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Chapter One
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The hooded warrior stood vigil as men were ordered by their alphas and betas into the slaughter. Gideon watched as three of the men from one side of the battle dragged the chieftain of the other side from his horse. It appeared as though those who held the beleaguered warrior meant to allow their leader to dispatch him.

The dark stranger turned to go. After all, the affairs of these mortals meant nothing to him. He was returning home and wanted no part of their schemes and disputes. Gideon neither knew nor particularly cared about the specifics of the conflict below. What did intrigue him was the presence of the two females on the fringes of the fighting before one entered into the fray. These she-wolves had courage.

He shook his head, trying to dislodge the smell of blood and dust from his nostrils. What now filled his senses was the undeniable scent of daffodils, a symbol of rebirth and faithfulness. That the fragrance was so powerful amongst the carnage was incongruous. He told himself it was just his imagination; just his desire to be home.

He lifted his face to the sky and inhaled deeply. There it was again, the floral notes of the cool spring mornings from his homeland. His slumber had been long and deep. It would have been more prudent to continue on foot in his human form or shift to something less dramatic, more in concert with his surroundings and less majestic or frightening. But those engaged in battle were consumed by it. Gideon longed to stretch his wings and take to the sky.

He lifted his face to the clouds and inhaled deeply, breathing in the distinctive smell of his home. He felt his cock stir. He shook his head to clear it. Had the gods seen fit to finally gift him with his true heart?

Gideon cleared his mind and for the first time in millennia, he called forth his innermost, truest self and morphed into an enormous dragon with an impressive wingspan. He began to move toward the horizon, picking up speed as he beat his great wings and lifted off the ground. The feeling of leaving the earth’s surface and embracing the sky as he rose up was glorious. Gideon glanced behind him at the battle that seemed to be waning and banked south heading for home. As wonderful as it was to be airborne once again, he longed to set foot on the soil of his homeland, Cornwall.

* * *
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Bridget watched as Ruari deposited his mate, Arielle, on the ground. Bridget was the former mistress of Dundalk, having been mate to its fallen alpha. Ruari, his younger brother, now led the pack as alpha. The wolf-shifters of Dundalk, Ravenscar, and Calon Onest had become embroiled in a power play by one of the members of the Ruling Council. Their enemy combatant had sought to divide Britannia in half and install himself as a dictator with unfettered power.

Tossing his reins to Arielle, Ruari roared, “If either of you ever expects to sit down again, you will remain here until Connor or I come for you.”

“But, Ruari...” started Arielle.

Ruari leaned out of the saddle, his hand cradling the back of her head beneath her hair. “You will do as I say. You’re in enough trouble as it is.” Bridget watched her new chieftain end his brief tirade with a deep and fierce kiss to Arielle. “You were magnificent. I can’t wait to get you naked beneath me,” he whispered before wheeling his horse around and galloping back into the fray.

“Well, I daresay that went better than I thought,” quipped Bridget.

“Better?” Arielle squeaked.

“Aye. You didn’t get yourself killed and he seems far more interested in getting you back in his bed than over his knee.”

“What was I supposed to do... let him be killed?”

“Nay, I’d have done the same for his brother and did. The difference is I always expected to end up with a striped backside before he made use of me in a way that expressed his gratitude,” Bridget said with a smile.

Bridget liked the new mistress of Dundalk. Although young and relatively untried, she had a good heart, had been trained from birth to be mistress of a great pack and had just proven herself to be fearless and committed to her mate. Bridget on the other hand had been raised to be the wife of a fisherman. She had found herself called to be the fated mate of the then alpha of Dundalk. It had not been an easy transition for her, but in the end, she had loved him and more than that, she loved their daughter, Ciara.

Bridget and Arielle had quickly become friends, almost like sisters. Arielle had shared with her a dream to travel to the wildlands of the west to try to establish an all-female pack that could act as a sanctuary for females of their kind who wished to define their own destinies. One of Arielle’s ancestors had dared to defy the Ruling Council and establish such a refuge, but it had fallen when the Ruling Council sent a powerful group of alpha males to bring the females back into the fold, so to speak. The legend was that the members had all ended up in happy, fated pairings but Bridget had often wondered about that. Hers was said to have been the same, and she never doubted it, although her mate had seemed to feel the call more keenly than she.

“I’m assuming you have abandoned your idea to establish an all-female pack?” Bridget teased.

Arielle smiled. “I believe my destiny is what I was always told it would be... mate to a powerful alpha and mistress of a great pack.”

“It’s not the worst thing a she-wolf can be, especially if her mate is besotted with her, as is clearly the case with Ruari.”

“And I with him. Will you be in much trouble... for helping me?”

“Probably, but you aren’t to worry.”

Bridget paused as suddenly she was seized by a plan for her future. A new destiny, one she would carve out for herself.

“Ari, if something happened to me... if I was to disappear, you would look after Ciara until I returned, wouldn’t you?”

“Of course I would. But what could happen to you? You aren’t thinking of running away to keep from getting spanked, are you? It didn’t work out so well for me when I tried it,” Arielle said, smiling. “Or it didn’t work out the way I initially wanted it to.”

“I daresay it worked out the way you truly wanted it to be. I envy you.”

Arielle took her hand. “You are young, and any wolf would be proud and lucky to take you to mate.”

“Ha! I am widow to an alpha with his child at my side. Not a very appealing prospect for most, except to cement an alliance with Dundalk. I do not believe, for even a moment, that your mate or our pack would let me go traipsing off with just any wolf who came sniffing around my tail.”

“Ruari would never deny you a fated mate.”

“Perhaps, but I don’t know that you can have two fated mates in a single lifetime,” Bridget said with a wistful smile.

“They say my ancestress did. She was supposed to have had one here in Britannia and another in the Americas.”

“Perhaps, but your ancestress was said to have been extraordinary.”

“You are...” started Arielle.

“No,” laughed Bridget. “I am not. I am the daughter of a fisherman, selected by the alpha of Dundalk to be his mate and then widowed. I’m not sure what my destiny holds, but I think I’m done with having males decide my fate. I have begun to wonder if I am not alone. I was lucky in that Ruari’s brother was my fated mate, but many she-wolves are not given much choice about whom they will mate... especially those of you who are highborn.”

Their conversation was cut short as Ruari and the pack’s beta, Connor, approached. Bridget tried to maneuver her horse between the angry alpha and his mate but was prevented by Connor, who drew alongside her.

“So, you were victorious?” asked Bridget.

Connor nodded. “You and I need to ride back to Ravenscar where we will discuss your involvement in this misadventure.”

Bridget looked at his stern visage and repressed a shudder. It had been a long time since she had been disciplined by anyone other than a mate.

“Misadventure?” queried Bridget. “From up here, it looked like if it hadn’t been for Arielle, Clan Dundalk would have been without an alpha once again.”

“Hold your tongue, Bridget! Were it not for you, Arielle would not have been able to leave Dundalk,” growled Ruari.

Bridget laughed. “I’m not the one who got her to Eire. She managed to do that without anyone’s help. I would caution you not to underestimate your mate. She may be young, but she is intelligent, resourceful, and courageous.”

Bridget watched as Arielle quietly turned her horse away from the gathering. She guided her horse into an easy canter in the opposite direction from Ravenscar and her angry mate. Ruari noticed and wheeled his horse around to charge after her. Bridget was about to go after them when Connor took hold of her rein.

“You leave Arielle to her mate; you, my lady, had best be concerned with what I deem as proper punishment for a she-wolf of Dundalk who has disobeyed her alpha and placed herself and her mistress in danger.”

Unwilling to back down, Bridget drew herself up. “She would have gone with or without me so it could be argued that I worked to help keep her safe.”

Connor grinned. “Aye, it could, but then we both know your past penchant for disobeying the rules and following one’s mate into battle. And you are well aware of the consequences of doing so.”

“But you are only a beta and, therefore, cannot offer me the consolation of knotting and tying me to you after welting me.”

“More’s the shame, Bridget. You’re a fine she-wolf and my hope is that Ruari will find you another alpha to warm your bed and your backside. Perhaps the lesson will be better retained if that particular source of comfort is not available to you after your punishment.”

Connor took control of her horse and turned back toward Ravenscar. Unable to do anything else, Bridget steadied herself in the saddle as Connor led her back to Gareth and Sloan’s stronghold. They were greeted by a stable hand, who took their horses from them.

As he helped her dismount, Connor said, “Make this easy on both of us and it’ll only be my hand that reminds you of your place and the consequences for disobeying one’s alpha.”

Bridget sighed and tried to resign herself to the fact that she was about to be punished. The fact that there had once been a time no male wolf, other than her mate, would have touched her was in sharp contrast to her present situation. She was about to have her bottom bared and spanked by a wolf she had once out-ranked. It was humbling to say the least.

She had no doubt that Ruari had left instructions with Connor to ensure she felt the sting of his wrath and grimaced at the idea that riding home to Dundalk would be unpleasant. Connor kept his hand on her elbow as she was escorted to her room.

Connor directed her toward the large bed where he sat down, pulled her toward him, and reached for the waistband of her breeches.

“Nay, Connor, at least spare me that indignity.”

“At Dundalk, she-wolves get punished on the bare. You know that; especially if that she-wolf knows better and you knew better.”

Reaching for her breeches again, Connor growled as Bridget tried to resist.

“Won’t you at least allow me a moment to compose myself...”

“Do you want to feel my hand on your bare backside, or would you prefer, while you do so, that I remove my belt to use on you?”

Bridget tried to stay his hand as she searched his face and saw only grim determination. She hoped he was finding the reversal of their roles, and the power associated with them, as awkward as she was. She would have preferred to have found some trace of sympathy or chink in his resolve, but there was none to be had. She removed her hand, placing it at her side.

“Good girl,” he said soothingly as he drew her breeches down, exposing her bottom, and guided her over his knee. “This will be as difficult for me as it will for you.”

“Then why do it?”

“Because it needs doing. You are no longer mistress of this pack and when you are in need of correction, I will be the one who supplies it.”

Before she had a chance to reconcile herself that she was about to be subjected to the same punishment that the other unmated she-wolves in the pack endured, Connor’s hand connected sharply with her backside.

“Shit! Connor, you bastard!” she hissed between gritted teeth.

“That’s not the way for a she-wolf to speak to her beta, especially if she doesn’t want her bottom turned a deep shade of red.”

Connor’s hand rose and descended in a staccato tempo of ever-increasing heat and pain. The fire along her backside did not spark her arousal as it had when her mate had been alive. At least when he’d disciplined her, there was always the knowledge that there would be a good bout of rough pleasure to follow and usually the ecstasy of the knot. This time, however, all that she felt was anger, resentment, and ever-increasing soreness.

Deciding that Connor was some kind of sadist, Bridget tried to endure his repeated strikes to her derriere without giving him the satisfaction of bursting into tears and begging him to stop. She found it difficult, and then impossible to do. Bridget kicked her legs and tried to wriggle free from his grasp as he stained her backside with the red left by his harsh handprints. That only caused him to trap her legs and hold her more tightly.

“That’s enough, Bridget. No she-wolf has ever gotten away from me when being spanked and you won’t be the first. Unfortunately for you, I know enough about how you behave when you’re spanked that I won’t quit until I have you in tears and you apologize to me.”

Her mate had always said Connor was very effective in his role as beta when disciplining the unmated females in their pack. He was experienced in knowing how to inflict a sufficient level of discomfort and lasting sting that most managed to avoid a second trip over his knee. Bridget now understood why.

Connor continued to cover her rump with a steady stream of painful blows. She gritted her teeth and then bit her lip to try to keep from giving him the satisfaction of bursting into tears. As her backside continued to feel the depth of Connor’s chastisement, she tried clenching her buttocks to ward off the pain to no avail.

“I can keep this up longer than you,” Connor said, spanking her to punctuate his words.

Bridget could stand no more and finally cried out as the tears began to fall.

“Enough, Connor,” she pleaded.

“You apologize for your misbehavior.”

“All right, I’m sorry I disobeyed Ruari and left the keep and I’m sorry I helped Arielle disobey him too. Now, please stop,” she said, finally succumbing to her tears.

Mercifully, the raining blows stopped, and Connor’s hand rested lightly on her behind.

“That’s a good girl. You know better, don’t you?” he said, not unkindly.

Bridget knew the drill. “Yes, Beta.”

“And you’ll behave better in the future, won’t you?”

“Yes, Beta,” she said, trying to hide the recrimination in her tone.

“Good girl,” he said, helping her to her feet. “You go stand in the corner.”

Bridget reached for her breeches, but Connor’s warning admonishment made her sigh in resignation and walk to the corner. She had always hated having to stand facing the corner like a recalcitrant child, even when she had been one. When she had been mated, at least she had been nude and could expect to be mounted and taken from behind to the satisfied sounds of her mate’s expression of sheer male dominance and pleasure. Now there was nothing but a feeling of being trapped in a life she had never wanted.

“Connor?”

“Yes, Bridget?”

“You don’t think Ruari will be too harsh with her, do you?”

“I think he will do as he sees fit. As he is her fated mate and she has a passionate nature, I suspect she’ll end up sore and tired, but happy and settled knowing the depth of his love.”

“Connor?” she asked again.

“Yes, Bridget?”

“Do you think Ruari wants to offer me up to other alphas?”

His hand coming up and resting gently on her shoulder startled her.

“Nay. Ruari would not see you mated against your will unless he could be assured that you were that alpha’s fated mate.”

“What if I still didn’t want it?” she whispered, almost afraid to hear the answer.

Connor chuckled. “Then, I suspect, he’d let him force you to run.”

“Bah!” she snarled. “There’s no way for a she-wolf to win. Either the bastard catches her easily or just keeps hounding her until she finally gives up and she quits trying to escape.”

“Aye,” he said. She could hear the smile in his voice. “Which is why most she-wolves yield to the call of their fated mate.” Connor patted her backside. “If you think you can behave yourself, I’ll have a bath and proper clothing sent up for you. You’re to fold the breeches and shirt in a neat pile. One of our people will pick them up.”

He stopped speaking. Bridget sensed that he was waiting to see if she would move until given permission to do so.

“You can pull up the breeches, Bridget, and come out of the corner.”

She turned to face him.

“If I have to discipline you again for either leaving the keep without permission or aiding our mistress in disobeying her mate, you’ll feel my belt across your backside. Understood?”

Bridget dutifully lowered her eyes. “Yes, Beta.”

Connor left her and Bridget opted to enjoy a bath and a quiet night in her room alone. The next morning, she made use of the gown that had been provided for her. She had just finished her breakfast when she heard a commotion outside the manor house and word came that Ruari had returned with Arielle. Bridget rushed out accompanied by Sloan, the mistress of Ravenscar. Sloan had once been human and had served Arielle when she had lived at Calon Onest. Gareth, alpha of Ravenscar, had turned her when he claimed her as his mate. Ruari growled when they approached his mate too quickly and too closely.

“Who the hell do you think you are to growl at me in the courtyard of my home?” challenged Sloan.

Bridget knew Sloan’s reputation and admired her for it. She wished they lived closer as she felt they could become good friends if given the opportunity.

“He thinks, my beloved,” said Sloan’s mate, Gareth, “that he is the mate to a very naughty she-wolf and doesn’t need or want any interference on your or Bridget’s part. And while Bridget’s misbehavior is his to deal with... yours is mine. If you don’t apologize immediately, I will use a strap to remind you again of the deference you will show to an alpha wolf.”

Gareth did not raise his voice, and the arm he wrapped around Sloan’s waist was more loving than threatening, but the steel of command in his tone of voice was unmistakable.

Both Bridget and Sloan quieted immediately. Ruari dismounted and then lifted Arielle down.

“Sloan, do you have a gown you can let Arielle borrow for our trip home? Bridget, I’m glad to see you in more appropriate clothing. I trust Connor emphasized the importance of curtailing the level of foolishness you showed in accompanying and enabling my mate in her willful disobedience?”

Bridget took a deep breath and lowered her eyes.

“Yes, my alpha. He made both his and your feelings on the matter clear in no uncertain terms.”

Gareth chuckled. “Now that we have that settled... Sloan, why don’t you and Bridget take Arielle upstairs and help her into something more suitable.” Turning back to Ruari, he continued, “Will you be staying the night?”

Ruari shook his head. “As my men only suffered minor injuries, I would prefer to make the best of the daylight and begin the trek for home. I am even more newly mated than you and would like to be able to get home and take my mate into seclusion.”

“An excellent idea,” agreed Gareth.

Sloan and Bridget led Arielle into the manor house and up the stairs to a guest room.

“Shit, Ari, when did that bastard take you to mate?” hissed Sloan the moment they were alone with Bridget.

“The day you arrived. In fact, I’d just taken my vows...” said Arielle quietly.

Apparently, Arielle had kept Sloan, with whom she was close, in the dark regarding the circumstances around her becoming Ruari’s mate.

“Had them forced from you,” interrupted Bridget.

“He forced you?” asked Sloan. “Did he hurt you? I’ll have his guts for garters if he did.”

Bridget smiled. Yes, she would very much enjoy the opportunity of getting to know the mistress of Ravenscar better.

“No,” said Arielle quickly. “He called me to mate. We are fated. I refused him and challenged him to let me run. He did; it didn’t work out the way I thought it would.”

“How did you think it would turn out?” asked Bridget.

“I thought he’d head back to town or at least the coast. I wasn’t thinking he’d actually track me. So even though I went west, he caught me... not once, but twice. The second time, he marked and claimed me.”

“You mean after he got you back to your keep?” asked Sloan suspiciously.

Feeling in no mood to protect Ruari’s feelings or reputation, Bridget said, “Oh, no. He took her maidenhead and marked her on the ground. Granted, he didn’t do it as a wolf, but still...”

“Bridget, don’t make it out to be worse than it was,” shushed Arielle. “I challenged him; he won. He took what was his, but that night he more than made up for it. After all, I could have asked you to help me escape instead of helping me to ride to his side.”

Sloan grinned at her. “I always said you and Rowan were more alike than most people thought. And right then, you sounded just like her. That knot thing can go a long way to helping you decide perhaps being mated to them isn’t so bad.”

Bridget and Arielle looked at each other before looking back at Sloan and then starting to laugh.

“Although I could do without the whole getting my ass beat,” quipped Sloan.

“At least you and Arielle had someone to make up for the pain by pleasuring you afterwards,” said Bridget.

“True,” mused Sloan. “But what is it they find so compelling about using your bottom hole for pleasure? Any time Gareth wants to reinforce his dominance, I get my ass fucked.”

“The worst part is that I found pleasure in that as well. I climaxed for him and took great satisfaction when he emptied himself in me,” said Arielle quietly.

Bridget could see that Arielle feared she had said too much until both women laughed and agreed with her. The two women helped Arielle into a lovely gown that she was sure Ruari wouldn’t object to.

Bridget shook her head. “If they’re bastards, we’re sick bitches for loving them the way we do. Why did you head west? There’s nothing out there, except maybe mutants and monsters.”

“And shapeshifters,” said Sloan. “I’ve always heard that the last stronghold of the shapeshifters was there.”

The next two and a half days were spent making their way to the warship that would take them back to Dundalk. Ruari instructed his men, over Bridget’s protests, to seize the ship she and Arielle had used and to ensure that it was tied up at the main dock and guarded in such a way that neither Arielle nor Bridget could ever use it again without his permission. Once they had made landfall at Dundalk, Ruari left Connor in town to ensure that the guards at the harbor instituted more vigilant patrols to safeguard their people.

The group that had gone to the aid of those at Ravenscar and Calon Onest were greeted with a hero’s welcome as they entered the bailey of the castle. Bridget’s daughter ran to meet her mother and pestered her for tales of her adventure.

“See that you include the fact that both of you were punished for your misbehavior,” admonished Ruari as he helped Arielle off her horse while the captain of the guard did the same for Bridget.

Seamus, the omega to the pack at Dundalk, came out of the keep wagging his finger and clucking under his tongue at both women. “You’d both better behave yourselves and make sure the rest of the she-wolves at Dundalk know the price you paid for your recklessness.”

“Reckless she may have been, but it was your lady who killed Edwyn and saved my life,” admonished Ruari before leading his mate into the keep.
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Chapter Two
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After a celebration of their victorious return, Arielle and Ruari went into seclusion. Bridget spent her time with her daughter and the other members of her pack. She found herself in the evenings listening to the elders telling tales that had been passed down for millennia. While books recorded their history and stories, those at Dundalk had a long history of wonderful Irish storytellers. They made the stories come alive and Bridget loved listening to them and asking the questions that their tales brought to mind as they fired her imagination. More and more she found herself listening to and asking questions about a time long ago when dragons had roamed the earth and how other shifters and humans had hunted them to extinction.

“Did they all die? If they’re immortal, how could they be killed?” she asked one evening.

“Under normal circumstances, they would live forever, but if they are pierced through the heart and then their heart is removed, they will cease to exist. They say a dragon’s heart is his weakness. In order to breed, and ensure the perpetuation of their species, they must give up their immortality. The other shifters feared the dragons...”

“Why? Were they cruel?”

“No more than any other species, but they were true shapeshifters. They could shift to any form of living being, as long as it had a heart. The hunters concentrated on the females and their pre-hatched eggs. Dragons are the most vulnerable before they’re born; remove the females and you lay waste to an entire species. Our kind faced a similar fate at one time.”

“But the male dragons were left behind; didn’t they have the ability to turn others?”

The storyteller nodded. “They did. But dragons are an arrogant species...”

“More arrogant than alpha male wolves?” quipped Bridget, drawing the soft laughter of others in close proximity.

The old wolf laughed. “Hard as it may be to believe, yes. Dragons are not keen on turning others. The cost to them is high. They can only turn what we call a fated mate, and they call their true heart, and to do so requires them to breed, which in turn costs them their immortality.”

“What happened to the last of them?” asked a voice among the crowd.

“The last four dragons are said to have taken refuge north of the Devil’s Dyke in hidden caves along the coast of Dunnet Head.”

“Has anyone seen them there?”

“No, they say the dragons found a concealed spot high along the cliffs, inaccessible to anyone other than their own kind.”

The old man lowered his voice, sensing the attention that was focused on him.

“There they gathered,” he continued, “bid farewell to each other and the world, and put themselves into a deep slumber.”

“Forever?” asked one of the younger wolves.

“The story is written that when the time is right for the dragons to wake, they will do so to come to the aid of those who remain.”

“But we wolves are the superior species and were responsible for making both Britannia and Eire safe. Mutants for all practical purposes have been dispatched and the other shifters and humans now live in peace,” said another.

“At least until one pack decides to make a power play with another,” reminded Bridget. “The northernmost point of Britannia? I always thought it was the most western coast of Eire. Isn’t it supposed to be the last stronghold of the shapeshifters? And didn’t that designation refer to dragons?”

The old man nodded. “Aye. But for the dragons it is the site of their greatest defeat and considered to be their most sacred place. There is supposed to be a cave along the coast where the last clutch of dragon eggs was hidden—Uaimh na Deora or Cave of Tears. The eggs had been gathered in one place to protect them, but the fifth dragon, the one left to guard them, was tricked out of the nursery and the eggs were laid to waste. She was the last of their females and was killed in battle before her heart was torn out and tossed into the cave with the remains of the eggs. Kellan, the great dragon of Eire and Lord of the Sea, destroyed the entrance to the cave, sealing their deepest sorrow away from the world... forever.”

“So, their females were considered equal and allowed to be warriors for their kind?” asked Bridget.

The storyteller caught Connor’s eye before speaking carefully. “I’m sure that in times of great need, their females had to fight in order to survive. But, as with any civilized species, they were usually kept out of the fray...”

“And had their backsides warmed when they chose to disobey,” finished Connor, much to the delight of those who were listening and making Bridget blush.

“Perhaps, had they been more willing to share power with their females, the dragons wouldn’t have become extinct,” Bridget responded, looking directly into Connor’s laughing eyes.

Connor grinned at her, acknowledging the barb, but choosing to ignore it.

“All right, the lot of you,” he said, “it’s late and I know there are many here who either need to get to their beds in order to sleep or keep themselves out of more trouble.”

The small crowd began to break up and disperse.

* * *
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Gideon was home. When he first took to the skies, he soared high among the clouds, but as he got closer to home, he dropped low and skimmed over the ground. It was a risk, but after a thousand-year nap, it felt good to feel his strength and power returning. He flew out over the churning seas of his homeland. The ocean always felt so angry along the Cornish coast. Very much like Kellan, the dragonlord who had dominion over the seas.

As Gideon approached the deserted beach, he realized how out of practice he was in the art of landing gracefully. Learning to fly was instinctive in dragon shifters; landing, not so much. As his great clawed feet began to touch the ground, he ran as he folded his wings. It should have been a perfect landing, a wondrous thing to behold. Instead, he tripped with too much forward momentum and sent himself somersaulting along the beach and reverting to his human form.

Laughing at himself, he lay sprawled on his back in the warm sun, the last of the sea spray just barely reaching his naked chest. He heard the sound of someone approaching. Gideon sprang to his feet, recognizing his vulnerability as an unclothed human male, regardless of how powerfully built he was. Ready to shift at a moment’s notice, he turned.

“My lord, you have returned,” said a man in his middle years as he came to a stop and kneeled.

“You were expecting me?” Gideon asked, cautiously scanning the cove where he had landed.

“We did. A small group of us have kept the faith and waited for you. Your fortress is in a bit of disarray but can be restored to good order in little time,” the man replied, his head bowed.

“You’ve been waiting for me?”

“Yes, Milord. The stories of your existence and the foretelling of your return have been passed down through my family and those of the others for more than a thousand years. We live in dangerous times. The wolves hold power but still fight too much among themselves to recognize the great danger from the Old Continent. But I digress. You must be hungry and tired from your journey. I brought your clothing from the past and also what is more commonly worn by men in this age,” the man said, extending two individually wrapped packets of clothing.

“I think I’d be less conspicuous dressed as you are. I am Gideon, Lord of the Earth, rise and be recognized.”

Slowly the man stood and looked Gideon in the eye. “I am Cadan. My ancestors served as your war chief and second in command.”

Gideon felt the first pang of all that had been lost as he remembered taking flight from this place in a last desperate attempt to save their kind from extinction.

“You share the name of my last second. He was one of the bravest, fiercest warriors I ever knew, be they human or dragon.”

Gideon stepped forward, taking the clothing in his left hand and extending the right. Cadan relinquished the clothing and took the proffered hand in a strong, firm grip.

“My life to your heart,” Cadan swore solemnly.

Gideon returned the vow. “My heart to your life.”

Gideon turned and crossed to a small outcropping of rock, placing one bundle on it to sit and unwrapping the other. He quickly donned the leather breeches, silk shirt, and lightly armored jerkin before pulling on his boots.

“I suppose I should be surprised by the good fit, but if you are the true descendant of the one who came before you, you will be well prepared.”

Cadan smiled. Gideon was glad to see his caution abating. “He left instructions for your return. They have been passed down eldest son to eldest son since you left us. My Demelza should have food prepared by the time we reach my croft. After you have eaten, we can head to your fortress. I will send for the others who have awaited your return.”

