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  Content Warning



After angering a fae lord, rakish minstrel Bragi can think of only one way to placate the ruler—kidnap a human woman as a gift. Unfortunately, the first woman he finds turns out to be not so human at all. Sora is a powerful witch, and she kidnaps him first. Worse … she’s his mate.

TW: Mature content including foul language, captive romance, and explicit sex.
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Bragi needed an ale. A tall one. And a human woman to kidnap, though the woman need not be tall too. Just the ale. Short would do for the girl. Short was probably best, in fact. He could carry her to the fae baron of the Lunar Court more easily if she came in a small package. 

And pretty. Pretty enough to make up for Bragi’s little slip-up, accidentally seducing the mortal servant the frey—his fae lord—favored.

Only, he’d never kidnapped a human before—or anyone for that matter. When he wanted a woman’s company, all he usually had to do was smile at them and give them attention. Mortal women were especially fond of his attention. Bragi was a poet and a composer. Sweet words whispered in the soft, rounded ears of a woman never failed him, as had unfortunately been the case with the frey’s servant girl.

Oh, but what if the woman didn’t like that she was being abducted? What if she cried at him? He was a useless lump in the face of tears. His captive would get whatever they wanted then: freedom, coin, the very shirt from his back . . .

He’d have to do something to keep her from crying.

Reflecting on his many errors in the blazing heat of a late afternoon sun, Bragi stumbled upon a less-than-modest homestead in a meadow just south of the Lunar city of River Row. He dropped his pouch of provisions beside his boots and peered around an oak tree. The tall, lean hut sat crooked in the deep grass several yards away, surrounded by large blue butterflies and fae wildflowers. Fae flowers were brightly colored and denser than other flora, grand enough to hold the butterflies that were as big as birds. The image would have been picturesque if the home wasn’t so dilapidated, the wood rotten in places, the shutters hanging crookedly on rusted hinges.

A woman moved amongst the rows of an overgrown garden, a woven basket hooked over her arm. She collected ripe tomatoes off coiling vines. Bragi kept to the tree line, hidden by foliage, and watched her. She was tall for a mortal woman, not at all a small package to carry, but certainly pretty. She had the build of a woman who often worked outside with her hands, but she dressed like a lady—a walking contradiction. Most importantly, there was enough to her hips and bottom and breasts to hold a man’s attention for a long while.

She was perfect.

He studied her: full lips, a soft complexion, large eyes. The Lunar Fae came in a colorful range of skin tones. His was russet. Hers was white as cream and spotless. Her hair—what he could see of it hanging beneath her bonnet—was bright yellow, like ripe wheat. His frey liked fair-haired mortals. It was a blonde chit that had gotten Bragi into this predicament, in fact.

Based on the size of this woman’s garden and home, she lived alone. Even better. The frey wouldn’t want to deal with an angry husband or father shouting about getting their girl back. The baron—a human term—would keep her anyway, of course. Lunar Fae ruled the lands in and around the borders of the river Eventide. But it was best to avoid such nuisances when one could.

The woman lived rough, but her clothing was surprisingly fine, not the clothing of a commoner. A woman who dressed above her station surely longed for more in life. Perhaps she wanted a home that matched her rich clothing. Perhaps she would just need a bit of coaxing to convince her to come along with him. His honeyed words might serve him best here. And if not, he’d revert to his other plan: put her to sleep with moon magic to prevent tears and haul her off over his shoulder.

He’d need to make himself more approachable first. The fae put most mortals on their guard and for good reason—they were so often abducting them. It went against fae culture to lie outright, but if she made the wrong assumptions about who he was based on his appearance, that would be just fine.

Bragi angled his fingers, touching them together to make the sign of a four-pointed star, casting a spell over the short antlers which curved back off his crown. The sunlight dampened his connection to his magic, which Lunar Fae mages drew from elements of the Divine Night, but the shade helped get the job done. He reached up to confirm his antlers were concealed. Then he did the same to his pointed ears. His hair was a vibrant red, an unnatural shade compared to humans. He dampened the colors to a muddier tint. His castings left the scent of incense behind.

Absently, he wound several ruddy strands around a finger, examining the length. Should he shorten it? He was rather fond of his long mane, which fell in waves below his shoulders, half pinned up in a knot at the base of his head. Mortal ladies called him a rake for wearing it so long, but they seemed to like it. Mortal men wore their hair cropped and boring and tucked under powdered wigs—bah. He’d keep his hair.

Bragi rubbed dirt on his trousers and ripped a seam in the shoulder of his tunic and the long ruffles of his sleeves. He’d look more like a lost traveler now than a fae minstrel on a mission—or a man on the hunt.

He waited for the woman to wander to the front door, up a set of rickety steps, watching as she untied the bonnet from under her chin, fighting with the bow against her slender throat. She worked the knot with long delicate fingers.

She was indeed very pretty.

And not for you, he reminded himself.

Bragi moved silently through the lush grass. It wouldn’t do to sneak up on her. He didn’t want to scare her. He picked up his feet and dropped them as though they were heavy, mimicking the bumbling gait of a mortal.

The woman pushed open a door that creaked loudly, then she stiffened on the threshold. She turned, knocking her straw bonnet crooked, ribbons dangling on either side of her face.

“You,” she said with an urgent familiarity that brought him pause.

He froze on the lawn just a few strides from her, close enough to make out the penetrating blue depths of her dark eyes. “Do we know each other . . . ? No, we couldn’t.” He looked her over, a smile stretching his lips. “I’d definitely remember you.”

“Oh no,” she groaned, tucking her basket firmly against her side. She had a bold accent, like the people who lived amongst the Unseelie to the south, a land ruled by the descendants of dragons and shapeshifting trickster fae—the dragae, they were called. The mortals who served them were referred to as drakes.

“Is something the matter?” Bragi asked politely. He wondered if this drake lived alone here after fleeing an unkind dragae master, a situation that brought many, many humans over the borders of the river Eventide.

“Yes,” she drawled. “You’re trespassing, and you look like the roguish type.”

She was a fiery drake, apparently. That made him grin. Oh, but he liked a girl with fire. Her mouth probably got her into all sorts of trouble up in the mountains. No wonder she was in hiding.

He arched a brow at her. “Roguish?”

Balancing her basket against her hip, she waved a dismissive hand at him. “You know what I mean. A handsome fool who believes his good looks are payment enough for all of his mischief. One who thinks his smiles are a gift to all womankind.”

His grin widened. He bowed playfully. “You’re welcome for that one.”

A breathy chuckle broke through her firm lips. The lovely sound seemed to surprise her, even though it came out of her own throat. “I’m called Sora. And who are you? Or should I keep calling you rake?”

“Bragi, at your service. But call me rake if you like. I admit it fits.”

“Bragi . . .” she said slowly. He liked the way she pronounced his name in her hard accent, lengthening the sound of the “r”. “Why do you look like you rolled in the dirt, Bragi? It’ll be more difficult to trick skirts into your bed looking like that.”

He coughed a laugh, then patted down his trousers, sending up a cloud of dust. He’d overdone it a bit with his disguise. “I was walking the woods. I’m a poet and musician, you see. I derive my lines from nature and from other beautiful things, such as yourself. Now I’m thirsty and far from the Eventide.”

“You found your inspiration today by leaving the paths and bathing in the dirt like a sow? There’s an arm of the river just behind you there.”

“Is there? Oh, but I’m sure to get lost. I’m not a clever poet,” he teased. Bragi ran a hand through his hair, drawing her eyes to it. “I don’t have to be. It’s like you said: I get what I want with my smile.”

She snorted. “I bet you do.”

“You have to admit it is rather impressive.” He showed off his teeth again. “I’m foolish enough to wander off in the middle of the day, and still the ladies throw their coins at me . . . amongst other things.”

“I’ll admit nothing of the sort.” Another chuckle broke through. She swallowed it down, twisting her lips. “You reek of trouble. Be off with you. I haven’t time for wandering poets or scandalous rakes.” She turned for the door of her hut.

He touched his throat and forced a cough, hoping this mortal held to tradition. It was terrible luck, according to humans, to turn away a stranger in need. “But I’m tired and parched and covered in filth.” All true statements. He’d been wandering the forest for what felt like ages.

He slouched, wanting to appear shorter because, though she was tall, his height would dwarf her and possibly make her uneasy. With no shade, his sensitive eyes were beginning to burn. He fought against the urge to squint. His sleep spell would work best if he had her off her guard and out of the direct sunlight. He was nocturnal, but humans were not. He’d chosen to go on the hunt during the day when the mortals would be most active, and now he was regretting that choice.

She peered at him, chewing on her cheek.

“Have a heart,” he cooed. “Spare some water for a poor foolish minstrel. Let me sit a spell and enjoy your company. I mean you no harm. I swear in the name of all the divines—” He paused. Fae sang to the divines. Mortals swore their allegiance to their dead. “And in the name of my ancestors,” he added, hoping she didn’t think long on his slip. “I won’t hurt you.”

And that was the truth of it. He meant her no harm. His frey would take her freedom, but he’d treat her well, far better than the Unseelie. She’d no longer have to work so hard for food. She’d no longer have to live in a hut that looked like a strong wind might blow it over.

“I’ll let you in.” Her clever eyes narrowed. “But I warn you now, minstrel: step inside my house and you won’t leave it again.”

“I won’t wish to, you mean,” he guessed, keeping his tone light in the face of her sardonic stare. And what if he kept this lovely, fiery drake for himself? His frey would never have to know . . . He could find another less tempting woman later for his lord. “I won’t want to leave after enjoying your delightful company, I’m sure.”

She rolled her eyes. “Spare me your sweet-hearting. I’m not going to lift my skirts for you, if that’s what you think. Not for all your smiles.” She turned and nudged the door open. It gave with a loud groan. Bright blue butterflies, as big as sparrows, ascended from the nearby fae flowers and flew in through the door. “Come into my house if you dare.” Then she stepped through the doorway and disappeared inside, boots thudding against wooden planks.

Bragi moved to follow her, startled when a black cat sprang from the grass with an annoyed yowl and jetted past his legs, into the hut.

“You have a pet,” Bragi said fondly. He liked cats. Pleased he had a new topic to discuss to warm the woman up, he climbed the crooked steps quickly and crossed the threshold.

