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Chapter One              
 
   She entered the place like she owned it. As if she was simply stepping into a palace ball room. Pure poise, grace, and beauty. Girls like that shouldn’t come into taverns like this. It wasn’t good for their health.
 
   Drake looked down at the rough hands holding his ale. It wasn’t any of his business. He had enough problems of his own. The last thing he needed was to get mixed up with some high born beauty slumming through the worst part of town.
 
   Yet, he couldn’t look away for long. Something about her drew him in. Called to his inner beast. 
 
   Sighing to himself, he looked up. 
 
   She was dressed in a fine burgundy cloak. The kind that screamed wealth and too much refinement. She had pulled back the hood to reveal sun kissed blond hair and sparkling blue eyes. His stomach turned over. Pure trouble, that was what this was, pure trouble.
 
   The woman was looking for something. Her eyes searching the room. A dozen eyes were examining her in return. Cataloging every curve. In fact, almost every man in the place was evaluating his options and opportunity. Drake well knew what they were thinking, knew what they wanted. The thought roused a part of him that had been dormant for too long. His protective instincts naturally grew as he grumbled in the back of his throat.
 
   No! He reminded himself. This was not his problem. Do not get involved in their petty issues.
 
   But still, something about the woman called to him.
 
   As he watched, her eyes finally came to rest on him in the far corner. They opened wide in surprise, then narrowed as she inspected what she saw. He noticed a hint of disappointment mixed with a smidgen of interest.
 
   Smiling to himself, he shook his head and focused on his ale. Maybe, if he ignored her, she would go away. And if she hurried, maybe she’d be allowed to leave.
 
   But, no such luck. 
 
   The woman started walking towards him. Every man in the room followed every step. Their eyes devouring the subtle swing of her hips, the bounce of her golden hair, and the sparkle in her eyes.
 
   She came to stop at his table, looking down at him. Her look dismissing him like a scullery maid late in her duties. The woman had no idea who she was dealing with.
 
   “Mr. Drake?” she asked.
 
   She was probably about five years younger than himself. Maybe twenty years old. But, her eyes held a maturity that surprised him a little. This woman may be young, but she knew what she wanted, and had a confidence well beyond her years.
 
   “Just, Drake,” he answered.
 
   She hesitated for a moment, obviously surprised he had not risen.
 
   “May I join you?” she asked as she began to remove her kid gloves. Not hearing an answer, she sat on the wooden bench across from him, her eyes letting him know she was not amused. 
 
   Drake leaned back and studied her for a moment. The woman was beautiful, no doubt, but there was something more. An inner strength that surprised him. A strength that did not hide her femininity. He was impressed. Not an easy accomplishment in one so young.
 
   Emily, the barmaid, approached hesitantly, as if afraid of waking a fearsome beast. She glanced at Drake, then back at this strange woman.
 
   “Water please,” the woman said with a soft smile.
 
    “You don’t drink the water in this place,” Drake said, as he shook his head. “Get her ale, and get me another.”
 
   The beautiful woman stopped for a moment as she studied him. Then, nodded her head to the barmaid and finished removing her gloves, placing them neatly on the worn table between them. Touching them, probably afraid she might lose them. 
 
   What did she think? That he was going to steal her gloves and run out of the tavern? The safety of her gloves should be the least of her concerns at the moment.
 
   She continued to look at him, most likely trying to decide whether she should continue, or change her mind and run. He well knew what she saw. A man, larger than most, with thick black hair and a scar that bisected his eyebrow. A man who only knew how to scowl.
 
   Her eyes took in his forest green jacket, then lingered on his hands around the ale cup. His long fingers were rough and not as clean as they should have been. They would tell her of a man who used those hands to make his way in the world. 
 
   At last, she seemed to come to some kind of decision. Her back straightened, and her eyes narrowed on him.
 
   “I am Elsbeth Beaumont,” she said.
 
   “I know who you are, Princess. Every man in the place knows who you are,” Drake answered as he took a long pull on his ale. 
 
   She was nonplused for a moment. Obviously surprised. She didn’t get out much, he realized. Especially not to taverns such as this. 
 
   Pulling herself together, she said, “I need your help, Mr. Drake …”
 
   “Just, Drake,” he said with a smirk. He knew that the fact that he insisted on using only his first name disturbed her. It gave him license to call her by her first name. Something that not many people in the Kingdom did. The fact that she found it disturbing pleased his soul for some reason. He liked making her uncomfortable. Heaven knew, it was probably a rare occurrence.
 
   Dipping her head in acknowledgement, she continued, “Very well, Just Drake, I am in need of your assistance.”
 
   “Isn’t that what your servants and advisers are for? What about the King’s Guard? From what I hear, they are very efficient in obtaining results. Regardless of what they have to do to get them. Your dungeons are full of men who failed to provide what was needed. Be it gold, or simply following instructions.”
 
   Her back stiffened, he had touched a nerve.
 
   “THE King’s Guard is why I need your assistance,” she said. - Drake noticed the absence of the word ‘My’ in reference to the Kings Guard – Interesting.
 
   He chuckled as he leaned back. “What? You want me to destroy the King’s Guard for you?”
 
   She studied him for a moment. “No, I want you to take me to a man who can.”
 
   Now, it was his turn to be surprised. He hadn’t expected that. And, who was this man she needed?
 
   “Why me?” he asked her. He thought it might be best to get as much information as possible before he turned her down. You never knew what might be valuable at a later date. Besides, he liked sitting across from a pretty woman. It made the ale taste better.
 
   “I was told that you were the only man who could get me across the Forbidden Forest.”
 
   He scoffed, “There’s a reason they call it forbidden.”
 
   She smiled back at him, as if he were a little boy. “Surely, you don’t believe in dragons?” she said. “A man such as yourself? I heard that you regularly go into the forest. And so far, you seem to return unscathed.”
 
   He shook his head, “And, why do you need to go into the forest?”
 
   “I need to cross it to get to the Kingdom of Sinstra,” she said. Her expression let him know how important this was to her. A hint of fear crossed behind her eyes. His insides bunched together at the thought of anything causing this woman fear. 
 
   No, he reminded himself. He would not go down that path.
 
   “There is a road that does that,” he said, “a perfectly good road. It goes around the forest.  And, they have these thing called carriages with wheels and everything.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed in anger, she didn’t like being teased. The thought made him smile back at her.
 
   “I am perfectly aware of the road, Mr. Drake. But, it is too well guarded and will take too long.” She paused for a moment and gathered her gloves, “Now, will you help me or not?”
 
   He studied her for a moment. “Why do you need to go to Sinstra?”
 
   “You don’t need to know that,” she said with a haughty voice that seemed to end the matter.
 
   He looked at her for a long moment. “Let me get this straight. You expect me to get up from here and leave this nice, warm tavern, and this semi-acceptable ale. Risk my life on a daily basis to spend the next five to seven days sharing a campfire with you. But, I don’t need to know the reason why?” 
 
   Shaking his head, he returned to finishing off his ale. The woman could leave, for all he cared. How dare she think that her problems were worse than his? That just because she was a princess, he should drop everything to help her, all the while, never knowing the reason why. 
 
   See, this was why he hated people, they were so, so ... Selfish, yes, that was the word, selfish.
 
   She looked at him for a long minute, trying to decide what to say.
 
   “I can pay you,” she said. “I have gold.”
 
   “I don’t need gold,” he responded.
 
   She drew back in surprise. He was sure that in her world, everyone needed gold. He bet that she rarely came across someone who had all that he needed. The idea that he couldn’t be bought had probably never crossed her mind.
 
   At last, she let out a long sigh, “I need to reach Sinstra so that I might obtain Prince Julian’s assistance.”
 
   “Assistance with what?” he asked.
 
   Her eyes drew together. She didn’t like being pushed. There was a stubborn streak in this girl a mile wide, he realized, the thought pleased him for some reason. 
 
   “I need Prince Julian’s assistance to help me obtain my crown,” she said, as if admitting the worst secret imaginable. Drake wondered if she was more ashamed of the fact that she needed assistance or that she had to go outside her own kingdom to get it.
 
   “My uncle, the Regent” she continued, “refuses to allow me to be coronated. He controls all the levers of power, the King’s Guard, the treasury, even my maids, and servants. Everyone is afraid of him.”
 
   “For good reason, Princess. Your uncle is known to be a rather unpleasant person.”
 
   “Don’t you see? That is why I must become Queen, only then can I stop him.”
 
   Drake shook his head at her naiveté. The only way a man like her uncle could be stopped was with a sword through his heart.
 
   “What makes you think Prince Julian wouldn’t be just as bad as your uncle? Might not you be changing one jailer for another?”
 
   “Prince Julian isn’t like that. You don’t know him. He is good, sweet.”
 
   Drake chuckled to himself. A good sweet man wasn’t going to defeat her uncle. Only a ruthless bastard could kill another ruthless bastard. Thankfully, it wasn’t his problem.
 
   “So, let me see if I have this correct. You want me to guide you through the Forbidden Forest to the Kingdom of Sinstra, where you will beg Prince Julian to help you take back your land? All the time, avoiding the King’s Guard and any dragons that might be in the area.”
 
   The princess relaxed and smiled. Obviously pleased that he understood. “Yes, that is it,” she said.
 
   He studied her for a moment, then shook his head. 
 
   “No,” he said.
 
   “What?” she replied. “But, you have to.”
 
   He laughed gently, “Princess, this isn’t some fairy tale. This is real life. And, no I don’t have to help you. Let us not forget, to me, my life is more important than yours.”
 
   Her face turned white at the realization of what he was saying. He would not help her. If he wouldn’t, then who would? His heart hitched a little. Not a lot, but a little. She did seem like a nice person. And heaven knew, she was as pretty as a pink sunrise. But, no. He had his instructions, he was to avoid the political issues of the area. He was only supposed to observe and learn. Not get involved. 
 
   His heart was already regretting it. He would have enjoyed a few days alone with her. He swallowed hard, most definitely, the beast inside of him begged to be set free. To take what it wanted and never let go.
 
   Her eyes scrunched tight as the surprise was replaced by a healthy anger. Untying the knot at her throat, she pushed aside her cloak and stared at him. Ready to argue him into the ground, if necessary.
 
   The determined look in her eyes made him smile. This was a woman to challenge a man’s soul. Leaning back, he folded his arms across his chest and made himself comfortable while he awaited her tirade.
 
   She stared at him for several moments. Her hand drifted up to clasp the medallion around her neck.
 
   “Please Mr. Drake, you have to. My uncle is ruining everything my father built. He is destroying any chance of happiness the people have. The dungeons are full of those that resist. I need to get to Sinstra.”
 
   He watched her hand as she subconsciously played with the medallion. It was obviously a habit. Something she did when she was worried.
 
   Staring at the gold coin, a cold shiver traveled up his spine. It couldn’t be. Not here, not now. He leaned forward to make sure. Yes, the double-headed dragon. 
 
   His insides turned to stone. Did she have any idea what she held? Her fingers absently caressed the coin almost like she was trying to draw out its power. 
 
   No, she didn’t know.
 
   A coin, a simple metal circle of gold, had changed everything.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Two
 
   The arrogant bastard. How dare he tell her, ‘No,’ as if this wasn’t the most critical time in their history? And, he had dismissed her like some silly little girl. No, she would not allow it. She was Elsbeth Beaumont, and this was too important.
 
   She studied him for a moment. The man was big, his shoulders alone looked like they took up half the room. He wasn’t pretty, not like Julian, but there was an attractive animalistic quality about him. Something that pulled at her insides.
 
   He was male, all man. The rough timber of his voice. The way he smelled of leather and campfire. How the ale flagon almost disappeared in his hands. Even that scar on his left eyebrow. Everything about him reminded her that she was a woman.
 
   No, Elsbeth, she thought to herself. Focus. You need this man to get you to Sinstra. After that, you will never need see him again.
 
   How dare he tell her, ‘No’? And, why wouldn’t he stop staring at her chest? Her eyes were up here. Men!
 
   “Mr. Drake,” she said in an exasperated voice, “I am aware that I am asking a lot. I am sure you have important things to do, such as …” her mind drew a blank. What would a man like this do each day? Wrestle bears? Maybe carve out caves to live in?
 
   “That medallion,” he said, interrupting her.
 
   Elsbeth despised being interrupted. Her uncle did that to her. It was as if they didn’t think what she had to say was of any importance.
 
   “As I was saying,” she continued.
 
   “The medallion,” he said again, “where did you get it?”
 
   “This?” she asked as she pulled it up to look at it. To the rest of the world, a simple gold coin with a small hole drilled in the top for the silver chain to pass through. To her, the most precious of possessions. When she was eight, her mother had taken her aside and told her that the medallion would bring her luck. That it was passed down from mother to daughter and that she would be expected to do the same.
 
   “My mother gave it to me,” she answered with a frown. Why was he focused on the medallion? They needed to discuss what it would take to get him to change his mind.
 
   “I will take you, in exchange for the medallion,” he said. 
 
   Her heart jumped, he would help. But, the medallion, she could not give that up.
 
   “I have other gold. I told you. I can pay you.”
 
   “No, it must be the medallion,” he said. His eyes refused to leave it. He watched her fingers rub across it like she had done a thousand times before. She looked down at it, again. An inch and a half across. A two-headed dragon in flight, beautifully stamped into the metal. Elsbeth had never seen another coin like it. But still, it was only one coin. She could give this man a bag of gold coins.
 
   “Why?” she asked.
 
   “You don’t need to know,” he said with a teasing smile. “If you want my help across the Forbidden Forest, then that is my price. The medallion around your neck. The moment we reach Sinstra, then the medallion is mine. Do we have an agreement?”
 
   She looked up at him. His emerald green eyes had changed. More focused, more serious.
 
   Her mother’s medallion, though, could she part with it? Her stomach turned over at the thought of losing it. But, there was no other choice. Her people needed her. She must do this. Julian was the only chance she had of gaining her crown.
 
   She dipped her head in acceptance, “Very well, Mr. Drake. Once we reach Sinstra, the coin is yours.”
 
   His shoulders slumped in relief as he smiled at her. “One more thing, Elsbeth,” he said.
 
   Her heart jumped at the sound of him saying her name. It sent a warmth down her spine. Who knew that a simple word could hold so much power?
 
   He smiled at her. The bastard realized the effect he had on her. “I am your guide,” he said. “Not your slave, not your servant. If we are to survive the next few days, you must do what I say, when I say it. No arguing. No complaining that the task is too hard. I am in charge in all things. Can you do that, Princess? Can you surrender control?”
 
   Her stomach curled up into a tight ball at the thought of surrendering control to this man. Her mind immediately thought of what it might be like to surrender her body to him. She couldn’t push aside the visions that danced into her mind. Allowing him to take her. His big arms holding her next to him. 
 
   What would it be like?
 
   No, Elsbeth, she thought, that is not what he meant. Stop being silly. 
 
   She swallowed hard and nodded her head, “I understand, Mr. Drake. When it comes to the trail and crossing through the forest, you are in charge.”
 
   He smiled. He’d recognized her tight definition and why she had been so specific. A spark jumped into his eyes and for some reason, she was sure that he was having the same visions as she. The thought turned her insides to mush. 
 
   For the first time, she realized, this trip was going to be so much harder than she had anticipated. A sense of dread mixed with anticipation washed over her. She looked away, less he see what she was thinking. 
 
   He chuckled and asked, “When do you wish to leave?”
 
   “Now,” she said, glancing at him from under her brow, waiting for an explosion at the quick timing. “Once they discover I have left the castle, my uncle will send the King’s Guard to look for me.”
 
   He didn’t explode, instead, simply nodded his head, as if she had asked him to step across the street.
 
   “Well then,” he said as he pushed himself up from the table, holding out a hand for her, “we should get started.”
 
   Her head barely came to his shoulder. The man was tall, and very strong. His arms looked to be the size of small tree trunks.
 
    Swallowing hard, she began to make her way to the tavern door.
 
   They had barely made it two yards when a greasy giant stepped into their way. He was almost as big as Drake. With small beady eyes, and long, lanky hair that hadn’t been washed since last summer. She gasped when she saw the lecherous look in his eyes as they traveled over her body. 
 
   “Where you going?” the man asked Drake, his stare never leaving her breasts. “I thought we’d share.”
 
   Drake stepped in front of her and shook his head. Then, with a movement so fast it barely registered, he struck the man in the throat. One quick hit and the man was on his knees, his hands wrapped around his injured throat, gasping for air.
 
   She blanched at the quick violence. How dare Drake do such a thing? There had been no call to act so violently.
 
   “Thank you,” Drake said as he reached over the now kneeling man and retrieved the man’s pack. “We will be borrowing this for a few days. I’m sure you won’t mind.” Drake dumped the contents onto the table and slung the empty pack over his shoulder.
 
   He grabbed her elbow and started guiding her out the door, all the while keeping himself between her and the other men in the room.
 
   Once they were outside, she yanked her arm from his grasp and turned to give him a piece of her mind.
 
   “Why did you do that?” she demanded. “He hadn’t struck at you. He hadn’t touched you. Why hurt him like that?”
 
   He looked back down, his brow knitted, like he was trying to figure out a strange new puzzle. At last, he leaned back and laughed.
 
   “You are serious,” he said with disbelief. “The man wanted to pull you into a corner and rape you. What is more, there were five other men willing to hold you down while he did it. As long as they got a turn afterwards.” He shook his head, obviously unable to believe someone could be so naive. 
 
   Her insides hardened. The coarseness of his words struck her. Was that what the man meant? Had she really been in danger? She had been so set on getting help that she had never really examined her surroundings. A fact that must not be allowed to happen again. This world was different. She no longer lived in a high room of a strong castle.
 
   “Come on,” he said as he took her arm again, “we have to hurry. Knowing you, you probably left a trail a mile wide for the King’s Guard to follow.”
 
   She hurried after him as he marched quickly across the yard to the barn.
 
   “Where are your things?” he asked.
 
   “There,” she said, pointing to the three bags in the corner, “The bay in the next stall is my horse. And, the roan next to her is for the bags.”
 
   He threw his head back and laughed. “Oh, Princess. You are special.”
 
   She frowned as she tried to understand what he meant. The frown was quickly replaced by a sense of shock as he started pulling things from her bags. Some he stuffed into the new pack, other he threw aside.
 
   When he tossed her underthings into the mud, she screamed and tried to pull him away.
 
   “What are you doing?” she demanded, as she tried to put her things back without him seeing. She pushed at his shoulder. It was like trying to move a barn. The man didn’t budge.
 
   “We have to travel light,” he said as he continued to transfer things. At last, he finished. Stepping across the barn floor, he retrieved another, much larger pack, from a dark corner. She knew instantly that this was his.
 
   “But, the horses?” she said. “I am sure Benjie can carry your pack as well,” she said. 
 
   He just looked at her and shook his head. A new fear began to build inside her as she waited for him to explain. A coldness gripped her as she realized what he was going to say.
 
   “We’re not taking the horses,” he said, giving voice to her worst fear. 
 
   “Why not?” she asked. Her hands on her hips, she needed to get to Sinstra. She was not going to walk all the way.
 
   “Why not?” he parroted back at her. “Because horses draw dragons like honey draws bees.”
 
   The air left her lungs. He said it like it were real. As if he truly believed in dragons. 
 
   “Come on, Princess,” he said as he took her arm once again. “We have a long way to go.”
 
   She almost fought him then and there. But, she remembered her goal. Julian. She needed to reach help, and this was the only man who could get her there.
 
   They continued on. She thought back to the way he had called her ‘princess.’ She hated it when he called her ‘princess,’ she determined. He said the word almost with a sneer, using it like it was an insult or something. She much preferred it when he called her Elsbeth. The word rolled off his tongue, like it was important.
 
   Sighing to herself, she skipped to try and keep up. The idiot’s legs were too long. It was going to be a rather frustrating trip if he kept this pace. Her heart raced - the pace of their journey was the least of her problems.
 
   She would be alone with this man. What was more? It would be impossible to stop him if he wanted to take her. The next thought that jumped into her head was to wonder why she would want to stop him.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Three
 
   Drake shook his head. It was going to take forever if she didn’t keep up. It was still early afternoon. They needed to make the forest before nightfall. He refused to make camp in some farmer’s field. They’d be easy prey for the King’s Guard.
 
   “Come on, Princess,” he said over his shoulder. He heard an angry harrumph behind him and smiled. 
 
   Suddenly, a thought flashed through his mind. Stopping, he turned and grabbed a good section of her dress and petticoats.
 
   “What are you doing?” she squealed as she hit at his hand.
 
   He ignored her and began to lift her dress.
 
   “Drake,” she yelled.
 
   “I’m just checking your shoes,” he said with a smile. Thankfully she was wearing good boots. Not those silly slippers the high born ladies wore. Satisfied, he released her dress.
 