“You make it sound as though my return will be welcome.”

“Most welcome. We are isolated in this part of Cornwall, but the southern wolves are greedy, and we know they will turn their eye to our lands, which are rich in minerals and fertile fields. When they turn to us to try and bring us under their authority, they will find we are led by a mighty dragon.”

Gideon stood; it was the first time since the awakening that all the whys of his existence didn’t plague him. Why had his kind been hunted to the point of extinction? Why had they slumbered so long? Why had he been awakened? Why was he the only one who had risen... and would the others wake at some point in the future?

He fell in beside Cadan and headed for his farmhouse. As they entered the barnyard, a lovely blonde woman emerged from the house followed by two small, wide-eyed boys.

“My Lord Gideon. We are honored to have you here. There is food prepared and I can make more. I’ll take the children out to the barn, so they don’t disturb you,” she said politely.

Gideon smiled. “It has been a long time since I heard the sound of laughing children or shared a meal with anyone. Please come and join me. Demelza, isn’t it?”

She nodded and then looked to her husband, who smiled and nodded as well.

“I thought Papa was bringing home a dragon?” started the younger.

His mother shushed him.

“Your father did indeed bring home a dragon. That would be me. I can shift into my elemental form which is that of a great dragon or any other living thing with a heart.”

“Can you fly?” asked the older boy.

“I can. But as your father can attest, I fly much better than I land. I’m afraid I made rather a muck of it earlier... it’s been awhile since I stretched my wings and had to come back to earth.”

Gideon extended a hand to each of the boys and allowed them to lead him inside.

“Can you breathe fire?”

“I can, which can be very handy on cold nights to get the fire going quickly, not to mention to roast meat.”

Both boys giggled and ran to help him get seated. He hadn’t lied to Demelza; he had always loved being around children and still cherished the idea of one day siring his own. He shook his head. If he was going to do that, he would need to fly north again to pick up her scent.

Gideon sat down to enjoy a meal with Cadan and his family and started to make plans to put his stronghold back in order, begin to assemble and build his army, and ensure those who had waited for him had not waited in vain.

Gideon had persuaded Cadan and his family that he would be quite happy out in the barn. He had forgotten that the people of his homeland were kind and generous. The boys had helped him put together a sleeping pallet in the loft and had gone to great pains to ensure he would be warm and comfortable.

Sending his family back to their dwelling, Cadan turned to him.

“The legends say that you were always kind to children. My boys will treasure this memory for the rest of their lives. I pray that you will live to see their children and grandchildren.”

“What have I done to make you curse me so?” asked Gideon in mock anger.

“My lord?” Cadan asked in genuine concern.

“Didn’t the legends tell you that for a dragon to sire his own offspring he must give up his mortality, as must his mate? I would think you would want me to know the love and happiness you share with your wife and children.”

Cadan grinned. “I stand corrected, Milord. Then I wish that your children, their children, and their grandchildren will remain close friends and companions with my descendants.”

“Much better. And Cadan,” he said as his war chief turned to leave. Cadan stopped and faced him. “This My Lord Gideon and Milord are a bit cumbersome, especially for someone who has been asleep for more than a thousand years. Gideon will be fine.”

“Yes, Mil... Gideon. It is good to have you home. Our people are truly blessed that you have returned.”

“Good. Come tomorrow, we’ll meet with those who are able and go over all that needs to be done, not only to the fortress but to secure their homes and farms. I want to be ready to repel any invaders long before they discover I have returned.”

* * *
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Bridget awoke with Ciara nestled against her. When she had vacated the rooms that belonged to the alpha of the pack, she had chosen a large, sunny room that had a good-sized annex off of it. She had set the room up so that her bed and private sitting area was in one, and Ciara’s bed and play area was in the other. Bridget knew that in time Ciara would outgrow her need to be close to her mother, but for now, her father’s death had rattled the normally self-confident child and she often took refuge in her mother’s bed during some portion of the night.

As much as she cherished her child, Bridget missed waking up in her mate’s arms and starting the day enjoying his strong and intimate embrace. It had been rare for her not to greet each sunrise with cries of rapture. There were times her body ached for him, but the thought of sharing her bed with another wolf made her heart clutch.

“Mother?” Ciara said as she woke, stretching and yawning.

“Are you waking up? Did you sleep well?”

“Very. I’m so glad you’re back.”

“You didn’t miss me at all while I was gone. I understand you were Seamus’ second in command,” Bridget teased.

The little girl nodded solemnly. “Yes. He and Aisling said they needed my help and with you and Mistress Arielle gone, it fell to me to be mistress of the pack and ensure things went smoothly.”

Bridget made a mental note to thank Seamus for his devotion to her daughter.

“Will you and Mistress Arielle go away again?”

“I doubt it. Arielle needs to take care of your uncle Ruari, who is our alpha...”

“He’s a male. They seem to need a lot of looking after,” Ciara pronounced.

“Yes, they do—especially the alphas,” Bridget replied, smiling. “We will need to help Ari get used to things here at Dundalk.” Thinking back on the story of the dragons and her own increasing sense of restlessness, she continued. “I may be gone for a few days, maybe even a few weeks if that’s all right with you.”

Ciara seemed to consider the question with gravity before replying, “Will you have more stories to tell me when you return?”

Bridget nodded. “I will. And Ari has said she’ll take special care of you while I’m gone.”

“Why would you go?”

“I think I need to see something outside the borders of Dundalk...”

“Weren’t you and Mistress Arielle beyond our boundaries?”

Her daughter had a quick and intelligent mind that seemed to be well beyond her years.

“Yes, but we were with Connor and Ruari and a lot of other men. I want to see some things on my own, chase down tales I’ve heard all my life. I’d love to see the ocean of the great beyond on Eire’s most distant western shore. Perhaps with an eye of establishing a home of our own, just for you and me and those of our kind like us.”

“You mean without a mate or a papa?”

Bridget could feel her heart seize in her chest. “Something like that.”

“Would we be safe without our pack? Will there be males to protect us?”

Bridget sat up and took her daughter’s hands in hers. “Ciara, listen to me. We don’t need male wolves to protect us. It was Mistress Arielle that saved the life of our alpha. Her sister is a blooded warrior and our kind has a history of what the men like to call rogue or wayward females. They have been neither. They simply had the courage to seek out their own fate, to carve out a destiny of their own and to keep themselves safe.”

“Are we brave, Mama?”

Bridget kissed her forehead. “We are indeed. Don’t misunderstand, I love our pack here at Dundalk, and next to your father, your uncle Ruari is one of the best wolves I’ve ever known, but I want to see things beyond our borders and show them to you. I want you to have the freedom to be whatever you want to be and be with whomever you want to be.”

Ciara nodded. “Then I think we should go see them.”

“I do too. But how about if I go first to see what it’s like and maybe you can stay and help Arielle? She’s very new to our pack and I’ll bet she could use your expertise. After all, you were born here, and your father was alpha before her mate.”

Bridget watched as her daughter concentrated on what she’d said. “I think that’s a very good plan although I will miss you.”

“I will miss you more, but I won’t be too long.”

“Will you be back for my birthday celebration?”

“I will indeed. What do you say I bring you something from my travels?”

Ciara clapped her hands with delight. “I’d like that. Something nobody else has. Does the ocean of the great beyond have sea glass? Because if they do, that’s what I’d like. Are we going to keep this a secret too?”

“Were you okay with not telling anyone about Arielle and me?”

Ciara nodded her head. “Yes. I like that you shared a secret with me. It was fun knowing that you were safe even when Seamus was being silly and all worried.”

“All right then. How about if I stay a day or two longer and then leave? Arielle and Ruari should be out of seclusion fairly soon and you’ll be here to help.”

“Can I tell Arielle?”

“I think that would be a good idea. Then the two of you will know something no one else does. You can keep the secret together.”

Bridget spent the next two days surreptitiously gathering the things she needed for her journey. Shortly before dawn, she woke Ciara and told her she was leaving. She was proud of the fact that her daughter seemed to be genuinely happy that her mother was going on an adventure. Bridget was confident that the little girl would tell Arielle and keep her secret.

“I love you and I’ll see you soon,” Bridget whispered as she kissed Ciara.

Quietly, Bridget exited the keep and slipped into the barn, saddling the bay charger she had ridden to Britannia and escaping through the sally port. She swung up onto the horse, checked that the rising light was on the horizon behind her, and set off, feeling happier and more comfortable inside her own skin than she had in a very long time.
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Chapter Three
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Gideon was awake as the first rays of the sun kissed the sky. He climbed down from the loft and headed out of the barn. Two little boys sat on the fence of one of the pens, eagerly awaiting him.

“Good morning!” they chirped in unison.

“Boys!” admonished their mother. “Let his Lor—” Demelza stopped as she caught sight of his raised eyebrow. “Gideon,” she corrected herself with a smile, “start his day without being pestered.”

“They’re fine, Demelza. It’s not every day a young man gets to see a man emerge from his barn, turn into a dragon, and take to the sky. Would you let Cadan know I’ll be back shortly?”

Gideon thought he would never forget the look on the faces of Cadan’s sons. He grinned at them as he moved to a safe and discreet distance, removed his clothing, and called forth his great beast—a massive being on four legs covered with armor-like scales and an enormous wingspan. Gideon, as Lord of the Earth, was a deep, rich, two-toned brown. The outside of each scale was ringed in a toffee color, while the majority had a more chocolatey hue. In the sun, there was an almost iridescent hue to his skin.

He began to fill his lungs and cells with the fresh morning air as he felt his body transform. Once complete, he trotted away from the croft, unfurling his wings and beating them slowly to gain the thrust needed to take flight. Gideon’s feet lost touch with the earth as he gained altitude and flew into the clear, bright sky. He felt the strong winds coming off the coast and used its lift to glide through the air. There really was nothing to compare to flying.

He banked away from Cadan’s farm and toward his own fortress. He expected that being uninhabited and the elements of nature would have taken their toll. He was gladdened that the damage, at least when surveyed by air, was not as bad as he had feared. The roof was caved in, which was to be expected and the outer walls showed some damage but remained mostly intact.

Landing in the bailey, he was pleased that not only did he do so more gracefully than he had when landing on the beach, but that a good portion of the keep remained standing and in good order. Gideon shifted back to his human form and wandered through what had been his home, and the home of his ancestors, for as far back as time stretched.

He trotted down the stairs and into the nursery. There had been a time when the vast labyrinth for clutches of dragon eggs had been necessary. He realized that even if dragons one day reclaimed the numbers they had once had, it would be a long time before the caverns beneath his stronghold would be needed for their original use. But if Cadan was right, they could be useful for provision and arms storage as well as a place to keep his people safe in the event of an invasion. Hearing the sound of approaching horses, he returned to the surface.

Gideon breathed in, shaking his head and smiling. The scent of daffodils continued to assail his sense of smell. He rarely took a breath without having at least the faint fragrance of his mate. His cock began to swell at the thought of her. It had been far too long since he had felt a woman beneath him as he stroked her warm, wet sheath with his hardened staff. It was the only thing that exceeded the feeling of wind beneath his wings.

“Good morning, Gideon,” Cadan greeted him as he tossed him his clothes. “I’m sorry the castle was not ready for your return. It had been so long, and times have not been easy...”

Gideon waved him off, dressing quickly. “It’s not nearly as bad as I feared. With just a bit of work, we can make it habitable for me.”

“I took the liberty of sending for the others. There are more than enough of us to restore the keep.”

“What about you and your family? It has been the tradition that the ranking members of the clan and their families lived within the fortress, but you have a farm to see to.”

Cadan laughed. “And it will be my honor to do so. My brother Daniel will move to the farm. His wife is already looking forward to giving birth in the farmhouse.”

The remainder of their men joined them. Gideon was impressed that the descendants of those who had once served him were still loyal and held no rancor that the last of his kind had forsaken them. After they had drawn up a list of things to be done and assigned jobs, Gideon addressed those assembled.

“I have been trying in the past few hours to decide which I need to do first—apologize for my kind abandoning you for so long or be humbled by your steadfast belief that I would return...”

Murmurs of disagreement rumbled through the crowd and made him smile.

“Suffice it to say that we had suffered a great loss and were shattered. We believed that the only way to ensure that our kind did not become extinct was to slumber in a kind of hibernation. We believed that if our kind survived elsewhere, they would come to wake us. The sorceress that cast the spell was the sister of Duncan’s mate who was the last female dragon. She was told to leave no provision for us to wake on our own. It would seem that like most females, she wasn’t inclined to follow instructions. I have no idea why my rest was disturbed, just that it was. My first conscious thought was to come home to prepare but prepare for what I haven’t a clue.”

“What about the others?” asked one of the men.

“They were still sealed in their separate chambers. They are safe and so I chose to follow my instinct and come home,” answered Gideon.

“What about a mate?” called another.

Gideon chuckled and clapped Cadan’s shoulder. “Isn’t that your line?”

All of the men, including Cadan, joined in the laughter.

“Funny you should mention that. I thought I’d make sure everyone’s need for meat was taken care of before I go in search of my mate.”

“Might she be amongst us?”

Gideon shook his head. “I don’t think so. I caught her scent north of here... oddly enough in the midst of a battle. I considered seeking her out then, but decided it was best to return to what must be done to ready the castle for occupation again. My hope is that if your needs for meat are met that most of you can lend me the majority of your time to restoring our fortress. That way if and when trouble comes from the wolves to the north and west of us or the Old Continent, we’ll be ready to take them on and teach them a thing of two about dancing with dragons.”

A small cheer went up. Gideon felt truly humbled that while he had slept his people had never lost faith that he would return.

“It’s settled then,” said Gideon. “Cadan, I will leave you in command in my absence while I seek my mate and bring her home. I will bring the meat back here for dispersal. Some of it can be distributed raw, but I can roast some as well if we have spits set up when I return with it.”

Gideon separated from his men, removed his clothes, and called forth his dragon as he took to the skies. He found his land to be rich with prey for hunting. Within a few hours, he had amassed what he believed would be enough meat to keep his people for more than a month, less time than they had estimated repairs to the keep would take.

He descended from on high, neatly depositing the carcasses before landing behind one of the walls where he had spied Cadan had left his clothing. He wasn’t necessarily given to modesty, but he didn’t blame his men for choosing to keep their women from gazing upon his nudity. And there were women and plenty of them. They had been organized to help with preparing the meat, as well as harvesting what else they could so as to make the most and best use of his kill.

Gideon was happy to see so many children laughing and playing among all the hard work.

“Milord?” he heard Demelza say behind him.

“Demelza, you must call me Gideon. I’ve never been one to stand on ceremony and we will be sharing a home.”

She smiled sweetly. “Aye, Gideon. I wanted to thank you for your bounty. I don’t think we thought you’d return with so much so quickly. I wanted you to know, Cadan spent part of the day forging a reticule that I’ve lined with sealskin to keep it waterproof. We thought it would be an easy way for you to carry your clothing and what other supplies you might want to take with you. I’ve already put in another pair of breeches and two more shirts.”

“That’s kind of you.”

“And he attached your scabbard and sword so it should be easy for you to keep your things together and safe from the elements.”

Gideon took the proffered cylinder. It was an ingenious design and would do exactly what it was intended to do.

Cadan joined them. “Will you stay the night, Gideon? The people are hoping you will, and we can have a bonfire. The women have been preparing food to bring and...”

“Say no more, Cadan. You have convinced me. I can’t think of a better way to wrap up this day than feasting with those with whom I am beginning a new life.”

“Good, because they’re all on their way.”

The rest of the afternoon and evening was divided between work, play, and celebration. Food was plentiful, drink flowed like a fast-flowing river, and people danced by the light of a bonfire. Gideon was reminded again and again why his ancestors had chosen this place and these people to call their own. As the evening drew to a close, and families began collecting sleeping children, Gideon heard several female voices join together in an old, familiar ballad:

When the moon is on the sea

Kosk yn ta, kosk yn ta

Silver pilchards called to thee

Kosk yn, kosk yn ta

Dream of starry gazey pie

Kosk yn, kosk yn ta

As the last strains of their song abated, Gideon raised his glass. “Thank you for welcoming me home. May the best of our past be the worst of our future.”

He watched them depart with a deep sense of commitment and hope for the days to come.

* * *
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Gideon spent the next two days trying to ignore the imperative that was now his constant companion. Once he felt as though the repairs to the castle were well underway, he asked Cadan to meet with him.

“Gideon!” Cadan called to him as he flew overhead, circling above the castle before landing. Thankfully, he had rediscovered how to do so without going head over heels in the process.

“Good morning! Thank you for agreeing to meet with me before the others arrived.” Gideon smiled as he saw the small container of blackberries he had with him. “For me, I hope?”

Cadan laughed. “Of course. Ever since you mentioned to the boys that you loved them, they check the bramble every day to see if there are any ripe ones for you. Mind you, their mother can’t get them to do that for jam, but for their dragonlord, nothing is too difficult.”

Taking the container, Gideon wolfed them down. “They’re a nice accompaniment to the fish I had this morning.”

The two men reviewed the repairs that had been done and all that remained. They were making tremendous progress and Cadan’s wife had marshalled the other women to begin to acquire the things needed to live in the keep.

“I think we’re making good progress, but you seem unsatisfied. Do you see something you’d like done differently or more quickly? Is the work not up to your standard?”

Gideon swung his head back around to Cadan when he realized he hadn’t been paying attention. He was distracted by her siren song. It was faint and distant, but it was there. He scented the morning’s ocean breeze; it, too, was there... her scent—the intoxicating perfume that was her essence.

“No, what? Everything is fine. The work is being completed far more quickly than I would have thought, and I appreciate all the effort people are putting into it. It’s just... that...” Gideon trailed off, distracted again by his need to find her, claim her, and make her his.

“Are you all right, Gideon?”

“Yes,” he said, grinning and shaking himself. “In fact, I’m better than I have been in a long, long time. I will be even better upon my return.”

“You’re leaving us?”

Gideon turned back to Cadan, grasped him by the shoulders and squeezed, giving him a little shake and allowing a grin to spread across his face.

“Only for a few days... no more than a week. Will you be able to manage here?”

“Of course, but you’ve only just returned.”

“Aye, but I can hear my mate’s call, and it’s getting stronger. I need to find her and bring her home.”

“Truly? That’s wonderful news. I’ll spread the word so that when you return with her, we can celebrate her joining us. Where is she? Do you know who she is? Have you met?”

“Such mundane details we dragons leave to you mortals,” chuckled Gideon. “I know less than nothing about her, except that she exists, and I can feel her calling to me. It’s been far too long since I enjoyed the pleasure only a woman can provide and never my true heart. I need to find her and make her mine.”

Cadan nodded. “I dread the nights I have to spend parted from Demelza; I can’t begin to imagine what it must have been like for you to sleep alone for so long.”

“Not as difficult as you might imagine. I think in many ways it was probably less difficult for me than it was for Duncan. Seth, Kellan, and I had never been gifted with a true heart. Duncan’s heart was shattered when he found his mate slain. I don’t believe he ever thought to wake when we asked her sister to help us lay to rest.”

“Her sister? How did she help? Can I ask how you picked now to wake?” Cadan asked, clearly intrigued.

“Duncan’s mate was human-born and came from a long line of sorceresses. They were none too happy when instead of simply copulating with a man to conceive a child to further their line, she was claimed by a dragon and turned. All of her family, except for her sister, turned her back on her. When our last attempt to save our species appeared to have failed, we asked her to put us to sleep, never to wake again.”

“But here you are... so her spell didn’t work?”

Gideon smiled. “Doubtful. I suspect she had either some kind of time limit or some foresight of an event that she crafted into the spell to send us to sleep. I woke amongst my brothers and waited several days for them to wake. When they didn’t, I decided to listen to my instinct that told me to head south. I stopped to watch a battle of wolf-shifters and was assailed by the scent of my true heart. I decided to come home and assess what needed to be done. Because of the fidelity of all of you, not much was necessary. My true heart’s pull grows stronger every day so I will go fetch her and bring her home.”

“And what if she isn’t so inclined?” teased Cadan.

“Again, dragons do not much concern themselves with such mundane details,” Gideon said with a smile.

“If she’s worthy of you, I doubt she’ll be faint of heart or easily brought to heel.”

Gideon clapped him on the shoulder. “Aye, but therein lies half the fun.”

Cadan nodded. “And if you’re very fortunate, they are never truly tamed.”

Gideon turned serious for a moment. “I will have to turn whoever my true heart is. She will need to have an indomitable spirit and strength to leave behind her old life and embrace the new. But as there are no females of our kind left, she will have no choice.”

“So, you think that you were awakened to bring back the dragons from extinction?”

“It’s the only explanation that make sense. It doesn’t appear that my people here are on the cusp of some great cataclysm. I know there is a feeling that the wolf-shifters will turn their interest to our homeland and that a threat from the Old Continent exists, but not so imminent that I believe I was awakened to combat it. My greatest hope is that we will wake when our true heart is ready for us. It would explain why I was the only one whose sleep ended. Hopefully the others will join me in short order.”

“I will see that a bridal bower is readied for your return. Given the bonfire we had upon your return, tales of your bonding celebration will be told for a long time to come.”

Gideon smiled, grateful that Cadan had been called to be his second in command. “Let us hope your lady will see it as such. I leave our people and our homeland in your care until I return with my mate.”

Gideon turned away and put distance between himself and Cadan. Discarding his clothes, he placed them in the cylindrical container Cadan and Demelza had fashioned for him. He called forth his dragon and felt the beast surge to the forefront, eclipsing his humanity. Gideon beat his wings, unfurling them and creating a great wind and lift as he stood up off his four feet onto two and elevated himself from the confines of the earth.

Gideon’s spirits soared as he flew among the clouds. He no longer cared if anyone saw him. Perhaps it would give the southern wolves pause to know that at least one dragon still remained and flew from the Cornish coast. He amused himself as he danced with the sky, folding his wings to dive toward the earth and then skimming just above the ground before powerfully beating them to climb back into the heavens.

* * *
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Bridget rode hard the first day. If she was lucky, it wouldn’t be until after breakfast when her absence was noticed. Her laughter bubbled forth as she thought of Connor organizing a search for her and his profound annoyance when he discovered she was gone... again. She was fairly certain the search would cover the ground between the keep and the fishing village, which lay in the opposite direction from which she was going.

She galloped her horse until she found a long stretch of wooded landscape that would keep her hidden from sight and still allow her to continue her journey. She reduced her speed to an easy jog trot, allowing her horse to catch his breath while still putting distance between herself and Castle Dundalk. Her plan was to ride in as straight a line as possible toward the western shore and then make her way south. As she rode, she mused about why her decision had been to ride south down the coast. In some ways north would be better as it would take her further away from either her pack at Dundalk or their allied pack at Calon Onest in Wales, which was to the south. The problem was that every time she thought of heading north, a feeling washed over her that to the south lay her destiny.

As the sun crept over her shoulder and she began to ride directly into its light, she felt the last remnants of grief leaving her. When she stopped to make camp, she found a good-sized outcropping of rock, tethered and tended to her horse, and then made a simple meal of bread, cheese, fruit, and dried meat. It wasn’t as tasty as the succulent meals they enjoyed at Castle Dundalk, but it felt good to be free of the responsibilities of being the mistress of a great pack. Arielle would be wonderful in the role, far better than she. After securing her food stores out of the reach of animals, she poked up the fire and made her position secure for the night.

As she was pulling her cloak around her shoulders to keep out the chill of the night, she noticed that she was bleeding. She opened the neck of her shirt wider to locate the source of the blood. The place that bore the mark of her deceased mate was bleeding. What looked to have started as a mere trickle was now bleeding profusely. Grabbing a cloth from her saddlebag, she pressed against it to stanch the flow of blood. Bridget rocked back, sitting down hard on the log she had pulled before the fire. She stared at the cloth and shook her head. No, this couldn’t be. An alpha’s mark only ever bled after its initial healing for one reason... she was destined to have another fated mate. If the stories told were to be believed, in the not too distant future.

Bridget slept badly that night and the one that followed. The mark hadn’t bled again, but there was no denying that the sadness at her mate’s death had been lifted from her heart. She rode hard for the coast, more determined now than ever that she would not be forced into another pairing that she didn’t want. It wasn’t that, in the end, she hadn’t loved him, it was that she’d been given no say in the matter... even her body had refused to listen when she had wanted no part of being mate to the alpha of Dundalk.

As she crested a hill, the distinctive smell of salt air reached her nostrils. Bridget realized she hadn’t shifted in a while and felt her wolf calling her to allow her to come forth and run along the beach and play in the waves. That was something she hadn’t done for a long time. Dundalk did not have a long expanse of sand-covered shoreline... at least not one that was close enough for their alpha to feel it was safe for unescorted she-wolves. Well, she thought, she’d had enough of that nonsense. She meant to live the rest of her life doing what she wanted, when she wanted. And what she wanted right now was to find a place to safely leave her horse and her clothing and go for a run as a wolf along that beach.

Bridget searched for, and found, a small alcove nestled within the rocks where she could safely leave her horse. She stripped out of her clothes and called forth her wolf, who leapt to the forefront of her being with eager joy. Her last thought as a human was that it had been far too long. Bridget bounded out of the small niche, where she’d left her horse, to gallop along the sand.

She ran with abandon, relishing both the soft, giving texture of the very dry sand as well as the firm, damp ground closer to the ocean. Bridget moved with power and strength, enjoying the sea spray almost as much as the feeling of freedom that always came with being a wolf. She played tag with the waves, yapping and snapping at them as if they too were alive and engaged in her game.

A large shadow passed overhead. Bridget looked up and stopped dead in her tracks. A wild wave rolled in, crashing into her and knocking her off her feet. She looked to the heavens again. There was no mistaking what had created the shadow... a dragon!
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Chapter Four
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Bridget sat back and watched as the large winged creature lazily circled the beach, gliding on the warm air current before, banking sharply, flapping its wings and heading out to sea. Bridget idly wondered where the dragon might be going. The legends said that all the dragons had perished, but clearly, the tales of their demise were wrong. If one existed, were there more?

She galloped back to where she had stashed her clothing, shifted and re-dressed. Catching up her horse, she mounted and headed south down the coastline. She rode for the better part of the day before coming to a small village. Bridget rode to what looked to be a tavern with perhaps rooms to let. She didn’t want to stay in any one place too long, but perhaps she could stay a day or two and make inquiries about the surrounding area.

Bridget found a public stable and, after making arrangements for her horse, made her way to the tavern to get something to eat and see about a room. Having secured both, she ate her meal alone and then made her way toward her room. The laughter of those enjoying themselves and seeking companionship for the night made her think twice about seeking her own lonely bed. As she entered her room, she shook her head, smiling. For a woman who had spent almost ten years mated to a wolf who greatly enjoyed pleasuring her and being pleasured himself, that sort of companionship was missed. She grieved his loss on an emotional level but found that once his death had broken the link between them, she found she missed him in a more abstract and random way. Since the alpha mark on her neck had bled, she seemed to grieve the loss of her daughter’s father more than that of her own mate.

