leave you.”

      See how well he does without my body to sate his lust, the arrogant beast.

      The dragon stepped closer and loomed over her, restless energy pulsing from his body. “You are no less bound than I.”

      “But the difference is that I am not suffering the Heat,” she countered.

      “You will suffer my heat if you do not cease this babbling and eat,” he growled.

      She leaned toward him. “Offer it to me nicely and say please.”

      “Perhaps you did not hear me correctly.” He raised the meat, pinching it between the claws of forefinger and thumb, and dangled it in front of her face. “You will eat this, and you will enjoy every bite. Then you will thank me for it.”

      “Had you offered it to me nicely, I would have been grateful. Now, you can take that meat and choke on it.” She ducked beneath his arm and walked toward her bag.

      Unfortunately, the dragon was faster. A faint rustling of his wings and the light scrape of his feet across the floor were her only warnings before he darted in front of her and snatched up her bag in his free hand with a snarl.

      “Then you will starve, human!”

      Elliya growled. “I do not need an overbearing male to provide for me!”

      “And I did not need a mate, yet here you stand.”

      Tears of frustration—and pain she refused to acknowledge—filled her eyes. “Why must you be so hateful?”

      Something flickered in his gaze, something deep and sorrowful, but it was gone so quickly that she could only assume it had been her imagination. His features were hard-set when he replied, “Because you are human, and you forced this bond upon me. You have stolen everything from me, Elliya.”

      “What have I stolen from you?”

      The orange glow in his chest flared again, creeping down to his abdomen and up his neck. “My shape. My desire. My life. You have trapped me in this pathetic form for the rest of my days, you have forced me to yearn for you like I have yearned for nothing else in my existence, and you have robbed me of my immortality.”

      Elliya’s heart stuttered, her brow furrowed, and her lips fell into a frown. He could not… He could not truly have meant what he’d said, that couldn’t possibly be the truth. “What?”

      His voice dripped with bitterness and loathing as he said, “The touch of a human hand upon a dragon’s scales is binding in every way, female. You have tied my life to yours—and your life is but a single spark compared to the roaring fire that was mine. I had eternity. Now I have you.”

      Elliya retreated a few steps, chest tight, heart pounding. She’d bound herself to a mate who despised her, and now she understood why. She couldn’t blame him. Unknowingly, she’d taken everything from him.

      The stories had never mentioned the price exacted upon the claimed dragon. She’d joined the Crimson Hunt so she could have a choice in her life, a choice in a mate, but in doing so, she had stolen the dragon’s choice. Elliya had enslaved him. She’d longed for a true mate, for a loving mate, for a male who cherished her and her alone, but instead had trapped a dragon who’d forever hate her for what she had taken from him.

      Whatever desire he had for her was forced by the mating bond and the Red Star. Any tenderness he might have shown her, any affection, any care, wouldn’t have been real. Those tastes she’d had were nothing more than illusions.

      Elliya turned her face away from him. “I did not know the cost.”

      The dragon strode forward, his heat radiating against her skin. That tense, furious energy wafted from him along with it, making the air thick and charged, as unsettling as the time leading up to a thunderstorm. “And would you have cared? The price was never yours to pay.”

      “I never would have participated in the Crimson Hunt had I known. I am sorry for all you have lost, and sorrier still that it was me who took it.” Fresh tears spilled down her cheeks. “I did not know.” She hadn’t cried since she was a young girl, but she could not stop the flow now.

      He caught her chin with his fingers and forced her face toward him. There was a crease between his brows, which were low over those intense eyes, and his lips were curled down in a frown. “What is this? Why are your eyes leaking, Elliya?”

      Elliya pulled out of his hold and wiped her eyes with the back of it as she turned away from him. “They are called tears. Do dragons not cry?”

      “No. I find it…unsettling.” He shifted closer to her again, but without the speed and aggression of before. “Would you stop if I ask you to eat nicely?”

      Horrifyingly, those words only coaxed more tears from her eyes. Shaking her head, she laughed and sniffled, hating how weak and pathetic she must’ve appeared in that moment. “It is only th-the bond making you feel that way.” She took in a deep breath and looked up at the cave’s uneven ceiling, willing the tears to stop. “I will leave you be. I will return to my village and accept my duty as bride and breeder, and maybe…maybe you can reverse this.”

      Moving with a burst of preternatural speed, he caught her face in his hand and forced her back against the wall, pressing his body over hers to pin her in place before she could even react.

      Elliya gasped, eyes widening, and her stomach fluttered with a hint of fear—and a surge of lust. He turned her head to the side and leaned his face down until she could feel his hot breath on her ear. Her skin pebbled in awareness.

      “You are bride and breeder already, Elliya. A dragon’s bride,” he growled. “You belong to Falthyris the Golden, the Conqueror, the Glassmaker and the Firestorm, Scourge of the Sands and Lord of the Shimmering mountains. There is no life for you but with me. There are no other males but for the sons you will bear by my seed.” He turned her face toward him as he lifted his head, and his eyes—glowing brighter than she’d ever seen—commanded her full attention. “You are mine.”
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      The air was redolent of fresh growing vegetation and the perfume of desert flowers, of clean, cool river water and sun-warmed sand and stone. Falthyris breathed it in deeply, willing those fragrances to ease the effects of the Red Heat.

      Though it was difficult to see by daylight, he could feel the Heat around him. It permeated the air he was breathing, it radiated against his scales, it pulsed in his blood and bones. And it had been growing steadily stronger day by day. Its cycles were becoming unrelenting—each peak was higher than the last, each valley noticeably shallower, and the lulls he’d been afforded early on were fast shrinking. That would only worsen as Dragonsbane approached its pinnacle.

      The comet had been in the sky for twelve days—that meant another eighteen or so before it finally moved on, and even then, the Red Heat would not immediately fade.

      Falthyris sighed and raked his claws over the top of the boulder he was perched upon. His eyes shifted toward the river, where Elliya was wading into the deeper water with her back toward him. The waters were higher than the last time he’d come, result of the rainstorms that had swept over the area over the last several days. The swollen river had readily provided the fish Falthyris and Elliya had caught, cooked, and eaten when they’d arrived earlier.

      Elliya’s long, curled mane—hair, as she called it—hung freely about her shoulders, its tips brushing the unblemished skin of her back. The lovely curves of her ass and hips were visible just above the water’s surface.

      His shaft stirred, its head pressing against the inside of his slit. He adjusted the positions of his legs and tail and covered his slit with one hand, exerting a little pressure against his insistent cock.

      He’d washed in the river immediately after their meal. Now was his turn to watch, and he could not be vigilant if he allowed the Heat to work him into another frenzy. His duty was to protect his mate, and they were exposed out here, vulnerable to dangers that his lair kept at bay.

      Gritting his teeth, he forced himself to scan his surroundings. The lush vegetation around the river swayed in the breeze, and the late afternoon sun cast long shadows that were in stark contrast to its pure, intense light. Gentle white tufts of cloud drifted across a cerulean sky, blocking Dragonsbane’s insidious red glare. The canyon was quiet apart from the river’s steady burbling and the rustling foliage.

      Were it not for the Red Heat, this might’ve been peaceful. It might’ve been relaxing. This was just the sort of scene, the sort of day, Falthyris should have been able to enjoy at his leisure.

      Would that he could have Elliya here with him under better circumstances.

      Things will improve when the comet has passed.

      But he knew even before the thought had fully formed that it was constructed upon an immense heap of naivety, especially for a creature as old as he.

      It had been nine days since Elliya had claimed him. They’d mated repeatedly during that time, and he had already lost track of how many times he’d found release within her—and those releases were the only reason he’d not fallen completely into crimson-tinged madness. Each time they mated, Falthyris ended up craving Elliya a little more. His hunger for her was becoming insatiable. Her scent had haunted him mercilessly, even during his brief slumbers, and his mouth had watered whenever he’d thought about tasting her—about tasting her essence.

      All that, however, was merely a single aspect of their mating bond, and it was the simplest. His drive to rut constantly would diminish when the comet was gone, but his want for her would not—he knew that down to his core.

      That physical desire, that lust, was not the issue. Its source did not matter; it simply was. But wanting to rut her did not equate to having a true connection to her. Though their mating bond was very real, it was merely a cord binding them together. It could not compel them to like one another. It was not enough on its own.

      There was a hollowness in his chest, a hungry void that seemed impossible to fill, and it had grown along with his yearning for Elliya. He knew it was loneliness, at least in part, though he’d never guessed it could be so overwhelming, so consuming. Dragons were not meant to feel lonely. Solitude was their natural state. Mated dragons especially were not supposed to feel it, and he’d been mated. He'd found his companionship.

      Have I truly? Is she companion or prisoner?

      In the eight days they’d spent together, Elliya had not denied Falthyris use of her body. She’d rutted him with determination, and usually seemed to take pleasure from it. But apart from a few hesitant caresses, she no longer touched him, no longer sought those little instants of intimacy with him. He’d seen her reach for him a few times only to snap her hand back as though touching him would scorch her flesh.

      And to his immense disappointment, she’d not once tried to press her lips against his, had not once tried to recreate what had been the most complete expression of tenderness he’d ever experienced. The few times he’d attempted to do so, she’d just pulled away.

      He could not express the hurt that had caused him, though he understood he had no right to be upset by her rejection. Their conversations during the last week had been uncomfortable; they’d exchanged no meaningful words, had spoken of nothing of any depth, and silence had grown to encompass the majority of their time together. Elliya had often seemed sad, downtrodden, weary.

      Was he demanding too much of her body?

      His eyes returned to Elliya as she dipped to submerge herself up to her shoulders. Her long hair fanned out around her, floating on the water’s surface. He could not help but wonder what expression she was wearing.

      I know well it has nothing to do with my demands on her body.

      Those sparse conversations they’d shared had often grown heated and confrontational. A thousand years of anger, shame, and bitterness swirled within his breast, and he’d rarely spared her its bite. Too often, he’d been dismissive or insulting. Too often, he’d been spiteful. And every time he’d snapped at her, every time he’d lashed out, insulted her, or blamed her for his problems, every time he’d been curt or abrasive, he’d seen the pain upon her face. He’d seen it in her eyes. He’d watched her steadily withdraw from him even as she’d worked to establish herself a cozy haven within his lair.

      He shouldn’t have cared about her feelings, shouldn’t have concerned himself with anything beyond the relief her body provided, but his heartfire had dimmed every time he’d seen that look on her face. Shards of ice had pierced his chest with her every frown, expanding that void, making it colder and more ravenous.

      No matter how close they came physically, their hearts were separated by a rift as expansive as the Forsaken Sands. All he’d done thus far was widen that rift. More and more, he yearned to close it—or, if that was not possible, to cross it. To find her. To…meet her.

      He’d thought himself content to treat their bond as little more than a means by which to vent the Heat, had thought himself content to view her as a thing to be used. But her spirit had been so strong in the few glimpses of it she’d allowed him that he felt bereft in its absence.

      He wanted more than just rutting, more than just her body. More than the mating bond.

      His desire for her body may have been sparked by the Heat and the forced bond, but this growing need for more…that was all him.

      Elliya tipped her head back and combed her fingers through her hair, sweeping more of its strands into the water.

      Falthyris lifted a hand, catching one of the braids woven at his temples between forefinger and thumb. Only two days ago, he had been taking apart another ox, slicing out chunks of meat to cook for his mate, snarling because his hair had repeatedly fallen into his face. Something had hooked his hair from behind.

      He’d raised his blood-soaked claws, spun around, and gnashed his teeth, lunging into an instinctive attack. His heart had skipped a beat when he realized it was Elliya behind him; he’d stopped himself with his claws a whisper away from her flesh.

      Elliya’s gaze had remained steady, and the only change to her expression was the slightest upward shift of her eyebrows. Without a word, she had taken his hair again, and her deft little fingers had worked their magic. She’d braided his hair at each temple, her fingers lightly brushing his scales from time to time as she worked. When she was done, she’d simply walked away. The braids had worked well in keeping most of his hair out of his face in the time since.

      He longed for those light touches. He longed for the familiarity with which she’d treated him for those moments, for the closeness and the companionable quiet. He longed for the oddly warm, fluttering feeling she’d woken in him with her gentle ministrations, with her small show of kindness.

      Falthyris ran his eyes over her shining hair, appreciating it as but one part of her beauty—a beauty that was granted a unique glow by her surroundings. The sky and clouds were reflected upon the river’s surface around her, and countless points of light flared and faded across it like stars being born and dying in the space of a heartbeat. The droplets on her skin sparkled like precious gemstones as she moved.

      The Red Heat slithered through his mind, deepening the ache in his loins, but he rejected its impulses. Falthyris wanted Elliya’s body—all of it—but he also wanted intimacy. Not merely physical intimacy, but intimacy of their hearts and minds. He wanted conversation. Wanted companionship.

      He wanted…Elliya.

      Once again, he pried his eyes away from her, this time turning his head to look downriver—that was the direction in which the wind was blowing, the direction from which any hungry beasts were most likely to come. He flicked out his tongue to taste the air. Her scent was the most pronounced of all, and it must’ve been due to his skewed perspective, his altered focus. There was no way one little human could overpower all the other smells around her, was there?

      She rose and flicked her hair back. Water sprayed from her tresses, the droplets flashing bright in the sunlight. The sight should have been meaningless, mundane, but something about it held Falthyris transfixed. She ran her hands over her skin, scrubbing herself clean. Though her back was still toward him, he could imagine her hands smoothing over her chest mounds, brushing those dark buds at their peaks, trailing along the flat of her stomach, dipping toward her pelvis.

      But it was not until she began singing that her spell upon him was complete.

      Her soft voice was high and melodic, rising over the river’s sounds without clashing with them. It echoed off the canyon walls, becoming something as powerful as it was gentle, and resonated within his heartfire, pushing back the Heat that had settled into him so deeply.

      Falthyris’s tongue flitted out again, this time to slide across his lips. Without meaning to, he leaned forward, braced his hands on the boulder, and climbed down. His tail slid over the stone behind him.

      Elliya continued singing as she tilted her head to make her hair dangle over one shoulder and combed her fingers through it again, working out the knots and tangles.

      Falthyris stood up and walked to the water’s edge. He’d heard the songs of birds and insects, the songs of wind, sand, and stone. Long, long ago, he’d heard some of the songs of his kind. All those songs had been wordless—they communicated their intentions without the need for words. Yet the words Elliya sang did not detract from the beauty or impact of her song.

      She sang her praise and thanks, to the water, to the life-giver, to the source of every plant and animal in both the Shimmering Peaks and the Forsaken Sands. Several times as she washed and sang, she invoked a name he had heard her speak before—Cetolea.

      Cetolea, mother of all, we thank you for your gift.

      Wellspring of life, blood of our tribe, we thank you for your mercy.

      He was not sure how long he stood unmoving at the edge of the river, staring at her. It could not have been overly long—she finished washing herself as the words to her song ended, switching to a gentle humming in the same tune as she sank back up to her shoulders in the water.

      What was missing from their mating bond? Familiarity? They knew nothing of one another, hadn’t even known each other’s names until they’d rutted a few times.

      Because dragons do not concern themselves with the fleeting lives of mortals.

      But that notion no longer held up, did it? Falthyris himself was mortal now; the remainder of his life would be as ephemeral as that of any human. And Elliya was his mate, they were bound together forever. He wanted to know more about her. She’d awoken a curiosity in him that had not held sway for many centuries, a hunger for learning that had long lain dormant.

      The only way to learn about her was to talk to her—or, more importantly, to listen to her.

      He could almost feel her melodic humming flowing over his scales and easing into them, a far more pleasant invasion than that of the Red Heat. Falthyris sat on the riverbank, shifting his tail and wings to find as much comfort as he could.

      Elliya finally stood upright and turned toward him. Her long, dark hair fell across her chest, covering her chest mounds, and water streamed down her skin in rivulets.

      She stilled and quirked an eyebrow as her gaze fell upon him, ceasing her song. “I was not aware I had so eager an audience.”

      Though part of Falthyris longed to see more of her, longed to stride over to her and rut her right there in the river—though part of him burned for it—he held himself in place. These moments of lucidity would become rarer as the comet continued toward its apex, and he’d do best not to waste their potential.

      “Who is Cetolea?” he asked.

      Elliya walked a few steps closer, stopping when the water was at mid-thigh. She skimmed her fingertips over the surface. “Cetolea is the sacred pool in my village. Our people have drawn water from her for generations, and she has kept us safe and strong. She is the life-giver.”

      Scathing remarks blazed to the surface of his mind, but he held them in; ridiculing his human for her beliefs would only start another fight and widen the rift between them. And as much as it pained him to admit it, even to himself, he was in no position to cast judgment upon her—he’d harbored an adversarial relationship with a comet for centuries.

      Falthyris drew his wings in a little tighter. “Life giver, or life sustainer?”

      “Both. All waters flow from her.”

      “Even the sea?”

      Elliya tilted her head. “The sea?”

      “Yes. The massive body of water you will see if you travel toward the sunrise until you reach the end of the land, or over the mountains toward the sunset. It is salty, unsafe to drink, and continues on as far as the eye can see.”

      “Ah. The Endless Blue. We have heard stories from neighboring tribes of the vicious creatures lurking in its depths and the violent storms that churn its waters. The Endless Blue tries to appear the same as Cetolea to lure in the unsuspecting, but it is her opposite. It is death.”

      Lifting a hand, Falthyris rubbed his cheek. Perspective…this was all simply a matter of perspective. He simply needed to better understand hers. “What is the farthest you have ever travelled from your home, Elliya?”

      She raised her arms to either side and gestured vaguely at their surroundings. “Here.”

      “These mountains, this desert, are but one piece of the world. The Endless Blue is not death any more than the Forsaken Sands are death, nor any more so than this river.” He rose from his place and stepped forward, relishing the cool water over his scales as it chased away a little of the Heat. “The piece of this world you have seen is like a single grain of sand out of the entirety of the desert, and the knowledge your people retain is but a single splinter from a once mighty tree.”

      Elliya frowned. “And what have you seen?”

      He stopped in front of her and curled his hands into loose fists, suppressing the urge to reach for her as he contemplated that question. He’d not expected the sorrow and regret it roused within him.

      “Not nearly enough,” he said. “But I have seen human cities along these very mountains, cities rising from the dunes. I have seen ships on the sea with sails of every color you can imagine. I have seen the jungles to the north, so thick with trees that you cannot even glimpse the ground from above, and I have seen fields of grass seemingly as endless as the sea.”

      Falthyris could not stop himself from raising his hand then. He hooked wet strands of her hair with his talons and guided them back from her face, which he studied anew. Every time he looked upon her closely, he seemed to find a new detail, a new feature that belonged solely to her—like the little flecks of gold in her eyes that were visible only under bright sunlight.

      “I have seen many things of great beauty, Elliya, and I long took them for granted.” He brushed the pad of his thumb over her cheek. “But none of those sights compare to you.”

      Something flickered in her eyes, a gleam of longing and hope, but it was gone as quick as it had come, replaced with uncertainty and hurt. Her brows furrowed as she reached up, took his wrist, and guided it away from her. She released him and stepped back. “I do not need your lies or mockery, dragon.”