Bragi gaped at the open living space before him. It was poorly lit, the windows drawn shut. Still, it looked much larger inside than it had appeared on the outside. Embers glowed and simmered in a massive hearth beside a plush chair and a stack of fine furs. The floors and walls were made of a rich dark wood, nothing at all like the dilapidated shack he’d found in the meadow. Two doors flanked the hearth, leading to the divines only knew where. From the outside, the tiny hut had seemed too small to have adjoining rooms.

The door slammed shut behind him as though it had been caught in a gale, despite there being no wind. He frowned over his shoulder. The door rattled in its frame as though it were having a fit.

Bragi’s talented tongue tied. He forgot briefly how to form words. The walls shuddered, and a hot dry breeze blew across the nape of his neck and made his skin prickle.

“What in the name of the Moon Mother was that?” Bragi rubbed at his neck, scanning the room for the cause of the phantom wind. The windows remained shut. The fire offered the only light, flickering in response to the strange breeze.

Sora took her time answering him, setting her basket of tomatoes down on a small counter, a space littered with jars and drying herbs beside a rounded table and chairs made of wax-wood. She examined him, not meeting his eyes, her hard gaze briefly sweeping down his body from neck to boots before they returned to her basket. “That’s just my home.” Her lips curled at the corners. “It’s breathing.”

“Breathing?”

The cat leapt onto the table and hissed at him. Sleek black fur matched its obsidian eyes which glinted at him. That was no normal cat. Hot magic that smelled like smoldering brimstone filled Bragi’s nose and heated his lungs.

He spun for the door, grabbed the knob, and fought to pry it open.

The knob sharpened and grew teeth. He jerked his hand away before it could bite him.

“Witch,” he spat, glaring at Sora and her damned familiar. “You’re no human!”

“That’s rich, coming from you.” Her breathy laugh filled with cool disdain. “You’re no mortal either.” He saw them then, the short points of four small bone horns dotting her crown. The sharp edges of her ears peeked through her tresses. The shallow dragae horns had been hidden by the bonnet and her thick hair, but he could make out the tips of them now.

“You’re a trickster,” he growled.

“Ha! A trickster, yes—how dare I wear a hat outside to shield my eyes from the blazing sun,” she drawled, sarcasm dripping from her words. “Don’t waste your breath judging me. You call yourselves mages, but you and the Lunar Fae you serve are nothing but a court full of vile tricksters.”

“You disguised yourself and your house. You—”

“Admittedly, my house is a bit of a trickster, but you saw what you wanted to see. I simply let you in.” She turned back to her tomatoes, wiping them clean on her apron and removing the green stems. She dropped the scraps on the floor, and the floorboards parted, swallowing up the discarded bits.

He tried the door again. It snapped at him, nearly catching his fingers.

“Stop that,” she barked. You won’t be getting outside, and I don’t want your blood all over my floor. It’s as I warned you already, or weren’t you listening? Masha,” she said to the cat with a jut of her chin. “Rid him of that silly spell.”

The cat sprang at him, claws bared, the tang of brimstone heavy in his lungs. He closed his eyes and turned his head, protecting his face. The cat weighed three times what she looked like she would. The creature hit his chest, solid and heavy, knocking him into the doorframe. The sharp teeth of the knob bit at him, tearing his tunic. One lightning-fast swipe of the cat’s paw and the yowling familiar scratched jet nails down his cheek, drawing blood.

He felt the moon magic sapped from his body, leaving the thinnest hints of incense in the air. He reached a hand up and felt his antlers, three short prongs curved back, and then the points of his ears.

He squared his shoulders, but the witch’s eyes remained averted. A muscle in her cheek jumped. The cat jogged underneath the table, then hopped onto the counter near Sora’s elbow, its tail flicking side to side. It meowed at her.

“No, Masha,” the witch said quietly, “it won’t do any good to tell him all that.”

Bragi’s hands made fists. She’d called him a mage, but the truth was he had a very weak connection to the Divine Night, even in the dark. He wasn’t much of a mage at all. He could change little things about himself, cast small spells, but his talent was music, not magic. He wouldn’t be able to best her, but perhaps he could still talk his way out of this.

His lips parted.

“Don’t bother,” Sora said. “As I warned you, now that you’ve entered my house, you’re not going anywhere.”

Bragi worked his throat. “What is it you plan to do with me?”

“You first.” A corner of her mouth tugged up. “What was it you planned to do with me?”

Bragi straightened his shirt and brushed at his cheek. The blood there was already drying. “I saw the state of your shabby little home and wished to offer you a better life. I didn’t know it was a trickster house. I assumed you were a drake on the run, in need of protection.”

The witch chuckled at that, but there was no humor in it. “A better life as a slave.”

“As one of my frey’s brides.”

“Witches know when they’re being told tales,” she said with a huff. “I’m not some foolish mortal new to the world around me. I know that all the stories of fae men stealing helpless girls and carrying them off into the night to make them rich brides are fanciful lies. Girls are either made slaves or—”

“The fae value honesty and do not tell lies!”

“Tricks and half-truths are their native tongue,” she spat, jerking the stem off the next tomato with more force than necessary.

“You would have been my frey’s new favorite,” Bragi growled, another half-truth. He intended to keep her for himself. It was unlikely he’d ever be able to share her with his lord. She was lovely in form and fiery in spirit . . . “Pretty woman like you, he would have showered you with treasures and fine clothes and company. You may not be a drake, but you clearly are on the run from something. He would have protected you.”

Her teeth, sharper now than he’d noticed before, clicked together. “He’d make me a broodmare until he grew tired of me. Were I a weak mortal, you’d take me over your shoulder to your frey lord to warm his bed and make him more bastards, whether I agreed or not. That’s no life. That’s servitude dressed up in pretty trappings.” Her chin lifted, and her eyes ignited, a penetrating blue so dark it reminded him of the sky just before daybreak. “Well, that makes this sordid business a bit easier. At least you deserve what’s coming to you.” Then she ran a hand down her face like the business she spoke of was anything but easy, and his stomach dropped.

Whatever she was going on about, it wasn’t pleasant, and he didn’t want to know what sorts of things witches found unpleasant.

The cat stared at her mistress, tail swinging languidly. Bragi got the sense they were speaking to each other without words. Sora knew the stories about the Lunar fae. Unfortunately, he too knew stories about immortals made into witches by soul bonding to a familiar—another immortal with blood magic.

He glanced at the blazing hearth and the large cast iron soup pot nearby. “Is it your intention to eat me?”

The witch tossed her head back with a melodious laugh that lit up her face. “Divines, I’m tired. You’re exhausting,” she gasped, fighting for breath between bouts of mirth.

“You sleep in the middle of the day?”

“I sleep when I must.” Sora rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Masha, I’m going to bed. Don’t let this fool bother me while I sleep, but maybe don’t let him die either, if it’s not too much trouble.” Then she fixed her gaze on him, pinning him in place.

The weight of that penetrating stare was almost too much, familiar when it shouldn’t have been. The dark depths hinted at her age, several centuries at least. Bragi had only seen two centuries. She’d be difficult to overpower in a fight since she was so much older than he was . . . and age strengthened an immortal’s magic.

Sora stopped before the door on the right of the hearth, and Bragi felt a surge of guilt, like she’d heard his thoughts somehow. He didn’t like thinking about battling with her. He was a romantic, not a warrior.

“Explore my house if you must,” she warned, “but know that most of the rooms you find here will try to kill you. If you survive the night, I’m sure to have things for you to do in the morning. You’ll do them, or I’ll give eating you a go.”

The cat hissed.

The witch rolled her eyes. “No, I’m not changing my mind,” she said to Masha through her teeth. “I just think we should explore all of our options first.”

“Not changing your mind about what?” Bragi demanded.

But Sora didn’t answer. The cat replied to her mistress with her cold, dark eyes, then Sora left through a door that creaked and groaned like a moaning ghost.

Witches could not tell lies, the stories said. The magic in their blood intensified by their soul bond to their familiars wouldn’t let them. He didn’t know if any of those stories were true, however. Perhaps they could lie. Perhaps they didn’t lure unsuspecting victims into their homes to eat them.

Making soups of men’s hearts in bone broth . . .

Devouring children whole . . .

He shivered.

Bragi didn’t dare explore her house that evening, though he made several attempts to escape through the windows—vain attempts, all of them. He got nothing but wooden splinters in his fingers and scrapes on his palms. And when he tried the door again, it sprouted its teeth and snapped at him. For hours Masha watched from atop the table, entertainment gleaming in her obsidian eyes, her tail flicking casually from side to side.

He grabbed a tomato from the witch’s basket and threw it at her. She leapt nimbly out of the way with a yowl of contempt. A floorboard opened under the rolling fruit. The house chewed up the tomato loudly as the plank slid into place, raising the hairs on the back of Bragi’s neck.

No other options before him, he settled himself by the hearth amongst the furs, nervous the floor might decide to eat him next. He continuously checked over his shoulder, hoping the familiar would close her eyes for the night. He was nocturnal and accustomed to being awake when the moon was out, so despite staying alert longer than normal, he was restless instead of sleepy. Aware and uneasy, his muscles tensed.

Seated on the floor, he peered out through a slit in the window shutters, watching a full moon overtake a cloudless sky. He felt the connection to the Divine Night more strongly in his fingertips the higher it rose, a comfortable tingle under his nails and in his palms, but he didn’t dare try any spells. Not when the familiar was probably just as old and strong as the witch. His best chance for overpowering either of them with his weaker magic would be when they let their guard down to sleep.

But the damned cat never took her glowing eyes off him.

Hours later, he caught himself drifting. When he snapped awake, it wasn’t a cat on the table staring at him. A little dragon with black scales and a narrow diamond-shaped head perched there, wings and leathery tail tucked at her sides. Glassy jet eyes remained fixed on his face.

The familiar was as much a trickster as her mistress and this blasted house. Stars above, he didn’t stand a chance against any of them.

* * *

Sora

Sora tried not to think about Bragi, but the infuriatingly handsome minstrel invaded her dreams that night.

Bragi had the slow gait and easy smile of a man who never hurried. A beautiful fae with a glorious mane of ruddy hair and sleepy hazel bedroom eyes. Standing there in her meadow, he’d had the appearance of a lazy lion looking to sun himself. A man with the power of a predator who was too busy chasing pleasures to be a danger to anyone.

Her godsdamned mate.

The divines had brought her a strange choice indeed. He was attractive enough, but she couldn’t imagine true-mating such a man—one who’d kidnap her from her own home as a gift to some frey. The dragae were not much better when it came to their treatment of mortals, but then she didn’t like her own kind either.