She shook her head again. No! She had no intention of being mate to another, especially an alpha. While she had proven to be skilled in the role of mistress, it was not one to which she had ever felt called. Perhaps she would find another mate, but not an alpha. Ruari had sworn he would not see her mated against her will unless called to a fated mate and she meant to avoid any and all alphas in order to ensure her freedom. In fact, if her adventure proved fruitful, she might find that she was finally in control of her own destiny.

Bridget slept fitfully. She would have liked to have blamed it on being able to overhear the amorous goings-on in the room adjacent to hers, but that wasn’t it at all. The fact was that she hadn’t heard a thing. What kept her tossing and turning were her own feelings of arousal and need. She had awakened with stiffened nipples and a growing well of desire pooling between her legs. If it persisted into the evening, she would either take care of the situation herself or find some random human male to spend some time with. After all, she was planning to move on tomorrow so there would be no reason for awkwardness if he wanted to pursue something more than a one-night stand.

Squaring her shoulders, Bridget trotted down the stairs, had breakfast, and went to get her horse to go exploring. She spent the better part of the day doing so and returned as evening approached.

* * *
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Gideon had spent the better part of two days tracking his mate. He had returned to the scene of the battle and been able to pick up her scent. From there he tracked her to the town of Blackpool. Outside of town, he shifted back to human form, donned his clothes, and located a drinking establishment to see if he could find out anything about her. Her trail had led him to the dock and disappeared midway down, indicating to him that she had boarded a boat.

“Mead,” Gideon rumbled at the barkeep.

“Mead? Good lord, no one has ordered mead here in... well... forever,” laughed the man, who Gideon was sure was a fox-shifter. They were normally good sources of information but were crafty and always served their own interests. Foxes were also greedy creatures, which served Gideon’s purpose just fine; he had plenty of coin.

“Yes, I’m sorry. My mother served it at home and came from around these parts. Being here makes me think of her and I was nostalgic. What would you suggest?”

“Whiskey or wine. The whiskey is exceptional, but more expensive than the wine.”

Gideon brought out his coin purse and ensured the fox could see that it was full.

“Bring me your best bottle of whiskey. Perhaps you’d care to join me for a drink. I’m in need of information a man such as yourself will most likely have.”

“My time is expensive,” said the fox.

“That’s all right; I’m a wealthy man.”

“Then, my friend, my time is yours.”

The fox grabbed the bottle of whiskey, two clean glasses, and led Gideon to a back table.

“I assumed a man who wanted to talk business would prefer something a bit more private than a table in the middle of the room.”

“Knowledgeable and discreet. You and I should deal well together,” said Gideon smoothly.

After they were seated, the fox turned to Gideon and asked, “How may I be of service?”

“I’m seeking a woman... not just any woman but a particular woman who would have passed this way in the last week to ten days. She would have been coming from the east and may have been in the company of soldiers.”

“There were two such women, but I am not inclined to cross the alpha of Dundalk. I hope for your sake, friend, that it wasn’t his mate you seek.”

“I don’t believe it was. Tell me about the other.”

The fox snorted. “That one isn’t much better. I understand she was mated to his brother, the former alpha of Dundalk.”

“Mated as in past tense?”

“Yes. Her mate was killed in battle a while ago. His brother assumed leadership of their pack and now she lives there as a kind of dowager. Pretty thing. Not as fair as the current mistress of the pack and they say she is quite bold.”

Gideon hid his smile and tossed several coins on the table in the general direction of the fox. He thought that the fox’s description sounded like it was the former mistress of Dundalk that he sought. Surely the powers that be would not have gifted him with a mate who was already bonded to another.

“The former mistress, do you know her name?”

“I do. Bridget of Dundalk.”

Gideon tossed him a few more coins.

“And might you know the current location of the fair Bridget?”

The fox picked up the coins. “I do, but I wouldn’t suggest sniffing around her tail. I’ll grant you that she seemed to be a tasty treat, but many overheard her arguing with their beta and expressing her negative opinion of men.”

“You leave changing her opinion to me.”

If the elusive Bridget proved to be his mate, low opinion of men or not, she would soon find herself mated to a dragon, Lady of Tre war Venydh, or Tintagel in the common tongue, with a dragon egg containing his heir in her belly.

“Where might I find the lovely Bridget and who would speak for her?”

Gideon knew from talking with Cadan and his own observations that she-wolves held only so much power as their males allowed them. Not much different, he mused, than dragons. At least she would understand the need to submit to her mate.

“A few days ago, I would have said Dundalk. But word has reached us here that she is missing. Their alpha is desperate to find her and has his people searching all along Eire’s eastern seaboard.”

“And now?” Gideon asked, placing his hand over a few more coins.

“I have friends who swear they saw her riding toward the west,” the fox said, reaching for the gold.

Gideon closed his hands around it. “Where? Toward the west covers a lot of territory.”

“To a small coastal village.”

Gideon relaxed and removed his hand, watching as the fox snatched the coins away.

“And if I were to produce a sufficient amount of coin, might you be able to ascertain the name of that town and ensure that the same information did not reach the alpha of Dundalk or those who serve him?”

“You would guarantee that no harm would come to the lady and that nothing could be traced back to me for any reason?”

“I would. I don’t have it with me, but if you meet me on the southern beach right before moonrise, I will have a diamond that should prove to be more than adequate for your compensation.”

The fox inclined his head toward Gideon. “I am sure it will be so. I will see you then.”

Gideon took another shot of whiskey and left the fox’s establishment. If the fox was smart enough to be honorable, he would meet Gideon alone. If not, he and whoever he brought with him would find themselves facing a dragonlord. Gideon grasped a piece of coal as he passed by the large furnace used to heat the establishment.

He made his way to a secluded area just beyond the sight of the designated spot and where he was hidden from view. Taking the coal in his hands, he began to breathe fire and exert the pressure necessary to turn the coal into a valuable diamond. Once completed, he knocked the blackened outer layer away and spent some time polishing the gem.

Shortly before the rise of the moon, the fox approached Gideon as he stood alone gazing across the sea to Eire.

“My lord,” said the fox.

“And what makes you think I am a lord?”

“It is to my advantage to be able to take the measure of a man almost at first glance. That you are a man of quality and breeding was easy to spot, although I think there is more to you than meets the eye.”

“I am. And if you think to play me false...”

“I wouldn’t do that. Part of my assessment of you says to do so would likely result in my death.”

Gideon smiled, liking the fox in spite of himself. “It would.”

“I thought so. I have come alone and have found even more specific information that I believe would prove useful to you.”

“Speak,” Gideon ordered, tossing the pouch containing the diamond to the fox.

The fox’s eyes grew round as they looked at the jewel. “My lord, it is not like me to protest being paid too much, but...”

“If your information proves to lead me to the lady in question, you may credit whatever sum you may choose to my account should I ever need your services again.”

“You are too generous, my lord. It would be my pleasure. The woman you seek can be found in the small village of Kincanon and is staying at the Black Horse Inn. I’m not sure how much good that will do you as she is scheduled to leave the day after tomorrow and there is no way for you to reach her there before she departs. If you like, you can start out tonight and I will have word waiting for you once you reach Kincanon.”

“I appreciate your assistance, but I should be fine on my own. I think it best people do not see us together, so you don’t draw the attention of the alpha of Dundalk. You have served me well and I would not want you compromised.”

“I am grateful for that. Should you need my assistance again, you may be assured that you have already paid in advance.”

“Thank you. Now be away so that we can both pursue our plans for this evening.”

The fox inclined his head, saying, “Thank you, my lord,” before departing.

The fox was wrong. Gideon should be able to reach her by morning. He would have to fly hard and fast, but he had no intention of not catching up with his mate. He waited until he was sure he was alone. Removing his clothes and placing them in the cylinder, he called on his dragon and was airborne within moments. Gideon beat his powerful wings in a steady and rapid rhythm, barely gliding over the storm-tossed sea by the light of the moon that illuminated and guided his way. As he began to feel the sun rise, Gideon flew into the sky and above the clouds to lessen the chances of his being seen. The closer he flew to Bridget’s location, the stronger he felt the calling of his true heart. She would be within his grasp by nightfall.

* * *
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Bridget spent the entire day reconnoitering the area. She returned to the tavern in time for her evening meal. She had experienced several bouts of feeling disconnected from the earth... as though she were flying. It was a kind of lightheadedness that she usually associated with not eating properly. She hoped that a good meal would help her shake the unsteadiness and that a cold bath might alleviate her growing desire to feel a man’s cock buried in her cunt. Who was she kidding, at this point she’d welcome having him use her ass if it meant that there was a man in her bed providing her with the welcome relief only a powerful orgasm could give her.

She scanned the room to see if there was anyone to whom she might take a fancy for the night. At first, she saw no one of interest, but then he walked through the door. She literally stopped breathing for several moments. When she could shake the feeling of reverie she had been experiencing, she noticed she wasn’t the only woman drawn to the hooded stranger. He pushed back the hood as he entered revealing dark brown hair and ice blue eyes. He was taller and more powerfully built than any other man in the room.

He glanced around and then seemed to focus on her. His stare made her warm inside, her nipples tighten even further, and the pool of desire that had been centered between her legs now threatened to drip down them. God’s teeth, she thought, she was feeling like a silly schoolgirl, instead of a widow to an alpha with a child. Surely the look of rampant lust in his eyes was meant for someone else, she thought.

“You are Bridget of Dundalk?” he rumbled at her.

The vibration of his voice resonated throughout her, but his knowledge of who she was raised the proverbial hackles along her spine.

“I am. And if Ruari sent you...”

“I do not serve the alpha of Dundalk. I serve no man. I am Gideon of Tintagel...”

“Tintagel? Isn’t that some ruin of a castle and tiny shire along the southern most coast of Britannia?” she questioned, her voice dripping with disdain.

“The repairs to the castle are underway. Might I join you for dinner?”

Feeling emboldened for no reason at all, she replied, “If all you want from me is dinner, I’d prefer the company of someone who would rather warm my bed.”

He laughed. “They said you were a woman of rare strength and courage. You are old enough and experienced enough to know the danger of taunting a man who looks at you the way I do.”

“And how is it that you look at me, Gideon of Tintagel?” she goaded.

Gideon leaned down to whisper in her ear, “Like a man who has every intention of taking you upstairs, ripping those breeches down to your knees, making you face the wall before he buries his cock deep in your pussy from behind. Like a man who intends to fuck you hard as you brace yourself against that wall screaming his name when he wrenches an orgasm from deep within your soul as he pumps you full of his seed. Like a man that once he has finished with you will strip you naked, put you on your back in your bed, and drive his shaft to the end of your sheath.”

Bridget could scarcely breathe, could barely comprehend that he had spoken that way to her. She leaned back and tried to steady her nerves.

“And what do you suppose I’ll be doing while you ravage me?”

“I suppose that given the current state of your arousal you will welcome my touch, but come morning when you are exhausted and sore, you will dispute my authority over you and I will put you over my knee before spanking that fetching bottom of yours until it is red and swollen and you beg me to allow you to atone, which I will magnanimously allow you to do.”

“And you were doing so well until you threatened to spank me. You see, I don’t care to be spanked,” she chided.

“Then you will have to curb your foolish and headstrong ways, which you won’t be able to do. But I will be there to administer the proper punishment before rutting with you until you are once again calling my name in your need.”

“You’re delusional,” she hissed.

“No, Bridget of Dundalk, I am your true heart as you are mine.”

The last words had barely passed his lips before he hauled her up and brought his head down to kiss her, crushing her body against his. This was no tentative kiss of an untried lover looking to savor the experience. This was the kiss of a man filled with rage and pent-up need. His tongue swept her mouth, plundering and exploring its deepest recesses. The kiss was unrelenting and stole her breath away, while at the same time demanding that she match his passion and return it.

She should have been angry, should have offered him some sort of resistance, but his need was matched by her own. Bridget flung her arms around his neck, pressing her body tighter against his. She could feel the hard ridge of his erection as it pressed against her and she rubbed the stiffened peaks of her breasts against his leather-armored chest.

Bridget was just recognizing that he was ending the kiss when he loosened his embrace and lifted her, tossing her over his shoulder as if she weighed nothing. The crowd in the tavern roared their approval, snapping Bridget out of her trancelike state. Doubling her fists, she delivered what should have been a crippling blow to the small of his back. Not only did he not fall and put her down, but Gideon of Tintagel brought his hand crashing down on her upturned rump as the crowd cheered. Again, Bridget landed a punishing blow to his kidney area, but to no avail. All it got her was another hard swat to her backside to the roar of the crowd.

“Careful, my Bridget. I might start to think that you are in need or are desirous of having an audience for your first spanking.”

She raised her fist and thought better of it.

“Good girl,” he crooned to her in the way that only a supremely arrogant and self-satisfied male could. He turned toward the bar area. “Barkeep,” he called. “What room is ours and send someone to open the door and lay a fire.”

“That’ll cost extra,” replied the barman.

“Fine. I’m a wealthy man and I need the room warm as my woman will be naked shortly after we get there and for the rest of the night.”

The cheers and applause had grown to jeers, whistles, and catcalls. Gideon turned and took a small bow while still keeping her securely in place over his shoulder. Bridget was stupefied. No one had ever treated her this way, not even her former suitors or previous mate. She tried to summon the wherewithal to protest his behavior but could not find it within her. Instead she hung limply over his shoulder as he made his way up the stairs and into her room, slamming the door behind them as he set her on her feet.
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Chapter Five
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Bridget knew she should be frightened of the tall, dark stranger, but she wasn’t. What she felt was an overwhelming need to be one with this man, if only for a little while. Not wanting him to feel as though he was in total command of their encounter, Bridget cupped her hands behind his head and brought his mouth down to hers where she laid siege to his lips as he had done to hers. She realized later he had only let her think she had any control if even for a moment. Gideon pulled her close and his lips slanted across hers as he kissed down her neck, pausing only for the briefest moment when they encountered the mark left from her mate at the hollow of her throat.

“He’s dead,” she whispered.

“It wouldn’t matter,” he rumbled back seductively.

Gideon disengaged himself from her embrace and stripped her breeches down past her knees, revealing that there was now nothing between his steely gaze and her naked mons. Without a word, he spun her around and pushed her up against the wall.

“Brace yourself,” he quietly commanded, nuzzling her neck, before running his hands over her haunches and down the outside of her thighs. “Soft, almost fragile...”

“I am no such thing,” she growled.

“Oh, but you are. A fierce and beautiful she-wolf, mate to a dead alpha. You are in need of mastering, and it isn’t a wolf who will see to that need this time.”

The overwhelming heat that seemed to be radiating from him enveloped her and caused her to quiver in response. Her body was on fire, burning far hotter than she had ever done before. Her nipples had begun to feel like shards of diamonds, threatening to shred her corset. Her raging desire pooled between her legs and threatened to leak down her thighs. Bridget felt his hard length straining against the front of his breeches, threatening to burst forth in order to mount her and claim her. No! Not that, she would not be claimed again!

Gideon moved his hand up under her shirt and made short work of the corset’s lacings. Bridget’s generous breasts spilled forth as Gideon deftly freed them from their confinement. His large hand engulfed one to knead and play with it before focusing his attention on the nipple at its center. Despite her unwillingness to do so, a soft moan escaped her lips as Gideon continued his sensual assault on her body.

One hand moved back and forth between her breasts, softly fondling at first before increasing the strength and lack of tenderness in his caresses. Gideon’s other hand trailed down the centerline of her body before cupping her mons as if to weigh its value before slipping between her thighs to tug and stimulate her nubbin.

“Gideon,” she pleaded, but pleaded for what?

Part of her knew he was dangerous, knew that completing this act with him was the most terrifying thing she had ever contemplated. But that sane portion of her brain was being overridden by her need to feel this man’s most intimate touch and to know the full measure of his lust.

His fingers trailed down, parting her swollen labia as he probed for her opening and chuckling at the evidence of her profound arousal. The palm of his large hand still framed the apex of her thighs and he held her in place as he rubbed himself against her backside.

His hand left Bridget’s breast to snake down between them, unfastening his breeches and freeing his cock. She glanced back over her shoulder and gasped. Not only was it large and very erect, but there seemed to be a large vein or hard ridge of tissue that twisted around his staff from the base and ended right behind the crown. She shuddered at the thought of the pleasure he meant to inflict upon her this night. He had been very explicit downstairs about what he planned, and she now knew he had every intention of doing so and the ability to get the job done.

She tried to struggle, both physically and mentally, but did not have the strength or will to do so. She knew that she would never be able to say he forced her. Bridget wanted this as much as he did... maybe more so.

Gideon rubbed the head of his fully engorged staff between her legs so that it skimmed between her lower lips, causing both a light friction and increasing her body’s responsive lubrication. Finding the entrance to her core, he grasped her hips with his hands and surged forward, powerfully enveloping his hard cock in her wet heat.

It had been far too long since she had felt the measure of a man possessing her. He drew back, the ridge that wrapped around his rod seeming to score her vaginal walls as he did so. Just before he had withdrawn the head, he thrust forward with a ferocity she had never known. Bridget screamed in pure hedonistic pleasure as he began to hammer her pussy with his mighty staff.

She was surprised as she cried out in surrender and ecstasy. Somehow, she had instinctively known that Gideon would have no trouble bringing her to climax, but the speed with which he did so left her breathless. Her nipples ached painfully as they were repeatedly slammed into the wall as he hammered her with his coupling. Her legs trembled and felt as though they would not hold her upright. She had never responded this dramatically to anything before. Even being knotted had not left her feeling this weak and out of control. Her breath caught in her chest and she felt as though she was going to pass out as her sheath shuddered all along the hard rod that now plundered it.

Coherent thought was a thing of the past as Gideon continued to pummel her pussy, refusing to let her find any respite. Again and again he forced her to respond as he wrenched repeated climaxes from her body. His thrusting increased in speed and strength and she could feel him swelling as he prepared to release his seed.

“Now,” he commanded. “Call for me, my Bridget.”

“Gideon,” she screamed in mortal surrender to the beast who had claimed her so thoroughly.

As the last of her call and the orgasm that accompanied it trailed off, Gideon gave a final, brutal thrust as his cock released his essence deep into her pulsing sheath. He groaned and his breathing was uneven and raspy as he finished pumping his cum into her, filling her beyond capacity.

Gideon uncoupled from her and turned her back to him before reaching up to strip her naked, jerking and tearing her clothing apart before dropping it on the floor. Bridget stared down at her clothes only momentarily before he scooped her up and deposited her in the bed. She tried to crawl away from him, but he pulled her back.

“Nay, my wanton she-wolf, I’m not nearly finished with you yet.”

Quickly, Gideon disrobed and joined her in the big bed, settling himself between her thighs. Somehow the massive release of semen had not left him drained. If anything, both his cock and the ridge that twisted around it seemed harder than ever. He slipped his hands under her buttocks and drove his staff deep into her sheath, burying himself there.

“So long,” he murmured as he began to stroke her rhythmically.

Gideon fucked her for what seemed like hours. Bridget lost count of the times she climaxed, crying out his name and raking her nails down any surface on his body she could find. But it seemed to have no effect. It was as if he had lost himself to the power of the rut and was not inclined to rein in its primal force.

Time had lost meaning and Bridget now seemed to float in the rarefied air of pure sensual ecstasy. She knew she would, as he had foretold, be sore after his onslaught, but she didn’t care. At this time, and with this man, all she needed or wanted was to respond and reciprocate the carnal pleasure they seemed to have found for this one night.

Gideon surged forward, the tip of his cock caressing her cervix. Something within her began to unfurl, as though his cock had been wrapped in a tight coil that was now disengaging from his hard shaft. As he drew back until only the crown was still lodged inside her, she felt a small tendril escape her heated sheath and trace its way down to her bottom hole. Bridget struggled to get away, but Gideon held fast. Small and sinewy, it made its way deep into her darkest cavity before expanding in circumference. Bridget was now doubly impaled—Gideon’s cock continued to thrust in and out of her pussy as the ridge, for somehow she knew that was what now possessed her back channel, expanded and held her locked to Gideon in the same way an alpha male wolf tied his mate to him with his knot.

As he began to fill her again, bathing her ravaged pussy with his warmth, she lost her fight with coherent thought and succumbed to the dazzling depths of sexual rapture. The last sound she heard was the roar of a mighty dragon inside her head. As she lost consciousness, Gideon nuzzled her neck before raining kisses all over her face. He stroked her hair.

“Sleep, my beloved. For more than a thousand years have I slept waiting for you. You will learn to soar among the clouds and sing with me. We will establish a new and glorious dynasty.”

Clearly, Bridget thought, the man or creature was mad, but she would free herself from his insanity when she woke.

* * *
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Bridget woke as the first rays of dawn filtered through the window. It cast its ambient light all around the room, but the more focused ray seemed to fall on Gideon’s back. She smiled and kept herself from stretching. Not only had she greatly enjoyed her sexual encounter with Gideon but waking with him spooned to her back gave her a sense of well-being. Aside from the sex, Bridget had often thought that her favorite part of being mated had been waking each morning wrapped within her mate’s embrace. Quietly, she slipped from the bed.

She looked at what remained of the corset and clothing she had been wearing the night before. Bridget rummaged through what was left in her rucksack. She dressed and left the room, propping up a note against the mirror.

Gideon,

Last night was wonderful and

I thank you for it. But I have

no interest in anything more

than what it was... an

intense and incredibly

satisfying encounter.

I wish you well.

Bridget

She left enough coins to cover the cost of her room, including the extra charge for the fire. There was no one in the tavern except for a few who were still sleeping off the effects of the excesses of the night before. She made her way to the public stable, retrieved her horse, and paid her bill. The ancient stableman seemed to be the only one in town who was even awake.

Bridget’s original plan was to head south and find a place where she could establish a kind of sanctuary for those who didn’t want to live within the confines of the male-dominated shifter society. There were too many in the sleepy little town who knew she had spent her time exploring. She made sure that the stableman knew she was headed north. She rode out heading in the opposite direction of her destination. Bridget had learned there was a cliff-side stronghold that had been carved out of the stone by humans. They had long since abandoned the primitive hamlet, but Bridget felt sure if it could be made to be habitable, a community of strong-minded women should be able to defend it.

She rode for an hour up the coastline, watching as the tide went out. Before it could turn, she galloped out onto the beach and headed south. The returning tide would cover her tracks heading back in the direction she wanted to go.

As she rode, she mused about the state of the world. She often overheard people at Dundalk talking about how the plague had so devastated the earth and how it had been their species, the wolf-shifters, that had restored order. While it might matter to the men who ruled, she wondered if anyone ever checked with the women? She didn’t really blame them; Bridget believed that most acted out of the best of intentions—wanting to keep the women in their packs safe—but they could be an overbearing, arrogant lot.

She smiled. She had been a fisherman’s daughter when fate called her to be the mate to the alpha of Dundalk. He had never questioned it, nor had her father, but there had been times it had been difficult to be thrust from humble beginnings to being the mistress of Dundalk. She meant to see that her daughter was better prepared... and had more freedom of choice.

The tide was coming in and her horse was now having to gallop through the surf in order to cover her tracks. Perhaps she was placing more importance on the encounter than need be. After all, Gideon may have simply been looking for the same physical release she had been seeking. He had been as good as he had advertised; she could still feel the effects of having been with him. She was sore and curious about the ridge that had grazed her vaginal walls and somehow had detached from the main column of his penis to wind its way to her back passage to pleasure her there as well. It amused Bridget that it didn’t seem to matter if they were wolf, man, or something else altogether; males seemed to take satisfaction in claiming a she-wolf’s bottom hole.

Bridget looked down the coastline and realized she was going to have to move up onto higher ground or she would be trapped between the cliff and the sea. She urged her horse up a rocky path and continued to ride south down the shoreline.

* * *
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Gideon woke and stretched. He felt an inordinate amount of pleasure and satisfaction from his first time with Bridget. She had been everything he could have hoped for—passionate, responsive, intelligent, and brave. It took courage to walk away from everything she’d ever known. He hoped his mate would not find Cornwall too primitive compared to what she was used to. He chuckled; she would have to make the best of it for Cornwall would be her home from now on.

He shook his head as he realized that she had gone. He read the note she’d left behind and snorted. He wasn’t at all surprised that she had bolted. She was smart enough to recognize her master and foolhardy enough to believe she could escape her destiny. She would find that a dragon was a far more formidable adversary than a wolf.

Gideon dressed quickly, ensured that the bill had been paid, and then set off in search of his mate. He checked with the stableman who told him Bridget had talked of going north and that he’d seen her set out that way. Gideon inquired about the stable’s one stallion, a huge spotted beast who knew instinctively that he was in the presence of an apex predator. He whispered in the animal’s ear as he stroked his neck gently. The stableman was impressed that the horse quieted and seemed to accept Gideon’s presence.

“He’s normally a nasty bugger, but he’s bold and fast and if anyone can catch up to her, it’s him.”

Gideon smiled. “Just what I wanted to hear.”

Gideon paid the man and left via the same route as Bridget. As soon as he could, he circled back to the south to pick up her trail. Bridget was far too intelligent to head north. She had been too obvious about in which direction she was heading. He knew she could feel their connection and was trying to convince herself that her destiny was not with him. Gideon figured a trip over his knee for a sound spanking would help to cure her of that notion. He also meant to take her to task for leaving him this morning and riding out by herself. The wild western coast of Eire was no place for her to be alone.

He rode along the top of the sea cliffs. He was certain that she would have used the beach and the tidal system to cover her tracks. He picked up her scent before he saw her tracks. It pleased him that her scent now carried his intermingled with it. Any wolf, or other predator, approaching her would know that she belonged to him. Most would have heard tales of dragons and might even suspect that it was dragon scent that now permeated her being. Knowing that she had passed this way recently and remembering her fiery passion from the night before caused his cock to stir and he revised his plan... first he would put her on her back and ride her hard. His ridge became stiff and the tip released from its resting place immediately behind the crown. When he had slaked his lust, his Bridget would find herself face down over his knee feeling the extent of his displeasure with her behavior.

* * *
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Bridget had made good time and had enjoyed her ride. She hadn’t progressed as far as she might have liked due to having laid down a false trail for anyone trying to track her. She wasn’t sure that Ruari would have sent anyone this far west in search of her and to think that Gideon would be looking for her was presumptuous. Perhaps he too had simply been looking for sex—wild, raw, and primitive. He’d certainly given that to her. Just the memory of what had transpired between them was enough to make her nipples stiffen and the lower portion of her anatomy pulse.

Finding a secluded spot, Bridget set up camp, tethering her horse and starting a small campfire; no need to call unnecessary attention to herself. After making and eating her dinner, Bridget sat on the large log clasping the tin mug full of hot, spicy tea and contemplated her life. She mused, thinking of how a fisherman’s daughter had thought her life all laid out before her, including the fisherman to whom she would be mated. Along came the alpha of Dundalk, who persuaded her father that she was, in fact, his fated mate and would be mistress of Dundalk.

