
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Dragon Shifter’s Mate

A Lesbian Fantasy Romance

by Eel Lovesick


Dedication

To the resignation that love is a fantasy

and the hope that kidneys don’t heal


Preface

This standalone is the second sapphic installation in the BrónachVerse, a fantasy world where monsters roam freely and love comes from where you least expect it. This is a monster romance and has spicy scenes some readers may find uncomfortable.

Read at your own discretion.


Pronunciation Guide

Séarlait: Charlotte

Koivulotta: Koi-vuhl-ot-uh

Croagh: Crow

Beithíoch: Beh-hee-uh
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Chapter 1, A Single Gilded Memory

Séarlait

Two steaming skewers of rabbit meat stood between me and sneaking off to the most dangerous place on the island of Croagh: a lush green meadow teeming with wildflowers

After ten peaceful years, the dragon shifters were back.

They lived all over the world, but this was their homeland. Hundreds marred the sky ten years ago. Their ominous flight pattern was probably some kind of a ritual to scare the villagers before picking us off during the night. Their purpose for flocking to Croagh was a savage mystery that usually ended with more than a few missing persons.

But I had to steal a glance up close when they filled the sky with colorful wings and glittering scales tonight. “Just a few more minutes, Primrose.” I scratched my brown little cottontail under the chin before leaning on the table beside her basket. My rabbit blinked up at me before flinching as someone tramped by. “I’m sure a hungry bastard will come along soon so we can high tail it out of here.”

And people did indeed pass my stall, which was nicer than most others in the market. I had an ice box, a grill, and a ring of tables displaying the dirty plates where my decadent meat skewers had been before they sold out.

Building to this point had taken years, but as a twenty-nine-year-old with a plain face, messy ginger curls hacked off at the shoulders, and permanently calloused hands, my mama had long since given up on marrying me off to a hardworking man who could support us. I became that hardworking man to keep us afloat after my father passed from a bad cold.

I locked eyes with a passing woman, my gaze trailing down her skirts and back up before she sneered at me and continued on. I suppressed a pang, having long since given up on the idea of finding another woman-loving-woman. The few flings I managed over the years were short lived and left me with a reputation.

The sound of sniffling tore my attention from the crowd. A young girl plopped against a sandstone shop on the edge of the market. She drew her knees up and wiped her cheeks as she looked around. The streets were bustling with people stocking up for tonight. Just about everyone would be locking themselves in their houses while dragons filled the sky for an entire week during their ominous ritual.

“Don’t tell mama.” I threw Primrose a sly grin, plucking my last two skewers from the bucket of marinade and dropping them on the grill. Taking Prim’s basket in hand, I slipped out of my booth and headed over. The girl couldn’t be more than six or seven-years-old, her auburn hair wispy and yellow dress covered in dust. I offered her a friendly wave as I approached.

The child curled into herself as I knelt beside her, but Primrose did her job of coaxing the girl into looking up. She met my gaze with a wary expression before reaching to pet my rabbit. Prim sniffed the child’s hand, which earned a much needed giggle. That’s my girl.

“Are you lost?” I asked lightly. “My name is Séarlait, and this is Primrose.”

The girl hesitated before nodding and looked around the bustling market. “I blinked and ma… She…” She shook her head as fresh tears welled in her muddy green eyes.

“Your ma’s probably looking for you right now,” I assured her and offered my hand. “Can I help you look for her?”

The girl nodded, and I pulled her up. Primrose’s ears twitched as I lifted the child onto my shoulders, my muscles flexing with the movement under my dress. We headed back to my stall just as the skewers finished cooking. I handed one up to the girl and paced in front of my table while she ate. Within a few minutes a woman came running up to me with her arms raised and face screwed in anguish.

“Better get home before the dragons start up.” I handed the girl over. The woman thanked me profusely for watching over her daughter. I plucked the last skewer from the grill and offered it. She gratefully accepted it and sat her daughter on her hip before leaving with hushed scoldings.

I turned to Primrose with a mischievous grin. “Dragon time,” I whispered, dousing the coals. Mama wouldn’t expect me back for hours on such a busy occasion, and I indeed sold every crumb. I just had a stop to make on the way home.

One day. All I wanted was one day of exhilaration and I would be satisfied for the rest of my mundane life. Love used to sustain me, but each fling was another knife in my heart that had left it a mutilated hollow unable to hold anything but a nameless yearning for something.

I could go on butchering my cute little rabbits, tilling the garden under a sweltering summer sun, and mending my little sisters’ buttons that keep getting snagged on the underbrush I constantly tell them to stop playing in if I had just one fantastical memory to keep me going.

There was the risk of getting mauled to death, but more people die from falling off the cliff than being broiled alive. I repeated that to myself and quietly ignored the fact that the cliff was a daily danger while dragons were the anomaly here.

I scooped Primrose’s basket into my arms and wandered off at a painfully casual pace. Last year I glimpsed the dragons through a window, but all I could make out was specks in the sky. They were dangerous.

And yet the crater in my chest demanded a dragon.

I had to be careful, but I could do this. I needed to do this. As soon as I broke free of the sandstone buildings, I picked up the pace. Our town was one of three on the island, although the only one atop the steep cliff. A salty stream cut downhill right in front of it, and a yellow cobblestone bridge with torches in each corner spanned across. A few trees connected the forests on either side. I hurried through the sparse birches, watching for wandering eyes as I reached a wooden fence and leapt over it.

I clutched Prim’s basket as my boots carried me through a pasture of grazing goats. Thankfully, the shepherds were too busy watching the sky to notice me all the way across the field.

My breath came in pants by the time I reached the other side. I clambered over the fence with Prim’s basket over my head, my thighs burning, and stumbled into the sea of waist high grass that dominated the middle of the cliffside island.

Large mounds of red soil littered the ground where the beasts made their burrows. I slowed as I came upon the first one. There was a patch of shrubbery not a mile out that I had been eyeing for some time. I crept between two mounds, and as if on cue, the ground rumbled underfoot.

Primrose squirmed in her basket, and I let out a whimper as she scratched at my hand. I caged her in with my arms and trudged desperately toward the shelter. A roar sounded in the distance. More answered it from every direction—And then my boot tangled in the thick grass.

I twisted to land on my side and clutched Primrose’s basket. Pain shot through my shoulder as we sank into a dense bed of weeds and wildflowers, Prim squirming out of her basket, but it was nothing compared to the fear building inside me as the first dragon clambered out of its burrow.

There were three different species of dragon: The first was the most common, a beast with four muscled legs and two leathery wings. The second was the wyvern, lanky creatures with two back legs and winged forelimbs. That didn’t make them any less fast.

Then there was the beithíoch.

The rarest species of dragon, these creatures looked like wyverns from a distance but had feathery wings, long beaks, and two pairs of eyes framed in dark feathers.

The common dragon in front of me was easily four times the size of a mare. I grasped at the ground with one hand, the other over my frozen rabbit, and crawled toward the shrubs. My heart pounded like a drum as I rolled under the foliage and out of sight. 

Primrose squirmed under our protection of a few leaves, but I kept a tight hold on the panicking rabbit and squinted through the branches.

The dragon cocked its head as more emerged from the ground. It was a pale pink color with iridescent scales running from its snakelike neck down to its long swaying tail. Above its spiked jaw rose two twisty horns longer than my forearm.

I inhaled sharply at the sheer beauty of it. The dragon snapped its head toward my hiding place, and my heart stopped. Its blood red eyes glowed as if by candlelight.

Another dragon flew by and roared at it. This one was a blue wyvern with purple spikes and short stumpy horns. The two nipped at each other before the pink one dug its back legs into the ground and launched themselves into the sky. The stories didn’t do them justice. They were everything I wanted to see and more. My heart swelled with pride and fear.

Now I just had to survive watching them with only the protection of a few leaves.


Chapter 2, The Loneliest Dragon

Koivulotta

The tunnels rumbled with the sound of my kind racing to the surface.

It was officially mating season.

I pulled my dark green wings over my beak and tried to ignore the way my insides twisted in anticipation. The feathers tickled my face. My blood thrummed as instinct threatened to take over.

“Where are you, Koivulotta?” A voice whispered in my head. I hissed and rolled over as heavy steps thundered down the tunnel. Vickers appeared in my empty den and shook dust from his leathery wings. The yellow dragon gave me a beady stare. “You mustn’t hide down here. The festivities are just about to begin.”

“I would rather chew my tail off than breach,” I huffed. “You know I only wish to brood with another female. All of my kind are already paired. If I go out there, I will be taken by a brute. No thank you.”

“You have many an eye on you,” Vickers rumbled. He nosed my tail, and I smacked him with it. “Koivulotta! I am wasting precious time to ensure my dear friend does not become a hermit while others are making first impressions. You will breach or I will shove you out there like a cowardly chick. And that would not attract the kind of mate you long for.”

I rolled onto my belly and raised my head enough to glare at him. As much as I wanted to hide, it wouldn’t be long before my instincts took over. No matter how badly I didn’t want to mate with a male, my judgment would lapse with need and no other options. I shoved a string of angry thoughts at Vickers as I staggered upright.

We crawled through the winding tunnels that connected centuries worth of burrows. Other dragons crossed our path in a hurry, but I lingered far behind Vickers. He had declared his interest in me in previous years, my feathers an uncommon trait that often drew unwanted attention, but a few slashes at his maw quickly put an end to his courting. If not him, then who would I end up drunkenly falling for?

My thoughts were grim even as we breached the sunny meadow. Tall grass filled with wildflowers stretched to the birch forest all around. Fifty years ago I was born in this dirt, and after hatching in a dark burrow and learning how to survive off small prey how to hide from humen, I left to find a safer home.

It turns out all lands hate my kind.

Infiltrating their flocks in my humen form didn’t work out well with my lacking humen knowledge, nevermind the price it cost to shift. The thought of returning to my homeland started a few years ago along with an unyielding desire for a mate. The years I spent stalking humen left me longing for a flock of my own. If my parents were still alive, they were curled up together on some distant island with no need to return. I envied them as much as I loathed them.

I glowered at the sky and clacked my beak, remaining planted firmly beside a patch of shrubbery as Vickers took off.

Those without lifelong mates circled in the sky showing off their horns and wingspans. The sounds made my head fuzzy. Already the sultry cries above were affecting me. I melted to the ground in resignation. Nothing could save me now… except shifting in my other form.

But that required humen blood, and it was too dangerous for a lone dragon to hunt in their territory. A couple of spears could take me down if they were well placed.

A frustrated squawk escaped me. The shrubs rustled beside me, and a rabbit bolted out the other side. My feathers raised as I hunkered down, preparing to pounce after the trail of rustling grass.

“No!” came a panicked shriek.

I froze mid-leap, landing on the other side and snapping my head toward the source of the sound. A humen stood from the shrubbery, their hands clasping the front of their stained clothes and short hair whipping from the wind of a hundred beating wings.

The rabbit froze at the sound of their voice. I slowly turned around and cocked my head. What was a humen doing here? A pack of them might be able to fend off a dragon with their weapons, but this one was by itself in the most dangerous place on the entire island right now.

I narrowed my many eyes at them, taking a careful step with my winged forelegs. Blood. This person was the answer to my problem! Just one drop of their humen blood was enough for me to shift into my seldom used other form and escape the frenzy these mating calls were stirring within for a few hours.

I would need a whole week’s worth of blood, though. Her curves gave her away as female, and I took another step forward as tears spilled down her cheeks. Sympathy stirred in my chest; if she complied with my need, I would release the female after. My belly was already full of fish.

But just as I started to pounce, a massive red dragon dove for us with a paralyzing roar.


Chapter 3, A New Kind of Beast

Séarlait

These fantastical creatures were everything I dreamed of. Beautiful, vibrant, exciting—And now staring at me with hunger in their eyes.

The sight of that thing pouncing for Primrose drove me to my feet. Now the beithíoch with iridescent black scales and wicked dark green wings hissed at a mountainous red dragon as it landed with a thud that shook the ground.

The dragon was easily twice the size of the beithíoch. Its snake-like neck swiveled as it assessed us and crept closer.

My knees buckled at the wall of death prowling toward us. I thought my mundane life was something I needed to cope with, but as the massive red dragon lunged for me with claws longer than my arm, I remembered helping the little girl from the market.

That was enough excitement to make it through the day. There had always been enough. I just hoped mama could manage to take care of my five half-sisters without her eldest step-daughter.

Just before those claws tore into me, the beithíoch barreled into the dragon. They tumbled across the grass with disharmonious shrieks. I could only stand there trembling as the beasts wrestled across the wildflowers. The size difference would have been comical, like a cat and dog wrestling over a chicken wing, if not for the spray of blood when the dragon slashed the beithíoch’s side when they parted.

I covered my mouth and sank to the ground as the beithíoch staggered over to me. It hissed with each limp, planting itself between me and the dragon before flaring its wings protectively. Emotions whirled through me from confusion to hope to an overwhelming resignation. This crazy beast had no hope of defeating the massive wall of muscle towering before us.

The dragons roared at each other, then their heads bobbed in some kind of silent conversation. The red dragon crept closer with a snap of its maw, but the beithíoch raised its wings and let out a piercing caw.

I clamped my hands over my ears as my face screwed in pain, one eye squeezing shut as the other struggled to stay cracked.

The red dragon snorted in resignation. It raised its head high and towered over us, but then it started to back away. Just when my shoulders slumped in disbelief, it threw its head forward and shot forth a burst of flame.

I gasped as the flames barreled straight for us.

They passed harmlessly around the beithíoch, closing around it before hitting me. My skin tingled in anticipation of the pain, but the flickering orange fire didn’t burn. It rushed over me like warm water, tickling my neck as it whipped through my hair and dress. The grass sizzled underfoot and charred black.

The flames died around me, but not before the last wisps latched onto my fingers. I staggered backward with a yelp. Warm fire curled around my wrists and crawled up my arms. I flailed to no avail.

The flames settled onto my skin, an orange pattern of swirls in its place. I gaped at the markings. The red dragon dug its heels into the ground, shaking the meadow as it launched itself into the darkening sky and departed.

[image: ]

Before I could process what just happened, the beithíoch turned around to face me limping with each step. Its beautiful scales were marred with a slash of red. I opened my mouth to speak, though what I would say to the creature escaped me, when an ache shot through my body.

My vision flashed red. My body went stiff and heavy in the haze. When the overwhelming color faded, I blinked at the meadow, which was wide and distorted.

The beithíoch blinked at me in clear confusion. It swayed as it stepped toward me, letting out a hiss before collapsing to the ground and curling its wing over the bleeding cut.

I watched helplessly, paralyzed. The odd view made my head ache trying to take it all in. My gaze settled on the fallen dragon before me. I took a cautious step toward the beast that saved me only to topple to the ground. I threw my hands up to break my fall, but my body didn’t respond. I squeezed my eyes shut as I hit the grass.

Pain shot through parts of my body that shouldn’t exist. My neck, side, and feet felt like oversized blocks of meat. I slowly opened my eyes to red. The dragon was right in front of me, its side rising and falling with shallow breaths.

Why would it protect me? Wait, what if it was just protecting its next meal?! That settled it. As soon as I could get up, I would run without looking back, savior be damned.

I tried to roll onto my back, but dark limbs flashed in my vision as I simply wiggled on the ground. I thrust my head forward as far as I could, reaching a surprising distance. A brown quarter horse lay right behind me. I lurched away in surprise, but the horse’s legs twitched instead of my own. Going still, I tried to wiggle my toes. The horses’ hooves tilted in response.

This can’t be right.

I turned into a horse?!

The dragon’s hot breaths warmed my face. I spent the next hour trapped in the grass beside it as I learned my body anew. Every fiber of my being was rewritten as one of the large farm animals I always watched from afar, the expensive beasts I could never hope to afford. By the time I managed to roll onto my belly and draw my legs under me, the sky had darkened considerably. A bundle of warmth settled beside me. Primrose trembled against my side. Thank God she was okay.

Panic spiked through me at the thought of mama going out to look for me. I couldn’t return to the farm like this. They would rope me on sight and latch me to a cart for the rest of my days.

The sun finally dipped below the horizon, and that bright red filled my vision once again. I closed my eyes through the transformation and wondered what I would turn into this time, but when my body finally settled, I sat up as myself again.

And every dragon drove from the sky.


Chapter 4, A Tasty Morsel

Koivulotta

Dismay gripped my consciousness the moment I awakened.

My sides heaved as I pulled in a shaky breath. That damn Blalock cursed my humen. It all happened too fast. By the time I finally pried my eyes open, the sky had darkened on the first morning of mating season.

I looked around for the horse only to find the humen woman sitting in the grass. She was staring at the sky. Intensely.

A chorus of roars drew my head skyward.

I started as I realized the noise was what roused me. The circular flight pattern disintegrated as pairs started breaking away. Dozen and then hundreds of my kind dove for the ground. The meadow shook as they landed one after another. Wings and tails whipped as they scrambled for the tunnels with their first mates. Many would stick with their first match all season, but even more would explore the sky for a better pairing tomorrow. Very few would become life mates and never return.

My feathers bristled as a tiny hand latched onto my wing. The humen woman crawled under my wing and held it over her head. She had a rabbit tucked under her arm, the lucky morsel, and I tucked my wings in, drawing her to my side. The fabric of her dress rubbed uncomfortably against my wound, but the cut was already scabbing over. It had been a warning.

She stiffened against me. I snaked my head under my wing to get a good look at her. The humen’s eyes widened as she clutched her meal close. I snorted hotly, rustling her dress as I inhaled her scent. A delicious meaty aroma came from her, more than the rabbit in her arms. I leaned closer and rubbed my beak against her dress, greedily inhaling the scent of rabbit meat and something that burned my nose.

“H-hey,” she backed away, but I tilted my wing to form a wall behind her. Dragons burrowed into the ground all around us, but not even their sultry cries could draw my attention from the distracting morsel pressed against me. “Nice dragon. Uh, please don’t eat me…”

As tempting as it was, I couldn’t eat her. At least not her flesh. I nudged her legs with my beak, earning a squeal as I turned her around and bit down on the strings of her apron. I snatched my humen and rose, tottering toward the nearest burrow as the last of my kind disappeared underground.

My humen screamed as I stepped into the steep tunnel. I cooed to silence her, and her screams faded to quiet sobbing. I crawled down the tunnel and scented the walls as I meandered to the den I had been occupying since returning to this land. Dragons occasionally ran across my path, but they paid no mind in their flirtatious chasing and nipping.

My steps were uneven with distracted thoughts by the time we reached my den. It was large enough for three dragons to nestle comfortably and was sparsely decorated with piles of seashells and a thick nest of birch branches and grass. Ignoring the ache in my loins, I dropped my humen into my nest and lunged at her.

All I needed was one drop. My beak grazed her forearm. She thrashed and dropped her rabbit as I raked my tongue along the small cut. She scrambled away until her back was pressed against the wall. The rabbit hopped into the corner and cowared, but I ignored it. Her chest rose and fell quickly as she watched me.

Her blood coated my tongue like the decadent wine I tasted only once before. I shuddered and willed it to change me. My vision flashed green, and the next moment I was falling on my ass as the burst of light from my transformation faded.

I clambered to my feet and took inventory of myself; curly black hair fell over my shoulders like a cloud, my frame was weighty and off balance, and my clothes were muddy. My overly large gray trousers were belted high on my waist, covering the bottom of the silky black slip I stole from a closeline. The damp ground chilled my bare feet.

My side throbbed from Blalock’s claws. I steeled my features from showing how badly it hurt.

“You… What…” My humen trembled in the nest where I curled up every night alone and craving, clutching her rabbit. Warmth blossomed in my chest at having a living being here, but I quickly shook off the feeling and tried for a smile. Humen were poor companions for my kind with their rules and complex societal structure. Judging by the way her expression twisted in panic, my smile was less reassuring than I intended.

She darted toward the only exit. “Stay away from me!” she shrieked.

“Wait!” I lunged after her with inhumen speed, tackling her to the ground. The rabbit tumbled from her arms and bolted into the corner. She struggled against me and smacked my aching side. I grit my teeth and pinned her to the ground by the back of her neck, straddling her back with my full weight. She stopped thrashing to gasp, meekly attempted to tug her arms free once before going limp.

I lifted myself enough to allow her to breathe.

She inhaled sharply, the salty scent of her tears filling the den. “Are you going to kill me?”

I swallowed hard. “No.”

My voice came out raw from disuse. I hesitantly released her neck, but I stayed seated on her back, self consciously adjusting my weight so as to not crush her. Her disheveled hair looked soft as fur. The urge to touch it well inside me, but I crossed my arms and cleared my throat as I resisted. Do not scare her. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. I just needed your blood to shift, and it’s dangerous on the surface for a humen right now. I brought you to my den to keep us both safe.”

“My blood?” My humen blinked at the ground. She buried her face in her arms with a sniffle. “Okay, you took it. Now please, let me go, Miss Dragon. I have a family.”

“Oh. Well, I actually need you for a while longer.” I scratched the back of my head and tried to ignore the heat of her body against my core. Focus, you useless lesbian. “My shift will only last a few hours. I need a week’s worth of your blood.”