      Anger sparked in Falthyris’s gut, an instinctive reaction to a human speaking to him in such a manner. It was the same anger that lay at the heart of the expanding chasm between them. He’d always told himself that a dragon’s fury could shake mountains, that it was the most potent force in the world, that it made him akin to a god to creatures like this human.

      But he was beginning to understand that none of that was true—and even if it had once been true, what could it have accomplished for him now? What had it accomplished for him already?

      Falthyris forced that anger down, crushing it beneath his swallowed pride. “I am neither mocking you nor being dishonest, Elliya.”

      That only seemed to kindle more anger in her eyes. “First, I am an insect—no, I am beneath an insect—and now you praise my beauty? If you need to use my body to relieve your heat, you do not need to tell me falsehoods.”

      She moved to step around him.

      He shifted aside and blocked her path, his heartfire surging and bringing heat to the surface of his scales. “I have had right to be angry with you, human, for what you did to me—”

      “And I have apologized, and I have given and given, but I will stand for no more of your abuse,” she said, glaring up at him. “I am not the only one at fault for that night. You came to me, dragon. You sought me as much as I sought—”

      “And I am attempting to apologize to you, female!”

      She flinched, startled by his outburst, and nearly fell backward into the water. His hand darted out reflexively, catching her arm and steadying her.

      If only it were that easy to steady his emotions.

      Falthyris released a huff through his nostrils and tried not to notice the feel of her soft, wet skin under his hand, or the warmth coming from it. “I have had right to be angry, as I said. But the rage I have turned upon you, Elliya, far exceeds anything you have earned. You became the target of anger I’ve harbored for centuries, and you do not deserve it. I am sorry for that. Especially considering that you did not know what your touch would do. What it would mean.

      “Allow me a chance to be better. To do better. For you.”

      Elliya’s eyes were wary as they searched his. “You are sorry?”

      “I am.”

      “Even though I have stolen everything from you?”

      He did not miss the vulnerability in her gaze, nor the tiny, accompanying gleam of hopefulness. “You have taken from me, yes, but not everything. And I feel there may be much to gain, so long as I set aside my stubbornness and rage.”

      She stepped closer, raised a hand, and settled her palm over his forehead.

      Falthyris frowned, brows drawing together. “What are you doing, human?”

      “Trying to determine if you are ill.”

      He took gentle hold of her wrist and guided her hand down. “Why?”

      “You…are not acting like yourself.”

      “We barely know one another, Elliya.”

      “Ah, I but I know you are stubborn, arrogant, overbearing, rude—”

      Falthyris moved her arm again, this time to cover her mouth with her own hand. “My goal in this is to avoid an argument.”

      Though her mouth was hidden, her eyes sparkled with something new, something he hadn’t seen in them yet. Was it…mirth? He lowered her hand to find her lips curled into a smile. She’d smiled a few times in his presence, but each of them had been different, each had been unique. This was the first to contain a touch of playfulness.

      “Do you find something amusing, human?”

      “You.” Elliya’s smiled faded. “But I do not understand. Why now?”

      “Because I am”—he released another huff through his nostrils, just barely keeping it from coming out aflame—“stubborn, arrogant, overbearing, rude… I’m sure there are more I have missed, but you undoubtedly have an idea of the rest.” He stroked his thumb over her wrist. “And I have felt the distance between us widening. I do not like that feeling.”

      “Oh.” The corners of her mouth turned down, and she turned her face away. “It is the bond then.”

      Falthyris lifted his free hand to her chin, which he took between his fingers, and forced her face back toward him. “It is me. I am not a slave to this bond, Elliya. It compels me to be near you and nothing else. I want to do better. I want to know you better. You are small, and soft, and weak…and human”—her expression hardened, but he continued—“but there is a strength in you I cannot fathom. There is beauty in you I have never imagined possible.”

      He slid his hand up from her wrist, trailing it slowly to her shoulder. The soft scales on his palm rasped over her softer skin. As that hand moved, he shifted the other to brush the pad of his thumb along her lower lip, taking care with his claw. “I wish to know all of you. Every little piece, every aspect, no matter how small. Mind, body, and soul. I want it all, Elliya.”

      Her eyes darkened, and her breath quickened. Falthyris grazed the tips of his claws along her collarbone, so close to her delicate throat—just close enough to feel her fluttering pulse.

      “If you want all of me, what do you offer in return?” she asked.

      Falthyris lowered his hand until it covered one of her chest mounds. He slid his fingers around its curve until he found its little hardened peak, which he took between forefinger and thumb.

      Elliya gasped. His chest rumbled in response, and he gently squeezed her mound, savoring its softness, rolling the hardened bud between his fingers. She swayed toward him.

      He leaned close, until their lips were a hair’s breadth away. “Everything, Elliya.” Dropping his thumb from her lip, he cupped the underside of her jaw, tilted her chin up, and flicked his tongue out to lick her neck. He grazed his lips down her skin as he spoke. “My protection, my devotion, my life, my heartfire is yours. You have not stolen it. I give it all freely to you. My mate.”

      Speaking those words aloud brought him an odd sense of relief—but stronger than that was a feeling of completeness, of wholeness, like a piece of himself he’d never noticed was missing had been returned. The mating bond intensified, curling even tighter around his core, but it was not painful or restricting. It was right.

      The weight of centuries of solitude fell away in an instant. He had companionship—he had Elliya—but she was not something he could take for granted now or ever. She was not owed to him, she was not something he deserved by virtue of having been born a dragon. She was a gift, a treasure, something to be cherished above all else.

      And he intended to start now.

      He dropped his hands to her hips, pulled her closer, and bent down to capture one of those dark peaks between his lips, sucking it into his mouth and teasing it with his tongue.

      Elliya’s breath hitched, and she delved her hands into his hair, clutching it between her fingers. “Falthyris,” she rasped.

      The ache in his loins intensified, and his heartfire poured heat into his veins. That was the first time she’d said his name, the first time he’d heard it from her lips. And he would do all he could to ensure it was merely the first time of many.

      Falthyris growled and sucked that little bud harder, caressing the tender flesh around it with his lips. Lifting his head, he switched to the other mound, sucking and teasing it in equal measure. The taste of the river lingered on her skin, but it could not mask her true flavor.

      Yet there was another flavor he’d craved above all else. He could no longer deny that craving, could no longer resist it. He dropped onto his knees, unmindful of the splash, uncaring for the supplicative posture he’d assumed; only his hunger mattered.

      Sliding his legs back, he dipped his head, yanked Elliya closer, and pressed his mouth between her thighs. Her scent, her desire, flooded his senses. His tongue slithered out to sweep along her parted slit.

      Her essence was delectable, its sweetness so complete that a shudder wracked his body and his mind swirled. He groaned against her tender flesh. He needed more, more, ever more, could never have enough of her nectar, of this ambrosia.

      Falthyris shifted his hands to her backside and tugged her closer still, lifting one of her legs over his shoulder to widen his access to her. He lapped at her slit and pushed his tongue between her folds, taking in every drop of her essence he could find. Even though his cock was submerged in cool water, it throbbed with molten heat, twitching and straining in need.

      Her soft moans filled his ears, and her blunt claws grazed his scalp as she rocked her hips. He glanced up to see her head tilted to the side, her lips parted, and her eyes closed.

      When his tongue brushed a tiny, hard nub at the apex of her slit, she gasped and bucked against his mouth, grabbing his horns with her hands. Fresh essence flooded her sex. Her eyes flashed open and met his.

      Holding her gaze, Falthyris gathered that nectar in his mouth with another groan before flicking his tongue over that little nub again. Elliya caught her bottom lip with her teeth to muffle a cry as her hips bucked again.

      Ah.

      Despite all the times they’d mated, Falthyris had never discovered this—this spot that seemed to bring his mate so much pleasure. He’d been far too focused on rutting, far too consumed by the Heat, far too absorbed in his anger. He’d familiarized himself with shamefully little of his female’s body thus far. What other places would make her feel pleasure? In what ways would she like to be touched?

      What did she want when their bodies came together?

      Falthyris was determined to find out.

      With a growl, he attacked that nub, licking, flicking, and sucking it into his mouth. He relished her cries, her moans, her wild gasps, which she no longer made any attempt to contain—she freely sang her pleasure into the open air.

      Yes! Let the world hear my mate’s cries, let all the world know it is I who pleasured her.

      Elliya rocked her hips, the urgency in her movements increasing with every stroke of his tongue. She clutched his horns with a desperate strength, arms trembling as though she were unsure whether she wanted to pull him closer or push him away.

      Latching onto that bud, Falthyris sucked hard.

      Elliya tensed, digging her heel into his back as she curled over him and released a series of escalating cries. Only her grasp on his horns seemed to keep her aloft, and he readily accepted her weight as she sagged against him. Another wave of nectar flooded her. Falthyris drank it greedily, palming her ass to hold her against his face and continue his feast. He thrust his tongue deep into her channel, twisting and turning it as her inner walls fluttered. When he pulled it back out, he flicked that bud again.

      Elliya bucked. “Mmmf!”

      More. I need more of her.

      The ache in his swollen cock intensified, making his fingers curl against Elliya’s backside. The pleasure-pain of his arousal was out of balance, leaning far more toward pain. The pressure in his loins was overwhelming. And that arousal had only opened him further to Dragonsbane’s curse. The Red Heat baked into his scales, into his muscles and bones, turning his need into something utterly consuming, into something he could no longer withstand.

      Falthyris surged up onto his feet, holding Elliya against his face until he was upright. He lifted her away from his mouth, hooking his hands around the backs of her thighs, and slammed her down onto his waiting cock.

      “Falthyris!” she rasped, throwing her arms around his neck.

      Her tight, slick sex gripped his shaft, and her essence was a balm to his blazing scales—but that pressure only grew. She felt good, so good. He sucked in a shaky breath through his teeth, battling to hold onto his wits despite the sensations threatening to overtake his awareness. Battling to maintain control as the Heat gathered around the edges of his consciousness.

      Falthyris would be the one to have her this time—not the Heat.

      He lifted a hand to her face, settling his palm on her cheek and splaying his fingers to slide them into her dark hair. Her eyes met his, and he did not look away. Staring into those dark, soulful orbs, he rolled his hips, pushing deeper into her. Her breath hitched.

      “My mate,” he rumbled, trailing the tip of his thumb claw along her delicate jaw.

      “Yours.” Elliya wrapped her legs around his waist. “And you are mine, Falthyris.”

      She had spoken that claim before, but he did not resist it this time, did not reject it. Those words only heightened his arousal, only built more pressure in him.

      Pulling his hips back, he drove into her again. “Forever.”

      They held each other’s gazes as their bodies moved in a new, sensual rhythm, flowing as smoothly as the river around them, as swiftly as their racing hearts. The surrounding world fell away—the blue sky, the cool water, the smooth stones underfoot, the canyon and the comet’s curse; all of it ceased to exist.

      Elliya was Falthyris’s universe. She perfumed the air that filled his lungs, her warmth seeped into his scales, her hooded eyes kept him enraptured. The splashes of pink on her cheeks and her full lips was all the color he’d ever need, the gleam in her eyes all the light he could crave. The slide of her sex around his shaft was ecstasy. Each stroke made his legs feel weak, made his belly tighten, made his throat constrict and a thrill arc across his body.

      The pressure became too much, the pleasure and pain too strong. Only she could provide him relief. Only she could provide him release.

      He quickened his thrusts, the tips of his claws grazing her scalp. Her sex quivered and contracted an instant before pleasure overcame her. Grasping his face between her hands, she slanted her mouth over his, caressing his lips as she moaned.

      That contact between their mouths, for which he had yearned since the first and only time she’d done it, was the spark that set off the explosion within him. His wings snapped out and swept around Elliya, wrapping her in their embrace. His rhythm faltered, and he growled against her lips as his seed burst from him on a wave of sheer rapture so intense that stars pulsed across his vision and his mind shattered into a million pieces.

      But that did not stop the pleasure, and he’d not had enough. Through pure willpower, he forced his pelvis to keep moving, creating more of that sweet, torturous friction, coaxing out more of his seed and wracking his body with shudders.

      Elliya clung to him, tearing her mouth away to press her forehead to his, her breathy moans ragged in her throat. Her essence flooded him even as her sex greedily milked him for more, and he obliged her body’s demands as best he could.

      When finally there was nothing more to give, and they were simply clinging to each other, chests heaving and breath labored, Falthyris sank onto his knees. The river water flowed cool and gentle around their bodies, easing the heat of their mating.

      “Press your lips to mine again, Elliya,” he commanded.

      She lifted her head and chuckled. The soft vibrations of the sound coursed through her body and straight to his cock, making it twitch inside her.

      “You wish for a kiss?” she asked.

      “Is that what you call it? A kiss?” He grazed her bottom lip with a claw, and her tongue flicked out to lick it. Another spark of hunger roared within him.

      “It is.”

      Falthyris slid his hand back to grasp her hair, angling her face toward his. His heartfire blazed. As great as his pleasure had been, as incredible as this joining had proven, he was ravenous for more of her. “Your mate demands a kiss, female.”

      The corners of her mouth curled up in a wicked little smile. “And if I refuse, dragon?”

      “Then I will plead for one.”

      “Dragon, you do not—”

      Falthyris slammed his mouth against hers, silencing her words, stealing her breath, and claiming what was his.
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      Elliya fell upon Falthyris’s chest, panting, her body thrumming deliciously in the aftermath of her orgasm.  Her sex quivered around her dragon’s hard cock, which was still buried inside her. Her thighs were coated in his seed and her essence, and the rest of her skin bore a sheen of sweat.

      A contented rumble rolled through Falthyris’s chest. He kneaded her back, thighs, and ass with his clawed fingers, seeming to want to touch her everywhere all at once.

      Like their mating at the river, this time had been different than all the others. The Red Star undoubtedly still held sway over him, instilling his every move throughout their joining with growing urgency, but there was a new tenderness in his touch and the way he’d looked at her—a reverence.

      It was almost too good to be true.

      Too sudden to be true.

      It is the bond. It…it must be the bond.

      And yet, Elliya couldn’t help savoring this moment, this closeness, this intimacy. Was this how things could’ve been if the world was different? Was this what being joined would have meant if the survival of humanity wasn’t dependent upon men taking many, many brides in order to conceive as many children as possible? This was a taste of what she’d always longed for at heart—to be someone’s only, to be loved and cherished. Not simply one breeder among many.

      Falthyris’s tail undulated lazily against her calf.

      Elliya smiled and smoothed her fingers over his chest scales, which were still warm and faintly glowing. His heartfire had flared during their mating, burning brighter than the pair of long torches she’d stood in the sand nearby. Of course, even his heartfire had not been enough to fully illuminate this huge inner chamber, the place that he called his lair—the place his body must have filled in his natural form.

      They’d gathered soft grasses from around the river, and Elliya had woven them into mats to spread on the sand-covered cavern floor. She’d laid out her blanket atop those. Under normal circumstances, she would have avoided the sand entirely. There were too many dangers lurking beneath it out in the desert, things far larger and more dangerous than shorelurkers, but Falthyris had assured her there was naught but solid stone beneath this sand.

      He'd called this little spot she’d arranged a nest, and something about that had seemed right to her—even more so now that he was showing her more kindness.

      It is just the bond!

      As much as she wanted this to be real, beneath the surface, she remained wary. This could end at any moment. He would remember what she’d stolen from him, remember why he should be angry at her, and unleash his rage once again. That quickly, this little taste of affection could become a flood of resentment and bitterness.

      Elliya closed her eyes and turned her nose into his chest, breathing deep his smoky, spicy scent, relishing it, locking it away in memory. She released that breath in a wistful sigh.

      Falthyris’s hands stilled, and his claws grazed her skin. “What is wrong, Elliya?” he asked in that rumbling voice.

      She lay her cheek upon his chest. “What was it like being a dragon?”

      His muscles tensed.

      Elliya cringed, wondering what had possessed her to ask such a thing knowing it would only remind him of what she’d taken—which was the opposite of what she wanted, wasn’t it?

      Falthyris released a sigh of his own, slow and soft. His body eased somewhat, and one of his hands slid up her back delicately. “It was like being myself. It was…me. Even now, some part of me still feels as though it is the world that has changed rather than my body. As though everything else is larger than it is meant to be. It was not I who was large, but everything else was small.

      “I felt powerful, graceful, fast. I drew satisfaction from the way the earth would tremble beneath me, or the way my wings could disperse the air. My roar could make these mountains quake. I felt…above everything.”

      Elliya had experienced that power briefly, had felt the ground shake with his roars, had felt the wave of terror he’d seemed to emit in that form. “What of your mother and sire?”

      “What of them?” he replied with an almost venomous bitterness in his voice. His claws flexed, pricking her skin hard enough to make her wince. He hissed through his teeth and lifted his hands away abruptly. When he returned them to her skin, his touch was again gentle, and he soothed the spots he’d hurt.

      His tone was more neutral as he continued talking. “I was hatched nearly two thousand years ago. My recollection of the time before the comet is…hazy. I recall my mother and my sire, but the memories are distant. He was the one who taught me dragons are akin to gods. That we are superior to all beings, that this world belongs to us. Lessons to which I took readily.”

      Two thousand years? That seemed an impossible stretch of time, unfathomable from her perspective. The oldest member of her tribe was barely sixty years old. But she did not allow herself to get caught up on that; she accepted it for what it was, for the truth, and shifted her focus back to her initial question.

      “Is that all you remember of them? Those lessons he taught you?” she asked, raising her head to look down at him.

      Falthyris shook his head, expression tightening. “No. There was…affection. For a time, I think we were happy. But that was when I was young. My clearest memory of them remains the night they died. It is the one memory that refuses to fade. It is emblazoned upon my mind as though seared by heartfire.”

      Something constricted in Elliya’s chest, making it difficult to draw in air. Falthyris was fighting hard to mask it, she could tell, but there were powerful emotions running under the surface of his words.

      “I do not mean to pry if you are uncomfortable,” she said, “but…what happened to them?”

      He released a long breath through his nostrils, his eyes suddenly distant—as though he were looking back across all those years he’d mentioned. “As I said, I took my sire’s lessons to heart. I lived them for centuries, carrying out deeds that would ensure mortal and immortal alike could not utter my name without reverence or fear. The humans named me Glassmaker, for my fires could melt the desert sands to glass, they called me Firestorm because I could set the nighttime sky ablaze, and the dragons came to call me Scourge of the Sands.”

      “And did you…kill humans?”

      Falthyris nodded. “From time to time. I found that my reputation went a long way in dealing with humans after a while and leaned on my notoriety more heavily. Most were too scared to oppose me, and there was little reward for putting in the effort to battle them.”

      “I do not know if I should be upset or relieved.” Elliya laid her head back down as that feeling in her chest twisted and knotted.

      “It was the way of the world. Humans killed humans, dragons killed dragons, and at times the two overlapped, and our species killed one another. Of course, the humans always paid a far higher price in lives.”

      Disbelief temporarily shoved aside her other emotions, and her brow knitted. “I saw you in your natural form, dragon. I do not believe that humans could ever have slain something such as you.”