Bridget laughed as she recalled the young fisherman with whom she had shared stolen kisses. That had come to an abrupt halt when the alpha of Dundalk had come calling. She’d resisted being forced into the pairing, but her father and her mate had been insistent and it was difficult to continue to say no when you were face down over a man’s knee as he applied his heavy hand to your tender backside. His had been the only touch she had known until last night.

Last night... last night had been incredible. While she had enjoyed the physical side of her pairing, it had paled in comparison to what she had experienced with Gideon. Her nether regions were still a bit tender, although she supposed that hadn’t been helped by the long day spent astride a horse, but still, she had no regrets. She didn’t want to dwell on what Gideon might or might not be and had not stayed around to find out the source or nature of the part of him that had pleasured her bottom hole. That he was not completely human was now apparent, but nothing about him had alerted her to that fact before their intimate encounter.

Bridget banked the fire, checked her horse, and then made a comfortable place to sleep. As she settled down, a terrifying, resonant, thunderous roar split the night sky. She sat bolt upright and watched as her horse struggled against its restraints. Bridget found it difficult to breathe as her body responded in a visceral way to the sound. Every nerve ending was alight, a warm electrical charge playing across her skin. Her nipples tightened and she could feel her pussy pulsing and pooling with arousal. Before she could reason her feelings and response away, the heavens were split asunder by the sound again; it felt as though the very fabric of the sky was being ripped apart. The shockwave of need and desire shot through her and she felt her muscles tense in anticipation... almost as though she had been teased to the abyss of climax and then had the source of her pleasure torn away. Bridget stared at the stars and let out a low, mournful howl.
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Chapter Six
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Gideon stood on the edge of the cliff, knowing Bridget was somewhere below him. He knew if he focused his energy, he could find her and have her again. His cock hardened and the ridge threatened to strangle it as he became engorged. She had provided him with the most intense sexual experience of his life. He had been fairly certain that Bridget had been his true heart when he had bedded her and lost himself to the rut. The fact that the ridge had unfurled and claimed her back passage had been proof positive. Only when plowing his true heart would a dragon’s ridge consummate their coupling. Normally, it only served to score a woman’s sheath so that when he plowed her womb, she was primed for his seed to take root.

He knew he could wait until morning and find her easily or fill the night sky with bursts of flame to eradicate the darkness. What he wanted, however, was to call to her and hear her song. Gideon transitioned into his dragon, reared back and rent the darkness with his roar. The second time he did so, he heard her answering howl. He chuffed quietly in response; she had heard him and had answered. He eagerly anticipated having Bridget naked beneath him as he put the first of his sons in her belly. And he needed to sire sons; while a male dragon could turn a female of any species, females did not have the ability to do so. They could have sex with any species but could only breed with those of their own kind. Thus, if his brothers did not wake, he would need to sire sons if he and Bridget were to keep his species from becoming extinct.

Gideon supposed that if his interest in breeding Bridget was only the perpetuation of his species, he would be looking for other mates as well. The idea of copulating with anyone other than Bridget was now abhorrent to him. Duncan, the only one of the four remaining dragons who had been mated and lost both his mate and a child in the slaughter, had cautioned him that once his true heart called to him and he heard her song, that he would want no other.

Gideon smiled as he thought of Duncan and his fiery mate. She had been dragon-born and not taken easily to the idea of being mated. True heart or not, she had demanded her rights as a blooded warrior. Their battles among the clouds had been legendary—dragon-born females were notoriously difficult. He chided himself; his mate wasn’t proving to be easy. The secretions released by the ridge should have made her more compliant and found her still sleeping in his arms when he woke. Now he was forced to chase after her like a smitten lad hoping for a first kiss. He meant to give and take more than a kiss from his sweet Bridget.

He gathered the makings of a small fire and then set it alight with a breath. He hadn’t planned to be sleeping tonight under the stars... at least not alone. He grinned. Bridget would have kept him warm. He meant to spend the rest of his days ensuring that neither of them was ever cold nor unsated. If her response to their first coupling had been any indication, she was a prize well worth giving up his immortality for. Gideon closed his eyes and slept, dreaming of his mate and the glorious future they would have together.

The next morning as the first light of dawn crept over the eastern horizon, Gideon rose with a tremendous feeling of joy. He couldn’t remember a time when he had ever looked forward to a coming day as much as he did this one. But then, dragons enjoyed hunting regardless of their prey, and today, his was the most elusive treasure of all... his true heart.

Gathering up his few things, he readied his horse, ensured his campfire was doused and headed in the direction that he’d heard her song. Last night was the last one he intended to spend alone. Gideon pondered how to get Bridget back to their home. Flying as a dragon with her secured in his claws was the fastest, and in some ways, the safest. But it had its disadvantages, chief among them, leaving two good horses behind. They could ride overland, but that was the slowest mode of transportation. He reasoned that, perhaps, finding a stout ship would be his best bet. He wanted Bridget home before impregnating her. Their coupling the night before would trigger the transition from wolf to dragon, which wasn’t dangerous but could be rather disconcerting. Gideon wanted her settled at home. He wanted her surrounded by their people where she could build her nest for their son to be born.

* * *
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Bridget inhaled the sharp, salty tang of the sea as she opened her eyes. The loud screeching sound that had held such ominous power the night before seemed nothing more than the remnants of a dream in the light of the new day. She extinguished the fire and readied her horse for the day’s ride. If her calculations were right, the ruins of the city in the cliffs were not much further. Her hope was that it was somehow inhabitable and that she could build a home for herself and her daughter as well as other she-wolves who needed a place of refuge.

She had learned a lot about battle and defending one’s home in the years she had been mistress of Dundalk. She felt that properly trained women could defend themselves if their home was built into the side of a cliff. Overlooking the ocean ensured a good source of protein for both sustenance and trading.

Her horse’s nervous whinnying and shuffling of his feet was Bridget’s first clue that she was no longer alone. She looked over his back and up the large rolling sand dune and spotted a distant figure on a large pale charger. There was a time she thought all her cares and strife would be remedied by the appearance of a hero astride a white stallion to whisk her away. The rider was too far to make out his features and she didn’t recognize the horse, but there was something about him that seemed all too familiar.

There was a rumbling sound inside her head, and she could swear that the ground beneath her trembled. The noise was not unlike the growl of a wolf but had a deeper sound that resonated within. She closed her eyes for a moment to focus and try to clear the noise in her head. The sound returned and this time her horse’s anxious reaction confirmed that the ground was in fact moving. She glanced around; it wasn’t an earthquake. It wasn’t that the ground all around her shook, it was only the small space that accommodated her and her horse. Bridget quickly finished saddling her horse and securing the things she had brought with her. Swinging up onto her mount, she glanced back over her shoulder; the horse and rider on the far hill stood in the same spot. What was he waiting for?

Bridget turned her horse away and spurred him into a gallop. She meant to put some distance between herself and whoever it was who sat watching. Perhaps the figure meant her no harm or wasn’t even after her, but Bridget had no intention of waiting around to find out. The powerful animal beneath her responded to her commands and was soon barreling along the path above the sea. He, too, seemed to sense that there was a need to distance themselves from the stranger. She glanced back over her shoulder and was relieved to see the figure still standing atop the hill.

After putting a considerable distance between herself and whoever it was that she had seen, Bridget slowed her horse to an easy trot and continued on her way. Spying a path down to the sand along the coastline, she made her way down and continued south. She was certain that she should be able to locate the ruins of the abandoned cliff village more easily from the beach looking up than from the top of the bluff looking down.

Bridget had been fascinated by the stories of the abandoned human village in and amongst the cliffs along the western shore of Ireland for most of her life. When she had heard the ancient tales of an all-female pack in the Americas her imagination had taken flight. As she matured, she had given up such flights of fancy to focus on more practical matters. At first, it had been finding a suitable mate to build a life and take over her father’s fishing boat. And then the alpha of Dundalk had come calling and claimed her for himself. Her life had then been consumed with becoming the mistress of Dundalk and mother to her child. With her mate dead, she wanted to write a different ending to her story.

It had not been dreams of her mate that had filled her dreams last night. Instead, it had been the encounter with Gideon. The memories of her time spent with him seemed to permeate every fiber of her being, quickly eclipsing those of the time she had spent with her mate. She thought she might feel some remorse in not clinging to those years she had spent as mistress of Dundalk, but she didn’t. For as much as she had loved him, a very small part of her had always remained aloof, never quite accepting that she had no other destiny than that of being called to him.

Bridget took a break at midday, finding a place to dismount and loosening her horse’s saddle and giving him a reprieve. After staking him out, she went to see if she could find any shellfish to have for her supper. She located several crabs and caught them, taking them back to where she had left her horse. Digging a shallow pit, packing the sand and using driftwood to make a small fire, she prepared the crab and let it cook. She had just finished her meal and was preparing to break camp and leave when she stubbed the toe of her boot on something firm, lodged in the sand.

Bending down to retrieve it, Bridget picked it up and let out a small gasp—the object in her hand was round and metallic. As she examined it, she was certain it was the remnants of some kind of dish. She was fairly certain that it was the kind of dish used to serve food. Dropping to her knees, she began to sift through the sand. Her excitement grew as she found more and more artifacts. Bridget was so engrossed in her discovery that she failed to hear the men gathering around her until her horse’s fretful snorting and pawing at the ground alerted her that there was an issue.

“Well, well,” drawled a broad man of medium height with light-colored hair. “What do we have here?”

Bridget made a sweeping glance around her and found she was surrounded by a small group of similar men. She sniffed the air and realized they were human. They weren’t overly tall and looked a bit underdone. There was hunger in their eyes, partly she suspected for food and partly for something else—her; not her specifically, but any unguarded female. She regarded their clothing, tattered remains of what might have been military uniforms.

She was not a small woman; rising regally to her full height, she lifted her chin and spoke slowly, quietly and with a growl backing her voice. “I am Bridget of Dundalk. How dare you interrupt me.”

The men whistled and catcalled. Clearly, they were not impressed.

“And what would someone of any importance from Dundalk be doing here?” chided the one she supposed passed as their leader.

“That would not be your concern, but as you have heard of Dundalk, you will know that the alpha there takes a dim view of anyone harming one of his people.”

The man nodded. “I know of Ruari of Dundalk and his brother before him,” the man said as he spat on the ground. “Wolf-shifters who claim the best for themselves and leave human men nothing but their leftovers... from food to women.”

The other men around her shifted their weight from foot to foot uncomfortably but murmured their agreement.

“If you believe that, then you know nothing of either wolf. Humans and wolves have lived in peace, cooperation, and equality since as far back as anyone can remember. My own father, who has a fishing boat, has deckhands of both who serve him well and share in the spoils of what he takes from the sea. Why are you bothering me?”

“We smelled the campfire,” said one of the men.

“And the food,” said another as they tightened the circle around her like a noose around her neck.

“I’m sorry; I finished my meal and only prepared what I needed,” Bridget said graciously, hoping she hid the growing concern in her voice.

The leader reached out and twirled a tendril of her hair between his grimy fingers. “Perhaps the tasty morsel that’s left has nothing to do with food. They say she-wolves are a passionate, wanton lot. Maybe we should find out if that’s true.” He fisted a small handful of hair. “God knows my cold, hard cock could use a warm spot to spend a few hours...”

Realizing she was going to have to fight, Bridget said, “Hours? My guess is if you could get it up at all, it wouldn’t be for more than a few minutes,” she said, knocking his hand away.

The man snarled as his men sniggered. His moment of inattention would cost him. Bridget called forth her wolf; she would make short work of them in that form. She felt the familiar tingle as her wolf readied to spring forth, but nothing happened. Bridget was stunned. She had been able to shift since she was a small child. Once, she had even shifted mid-leap over a large fallen log. She called to her wolf again, and again, there was no response.

The man grabbed her by the hair again and lifted his hand as if to strike her. In the instant just before his hand could make its downward trajectory, a blazing flame incinerated it, the man screamed, and, overhead, a dragon roared. Apparently the dragon fire had cauterized the wound as she could see no blood. The men, who had previously encircled her, were backing away in hopes that the dragon would take either their leader or Bridget.

Bridget was stunned by its appearance. It wasn’t the grotesque creature she had always imagined, but rather an enormous beast with wings that appeared to be made of gossamer that somehow floated directly above her. It made an earth-shattering sound and the ground shook, much as it had earlier in the day but with more force. She watched, as if in slow motion, as one of the hind legs stretched out, plucking her neatly and gently from the ground. It banked right, scorching the sand before snatching her terrified horse in its other hind claw and beat its wings, creating uplift and taking them to a spot up above the sea cliff.

It was as if her mind had separated from her body and was observing the whole incident dispassionately. She thought she should be terrified, and yet she wasn’t. She felt the wind rushing by her, not only as the dragon made its way to wherever it was taking her, but from the beating of the wings themselves. The dragon reached another knoll where the pale stallion she had seen earlier was quietly waiting. It watched as the dragon deposited both her and her horse softly on the ground. Bridget had the presence of mind to quickly grasp her horse’s reins to keep it from bolting and watched as the dragon set down a short distance away. She watched in utter fascination as the great creature morphed from dragon to man. And not just any man... Gideon.

He stood and turned toward her. Tall, powerful, nude, and a dragon-shifter. Bridget felt completely out of her depth and for the first time fearful. Wolf-shifters and dragon-shifters had always been adversaries. It was said that the wolves had been the predominant hunters of the dragons and the two were mortal enemies.

Never one to panic, Bridget tried for the third time that day to call forth her wolf. She could feel her beast lurking in her mind, but just beyond the veil of consciousness. She took a moment to recognize that each time she tried to call her forth, her inner wolf seemed to recede just a bit more. Bridget had never felt more vulnerable in her life. She was alone on top of a cliff with a dragon-shifter and had neither weapon nor wolf to fight him with.

“You’re a dragon,” she accused.

“You have an excellent grasp of the obvious, my beloved.”

“Your what?” she demanded.

Gideon smiled. “My beloved... my true heart... my fated mate if you will.”

“No! I won’t have it. I am not anyone’s fated mate and sure as hell not some overgrown lizard’s!”

He surprised her by chuckling. “I fear as with your kind’s fated mate, my species’ true heart is not something one chooses. One is simply given that gift and it is best to accept it graciously and with an open mind.”

“My father forced me into a pairing not of my choosing; I am no longer mistress of Dundalk but rather mistress of my own fate.”

“Your fate having been to be raped and killed by those men down there until I intervened. It would seem, my beloved, that having usurped your fate, it is now mine to do with as I will. And you will be my true heart... my mate and shall bear me many children.”

“I’ll do no such thing...” she growled, but with a growl that sounded nothing like the voice she had always had.

“You will. They didn’t hurt you, did they?”

“Who? What? No,” she said, confused. “You burned that man’s hand completely off.”

“I did,” Gideon said, nodding. “No man will put his hand on my mate and keep that hand. You will find, meurgerys, that dragons are far more protective of their drakaina than wolves have ever been.”

“By protective you mean possessive. In other words, if I were to agree to this, which I would not, I could expect even less freedom than I have as a she-wolf.”

“On the contrary, dragons are exceedingly difficult to kill, and I would never deny you the freedom of the skies...”

“Wolves can’t fly.”

“But you are no longer wolf.”

“No! I am she-wolf born; you cannot have taken that from me.”

“I cannot change the circumstances of your birth any more than I can change anything about my past, but you are, as I suspect you already know, no longer wolf. You are mate to a dragonlord, and your body has already begun to shift to accept what you are meant to be... a dragon and my mate.”

“You can’t just have corrupted my being to make me like you!” she accused.

“I think corrupted is a bit harsh, but my ridge knew it was in the presence of my true heart and so began to initiate the changes necessary for us to mate and produce offspring.”

“You mean that thing that untwisted off your cock and went up my bottom hole?”

Gideon nodded again. “Yes, it is an integral part of our breeding process.”

“You’re trying to breed me? You sonofabitch! Who the fuck do you think you are?” she railed at him.

“I think I am your mate and master and will see you conquered and bred.”

“The hell you will. I’m not having it, Gideon! Do you hear me? Undo whatever it is you have done!”

“That I cannot and will not do. If you weren’t my true heart, the ridge would never have disengaged from my cock to do its work. You are now dragon and it’s best if you accept that,” he commanded in a deceptively quiet voice.

Bridget reached for the sword still nestled in the scabbard on her horse’s saddle.

“Don’t you get any closer to me. You didn’t ask me what I wanted. You didn’t have my consent to change me. I am tired of males of any kind making decisions about me and not giving a damn about what I may think of their grand plans!” she snarled, brandishing the sword.

“Put the sword down, Bridget. I will take into consideration that you feel I have usurped your voice in deciding your future, but you will not threaten me with a weapon.”

“What’s the matter, old scaly one? Afraid I might cut your heart out?”

Gideon snorted a short burst of fire, which ignited the top half of the sword. Bridget dropped it and jumped back.

“Cutting out your mate’s heart is no joking matter,” he admonished.

“What makes you think I was joking?”

“You had best hope I think you were joking. A drakaina who actually threatens her lord and master will find herself on the receiving end of a welting.”

“What the fuck is drakaina?” Bridget said, somewhat distracted not only by the sound of his voice, but the way the butterflies in her belly and below began to flutter in response to the authoritative tone.

“It is the term for a female dragon, which, meurgerys, you are.”

“I’m not! And why do you keep calling me muir... muir... whatever it is.”

“Meurgerys. It means beloved in Cornish. You do know Tintagel, our home, is in Cornwall, don’t you?”

“Of course, I know where Tintagel is, but my home is not in Cornwall. It’s in...”

“Dundalk? Doubtful. If you meant to return to Dundalk to stay, you would never have left it. Where were you going?”

“It’s none of your business where I plan to make my home. You won’t be welcome there. I thank you for your assistance earlier, but you can leave now, and I’ll be on my way.”

“Your way is with me. Cease this childish prattle, let me make a soft place for us to lie, and I will remind you of the delights of being mate to a dragon,” he said, extending his hand.

It was only now that Bridget allowed her eyes to leave his and observe his posture and body. He was, as her mother used to say, a fine figure of a man. He was tall and powerfully built. As he walked toward her, beckoning her with his fingers, she focused instead on his well-sculpted abs, including the way they seemed to point directly to his engorged cock. She thought its every detail would be forever etched in her memory—especially the ridge that twisted its length. The thing he said that had robbed her of who she was and put a monster in its place.

Bridget backed away in what she hoped was at least a pale imitation of maidenly fear. She felt her horse and the pommel bag hanging from her horse’s saddle and quickly withdrew her knife.

“Go away!” she hissed. “I won’t ask you again.”

Gideon ceased moving. She was captivated as she observed his eyes change from their ice blue human ones to ones of the same color with an elongated shape and pupils in the shape of diamonds.

“I do not believe you are asking me now.”

“You’re right, I am telling you. Get away from me!”

Bridget felt the earth begin to tremble, before she heard the distinctive rumble inside her head.

Gideon moved, had her in hand and unarmed before her brain could even register that he had moved. He bent her over the top of his hard thigh, his cock pounding beneath her before stripping down her breeches to bare her bottom. His hand connected with her behind before she could even formulate the realization that an angry, naked dragon-shifter had her pinned in place and was apparently going to spank her.

He walloped her rump, causing her to cry out. Gideon laid into her. This was, by far, the worst spanking she’d ever had inflicted. She danced against him trying to avoid the blows, but the man had an uncanny sense of where she would try to move before she did so. His hand rained fire all across her backside. The harder she struggled, the harder his hand fell and the more aroused she became. Bridget began to fear she would start dripping her need all over his leg.

“Stop it! Damn it, Gideon, that hurts!”

“I warned you about wielding a weapon in my presence. That includes a puny knife. I would have thought an alpha wolf would have schooled his mate better,” he scolded as he peppered her derriere.

His hand continued to inflict a level of heat, pain, and desire she had never felt before. All thoughts of trying to thwart him by not dissolving into tears were quickly dispelled. Bridget was sobbing and now her squirming was as much to try to negate her need to feel his strength and power inside her as it was to evade his hammering blows.

As quickly as he began, he trapped her close to his body, his hard cock pressing up against her. Deftly, his finger traced down her spine to the crevice between her ass cheeks, stopping to seductively rim her dark entrance and purring when she shivered in response. His hand continued to gently trace down between her legs until he found her wet sheath awaiting his touch. Bridget tried to wriggle away from him. He quickly reached forward, found her swollen nub, and gave it a hard pinch. She yowled.

“You do not evade my touch,” he rumbled.

As before, she felt as much as heard him. Her legs trembled and threatened to give way. She was quite certain that had he not held her so closely, she would have puddled in a heap of wanton need at his feet. The deep thrumming felt like wildfire running through her veins. She moaned as be brought his hand back up to softly stroke her feminine folds. Bridget tried catching her breath to make it still, but all she managed to do was keep from panting. She knew she should continue to fight him if she was ever going to be able to say she wanted no part of Gideon or the fate he had planned for her. Yet, a part of her wanted to embrace all his touch seemed to promise. She wanted to yield to him but knew that with Gideon it would be the whole of her being... there would be no holding back; no way to deny him anything.

“Gideon.” She’d wanted his name to come out as a curse, but instead it was a sigh.

“There now, beloved, isn’t that better?” he said in a melodic voice that most closely resembled a hum.

He continued to stroke her outer folds, each time coming a bit closer to the entrance to her core. Bridget could feel herself becoming undone and completely entangled in the sensual web he seemed to be weaving. Her last grasp on her own will was remembering he had turned her without her consent, something that flew in the face of wolfen society. In a final desperate attempt to free herself from his spell, Bridget drew on all of her reserves and sank her teeth into the only portion of his anatomy that was vulnerable... his flank.

She caught him completely off guard and he winced as his hold loosened and she was able to roll down his thigh onto the ground, regaining her feet as she hauled her breeches back into place. She snatched the knife from where it had fallen. Bridget had to fight being mesmerized by the sight of him. She longed to throw away all she had held dear and all of her plans and fling herself into his arms, wrapping her legs around his waist, impaling her pussy on his cock and feeling the hard, pulsing ridge unfurl and enter her bottom hole again.

Bridget glanced at the spot where she had inflicted the bite, expecting to see it pouring blood. Instead, what she saw was what appeared to be small lightning charges snapping and crackling around the wound as it closed before her eyes.

“It is foolish, my love, to fight a dragon until your transformation is complete. Before then you, as a wolf-shifter, have no hope of winning.”

“Really?” she taunted. “Ever hear of a human named Saint George?”

“The one who chose to murder a young hatchling before his wings had even had a chance to dry? A braggart and coward... not someone you should aspire to be,” he snarled.

Bridget tried to reach inside herself to find her wolf but found nothing. She cried out in frustration and agony. The wail had barely left her lips before Gideon had her in his grasp. Fisting her hair, he marched her to an overturned dead tree, propping her up between the roots. He ripped her breeches from her body, leaving her in her boots, chemise, corset, and leather jerkin. The harsh strike he landed on her exposed rump made her cry out and then moan as his hand delved between her legs and probed her opening to ensure her readiness for his possession.
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Chapter Seven
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Gideon felt her response, not only in the pool of desire lying at the entrance to her sheath but in the way her pussy fluttered and spasmed in need of his staff.

“There will come a day, meurgerys, when I will breach your bottom hole both for pleasure and to breed you, but today is not that day.”

Grasping her hips in his strong hands to steady her and hold her in place, he mounted her, thrusting his cock as deeply as it would go. Her resulting cry of ecstasy was music to his ears. He would teach her to sing their song as they soared among the clouds. Gideon wrapped one hand more firmly around her hip as he reached up with the other to hold her in place by the top of her shoulder, midway down. He had her trapped in a way that kept her from moving, regardless of how hard he pummeled her pussy. Gideon meant to ensure that when he was finished, she would think twice before threatening him again.

As he thrust into her, her inner walls shook and quivered as she made him welcome in her most sacred space. Her breath sped up, and the moans and growls became whimpers and purrs as he felt her orgasm fast approaching. Her body stiffened and her breathing became more labored as he rode her hard. As much as he longed to give in to his need to rut, he wanted her at home and in their bed. He pumped harder and faster reveling in the feel of her sheath quivering and pulsing all along his solid length. Bridget cried out as she climaxed again. He filled her to capacity and the ridge scored her furrow, preparing it for the time it would plant his seed.

Gideon looked forward with great anticipation when his mate had turned from wolf to dragon and he would plant the first of his sons in her belly. Theirs would be a dynasty to rival all those that had come before and would come after them. And he would experience the most exquisite and intense pleasure of his long life as he worshiped his beautiful mate in the most profound way possible. He grunted and groaned as he thrust in and out of her. She moaned and growled in response. As his semen rushed up from his balls to shoot down his cock and empty himself into her, he gave a last brutal thrust as she screamed, falling into the abyss of ecstasy, going limp under him as her pussy greedily milked him and he savored every bit of pleasure he could from her.

By the gods, she felt good! He knew it wasn’t just that before last night it had been millennia since he’d made use of a woman. It was that she was his mate, his true heart. She had been made for him. She was the perfect vessel both for his lust and for his seed. He smiled; his mate was going to make an incredible drakaina and lady of Tintagel. Their sons would claim and turn other females until once more dragons ruled the skies and then the world.

* * *
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Bridget lay still, barely conscious after the onslaught of his passion.

“The next time you think to raise a blade to me, think back on this and what it would have felt like to have me use you thus with a freshly welted backside. I ought to see you welted this day, but we are at least two days’ journey from home, and I would see you greet your people as my cherished mate and not a captured and claimed one.”

“Worried they’ll see you for the bastard you truly are?” she hissed. “Can I get up?”

“I see you’ve at least been taught well enough to stay where you’ve been put after you’ve been punished, if not before or during. I will see that you learn the latter two as well. You may get up from the log but are to stay right here until I find you something to wear. Do you have anything suitable in your belongings?”

“I have one pair of breeches left. I had thought when I left Dundalk that three pair would be all I would need. I hadn’t anticipated having a dragon rip them from my body.”

Gideon chuckled; Bridget thought it was one of the most smug and self-satisfied sounds she’d ever heard. Why was it, she mused, that the harder they used you, the more pleased with themselves they seemed to be regardless of whether they were dragon or wolf. He fisted her hair again and tilted her head back, bringing his lips down on hers in a searing kiss that left her breathless. She couldn’t resist the urge to bite his lower lip. She let go abruptly as his hand delivered a stinging blow to her already bruised backside.

“Careful, mate, lest I decide to bite you back. You are not yet dragon and cannot heal yourself as quickly or efficiently,” he said in a somewhat teasing manner.

He cupped her bottom as if weighing it and then caressing the whole. He reached for his clothing and dressed.

“There’s no way to stop what you did to me?” she asked quietly, afraid she knew the answer.

Her wolf was gone. For the first time in her life she felt truly alone. Gideon gathered her close, gently embracing her even though she struggled.

“One day soon, you will thank me for my gift.”

“Your gift?” she snarled. “Without so much as a by your leave, you hoisted me over your shoulder and tore my world apart. You have left me with nothing and expect that I will thank you for it.”