There was strong bond potential between her and the scoundrel, Bragi, so he would simply have to do.

But she didn’t want anyone to do. It wasn’t right, what she had planned. He’d intended to abduct her, but now she was behaving no better than him, taking advantage of a magically weaker, younger immortal. The witch and the scoundrel—they deserved each other. The notion made her grind her teeth.

In the morning, Sora sighed long and slow as she readied herself, changing into a dress of rich velvet. She loved clothes, and although the style had changed over the centuries, she still preferred the long, fitted dresses of her youth, with sleeves that draped around her wrists and heavy cloth belts that cinched her waist and hung toward her feet.

She didn’t like thinking about her father—the dragon king—but as this was all his fault, he crowded into her mind, polluting it with his disdain for her and her poor little brother. At least she’d earned his disappointment and retribution. Her brother was innocent, and now he was trapped unfairly in her father’s hoard.

Sora left her bedroom, slowly pushing open the door to the front room. Her mate was stretched out on the floor before the fire, under the furs. She stole a hopeful glance at Bragi’s back, watching the slow shift of the pelts as he breathed deep, his muscles expanding languorously. There lay her chance at freeing the young dragon who counted on her. She would have to be the villain, just like in the fairy stories about witches.

You look like you’re having second thoughts, Masha said, sending her words through the link of their souls. She perched atop the table in her small dragon form. Her black scales made Sora think of her brother again, and her stomach pinched. Masha’s forked tongue flicked at her like a snake tasting the air. You’re not going to send this one away too, are you?

Sora frowned. Fate had brought her other mates over the years. Immortals who were patient and who lived long enough could find many potential mates before they selected one and completed the bond. A true mate was forever. Each time, she’d intended to trade them to her father in exchange for her brother’s freedom—nothing was more valuable to a dragon than a mate—but each time she hadn’t had the heart. The first had been too kind and gentle to take advantage of, so she’d sent him away immediately. The second, a Lunar Fae woman, had a child at home waiting on her return. She wouldn’t deprive a child of their mother. She knew too well what that life was like . . .

No, Sora said with her thoughts. I’m not changing my mind this time.

This scoundrel doesn’t deserve your pity.

He doesn’t have my pity, Sora thought. He came to kidnap me.

Then why do you hesitate?

I’m just not in a hurry to see anyone else imprisoned by King Yaga, she insisted. To Bragi she said, “I know you aren’t actually sleeping.”

Her mate remained still for a long moment. Then he stirred. “Good morning, you old lizard,” he said gruffly.

Sora snorted. “I don’t care that you’re nocturnal. You’ll complete your tasks while I’m awake or I’ll—”

“Eat me?” Bragi guessed.

“Now you’ve got it,” she said, crossing to him. “You’re quicker than I gave you credit for.” His boots lay in a neat row beside his feet. She nudged them over with the tip of her slipper. “Ready yourself. You’ve got work to do.”

“Are you going to feed me?” he grumbled. “Or am I to starve to death?”

Sora pointed at the hearth. “Feed yourself, and me while you’re at it. Don’t you glare at me like that. Your frey would have done the same to me had you been successful.”

Reluctantly, he pulled on his boots, then made them breakfast. Masha used her dragon breath to spark life into the fire. Bragi boiled broth to drink and fried kippers to go with their toast. Sora sat in her armchair and barked orders at him, threatening him with dire consequences if he burned her meal. He called her names—names that amused her, but she kept her enjoyment well-concealed under a cold demeanor.

They ate in silence, her in her favorite chair, him seated on the floor. She left the cleanup to him while she set about making a loaf of bread for later in the day, working the dough at the table. Masha licked up patches of flour beside her.

You can have a nap if you’d like, she told Masha. I’m sure you need one . . . Thank you for watching over him.

Don’t keep this one, Masha repeated. Who knows how long it’ll take to wait for another.

I’m not going to keep him!

The dragon familiar stretched out her wings, stirring up the scent of brimstone. She glided from the table to the fireplace, and ignoring the flames, she flew up the chimney. Masha enjoyed sleeping in the soft thatch on the roof with the butterflies.

“When I finally best you,” Bragi warned, scraping breakfast remains into the fire, “you’re going to regret every command you tossed at me. I’ll make you clean my boots with your tongue. I’ll—”

Her laughter cut him off. “An excellent idea. I’ve many, many shoes that could use your tongue’s attention.”

“Hag,” he grumbled.

“Fool,” she retorted.

He hung the newly cleaned pan roughly beside the hearth. It clanged against the wall. “Wicked harpy.”

She scoffed. “Sneak thief.”

Bragi’s sleepy hazel eyes narrowed to slits. “The women who serve the fae do so because they want to . . . eventually. It’s hardly thieving, giving them what they want before they know they want it.”

The snort she returned was full of so much disdain, he didn’t respond.

Sora covered her ball of dough with loose cloth to allow it to rise. Then she moved to the counter behind her and tapped on the wall. A bowl full of water appeared in front of her. She washed her hands in it.

Bragi blinked at her, astonished. “Could you have summoned your breakfast that same way?”

She grinned at him. “Yes. In my house, I can conjure a great many things.”

His scowl was delightful. But it hardened his strong jaw and made her stomach flutter in a manner she did not care for. Swallowing hard, she dried her hands briskly and crossed the room to the door on the right, the one she’d entered through that morning.

“Come along,” she commanded, crooking a finger at him.

Bragi glanced at the opposite door, reluctantly coming to join her. “What’s through there?”

“Nothing you want.”

“I’d like to know.”

Sora grumbled at his insistence. “Death and destruction for any who enter. That’s what’s through there.” Distracted, she pulled open her door too hastily, revealing a windowless stone room and a pile of treasures stacked to the ceiling. Gold, jewels, chests, gems, rare weapons . . .

“Stars and moon,” Bragi cursed. His eyes rounded. “Is that where you sleep?”

Sora closed the door with a snap. “You mean like a dragon in a fairy story? Possessively stretched out across my treasure?” Her laugh was bitter. That treasure was meant for only one dragon. Not her.

“Like a spoiled old lizard, yes,” Bragi said, scratching carelessly at his vibrant hair.

“No,” she said through her teeth. “That’s not where I sleep.” She twisted the knob twice until it clicked like the inner workings of a clock, and then she reopened the door. The stone room was gone. A corridor stretched before them as far as the eye could see, flanked by countless wooden doors on either side. The floors were made of glossy hardwood and painted in dark barbaric swirls. The ceiling was arched and echoed every sound, including their quiet footfalls.

“What’s this place?” Bragi asked. Beside each door hung a dark lantern. Only a few of the lanterns were lit. The flames burned black: dragon fire.

“These are the hoards of my ancestors,” Sora said briskly. She stopped in front of a door with an unlit lantern, stopped so suddenly her mate bumped into the back of her. A crackle of connection zinged through her, stealing her breath. When she collected herself, she squinted at him over her shoulder. His red brows were drawn together, his lips parted in surprise.

Had he felt that as strongly as she had? She wasn’t sure. As of yet, he hadn’t seemed fully aware of their mate connection. She was glad for that. It simplified things.

Sora swallowed, but her voice still came out strained. “We’ll start with this hoard today. When we enter the hoard of a deceased dragon, we don’t have to make a trade to take what we want.”

He shook his head like he was trying to gather his wits. “Hoard? What are you talking about?”

“Dragons don’t keep their treasures in some mountain cave like your fairy stories suggest. We keep them in magical places within us. Our hoards are connected to those we are related to by blood magic.” Sora tried the door, shaking the knob. It was a stubborn one, but she was stronger. She forced it open with a grunt of effort.

“We’re inside a dragon hoard right now . . .” he thought aloud. “Your hut—”

“Is my hoard,” she finished for him. Soft light illuminated what appeared to be a meadow, but Sora knew better. They were not outside amongst nature. They were surrounded by magic and the essence of her relative. This was the hoard of one of her deceased ancestors. And now that the dragon was dead and gone, his hoard was ripe for the taking. The thief need only be strong enough to open the door.

Sora was always strong enough.

“Then when I’m standing inside your house,” Bragi said, wonder in his voice, “I’m actually standing inside—”

“Inside of me,” Sora said.

“How strange,” Bragi whispered. “When I stepped inside yesterday, you really did eat me . . .”

Sora paused, a wrinkle in the center of her brow. “Huh. I never thought of it that way, but in a manner, I suppose I did. Come along now.”

She led the way deeper into the meadow, heading for the line of trees with branches that draped like a weeping willow. The grass that wasn’t grass shifted lazily in a cool breeze that wasn’t a breeze. The trees in the distance glittered. She turned towards them.

“Are those . . . stars?” Bragi asked, astonished.

Diamonds hung from the ends of the draping branches like little drops of dew, but Sora already had so many diamonds. She needed something else, something even more precious and unique. Something her father would consider worth trading for a son . . .

“I don’t need diamonds,” she told him. “But I do need treasure. The best of it. You’re going to help me find it or—”

“Don’t threaten to eat me.” Bragi crossed his arms over his lean chest and stood with his feet stubbornly planted. “It’s lost all meaning now.”

“What I was going to say is, if you ever want to see the outside of my hoard again, you’ll help me find treasure worthy of a dragon king.”

His arms dropped to his sides. He considered her, head at a tilt. “You’ll free me if I help you gather treasure?”

“Worthy treasure,” she emphasized. “Because if it’s not good enough . . .” She worked her throat and her lashes lowered. “I’m going to give him you instead.” Nothing was of more value to a dragon than a mate. She’d trade hers to free her brother if it came to that.

She’d become the villain.

He looked down at her, eyes no longer sleepy. He was every bit the threatening, alert lion now, ready to fight. “What would King Yaga want with some fae minstrel?”

“Dragons want what others have. They want what matters most to them. Rest assured, he’ll take you,” she said, her tone full of some emotion she hadn’t meant to share. Something vulnerable and raw. Her eyes dipped, studying the toes of her slippers that peeped out from under her dress.

He caught her chin and lifted it. Another bolt of connection shot between them. Butterflies flittered in her stomach, and the scent of moon magic filled her nose. His nails elongated at her throat, sharp as dagger blades. “What aren’t you telling me, witch?”

His eyes held her captive, stern icy pools with flecks of green and brown. She swallowed against the pressure at her throat, and his gaze softened, uncertainty creeping in and putting a line between his brows.