      Falthyris uttered a short, bitter laugh. “Your people had a great many weapons beyond sticks and stones in those times, human. But I digress. As I have said, I had taken my sire’s teachings to heart, and I decided to become the paragon of dragonkind. A king amongst kings. I had challenged the eldest, most powerful of my kind, the dragonlords, one by one. I had defeated all I had faced, claimed their territory as my own, and driven them off in shame.”

      “Is that why you called yourself Lord of the Shimmering Peaks?” Elliya asked softly.

      “Yes. It was not a title claimed in hubris, but one earned. And I had initiated a similar conquest of the Forsaken Sands. There was only one dragonlord remaining to face my challenge, only one more obstacle to overcome. My sire. Despite his objections, despite the protests of my mother, I challenged him, and he could not decline—dragons do not easily part with their pride, as I am sure you have discovered. Several of our kind had come to bear witness.

      “I fought with all the experience and strength I had gained over the years, fueled by no small amount of arrogance—for I was Falthyris the Golden, Falthyris the Conqueror, Lord of the Shimmering Peaks and soon to be ruler of the Forsaken Sands. And despite my prowess, despite my drive…he bested me. It cost him a great deal, but he forced me to yield. I did not realize the severity of the wounds he had suffered during our battle; my damaged pride had blinded me.”

      There was a low, rumbling sound in his chest, the ghost of a growl, and his body tensed beneath her. “It was in the moments after our contest had concluded that Dragonsbane first appeared. We had seen comets in the sky before, but none such as it—and its effects were immediate. We were not prepared. Its influence fell over us, the Red Heat consumed several of us, and chaos erupted on the desert sand.

      “Maddened by lust, the gathered males attacked my mother. She, myself, and my sire fought them furiously, but he and I were spent from our battle, and we were outnumbered. Our efforts were not enough. The moon was stained with blood, and so was the sand. And though we killed all the others, they had ravaged my mother, slain her, and my father succumbed to his injuries shortly after we discovered her lifeless body.”

      Elliya had never imagined his voice could be laced with such pain, such sorrow—it was well beyond the fury and bitterness he’d shown so far, beyond the tenderness and kindness he’d begun showing her today.

      She frowned and lifted her head, meeting Falthyris’s gaze. “That must have been horrible to witness.”

      He brushed her hair out of her face, tucking it behind her ear, which he traced with the pad of his finger. “It was but one horror in a world of many, and yet I suppose it was the first that impacted me. Before that night, I was the force sewing terror throughout the desert. What had I to fear? Yet afterward…I could not separate my fear from my anger. They were too tightly interwoven. I was furious to see dragonkind brought low. Furious that I had lost everything I’d toiled to gain over the centuries in a single night.

      “And I was fearful that I would succumb to Dragonsbane’s power, too. It took hundreds of years, but it finally overcame me this time. It finally won.”

      Elliya frowned. In the back of her mind, her imagination was running wild, stirring up deep, strong emotions—presenting the what-if of her mother’s potential death. She’d never thought about it before. Telani had always been a presence in Elliya’s life, had always been a constant. Telani was in many ways the foundation of the tribe. The grief Elliya would feel when her mother was gone…

      She could not allow herself to reflect upon that now.

      “Dragonsbane is what you call the Red Star?” she asked.

      “Yes, because it accomplished what no other force could—it triggered the slow death of dragonkind.”

      Elliya dropped her gaze to his jawline and lifted a hand, running her fingertip over the bone-like spikes protruding from his jaw. “No creature is without some weakness, from the mightiest dragon to the tiniest insect.”

      “Dragons were not meant to have such weaknesses,” he said, the words laced with a low growl. “I spent a great many years after the comet had come and gone in search of answers, speaking to dragon and human alike. The stories were always similar. The Red Heat driving creatures into frenzies, male dragons seeking to rut females that were mated to others. There were even tales of Heat-maddened dragons seeking out human females. We all knew that the mating bond could be forced, even by humans, and thus had rarely let humans near. I did not want to believe those stories. My pride had been wounded enough. I refused to accept that Dragonsbane was compelling my kind to actively seek that fate, that it was enhancing that one power humans had over us.

      “No one had answers, neither human nor dragon. Dragonsbane had never been seen before, and no one knew what curse it had woven over our world, no one knew what power it had exercised over dragonkind. Even now, centuries later, I have no answers as to its nature.

      “And, as the years passed, I slept for longer and longer periods. What point was there in seeking answers that did not exist? Years, decades…what difference did they make? Why should I have ventured through a desolate world and be reminded of all that was lost? Part of me, perhaps, believed that if I slept enough, I would outlast Dragonsbane. I would one day awaken and never again see its taunting red glare, never again feel its influence upon me.”

      “You slept for decades at a time?” Elliya asked.

      “Yes. I have slept through entire generations of your kind.”

      Fresh emotion coiled in Elliya’s chest, difficult to decipher in the already existent jumble. Was it…sorrow? A sense of loss? Her life had been hard, and she’d had to fight for survival more than once, but it had also been full of so many joyous moments, of so many shining memories. It hurt her heart to know that Falthyris, after however many hundreds of years, had missed out on so much of what she’d experienced in less than two decades.

      She shifted her hand up, smoothing her palm over his cheek. “What is the point of immortality if you spend so much time asleep, hiding from the world? What is the point of eternal life if you do not live?”

      Falthyris’s brows fell low, and his frown deepened. “What do you know of immortality? How could you even pretend to comprehend it?”

      It would have been easy for her to take insult from his words, from the bitterness, defensiveness, and accusation lacing them, but there was something more in his voice that prevented her from being offended. Vulnerability. There was just a hint of vulnerability in his tone, a hint of underlying confusion. A hint of dawning realization.

      “I cannot comprehend it,” she replied gently, “but I know that I have lived. I have cherished what time I have been gifted. Whether ten years or ten thousand, why waste it? Why let time fall away like sand sifting through your fingers?”

      “Now I have little time to waste, regardless of how I intend to use it.”

      “So fill that time meaningfully. Make it worthwhile. Make up for all the years you spent asleep.”

      He released a soft huff through his nostrils. “Dragonsbane has toiled to ensure dragonkind knows naught but suffering.”

      “My people have suffered because of it as well. As you said, the whole world has suffered. Dragons were not alone in that.”

      Pressing his lips together tight, Falthyris brushed the pad of his thumb across her cheekbone. “I suspected such as I watched those cities die, crumble, and be swallowed by the sands over the long years.”

      Elliya’s brows furrowed. “What are cities?”

      “You do not know?” he asked. When she shook her head, he released a thoughtful grunt and said, “They were places where humans lived. Your ancestors, many generations ago. They constructed dozens of tall buildings out of stone and wood, creating settlements where hundreds or thousands of them lived and worked. Some of those buildings were taller than I was in my natural form.”

      So many people… Elliya couldn’t even imagine what a thousand people grouped together would look like.

      “My tribe lives in stone dwellings carved into a cliffside south of here, above the desert, but we do not even number one hundred, much less thousands. Not even counting our sister tribes we trade with.” She let out another soft sigh. “It does not even seem possible that there were thousands of humans in the whole world, especially not in one place.”

      “Not one place. There were many cities. Your kind has always vastly outnumbered mine, and even now I fear that holds true—more so than ever, perhaps. I have encountered few dragons in recent centuries, and based on their accounts, only males have been hatching from eggs. As that ratio between males and females has increased, the males have become increasingly aggressive when the comet is overhead. Many male dragons have killed one another over their desire for a dragoness, and often those females are harmed or killed during those struggles. It seems there are not enough dragonesses to replenish our kind.”

      Elliya flattened her palm on his shoulder. “This has been since the Red Star?”

      “Yes. It is a result of Dragonsbane’s curse.”

      “We have birthed fewer and fewer males. We have but five males in our tribe, two of whom are old and likely not long for this world and two who are too young to sire children. At least one of those boys will be traded to a sister tribe once he is of age to sire.” She searched his blue, blue eyes. “That is why my people have chosen to view the Red Star as a boon rather than a curse. We have had stories passed down from our ancestors telling us that our brave huntresses may venture out to claim dragon mates beneath the Red Star, bringing prime males to the tribe who will revitalize our bloodlines and protect us from the desert’s many dangers.

      “They—you—are our only hope.”

      His brows fell, a deep crease forming between them. “I am no savior for your people, Elliya. There is no saving either humans or dragons from this slow decline.”

      “But what if—” Elliya sealed her lips and looked away before she could voice the rest of those words.

      No. Dragons and humans would not come together, not when there was such a cost. Not when there was such hatred.

      “Is it so horrible to be human?” she asked instead, unable to meet his eyes. “To be with me?”

      “However I appear, Elliya, I am not human, and my views of your kind were shaped long before now. But you have challenged those beliefs.” Falthyris slipped his fingers into her hair, cupping the back of her head, and guided her eyes to his. “Being with you is many things. Horrible is not amongst them.”

      As if to demonstrate this, he lifted his hips, slowly pushing his cock deeper inside her, stretching her anew.

      A soft moan escaped her, and she bore down on him as her lashes fluttered closed. A small smile curled on her lips. Falthyris growled. The hand on her back slid down to grasp her ass, holding her firmly and forcing her to grind against him. He was buried so deep, and yet he was never deep enough.

      “Your pleasure only makes you more beautiful.” He lowered his hand from her hair to curl his fingers around her throat, his thumb sliding up and brushing along her lower lip.

      Elliya opened her eyes and met his gaze. Lust burned in those bright blue orbs. She couldn’t know for sure whether it was Falthyris himself lusting for her or the effects of the Heat driving him, but there was a certain clarity in his eyes, a deliberate focus, that made her believe this was all him regardless of the Red Star’s influence.

      Either way, Elliya didn’t care at that moment, not when he was looking at her like that. Not when she felt so wanted. She dipped her head and claimed his mouth, caressing his lips with hers.

      Falthyris groaned. His hold on her throat tightened, but it caused her no pain—it only heightened her excitement as he took control of the kiss. He slanted his mouth over hers and kissed her harder, deeper, thrusting that long, dexterous tongue past her lips to stroke hers as she had taught him to do.

      Elliya’s hips undulated in time with his shallow thrusts, each of which was more urgent and desperate than the last, each of which sent pulses of pleasure through her. She broke the kiss, pushing up with her hands upon his chest. Their eyes met briefly before his gaze trekked down her body, over her bouncing breasts and the flat of her stomach, finally settling on the place where his cock was pounding into her sex.

      The heat in his eyes intensified. He growled and clamped his hands on her hips, granting her movements strength as she rode him harder, faster, slamming her down to take him as deep as she could. Her breathless moans and his guttural grunts echoed off the cave walls.

      They’d mated not long before, and her body had not yet cooled. His ministrations now were like gentle breaths across glowing coals, coaxing them back to flame—but it was no modest fire that sparked within her now. It was a roaring inferno, a blaze big enough to reach right up to the sky and set it alight. Falthyris’s lips peeled back to reveal his sharp, clenched teeth, and he quickened his pace.

      Her fingers curled against his chest as the firestorm within her grew, and she did not stop. She could not stop. She spread her legs wider, needing him deeper, needing everything.

      Ecstasy erupted within her core, ripping through Elliya and tearing her asunder. She threw her head back and cried out against the overwhelming pleasure at the same instant that Falthyris roared. Her sex spasmed, clamping tight around his cock.

      He squeezed her hips tighter, and his hips moved faster still. His shaft thickened and burst, sending a bloom of heat deep into her core that triggered a second eruption, this one hot and forceful, shaking her from head to toe. Falthyris slammed her down upon him and held her firmly in place.

      Her dragon snarled and huffed, grunting as stream after stream of his seed filled her.

      Elliya panted, waiting for her senses to return as her body thrummed with pleasure.

      Falthyris’s hands slid up from her hips until his rough palms were over her breasts. His fingers stroked and kneaded her skin and caressed her nipples, moving with a gentleness and worshipfulness she wouldn’t have thought him capable of before today.

      She lifted her head and looked down at him. His eyes blazed, and that fiery glow in his chest had spread to suffuse his shoulders, biceps, abdomen, and neck, pulsing faintly as though with the heartbeat she felt through his throbbing cock.

      Elliya ran her fingertips along his glowing, orange veins, but her eyes didn’t leave his. “My dragon.”

      Falthyris dropped his hands to catch both her wrists. He tugged her arms apart, pulling her down atop him. She had only time enough to release a playful yelp before her chest was flush against his.

      He snarled and lifted his head, turning his face into her neck, nipping her shoulder with his sharp teeth. Her breath hitched. The pricks of pleasure-pain sent tingles all along her skin. His tongue flicked out a moment later to soothe where he’d bitten. She giggled as it tickled her skin.

      When he was done, he tucked her head beneath his chin and wrapped his arms around her. He lifted his wings, which had been spread across their nest to either side of him, and curled them over Elliya, blanketing her in their warmth.

      She smiled and closed her eyes as she rested her cheek upon his shoulder. His heartfire remained visible as a warm, dim red glow through her eyelids, fading a little more with each heavy beat of his heart.

      Elliya refused to let her doubts surface during those moments, choosing instead to focus upon her contentment, her dragon’s warmth, the sense of fullness he offered her—not just of body, but of soul.
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      A torrent of blood flowed into Falthyris’s lair, covering the sand bed, sweeping away the nest his mate had fashioned—sweeping her away. He swam against the crimson tide, straining to reach her, but Elliya only drifted farther and farther away. His body was too small, too weak to reach her. His heartfire blazed, burning so hot it would undoubtedly consume him from within, becoming a desperate, impotent inferno that could not save her.

      Elliya’s head dipped, and she vanished below the surface.

      Falthyris woke with a jolt, sitting up and throwing his hands out to feel for Elliya. All they encountered was the blanket and the grass mats beneath him; she was gone.

      His racing heart quickened further, but even its thunderous beats were nearly inaudible over the roar of his heartfire. The Red Heat was thick in the air around him. He felt it pushing down on him, pushing into him, its warmth sickening and uncomfortable. His cock was already extruding from his slit, throbbing in hunger and dripping with seed. That Heat-induced arousal was in direct conflict with the leaden ball of dread seated in his gut.

      Eight days had passed since he’d first tried to make a real connection with her, since he’d realized that she could be so much more than a vessel by which to relieve his urges. In that time, he’d come to cherish her smiles, her laughter, and the brilliant light in her eyes when she was happy. He’d discovered just how much he had missed by treating her as beneath him.

      And Dragonsbane’s curse had strengthened during each of those days.

      This human shape had already felt barely capable of containing his heartfire, and the intensifying Heat only made that sensation worse. He often felt like he was about to burst—and not merely by releasing his seed.

      Falthyris let out a ragged, snarling breath and shoved himself onto his feet.

      He swept his gaze across his lair, so large and empty now that he was in this shape—so large and empty because his mate was not here with him. The torches were extinguished and cool, and though Elliya’s scent lingered in the air, it was not immediate enough to satisfy him. He wanted to smell it directly from her skin, directly from her essence.

      Tail flicking restlessly, he strode toward the tunnel leading to the cave’s mouth. Afterimages from his dream drifted through his mind’s eye. The dread in his stomach grew heavier. Dragonsbane would not take Elliya from him, it could not—he wouldn’t allow it. That dream, along with these overwhelming urges to mate, were the extent of the comet’s power. It could do no more.

      And in ten days it will be gone. In ten days, we can truly determine what life we shall share…

      But that thought, as uplifting as it was, could not make up for the fact that Elliya was currently missing.

      He narrowed his eyes as the end of the tunnel came into view, allowing them a moment to adjust to the daylight streaming through. She was not in the lair, was not in the tunnel. Where had she gone? How had he slept through her departure?

      The mating bond coiled tighter and tugged him onward.

      Falthyris stalked toward the exit, wings flat against his back and claws curled against his palms. The world outside his lair was dangerous and unforgiving, especially for a lone human armed only with sharpened sticks and a little bone knife. Especially as the heat was reaching its apex.

      When he emerged from the cave, he hesitated only long enough to scan the area immediately in front of it—a rocky slope that he would have preferred she not traverse on foot that bottomed out and led to the rocky cliffs and standing formations closer to the river.

      She was nowhere in sight.

      Falthyris bunched his leg muscles, leapt into the air, and took flight. He followed the pull of the mating bond, knowing instinctually that it would not lead him astray.

      He rode the air currents toward the river, eyes moving ceaselessly for any sign of her. The blast of relief that struck him when the river came into view nearly made his flight falter—Elliya was there, naked and standing extremely still in the water with one of her sharpened sticks in hand. Alone and exposed.

      Falthyris growled and angled himself down, stomach lurching at the harsh change in trajectory. He landed heavily on the shore behind Elliya just as she thrust her stick into the water. She started, whirling to face him with wide eyes, and raised the stick defensively.

      An impaled fish wriggled on its end.

      Her expression brightened with a sudden smile, and her body relaxed. “You are awake!”

      That smile very nearly cut through his anger and concern, but it wasn’t quite enough to cool him.

      “Why are you out here alone?” he demanded, stalking closer to her. “You should not have left by yourself, Elliya.”

      Her smile faded, and she arched a brow. “Why not?”

      He threw his hands out in a wide, sweeping gesture. “Because it is dangerous! Tenfold more so with the Red Heat at such intensity.”

      She lowered her stick slowly, took hold of the fish, and tugged it off the stick. “I see.”

      “You see?” Falthyris strode into the shallow water, clenching his fists. “That is all you have to say? What if you had been attacked by a hungry beast? What if you had been attacked by a pack of them? You might have been harmed, you might have been killed, your tender human flesh left to rot in the belly of some ravenous creature! You are but a weak, defenseless, fema—”

      She swung her arm with more speed than he’d thought her capable. The fish’s tail struck Falthyris’s cheek, producing a wet slap. Though he felt only the faintest sting and a trickle of water down his scales, he could only stare at her in shock, any words he’d meant to say having died on his tongue.

      Elliya held his gaze as she stepped closer. “Dragon, you did not just call me weak and defenseless. I am a huntress. I have hunted and slain the beasts of this desert since I was young. And this”—she raised the limp fish she’d struck him with—“is meant to be our morning meal.”

      He pressed his lips into a tight line, nostrils flaring. “You slapped me with a fish.”

      She smiled wide, flashing her white teeth. “Who knew a fish could serve dual purposes?”

      “Striking me with a trout does not nullify the danger in which you’ve placed yourself, Elliya.”

      His mate sighed. “Falthyris, I am fine. I climbed down from your lair and followed the ravine straight here. I was not in any danger that I could not handle.” She looked down at the fish in her hand. “I simply wanted to surprise you with a fresh meal when you awoke.”

      The earnestness in her explanation pierced deep into Falthyris’s chest. His little huntress had sought to provide him with food. That was not the way things were meant to be, but he couldn’t help finding it endearing. Of course, he didn’t have to be happy about that.

      “You are forbidden to place yourself in danger for my sake, Elliya,” he said with a growl, reaching forward to cup the back of her head and force her to look at him. “How can I protect you if you are not at my side?”

      Her brows creased. “I am not as weak and defenseless as you think, and I cannot always be by your side.”