Gideon led her back to the smaller end of the fallen tree. She feared he meant to put her over his knee when he sat down upon it.

“Nay, beloved, you have done nothing wrong since last I had to discipline you and have no need to fear me. Come and sit with me,” he said as he lifted her onto his lap. “I am dragon-born so I forget that you do not yet comprehend the destiny that awaits you. I can understand what it must feel like to have lost a presence that has been with you all your life. But your wolf is not truly gone. She has just receded to allow your dragon to take hold and come to the forefront. Someday, you will be able to feel them both and be able to shift between either and your human form.”

“Truly?” she asked, surprised both at the information and at the kind tone he used. “I thought the dragon that I’ve heard inside my head had destroyed my wolf.”

Gideon shook his head. “Nay, your drakaina is merely making herself known to you as she comes to claim her place.”

“Is that why I have this bloody awful headache?”

“I fear I must plead guilty to that.”

“What else is going to happen to me during the transition? How dangerous is it? How long will it take?”

“The headache is generally the worst of it. Many do not feel anything at all, except more powerful as the essence of the dragon overwrites all others. But then many spend their transition in the thrall of the rut, so pain is not anything they remember. As for dangerous, it isn’t unless the one being transitioned is completely incompatible. If that were the case, you would never be called to mate. As for how long? All it takes is to mate with a male dragon one time when his ridge snakes its way into your back portal and uses the delicate, porous tissue there to deposit what is necessary to start the transformation. If it is done more than once, as it will be in your case,” he said with a smile, “the transformation is accomplished more quickly. But make no mistake, your transition has begun.”

“You think I’m going to allow you to do that to me again or whenever you like?”

“I think I will mate with you whenever, however, wherever, and as often as I choose. Given the level of your response, I think that I will find little resistance to my need to feel you writhe upon my cock. While the mighty alpha wolves may knot and tie their mates, dragons rut in a somewhat similar way with our ridge, which is sometimes called the dragon’s tongue, lodged in your dark passage increasing your pleasure and securing your lower body to mine.”

“What makes you think I won’t take my dragon form, kill you, and go back to living the destiny I choose for myself?”

“Because much like your fated mates, true hearts can never be parted without feeling the pain of the separation.” He took a deep breath. “We have talked about your refusal to give up trying to cause me harm. I will caution you that naughty drakainas most often find themselves at their lord and master’s mercy as to the level of punishment she is given. Spankings and groundings are most common.”

“Groundings? Like being made to stay in my room?”

Gideon laughed. “No, as in not being allowed to fly.”

“I’ll be able to fly?” she asked incredulously. “Will I be able to breathe fire?”

“Yes, meurgerys, you will be a true dragon, able to breathe fire and fly. You will always be able to heal yourself unless your heart is pierced and removed from your body. You will be immortal until you become pregnant.”

“Oh, that’s nice, you knock me up and I grow old and die, while you stay strong and vital and live to find another,” she said with more venom than she thought she should have.

He shook his head. “No. When a male dragon chooses to sire offspring, he too gives up his immortality. We will grow old together... a gift I thought the gods would never grant to me.”

“You... you want to die?”

“No. I want my true heart. I want to sire children and watch them mature into strong and proud members of our kind. I want to grow old with their mother and when our time has come, fly into the great abyss together to sleep for all time.”

Bridget wasn’t sure how, but suddenly she understood his great loneliness and desire for a mate. Not only could she understand, but she could feel it. That didn’t negate what he’d done to her without her consent or that she had other plans. Gideon would need to find another, but upon a little reflection, becoming a dragon might not be the worst thing that could happen if she were to establish a sanctuary for she-wolves and possibly drakaina.

“Now, Bridget, let’s get you some breeches and ride for home. Our people eagerly await you and I long to rut with you, to teach you to soar among the clouds and more important, to land without hurting yourself.” He said the last with a self-deprecating laugh.

“Isn’t it more difficult to learn to fly?”

“On the contrary, flying is instinctual and seems to come easily. Landing, on the other hand, is a skill one has to learn unless you want to make a complete fool of yourself.”

Bridget thought about the way he moved. She found it odd to think of him as ever being anything but a combination of grace and strength.

“When I first woke and returned home, I’m afraid my initial landing was a bit of a farce. I tripped over my feet and tumbled ass over teakettle. Although in some ways it made my first meeting with Cadan—he is our second in command or beta—far less intimidating for him. It isn’t the worst thing for your right-hand man to know you are not infallible.”

“If you’ve been asleep for so long, how did you have a beta in place?”

“The position was passed down ceremoniously from father to son. I have the right to name another, but Cadan is more than capable, settled with a family of his own, and I enjoy his company.”

“You mean you just showed up and they bowed down to you?”

“Our people have been waiting for my return. They have kept faith with me, and I will do the same. Should the southern wolves covet our lands, they will find themselves up against an army commanded by a dragon-shifter.”

“Do you truly believe you can hold your territory against an army of wolves?”

“If necessary, yes. Three of my brothers still sleep. I’m not sure why I was awakened first, but I have to believe if I need them, they will awaken and join me.”

Fascinated, Bridget asked, “What did happen? The stories we heard were that dragons were hunted to extinction and had disappeared long before the plague that decimated the world and allowed wolves to rise to prominence.”

He nodded. “The last clutch of eggs, which had been secreted away in the Cave of Tears, was destroyed and the drakaina that had been left to protect them was killed. We had hoped to be able to carve out a stronghold for our kind in order to recover from the devastation. Her mate was so heartbroken that he tried to destroy himself and follow her into the abyss. With no vision for a viable future, we enlisted the help of a powerful sorceress who was tasked with sending us into an endless sleep. When I closed my eyes, I thought it was to rest for eternity... and then I woke up.”

“To do what? Will the others wake? How many are there?”

“There are three others: Kellan, Lord of the Seas; Duncan, Lord of the Skies; and Seth, Lord of Fire.”

“And you are merely Gideon of Tintagel. No fancy title for you?”

He smiled. “I am Gideon, Lord of the Earth.”

“The four elements? You’re an arrogant lot. That’s a bit lofty even for dragons.”

“I would remind you that you are now one of us. And we are not arrogant, we have always been the most capable and powerful.”

“Not to put too fine a point on it, but you obviously weren’t, as you were the ones who opted out after being defeated. I’m not saying who was right or wrong and the loss of the eggs must have been horrific, but you can’t stand there and claim to have been all powerful when you didn’t prevail.”

“You weren’t there,” Gideon said in a haunted tone.

Bridget wasn’t sure why she wanted to comfort him, only that she wanted to. She laid her hand on his arm.

“No, I wasn’t. It’s been a very long time. Perhaps dragons and wolves can learn to coexist?”

“Perhaps,” he said. “I would not be the one to start a confrontation, but I won’t back down from one and I will protect what is ours... land and people. Do not fear; I will never ask you to betray those you once called pack.”

“Are you so certain that there can’t be peace? Maybe I could provide a bridge between the two species. I know three of the most powerful wolves and unlike some, each values his mate’s intellect and opinion. If I rode to them...”

“You will not,” he growled. “You will never be put in danger. I will ensure you are kept safe.”

“How will you stop me once I can fly?”

“There are various means by which I can ground you, some of them not at all pleasant and that I would only resort to if all else fails.”

Gideon grabbed her by the arm, pulling her to him; his mouth slanted down across hers. Bridget could feel all of his strength and passion and his powerful call resonated through her being. She melted against him, placing her hands on his muscled chest as a token sign of refusal.

“I have waited for you far too long to risk you or the children you will bear.” He dug into her saddlebags and pulled out her remaining breeches, tossing them to her. “Put these on.”

He gathered up the horses as she dressed and brought them back to her. Gideon’s hands circled her waist and he lifted her into the saddle with what seemed to be very little trouble.

“I could mount him by myself but thank you.”

“I will be the one that does the mounting,” he teased.

Bridget snorted and turned her horse toward the beach. She heard Gideon swing up onto his own horse. He was by her side and grabbed the rein.

“This way,” he said, inclining his head toward the southeast.

Bridget turned to follow him, and they rode in silence for some time.

“Gideon? How far are we from Tintagel?”

“That would depend on how you want to proceed.”

“I would like to part company as friends and procced to follow my own plans.”

“An honest response, but I cannot allow you to leave. You are my mate and your fate now lies intertwined with mine. I have heard that when the mates of wolves are separated, there is some pain and nausea. When a dragon is separated from his or her true heart, the pain is untenable. It is said that it feels as though your heart has been ripped from your chest. The dizziness is overwhelming and only the strongest can fight their way through it.”

“Then if you are bound and determined to kidnap me and hold me against my will...” She stopped when Gideon began to laugh at her. “It’s not funny, Gideon. I never asked to be your mate. In fact, you never asked me and apparently have turned me without my consent. That may be fine in your culture, but it is unthinkable in mine.”

“I don’t seem to recall any protests or complaints on your part when you were writhing in my embrace and your sheath pulsed all along my staff. Rest assured, my Bridget, I will see to all of your needs, as well as my own.”

“You’re an arrogant prick,” she said.

Gideon cupped her head in his hand and drew her across the space between them. Capturing her mouth with his own, his tongue pushed past her teeth to sweep through hers and enticed her tongue to do the same. Even though she was sitting, Bridget could feel herself go weak at the knees and felt as though she might turn into a puddle of need and slip from her horse. She needed to do something to recapture her equilibrium. As his lips left hers, she knocked her forehead against his, wheeled her horse away from him, and galloped away. Bridget could hear Gideon give chase and could only hope that her horse was faster than his or she could outride him.

Her hope was short-lived as Gideon drew alongside her, plucked her from her mount, and deposited her face down across his saddle. He had barely brought the horses to a stop before he brought his hand down on her upturned bottom with a resounding thump. Even with the protection of her breeches, she felt the impact and yowled in response as he spanked her several more times.

Having found herself in a vulnerable position, Bridget had thought he would only swat her a few times, but Gideon seemed intent on giving her a full-fledged spanking. His hand connected with her backside over and over until he moved it down and began targeting the backs of her thighs and the sensitive spot at the juncture of her thighs and rump. As much as her derriere was stinging from swats, her arousal was what occupied her mind. Her nipples became stiff and sore as they pressed against the hard boning of her corset. She could feel the well of desire swirling in her belly traveling down to pool at the entrance of her core and was quite certain that even her bottom hole pulsed with need.

“Have you had enough, or do I need to peel your breeches down and give you a proper spanking?” he said with very little rancor in his voice.

He waited for her answer, his hand poised over her behind.

Blinking back her tears, she said, “I’ve had enough, Gideon.”

“Good. Then, do I need to bind your hands and lead your horse, or can you be a good mate and ride beside me?”

“You don’t have to bind me; I’ll ride at your side.”

With the same strength and speed with which he had unseated her, he put her back astride the horse as if she’d never left its back.

“Good. I will arrange to have your horse returned to Dundalk along with mine.”

“Why would you send Ruari that stallion? He’s magnificent.”

“He is, but I shall return him to your alpha along with a note letting him know you are safe, and that the stallion is merely a token and will have your bride price sent to him within short order.”

“My what?” Bridget asked, appalled.

“Your bride price. I realize wolves are far more used to using their females to cement alliances, and certainly you are a prize worth having, so I will be generous.”

“I hate to repeat myself, but you are an arrogant prick. You can’t just decide you’re taking me and send him a fistful of gold to pay for me.”

“I assure you, my Bridget, you are worth far more to me than a mere fistful of gold. I will be more than generous, and your pack will be adequately compensated.”

Shaking her head, she asked, “Tintagel is in Britannia and we are still in Eire. How exactly do you propose to get us there?”

Smiling, he answered, “We will fly, my beloved.”

Taken aback, she said, “I... I can’t fly. I mean I don’t feel the dragon inside me.”

“And you won’t until you are fully transitioned. We will find a safe place away from the village to spend the night where I will use both cock and dragon’s tongue to encourage your dragon to come forward.”

Bridget squirmed and couldn’t repress the shiver that passed over her. What concerned her most was that it wasn’t one of fear or revulsion, but rather of arousal and need.

Seeing her response, Gideon continued, “Tomorrow morning I will shift to my dragon form and you can climb aboard, and I will fly us home. As much as I look forward to easing our mutual need tonight, I long to get you home and take you to our bed to rut.”

She felt as though her reaction would have been more at home with a silly schoolgirl than a woman who had been mated and borne a child. Ciara! What would happen to Ciara? Would Gideon accept her daughter? Could she tear her child away from the only home she’d ever known?

Far more intuitive than she would have liked, Gideon reached over to place his hand on her thigh.

“You will be safe on my back. I would never let you fall. If it causes you too much concern, I can simply carry you in my claw. I thought you would enjoy the experience of flying free.”

Bridget shook her head. “I can’t, Gideon. You can’t possibly understand.”

“Perhaps, but your choice is not about whether or not you will be mine, merely about how you experience flying for the first time.”

“Why is it men, be they dragon or wolf, seem to think nothing of just turning a woman’s life completely upside down and then get pissy when we don’t just go along?”

“I can’t speak for male wolves, but dragons do not get pissy.”

“No, they just kidnap women, fuck them whenever they like, and beat their backside when they aren’t pleased about something.”

Gideon laughed, leaned across, and quickly bussed her lips with his. “Precisely. See? Nothing in your litany was pissy.”

Bridget snorted, but said nothing as he turned back in his saddle and headed toward what was for her an uncertain future.
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Chapter Eight
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After a long day’s ride, they found a village of suitable size that Gideon was able to secure their lodging for the night, someone to take their horses to Dundalk, and find a seamstress who promised to have two gowns ready and delivered to them by morning. Bridget noticed that her new mate—no, she refused to see him as her new mate—was generous with his gold and seemed intent on pleasing her.

As they were returning to the inn after having dinner, she asked, “Why is it men are so insistent that women wear dresses? Breeches are so much more functional.”

She found it interesting that she could talk to Gideon so easily. Bridget had never been able to talk to her wolfen mate with the same kind of candor that she did with Gideon. She told herself it was because she cared less what Gideon thought of her but knew that wasn’t true. It was that for all his arrogance, Gideon seemed far more interested in what she felt and thought. It most often didn’t alter his course, but he did listen.

“I suppose,” he started, “I could say it was because it was tradition, which does play a part in it. But,” he said, sliding his hand down to pat her backside gently, “mainly, I think because it is far easier to simply lift your woman’s skirts out of the way to make use of your charms.”

Bridget laughed in spite of herself. “That’s awful, but there’s probably more truth to that than I’d like.”

“I can’t speak for all males, but I can tell you I’d far rather you were in a skirt so being able to bury my cock in you could be accomplished by simply lifting a hem.” He leaned close to whisper so only she could hear, “Better yet is to have your mate naked and available for your use.”

“Gideon...”

“Shh. I will not listen to you deny what we both know to be true.”

They returned to their room. Bridget was surprised to see a large tub filled with steaming water.

“You arranged for a bath for me?”

He nodded. “I thought you might enjoy it. At Tintagel we bathe in warm saltwater from the sea. It helps to relax us and polish the skin. I believe you will find it invigorating.”

Bridget found it odd that she suddenly felt shy with him. After all, she had spent a momentous night with him and then he had taken her again just this afternoon. Each time she had climaxed easily in his embrace. She turned her back to remove her shirt and was startled when he kissed the side of her neck and began to unlace the back of her corset.

“Allow me.”

His deep, rumbling tone touched her in a way she had never felt before. Not even in the throes of ecstasy with another had she felt so intensely moved.

Gideon loosened the stays before reaching around her to unfasten the clasps that ran down the entire length of the front of the garment. She leaned against his broad chest and sighed. His hard length pressed along her backside and memories from their previous couplings came to mind and made her shiver with desire.

Having completely unfastened her corset, he pulled it from her body with one hand while cupping her breast to tease her areola and nipple with the other. When he’d tossed the corset to the bed, he unbuttoned her breeches and pulled them down so that he could stroke the swollen nub at the apex of her legs, causing her to moan and press back against him. She rubbed her buttocks against his engorged member and softly keened with need.

Gideon’s hand moved lower and he traced a line from her clit back to the opening of her core, which was already wet and eagerly anticipating his use. He nuzzled her neck as he probed her opening before gently penetrating the entrance to her sheath. He stroked her softly and she felt the ember of desire that had been with her throughout the day burst into a flame. Sensing her need, Gideon began to fondle her breast with more intent as well as leaving her core to focus his attention on her nubbin. Bridget bucked her hips as Gideon chuckled, nipping her ear and pinching her sensitized bud and nipple at the same time, resulting in an unexpected climax. His still enlarged shaft strained at his breeches and reminded her that he had only begun to pleasure her this night. She came with a soft cry of release as his breath thrummed against her neck. He held her while she gently floated back to earth before helping her out of the remainder of her clothes and into the tub.

Gideon took a seat on a chair by the fire with a brandy sifter in one hand and watched her bathe, the pupils of his eyes changing shape as lust coursed through his body. He stood and crossed the room to fetch another brandy.

“Why is it that males seem to like looking on our unclothed bodies but don’t think we enjoy the same?”

“Would you like me to get naked?”

Bridget nodded and then blushed when he chuckled seductively and proceeded to remove all of his clothes. She couldn’t help but stare appreciatively. He really was beautifully made—tall with dark brown hair, ice blue eyes, and slab muscle upon slab muscle. He may have been asleep, but his muscles had not atrophied. They were well defined and she could see how they translated to his ability to shift into a dragon. There was a kind of primitive marking along one shoulder and down over his pectoral muscle. His abs were well defined as was the v-shaped that directed her attention to the heavy cock that rose up from between his legs. It was the same basic shape as most male cocks, but it wasn’t a smooth, cylindrical shape, but rather seemed more powerful, bulging with a musculature all its own with a twisted and raised ridge wrapped around it. The head was more of a pointed tip, working its way down the muscular shaft that seemed to be covered in plating, bumps, and curves. The ridge didn’t seem large enough to have filled her back passage the way it had. The memory of how that had felt made her shudder.

She looked up to see him watching her look at him.

“Tell me, my mate, does my form please you as much as yours does me?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yes, there is a great deal to admire, especially that thing you keep between your legs.”

“And are you a connoisseur of the male form?” he teased.

“I’ve seen my fair share. But other than yours, they are more smooth with only veining where yours seems to have muscles of its own and that... what did you call it?”

“The dragon’s tongue.”

“What an odd name...”

“Not really, it does resemble my tongue when I am in dragon form... only a much smaller version.”

“It doesn’t look as though it is as large as it felt stuck up my bum.”

He laughed. “That is because it swells to fill whatever cavity it is in not only to pleasure the female, but to seal her so that its seed is trapped and can take root.”

Not understanding, Bridget cocked her head. “You mean whatever it is that it imparts to transform an unsuspecting female into a dragon.”

“Unsuspecting, perhaps, but pleasured nonetheless. And that is one of its three functions.”

“Three?” she asked, fascinated.

He nodded. “The second is when it is still wrapped around the cock. It scores the inner walls of the female, not only increasing her pleasure but readying her to be bred and become impregnated. Dragons do not get their mates pregnant by chance. It is a decision we make, giving up our immortality to do so.”

“And so, you can force not only breeding on a woman but stripping her of her immortality as well?”

He shook his head. “No. As much as wolves abhor the idea of turning a human into a wolf without his or her consent, dragons feel the same about instilling a mortal coil on our females. There are, of course, exceptions.”

“Like when the Lord of the Earth wakes and wants offspring...”

“Like when the survival of our species depends on it.”

“What about the others, why don’t they restart your species?”

He grinned at her. “Our species, beloved. At the risk of distressing you, you are no longer wolf, you are dragon. And they will do their part as well.”

“Male wolves still outnumber she-wolves. The wolves may well object to having three more of their kind abducted...”

“Perhaps my brethren will not be so fortunate to find a she-wolf worth having. Dragons are not limited as to what we can turn. We have the ability to turn humans as well as shifters of other kinds.”

“Really? Wolves can only turn humans. We don’t have the ability to turn other types of shifters.”

“And females can turn humans as well, can’t they?”

“Yes, can’t female dragons turn someone?”

He chuckled. “No. They have nothing comparable to the dragon’s tongue to initiate the change.”

Bridget blushed. “Right. I hadn’t thought of that. Why are you smiling?”

“One, because it pleases me to look at you, and two, because you are interested in learning more about who you will become.”

“What I will become,” she corrected. “Without my consent.”

Gideon nodded. “Yes, without your consent. But that is not something that has ever held much sway, or any at all to be honest, with my kind.”

She shook her head and sighed. “I don’t care what you say, it is wrong. But what’s the third thing the dragon’s tongue does?”

“It is actually the body part that will plant my seed in your womb. The breeding of dragons can be complicated and involved, but I will see you pleasured by the act.”

“How would that work?” she asked, not sure if she wanted to know the answer.

“I had hoped to explain in retrospect, but I will not have secrets between us nor will I have you lacking information and knowledge.” Gideon took a deep breath. “For dragons, mating and breeding are two separate things. A dragon can choose to take a mate and not produce offspring. But should he choose to take a mate and sire children, both parents give up their immortality. Hers is lost as the child begins to form within her womb. His is lost at the birth of their child.”

“But how does the dragon’s tongue enter into it?”

“I will couple with you as I did when we first met, only I will allow the ridge to grow larger as it scores your sheath to make it ready. Once I have emptied my cum into your sheath, your body can accept my seed. At that point, I will disengage and roll you on your belly, only to have the ridge unfurl so that it is separate. I will mount you from behind with my cock taking your bottom hole and the dragon’s tongue entering your pussy where it will enlarge so that you are being doubly penetrated and stroked. When you have orgasmed at least once, the dragon’s tongue will implant the seed into your womb as I achieve my own release with each of my members. As I do so, you too will be climaxing so that your body greedily accepts what is being given and it can take root.”

Bridget could feel her eyes had grown large. She wanted to deny the wonder of his explanation and the profound state of arousal she felt. There was only one thing left to explain.

“But I thought dragons laid eggs...”

“Not lay but give birth to them in much the same way as human or she-wolf does. The egg then finishes gestating and the baby emerges six to eight weeks later.”

“It is born child or dragon?”

“Child. You will hold and nurse our babies in your arms as you would have done if you and your wolf mate had been blessed with children. Unlike wolves, dragon seed is strong and always results in pregnancy.”

“So, the only time that thing will be in my pussy by itself is when we are breeding?”

He smiled. “Yes, but you will often feel it when it is wrapped around my cock scoring your sheath or unfurled snaking up inside your back passage to enhance your pleasure. And will also feel my cock take your ass even when you are not being bred. Female dragons can be formidable and are not given to yielding easily. There seems to be something rather humbling for a female to have her mate’s cock up her arse.”

“I think most females would agree.”

Gideon stood up, taking a towel in one hand and beckoning her with the other. “Come, Bridget, let’s go to bed. Your questions have increased the state of my arousal to painful proportions. It’s time I had you on your back with my cock in your pussy and the dragon’s tongue in your dark hole.”

Bridget stood up gracefully. She had never felt totally comfortable naked in front of Ciara’s father, nor had she ever seen him such. But Gideon had no modesty and the blatant look of longing and lust she could see in his eyes was encouraging. She took his hand as he helped her out of the tub and began to dry her gently, lingering on her breast, mons, between her legs and derriere. Gideon kept her warm, pressed against his body as he interspersed kisses and caresses with drying her with the towel.

Gideon led her to the bed and turned back the covers, helped her in and joined her there. He stretched out beside her. Bridget wasn’t sure what she expected, but the leisurely pace in which he seemed to be moving wasn’t something she was used to. He brought one hand up to fondle her breast while his mouth captured the other and increased the arousal he had started in the tub to a far more substantial level. She wanted to resist him; wanted to deny that he was rekindling a part of her she had thought dead—not just the physical one but the emotional one as well.

He moved his hand down her body, stopping to massage her pelvic area just above her mons. When she relaxed, a single finger made its way through the red hair at the apex of her thighs and found her clitoris. He touched it and she moaned loudly. She put her hands on his as if to push him away. When he growled, she moved one hand up to grasp his forearm and the other she left on top of his, putting pressure on his hand to rub her harder. Gideon chuckled and acceded to her nonverbal request.

He continued to lay claim to her body as it gave way to arousal and pleasure. When he moved his hand past her clit to her velvety opening, she could feel her thighs relax and allow him greater access to her core. He slid two fingers up inside her, prompting her hips to arc up to take him more deeply. Gideon began to stroke her; she was incredibly wet and wanted more than just his fingers.

Bridget closed her eyes as her hips began to move in rhythm to his fingers stroking her inner walls; she was fast losing her grip on reality. Instead she was being consumed by the web of sensuality he was weaving. She felt as though her soul were separating from her body to take flight. Maybe that was why flying was instinctual, because the soul learned to do it long before the body.

Bridget groaned in frustration as Gideon ceased fondling her breasts and propped himself up on his elbow. He gazed down on her with a smug grin. He seemed to want to be able to more fully enjoy watching her succumb to the levels of pleasure he could inflict on her. He nuzzled her neck and whispered in her ear telling her how beautiful she was, how he adored her, and how happy their life would be together. His words barely registered as she was intent only on the sensations he was creating by pumping his fingers in and out of her.

Bridget’s breathing became more shallow and lost its depth and rhythm. She felt the well of her desire begin to gather and center in her core and then to spread throughout her whole body. The only thing that kept her tethered to her body, and this reality, was the feel of his fingers deep within her, stroking and coaxing her to accept his tenderness along with his sensual ability to pleasure her. Gideon pumped her harder and faster and then added his thumb pressing the nub between her legs. The touch there was her undoing. Her pussy spasmed around his fingers, her toes curled, and she arched her body in response. She climaxed, grinding her groin against his hand and calling his name. She raised her eyelids and locked eyes with him; he removed his fingers from her sheath but left his hand resting between her legs.

He rolled over on top of her, putting his knees between her thighs, and kissed her mouth. His tongue stroked the inside of her mouth the same way his fingers had stroked her sheath. He rose from her body and began to rain kisses down her torso. He stopped to suckle her nipples and then to suck the entire areola surrounding them. Without thought she bowed her body to push her breast deeper into his mouth. She grasped his forearms and writhed beneath him. He took the time to ensure both nipples were fully engorged, and her arousal reawakened. He worked his way down her body—licking, sucking, nipping—until his mouth would now be able to pleasure her, but she stiffened.

“No, Gideon, I don’t like that.”

“Then it hasn’t been done properly and I love the taste of a woman’s honey.”

She tried to squirm away from him; his muscular arms wrapped around her thighs and prevented her from doing so. Her entire body was at war with her emotions and memories. A part of her wanted nothing more than to succumb to his sensual mastery, but there was still a part that wanted to choose her own destiny, not one imposed on her by a skilled lover who had a different fate planned out for her. She saw him scent the air and knew that he could see and smell her arousal. She had felt its abundance begin to gather under the ministrations of his fingers. Bridget struggled but was no match for his strength—physical or emotional.