“You won’t hurt me,” she said with quiet certainty.

“You can’t know that . . .” The wrinkle between his brows deepened further. “Why won’t I?” The hand that gripped her began to tremble subtly. “What’d you do to me?”

“Nothing.” Her voice broke. She could read people well, and she was quite certain Bragi wasn’t capable of hurting anyone, mate or not. Unfortunately for him, she was quite capable of hurting others.

She’d hurt an entire kingdom before—her own. What was one more man?

He moved in, pressing his body flush with hers. She had to lift her chin to hold his eyes. His breath blew across her face, pleasantly hot. Her lips opened around a shallow gasp. Dragae skin was unnaturally warm. His touch in comparison was soothingly cool. She leaned into it, felt the prick of his sharpened nails, and her pulse pounded between her legs.

His fingers flexed, scratching delicately at her flesh, promising to handle her roughly. Gods, she wanted that, to be handled so crudely and bedded so thoroughly she forgot everything else.

“Since I arrived here,” he said, “it’s felt like you were ready for me. Like you expected me to come . . . like you know me.”

“I’ve always expected someone, but it doesn’t matter,” she said. “You have no choice here and neither do I. Help me gather treasures fit for the king or become his.”

His breath was scented with the honey he’d put in the tea they’d shared that morning. “These hoards are vast. We could spend an eternity searching all of those rooms . . .”

“They are, so if you’re in a hurry to be freed, I don’t suggest you tarry.”

Bragi released her brusquely. At the loss of their connection, her shoulders sagged. Hang it all, he was intoxicating. Any minute now, she might trigger the blooming bond instincts in them both. Their attraction would intensify, he’d be even more suspicious, and everything would be overly complicated. She rubbed at her neck where a phantom of his cool touch burned.

Deep in her stomach, something hardened. She wished he recognized her as mate. No you don’t! she scolded herself, digging her nails into her palms.

She hadn’t realized he’d wandered ahead of her, following a path lined with drooping trees glittering with diamonds. There, the trees that weren’t trees parted, revealing a fence made of heavy iron. Centered behind the bars, something glowed like starlight. She jogged to catch up to him.

As they drew in closer, she realized the iron bars weren’t to a gate as she’d thought originally. It was a cage, and the starlight shimmered and shifted.

“Phantoms,” Sora said, mesmerized by their shadowy, ethereal movements.

They kept back from the bars several yards. Iron could burn immortals like hellfire and was poisonous to them.

Bragi pointed toward the center of the cage, amongst the spirits. “There’s your valuable thing.”

Sora gasped. It was a fairy child, a tiny figure with gossamer wings that flapped with the speed of a hummingbird. The child had black skin like the Divine Night herself and overly large luminescent eyes. She was so small she’d fit comfortably in one of Bragi’s large palms. Dressed in leather and flower petals, the fairy babbled to herself in some strange language.

Bragi clapped his hands, trying to get the fairy’s attention. He whistled to her.

A fairy child was undeniably rare and quite powerful. Surely her father would at least consider sparing her brother for such a precious immortal.

The fairy did not heed Bragi’s call, but the ghosts came swiftly, pressing their ethereal faces as close to the iron as they’d dare, their transparent arms outstretched.

“We can’t get at her,” Sora warned. “The ghosts would whisper madness in our ears, then rip us apart. Come on.” She tugged on his arm when he hesitated, unable to ignore how well formed he was under her touch.

What was a minstrel doing being built like a farmhand? She’d pictured him sitting at a table writing lyrics all day. His body should have been soft. Instead, his arm was thick, threaded with lean muscles he had no business having.

“We’ll cover more ground if we split up,” Bragi said.

Her heart squeezed. Of course he wanted away from her. She was his jailer. That shouldn’t offend her. The hints of their bond pinched her heart anyway. “Fine,” she groused. “I’m heading back to my hoard in two hours. One should never linger long in a hoard they don’t belong in. Meet me at the door, or I’ll leave you here.”

“Fine.” He spun on his heels and marched off, back in the direction of the glittering trees.

* * *

Bragi

Over the next week, Bragi developed a routine with the witch and her familiar. Every morning, he cooked them breakfast, exchanging insults with Sora. Then Masha would fly up the chimney to rest after standing vigil over him all night. Bragi assumed at first that this was to prevent him from escaping, but many strange noises emanated from the door they never used. He sensed Masha wasn’t only there to watch him.

Some nights, something or someone knocked and scratched at the other side.

After clearing breakfast, Bragi would spend hours hunting through hoards for treasures. Most of what he brought to Sora she deemed not good enough. Occasionally he found something worthy of adding to the stone room, atop the massive pile of other goods.

At the end of the week, he found some rare gemstones and an old violin. She pocketed the gemstones but turned her nose up at the violin and the weathered case he carried it in.

Seated in her chair by the hearth, Sora flicked her wrist at his offering. “Garbage.”

“It’s not garbage,” Bragi insisted. He made himself comfortable on the furs in front of her seat and opened the case, then he lifted free the sleek instrument. “If I had a hoard, mine would be filled with these.”

Sora peered at the splintered wood in the neck and arched a flaxen brow.

“It’s a little worn. It’s not as good as something crafted by Master Midnight himself, I’ll give you that, but it’s not garbage. I’ll prove it.” Bragi took his time tuning the instrument. Occasionally he caught Sora studying him, watching his fingers working the strings. When they softened like that, he liked having her eyes on him.

She realized he’d spotted her, and she looked away briskly, her cheeks turning a pretty pink. His mocking laugh had her fuming in her chair, her jaw set. Her irritation was an absolute delight.

He began to play, working the bow over the strings, and her aggravation melted away. Sometimes he almost admired her for her sharp edges. Sora was many things: irritating, arrogant, but she was also quick-witted and a survivor. It was hard not to appreciate anyone who’d survived a harsh life in the mountains.

Her stiff shoulders loosened. Her eyes went dreamy. The melody was a somber one, a dragon song about a civil war fought long ago, led by the ancient dragon the Unseelie in the south called Grandmother Mountain. The walls vibrated with the haunting music.

When he looked up next, he paused his playing. Sora’s dark blue eyes were watery. “Are you crying?”

“No,” she choked, swatting a tear off her cheek. “Don’t stop.”

Bragi’s heart twitched at the evidence of her sadness. He’d always been a sap for tears. It took great effort not to attempt to comfort her.

A scratching came at the door they never opened, startling him. He listened for a moment, then continued his playing. A commotion in the chimney stirred up a cloud of soot. Masha zoomed out of the hearth, the beat of her wings stirring the low embers into a small blaze.

The scratching behind the door became a knocking. Masha flew to the door, gripped the knob in her claws and opened it.

Bragi continued the piece, canting his head so he could peek around the familiar. The hoard beyond was a dark oasis, sandy floors and starry skies, swooping palm branches edged in red dunes. Seated on the threshold was a tiny dragon no bigger than a puppy.

“Please don’t stop playing,” Sora choked. “Music is very special to my kind. My brother and I like this song.”

Brother? Bragi studied the little dragon who sat back on his haunches, black wings beating the air encouragingly. Bragi’s bow stuttered over the strings, but he righted it and began anew.

After a crescendo of his own making, he lowered the instrument. The little dragon cawed at him excitedly, the sound similar to the squawk of a great bird. He seemed to want to come inside but . . . couldn’t.

The quiet grew loud.

“Well?” he pressed.

Sora’s throat bobbed. “Well . . . I suppose that instrument isn’t garbage,” she relented. “King Yaga won’t want it, though. You . . . you should keep it.”

He grinned at her, pretending not to notice when she swiped another stray tear from her cheek. The strength of her emotions made him curious, as did the tiny dragon she’d called brother, but he wouldn’t press her. That never got him anywhere with the stony woman.

And he shouldn’t be worried about her, he reminded himself. She was his abductor, after all.

“I miss them,” she said suddenly. Her hands rested on her knees, wrinkling the fabric of her dress. “Other dragons, I mean. The heat of them. Their quick laughter. The food. The stories. The music. Masha is a dragon, but after I shared a piece of my soul with her and became a witch, it just wasn’t quite the same . . . and my brother . . . well, look at him. He is not what he once was, a majestic and powerful Duke of Mount Rasika. He’s a cursed little runt, imprisoned in that vile hoard.”

“Can you never go back to the mountains?” he asked. Pity churned in his gut at her crestfallen expression. The sadness in her eyes pierced straight through his heart.

She glanced at the door, and at her brother who nipped playfully at Masha. “Never.”

“Because of the dragon king?” he guessed.

Sora nodded. “My father.”

He was not surprised that she was dragon royalty. Her clothing and the treasures he’d seen—it all reeked of nobility. King Yaga was a notoriously cruel and greedy ruler. It was hard to imagine growing up with that figure of fear as a father. His parents had been painfully boring, but at least they’d been kind. It made him sad for her. She kept him here against his will, so perhaps she didn’t deserve his pity.

She had it all the same.

* * *

A month slid by. More hoards. More treasure. More bickering matches with Sora.

“Hag,” he called her as a casual greeting. “Lizard,” he threw at her when she annoyed him with her bossiness. “Princess Lizard,” he reserved for the moments when he wanted to pick more deeply under her skin.

Four separate times, she’d gifted him with clothing to change into, clothing she’d mended herself.

“Thank you, princess lizard,” he’d told her after she handed over the last set of garments.

“Don’t thank me,” she’d grumbled at him. “It’s only to keep you from smelling up my hoard, is all.”

But the clothing was made of fine linen, and she’d measured him so that it fit him perfectly. She hadn’t needed to do any of that. Her kindness created a strange pressure in his chest.

That evening, they argued over the value of a rusted tiara and a collection of baubles he’d found. Their bickering had chased away that strange feeling in his chest completely.

“It isn’t good enough,” she insisted. “Yaga won’t accept them in trade.”

“Trade for your brother?” he guessed.

Her sharp teeth snapped together. “My brother is no concern of yours.”

“If you’re going to hold me here against my will, at least—”

“No!” she growled. “And stop trying to make me feel bad about that. It won’t work. You tried to abduct me first, you great hypocrite.”

“I did,” he said, his voice a threatening purr, “but at least I would have done you the courtesy of trying to seduce you by now! I only get attention from you when you’re shouting at me!”