   The look on her face was priceless. She was embarrassed that he had gotten a good look at her legs. But, behind the embarrassment was a little excitement.
 
   Interesting, he thought. The woman wasn’t a cold fish. Very interesting. His insides reacted as he smiled to himself. It was going to be a very interesting trip.
 
   Turning, he began for the forest once again. Princess had to run to keep up. The thought of her following the pace he set amused him. It was time she learned that he wasn’t one of her boot licking lackeys. 
 
   They continued on for almost another hour. Not stopping, constantly moving, as fast as he thought she could handle. He had to give her praise, she didn’t complain, didn’t whine. 
 
   He thought about telling her how well she was doing, but decided not to. Why make her feel good? It’d just come back to bite him in the ass later.
 
   The dark green of the forest slowly came into view. His heart began to relax. Once inside, no one from her world would ever find them.
 
   Glancing over his shoulder, he checked the back trail. It remained empty. No one from the tavern, no King’s Guard. Maybe they might make it, he thought.
 
   Only minutes later, though, his hopes were dashed as five men, dressed in King’s Guard armor stepped onto the road. Placing themselves between them and the tantalizing close, Forbidden Forest.
 
   He heard Princess gasp behind him. She had seen their new obstacle. He glanced over his shoulder at her. She looked as white as a nun’s habit. Her eyes darted up at him, apologizing for leading him into such danger.
 
   Oh, ye of little faith, he thought as he shook his head, dropped his pack, and removed his sword. The sharp schwing sound made his heart swell. Battle, it was what he was meant for.
 
   He could feel her flinch behind him, she really had no idea how this world worked. To her, violence was some unseen event. Now, she was about to witness it first-hand.
 
   “Stay out of the way,” he said to her without taking his eyes off the men approaching.
 
   There were five. Lead by a large fellow with a steady and firm gaze. The gold chevron on his upper arm indicated he was a sergeant of the King’s Guard. A position only obtained after repeatedly proving himself on the battle field.
 
   This was not going to be easy, Drake realized. 
 
   The beast inside of him began to clamber to be released. Demanding to be set free to deal with this minor hindrance.
 
   Drake pushed the beast back down. Not all the way though, he allowed enough to remain to draw on its speed, to use its strength. If he were going to survive this, he would need every advantage imaginable.
 
   Gripping his sword with both hands, he approached. This would be over quickly, either they were down, or he would be dead.
 
   “Don’t hurt them,” Elsbeth yelled from behind. Her voice tickling the back of his neck.
 
   “Stay there,” he yelled over his shoulder. What was the woman thinking? Don’t hurt them! How did she think he was going to convince them to step aside if he didn’t hurt them?
 
   Should he ask nicely? Maybe if he got on his knees and begged. The thought sent a shiver down his spine. His ancestors would disown him.
 
   No, there was only one thing he could do. Attack.
 
   The men didn’t expect it. Most people ran when the King’s Guard came after them. They were not used to someone attacking them. The smart ones gave up without a fight. 
 
   It was the time he needed, their hesitation allowed him to get in close enough. He swung at the first swordsman while twisting to bring a foot to the second’s knee.
 
   Drake’s muscles hummed, his eyesight narrowed to just these men and their weapons. His blood pumped the strength of his ancestors into him.
 
   The beast came alive. It must if he were to survive.
 
   Twisting, turning, he fought. Sword ringing against sword. Fist against face. He parried, and thrust, always remembering, the princess’s words, ‘Don’t hurt them.’
 
   Several times, he refrained from a killing blow. Choosing to wound. Or better yet, disable. He pulled a bunch that would have crushed the man’s larynx. Instead, settling for a blow to the chin that lifted the man from the ground.
 
   He shifted his sword and brought the pommel down on the third man when he should have run him through.
 
   They were good. They fought as a team. Even the sergeant joined them. But, they were no match for the beast that burned inside of him. 
 
   He slipped a sword thrust and brought his own sword down against the man’s wrist, separating hand from arm.
 
   She said not to hurt them, but there were limits. He needed to end this quickly. He could not continue to fight like this and not let the beast emerge completely.
 
   Once that happened, there would be no going back.
 
   Twisting one last time, he grabbed the last soldier by the head and brought the man’s face down to meet an upcoming knee. There was a satisfying crunch, and the man dropped like a sack of potatoes.
 
   Drake stepped back. All five were down, three out, probably for hours. Another moaning on the ground, grasping his shattered knee, and the sergeant looking at the severed hand lying next to him.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Drake fought to get enough air, all the while, pushing his beast back under control. 
 
   He glanced back at the princess. She stared at him with a strange expression in her eyes. Probably wondering what kind of monster he was. If she only knew the truth, she would know real disgust.
 
   Sighing, he grabbed her hand and pulled her past the men.
 
   “We must hurry,” he said. “There might be more.”
 
   She didn’t resist, but continued to stare at him. Shaking her head, unable to understand.
 
   “You could have killed those men, but didn’t,” she said, as if trying to solve a complex puzzle.
 
   “You said not to hurt them, but I had to hurt them a little to get us past.”
 
   She slammed her heels into the ground and pulled her hand free from his.
 
   “I said, ‘Don’t hurt him.' Him, not them. I was telling them not to hurt you! There were five of them. I thought if I went back to the castle with them, you wouldn’t be injured.”
 
   His jaw dropped for a second as he stared at her. She was telling the truth. She really would have gone back to save him. 
 
   Women! He would never understand. Besides, there had only been five of them. What kind of man did she think he was, that he would allow them to take her?
 
   Shaking his head, he took her hand and started for the forest. This time, he made sure not to go too fast, as they hurried, side by side.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Four
 
   Elsbeth felt the approaching forest like a dark green menace, waiting to swallow them whole.
 
   She still couldn’t get past what she had witnessed on the road. The man moved so quickly, so confidently. He seemingly flowed into every action. It was like his muscles knew what to do without being told.
 
   Swallowing hard, she remembered the fear that had bubbled in her heart when she thought that he might be hurt. Although they had been together but a short while, there was something between them that spoke of something more. Or, at least the possibility of something more.
 
   Pushing the thought away, she focused on the wall of trees standing ready to greet them. 
 
   The forest was a mixture of both pine and hardwoods. A clear demarcation from the grass fields of the Kingdom. Dark, and foreboding, she could not see into its depths. 
 
   Her heart raced as she thought about what they were to do. Since she had been a child, she had heard stories of this place. Home to monsters and dragons. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, she followed Drake into the trees. It was like being consumed by a giant animal. The darkness enveloped her. The sounds of the earth changed, became muted.
 
   The tall green canopy hung over them like a cloud. Blocking out the sun. Damping the wind. 
 
   It smelled of wet, moldy leaves, rotting wood, and age. 
 
   It was older than the Kingdom. This forest had been here since time began and would be here long after there was no longer time itself.
 
   She shivered and wished that Drake would take her hand again. She felt safer, stronger, when he held her hand. Even if that meant getting pulled along like a toy wagon.
 
   Sighing, she lifted the hem of her dress and followed him.
 
   His wide shoulders seemed to relax once they were inside the tree line. It was as if he had come home. A slight smile creased his lips. 
 
   What kind of man was he? she wondered. Who could find joy in such a place?
 
   “Come on, Princess,” Drake said over his shoulder. “You’re as slow as my grandmother’s horse.”
 
   Elsbeth grit her teeth, “You didn’t have a grandmother,” she mumbled under her breath as she scrambled up a small hill. “You were probably hatched under a rock on the devil’s farm.”
 
   “What was that?” he asked with a curious frown.
 
   “Nothing,” she replied quickly. 
 
   He, harrumphed and started walking again. Ignoring her.
 
   They continued on. Within a short while, they came to a well beaten trail and turned to the right.
 
   Would this trail take them all the way to Sinstra? she wondered. Would Julian help her? He had said that he would move heaven and earth, if she but asked.
 
   She remembered the way that Prince Julian had smiled at her. As if she were beautiful. As if he liked her.
 
   The man in front of her would never look at her that way. No, not him. He’d just grunt and huff as he ordered her about. Like some beast determined that he knew best.
 
   But then, Julian didn’t have shoulders like the man in front of her. And, he most definitely didn’t have such a fine butt.
 
   Elsbeth blushed as she turned away. What was she thinking? Granted, the man’s butt was as about as perfect as you could want. And, he was right there in front of her all the time. She couldn’t exactly miss it.
 
   No, she thought. Remember, Julian is refined, sophisticated, and gentle. Nothing like the small mountain striding in front of her. Of course, Julian didn’t have that silly smirk that Drake had. The one that made her mad every time he used it.
 
   I wonder what Julian would have done if attacked by five men? she wondered. She couldn’t imagine him fighting them off. But then, few men could have. 
 
   It wasn’t fair of her to compare the two. Julian had his strong points. She was sure of it. Even if she couldn’t remember them just then. 
 
   Besides, how could she be expected to think straight, with what was just in front of her?
 
   They continued on into the woods. Several times, Drake stopped to help her over fallen logs or up muddy hills. Each time, he would look at her like she was a lost child. The man was a monster. 
 
   When they came to a rushing stream, he halted once again.
 
   “Do I need to carry you across?” he asked, as if she were a little girl who needed someone to cut her meat for her.
 
   “No,” she said simply.
 
   He shrugged his shoulders and scurried across the stones someone had placed in the stream. Each step was sure and balanced, obviously, the man had done it a thousand times. When he reached the other side, he simply turned, folded his arms across his chest, and waited.
 
   Elsbeth looked at the stones, the rushing water, and then, up at that smug face of his.
 
   She’d show him.
 
   Lifting the hem of her dress so it wouldn’t get wet, she stepped out on the first stone. It wobbled slightly, threatening to throw her into the water.
 
   She gasped and froze in place. Her legs shaking with nervous energy. Once she was sure of herself, she stepped across to the next one, her arms out wide for balance, then hopped to the third.
 
   She would have been alright, but he hadn’t warned her about the moss. No one had ever told her how slippery moss could be. A lack in her education that could not be blamed on her.
 
   Her foot slipped on the slick green moss as her heavy pack unbalanced her. The world began to shift. Where before it had focused on lush trees and the big man, now, it was blue sky and the on-rushing water.
 
   She squealed and tried to save herself, but it was too late. Her heart jumped with fear. She was going to fall in the stream and he was going to laugh. There was nothing to stop it.
 
   Strong arms seemed to appear from nowhere and scope her up inches from the water.
 
   Drake stood in the middle of the stream, water rushing around his legs. Holding her like a newborn bird. Smiling down at her and shaking his head.
 
   Oh, how the man loved to be right. The smug bastard.
 
   How had he done that? she wondered. How had he shifted from the edge of the stream to catch her? Surely, no one could move that fast.
 
   His arms felt like safe haven. Strong, hard, and impenetrable as they gently carried her to the far side.
 
   Once he safely deposited her on the other side, he shook his head and started up the trail.
 
   He didn’t even give her an opportunity to thank him. She didn’t know which was worse. Being saved by him, or being ignored by him. 
 
   They had traveled for about an hour when he stopped and stared up at the sky. Seeming to come to some kind of decision, he nodded his head.
 
   “Come on, I know a good place to camp. We need to get settled for the night.”
 
   Elsbeth’s heart skipped a beat at the mention of the night. She didn’t know what terrified her more. Being in the Forbidden Forest after dark. Or, being alone with him.
 
   Swallowing her fear, she followed him as he left the trail. Within a few minutes, they came to an outcropping of boulders. Giant oak trees covered them with a canopy of green, but enough light broke through so that the ground wasn’t wet and slippery.
 
   “Here,” he said as he shucked his pack and lay it next to the bigger gray boulder. “Put your things here.”
 
   Elsbeth’s shoulders screamed with relief as she removed her pack.
 
   “Here,” he said, as he tossed a small leather pouch towards her. “Start a fire and I’ll go get us dinner.”
 
   She caught the pouch, fumbling it before she could secure it from falling. What was she supposed to do with this? 
 
   Before she could ask, the man was gone. Sinking into the forest like a wisp of wind. 
 
   Her heart turned over. She was alone, she realized. Alone, and the insufferable jerk wanted her to start a fire.
 
   An owl screeched in the distance, making her skin crawled with fear. What was out there? she wondered. A bear, wolves, a dragon? Swallowing hard, she tried to regain control of herself. Now, was not the time to panic. Later, she could panic later. Now, she needed to figure out how to start a fire.
 
   Gathering wood, the good, strong, solid type that could burn for hours. She arranged them into a tower and bent to get them going.
 
   She was still striking the flint almost thirty minutes later when Drake finally returned.
 
   He halted, tilting his head as he looked at her, then at the stack of wood, then back at her. He grimaced and tossed three good sized rabbits to the side as he approached.
 
   “Don’t you know how to start a fire?” he asked, as if unable to believe someone could be so dumb.
 
   She felt her hackles rise, how dare he question her. 
 
   “Don’t you know how to be nice?” she asked. “I tell you what, you forgive my lack of skills at starting fires and I’ll forgive your inability to be human.”
 
   Shaking his head, he knelt down and tore her nice stack of wood apart.
 
   “Watch,” he said, “you can do tomorrow’s.”
 
   Pulling off small bits of wood he created a nice nest. He showed her how to strike the flint and how to blow on the ember until it caught. Once it was going, he gently laid small twigs over it. Ever increasing the size of the wood until he had a warm fire burning.
 
   He made it look so easy. No wonder he thought she was dumber than a rock. Well, she’d like to see him do needle point. She was sure that she could pull a tighter stitch than him.
 
   He quickly skinned the rabbits and set them to roasting. Removing a small pot from his pack, he filled it with water from the goat skin and threw in a handful of rice and a pinch of salt. Glancing at her, he set the pot next to the fire.
 
   Once dinner was cooking, he rolled out two blankets and indicated she should take a seat.
 
   Every so often he would turn a rabbit or stir the rice. 
 
   She watched everything. She was in the forest now, she reminded herself. If something happened to him, she would have to care for herself.
 
   But he made it look so easy. Every movement graceful, balanced. 
 
   Her stomach rumbled at the smell of the roasting meat. How embarrassing, she thought, as she turned to hide her blush. What must he think of her?
 
   They continued to sit in silence. Every so often he would feed the fire another branch.
 
   “So tell me, Elsbeth, how did you know to find me?”
 
   His question startled her. Of all the things to ask, that had not been what she would have selected.
 
   “Two castle maids,” she said. “I overheard them talking about a man who went in and out of the Forbidden Forest, as if he owned it.” She frowned to herself. “One of them was rather impressed with you. And, it wasn’t just your ability in the forest.”
 
   He laughed. “That would be Jenny,” he said. “She does like to talk.”
 
   “You know a castle maid?” she said in surprise.
 
   “I know several,” he replied, “but, Jenny is the one who really likes to talk. I swear, the women is never quiet.”
 
   Elsbeth felt a sinking feeling deep inside. Of course, the maids had fallen for this man. Who could blame them? Big, strong, fearless, handsome. What more could a woman want? Especially, if you were into that whole rough, outdoors type.
 
   Thankfully, she wasn’t. She preferred quiet, intelligent men. Like, Julian.
 
   She thought of the maids as they had talked. The smile on Jenny’s face as she had thought of this man and the way they giggled when they discussed his prowess in bed.
 
   It wasn’t fair, she thought. The maids got to enjoy life. Got to be with men. Experience what it felt like to be a woman. She had to remain chaste. It was what was expected of a Princess.
 
   Why? she wondered. Just so she could be married off to some short, fat, Earl, who didn’t know the difference between a sword and a spoon?
 
   A sharp burst of jealousy passed through her. Not just at the fact that the maids had an opportunity to be with a man. But, at the fact that they had been with this one.
 
   He looked at her for a moment. She could swear the man could read her thoughts. It was as if he knew what she was thinking. She blushed and turned away, less it be confirmed.
 
   Chuckling under his breath, he removed the rabbits from the fire and placed the rice between them. 
 
   “Here,” he said as he tried to hand her one of the skewers.
 
   Her mouth watered with the wonderful aroma of cooked meat. But, how was she supposed to eat them?
 
   He saw her questioning confusion and said, “With your hands. That’s why they invented napkins.” He smiled and tossed her a small cloth that looked like a rag from an old cotton shirt.
 
   Shaking his head, he removed a rabbit and began to eat. Every so often he would use his fingers to scoop some rice.
 
   She watched him, her stomach begging her to hurry up and eat. At last, she could put it off no longer, holding the stick at each end, she took a bite of the rabbit.
 
   Her insides melted with joy. It was delicious. She took another bite, and then another. Soon, a small river of grease ran down her chin. But she didn’t care, she must have this.
 
   He laughed, “You’ve got a little here,” he said pointing at her chin.
 
   Her stomach clenched in embarrassment. What would her etiquette teacher think of this? She’d turn over in her grave. Or worse, rise up from that grave and scold her for being so un-ladylike.
 
   Twisting away, she used the cloth to clean her face, then returned to eating the rabbit. Only when it was fully gone did she push back her qualms and take a portion of the rice.
 
   Of course, the damn rice was perfect. A fact that only made her more upset. 
 
   They continued to eat in silence. Both of them focused on the food.
 
   When they were done. He gathered the bones and buried them away from the camp. He returned and stretched out next to the fire. His long legs taking up half the forest.
 
   She laid down out on the blanket and tried to relax. Her legs hurt from the long walk, her shoulders ached, and she’d split a nail when grabbing a root to help her up a steep climb. But worse of all, she felt grimy. The day’s travels had embedded a layer of dirt into her skin. This is only the first day, she realized. How far must they go? On foot, no less.
 
   The sounds of the forest washed over her as the day turned to dark.  They continued to sit there, feeding the flames. Simply relaxing.
 
   No demands, nothing that waited to be done. She was comforted by the knowledge that they could be with each other, and neither feel the need to talk. They could just be.
 
   Suddenly, the sounds of the forest halted. It was as if someone had drawn a blanket over a window. Nothing, no night birds calling. No frogs croaking. Even the insects had gone quiet.
 
   The world had disappeared into the night.
 
   Drake sat up. His eyes searching.
 
   “Stay here,” he said as he got up.
 
   Elsbeth rose to join him. How dare he order about like that?
 
   She remembered their agreement at the tavern. But, that didn’t mean he had to be so mean about it. A kind request would be so much nicer. But then, she doubted this man knew how to be kind. It seemed the forest bred, boorish, brutes who only talked in simple sentence and single syllables. 
 
   “I mean it,” he said. “Stay here, keep the fire going, and keep your back to the rock.”
 
   “What is it?” she demanded. Her heart raced, and her breath couldn’t come fast enough as fear washed through her. He was concerned. She could see it in in eyes.
 
   “Here,” he said as he passed her his sword. 
 
   She gulped. It was serious. Her anger at him washed away.
 
   He smiled reassuringly at her, then disappeared into the night.
 
   “Drake,” she called after him. How could he leave her alone like this? Shivering, she threw another branch onto the fire, then scooted back to the boulder, her hands gripping his sword so tight her knuckles began to ache.
 
   Still, the forest was quiet. A deep foreboding quiet that sent shivers throughout her body. It seemed the animals were waiting. Waiting for something to pass.
 
   Her heart raced, and her mouth went dry. How dare he leave her alone? Why? What was out there that could make him act this way. Why didn’t he need his sword? How was he to defeat their enemies without a sword?
 
   A distant branch snapped, then another. She flinched, her ears straining to hear anything approaching. The night was dark, the tree cover made it even darker. She knew in the depths of her soul. Sound would be her only warning, and it wouldn’t be much.
 
   It was as if she were buried in a black cave. Waiting to be devoured. 
 
   A soft whoosh above her made her cringe. She looked up where the smoke from the fire disappeared into the leaves above. A dark shadow passed above the trees.
 
   The shadow briefly blocked out the stars. No form, no substance, just a dark patch on a dark sky. Moving slowly, searching.
 
   She froze, as a primeval fear rose inside of her, making her want to scream. What was it? What could make her feel such dread?
 
   The night remained quiet. She continued to grip the sword as she searched the sky above her. Holding her breath, she waited. But, the shadow was gone. It didn’t reappear. Leaving her with a sense of empty hope.
 
   What could it have been? Her insides had turned to ice. Where was Drake, had he seen the shadow? Did he know what was out there?
 
   Her heart threatened to break at the thought of him hurt somewhere. Needing her help. Should she go look for him? 
 
   The thought of stepping into the night, away from the fire, sent a new bolt of fear through her. No, Drake had told her to stay there. She would do what she had been told. For once in her life. She would listen.
 
   Another branch broke. Snapping like a whip. She jumped, but nothing happened. 
 
   Slowly, the night returned to normal. First, a few insects began to chirp, then a frog joined them, calling for a mate. Her heart began to return to normal.
 