Gideon lowered his head. As he wrapped his tongue around her and sucked, her pelvis surged up. Bridget felt her body’s desire for him spiral out of control. Her pussy ached with emptiness but began to pulse in need of him. As he sucked the nub between her legs, she felt another orgasm crashing down upon her and cried out. He allowed her to experience its full power. As she relaxed, he began to suck and nibble on her again. Now when she squirmed it was not to get away from him.

Bridget experienced her second climax in a haze of feeling centered solely on his mouth and what he was doing. He gave her no respite, no chance to catch her breath, but continued the onslaught of his mouth. She vaguely recognized that her hips were moving in the rhythm that matched the silent song his body sang to hers.

Gideon nuzzled her clit and kissed it lovingly. He turned his attention to her molten core, which was dripping with her desire. He plunged his tongue into her to taste her sweet elixir and lapped it up as she continued to produce more. He thrust his tongue in and out, swirling it around. Her sheath clamped down and pulsed in a deep and old rhythm. Bridget clutched at his head. Earlier she had wanted no part of this, but now she wanted to pull him closer. She had never experienced this level of pleasure with anyone other than Gideon; his only intent and goal seemed to be to see how much pleasure he could elicit from her. Once again, her breathing became shallow and a lightning-like charge flowed throughout her. She could feel her pussy spasm as she climaxed again, crying out his name.

When she’d come back to him, she looked down to see him still cradling her thighs between his arms and his chin resting on her mons as he gazed up at her tenderly. Gideon played idly with her nipples and clit. Slowly he traced circles around them with his fingertips. Her body once again began to respond to his fondling and teasing. Bridget closed her eyes and enjoyed the carnal pleasure he was providing. She didn’t think about anything, just indulged in the sensations he was causing.

Gideon raised himself from between her legs and began making his way back up her body. She could see his fully erect cock and feel its tip as he dragged it up along her thighs. He settled himself between her legs, reaching under her to grasp her still tender behind. Without any further preliminaries he drove himself to the hilt.

Bridget felt every inch of him thrusting deep within her. The bulges, bumps, and ridge of his cock possessed her in a way she had never imagined. He seemed even larger and heavier than he had the previous times they had coupled. She experienced the same feelings of dominance and possession as she had when she he had taken her from behind. She cried out his name as he began to stroke her. She wrapped her arms around him and intertwined her legs with his.

She could feel his powerful buttocks and thighs propelling his staff into her sheath repeatedly. She heard him grunt with exertion and groan with satisfaction. Bridget could tell that he experienced their passion on the same primal level as she did. Having only ever experienced sex with her own kind, she was not prepared for the feelings that overtook her. This was not the coming together of two equals, but was a superior force exacting the submission of one not his equal. This time, he was predator and she was prey. She took what he demanded, her complete and utter surrender to him. She hated to admit it, but there was something ironically freeing in doing so.

Bridget squirmed. She wasn’t trying to get away, but her bottom was still tender and sore from the spanking he’d given her earlier in the day. It was hard to believe that only a short while ago she hadn’t even known the man who was plunging his cock in and out of her existed, much less that he was a long thought to be extinct dragon-shifter.

“Come for me, Bridget,” he whispered as her body started to tremble in anticipation of her climax.

Her nipples were hard as diamonds and scraped along his chest. The friction of his thrusting made his chest keep them taut with desire. Bridget was not ready to yield. She hoped that on her back she would have more control of her own response. Gideon seemed to take an inordinate amount of pleasure and enjoyment from eliciting as many climaxes as possible before taking his own release. Bridget could feel the difference in the intensity of his stroking. Relentlessly he drove in and out of her. It was hard to believe that he could hammer her any harder than he already had and yet she could feel him raking his cock along her inner walls. Bridget began to lose touch with anything other than the feel of him plunging in and out with greater speed and power and the sounds of his grunts and groans from the effort it took to completely dominate her.

Once more, Bridget could feel her body begin to quiver as it raced toward another climax. If she could have formed words, she would have begun to plead for him to give them both the release they needed. But she was beyond that. She was beyond coherency or comprehension. She had entered a realm where only Gideon existed—where only being with him, surrendering to him mattered. As she cried out with no words, Gideon roared silently in the way that she now knew was their way. She accepted that he was calling to her and that regardless of how much she wanted to resist, it was not within her ability to do so.

He withdrew almost to the point that he was uncoupled from her; she could feel the dragon’s tongue release from his cock and slither from her pussy to her dark rosebud and enter her there. She tried to evade it, but Gideon held her fast and it snaked up inside her. She could feel it swelling to a far greater size as it seemed to anchor her by the sensitive tissue and lock her in Gideon’s embrace.

“Don’t fight me, Bridget. It will do you no good and the dragon’s tongue will only dig in deeper to ensure your surrender. You are dragon; embrace your fate and let me pleasure you in a far more profound way than you have ever known.”

Bridget wailed in denial but succumbed to her own primal need to submit to the man, the dragon, who possessed her and had robbed her of her future. The wail trailed off and morphed into a more deeply felt keening. Gideon growled and Bridget gave over to the primitive forces that were working within them both. As she climaxed again, he began to pump his cum into her as the dragon’s tongue stroked her bottom hole independently of the movement of his cock. The intensity of her orgasm exploded, and she screamed in primal need and satisfaction. Bridget nuzzled his neck before sinking her teeth into it, causing Gideon to chuckle. She clung to him as he continued to unleash a torrent of cum into her.

When he had wrung the last measure of her sexual response, he gently disengaged and rolled to his back, bringing her to rest close to his side.
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Chapter Nine



[image: image]


Gideon woke wrapped in his beloved’s embrace. A profound sense of happiness permeated his being. He had awakened her in the night to revel in her response. When she had reciprocated closer to dawn, he had been both surprised and delighted. Gideon nuzzled her neck as he sensed her waking.

“Good morning, my beauty,” he whispered.

Bridget sighed and nestled into his warmth. “It’s funny, I always thought lizards were coldblooded.”

He chuckled and swatted her backside affectionately. “If you thought last night was coldblooded, I’ll have to use you harder to show you that you are the wildfire that runs through my veins.”

“You use me any harder and you’ll kill me.”

“Nay, my love. You are a drakaina of rare passion and courage. It would take more than my feeble attempts to test the boundaries of your desire to take you down.”

She laughed softly, a deep and throaty sound that washed over him like the foam of a gentle wave.

“That was pretty amazing. By the way, I realized I marked you as mine last night,” she said as she turned in his embrace. She brought her finger up to trace the wound that had completely healed, but had left a scar, unlike the wound she had inflicted on his flank. “The mark has healed but has left a scar.”

“Does it displease you that I now bear your mark?”

“No; does it bother you?”

“I would proudly have others know you have claimed me as your own.” He reached up to brush away the tears that welled in her eyes. “What troubles you, my love?”

“I keep thinking I should be fighting you more. I had a plan...”

“That didn’t include being mate to a dragon and bearing his children?” he teased gently.

She snorted but gifted him with a smile. “Hardly.”

“What did you plan? What were you looking for?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said.

“It does to me,” he said, nuzzling her.

“I didn’t want to be forced into another pairing. I didn’t exactly choose to be mistress of Dundalk. We were fated mates, but it wasn’t a life I was born to. So, if you thought you had snagged a great lady to rule at your side over your lands, I’m afraid you were duped.”

“Dragons lead and rule because we are stronger and better able to provide for our people. Our role is to ensure they have good lives and can find more happiness than sorrow. We work together. They eat before we eat; they rest before we rest.”

“You sound like the best alpha wolves I have known, those like Ruari and the ones he’s aligned himself with. Not at all like the arrogant tyrants we were told you were.”

“I won’t lie to you. There are plenty of dragons who were ruthless despots, but the best of us only wanted what was best for our people.”

“And I won’t let you believe that all wolves are good and honorable, they aren’t. I’m afraid the bad far outnumber the good.”

“Were you mistreated by your pack after your mate’s death?”

She shook her head. “No, and I don’t believe Ruari would have forced me into a pairing unless a wolf had come along and made him believe he was my fated mate.”

“That would never have happened, for you are my true heart and destined to be mine. What did you hope to find?”

“The remnants of a lost village of humans. Not all she-wolves had alphas who considered their happiness to be of paramount concern. I wanted to establish a sanctuary for them. A place where they could flee and be safe.”

“Wolves do not train or hold with their females being warriors. How did you think you would keep them safe?”

“I thought if it was secret and if it was built into a cliff like a stronghold, that we could learn to defend it ourselves.”

“An honorable calling, but far too dangerous for just one she-wolf. Once we have reestablished our dominance over our territory, perhaps we can offer sanctuary to those who need it.”

“Really? You’d be willing to do that for me?”

“Within reason,” said Gideon. “I would need to be convinced they were truly in need of protection and not just being difficult.”

Bridget jabbed him in the ribs. “And you were doing so well up until that arrogant bit about being convinced.”

Gideon grasped her finger and brought it to his lips to kiss. “You, my beloved, admit that you were not in need of sanctuary.”

“No, but there are those who have been.”

“And would not the honorable alphas you knew offer them a place?”

She nodded. “To a certain extent, but they would expect them to settle in and look for mates among their pack members.”

“As would I.”

“Would you allow wolves in your territory?”

“If they swore fealty to me, yes. I know that our shared history has not been pretty, but Cadan says there is a threat coming from the Old Continent and if it is as dire as he thinks, we may well need to band together to defeat it. Until my brothers awake, I am the only dragon.”

“According to you, I am now dragon.”

“And you will stay safe at home to protect our offspring.”

“I wasn’t much good staying at home when I didn’t know how to fight. I suspect I’ll be even worse when I can fly and breathe fire.”

Gideon rolled up to a sitting position on the bed and swatted her ass with more than a hint of annoyance.

“You, my true heart, will do as you are told or have your wings singed to ensure you do.”

“You’d burn my wings?”

“Only singe them if necessary.”

“But wouldn’t they heal like the bite wound on your flank?”

“A wound made by dragon fire will heal but not as quickly as one made by mortal means. Besides, it would be nothing compared to the weals across your backside. Get dressed. I’d see us away from here before the sun rises much higher.”

“You packed the gowns, which are lovely by the way, so I should wear breeches.”

“I think you’d find them more comfortable to sit astride me.”

She shook her head. “How will I communicate with you?”

“If you shout, I will hear you. If you poke my neck, I will turn around to see what you need or perhaps want me to see. If you want to be set down, just point to the ground.”

“And I’ll be safe?” she said with some trepidation.

“Would I have come for you and turned you from wolf to dragon only to risk losing you?” he asked, smiling as he kissed her gently. “Trust me.”

She nodded. “I do,” she said, knowing it was true.

* * *
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They left the inn and walked out to a desolate spot hidden behind a cliff where their privacy could be ensured. Gideon disrobed, handing his things to Bridget to pack in the carpetbag he had procured for them. He kissed her deeply and then stepped away, ensuring a good amount of space between them.

Bridget watched with wonder as her lover from the last night, the one who had taken her to heights of passion she had never known before, turned from man to dragon. She took a step back and shook her head. She had known the truth and even seen the transformation, but still the reality of the great beast before her was somewhat terrifying. She steeled herself and worried that she would be unable to crawl up onto his back. When he approached her and leaned his head into hers, she knew the truth. Even though the pupils had changed shape, it was Gideon’s eyes that stared back at her. Taking a deep breath, she ran her hand up his face and down along his neck, using his proffered leg to climb aboard. She grasped the thick skin of his neck and felt him trot and then run as his wings began to beat a steady tempo, as the earth fell away and she took to the skies for the first time.

She wanted to savor the experience. It was terrifying yet exhilarating at the same time. The fear quickly left her, and she was able to embrace the joy of being among the clouds. At first, she worried about looking down, but quickly realized that the dizzying height didn’t bother her in the least. Gideon flew with a graceful strength that was mesmerizing and arousing. She laughed with abandon and caught his eye as he glanced back and saw her embrace the heavens. Bridget threw her arms wide as if to hug the sky.

Gideon began to do more than just fly in a straight line at the same speed. Wanting to share her experience, he began to soar through the atmosphere as if they were dancing. He swooped down to fly so close to the sea that he could reach down with his claws and flick water up at her, making her giggle in a way she hadn’t since she was a child.

A child. Ciara. Her daughter. She needed to tell Gideon about Ciara. Surely he wouldn’t expect her to leave her behind. Even if Gideon accepted that Ciara would be with them at Tintagel, how would Ruari respond? Would he accept that his brother’s child would be raised not just in another pack, but by a dragon? Bridget pushed such thoughts aside as she embraced the happiness and rightness of this moment.

As the sun began its decline on the horizon, she realized Gideon was skimming closer to the earth. When he let out a mighty roar, she assumed they must now be over his territory. They flew low enough that she could see people look up and recognizing their lord, send up a cheer of greeting. He circled a large castle that was partly in ruins on what had once been a headland, but which time, sea, and erosion had made an island. She could see evidence of a massive construction project underway. Gideon landed in a cleared space just outside what she assumed was the main keep.

Bridget slid from his back and watched him shift from dragon to man. He withdrew clothes from the carpetbag and was quickly dressed. He joined her and lifted her up, tossing her so that he had his arms locked under her rump and she towered over him. Leaning on his shoulders, she leaned down and kissed him.

He set her down. “You seemed to enjoy your first flight.”

“Gideon, it was incredible. Nothing could have prepared me for that. It was as if we danced not only with air currents, but with time itself.”

He nodded. “It is easy to lose yourself when you are amongst the clouds. And if you want, meurgerys, we can fly locked together in an intimate embrace.”

Bridget was startled when there was a discreet clearing of a man’s throat behind them.

“Cadan,” Gideon said as he turned Bridget around, “may I introduce you to Bridget, your lady and my mate. Bridget, this is Cadan.”

“Our beta, right? And you are mated to Demelza and have two young sons?”

“Yes, Milady,” Cadan answered, impressed that Gideon had spoken of him and his family to his mate.

“Please call me Bridget. Gideon told me that repairs to our home were underway, but I had no idea as to the scope of the work.” Looking beyond him to the other workers, she spied a lovely woman standing amongst them with a bouquet of daffodils and heather. “And you must be Demelza,” she said, starting toward her.

“I am, Milady. We are so glad you are home.”

Linking her arm through Demelza’s, Bridget took the bouquet and started toward the castle. “Why don’t we let them talk strategies and battlements and you and I can discuss the more important things like where we will sleep and eat.”

Demelza laughed and strolled away with her new mistress. Bridget was delighted when the people from the village and surrounding area began arriving and built a large bonfire. She laughed when Gideon lit the stacked wood on fire with a simple puff of fire. The food and fellowship reminded her of all the good times she had enjoyed at Dundalk. She was humbled by the warm and welcoming attitude of the people of Tintagel. They seemed to hold her mate in high regard and were genuinely happy that she had joined them.

Gideon was attentive, relaxed, and loving. He ensured that all of her needs were met, and she often found his hand resting on the inside of her thigh or the fullness of her buttocks. Gideon seemed pleased with the progress that had been made on the castle.

“Any signs of trouble?” asked Cadan.

“For the time being the wolves seem to be keeping the peace, but there is trouble between the wolf factions.”

Bridget nodded. “Edwyn of Chepstow seems to have been trying to divide Britannia into half. From what they...”

“They?” asked Cadan.

“Yes, Alaric of Calon Onest in Wales, Gareth of Ravenscar in Northern England, and Ruari of Dundalk, my former liege lord, in Eire. Their intelligence suggests that Simon of York would have ruled the north. Neither Gareth nor Alaric were convinced that the plan was hatched by either of them or that their deaths will stop whoever is behind it.”

“How did your former pack become involved?” inquired Cadan.

“Ruari was beta to Gareth for years. When his brother, my former mate died, Ruari came home and took on the mantle of alpha. The three packs are closely allied as Ruari is mated to the sister of Alaric’s mate, Alaric and Gareth are brothers, and Gareth’s mate is a close friend to both Rowan and Arielle. When Edwyn moved against Gareth, he and the Ruling Council found there was a powerful alliance to be contended with.”

“That was the battle I saw coming home?” asked Gideon.

“Yes. Both Edwyn and Simon were killed.” She turned to Cadan. “I saw fishing boats at the village piers. Gideon says that you have heard rumors of trouble from the Old Continent. Have your fishermen heard anything?”

“They are simple fishermen.”

Bridget laughed. “Don’t you believe it. My father was a fisherman. He always knew things before those in the high keep. They may know things and may even know things they don’t know they know.”

Cadan grinned. “You mate has a keen mind that exceeds her beauty.”

Gideon agreed. “That she does as well as a passionate and responsive nature. She may well have a point. Talk to the fishermen and see what they know. Ask them to keep their eyes and ears open. Tell them there will be a reward for information that proves useful.”

“Yes, Gideon. I’ll start spreading the word.”

Bridget leaned back against Gideon. “Thank you for that.”

“For what?”

“Including me.”

“You have insight into the inner workings of wolves that we simply don’t have. You sounded as though you respected this alliance.”

“I do. They are all good, strong, capable alphas. If there is only one dragon, do you think it might be advantageous to ally yourself...”

“Ourselves,” he said, interrupting her.

“Ourselves,” she said with a smile. “I’m not sure I will be of much use to you. You might want to leave out the fact that you have turned a she-wolf. Born she-wolves are still not plentiful and some packs do not want to turn humans as they believe humans are inferior.”

Gideon shook his head. “If you’re trying to ensure the continuation of your species, what does it matter. And if you are able to transform your mate to one of your own kind, why would the circumstances of her birth matter?”

“You’d be surprised. I am... was she-wolf born but was the daughter of a fisherman. There were those, mostly outside my pack, who felt my mate and chosen beneath his station... my own father among them.” Bridget finished the last with a laugh.

Gideon leaned close, nuzzling her neck. “They were wrong.”

Bridget felt herself blushing and felt she was far too mature to do so.

“He’s right, Milady, any man would be lucky to be called to you,” assured Cadan.

“I fear that you are as gallant as my mate, but I thank you for that.”

“I assure you, there is no one here who doesn’t understand why Gideon went to find you. We have waited a long time for his return, but he has waited even longer for you.”

Gideon stood and extended his hand to her. “Come, mate, let’s join the others and dance around our bonfire.”

Bridget laughed, took his hand, and joined the rest of their people enjoying their musicians, dancing under the stars. As Bridget became better acquainted with her new mate over the course of the evening, she found herself looking forward to being in Cornwall with him among their people. It was oddly comforting that she found herself so easily accepting her new circumstances. There seemed to be less of a line drawn between those here at the castle and those of the village or farms. She particularly enjoyed watching Gideon interact with the children. She would have thought that being in the company of a dragon would have been intimidating for them. Instead they were perfectly at home with him and he seemed to dote on them. Perhaps the idea of a stepchild wouldn’t be abhorrent to him.

As they headed to their room, Demelza pulled her aside.

“We tried to get your room ready for you and laid out some nightclothes for you, although if Gideon is anything like Cadan, you will have little need for them.”

Bridget laughed. “Not so far. I started my journey with three pairs of breeches, two corsets, and several shirts. I still have the shirts, but I’m down to one each of the corsets and breeches. I’m sure the room will be fine. I appreciate the trouble you went to.”

She entered the room and smiled. While not as opulent as her chambers at Dundalk, there was a simple rustic elegance to the room that was pleasing and comforting. She tested the bed; it was large and seemed most comfortable. She walked to the lead-glass window and looked out to the commanding view of the ocean. The moon cast its light down on the dark sea, creating a shining silver pathway that seemed to lead from the shoreline directly to the night orb nestled in the starlit sky.

Gideon joined her at the window, drawing her body back into his. Bridget allowed herself the luxury of melting into him. It surprised her that she felt as comfortable with Gideon as she did.

“What are you thinking?” he whispered.

“That you make me happy, but there are things about me you need to know.”

“If you are content and happy, nothing else matters.”

“That isn’t true.”

“Tell me what it is.”

“I can’t,” she said.

“You can; it’s easy; just tell me,” he purred.

Easy? Nothing about any of this was easy. She could accept that she was fast becoming a dragon. She could even accept that she was Gideon’s true heart and was falling in love with him. Thoughts of all the ramifications and what negative actions could come of revealing Ciara’s existence ran through her mind. Would Gideon accept that she had a child with her previous mate? If he did, how would she explain to Ruari that she was no longer wolf and that his brother’s only child, a coveted born she-wolf, would now be raised outside of a wolf pack? What would she do if Gideon insisted on turning Ciara from wolf to dragon? How did she feel about Ciara being turned? Did she have a right to take her away from her heritage?

She didn’t want to think about it. All she wanted was to lose herself in Gideon’s lovemaking.

“Tomorrow, as the sun rises, you will take your vows to me and embrace your new life as a dragon. We will celebrate with our people and then when the sun sets, we will breed, and I will plant my seed in you.”

Bridget turned in his arms. “What? That’s a little fast for me. I’m just now getting used to the idea that you changed me from wolf to dragon. In essence, you took away my pack, my life, my whole world. With no time to get used to that, you tell me we are to be joined and you want to get me pregnant...”

Gideon chuckled. “It’s not as though you are an untried girl. You have had a previous mate and I have waited a very long time for you.”

“What if I don’t want to be mated to you?” she asked, becoming a bit annoyed at Gideon’s willingness to disrupt her life without even asking her.

“Don’t be foolish. You are my true heart... and I am yours. Our tradition is the drakaina spends the night before she takes her vows in solitude, preparing to join her life to her mate’s. Some choose a ritual bath, which I can have prepared for you. Some in contemplative prayer, and still others choose to take one last solo flight in the night sky.”

“Can drakaina not fly whenever they choose?”

Gideon grinned. “Can she-wolves go wherever they choose, whenever they choose?”

“They can,” she said a bit defensively.

“Without finding themselves face down over someone’s knee getting her bottom spanked?” When Bridget was silent, he continued, “It is the same with drakaina. Dragons are as protective of our females as wolves.”

“Not exactly the way to convince me that I want to join my life with yours.”

He took her face in his hands and gently kissed her forehead. “I fear, my true heart, that you have no choice in the matter. As with wolves, once a dragon has identified a drakaina as his true heart, she has little choice in the matter.”

“At least with wolves, she is given the opportunity to run and retain her freedom.”

Gideon laughed. “Only until he runs her to ground and then he can claim her any way he likes.”

“You seem to know an awful lot about wolves.”

“It is best to know as much as you can about an adversary.”

“It doesn’t bother you that I was once an enemy?”

“No. Because now you are dragon.” Gideon pulled her close and kissed her with a depth of feeling she had never felt before. “I will leave you but would ask that you not try to fly for the first time tonight.”

“Ask or command?”

“Whichever makes it easier for you to comply,” he said with a grin before giving her a final, gentle kiss that seemed almost too fragile for a dragon. “Behave yourself. I would hate to have to rewarm your backside before we have our first coupling as a mated pair. And in case I didn’t mention it, dragon breeding is not gentle, and is best not done when the drakaina’s bottom is already sore from being disciplined for her foolishness.”

Gideon left and she turned back to contemplate the night and all of the unanswered questions that plagued her. Did she want to love Gideon? Did she want to be his mate? Did he only want her because she was convenient, and he could reestablish a dragon dynasty? Would their sons turn other females without their consent?

It was almost overwhelming. In the past, she would have shifted to her wolf self and gone out for a run. But she was no longer wolf. She looked down and saw several of Gideon’s men surrounding him and wishing him well for having found his true heart and taking her to mate. She might no longer be wolf, but she was dragon. Gideon said the ability to fly was instinctive.

Bridget quietly left their room and ventured back outside. Gideon and his comrades were obviously drinking and celebrating. She slipped out of the castle and made her way down to the beach and away from sight. Her goal was to see if she could call forth her dragon. If she succeeded, she would take her first, and perhaps only, solo flight. As long as she stayed out of the moonlight and didn’t cast her silhouette, she could feel what it was to fly under her own power.

Finding a small hidden cove at the base of the island, she stopped and stilled her mind. She called to her dragon the way she had always done with her wolf and was surprised when a champagne-colored dragon appeared in her mind’s eye. She relinquished her humanity and felt the powerful creature come forth. It took every bit of will not to roar in triumph as she felt her body smoothly shift from human to dragon. As when her wolf was in control, she felt as though all of her senses were sharpened and more in tune with her natural surroundings.

Bridget began to move and could feel the enormous power under her control. She felt her wings unfurl; as she began to lope, she beat them in rhythm to her gait. She felt giddy as first her front feet and then her rear lifted off from the earth beneath her. She flapped her wings more strongly and felt as the tip of her tail made its last contact with the sand and she flew out over the waves.

The longer she remained aloft, the more powerful and confident she became. Gideon had been right; she felt as if she had been dragon her whole life. She skimmed over the waves until she was certain she couldn’t be seen from the castle and then headed northwest, gaining elevation and catching the air currents as she learned to navigate this new mode of travel. The feeling of freedom was intoxicating. She gained a bit of altitude and banked away from Tintagel as she had seen Gideon do.

Bridget was so enamored of her new abilities that she didn’t recognize how far she had gone until she began to feel fatigued. She noticed the sun was beginning to climb over the far horizon as she flew along the western coast of Eire. Instinctively she had headed back to her homeland, but not to Dundalk. The reported home of the lost human village still called to her. She was quickly tiring. Gideon had said landing could be difficult, so she flew close to the surface of the water and allowed her dragon to recede. As her body changed back to its human form, she dove under the waves and then came up for air as she turned and swam to shore.
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Chapter Ten
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Gideon squinted as the sun rose over the eastern horizon. He’d had way too much to drink last night. Not only had it been a very long time since he had imbibed, but he had been home with his people and happy to have found Bridget and brought her home. He had also known that without sufficient drink, he would have given in to his baser nature and bred her last night. He knew she was frightened of what she didn’t know, and he needed to get her to share whatever it was she was keeping from him. He also knew that once she felt their child move in her belly, everything else would become secondary to her love for him and the child. And he was quite certain that his true heart loved him. She had to; if she didn’t, she would hate him for forcing the transformation on her... and she didn’t.

He poured a bucket of water over his head to clear it. Shaking his wet hair, he stood and stretched. Most of his men had gone home to their wives, taunting him that they would have a more pleasurable night than he. His hadn’t been too bad as he felt secure in Bridget’s love and had consumed enough mead to ensure a good night’s rest. He had barely finished dressing when he felt his heart seize in his chest. The pain was excruciating.

Turning toward the castle, he rushed inside, barely noticing the enticing aromas coming from the kitchens in preparation for their celebratory feast.

“Bridget,” he roared as he flung open the door knowing what he would find... she was gone.

* * *
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Bridget stood as she approached the shore and walked out of the water. Her plan, at least she’d thought that was her plan, was to test her wings last night and then remain in the cove until Gideon discovered her gone. She hadn’t really considered leaving him. The last thought had barely formed when a feeling of agony, both physical and emotional assailed her. Bridget dropped to her knees, trying to catch her breath. Gideon had warned her that the pain far exceeded anything wolves experienced when parted from their mates.