His roguish words had the effect he’d been craving. Sora turned to face the fire, sucking in her cheeks, failing to hide the fierce blush that colored her skin. Her lip caught between her teeth. He’d never seen her look so bashful. It was endearing, in a way.

As an added bonus, she wasn’t snapping at him anymore . . . or was it really a bonus? Because now he was bored.

Busying himself, he opened the violin case he kept by the furs which served as his bed and played for her, another dragon song. The song summoned Masha, who once more opened the door so the little dragon could listen. His music had drawn the dragon out of the dark oasis hoard, back to the threshold he could not cross. After the first play-through, the song soothed the little creature to sleep. Masha joined him in the hoard, cuddled up beside him in the sand.

Apparently, Masha could come and go as she pleased, but the little one remained trapped on the other side. By the time Bragi finished playing the song a second time, Masha was snoring.

“Why do you play for us?” Sora asked him after he finished. “If you’re trying to make me do what you want by being pleasant, it won’t work. Surely by now you know you can’t change my mind. You’re stuck here.”

He kept his eyes on the case as he put the instrument away. “I’m a musician. Music is meant to be enjoyed. Who else am I going to perform for?” He looked up then, catching the flicker of earnest interest moments before she snuffed it out, plastering on a cold expression. “And I’m bored,” he admitted.

She shifted in her seat, crossing one leg over the other under her skirts. He caught a flash of milky skin, and something in his chest went tight.

“What is it?” she asked, straightening her dress.

Was she truly that naïve, or did she really not know what it was he’d been staring at? “Am I any closer to earning my freedom? You’ve stocked away plenty of treasures by now, surely.”

Her lips pressed together so hard they paled. “No.”

“Divine’s blood,” Bragi cursed. “How could I not be any damn closer?”

“Had you carried me off over your shoulder when we met, would I now be any closer to earning my freedom?”

Bragi slumped forward, arms clutched around his middle. “Of course not,” he grumbled. “But that’s not the same.”

“Ha. Yes, it is.”

“Is not,” he retorted. “All that soft skin of yours . . . I’d be a fool to let you go, even if you are a giant pain in my ass.”

Sora glanced down at the backs of her hands like she’d never noticed her own flesh before. He smirked, watching her brow furrow. She lifted her hand up closer to her face for examination, her cheeks turning ruddy.

“I was never going to be able to give you to my frey,” he growled.

Sora bristled at that, straightening against the back her chair. Her gaze shifted toward the candles on the mantle, then her eyes flickered back to him like they were drawn there, forcefully yanked back to him. “You weren’t going to give me to your lord?”

“No.” Divines, she was a sight in the candlelight. Pale as the moon with curves he wanted to fill his hands up with. Long legs he needed to uncross and wrap around his waist or hoist over his shoulders or . . . “I wasn’t going to be able to resist trying to seduce you so I could keep you for myself.”

“Is that supposed to make taking me from my home better?”

“No,” he confessed, the word ripped from him, his heart impaled by a lance of guilt. Faces of the women forced into his frey’s servitude zipped through his mind. Women whom he’d never lifted a finger to help. “But it’s the truth of the matter all the same.”

Sora scoffed. Then she licked her lips, and he tracked the movement. A dull ache building in his muscles tugged him back to himself. He shook his head to clear it. Bragi’s lack of freedom continued to wear on him. He felt his body’s response to his cage in the strange aches and pains that were foreign to him. His body wasn’t used to so much hiking and scouring and scrounging. He spent so little time creating and making music, he was restless. He struggled to sleep when the moon was high and frequently had headaches, though he mostly resigned himself to the idea that he was a captive for now and there was little he could do about it.

He tried not to think of the many mortal women who lived with his frey. Did they feel the same way he did now? Was what he saw as contentment in them actually just resignation in the face of what they’d grown to see as inevitable? Gods, of course that’s what it was.

He was powerless here, and it was suffocating. Surely they too felt powerless.

Sora swiftly changed the subject, gaze sweeping toward the old violin. “How many instruments can you play?”

“All of them,” he said smugly.

She rolled her eyes. A gesture that made him want to shake her and . . . do other unspeakable things to her with her skirts thrown over her head. “Now you’re just showing off.”

“Impressed? I’m immortal,” Bragi added. “Why not learn all the instruments? It’s not like I don’t have the time. But the violin is my favorite.”

“True.” She chewed at her cheek, considering him. Then she sat up straight, tense and regal, a hardened princess on her billowy throne. “I’ll take the tiara and the other baubles,” she said, motioning at the treasures.

“Oh?” The unexpected peace offering caught him off guard.

“You spent a long time searching for them. I’ll take them.” Sitting on the edge of her chair, she reached for the treasures.

He fished the delicate pieces of metal off the furs where he’d set them out earlier—offerings she’d scorned. Items he had indeed worked hard scavenging for. Hoards were full of valuables, but it was getting more and more difficult to find unique items she didn’t already have.

She took them in her arms, then shuffled to her door. Bragi eyed the cold hearth. He’d had another reason for being so insistent that she take his treasures, and it had nothing to do with her wish to appease the dragon king. Sora and her familiar functioned on a schedule, one he planned to take advantage of, and quickly.

Masha was still asleep. Sora only ever left him unsupervised for the briefest moment when she went to add her treasures to the pile in the windowless, stone room.

Bragi waited until the door clicked shut behind her before he surged to his feet. He angled his fingers together, making the four-pointed star. Anxiety had his pulse pounding in his throat. He wasn’t much of a mage, certainly no able trickster capable of changing his entire form magically. Were he that capable, he’d have turned himself into a nocturnal beast, like a bat, and flown up the chimney long ago—but he had hope that he could shift enough parts of himself to make his escape.

The scent of moon magic wafted into his nostrils as he magicked away his horns. “Shrink,” he whispered, urging the spell to work swiftly.

He felt his body tightening. His clothing hung more loosely off his frame. He raced for the hearth, snaking inside the fireplace. Digging into the red brick, he found grooves for his fingers and began to crawl his way up the chimney.

It narrowed the higher he rose.

“Shrink,” he begged his body, his cheek pressed to the bricks. His breath stirred soot into his face, and he choked. He climbed higher until he was engulfed by darkness and then . . . “Gods damnit,” he cursed. His shoulders were stuck. He wriggled and writhed against the chimney, wedging himself further.

The door opened, moaning like a ghost. Then came the muffled sounds of curious footsteps. He couldn’t climb any higher. The space was too narrow and narrowing further with a low vibration, like the house knew what he was up to and didn’t like it. Legs trembling, he stretched and kicked, trying to find new footing. The chimney tightened further, squeezing him on all sides.

Fuck. He was thoroughly stuck. His legs dangled below him in defeat.

There was movement at the mouth of the fireplace. The sound of Sora’s uproarious laughter rumbled through the bricks of the chimney.

“Are you going to help me or not!” he barked down.

A heavy thud against the floorboards reached his ears. He fell silent to listen. Then he growled, certain that Sora was quite literally rolling on the floor, enjoying herself at his expense, peals of mirth rocking the house.

“Fucking lizard,” he grumbled.

Still sniggering, she gripped him by the ankles and yanked. His descent scraped up his hips and arms and the left side of his cheek. He rolled across the coals of the cold fireplace, covering himself in filth.

Sora took one look at his soot-stained form and her hysteria reignited.

Stars above, he hated to admit it, but she was compelling when she laughed. The sound was husky and low, her pale cheeks coloring, adding a touch of strawberry to all her cream. Her hiccups were as cheerful as they were silly. Sora clutched at her heart, her breasts bouncing gently in her low-cut bodice. “You are . . .” she gasped, “the stupidest man . . .” The dark depths of her eyes glistened with joyful tears.

“Shut up, will you,” he said, voice wobbling, lips quirking. Her merriment was starting to seep under his skin, making him equal parts furious, amused, and touch-starved. “You’d have done the same if you were me.”

She shook her head. “I’d have fought my captor long ago,” she said, swallowing hiccups. “To the death, if I had to. I’d never settle in as a prisoner as you have. Even a temporary one.”

He narrowed his eyes. “That’s not a terrible idea.”

Sora waved him off. “You won’t.”

Bragi surged toward her and grabbed her arm, covering her velvet sleeve in soot. Chin high, she met his glower with defiance.

“Why won’t I?” he demanded. Something tight in his chest softened at the longing in her glare. Her lungs hitched, and his stomach went molten, a connection curling and unfurling between them. His breaths came quicker, matching her own. Her eyes dilated. “Why can’t I stop looking at you?” he said through gritted teeth.

She worked her throat, and he watched the movement of the slender muscles, mesmerized. “Let me go.” Her voice broke.

Bragi spied the various jars and herbs on the counter behind her. He dropped her arm and shouldered by her to get at them. “You’ve poisoned me somehow.”

“I’ve done no such thing,” she said with a snort.

Bragi reached the counter, grabbing up fistfuls of the little jars, bringing them closer for inspection. “These are full of foul witch magic, aren’t they? A love potion to make me docile—a lust potion to haunt my dreams, keep me compliant so I’ll slave for you with little complaint!”

“Little complaint? Ha! Gods above, you never stop complaining, and there’s no such thing as love or lust potions,” Sora groaned. “That’s fairy story nonsense!”

He shook a jar at her. Though it appeared to be full of fragrant tea leaves, he was certain it must be defiled by foul witchcraft. She’d made that tea for them this morning, and he’d had trouble not noticing her form all day long. He’d studied the shape of her in his peripheral, certain she wasn’t wearing a single thing under that fitted dress. No corset or stays.

Yes, he’d always found her attractive, but it had been worse today. An irritating itch under his skin he couldn’t scratch. Constantly he found his eyes drifting toward her, and his thoughts wandered away from him. And her laughter! Why was sharp, sardonic laughter like music to him?

He wanted to know what she looked like under all that velvet, what the rest of her pale skin would be like glowing in the gentle candlelight, laid out before him like an unwrapped gift. He wanted to explore her, run his hands over every infuriating inch.

“For the gods’ sakes, those are just tea leaves.” Her laughter was breathy. “On my life, I’ve cast no spells on you, imaginary ones or otherwise.”

He threw the jar into the fireplace. It burst into shards with a loud crack. Sora jumped, startled.

“Well now look what you’ve done,” she groused. “We both like black tea and you’ve ruined the best of it. The leaves my house will conjure won’t taste nearly as good as the real thing.” She stuck her nose up at him.