   If the animals weren’t afraid, then she shouldn’t be, right? After all, who would call for a mate if they were in danger of being eaten? It wouldn’t happen, right?
 
   It felt like hours passed, but at last, she heard Drake call her name from the forest.
 
   “Elsbeth,” he said. His voice, strong and secure. “It’s me.”
 
   He stepped out of the darkness and into the soft yellow glow of the fire, like a god returning to earth. 
 
   She didn’t think, didn’t ponder what was the right thing to do. She just reacted by dropping his sword and throwing herself into his arms.
 
   He was safe. The monsters of the night had been defeated.
 
   She felt his arms wrap themselves around her as she sunk into his hard chest. The man was like a rock in a raging storm. 
 
   Her rock.
 
   “You bastard,” she said stepping back, then punching him in the arm. “Don’t leave me alone like that again. Do you hear me?”
 
   He chuckled and shook his head.
 
   “You were never in danger, Princess. I assure you.”
 
   She wanted to argue with him. Wanted to pound her fists into that large chest of his so that he would understand. She had been afraid. Very afraid. A situation that she did not care to repeat.
 
   He glanced down at the blankets laying on the forest floor. The scarred eyebrow rose slightly. 
 
   “It’s going to be a cold night. Are you sure you want to sleep all the way over there?”
 
   She could have sworn there was a silly smirk behind his normal scowl. Her cheeks immediately burst into flame. He could not be suggesting they sleep next to each other. 
 
   “I assure you, Drake,” she said, “my sleeping next to you is not going to happen. While it might fulfill your wildest fantasies. I do have standards.”
 
   He laughed, “Don’t get too excited,” he said.  “It wasn’t your body I wanted. Just your warmth.  But then, that would be like asking a bull for milk. A person can’t give what they don’t have.”
 
   Elsbeth felt the air rush from her lungs.
 
   The giant oaf. How dare he?  He had the refinement of a lump of coal. What was worse, the idiot wasn’t even aware of how obnoxious he was. It was like talking to a stone. 
 
   She watched him throw a few sticks on the fire, then lay down on his blanket. The man didn’t have a care in the world.
 
   She wanted to scream. He was so frustrating. Instead, she scurried to her blankets and wrapped herself up tight. She‘d show him cold. If he thought she was standoffish before. Wait until tomorrow. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Five
 
   Drake woke to lavender and warm softness. He smiled to himself. Sometime in the night, Elsbeth had crawled in next to him. 
 
   It was amazing what a cold night would make a person do.
 
   He lay on his side, his arm draped across her middle. Her sweet curves nestled in next to him. It was enough to make a man forget himself and his responsibilities.
 
   Sighing to himself, he pulled her closer and enjoyed the moment. 
 
   Drake’s mind wandered to the night before. He had not expected to sense another beast. Not here, not now. He had been surprised. Something which was never a good thing. He hated surprises. 
 
   Luckily, the beast had fled once he had risen to join it in battle. 
 
   Still, it worried him. Why now? Was it the medallion? Had it called to the other beast?
 
   He could feel the medallion nestled between her breasts pulling at him. Begging him to take it. But, duty restrained him. His ancestor’s promise bound him.
 
   Elsbeth began to stir, she sighed contentedly in her sleep and scrunched back into him, wiggling her hips to find just the right spot. As if drawing strength and warmth from his body. He was perfectly all right with that. He could lay here all day with her in his arms.
 
   He began to grow hard next to her. How could he not, with an ass like hers pressed into him?
 
   She pushed back for a moment, then froze. As if realizing what was poking her from behind. She squealed a little and bolted away from him.
 
   Standing, she smoothed out her skirts and turned away, obviously embarrassed.
 
   He caught a brief glimpse of her pretty blushing cheeks. They looked as red as a cardinal’s wing. Such an attractive quality in a woman. But then, everything about this woman pulled at him.
 
   Smiling to himself, he rose and began to roll up the bedding.
 
   “We have a long way, Princess,” he said, “we should probably be going.”
 
   Elsbeth nodded and looked around.
 
   “I’ll give you a few minutes. Don’t wander far, everything is safe. Nothing will hurt you. But then, we need to be going.”
 
   Again, her cheeks blushed as she realized what he was telling her. She ducked her head and scurried into the bushes.
 
   A few minutes later she returned, her head held high, for all the world, a princess again. She kneeled and helped him finish packing for the trip.
 
   “A cold night,” he said in passing, “it gets like that in the forest.”
 
   She ignored him and concentrated on her pack.
 
   “How far?” she asked. As if wanting to change the subject.
 
   “Far,” he answered. “We’ll eat on the trail.”
 
   She looked at him strangely. 
 
   “Sorry, but there won’t be any cooks standing next to some tree, handing out finger sandwiches.”
 
   The look of pure scorn she shot his way was priceless. 
 
   Slinging his pack, he helped her with hers, then set off.
 
   The day would again be fair, with a slight breeze. The sun was climbing, the birds were singing. And all he could think about was this woman behind him and how it felt to hold her in his arms.
 
   Should he seduce her? Should he take what she wanted to offer? Nothing about the medallion said that he couldn’t.
 
   Then why hadn’t he?
 
    A subtle shift in his hand this morning. A few gentle words and she’d have given him what they both wanted. He knew it in his soul, the woman was made for him.
 
   But he had restrained himself. Why? His body had craved it. What had stopped him? he wondered.
 
   Sighing to himself, he began up the next hill, occasionally glancing back to make sure that Princess was keeping up.
 
   She pushed a strand of hair out of her face and looked up at him with a scowl. Obviously wishing he would die a long slow death. 
 
    A woman after his own heart. 
 
   What was she thinking about? Probably cursing him under her breath, he thought. Cursing the big oaf who thought he could take liberties with her body.
 
   Grumbling to himself, he turned and continued on.
 
   The morning passed in silence between them. The only discussion was about the trail itself. Watch that branch. Careful down this slope. Use that root for a handhold. That kind of thing.
 
   If the woman was upset at him for some reason, then the gods be praised. There was nothing more enjoyable in this world than a quiet woman doing what she was told.
 
   He would stop occasionally and gather berries or fiddle head ferns. As he had said, they ate on the trail.
 
   They had stopped for a noon break when he caught her studying the sky. A sick, uneasy feeling passed through him. Had she seen something last night?
 
   If so, why hadn’t she said anything?
 
   What would she do if she knew the truth? Would she run away in fear? For some reason, he doubted that. The woman had a backbone of iron. 
 
   No, she’d be disgusted, though. That was most definitely the case. A princess like her, she had to be.
 
   She stopped staring at the sky and returned to eating the berries in her hand.
 
   “It is beautiful,” she said.
 
   He leaned back, surprised. Where did that come from?
 
   “The forest,” she added. “I always thought of it as evil, scary, but it isn’t really. At least not during the day.”
 
   “Don’t become too infatuated with it,” he said. “There are still a dozen things in these woods that can kill you before you realize you’re dead.
 
   She smiled at him, obviously thinking that he was trying to scare her. How little she really understood.
 
   “I doubt that,” she said, not as long as you are here. I don’t think there is an animal in the world that would attack us. Not unless it was a dragon or something. Bears, wolves, they wouldn’t stand a chance.”
 
   He blanched. Why were they talking about dragons? Where was this going? And, what was with the compliment? Had she decided to drop the whole silent treatment and try to curry favor with compliments? Oh, how little she knew him.
 
   “Yes,” she continued, “I think only a dragon itself could defeat you in battle. And even then, it would take a big one, I imagine.”
 
   He didn’t answer. Instead, he studied the food in his hand. If he looked at her, she might see the truth in his eyes.
 
   Pull yourself together man, he thought to himself. You’ve got a long way to go. Don’t let a pretty figure and long eyelashes scramble your brain. Focus. Get her to Sinstra and retrieve the medallion.
 
   Tossing his remaining berries to the side he mumbled, “Let’s go,” as he started up the trail. Not waiting to see if she followed.
 
   Without turning, he knew that pretty forehead of hers was narrowed in anger. Good, he thought. Hate was good. It would help him keep his distance.
 
   .o0o.
 
   Every muscle in Elsbeth’s body screamed in pain. But, she refused to let the oaf in front of her know. She refused to give him the satisfaction of looking down at her. She refused to let the man think she were lacking in some way.
 
   The man was half billy goat. Scampering up hills and down cliffs, like he owned them. Plus, those long legs of his. It wasn’t fair, she had to take two steps for everyone one of his.
 
   Shifting the pack on her shoulders, she kept her head down and focused on her feet. One step at a time. One foot in front of the other. Don’t think of the pain. Don’t wonder how much further. Don’t let him know of your weakness.
 
   Suddenly, she felt him swoop her up in his arms.
 
   “This will go so much faster if you just let me carry you the rest of the way. You are about out on your feet.”
 
   “But …” she said as she pushed at his shoulders. It was like trying to topple a brick wall.
 
   “No buts,” he said. “Believe me, this is easier.”
 
   She felt his massive arms cradle her. He did it with such effortless grace. As if he were holding a bird, afraid to break it’s bones.
 
   Instinctively, her hands went up and around his neck. She could feel his mighty heart pounding against her ribs. The thought reminded her of waking this morning and what she had felt pressing against her backside.
 
   The thought brought an instant flush to her entire body. The pure feminine power that had washed through her at the realization that a man such as this could want her.
 
   Despite every attempt to deny herself, she lay her head against his chest and rested. He smelled of man, she thought. All man, strong, earthy, clean. The kind of smell that could seep into a woman’s soul and keep her warm for generations.
 
   What must she smell like? she thought with a start. Her heart jumped. They had been on the trail for two days. Surely, it could not be attractive.
 
   But he didn’t seem to be turning his nose up. In fact, he seemed to hold her even more gently. As if she were important to him. The thought sent a warm glow throughout her body.
 
   They continued to walk. Or, he continued to walk, she continued to rest.
 
   He focused on the trail. She focused on him.
 
   Where was he from? Did he have a family? Was someone waiting for him at home? A thousand thoughts and questions pounded into her. 
 
   But, one question refused to let go, ‘Did he have a wife?’ How could she find out? She couldn’t exactly come out and ask him. He was here to help her through the forest. Nothing more, she reminded herself.
 
   All he wanted was the medallion. She felt the cold metal against her skin. Why did he want it so much? He had been adamant in his refusal to help. Until he had seen her mother’s medallion. 
 
   The mystery nipped at her. She despised mysteries. Just as she despised surprises. Life was difficult enough to control. There was no need to add to the drama.
 
   Sighing, she allowed herself to relax. She wouldn’t be getting the answers to her questions. Not today.
 
   They traveled several more miles, all the while he never faltered. Never appeared to tire. He was like a draft horse. Big, powerful and impossible to stop. 
 
   At last, Drake stepped off the trail and weaved his way between the trees.
 
   It amazed her, how well he knew the woods. He knew them as well as she knew her castle. This was his home, of course he did.
 
   “Here we go,” he said as he gently set her down.
 
   She felt a cold emptiness when he stepped away from her. She looked around. They had stopped in a small clearing. Enough room for soft grass to grow. 
 
   A ring of rocks marked where others had camped in this very spot. Her heart jumped a little when she realized she would be expected to make a fire in those rocks. Could she do it? 
 
   He set his pack down, then helped her with hers.
 
   She dropped her own pack and twisted, turning to try and loosen the knot in her back. 
 
   “Come, I want to show you something,” he said with a secret smile. The absence of his normal scowl, startled her. He looked like a little boy wanting to share his secret fort.
 
   He grabbed her pack by a shoulder strap and took her hand, gently leading her into the trees. They walked only a short while when they broke through into another small opening. 
 
   A crystal clear pool, with steam rising into the air, lay before them.
 
   “A hot springs,” she said in wonder.
 
   The pool was at least a dozen yards across. Someone had dammed up the far end to make it even deeper. The water trickled over the edge of the rocks and down a small ravine. 
 
   Thick green moss surrounded the edge of the pool, like the collar of a dress. A faint whiff of sulfur permeated the air, turning some of the rocks on the edge, yellow.
 
   It was magical, she thought. As if fairies would come out at midnight to dance beneath the stars. She looked back up at him. Her brow knit in surprise. 
 
   He smiled back down at her. “It will help sooth those sore muscles of yours.”
 
   Her body ached to sink into its warmness. 
 
   But, she would have to disrobe, here, outside. The thought sent a tingle through her entire body. A mixture of fear and excitement.
 
   He seemed to read her mind and smiled. “I’ll be back at camp. Don’t take too long. I need my turn.”
 
   With that, he stepped back into the trees and disappeared.
 
   Would he really stay away? she wondered. Could she trust him?
 
   Who cares? she thought. She wanted a bath.
 
   Tearing into her pack, her heart raced as she searched. Yes! He had included it. A bar of soap. Her special Lavender soap. He had transferred it to her pack from her bags at the barn.
 
   The man was a genius. Had he known they would be stopping here? Had he known that she would desperately want a bath?
 
   Genius. An oaf, but a smart one. Pure genius.
 
   Reaching back, she quickly unlaced her dress and let it fall. Removing the rest of her clothes, she stood naked before the pool. Her body tingled from the cool air as she glanced over her shoulder to make sure she was still alone.
 
   What would she do if he stepped through the trees? The thought of him seeing her naked, bare, and vulnerable didn’t frighten her. It excited her, made her feel things inside that a young lady wasn’t supposed to feel.
 
   Shaking her head, she slowly slipped into the pool, one step at a time. Letting her body become accustomed to the hot water.
 
   She advanced, ever deeper, until the water cradled her breasts. She sighed with pleasure. The warm water seemed to embrace her. Pulling the soreness from her. Returning strength to her aching muscles.
 
   Oh, the pure pleasure of it. Nothing had ever felt so good. Sighing she looked back towards camp. She could think of only one thing that might make her feel better. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Six
 
   Elsbeth sat on a rock as she used a spare petticoat to dry her hair. There would be no lady’s maid to brush it tonight. No hundred strokes to make it glisten. 
 
   Maybe she could get Drake to brush her hair. The thought made her laugh. Imagine Drake taking the time to do such a thing. It seemed rather far-fetched.
 
   She ran her brush through her long hair as best she could, then turned to return to camp.
 
   Drake was standing there, at the edge of the clearing, watching her. His brow narrowed in concentration. Their eyes locked for a long moment. 
 
   He is thinking of me. He is thinking of what he wants to do to me. Her heart pounded as her mind flew to what she wanted him to do. 
 
   To take her, now.
 
   She could see the burning passion in his eyes. The way his glare traveled over her body. The way he licked his lips, as if savoring a favorite meal. 
 
   A bolt of fear struck her. She wanted this man, more than was right. Her very soul was drawn to him. Something deep inside of her pushing her towards him.
 
   She felt herself standing, preparing to go to him.
 
   The connection was broken. He looked to the side. His brow creased, obviously upset at having to pull himself away from something he desperately desired.
 
   Her heart fell, he had wanted it, too. But, his honor had held him back. Why? What was it about her that did not draw him the way he called to her?
 
   Sighing, her shoulders slumped as she retrieved her pack.
 
   “All yours,” she said indicating the magical pool.
 
   He didn’t answer. Instead, he reached to pull his cotton shirt up over his head.
 
   Elsbeth froze in place. Those massive shoulders made her almost gasp. Her eyes followed the line of his chest hair down his rock hard stomach to his pants and what lay below.
 
   She could well remember that morning and what had poked at her. 
 
   Her cheeks exploded in flame as she quickly scurried back to camp.
 
   She could have sworn she heard a soft chuckle under his breath. Almost like he was perfectly aware of what he was doing to her.
 
   The beast. He should have had the decency to pretend otherwise. Any sophisticated man would have.
 
   He had started a fire, her heart fell a little. Did he think she couldn’t do it? Or, was he just being nice? Her mind traveled a thousand different directions. He was so hard to understand. A mystery that could not be solved.
 
   Three rabbits, already cleaned, each on a spit, sat aside, waiting for his return. How did he get them? she wondered. Probably just scowled at them and they fell over dead.
 
   Everything came too easy for him. 
 
   Suddenly, a thought came to her. He would never know, she thought. Yes, she had to. This would be her only chance.
 
   Dropping her pack, she turned to sneak back into the trees.
 
   She was careful with each step. Making sure not to step on a twig, snapping it, and announcing her presence. 
 
   Although she took care, she also hurried. She needed to get there in time. Her heart pounded in her chest, her lips became dry. He wouldn’t know, she assured herself over and over.
 
   Bending, she slowly parted the leaves.
 
   Yes, she had been in time. 
 
   He stood at the edge of the pool, fully naked.
 
   Her heart stopped. Simply stopped for a moment, as she took in the sight of those wide shoulders tapering down in a strong V to the most perfect butt.
 
   Her hands ached, wanting to reach out and squeeze it.
 
   He took a few steps into the pool. Like her, he was letting himself become accustomed to it
 
   He had huge legs. Like tree trunks.  The water lapped at his knees. A sense of jealousy passed through her at the thought that other women had enjoyed him.
 
   She licked her lips and tried to swallow.
 
   The man was perfect. Every hard muscle defined. Every movement pure grace. It was enough to make a woman forget herself.
 
   Turn around, she silently begged. Please, turn around.
 
   As if reading her mind, he glanced to his left, then turned to walk backwards into the pool.
 
   She had to throw a hand over her mouth to silence a gasp.
 
   She had never seen a man. Not like this. She couldn’t take her eyes away from him. From it.
 
   It will never fit, was her first thought. And, he isn’t even fully aroused. Not like this morning. It had been harder then, demanding.
 
   But still, he was gorgeous. All man. She felt her insides begin to soften. Craving him. Needing him with every part of her soul.
 
   Drake chose that moment to fall back into the pool. Sinking beneath the water, breaking his hold on her. He came up and shook the wet hair from his eyes.
 
   A silly smirk crossed his lips. What is he thinking about? she wondered.
 
   Swallowing, she regretfully backed away. This isn’t right, she said to herself.
 
   How would she feel if he had hidden in the woods and watched her bath? She wouldn’t have been happy at all. No, she told herself as she returned to the camp.
 
   Best to put it aside. She had seen him, her curiosity had been answered. A part of her knew that all future men would be judged next to him. She also knew that all men would be found wanting.
 
   Her throat tightened as she thought about him. She couldn’t get him out of her mind. It was driving her insides into a ball of fire.
 
   The way his hand held hers when he helped her over a log. The ways his hair tickled the tops of his ears. How he had felt next to her that morning. Big, strong, warm, and hard. Oh, so hard.
 
   Chastising herself for being silly, she focused on making the camp. She rolled out the blankets. Placing them next to each other without actually touching. She rearranged the coals and set the rabbits to roasting. Taking the pot from his pack, she started some rice. Just as she had seen him do yesterday.
 
   The smell of roasting meat and the burbling bubble of the pot made her smile. Pleased with herself she sat and fed the fire small sticks. 
 
   As she stirred the rice, she glanced back at the blankets. Maybe she could put them a little closer to each other.
 
    “Looks good,” he said from the edge of the clearing. She jumped, did the man ever make a sound? Not unless he wanted you to hear.
 
   He stood there, bare chested, drying his hair with his shirt. Like a carved mountain. Hard, straight, all man. 
 
   She bit her lip and tried not to look at his body. But, it was impossible to turn away.
 
   “So tell me, did you see what you wanted to see? Did you like it?” he asked.
 
   Her heart fell to her stomach. Her cheeks grew hot with shame. He had known. All along, he had known.
 
   “I… I ah, I’m sorry,” she stuttered. “I just, I …” she shut up. What could she say that would make it right?
 
   He chuckled and shook his head.
 
   “Have you ever even seen a man before? A naked man, that is?”
 
   Her stomach rebelled with fear. Why did he have to bring it up? Why talk about it except to embarrass her?
 
   Reluctantly, she shook her head, unable to meet his gaze.
 
   He didn’t laugh at her. He didn’t tease her. Instead, he stepped closer and gently lifted her chin so that he could stare into her eyes.
 
   “You didn’t answer me. Did you like what you saw?”
 
   She couldn’t pull her eyes away from his. Couldn’t control her own thoughts and wishes. She would have sworn the man held her under a magical spell. He had become the center of her universe. The only thing of any importance.
 
   Biting her lip, she slowly nodded.
 
   His eyes blazed with passion as he lowered his head to take her lips with his.
 
   She melted. A simple kiss and she melted into him.
 
   Their time together, her life before, her future. All of it disappeared. There was just now, just him. 
 
   Her hands went up to pull him tighter. Traveling over his back. Feeling each hard muscle. Her chest pinned to his, she kissed him back. Kissed him like there was no tomorrow. 
 
   His tongue found hers, making her moan deep in her throat. He answered with a groan of lust as his hands snaked down to hold her rear. Pulling her into him.
 