“You’re keeping me hostage?”

Her whimpering tone sealed my lips. I hadn’t thought that far ahead. Gritting my blunt fangs, I slipped off her and sat cross legged. The female gave me a cautious look before slowly sitting up. She glanced at the exit, but resignation weighed on her shoulders. Her slouch said enough about her confidence of getting away from me. Her markings glinted in the green fireight.

I crawled forward to inspect her arms. She leaned back, but I grabbed her waist and pulled her to me. Our knees pressed firmly together. Her lips parted, fear etched into her flushing features.

“Does this hurt?” I asked, squeezing her marked fingers. Our gazes were level, and this close I could hear her heart beating as quickly as her rabbit’s across the den.

“No,” she breathed. “Um, do you know what this is?”

“A curse mark. That damn Blalock…”

“Blalock?”

“The red one,” I hissed. “He’s furious with me for refusing him and took it out on you. I didn’t mean for this to happen.” I released her arms with a mournful shake of my head. The gesture made me lightheaded without the grounding weight of my beak. “My apologies, morsel. I will help you find him and try to fix this, but I need your help in return.”

My humen narrowed her eyes. “You want my blood.”

“And you want that curse broken, unless you want to live half your days as a horse.”

She was silent for a moment. “You just want one week of my blood?”

“One week,” I gulped, tearing my gaze away from the quick rise and fall of her chest. I reached out and flicked a wisp of hair from her temple while trying for a smile, a gesture humen often made to each other that radiated joy. It strained my new muscles. Was smiling supposed to hurt? Maybe I was doing it wrong. Gods, I hoped it was coming off right.

“You spare a few drops a day to keep me humen, and I’ll help you find Blalock and make him break your curse. Do we have a deal, um…?”

“Séarlait,” she breathed, taking in my expression with a wide-eyed terror that said my first smile was anything but inviting. “And I suppose I have no choice, if you’re really not going to kill me. I have a family,” she said again, leaning in with a determined scowl and prodded me in the chest. “And they won’t survive without me. You don’t want the blood of five little girls on your hands, do you, Miss Dragon?”

My bare tingled under her touch. I pushed her hand aside and looked away as I said, “I promise to return you when this is all over.”

It was a lofty promise, but one I had to keep. I just had to figure out some way to undo elusive dragon magic and keep my flank free of horny males for a whole week. Once this ordeal is over, I could go back to…

I looked away and gazed at the far end of my empty nest.

My egregious lack of a life mate wasn’t even in my top ten worries right now. My beak filled with saliva as I licked my fangs for every trace of her blood. I had a trembling humen woman in my den that needed protection from the hundreds of ravenous dragons surrounding us.

Including me.


Chapter 5, Ruthless Desires

Séarlait

The echo of my rumbling stomach filled the den.

Roars sound in the tunnels all night. The dragon shifter in front of me spent hours explaining the truth about the ominous dragon ritual: It was mating season, a migratory pattern really, and she explained her desire to avoid mating entirely was the reason she needed my blood. Her sheepish glances at the wall told me there was a deeper reason for the avoidance, but I didn’t press the predator. I didn’t want to die.

She was considerably fatter than any woman I had ever seen in our scraggly village. I couldn’t stop glancing at her dark breasts spilling from her slip. Her hair was more frizz than curls, but considering the mud on her pants and feet being bare, she wasn’t too concerned with appearances. Throughout the night she had paled considerably. Sweat dripped down her temple as she clutched her side.

My stomach growled again, and she perked up. Her gaze was alight with worry where she sat beside her nest.

“Are you hungry?” she asked. I flushed at not knowing her name. Did dragon shifters even have names? I guess even my pet rabbit had a name. I stared at her intently.

“Well, it has been a long night. I don’t suppose you’re planning on feeding me while I’m your hostage?” There was nothing but bones and dried grass in this stupid den. “I could go home and get—” A thunderous noise spilled from the tunnel. It sounded like every single dragon lunged for the exit at the same time. Morning, then.

My vision went red as a flash of light filled the den.

Gone was my muddy dress. Now brown fur covered my shifted body. A goddamn horse again. The dragon shifter gaped up at me before schooling her features.

She stared at me for a long moment before cocking her head. “I take that as a no?”

“What are you talking about?” I thought irritably, unable to voice my complaint.

She shook her head and moved away, holding up a hand before green light burst from her body. She reappeared in her true form. Those feathery wings, iridescent black scales, and four glowing red eyes leered over at me. My heart skipped a beat at the promise of a quick death.

“I asked if you could hear me,” her voice sounded in my head, “which I take your lack of response to mean no. Gods, this is going to be difficult.”

Her voice in my mind. “Is this seriously happening? Telecommunicating?” I shook my head and stared at the towering dragon in disbelief. “Like some kind of rich bastard from the mainlands.”

The dragon perked up, her wings ruffling as she cocked her head at me. “I can hear you, morsel! Can you hear me?”

“I think I’m just going insane.” I stomped my hoof and shook my mane. “Yes, dragon, I can hear your thoughts in my head, and I need a glass of wine. Maybe the whole bottle.”

“We call it channeling, not lee… ah, tell-lee-communicating.”

“Right.” I snorted at her mistake. At least I wasn’t the only one confused here. My wide gaze raked over her beak and many glowing eyes. “Shouldn’t you stay humen? You know, big bad boy dragons roaming around and all.”

“No matter, as long as I do not stay in this form for too long. I have some older friends who might know more about curses than I. Can you stand two more dragons today?”

I stomped my hoof with an indignant winnie. She was asking if this hog wanted to meet the butcher, but if I wanted this curse broken before the weeks’ end when Blalock would be long gone, I couldn’t afford to give into fear. “As long as they don’t take a bite out of me, Miss Dragon.”

“Must you call me that?” She snorted a puff of black smoke that pooled on the ceiling before steaming out through the tunnel. “I am Koivulotta. Remember it.” Her voice rumbled in my head with a possessive edge.

“Koi, I tested. When she didn’t roast me alive, I nodded with a shake of my mane. I can remember that.

Koi rumbled in begrudging approval, the sound shaking dirt from the ceiling.

She led the way out of her den and into the maze of tunnels. Light dotted the walls, but what I mistook for torches sitting in the clawed alcoves was actually uncontained balls of fire. Each one was a different color and lit the tunnels like they were the dark bowels of a monstrous rainbow.

We approached a gaping hole burrowing steeply off the main tunnel. “Stop here,” Koi channeled with a hiss. She gave me a firm stare before moving forward alone, and only then did I overcome my anxious surveying to notice the slight limp in her gait. “I will talk to them, you stay here for a minute.”

“Just remember, if you let them eat me, you’re not getting anymore of my blood.” That red dragon hurt her pretty bad. I flicked my tail and turned away, hoping the vain threat would give her strength to spite a morsel, as she so creepily referred to me. Even if I bolted right now, there was bound to be more hungry sleeping dragons in this labyrinth.

I would never find my way out before one snapped my neck and dragged me to its den for breakfast. Koi was my best bet to break this curse and get the hell out of here. I had to befriend her no matter what.

More dust rained from the ceiling as she crawled into the den.

For a moment it was silent, then—“GET AWAY FROM MY MATE!”

The ground shook as a roar sounded from the den. I took a few steps back as my ears flattened against my skull like they were trying to get under my skin. A burst of flame inside cast purple light into the tunnel before burning out. Silence reigned for a moment, and Koi must have been calming her friends because just when I worried she must have been broiled alive, her beak appeared around the corner.

As her head snaked out of the den, I noticed the edge of her feathery mane was singed. “They’re happy to help,” she wheezed. “Just needed a little convincing. Come here.”

I threw my head back and nickered. Maybe running away right now was my best bet after all. As if hearing my thoughts, she snaked her head around me and nipped the end of my tail.

“Okay, okay!” I flicked my tail free of her yellow fangs and shuffled forward. My heart raced as I rounded the corner and stepped onto the slope. What was a dark hole minutes ago was now aglow with purple light. I cautiously walked downward until the tunnel opened into a spacious den with more alcoves of smokeless fireballs just like in Koi’s den.

My gaze latched onto the dragon immediately. Two dragons sat in the middle of the floor expectantly. One was a pale orange wyvern with pearly white wings and short curved horns. The other was a taller common dragon with vibrant purple scales, her black horns tall and twisted. Her scales made my breath catch; I had never seen such a rich color. It was otherworldly. A treasured memory in the making.

Heat radiated above me, and I craned my head to the side and bumped my snout against an obsidian pillar—A leg. Koi stood protectively over me like a shield, her belly was a much lighter color. I couldn’t help thinking the iridescent sheen of her black scales was even prettier than purple.

“This is Tichenor.” Koi leaned down until her head was level with mine. Her two pairs of eyes blinked at me before glancing at the purple dragon. “She is much older than I, but we have been friends as long as I have been alive.”

“I didn’t realize dragons had social etiquette.” I relaxed under my dragon-shield. Koi was making it easy to play the part of damsel. Her gaze fell to the pelted floor, and Tichenor ruffled her wings and drew closer to us. Fear prickled my hide, and I knew I broached a sensitive subject.

“Though we may be similar in some ways to humen, we have changed much from our ancestors.” Tichenor stood a few feet taller than Koi, and she lowered her maw against my snout in an affectionate nuzzle. “I am perplexed by your situation but happy to meet a friend of Koivulotta’s. She could really use one.”

“Tichenor!” Koi narrowed her gaze at the purple dragon. “I may not have a mate, but I do have plenty of friends.”

“Name one, and do not say me or that yellow male you keep around.”

“Algernon.”

The small orange wyvern roared a laugh. Algernon crept up to us and slipped under Tichenor’s wings. Her tail trailed up Tichenor’s belly and stroked her maw before she plopped in front of her mate. “Do not be cruel to our friend,” Algernon blinked at me, her glinting red eyes blinking out of sync. “What a strange looking humen.”

I shuffled anxiously under Koi.

“That is a horse, love.” Tichenor nipped Algernon’s pearly wing. “She just looks like a horse because of her curse.”

“Ohhh.” Algernon relaxed against Tichenor with a snort. “I imagined a terrible shift. She actually looks really well formed.”

Koi reared back and flared her wings, her claws landing on either side of me. “The quality of her curse does not matter. We need help figuring out how to break it. This is unprecedented.”

Algernon looked up at Tichenor, and a silent conversation passed between them before they looked down at me. Even Koi shifted uncomfortably at their sudden silence.

“The thing is,” Algernon started with drooping wings, “dragon powers are unpredictable at best and nonsensical at worst. There is nothing you or I could do to undo what has been done…”

However, Blalock may be able to. Tichenor reached out to lift Koi’s beak with her own maw. “Do not give up before you even start. He may be able to remove his mark yet, but only him. You must find Blalock.”

The thought of being face to face with that gigantic blood red dragon made my heart leap into my throat. “He tried to kill me!”

Koi begrudgingly nodded. “You may be right, but he is angry with me. Can I count on you two to help protect my humen? I need her.”

Tichenor and Algernon chattered in agreement. Koi’s declaration made my heart skip a beat. I really am just her personal blood bag. But the way she hovered over me as her friends conversed about how to convince Blalock to remove his curse gave me hope of my plan working. It was painfully obvious Koi was a lonely soul. Befriending her to ensure my own survival was the only thing I could do in this situation, even if just the sight of her sent my heart pounding like a frightened rabbit’s.

My stomach growled loudly, drawing looks from the dragons towering over me. I took a deep breath and sheepishly dragged my hoof over the ground. If she was actually willing to help me, I would wring her for all she’s worth.

I’m getting really hungry. Could we have breakfast now, Koi? Please?


Chapter 6, The Loss of a Future

Koivulotta

Drool dripped from my beak as Primrose, my humen’s pet rabbit, nibbled on a wildflower.

I resisted the urge to pounce and returned my attention to the brown quarter horse scraping her ground with her hoof.

A silver scar ran down my side where Blalock slashed me, the flame brained bastard. Algernon had licked my wound clean. Her saliva somehow healed it, an unexpected bit of power she probably couldn’t replicate if desired. What pathetic creatures we were. The scar was a reminder why I could never give myself to a careless male even at my loneliness hour.

A soft lover was an impossible dream for dragonkind, though. I looked to the sky and snorted a jet of searing green flame.

The clear blue sky was darkened by a mass of bodies weaving through an endless ring. Everyone I knew was up there socializing and showing off while I stayed grounded like a hopeless loser.

Already their cries fogged my mind. My body ached with need as I watched graceful figures swoop and dive. I recognized a few of the females I attempted and failed to court now gliding along much bigger males.

I tore my gaze from the sky and trudged over to Séarlait, who stared down at the grass engulfing her hooves with disdain strong enough to emanate through our channel. This cursed humen was the key to keeping my libido in check. Anything she wanted, I would provide if it meant keeping my mind from wandering to what it would feel like to be the one crying out—I shook my head and observed her.

She glanced at me and threw her head back with a winnie, which I returned with a cock of my head. “Are you not going to eat?”

“This feels so wrong.”

“Horses eat grass. You are a horse,” I replied monotonously. “It should not be a problem.”

“Wow, I hadn’t thought of it like that!” She glared at me before stomping away. I leapt over her and landed with my wings raised. She took a step back, and I lowered my head.

“My apologies. I didn't mean to be rude. You get hungrier much more frequently than I, and it is distressing.”

She stiffened for a moment, and then, almost forcibly, bowed her head with a shy tone. “No, I’m sorry. I’m just really hungry and I don’t have any hands and it’s just, frustrating, to think of eating grass like an animal.” She shook her head, dirt flying from her mane. She leaned down and nosed the grass. “I shouldn’t take my frustration out on you. You’re graciously trying to help me, after all.”

I ducked my head as a particularly sultry roar sent heat shooting to my core. “Right, right. But the sooner we get out of sight, the better. I cannot protect you if a hundred dragons suddenly decide to impress their potential mates by hunting you for sport.”

Séarlait’s knees buckled at that. She wandered over to me, and I straightened as she hid beneath me like a shelter and shoved her face in the grass. She bit off a piece and raised up to look at me. Her ears flattened at the taste.

I roared a laugh at her expression. She glared as I rolled onto the ground, laughter hammering against her mind. “You can just wait until tonight to eat something else. I can certainly find enough fruit to stuff you for a whole day.”

Her stomach growled again. Séarlait lowered her head, and I felt her embarrassment in the back of my mind as she munched on the tough meadow grass. I rolled onto my belly and raised a wing to cover her from prying eyes. She remained silent as she choked it down.

“Did I say something wrong?” The mirth dropped out of me like a rock. Overhead, every dragon roared their desires and begged for a mate. I almost started to get up before realizing it. I needed to shift before my need consumed me. Maybe a dip in the frigid ocean below would cool me off.

Her ears twitched. “No, you’re being perfectly kind. It’s just…” She raised her heat and spit out a half-chewed clump of grass. Fear permeated her thoughts. “I don’t want to seem ungrateful, but I need a little more than fruit.”

“More? My interactions with humen were limited. I melted into the grass as shame flared inside me—Which only added to the uncomfortable feelings growing by the minute. My tail swayed as I stared at her.

Séarlait’s ears shot up. “Um, you’re not going to pounce on me, are you?”

“No,” I shuddered. “Why do you ask?”

“Your thoughts… They’re kinda, um…”

I raised my head, my wings and tail curling around me. Did she feel my desire?

Séarlait shuffled anxiously. “You’re just repeating ‘blood, blood’ really quietly. I don’t know if you meant to channel it, but it’s kind of scaring me…”

Relief flooded through me. “Rest assured, pony, I need you alive. But on that note, I am at my limits in this form.”

Séarlait lowered her head and pawed at the ground again, her nervous tick.

“I will be gentle.”

My skittish humen only tensed when I dropped my wing and reached for her with my talons. “Stay still, just like that.”

She winced as I nicked the meaty part of her shoulder. A drop of blood slowly welled from the shallow scratch, and I snaked my tongue to lick the wound clean. My saliva bristled her short fur, and the metallic taste of blood warmed my body like a fresh kill. I didn’t know if it was the humen or the horse that tasted so savory, and I didn’t want to dwell on it.

She was delicious either way.

While I didn’t mind killing a thousand female rabbits, never even bothering to check what gender my meat was, humen were different. A taboo companion among my kind, but a respectably intelligent creature if they weren’t pointing spears at us. The thought of devouring her made me sick to my stomach even though I’ve eaten plenty of violent men.

Green light filled my vision, and then I was standing on two legs so close to the horse I was almost leaning against it.

I let out a laugh as I stumbled forward and braced myself against her side. She was surprisingly sturdy. For now, I was safe. “Thanks, pony.” I patted Séarlait’s side, which earned a sideways glare. I stretched my arms and paced around the area. Everything looked so much bigger from down here. Even the grass was a massive beast trying to pull me into its depths with each step.

Séarlait flicked her tail at me happily prancing around. She resumed grazing as I tripped and fell into the grass. My laughter faltered as I rolled onto my back. I reached a hand toward the sky, observing my bronze hand with its delicate fingers and blunt claws.

Soft fur brushed my shoulder. I lolled my head to see Primrose curled in the crook of my neck. The morsel watched the sky and trembled.

Of course I knew humen could build impressive structures and even put up a decent fight in large flocks, but by themselves they were like little rabbits that could easily be snapped up. I shuddered to think of how Séarlait felt in that bush before I found her. I glanced at the horse and frowned, perplexed at why she was there in the first place.

“Why did you come to the meadow?”

She didn’t answer, of course. I sat up and watched her, earning a look, but then she returned to munching on a cluster of daisies. Primrose wandered over to me after a while and huddled beside my foot. I brushed my toe against the rabbit’s soft fur. Something uglier than shame crawled up my throat and pressed my lips together.

What was Séarlait to me? Our inability to communicate birthed desperation in the back of my mind. I wanted to talk to her if only to calm my own nerves. Gods, how long had it been since I settled on that barren blue island and let myself rot on its sapphire beaches?

Talking with her was almost like having a friend, but there was a severe power dynamic at play—Yet Séarlait reeked of meat and still kept this rabbit. As I watched the horse filling its gullet, I snapped my fingers and grinned.

Séarlait was like my own animal companion. Pets, the humen call them.

Séarlait was my pet.

༺♥༻

“Do you think that one is him?” I pointed at a red blob in the sky.

Primrose wrinkled her nose in response. These eyes were far inferior to my true quad, and the lack of feathers left me feeling vulnerable as I laid in the grass. At least this pitiful form kept my libido in check.
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Séarlait trotted from daisy to daisy in the distance. The white flowers appeared to be her favorite. I made a mental note to gather some along with her meal when the dragons retreated for the night.

I searched the sky for Blalock in vain all evening, and now the sky grew gold. Séarlait wanted more than fruit. Perhaps I could fly down to the ocean and catch a fish before she gets into trouble.

A roar pierced the air.

I leapt to my feet and winced as a bur dug into my bare foot. Séarlait galloped across the meadow as two dragons dove for her. I took off running, my vision filling with green light, and I burst forth in my true form already flying. The dizziness was nothing compared to the fear that rose like the fire in my throat.

One of the dragons, a blue wyvern with ram horns, dove for Séarlait with claws outstretched.

I tackled the dragon out of the sky. We hit the ground and rolled across the grass. The wyvern pinned me down, but I bit her wing and she released me with a roar.

A winnie sounded nearby as Séarlait galloped away from the circling orange dragon.

“Séarlait!” I rammed my horns into the blue dragon. She met me with an equally strong headbutt.

A scream rang in the back of my mind.

We pulled apart and lunged at each other again. I went low, and my curved black horns scratched each side of her neck as I caught her head between them. She let out a panicked roar before I thrust my head back and wrenched her into the air. Her back hit the ground behind me with a crack.

I turned around and glowered down at her before recognizing her as Vicker’s cousin. His very, very beautiful cousin.

“Truce!” I lowered my head to the tip of her tail. “Truce. My apologies. That is my prey.”

“Wretched beithíoch.” She rose with a wince, attempting a step forward. The moment she put weight on her right foreleg, she stumbled into me.

I snaked my head under hers and helped her up. “Please, can you get your friend off that horse?” My heart pounded as she leaned heavily against me. When she glowered in response, I added, “before I have to put him on his back.” We looked at the pair racing wildly across the meadow.

“You beat me, so it’s yours.” She rose off my head and sat up with a rumble. “Herron!” She flared her wings and raised her head with a wince. Her tail flicked as she narrowed her eyes at the male. I don’t even want to know what words she fired into the distance that brought the orange dragon to a halt. He dropped out of the sky and started a long, shameful walk back.

“My apologies again. Are you alright?”

“It’s just a sprain.” She shook her head, then looked me up and down. “What a fearsome thing you are.”

I bristled at her attention, my plumage puffing up. “Listen, I’m looking for Blalock, to, erm… share this prey with. Have you seen him?”