      “I will concede to your first point. You are not weak and defenseless, at least by human standards. But on your second…where else would you be but with me?”

      “I can hunt.” She shook off his grasp and walked past him to the riverbank, where she dropped the fish into a crude basket she’d woven from grass—a basket already filled with fish.

      Falthyris followed her, flicking water from his tail and the bottoms of his wings. She’d called him stubborn more than once, and he could not argue against it, but she could be hard-headed enough to match him. “And we are not speaking of your capabilities, Elliya. We are discussing should and should not, not can and cannot. You should not venture out alone, regardless of your skills.”

      “I traveled to this canyon alone, beneath the Red Star.” She dipped the tip of her stick into the river, rinsing it, before bending forward to wash her hands. “I faced you alone. And I am still here to tell the tale.”

      A little over a week ago, that reminder would’ve irritated him. Now, all he could do was recall her courage, her confidence, and take pride in it. “There are no other creatures in this world that will be overcome by a simple touch, Elliya.”

      Elliya stood and turned to face him. “It is the females of my tribe who have provided for many, many generations. We take pride in our strength, our skill, and our selflessness to do so. If I cannot do this, then what use am I? Am I to be nothing but a breeder?”

      Falthyris closed the distance between them and cradled her face between his hands, staring deep into her dark eyes. “Your value lies within you, not within what you can provide. You will never be anything less than Elliya, and you are already priceless.” He stroked his thumbs over her cheeks. “I am not commanding you to stop hunting. But if you wish to hunt, to fish, to do anything, do so with me.”

      She raised her hands, curled her fingers around his wrists, and smiled softly. “Thank you.”

      He leaned closer, closed his eyes, and pressed his lips to hers. Her scent filled his nostrils, and he breathed it in deeply. Even though his sense of smell was diminished without sampling the air on his tongue, he detected something different about her scent, something subtly altered. It had taken on a new hint of sweetness. It bore a fresh allure, but rather than simply fanning the flames of his desire, it fueled his possessiveness, his need to protect her.

      He shifted one hand to the back of her head and dropped the other to her back, leaning forward and lowering her into a dip as he deepened the kiss. Her stomach bumped his shaft, sending a torturous thrill through him.

      Elliya made a startled sound that became a muffled laugh against his mouth as she threw her arms around his neck. When he brushed his tongue against her lips, she parted them willingly.

      Falthyris could taste that tiny difference, too. He groaned, clutching her a little tighter.

      My sweet, delectable mate. Mine.

      “Is my dragon in need?” she whispered against his mouth, nipping his bottom lip with her blunt teeth.

      He ground his pelvis against her; it was the only response he could provide at that moment apart from a low grunt. His want for her never lessened, and the Heat already had him worked up, but it was that new aspect of her scent clouding his mind now, driving him to take her, to hold her, to never let go. It was her scent, but it was more.

      “I wish to do something new,” she said, trailing kisses along his jaw and twirling her tongue around his jaw spikes until she reached his ear. “I wish to taste you, as you have tasted me.”

      Falthyris’s tail perked. His breath was ragged and as heated as the desert wind, and his every inhalation only made his heartfire burn hotter. He had never considered what she was proposing, never would have imagined it, given the pointed teeth in a dragon’s mouth, and he was in no state to contemplate the matter. He needed release, yes, but more than anything he needed her.

      Before another thought could cross his mind, his mate slipped from his gasp. She dropped to her knees on the riverbank, grasped his cock in her fist, and took him into her hot mouth.

      A wave of pleasure blasted out from his shaft at the simple feel of her lips around it. His wings snapped out, their leather skin pulling taut, and he rocked on his heels, thrown off balance by the sudden, overwhelming, unexpected sensation, which was undoubtedly aided by her boldness. His hands instinctually moved to the only place he could grab in search of some stability—her head. He curled his fingers in her hair.

      She laughed, her dark eyes flicking up to meet his, and reached around him, grabbing his ass to steady him before returning her attention to his cock. Pulling her head back, she ran her lips and tongue along his length, over every ridge, toward the tiny, sensitive scales at his base.

      Seed oozed from his tip, and a shudder wracked him. Her wicked little tongue explored his slit, as did her fingers, enhancing his pleasure as she teased him, heightening his torture. He was nearly trembling when finally, finally, she pulled back and wrapped those lips around the head of his shaft again.

      Elliya moaned as she licked his seed. The vibrations of that sound were strong enough to coax his eyes closed briefly, but he forced them open to watch her. He needed to watch. As she sucked him deep into the recesses of her mouth, her lips stretched tight around his shaft. Breath labored, Falthyris gritted his teeth and clutched her hair, barely restraining himself from thrusting into her mouth. His toes curled, forcing his claws into the ground.

      “Elliya,” he growled.

      Tightening her grip at his base, she pumped her hand along his cock as she moved her head, sucking him into her mouth again and again, twirling her tongue around his head and stroking the underside of his shaft.

      Falthyris’s lips peeled back. The pressure inside him was too much—too much to contain, too much to withstand, too much to comprehend. It was that intense pleasure-pain that only she could incite, and it had crept into every bit of him. There was no room in those moments for concern, no room for the Red Heat, only for what she made him feel.

      He snarled and bucked his hips, pumping into her mouth as the pressure finally proved too much. He came with explosive force, blasting his seed into her mouth, tugging her head closer and thrusting his pelvis erratically to keep those sensations going even though his knees were weak and wobbly and he couldn’t think, couldn’t see.

      Her hands gripped his hips, her flat claws digging into his scales, and she kept on sucking, her throat working as she drank as much of his seed as she could.

      Panting, he stilled and petted her hair as she licked around his cock.

      When she pulled back, she ran her pink tongue over her lips, tilted her face toward him, and grinned. “I will do that again, dragon.”

      His heartfire swelled, and his cock pulsed in anticipation. He would not dispute that promise—but he would not allow her to fulfill it just yet, either. Because her scent had only grown stronger, indicating her arousal, and its new aspect was even more pronounced than before. His mouth watered.

      “Not before I have had my taste, human,” he growled.

      Falthyris shoved Elliya back onto the soft grass along the riverbank. She shrieked with laughter. He pounced immediately, forcing her thighs apart with his shoulders before dropping his face to her sex and thrusting his tongue inside her. Elliya’s laughter swiftly turned to moans of pleasure.
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      Elliya lifted her head, grasping Falthyris’s cock in one hand as she gyrated against his hungry mouth. Her moans escalated into desperate cries as she came, her climax shooting through her with the speed and power of a bolt of lightning. He clutched her ass with his clawed hands, holding her in place as he drank her essence, his long tongue thrusting into her quivering sex over and over again.

      When the overwhelming sensations had lessened, and his fierce licks had become leisurely, she returned her attention to his cock, taking it into her mouth and sucking with a hunger that rivaled Falthyris’s. His secretions allowed her hand to glide along his shaft, pumping in time with her mouth.

      Falthyris hummed, making his chest rumble. His hips lifted toward her subtly, his tail flicked across the blanket beneath him, and his wings curled upward slightly. When he exhaled, his breath was shaky and hot against her sex. A thrill swept through her, producing another flood of heat, which he promptly licked away.

      She’d taken him in her mouth many times since the first at the river five days ago, and she couldn’t get enough. Not only did she love the way he reacted—the way he took hold of her hair, the way his hips bucked erratically and his breath caught in his throat, the way he lost control—but she loved his taste. It was delicious, reminiscent of the sweet, sticky nectar found in the stems of sweetblossom flowers.

      She grazed her teeth along his ridges. He grunted, bucking his hips, and tightened his grip on her as seed seeped from his cock. She twirled her tongue around the head of his shaft, licking away the sweetness before taking him into her mouth again.

      “Elliya.” He turned his face to nip at her inner thigh before soothing it with his tongue. “My mate. My sweet, sweet mate. Yessss,” he hissed.

      She quickened her motions, sucking harder, deeper, listening to his moans and growls and moaning in turn when his tongue occasionally flicked her pleasure bud.

      Suddenly, Falthyris stiffened. His claws pricked her skin and his cock thickened an instant before seed erupted from him. He roared, and his body arched, lifting off the blanket as his liquid heat filled her mouth. She drank as much as she could, pumping her hand to extend his pleasure.

      When he finally eased, Elliya lifted her mouth off him and ran her tongue along his length and slit, cleaning him, unwilling to waste a single drop.

      Breath ragged, Falthyris rumbled contently and kneaded her ass. “I can think of no finer way to begin a new day.”

      Elliya chuckled and pushed herself up, wiping the remnants of his pleasure from her mouth with the back of her hand. “I can think of no finer treat.”

      Lifting a leg over him, she turned so she could lie nestled beside him. He wrapped his arm around her as she rested her head on his shoulder and settled her hand on his fiery chest. His heart pounded beneath her palm.

      Falthyris turned his face toward her, buried his nose in her hair, and inhaled deeply. His hold on her tightened. She didn’t mind. She enjoyed these quiet moments after their intimacy, enjoyed that he held her as though she couldn’t possibly be close enough to him.

      She’d always yearned for such a connection, for someone to hold her this way, to cherish her, But Elliya had never imagined how good it would feel. How perfect it would be. She’d never realized the power and depth such a relationship could have until now.

      Until him.

      The Red Star would soon be gone, and she wondered how much would change once the Heat had ended. She and Falthyris mated often, mated vigorously, especially at night when the Heat was at its worst. Each joining left Elliya sweaty, sated, and exhausted.

      Each joining left her feeling…loved.

      No matter how strong the haze of Heat seemed to grow in his mind, Falthyris’s eyes were always for Elliya. He saw her. He was there with her.

      She was enjoying this time with him, immensely. But she also missed her tribe sisters, her mother, her little chamber. She missed the liveliness, the activity, the songs, dances, and hunts. She even missed her daily chores.

      Elliya grinned. She could only imagine the looks that would be on her people’s faces when she returned with Falthyris. She would show Falthyris to them all, taking satisfaction from everyone’s awed expressions. Especially Dian’s. She knew it was not honorable to gloat, but she knew also that she wouldn’t be able to resist—she took pride in her mate. Falthyris was fierce, beautiful, and strong.

      He was hers.

      Dian will be so, so angry.

      Elliya’s shoulders shook with her quiet laughter.

      “What thought has you so amused, Elliya?” Falthyris asked, combing his claws through her long hair.

      She grinned. “I was just thinking of how furious Dian will be when we return to my tribe.”

      His hand stilled.

      “We will not be going to your tribe,” he said, his voice calm but firm.

      “I do not mean now. I know we must wait for the Heat to end.”

      “We will not be going to your tribe,” he repeated.

      Elliya’s brow furrowed, and she frowned. She sensed sudden tension radiating from him. “What?”

      “You are mine, Elliya, and your place is here in our lair. This is your home.”

      Every bit of the contentment she’d felt over the last two weeks was snuffed out like a campfire doused with water. She pushed herself up into a sitting position. Her hair snagged in his claws, causing a sharp pain on her scalp, but she ignored it, gritting her teeth as she grasped the caught strands and yanked them out of his hand.

      Falthyris sat up, his bright eyes fixating on her. “What are you doing? What is wrong?”

      “This”—she waved to indicate the entirety of the dimly lit cave—“is not my home.”

      “This is my home, and you are my mate. Thus, it is also your home. This is your place.”

      Elliya rose to her feet, moving to the pile of clothing next to her bag. Her inner thighs were sticky with her slick. She snatched up her loincloth and spun to face him as she tied it around her waist. “This is not my place, Falthyris. This is a cave. It is empty and lifeless.”

      He stood up slowly, the powerful muscles beneath his scales visibly tense and his heartfire glowing through his chest. His wings snapped out and rustled before flattening against his back. “Is that how you see our bond, Elliya? Empty and lifeless?”

      She glared at him. “I said nothing of our bond.”

      “Was I mistaken in my belief that our bond filled this place with life? With passion?” Falthyris stepped closer to her. “Was I mistaken in my belief that you had found happiness here?”

      “I have found it with you. But this place is too big, too silent, too empty. There is only us. And I have a duty to my tribe, to my people. That duty did not cease when I claimed you.”

      “Your only duty is to me, now,” he growled, “as is mine to you. You belong to me, human, not to your tribe. To me.”

      Elliya pressed her lips together. With anyone else, she would have snapped that she belonged to no one save herself, but she knew that was not true when it came to Falthyris. She was his, just as much as he was hers.

      She closed her eyes, took in a deep breath, and released it slowly, focusing on remaining calm. When she opened her eyes, she met her dragon’s gaze again. “If you would but come with me, you could live amongst my people, get to know them, hunt with us, dance with—”

      His inner fire flared, expanding outward from his chest, and his expression became dark and savage. “I would sooner bury myself at the bottom of the sea than degrade myself by living amongst those weak, pathetic, vile insects!”

      Elliya’s breath caught, and her eyes widened. His words echoed even louder in her soul than they did in the cave. Her heart stuttered, and her chest felt tight and painful, making it hard to breathe.

      Falthyris’s face slackened in an instant, eyes rounding and jaw falling open as though in surprise. His heartfire dimmed, and his body went terribly still.

      “Is that what you still think of me?” she asked quietly, forcing the words out of a constricted throat.

      “No.” A crease formed between his brows, and he shook his head. “Not you, Elliya.”

      Elliya pressed a hand to her chest. “I am human.”

      “But you are not like—”

      “I am no different!” Anger burned within her, overcoming her hurt. “I am one of those weak, pathetic, vile insects you speak of!”

      “You are not like them!” he roared. “You are mine!”

      “I am still human.”

      With a trembling hand, she reached down and snatched up her bone knife. She gave him her back as she strode toward the tunnel of the cave. Her eyes stung, her vision blurred with tears, and her chest felt as though it were being crushed from all sides. She despised that he alone could make her cry, that he alone could strike her so deep without raising a hand.

      “Where are you going?” Falthyris demanded, his voice rumbling through the chamber.

      She felt him move, felt his presence draw closer, and she spun toward him, raising her knife and fixing him with a glare.

      He halted, dropping his gaze to her weapon before slowly bringing his eyes back up to hers. “You will not harm me, Elliya.”

      Her grip tightened on the handle. “No, but you have hurt me, and right now, I need to be away from you.”

      Falthyris took a step closer. “I did not mean to—”

      “You meant those words. You meant each one. I do not want to hear any more of your lies.” She turned and strode down the tunnel.

      “Elliya!”

      “I need time alone, away from you!”

      He snarled, and it was followed by the sound of cracking stone and bits of rock clattering onto the cave floor. “Do not venture far!”

      His words followed her through the tunnel, but Elliya ignored them, lifting her chin even as her bottom lip trembled. She could no longer hold back the tears that had gathered in her eyes; they spilled down her cheeks. She blinked, trying to clear her vision, but those tears kept coming.

      Elliya had never felt this kind of hurt before, this kind of betrayal. She had opened herself up completely to her dragon, and he had taken her heart within his clawed grasped and crushed it. No matter how gently, how lovingly, how passionately he had treated her, she was still a lowly human in his eyes.

      When she reached the end of the tunnel, sunlight glared down upon her, and hot wind brushed over her bare skin, fluttering her hair. Between her tears and the intense light, she could barely see. But she could only bring herself to pause long enough to wipe her eyes before starting down the slope.

      All that stubborn dragon would have had to do was listen—listen to her wants, to her reasons for them, for ways they might benefit him, too. Even if he’d still disagreed, that show of simple courtesy and respect would have helped them avoid this.

      But instead, he’d chosen to argue, to belittle her people, and in doing so, he had belittled Elliya. He’d left her feeling like her chest had been ripped open and a blood maddened beast had torn out her insides, leaving naught behind but pain.

      No, not a beast—a dragon.

      That she could barely see the distinction between the two terms at that moment only deepened her pain.

      Her footfalls were heavier and faster than she’d intended, and the scree underfoot was loose. Little stones rattled and clacked against one another as her passage sent them tumbling downslope. Her heart leapt into her throat each time one of her feet slipped and the tiny landslides she was triggering nearly dragged her down. And yet, she could not bring herself to slow, not even when sharp rocks dug into the soles of her feet—all her willpower was set toward preventing herself from going only faster, from giving in to the urge to run.

      She needed time, needed space. She needed to think. Elliya couldn’t even begin sorting through these complex, overwhelming emotions while Falthyris was nearby. That didn’t mean racing off into the desert or trekking deep into the mountains, but she did need the cave out of sight. She couldn’t bring herself to look at it right now.

      Elliya would go to the river until she could find calm, until she could face him again without being overwhelmed by hurt, without speaking with rancor that would only widen the rift between them. And Falthyris could do with some time to himself, as well. He needed to reflect upon his stubbornness and hatred.

      Somehow, despite her haste and the scree sliding around her feet, Elliya reached the more level ground at the base of the slope unharmed. It was a shallow valley with tall hills on one side and the rocky outcroppings and formations that ran to the river on the other. Given the smooth, rounded stones along the bottom of the valley, its curving path, and the color of the hardpacked dirt there, she guessed it must once have been the bed of a river or stream that had flowed into the larger waterway nearby.

      Clenching her jaw, she walked along the dried riverbed at a brisk pace. A fresh breeze flowed over her, just as hot as before, but neither the air nor the sun had anything to do with the heat crackling across her skin—that was purely the result of her anger and hurt.

      She wanted to scream her frustrations into the sky, wanted to hear their echoes fade until they died out entirely, wanted to throw a tantrum of her own that would put Falthyris’s moods to shame. But that wouldn’t accomplish anything save for alerting nearby predators to her location.

      Though there were still some jagged rocks and hard, crusted patches of sun-dried dirt on the riverbed, crossing it was far easier than traversing the slope outside the cave. The natural path led her toward the first bend, where it would cut through a ravine on its route to the flowing river.

      To her dismay, her feelings did not cool as she moved farther away from the cave. The mating bond, that sensation in her chest that had become so cherished, so familiar, wound tighter around her heart with her every step—tight enough to hurt. She’d not experienced that sensation when she had gone to the river alone before. She could only guess it was happening now because her emotions were high, because she was so upset.

      Elliya squeezed the grip of her knife and curled her empty hand into a trembling fist. She refused to press her palm to her chest and soothe that terrible ache. She refused to submit to this pain, to be undone by it. Fresh tears welled in her eyes all the same, blurring her vision again before streaming down her cheeks.

      She had expected better of Falthyris. He had shown her better over the last two weeks. The kindness, thoughtfulness, and genuine interest he’d behaved with made this all the worse, and she hated that his words had cut so deep. Before that day at the river, the day he’d shown her a new side of himself, she would have shrugged off such an affront. She would have been offended, yes, but the way she felt now was a great deal beyond that.

      I made myself vulnerable to him.

      Elliya kept her legs moving, and that mating bond coiled tighter and tighter, its pull toward Falthyris ever more insistent.

      Why did she want him so badly, even now? He had reverted to his old, vile behavior, had spat upon her tribe, her ancestors, her species, all the way back to the first human at the dawn of time. She should have known that initial turn of his demeanor had been too good to be true. A person—a dragon—could not change overnight.