   Suddenly, there were too many clothes. She needed her skin next to his. But how, what was she to do next?
 
   He could read her mind, could tell what she needed before she could even form the thought. His hands slowly unlaced the back of her dress while he continued to devour her mouth with his kisses.
 
   She felt the dress fall away and with it, her petty coat, and then her shift. She kicked it aside. All the time, keeping contact with him. Taking from him. 
 
   Her bare breast rubbed against his hard chest. It was as if a fire burned inside of him. The heat and strength radiating off of him made her mind whirl.
 
   His hands returned to her bottom, caressing, squeezing, as he rained kisses down her neck. Her nipples grew erect and hard. Her insides grew wet with excitement and anticipation.
 
   She needed more, needed it now.
 
   Her hands slipped into the waist of his pants and pushed them down. She glanced briefly and froze. He was fully aroused. Ready for her. Wanting her.
 
   She swallowed hard. It would never fit, she thought again. Especially now. 
 
   The pure maleness of it captured her, held her in thrall. She could not take her eyes off of him.
 
   He chuckled deep in his throat and gently led her down to his blanket.
 
   His lips immediately went to her breasts. As if he had denied himself too long. Taking a nipple into his mouth, he began to suck and lick.
 
   Her world came alive with new colors and sensations. He had opened a door into a new and strange universe.
 
   His hands traveled over her, caressing, fondling, squeezing. Her hands raked his back as she responded to every touch.
 
   “Oh, Drake,” she whispered, unable to believe what he was making her feel.
 
   He nipped at her shoulder, that special spot where it met her neck.
 
   “You are truly beautiful, Princess,” he said.
 
   “Please. Elsbeth, call me Elsbeth, I love the way you say my name.”
 
   She could feel him smile next to her. “Elsbeth,” he said, “you are as beautiful as a morning sunrise on a misty morn. As sweet as elderberry wine and just as intoxicating.”
 
   His words washed over her. Burying her in emotion and need. She knew it was wrong, but didn’t care. Nothing else in this world mattered but this moment.
 
   She had never felt this urgent need to couple. This need for him to cover her and take her.
 
   Arching into him, she tried to pull at him.
 
   He didn’t move. It was like trying to shift a mountain.
 
   Instead, his hand traveled down her stomach to come to rest at her core. He lifted his head to stare into her eyes as his finger found her.
 
   She threw her head back and moaned as he touched her there. Touched her where no one had ever touched her before.
 
   She felt herself swell with need, grow wet with want.
 
   He caressed and pressed his finger into her. Invading her, touching her as nothing had ever touched her. 
 
   Her heart raced. What was he doing to her? She had never felt such racing emotion. Such need and want.
 
   He slowly began to circle her spot. Driving her upward. Driving her to something new, something unknown.
 
   His lips found her breasts as his fingers continued to push her higher.
 
   “Elsbeth,” he said. Her name on his lips sent a warm shiver through her. “There are things you don’t know about me,” he continued.
 
   “I don’t care,” she said. “I know what I need to know.” Stop talking, she thought. Just touch me. Don’t ever stop touching me.
 
   “Are you sure?” he asked. 
 
   Her eyes met his, stared into their dark depths. Was she sure? How could he ask her that? Of course she wasn’t sure, but she did know, she wanted him. Needed him.
 
   “Yes,” she said as she nodded her head. She had never been surer of anything in her life.
 
   He smiled and returned to suckling at her breast. Every kiss, every caress driving her upward.
 
   At last, she could stand it no longer, she needed him desperately. Needed him inside of her. Whimpering in the back of her throat, she pulled at him. If necessary, she would beg. She needed him, now.
 
   He relented. Smiling down at her with that silly smirk of his. The one she normally found so infuriating. Now it drove her insane.
 
   “Please,” she asked.
 
   He chuckled to himself. 
 
   Smiling down at her, he slowly parted her knees with his legs. She swallowed hard with both fear and anticipation.  She glanced down and saw how big he was. 
 
   It was impossible. It would never work. How?
 
   A brief look of understanding passed behind his eyes.
 
   “I’ll be careful,” he said. “Relax,” he added as he positioned himself before her. Taking himself in hand, he pressed himself against her opening.
 
   She naturally tensed, her eyes searching his.
 
   He simply smiled and rubbed himself against her.
 
   His hardness, his pure maleness sent a warm feeling of want through her. Every fiber of her being cried for him. Every emotion inside of her was set aside so that she could have this.
 
   Slowly, he started to enter her. Just a little. Slowly spreading her wider. The strangeness surprised her. Her need drove her forward.
 
   She gasped at his largeness. Her stomach knotting up with fear, as she bit her lip. She wanted this. She desperately needed him. But still, there was fear.
 
   Fear of pain, the fear of disappointing him. But, most of all, there was the fear of what he would think of her afterwards.
 
   She pushed those fears aside and concentrated.
 
   “Relax,” he said. “I won’t hurt you,” he whispered into her ear.
 
   His voice soothed her soul. As if he had known the perfect words to say.
 
   He entered her a little more. She felt herself expanding, she could feel him filling her. Yes, this was what she needed. The strangeness, the perfectness of it all, infused her with a need for more.
 
   She wanted him inside of her. A part of her. As far inside of her as was possible. 
 
   She set aside the pain and discomfort. She ignored her fears as she placed her hands on that perfect butt of his and tried to encourage more.
 
   He smiled down at her, and slowly thrust himself into her until he reached her barrier.
 
   He halted, his eyes staring into hers. A strange look came across his eyes, as he hesitated.
 
   “Please,” she begged. “Please.”
 
   He slowly pushed forward until he was through. There was a brief flash of pain, followed almost immediately by a sense of wonder that she had taken him all.
 
   He was inside her. Buried to the hilt inside of her.
 
   He filled her. All of him was a part of her now. She had grown, expanded to take him. As if she was made for him. There was some pain, but much more pleasure.
 
   She marveled at the thought. Relished the feeling of pure joy that flowed through her. Every nerve tingled, every fiber of her body sang.
 
   Then he began to move, and her world shifted once again.
 
   Slowly at first, quicker, and quicker. Slowly building to something more.
 
   “Drake,” she screamed. “Oh, My … Yes”
 
   The feeling was so intense, and yet, her soul told her that there was something more. Something coming.
 
   Arching into him, she met his thrusts. Grinding into him. Demanding more, demanding faster. She needed him. 
 
   Her legs wrapped around his, her hands raked his back as she sought a release. He drove into her. Over, and over, and over again. Always pushing her higher.
 
   She felt … Yes … Almost.
 
   Her world exploded into a thousand stars as she felt herself become lost. A sharp, shuddering tingle traveled throughout her.  Muscles quivered, and her thoughts left her.
 
   Still, he continued to thrust into her. 
 
   “More,” she yelled. “Please, again.”
 
   He continued to move inside of her. Back and forth, ever onward, until she thought she would surely explode.
 
   He thrust into her one last time, burying himself. Throwing his head back, he roared as he finished inside of her.
 
   She felt warmth fill her. Felt him throb inside of her and she joined him in release.
 
   Her body shaking, her world ending as they finished together.
 
   He held himself above her and looked down into her eyes. That silly smirk on his face.
 
   That grin of his didn’t bother her now. She knew it was for her, he was pleased with her.
 
   Sighing, she pulled him down on top of her. She needed his weight, needed his strength. She would worry about tomorrow and next month, then. For now, she had him in her arms and the world was good.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seven
 
   Drake turned over onto his side. Elsbeth turned in her sleep to hug him from behind, her arm draped over his side.
 
   He fought the need to turn back into her and take her again. She would be sore, he reminded himself. This was new to her. He must remain patient.
 
   But the need in him was strong. The beast demanded more. It took every ounce of willpower to restrain himself.
 
   Instead, he pulled her arm tight and tried to sleep.
 
   Her virginity had surprised him. He shouldn’t have been. She was a princess after all. Yet, it had. It changed things somehow.
 
   He had been her first. That fact made him smile with pleasure.
 
   As he lay there, he wondered about this woman, and his need for her. It amazed him, this burning need to cherish and protect her. As if his very existence depended upon her happiness.
 
   She is not your mate, he reminded himself. She is a princess. A woman destined for Sinstra where she will ask another man for help.
 
   The thought sent a shaft of pure hate through him. An urge to destroy flowed into his soul. 
 
   No! He reminded himself. She is not yours. It is for the medallion only. 
 
   The thought of the coin lying next to her skin filled him with curiosity. How did her mother get it? What travels had it taken to wind up with this young princess?
 
   Sighing, he pulled her in closer to him. He could wait, tomorrow night. He knew where they would stop. It would be perfect for what he wanted.
 
   A smile crossed his lips as he fell asleep. Sleep that was filled with dreams of her, beneath him. Above him. On her knees before him. A thousand dreams, each of them better than the last.
 
   .o0o.
 
   Drake woke with the beast inside of him demanding to be set free. Wanting to stand on the highest mountaintop and roar.
 
   He pushed the monster back down and turned to find Elsbeth.
 
   The bed was empty. She stood across the clearing looking at him as if he had taken her first born. Her eyes burrowed into him, trying to understand. Trying to fathom the depths of what they had done.
 
   He could see it now. She was going to be upset. Guilty, ashamed. A thousand emotions would trouble her all day until he could put them to rest tonight.
 
   “What?” he demanded as he rubbed the sleep from her eyes.
 
   She hesitated a moment, shaking her eyes. “I didn’t know,” she said.
 
   “Didn’t know what?” he asked.
 
   “I didn’t know it could be like that.”
 
   He laughed. “Oh honey, that was but the opening event. Wait until tonight.”
 
   Her cheeks flashed with red and she hid her eyes for a moment.
 
   But, he noticed that she didn’t say, ‘no.’ Didn’t cry and whimper that it had all been a mistake. No, this woman knew what she wanted and took it. 
 
   He looked at her again, surprised at the lack of shame and guilt. He had misread her. The ladylike princess persona could be set aside for the wanton woman. Insatiable, and demanding.
 
   A powerful combination, he thought. The kind that could trap a man into wanting more. Always more.
 
   Sighing, he pushed himself up to start the day. She backed away from him, obviously afraid he might renew their liaison. Or, afraid that she might initiate something.
 
   Laughing to himself, he rolled up his bed. Their bed. It was going to be an interesting day.
 
   .o0o.
 
   Other than the initial awkwardness that morning, the day’s journey had gone well. She wasn’t a clingy woman, Drake thought.  She had too much pride for that. But she did seem to go out of her way to find reasons to touch him. Her fingers brushing against his arm. Her hand holding his a little longer than necessary when he helped her up a hill.
 
   He had made it a point not to push the pace. Her body would ache because of him. The magic of the spring would not last. It had worked yesterday. But tonight, only he would be able to salve her tired muscles. A prospect he was looking forward to.
 
   Throughout the day, he caught her looking at him strangely. Her brow creased with confusion. At other times, her eyes would drink him in. Savoring, enjoying herself.
 
   She spent most of the day smiling though. He even caught himself almost smiling occasionally. The night before had been special. He would not soon forget it.
 
   He had been with many women. But, none had drawn him in like this one. None had weaved their way into his heart like this.
 
   Grumbling to himself, he tried to shake off the feeling. No, how could he think things like that? It was her body he wanted, he reminded himself. Only her body, and the medallion.
 
   He glanced back. The sunlight caught her hair, surrounding her with a golden glow. Her breasts pushed against her bodice, her hips flexed as she stepped, curving in just the right way.
 
   The kind of way that made the beast inside of him come alive. ‘Later,’ he said. Soon, they would be there soon.
 
   They continued to walk, he made a point of not turning around and looking at her. If he did, they might never get there.
 
   “Do you have any family?” she said from behind him.
 
   He scrunched his shoulders. How to answer that? he wondered. With the truth. At least the part of the truth that he could tell her.
 
   “Yes,” he replied, “my mother, two brothers, and a sister. I am the oldest.”
 
   “No one else?” she asked. Her voice hitching, as if she were frightened about something.
 
   His brow narrowed in confusion. Wasn’t that enough. Heaven knew his family could swamp a large ship. Their drama and issues had filled his life until he had been sent away.
 
   He missed them, he realized. Even his mother. He missed the banter and friendly rivalry. He missed being with people who understood him. Who knew his faults and loved him anyway.
 
   The thought surprised him. He hadn’t thought that when he had left almost a year ago.
 
   “No, no one else,” he said in answer to her question. There would probably never be anyone else. A fact that he had come to accept long ago.
 
   A heavy release of her breath cued him into her concerns. She had been afraid that he had a wife stashed somewhere. That was what she meant by someone else.
 
   She was worried he had a wife. The thought sent a smile to his lips.
 
   Only a short while later they arrived at that day’s destination.
 
   The old stone farmhouse looked no worse for wear, it would serve them well. His body reacted when he thought of the bed inside and what was to come.
 
   He held the door for her and flourished a hand.
 
   “My Lady,” he said with a smile.
 
   Her eyes narrowed in confusion, as she glanced briefly inside the dark home.
 
   “An old huntsman’s cottage. It has been abandoned for years,” he said in response to her questioning look.
 
   She dipped her head and stepped inside. He followed, leaving the door open for some light. He threw the roughhewn shutters open, letting in even more light.
 
   .o0o.
 
   The floor was made of flagstone. A brick fireplace stood on one end, with a cane chair and a small table next to it. On the other end, to her left, a bed. 
 
   Both of them looked at the bed, and then at each other. Elsbeth felt her cheeks grow pink as she imagined laying with him.
 
   “No sleeping on the ground tonight,” he said with a smile. The idiot actually thought she was worried about sleeping on the ground. 
 
   She smiled weakly and removed her pack. Setting it down in the corner.
 
   “I’ll go get dinner,” he said as he turned to quickly leave. What? He couldn’t get away from her fast enough? All day, he had been like that. She had wanted to talk. Wanted desperately to hold him. Have him hold her. To learn about this man. What were his dreams, his secret fears? She wanted to know everything.
 
   All he wanted was to walk. To hurry up and get to Sinstra so that he could get the damn medallion.
 
   Sighing to herself, she looked around, again. Someone had left the makings for a fire. She smiled to herself. At least she could do that. She would show him.
 
   Bending, she gathered up some straw. Retrieved his flint and steel from the pouch he had lain on his pack. Being careful, she struck the steel. It took several attempts before a small spark landed in the cupped shavings.
 
   She brought it to her mouth and blew on it gently. A small hint of smoke appeared. Then, more. Her heart raced as she focused everything she had on the ember.
 
   At last, a small flame came to life. She squealed with joy as she quickly brought it to the fireplace.
 
   Setting the nest of shavings down gently, she blew onto the flames, then lay more twigs across it. Those caught and she squealed again.
 
   It was like bringing new life into the world. A sense of power and accomplishment flowed through her. She had started a fire.
 
   Gingerly tending her new creation, she slowly brought it to fulfilment. Eventfully standing before a raging fireplace. A smile a mile wide, creased her face. She couldn’t wait for Drake to return so he could see.
 
   It wasn’t long, she heard him approaching. She was sure, deep inside, that he had purposely made noise so that she would know and not be startled. Confirming it, he called her name.
 
   “Elsbeth, it’s me,” he said.
 
   Her heart hitched. The sound of his voice alone could send shivers of anticipation up and down her spine. She stepped aside and watched the door. She wanted to see his face when he saw the fire.
 
   He had to bend at the waist to fit his head under the door frame. He held three large trout, already cleaned and skewered on green branches. Her mouth began to water immediately. Thank God, she had been growing tired of rabbit. His other hand held several wild onions and other plants she was unfamiliar with.
 
   His eyes went immediately to the fire, then to her. His face broke into a huge smile as he nodded, ‘well done’ to her.
 
   She felt herself grow warm under his admiring gaze. He was proud of her. It was as if she had conquered a new land. He turned to look at what she had made. 
 
   Something was wrong, there was too much smoke. The fire was growing, but the smoke wasn’t leaving. Instead, it was backing up into the room. Threatening to chase them from the house.
 
   He chuckled and walked over to the fire. Without any regard to himself, or the flames. He reached up into the chimney, opening the flue.
 
   The fire had been fed a new burst of energy. It flared up. The flames licking at his arm as he wrestled with the mechanical contraption.
 
   “Drake,” she screamed, “your arm.”
 
   The flue clanked into place, and he stepped back. “It’s alright. See. No harm,” he said, as he turned his arm back and forth. Displaying it to her.
 
   He was right. He wasn’t burnt. The hairs on his arm weren’t even singed. The sight shocked her. She had been so sure he would be hurt. Was there nothing this man couldn’t do?
 
   He retrieved two wooden spoons and pewter plates from a box in the corner. 
 
   “We’ll borrow these for the trip, and I’ll return them the next time I come through,” Drake said as he served the dinner at the small table.
 
   Elsbeth nodded as her mouth watered, she was so hungry. She wondered if she had ever had this good an appetite in her life. It was all the exercise, she realized, then immediately thought of their coupling the night before.
 
   Her body grew warm thinking of what was to come. Or, was she assuming too much? Would he want her again? He had taken her virginity. Had he already gotten what he wanted? Maybe he wouldn’t want her. Not as desperately as she needed him.
 
   The thought made her frown. She didn’t know what to do in this situation. Everything was new and strange. Her world had become narrower and yet wider at the same time.
 
   Her stomach clenched in fear of the future.
 
   She caught him staring at her with that slightly tilted head look of his. As if he were trying to discern the puzzle before him.
 
   His look sent a shiver down her spine. She needed to get away before he learned all her secrets. If the man knew what he did to her insides, there would be no peace. 
 
   Rising, she took a step towards the door. Her legs buckled with the pain. She groaned as she reached to the table to steady herself.
 
   “You don’t happen to have a hot spring behind the trees?” she asked with a chuckle, trying desperately to shake off the embarrassment of being unable to walk.
 
   He frowned and shook his head.
 
   “I have pushed the pace to much,” he said, continuing to frown.
 
   Her heart raced at the look of concern in his eyes.
 
   Grimacing she tried to walk off the pain in her legs.
 
   “Here, Princess,” he said as he rose to stand behind her. “No hot springs, but perhaps I can do something to help.”
 
   His hands came to her shoulders and gently began to knead the tension from her muscles.
 
   She moaned as she closed her eyes and sank into his touch. His fingers seemed to caress all pain and stiffness from her.
 
   “Elsbeth,” he murmured as he bent to kiss her on the back of her neck.
 
   The tension and soreness in her muscles were instantly replaced by a burning need.
 
   “Let me,” he continued.
 
   Before she could think to answer, his fingers started to unlace her dress. Slightly brushing against her skin. Her garment fell away, and his fingers returned to messaging her neck and shoulders.
 
   She was lost in the pleasure of his touch. She let her head fall forward, moaning with delight at the way he made her feel.
 
   He reached up and pulled her hair pin, letting her hair fall. He rumbled something deep in his throat as he pushed her hair aside and continued to nibble at her neck. 
 
   She didn’t know how much longer she could stand there like that. Her legs were growing weak, her knees turning soft. Her heart raced, and her skin tingled.
 
   Everything about this was soft and wonderful. To have Drake care for her. To sooth her soreness. It was so sweet, and so tender. It made her want him all the more.
 
   She started to turn into him, but he held a hand to stop her, “Not yet my Princess,” he said as he bent and gently removed her shoes, then pulled her stockings down. His strong hands slowly rolling them down each leg.
 
   She began to shake with the shear wonderfulness of his touch. He was so close; he had become part of her universe.
 
   Rising again, he returned to kissing her back as he slipped her shift from her shoulders.
 
   She stood before him, naked, vulnerable. But yet, she didn’t feel in peril. She needn’t fear this man. He would never hurt her. 
 
   “Lay down Elsbeth,” he said. “Let me make you forget your pain.”
 
   She swallowed hard and sat on the bed. He was still fully clothed. It wasn’t fair. She wanted to see him. Reaching for him, she wanted to remove his clothes.
 
   He chuckled and shook his head. “On your stomach, dear.”
 
   Her insides clenched in worry. Why? What did he want? She was unfamiliar with what was expected. Why like this? she wondered. Hesitating she gathered her courage and lay down. Her breasts rubbed against the rough blanket. 
 
   She could feel him behind her, his gaze traveling over her body. She buried her head in the pillow and refused to look. Surely his eyes were focused on her bottom.
 
   The bed tilted as he sat down next to her. What was he going to do next? she wondered. Whatever it was, please hurry, she thought as her inside grew soft.
 
   He started at her feet, slowly messaging the pain away. His fingers seemed to contain an infinite source of magic. Where they touched, only soothing contentment remained.
 
   His strong hands moved to her calves. Burrowing deep, he washed away any sense of distress.
 
   Her nervous embarrassment at being naked before him disappeared to be replaced with silent wonder at the specialness of his touch.
 