“You mean this season’s stud? Even you have little chance of mating him, beithíoch. He has a full den.” The beautiful blue wyvern shook her head and lumbered off to meet her male. “Don’t waste your time on him. There are other dragons plenty strong enough who would love to get inside your eggs.”

I swallowed a growl as she walked away. Forget laying eggs, I would be lucky if I ever got to mate at all. Perhaps in another fifty years a sapphic female would come of age. I would be almost too old for her then, and the thought of living my full three-hundred years without a mate shattered something inside me.

Séarlait was a speck against the forest. She trotted along the treeline in my direction. I settled in the grass and wrapped my wings around myself. One minute, and then I would fly over and collect my pet. I just needed one minute to acknowledge the lifetime of loneliness ahead of me. My pet—A detestably intelligent creature—would think me pathetic if she knew what a simpering dragon she was depending on to break her curse.

Exhaling a fiery breath, I started counting the seconds until I had to pretend to be okay.


Chapter 7, Roll for Charisma

Séarlait

My heart was still racing when Koi landed behind me.

I involuntarily shuffled away from her ferocious form before catching myself. Taking a deep breath, I squeezed my eyes shut as she slunk beside me and raised the taloned crux of her wing to my shoulder.

“I seriously thought I was going to be eaten alive by that dragon.” I flicked my tail as she nicked me just under the fresh scab from earlier. “How are we ever going to get close to—” I faltered as she wiped a drop of blood from my new cut and ran a long, mauve tongue over her claw.

I turned around and brought my nose to her hair, huffing into her unkempt curls. She seems even more upset about it than I am.

She pushed my head away and sighed. “Let’s get you somewhere safe for now. We can hunt for Blalock when he lands.”

Right, today was only the second day of mating season. But time was already running out. Hopefully Primrose found somewhere to hide. My heart ached to think my sweet rabbit had run away, but there was nothing I could do about it now.

I cocked my head, then leaned down and snorted against her shoulder. Her gaze never left the ground as she put a hand on my side and led me along. Something was definitely upsetting her, but I doubted it had to do with me. I struggled to hide my annoyance as we stomped through the tall grass.

I was almost eaten alive, again, and she has the audacity to start pouting? I’m the one with a real problem. So what if she didn’t want to make little dragon babies? I didn’t want to be a horse unable to take care of my starving family!

Koi glanced at me as we reached the sparse trees hiding my village. “You’re probably trying to channel. I wish I could hear you. It’s so quiet in my head right now. How do humen live like this?”

I snorted in response, glowering at her. Up ahead, the trees gave way to the birch fence of the goat pasture. The cowering animals were clustered at the other end as their shepherds watched the sky.

“We should find cover,” Koi decided, idly twisting a strand of her fluffy hair as we entered the woods. The trees were thin and tall, sunlight streaming through the red canopy. We headed for the nearest patch of shrubbery and nestled by the pink brambles.

My heart rate finally settled as I lowered myself onto a bed of spongy white moss. Koi sat a short distance away and continued to fidget with her hair. Everytime she released the abused locks, they frizzed further before she grabbed them again. I was no expert on the subject, or even a novice, but I was at least aware from overheard conversations in the market that women like her needed specific care for their different hair type.

But Koi was a dragon.

She might not care there was a leaf, two twigs, and a struggling moth tangled in her hair right now. I bridged the distance between us and nosed her bare foot. If I was going to befriend this dangerous creature before the end of the week, teaching her about humen things would be a good start.

Lesson number one, I decided. Humen wear shoes.

༺♥༻

It was dusk when I heard a distinctly humen yell.

Over the past few hours, Koi and I had shifted closer as we dozed in the underbrush. I raised my head from beside her thigh and looked in the direction of the noise.

“What?” Koi raised her head from my back and rubbed her eyes. “Are the dragons descending?”

I flicked my ear and turned my head toward her. With a snort, I rolled from my side and clambered to all fours. Koi leapt up and nibbled on her finger.

“Séarlait, you scare me. I cannot hear well in this form.”

Voices drifted closer, and I turned my head to find two hunters with ropes creeping toward me. We locked eyes and they froze.

“Hey there, fella. Just stay there nice and easy for us. You must be a long way from home, huh?” The taller man’s voice was soothing as he cautiously advanced. “We just wanna get you out of these woods before the dragons catch sight. Come on, fella, there’s a nice empty stall in my stable for a strong beast like you.”

“Just rope ‘em, Dandal,” the shorter man hissed. They had similar faces and ginger curls.

Koi stepped around me and glared at the men. They straightened up with guilty expressions. “Am I interrupting something?” She crossed her arms with a pointed look at the lasso.

“Well, well, well! What are the chances of meeting such a… bountiful beauty out here?” The shorter man raked his eyes over Koi’s heavyset frame before clasping Dandal on the shoulder. “My name is Marcus, and this is my brother. I take it this fine fella belongs to you?”

“Mhm. And it looks like you were going to do something about it.”

“Koi!” I nosed the back of her head. “Don’t provoke them.” My thoughts couldn’t reach her, and she gave me an unamused look before turning back to the two men.

Dandal’s features twisted into a scowl. “Didn’t suppose there was anything to do, but now I’m thinkin’ otherwise.” He snapped the rope a few times in his hands. “That’s an awful nice beast to waste on a woman. I think we’ll have to take it off your hands.”

I stomped around Koi and planted myself in front of her. My pulse skyrocketed as I glared down at the men. Dandal raised his rope like I just offered myself on a silver platter. Every hair on my hide raised as I fought the urge to turn tail and run.

“See? Even your beast knows a better owner when he sees it.” Dandal reached for my snout. “But before you run off, bitch, I’ve never seen a brown girl’s cun—” Koi lunged before he could finish his sentence. Her teeth clamped down on his outstretched fingers. Dandal shrieked and tugged his arm back, but Koi had a solid grip.

He raised his other hand to strike her, but I reared up with a winnie. Before I could think it through, my hoof came down on his forehead. The crack of his skull reverberated through my leg. His body went limp and hit the ground as I landed. Fear and revulsion flooded me. I didn’t mean to hurt him, and now I stood over his body.

His corpse.

I didn’t mean to kill him. My family…

… Will just think an animal got this hunter.

I stood frozen over Dandal’s bleeding, broken body while Koi straightened up and laughed. The sound pierced the silence I hadn’t noticed grew between me and Marcus staring in horror. His expression crumbled to rage. He tore his gaze from his friend’s prone form and reached for his belt.

“You’re going to pay for that, bitch.” He started to pull his hunting knife, but Koi was faster. A brilliant burst of green light engulfed her before a dragon towered where she had stood moments before.

Marcus backed away and tripped over his boots. He hit the ground and stared up at the dragon standing behind me with a slack jaw. “What a waste,” Koi channeled, “that a humen would turn against another. Your only strength is in numbers, morsel.”

I turned my head and winced as her snake-like neck stretched into the treetops before she tossed Marcus up to the boughs. He screamed as he plummeted into her awaiting maw. The sound of grinding meat gave way to the wet crunch as she shut her yellow fangs. “Humen males are much easier to deal with than my kind.”

My body locked in abject horror as the dragon licked its beak. Every rational thought was replaced with prey-like fear that screamed to run and hide.

The dragon snapped up Dandal next and drew his corpse into its throat with jaunty movements. I wish the world was kinder. I wish things were different. That beastly face twisted to face me. Four glowing red eyes blinked out of sync, slitted pupils trained on me from every direction. They are dead, pony. You can… untense.

The last pink twilight faded, and as if following her orders, my body melted to the ground. Red light filled my vision, and I landed on my hands and knees in the grass. I blinked at the pale skin staring back at me before hesitantly raising my gaze. Once again that green light shone before a dark hand entered my peripheral vision.

“Talk to me.” Koi crouched in the grass, one hand on her muddy knee and the other hovering by mine. “I need to know you are okay.”

“I…” Tears well in my eyes. I raised my head and met her unguarded gaze, the unexpected vulnerability stealing my breath. Lesson number two, I noted somewhere in the far recesses of my mind. Learn to mask your emotions, woman.

Especially ones that cause a surge of heat to flood my cheeks.

Koi’s hand dropped onto my head. “Séarlait, I do not understand. Have their words affected you deeply?”

“I killed him.”

“And a very good kill, at that.”

“No, I—I killed him!” I snapped, the tears finally spilling down my face. Koi recoiled at my tone, her hand curling to her chest as her brows knit.

“And you’re upset about that?”

“This is bad.” I sat up and rubbed my temples. “My family, they’re going to hate me. They’ll kick me out, and then—Then they’ll starve.”

Koi observed me with a hum that rumbled deep in her chest. “We won the fight, Séarlait. Nobody will ever know those men are melting in my belly. We will break this curse, and you will go home. It’s all going to be okay, okay?”

“Okay,” I choked out, if only to wipe that sorrowful pout off her face.

Koi hesitated only a moment before nodding, her gaze low. Resigned. She put a hand on my shoulder, her palm hot even through my sleeve. “And you can forget this ever happened. I really am sorry I couldn’t protect you from Blalock’s curse. I will do everything in my power to protect you from now on.

“And, if that means I get an extra meal out of it every now and then…” She moved her hand up to my face, swiping a tear away with her other hand and bringing it to her lips. “Then I might develop ulterior motives for sticking around.”

My core seized as she licked her thumb clean. Surely she didn’t understand what her words implied. I started to move away, but her piercing gaze pinned in place. Dangerous creature, I reminded myself. She could be lying to keep me compliant. There was no guarantee she wouldn’t devour me like those men after mating season.

I had to stay on her good side if I wanted any chance of seeing my family again. Taking a shaky breath, I leaned into her touch.

“You better take good care of me, then.” I clutched my aching stomach, fresh tears welling in my eyes. I didn’t get to finish my ‘food’ before that dragon swooned in for a meal of its own. “I need something to eat, something that’s not grass. Pretty please.”

Koi looked away, her hand falling from my face. “Of course, my apologies. You need proper nourishment. I could sever a bushel of apples or catch a haddock if that would suffice.”

The thought of eating three or four apples or unseasoned roast fish made my already churning stomach clench with nausea. Koi’s expression crumbled in shame. Steeling my nerves, I reached out and placed a gentle hand on her thigh. “That would be fine. It’s not like I can walk into town and get a loaf of bread.”

She dropped out of her crouch, her knees hitting the grass with a soft thud. Her hands found the ends of her hair and began twisting the frizzy locks. “If that would satisfy you more, we can venture into the humen territory.” She didn’t look at me, and her cheeks darkened in what I realized a beat later was a blush.

I looked between her flustered face and my hand on her thigh before realization dawned. I snatched my hand back, my skin still warm from her heated skin. “Um, Koi… The reason you don’t want to mate…?”

“Ask me once we find you food, my little humen.” She rose and withdrew from the bloodstained shrubs.

I’m not your anything, I wanted to shout. But I already knew all I needed to know, and my act was about to get a whole lot more manipulative. I silently recited my siblings’ names as we headed to town. Sadie, Ayla, Hazel, Jane, and Maria. This was all for them.

I had to seduce the dragon.


Chapter 8, A Perfect Fit

Koivulotta

What was I thinking?

I stared at the back of Séarlait’s head as she led us through the humen territory. Divulging the depth of my loneliness to a morsel would make my actions questionable, and the last thing I needed was my pet thinking I wanted her just because I preferred females… and held her face… and drank her salty frustrated tears… Flame broil me.

I could still feel the phantom of her touch on my thigh. It wasn’t unheard of for a dragon to bed a humen, but it was the disgusting action of a desperate male. Humen are lesser beings unable to shift to a more powerful form. I was above that. It wasn’t right.

“Where are we going?” I looked around an open area called a marketplace. Séarlait pointed around and rattled off lists of things you can get at each table during the day. Night reigned as we skulked through the empty streets.

She glanced back at me as if I was stupid. “We’re going to my house.”

“House… That is your equivalent of a den, correct?”

She rolled her eyes and continued onward. We passed pale mounds of unnaturally shaped wood, all of which were topped with tightly woven grasses and identical wooden structures on the front.

“What is that?” I pointed at one.

Séarlait paused to follow my gaze. “The house?”

“No, the thing on the front of it. That thing.” I walked over to the apparent house and touched the thing. “This?”

Séarlait rubbed her temples and walked over to me. “This,” she whispered, grabbing my wrist, “is a door. Now come on, if anyone sees us it’ll be trouble. I’ve been gone for two days. Things like that spread fast, and I don’t want my family to know I’m here.”

“And all your family live in one den?”

“All that’s left of us.”

I balked at her contradictory actions and contemplated if she was really as intelligent a creature as I thought. “Why are we going there if you do not want them to see you?”

“Because,” Séarlait tugged me along. “It’s the only place I can get food without stealing it.” When I snorted, she cast me a sidelong look. “There are rules here. Stealing is wrong, Koi.”

“And I take it killing is wrong as well?”

Séarlait went quiet, her steps slowing to a halt. She whirled around with a watery glare. The intensity of her gaze gave me pause.

“Séarlait,” I frowned. “I did not mean to ups—”

“I don’t know how things work in dragon world, but I’m in deep shit with this curse mark, okay?” She raised her arms to show off the fiery swirls. “My mama already thinks I’m never going to find someone to take care of me, nevermind that I make most of our money and do all the butchering myself. I didn’t ask for five half-sisters and a dead father! I didn’t ask for my only cousin to break his leg before last harvest and leave us with half a field of spoiled potatoes and no coin.”

“Séarlait… I—”

“Please, Koi. Just please, shut up. Don’t touch anything. Don’t make a sound. My entire family thinks I disappeared, and if they discover me before I can get rid of this mark, they’ll think I’m tainted and cast me out even if it means starving. I don’t want to watch my little sisters wither away.”

Tears spilled down her cheeks. What a weepy little thing. Obeying her wishes of silence, I moved to envelope my wing around her. My humen form responded by wrapping an arm around her shoulder. She tensed for a moment before leaning into my touch with a sigh. Her body was sturdy beneath the loose fabric of her dress. The unexpected strength made me gulp.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said all that.” She leaned the side of her head against mine. “I’m just stressed out and you’re just curious. Do you have any family?”

The scent of something musky wafted from her hair. I turned my head and inhaled deeply, trying to pick out any other identifying scents among the auburn strands.

Séarlait shoved me away and clutched her dirty apron, her eyes wide. “Did you just smell me?”

“Am I allowed to un-shut up now?”

The tension melted from her frame and left her defeated. “You’re a goddamn dragon. I don’t have an ounce of control over you.”

“Oh, pet.” A smile pulled at my lips. “If that is so, then I am unable to hold back. I need a better whiff or it will drive me crazy. What is that scent?” I leaned in, but Séarlait shoved me away with a gape. I raised a brow at her knee-jerk reaction. “I have no intention of biting.”

“You can’t just, just, sniff me!” She crossed her arms with reddening cheeks, her gaze raking over me before latching onto a nearby house. “You need to act more humen or people will figure us out. They’ll cast me out for making a deal with a demon.”

“What I need to do is track down the biggest dragon in my flock and convince him to undo his curse without offering my flank in exchange.” Summoning every punch of my self control, I nodded for her to keep walking and tried to put her delicious scent out of my mind.

༺♥༻

“I was expecting something less…”

I looked around the house with a growing sense of unease.

The floor was dirt, but the walls were made of claustrophobic red metal and there were chains dangling from the ceiling. Methodically carved carcasses reeking of salt hung everywhere. A large hearth took up the back wall, and a table stood in the middle of the sole room, the polished wood speckled with dried blood. Several oddly shaped knives were stabbed into the table.

“Menacing,” I finished.

“This is just the barn.” Séarlait stretched up on her toes to reach a lamp hanging from a wooden beam. A small flame came to life inside the glass with a flip of a switch. “During spring, we let the rabbits sleep outside with the dogs watching and use this space to butcher ‘em. Then when it gets cold, we take our meat to the shed and bring them back in here. Any surprise babies get cut up in the kitchen.”

“Mhm, yes. That makes sense. Um, may I wait outside while…?” I trailed off at a quiet thumping. We both turned to the cracked doors, where one of the rabbits stood in the doorway peeking inside.

Séarlait squealed and ran around the table, lunging for the rabbit. It scrambled back, but she fell to her knees and scooped it into a crushing embrace. “Prim,” she let out a single sob. I inched closer and peered down at the rabbit in her arms. It looked exactly like all the others outside, but I wasn’t about to question her about it.

After stroking Primrose’s ears until I cleared my throat, Séarlait released her pet and turned back to me. She smoothed her dirty apron and went to pull a headless carcass down. When I cringed, she gave me a questioning look. I stood with my arms crossed a good distance from the table.

“Does this place bother you?”

“It looks like a corner of hell.”

Séarlait looked around like she just noticed how ominous her barn was. “Okay, I can understand how this might look scary.” She came around the table and glanced at my hand, swallowing hard before she reached out and pulled it from my crossed arms. “But this is where I spend most of my days. Everything is okay, okay?” She repeated my words back to me.

A low rumble animated from my chest. I glanced at her calloused hands clasped around mine. Her cool skin was soothing against my hot flesh. Just a pet, I reminded myself as she led me to the table.

Séarlait carved a slice of meat and offered it to me. Salt pierced my nose as I reluctantly accepted it. She left to rummage in a pile of crates, and I observed her closely while slipping the piece of tainted meat inside the hollowed out carcass.

“I’ll make some biscuits to take back,” Séarlait called, bent over a crate. I gaped at her backside presented to me so prominently. Heat flooded my body at her mating behavior. Ridiculous, stupid, oblivious humen. She turned around with an armful of clothes and triumphantly returned to the table.

“Oh, I’ll be taking these gloves.” She slipped the leather gloves on her hands, covering her curse marks. “I was thinking about how to help you act more like a humen. Proper clothes are a good place to start.”

“Why would I need to know that?” I leaned over the table as she laid out a few articles of clothing.

“Well, I’m assuming if you didn’t know what a door was called then you aren’t too knowledgeable on… other things.” Her gaze flicked to my shoulders. “We’ll start with getting you out of those muddy things. Can you try these on while I start on the dough?”

I frowned at the unfamiliar word and unbuckled my belt. Séarlait placed an empty bowl on the table and inhaled sharply as I pulled my pants straight down.

“Um, you can change in the corner if that’s more comfortable…”

I snorted hotly and stepped out of the garments. “I care not for this form. Modesty is a humen virtue.” Body language was another subject entirely, so I kept my posture loose and faced her ready to fend off any advancements in order to avoid sending the wrong signals. Séarlait averted her gaze when I pulled the silky night shirt over my head. I stared at her as I held the warm fabric. Her face was bright red. “Am I making you uncomfortable by undressing?”

“I mean, it might not if I were anyone else,” she turned her back. “But it’s just that I… have preferences.”

Her words took a minute to fully sink in. My form suddenly felt overexposed, and my face heated to a searing degree. “Oh,” was all I could say. No other words came to my bird brain as I tugged on a pair of pants. The clothing was a little tight, but it was much larger than Séarlait’s. Every passing thought I had about the woman in front of me replayed in my mind. Shame flooded me anew, and I pulled on the pants with darkening cheeks. So humen could feel this way, too.

The revelation disturbed me to my core.

And then I glanced at her, wondering if my humen form was tempting. “Thank you. For the clothes. I didn’t realize humen could be this large.”

Séarlait’s shoulders slumped. “That’s my father’s clothes. If they fit… they’re yours.”

I pulled the yellow shirt over my head, my hands stilling at the hem. “It must be hard to provide for so many chicks.”

She glanced forlorn over her shoulder. “You can see why I’m so desperate to un-horse myself.”

“Séarlait…” I reached for her, but the sound of footsteps pricked my ear.

The barn door flew open a second later, and an older woman wearing a scowl stood with her hands bunched in the fabric of her brown dress.

“Mama?” Séarlait gaped “It’s late. You’re never awake this late.” She moved in front of me as if her petite frame could hope to hide me. “I can explain.”

“I think I can piece it together without your lies, hon.” The woman crossed her arms and glared at me peeking over her daughter’s shoulder. “I should have known you would do this to me again.”

“It’s not what you think.” Séarlait trembled, her gaze dropping to the dirt floor. “I met someone. I was coming back soon.”

“Back to stuff your packs, maybe!” her mother snapped, pointing at me. “Out with you, girl. My daughter is not going to stray from the Lord for some tramp.”

“Am I supposed to know what those words mean?” I whispered to Séarlait, grasping her shoulder.

“Remind me to explain what religion is to you later,” she whispered back.

Her mother’s scowl momentarily shattered into something fearful. “I want her out. Now.”

“Let’s just go,” Séarlait placed her hand over mine, her gaze never leaving the floor. “There’s no point arguing with her.”

“Excuse me? I said her, not the both of you,” her mother snapped. She strode over and ripped Séarlait’s hand off mine, pulling her daughter away from me. “If I ever catch you around my daughter again I’m going to tell the entire town of your sins. You’ll never be welcome back around here. And you…”

She turned to Séarlait. “I expected better of you, Séarlait. You’ll never make it on your own if you don’t settle down with a man who can provide for you and your family. You’re just making things harder for everyone with your little fascination.”