He prowled toward her. “Don’t you dare roll your eyes at me, witch.”

“I grow tired of this tantrum,” she said, straightening to appear threatening, but her voice cracked with poorly restrained mockery. Her dark eyes glittered at him—too becoming. Too piercing. His captor. His enemy. His . . .

His mate. It hit him like a brick in the face.

“Fuck,” he hissed. “You’re my mate.” And I’m an idiot.

Sora casually flicked her wrist at him, but he caught the glint in her eyes at his declaration, the quirk in her lips that suggested she felt anything but casual about his revelation. “One of many, many possible mates. Just a compatible soul finding another in a sea of other possible matches. It’s nothing worth making a big fuss about.”

His nostrils flared and his chest puffed. “I’ve never come across one before.” It was difficult to make sense of. His body, a thing that had always felt entirely his own, was coursing with needs and instincts that felt like a separate living creature. The bond beat beside his heart, igniting his desire to close the distance between them.

He ate up the gap that separated them with marauding strides. When he reached her, he found himself wrenching her into his body, surprised and pleased and flustered when she didn’t put up a fight at all. All of her soft edges fitted sweetly against him. That wasn’t what he’d planned. He’d wanted to take her in hand, to threaten her, to frighten her, to finally claim his freedom from this damn trickster house. Instead, there he was, more her captive than ever before.

“Don’t you dare laugh at me again,” he warned.

She let loose another breathy chuckle that went straight to his cock. He shook her until she stopped, biting her lip, peering up at him with deceptively innocent indigo eyes.

“Do that again, and I’ll make you stop.” His grip on her arms tightened.

Sora planted her hands on his chest and dug her nails in, pinpricks that made him suck air through his teeth, and his cock jerked against the fall front of his trousers.

“You think you’re some hard scoundrel, don’t you? You think you can scare me,” she breathed, “but you can’t make me do a damn thing. I don’t care how compatible your soul is with mine. You aren’t my first mate.” Her gaze bounced from his face to his hands, and her lip curled, unimpressed. “You’re too accustomed to vulnerable mortal women with weak wills and soft bodies. You wouldn’t know what to do with a woman like me, someone harder than you are.”

The challenge in her words was as unmistakable as the dare in her eyes. He released one of her arms, lacing his fingers around her throat. “I could be just as hard as you crave.”

What was he saying? Gods help him, bond lust had him firmly, body and soul.

Her lashes lowered to his mouth. Her pink tongue darted out, wetting her lips. He tucked her in closer, pillowing her chest against his abdomen. Damn her and her soft breasts. Stars, he might hate this woman just as much as he wanted her. His thumb trailed a path across her jaw, then down her throat. Her chin lifted and her nipples pebbled through the velvet bodice. His fingers slid lower, stopping just above one pert nipple. He circled it.

“You really are a fool,” she panted.

“Perhaps, but you’re just as mad as I am. . .” He searched her hooded gaze. “Just as big a fool.” She’d egged him on. She wanted to pretend she wasn’t as affected, wasn’t as lost in the bond as him, but he could see it—could feel it frenzying through them both. She may have found other mates in her long lifetime, but she’d never convince him that any of them had pulled at her just as intensely.

If they had, she’d never have let them go.

Her cheeks were petal pink, a blush that bloomed and gave new life to her features. Her skin, always dragae-warm, went molten under his touch. He wanted to bite her smart mouth and bury himself in all of her fire. He was so aroused it made him angry. His head swam and his cock throbbed.

“Had things gone as I planned,” he said through his teeth, “I’d have had no problems seducing you—don’t even try to deny it,” he added when she opened her mouth to protest. He rubbed his thumb roughly across her full bottom lip, the one he wanted between his teeth.

And then his stomach clenched, because he knew what it was now to be taken, to have his freedom stripped, to be kept from his home.

To be powerless.

Regret clawed at him.

“Why would I want some soft minstrel in my bed?” Another sharp dare from her barbed tongue.

She was right. He’d only known the gentle touch of mortals. But Gods above, he liked the sound of being between the thighs of a hard witch with rough edges he might smooth away with his touch.

Bragi released her throat to fist his fingers in her hair, jerking her head back. “I’m not going to take you in a bed.”

He grinned when she winced and a little moan broke through her pursed lips. Stars above, she liked that too much. Her body was begging him to treat her roughly. She pressed her hips to his, grinding against his growing erection. The fullness between his legs had reached a peak. He ached for the heat he could feel at the crest of her thighs.

He planned to take that heat. Claim it and tame the woman who made him so angry he couldn’t see straight, bury himself until the regret pounding in his ears quieted. Bragi spun her around and pulled her into his body. He rubbed the curve of her ass against the bulge in his trousers, tipping her toward the front of a chair. She grasped the arm of the seat to keep upright.

“This doesn’t mean anything,” she warned, breathless and needy, fingers digging into the upholstery. Her voice was one note above a whimper. “I’m not going to let you go just because you fucked me. Even if you manage not to make a hash of it . . . I can’t . . .”

Bragi raked up the sides of her dress, revealing creamy skin, and confirmed his suspicions. She wasn’t wearing a damn thing underneath. “Dirty girl,” he teased. “I never planned to let you get away from me either, so we’ll call it even for now.”

Another moan slipped through, this one louder, precious music to his ears. He palmed the curves of her ass, then kneaded them.

A tremor went through her, and something shifted in the bond. Her body tensed under his fingers, and he hesitated.

“Sora?”

She released a raspy exhale. “Stop,” she whispered. “Please stop . . .”

He dropped his hands to his sides. Her next inhale left her shaking, and he stepped back. She righted herself and brushed her skirts into place, covering her flesh—a tragedy. Slowly, she turned to face him, wringing her hands in front of her.

Time lagged around them in a silence that roared in Bragi’s ears, like a caesura that’s gone on too long. The drumbeat of his heart thumped beside their blooming bond. Instinct demanded that he reach for her, comfort her, but he stood there, frozen, uncertain.

He was no longer sure of who he was or what she meant to him. Mating was sacred to the fae. But Sora was unyielding, bossy, and infuriating—and beautiful and clever and strong. He enjoyed her whip-like retorts, the way she saw him for exactly who he was and called him out on it fearlessly. She’d survived a life with the great dragon Yaga for a father. She’d stood up to him, and now she and her brother suffered for it. She’d stolen Bragi’s freedom, but he was starting to understand why.

He didn’t want to admit even to himself that he admired her.

“Goodnight,” she said in a quiet voice that was not at all like her. Her arms trembled at her sides, and his guilt doubled. With a quick dip of her chin, she spun on her heels and raced for her door.

“Did I hurt you?” he asked, and her slippers caught on the floorboards.

Hanging her head, she spoke to the ground. “No . . . And if you had, I would have liked it, so you’ve nothing to worry about.”

“Then why are you leaving?”

Without giving him an answer, Sora opened the door and slipped inside. Bragi’s nostrils flared. He wanted to shove his face into the furs on the floor and scream, this woman was so unbelievably frustrating.

Gods, and he’d almost fucked his captor.

No, scarier still, he’d nearly claimed his mate.

* * *

When Bragi awoke the next morning, groggy because the sun was high and his body still struggled in the daylight, he found Sora standing inside the doorway beside the hearth that led to the oasis hoard, her slippers hidden beneath the sand. She fed the little dragon she called brother, murmuring gently to him in the mountain tongue. The dragon rubbed its diamond-shaped head against her knee, cooing.

Bragi slid into his boots and rose to his feet, ready to make breakfast as he had for weeks now . . . but breakfast had already been prepared. The table was set with ceramic bowls full of fruit and cheeses, boiled eggs, thick cuts of bacon, fresh baked bread, and steaming coffee.

Mouth watering, he helped himself to the feast. Masha watched him from her perch on the edge of the counter.

Sora came in from the hoard beside the hearth, closing the door behind her. Briefly their eyes met. Hers were stormy. His heart stuttered in his chest, but he said nothing. His poet’s tongue was frozen once again. He lamented the loss of his words.

Sora marched for the opposing door, turned it until it clicked twice, and opened it to the corridor of her ancestral hoards. Sucking in a deep breath, she disappeared inside.

Masha squawked at him, scaled wings flapping sharply.

“What was that about?” he asked.

Behind him, the front door to the hut opened.

Blinding sunlight ignited the threshold. The wood glowed. Bragi stared at his freedom, hand poised over a chunk of bread. Masha crowed at him, but he ignored her. Whatever had happened yesterday, Sora appeared to be giving up on him now. Was she trying to get rid of him?

And why did that bother him so damn much? The mate bond pinched in his chest, a sensation he rubbed at to soothe.

Instead of leaving, he sat down at the wax-wood table and took his time eating, ignoring the indignant way Masha flapped her wings at him.

* * *

Sora

Sora couldn’t make sense of it. A week had gone by with the front door unlocked and the windows open, and still Bragi remained in her hoard. At any time he could have made his escape. Instead, he played his violin for her brother, insisted on coming with her to visit hoards to search for treasures, spoke somewhat kindly to her, continued to make her breakfast . . .

The fool isn’t going anywhere, Masha said, guessing the direction of her thoughts because lately her thoughts were always on her handsome, talented, stubborn mate.

He’d written a new song the evening before, and by the divines, it had opened her soul up and made her weep. It was so lovely, and songs meant so much to the Unseelie, a treasure that couldn’t be kept and stored. His song was about a survivor, a beautiful, unbreakable woman who couldn’t be her . . . She was a villain. And yet she so hoped he saw her that way . . .

I’m going to try for the fairy child we found. I’ll use dragon fire to keep the phantoms back, and then you can grab the little creature, Sora said. They were so rare, Yaga would have to consider it as trade. She’d throw in everything else she’d found to sweeten the pot.

Masha seemed not to want to discourage her. She fell quiet, following Sora out of the stone room, into the main room. Bragi slept on his side in the furs before the hearth.

She moved quietly, trying not to wake him. He stirred anyway, then coughed strenuously into his fist.

“You sound like a barn animal,” she teased. Then she poured him a cup of tea but gave the cup to Masha to deliver, resisting the urge to be overly generous with him. Things were complicated enough as it was, and now he was still here instead of grasping his freedom and taking his leave.

Bragi didn’t snap at her like he normally would. He took the cup from Masha but set it aside. Sniffling, he flopped onto his back. His nose was red, and his hazel eyes were watery and red-rimmed. “I’m dying,” he groaned.