One thing the flying had done was allow her to clear her head and consider her options. She wondered if the distance might ease the enormity of the loss she felt with time. She questioned though if that was what she really wanted. One thing she did know was that she did not want to return to Dundalk except to retrieve Ciara. The question she couldn’t answer was whether she wanted to return to Gideon and ask whether or not he could accept her child and under what circumstances or whether she felt her destiny lay with the lost village. Having found the shards of pottery on the beach, she was convinced that it had at one time existed and was close to where she found them.

However, she thought, her more immediate concern was finding clothes. A naked female was vulnerable. Bridget laughed as she realized a naked human female was, yes; a naked wolf-shifter had the ability to call on her wolf for protection, which would level the playing field in most circumstances. But the ability to call on her inner dragon? That was a whole different kettle of fish. Thinking of that made her realize she was hungry. Food and clothes; those were her priorities.

Bridget made her way to a small fishing community. The sun was quickly brightening the day, so she stayed hidden in the dunes. She tried calling forth her wolf and although she could feel her presence, it wasn’t strong enough to come forward. She moved up the cliffs onto the farmlands hoping to find something more isolated than the village where she could obtain clothing. Bridget moved with stealth and kept herself hidden until she found a small farmhouse. The inhabitants seemed to be involved either with caring for livestock or meal preparation. She was able to find a serviceable skirt and blouse with an under-bust corset. Not necessarily what she was used to, but it would have to suffice. Before leaving the farm, Bridget snagged a fresh loaf of bread that had been left to cool in the window. When she was able, she meant to repay the farmers for their unknown kindness.

The ache in her chest had become dulled but persistent. She headed back down to the beach with the idea to stick close to the cliff until she could figure out what she wanted to do, or at least had regained enough strength to do something else. Bridget knew that she was safer on the move than just waiting around. She was quite certain that both Gideon and Ruari would now be searching for her. The idea of being found by Ruari’s people and returned to Dundalk had no appeal other than to retrieve her daughter. On the other hand, the idea of reuniting with Gideon filled her with longing and desire. She shook her head; she knew either was most likely to result in getting spanked. The difference was with those at Dundalk, it would just be painful. With Gideon, while still painful, there would also be a reignited fire for the dragonlord and his ability to assuage that need in the most delicious way. She had no doubt that his warning about being bred when one was still tender from a spanking was the truth, but she found her nipples stiffening and arousal racing through her system only added to her need to be with him.

Well, she thought, that told her what she needed to know and to do. She needed to return to Gideon and tell him about Ciara. She wanted to bring her daughter home, and she now knew home was Tintagel. Her reverie was broken when a thundering screech ripped through the morning sky. She looked up to see Gideon headed directly toward her. Even if she hadn’t recognized his bronzed scales shining metallically in the sky, her heart would have known it was him. The pain of being parted from her true heart had faded to nothing.

Gideon landed on the beach, back feet first, wrapping his body around hers as he came down on all fours. There was a hue and cry from the villagers at the sight of a beast they had long believed to be extinct. Clutching her in one of his front claws, Gideon roared again with enough force that the earth trembled. He beat his wings, creating a powerful updraft and lifting them off the ground, turning toward the ocean and getting them away. He flew along the coastline, using the cliffs for cover and skimming the waves. She knew it wasn’t because he feared confrontation with humans; Gideon was well aware of his power and strength. She took comfort in knowing that even though he knew he would prevail in a fight, he chose to preserve life if he could.

Climbing up from the sea, he flew along the face of the cliff until he found a large opening in the rock. Gideon folded his wings and flew into the mouth of a large cave. He set her down before landing and morphing back to his human form. Before she could say a word, he dragged her into his arms and brought his mouth crashing down onto hers. The kiss was raw and demanding, primitive and dominating. Gideon was angry and was letting her know it in no uncertain terms. Instead of resisting as she had done in the past, Bridget allowed herself to open her heart, embrace his anger and melted into him, moaning with desire.

Gideon ended the kiss and without a word, grasped her upper arm and dragged her to a natural bench of rock where he sat down, tossed her over his lap, and lifted her skirt to bare her backside. Before she could catch her breath or think of anything to say that might dissuade him, his hand descended in the first of what she feared would be many hard swats.

Bridget had always hated being spanked. Even when her former mate had disciplined her, she had never become overly aroused by either the pain or the show of dominance. Physically she had responded to the point that she took pleasure in the sex that followed and having him restore peace between them. But never to the point where there wasn’t some small part of her that resented having to submit to him. With Gideon she was finding it was different. She still disliked being on the receiving end of a spanking, but part of the discomfort came from a growing need to have him mount her to reinforce the lesson that she would yield to his authority.

Gideon’s hand came crashing down on her upturned bottom repeatedly. Each strike of his hand not only created heat spreading across her backside, but the fire that now raced through her veins increased in its intensity and caused the pool of desire between her legs to bubble and boil. The fact that she was becoming wildly aroused only increased the level of pain the spanking caused. He raised and lowered his hand in a rapid tempo that didn’t just reignite the pain from his previous spankings but ramped it, and her arousal, up to a dull agony.

“No, Gideon, stop. Please!”

“No. You deserved to be punished on a variety of levels. To begin with, you should never have taken your first flight without me by your side to ensure you were safe. And where the hell did you think you were going? Did you think, my mate, I would let you simply fly off into the wild beyond and not come after you? Did you not experience the anguish of our being parted?”

Gideon punctuated each question with several harsh blows to her already aching backside. He said nothing more but continued to cover her behind with sharp, staccato swats, which caused her to squirm and kick her legs although neither was effective in getting him to stop. He moved his hand over her buttocks so that each slap was distinct and effective in expressing his displeasure with her behavior. He moved down to the lowest and most sensitive portion of her rump before continuing on down to her thighs. Bridget kicked and screamed to no avail.

He seemed in no hurry to stop battering her ass. She could feel his erection underneath her, throbbing and poking into her belly. She vacillated between wanting to kill him and doing anything he wanted if he’d only fuck her. If he needed to spank her in order to express his displeasure with what she’d done, she needed for him to mount her and ride her hard to allow her to atone for that same behavior.

Bridget capitulated to the spanking and quit fighting him, as both the pain and her need to feel his possession were becoming unbearable. She began to sob and plead with him. Finally, he stopped.

“You are my one true heart. Do you deny it?” he asked, swatting her hard with each word.

“No, I don’t. I’m your mate. I’m sorry I left and that I worried you. Please be done.”

“I may be close to done with spanking your beautiful bottom with my hand, but you’ve earned yourself a good taste of leather.”

Bridget began to struggle anew as she saw him reach for the thick two-inch piece of leather and double it in his hand. “No,” she wailed.

“Yes,” he whispered as he raised it in his hand and brought it down hard across both of her butt cheeks, leaving a trail of misery in its wake.

Bridget screamed but it did not stop the strap from striking a second time. She renewed her struggles and fought with every ounce of her strength, but she was no match for her mate. Her mate, for she knew that Gideon was her one true heart... the reason she had always been able to keep a part of herself separate from those at Dundalk. There would be no such hiding place with Gideon. He and Tintagel were her refuge... the place she had been seeking all her life. He welted her twice more as she screamed. Her pain was only exceeded by the need she had to feel the hard cock that was throbbing beneath her buried inside her up to its hilt.

Gideon stopped and stripped her of her clothing. Lifting her in his strong arms, he stood and then positioned her over the rock bench. Without another word, he shoved two fingers up her soaked pussy and stroked her roughly, gathering some of her natural lubricant. She glanced over her shoulder to see him slathering it over his cock. His cock was even more impressive as he was preparing to use it on her. It was enormous with its bulging plates and the dragon’s tongue wrapped tightly around it.

Bridget was quite certain she’d never seen a cock that hard, certainly she’d never seen one made that way. He smiled at her when he saw she was looking at him. Gideon grasped her cheeks and the head probed between her folds until at last he found the entrance to her core. With a mighty groan, he mounted her, sinking all the way to the end of her sheath. She screamed and climaxed from his dominant possession. As unrelentingly as he had spanked her, Gideon began to fuck her with the same zeal. He held her tight as he rammed his cock into her pussy, causing her to hover between pain and ecstasy.

“Gideon,” she screamed as another intense orgasm seized her body and her sheath clamped down on the ramrod pistoning in and out of her.

His cock stretched her cunt while the ridge scored her inner walls as over and over he thrust deep into her. His hips slamming into her red and welted bottom reminded her that this too was part of what he meant to inflict on her to ensure she knew how displeased he was at having to come after her. She knew he meant to prove his prowess and strength and settle in her mind that he was dominant, and she would be his compliant mate. Each time she came, her body produced more lubricant to ease his way. She knew, instinctively, that he intended to make her sore. She only hoped he wouldn’t choose to breed her here in this cavern.

Gideon continued to batter her pussy with his powerful staff. He took harder and longer strokes so that she felt every inch of him as he drove into her and reached her cervix. Had he not been holding her in position, she would have crumpled beneath him. He said nothing but made noises that expressed the pleasure he was getting from her body and her response to him. Bridget had lost count of how many times he had driven her to the very peak of ecstasy and forced her to tumble into the abyss.

She was exhausted physically and emotionally, as he began to plunge faster and more forcefully. She was just tipping over into another climax as his cock released a sea of his cum into her pussy. He grasped her more firmly to him and butted her derriere with his hips as he pumped his seed into her; its heat coated and soothed the ravaged walls of her cunt. When at last he had emptied his last drop into her, he uncoupled from her, giving her punished backside one last hard swat.

“And when we get home, my one true heart, you will take your vows and I will put the first of our offspring in your belly.”

He prowled around the cave; she stayed where he left her with the overflow of semen slowly leaking out of her pussy and down her legs.

“Can I get up?” she asked quietly.

“Suddenly you ask for permission to do something?”

“Yes. I’d like to explain.”

“If you think you can say anything that will make me regret punishing you, don’t waste your breath. And for future reference, you do not fly or leave Tintagel without express orders from me. Get up and ready yourself to shift. We will leave for home momentarily.”

Realizing there was little she could do to soothe his ire, she stood facing him. Bridget could feel the shift in his demeanor as he reached over to take her breast in his hand, tracing the outer rim of her areola before circling it until her nipple was between his fingers. He rolled it between them, rumbling at her seductively. Even though he had ridden her hard and to numerous climaxes, and only just finished with her moments before, she could feel the familiar tingle between her legs. She knew that if he wanted to breed with her now in this cave, she would welcome it. She realized her life was no longer her own; it was joined with Gideon’s and the fate of the dragons... not just because she had become dragon, but because regardless she would choose this man to be her mate. She smiled quietly at the realization that although it was not the destiny she thought she would have chosen for herself, it was the one she truly wanted. She would bide her time a bit longer to tell him about Ciara.

“I am ready, my lord,” she said as meekly as she could.

Gideon grinned at her and tweaked her nipple.

“Do not think to play me the fool, my one true heart. By this time tomorrow you will have sealed your fate with mine and life will have sparked in your womb.”

Bridget laughed softly. “Then best you not make merry with your men this evening but attend to me instead.”

She called forth her dragon as she turned to run from him and leaped out of the cave, unfurling her wings and allowing the warm sea breezes to catch and lift her into the air. She heard Gideon’s roar behind her. The sensual shudder that went through her body prompted her to fly faster. She soon found herself, however, racing and dancing with Gideon in the clear blue skies and clouds that reminded her of powdered snow.

Once over their own territory, they dropped low and skimmed along the earth, hearing the cheers of their people. As they approached the expanse around the castle, Bridget realized its purpose, to allow for the easy takeoff and landing of dragons. She held back and watched him land, hoping she would not make too big a fool of herself. She touched down and allowed her dragon to recede. She might have lost her balance and fallen had Gideon’s strong arms not been there to catch her.

“I have you, my love,” he purred at her.

She threw her arms around his neck and pressed herself into him. “You do indeed, my lord. And I shall revel in your taking,” she said before kissing him passionately, which he returned with equal ardor to the salutations of those who were gathered at the castle.

“And after our time in the cave, I’m sure my pussy is ripe for your seed to take root,” she whispered so only he could hear.

Bridget laughed as she felt his cock become engorged at her teasing. She tried to pull away but he held her close.

“Cadan, could you bring us something to cover up with?” he called, not allowing her to move away from him.

Bridget wasn’t sure if it was to hide her nakedness or the fact that his cock was poking at the juncture of her legs.

“If you aren’t careful, my true heart, you will find yourself pregnant at our bonding feast,” he purred in her ear.

She rubbed herself wantonly against him, again to the cheers of their people.

“I think, my lord, that your lady is most desirous to be done with the taking of vows and feasting. It would seem that a strap applied to a drakaina’s behind has much the same effect as when it is applied to a human female,” called one of their men.

Bridget had forgotten that her rump might still be showing the evidence of Gideon’s displeasure with her. She sought to pull away from him, but he held her close.

“I thought I would have healed completely,” she hissed at him.

“Any wound save that from dragon fire or from the chastisement of your mate.”

Gideon kissed her again and ran his hand down over her flank to cup and caress her reddened and striped globes. Cadan arrived with a pair of breeches for Gideon and a beautiful, soft blanket for her.

“My lady,” he said with reverence. “I take it you have rethought your decision to fly from your mate?”

“I have, indeed. I fear your dragonlord has saddled himself with a red-haired, nasty-tempered she-wolf, daughter of an Irish fisherman.”

“Then he is lucky indeed,” called Demelza as the women all agreed.

Holding the blanket closed with one hand, Bridget linked her arm with Demelza’s, saying, “Come and help me get dressed. I understand that in order to get his lordship there to breed me, I have to take vows.”

Gideon growled as their people cheered and made catcalls as she strolled away, exaggerating the natural sway of her hips. She looked back over her shoulder to see that the effect was not lost on him. Bridget was happy to see Demelza quickly losing her reserve with her. She wanted to foster among the women of their lands the same strong bond that the men shared with their liege lord.

“I can tell you he was none too happy when he discovered you’d flown the coop... literally.”

Bridget laughed. “Do me a favor and spread the word that it wasn’t because I didn’t want to be here with all of you or that I don’t feel called to Gideon.”

“Oh, no, Milady. None of us women thought that. He should have shown more care for your feelings before bringing you home as his mate... without even asking you. There’s more than one of us who wouldn’t have liked to have done the same with our men. They can get a bit high-handed when their blood is running hot.”

“Yes, they can. Demelza, is there anyone here who does not wish to be with the man who has claimed her? I will tell you plain, I won’t have it. I helped more than one she-wolf avoid that fate... much to my previous mate’s displeasure. But he was called to me and convinced my father that having the pack’s alpha mated to your daughter was far more preferable than one of your deckhands.”

“I can’t imagine what that must have been like for you...”

“Don’t get me wrong. He was good to me and I loved him. But I never wanted to be mistress to the pack. And now here I am, mated again to a powerful lord.”

“But this time of your own choosing... after the fact?”

Bridget laid her arm on Demelza’s. “Yes, I would choose Gideon. He’s not the only one whose blood is running hot thinking of tonight.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, what happened to the young fisherman?”

“I heard he left the village and the pack and took off on his own. I suppose I should have felt sorry for him, but he never even voiced an objection that another had claimed me.”

“But surely it would have done no good as it was the alpha of your pack.”

“Would it have stopped Cadan? Would he have allowed anyone to keep you from him?”

Demelza thought for a moment and then smiled. “When you put it that way...”

“Demelza, do me a favor and spread the word that if any woman—human, wolf, shifter, mutant, whatever—finds herself being forced into a pairing not of her liking, that I will put a stop to it one way or another. And let them know that for all his high-handedness, I would choose Gideon to be my mate.”

“Aye, Milady, I will. And if you’ll allow me, I would choose to serve you in any way possible.”

“I would rather we be friends and choose to make trouble together.”

“I would like that even more.” Impulsively, Demelza hugged her. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

“As am I. Now let’s get me dressed so I can get this vow-taking thing out of the way and entice Gideon to get me naked and have his way with me.”

Giggling, Demelza had her dressed in record time.
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Chapter Eleven



[image: image]


Bridget took a deep breath. She thought of her daughter and wished she could have been here to celebrate with them. She knew she had to tell Gideon and make the case that her daughter should be raised here at Tintagel. Her mind settled that she would tell him in the next few days, she descended the stairs to find Gideon waiting for her. Taking her hand in his, he nuzzled her neck and led her to a large bridal bower flanked by two bonfires.

“My people,” said Gideon in a loud voice than rang through the air. “Only a short while ago I woke to find myself alone in the northernmost portion of Britannia. My brothers still slept, and I knew I had been awakened for a reason. My first imperative was to return to my homeland and to the descendants who had once followed me so faithfully. Cadan’s ancestor, who was my last second in command, swore that all his descendants and those who shared their lives would keep the faith and hold this place in my name.”

A cheer went up from the assembled crowd.

Gideon let the noise quiet before continuing, “I am humbled that despite the passing of millennia, I returned to find that oath had been kept. I vow that I will never leave you again. Tonight marks the dawn of a new age. Not only have I returned to be with you, but have been called to my one true heart, my mate. I swear that we, and all of our kind who follow us, will never willingly leave you again.”

This time the cries of fealty and friendship rose to drown out the crackling of the bonfires.

Gideon smiled down at her. “So tonight I ask Bridget, my one true heart, the song of my heart and of my people to come and sing with me and soar among the clouds.”

An expectant hush fell over the crowd.

In a clear voice that could be heard by all, Bridget replied, “I will, Gideon, Lord of the Earth, and gladly. I entrust my heart and soul into your safekeeping.”

This time, she could not even hear herself think over the din from the crowd’s roar. Although the full moon’s luminosity cast a powerful light that encompassed the castle and the surrounding land, Bridget would always swear that it was the radiance from Gideon’s eyes that all but blinded her. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her with the fervor of a man who had been waiting a very long time for this. His lips were demanding, yet gentle. He claimed her mouth with the same level of intensity that his cock had reclaimed her pussy earlier in the day.

They were torn apart by their people who wanted to feast and dance the night away. Bridget and Gideon enjoyed the wonderful company, food, and spirits of those who shared their homeland and had come to help them celebrate. Finally, Gideon was able to sneak her away from them and up into their bridal chamber. Bridget wasn’t sure how she had done it but was quite certain that Demelza had prepared it for them. The bed had been freshly made with petals from broom, furze, rhododendron, and Cornish heath.

“I take it those flowers represent fertility here in Cornwall?” Bridget said with a laugh.

“Dragons have no need of flowers...”

“Perhaps, but it is a symbol of their good wishes for our endeavors.”

“Our?” Gideon asked. “Then can I assume, Bridget, Song of My Heart, that you consent to give up your immortality to create a new life with me?”

Oddly touched that he was asking, she responded, “Aye, my lord. Come and get me naked and make a baby with me.”

Gideon’s growl was low, dark, and seductive and made her shiver and growl in response. Bridget wrapped her arms around Gideon and rubbed her body all along his. She was intent on taking on the more aggressive role in their mating. She pulled his shirt free from his breeches before unfastening them and sliding the breeches down past his strong, muscular haunches.

When she knelt down to help him step free, she was eye to eye with the hard evidence of his need for her. Confronted with his engorged cock, which seemed to be twitching with its own need, she flicked her tongue over the head and heard him groan in response. She looked up into his face and saw him smiling as his hand gently grasped her head and directed her to do what he wanted.

Bridget licked down the top of the column of his staff and then back along the sensitive underside, paying special attention to the raised ridge wrapped around his cock. She found her mouth filled with the enormity of his member. Slowly, Gideon began to fuck her mouth. This was the first time she had serviced him orally. He groaned in pure male pleasure, as she used her mouth and tongue to pleasure him. Bridget was still awed that Gideon seemed to know her so intimately and how to coax her body to respond to his, even when all he was doing was stroking her hair.

Before she could bring him to any kind of release, he fisted her hair and brought her up from her knees. Gideon pulled the combs from her hair to let it fall loose. He moved his hands down her back and untied her corset, removing it and the gown from her body. As her breasts were revealed, Gideon sighed contentedly and reached up with one hand to grasp a nipple as his mouth captured the other. Bridget swayed against him; his way of fondling her made her go weak at the knees and they threatened to buckle. She could barely hear his muffled amusement as his mouth, full of her areola and nipple, was busy suckling. Stripping her naked, he gently pushed her onto the bed.

Gideon smiled as he caught scent of her increased arousal and slid down her body, paying attention to her swollen labia and her engorged clit. As he had with her nipple, Gideon latched on to her distended nub and suckled, causing her to throw her head back and writhe under his assault.

“Gideon,” she growled softly as she came.

He continued to lick her from clit to slit, darting his tongue into her wet heat to encourage her body to quickly recover from one climax so he could coax another from her. He kissed his way from her mound to her belly and up once again to engage her nipples. He had no more than taken one in his mouth than he plunged two of his fingers into her heated channel, making her arch up into his hand and come a second time.

“Gideon, please,” she cried.

He slid his body up from between her legs, taking her buttocks in his hands and lifting her so that she was at the perfect height for him to surge forward, ramming his cock deep within her and making her climax yet again. Bridget writhed in his embrace. Gideon strengthened his hold so that she couldn’t move and began to thrust with a hard, rhythmic stroke. He seemed to revel in her coming apart in his hands. He held her in such a way that she could do nothing but act as a willing vessel for his lust. He continued to ram his cock into her over and over. Her orgasmic spasms only inflamed his need.

Bridget could feel the hard ridge twisted around his cock scoring her sheath as he plunged into her repeatedly. The combination of his thrusting with the way he held her in place increased her shameless need for him. He rode her through a series of climaxes; each time she could feel her inner walls being etched in a way she knew would allow his seed to take root. As she called his name, clinging to him, he withdrew just enough that the ridge could detach from behind the crown of his cock before he drove his shaft back into her forcefully.

The dragon’s tongue snaked its way to her dark rosebud before entering and extending up into her, expanding to fill her before it too stroked her in a most delicious way. One climax followed another, imitating the waves lapping upon the shore, one barely retreating before the next surged forward. She reached up and covered his hands with hers, trying to grasp his powerful forearms to entreat him to seek his own release. Bridget embraced him as she raked his back with her nails, leaving deep scratch marks as evidence of the wildfire that raced through her system. She felt the ridge latch onto the delicate tissue of her dark passage, limiting her ability to move. Gideon rutted with her for more than an hour with her impaled by both his cock and the ridge that was unique to dragons. She wailed her need; he did nothing but stroke her further into ecstasy. Bridget clung to him as exhaustion overtook her and he plunged to her depths, filling her with his cum.

Gideon withdrew both his cock and the dragon’s tongue, growling in her ear as he rolled her on her belly and took hold of her hips, pulling her to her knees. She felt the hard-pointed ridge, which had lost little of its girth, thrust deep into her pussy as she felt Gideon’s cock push past the tight ring of muscle that guarded her back entrance and begin to stroke her. When it had been the dragon’s tongue that entered her there, it had been small enough to be given easy access before it would swell and fill her to a comfortable level. But Gideon’s engorged staff was another thing altogether and he was beyond his abilities to take her bottom hole gently. Instead when the head of his cock encountered resistance, he surged forward forcefully, breaching her to claim her completely. As he thrust his staff in her dark passage, the dragon’s tongue suddenly anchored, like a grappling hook, in her vaginal walls, making her scream. Just as the pain began to retreat, the ridge let go; before she could catch her breath and begin to breathe easier, the ridge dug its barb into her again.

Bridget wanted to fight to be free of him, but the rutting and almost continual climaxes had exhausted her and sapped her of her strength. He continued to take her ass almost roughly as the devil’s tongue repeatedly stabbed her, leaving his seed in the furrows it had prepared while still twisted around his cock. She struggled and thrashed, clawing at the bedsheets to try to get away.

Gideon refused to release her, grasping her hips more firmly, saying, “I told you dragon breeding was not gentle, nor is it for the faint of heart.”

He continued to stroke her bottom hole as she shook and quivered and tried to wrap her head around the intense pleasure, intermingled with pain, being forced on her. Bridget’s breath sped up, and the noises she was making quieted to little whimpers as her orgasms approached faster and more powerfully than she could comprehend. Her body stiffened in anticipation as she felt his stroking take on a new level of intensity. Once more she fell over the edge into the abyss of ecstasy a final time; Gideon gave a last ferocious thrust deep inside her, filling her bottom hole with cum as the dragon’s tongue deposited the last of his seed.

Gideon pulled her over onto her side, remaining lodged within both of her sheaths. He stroked her body as he rumbled to her seductively and lovingly. She tried to wriggle away from him; his hand reached down to cup her mons and lock her against him.

“Nay, beloved, I will remain locked to you as the dragon’s tongue finishes its work.”

“Let go of me, Gideon. That thing hurts,” she said as the ridge continued to stab within her.

“I know, but it will get easier and then you can rest.”

“At least being knotted and tied only hurts for a moment.”

He nuzzled her and she felt her body begin to yield to his loving touch as he purred and growled at her and she relaxed against him as she felt him uncouple from her.

“My brave drakania. My beautiful mate,” he soothed.

He stroked her body lovingly and softly hummed to her until she felt her eyes closing. Her sleep was deep and filled with images and dreams of things that had happened long before her lifetime. But in each episode of her dreaming, there was one constant... Gideon. Somehow, she knew he had always been her mate. He soothed her as in her mind’s eye Bridget saw the destruction of the eggs, felt as the last female dragon’s heart was ripped from her chest and crushed, almost killing her mate in the same instant. Bridget watched as the body was laid to rest with the shattered remains of their future and the entrance to the Cave of Tears was sealed.

Bridget felt Gideon nuzzle her gently as he coaxed her onto her back. She smiled as he parted her legs, settled himself there, steadied her and mounted her with a tenderness and reverence that called forth an intense climax as she called his name and clung to him. Gideon’s hands reached under her to cup her buttocks as he held her close and began to slowly thrust within her as he kissed her face and captured her mouth in a soul-stealing kiss that left her breathless. She bowed her back to take him deeper and climaxed again as he held himself aloft on his strong muscular arms.

Bridget wrapped her legs around his hard thighs as he stroked her, drawing back so that just the head of his cock remained inside her before sinking back to the very depths of her sheath. She grasped his forearms as he began to pick up the rhythm and pace. He drove his cock in and out of her faster as her body became flushed and her breathing erratic.

“Gideon,” she cried as another fierce climax caused her body to shudder in response as he surged forward a last time, the ridge scoring her pussy as he found his own release.

“Song of my heart,” he said as the last of his seed spilled within her. He gazed into her eyes as he smoothed the hair back from her face. “Will you not share with me the shadow that is on your heart? At least let me help you shoulder the burden of whatever it is.”

Bridget took a deep breath, shook her head, and tried to uncouple and roll away from him.

“It’s nothing.”

“Drakanias who lie to their lord and master are punished,” he said evenly.

When she said nothing, he released her but said, “Very well. You can get up, but you will kneel before me.”