My brows twitched in annoyance. Hearing this woman’s vehement distaste for her daughter’s sexual preferences was strange, but seeing Séarlait’s despairing reaction was devastating. Humen were such complicated morsels.

“Does Séarlait here not provide for herself and then some?” I crossed my arms, cocking my meaty hip in a way that made the woman grimace. “I was under the impression she won the bread for your flock.”

“I think you mean ‘is the breadwinner’,” Séarlait snorted. Her gaze flicked to mine, and the tension melted from her shoulders. Her lips silently curved to mouth, “birdbrain.”

Her mother was too busy glaring at me to notice. “That’s none of your business, girl. Don’t get an attitude with me on my own properly. I need to have a long talk with my daughter. Get!”

“If you want me to leave, then fine.” I dropped my arms and strode toward the door, running my hand through Séarlait’s skirt as I passed. “But if I hear one more insult from that wretched mouth, I will take her and run.” The fabric slipped from my fingers as I left them to talk.

Warm night air rushed over my burning hide as I stepped outside. My pet would shift before dawn, so all I could do was muster up every ounce of patience and let her make amends with the family that was so important to her. I would have to give her back to them eventually. I gave an involuntary shiver and pulled my wings in closer; my arms responded by hugging my sides.

Footsteps sounded behind me, and I turned with a raised brow. A silhouetted form sprinted toward me. I thought it was her mother before my name burst from Séarlait’s mouth. No, her mother stood in the swinging doorway shaking her fist in the lamp light.

My jaw dropped at Séarlait’s ginger curls whipping behind her. “Your talk—”

“There’s no getting through to her.” She grabbed my hand without slowing. “Just run!”


Chapter 9, Give Me More

Séarlait

The sight of two dragons tangled together in the meadow made my cheeks flush.

A breeze rustled through the wildflowers and tall meadow grasses. Koi panted behind me, her hand still clasped firmly in mine as she caught her breath from our wild sprint. Heat flooded my face at the red and pink dragons in the distance. It wasn’t hard to see what they were doing in the moonlight.

“Um, maybe we should go back.” I glanced at Koi as she straightened up. Her brows pinched at the scene, her cheeks darkening and eyes wide when she met my gaze. A cry of ecstasy pierced the night.

“We can make it,” she gulped and squeezed my hand. The grass tangled around our boots as we slunk through the meadow. I observed Koi’s poorly masked blush as we stepped into the steep burrow and headed into the tunnels. Seeing those dragons doing it seriously affected her.

She clearly didn’t want to find a mate, but judging by the flush creeping down her neck and her need to bargain for my blood just to keep her instincts at bay, her body must be craving it. I wondered what kind of female it would take to tempt the beithíoch. The thought soured my mood.

I glanced at her lips.

She turned her head at the same time and caught me in the act. “We should be safe for… now…” She released my hand and twisted the ends of her hair with renewed nervousness.

My palm felt icy in the absence of her searing heat. I clutched my skirt as we passed an alcove of purple fire. “I want to thank you for earlier,” I said. “For standing up for me. You didn’t have to do that.” Heat rushed to my face when she looked over at me. What is this beast doing to me?

“I only spoke the truth,” she smiled sheepishly. “You’re a reliable woman, Séarlait. You take care of yourself and then some. No one should try to control you like that.”

“Koi…”

Her gaze flicked down the tunnel, her posture going stiff. “I think we have company.”

“In your den?” I clutched my skirt and ducked behind her. “Is someone coming?”

“Already here.” She nodded toward the next fork in the tunnel. We crept through the gaping opening and saw a colorful pile of scales on the floor of Koi’s den. Her arm shot in front of me as two heads snaked above the tangled bodies of Tichenor and Algernon.

The dragons snorted and blew smoke at us. I shrank under their intense stares before realizing they were probably channeling in vain.

“They must have something to tell us.” She looked at me with regret. “I don’t want to shift and ignore you.”

“We need to know.” I forced a smile. Being left out didn’t sit well with me, but there was no choice. “Shift. I’ll eat and rest a while if that’s okay.”

“My nest is yours.”

I looked away from her molten gaze. “Do you want me to save you some of this?” I held up the rabbit I “borrowed” from my barn. It wasn’t stealing if it was from yourself, right?

“Do not fret, my little humen. Your dinner is safe from me.” Koi rubbed her belly. “Bones take longer to digest than you may think. I will not need to feed again for days.”

And just like that, the blood drained from my face. I turned away before Koi could notice, dragging myself to her nest and climbing into it as she shifted in a burst of green light. The den went silent as she settled in the dirt and nodded along with the other dragons.

I curled on my side and clutched the dried rabbit. How could I forgive her so easily for murdering two men? Even if they were trouble, they were still people. We could have ran. But what if they hurt someone else later?

My mind devolved into a whirlwind of regret and worry. One thing was for certain: I couldn’t let myself get swept up with these creatures. Dragons are predators, not friends—And definitely not more.

I pictured each of my sisters and recited their names in my head. Sadie, Ayla, Hazel, Jane, and Maria. Harvest was coming, and if I couldn’t replenish our stores, our meager supplies wouldn’t last two months, nevermind through the winter.

No, real friendship was out of the question. I just had to play the role of lovergirl so I could make it back to my family and forget this sinscapade ever happened.

༺♥༻

A blinding red light woke me from restless sleep.

The dragons had settled on their sides as they silently conversed. Red eyes snapped in my direction as I rolled onto my belly and staggered upright on four legs. The towering creatures stared down at me with unfeeling red eyes and fear seized my heart. I was a goddamn horse again.

The beithíoch slowly rose, its muscled shoulders swaggering with the movement. It crawled toward me and settled on the ground beside its nest.

“Why are you screaming, pony?”

I shuddered, my gaze frozen on the dragon’s beak like polished onyx. Forcing a shallow breath, I tried to clear my mind and relax. It was just them, not mindless animals. I was safe. “Must have been a bad dream. Nevermind me, what did Tichenor and Algernon tell you?”

Koi snorted, clearly not buying it from the narrowing of her glinting eyes. Her hot breath rolled over me. “They say Blalock has been quite disruptive this season taking nearly ten mates. His den is a hotspot of activity, and Tichenor gleaned its approximate location.”

“Approximate?”

“With as big a network of tunnels as this, one can rarely find anything with ease. Only your closest kin and a few strangers will stumble into your den. Tichenor learning which area of the meadow he burrowed under is actually surprising and extremely valuable for finding him.”

“So what now?” I stomped my hoof, disturbing the leaves. The dragon rested its head on the edge of its nest, the woven sticks creaking. Another puff of warm air rolled over me from tiny nostrils slits in that dangerous beak. This is Koi, I reminded myself privately, and Koi needs me alive—For now. That knowledge didn’t keep me from trembling.

“Now, we go after him.” Koi lolled her head, glowing red eyes peering down at me. “If we start searching now we may find him before the breach. Come dawn, he will escape into the skies for yet another day. I may be able to trick him into removing his curse if I promise myself to him.”

“You can’t do that!”

“It’s just a trick. I am confident I can fight him off. I have plenty of experience.”

I shifted uncomfortably at that. How long had she been fighting off males? “And what, walk right into a sleeping dragon’s den? How do we know he won’t attack us? He tried to kill me!”

“I know.” Koi drew her wing to her side, covering the pink scar that cut through her iridescent black scales. “But I promised to help you, my little humen. We just need to be mindful of time. If dawn comes and my kin start their mating cries, I may not be able to resist breaching with them in this form.”

“I won’t let that happen.” I took a hesitant step forward, reaching my muzzle to brush Koi’s beak. She smelled like dirt and blood. A shiver ran through me at how dangerous my position was—Within biting distance—but the mellowing in her gaze kept me rooted in place. “We’re in this together,” I lied.

But it didn’t feel like a lie.


Chapter 10, Life Mate

Koivulotta

The mewling sounds of my kind were getting to me.

The soft clacking of a beak to draw attention. The rumble of a growl more playful than threatening. The rustling of wings echoing from every corner of the tunnels. It was hours until dawn but nobody slept. My throat constricted as a restless urge to make noise consumed me. It would only take a small whine and we would be swarmed with heated males.

Séarlait must have noticed my discomfort, her head swinging toward me. “What is it like?”

“Like?” I swished my tail against hers. “You better not say something about ‘being in heat.’ I am not a wild cat.”

“Of course not.” Her ear twitched. The green firelight cast her long head in a flushed light. “I was just going to ask what it’s like… fighting it.”

My claws dug into the soil. Séarlait shuffled to a stop a few steps ahead. “What are you asking me, my little humen?” I lowered my head to hers, her anxious snort heating my beak.

Séarlait shook her mane and pawed at the ground. “I just want to know why you’re doing all this. You’re obviously uncomfortable being around other dragons without fucking them. So why? Why would you go through all this instead of just…”

“Just what, pony?”

“Just taking my blood.” She stomped her hoof with a snort. “You could bite my legs off and I wouldn’t be able to leave. You didn’t have to make a deal with me. You don’t even have to go through with it.” Fear emanated from her like a palpable miasma. “So why are you walking around suffering like this when you don’t have to?”

“Are you scared of me, pony?” I snorted hotly, my breath rustling her mane. Séarlait jerked upright and took a few nervous steps back. “If you must know, the thought had crossed my mind when I first saw you. I thought, ‘here is the answer to my problem’ until Blalock showed up. At first, I was only protecting you for my own selfish desire to shift, but now… Now I feel differently.”

She stiffened and looked up at me. “What do you mean?”

“I feel protective over you.” I pressed Séarlait against the wall as I trained my many eyes on her equine form. “You did not have to dress me, but you gave me your father’s clothes. You shielded me from those men in the woods. You care for your family, and it bleeds into everything you do. You care. And that is something I ardently admire about you, pet.”

Séarlait’s heart thundered against my beak. “I am not your pet.”

Laughter rumbled deep in my chest and knocked dirt from the ceiling.

“I’m not!” Séarlait nosed my beak defiantly. “Just because I have hooves right now doesn’t make me an animal for you to keep. We’re friends. Do you understand? I am not your pet.”

“Whatever you say, pet.”

“Koi!” Séarlait wiggled between me and the wall. “This isn’t funny. Please, Blalock could be just around the corner. Move your fat head!”

It was the please that got me. Reluctantly, I pulled back and let her gallop away. Her tail flicked in agitation as she ran ahead, a string of curses growing quieter in the back of my mind. I couldn’t look away from her flowing mane. Something inside me longed to give chase, to cage her with my claws, draw her close like an injured dragon who needed protecting. But I didn’t just want to protect her.

I wanted to keep her.

But that wasn’t possible. She had a family to return to, and I would have nothing but silence when she left. Loneliness crept in, but I shook it off and stalked after the horse galloping through the rainbow of firelight illuminating the tunnels.

“Slow down, we’re getting close.” The number of dens we passed grew sparser. Séarlait slowed to a halt at the last red light. Darkness barred the tunnel in a wall of black. I stepped over Séarlait, scenting the ground and casting a sidelong glance at her fearful form prancing in place. “I scent him close by. You should stay back. I will go in alone and convince him to remove your curse.”

“But I need to be there,” she protested.

“I will call for you when it is time.” I leaned my head a fraction, nuzzling into her side with the feathers behind my horns. She winnied, and I puffed smoke on her. “Wait for me.”

“Be careful. Don’t let him… Just, please be careful.”

Warmth blossomed in my chest. “I will.” Darkness stared at me like an old friend, and I crept over Séarlait and disappeared into the unlit tunnel.

I let my senses guide me to the end. The air was thick with the musk of smoke and sex. Something brushed my face, and I flinched away. I exhaled hotly, flame flickering inside my nostrils and illuminating a curtain of roots hanging from the ceiling. Blalock was on the other side.

Every instinct told me to run from his eerie den, but Séarlait was counting on me to break her curse, and somehow I was more scared of disappointing my little humen more than of what Blalock could do to me.

I ducked through the roots and announced my presence with a few clacks of my beak and a rustle of my wings. His den was irregularly shaped like he had hastily carved out more room. A tunnel inclined steeply out the far side, gray morning light streaming into the den. The floor was covered in clumps of grass, some nearly dry and other places still freshly severed and soft. No wonder he was a favored male this season. This place was cushy.

A flash of red caught my attention. A tail snaked out of the back tunnel followed by the flapping of wings. I lunged across the room and threw myself into the tunnel. The sky shone through a wide hole high above, a constellation of colorful dragons already covering the clouds. The only way to escape such a deep pit or survive the fall into it was to fly.

“We have a problem,” I channeled to Séarlait. Worry flooded through our connection. I turned around and started to head back when a growl sounded across the room.

My eyes roamed every corner of the room before all landing on a silhouetted figure in a corner. A female dragon rose from a makeshift nest, ruffling grass from her pink body as she prowled toward me. Pure agitation channeled from her.

“I was just looking.” I took a step toward the exit, but her eyes glowed a vicious red in the dim light. She snarled as I took another step. I winced and glanced at the roots hiding my pet. “How about you just go back to sleep and—”

“LEAVE!” She lunged at me with long talons. I knocked them aside with my horns and ducked, narrowly avoiding a nasty collision. The pink dragon hit the ground and immediately whirled around, snapping her maw around my tail. A squawk tore from my throat before I rounded on her and brought my horns down on her head.

She raised her own ram-like horns to deflect. The clashing of bones reverberated through my body. The smaller female trembled under the pressure. Forcing a step closer, I pressed heavily into her head until her horns gave way with a sickening crack. She cried out and collapsed, pawing at her head.

One pearly white horn snapped off, the other crumbling in places.

I glowered at the whimpering female even as my heart ached. Any other day she may have been sensible enough to reason, but today her mind was clouded and territorial. Regret consumed me. Her blush colored scales were lovely.

I brought my beak to her jaw and nuzzled her apologetically. Some instinctual part of me drew near her remaining horn, my tongue darting out to lick it. My saliva filled in the cracks and glowed a gentle green. She whined as I pulled away to admire the spell that came out of nowhere. My saliva dried as she raised her head, a green web fusing her remaining horn back together.

Hurt and confusion marred her beady gaze. I turned away and left her to puppy guard Blalock’s den uncontested.

It would not last. Tonight it would be full to the brim with vying females once again, keeping him distracted for yet another day. It was impossible for me to follow him into the sky without losing myself to instinct. I failed to catch him.

I failed Séarlait.

༺♥༻

After wandering the forest as horse and rider, Séarlait shifted back into her humen form that evening.

“You don’t have to keep apologizing. You’re not the one who cursed me,” she sighed, taking the wild apples I had collected while we bitterly watched the dragons descend in a frenzy. We would have to catch Blalock before he slipped from his den in the lazy hours of the morning. Going now would be a death trap.

“I know, but I still feel bad.” We headed toward town, settling on the wide cobblestone bridge over the stream. I watched Séarlait’s legs dangle off the side, her boots resting beside her and her toes skimming the surface of the water. I gulped and tore my gaze to the now dark sky. “I just want to help you. You saved me from losing myself over and over again.”

“You mean my blood has,” she grumbled.

“No. I mean you.” I dropped my gaze to the disheveled woman beside me. Days of roughing it had lodged twigs in her wavy locks, and dirt stained every crease on her face and hands. I reached down and touched the water. Cold, but not unbearable. I pulled off my boots and scooted to the edge of the bridge, sinking my feet into the stream.

“Hey, be careful doing that. It’s slippery,” Séarlait’s brows pinched together. She put a hand on my shoulder as I straightened up on wobbly legs.

“Join me.” I grabbed the hem of my shirt, casting a warm look at Séarlait. She turned red as fire and stared at my hands.

“What are you doing?”

“Bathing. That’s a thing humen do, right? Bathe unnecessarily often?”

“I wouldn’t say unnecessarily.” Séarlait glanced at her hands before giving me a wary look. “You aren’t about to strip, are you?”

“That was the general plan, yes.”

“You can’t just get naked in public!”

“The humen are all locked in their houses, Séarlait. There’s no one but us out tonight, and you’re filthy. Please.” I offered my hand with a weary smile. “Let me take care of you properly.”

Séarlait fiddled with her skirt and avoided my gaze, her blush creeping down her neck. “You have no idea what you’re doing to me.”

“Taking care of my pet?”

“I’m not your pet! Honestly, is that how you see me?”

Her intensity stunned me. I took a moment to gather my thoughts, scooping water in my hands and splashing it on my face. “No,” I finally sighed, straightening up. We locked eyes, and my expression fell. “You can keep a pet. You are a humen, and I haven’t an ounce of control over you.”

That wrought a pout from my little humen. Séarlait bunched her skirt up to her thighs, scooting to the edge of the bridge and dipping her toes in the water. The sight of her tanned skin stole my breath. She reluctantly slipped off the bridge and shivered as she plunged knee-deep into the chilly water.

“Aren’t we friends now, birdbrain? It’s not like we’ll never see each other again. I mean, we will, won’t we?”

My smile returned with a semblance of warmth. “Take off your skirt.”

“Have you always been alone, Koi?”

“For that, the apron goes, too.” I grasped the brown fabric of her skirt and pulled her to me. Séarlait yelped as she fell against me, out chests pressed together. My jaw hung open as foreign sensations speared through my body. “You ask so many questions. I do not have the words to explain,” I finally managed to say.

Séarlait clutched my shoulders. “Then just tell me what you need to.”

I gently tugged her dress up her body, slipping it over her head and tossing it onto the bridge. She fell against me, goosebumps rising along her arms. Her hair fell to her shoulders in a sheet of loose waves, her body bare and packed with muscle. Such an adorable morsel. I could see why some dragons would stray.

But that thought is too dangerous to linger on.

I grasped her finger and slowly pulled off her right glove, unable to tear my gaze from hers. “My kind mate for life when they find a good match, and, borrowing a phrase, I have preferences.” She steadied herself on my shoulder. Her skin was warm from the soft leather. “There are no females my age in all the land who share this trait. So, yes. I have always been alone.” I took her other hand and slipped off her last glove.

Séarlait inhaled sharply as I laid them aside and cleaned away the dirt from her legs. The skin of her thigh was so much softer than that of her calloused hands. Dense muscles moved under her skin as she leaned on me for support against the gentle current. Her hands trailed down my arms and settled on my waist.

A shiver ran down my spine for more reasons than one. Séarlait may be humen, but her touch ignited something inside me. I could not run from that fact any longer.

This scrawny, ratty, caring humen was more than a pet to me. Séarlait was inside my head and wrapped around my body and staring deeply into my eyes like she wanted to know why I suddenly went quiet.

But she also needed to return to her family—So this, whatever this was, it could not happen.

Séarlait could never be my mate.


Chapter 11, Twin Flames

Séarlait

Despair saturated my very being.

Blalock got away.

Hunger gnawed at my insides.

My mama would scold me when I returned home… If I returned.

Koi watched the sky beside me. We laid on the cushy grass at the meadow’s edge surrounded by wildflowers. It was a perfect warm summer night, but all I could think about was how I shouldn’t be here right now. I had rabbits to butcher, sisters to look after, and an empty stall customers were passing with full pockets everyday. I swallowed a groan and rolled over, watching Koi’s dark eyes scanning the sky.

Stars glittered in her eyes. Her frizzy hair surrounded her head like a pillow, and my gaze drifted to the undone button at her collar. She noticed me staring and looked over, our eyes locking. Heat flooded my face remembering earlier in the stream. How the light died in her eyes as she washed my face. We left before I got the chance to return the favor, and she had been silent ever since.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked lowly.

I ran a hand through my hair, hiding my face behind my arm. “You never asked me if I was with anyone.”

“Are you?” Koi lurched upright, panic flashing across her pouty features.

“No, no. Not right now.” I peeked under my arm as she laid back in the grass facing me. She crossed her arms, her brows pinching together. “I’ve had lovers in the past. When I was younger, it was girls from my town who eventually got married off to the nearest man. Later, women from other towns who never stayed long. But once, just once, I thought I had found my wife. That would probably be like mates in your world.”

“We are living in the same world, Séarlait.” Koi reached out and took my wrist, pulling it away from my face. “What happened to your wife?”

I blinked at her intense stare. “We never got married. She tried to convince me to run away with her in the end, but I have to take care of my family. She… she found someone else.”

Koi exhaled hotly, her breath tickling my face.

“You want to know the worst part?” I pulled my wrist free, slipping my fingers into hers with a weary smile. “They’re probably living in a cottage somewhere, happily making bread and love everyday.”

“How does one ‘make love’?”

A new wave of heat rushed from my head to my toes. “It’s just an expression.” A complete lie, but I don’t even know if two female dragons could do it.

“Well, for what it is worth, I think that woman is an idiot to abandon you.” Her lips quirked. She squeezed my fingers, her skin warm as a roaring hearth. “You are an incredibly caring person. You know what you want and make it happen. Your determination gives me confidence, and I know when we break this curse, you’re going to take great care of those chicks.”

Her smile blossomed with warmth as she spoke.

I stared at our clasped hands, my emotions still high from her tender touches earlier. “Would you ever be with a humen?” The words were out before I could process the thought. Damn channeling making me lose my filter. “I mean, you know, since you might never find a dragon to be with.”