Icy panic shot down her spine, pulling it stiff as a post. Masha, what’s he talking about?

Masha flew up onto the counter behind her, toddling on her lizard legs, balancing with her wings stretched out. I believe your mate has what the mortals call a ‘head cold.’

Sora cast up a prayer to the divines for patience. “You have a head cold?”

“I mean to tell you that I’m dying,” he rasped.

“Oh, for the divines’ sakes . . .” She squeezed the bridge of her nose. “You’re immortal. Even if you catch a fever, you’re going to be just fine.”

“I suffer this dreadful illness every decade or so.” He pouted at her. “And I never survive it.”

She squinted at him. “But you’re still here,” she said, exasperated.

“Just the ghost of me,” he whimpered.

“Pathetic.” Her voice wobbled. How was it he could always get her to laugh? He was so ridiculous it was vexing, so vexing it was almost charming.

She tried to ignore his sneezes and sniffing while she readied breakfast, but his coughing fits continued. The bond hated seeing him suffer—she hated it. Biting her lip, she picked up his teacup and helped him sip from it.

His head went back, his skin gleaming with sweat. “Gods above, just eat me already,” he pleaded. “Bring an end to my misery. Make it quick.”

“Oh, bother.” She wanted to grump at him more, but something went soft inside her. “Just lie there then, but at least be quiet about it.”

Eventually he slept, but the sounds he made were pitiful, and they hurt her heart. Before long, she was hovering beside him, running a cool compress over his fevered skin. With Masha’s help, she prepared a borscht for him. By the time it was ready, he was too sick to eat much of it.

Placing his head in her lap to prop him up, she spooned tiny chunks of beets and onion into his mouth. The bond simmered happily beneath her skin, ecstatic about the connection growing between them. It felt good for a moment, but Sora’s soul was broken. She shared a piece of it with another, making her a witch. Her broken soul panicked at the pull of that bond, just like it had the other night when they’d attempted to be intimate.

Breathing heavily, she laid the bowl beside his furs and tried to crawl out from under him. His arms came around her middle, holding her tight.

“Please don’t leave me,” he muttered into her lap, his voice drowsy.

The panic was still there, tugging at the wounded piece of her soul, but her mate seemed so weak, so sad. Sora ran a hand through his red hair, tangling her fingers fondly in the vibrant tresses, tucking strands back behind his small antlers. He moaned softly when her touch grazed the sensitive, velvety base. She continued to play with his hair, their bond surging. He nuzzled her thigh with his cheek, drifting off to sleep.

As much as his nearness tugged at that injured part of her soul, it made her feel good too. She’d never felt so deeply needed before. The weight of his head in her lap was as much a thrill as it was a source of trepidation.

She kept beside him for the rest of the day.

* * *

Bragi

Bragi felt great improvement the next morning, but Sora seemed to think he was too weak to be left entirely to his own devices. He could sit up without help, but she insisted on aiding him anyway. His immortal body had burned quickly through most of the sickness. She sat beside him, legs folded under her, skirts pooling about her on the floor.

Masha entertained Darko in the threshold of Yaga’s hoard. Bragi played his violin for them all. When the song ended, the door shut and Masha headed up the chimney to rest.

Sora fed him another bowl of the borscht she’d made. He didn’t need her help, but the bond loved her attention, so he kept quiet and ate obediently. The food was delicious, the best he’d ever tasted, though it had nothing to do with Sora’s cooking. The feel of their growing bond strumming through him made it exquisite.

“Thank you for not eating me when I asked you to,” he said around a mouth full of beets and parsnips.

“You’re welcome,” she said, lashes lowering coyly.

Bragi swallowed his food, then wiped his mouth clean with the back of his hand. “The other mates you’ve met, did you threaten to eat all of them, too,” he asked, “or am I the only lucky one?”

Sora shoved vegetables about the bowl with a wooden spoon. “There was one other. Beautiful woman with raven hair so long she could almost sit on it. I threatened to eat her a few times when we first met to get her to be cooperative. Eventually we got on well, but then I learned she had a child at home.”

“What did you do with her?”

“Well, I ate her.” She smirked suggestively over the rim of the bowl. “And then I sent her home.”

Bragi’s bark of laughter turned into a fit of coughs that rattled in his chest. When he got them under control again, he cleared his throat. “I imagine she appreciated that.”

Sora fed him another spoonful. “She was loudly appreciative, yes.”

Bragi chortled. Then his throat bobbed, and his gaze drifted toward the door of her father’s hoard. “How long have you been waiting to secure a mate to trade for your brother?”

Sora blew out a long breath. “Oh, two centuries at least. It would have been longer, but my brother did a good job of hiding from our father after the war ended. Eventually little Darko ran out of hiding spots.”

“The war between the Seelie and the Unseelie?” Bragi guessed. The war had occurred before his time, but he knew of it. Everyone knew of it.

Sora nodded. “I convinced my brother to disobey Father. Now Yaga has Darko trapped in his hoard in that tiny child-like form to punish us . . . Darko’s mother perished delivering his egg. I cared for him until he was old enough to care for himself. Now he’s cursed to look like that little helpless dragon again to keep Father’s leash on us both.” She hung her head. “It’s my fault he’s like this, but I can’t remove items from the hoard of the living without trading something of more value.”

“You think I’m more valuable to your father?”

“More valuable to me,” she confessed in a quiet voice that had none of her usual sardonic sting. “A mate is very valuable to a dragon.”

Bragi took the bowl from her and set it on the floor, out of the way, then he fitted his arm around her waist. “It’s not your fault. You and Darko did what you thought was best. Gods, at least you did something. The Lunar Court worked hard to do absolutely nothing in that conflict, no matter what sort of terrible tyrant Yaga was.”

Slowly Sora relaxed against his side, her head dropping to his shoulder. Her lungs filled, and she exhaled slowly, seeming to soak in the comfort he offered her. “Why are you still here?” she asked, biting her bottom lip. “I’ve left the door open for days now. Surely even you, dull-witted as you are, noticed?”

“I noticed. I stayed because when I look at you . . .” He paused, eyes fixed on her beautiful face. “When I look at you, sometimes I want to shake you.”

Her breathy chuckle reverberated against his side. She started to pull away. He dug his fingers gently into her waist and held firmly.

“And sometimes,” he continued, palming the curve of her hip, “I want to throw your dress over your head and have my way with you.”

Sora blinked at him. They shared a long breath, tension building between them like a dissonant chord straining toward release.

“Then why haven’t you?” she asked, voice husky.

“Because the last time we got rough, it was too much for you.” He lowered his head, gently rubbing his nose against the side of hers, her tempting lips just a breath away from his.

“It’s not too much,” she insisted. “I just . . . I’m a witch, Bragi. My fractured soul panics at the thought of bonding, even to a man I don’t find so objectionable . . .”

He coughed a laugh. “Not so objectionable—why, I think that’s the best compliment you’ve ever given me.” Bragi gathered her up in his arms, shifting his weight so she sat between his legs. “Tell your soul I have no intentions of breaking it apart again.” His lips found the sensitive point of her ear. He feathered a kiss along the shell of it. “I simply want to debauch you in the most depraved ways imaginable, soul intact. How does that sound?”

“Sounds perfect,” she purred.

Bragi jerked at the buttons of his shirt, popping several in his haste. When his chest was bared, he scrunched up the sides of her dress. Sora giggled as he tossed her skirts over her face, the sound so light and girlish it warmed his heart. As she struggled to get her dress down around her waist, he pushed her back against the furs and covered her with his body.

He took her mouth, claimed it, and their bond swelled. His pulse jumped and Sora gasped against his lips. He felt her panic, the tension in her muscles, the rigidity in her body.

“Shh,” he soothed her, smoothing back her flaxen hair. “I’ve got you. You’re all right, you and your soul.”

“Bragi,” she whispered, and the sound of his name sent a thrill through him.

“Hush now. Let me take care of you . . . Naughty girl,” he groaned, fingers trailing up her thigh. “You’re not wearing any underclothes.”

“I can’t when I’m around you,” she confessed.

“I make you too hot and wet?” he guessed. His fingers found her soaked center, and he sucked in a breath. “Gods, that’s lovely.” He teased the crest of her sex with his thumb, his pulse roaring in his ears.

Bragi knelt between her legs. He pushed her knees up toward her chest, reveling in the keening whimper that escaped her. The hard dragon princess was gone. She was just a needy girl now, just a desperate mate.

He wasn’t any better.

Bragi lowered his head and licked her sex, savoring her sweetness. He kissed her slowly, running his lips over her sensitive flesh until her thighs quivered. Her fingers tangled in his hair. She teased the base of his antlers, and he felt her impatient touch in his tightening balls.

He tasted her, parting her folds with his tongue, lapping her up with all the depravity he’d promised her. He was a starving man, and she was his sustenance. Through the bond, he sensed her climbing closer to her release. He heard it in her tiny gasps, felt it in her strengthening grip in his hair.

He sat up, separating from her. When she pleaded bossily for him to continue, he grinned down at her. Tempting as that was, he wanted to feel her body wrapped around his cock when she finally came, wanted her heat to squeeze him and drain him dry. Bragi rolled her onto her stomach. He was as rough with her as she needed, wrestling gently with her to get her where he wanted her. She liked it when he fisted her hair, when his nails elongated to scratch gently at the skin of her neck and scalp.

She tried to order him about again, and he slapped her ass, turning it pink, reveling in the way it made her squeal. He rubbed away the sting of it with his palm, cupping the heat between her legs with his other hand.

Bragi ripped down his trousers. Straddling the backs of her thighs, he positioned himself at her opening.

“Finally,” she grumped.

Smiling broadly, he slid deep inside her heat. Her legs jerked beneath him. She moaned loud and low, the bond thrumming excitedly.

“Sacred stars,” he hissed, “you feel too good.”

Sora craned her neck, resting her cheek on the furs, a playful curve in the corner of her mouth. “If one thrust is all you have in you, I’m never letting you live it down.”

A chuckle rumbled through his chest. He gave her ass another playful swat. “Hold very still, you vixen, or it will be over. Gods, your heat will be the death of me. You’re so fucking warm. So soft.” Bragi squeezed his eyes shut and inhaled deeply through his nose, struggling to pull himself back together. His body wanted to break into thousands of nerve endings, to lose itself in sensation completely.