   “Oh Drake,” she moaned as he gently caressed the back of her knees.
 
   She sank into bliss as he circled and caressed, pulling the ache from her bones and sending a burning need to her core.
 
   His hands traveled up her thighs. Biting into her flesh. Rolling and pulling at her muscles until, at last, they relaxed. His touch was magic. His fingers were a gift from God.
 
   She moaned into the pillow and fought to not scream with delight as his hands pushed her legs apart so that he could reach the insides of her thighs.
 
   She felt exposed, but she complied with his silent demand. She needed his touch. Needed him to continue his magic.
 
   His fingers gently caressed as they moved ever closer to her core. She held her breath as she waited for him to touch her there. Her heart raced with anticipation. Every fiber of her soul silently urged him on.
 
   His hand brushed her. She knew that he felt her wetness. She could imagine the smile on his lips as he realized how much she needed him.
 
   His fingers left her as they traveled to her bottom.
 
   Oh, the bastard. He had teased her, then moved on.
 
   His hands continued to knead and fondle. Continued to make every part of her body soft and compliant. He was returning her to normal by taking her someplace new.
 
   When he had once again reached her shoulders, she felt whole again. She could walk a dozen miles more if needed. 
 
   His lips brushed her ear as he whispered, “Turn over, I’ll do the other side.”
 
   Her cheeks grew warm for some reason. She was at his mercy, biting her lip, she turned to her back. 
 
   He smiled down at her. His eyes as tender as his fingers. Her heart melted. Oh this man, what was he doing to her?
 
   Once again, he started on her feet. Slowly moving up her calves. Caressing, kneading. He bent and brushed a kiss across her knees.
 
   She giggled at his tickling lips.
 
   He smiled and continued on, kissing her thighs. Gently separating her legs to gently kiss the tender parts.
 
   He was close, too close to her center.
 
   What was he doing? Her heart raced. Going forward, he continued to trail kisses upwards, ever upwards.
 
   No, he couldn’t, she thought as she felt his warm breath on her most sensitive of spots.
 
   What was he doing, no ...
 
   “Ohhhhh,” she moaned as his tongue found her.
 
   She arched into him. Her hands instinctively going to his head to hold him in place.
 
   Grinding, she tried for more. Needing that touch. Needing that gentle caress of his tongue.
 
   Her world expanded, her body shook with each kiss, each taste he took. 
 
   She thought she could go no higher when his finger entered her. Reaching to rub her very center. She felt herself gush with need. Felt herself swell with want. She needed him, but she could not let him go. 
 
   He had set her afire. Her heart raced as he continued to kiss and caress. Her breath stopped, as she focused on reaching her finish.
 
   Still, he caressed, still he teased and taunted her.
 
   She shook her head back and forth, seeking release. Building. Growing, until, at last, her world exploded.
 
   She clamped her legs together. Holding on for dear life. As she fought to regain control of her world.
 
   At last, he stopped and let her free.
 
   Looking up from between her legs he smiled at her. She could only look back. Unable to believe what he had done to her. Unable to believe what he had made her feel.
 
   A burning need flashed through her. She had to have him inside of her. Now.
 
   Reaching, she scrambled to remove his clothes. Only when he stood naked before her, was she able to stop and marvel at the maleness of him.
 
   His strength and size were overwhelming. It made her mouth water and her insides tighten up with desire.
 
   Pulling him down on her, he went willingly and entered her with a quick, sharp thrust.
 
   “Yes,” she said as she wrapped her legs around him. “Yes,” she repeated as he began to move inside of her.
 
   She lost herself in the feeling of him. Her only awareness was the hardness inside of her. Spreading her, filling her every need.
 
   He grumbled and grimaced as he continued to thrust into her. She rose to meet him. Thrust for thrust. Grinding against him.
 
   Searching for that release that only he could give her.
 
   She felt him building. Growing even larger as his forehead creased in concentration.
 
   At last, she melted as she felt him explode inside of her. 
 
   His throbbing heat sent her over the cliff as she too was set free to explode.
 
   “This,” she whispered into his ear as he lay atop her. “This,” she repeated.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eight
 
   Drake woke with a grogginess that was unusual for him. He was normally a morning person. A fact that had always driven his family crazy with frustration.
 
   He shifted to pull Elsbeth close. The woman was amazing. She had woke him in the middle of the night with her mouth around him. Urging him on. Once he was awake and aware, she had mounted him and taken what she needed. All the time, giving him what he had desired.
 
   The woman had hidden talents. He wondered if she knew how unusual she was. That sweet combination of cool grace and wanton desire, touched with a beautiful body and a sharp mind. It was enough to make a man forget himself. No! It was enough to make a man realize why he was alive.
 
   Sighing, he pushed himself from the bed. They needed to begin if they were to make his goal by the end of the day.
 
   He looked back down at her. She slept heavily, her mouth slightly open, her hair falling across her face. She was a goddess.
 
   She whimpered in her sleep and pulled his pillow in close, hugging it to her chest.
 
   Give her a little time, he thought. She deserved it. She had been awake half the night. Enjoying him, enjoying the fact that he enjoyed her.
 
   Shaking his head, he made his way out of the huntsman’s cottage and down to the stream. He’d make her breakfast in bed, then they would have to be on their way.
 
   .o0o.
 
   The morning mist had burnt off, and the sun was forcing its way through the green canopy of the forest. The dappled yellow and gold lighting their path.
 
   He stopped and turned to help her through a small ravine and over a trickling stream of water. When they reached the far side, he didn’t release her hand. Instead, he continued to hold it.
 
   She looked up at him and smiled as she squeezed her hand around his.
 
   “You know, for a princess, you are pretty good in bed,” he said. He liked seeing the fire jump into her eyes. It pleased the beast in him.
 
   She halted and stared at him for a moment. “You know,” she said, “for a man, you’re not as dumb as you pretend. Besides, you’ve slept with a lot of princesses?”
 
   He chuckled, the woman had an answer for everything.
 
   What was coming over him? he wondered. The woman was a wizard. She had put a spell on him. He, the mighty Drake, was walking through the woods, holding a woman’s hand like an infatuated school boy.
 
   Shaking his head, he tried to understand. But, he didn’t drop her hand.
 
   They broke through the forest wall and stepped out onto a meadow. An old beaver pond that had filled with sediment and been abandoned long ago.
 
   The ground felt soft under his feet. The tall green grass beaconing. He wondered what she would do if he pulled her down and took her here. He grew hard thinking of it. Imagining being inside of her. Hearing that soft moan of hers.
 
   He looked down at her. She looked back up at him, and he could tell she was thinking the same thing. The woman was insatiable, which meant the woman was wonderful.
 
   Smiling he reached for her, then stopped.
 
   Something tickled the back of his mind. Something was wrong. He shifted away from her and tasted the wind.
 
   No, not now. Not like this. Another beast had arrived. Another beast had invaded his territory.
 
   He searched the sky, turning and twisting until he located the direction.
 
   A burning need to protect burst into him. The beast demanded to be set free. It was the only way. This wasn’t a few weak men. This was another beast. A true danger.
 
   His heart pounded in his chest. A deep fear entered his soul. She would learn the truth. It could not be avoided. There was no other way.
 
   .o0o.
 
   Elsbeth gasped when Drake stepped away from her. She had been sure he would pull her to the ground and have her right there. The burning passion in his eyes had matched her own.
 
   She had felt herself grow ready as she licked her lips in anticipation.
 
   But then, he halted. A new fear had entered his eyes. The sight sent a cold chill down her spine. He looked at her with regret, as if afraid of what she would do.
 
   Her mind whirled with confusion. What was going on? He stopped looking at her. Instead, he searched the sky, then focused on some distant point.
 
   “Drake?” she said as she reached up to touch his shoulder.
 
   He didn’t react. He was gone. Off searching, preparing himself.
 
   “Drake? What is it?” she asked. Her voice hitching with concern. Her own fears were rapidly growing.
 
   He turned to her. His eyes flaming with something new. Something unspeakable. He was a different man.
 
   “Stay here, Elsbeth. Please.”
 
   She swallowed hard. What was it? A bear? Wolves? Had the King’s Guard found them? Suddenly, the thought of the shadow from two nights prior flashed into her mind.
 
   A bolt of terror traveled through her.
 
   He looked down at her. The fear in his eyes scared her to her very soul. He wasn’t afraid for himself, she realized. But, afraid of what she would think.
 
   Stepping away from her, he moved to the center of the clearing.
 
   She watched him as he searched the sky. He looked so strong, so big. What could frighten this man?
 
   Something registered within him as he stiffened. He turned back to her, his eyes begging her for forgiveness.
 
   “I’m sorry, Elsbeth,” he said.
 
   She fought to understand. Studying him, when suddenly he burst into green flames.
 
   Elsbeth screamed.
 
   Drake had disappeared into a pillar of fire. It burnt like a thousand suns. She instinctively stepped back, throwing a hand up to block the heat.
 
   The fire morphed and twirled. A great column of green smoke rose into the air. She fought to understand. Drake was gone. Her Drake. The man she was coming to love. 
 
   “No,” she screamed again as she began to rush towards him.
 
   Before she had taken two steps though, the fire changed. Dying away to reveal a monster.
 
   She gasped, no, it wasn’t possible.
 
   Where Drake had stood, now a great green dragon came into form. Its leathery wings unfolding. The twin row of sharp spikes down his back rising to point into the air.
 
   The dragon shifted, its tail sweeping through the grass. It’s great horned head turning to focus on her.
 
    She felt her stomach roll over in fear. The monster was huge, towering over her. Its massive head twisting. Faint puffs of smoke rising from his nostrils.
 
   It could devour her in an instant. There was nothing stopping him. He would reach her long before she made the relative safety of the tree line. 
 
   Was this how she was to die? Alone? consumed by a dragon? No one would ever know her fate. The sadness of the thought seeped through her. 
 
   No child would ever call her mother. No babe would ever nuzzle at her breasts.
 
   The dragon turned to stare up into the sky, then back at her once more. Their eyes met. He has Drake’s eyes. She would know those eyes anywhere, they made her knees weak and her heart pound. Those were Drake’s eyes.
 
   She moaned in disappointment. No, it wasn’t possible. She no longer feared death. Now, she feared her broken heart.
 
   A sense of betrayal passed through her. How could he? Why hadn’t he told her? He couldn’t be what she thought. 
 
   But, he was. There was no denying it. Her soul knew. Every part of her knew. Drake was a dragon.
 
   The anger that flashed into her at his betrayal fueled her. Kept her from running.
 
   He saw the anger in her eyes and she thought she might have seen a sorrow cross into those giant orbs of his.
 
   But how could she know? Everything about this man was a lie. It made sense now. The warmth in his chest, the way he couldn’t be hurt by fire. The speed and strength that had demolished five King’s Guardsmen, as if they were a band of shepherds.
 
   She should have known. Chastising herself at her innocent ignorance, she swore at herself. How could she have been so stupid?
 
   The great dragon shook his head, then turned. He took a few steps, then his wings beat the air, sending waves of air washing into her, almost knocking her off her feet.
 
   He jumped, then slowly rose into the sky. His wings pounding a slow drum beat as he fought to gain altitude.
 
   Her heart jumped with him. Was he leaving her? Her anger mixed with loss. No, not like this, she thought. 
 
   The giant beast rose. She marveled. How was it possible? He had grown ten times, how could such a beast fly? 
 
   As he climbed into the sky, the great green monster, Drake, let loose a mighty roar and then, a stream of fire erupted from its mouth as he claimed the sky.
 
   Elsbeth gasped, holding a hand to her mouth. The beauty of the flames shocked her. The animalistic power, the pure magic of it. All overwhelmed her with wonder.
 
   That was it, she realized. Magic. Drake was a dragon. He could fly and shoot fire. The only answer was magic.
 
   A whimper bubbled at the bottom of her throat. She had let herself be used by a dragon. What did that make her?
 
   A fool, she thought.
 
   He began to circle over her, then turned as something from the west approached.
 
   Elsbeth strained to see as a small dot grew larger and larger.
 
   Another dragon. Her stomach fell. Who? What? Her mind continued to spin as she tried to understand. Up until a few minutes ago, she had never really believed in dragons. They were stories used to scare children into minding their nannies.
 
   But, now. Not one, but two dragons. Her mind fought to regain reality.
 
   The second dragon was gray, equally armored, and equally as large as Drake.
 
   For the first time, a new fear entered her.
 
   She watched in awe as Drake’s wings gave a mighty push, sending him towards this new interloper at breathtaking speed.
 
   The Gray Dragon twisted as well, diving towards Drake.
 
   Elsbeth held her breath as the two dragons came together in a resounding crash. The thunderous roll of sound pushed at her. She swallowed hard as she watched them twist and turn. Each searching for an advantage.
 
   Drake broke away to climb higher.
 
   The Gray followed. Elsbeth could see an old scar across the Gray Dragon’s back. She knew that this was not its first fight. He? It? Was every bit as large as Drake, and just as fierce.
 
   She grit her teeth as they fought. 
 
   Drake raked the side of the Gray Dragon with fire, but it was a waste, as it had no effect. It was like trying to burn stone.
 
   She gulped as the Gray dipped under Drake, turned onto his back and raked at Drake’s belly with its claws.
 
   She screamed for Drake to be careful. 
 
   What was she doing? she thought with chagrin. She was telling a dragon how to fight. Shaking her head, she continued to watch.
 
   They were like two dogs in the worst alley. Circling, nipping, and scratching at each other. Whatever it took to take the other down.
 
   They separated again, then swooped together, crashing into each other with a resounding burst.
 
   Elsbeth yelped as she saw the Gray sink its teeth into Drake’s shoulder. Where wing met armored side. Her own shoulder screamed in sympathetic pain.
 
   Drake twisted and brought his own mighty jaws into the beast’s neck.
 
   He had purposely sacrificed his wing so that he could reach the animal’s throat. Her insides turned over with fear as the two mighty dragons tumbled in the air. Falling, neither relinquishing control. Latched onto each other for life or death.
 
   She held her breath as she waited for them to break apart. They had to.
 
   “Drake,” she screamed as the two monsters crashed into the earth. 
 
   The ground jumped under her feet as a large cloud of brown dust, and green grass exploded into the air.
 
   Still, Drake held onto the beast’s neck while the other worked his shoulder. Neither had been destroyed by the fall.
 
   She laughed to herself. Obviously, they could survive fire. Could beat and scrape each other with mighty claws and massive spear like teeth. A fall wasn’t going to end this.
 
   They twisted and rolled on the ground, their wings beating at each other as feet scrambled to disembowel. Each fighting for purchase.
 
   At last, only when she was sure that it could no longer continue, did they break away from each other.
 
   The Gray roared as he broke free, blood dripping from its neck. A chunk of Drakes shoulder flesh fell from the gray beast’s teeth as he jumped into the air.
 
   Drake jumped into the air after him. His mighty wings beating the air as he chased after him.
 
   Elsbeth watched them disappear. Her heart breaking all the while, her anger rose. How dare he? Lie to her, hide this from her, then leave her. The coward.
 
   Within minutes, the two mighty monsters were lost over the horizon. Slowly, the sounds of the forest began to return. The air smelled of dust and sulfur. Her heart raced. She was unable to believe what she had just seen.
 
   Not one dragon, but two. Fighting. 
 
   It wasn’t possible.
 
   And what of Drake? she wondered. He was wounded. She had seen that gash on his shoulders. How could he fly? What if there were more dragons? What if the Gray was leading him into a trap?
 
   She wanted to follow. Every instinct she had cried for her to follow. But that was ridiculous. They were miles from here. How could she ever find him?
 
   Her measly abilities sent a shaft of shame through her. Oh, how he must have laughed at her. Every time he saw her stumble on the trail. Her difficulty with the fire. He must have found it so funny.
 
   The man could have sneezed and started a fire. Why did he need her to do it?
 
   The thought depressed her. She felt a blue funk settle over her as a tear slowly dripped down her cheek. Here she was, still sore from her night with a dragon, and now he had abandoned her alone, in the Forbidden Forest.
 
   The man was a bastard. Pure and simple. A dragon bastard.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Nine
 
   Drake fought to continue. The Gray was gone and wouldn’t be coming back. A protective need coursed through him. He must return. Elsbeth must not be left alone. Especially, now.
 
   Besides, he was going to need her help. His shoulder continued to drip blood with each beat of his wing. It would continue to do so as long as he flew. It needed to be immobilized in a sling, but slings were not conducive to flying.
 
   He beat his wings again as he scanned the forest beneath him. It formed a green carpet, stretching as far as the eye could see. His home, his to protect.
 
    Sending out his senses he searched for any other beasts.
 
   No, he was alone. He was sure of it. The Gray had fled. It was either that or die. Drake’s teeth had come so close to reaching the vital jugular. But the Gray had broken free before he could finish him off.
 
   Heaving a heavy dragon sigh, he continued to make his way back to Elsbeth. 
 
   Why had the Gray appeared? Why now? Did it know of the medallion? Had it sensed it and come seeking the precious item? No, surely not. 
 
   He reworked the fight in his mind. Something about the Gray was familiar. Something pulled at his memory. Maybe, it wasn’t about the medallion. Maybe, the attack was because of something from his own past.
 
   Some long forgotten enemy. 
 
   He continued to ponder and question as he struggled to return to her. He could feel himself losing energy with each drop of blood. His strength sapping away. Could feel himself sinking lower. Closer to the tree tops. If he fell now, he might never find Elsbeth, again. She would wander off. Get lost. Or worse.
 
   There were too many dangers in the forest. Things she would never know about. Now, there were other dragons to fear. If the Gray had attacked. Others might as well.
 
   No, he thought, as he fought to rise higher in the sky. His shoulder screaming with agony. He had received a dozen other cuts. But, nothing as severe as the bite into his shoulder. 
 
   Every beat of his wing caused something to grind against something within the joint.
 
   It didn’t matter, he reminded himself. He must return to Elsbeth.
 
   The thought of the woman left behind sent a cold shiver down his long spine to the tip of his tail. She was going to be upset. He well remembered the look of shock and anger on her face when he had turned.
 
   This was not the kind of thing the princess was used to dealing with.
 
   Shaking off the fear that rumbled deep inside of him, he searched for the clearing.
 
   At last, there to the right.
 
   Dipping a wing, he banked and began the descent. 
 
   The beast in him rebelled. Fighting the need to return to human form. The beast preferred the freedom of this form. Looking down at the world. Everything and everyone cringing in fear at the mere sight of him.
 
   The beast rejoiced in the fight. Wallowed in the pool of adrenaline. He had defeated his enemy. There was no greater achievement.
 
   Yet, he must return. His duty was to protect. But, it was also to care for those who were special to him. She deserved no less.
 
   Flaring his wings, he came to rest at the edge of the clearing. Elsbeth stood at the far side. Staring at him hard, as if he had ruined her life. Her hands on her hips, her head at a haughty angle. She looked down at him even though he towered over her.
 
   Her eyes no longer held the loving adoration he had come to cherish. They now held an indignant anger.
 
   Swallowing hard, he made himself ready for the transformation back. 
 
   This was not going to go well. The look on her face told him it would be smarter to stay in his dragon form.
 
   .o0o.
 
   Elsbeth’s insides relaxed a little when she saw the shape appear in the distant sky. It was Drake, she was positive. It had to be. No other answer was acceptable. 
 
   Holding her breath, she watched the dark, distant spot grow. Slowly coming closer and closer. Yes, it was Drake, that deep green. It was him.
 
   He looked massive, his armor glistened in the morning sun. His grace and pure power did something to her insides. Called to something deep down.
 
   Shaking her head, she pushed her emotions aside. He had lied to her. Or at least, failed to tell her the truth. He had used her. She wouldn’t have laid with him if she had known, obviously.
 
   He seemed to hover in the air, then gently touched down, folding his wings.
 
   She didn’t move, couldn’t move. Instead, she watched and waited. Would he stay a dragon, or would he return to being a man? Her heart pounded in her chest. The answer was rather important.
 
   At last, a burst of fire and smoke surrounded the dragon. Elsbeth gasped. Would she ever get used to it? she wondered. 
 
   The smoke twirled, then seemed to disappear into a hole in the sky as Drake the man walked out from beneath it.
 
   Her heart skipped a beat. He was fully dressed, his sword at his side. It was as if he had walked off to get a rabbit, not chased a dragon through the sky.
 
   He was walking slower than normal, she thought. The vital urge to hurry to Sinstra seemed to have been forgotten. About time.
 
   Elsbeth examined him as he approached. His shoulder glistened, his jacket torn. His white cotton shirt underneath appeared pink for some reason. His face had a gray chalky appearance.
 
   A hand went to her mouth to hide her shock. 
 