      She released a frustrated huff through her nose as she reminded herself that she wasn’t just hurt—she was angry. With quick, firm movements, she used the heel of her hand to wipe the moisture from her eyes.

      Why should she have to choose between her mate and her people? Both could coexist, both could benefit from each other. She wasn’t so foolish as to think it would be easy or instantaneous—not for Falthyris or the tribe—but it could be done. Again, all he needed to do was listen to what she had to say. All he had to do was trust her a little. Their bond had not begun ideally, but she had thought they’d at least developed mutual trust.

      Her anger was as valid as her pain, and was as justified as Falthyris’s fury. To learn that he still saw her that way, as so far beneath him…

      But he did not say that to me.

      A pang of guilt struck her chest, making her stride falter. She had seen the look on his face after he’d spoken those words. She’d seen his shock, his shame. It would have been so easy to tell herself he hadn’t meant it, that it had been the result of the Heat clouding his judgment, as it had done with increasing frequency over the last several days. She could easily have told herself that his words had emerged in a flare of rage and spite, that they had no substance, no truth behind them.

      But all that really mattered now was that he’d spoken them. Whether he had meant them or not, he had chosen to open his mouth and let those words out.

      Elliya was allowed to be angry, upset, and whatever else she happened to feel. But she was still a huntress; she was normally calm and controlled, deliberate in her approaches to both problems and prey. She almost never cried, and she rarely lost her temper. When she chose to return to him—and she knew it wouldn’t be long—she would be composed. She would be in control of herself.

      Drawing to a halt, Elliya took in a slow, shaky breath and willed the tension to ease from her body. She would take a little time to collect her thoughts, to determine the proper way to present her arguments to him, and then return to the lair, where she would emphasize the trust and respect they’d been building with one another.

      And she would, in as measured a tone as she could manage, explain to him that he needed to stop acting like a spoiled child and behave instead like the mature, intelligent, experienced male she knew him to be.

      That thought was just enough to make a corner of her mouth quirk up—Elliya, barely in her eighteenth year, scolding a two-thousand-year-old dragon.

      The clatter of a falling rock broke her thoughts. She blinked away her lingering tears and scanned her surroundings. She was deep in the ravine now, at a point about ten paces wide with rock walls to either side that were nearly twice as tall as her. She glanced back. As big as it was, the rocky hill that housed Falthyris’s lair was out of sight from her current position.

      Had she truly been so absorbed in her thoughts that she’d walked this far without noticing?

      Another clattering rock caught her attention, and she snapped her head toward the sound. Her heartbeat quickened as her gaze locked with the beady eyes of a dunehound that was standing atop the ridgeline within a stone’s throw of her.

      The dunehound’s head was down, its shoulders hunched, its muscles coiled as though it were ready to pounce. Its rough, leathery hide was mottled tan and brown, run through with faint cracks and pale scars. Though the creature was small and sleek—it likely wouldn’t have stood much past Elliya’s navel on its hind legs—its clawed paws were nearly as large as her hands.

      Elliya’s fiery emotions finally wavered, retreating from a slowly spreading wave of cold—the first hints of fear.

      Dunehounds were small and often timid, acting primarily as scavengers, but their bites were surprisingly strong and were known to inflict blood sickness. The beasts could become quite aggressive when they felt their food was threatened—and there certainly had been food for them nearby. Elliya and Falthyris had left animal remains in the area for the last few weeks. Even the bones would’ve been tempting to dunehounds, considering the creatures could crack them with their powerful jaws to get at the sweet marrow inside.

      But the true reason for her fear was another aspect of dunehound behavior—they always ran in packs. Elliya could defend herself from a few of the beasts on her own, but an entire pack?

      Keeping her movements slow and smooth despite the tremors threatening to overtake her limbs, Elliya lowered her face, bent forward to appear smaller, and backed away. At the upper edge of her vision, the dunehound swayed toward her slightly and bobbed its head, nostrils flaring. It fixed its eyes on her. One of its paws slid forward, claws scraping stone.

      These beasts were capable of hunting, but they usually avoided doing so. Elliya just needed to continue her calm withdrawal, and the dunehound would turn away, return to its nearby food, return to its pack, and that would be the end of this.

      The dunehound straightened its front legs, stretched its neck to lift its head high, and pointed its snout skyward. Elliya’s eyes followed the arrow its body had formed to land on a faint but unmistakable point of glimmering red in the clear blue sky. The Red Star.

      The force that seemed to be affecting the behavior of all the world’s animals.

      The dunehound released a quick succession of high, chirruping howls that echoed along the ravine and across the sky. A chorus of similar calls answered it, all of them far too close for comfort—and coming from all sides.

      Elliya straightened and adjusted her hold on her knife. The weapon felt wholly inadequate for the challenge facing her. She hastened her retreat as the first beast bounded gracefully down to the bottom of the ravine, kicking up little clouds of dust with its landing.

      Elliya moved her eyes quickly, scanning the ridges to either side while repeatedly looking back at the first dunehound.

      More of those abrupt howls sounded, and more dunehounds appeared on the ridges to both sides. There were two at first, then six, then nearly a score, all staring down at her with those dark, hungry eyes. Several leapt down from their perches.

      That quickly, she was surrounded. Elliya clenched her jaw and let out a ragged breath through her nostrils. Her skin itched beneath all the predatory gazes fixed upon her. Keeping her eyes moving between the dunehounds that were slowly advancing on her, she crouched to snatch up a rock in her free hand.

      One of the dunehounds growled, sinking into a lower stance with its short, thin tail curled down.

      Despite everything that had happened up until now, despite the argument and the emotional aftermath, despite her own skill and pride, Elliya did not hesitate in doing what was needed. She only hoped she was still close enough to the lair for him to hear.

      “Falthyris!” she shouted as loud as she could, ignoring the burning rawness it sparked in her throat.

      The closest dunehound darted toward her.

      Elliya swung her arm reflexively, and the rock caught the attacking beast on the side of its snout, knocking the creature away. It released a pained yelp. The scraping of claws over rock and dirt behind Elliya prompted her to spin. She immediately backpedaled, narrowly avoiding the snapping jaws of another dunehound.

      She kicked hard, striking the creature in its ribs with enough force to briefly lift it off the ground. The dunehound landed heavily atop a pile of nearby stone and writhed, making desperate, agonized whines.

      There was barely time to turn away before several more of the beasts rushed at her.

      Releasing a primal growl of her own, Elliya fought with all the strength and savagery she could muster, lashing out with knife, stone, fists, and feet. Her thunderous heartbeat drowned out all other sounds. She perceived little in the chaos; dunehounds swarmed around her, snapping and clawing but recoiling from her onslaught. There were spots on her skin that were overly warm and pulsed with faint, far-off tingles—places where the beasts’ claws had torn her flesh.

      She’d feel those wounds later. There was no time for pain now.

      A dunehound leapt at her. Elliya leaned back and thrust her knife, jabbing it into the beast’s throat. Hot blood gushed onto her hand. The momentum of the creature’s leap forced her to take a single step backward. Small but powerful jaws clamped down on her calf from behind, punching through skin and muscle with numerous pointed teeth. The creature growled and yanked, sinking its teeth deeper and tearing her flesh without breaking its hold.

      Elliya cried out, and her leg buckled, dropping her onto one knee. Pain battered her mind from all sides, demanding entry, demanding control. Keeping hold of her blood slickened knife, she heaved the dead dunehound away and twisted toward the very much alive beast attached to her leg.  She screamed as she hammered the rock against its head repeatedly, each blow intensifying her own pain as it forced those teeth deeper still, further shredding her flesh. Blood poured from the open wound. Finally, after a wet cracking sound, those jaws slackened.

      She swung her arms wildly, sensing more of the beasts closing in on her. The dunehounds scrambled just out of reach. There were at least five immediately surrounding her, with twice that many a little farther away—and more still up on the ridges, howling and yipping as though they were eager spectators to some bloody game.

      “I am a huntress,” Elliya growled, “and you will not be my end!”

      One of the creatures charged, its jaws opened wide. Elliya slammed the rock down on its snout. There was a crunch, and the beast whined, shaking its head furiously as it scurried away.

      Another beast clamped its jaws down on her extended forearm. The blood slickened stone slipped from her grasp. Elliya cried out in pain even as she attacked with her knife, stabbing the dunehound on her arm straight through the eye. The beast released its hold on her and dropped away, crashing to the ground in a heap, leaving her arm dripping with crimson. She could only hope that more of the blood belonged to the dead dunehound than belonged to her.

      Shifting her wounded leg, she gritted her teeth and attempted to get her foot beneath her again, to stand, but her calf cried out in protest, making her body tremble. She growled through the pain and pushed up onto her feet, leaning her weight onto her uninjured leg.

      Several of the beasts advanced on her, their stances low and eyes intense. The beasts recognized her weakness.

      But Elliya was a huntress still. She was the heart of her people, steady, brave, and unwavering. Her heart was fierce. And she was the bride of Falthyris the Golden, the desert’s mightiest dragon. The mating bond curled protectively around her heart, bolstering her.

      She drew in a deep breath and released it in a wordless, defiant roar that rose from the very core of her being.

      The dunehounds paused, eyeing her warily.

      Suddenly, her roar became thunderous, blasting across the heavens and shaking the ground beneath her, rattling the loose stones along the base of the ravine. She felt it within her mating bond, and knew it was not her power—that had been her dragon’s roar.

      The dunehounds whined, shrinking back and looking skyward.

      Elliya looked up, too. A fiery shape was speeding toward her, its flames more brilliant than anything the Red Star could produce, more vibrant than the sun.

      Another chorus of howls rose around her, more frenzied than before—and in even greater numbers. More heads popped up along the edges of the ravine, and more dunehounds scrambled down to the bottom. There had to be dozens of them now, and their initial fear was fast fading.

      Apparently, the aggressiveness dunehounds often exhibited in defending their food didn’t make exceptions for dragons. These creatures thought they had claimed her.

      If only they had known how wrong they were.

      “Time to come for your female, dragon,” she whispered.
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      A maelstrom of fire and fury blazed within Falthyris. His heartfire had become an inferno so hot and powerful that it was consuming his body. Flames roiled over his scales and engulfed his wings, roaring as they battled the air flowing around him. This agonizing release of fire was only making that internal pressure greater, was only pushing him closer and closer to an inevitable explosion, was only making it clear that his heartfire was too much for his body to contain.

      His mate was down there, his Elliya, and she was wounded. Her pain was his. It pulsed through their mating bond, even more pronounced than the agony burning across his scales. He was failing his foremost duty. Above all, he was meant to be her shield, her guardian.

      She was not for the vermin swarming the ravine. She belonged to Falthyris the Golden.

      Mine.

      He thrust himself higher with a final pump of his wings. His heartfire blasted outward, obscuring all his senses with fire, smoke, and a hundredfold increase of his pain. Flames suffused him from within and without, swallowing his mind and lashing his soul. Only once before had he suffered such agony—in those moments following the first time Elliya had touched him.

      For an instant, he hung weightless in the air. His body was crumbling to ash, and as the fires expanded, he was formed anew, reshaped by the flames.

      Though he could not see Elliya, he could feel her—she was all he sensed but for the fire and pain. He angled himself toward her, stretching his neck, and fell into a dive. The rush of wind beat back the flames, sweeping across his thickly armored scales, but it did not cool his heartfire.

      Deep in his mind, he recognized that he was whole. He was himself again—huge and powerful, a true dragon. Whatever transformation the bond had wrought upon him was finally undone. But he didn’t care. Only one thing mattered.

      Falthyris flared his mighty wings, which spanned wider than the ravine, just before he landed on all fours. A cloud of dust billowed up from the ground, mixing with the thick smoke pouring off his scales to shroud everything in brown and gray. The creatures around the ravine howled, hissed, and growled, challenging him on a level he recognized in the most bestial part of his mind. These puny things were voicing their claims on his territory—their claims on his Elliya.

      Her coughing below him cut through all the other sounds. Falthyris flapped his wings, blowing away the smoke and dust, and looked down.

      Elliya waved lingering dust and smoke from her face and looked up at him, her dark eyes wide. The sunlight reflecting off his scales cast a soft golden light upon her, and it seemed fitting. Had not her people once treasured gold and considered it precious? Nothing in all the world was as precious as her.

      That light also fell upon the blood covering her arms and legs, spattered on her face and chest, glistening through the dirt that had mixed with it.

      His tongue flicked out. The scent of blood stood out over all others, recognized by his inner predator. Some of it belonged to the creatures attacking her. Too much of it belonged to her.

      Falthyris reached forward, curling his claws around his beloved little mate, and drew her closer. She grabbed his finger as though to steady herself, but did not pull away.

      The creatures in front of him charged out of the swirling dust.

      Falthyris lifted his head, filling his lungs with air, and dipped it forward to release a roar that shook the ground beneath him. A cone of dragonfire accompanied that roar, engulfing the creatures and their pained cries.

      Fresh howls rose behind him. He swept his tail back and forth, slamming more of the creatures against the walls of the ravine hard enough to pulverize bone and crack stone. Several of the things leapt from the ridges to claw at his back and gnash their teeth against his scales. Their futile assault only fanned the flames of his rage.

      One of the beasts bounded to the bottom of the ravine and darted toward Elliya, jaws wide and fangs glistening. The smoke, lingering bits of fire, and charred corpses of its packmates did not deter the beast.

      Falthyris rose briefly on his hind legs and lifted his empty hand off the ground. He threw his weight back down atop that hand, crushing the creature beneath it.

      At the same moment, he bent his neck back and clamped his jaws over one of the creatures on his shoulder. The little beast thrashed and clawed. Falthyris bit down, and the creature’s struggles ceased with a crunch and a gush of warm blood. He snapped his head to the side and flung the carcass away.

      Falthyris drew his precious Elliya against his chest. Despite the furious heat of his heartfire, he could feel her warmth through his scales, could feel the softness of her little body. That only poured fresh heat into his blood. She pressed herself against him, leaning into the shelter of his body.

      Keeping that firm but gentle hold on Elliya, he ravaged the ravine with teeth, talons, tail, and fire, lashing out at anything that moved. Smoke, dust, ash, and bits of broken stone filled the air, and blood slickened his claws and dripped from his jaws. The crimson haze that had settled over his vision had little to do with the comet.

      He could not rest until all these creatures had been annihilated.

      When the howls finally stopped and naught moved around Falthyris but smoke and fire, the ravine was charred black and strewn with smoldering carcasses and mangled remains. His heartfire pulsed just beneath the surface of his scales, and the Red Heat radiated down atop them, but for once it seemed unable to gain entry.

      Falthyris loosed another roar—declaring his victory, his dominance, his claim on his female—before pumping his wings. Thick smoke swirled into the air, swept along by the wind he created. Elliya clutched at him as he leapt up and sped back toward their lair.

      Echoes of the pain he’d experienced during his transformation coursed through him, but he afforded it little of his attention. He was unconcerned for himself. Her pain was far more pressing, and he sensed it through their mating bond with increasing clarity.

      He tightened his hold on her infinitesimally and landed as gently as possible on the slope just outside his lair, catching the edge of the opening with his talons. Falthyris drew his wings in tight and hauled himself into the tunnel. The passage seemed wrong now, too small, too tight, and his body too clumsy. But he pressed on nonetheless, carrying his little mate into the main chamber, where he carefully set her down on their nest. He lit the torches promptly.

      The scent of her blood was strong enough that he dared not take more of it upon his tongue.

      Elliya sat on the blanket with one hand clamped over her leg. Fresh blood flowed between her fingers to stain the fabric beneath her. Her skin was paler than usual, and she was trembling. Several other cuts on her body oozed blood as well, but none nearly as fast as her leg wound.

      She locked her dark, pained eyes on him, studying him with both wonder and uncertainty. “You…are a dragon again.”

      Not long ago, he’d wanted nothing more than to return to his natural form. After living for nearly two thousand years, it seemed that a few weeks shouldn’t have made any difference, that his mind should not have been changed so quickly or so drastically. But now he felt strange in his own body. He felt too far away from her.

      Falthyris lowered his head, making a low rumbling in his chest. “And you are wounded. How do I help you, Elliya?”

      Her brows lowered, and she looked down, seeming to take in the damage done to her body. When she lifted her hand from her leg, it was shaking, and blood gushed from the uncovered bite wounds. She clamped her hand back around her calf. There was another bleeding bite on her other forearm.

      “Falthyris, I…I need your fire.  I need you to seal the wounds, to stop the bleeding.” She swallowed hard and closed her eyes. “But it is likely already too late.”

      “What do you mean it is too late, female?”

      “Those were dunehounds. Their bites carry a sickness that can kill within days.” She opened her eyes and met his gaze. “They bit me. My blood is now tainted.”

      His heartfire flared, making his pulse race and his lungs tight. His wings twitched, nearly snapping open, and it took a considerable amount of effort to keep his tail from swinging restlessly—the lair was weakened enough after his past struggles against Dragonsbane, and he would only endanger Elliya further by lashing out.

      “You will not succumb to this,” he growled. “You are the queen of the Shimmering Peaks. You are my mate.”

      She reached out with her wounded arm, hesitated, and laid her hand on his snout. It trembled as she smoothed it over his scales. His nostrils flared; the scent of her blood was even stronger with it so close.

      Elliya smiled. The expression was uncharacteristically sad and weak. “I am mortal, Falthyris.”

      “You are my mortal, Elliya.”

      And I am taking too long to help her.

      Falthyris released a huff through his nostrils and shifted his gaze to her wounds. They were so tiny from his current perspective, and her body was so small and delicate. Were he to use his fire now, he would only do more harm than good.

      He knew what he needed to do, and it stood within reason that he was capable of it—he’d changed to that human form and back again already. The ability to do so again was somewhere within him.

      Gently, he nuzzled her shoulder with his snout before backing away from her. His heartfire blazed, and he turned his focus toward it, knowing the key lay within that ancient flame and the mating bond now woven into it. The first hints of that fiery pain coursed just beneath his scales.

      He felt her eyes upon him, and he met her gaze again, letting himself see her—all of her. Her beauty, her strength, her fragility, her pain, her joy, everything. It was astonishing how quickly she’d come to mean the world to him. He had never imagined himself willingly facing even the slightest inconvenience for a mortal’s sake in the past, but he knew now that he would endure any suffering for her.

      Whatever form will best serve my mate is the form I must take. That is my natural form.

      In his mind’s eye, he sank his talons into his heartfire and tore it open.

      Falthyris welcomed the agony as his inner fire swelled. Flames pushed through his scales, building to consume his body, blinding him with pain and light. He gritted his teeth and held still despite that pain; he would not risk his mate by thrashing about.

      The change came more swiftly this time, and his awareness of it seemed to be magnified. He felt his old body burn away and crumble to ash, felt the fires coalesce to create his human form, felt the world grow around him. But that mating bond kept him grounded. It remained his tether to the present, his tether to her.

      He was on hands and knees when the flames finally went out, and he released a ragged breath that made the smoke surrounding him swirl. Echoes of pain pulsed across his scales and through his bones. He shoved himself onto his feet, pumping his wings to dissipate the smoke, and hurried back to his mate.