Her smile shattered.

I felt her pulling out of my grasp. “I didn’t mean it like that,” I said quickly. “Of course there’s a chance you’ll find a dragon. There’s got to be one out there who would love you. You’ll definitely find one.”

“Why are you asking me that?” She croaked, her fingertips frozen against mine. She looked into my eyes like she was searching for my dignity, but she wouldn’t find it. It was gone the moment she lifted my skirt and left me wanting.

“It would be easier.”

“I… cannot.”

“I assure you, you can.” I nodded toward her chest. “Two women may not be able to reproduce, but we can still love each other. And right now, you’re as woman as they come.”

“You do not understand.” Koi pulled away completely, her eyes welling. She rolled over and took a deep breath. Her sniffle pierced my heart like a hot knife. “Humen are different. Even if I look like you sometimes, I kill without remorse. I cannot fit through your ‘doors’ in my true form, and I would be looked down upon by my kind if I stooped to fucking a humen. It would never be right. It would be like if you took one of your pet rabbits as a wife.”

The knife tore down my chest. “Um, okay, yeah. That. That would be bad. You wouldn’t want to do that.” I shook myself from the fantasy of being hers. “I’m sorry for bringing it up. Are you okay?” I reached for her, but my hand hovered over her shoulder. I bit my lip, unsure if she would want me to touch her after that declaration.

She buried her head in her arms. “This is so embarrassing.” Another sniffle. “I have never… cried like this… Dragons do not shed tears.”

“You’re not exactly a dragon right now.” I pushed through my fear and gripped her shoulder. Koi stilled under my touch, but then melted into it. She rolled over and wiped her eyes. I brushed a curl out of her eyes. “It’s okay to let it out.”

She nodded, leaning into my touch. “Do humen have an equivalent of twin flames?”

“What is that?”

“One you are deeply connected with, but not a mate.”

“Let me think… Oh, like a best friend?”

“Best friend.” Koi rolled the words around her mouth before nodding. “Yes. You’re my best friend, pet. Thank you for letting me cry.”

“You’re a big scary dragon. You can do whatever you want.” I cupped her cheek. This was definitely not friend behavior, but I couldn’t bring myself to stop when she melted into every touch. I smeared her tears with my thumb and savored the heat of her skin. “But you can’t keep saying I’m your pet. I’m a person.”

“No,” she murmured, “you’re so much more.” Her weary smile broke my heart. “Do you suppose…”

“Ask me anything.” Ask me if I would be with a dragon.

“Can we sleep for a while? I will wake if anyone approaches. I just…” Her eyelids fluttered closed. “It’s been a long week.”

“Oh. Yes, of course.” My body was thrumming with energy, but I wasn’t about to keep this poor woman awake just to keep pestering her about why she stripped me if she wasn’t interested in being more than friends. Wait, when did I start genuinely thinking of this dangerous predator as my friend?

I turned away to hide the conflict plastered on my face. I could feel Koi’s body heat seeping into my back like I was lying next to a campfire. I startled as a hand snaked up my arm.

“My apologies,” she murmured, pressing against me. “I meant to cover us with my wing. I’m still getting used to this body.”

“It’s okay.” I couldn’t breathe.

“What about this?” She wrapped her arm around my waist and effortlessly drew me to her. I blushed as her breasts pressed into my back. “Tell me no.” Her breath tickled my ear, that low, raspy voice sending a shiver down my spine.

This is definitely not friend behavior. “It’s okay.” I glanced over my shoulder, finding her rick brown eyes already on me. She glanced at my lips. I raised a brow in a hopefully inviting way. “Whatever you want.”

She rolled her eyes and settled with her nose pressed into the base of my skull. “Goodnight, my flame.”


Chapter 12, A Ticket to Hell

Séarlait

I lurched from sleep to a blinding red light.

Koi sat up next to me, her sleepy features twisting in concern. She put a hand on my shoulder with a yawn, her fingers met with brown fur. Morning, then.

We missed the breach! Dragons shot from the meadow and fluttered through the sky like colorful stars. I buried my face in the grass, flicking my tail at Koi. This form is so much more embarrassing than being seen crying. I involuntarily shivered at the chill permeating my back after hours being pressed against the dragon shifter.

I startled at fingers curling into my side. Koi gazed at me pitifully, and I raised my head and pressed my nose to hers. She leaned away with a laugh.

“You make a cute horse.”

I knickered with a telling flick of my tail.

“Séarlait, I… My apologies. I slept through dawn. This is unforgivable.”

Seven days gone. It was getting down to the wire, but I couldn’t fault her for sleeping when I slept just as soundly beside her. If I returned home, it would be as a humen. I shuddered to think of what I would do if we didn’t break this curse.

My gaze lingered on Koi’s pouty expression.

A roar ripped through the air. We both looked up as a yellow dragon dove for us.

It took a moment for my brain to process the glint of talons as it dove. My ears shot straight up while my body froze in prey-like panic.

Koi shifted in a burst of green light and reared at the incoming dragon.

The yellow dragon’s wings shot out, bringing it to a halt mid-air. Koi landed with a roar, her wings falling around us in a protective shield.

The yellow dragon dropped to the grass and tucked in its wings. It stared at Koi, who relaxed and leaned closer. They cocked their heads in a silent conversation while I stood there and trembled like the prey I was.

“Fear not, pony.” Koi’s voice rumbled inside me. Heat radiated from her underbelly, my ears nearly touching those pale scales until she sat and revealed me to our uninvited guest. “This is my friend Vickers. He apologizes for trying to eat us and wishes to speak to you.”

Vickers crawled toward me, his twisted horns glinting in the pink rays of dawn. I backed away until my rear hit scales. How did I end up trapped between two dragons? My customers would be finding new favorite food stalls by now. I promised to buy Ayla new shoes this month.

A gravelly voice wormed into my mind. “Séarlait, is it? Come now, you can relax with me. We both have resentment toward that fiend Blalock. He has taken two of my mates this season. If I have any eggs next year, they will be fragile little things.”

“Forget eggs, I have actual little ones to take care of!” I stomped my hoof.

“You are a mother, cursed one?”

I snorted and turned my head. “I might as well be. We’ve been trying to find him all week but he keeps escaping. I don’t know if we’re going to make it in time. Koi said he’ll take off for another island as soon as mating season is over.”

“Most likely, yes. Our kind originates from this land, but we have spread all over the world. Blalock will not return for a decade. Koi just asked me to assist you both in finding him. Rest assured, I will tear that beast from the sky this day and take back the females he stole from me.” Vickers gently touched his beak to my snout. A rumble animated from him, his voice full of mirth. “I think we have an audience, cursed one.”

Koi leered at us from above. Her eyes burned with harsh red light, her beak slowly parting to reveal rows of sharp fangs. Heat radiated from her belly and warmed my backside like someone lit my pants on fire. I flicked my tail, and she looked away with a growl.

“I think you should go.” I looked back to Vickers, shaking my mane nonchalantly even as my heart pounded. Was that jealousy rolling off Koi like a thick miasma? “Punch him hard for me.”

“A bite may have to suffice.” Vickers turned away, ruffling his wings as he eyed the sky. “I would like to see your humen form when all is said and done. Perhaps show you my own, and if you like what you see…”

Koi snapped at his wing, sending Vickers scrambling away before taking to the sky with a roared laugh. She settled with one claw gripping my side.

I stayed perfectly still with a deadly predator clutching me like a stuffed animal. “I think he was just teasing.”

“His scent of arousal told me everything I needed to know.” Her claws pierced my hide. I winnied as blood dripped down my side. “Sorry, pony. I just… I am not in my right mind. Damn that male for stinking up the place.”

She ran a claw along my punctures and caught the blood. I watched as she brought it to her maw and inhaled deeply, her eyes glowing red.

“Koi?” She didn’t drink it yet. Part of me didn’t want her to. With her wings curled around me and her delectable heat leaching into my body, I wanted to melt into her embrace like last night. I wanted… her.

Goddamnit.

“Did Vicker’s scent affect you that much?” I took a step back, pressing my rear into her soft belly. Koi growled in response, her claws falling to the grass and letting my blood drip away—Her ticket out of this instinctual rut. “You know, if you needed it… I could help you out.” Shame burned like a white hot fire through me, but my words were rewarded with a whimper from the dragon.

“You have no idea what you are asking of me.”

“You know I’ve been with women in the past, Koi. I wouldn’t offer if I didn’t know what I was doing.”

She deliberated my words with a rumble. “It is looked down upon for dragons to mate with humen.”

“I’m not exactly a humen right now.” I was so much worse, but she was horny and pretty and begging for it from that hungry glint in her four glinting eyes. I trotted out of her gasp and wheeled around to face the looming dragon.

I stared at the alien expression on her bird-like face. I must be a sick freak to even think about doing this, but I could still feel her breasts against my back from last night. I couldn’t even pretend she was humen. She was a dragon with a pretty face a fraction of the time.

Then again, I wasn’t exactly a pretty bride in my true form, either. “If you don’t want to fuck, then tell me no.”

“This is wrong on so many levels.” Koi snorted hotly, her breath rustling my mane. Her red eyes glowed brighter as she brought her beak to my snout as Vickers had done. The hard shell was surprisingly warm. “But I do not care anymore. My insides are on fire. Séarlait…” Smoke swirled from her nostrils. 

I shivered in delight at the scent of it. This would be the ultimate memory. “Just tell me what to do. I’ve never… you know.”

“Fucked a dragon?” Koi snorted, sending up a plume of smoke. “I could say the same thing about horses. Now shut up before I come to my senses and come here.”

She plucked me from the ground like the prey I was.

I involuntarily thrashed before forcing myself to relax. She lifted me to her level, her lidded gaze an unabashed display of lust. “Koi?” I barely had time to think before her beak parted and that mauve tongue made an appearance. She licked my neck, her long, nimble appendage like a seeking snake as she traced the muscles up to my jaw. “H-hey… Ngh…”

“So cute.” The tip of her tongue traced my lips before slipping inside. Fine motor skills were out of my grasp, so I braced myself as she burrowed deeper and deeper into my mouth. She licked the inside of my teeth before stroking my tongue with her own. “So soft. I want to crawl inside you, Séarlait…”

“Hey now…” I squeezed my eyes shut as she explored deeper. Her warm saliva coated my insides. It was strange, but I didn’t want her to stop. “I’m going to hell for this.”

“You’re not going anywhere.”

Warmth blossomed throughout my body at her oblivious words. Did dragons have souls? I put the thought out of my mind. “Just tell me what you need.”

The world spun as Koi tackled me to the ground. Her claws sank into my back, pinning me to a lush bed of grass. She licked up my back, her long tongue wrapping around my neck and dipping down to my chest. I winced as her claws broke the skin.

Her heat was all consuming as she lowered herself onto me. Her soft scales pressed against my rear, and she slowly ground above my tail. I shuddered at the friction. If my skin wasn’t covered in a dark coat I would be flushed red.

Her movements quickened as hot liquid pooled on my hide. Her groin quivered against me, a soft rumble reverberating through her. The pale scales of her underside parted in a dripping slit between her legs. I pranced forward a few steps to catch my balance as she thrust harder against me.

“It’s kind of hard to balance.”

Koi’s claws slipped from my back to cup my belly. “I’ve got you.”

She pulled me against her and rolled onto her back. I wiggled to right myself, laying with my legs tucked under me on her long stomach. I shook my mane and looked down, my eyes drawn to the open slit between her legs. I don’t know what I was expecting, but the soft pinkness of her flesh stole my breath.

Then her tongue was back on me, caressing foreign territory, and I inhaled sharply as the pointed tip slipped inside.

“Ngh, Koi…”

“Does it hurt?” Her voice was a barely discernible growl.

“No, don’t stop.” Heat flooded my face. “Please don’t stop.”

She pulled away, and I whined at the loss of her hot appendage before she thrust back into me. The thick meat of her tongue stretched my entrance and filled my channel to bursting. I threw my head back with a winnie of pleasure, finding her cavernous open beak looming above me with rows of teeth like teeth like stalactites.

One snap of her beak and I would be dead. Somehow the thought didn’t scare me like it would have before; not with her tongue massaging my walls in gentle thrusts, her hot breath enveloping my hide like a heavy blanket, and her slit quivering with desire before me.

Stifling a moan, I nosed the pink flesh. An indiscernible wave of thoughts channeled from Koi, words like please and good and mine crashing around my skull with the force of her desire.

I didn’t need instructions to press my face to her slit.

Koi shuddered as I lapped over her pink mound with my wide tongue, shaking me and even the ground below us. Her legs stretched out, sharp talons digging into the grass as I tasted the tangy slick drenching her sensitive slit.

Hot saliva dripped from my cunt. Her tongue quickened with each, the force pushing me closer and closer to her slit until it was directly under my mouth. I planted my hooves on either side of it to keep from sliding past, my ministrations pausing as my body went tense.

Her tongue worked me from the inside out. The tip slipped from my slick folds only to snake over the sensitive skin before plunging back inside and hitting that sweet spot. I threw my head back with a wild neigh as she hit it again and again. I trembled all over, and, sensing my building orgasm, Koi quickened her pace with a growl until I came undone speared on her monsterous tongue.

Koi’s belly rumbled beneath me as she withdrew and licked up my body, flicking my cheek on the way back down to my dripping folds.

“I need a minute.” I glanced back at her, suddenly sheepish as she hungrily tasted whatever strange slick this body produced. Why couldn’t this have happened in the stream when we were both humen?

She hadn't wanted to do this then.

“Koi, maybe this was a mis—”

“Do not finish that sentence, she growled, clamping a wing over me. The world spun as she rolled over and gently tumbled me onto the grass. She leered over me, an impossibly large creature unlike anything I had ever seen. “I’m not finished with you.”

I shuddered at the possessive edge in her declaration. “Just tell me what to do.”

“Stay.” Koi crawled on top of me, pressing her weight onto my back until my legs nearly buckled. She snaked her head under her side to watch me. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I-I think I can take it. But what are you…?”

Koi snorted, her four eyes glinting at my small body tucked under hers. “I am going to ride my pony. Now stay still for me.” She ran her feathered wing over my side, a rumble emanating from her chest.

The pressure increased on my back. I pawed at the grass and grit my teeth as Koi ground against me. Her head remained there, her predatory gaze locked onto me. She must have noticed my struggle, because she shifted forward until her chest was pressing into the grass, her wings spreading across the wildflowers, and her massive head resting on the ground.

Her powerful hind legs kept her rear aloft without crushing me. I let out a breath as she ground against my rump. Searing wet heat penetrated my coat and I gave an involuntary shudder, still a little light headed from her monstrous tongue bringing me to my peak.

Koi’s chest rumbled above me as she rubbed her slick cunt up and down my back in search of release. Her movements consumed me, every thought shaken from my head as she pressed into my back with a deafening cry. My legs buckled under the pressure as she came.

Koi rolled forward and landed belly up in the grass. Her chest heaved, her eyes glowing brightly. They slowly focused on me, and a soft rumble filled the air and reverberated through my bones. I staggered forward only to collapse against her beak.

“Are you okay?” She clacked her beak, rustling my mane in the process. “I should have checked in more. I just… Séarlait?”

My short coat was stuck in every direction with her slick. It was already starting to cool.

“Séarlait, say something. Please.”

“I’m okay,” I forced out, shaking my head. My emotions were a tangled mess after what we just did, but I don’t think I regretted it. I pressed my nose to hers.

“Did I hurt you?”

“No, I’m fine. Really.”

“How do you feel?” Her worry was cute in light of her possessiveness. She raised a wing and drew her talons around me, forming a protective barrier that quickly filled with her hot breath. I leaned into the warmth.

“I feel disgusting, but… happy? Like I want to vomit, but I would be smiling even with chunks in my teeth.”

“Oh, wonderful. That is exactly what I want to hear after my first time.”

“Your first?” I snapped my head up, finding her eyes trained on me like glowing orbs the size of my head. “I’m sorry it happened like this.”

“Do not apologize for something we both wanted, even if it is strange.” She looked away sheepishly, her tail swishing. Dragons cried overhead, and her body went rigid. “We should get out of here. Can you walk?”

“I-I’m not sure.” My legs were as strong as blackberry jelly as I tried to stand. A dragon broke from the flock overhead and descended to circle us with a ravenous cry.

Koi slipped her long tongue around me like a harness, and we slunk into the forest.


Chapter 13, To Be a Mate

Koivulotta

It was a moment of weakness.

Shame and hope danced in my gut as I cupped my hands in the river and poured another scoop over Séarlait’s side. The horse towered over me now, but mere minutes before… My face heated to scalding degrees as I worked my fingers into her stiff, prickly coat.

My first time, and it was with a horse! I’m a pathetic beast.

As if sensing my unease, Séarlait nickered and shook her mane. Cold droplets hit my cheek. I squeezed an eye shut and put a hand up until she stopped shaking.

“Look what you did, pony.” I lifted the hem of my shirt, the yellow fabric speckled with dark spots. I shot an incredulous look at the horse. “I wanted to clean your dirty ass, not douse myself in cold water. You already put out the burning in my loins.”

Séarlait snorted in response, but she stayed put as I bent to scoop more water. A nudge on my backside sent me tumbling forward. “Séarlait!” I shrieked on my hands and knees. Cold water soaked my thighs and sleeves. Is this her way of saying she’s upset?

Despite her protests, a nagging voice said Séarlait only offered herself up to cool my head. She was an experienced woman who had numerous flings under her belt and every reason to be frustrated it took a strange coupling to clear my head and refocus on breaking her curse. I stared hopelessly at her reflection in the water. Just a moment of weakness.

If there wasn’t a cramped building full of tiny Séarlaits crying for food then maybe things could have worked out differently, but there was.

She could never be my mate. I had to remember that.

Séarlait stomped her hoof and splashed water on my sliver of dry clothes. People stopped on the bridge and watched us in the distance. “Okay, okay! You’re clean enough, pony. How about we find you a tasty patch of grass while I hang these to dry?” I hauled myself up and waved at my clothes, water streaming from my elbows and running down my legs.

We clambered out of the stream and headed away from town. The walk was too quiet without her thoughts in my head. I glanced at her occasionally as we paced the water’s edge, finding her big doe eyes already on me each time. The morning stretched into evening with dragons flying overhead. Their formation was slipping, flocks and competing females and potential lifemates branching off in smaller loops around the larger swarm.

Time was running out. Where would I even go after this? Not back to the mountain on that empty sapphire island, that was for certain.

We found a clearing and I got to work building a bonfire and hanging my clothes to dry from a nearby branch. I crossed my arms over my spilling chest and sidled up to her as if to hide my nakedness from the trees.

“You know, we probably look like we belong together,” I broke the silence, blushing at how the words came out. “I mean, anyone would think me just a normal humen going out for a ride and you my stead, right? No one would know that we…” Oh flame, what am I trying to say?

Séarlait shook her head and whacked my shoulder.

“Cut me some slack. I’m new to talking to morsels.” I dropped my arms, glancing at her once again as we reached the forest and followed the narrowing stream. “I know we can’t communicate right now, but just listen. About earlier… I want to apologize. I feel like we got caught up in the moment and did something that wasn’t on the table before. The last thing I wanted to do was to scare you. You, a cursed little morsel at the mercy of a dragon. I feel like I took advantage of you.”

I took a deep breath, slowing to a halt. Séarlait stopped beside me and I grabbed her head, standing on my toes to stare into her eye. “If you want to run away as soon as we break your curse, I understand. I won’t hunt you down. I…” Would miss you, I thought, but that didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was Séarlait, and I was not going to clip her wings just because she got me off. That’s what I had a tongue for.

“It would be for the best if you forgot about me after this,” I sighed. “Ugh!”

Séarlait whipped her head around and hit me. My ass hit the ground, knocking the air from my lungs. She stomped a hoof between my legs, leaning down and snorting hotly in my face.

“Easy,” I croaked, trembling as she towered over me. Is this how she felt when the roles were reversed? Like one wrong move could shatter her bones and send her spiraling into death’s cold embrace? “I can tell you’re upset, but I just want what’s best—”

That hoof stomped again, close enough I felt the breeze on my core, and I squeezed my eyes shut. This was coming out all wrong, but I couldn’t tell her the truth.

“What we did was a mistake. It was abhorrent by any standard. We could never actually be together, Séarlait. I want to apologize for letting it happen today and hope you can forget about it.”

Séarlait winnied in protest, pawing the ground as she narrowed her eyes. There was no telling what vicious comments she was thinking, but I knew she wouldn’t let this go as easily as I hoped. She pressed her nose to my forehead and huffed. I reached up and cupped her face, willing my hands to push her away, but my fingers merely held fast in response.

“We cannot be together,” I sighed, resting my forehead against her nose. Séarlait huffed again, gentler this time. “Not ever.” She pulled back and nipped at my hair. I winced as the strands pulled taunt and grabbed the coiled length still clamped between her teeth. “Not for a lack of feeling, morsel, I do have feelings! Big, bad, confusing feelings that are going to be buried after you leave. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

There it was.