   He was injured. Badly. Dragon wounds transferred to the human form. How was that possible? How was any of this possible, Elsbeth? She thought to herself. The man just turned into a dragon, and flew through the sky. The normal rules don’t apply.
 
   Lifting the hem of her dress, she hurried across the field towards him.
 
   She was still angry with him, she reminded herself. But, he was injured. Besides. He was her only way to Julian. She needed this man, this dragon, this Dragon-Man, if she was ever to obtain her Crown.
 
   As she ran towards him, he glanced up and caught her stare. A look of regret passed behind his eyes before they rolled up into the back of his head as he collapsed to the ground.
 
   “Drake,” she screamed.
 
   He smiled weakly at her. “I seem to have tripped,” he said with a confused look before he passed out.
 
   She rushed to his side. The metallic smell of blood permeated the air. Pushing the bile that rose up in her throat, she gently began to examine the wound.
 
   A large piece of flesh had been ripped from him. Exposing raw meat and white bone. Even now, blood continued to seep out. She swallowed hard and forced herself to gently turn him over so she could examine his back. 
 
   It was the same. 
 
   How had he flown with such an injury? How had he even lived?
 
   She looked back, their packs were all the way across the meadow. She didn’t have time and feared leaving his side. Reaching under her dress, she quickly removed her petty coat and began tearing it into strips.
 
   Taking a deep breath, she packed both wounds, front and back, with the fabric, and tied a crude bandage around him. It seemed that only seconds later the white cloth began to turn red with his blood.
 
   There was too much blood. He had lost too much. He should have landed quicker. He should have taken better care of himself. Why had he chased the other dragon?
 
   A million thoughts rambled through her brain as she tried to figure out what to do next.
 
   He needed shade, he needed water, he needed a healer. The realization of all that he needed and how little she could provide hit her like a club to the stomach. This man might very well live or die depending upon what she did.
 
   Looking around, she assessed the situation and made a decision. She glanced once more at Drake. Had his face grown paler? Her heart skipped a beat. 
 
   Setting her teeth, she raced across the field to regain their packs. Maybe he had something in his that could help. The thing weighed a ton. She could barely lift it from the ground. How had he carried this all day without ever seeming to tire?
 
   He’s a dragon, she reminded herself with a shake of her head.
 
   Her heart pounding a dozen times with each step as                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            she dragged the pack back to Drake, leaving a long trail of bent grass in her path. 
 
   When she reached him, she used the water bag to trickle a little water into his mouth. Once that was done, she ran to the trees to find what she needed. Returning, she used several sticks and her spare dress to create an awning for some shade. 
 
   Still, he looked terrible. Her heart continued to race as her stomach clenched up into a ball. 
 
   Maybe his pack? she thought as she tore into it. Removing clothes, food, and the rice pot. At the bottom, she found a small leather pouch containing a herb mixture.
 
   She brought it to her nose. The familiar scent of Willow, St John’s wort, and other medicinal herbs greeted her.
 
   Yes, this was what she needed.
 
   Her hands shook as she quickly built a fire and set to making a tea. It surprised her a few minute later to realize, she had made a fire and thought nothing of it.
 
   Turning back, she inspected Drake, again. She found several slight cuts and abrasions, nothing serious. It was the shoulder wound that threatened his life.
 
   What should she do? Where could she go for help? Her mind searched for an answer. There was no one. He was alone. Fear washed over her. 
 
   For the remainder of the day she cared for him. Holding his head on her lap, she would give him tea and force him to swallow. She covered him in blankets and kept the fire going.
 
   But, mostly, she waited.
 
   Her heart skittered, her mind darted in a dozen different directions every minute. But, she waited.
 
   The afternoon sun was slowly replaced by the night stars, and she waited. 
 
   A lone wolf called in the distance, her shoulders shivered with fear, but, she waited.
 
   He occasionally stirred, an arm here, a leg there, a deep, painful moan. Her hopes would soar, only to be torn asunder when he didn’t wake.
 
   And still, she waited.
 
   The moon rose into the night sky. The night wind became cool. The day’s events finally caught up with her. She could stay awake no longer.
 
   Pulling a blanket aside, she lay next to Drake. She told herself that it was to help keep him warm. But deep inside, she knew it was because she needed his strength against the fear that bubbled just below the surface.
 
   She was furious at this man, but still, something inside of her wouldn’t stop caring.
 
   An owl at the tree line hooted, but Elsbeth didn’t hear. Sleep had taken her.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Ten
 
   A soft chuckle woke Elsbeth from a dream about dragons shooting fire, and armored scales tickling her nose.
 
   Her eyes sprang open. Drake.
 
   His good arm squeezed her. Letting her know that he was awake, also.
 
   She sat up and stared at him. He smiled weakly and shifted on the hard ground.
 
   “You’re awake?” she said, unable to believe that he lived. Color had returned to his cheeks, and his eyes were clear.
 
   He nodded and tried to rise. 
 
   “No!” she demanded as she held a hand against his good shoulder.
 
   He looked down at her hand, then up into her eyes, silently asking her if she really thought she could stop him from rising.
 
   Her hand dropped away. “You need to rest,” she said.
 
   He chuckled again and shook his head. “I need to go to the trees for a minute. It’s either that or embarrass myself. You gave me enough tea to float a castle stone.”
 
   Her cheeks flushed as she realized what he was talking about. Really, Elsbeth, she said to herself. This is not the time, nor place, to worry about propriety. The man needs help.
 
   She gently guided him to his feet, then held his good arm as he slowly shuffled to the trees. Once there, he looked down at her and raised an eyebrow.
 
   Getting his message, she hurriedly backed away. When he was done, he turned, and she was once more by his side.
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked. Her heart refused to beat while she waited for an answer.
 
   “I’ve been better,” he said with a smirk. “But, you can bet, the Gray is doing worse.”
 
   The mention of the other dragon reminded her of what he had done. Of his dishonesty. With a crash, it all came rushing back. The pain, the sense of betrayal, the shame at what he must have thought of her. Now that it appeared Drake would recover, she could let loose the emotions flowing into her.
 
   “Are you sure you are going to be all right?” she asked once more. Her voice holding a tenderness that obviously surprised him.
 
   “Yes, eventually,” he said as he scrunched his neck to look at her nursing skills with the bandage.
 
   “Good,” she said as she slapped him on the good shoulder. “You jerk. Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
   Her hand barked with pain. It was like hitting a stone wall and just as effective. 
 
   All of the emotions she had felt, every fear and terror. The betrayal and disappointment in him. Everything surfaced at that moment.
 
   Her eyes burned into him. “You are a … a ….”
 
   “A dragon?” he asked.
 
   “No, a jerk, a first class bastard. A mean, and despicable man.”
 
   With that, she hurried to her pack and started stuffing her things into it. She couldn’t get away from this man fast enough. How dare he put her through this? And to think, she had used her last petty coat as a bandage for the man.
 
   He had brought her to new and wonderous heights. Only to pull the ground from beneath her and send her tumbling into despair. The idiot was insufferable and a lout.
 
   Throwing her pack over her shoulder, she started to march across the meadow.
 
   “Where are you going?” he called after her.
 
   She didn’t answer. She wasn’t going to give him her attention. He didn’t deserve her attention.
 
   “If you’re going to Sinstra, that’s the wrong way.”
 
   She halted and studied the trees in front of her. She twisted and turned, but could not identify the trail. How did he know where to go? 
 
   Her cheeks grew warm with embarrassment. She couldn’t even stomp off with any sense of dignity. The man controlled everything. He provided the food, knew the way, and protected her from dragons. Without him, she wouldn’t last a day in the forest.
 
   Her people needed a queen, she reminded herself. She must reach Julian. Too many lives depended upon it.
 
   The thought sent a shock of shame through her. 
 
   Her shoulders slumped in defeat as she turned to look back at him.
 
   He didn’t laugh, he didn’t smirk. In fact, his eyes looked concerned. He was worried about her.
 
   If he had been truly worried about her feelings, he would have told her the truth earlier instead of springing the surprise of all surprises on her.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” she demanded.
 
   He hesitated for a moment, his eyes downcast, as if he was actually ashamed.
 
   “Because I wanted you too much,” he said. “If I told you the truth, you wouldn’t have understood. To you, I would have been a monster. A creature from your nightmares. I couldn’t stand the idea of you looking at me with fear.”
 
   “But, my look of disappointment and hate, is acceptable?” she asked.
 
   He winced and shook his head as he made his way to his pack. Her stomach clenched into a ball. Her words had hurt him.
 
   She noticed how he kept his injured arm close to his side and grimaced when he bent to refill his pack.
 
   “Let me do that,” Elsbeth said, as she hurried to finish what he started. Her heart silently broke. She had desperately hoped that he would have a good reason. Some magical excuse that wouldn’t allow him to reveal the truth.
 
   Instead, he had used her. 
 
   “Here,” she said as she tried to hand him his pack.
 
   He winced as he slipped it over his good shoulder.
 
   She shook her head. “You’ll never make it to Sinstra. The wound will become infected. You’ll grow weak, and leave me abandoned somewhere deep in the forest.”
 
   He smiled. Obviously amused by her being more concerned about her goal and not the fact that he’d be dead at the side of the trail.
 
   “You’re right,” he said. “We need to get help.”
 
   “Help?” she asked. “Where?”
 
   He paused for a moment, as if afraid of what he was about to say. 
 
   “My mother’s,” he replied with a heavy sigh.
 
   .o0o.
 
   Drake swallowed his fear as he gingerly stepped over the log. His mother was not going to be pleased. Even now, he could well imagine the raised eyebrow when he showed up at her door. 
 
   This was not what was supposed to happen. But, his mother had to be informed. She had to know about the Gray.
 
   Sighing, he adjusted his injured shoulder.
 
   Elsbeth had fashioned a sling for him. He remembered how her tender fingers had brushed his neck while she adjusted it. Her eyes had locked onto his for a moment. For an instant, that familiar spark of passion had been there. Only to be replaced quickly with that hurt, disappointed look of hers. The one that tore at his very soul.
 
   What did she expect? For him to tell her all his secrets? To expose himself. No. He had been hired to escort her to Sinstra. Their joining had been but a side benefit. He hadn’t forced her. She’d wanted it as much as he. Had enjoyed it as much as he had.
 
   Why was she mad?
 
   She’d spent the day shifting between helping him and shooting him daggers of death with her eyes.
 
   He wondered what she would think of his mother. And, what would his mother think of her? He shuddered. He would have done anything to avoid this. The mixing of his worlds could not end well.
 
   Reaching the edge of the forest, he pulled aside the brambles and watched Elsbeth. He wanted to see her expression when she saw the lair.
 
   Elsbeth glanced up at him for a moment, then stepped through the greenery.
 
   She gasped and looked back at him in wonder. He could tell she had a thousand questions, but the woman refused to talk. She had developed the silent treatment to a fine art. Unless it dealt with his health, she refused to acknowledge his existence.
 
   .o0o.
 
   Elsbeth fought to control her shock. She didn’t know this place even existed. No one knew it existed.
 
   The forest had ended to expose a flat, gray granite cliff face. Carved into the cliff were two large fluted columns. Wider than her outstretched arms, both of them rising up so high, she couldn’t see the top. 
 
   A trail had been cut into the rock. Weaving back and forth up the cliff face. Stone steps.
 
   She turned to look back at Drake. Did he really mean for them to climb this staircase to the sky?
 
   He can fly, she reminded herself. Heights wouldn’t be a concern.
 
   Of course, she didn’t have the same ability. Heights had always been a worry. She remembered the fear she felt every time she had walked the castle walls at home. The sick, worrying feeling that would creep through her when she looked over the edge.
 
   She had felt the eyes of her people watching her. Always judging her. Measuring her, waiting for her to fail. But it had taken every bit of her strength. It had taken every bit of energy to hide her fear.
 
   Now, the bastard next to her wanted her to climb into the clouds. Why wasn’t she surprised? 
 
   He smiled at her and turned to start climbing. His color is better, she thought. Was that due to exertion or had he a fever? Her stomach turned over. What would she do if the wound became infected?
 
   His mother may be able to help, she thought. 
 
   The thought of meeting his mother made her cringe. What was she like? What kind of woman could give birth to such a man? Elsbeth looked down at her dress, and ran a hand over her hair. She must look a fright. Three days on the trail. She was in no condition to meet Drake’s mother.
 
   But what choice did she have? The man was already making his way up the stone steps. He wobbled for a moment and reached out to touch the cliff face for support.
 
   She hurried up after him, touching his lower back to let him know she was there if he needed her.
 
   They continued up. Every forty steps, the carved stone would switch back the other direction. Forty steps later, the stairway would shift again. Then again, and again. It seemed as if they would climb forever.
 
   Up they climbed. She felt her breath begin to falter. Her legs grew numb. How is he doing it? she wondered. It must be shear will power.
 
   At last, the stone steps crested onto a long landing that stretched across the face of the cliff. Cutting through one of the carved columns and ending at a very large, very dark opening.
 
   Her heart jumped as she tried to catch her breath. 
 
   Drake watched her for a moment, then said, “Come on, let’s get this over with.”
 
   Elsbeth shivered, his fear and worry were catching. As she turned to follow him, a woman stepped out onto the landing.
 
   She appeared older, very stately. A stiff back and erect carriage. Elsbeth immediately thought of her Aunt Josephine. The woman was as forgiving as a tree stump and just as exciting.
 
   The woman’s soft gray hair was up and neatly pinned behind her head. She wore a dark red dress made of the finest velvet. Two gold studs for earrings were her only jewelry.
 
   Her hands clasped in front of her, the woman scanned them as they approached. Elsbeth’s stomach clenched in fear. She well knew that look. It was the look her governess would give her when she failed at doing what was expected.
 
   The woman’s stare raked over Elsbeth, making her feel less than acceptable. Then, the woman turned to stare at Drake, quietly shaking her head. Her eyes gleamed with secret amusement, but her lips remained firm and set.
 
   Drake halted before the woman and dipped his head, then turned to pull Elsbeth closer.
 
   “Mother,” he said, “may I present Princess Elsbeth Beaumont of Lushcany?”
 
   The woman’s eyes opened in surprise at the mention of princess, then, quickly ran those eyes over her gown.
 
   “Elsbeth,” he continued, “may I present my mother? Queen Matilda of Perralt, and sovereign of the Forbidden Forest.”
 
   A queen? Elsbeth thought. Another damn secret. Why hadn’t he told her? Elsbeth’s insides stiffened in shock. That bastard. He should have warned her. He should …
 
   Twenty years of training kicked in. She must remember her manners. Dropping into a deep curtsy, she dipped her head with respect. 
 
   “Your Highness,” Elsbeth said.
 
   The woman continued to remain quiet, leaving Elsbeth uncertain how to continue. Should she rise? Should she wait for some sign? What were the rules in Drake’s world? 
 
   If Drake was a dragon, was this woman a dragon, also? She definitely had the eyes for it. They looked like they could crucify a person at fifty paces.
 
   Drake’s mother was even more imposing than Elsbeth had feared. But to learn she was a queen in her own right. It was enough to make Elsbeth regret ever deciding to leave home.
 
   “Rise, my child,” the queen said.
 
   Elsbeth swallowed hard and rose to look the woman directly in the eye. Best that she learn that Elsbeth was a princess in her own right, as well. The rightful queen to the land of Lushcany.
 
   The two woman studied each other for a moment. At last, the Queen seemed to come to some kind of acceptance and slightly nodded her head. Almost admitting a little respect.
 
   She turned to her son. “This is a surprise, Drake, I thought we agreed to two full years.”
 
   Drake’s cheeks actually flushed. “As I remember it, it was more a royal decree than an agreement.”
 
   A spark jumped into the Queen’s eyes at Drake’s comments. Elsbeth felt for sure this was not the first time these two had clashed.
 
   “I see that you are injured,” the Queen said as she indicated his shoulder. “Is it serious? Are you likely to die within the next few minutes?”
 
   Drake almost smiled. “Probably not,” he answered simply.
 
   Elsbeth could feel the tension rising between them. Why? she wondered. Why wasn’t a mother overjoyed to see her son?
 
   “He is seriously hurt, Your Highness,” Elsbeth said. Interjecting herself before things became too intense. “I did the best that I could, but he needs a proper healer.”
 
   The Queen looked at her, then back at her son. “And, how did you become injured this time?” she asked solemnly.
 
   Drake paused for a moment, then said, “A Gray.”
 
   The Queen blanched, her eyebrows rising in surprise. “A Gray? In my forest?”
 
   “Yes mother,” Drake said. Elsbeth could have sworn the man was pleased to have shocked his mother. Oh, what a holy terror he must have been as a little boy.
 
   “I assume you resolved the issue correctly?” she said with a haughty voice.
 
   Drake shook his head. “He escaped, wounded, but he is gone.”
 
   “And you didn’t go after him?” the queen asked.
 
   Elsbeth stepped forward. “Drake returned to protect me. He had no way of knowing if there were other dragons about. And, he really is seriously wounded. He needs to be seen by a healer, as soon as possible.”
 
   The Queen glanced down at where Elsbeth’s hand rested on her son’s arm. Then, back at the woman making demands. She seemed to hesitate before she turned and gestured towards the dark opening.
 
   A young woman, dressed in black with white lace at the collar and cuffs of her dress stepped out of the shadows. She threw Drake a quick smile, sending Elsbeth’s insides into turmoil. That smile spoke of a history.
 
   “Mary,” the Queen said, “please escort our guest down below. Help her dress for dinner. One of Gwyn’s gowns should fit.” The Queen paused and looked at Elsbeth once more, confirming her judgement on the Princess’ size. 
 
   “We always dress for dinner,” the Queen said, her voice making it clear there was no choice in the matter.
 
   “As for you, Drake,” she continued, “you know your way to the healer. Heaven knows you have been there enough. I will see you at dinner and will expect a full explanation.”
 
   Drake dipped his head. “Yes, Mother,” he said before glancing at Elsbeth. His eyes seemed to apologize. As if his mother’s attitude where his fault.
 
   “This way Princess,” the servant said, indicating that they needed to hurry.
 
   Elsbeth glanced once more at Drake’s mother, then shook her head. There was a story there. A story she desperately wanted to know. But, for now, it was best to just go along and press the matter later.
 
   She followed the servant into the dark opening. Torches lit the interior with a soft glow. Drake turned off, giving her one last encouraging look. Her young guide looked back and forth between Elsbeth and the back of the departing Drake, her eyes narrowed in concentration, but she didn’t say anything. Elsbeth felt a sudden sadness at the separation. Remember, she reminded herself, you are mad at him.
 
   They continued on, twisting, and turning. 
 
   At last, they turned one last bend and stepped out onto a covered walkway. 
 
   Elsbeth gasped. She had never seen anything so beautiful. So peaceful. So perfect in her entire life.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eleven
 
   A lush green valley stretched out before her. The kind of place that provided safety and comfort. It reminded her of a painting. The kind of painting she would have created if she wanted to show safety and comfort.
 
   In the distance, a village, with smoke rising from chimneys. Square field lay like patches of cloth across the landscape. A stream fed by a rumbling waterfall on the other side of the valley, meandered through the landscape to disappear around a distant bend. 
 
   High, snowcapped, mountains encased the valley. The cliff they had just passed through formed a wall blocking off the rest of the world. 
 
   She had entered a new universe. A universe without trouble or pain.
 
   Her mind flew to defenses and military matters. It was impregnable, she realized. The only entrance up that narrow staircase and through the dark portal. A few men could defend it against an army.
 
   Elsbeth’s heart skittered with wonder. The place was beautiful. Everything was perfect. As if there was never a problem too big to solve.
 
   She caught the servant, Mary, staring at her. Obviously wondering how the princess would react to the sight of this beautiful world.
 
   “It’s unbelievable,” Elsbeth said. “Almost magical.”
 
   Mary smiled. Pleased. “Yes,” she said simply as she led Elsbeth down an interior staircase.
 
   Her room reminded her of home. Stone walls covered in tapestries. A big bed, and beautifully handcrafted furniture.
 
   Another lie from Drake. He had led her to believe he was a simple huntsman from the forest. Not a prince of a magical land.
 
   “If you will prepare yourself,” Mary said as she indicated a basin and water, “I will go get you a dress for dinner.”
 
   Elsbeth inspected her room. Drake lived here. He had grown up here. He wasn’t a backwoods savage. No one having grown up in such splendor could be. Again, why the falseness? What was it about the man that wouldn’t let anyone see the true person? 
 
   The dragon, she realized. With a secret like that, maybe a person just naturally became hesitant about sharing.
 
   She shook off the thoughts about Drake. She needed to get ready for dinner. For some reason, she felt as if she was walking into a wild animal’s den.
 
   Only these beasts were dragons.
 
   Mary returned a few minutes later with a sky blue dress that made Elsbeth melt. It was beautiful. Soft velvet with fine lace. As good as anything she could have obtained at home.
 