      As soon as he was near, she cradled his jaw and pressed her lips to his in a desperate kiss. He reached up and grasped her head, his claws tangling in her hair. Thrilling tingles raced outward from those points of contact, and the Red Heat stroked along his spine, rousing his loins. After all that had transpired, he’d have loved to stay like this, kissing her, touching her, loving her, making up for the harsh words he’d spoken. But now was not the time.

      Falthyris broke the kiss far too soon and called upon all his willpower to thrust his desire aside. Keeping his hands on her head, he met her gaze. “We need to tend your wounds, Elliya.”

      She nodded and lowered her hand. “Grab my bag.”

      He nearly hesitated, nearly placed a tender kiss on her forehead, but he did not allow himself to tarry. He rose and strode to her bag, which sat a few paces away, snatched it up, and returned to her in a single bound.

      Elliya opened the bag and dug inside, removing her waterskin, a small clay jar covered with a piece of hide, and a stone spearhead. Though her hands were unsteady, her voice was even as she instructed him to rinse the wounds with the water. Each time he did so, she flinched and hissed through her teeth, and he felt a stab in his heart for causing her more pain.

      Many of her cuts were shallow, but the bite wound on her arm was slightly more severe, and the ravaged flesh of her calf was still bleeding freely. She cried out when he poured water over the latter wounds, squeezing fistfuls of the blanket hard enough to make her knuckles white. Even with the blood washed away, the flesh around the bite marks was already red and inflamed.

      Falthyris had to swallow down the useless urge to kill those beasts again. One death had not been retribution enough.

      Picking up the spearhead, Elliya held it out to him. “Heat this. It must be hot enough to burn my flesh. You will need to do this for the bite wounds, and try to damage as little healthy flesh as possible. When you are done”—she pushed the clay jar toward him—“apply this.”

      He took the cold shard of sharpened stone between his fingers and dropped it onto his palm. He knew that if he stopped to consider what he was about to do—what it was going to make her feel—his resolve would waver. Even his arrogance could not shield him from that absurd truth. The Scourge of the Sands, once the most feared dragon in the region, barely had the stomach to cause pain to this little human.

      Falthyris turned away from her, held his hand out, and unleashed his fire. When he ceased the jet of flames, the spearhead was glowing dull red. He turned back to Elliya.

      She had a stick in her mouth, clamped between her teeth. Her eyes flicked briefly toward the glowing piece of stone before returning to his. She gave him a single nod and lay down, grimacing as she angled her leg so the wounds on her calf were facing him.

      Taking the spearhead between forefinger and thumb, Falthyris braced his free hand around her wounds, pinning her leg in place, drew in a deep breath, and lowered the stone to the first of the bloody tears.

      The sound of her flesh sizzling beneath the stone was drowned out by her agonized cry, which was barely muffled by the stick in her mouth. Her whole body tensed, and she jerked her leg, but Falthyris held it down firmly. His own body was tense, and he felt flares of her pain through the bond. The scent of her burning skin soured the air. Over his long life, he’d experienced that smell so often—before, it had been the scent of victory. Of superiority. Now it made his stomach churn.

      He longed to stop, to give her time to recover, but they did not have that luxury. He moved on to the next wound and repeated the process. She tried to silence her cries, to breathe through the pain, but it was too much for his mate to contain completely. Her every pained sound left a new scar upon his heart.

      Tears were leaking from her eyes and her breath was ragged by the time he finished sealing all the wounds on her calf. When he finished with her arm a short while later, she was shivering, her body coated in a sheen of sweat.

      Falthyris’s heartfire was roiling, low but intense, and his heart was racing. He was certain his tail had dug out a wide patch of the sand behind him as he’d worked, result of its ceaseless back and forth motion. He tossed the spearhead aside; it was already forgotten before it hit the sand with a dull thump.

      Releasing a growl, he swept loose strands of pale, clinging hair out of his face with one hand and plucked up the little clay jar with the other. He didn’t bother fumbling with the rawhide tie securing the leather lid—he sliced it off with a claw and opened the container.

      The pungent odor that spewed from the jar was strong enough to make him pull his head back and wince at the sting in his nose. It obliterated the scents of blood and scorched flesh. He knew by the smell that the jar’s contents were made from some sort of plant, but he could not identify which.

      Falthyris shook his head sharply and looked at Elliya, lifting the jar. “You are certain you want this on you, human?”

      She turned her watery eyes toward him and nodded. The stick was still in her mouth, but her jaw was slack, and her skin was somehow even paler.

      He reached forward and carefully removed the stick, tossing it away. He returned his fingers to her face, caressing her cheek and brushing the corners of her lips. “We are nearly through, Elliya. A little more, and you may rest.”

      She turned her face, pressed her forehead into his palm, and closed her eyes. “Do it.”

      Falthyris withdrew his hand from her face, dipped a finger into the jar, and removed it with a clump of thick green paste on his fingertip. Using both hands, he divided the clump and smeared it over one of her raw, tender wounds as gently as he could. She hissed, flinching from his touch. When he moved to the next, she pressed her lips together and didn’t make a sound, didn’t move other than to curl her fingers into the blanket.

      Clenching his jaw, he worked as quickly and carefully as he could, feeling the constant twinges of pain through their mating bond despite her silence.

      After the last of the wounds and scratches were covered, and he’d cleaned all the blood and dirt from her skin, Falthyris lay down beside her and drew her into his arms, tucking her head beneath his chin. Her shivering body felt chilled against his. Extending and raising a wing, he lay it over her like a blanket, curling it protectively around her.

      Elliya pressed her hand against his chest. “Thank you for coming for me,” she whispered, her breath warm on his neck.

      “I will always come for you,” he replied, overwhelming, indecipherable emotion constricting his throat to make his voice little more than a rumble. “But I will never let you go again.”

      She curled against him, her blunt claws lightly raking his chest scales. The placement of her hand produced a deep ache in his heart, a tightness in his lungs, a dryness in his throat. Despite what he’d said to her before she’d left, despite the hurt he’d caused her, she was clinging to him for warmth, for comfort, for strength.

      How many centuries had he spent caught up in his pride, absorbed in his own prowess? How had he existed for so long without learning the simple truth that strength came in many forms—and that acknowledging one’s own limitations was not a weakness?

      In her own way, Elliya was far stronger than Falthyris could ever be. She had known that her years were numbered, that her death was inevitable, that she was mortal, and she’d fought unwaveringly regardless. And when the odds had fallen so heavily against her, she had set aside her pride and called for Falthyris.

      She had called for him.

      What dragon would have done that in the face of similar danger? Pride was everything to his kind, and what had that won them? Dragons were as damned as the mortals they had always spurned.

      Falthyris shifted his head and pressed his lips to her hair, drawing in a deep breath. Her scent was weak now, buried under the smells of that pungent paste, of blood and smoke, dust and scorched flesh, but he could detect it still, and he focused on it beyond all others.

      Slowly, his awareness of her pain faded, and her body eased. He knew by the sound of her breathing that she was asleep. Falthyris held himself still, daring not to disturb her rest. He could only imagine her exhaustion after her ordeal, undoubtedly exasperated by the blood she’d lost.

      He closed his eyes, keeping his other senses focused on Elliya as his mind turned toward a new feeling that had taken root after their earlier argument—regret.

      What use had a mighty dragon for regret? It had always seemed a thing for the weak, for the insignificant, for those who could not achieve greatness on their own. A thing for mortals. Regret was a sign of failure, the antithesis of an all-powerful being who could’ve shattered mountains and laid waste to the human cities of old had he chosen to do so.

      And yet have I not harbored regrets over all these centuries?

      Falthyris could no longer lie to himself—regret was not new to him. It was in his guilt regarding his parents and his role in their deaths. His hubris, his ambition, his reckless challenge had exposed his mother and sire that night. The wounds he had inflicted upon his sire had left the elder male in a weakened state. And Falthyris’s efforts—all his prowess, all his rage and might—had not been enough to stop the comet-maddened dragons from slaying his parents.

      But that regret, however old and deeply rooted, was miniscule compared to what had become the greatest regret of his life—speaking words in anger that had driven Elliya away and placed her life in immediate danger.

      He retained at least a modicum of instinct to shun responsibility for that, to tell himself that she had made the choice to leave of her own accord. To tell himself that he’d not meant those words—that it had been his anger speaking, worsened by weeks of the Red Heat mercilessly beating down upon him. Shouldn’t it have been a point of pride that he’d maintained as much self-control as he had while Dragonsbane was in the sky? What other dragon could boast as much? He had seen his kind worked to bloody frenzies by the comet, had seen them tear into each other like rabid beasts. Had Falthyris’s outburst not been tame in comparison?

      His tail lashed restlessly behind him, and it took a considerable amount of willpower to keep from squeezing Elliya tighter.

      That he still came up with such justifications for his behavior was sickening. Whatever anger he’d held toward Elliya, however strong it had been, it was long since gone. All that remained was that old bitterness, rage, and arrogance, none of which was her fault. So many of the memories associated with those emotions had long since faded during his years of slumber and Dragonsbane’s intense cycles.

      And yet the Red Heat could not be blamed in this. While he couldn’t deny its influence upon him, which he strained against even now, it hadn’t compelled him to say those words. It hadn’t forced him to hurt his mate.

      Falthyris clenched his jaw and drew in a slow, deep breath despite the discomfort in his chest. As though in response to his thoughts, the Red Heat flared inside him, rushing through his veins and quickening his heart, which had only just begun to slow. His scales tingled, suddenly far more sensitive to the feel of Elliya’s body against them. That too-familiar stirring sensation pulsed in his loins.

      His only concern now was for his mate’s wellbeing. He would not succumb to Dragonsbane again, not while she was in this condition. She needed to rest and recover. Falthyris’s lust would not help her.

      I nearly lost her today because I did not control my fury…and she may not yet be safe.

      That thought struck Falthyris with a fresh blast of guilt, sorrow, pain, and impotent anger. The effect was sobering. Nothing in all his centuries of life had ever been so precious or important as Elliya. Knowing that he’d driven her away—potentially forever—was nearly more than he could bear.

      I am not losing her. She is mine for all eternity, and she will remain at my side throughout.

      Barely suppressing a growl, Falthyris forced his mind to still, just as he would have before settling into a decades-long slumber. All those thoughts and emotions continued roiling within him, but they were now well below the surface.

      Though he kept his eyes closed, he shifted his full attention to Elliya. He listened to her breathing, which remained somewhat labored. He felt her smooth skin, which was currently too cool for his liking, and measured her slow, weak heartbeat through the contact between their bodies.

      His body was surprisingly weary—likely the result of the transformations rather than the battle—but sleep did not claim him. That was for the best. He neither wanted nor needed sleep, especially not while his Elliya was in this state. And yet, just like it did during his long naps, time ceased to hold meaning.

      The torches burned out at some point, and it was an infinitesimal dimming of the light in the cave afterward, paired with an equally tiny dip in the air temperature, served as his only indication that night had fallen. Elliya stirred not long afterward, groggy and disoriented, eyes opening to slits as she ponderously lifted her head. Her skin was warmer than before—he mistakenly believed it to be result of sharing in his body heat.

      Despite her grogginess, she complied when he held the waterskin’s spout to her lips and told her to drink, though she managed only a few sips before withdrawing from it. She laid her head down again and fell asleep immediately.

      As more time passed, Dragonsbane’s call strengthened, and the Red Heat thickened in the air around Falthyris. He could not stop the ache in his loin, but it was her body heat—which seemed to be steadily intensifying—that held his attention.

      Unfortunately, though he could resist Dragonsbane, there was another force at work, one he could not withstand completely—weariness. He turned his will toward Elliya, toward staying awake to monitor her condition, but darkness was pressing in from the edges of his consciousness, making his thoughts cloudy.

      Sleep took him some time before dawn.
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      Falthyris dreamed, and in those dreams he could not escape the comet’s glow. Crimson stained everything. But whatever visions to which he had born witness in the realm of dreams vanished, disappearing faster than a drop of water spilled in the Forsaken Sands, when a sound awoke him. All that remained was a fading red haze and a lingering sense of dread that sat like a lump of molten stone in his gut.

      The Red Heat thrummed through his body as though it were part of him, creating a fast-throbbing ache in his erect and fully extruded shaft. That torturous pressure was already building in his loins, as powerful and desperate as ever. Seed seeped from his cock with its every twitch.

      Falthyris gritted his teeth and released a heavy breath, battling the urges racing through him—he would not tear off his female’s loincloth, would not plunge into her sex, would not even take himself in hand. His only purpose now was to care for Elliya, to ensure she recovered. It should not have been so much of a struggle to maintain his composure.

      The sound that had awoken him came again—a low, strained moan from Elliya.

      The lingering unease and disorientation from Falthyris’s unintentional sleep was burned away in a flash of heartfire.

      Elliya was still curled against him, and her little body was radiating a startling amount of heat compared to its normal temperature. Her skin was slick with sweat, her dark hair damp, and she was shivering. Wasn’t the latter what humans did when they were cold?

      Falthyris thrust aside the questions that followed that one. He didn’t have answers, and he doubted those answers would have made much difference regardless. His limited knowledge of humans was adequate enough to determine that this was not normal—this was the sickness she’d spoken of, the result of her tainted blood.

      A cold, dark force wrapped around his heart and squeezed, making his breath ragged and granting new weight to the dread lumped in his gut. Elliya’s confrontation with those beasts had only been the first part of her battle for life.

      “I am here, Elliya,” he said softly. “You are not facing this alone.”

      She whimpered and pressed herself closer to him, stilling some of her trembling against his solidness. “S-so cold. Burning up.”

      Frowning, Falthyris reached aside to grab the waterskin. He uncorked it and, carefully as possible, helped her lift her head. “Drink, Elliya.”

      When he touched the rim to her lips, she parted them. It seemed more of the water trickled down her chin than flowed into her mouth as he tipped the container, but at least she drank some.

      Perhaps he lacked expertise concerning humans and the way they worked, but he was fairly certain that expelling so much water through their skin would eventually drain all the moisture from a human’s body, leaving them like a carcass that had been dried out by the desert sun and sands. Even if that were not the inevitable outcome, he would not risk it. She needed to consume water.

      She turned her face away after only a few moments, having likely swallowed even less than she had the last time he’d made her drink. His frown deepened, and the tightness in his chest somehow intensified.

      “You must have more,” he said as gently as a command could be spoken.

      “Cannot,” she rasped.

      “You must try.” Falthyris returned the waterskin to her mouth.

      After a little more coaxing, she finally took a few more sips. That would have to be enough for now. He replaced the stopper and set the waterskin aside. Though he would do his best to make sure its contents lasted, he had to face the reality—he would have to leave her alone soon to refill the container.

      That understanding only made his dread impossibly stronger.

      Still trembling, Elliya settled against Falthyris and closed her eyes. All he’d learned over the last few weeks about how agonizingly slow time could feel from a mortal’s perspective had little prepared him for the days to come.

      Elliya’s sleep was fitful even when she was still. Falthyris made her drink whenever she seemed awake enough to listen, but she swallowed a little less each time. Her temperature rose and fell through the night, though even during the lows it was well above the heat she normally emitted.

      She eased into a deeper slumber sometime after he could taste the morning sun on the air, and he withdrew from her briefly to check her wounds. Most of her skin was ashen pale, but the flesh around her bite wounds was an even angrier red than before. That red seemed to have crept into the delicate veins beneath her skin, also, creating an alarming web of sickness.

      Not knowing what more to do, he spread a little more of the plant paste over her wounds, focusing on the spots where it had thinned out, before lying with her again.

      She woke shortly after midday for a brief period during which she drank a little but said she had no stomach to eat. Falthyris didn’t argue that; dragons could go decades without food or water. He had no idea how long humans could do the same. She told him she had a fever, that she was very sick. He told her she had no choice but to survive, that he would accept nothing less.

      Those lucid moments were her last for some time.

      Elliya shivered, sweated, moaned, and muttered. Sometimes she moved weakly but restlessly, as though she could not find comfort or was fighting some unseen force. Sometimes she was motionless, but somehow continued putting off that unquiet energy. By that night, her hair was a tangled mess, and Falthyris found himself frequently brushing the sweat dampened, clinging strands out of her face.

      She was suffering. Even if he weren’t feeling it through their mating bond, he could see it on her face. And as her condition continued to deteriorate, the persistent tightness in his chest intensified, and the sinking feeling in his gut grew heavier. All of it was compounded by a sense of helplessness he could no longer deny.

      He did all he could for her. After the next sunrise, he cleaned her wounds again and reapplied the paste. He moved her and supported her the few times she managed to communicate that she had to relieve herself. He kept her drinking despite her often-silent protests and left—with great reluctance—to fetch fresh water when their supply ran dry. No matter how hastily he made that trip, his heart constricted a little more with each moment he spent away from her.

      Dragons were not immune to sickness, but it was rare for them, and Falthyris had never witnessed it firsthand. All his might, all his fire and fury, all the titles he’d earned and the legends he’d inspired— it was all for naught now. None of it could help him. He could not battle the enemy assailing his mate, could not frighten it away with his presence or incinerate it in dragonfire. He could not rend it with his talons or bludgeon it with his tail.

      When the red comet had first appeared and driven the dragons around Falthyris mad, when his efforts had failed to prevent the deaths of his parents, he’d felt powerless. When he’d first been forced into this human form, he’d felt powerless. Now, it was more than a feeling—it was his truth.

      As time wore on, Elliya’s mutterings became more frequent, her words easier to understand but no less troubling or confusing. She often seemed confused herself—confused, frightened, and in pain. She spoke at random, referred to places he did not know, called out to people who were not there, and occasionally pleaded as though this could somehow just stop. Those ramblings occurred even when she appeared to be awake.

      Falthyris did not know what visions she saw in her mind’s eye, could not guess whether she was trapped in her own nightmares or something more sinister. The Red Heat still battered him relentlessly, but his bond with Elliya had grown stronger than Dragonsbane’s curse. Whatever physical discomfort he suffered due to those primal urges was negligible. He had to care for Elliya.

      So he did the only thing he could think of—he talked to her. When she began her delirious struggles and muttering, he talked to her, told her he was there. Told her she was safe. When her rest seemed more peaceful, he told her of her strength, her willpower. He told her about the little huntress who had claimed a mighty dragon—who had tamed a dragon.

      Falthyris tenderly stroked her cheek. “You are Elliya the Huntress, daughter of Telani, Queen of the Shimmering Peaks and all the lands visible from their summits. Your strength is unrivaled, for you have bested Falthyris the Golden. You have conquered the Conqueror. You will survive this, human.”

      Sometimes, his voice seemed to soothe her, easing her down from the heights of delirium. Sometimes, she would press herself against him or cling to him with surprising strength considering her state. On a few rare occasions, she responded by rasping his name.

      But her body heat did not diminish, her paleness had taken on a sickly cast, and he swore she looked thinner than she had a couple days before.

      By the fourth day after the dunehound attack, he could only get her to accept water a few drops at a time. Her lips, once that luscious, delectable pink, were dry and cracking, and her breath came in irregular, wheezing gasps.

      Falthyris was at once numb and suffering the agony of immense pressure crushing him. Some instinctual part of his mind recognized the way she was breathing, the way she looked, as a sign of her impending death.