It was so much easier to say it aloud when she couldn’t respond.

Séarlait released my hair and stared down at me. “You have people depending on you,” I murmured. My gaze fell to my legs, goosebumps rising over bare skin. What a pathetic, confused humen I made of myself. “I’ve eaten over a dozen humen in my life. I burned houses, razed forest, and I ravaged you in the most appalling way possible. Surely you must hold some contempt for me. Please, have some contempt.”

Séarlait shook her head in response.

I dropped my head in my hands and sighed. “Stupid morsel. You have no idea how long I have waited for… How much I want…”

Red light flooded the forest, illuminating how dark it had gotten. A hand smoothed my hair back, coming to rest on my bare shoulder with a gentle squeeze. Her voice was little more than a whisper. “You came to a lot of conclusions for someone having a one sided conversation.”

I looked up, taking in her windswept auburn hair and sparkling forest green eyes. Before I could say another word, she drew me to her chest and held tight.

“Stupid dragon,” she sighed. “If I had known you would get so sentimental after a quick fuck, I might have suggested you use that tongue on yourself. As for the killing people thing… It was wrong. It still bothers me, but I don’t even want to imagine what could have happened to us if you hadn’t stepped in. You saved me, Koi. You’re still saving me. I could never hate you for that.”

“But we…”

Séarlait pulled back with a determined stare. “I’ve been wanting to do that for days. You have no idea. I want you, koi, all of you, just as much. Don’t push me away now.”

It’s just the lust talking.

But she isn’t in heat like I am. Protests rolled around my mouth before falling to the ground. I grasped her skirt, my fingers trembling as I avoided her gaze. “I want a mate, not a fling. You would never abandon your family. You have never abandoned them. Even if we could see each other occasionally, it would hurt too much.”

“Then move to town,” Séarlait blinked hard. “Be a humen for me.”

Why does she want me? I shook my head and took her hands, letting them fall to our knees. “Your mother would never allow it. It would be no different than last time she saw us.”

“Then, then…” Séarlait scrunched her nose, her head aching from trying to solve an impossible problem. Her glassy eyes flashed to mine. “Don’t shut me out. We can find a way.”

The sky erupted in shrieks as the first dragon dove from the swarm, quickly followed by dozens and then hundreds of dragons taking things back to the den.

“We should go,” my voice came out tight. Séarlait clung to me as I stood and pressed my lips to the corner of her streaming eye. She offered her finger. I brought it to my lips and nipped the sensitive skin, holding her gaze as blood beaded and dripped to her knuckles. I wanted to promise we would talk about it later, but there was nothing more to say.

And then I shifted, shutting her out and ending the conversation with a sinking feeling of finality.

༺♥༻

Blalock dove from the starry sky with a group of females nipping at his tail. Dragons clawed at each other to stay close to him, and more lingered behind the feistier ones. His imposing size and vibrant color would make any female a handsome chick and a memorable night.

I slunk from the forest with Séarlait sitting between my horns.

Blalock angled toward his den. My breath caught as he nearly reached it, but then a flash of yellow collided with him and knocked the huge dragon out of the sky. Vickers hit the ground rolling, and Blalock righted himself mid air before landing on all fours with a flock of females roaring overhead. Some dropped to the ground and prowled behind him.

I darted forward as the two males seized each other up. Blalock flared his wings with narrowed eyes, his fierce gaze falling on me as I leaped over Vickers and landed between them with a force that ripped petals from the wildflowers.

“Well, well, well! So you finally make an appearance, Koi? You have been sorely missed by more than a few dragons. I have room in my den for another fine female if you are ready to quit this reclusive act.” Blalock leaned down and sniffed my beak. He froze when he saw the humen sitting on my face.

“You cursed her.” I yanked my head back and growled. “Now you will break it.”

“Let me guess, or else? You should know better than to play with your food.” Blalock snorted a plume of black smoke. He observed Séarlait with growing interest, cocking his head and leering. “Why do you still have that humen?”

“Males from every corner of the world are prowling around with their cocks out. Shifting was the only way to block out their cries, and you cursed my only blood supply. Break it before I break your face.” A blatantly empty threat. He was huge and unimpressed as he leaned closer to sniff Séarlait.

“Just eat this one and get another. Problem solved with time to spare.” Blalock posed with his head and tail in alluring curves. “Time to finally submit. Come home with me. I will chase away every last dragon from my den and take you instead.”

Vickers growled from behind me, knowing the start of a courtship dance when he saw one. “I am with you, Koivulotta. He will not get away with this.”

“I see you already have a suitor.” Blalock dropped his pose and gnashed his teeth at us. “Run off together, then. I have better things to do—Better dragons to do—than sit here and let a barely grown chick complain about her food.”

He turned to leave, but his words sparked rage. This bastard held no regard for my little humen. He would snap her up in a heartbeat if given the chance. I lunged forward with a snarl and snapped my fangs around the leathery tip of his tail.

Blalock froze, slowly craning his head around to glare at me with two glowing red eyes. His chest puffed as he ripped his tail from my mouth. Saliva dripped from his fangs as he growled at me.

“I could not help you even if I wanted. You know as well as I that our powers are wild. I wouldn’t even know how to begin trying.”

No. No, he couldn’t mean it—

“It’s impossible.”


Chapter 14, Insatiable Cravings

Séarlait

The torch-lit town twinkled in the distance. My legs dangled over the edge of my family’s barn, the rabbits cowering inside ever since Koi thumped onto the roof.

We watched my mama skulk through the dark with a hoe looking for intruders. I couldn’t breath until she returned to the porch where Sadie, a barefoot Ayla, Hazel, Jane, and Maria were huddled clutching spades and rakes. They retreated inside and quickly pulled the curtains shut.

“I can’t go back.” I broke the silence as Koi changed into her dry clothes. She came and sat down beside me, looking over the ledge before drawing her legs to her chest. I gave her a weary stare, my eyes red and puffy and wavering. “My mother will disown me the day she finds out. She’d rather starve than have a blasphemous daughter.”

“People are dumb.” Koi gazed at me before looking away. I scooted closer and rested my head on her shoulder. Her eyes glinted red as she looked over again.

“Hold me?” I blinked hard to keep the tears at bay. “Please?”

Tenderly, as if scared of her own strength, she wrapped an arm around me and gave a gentle squeeze. Her self-restraint crumbled like soft ground under her talons as she relaxed against me, her fingers curling into my skirt.

“Look at me,” I pleaded.

She obeyed. Her features pinched as soon as she took in my face. “Oh, morsel. I’m so sorry.” She effortlessly pulled me onto her lap without so much as a hitch in breath. “There must be something we can do.” She stroked my cheek with a pout.

“You heard him. There’s no way to break the curse.” I rested my head against her chest, a tear that darkened the taunt fabric. “Sadie is only thirteen. Mother will put her to work in my place.” I took a shuddering breath, watching my mother retreat inside and shut the door. “She’s never killed an animal before. I was supposed to show her how when he got old enough, but I remember how awful it felt my first time and, I don’t know. I just didn’t. I’ve failed her. All of them.”

“This is not your fault,” Koi growled, resting her chin atop my head. Her fingers dug into my waist. “If anything, your mother failed you. If she would throw you out because of what someone else did, then she can suffer the consequences.”

“But the kids, Koi,” I choked out. “My little sisters.”

“If there is one thing I know about humen,” she murmured, her grip relaxing, “they will always persevere. Your kind have survived on this tiny dragon infested island for generations. It takes a village, Séarlait. As much as it might hurt to accept, their survival does not hinge solely on you. Do what you can. If your mother chooses to abandon you, then she does not deserve your help.”

“It’s not that simple. They’ll go hungry.” As if on cue, my stomach rumbled in hope of something more than grass. I clutched my abdomen. “They were hungry before I brought home a rabbit nest and learned how to breed them. We only had green beans to eat after my father died, and when the beans ran out, we would boil the stalks with seasalt.

“I refuse to let them live through that again. Not while I’m still breathing.” I wiped my eyes and looked up at Koi. She watched me with a smoldering gaze. “I don’t know what to do. Even if I hide from dawn till dusk, they’ll snoop until they find out what I’ve become… Koi, I’m so scared they…”

“You need not decide your future tonight.” Her voice was a low rumble that shook me to my core. She ran her finger down the bridge of my nose, making the hair on the back of my neck rise.  “It will be alright. We should get you something to eat. Everything will be better once your belly is full.” Her breath tickled my ear.

I caught Koi’s hand in both of mine. She inhaled sharply as I shifted to straddle her. Our eyes locked and I bore into hers with determination; she tried to look away, but I commanded her attention with a squeeze of my thighs. “I need you more than an apple.”

“That is negotiable.”

“Please, Koi. Don’t shut me out again. Not right now.”

The shifter snorted, smoke trailing from her nostrils and something akin to pain in her eyes. “I want you, too.” Her body was hot as kindling beneath me, but her words were tinged with hesitancy. “More than you know.”

I leaned down and brushed my nose against hers. “Show me.”

Those quiet words opened the floodgates of dragon horniness. Caving to her desires, Koi bucked me forward and leaned up at the same time, her hand twisting out of mine to clasp my wrists. Our lips met in a demanding kiss that stole my breath.

“I have never done this as a humen,” she murmured against my lips, her teeth sinking into the soft flesh. A full body shudder seized me as she pulled back long enough to glower. “You may have to guide me through this.” Her gaze fell hungrily down my body.

“The loft,” I gasped as her other hand snaked up my back and grasped the back of my neck. She tilted my head back, her gaze trailing over my exposed neck. Her lips followed the same path. “Koi.”

Heat blossomed along my jaw as she licked her way back down to my collar bone. Her tongue was the same mauve tendril as her true form. “Please what, morsel?”

“Take me inside,” I gasped as her teeth grazed my skin and bit down. “Not out here.”

I gasped as blood dripped from my collar bone and over her tongue. “I like when you use your words.” Green light filled the night. Dark wings stretched above, and the world spun with a gust of wind as we toppled off the roof.

I barely stifled a scream as we plummeted toward the ground, the sky slivers of moonlight through my whipping hair. Koi landed silently in the grass like the twenty foot drop was no more than a step.

The barn door creaked as she pulled it open with the tip of her beak. Dozens of rabbits scattered as she slunk inside and slid the door shut with her back foot. 

Thinking ahead, I wiggled out of her wicked talons and ran to slide the deadbolt in place. It barely clicked before she grabbed me around the middle and twisted toward the loft. She crawled up the ladder and before nestling among the hay bales. Her bowed head brushed the ceiling, her feathered tail curling around her body.

Seeing a dragon in my barn was as fantastical as it was terrifying. The rabbits huddled against the walls downstairs while Koi rubbed her beak against me. Her jaw parted with a sigh, her yellow fangs on display. One wrong move…

“I know you won’t hurt me,” I said, touching her beak. It was like a pillar of obsidian against my hand. Her tongue snaked up my body and wiped the blood from my neck. Green light filled the barn for a moment, then she reappeared in her humen form. Koi cupped my face, her gaze heavy, and I melted into her hands. “Touch me.”

Koi’s response was more rumble than words. She closed the distance between us, and I flushed at the desire in her half-lidded gaze. Our lips met with a surprising tenderness.

The kiss was clumsy at first. More than once her teeth clattered against mine. I backed against a hay bale and pulled her down on top of me, guiding her on top by the collar of her shirt. She tangled a hand in my hair and trailed sloppy kisses down my chest.

I pressed my leg between hers, earning a stifled moan that turned into a growl. Green flooded my vision as my skirt flew above my head. Sharp nails dug into my hips, and I wiggled out of my dress as Koi copied my position and pressed hard into me.

I gasped as the coarse fabric of her pants brushed against my core. She perked up at the sound, her tongue spilling out like it couldn’t stay contained. Smirking, I worked my thigh between hers and held her up by the shoulders as she melted atop me.

Koi shook herself after a moment and started copying my movements again. We ground against each other, the prickliness of the hay bale lost as the friction pushed me to the edge. I grasped the hem of her shirt. She paused long enough to struggle out of it and slip off her pants before settling back on top of me.

Her frizzy hair formed a barrier between us and all our problems. I raised up enough to capture her lips in a tender kiss as she ground against me, my thighs slick with our wetness. I guided her hand to my breast.

“Hmm…?” Koi faltered for a second, her cunt throbbing against me as her brows drew together.

I flushed as she held my small chest before realizing it was confusion maring 

her features, not disappointment. I forgot dragons don’t have breasts. “This feels good,” I squeezed her hand over mine. She hesitantly copied the movements, her expression mellowing into wonderment.

I knew the feeling.

“How is this?” She bucked into me again, squeezing with a delectable pressure.

“Just like that,” my voice hitched as my legs started to shake. “I’m so close, don’t… Ngh… Don’t stop…”

“You make such cute sounds for a morsel,” Koi rumbled, leaning down to lick along the curve of my breast. Her tongue snaked between her fingers, the pointed tip exploring every bump and ridge of my nipple.

Her hands, hips, and tongue squeezed me from every direction. I gripped her arm as pleasure rattled through my body, her name on my lips as I came apart beneath her. Instead of pulling away, she held me tighter and slowed her grinding to a tantalizing rock.

“You’re pretty good at this for an overgrown bird,” I snickered between breaths. “Next time we can try it somewhere less prickly.”

Koi sat up with a pout, pulling me up with an iron grip. “I’m not done with you yet. Come here.” She threw me over her lap and hoisted my legs to her head, leaning back on the hay bale and pulling my hips toward her head.

I stared at her dripping cunt in front of my face. “Smooth,” I squeezed her thighs and tried to hide my actual astonishment. Her strength was inhumen. Of course it was, she was a dragon—And one in heat.

God save my soul.

I latched onto her cunt and hung on as her body gave a violent shudder. She pulled my hips to her face and dove in with renewed vigor.

Her tongue traced every line of my sensitive folds. I tried to keep up with her, going lick for lick until she teased my entrance. I gasped as she slid inside. She froze for a second, her tongue withdrawing while she squeezed my waist. I sat on her face in not so subtle encouragement.

My already sensitive walls clenched around her monstrous tongue as she brought me to the edge once again. I plunged into her folds, my soft tongue barely entering her from my stained angle. I reached between my legs and stoked myself while she thrusted.

My cunt was a gushing mess. I cried out with my second release, melting on top of her as she lapped up every drop. Her body thrummed as she finally withdrew. There was no way I could leave her hanging after all that. I took a breath and pushed myself onto all fours, pinning her arms down with my shins.

I stroked her glistening folds with my fingers and was rewarded with another shudder. Birdbrain didn’t know how to get herself off in this form. She clutched my knees as I worked her clit. I brought her to the edge with rough circular motions, and when she gripped me hard enough to draw blood, I plunged two fingers inside her and bent to suck on her clit while pumping furiously.

Koi came with a roar that startled the rabbits. Fire burst from her mouth as her body went taunt. I flinched as the fire burned out, slowly easing her down with gentle pumps. Her breathing was ragged as she pushed herself up.

Somehow she didn’t set the hay bales on fire. “How was that for a morsel?” I smirked over my shoulder, then faltered at the unabashed yearning in her gaze. She pulled me against her rumbling chest and just held me. Our panting eased after a while, our hearts beating in sync. I broke the silence when my toes grew cold. “You okay?”

She started shaking. Her jaw fluttered, the only sound the pitter-patter of the rabbits downstairs. She rubbed my hips and pulled one hand away, the lighter skin on her palm stained red. Four scratches welled on each of my sides.

“You said I wouldn’t hurt you,” she whispered, “and yet I…”

“This is nothing,” I said quickly. “I’ve seen your fangs. Don’t apologize for the most amazing sex I’ve ever had.” I turned around to give her a hug, my hands slipping across her back. I peered over her shoulder and found it covered in dark droplets. The hay bale bore a matching constellation.

I pulled back and showed her my hands, the blood much more gruesome on my pale skin. “God, you’re bleeding, too. It’s just an accident, okay? Nothing a little salve can’t fix.”

Koi reluctantly nodded and took my hands, her stare faraway as she bent to lick my scratches. My breath hitched as her mauve tongue snaked over my bare skin. She licked them clean, the blood already slowing.

“I have some bandages downstairs,” I said. Having a woman lick my wounds was bizarre, and if it was anyone besides my dragon, I would have been uncomfortable. Her doing it was somehow… sweet. I gathered her wild hair in my fist and planted a kiss on her jaw. “Let’s get cleaned up.”

Koi growled, her brown eyes flashing red as I riled her up with a subtle yank. “I’m not done with you yet,” she grumbled, leaning in and knocking my hand from her hair. It puffed out once again. It would take an army to tame her wild hair… That, or someone who knew how to handle it.

I savored her passionate kiss, then pulled back with a small smile. “Grab your clothes. There’s someone I want you to meet.”


Chapter 15, Dragonesque

Koivulotta

“Where are you taking me?” I asked, squeezing Séarlait’s hand as we crossed the bridge.

The night was still young, but the streets were devoid of people. The rumble of dragons underfoot scared even the bravest humen into their homes. I had convinced a reluctant Séarlait to eat some meat from her dwindling stores before we came here. Now we weaved through the empty marketplace and wound up outside a house.

I gave Séarlait a skeptical look. “You want to introduce me to another humen?” I plucked a loose straw of hay from my hair.

“Something like that.” Séarlait gave me a mischievous grin before knocking on the door. The curtains flew open beside it, and two humen chicks spotted us through the glass and squalled for their mother. Séarlait waved at them with a soft smile.

The door flew open to an older woman wearing a stained apron and a scowl. “Séarlait?” She looked between us and her expression mellowed. “You did it again, didn’t you? Lovesick girl. Gonna shock the soul right out of your mother one of these days.” She opened the door wider and nodded inside. “Come on, girl. I’ll get your blankets ready.”

“Not my fault Richard was such a dick. Ruined the whole ‘man’ thing for me, honestly.” Séarlait shot me an apologetic look and led the way inside.

The house was cluttered and dark. A hearth crackled against the far wall, a large pot simmering on a hook. Two tables were pushed together and piled with things. I ran my finger over the rough edge as we circled around to have a seat. Were all humen dwellings this cramped?

Considering Séarlait’s held a flock of animals and more grass than the surrounding field, it was likely. What hoardsome creatures.

The woman had dark skin and chorded hair piled atop of her head. She looked like… me. She poured water into a tiny bowl and pushed it toward me before doing the same for Séarlait.

“On with it, girl. What happened? Your mother has been stalking the streets for days calling your name.”

“Okay, okay. It’s not as bad as you think,” Séarlait started, which was odd because nothing could be worse than what happened. “I was letting the rabbits out and Primrose slipped through the gate. You know she’s my mascot. I had to chase her through the woods for hours, and just when I thought she was gone for good, I stumbled on this woman right here holding her!” She took a sip, steam swirling from the dark liquid. “You could say it was a chance meeting. We haven’t been apart since. Mother didn’t take it well, of course. She tried to lock me in the house. So, we ran off together.”

Séarlait locked eyes with me over her drink.

I shivered under her sparkling green gaze. If only that were true.

The woman watched me pick up the tiny bowl and mirror Séarlait. Pain erupted in my mouth. I snorted scalding liquid onto my lap, the bowl falling to the floor with a crash.

“Are you okay?” Séarlait lurched out of her chair to dab my lips with her sleeve. “Birdbraid,” she muttered.

The woman rolled her eyes at us and took a seat. “I can see you found a worthy lover. I have to ask, though, when are you planning to go home?”

“I… Carrie, I’m not sure I can.” Séarlait stooped under the table to pick up a shard of glass. I started to help, but Carrie pinned me in place with a hard stare.

“I hope you’re not letting another fling get between you two,” she said to Séarlait, but her eyes were on me. I swallowed an anxious puff of smoke and wiped my dripping neck as she leaned forward. “And what’s your name?”

Séarlait pinched my ankle as I started to speak. I bit back a growl as she popped up and dumped a handful of shards on the table. “Mary,” she smiled sweetly. “Her name is Mary.”

“A good name, that one,” Carrie nodded. “Where are you from, Mary?”

Séarlait cut me off with a look. “You’re from Woodsbury, right?”

“Oh, yes,” I grumbled. “And I live in a barn and plant things. That is my job that I do everyday with my family. And pets. I have many delicious goats.”

Carrie raised a brow, and I glowered under her scrutiny. I could swallow this humen whole before she could even scream, and yet I was the one anxious in her presence. I glanced at Séarlait for help.

“We didn’t come to hide from my mother,” she cut in, her cheeks reddening. “I hate to ask, but I came for a favor.” She brushed my hair back and ran her hands through the fluff before giving Carrie an apologetic smile. “Help.”

“I know you’re not asking me to do a stranger’s hair this time of night.”

“I’m begging, actually.”

“Young lady!”

Séarlait buried her face in her hands to muffle a distressed laugh. “Okay, okay. How about I trade you some pelts for it? I have some big ones curing right now.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Keri sighed, relaxing into her seat. “You’ve done enough for the boys as it is. I’ll do it, but you’re going to help. I don’t want to be up until dawn.”