   No, these people were not savages.
 
   “Have you lived here long?” Elsbeth asked as she stepped behind a screen to change. Her curiosity was burning a hole inside of her. She needed more information if she was going to deal with these people as an equal.
 
   “I was born here, Princess,” the young girl said as she retrieved her old dress. “My mother was a cook in the kitchens.”
 
   Elsbeth caught a glance of disdain cross the girl’s face as she held the trail worn dress up for inspection. She wanted to tell her about three days on the trail and her hasty departure. But one didn’t explain to servants. It was one of the first lessons her mother had taught her.
 
   “So, you’ve known Prince Drake for a long time?”
 
   “Just Drake, Princess. He doesn’t like the title.”
 
   Elsbeth’s heart fell, the girl must know him well.
 
   “Yes, I’ve known him forever,” the young woman continued, “he saved my life when I was eight.”
 
   “Really?” Elsbeth said, praying the girl would continue.
 
   The young servant began removing the other clothes from Elsbeth’s pack, again shaking her head at their poor condition. Her eyes looked off into the distance.
 
   “Yes, my mother had taken me to the forest to gather berries. She was going to teach me how to make jam. Somehow, we became separated. I was alone, lost. I didn’t know the forest. We never ventured there.
 
   I remember the fear that took ahold of me. Lost, confused. Then, from the trees, a wolf began to walk towards me. Large, a blackish gray, big yellow teeth that looked like they could rip a little girl to shreds. I thought for sure I would be killed and eaten on the spot.”
 
   Elsbeth stopped dressing so she could hear the story.
 
   “I don’t know where he came from. I don’t know what he was doing in the forest. But, just as the wolf sprang towards me, Drake rushed in from the side, tackling him in midair. I don’t know how he did it. He was only a few years older than me. 
 
   But, he hit the wolf and they rolled across the pine needles and into the trees. They turned and fought. I remember screaming. But, I needn’t have worried. Even at that age, nothing could defeat Drake.
 
   That was when he received his scar, the one across his eyebrow.” Mary indicated the damage to Drake’s eyebrow.
 
   “He killed the wolf with his bare hands. I don’t know how. But, after you get to know him, you won’t be surprised.” 
 
   “I’m not,” Elsbeth said as she remembered the Guardsmen on the road and the giant Gray Dragon.
 
   “Yes, so you can say, I’ve known Drake forever. He is sort of special to me.”
 
   Elsbeth studied the young girl. Her eyes were clouded in memory, and a bitter sweet smile rested on her lips.
 
   “After that,” the girl continued, “I sort of became infatuated about everything Drake.”
 
   “I can well imagine,” Elsbeth said.
 
   The girl laughed. “Yes, well, when I grew older, I thought I might be his mate. Oh how I prayed. Even Drake thought there might be a chance. So we tried, believe me, we tried. But it wasn’t so.”
 
   “His mate?” Elsbeth asked as her brow narrowed in confusion.
 
   The young girl saw her confusion. “Yes, Princess. A dragon’s mate is unique. She calls to his soul. Once he finds her, he can love no other. Oh, how I wanted it to be me. But, it seems, I didn’t call to his soul. So, instead, we are friends. Special friends. But, only friends.”
 
   Elsbeth released a long held breath. Oh such a sad story. Yet, a part of her was pleased with the way it had ended.
 
   The servants knew that Drake was a dragon. So his secret wasn’t completely unknown. Maybe, it was just her he didn’t want to know.
 
   “You should hurry, Princess,” Mary said, interrupting Elsbeth’s wool gathering. “Her majesty does not like to be kept waiting.”
 
   The thought of upsetting Queen Matilda sent a cold shiver down Elsbeth’s back.
 
   Once she was dressed, her hair repaired, and some confidence restored, she followed Mary to the main dining room.
 
   “Here it is, Princess,” she said indicating a heavy wooden door, then, stepped back. 
 
   Elsbeth thanked Mary, took a deep breath, and stepped into the room.
 
   A long wooden table, polished to a high gleam dominated the room. Doors at the far end had been opened, leading to a veranda that overlooked the valley. Queen Matilda stood on the veranda with three others.
 
   They each looked up as Elsbeth entered. She wondered if she was interrupting something. The unusual feeling of being an outsider. Of being less than what was expected passed through her. 
 
   Screwing up her courage, she gracefully approached, then dropped into a curtsy. 
 
   “Ah, there you are,” Queen Matilda said. “Here, let me introduce my children.”
 
   Elsbeth rose to greet the others. She almost gasped. They were beautiful. Each in their own way, remarkable.
 
   “My son, Flint,” the Queen said, indicating the man next to her. He is gorgeous, Elsbeth thought. Dressed in golden leather, that sparkled in the setting sun. Almost as tall as Drake, but where Drake was dark and foreboding, this man was gold and sunshine. His yellow hair seemed to hint at lightness and all that was good with the world. His deep amber eyes sparkled with laughter as he bent and took her hand for a gallant kiss.
 
   “Welcome, Princess,” he said. “If I knew Drake was going to return with someone so beautiful, I would have accompanied him on his journey.”
 
   Elsbeth had learned long ago how not to blush at frivolous compliments. Oh, this one was a smooth one, she thought to herself. He must have the ladies of court lined up waiting for an opportunity. Ruggedly handsome, charming, with a laughing twinkle in his eye. Yes, a smooth one.
 
   She couldn’t help but compare him to Drake. Yes, there was a resemblance in structure, but there, the similarity ended. Drake looked at the world through guarded eyes. This man looked at the world with pure pleasure.
 
   “And this,” Queen Matilda, continued, “is my youngest, Thaddeus.”
 
   The young man appeared to be a few years younger than herself. Rich brown hair parted in the middle. His eyes squinted a little, it reminded her of what the scribes looked like in the scriptorium at home. Men who had spent too much time with their noses buried in books.
 
   But, there was an intelligent, kind look, about him. While not yet fully grown, Elsbeth could tell that, like his older brothers, he would be a large, powerful man. 
 
   “Please call me Thad, Princess,” he said as he quickly kissed the air above her hand. He looked at her for a moment with honest appraisal and then smiled, his eyes welcoming her. 
 
   She liked him, she realized. He was so unlike either of his brothers. She could trust him, she could be friends with this man and need not worry about being stabbed in the back or pulled into the corner for stolen kisses.
 
   Elsbeth returned his smile and tried to send a message with her eyes that she appreciated it. “Thank you, Thad,” she said.
 
   “And finally,” Queen Matilda said, “my daughter, Gwynevere.”
 
   A strikingly beautiful woman her own age smiled hesitantly at her. “Please call me Gwyn,” she said.
 
   Dressed in a rich forest green gown, the woman could have held her head high at any court in the known kingdoms. Long red hair, and green eyes, like her brother’s. They held back, unsure of her. 
 
   Elsbeth took a deep breath, she didn’t blame the woman. She, too, would have reacted the same way. A stranger who claimed to be a princess. Arriving with her injured brother.
 
   Smiling, Elsbeth said, “Thank you, Princess, for the use of your dress, it is so beautiful. Unfortunately, when I departed my home, I was unable to take what I needed. 
 
   The memory of Drake throwing her things across the barn flashed into her mind. A fact that she was going to address with him at some time in the future. 
 
   “It looks wonderful on you,” Gwyn said. “Welcome.”
 
   Elsbeth smiled to the group and thanked them for their welcome.
 
   “Here he is, at last,” Queen Matilda said as she looked towards the door.
 
   Drake had stepped into the room. Dressed in a simple white cotton shirt and black broad cloth pants. He wasn’t wearing his sling. What were the healers thinking, letting him walk around without it?
 
   He looked out of place in the fine setting. Like a wolf in the kitchen. No, like a dragon in a dining room. His eyes studied his mother for a moment, then came to rest on Elsbeth.
 
   Butterflies erupted in her stomach. What was it about this man that could set her on edge simply with his presence? She flashed back to their night in the huntsman’s cottage. The feel of his hands on her skin, the taste of his lips.
 
   She swallowed hard and fought to stop a blush from betraying her thoughts.
 
   “Let us be seated,” the Queen said, as she indicated Elsbeth should sit to her right. Drake immediately sat across from her on the Queen’s left. Then Gwyn, and finally Thaddeus. Flint pulled out her chair, holding it for her. Once she was seated, he joined her at the table, shooting her a flirting grin.
 
   The Queen nodded to a tall butler in the corner who immediately sent two other servants to retrieve the food.
 
   A gentle breeze flowed in from the veranda. Elsbeth looked around the room. Anywhere, except the man across from her. He continued to stare at her like she were his property. As if he had some claim. 
 
   No, she thought, he lost any chance at a claim the moment she had discovered he had lied to her. 
 
   It was typical of a castle dining room. Long table, tapestries on the wall to soften the sound. A candelabra in the center of the table. Candles in sconces on the wall. 
 
   Her eyes continued to wander when she gasped. A large red shield graced the far wall over the door through which she had entered. The family coat of arms obviously.
 
   A two-headed dragon. Just like her mother’s medallion. Her stomach clenched up into a ball. Why? How? What did this mean?
 
   She quickly glanced at Drake. He saw what she had seen. A guilty look crossed over his face. One more fact he had forgotten to mention. Would the man ever tell her the truth? Her heart broke. No, probably not.
 
   “So, Drake,” the Queen said, as she gently placed a cloth napkin on her lap. “To what do we owe this pleasure? I didn’t expect you until the winter after next.”
 
   “I assure you mother. It was necessary,” he said.
 
   “Drake is helping me,” Elsbeth interrupted. Obviously, his mother was not pleased with him being here. It wasn’t fair that he get in trouble with his family because of her.
 
   “I needed to reach Sinstra so that I might obtain Prince Julian’s assistance in retaking my lands.”
 
   The Queen’s eyes narrowed, “I understand,” she said, “but, the problems of your land are not supposed to be brought into our forest. Nothing good ever happens when they are.”
 
   Elsbeth’s heart fell. How could the woman be so cold? What would she have done if she had been in Elsbeth’s place?
 
   “She has a medallion,” Drake said, his voice sounding calm and resolute. Four little words that answered everything.
 
   The Queen gasped, her eyes opening wide in surprise. Elsbeth marveled, she didn’t know that Queen Matilda held that much emotion. “That is impossible,” the Queen exclaimed.
 
   “Show her,” Drake said to Elsbeth.
 
   Elsbeth glanced at the family crest on the shield, then removed the medallion from inside her dress. Slipping the silver chain over her head, she placed it on the table and pushed it towards Drake’s mother.
 
   The woman didn’t touch it, simply stared down at it. Her eyes almost caressing it. Elsbeth noticed that Drake’s siblings were also staring at the medallion in disbelief.
 
   “It is authentic,” Drake said as he took a bite of his food. “I am escorting her to Sinstra in exchange for the medallion.”
 
   “But, how did you get this?” Queen Matilda asked, her eyes refusing to leave the gold disc laying before her.
 
   “It has always been in my family, passed down from mother to daughter. I was told to wear it always. That it would protect me.”
 
   The Queen continued to ponder what lay before her. Occasionally looking up at Elsbeth, then back at the medallion. At last, she nodded her head and turned to her son.
 
   “Amazingly, you were correct. You did the right thing.”
 
   A small smirk appeared on Drake’s lips. Elsbeth wondered if he was glad to be proven right, or if he had simply liked to see his mother admit a mistake.
 
   “Why is it so important?” Elsbeth asked. Her curiosity was killing her. Drake had only agreed to help her because of this medallion. Now, his mother had agreed with him. A fact she was sure did not happen very often.
 
   “It is one of the five,” Thaddeus said from across the table. She looked back at him with a narrowed brow, silently asking for more.
 
   “At one time, it belonged to my ancestor,” the Queen said as her eyes looked off into the distance, then back at her guest. Seeing that Elsbeth wanted more, she continued.
 
   “Over six generations ago, a young man was found severely wounded here in the valley. No one knew how he got into the valley without being seen. An even younger maid discovered him by the side of the stream. She called to four men to help her. A huntsman, a woodsman, a farmer, and the mayor of the village. They carried this wounded man back to her cottage where she proceeded to nurse him back to health. 
 
   “The men continued to provide support. The huntsman and farmer provided food, the woodsman, wood for the fire, the mayor kept the curious neighbors from expelling the stranger from their valley, less the dragon discover him and become angry.”
 
   Queen Matilda hesitated for a moment, as if recalling a distant memory. “Eventually, the young man recovered. Only to discover that the valley was being terrorized by a dragon. A giant Red. It would "swoop down from the high mountains and take livestock, even occasionally young maids. It especially despised strangers. 
 
   “The maid feared for him. The men warned him to flee. Instead, the man only smiled.
 
   “Then, one night, he disappeared. The maid was heartbroken. The men sad, but happy that their friend had taken their advice and escaped.
 
   “The story might have ended there. But, a few days later, the old Red returned to take what it wanted. Only this time, a new dragon charged him. A young Green, at the height of his powers. 
 
   “The dragons fought, for hours, they tumbled through the sky, until at last, the Green killed the Red.
 
   “The village was in shock, as you can well imagine. At least with the Red, they knew their enemy. What of this young Green? What would he demand? What new terrors would he visit on them?
 
   “Instead, the Green landed by the maid’s cottage, then in a burst of flame, he changed back to the young man who had fled only a few nights prior.
 
   “At that point, he assured the villagers that they never fear again. He promised to take no animals from their fields and no maids from their homes. He would protect the valley, and they could live in peace.
 
   “Furthermore, he gave each of his special benefactors a gold coin, five of them. The five gold coins. All that he had rescued from his treasure before being set upon by his younger brothers.
 
   “By these coins, will I and my descendants know you,” he told them. “Present them, and ask for your greatest desire, my descendants and I will always provide.”
 
   Elsbeth closed her mouth, she couldn’t believe the story she was hearing. Was her mother’s medallion really a former dragon’s treasure?
 
   “You see, Elsbeth, I couldn’t say no,” Drake said. “I am bound by family honor to provide you whatever you wish in exchange for the coin.”
 
   Elsbeth studied him for a moment, trying desperately to wrap her mind around what she had just heard. She looked at each of the other members around the table. They each nodded in support of what Drake said.
 
   “Five coins?” she said. “Does that mean this might be the coin given to the maid? Handed down from mother to daughter?” Her eyes looked at the coin with a new reverence.
 
   “No,” Queen Matilda said with a sad shake of her head. “It was not given to the maid.”
 
   “How do you know?” Elsbeth asked. “If each is identical, how can you tell?”
 
   “Because, this is the coin given to the maid,” Queen Matilda said, as she removed a medallion from around her neck and placed it next to the one already on the table.
 
   Elsbeth gasped. “But how?” she asked.
 
   “The maid married the dragon, of course,” the Queen said. “Like yours, it is passed from mother to daughter. Gwyn will receive it in the future.”
 
   “What of the others?” Elsbeth asked.
 
   “They disappeared into history,” Gwyn said. “This is the first one we have seen.”
 
   “Do you think the Gray was after this?” Flint asked Drake.
 
   “I don’t know. How could he have known that Elsbeth had it?” Drake replied.
 
   “I don’t know,” Thaddeus said. “There are many books with the story. The Oltecs might know that her family possessed one. When she entered the forest, she became vulnerable. They could attack in dragon form.”
 
   “The Oltecs?” Elsbeth asked as her mind whirled with all the information revolving around her. It had always just been her mother’s medallion.
 
   “Our rivals from the other side of the mountains,” the Queen said. “The descendants of the original Red Dragon that controlled this valley. They have long harbored a desire to regain control. If they had a medallion, they could simply demand that we return the valley. Honor would require us to do so.”
 
   “I still say, we needn’t be bound by such a promise,” Flint said with a sneer. “The Oltecs wouldn’t know honor if it hit them in the face.”
 
   “No, we must. Grave things would happen if we didn’t.” Turning to Elsbeth, the Queen continued, “that is why it is vital we obtain the medallions before the Oltecs find them.
 
   Elsbeth’s brow narrowed as she concentrated. How had she become involved in a dragon war? She had enough problems of her own. 
 
   Looking across the table, she stared at Drake for a moment. 
 
   “Here,” Elsbeth said. “You have it, it belongs to your family.”
 
   “No,” the Queen said sadly. “It must be earned, we cannot take it. Once Drake has escorted you to Sinstra, then, we will accept it.
 
   “Do you want me to accompany them?” Flint said as he smiled at Elsbeth. “After all, Drake is injured. Perhaps the Princess would like someone a little healthier.
 
   Elsbeth couldn’t stop herself from smiling. The man was flirting with her. The fact that he was extremely handsome made it perfectly acceptable.
 
   “I am able to accomplish my mission, Brother,” Drake said rather forcibly.
 
   Sparks seemed to fly across the table. Their competiveness flashing back and forth between them. Elsbeth’s stomach tightened. She had seen Drake when he was upset. Flint should take care. Even injured, she doubted anything could best Drake.
 
   “Ignore them,” Gwynevere said with a soft laugh. “They’re both dumber than a bag of rocks but useful for retrieving things from high shelves.”
 
   “Once he has fully recovered, Drake will finish escorting the princess in a few days,” his mother said. “You, Flint, will begin patrolling the forest. Starting tonight. Understood?”
 
   Flint seemed to accept the decision remarkably well. “Yes, Mother,” he said then turned and winked at Elsbeth. “Of course, that means I have several days to get to know the Princess a little better.”
 
   Thaddaeus looked across the table and said, “You have to understand, Princess. Flint has to try harder. There is nothing special about him. Drake is the oldest. Gwen, the girl, and I am the youngest. Flint is just a spare we keep around in case.”
 
   Flint smiled and gave his younger brother a withering stare. 
 
   “What young Thaddaeus forgets is that while Drake may be the stronger one, and he the more well-read, it is I that makes the family look good. Heaven knows, not an easy task with Drake pulling down the average.”
 
   The two younger siblings laughed and shook their head. Drake merely scowled his usual scowl.
 
   Elsbeth sat there in surprised wonder. Was this how families always acted around each other? She had grown up an only child. The concept of sibling rivalry was foreign to her.
 
   Once again, Flint glanced at her and winked. It seemed he enjoyed teasing Drake as much as she did.
 
   Elsbeth could have sworn she heard Drake grind his teeth all the way from across the table. The thought of Drake being jealous sent a warm, comforting glow through her. 
 
   At least he didn’t think of her as a duty. A family promise that must be fulfilled. At least she hoped he didn’t.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twelve
 
   Drake made sure he was the first to offer to escort Elsbeth back to her room. Flint shot him a look that let him know this was not over. Drake Just looked back and let him know, anytime, anywhere. 
 
   His brother's maneuvering was the least of his problems though.  Elsbeth hated him. He could see it in her eyes when she looked at him. It was as if he were something stuck to the bottom of her shoe. She couldn’t get rid of him fast enough.
 
   They walked together, shoulder to shoulder, down the long passageway.
 
   “Your family is very nice,” Elsbeth said, her voice as gently as a summer wind.
 
   “They can be when they try,” Drake answered. How was he going to broach this wall that had risen between them? How could he explain? Why did he have to? Shaking his head, he steered her around a corner. It was obvious she’d be lost within seconds if someone wasn’t to show her the way.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me about the medallion?” she asked, again, her question coming from out of nowhere.
 
   He paused for a moment, then said, “Would you have? I mean would you have informed someone you’ve known only a few days that they held the power to claim your ancestral home? To destroy everything that you hold dear?”
 
   She halted in mid stride, looking up at him with confused eyes. “It is just that I thought … I … Never mind,” she said with a huff and began walking again. 
 
   “Elsbeth,” he called out to her as she stomped away.
 
   “What?” she demanded with her hands on her hips. “What, are you going to tell me? That lying to me about being a dragon was perfectly acceptable? The fact that your family is in a war with other dragons and my mother’s medallion might be part of it. Or, the fact that you are a prince? That all this will be yours one day. That you are just as rich and famous in your own world as I am in mine? What Drake? What were you going to tell me?”
 
   Drake bit his lip for a moment. “Actually,” he said, “I was going to tell you that your room is that way. You missed a turn.”
 
   “Ohhhh,” she screamed as she slammed her foot into the ground. She shot him an evil look, then scurried past him to the turn she had missed.
 
   “And, I’m not going to inherit this,” he added.
 
   Once again, she halted and looked back at him confused.
 
   “Why? You are the oldest. And a male. That means you inherit.”
 
   He shook his head. “Not in my world. No, this is all to be Gwyn’s. She will inherit from my mother. In our world, the ladies rule, the men protect. Thank God. 
 
   “What do you mean protect?” she asked with a curious frown.
 
   He sighed, “In our world, the women reign over everything. That is why it is so important that we pick a soul mate for our life partner. We must trust them wholly and with all of our being. It becomes our responsibility to protect them from all dangers.”
 