      Fiery rage met icy sorrow in his heart—and the fires, for once, were powerless against that deep chill. He cradled her against his chest, wrapping a wing around her, and said, “Please, Elliya. Please, do not leave me.”

      His voice sounded alien to his own ears—broken, rough, desperate. Nothing in all his life had ever been as important as her. He’d never wanted, had never needed, anything as much as he did her. They’d only just begun. The end could not come this soon.

      “Nothing matters but you,” he continued, emotion constricting his throat. “All the years behind me are as meaningless as dust in the desert wind, and any ahead would be equally so without you beside me.”

      She stirred, body trembling against him, and her warm breath fanned across his chest. “Finally free,” she murmured. “You may…finally be free…of me.”

      Falthyris’s breath caught in his lungs. He could neither inhale nor exhale as agonizing pressure built in his chest. His heartfire sputtered like a fuel-starved flame, and his heart was utterly consumed by sorrow, shattering into countless shards of ice.

      Had she resigned herself to that fate? Had she given up her hope? Where was the tenacity, the spirit she’d displayed before?

      “No,” he rasped.

      His heartfire rekindled on a fresh burst of fury. Just as Dragonsbane had sought to control Faltyhris, this blood sickness was driving his mate to despair, crushing her beneath the weight of the suffering it had inflicted upon her.

      Would that Falthyris could take that weight onto himself, that he could take her pain into his body and spare her all this.

      “You will stay with me, Elliya,” he growled, clasping her face between his hands. “You will not leave me. You will not give in. This is not my request or my hope, it is my command as your mate. To leave me alone would be the cruelest act, for no matter where you are, I will never be free of you. You are entwined in my soul. Your heat burns in my heartfire, and our bond pulses in every beat of my heart.”

      He held her closer, and she clutched at him weakly. His throat felt suddenly raw and ragged, his breaths trailing fire through it each time they came or went, and terrible heat coursed just beneath his scales.

      The circumstances of how he and Elliya had met, of how their bond had been formed, no longer mattered. He needed her in his life. There was no truth greater than that, no desire or necessity that could outweigh it.

      “You must stay with me, Elliya. Please,” he begged.

      Falthyris bowed his head, resting his forehead atop her hair. Her strength, already so diminished, was fading along with her resolve. Whatever he’d once believed, no matter how he’d once behaved, dragons were not gods, and Falthyris the Golden was far from all-powerful. He could not bend the world to his will, reality would not change to suit his desires.

      He was small, he was helpless, and he was scared—scared for his mate’s life. He was terrified of losing her. What skills he’d developed during his long life had been focused on fulfilling his ambitions. His thousand-year-old conquest of the region had been driven by his ability to mete out death and destruction, by his mastery of intimidation and cunning use of reputation, by a honed dramatic flair that ensured his every action was worthy of legend.

      But Elliya did not need a conqueror now, and her need for a defender had likewise passed. She needed a healer, a medicine man, or whatever it was the humans called them. She required someone with knowledge and skills beyond his own.

      His tail lashed across the nest, rumpling the blanket and rustling the grass mats beneath. His wings shuddered and snapped firmly against his back. He knew what he had to do, and that knowledge only deepened his pain, sinking the claws of regret and sorrow deeper into his heart.

      His female was in this state because he had refused to live amongst her people, because he had rejected the very notion of it without a thought, without hesitation, without compassion. And now he had to go to them. Who else could help Elliya if not her own people? Though he maintained a glimmer of hope that she would pull through on her own, he would not risk her life based upon it.

      Falthyris did not know how to help her, and her tribe was the only group of which he was aware in the surrounding area. They were the only option. They were her only true hope.

      His pride was a small sacrifice to make to save his Elliya’s life, and he’d make that sacrifice gladly, again and again, if that was what was necessary to protect her.

      With immense care, he withdrew from her. She made a small, distressed sound and curled up on her side, folding her arms across her chest and drawing knees up. The position made her look so small, so meek—even more so than normal. A pang struck Falthyris’s heart, reinforcing his guilt and desperation. Every bit of him rebelled against seeing her like this.

      With all the haste and care he could muster, he gathered her belongings, stuffing the little tools, scraps of cloth, and bits of food she’d left around the lair into her bag. He kept one of her robes and a sun-faded rag out. He knelt beside her and used the rag to mop the sweat from her skin. She moaned and curled up tighter, pressing one of her flushed cheeks down on the blanket.

      Dressing her in the robe required a bit of forcefulness, and it pained him to feel her brief resistance when he lifted her into a sitting position and gently tugged her arms apart. His cock strained toward her as though sensing her bared chest even though he did not allow himself to look upon her directly.

      Her limbs were limp, and her head lolled as he pulled on her robe and guided her arms through its billowing sleeves; apparently, that fleeting struggle had sapped what little strength she had retained. Only her shallow, rasping breaths and barely audible whimpers signaled that she was alive—those and the heat still radiating from her body.

      The way she moved in his hold was too reminiscent of a dead thing.

      Falthyris’s heartfire railed against that thought. The reaction was so strong, so sudden, that it was almost physically debilitating—his muscles convulsed, his breath hitched in his throat, and a terrible pressure clamped over his temples, squeezing hard enough to make his vision waver. Worst of all was the mating bond around his heart. That pain was great enough that he wondered if it would be his demise.

      She is not dead. Nor am I.

      Falthyris forced himself back into motion, setting her down on the grass mats to gather the blanket. The fabric was damp with her sweat, but it would have to do—she needed whatever protection he could provide from the nighttime air currents to which she would soon be subjected, which often bore a chill no matter the weather.

      Elliya didn’t resist at all as he wrapped her in the blanket. Her eyelids fluttered open briefly, and her dark eyes, now unsettlingly distant and glassy, sought him out. “Falthyris?”

      “Shh. Rest.” Holding the strap of her bag in one hand, he scooped her into his arms. “I have you.”

      “Wha…what are…”

      “Conserve your strength, Elliya. I am bringing you home.”

      She curled against him, fingers brushing over his chest scales before her hands fell away.

      Heart pounding, Falthyris carried her into the tunnel and hurried toward the mouth of the cave. The night sky was visible through the opening, with countless stars glittering against deep blues and purples—and Dragonsbane, faint but unmistakable, amidst it all.

      One more day and the comet would be gone, and Falthyris would never see it again. One more day, and that accursed Red Heat would finally dissipate. One more day, and Falthyris and Elliya would be free to define their relationship on their own terms, free of the comet’s influence.

      Falthyris paused at the opening as the Red Heat washed over him anew, as it attempted to assert control over his body and bend him to the comet’s will. Dragonsbane glared down at him spitefully, and he could almost hear its voice in his head.

      You are weak, dragon. Your resistance is meaningless. I am your master now and always. Give in and take the female. Rut her, release your seed.

      “I will not give in. I will not harm my mate,” Falthyris growled. He turned away from the comet and laid Elliya on the cave floor, placing her bag beside her. The Heat crackled across his back.

      What difference did it make if she was sick? She still had a slit, and he needed release, needed to vent some of this Heat, this pressure. She wouldn’t care.

      Baring his clenched teeth, Falthyris shook his head sharply. He spun toward the comet again, spread his wings, and leapt into the open air. He unleashed all his fury at the comet in a roar that created a landslide in the scree below him and echoed off the surrounding hills and canyons, cleaving the heavens like ten thousand peals of thunder booming all at once.

      And he poured all that rage, all that defiant fury, all that fear, into his heartfire, willing it to swell into an inferno, willing it to consume him—willing it to change him.

      The explosion of pain he’d expected came and went in an instant, as brief and intense as a bolt of lightning. The change seemed to be coming quicker and easier each time, but he did not pause to reflect upon that as he landed in his dragon form.

      He could fly faster in this shape, could carry her with greater ease—and that was all that mattered. All for her.

      Falthyris turned back to the cave and climbed the slope. The Red Heat lashed against his scales furiously, demanding he cede to it, but he ignored it. If Dragonsbane spoke again, Falthyris did not listen.

      He reached forward and delicately scooped up his little mate, cradling her body in his talons. He hooked the strap of her bag over one claw. Without another glance at the comet, Falthyris shoved himself into the air with his hind legs and took flight, shifting Elliya into a two-handed hold to better support her.

      All he knew of her people was that they lived on a cliffside somewhere to the south, in the region where the desert and mountains met each other. She’d left her home the night the comet had appeared and found him only a few days later.

      It couldn’t be far.

      Elliya was frighteningly still as he sped through the sky. He kept his eyes moving, scanning the rocky landscape for any sign of a human settlement—light and smoke were usually the most obvious—all while trying not to acknowledge the fear fluttering in his chest, the desperation coursing through his limbs, the Red Heat insistently scratching at his scales and clawing at his mind.

      Creatures made their calls and flitted across the ground below, some in terror but most in aggressive, lustful heat, driven by weeks of the comet’s curse raining down on the world.

      Falthyris’s racing heart was the only measure of time he was aware of, frantic but steady, louder than his flapping wings and the wind rushing around him. If only he could hear hers, too. If only he could have that small assurance that she was still here, that she was still with him, that she was still fighting.

      “Stay with me,” he growled, his heartfire surging and nearly forcing flames out of his throat.

      He did not know how long or how far he’d flown when he finally spotted something in the distance—a faint crimson glow cast on bare stone. His heartbeat stuttered; it was likely nothing more than something reflecting the light of the red-stained moon, but it was the first thing to break up the more uniform colors of the land below since he’d left.

      It was a spark of hope, and he clung to it.

      Falthyris flew toward that splash of color, pushing himself faster, harder, beyond the limits he’d already reached. As he neared the glow, its nature became apparent—it was water, but the light was not reflected. The small pool, seated in a box canyon, was emitting its own glow independent of the moon and stars. It was ringed with flowering vegetation.

      A word, a name, echoed in the back of his mind, uttered in Elliya’s voice—Cetolea.

      Falthyris tilted into a wide turn, banking around to face the cliffs head-on, scanning them for any signs of life, of light, of humans.

      The land around the glowing pool was broken into tiered cliffs and towering rock formations that were sprinkled with lush greenery. Some of those plants had open blossoms on them, petals turned toward the moon—they were too fragile to withstand the desert sun. That fragility reminded him too much of his Elliya. She was his flower, so beautiful, so fragrant and sweet, so precious, so…

      No. She was not delicate. She would not wilt beneath the sunlight, nor beneath the light of the red comet.

      His eyes caught on something behind the pool—a set of worn steps carved into the cliffside. The path leading away from those steps at the top of the cliff was obvious as soon as his gaze fell upon it, as were the pair of humans standing guard beside it. He followed the path with his gaze; it snaked along the wall of another cliff, moving toward a narrower canyon farther on.

      He glimpsed a faint flicker of orange on that cliffside. His eyes widened, and he altered his flight path to allow himself a better viewing angle of the cliff face.

      There were numerous holes bored into the side of the cliff, most of which were just large enough for a human to pass through, all connected by carved walkways and steps. Several of those holes were illuminated from within by the dancing orange glows of small fires.

      Falthyris flicked out his tongue. The smell of smoke was faint but undeniable on the air, but he detected other smells associated with humans, too—hides being cured, meat roasting, a hint of crushed herbs, which seemed far more pungent than when the plants were left whole.

      That was Elliya’s village, the home of her tribe. The home she wanted him to share.

      And now he could see more of the humans—all female, armed with spears, posted near the chokepoints that led to their dwellings. He only counted four more beyond that first pair, and he supposed that was for the best. He could handle a few humans.

      As though in response to that thought, Elliya seemed suddenly just a bit heavier in his hand.

      I can handle these other humans, at least.

      A thousand possible approaches to this first encounter with her people flitted through his mind, followed by twice as many potential outcomes. It was impossible to guess how these humans would react to him or whether they’d be able to help Elliya.

      Thrusting those speculations aside, he adjusted his wings to glide down toward the village. He shifted Elliya into one hand, clutching her against his chest scales, and made no effort to mask his approach. The sentinels near the box canyon caught sight of him within moments and raised cries of alarm.

      Falthyris aided them by releasing a roar into the night air. When that echoing dragon call faded, more human shouts filled the silence, and more females rushed out of the cliff dwellings with spears in hand.

      Holding Elliya closer still, Falthyris landed heavily, kicking up dust and stone. A group of females was already gathered between him and the dwellings ahead, all of them appearing young and lean, all of them undoubtedly huntresses. And, despite the fear glimmering in their eyes as Falthyris straightened and lifted his head high above them, they stood their ground, holding their weapons at the ready.

      Falthyris released a huff through his nostrils, unable to prevent the licks of fire that came out with it. The females were speaking to one another, more and more of them arriving every moment. One jet of flame would’ve been enough to incinerate them all. Had humans forgotten so much about facing his kind?

      He kept Elliya against his chest, sheltered by his body, and swallowed the threatening flames. She was infinitely more vulnerable to their spears than him.

      “Send forth Telani, mother of Elliya,” Falthyris commanded, his voice rumbling and gravelly.

      The huntresses murmured in startlement, exchanging wary glances.

      Falthyris lowered his head and bared his sharp teeth. “Do not try my patience, mortals!”

      With a collective gasp, the huntresses shrank back—but to their credit, none fled.

      “I am Telani,” an unarmed female called in a strong, steady voice as she strode through the group of huntresses to stand before Falthyris. She was clearly Elliya’s elder—there were fine lines on her face that Elliya did not have, and steaks of gray broke up her long black hair—but the resemblance between the two was readily apparent, especially in those dark eyes. “What business have you here, dragon, and how do you know of me?”

      Falthyris clenched his jaw. These were Elliya’s people, this was her mother, and yet he found himself reluctant to so much as show her to them. She was his alone.

      But to protect her now, I must counteract those instincts.

      He forced himself to extend his arm. Elliya’s torso was draped across his scaled palm, legs dangling over the side. She did not stir.

      “My child!” Telani rushed forward without a hint of hesitation to lean over Elliya, touching the younger woman’s face. “What has happened? What have you done?”

      That quickly, Falthyris knew where Elliya’s courageous spirit must have come from.

      “Dunehounds,” he replied, battling the instinct to snatch his mate away. “She has suffered from a fever for several days.”

      “Oh, my daughter, my heart,” Telani said, smoothing hair back from Elliya’s face. She looked over her shoulder at the other humans. “Fetch the medicines and bring them to the pool. Go!”

      A few of the females—each unarmed, like Telani—jolted into motion after a brief pause during which their terrified eyes had remained fixated on Falthyris. They all ran back toward the cliff dwellings.

      None of the huntresses looked away from him despite their open fear and uncertainty, but neither did any move closer.

      “Help her, human. Heal her,” Falthyris said.

      Telani tilted her head back to look up at him. “We must bring her to Cetolea.”

      He failed to see what good glowing water could do for his dying mate and wondered briefly whether he’d made a mistake in bringing her here. “The pool below?”

      “Yes. Her waters may—” Telani’s words were cut off by a terrified yelp when Falthyris rose on his hind legs and curled his fingers around her middle. Before she could mount even a modicum of resistance, he lifted her off her feet and turned toward the box canyon.

      Shouts of alarm and outrage sounded behind him, but he simply charged forward, pumping his wings to gain speed.

      The pair of huntresses who had been guarding the steps readied their spears ahead of him, wearing expressions that were perfect blends of fear and determination. The realization of what they were doing struck Falthyris harder than their weapons ever could have. These humans, though they must have known the effort would prove futile, meant to defend—to rescue—Telani and Elliya.

      The hateful words he’d spoken a few days ago rose up from the recesses of his memory, flooding him with another wave of guilt and regret. He’d been wrong about humans in so many ways.

      He leapt over those would-be heroines, flapping his wings to ensure he gained enough height to clear the females without knocking them over. Their shocked gasps were barely audible as he darted past. He curved his wings slightly to catch the air and slow his short, reckless descent into the box canyon.

      He landed hard on his hind legs but managed to keep his torso upright, sparing the humans in his hands from the impact.

      Falthyris deposited Telani on the ground beside the crimson pool and extended his other arm, holding Elliya on his palm once again. A chorus of voices sounded from atop the cliff behind him, accompanied by the sounds of feet crossing dirt and stone.

      “Now what, human?” he demanded, fixing his gaze on Telani.

      The older female hurried to Elliya and began unraveling the blanket bundled around Elliya. “We must place her in the water. Only Cetolea’s embrace may save her now.”

      “I brought her here for healing,” Falthyris snarled, “not for superstition and a bath.”

      Once the blanket was open, Telani quickly removed Elliya’s robe. “Cetolea’s power is not superstition, dragon. She has healed many of our ill over the generations, and she may yet heal my daughter.”

      Seeing his mate’s bare body roused both Falthyris’s Heat-fueled lust and his fierce possessiveness.

      Humans were scrambling down those carved steps. Falthyris curled his fingers around his mate, snapped his head toward the newcomers, and drew his lips back in a growl. He did not care whether they were male or female—Elliya was meant only for his eyes.

      “This is her chance, dragon,” Telani said, calling his attention back to her. There was a pleading note in her voice, a desperate glimmer in her eyes. She reached out, hesitated, and finally placed her hand on his finger. “This is the only hope to save Elliya. Place her in the pool.”

      He clenched his jaw, fighting back the reflexive shudder threatening to course through his body in response to that touch. Telani was not his mate, and it was not her skin, was not her warmth, that he longed to feel—especially not beneath the red comet.

      Focus on Elliya. She is all that matters.

      “This had better work, human,” Falthyris said as he carefully lowered Elliya into the pool.

      The strange water made his scales tingle. Elliya floated on the surface, prevented from drifting far by the loose cage of his talons. Her expression was almost serene, though her skin maintained that ashen pallor, which was now granted a faint, bloody tint by the water’s glow.

      This had better work. Please.

      “Save that which has become my heart,” he whispered to the pool, “or else no corner of the desert will be spared my wrath.”
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      Elliya opened her eyes. For a time, all she could do was stare in confusion at the stone ceiling above her. It was familiar, but it was…wrong. There was far too much sunlight touching it, and unlike the ceiling in Falthyris’s cavernous lair, this one hung low enough that she could touch it with her fingertips if she were to stand and jump.

      Had Falthyris moved them into the tunnel? No, that wasn’t right either. She’d spent enough time in that tunnel to know its look by now.

      She swallowed and grimaced. Her mouth felt like she’d eaten a handful of sand, and her throat was sore and dry. Her body ached, her skin was sticky and damp with sweat, and she was entirely too hot with a blanket draped over her and Falthyris wrapped around her. As though that were not enough discomfort, her stomach felt hollow and crampy, like it was collapsing in on itself.

      She wriggled, attempting to slip out of her dragon’s embrace, but that little bit of movement quickly exhausted her.

      Why do I feel so weak?

      “Easy, Elliya,” Falthyris rumbled, his words vibrating into her. He pulled her tighter against him.

      “Falthyris?” Her voice came out in a raspy whisper.

      “I am here, and you are safe.” There was a rawness in his tone unlike any she’d heard before—it was not anger or hatred, but something deeper. Desperation.