“I’ll give it my best, but I’ve never been good at braiding.” Séarlait ran a hand through her choppy waves..

“Help round up the girls, then. I’m not letting you touch her hair… until we’re done, that is.”

“Carrie!” Séarlait slapped the table, her blush deepening. “Not in front of kids.” She nodded toward the door. Two humen chicks—Kids—hunkered with curious faces. They shrieked upon being noticed and darted out of sight. My body moved instinctually to give chase, and I wiggled back into my seat before Carrie noticed.

She was already staring at me with creased brows and lips pressed in annoyance.

“Okay,” she shook her head. “Time to do a wild child’s hair.”

Do hair apparently meant to yank on my plumage for hours. I protested at first, nearly shaking from a restrained growl as the older woman turned my chair around and sat way too close doing all sorts of things to the back of my head. It only got worse as her offspring filtered in from the night.

The first girl had a skinny frame, the second much curvier, and the third was somewhere in between but much taller. She towered over Séarlait, who looked with a small smile every time they spoke. Each woman had vibrantly colored hair, and I bared my fangs at the curvy red one who reeked of pheromones when she neared my humen.

I forgot my body was humen; it must have come off as a smile, because she returned it with a guilty one.

Soon I was surrounded on all sides by these women. My head ached as they weaved my hair into cords like their own. At some point in the night Séarlait had crawled into the throng, kneeling beside my chair with her head on my lap. One of the kids brought over some colorful bundles of grass and unwound them much to the dismay of his mother.

Séarlait stirred enough to pick one of the bundles—Yarn—Gods, my headache worsened after learning all the words for all the things as well as the yanking. Séarlait picked a color and I distracted myself from the numerous women crowding me by playing with her soft auburn locks.

Everyone dispersed when my hair was done. Séarlait stirred at the sound of doors shutting, her eyes sparkling in the firelight when she looked up at me. She pulled a thin braid over my shoulder and admired the green woven through it.

“What do you think?” Carrie asked, puffing with pride.

“It’s amazing. I knew it would be.” Séarlait took my hands and grinned, a yawn pulling at her lips. “You always do a good job.”

“You could learn a thing or two if you paid attention,” the red-haired woman piped up from in front of the hearth. She threw a soft smile over her shoulder.

I bit back a growl and wretched myself from the chair, pushing through the stiffness as I scooped Séarlait off the floor and turned my back on the others. “Thank you very much for the hair, but we should be going now.” I strode toward the door with Séarlait wrapping her arms around my neck. Her lips parted wordlessly, but I didn’t need her to tell me anything. The savory scent of her arousal told me enough.

“Don’t be ridiculous, it’s the middle of the night!” Carrie rose from the table, but my hand was already on the door. “Girls!”

We burst into the cold night air. Séarlait laughed as I bounded away like the rabbit from her story. I didn’t slow until my boots were pounding over the bridge, and even then I pushed onward. She laid her head on my shoulder and shuddered against the breeze.

“You didn’t have to run, you know.” Her breath tickled my ear. “I wasn’t going to make us stay the night. Carrie just likes to take care of me when she can.”

“You seem intimate with the family.”

“The Dubhagains have a stall next to mine. They have a lot of kids, so I give them anything I don’t sell at the end of the day.”

“You like the red-haired one.” I slowed to a stop by the pasture fence. “She liked you back. I could smell her across the room. I can smell you now.”

Séarlait flushed all the way down her chest. Her arms tightened around my neck, making me squeeze her back on instinct. Her scent was intoxicating. “Deborah. She’s married now, but… yeah. We were together for a little while before John proposed. That was years ago. We don’t talk about it anymore.” She traced circles on my neck with her nail. “Green looks good on you.”

“Tell me you like me more.”

Séarlait snickered, and I loosed the snarl that had been building in my chest all night. She rattled in my arms. Even the insects went quiet as I licked my lips and continued tromping towards the forest.

“Koi?” she said. I looked at the sky, my cheeks burning. She put a hand on my chest. “I do like you more.”

I tore my gaze down to hers. 

“I really like you,” she said, “and I’m not just saying that because your tongue is bigger than most girl’s fists.”

I held her closer, a rumble stuck in my throat.

“Take me home,” she whispered.

My heart sank. “Will I get to see you again?”

“Your home, birdbrain. I don’t know what I’m going to do tomorrow when the dragons leave, but tonight I want to be with you. Take me back to your den.”

I couldn’t fly fast enough.


Chapter 16, Maybe Things Can Still Be Okay

Séarlait

I offered the scratches on my hips for Koi to re-open, but when I pulled off my dress and laid back in Koi’s pelt-covered nest, I found pink scars where scabs had been only hours ago.

The taloned crux of her wing slammed beside my head, four glowing red eyes peering down an obsidian beak. Her tongue snaked out and caressed my scars. She leaned in and drew the tip of her beak over the raised skin, and I winced as blood beaded along a shallow cut.

While it stung, it was over quick, and as she licked the wound clean. Maybe her random abilities would heal this one as well? Koi shifted in a burst of green light, her braids falling around us as she crawled on top.

I tucked one behind her ear and admired the color, so close to the dark green of her wings. She captured my lips in a fierce kiss. Her movements were still clumsy, but she was getting better by the minute. Before long she was fumbling out of her clothes and pulling me against her.

“Séarlait…” Her voice was a rumble. She kissed my neck, holding me up with an arm banded across my back. Her other hand slipped between my legs.

She stroked my folds, coaxing out the wetness inside. She slipped a finger inside, and I moaned as she nibbled on my ear. I ran a hand down her stomach and found her thighs, stroking until she opened her legs as well.

I found her cunt already dripping. “Someone’s eager,” I panted. She pumped into me with a growl, making my entire body tremble. I ran my fingers over her slick labia, struggling to find her clit with large circling motions before just pressing harder.

Séarlait growled against my ear. Our heavy breathing filled the den as we writhed together, rubbing each other off in the dim green firelight. Koi gave a fiery roar as she came on my hand, the heat singing my face. I chased my impending orgasm riding her fingers. Koi kissed me hungrily, licking the back of my teeth as she held me tight.

My entire body tensed as I reached my peak. Heat flooded my body as I came on her fingers. I sagged against her, and she pulled me on top of her and reclined against the grassy rim of her nest. I hummed gratefully as she pulled a pelt over us and held me close. A quiet rumble emanated from her like a satisfied cat. Then she went quiet.

“Stay with me,” she finally murmured against my temple.

I buried my face in her neck and took a shuddering breath. “I can’t. You know I can’t.”

“I know.” Koi sighed into my hair, her grip tightening. We stewed in an air of endorphins and disappointment. Maybe…

We drifted off after a sleepless night. All too soon, dawn came in a burst of red light. I tried to roll off Koi, but she held me in place and shifted as well. My cursed form appeared small laying on her sprawling belly. She wrapped a wing over me and fell back asleep.

Maybe this could work out. Or maybe I was full of shit and serotonin from laying against a warm body for the first time in years. All I knew for sure was my sisters would starve if I didn’t go back home. I couldn’t let that happen.

No matter how tenderly this dragon held me.

Koi woke with a start and craned her head toward the exit. I stirred as footsteps came down the tunnel. She growled long before we saw the dragon, but it died in her throat as Vickers slunk into her den.

The dragons locked eyes, a silent conversation passed between them. Koi’s body tensed under me, her wing falling away. Vickers nodded at me.

“Cursed one,” he rumbled in my head. “I have spoken to Blalock. He wishes to speak with you before the last flocking.”

“Me?” I blinked at him, involuntarily shrinking into Koi.

“Come before he changes his mind. It took an awful lot of brawling to gain his cooperation.” With that, he turned and nodded toward the tunnel.

I looked to Koi, finding her gaze on the wall. She rolled over and lowered me onto the nest. We marched in silence through the tunnels, and I could feel her heavy heart like a weight on my shoulders.

We breached the surface, the sky still pink with dawn. I took a few steps and looked around, freezing between my two protectors.

Blalock sat nearby with a number of preening dragons around him. Two blush-colored dragons laid at his heels. I recognized Tichenor and Algernon as they looked up.

Every glowing eye turned on us, and Blalock lowered his head as Vickers nudged me forward. I took a cautious step forward, unsure if this was an apology or a snackrifice.

Blalock looked away, and Tichernon nipped his wing with a growl. The sound was taken up by the other dragons who puffed and flared and snapped until the enormous male dragon crawled toward me with his head brushing the wildflowers.

“Morsel. I have been made aware of your significance to the tail humper. It seems Koivulotta has garnered a great deal of pity this year… My females have turned on me until I make amends.” He puffed black smoke in my face. “But I already told you I cannot undo what has been done. I do not understand my own abilities anymore than you do.”

My heart sank—But what else had I been expecting?

“However,” he rumbled, “I must do something to appease my kind. I would like to try. It may or may not work, it may result in something else entirely. There is no way of knowing the outcome besides ending this pointless discussion.”

“You’re saying you could make it worse?” I started to back away, but my hoof hit something solid. I craned my head around and saw a scaly black pillar. Koi stood on her hind legs above me, her wings flared and fangs bared in a silent threat. Her head only reached Blalock’s haunches. One swipe and he could knock her head clean off, yet she stood poised to leap to my defense.

My heart swelled as I turned back to the diminished male. This was my only chance to do something about my curse, but should I take such a risk? I could go home, but without being able to run my stall at the market or even be seen during the day for fear of capture and this discovery, it would do little good.

I could turn down Blalock’s offer and stay with Koi.

It would be a strange life, living in a hole like a gopher and eating grass for the rest of my life, but at least I would be with someone who cares about me.

But, my sisters.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I nodded at Blalock. If there’s even half a chance to break the curse, I have to take it.

“I wish you luck,” Blalock rumbled, then reared up and rained fire on me. I blinked up at the flames and barely had time to brace before they hit me with a force that knocked the breath from my lungs. The flames were uncomfortably warm but nothing like the visceral burning I expected.

My skin tingled as the flames engulfed me and darkened to a cherry red. I looked down at my hooves, my chest tight as the second ticked by. The flames sputtered out and left me on a blackened patch of grass. Fire crept through the meadow all around us.

Koi threw herself onto the ground and rolled across the burning grass. A blue dragon and pink wyvern joined in, and others patted out smoldering patches near them with tails and paws. I looked up at Blalock as the last flame was extinguished. My vision glassed over as I stood before him, still a stupid brown horse.

“My apologies, morsel.” He bowed his head. “Know that I really did try. At least I did not make it worse.”

“Yeah. At least it’s not worse.” I looked down at the charred ground, Koi’s feathers creeping into my vision as she curled around me. It was over.

My mother was going to disown me when she finds out what happened to me.


Chapter 17, A Desperate Hope

Koivulotta

Séarlait didn’t say a word as we paced the forest in a trance.

That useless lizard not only failed to break his curse, but he gave her false hope that was now as dead as the ash where he brutally murdered it.

I prowled alongside the downtrodden horse until the first dragon split from the flock. We stopped to watch as the dragons that had stuck to an instinctual pattern all week began to disperse as the sun set.

Some would roost for the last night, but many more would get a head start back to whatever corner of the world they called home. Blalock would be long gone in a matter of hours, if he wasn’t heading out already after the humiliation of getting shunned by his females this morning.

I wound my tail around Séarlait. She trod over the feathered tip and walked away with her head down. Some selfish part of me was glad she couldn’t return to her old life, but her diminished march might as well have been stomping over my heart. “She seems really upset.”

Séarlait craned her head and glowered back at me. “Of course I am.”

“Right, of course.” I slunk after her. “When will she talk to me?”

“I can hear you, birdbrain. You’re thinking too loud.”

“Oh, sorry. Please stay with me. Please stay with me. Please turn around. Do not think about her, stupid scaly bird. Please turn around, pony.”

Séarlait ground to a halt and stomped her hoof. Koi! She wheeled around and shook her mane. “Can I just have a minute? I’m trying to process this and you’re shooting every single one of your thoughts directly into my brain.”

“Please stay with me.” I straightened up, unsure how many of my thoughts were pouring over. “Of course, I need to feed anyway. Please love me. Try not to wonder too far, pony. I will return shortly. Does she still like me?”

“Koi…”

I leapt into the sky before she could tell me. “Do I sound as desperate as I feel?” I angled toward the ocean and settled on a wind current. Séarlait was in a stressful situation, and it would be cruel to steal her before she could try and make amends with her family. “But I want my mate to want me more.”

I dove toward the water and took out my frustration on whatever braved the surface. My talons sank into slimy bodies one after another as I ate my fill of fat brown fish for what felt like hours but was likely only one. The island was a sliver in the distance when I couldn’t stand it any longer.

I started to head back when a dark shadow appeared under the waves. I dove for it and ripped a particularly large fish from the water on my way back to the island. The fish thrashed in my talons before going limp as the last drop of water dripped into the ocean below. It only took a few minutes to spot Séarlait laying in the grass; she hadn’t moved an inch since I left.

“Koivulotta!” Came her distant cry.

I flinched at my whole name. I landed on the cliffside with a thud that shook rocks loose. The splash was lost to the crashing waves below. Séarlait staggered to all fours and galloped toward me. I raised a wing to intercept her wild charge.

“Fish,” I held it up with my other wing. “For your family. You should go home tonight and make amends before making any decisions about your future. Those kids clearly mean a lot to you.”

“How could you leave me like that? Stupid beast.” Séarlait butted her head into my feathers. “Stupid, stupid, stupid!” She knocked a feather loose. I leapt back before she could do any real damage.

“That is enough, morsel.” I puffed up and growled. “What colossal storm is raging in that tiny body?”

“Don’t leave me again.” Séarlait trotted closer, and I relaxed as she pressed her head against my wing. “Sorry. I’m just anxious and really hungry, and I’m sorry I took it out on you. You’re a fever dream, Koi. I never thought my life would mean anything, and then you showed up like an answer to my prayers. You’re guttural and violent, but you care about me, and I really like you and I, well, I…

“I want to stay with you. I want to be wild with you.”

My chest constricted as I let out a sharp breath. It was all I could to think, “but the kids.”

“Their survival doesn’t hinge on me.” She snorted and craned her head back to see me leering over her. “That fish is enough for today. Tomorrow I might start panic picking apples to leave on their doorstep, but I thought of sleeping in that house now and what Blalock said about you being alone for all these years and I just thought, maybe. Does that sound crazy? A dragon and a part-time horse being together?”

Despite the pounding of my heart, my thoughts came out calm. “There are crazier things in this world than two creatures sharing a nest. Consider my burrow as your own.” I brought my head down to her level and nuzzled her side. “I am yours, morsel.”


Chapter 18, A Taste of Blasphemy

Séarlait

I approached the house with Koi walking in her humen form beside me, fish in hand and heart on my sleeve.

“Take me home after this.” I gave her a halfhearted smile and squeezed her hand. Koi leaned her head against mine with a chuckle.

“As if you could keep me from doing so. Go make peace with your mother.” Her lips grazed my cheek. Somehow, she seemed taller with her hair straight. Even more protective. “I will be waiting.”

I shuddered at her touch, my mind teeming with dread. Squeezing her hand one last time, I tore my gaze from Koi’s moonlit features and faced the house.

Mama’s haunched form was visible through the window. She sat on the couch, her needle pulling pelts together despite her shaking hands.

She leapt up at my first knock. A moment later the door opened a crack, fire light illuminating my ragged appearance. Her gaze fell to the hefty fish I held by the tail before darting back to my face with a scowl.

“Get inside, child.”

I breathed a sigh of relief as she opened the door wider and let me in. “Mama, I’m so sorry for disappearing, but I’ve come to tell you that I—”

“None of that now.” Mama glowered at me, closing the door. The lock clicked into place. “Do you have any idea how your actions are affecting our family? The girls have been overfeeding the rabbits. We’re almost through our store and the garden isn’t ready to harvest yet. They have been asking where you have been. I have been asking where you have been.”

The fish felt like a lead weight in my hand as I hefted it onto the table. “I didn’t mean to disappear like that, and I’m sorry, mama, really. But that’s what I came to talk to you about.” I held my breath and turned to hold her gaze. “I’m not coming back.”

My mother’s brutal expression morphed into one of bewilderment. “Surely that girl doesn’t mean more to you than your own family?”

“I’ll come by often to help with the garden and show the girls how to tend to the rabbits.”

“This is madness. This is sinful, Séarlait! You have responsibilities here, to us, not to some cunt-grabbing whore.”

I scowled at my mama, involuntarily pulling down my sleeves despite the gloves covering my marked hands. If she wouldn’t accept me loving a woman, then there’s no way she would accept my darkest secret—I was tainted. Cursed. Perhaps even a demon in her eyes for what happened to me.

“I should go,” I glared at her taut expression. “Tell them I’ll be back soon.”

“You’re not going anywhere.” Mama leaned against the door like there was a pack of wolves beating on the other side. “I won’t stand by and watch you damn yourself. Going down this path can only end in hellfire. It’s time to end this sexcapade and repent for your sins.”

“There are worse things I could do than fall in love, mother!” My face burned at the admission. That’s what this was, right? Because only love makes you do stupid things like moving out of your mama’s house without a backup plan. I clenched my fist. “Move.”

“You’re not leaving.”

The door creaked behind her. Mama toppled backwards as it was ripped off its hinges, her eyes landing on Koi leering above her with the door clenched in one hand.

“Enough,” my love growled, black smoke streaming from her nostrils. “Séarlait will be coming with me.”

“Demon!” mama screamed, pointing at Koi with a shaking hand as she scrambled back inside. “Get back!”

I shook my head with a sigh. “See you later, mama.” Koi offered her hand, and I gratefully accepted it. Koi pulled me to her chest with a tender smile. “Take me home,” I breathed against her lips.

“With pleasure.”

I didn’t realize my knees were buckling until she scooped me into her arms and turned away from the house. Mama cursed at her back, screaming vulgar words I didn’t know she knew. Her voice shrank as we distanced ourselves into the night. Most people would never understand our love, but it was there.

“Séarlaaaait!” A voice called out. I twisted in Koi’s arms and put a hand on her chest. A small form sprinted across the yard. I wiggled out of Koi’s arms and caught Sadie as she crashed into me.

My little sister sobbed in my arms. Koi grumbled over my shoulder as I stroked her back, “So this is one of the kids?”

“Shh!” I shot her a look, and the shifter’s eyes glowed red. She blinked it away before Sadie saw and pouted instead, her finger slipping under the neck of my dress. “I didn’t mean to wake you, I’m sorry. It’s okay.”

“Y-you left us,” she hiccuped against my shoulder. Her little hands grasped me like she was trying to crawl inside my rib cage, her face a swamp of tears and snot. I went to wipe her nose with my sleeve before seeing it covered in a week’s worth of piss, shit, blood and cum. I used the neck of her dress instead.

“Listen, Sadie, I didn’t mean to leave so suddenly. I would never abandon you.” I pressed my lips to her hair, earning a growl from the shifter lurking over my shoulder. I nudged her possessive hand away with a roll of my shoulder, though part of me reveled in her attention. “It’s just… time for me to grow up, I guess.

“Start my own life outside the farm. Of course I’m going to visit often and help around the house, but I can’t be here all the time anymore. I need you all to step up and help mother with the work. She won’t be able to do it by herself. Can you do that for me?”

Sadie only sobbed harder, but she went limp in resignation. I crouched and put her down when she could stand, smoothing back her ginger curls. She wiped her face and up at me with a pout that could rival a starving puppy. “Who is that?” She pointed at Koi, who balked at her finger.

“I am a—”

“Mary,” I cut in with a mirthful grin. “This is Mary. She’s pretty, huh?”

Sadie gave the shifter a scrutinous stare. “She’s kind of big. Are you running away together?”

I pinched her arm and glanced up at Koi, but she didn’t take offense. Dragons probably have different beauty standards than humen. “Wait, am I even attractive to her?” I shook off the thought. “Yes, yes. But not far. If you need me, I’ll always be around. I love you all very much, Sads. You the most. Don’t tell your sisters.”

“Is that why you broke our door running away?” Sadie asked bitterly.

“Just tell mother to hang a curtain over it tonight and to ask for Barry at the carpenter’s tomorrow.” I rolled my eyes at the thought of mama talking to the shy young man. “He’ll sell her a new door for a few pounds of meat, and install it, if she’s nice.”

“How do you know so much?”

I poked her nose with a weary smile. “Because I’ve been growing up for a while. Now, can you go help mom get up? I have a feeling she’s going to mope around like a beat dog tonight.”

“Promise you’ll come back?”

“Wild horses couldn’t drag me away,” I said, smiling up at Koi. And neither could a wild dragon.


Chapter 19, The Dragon Shifter’s Mate

Koivulotta

So this is how it feels to be mated.

Séarlait snored softly under the pelts, her cheek squished against my shoulder and her arm thrown over my stomach. I pulled her closer and pressed my nose to her hair, breathing in her musky scent—Hay, clean fur, and the muted tang of dried blood. I counted her freckles as she slept, and when I knew them all by heart, I moved on to naming each red eyelash.