He’d been a rake, for the divines’ sakes. This was not his first time by a long shot, and he refused to allow it all to end so soon. He wasn’t nearly done with her yet.

She started to squirm, reaching for him, scratching at his abdomen like an impatient cat, but he’d got ahold of himself now. He captured her wrists and brought her arms behind her, pinning them low across her back, pressing her to the floor. Slowly, he rocked his hips, and when she demanded more, her voice pitching high with need, he gave it to her.

Bragi plundered her, holding her fast, pounding into her fire.

Slowing his pace, he released her arms and laid his body over hers, grinding against her. With one hand he reached around to palm her breast over the velvet of her bodice. The other slid between her body and the furs, seeking out the apex of her thighs. He ran his fingers through the thatch of dark hair above her sex, finding the bud of nerves that made her body quiver. He stroked her, feeling her climbing pleasure reverberating through their blooming bond.

“Bragi,” she breathed.

The whispered word was laced with feeling, and his chest went tight. Her climax reached him through their growing connection. Her body squeezed around his length, tipping him over the edge. Bliss roared through him, a consuming crescendo that turned his limbs to butter and blurred his vision. He collapsed over her.

He wanted to bask in the afterglow, but he worried he was crushing his mate. Bragi shifted his weight, ready to free her.

“Don’t you dare,” she grumbled, but her sleepy words lacked any bite.

Bragi nuzzled her shoulder and settled in. The quiet was peaceful. He pulled one of the furs over them, and together they drifted off to sleep.

* * *

Sora

One thing was painfully certain when she awoke that night, the moon rising in the window. She couldn’t trade her mate to Yaga. Bragi didn’t deserve that fate.

No one did.

I’m not certain the fairy child will be enough, Masha admitted, perched on the arm of the chair beside her.

Sora usually appreciated her familiar’s honesty. Now it made her grind her teeth. “I have to try. We can free the fairy child now and make the trade.”

Her mate slept beside her, covered in furs, but at her words, he stirred. “Try for the fairy?” he said, voice thick. He sounded disapproving.

A lump rose in Sora’s throat. “My brother . . .” Surely he didn’t expect her to offer him, her mate, now? She couldn’t.

Bragi surged to his feet. He found his trousers in the dark and stepped into them. “I’m going with you.”

Sora, Masha, and Bragi took the same path they often did, back down the corridor of her ancestors, back into the hoard that looked like a meadow, back through the drooping trees that dripped with diamonds. Her mate was quiet the entire way, his expression contemplative. She wished he’d say something.

She hated doing what she must do, playing the villain, capturing yet another soul and offering it in trade. She craved Bragi’s reassurance, but he offered her none.

When they arrived, they stood in a huddle a yard from the iron cage. The fairy child glittered deep in the center of it, gossamer wings fluttering, dark skin illuminated by the light she emanated. Sora could smell the metal and salt of the bars, and her stomach lurched.

The phantoms swarmed toward them, blocking the view of their target. They had holes for mouths and wore shadows like a shroud. They whispered at them in scratchy rasps. Any closer and they’d fill their heads with madness.

Sora breathed deeply, reaching for the part of her that was something other, her connection to the gods. Deep in her throat, she found her fire. “When I breathe dragon flames at them, it’ll exhaust me,” she warned her mate. “Masha is swift. She will gather up the fairy and hurry for the exit. I’ll need you to . . . gather me.”

Bragi met her eyes briefly. He nodded his understanding. She longed to know what he was thinking, but then, what if she didn’t want to know his thoughts? What if they were just as deprecating as her own?

Villain.

* * *

Bragi

One thing was clear to Bragi: Sora was doing this for him, not just for her brother.

And it was wrong.

His fingers flexed, nails scratching irritably at his palms. The little fairy hovered listlessly in the center of her cage, her narrow chin down, eyes lowered in defeat. A prisoner like he’d been. A prisoner like the women who lived with his frey. The women he’d never lifted a finger to help . . .

Sora drew in a whoosh of breath. Her jaw dropped, then unhinged like a great snake. Black dragon fire pooled within, turning the air balmy. She exhaled deep, expelling the flames. The magical fire melted through the bars. The phantoms caught in the blast turned to ash. The others flew away screeching toward the back of their cage.

Masha took flight as the flames sputtered out, sailing toward the listless fairy through the opening her mistress had created.

The fire died in Sora’s throat with a hiss. She coughed and slowly closed her jaw, swaying on her feet. Bragi caught her before she lost her balance completely. He lifted her in his arms.

Masha took the fairy gently in her claws, and the phantoms came alive again, shrieking and wailing. They flew after them, toward the new opening.

Bragi ran for the trees, Masha jetting ahead of him. Sora clung to his neck, her lips dry and cracked, her mouth squeezed shut. He felt the danger closing in, felt the whisper of the phantoms at his neck, pebbling his skin, felt the risk to his mate thudding through his veins like a warning drum.

Panic had his pulse thudding. The bond coursed through him, strengthening his legs, narrowing his vision. He sprinted through the diamond trees, into the meadow. Tall grass whipped at his trousers. He pumped his legs through the burn growing in his muscles, bounding for the door. Masha and the fairy crossed into the corridor first. He followed, yanking it shut behind them, cutting off the shriek of the nearing phantoms.

He stood for a moment, clutching his mate to his chest with shaking arms. The little fairy child glowed dully under the lantern lights. Draped between Masha’s claws, she blinked at him with big curious eyes. His legs were unsteady. His breath came in pants.

Masha squawked at him, a demand to move quickly.

Bragi readjusted his hold on his mate and carried her down the corridor, into the front room. The hearth had burned out. A few embers remained. He set his mate down in her armchair and hovered beside her, arms hung heavy at his sides.

“Masha,” Sora said, voice cracking, “Bragi will hold the fairy so you can open the door.”

The door to the left of the hearth rattled. Bragi took the fairy gently in his hands, careful of her fragile wings. She wasn’t much bigger than a sparrow, and just as light. She stared up at him, her sharp chin at a tilt.

Bragi worked his throat, wondering how long she’d been in that cage with those dreadful phantoms.

How long would she now be trapped in King Yaga’s hoard?

Masha worked open the door with her claws. Darko was standing in the threshold, waiting for them, eager for breakfast, no doubt. Dawn was approaching, and Darko had an appetite that was twice as big as he was.

“Pass the fairy over the threshold,” Sora said, her voice labored, “and Darko should be able to step through. If not, we’ll fetch the treasures and offer the items until he’s clear.”

Bragi stared down at the little fairy seated in his palm. She was alert now. One of her clawed hands fit gently around his finger. The look she gave him was pleading.

It wasn’t the first time a prisoner had looked at him like that. He’d been fooling himself, claiming they were all better off, claiming that the women his frey kept wanted to be there eventually.

No one wanted to be a prisoner.

Masha squawked at him, hurrying him along. Bragi crossed to the threshold. He extended his free hand toward the little dragon, balancing the fairy in his other palm. Darko sat back on his haunches, reaching with his claws.

“Fly,” Bragi told the fairy. “Be free.”

“Bragi!” Sora shouted, but the fairy had already taken to the air. In a blur of wings and bright light, she flew for the hearth, flying up the chimney and out of sight.

Masha let out a pained screech, rushing for the hearth.

Sora halted her. “It’s too late,” she said, pain in her tired voice. “Bragi . . . why?”

“No more prisoners,” he said. Then he bent low, grabbed the small dragon by the scruff of his neck, and stepped over the threshold just as he pulled Darko into Sora’s hut. Bragi felt a change in the temperature. Sound was sucked from the dry air.

Darko soared into the room, gliding into his sister’s lap.

* * *

Sora

Sora’s breath caught in her throat. “What have you done?”

“The right thing,” her mate said, a tilt to his lips that suggested he had absolutely no idea what a fool he was.

Dragons were not the affectionate type, but Darko had always been the exception to that rule. He pressed his head into her chest, purring. Tears welled in her eyes, and she hugged him close.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, uncertain who the apology was aimed at exactly. Everyone and no one.

Darko nuzzled at her cheek and made a keening sound. She carried him to the window and threw open the shutters.

“You have a home to reclaim,” she told her brother. Darko purred up at her. “Go on,” she reassured him, nudging him toward the window, biting down a fresh wave of sorrow that stuck in her throat. “Go.”

Darko lingered in the windowsill for a time, his gaze bouncing from Sora to her mate in the doorway. Dragons were also a people of very few words. Darko took to the sky moments later, stretching and growing as his wings beat at the air. Before he hit the clouds, he was as big as two houses.

The Duke of Mount Rasika was free at least.

When Darko was nothing but a great smudge in the distance, Sora turned slowly for the door beside the hearth, heart thumping like it wanted to escape her ribcage. And there stood her mate, leaning lazily against the doorframe as though nothing were amiss at all. He seemed . . . lighter, happier . . . a sunning lion.

She blinked at him, eyes stinging. “You . . . you foolish, stubborn—”

“Come here, Sora,” he said fondly, extending his hand.

Sora’s chin trembled. “I told you I didn’t want you to do it.”

“And I didn’t listen.” He offered his palm. “Well, come on. I can’t go in there and get you this time.”

Sora reached out and took his hand, his touch a cool comfort that pinched her heart. He tugged her across the threshold. Her slippers sunk into the sand beside him.

“I told you—”

“You tell me a lot of things.” His grin went lopsided.

“You’re trapped here, you utter fool!” she shouted. “Don’t you understand? There isn’t anything I’m ever going to want more than you! You’re stuck here!”

Why was he still grinning at her?

Bragi laced his fingers with hers and pulled her in closer until her body was pressed to his. She had to crane her neck to meet his gaze.

“There had better not be anyone else you want more than me,” he teased.

“Oh Bragi,” she groaned. “This isn’t a joke.”

“There isn’t anything I’m going to want more than you either, silly woman.” He squeezed her hand. “All I need is my mate and to make music. Do you understand?”

“No,” she scoffed. A tear streaked her cheek. “I can’t be the one you choose. I’ve been nothing but unkind to you. I—I’m . . .”

“You’re mine,” he said gently. “My true mate. And I’m yours.”

The bond between them hadn’t settled. It would take a long time to get there, a long time to be nurtured, but she understood what it was he craved.

“My true mate,” she whispered because she craved that too.

As Bragi pulled her into a kiss, she let the door to her hoard close at their back, certain in that moment that she didn’t need anything either. Just her mate.




The End
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