      Brows creasing, Elliya turned her head toward him and met his gaze.

      His eyes searched hers for several moments before widening. “You are awake.”

      “Water.”

      Before she’d even completed the word, Falthyris sat up and grabbed a waterskin from atop the pallet they were lying upon. He helped her into a sitting position—which was difficult for her aching muscles even with assistance—uncorked the waterskin, and lifted it to her lips.

      Elliya drank, closing her eyes as the cool liquid washed down her throat. Had water ever tasted so good? She reached up to grasp the waterskin, gulping down more, but Falthyris drew it away before she’d taken even one more mouthful.

      “Slowly,” her dragon chided. “They said you would try to drink too much when you woke, and it would make you sick if you did.”

      “They?” Her voice was clearer now, brimming with unmasked confusion. What was he talking about? Elliya and Falthyris were alone here, and why would drinking water too fast make her sick?

      “The other humans. Your people. These females have been constantly touching my scales, tail, and wings, chattering incessantly all the while. I have had to drive them away many times already. But they occasionally impart useful information.” He grunted. “And your mother was quite insistent that I tend you properly if I were to remain alone with you. Her instructions—and her threats—were quite specific.”

      “My mother?” Suddenly, her vision blurred, and tears fell from her eyes. Elliya blinked the tears away and looked around. She was in her dwelling, on her pallet, in the place she’d known since her earliest memories. Spears she’d crafted were propped in one corner, baskets she’d woven with her own hands were lined up along the wall, and clay jars sat in a neat arrangement on the carved stone shelf. “I am home?”

      Falthyris cupped her cheek with one hand and brushed the pad of his thumb over her skin. He released a slow breath through his nostrils, and the ember glow of his heartfire intensified in his chest. “We are home.”

      Elliya’s heart clenched, and she grasped his forearm with both hands. “But you… Why?”

      “I could not save you, Elliya. For all my might, I was powerless to help you when you most needed it.” He dipped his head, pressing his lips to her hair. “I could not bear to lose you, so I sought the only ones who might have healed you.”

      The dunehounds. I was bitten.

      Falthyris had saved her, had brought her back to the lair, and then…

      Elliya vaguely recalled brief periods of wakefulness and fitful rest, of feeling like she was drowning, like she was in water too thick and heavy to swim in, unable to reach the surface to draw breath.

      She remembered Falthyris calling to her.

      And he brought me home. He is here, among my people.

      Despite his animosity toward humans, Elliya’s dragon had brought her back to her tribe and had stayed with her, had cared for her.

      “How long have I been ill?” she asked.

      “Seven days.”

      Elliya’s breath hitched. Seven days? It was no wonder she felt so weak, so thirsty, so hungry. She knew of few people in her tribe who’d survived through such severe sickness for so long.

      Falthyris’s thumb dipped to trace her lower lip. “I tended you as best as I could in our lair, but your condition was only worsening. I brought you here three days ago.”

      “And the Red Star?”

      “Gone.”

      Elliya placed her hand flat on the center of his chest. “You no longer feel the Heat?”

      “Barely. It will be but a memory within a few more days.” He returned the waterskin to her lips. “Drink.”

      She drank slowly despite her persisting thirst, holding his gaze as she did so.

      The hide hanging over the doorway flipped, and Sakala, one of Elliya’s fellow huntresses, stepped inside carrying a platter of roasted meats.

      “Dragon,” Sakala purred, her smile wide and bright. “I have brought food.”

      A low growl sounded in Falthyris’s chest, so quiet that Elliya might not have noticed it had she not had her hand on him.

      Elliya drew her mouth away from the waterskin and narrowed her eyes on the other huntress.

      Sakala’s eyes widened, and her sultry smile turned to one of delight. “You are awake!”

      “Leave the food and fetch Telani,” Falthyris snapped, corking the waterskin and dropping it onto the pallet.

      “Of course.” Sakala stepped farther into the room and set the platter on the floor near Falthyris.

      Elliya didn’t miss the way the huntress’s fingers brushed over his shoulder as she rose, nor did she miss Falthyris’s shudder.

      Before anything more could be said, Sakala hurried out.

      Elliya lifted a hand to take hold of Falthyris’s chin, hooking her fingers around a couple of his jaw spikes. She forced his face toward her with a strength that would have surprised her if not for the deep, burning possessiveness simmering inside her.

      “You are mine, dragon, and I will not share you,” Elliya growled. “It was I who claimed you.”

      It did not matter if tradition had always dictated the males of the tribe take many wives—Falthyris was hers and hers alone.

      He groaned, and his tongue flicked out, catching the air. Sliding his hands down her sides, he grasped her hips and lifted her onto his lap. “There will be no sharing, female. You are mine, and a golden dragon takes but one mate whether it is for a mortal lifetime or all eternity.” He tilted his forehead and pressed it against hers. “You are my forever, Elliya. I feared I had lost you.”

      The raw emotion in those last few words pierced her heart—his fear, his desperation, his passion, his love.

      Elliya wrapped her arms around his neck and held him close. She smiled. “I am a huntress. My heart beats fierce, and it also beats true.” She brushed her lips across his. “It beats for you, Falthyris.”

      “And you will tell this to your people in no uncertain terms. I will melt this cliffside if one more female looks at me with heated eyes and runs her fingers over my scales.” His hold on her hips tightened. “Only you may touch me. None other.”

      Before Elliya could utter her own threat toward her tribe sisters for so freely touching her mate, loud voices—or rather, one particularly loud voice—carried through the corridor. She and Falthyris raised their heads.

      “She has awakened, and you have kept me from her long enough, Telani,” Dian said an instant before he ducked into Elliya’s chamber, followed by her mother.

      He stopped short when he saw Falthyris. He retreated a step, eyes glimmering with a hint of fear. His gaze landed next on Elliya, sweeping over her naked torso and her position in Falthyris’s lap, and his demeanor shifted again. He clenched his fists and glared at the dragon.

      Dian lifted a hand, jabbing a finger toward Falthyris. “Elliya is mine. The Red Star did not usurp my right to claim her.”

      The heat radiating from Falthyris’s chest intensified, as did its glow through his scales. But when Falthyris moved, it was with deliberate slowness, predatory control, and an air of menace that even Elliya could not miss.

      Falthyris slid Elliya off his lap, settling her gently atop the furs that comprised her pallet. He lingered to give her a fleeting kiss on her lips before pushing himself up to stand at his full height—more than a head taller than Dian, and far broader in frame. His wings spread slightly as he stepped forward, filling the small chamber with his presence, leaving room for little else. Even with his head slightly ducked, his horns scraped the ceiling.

      Dian retreated farther.

      “Your claim is as empty as your arrogance, human,” Falthyris said, his rumbling voice filling in what space his body did not. “Look upon her in such a way again, and you shall lose your eyes. Point your finger at me again and you will lose all of them. Speak to me in that manner again, and you will lose your tongue.”

      Telani stepped in front of Falthyris, blocking his path. “You cannot harm him, dragon.”

      “Oh, but I can, priestess.” Falthyris leaned forward, looking directly over Telani’s head, not taking his eyes off Dian. “He has no need of eyes, fingers, or tongue to spread his seed. And though his silence would be welcome, it may do your tribe better to be rid of his strain all together.”

      “Falthyris,” Elliya said. However much she enjoyed seeing Dian cowering and put in his place, she didn’t want him hurt. “He is naught but a spoiled child. Come back to me.”

      Falthyris’s nostrils flared, and tiny flames flashed from them. Dian stumbled backward, nearly pulling down the leather door flap as he fell on his backside and scrambled out of the chamber. Once Dian was gone, Falthyris glanced down at Telani, offered her a nod, and walked back to Elliya.

      Telani closed the distance between her and Elliya, knelt, and wrapped her arms around her daughter, squeezing her tight. Elliya embraced her mother in return.

      “My strong, brave daughter. I am so grateful to have you home, to see you awake, to see joy upon your face again.” Telani glanced at Falthyris. “Please do not dismiss Dian—or any of us—out of hand. There is a good man inside him that needs only be uncovered, and his demeanor is only the result of his importance to our tribe.”

      “That does not excuse his behavior,” the dragon replied.

      “It does not. But your presence, I think, will force him to reflect upon his position and his actions. He will bother Elliya no more.”

      “One way or another, Telani, your words will prove true.”

      Telani drew back, cupped Elliya’s face in her hands, and smiled as she met her daughter’s eyes. “You have a fierce mate. I should have known since you were a little girl that it would take something as powerful as a dragon to be your match.” She leaned forward and kissed Elliya’s forehead. “Rest, eat, grow strong again. I will have some broth brought to you, and if you need anything more, send word.”

      “Thank you, Mother,” Elliya said with a smile.

      When Telani was gone, Elliya looked at Falthyris, her smile widening.

      “There is mischief in your grin, human,” he said, eyeing her warily. “What are you thinking?”

      “Simply that you acted not unlike a spoiled child when I first met you, dragon.”

      He lowered himself onto the pallet beside her with a growl. “I acted like an ancient dragon who was unwillingly claimed by a beautiful little human. It is fortunate for that little human that I have grown rather fond of her in the time since.”

      He caught her by her hips and lifted her back onto his lap. His tail curled possessively around her leg, lightly stroking the skin around the scabbed bite wounds.

      Elliya reached up to brush his long, pale hair from his face, tucking it behind his pointed ear. “This little human has grown quite fond of her dragon, too. She might even love him.”

      “Might?” Falthyris cupped her chin with his hand, angling her face toward his. Her gaze immediately locked with his vibrant blue eyes, which were deeper and more beautiful than the sky on even the clearest days. “There is no might for me, Elliya. I love you.”

      “And I love you.” She leaned forward and kissed his lips but pulled away before he could deepen that kiss. Her brows knitted as she looked into his eyes again. “When you said earlier that we were home…”

      “I meant it. If this is where my mate wishes to be, this is where I shall be. What good is a lair without my female to fill it with warmth and life?”

      “You are certain you want to…to stay here?” Her chest grew tight, and emotion constricted her throat, making it difficult to get the words out. The words he’d spoken in anger seven days before were still fresh in her mind. “To live here with…with all these—”

      Falthyris shifted his hand and pressed his thumb over her lips, silencing her. He leaned closer, and when he spoke again, his voice was soft but unwavering, making her feel as though there were no one else in all the world but the two of them. “You may well be the first being to have received an apology from a dragon, Elliya. You are absolutely the first to have received two apologies. I am sorry for what I said. I offer you no excuses—only an oath.

      “I will cherish you as you deserve, I will speak to you as you deserve, I will worship you as you deserve for so long as my heartfire burns, and even after it has been snuffed out, my love will persist in every glowing ember, in every fire, for the rest of eternity. For you, Elliya”—Falthyris brushed his lips tenderly across hers—“are a dragon’s mate.”
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      A salt-kissed breeze flowed over Falthyris’s scales, carrying a hint of refreshingly cool mist. He filled his lungs with the ocean air and closed his eyes. The afternoon sun was pleasantly warm, as was the soft sand underfoot, both so unlike the desert conditions to which he’d been accustomed for most of his life. He had spent so long in a world of withering heat where everything was gritty and abrasive, where everything was harsh and unforgiving, that he’d lost sight of everything beyond.

      He'd spent centuries seeing only the ugliness of the world, the pain it so often inflicted. He’d spent centuries pursuing glory, conquest, and power, but he’d never found contentment.

      Not until her.

      Falthyris opened his eyes. The Endless Blue stretched out before him, its waves gently rolling onto the pale beach upon which he stood. His mouth curled into a smile as his gaze fell on Elliya and their sons, who were playing in the surf—running, jumping, splashing, and laughing.

      That he’d once measured time by the decade seemed surreal to him now. He could scarce believe that nearly six years had passed already. At five years old, little Akanos was not so little anymore, and Zevryn, younger by two years, seemed to grow bigger every day.

      Falthyris had told Elliya that pride had always been of the utmost importance to dragons. Those words had been true then, and they remained true now. None could match his pride, none could shake it—for it was here, laughing in the water beneath a vibrant summer sun.

      He slowly walked toward his mate and children, his family, his smile widening with every step. His tail dragged lightly over the sand behind him, leaving a trail not unlike those created by his sons—though Akanos’s and Zevryn’s paths across the beach had been considerably more haphazard than Falthyris’s.

      With their little wings and tails, the children should have had an advantage over their mother in their splash battle. But Zevryn had not quite mastered the art of using those parts in unison, and tripped himself just as often as he managed to splash his mother, and Elliya had drawn upon more of her skill and natural athleticism as Akanos had grown in size and confidence to ensure he was always challenged.

      Even carrying another babe in her rounded belly, she was agile and surefooted. That would change in another month or two, but he found it fascinating regardless.

      Falthyris combed his fingers through his long hair, sweeping back strands that had been blown loose by the breeze and tucking them behind his horns. He’d found himself wondering often if his parents had felt the same about one another as he did about Elliya—and if they’d felt the same about Falthyris as he did his own sons.

      He felt…full. Loving and loved, as cherished by his family as he cherished them. How had it taken him nearly two thousand years to find this? How had he lived for so long without realizing what he was missing?

      Falthyris the Golden, Scourge of the Sands, Lord of the Shimmering Peaks, could not imagine a life worth living without these three people being part of it. And, though he was not likely to admit it aloud, the tribe had also become a valued part of his life. The way they worked together and survived together, the way they laughed and sang together, and the way they mourned and celebrated together had all affected him deeply.

      He could not help but look back upon those distant, hazy memories of the humans he’d encountered ages ago with a new perspective. There’d always been so much more to them than he’d let himself see.

      Humanity had much good to offer the world—and the very best of it was right here in front of him.

      Cool, foamy water flowed around his feet as he walked up behind Elliya. He wrapped his arms around her, and she laughed, kicking her legs as he lifted her and spun her in a quick circle. When he lowered her onto her feet, he did not release his hold. Instead, he slid his arms down, settling his hands over her rounded belly.

      His tongue flicked out, catching her scent on the air. He loved the extra layer he detected now, the extra sweetness he’d first detected in his lair years ago. He’d learned what that change in her fragrance meant when it had become clear she was with child for the second time—the new life growing within Elliya altered her scent, and each child had presented a subtly different smell.

      “You have finally decided to join us?” Elliya asked, turning her head to smile back at him.

      He was helpless but to return that smile. “Should you not be commending my bravery, female? Fire and water are opposing forces.”

      She scoffed at him. “Oh? How, then, did we manage some of the things we did in the river beneath the Red Star?”

      Falthyris laughed and leaned his head down, brushing his lips over the top of her ear. A soft growl rolled through his chest. “Perhaps we will need to repeat those things, that you might refresh my memory.”

      Elliya hummed, and once again her scent shifted subtly, sparking heat in his loins. She pressed her backside against his bulging slit. “Perhaps…after we return home, when the children are under my mother’s watch.”

      He brushed his nose over her temple and whispered, “And if I demand a taste now?”

      “Akanos and Zevryn may have some objections…”

      “Oh? Such as what?”

      Elliya suddenly ducked out of Falthyris’s arms, pushing away from him just before a huge splash struck his face and chest, leaving him sputtering.

      “Got you, da,” Zevryn exclaimed gleefully.

      “We are playing with Mother,” declared Akanos. “Wait your turn.”

      Falthyris wiped water from his face and leveled his gaze on his sons, who stood before him with defiant, excited expressions. Elliya was nearly doubled over with laughter beside him.

      “You whelplings have forced me to take action,” Falthyris snarled. “Now I must assert my place as dragonlord of this beach!” He twisted his torso, swinging his tail around to send a wave of water at his sons.

      The children wailed and giggled in delight, kicking water at him as they fled.

      “Oh, mighty Falthyris, Lord of the Sun-Bathed Beach,” Elliya intoned with a smirk.

      “Do not think you have escaped my wrath, little human.”

      Before she could react, Falthyris swept a curved wing through the water, sending a torrent at his mate. She screeched playfully, throwing her hands up in defense from his follow-up splashes, and ran.

      Falthyris’s eyes dipped to take her in—her dark hair flowing around her in the wind, the proud set of her shoulders, her toned arms, the delectable curve of her backside and those lithe legs. She was beautiful—and grew even more so every day.

      The Falthyris of old would have looked at himself in disgust and demanded, What have I become?

      The answer was simple—he was free of shame, regret, and hesitation.

      He was happy. Fulfilled.

      He’d been tamed by a beautiful little human who’d claimed his dragon heart.

      Grinning, he raced through the surf to give chase to his mate, even hungrier for her now than he had been under the light of the red comet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading! We hope you enjoyed our contribution to the Venys Needs Men collaboration.

      

      We, along with Naomi Lucas, Poppy Rhys, and Amanda Milo, came up with this idea nearly two years ago, but due to scheduling conflicts and life, it got put on the backburner for some time. It wasn’t until Naomi decided to wield her Golden Rod of Get Your Asses Moving that we finally got together to hash out the details of this new world of dragons. Naomi even created that beautiful map!

      

      It’s always so fun to work with these ladies. And if you haven’t ready, be sure to check out their books in the Venys Needs Men Series!

      

      If you are a new reader to us and enjoyed our writing, we hope you’ll give our other books a try. And if you’re a longtime follower (I adore you stalkers! <3 Muah!) We’ll soon be diving into the next Infinite City book, Tethered Souls, featuring Kier and Kayl! We can’t wait to begin.

      

      If you’d like to keep up-to-date on books and news from us, Like our Facebook page (or Friend us), and/or join our private reader group, Tiffany Roberts’ Ravagers! Our reader group is a laid-back private room for readers who have enjoyed our books, and it’s a great place to talk with other book lovers, share your thoughts, ask questions, and more.

      

      Thank you all again for reading! And please, if you have a moment, we’ve love it if you could leave a review. <3
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        Savage Desire
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        THE KRAKEN

        Treasure of the Abyss

        Jewel of the Sea

        Hunter of the Tide

        Heart of the Deep

        Rising from the Depths

        Fallen from the Stars

        Lover from the Waves

      

        

      
        STANDALONE TITLES

        Claimed by an Alien Warrior

        Dustwalker

        Escaping Wonderland

        His Darkest Craving

        The Warlock’s Kiss

        Ice Bound: Short Story

      

        

      
        ISLE OF THE FORGOTTEN

        Make Me Burn

        Make Me Hunger

        Make Me Whole

        Make Me Yours

      

        

      
        VALOS OF SONHADRA COLLABORATION

        Tiffany Roberts - Undying

        Tiffany Roberts - Unleashed
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            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Tiffany Roberts is the pseudonym for Tiffany and Robert Freund, a husband and wife writing duo. Tiffany was born and bred in Idaho, and Robert was a native of New York City before moving across the country to be with her. The two have always shared a passion for reading and writing, and it was their dream to combine their mighty powers to create the sorts of books they want to read. They write character driven sci-fi and fantasy romance, creating happily-ever-afters for the alien and unknown.

      

      
        
        Website:

        https://authortiffanyroberts.wordpress.com

        Facebook:

        https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTiffanyRoberts

        BookBub:

        https://www.bookbub.com/authors/tiffany-roberts

      

        

      
        Sign up for our Newsletter!

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