And to think we never would have met if not for that rabbit.

I would have walked past that bush, too distracted by my kind to properly scent her, and lived my entire existence without ever thinking a humen could give me what I wanted more than anything: a mate.

A humen was no replacement for another of my kind, but Séarlait filled that yearning part of me with something sweeter. Her blunt nails and soft skin instilled a wholly different kind of desire; now I understood what it felt like to look up at a much more powerful creature and fear being broken.

And it only made my desire to protect her more fierce.

Séarlait stirred in my arms. Her green eyes blinked open, a lash falling to her cheek; goodbye Mini Morsel 13.

“Were you watching me sleep?” she yawned. The question felt like a trap, so I slowly shook my head. She sat up and stretched her arms, her expression souring. “Dawn,” she groaned. “Shift with me?”

“Of course, my little humen.” I rolled over and crawled away before shifting in a burst of green light. Séarlait stroked my wing as I towered over her.

And then she burst into flames.

“Séarlait?!” I thrust my beak into the swirling fire, but it was cold and empty. She was just… gone.

The flames grew higher, yellow and orange swirling in my nest without burning the pelts and grass. Then the flames darkened to maroon, and panic seized me as it all melted away, leaving the towering form of Blalock crouched in my nest.

His head brushed the ceiling, those piercing red eyes roaming his surroundings before landing on me. “What’s going on? Why is she so tiny…?” Blalock hunkered to the floor, his body moving in uncoordinated segments.

My heart skipped a beat. “Séarlait, is that you?”

“Of course! Koi, You’re scaring me.” Blalock brought his snout to my beak, pausing when they clacked together. She cocked her head, racing thoughts flooding my mind as she craned around and looked at herself. “What happened to being a horse?!”

“Your curse, it has been… altered.” A shudder ran through me. I planted my talons on her shoulder and reared up to sniff her maw. Séarlait wiggled as I inhaled her scent, my tail swishing as my feathers puffed up. My mind went fuzzy at her pheromones. “So good.” I slid down her leg and absolutely melted. “Did you ask him to do this?”

“I didn’t even think about changing the curse. I just wanted it broken,” she admitted, wiggling different parts of her new body.

My eyes locked onto every movement. Her dragon form was a copy of Blalock, including his imposing size. I had never seen a female this big. It was unheard of.

But the scent filling my den was undeniably female.

“Do you think this is a permanent change?” Séarlait’s tone rose in alarm.

“I could not be so lucky,” I sighed dreamily. Séarlait glowered at me with her two red eyes. I shrunk under her gaze and shuffled my wings. “I mean, surely not. Dragon by day, humen by night. It only makes sense. Are you unhappy to be free of your equine form?”

“No, I just…” Séarlait flexed her talons, looking over her new body with a diminished aura. She laid her head at my feet and sighed so hotly that black smoke puffed from her nostrils.

“You are not happy?” I nuzzled her cheek and breathed in her scent—Still musky, but less like hay now.

“I feel even more alienated from society than when I was a horse. At least then I could eat grass. Am I going to hunger for flesh now?” Séarlait drew her leather wings over her head, engulfing me in their girth.

The space was red with the glow of my eyes. She looked away with a rumble. I leaned my beak against her snout and held her sheepish gaze.

“A dragon’s life is steeped in blood, but there are many ways to live. I am deeply sorry for how my stomach encroached on your morality. The transition will be strange, but you are not alone.”

“Are you saying we’re birds of a feather?” Séarlait rolled her eyes, which glinted in the light from mine. Still green.

“We are two wisps of a flame,” I nuzzled her. “Too many nights I have curled against the wall overwhelmed with a crippling loneliness. Perhaps only I am this way, or every dragon hides this humiliating yearning. For once in my fifty years, I have hope for a happy future. I have hope for today.”

“Oh, Koi.” Séarlait sighed into my feathers. “This is all happening so fast, but I can’t imagine being without you now. I just hope you can put up with me learning how to dragon from scratch.”

“Not from scratch.” I clawed her wings down and sat up in the green firelight. “You know plenty through our time together. How about we savor this impossible moment by acquainting you with the sky?”

“You want me to fly? I don’t think that’s a good idea. I’ve only been a dragon for two minutes.”

“There is no greater pleasure than soaring on a strong current and taking in the endless waves.”

“As much as I would love to plummet into the ocean and drown, you’re not the big one anymore, birdbrain. There’s no way you could stop me from falling.”

“Then I shall find other ways of ensuring you stay a flight. Namely, motivation.” I slipped under her belly, my tail caressing her neck as I bounded to the exit. “Catch me if you can, fat ass.”

“Koi!” Séarlait hauled herself off the ground, her tantalizing muscles shifting as she moved. I swallowed hard and darted into the tunnel. “Wait a second, Koi! I can’t move that fast.”

She roared after me, the sound raw and uncontrolled. Dust rained from the dirt ceiling as I darted through the tunnel.

After a long moment and the echo of her hard scales scraping the walls, Séarlait was on my tail with a series of powerful bounds. Her talons sunk into the ground with each step, her weight pressing deep craters into the soil. A shiver of excitement laced with fear ran through me, pushing me to go even faster.

Séarlait bellowed behind me. Every step she took became more precise. The tunnel curved and we raced a familiar path to the surface. I breached first, bursting from the lush meadow and tearing into the sky.

Séarlait slipped her neck under me and reared back. She scooped me out of the air, her body shaking with each pant. I relaxed and slid down her bright scales, settling on her back and wrapping my wings around the base of her neck.

“You have no idea how attractive you are like this… She smells so good…”

Séarlait snorted a puff of black smoke. “You’re channeling your thoughts again.”

“So good… Apologies, my little humen. Your new form is making it hard for me to think straight.” I rubbed my beak against the bright scales of her shoulder. “You suddenly shifted into the most attractive female anyone has ever seen. Forgive my enthusiasm.”

“You’re just glad I don’t have a horse cunt anymore.” Séarlait rumbled with laughter and stalked toward the forest, effortlessly carrying me just like she did when we were horse and rider. I closed my eyes and savored the feeling of her strong body moving under me; how many different pairings have we been now? 

Most people have only one body, but we changed so much that I felt closer to her soul than whatever physical form she was in—Even if that form happened to be an imposing, succulent female dragon.

We chased each other through the forest all morning. My stomach growled as I digested the last slivers of bone from our would-be attackers. The ocean was teeming with fish, and after some encouragement, Séarlait made her first attempt at flying. We clawed up the highest trees and glided down again and again until she was confident enough to leap into the air and flap her wings. The trees billowed with the force of her beating wings. She landed beside me, her chest heaving.

I reared on my hind legs and nuzzled my beak against hers in encouragement. She stretched her wings out, weighing them with a cock of her head. It would take some getting used to, but she was learning quick.

We had our whole lives to adjust.

When the sun had dipped significantly, we stood on the cliffside overlooking the water. I looked at her and warmth blossomed in my chest. “Are you ready?”

“If the thought of eating grass now didn’t make me so nauseous, I would say no.” Séarlait shifted her shoulders and backed away from the edge. “Promise you’ll drag me out if I hit the water?”

“I will try to save you until my last breath, even if your fat ass drags me to the bottom of the ocean. I could die happy if it was with you.”

“Um, maybe we shouldn’t jump off this cliff if you think we’re going to fucking die!”

“You have performed adeptly all morning.” I rubbed against her side as I crawled to the cliffside. “I believe in you. Besides, hunger is a powerful motivator. You are a big strong predator now. If you fail to hunt so much as a minnow today, I will be embarrassed to take you as my life mate.”

“life—?” Séarlait straightened up and stared down at me, her maw agape.

“Good luck!” I leapt off the cliff, soaring away with nerves tighter than my aching cunt. Flaming hell, how desperate could I be?

My tail feathers rustled, and I dipped my head under my belly and looked below. Séarlait flashed me a fanged grin, her tongue flapping in the wind as she roared beneath me.

A laugh rumbled in my chest. “Looks like you’ll live another day.”

“This is amazing!” Séarlait angled toward the water, wobbling as she descended, and I peeled off and settled in line behind her. Dark shadows crossed the surface. Her hunger was palpable across our mental link.

“Watch me.” I spotted a fish ahead and raised my wings, my talons coming forward as I slowed to a near stop. I grabbed the fish and held it tight, flapping my wings a few times to regain my balance.

Séarlait sped past me and attempted to spread her wings, but the wind forced them shut. She flapped furiously and climbed into the sky, her weight a bigger burden than I realized. She headed back to the island while I ate my fill of bass.

She was prowling the cliff side when I returned. I soared closer, observing her stalk some minuscule prey. She lunged for it, and my chest swelled with pride as she threw her catch into the air and swallowed it whole like I did to those humen men. She was a survivor.

She was mine.


Chapter 20, Life Mate

Séarlait

I was used to the ever-changing height difference between us, but as Koi landed on the cliff side and bounded over to me, I starkly felt like a giant looking down at her. She brushed against my foreleg, her once terrifying form now cute and small.

I gently pushed her over with my wing. She rolled onto her back without complaint, her tail swishing as she nuzzled into the grass with contentment lidding her gaze. One slash of my talons and I could completely gut her. I rested my massive head on her belly, which was nearly the same size as her torso. Heat radiated off her and warmed the muscles behind my thick scales.

She was a hearth wrapped in skin and feathers, a home in the most unlikely place. She was mine.

“I can smell your arousal, morsel.” She shifted under me and flapped her wings in a vain attempt to roll over. “Hey! Let me up.”

I flicked my tongue over her neck. Her skin tasted like sea salt and love. Koi went still and watched me attentively, her glowing red eyes bowing in blatant yearning. I never thought love would taste so much like tears.

“Séarlait…” She trembled under my tongue as I planted my paws on either side of her and explored that long neck. Controlling the gravity-defying organ should have felt foreign, but I stretched my long, mauve tongue up and up to the spikes along her jaw without strain.

No wonder she was able to bring me to the brink in every form. This thing is awesome!

Koi rumbled as I worked my way down her belly and caressed her slit. The pale scales opened to reveal her glistening pink vulva. Before I could taste her, she reared her back leg and planted her talons on my chin. “Séarlait, wait. There’s something you should know about dragons before we do this…”

Her sudden declaration pulled me from my lust. I sat on my rear and cocked my head at her, my own insides throbbing in need. “Don’t tell me females can get each other pregnant, because I don’t need another kid right now.”

“Of course not.” Koi rolled onto her belly and staggered upright, her limbs unsteady beneath her. She trained her gaze on the grass between us. “Dragons are solitary in nature. We are drawn together for a time during mating season, but most part ways afterward. Only life mates stay together beyond that.”

“Life mates?” My wings curled around us, blocking out the orange light of dusk creeping across the sky.

Koi craned her head up to meet my gaze. Her plumage puffed anxiously. “When two dragons love each other very much, their pheromones can mix and permanently alter each other’s. This scent will mark us like a warning to others. If we do this, neither of us will ever be able to have another mate, and I have never… I do not want to end up without…”

“If you’re worried about me leaving, you can bury that thought along with the humen I used to be.” I lifted her beak with my snout. Black smoke streamed from my nostrils as I stared up at her. “I wasn’t planning on this being another fling. Even if I wasn’t a big scary demon, everyone would treat me like I was just because I like chasing tail more than dick.”

“You’re the only person who hasn’t been ashamed to be with me. You stood up for me when I couldn’t stand against my own mother. You, Koivulotta, are the one I want to be with, whether we live in a big house or a dirt hole. Besides, humen have a similar custom. Once you put a ring on that finger, only the worst few people will try to get between a pair. And, while I wasn’t expecting to get married today… it doesn’t scare me as much as the thought of being without you.

“So don’t worry about being marked, birdbrain.” I ruffled her feathers with a snort of black smoke. “You. Are. Mine.”

A shudder ran through her body like a tidal wave. Séarlait… Intense emotions channeled into me as she reared up and nuzzled my jaw. Her dark tongue swiped the underside, the red glow of her eyes magnified in our bubble of darkness.

With only minutes to spare before dusk, we shed all language but that of our bodies. Flexible tongues met in a testing embrace before twisting in intricate knots. Koi may be an aggressive lover when she had a hundred pounds on me, but now it was my giant torso I pulled her onto like she once did for my equine form.

Koi’s feathered wings tickled my underside as she righted herself on my belly. The sky blazed pink through the canopy overhead, but my view of the beithíoch’s swaying tail was more entrancing than the sunset. Her folds glistened as she arched like a cat in heat.

I couldn’t help indulging in my newfound animalistic instincts by scenting the air, a plume of black smoke trailing from my nostrils as I rumbled in approval. Her scent was nothing like I expected—And I had smelled my fair share of musk after years of walking in on my rabbits going at each other. Her scent wasn’t dirt and salt and hay.

She smelled of spice.

Hot peppers and searing heat burned my nostrils and sent my heart thudding like a rock skipping across a lake of lusty pheromones. I never liked spicy food, but her hot cunt was a delicacy I fully intended to savor.

My tongue slipped between her folds and caressed her slit. A wordless plea channeled into my mind. She pushed against my tongue, coating it in her juices, and my eyes glowed brighter with hunger.

Koi arched against me with a growl. I traced her slit with my slick tongue before pushing inside. A huff escaped her as I eased deeper and deeper into that hot cunt. My saliva mixed with her tangy juices, our lusty cocktail dripping onto my belly as she stretched around the thickening girth of my tongue.

A tremor ran through her body as I finally hit the end and touched a bundle of nerves. Her channel had to be longer than my arm in humen form.

I pulled all the way out of her to thrust again again, her cunt squeezing my tongue and closing behind the tip as it slipped out. She growled at the loss and craned her head around to glower at me, slick dripping down her legs. Her thoughts were a jumble of negative emotions, one word fighting to the surface.

“Stay.”

There were things I didn’t understand about this new body, but her plea along with the throbbing in my own walls told me what to do. I lapped at her tight slit before pushing inside once again. She trembled as her entrance stretched around my tongue. The tip hit that bundle of nerves again, and I coiled around it as best I could in the tight space of her body.

Koi shuddered as my tongue undulated inside her, moving like a wave on a lazy shore that betrayed the pounding of my heart evident beneath her. It was different than the fervent fingering we shared in the barn or the dazed damnation of that first time. I stroked every inch of her long channel until her walls pulsed around my tongue, as if drawing it further around that sweet spot.

My dexterous limb gripped her firmly. Each wave of my tongue gently pulled, earning a roar as I jerked her off from the inside. A tremor was my only warning before flames burst from Koi’s beak, and I flung my wings away as her breath seared the dark sky. My heart skipped a beat at the darkness, and I barely had time to pull out and roll over before my body burst into flames.

Koi landed in the grass with a squawk.

The flames whipped away on an misty breeze, leaving me shaking on my hands and knees in my humen form. Every part of me ached. I stared at my curse marked hands, my fingers curling into the grass. The orange whorls crawled up my forearms, claiming more and more of my skin as they shifted from orange lines into dark streaks of hellfire.

The flames crept up to my shoulders and connected across my collar bone before settling. Red splattered onto my fingers. One drop at first, then two and three. I blinked hard, feeling wetness roll down my cheeks as my vision turned the color of blood.

A rumble drew my gaze up to Koi. Her glowing eyes were dripping as well. She leaned down, swiping the tip of her tongue along my jaw, and transformed. When she sat up with twigs stuck in her braids, her clear gaze landing on me before brimming. Blood rolled down her cheeks.

“Look at you,” her voice broke. “Bleeding for me. I want to apologize, but I wouldn’t really mean it.” She stepped toward me before falling to her knees and breathing hard. She pulled me into a crushing embrace. “My beautiful mate.” That looks like it hurts. “We are bonded forever.”

“Hurt?” I blinked away the blood in my own eyes until I could see clearly. I struggled out of her arms and stared at her. There’s no way I just heard her thoughts in this form.

Koi’s lips parted in astonishment. She cupped my face in both hands, her sleeves soaking up my blood. Forever. The thought resonated through me as she leaned in and pressed her burning lips to mine.

And suddenly a lifetime didn’t seem long enough.


Epilogue

Koivulotta

With our newfound bond and mating season over, I didn’t have to limit myself to a humen form to communicate with my life mate.

My life mate. Even after all these months, it still feels surreal to think someone really devoted themself to a yearning beast like me.

A spot of brown peeked between the snow covered canopy. I descended toward the forest and landed on the swaying branches. My talons sank into the bark as I crawled down the trunk, the wood creaking under my weight. Crumbles of bark fell to the snow covered ground. I landed in a flurry of white powder.

A modest cabin sat in a plot of painstakingly cleared land. The thatching roof and walls of stripped birch logs were convincing to any onlookers, if a little odd with the massive sliding barn doors, but it was all a facade.

I nosed the doors open one at a time and stared down into a steep tunnel. Cobbled sandstone walls replaced the dirt I was used to. Light from my green flames flickered at the bottom, and I crawled into the burrow that was unlike any house or den.

Sturdy walls and a ceiling that didn’t crumble with every move. Tools lining the walls on metal hooks purchased from town. Shelves and shelves of baskets woven by humen hands, and a separate room I carved out with a humen-sized door and rafters that opened to the sky.

It was all so foreign, yet the home was large enough for both Séarlait and I in our scales and had a nest with enough layers of pelts to protect our humen bellies from the sticks underneath.

The scent of blood drew me towards the room, a kitchen, and I settled in the dirt and laid my head in the doorway. My bottom pair of eyes were level with the door frame, and I tilted my head until I could see inside with one.

“Back so soon?” Séarlait looked up from where she sat on a stool. A large table was laiden with pans of rabbits she had skinned outside, their pelts hanging on the wall. She set her knife on a cutting board beside a broken down carcass and slipped from her seat. “I still have work to do.”

“But I came all this way to see you. Rest with me, my mate.”

“You live here!” She wiped her hands on her apron before untying the garment and laying it aside. Her cheeks were the color of the scales hidden under her skin as she came to perch against my beak. “You can survive without me for a few more minutes. This has to be done right away or it will rot, and I’m not giving my family rotten meat.”

“Séarlaitttt…” I snorted a puff of black smoke. It pooled on the ceiling before slipping out the rafters.

“Okay, okay,” she laughed, holding up her hands. “Just let me wash my ha—” She squealed as I clamped my beak around her outstretched hands, her wrists slotted between my fangs. The tip of my tongue brushed her finger before roaming over her palm. I scrubbed her hands clean, savoring the taste of blood and specks of meat marring her fiery hands. She bit her lips, enraptured as I moved to the next hand. “Koi…”

“All clean, my mate.” I parted my fangs, just slightly, and wrapped my tongue around her wrist and up her forearm. “Unless you have other needs of me.”

She balled her fists, flushing furiously, but the way her expression softened told me I won. Her free hand caressed my jaw. Her lidded gaze flitted from my fangs to my many glowing eyes.

“Maybe I could spare a few minutes, since you so nicely cleaned me up.”

“Say no more.” I rose to all fours, pulling her through the doorway before hoisting her into the air. She squealed again, hanging by my tongue bound around her wrist. I swung around before gently lowering her into the nest. Our nest.

She grinned as I towered over her. “I love it when you say ours.” She turned her head to her bound wrist, kissing the tongue wrapped around her arm. She looked up, laying on her back in wait. Her brows creased. “Aren’t you going to shift?”

Even in my true form, the sight of her soft humen body ignited a burning desire—But I liked being myself again. “Would it bother you if I did not?”

Surprised flashed in those green eyes, but then she offered a sly grin. “We haven’t done it this way before. Be gentle, mate.” She tapped my beak, the word teasing.

Fire roared to life in my belly. I growled in response, and at the first swipe of my tongue down her chest, she melted beneath me. We spent hours tangled together inside our nest, and somehow, with her shoulder-deep in my cunt and riding my tongue, it felt more right than any of our other combinations.

My life mate. Who knew it would be a morsel that stole my heart and filled the yearning hole in it?

When we were spent, Séarlait wobbled back into the kitchen to finish cooking. She started on a loaf of bread and left it to rise, coming back to my side to rest as her dough did.

Dawn came soon after, and watching my mate try to shape a loaf with her snout had me rolling on the dirt floor and rumbling laughter down our bond. This life was a fantasy I could have never hoped for—And as dawn stretched into evening, we returned from flying over the misty ocean to our cottage in the forest, where we spent the night baking bread and making love.

Because even a monster can find happiness, if they’re lucky.


If you enjoyed the book, please leave a review!

Reviews help other readers find my work, so let everyone know what you think of this one so I can keep pursuing my passion of telling angsty stories.

You can find my previous novel The Soul Collector on my Amazon page. I hope to see new readers joining us on our journey through the fantasy world of Brónach!
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Eel Lovesick is the sapphic pen name for Camille Collins, author of the BrónachVerse.

An enthusiast of all things sapphic, Lovesick brings her taste for angst and monsters to the world of Lesbian Romance starting with her pandemic project, The Soul Collector, followed by a loose reverse-Shrek retelling in The Dragon Shifter’s Mate.
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