Bridget did as he commanded and sank gracefully to her knees, keeping her eyes downcast. She didn’t move until he lifted her chin in his hand and searched her face.

“You carry the future of our species within your womb, can you not trust me with your secrets? Do you not yet understand that my heart beats for you and I will do anything to ensure you and our children will want for nothing?”

“There is a child...”

He smiled. “I am well aware; I put it there.”

“No, you don’t understand, there is another...”

“Child? You were with child and those egotistical wolves let you go off on some kind of quest to find and rebuild a lost city? The pack at Dundalk does not deserve you,” he snarled, helping her to stand. “You should have said something. Your transition would have harmed the baby. If it still lived, I fear the new life that beats within you will have dislodged it and caused it to die. Your dragon should never have come forward. Why did you not tell me?”

Bridget placed her fingers over his lips to silence him.

“I was not with child when we met and the only baby in my womb for many years is the one you gave to me last night, but I have a daughter. She was born from my pairing with the alpha of Dundalk. I worried that you would want me parted from her and if not you, I doubt her uncle would agree to let her go...”

Gideon kissed her fingers. “How could you think me so cruel as to separate you from your daughter? What Ruari of Dundalk agrees or doesn’t agree to as far as our wolf-child is concerned is of little consequence. I will ensure all is ready for you here and that you are safe before I go after her. What is her name? Tell me about her.”

Bridget loved him more in that one moment than she had ever loved anyone, including her daughter. Not only did he accept she had a child, but already thought of her as his too.

“Her name is Ciara and she is six years old. She is beautiful, courageous, and smart...”

“Like her mother,” he said, gently kissing her.

“Will you insist on turning her?”

“Is that what concerned you, beloved? She will remain wolf. The only way to be made a dragon is to have the dragon’s tongue enter your back passage and initiate the change. She is my child as well. If one of my brothers should awake and either he or one of his sons wants to take her to mate when she is of age, we can cross that bridge when we come to it. But Ciara will remain true to her heritage. We will have to ensure that there are wolf-shifters who wish to swear fealty to us so she will not be without her own kind.”

“I don’t know that Ruari will give her up...”

“Had you found your lost city and established your sanctuary, surely you meant to have her with you...”

“But I hadn’t been made dragon...”

“So, would you have secreted her away? I will not have your former alpha worry about your or Ciara’s safety. I will tell him you have joined your life with mine and that I will raise her as my own.”

“It might go easier if I were with you...”

“It might, but I have an overriding need to keep you and the child that grows in your belly safe here at home.”

“Can I not become my dragon when I am pregnant without harming the baby?”

“A dragon’s baby? You can; my earlier concern was if you had been carrying a wolf-shifter or some kind of hybrid child in your womb that the transition might have destroyed it. But our baby will always be safe with you.”

“Then let me come with you.”

“No. You will remain at Tintagel.” He held up a hand to ward off her argument. “That is the end of it. I shall fly to Eire and return with our daughter.”

“Gideon...”

“Enough, my true heart. I will not brook your disobedience in this. I feel it only fair to tell you that being pregnant will not save your backside should you choose to disobey me.”

“Ciara may be afraid of you; she loves Ruari and the pack. If I’m not there...”

Gideon’s laughter cut her short.

“She is her mother’s daughter, no doubt, which means her courage most likely exceeds her ability to consider her foolishness if the prize is great enough. Do you really think she would pass on the opportunity to climb on a dragon and go for a ride?”

Bridget thought for a moment and smiled; Gideon was right.

He nodded. “I can see I am right. Our daughter is headstrong like her mother.”

“She is also a born female wolf-shifter. They will not be inclined to let her go without a fight.”

“They are wolves; I am a dragon. They cannot defeat me in battle.”

“Of course they can. They would be more than willing to kill you to keep her; you would not kill them to take her,” she said with quiet assurance. “Not that you couldn’t, my true heart, but you wouldn’t subject our daughter to that. It gives them a decided advantage.”

He nodded and smiled at her use of the endearment. “What if you gave me something she would recognize as yours... or told me something that she would know came from you? I will find a way to get close to her, reassure her that it was you who sent me, and spirit her away.”

Bridget laughed. “Ask her if she remembers what I did to her father when she was a small child to get even with him for going into battle without taking me. It’s one of her favorite stories.”

“Dare I ask?”

“When her father first saw me, I was up to my elbows in fish guts. When he told my father he was my fated mate and claimed me as his own, I refused to go along...”

“Of course you did,” said Gideon with amusement.

She grinned at him. “In any event, I hit him across the face with a dead mackerel trying to get away. From then on whenever I was angry with him, I’d find some way to get even with a dead mackerel. So, when Ciara was four, her father was going into battle. He refused to let me go with him and when I insisted, he spanked me and gave orders that I was to be confined to our chambers until he returned. I gave Ciara a dead mackerel to slip deep into her father’s saddlebags. Most of the pack knows that part of the story. What most don’t know was that she didn’t put it in his saddlebags. She managed to get it into the tip of his sword scabbard. It took them the longest time to figure out where the stench was coming from. And as he’d had his sword in and out of its sheath, he punctured the damn thing numerous times and from then on his scabbard smelled of dead mackerel.”

Gideon laughed. “So, if I tell her where she hid the dead mackerel, she will know you told me.”

“She should. And only she knew I was looking for the lost city to establish the sanctuary.”

He pulled her close. “I will convince her that her mother is now my mate and that I will stand in her sire’s place as her father.”

They descended the stairs and were greeted warmly by those who were either living in the castle itself or had made a camp of sorts in what would be the outer bailey. Gideon drew her to him and kissed her long and hard.

“Cadan, watch over my true heart.”

“As if she were my own,” he responded.

“And you, Song of My Heart, are to remain here and care for the baby you carry. I will go get our daughter.”

Gideon discarded his clothes and Bridget put them in the cylindrical carrying case. She watched as man turned to dragon. When the great beast turned back to them, Cadan and the others stepped back. Bridget stepped forward and embraced his head as he rubbed it against her. He picked up his clothing and the small treasure chest. She backed away to give him space and marveled again as Gideon’s powerful wings lifted him from the earth and he turned once more to Eire.

“Gideon,” Bridget called as she waved. “My a’th kar milweyth moy es ow brothel.”

He laughed, a deep rumbling dragon’s roar. Her pronunciation of the old Cornish saying was atrocious, but he knew the sentiment was genuine. She had said, “I love you a thousand times more than my mackerel.”
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Chapter Twelve
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Gideon flew out to sea and saw his fishing fleet following a school of fish toward the east. Bridget was right, those men might have valuable information that they weren’t even aware of. He took refuge among the clouds and flew with speed toward the girl he already thought of as his firstborn.

He located the village of Dundalk and landed a short distance away. Setting down and returning to his human form, he dressed and headed into town. He settled down at a back table in the tavern and represented himself as a traveler who had lost his horse. The patrons of the pub were friendly and readily accepted a stranger who was buying rounds for the house. They were quick to tell the story of the missing former mistress and the way her horse and a magnificent stallion had been returned in her stead. Ruari, the alpha of Dundalk, had offered a large reward for any information leading to her safe return. Gideon had brought the rest of the bride price for Bridget to leave when he spirited Ciara away with him.

Gideon headed to the public stables, rented a horse, and headed for Castle Dundalk. He admired the surrounding countryside that was dotted with prosperous farms. He was cresting the hill and saw a small horse coming up from what appeared to be an old burial ground. He reined his horse in and watched as the little girl looked around to ensure she wasn’t seen and then galloped away to the west. Gideon grinned, quite sure he had just had the first glimpse of his daughter.

He rode in what he thought was most likely a parallel route to Ciara’s. He directed his horse up to the top of a hill with a commanding view. Ciara sat atop her mount on the edge of a riverbank scanning the area to the western horizon for as far as she could see. Gideon tethered his mount, removed his clothing, and shifted to his dragon form. As he didn’t want to be spotted, he trotted and then galloped, picking up speed as he spread his wings and lifted off from the hilltop. He hugged the ground and went downriver from Ciara’s position. Counting on her having her mother’s curious and fearless nature, Gideon flew down the river to where he knew she would see him.

As he glided past her, barely skimming the water, he heard Ciara gasp and then giggle with delight. He turned his large head to confirm what he had hoped to see. His daughter, his beautiful daughter, was not the least bit afraid of seeing a dragon. She was enchanted. He landed close by and she approached him.

“Hello,” she called softly as though she feared she would frighten him. “Who are you? Where did you come from?”

Unlike other forms of shifters, dragons could speak in a human dialect in their shifted form.

“I am Gideon, Lord of the Earth. Would you be Ciara of Dundalk?”

She nodded. “I am. How do you know me?”

“I am friends with your mother.”

“You know my mother? She went to find us a new place to live. I didn’t think she’d be gone this long. Have you seen her? I miss her. Uncle Ruari is very angry with her.”

“I suspect he is just worried about her safety.”

“My mother can take care of herself. She is the daughter of a fisherman.”

“Yes, she is. She told me about a trick the two of you played on your father when your mother was angry with him.”

Ciara lifted her chin defiantly. She was definitely her mother’s daughter. “He deserved it. He should have let Mother go with him.”

“Perhaps he was only trying to keep her safe.”

“You’re a boy dragon. You wouldn’t understand. Males don’t understand that we she-wolves can take care of ourselves.”

Gideon nodded. “I can see that. Drakaina, what we called female dragons, are very much the same way. But we males are arrogant and overly protective, especially of those we love. Would you like me to take you to your mother?”

“Can you do that? How do I know I can trust you?”

“Your mother sent me. She told me that only you knew she was looking for the lost city of the humans to establish a sanctuary for those she-wolves or other females who wished to be mistresses of their own fates. And that you were the one that put the dead mackerel in your father’s sword scabbard.”

Gideon’s acute sense of hearing picked up the shouts of men who he suspected had been sent to retrieve Ciara and return her to the keep.

“Can you take this small chest and put it with your pony? Can you write?”

“Yes, my mother taught me already to read and write. I can do numbers as well.”

“That’s wonderful. There’s a blank piece of paper and pencil in the chest. Can you write your aunt and uncle a note letting them know that your mother sent me to bring you to her? I’m sure you’ll be of enormous help to her at Tintagel.”

“Is that the name of the lost city?”

Gideon smiled. His daughter had a keen intellect for a small child.

“In a way, I suppose Tintagel has been lost as well. And I have promised your mother than we will establish a sanctuary for those who need it. Can you add a note to your uncle that the treasure chest is the one I promised him and that you are coming with me so I can take you to your mother?”

She nodded and did as Gideon asked.

“If I’m leaving my pony, how will we travel on foot fast enough to stay ahead of the search party? I can hear them now. Uncle Ruari will be very cross with me. I’m not supposed to leave the castle without his permission and an escort. But they don’t want to ride where I want to go... and they don’t like to gallop.”

“When we get to Tintagel, we shall find you a wonderful horse to ride, but for now, how would you like to climb up on my back and ride me?”

Ciara’s face lit up and her smile and dancing eyes made Gideon’s heart clutch in his chest. She was most definitely his true heart’s daughter and so already had a piece of his heart. He offered her his leg and she scrambled up onto his back. The search party was just cresting the hill above the river when Gideon trotted away from them and lazily flapped his wings. Making his takeoff as gentle as possible, he banked back toward the riders so they could see Ciara was with him. He heard her call to them and saw her wave out of the corner of his eye.

Wanting to return her to her mother as quickly as possible, Gideon flew a direct course for home. He stopped several times to ensure that Ciara was not overly tired or afraid. She was neither; in fact, she seemed to be enjoying herself. Gideon flew out over the ocean and then turned back to approach Tintagel.

“Is that it?” Ciara called. “Is that our new home?”

“Yes,” Gideon called back. He roared happily to announce their arrival and could hear Ciara laughing with delight.

He landed softly and helped her down from his back.

“Ciara!” called Bridget, running toward them.

“Mother! I rode a dragon, Mother! Did you see?”

Embracing the little girl, Bridget lifted her up and twirled around as their people came up to meet her. Gideon found some privacy so he could shift and get dressed. Cadan was waiting with a horse and the two rode back to the main keep. As he watched his true heart and the child he already thought of as his run to greet them, Gideon knew he was home. They would be ready for whatever was coming, but for now he meant only to bask in the love of his true heart, their daughter, and the child yet to be born.

* * *
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The men entered Castle Dundalk and were greeted by both alpha and mistress.

“There was a cask of gold and jewels attached to Ciara’s saddle. Inside were two notes, one from her and the other addressed to you. The note from Ciara said that her mother sent the dragon to take Ciara to her.”

“And you just let them go?” asked a distressed Arielle.

“She got up on the dragon’s back by her own choice. It looked like he turned so we could see she was safe on top of him and unafraid. She waved and called to us. She seemed quite happy.”

Ruari opened the chest. As the guard had said it was filled with coins and precious gems, along with two notes. One was obviously from Ciara and the other read:

Ruari of Dundalk,

I am Gideon, Lord of the Earth, and call

the stronghold at Tintagel my home.

As you have probably realized, I am the

last of the dragons.

Your brother’s widow is my true heart,

much like your fated mates. She has

become one with me and as I write this

is preparing for our bonding ceremony

and to carry the first dragon-shifter to

be born in millennia.

Bridget tells me that wolf-shifters have

no comparable tradition, but I offer

this small token as a gift in the hopes

that there can be peace between us.

Gideon

P.S. Ari—Gideon has come for

Ciara at my request. She is my

child and will be raised as a wolf.

I never found the lost city but my

dragonlord has offered sanctuary

to those who need it. Be happy

for me. I hope to see you

again.

Always,

Bridget

Ruari growled. “We have no way to know if he speaks the truth or what he has done to Bridget.”

Arielle, his mate and mistress of Dundalk, smiled. “But we do. The postscript is from Bridget. Anyone might know that Arielle is mistress of Dundalk, but only those who are close to us know me by my nickname. And I recognize her hand. It is from Bridget; I’m sure of it.”

“Bridget could be his prisoner,” argued Ruari.

Arielle shook her head. “If that were the case, she would never have told him of Ciara’s existence.”

“You can’t be certain of that,” growled Ruari.

“I assure you, my alpha, I can. I am well aware of the lengths a mother will go to in order to keep her child out of harm’s way.”

Ruari hugged her close. “I know you hear the other women talking...”

Ari cut him off with a deep and sensual kiss before placing his hand on her lower belly.

“I know firsthand what I’m talking about,” she said quietly.

Stunned, Ruari looked down to see her grinning at him. He scooped her up and swung her around in his arms as those who had seen and heard her admission cheered.

“Send riders to Gareth and Alaric. Tell them the news. Connor?” Ruari said, calling for his beta. “Take a small escort and head to Tintagel. See for yourself that Bridget and Ciara are safe and happy. If so, tell the dragonlord I would propose a meeting between himself, Gareth, Alaric, and me. If what Gareth has heard from the Old Continent is true, it might not be a bad thing to have a dragon on our side.”

––––––––
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The End
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Warlord

When Rowan inherited control of her pack upon her father’s death, she vowed never to marry, and many a suitor has since been sent home disappointed. But Alaric of Ravenscar is no suitor...

He is a warlord, never defeated in battle, and he has come to take what he wants. He means to conquer not just Rowan’s lands, but her beautiful virgin body as well, and her efforts to defy him merely result in her being mounted and claimed with her well-spanked bare bottom still burning.

Soon Alaric will mark her as his mate, but first she will be thoroughly and shamefully mastered.

Buy on Amazon
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Overlord

Sloan has lived among shifters long enough to know what happens when an alpha takes a mate, but she never imagined that her turn would come to be marked and mastered. Until today...

Today Gareth of Ravenscar decided she was his, and she wasn’t given a choice in the matter.

Now, with her cheeks blushing, her bottom burning, and the evidence of his rough conquest still dripping down her bare thighs, she is beginning to understand what it truly means to be claimed.

Buy on Amazon
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Wolflord

Ruari of Clan Dundalk knew Arielle was his mate as soon as he set eyes on her, but he had planned to court her properly. When she arrives in his lands as an uninvited stowaway, however, he decides it is time for this beautiful, headstrong female to be taught her place over his knee.

As she is led to her new mate’s castle naked, blushing, and sore, with only a sheet to hide her helpless arousal, Arielle’s fury at being bared and spanked is exceeded only by her desperate need to be thrown to the ground and ravaged by the brute who just punished her so shamefully.

She won’t have to wait long...

Buy on Amazon
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Brought to Heel

Skylar Owen is not used to taking orders from anyone and the last thing she wants in her life is an alpha who will demand her submission, but her world is turned upside down after a band of rogue wolves attacks her small, all-female pack. Ordered to disband her pack so that she can be matched with a mate, Skylar defies the Ruling Council, only to be hunted down and captured.

Though he can tell Skylar will be trouble the moment he sets eyes on her, Dylan Grainger knows how to tame a wayward woman, and it isn’t long before the beautiful, feisty redhead is tearfully promising obedience as her bare bottom is soundly spanked. But Dylan quickly realizes that Skylar is much more than just a headstrong female in need of an alpha’s firm-handed correction.

With each passing day, he grows more certain that she is his mate, and he knows that soon he must claim her, mark her, and take her hard and thoroughly. But will she resist her instincts, or will her body’s response to his bold dominance leave her in no doubt that she belongs to him?

Buy on Amazon
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Marked and Mated

Darby Callan doesn’t want a mate, but it isn’t up to her. Her old pack has been disbanded, and when the powerful, handsome alpha of a well-established pack makes it clear that she belongs to him, her instincts reveal the truth of his words despite her furious protests and attempts to escape.

Jean-Michel Gautier knows that his new mate’s past makes her wary of him, but an alpha cannot tolerate disobedience, and when Darby defies him he strips her bare and spanks her until she is sore and sobbing. Her beautiful body’s response to his dominance is obvious, and his stern correction leaves her helplessly aroused, but before he claims her he plans to make her beg.

Naked and quivering with desperate, shameful need, Darby cannot help pleading with Jean-Michel for the climax she has been denied, and soon she is crying out with pleasure more intense than she would have ever thought possible as he makes her his. But when the vicious brute who once hurt her comes looking for Darby again, can she trust her new alpha to protect his mate?

Buy on Amazon
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Mastering His Mate

After she was injured in an attack by a rogue band of wolves, Rosalyn Kincanon awoke to discover that her life had changed forever. Angry and distraught, she fled from those that nursed her back to health and found her own place in the world. But now the all-female pack she helped lead has been disbanded and the women are to be claimed as mates whether they like it or not.

The moment Oliver Halsey saw Rosalyn, he knew she was his mate. But she was born a human, and the vicious brutes who turned her did so against her will, so he set aside his rights as alpha and gave her the freedom she needed to come to terms with her new reality. Now her time is up.

Oliver knows what Rosalyn needs, even if she doesn’t. When she runs, he will catch her and bring her back. When she disobeys, he will bare her and punish her. He will take her harder and longer than she would have ever thought possible, and she will scream and beg as one climax after another is forced from her naked, quivering body. It is time for his mate to be mastered.

Buy on Amazon
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Taking His Mate

Years ago, Madeline Stone was attacked by a rogue band of wolves. Now they are hunting her again, but to get to her, they’ll have to go through Griffen Owen. The ex-Special Forces operative is the rightful alpha of his pack, and the moment he sets eyes on Madeline he knows the beautiful, feisty human is his mate. But to keep her safe, he will need to teach her to obey.

Doing as she is told doesn’t come easily to Madeline, and it isn’t long before she finds herself naked, helpless, and tearfully promising to be good as her bare bottom is soundly spanked. Her mate’s mastery of her body is put on full display as Madeline is brought to a quivering, shameful climax while still over his knee, and soon she is begging to be taken hard and thoroughly.

Madeline’s need for Griffen only grows stronger as she is marked and claimed, and his savage lovemaking leaves her in no doubt that she belongs to him. But with war brewing between the packs, can Griffen protect his mate from both their enemies and her own headstrong defiance?

Buy on Amazon
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Claimed and Mated

When Catherine Livingston travels to Italy to investigate her sister’s disappearance, it isn’t long before she crosses paths with the man who has been ravishing her almost every night in her dreams. More shocking still, the mysterious, darkly handsome stranger leaves her in no doubt that he is well aware of the connection between them and he has no intention of ignoring it.

Marco DeMedici seems to all but own the city of Florence, and it soon becomes clear that he will not rest until Catherine belongs to him, even if it means carrying her off, stripping her bare, and spanking her until she is sobbing, obedient, and begging him to take her hard and thoroughly.

Despite Catherine’s efforts to run from him, her body’s response to Marco’s stern dominance cannot be denied, and when he reveals that he is an alpha shifter it only makes it more obvious that her world will never be the same. She will be his mate, and the only thing left up to her will be how loudly she screams his name as he claims her as roughly and shamefully as he pleases.

Buy on Amazon
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Claimed and Mastered

Ava Rhys has always chafed at submitting to the authority of her pack’s alpha, but when he tries to sell her body in return for money and influence, she decides she would be better off on her own. Ava’s plans to live as a lone wolf in the backwoods of Maine are thrown into turmoil, however, when the local game warden makes it his business to take her in hand, and the battle-hardened former Army Ranger soon proves to be just as fiercely dominant as any alpha shifter.

Declan Collins knows a woman in need of a man’s firm hand when he sees one, and it isn’t long before Ava is kneeling naked at his feet with her well-spanked bare bottom on display. Once he has taught her a better use for her sassy mouth, she quickly finds herself screaming her helpless, shameful submission into the bedsheets as he claims her so roughly and so thoroughly that she is left in no doubt that she belongs to him and there is nothing whatsoever she can do about it.

With each passing day he masters her body ever more completely, never hesitating to punish any hint of defiance before using and enjoying her in ways more humiliating than she could have ever imagined. But when instinct causes her to bite him in the throes of yet another intense, desperate climax, will she lose him forever or will she end up mated to an alpha shifter after all?

Buy on Amazon
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Hunted and Claimed

Riley decided years ago that she would be better off on her own, but when the alpha of the local pack finds out there’s a lone wolf causing trouble on his turf he takes matters into his own hands.

As far as Cameron Nichols is concerned, Riley will be joining his pack whether she likes it or not. Her only choice will be whether to submit to his authority with or without needing to be stripped bare and spanked over his knee until she is kicking and crying and promising obedience. When she chooses the latter, the Navy SEAL turned cowboy is more than happy to oblige.

But Cameron knows instantly that Riley isn’t just a feisty female in need of an alpha’s firm hand. She is his mate, and she knows it too, despite her best efforts to deny it. No matter how many times she tries to run, he will always chase her down, punish her thoroughly, and then mount and claim her so roughly that all she can do is scream her helpless, shamefully intense pleasure into the pillow as her body betrays her and surrenders ever more completely to his demands.

Buy on Amazon
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Captured and Claimed

Taken captive, held prisoner, and turned against her will by the leader of a rogue pack, Shannon Livingston was just about to be sold at auction. Then an alpha wolf decided she belonged to him.

The moment James Norris sets eyes on Shannon, bare and on display yet still fierce and proud, the former special-ops agent knows the beautiful spitfire is his mate. Disobedience quickly earns Shannon a sound spanking, and despite her fury at his bold dominance, her helpless arousal is undeniable as she is claimed hard and thoroughly with her well-punished bottom still burning.

But when another band of wolves attacks the auction before James has time to put his rescue plan into action, mistrust born of harsh experience leads Shannon to seize her chance to escape. When her mate tracks her down, will she remain defiant or surrender to her instincts at last?

Buy on Amazon
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More Stormy Night Books by Delta James
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Taming His Cowgirl

When her father’s will leaves control of the family ranch to Ryder Malone, the very same man who once broke her heart, Sierra Morgan is more than a little upset. The last time she saw Ryder she shot his hat right off his head, earning herself a long, hard spanking on her bare bottom that left her sore yet helplessly, infuriatingly aroused, and she had hoped to never see him again.

Ryder has not gotten over Sierra, and this time he isn’t going to let her run off without giving him a chance to tell her how he feels, even if that means lassoing her and tying her to a chair.

If she wants to inherit the ranch she loves, Sierra will have to work alongside Ryder for a year and convince him she is ready to run it. Though she plans to spend that year making his life a living hell, when she pushes the stern, handsome cowboy too far she soon ends up over his knee again. But this time her body’s response to his dominance cannot be ignored, and when Ryder takes her in his arms and claims her thoroughly Sierra is left in no doubt that she belongs to him.

Sierra is not used to doing as she is told, however, and when she is reckless with her safety she quickly discovers that Ryder will not hesitate to punish her in ways that leave her cheeks blushing crimson and her bottom sore both inside and out. His stern, shameful correction merely increases her need for him, but once the ranch is finally hers, will she still want him by her side?

Buy on Amazon
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Tamed on the Ranch

After she takes a job at the Crooked Creek ranch, Melody Jackson quickly hits it off with handsome cowboy Luc Girard, and it isn’t long before she is begging shamefully for more as the ridiculously sexy rodeo champion gives her the ride of her life. But Luc is the kind of man who expects to be obeyed, and when Melody’s disregard for his instructions puts her in danger, she soon learns the hard way that he will not hesitate to punish her bare bottom both inside and out.

Luc’s stern correction leaves Melody blushing crimson yet deeply aroused, and her need for him only increases as he claims her ever more thoroughly over the coming weeks. But when she is finally forced to reveal the secret she has been keeping from her employers, will Melody end up losing not only her job but also the man who has both mastered her body and tamed her heart?

Buy on Amazon
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Virgin Tribute

I was not asked. I was chosen. Every year, the creature who keeps our community safe requires a virgin as tribute, and every year she is thoroughly ravaged and then returned ruined for any other man. No one will tell me exactly what is in store for me, I only know he’s not going to be gentle.

But the elders underestimated me, and when they left me in the sacred clearing I took the chance to escape. Now the beast hunts me, and if he finds me I can only wonder what he’ll do to me...

Buy on Amazon
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Bear

He was a man once, long ago. Now people say he is nothing more than a myth, a legend, a story locals tell one another around the campfire. The tale of the mountain man who became a bear.

But I know better. He saved my life, and he watches over me still. Because I belong to him.

The man in him is old-fashioned, from a time when a headstrong woman was taken over a knee, but the beast in him is as wild as this land itself, and when he claims me it will be truly savage.

Buy on Amazon
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Hoss

I hadn’t seen Hoss Bishop since the day I stood him up, and I don’t know what I expected to happen when I walked through his door, but I know what did happen. He blistered by bare backside with his belt and then rode me so hard I could barely stand when he was done with me.

Hoss is a brute, but my life is in danger and he’s the one man I trust to protect me, so I’ll have to take everything he gives me. He’ll use me hard and often, but maybe that’s just what I need...

Buy on Amazon
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Delta James Links
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You can keep up with Delta James via her newsletter, her Facebook page, her Goodreads profile, and her BookBub profile, using the following links:

http://eepurl.com/dK4edQ

https://www.facebook.com/DeltaJamesAuthor/

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/18197022.Delta_James

https://www.bookbub.com/authors/delta-james
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