   She continued to frown as she processed the information. “But, I don’t understand. The power? Wouldn’t you want the power of being in charge? To have people respect you?”
 
   Drake tossed his head back and laughed. A deep hearty laugh. The kind that comes from the bottom of a man’s gut. The first time he had laughed like that in years.
 
   “Oh, Elsbeth. I am a dragon. I have no need for more power. Men walk in fear of me. I am the monster of their nightmares. They use me to scare their children. 
 
   “Deciding which crops to plant, or who should be given which task, none of that is going to gain me respect. Better, such things be left to my mother, and somewhere down the line, to Gwyn. 
 
   “As I said, Thank God. All my brothers and I have to do is fight and defend this land. The women have to deal with the dreary details.”
 
   She stared up at him, her eyes questioning, trying to decipher a puzzle, or discern the meaning behind an obtuse painting. 
 
   Shaking her head, she once again started for her room. Looking back at him to make sure she was proceeding correctly.
 
   Once they reached her door, she turned to him, that curious frown still creasing her brow.
 
   “What about your father?” she asked. “Didn’t he rule? How did he feel about a woman being in charge?”
 
   Drake shook his head. “My father wasn’t a dragon.”
 
   Elsbeth gasped, “Not a dragon. But I thought …”
 
   “No, it is rare in our world for a dragon to marry a dragon. There are not enough of us. He was a special man though. Mother loved him so. He was smart, strong, kind, and perfect for her. Keeping her from making mistakes. Helping her see the big picture.”
 
   Elsbeth stared up at him with appraising eyes. They had lost some of that disdain and hate from earlier. Maybe she could see that he wasn’t the monster she feared. The thought sent a shaft of light into him. It is important, he realized. For some unknown reason, it was important that this woman not see him as a monster.
 
   She continued to stare up at him. As if she wanted to ask him more. He could see the war within her. She was mad at him. Did not fully trust him. She would probably never be able to fully trust him again. The thought was depressing. Her trust issues were fighting with her curiosity. And, behind it all, her body’s need for him.
 
   He felt himself being drawn to her. The heat between them started to rise as they continued to stare into each other’s eyes.
 
   No, he told himself, not here, not now. She would be angry and hurt if he seduced her now. He could. That passion in her eyes let him know that if he tried, she would be his.
 
   But no, not now.
 
   She is destined for Sinstra and her damn Julian, he reminded himself. Better to focus on the mission only. Retrieve the medallion. And, most important, do not become emotionally involved with this woman. That path led only to pain and suffering. There could be no other result.
 
    “Goodnight, Princess,” he said as he opened her door. “Sleep well.”
 
   Her eyes clouded over as the passion was replaced by a new hurt. A new sense of loss. 
 
   She quickly gathered herself and said, “Goodnight,” before scurrying into her room.
 
   Drake stood there for a moment and let the sense of loss wash through him. He had been a fool. He should have pursued her. Even now, they could be on her bed, fighting to remove each other’s clothes as fast as possible. Instead, he would spend a long, restless night.
 
   A night of dreaming about what might have been. He feared there would be many such nights in his future.
 
   .o0o.
 
   Elsbeth woke when Mary quietly entered her room the next morning. She had barely slept the night. So many things to think about. So many things to wrestle with. Her land needed a good queen. They deserved it. She needed Julian and his brother’s army to obtain that land. The fact that her hand in marriage might be the price for said army was troubling. 
 
   She winced inside. In the past, the thought of marrying Julian had seemed perfectly acceptable. In fact, almost preferable. But, things had changed. 
 
   Then, there was Drake. A dragon. How was she supposed to process that? And, her mother’s medallion? All of it continually twirled inside her mind.
 
   “Good morning, Princess,” Mary said as she began laying out her clothes. Elsbeth could see that they had all been freshly laundered. Which servant had been up half the night taking care of her clothes? she wondered. She hoped it hadn’t been Mary. 
 
   “Thank you,” Elsbeth said as she got out of bed.
 
   “If you hurry, Princess, there may still be family members at the table. If you tarry, you may have to break your fast alone.”
 
   Elsbeth was startled for a moment. It seemed the girl was warning her that she might be committing a significant social mistake. What was it about these people? Why couldn’t they just lead normal lives?
 
   They’re dragons, she reminded herself. That should be explanation enough.
 
   When she entered the dining room. Only Drake was there. Sitting in the same seat as the previous evening. Dressed in a white cotton shirt, open at the neck, the man looked like a stone fort. Strong, invincible, and as welcoming as a burr in her hair.
 
   “Good morning,” she said with a bright smile. She might still be angry with him. But that was no reason to be unladylike. 
 
   “What is so good about it?” he answered with a scowl. 
 
   His brow was furrowed, and he had deep shadows under his eyes.  As if he hadn’t slept all night. She shook her head. Men. She tried to be nice, and he bit her head off. Well, to hell with him. Two could play at that game.
 
   “What is good about it, is the fact that we are both still alive. A fact that I was not too confident about, yesterday. We slept in nice soft beds. Not the hard ground. Ate something other than rabbit. I would say there were several things absolutely wonderful about the day.”
 
   The answering scowl he shot her way made her smile. She so loved teasing him.
 
   “I have a question,” she said innocently as she began to eat. “Yesterday, your mother said she hadn’t expected you to return until the winter after next. Why?”
 
   He frowned for a moment, then said, “I was told to leave and not come back for two years.”
 
   Elsbeth took care not to gasp less she inhale her sausage. Banished for two years. The thought scared her. What must he have done?
 
   “Why?” she asked.
 
   He paused, then shook his head. “I don’t know, she wouldn’t tell me and refused to discuss it. All I know was that one day, I returned, and was met by my mother. Telling me that I was to leave my home and not come back for two years.”
 
   Elsbeth’s heart went out to him. What must that have been like? To be told you weren’t wanted. Or, even worse for a man like Drake, to be told you weren’t needed. No wonder he harbored mixed feelings about his home.
 
   She studied him for a moment as he ate his meal. His scruffy beard had been shaved. She felt a little sense of loss. She had liked that beard. The way it scratched her palm when she ran her hand against it. The way it had felt on the insides of her thigh when he had kissed her down there.
 
   Her cheeks burst into flame at the memory. Quickly she looked down at her food.
 
   “I see that you are using your injured arm,” she said, desperate to change the subject.
 
   He glanced at his hand holding a dinner knife. “I heal quickly,” he said as he returned his focus on his food. “In fact, we can leave tomorrow. I will have you to Sinstra by the end of the week. At which time, you can ask your precious Julian for help.”
 
   “And you will receive the medallion,” she snapped, deciding that she could answer bad manners with bad manners.
 
   They continued to eat in silence. Each lost in their own world. Elsbeth wondered what she should say to break the tension between them. Why was he mad with her? It was she that had been lied to. It was she that had been used.
 
   She was thinking of just getting up and leaving. She didn’t need this beast across from her. At least not yet, not until they started on the trail once again. 
 
   The tension was broken when the door opened, and Flint strolled in. It was like a shower of sunshine after a rainy day. He was dressed as the night before, in his golden leather jacket. Not a hair out of place.
 
   “Ah Princess, you look lovely this morning.”
 
   Elsbeth couldn’t stop herself from smiling. When a man this handsome compliments you, you smile. There was no other way.
 
   “Thank you,” she said with a quick dip of her head.
 
   “So, what were we discussing?” Flint asked as he prepared himself a plate of food.
 
   “I was telling Princess, that we would be leaving tomorrow.”
 
   Elsbeth cringed at the word princess. Why couldn’t he call her Elsbeth?
 
   “What? So soon?” Flint said with a sad expression. “I was so looking forward to spending some time with the lovely lady. 
 
   “I know. I will take you on a tour of our valley, Elsbeth. There are so many wonderful sights. The waterfall, the caves of Charman, the rapids at Treatham, we can watch the fish swimming upstream to spawn.”
 
   “No,” Drake said with a firm voice as he stared down at his plate.
 
   Elsbeth felt her stomach clench up. How dare he?
 
   “You are not the boss of me,” she said as she set her shoulders. Ready for battle. “We are not on the trail. I don’t have to do what you say, and I don’t have to follow your rules.”
 
   He paused and stared at her for a long moment.
 
   “I wasn’t telling you no, Princess,” he said. “I was telling him, no.”
 
   She looked back and forth between the two men as they stared at each other. She could see the tension rising between them as they each tried to force the other to comply with their wishes. All with only a stare.
 
   At last, Drake turned to her. “My brother has been up all night, patrolling the forest. What is more, he will be up all of tonight. He needs his rest.”
 
   “Is this true?” she asked Flint. “You have been up all night?” as she studied him, she could see that his eyes had shadows they hadn’t held the night before.
 
   He smiled at her. “It doesn’t matter. A day with you would be worth a little tiredness. Believe me, I would much rather spend the day entertaining you than alone in my bed.”
 
   Drake slammed his utensils onto his plate and stared at his brother. His brother smiled and stared back with a twinkle in his eyes.
 
   The tension became almost painful. Elsbeth leaned forward and gently touched Flint’s arm. “Thank you, Flint. But I couldn’t ask that of you. You need your rest.”
 
   He tore his stare away from his brother to look at her for a moment. She felt herself relax as he nodded his head. 
 
   “Very well, Princess. But only because you have said so. Not because my brother has ordered it. A brother, I might add, that isn’t really supposed to be here.”
 
   “That’s enough,” Queen Matilda said from the door. Elsbeth hadn’t seen the woman enter. 
 
   Her voice was low and commanding. She stood there like one of the fluted column carved into the cliff face. Impenetrable and completely unable to be argued with.
 
   “Flint, finish your meal and go to bed, you will be needed tonight. If there is to be any activity, it will be then.”
 
   “Yes, mother,” the man said as he returned to eating, but not before Elsbeth caught him winking at her. 
 
   It was all in fun. He was letting her know that he enjoyed poking at his older brother. She smiled to herself. It was nice to see someone stand up to the mighty Drake. Someone had to.
 
   “What is everyone talking about,” Thad said as he stepped into the dining room, followed closely by Gwen. 
 
   “Are you two still arguing?” Gwen asked.
 
   “They’re not discussing Pythagorean theorem of geometry.”
 
   “Oh shut up, you ass,” Flint said as he threw a roll at him.
 
   Thad ducked and then laughed at his brother for missing.
 
   Queen Matilda sat at the head of the table and shook her head. Her expression a cross between bewilderment and repressed anger. 
 
   “Vulgarity is never a substitute for wit,” she said to Flint. 
 
    Leaning forward, she said in an aside to Elsbeth, “You will learn one day. There will be times in your life that your greatest regret was that you did not strangle them in their crib.”
 
   Elsbeth gasped with shock until she saw the twinkle in the Queen’s eyes. What must it be like to raise four dragons? Oh how this house must have shook and rumbled over the years. 
 
   “Drake, you will show Princess Elsbeth the valley,” the Queen said. “Teach her about our world. If she is to rule Lushcany someday, best that she know the people in the land next to hers and that she has nothing to fear from us.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am,” the giant man said. Elsbeth shook her head. How was it possible that this man could allow a woman to tell him what to do? Because she is his mother. He respects her. He doesn’t fear her. He doesn’t need her approval. It is simply the fact that he accepts her right to be in charge of this place and this time. 
 
   He knows himself. He knows that there is nothing she could do to him physically that could make him comply. It is only his respect for her. She might very well be the only person in the world with the ability to make him do what he doesn’t want to do. 
 
   His mother, and any future soul mate. 
 
   For the first time, she wondered what kind of man his father had been that he could teach his sons this.
 
   Sighing, she wondered if she would ever be able to teach her sons. Then she realized, it would depend upon their father. Only a father could impart that wisdom to a young boy.
 
   Sighing to herself, she tried to imagine Julian teaching their sons to respect their mother. For some reason, she feared he wouldn’t know where to begin. It would be a task she must try to accomplish herself. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirteen
 
   Drake guided Elsbeth down the back corridor to the bottom of the castle. They passed through the kitchens and back behind the stewards’ offices.
 
   The people greeted him with smiles and a kind word. Elsbeth studied him each time he stopped to talk to someone. He didn’t bother to introduce her. She wondered if he was embarrassed by her. 
 
   It was obvious they knew who she was. Knowing how quickly news spread in small communities, half the valley had probably known who she was before he’d finished introducing her to his mother the day before.
 
   At last, they came to a large oaken door. He pulled the latch and used his shoulder to push the door open. 
 
   “Welcome to the Valley of Perralt,” he said as he held out a hand for her to enter.
 
   Elsbeth held her breath as she stepped through the door. It was like stepping into a magical world of lush happiness. The grass seemed greener, the birds sang better songs, and the butterflies were prettier. 
 
   So different than the Forbidden Forest. Nothing would hurt her here, she thought. Especially, not with Drake next to her.
 
   She turned and tried to take it all in. Oh, how it must it have been to grow up here.
 
   Smiling up at him, she said, “It is lovely.”
 
   He shrugged his shoulders.  “Come on, there is someone I want to introduce you to.”
 
   He took her hand and began to lead her towards the village. She glanced down at their hands. Together, as if they belonged that way. Her heart skipped a beat. She was mad at him, she reminded herself. Don’t forget, Elsbeth, the man couldn’t be trusted.
 
   As they entered the village, people smiled at them, dipping their heads in welcome. No one seemed to be afraid or concerned. This was Drake, they seemed to be thinking, he is one of us.
 
   “Here,” Drake said as he guided her towards a barn set back a little from the main road.
 
   The ring of a blacksmith’s hammer could be heard calling from inside the barn. A sound she well remembered from home. The armorers would work well into the night to make enough weapons for her uncle’s men.
 
   Drake stopped in the open doorway and watched the blacksmith work. The man was almost as large as Drake, his strong arms pounding the heavy hammer onto a flat piece of steel. Elsbeth stood next to Drake, trying to discern the significance of this place.
 
   At last, the Smith paused and caught sight of them. His face broke into a broad smile.
 
   “You idiot,” the man said, “I heard you were back.”
 
   The two men looked at each other for a moment, then hugged, slapping the other on the back in that strange way of men. Neither wanting to show their emotion, but both needing to express how much the other meant to them.
 
   Elsbeth shook her head, she would never understand men.
 
   “And, this is the Princess?” the Smith said with a welcoming smile. Then he turned back to his friend, “I should have known, you get sent away against your will and come back with a beautiful princess. Only you, my friend, only you.”
 
   “Regan, this is Princess Elsbeth,” Drake said as he made the introductions.
 
   “Princess, Regan Smith, my best friend. And, the only person to ever defeat me in battle.”
 
   The big Smith chuckled as he took her hand in a warm greeting. “We were six, and I surprised him. It was the last time I ever won.”
 
   Elsbeth smiled, she liked hearing stories about Drake. They made her feel warm inside. Especially, those stories where he wasn’t perfect.
 
   The Smith turned and yelled towards the house sitting behind the barn.
 
   “Janice, Drake is here,” his voice reverberated off the wooden barn walls.
 
   A young woman, about her own age, stepped out of the house, drying her hands on her apron. Suddenly, two tow head boys, about eight and six, pushed passed her and sprinted into the yard.
 
   “Uncle Drake, Uncle Drake,” they yelled as they raced each other. Both of them crashed into the man next to her. Throwing their little arms around his legs.
 
   He laughed and reached to pick them both up in each arm.
 
   “What happened to your other sons?” Drake said to Regan with a twinkle in his eye. “Did you trade them in and get these bigger boys?”
 
   “We’re his sons,” the older one said as he slapped Drake’s shoulder.
 
   “NO,” Drake said. “I remember Teagan and Cade. They were silly little squirts. Always getting in trouble. You two, you’re too big.”
 
   “No, really Uncle Drake,” the little one said. “I’m Cade, really I am.”
 
   Drake gave the boys another hug. “I guess you are,” he said, “because your mother is giving me that look. The one that says I'm silly.”
 
   The boy’s mother smiled at Drake, then threw herself into his arms for a sweet, sisterly hug.
 
   “Welcome home,” she said as she silently wiped a tear from her eye.
 
   “Janice, you look as beautiful as ever,” Drake said. “I swear. I still don’t understand why you picked this big lug over me. I’d have given you a dozen children by now.”
 
   The woman laughed and swatted at him. “You never change,” she said, then her face dropped as she caught a sight of Elsbeth.
 
   “Oh, I am sorry,” Drake said. “Janice Smith, allow me to introduce Princess Elsbeth. Princess, Janice Smith of Perralt.”
 
   The woman’s expression instantly became guarded as she dropped into a curtsy.
 
   A curious look crossed Drake’s eyes. Elsbeth wondered if he was judging her and how she would treat his friends.
 
   Elsbeth stepped forward. “Please call me Elsbeth,” she said. “Silly titles seem so unnecessary in your beautiful valley. I do hope I might call you Janice.”
 
   The woman smiled weakly and nodded. Elsbeth could tell she wasn’t too sure of the situation. She kept looking towards her husband for help.
 
   Instead, Drake’s friend swooped an arm around Elsbeth and pulled her and his wife towards the house. 
 
   “I’m hungry let’s eat.”
 
   Elsbeth could hear Drake chuckling behind her. 
 
   This was so not what she had expected. She wondered about the people at home. How would they have reacted if she had introduced a new prince?
 
   She didn’t even know a blacksmith. She didn’t really know any of her people. Not really. Not to call them by name. Not well enough to be asked for a meal. A small sense of guilt flowed into her.
 
   She quickly put it aside. A fact that could easily be remedied once she had obtained her Crown.
 
   The house was warm and comfortable. The bedrooms up the stairs. A living room furnished with comfortable chairs opened onto the kitchen. Freshly painted walls, rugs on the wooden floor, and a water pump inside the kitchen.
 
   Janice went to the wood stove to stir a bubbling pot of delicious smelling stew. At least it’s not rabbit, Elsbeth thought. Beef, definitely beef.
 
   The two men stepped into the main room, each of them slapping each other on the back while the little boys badgered Uncle Drake to throw them in the air.
 
   “Is there anything I can do to help?” Elsbeth asked.
 
   Janice blanched for a moment. She was either embarrassed with the idea of a princess helping her serve food, or terrified that this strange woman would ruin her well prepared meal.
 
   She smiled and indicated cutlery and bowls. “You could set the table,” she said as she ladled the stew into the bowls.
 
   “Watch this,” Janice said as she gave Elsbeth the last bowl to set out. “To the table, gentlemen,” she said. All four of the men raced towards the table, pushing and shoving. But, Elsbeth noticed that both Drake and Regan held back and let the two little ones win.
 
   Her heart swelled at the sweet domesticity of it all. A pang of regret crashed into her. She would never know such simple happiness as these people experienced every day.
 
   Janice indicated where she should sit.
 
   “So, tell me, Elsbeth,” Regan said, “how did you get mixed up with this one? I thought princesses were supposed to be smarter than that.”
 
   Elsbeth smiled. Oh, how she enjoyed people teasing Drake. She looked over at him, wondering how much she should say. He slightly shook his head, glancing down at her breasts were the medallion hung under clothes.
 
   He doesn’t want them knowing about the medallion. Interesting.
 
   “I’d much rather hear stories about Drake when he was young,” she said.
 
   Regan chuckled. Drake scowled and looked upset.
 
   “For instance,” she continued, “was he this grumpy as a child or is this a recent event?”
 
   Janice laughed and quickly covered her mouth. 
 
   “Me?” Drake demanded. “I am never grumpy. I am reserved,” he said with a silly smirk.
 
   “How did you meet?” Elsbeth asked.
 
   “We went to school together,” Janice said. “These two were instant friends. Once they had a couple of fist fights, and wrestling matches out of the way, they were inseparable.”
 
   “Why don’t you tell her about the time you stole our clothes while we were swimming?” Drake said.
 
   “Or, the time she ambushed us with the apples?” Regan added.
 
   Elsbeth caught the smiling twinkle in the men’s eyes. She glanced over at the two little boys. They had both instinctively become quiet. Hoping against hope that the grown-ups would forget they were there and divulge some great secret truth in front of them.
 
   “I had to do those things. You two would have become insufferable if I hadn’t. Big heads,” Janice said to Elsbeth, “both of them thought they were so great and wonderful. Someone had to knock them down a peg or two.”
 
   “A pest,” Drake said to the two little boys. “Your mother was a pest. We finally had to take her along on our adventures just so she’d leave us alone.”
 
   “Don’t listen to them boys,” Janice said. “If it hadn’t been for me, neither of these two idiots would have known how to have fun.”
 
   Regan laughed and gave his wife a knowing glance. Elsbeth’s heart melted a little. To have a man look at her that way, with loving, friendly eyes that were just for her. 
 
   She tried to hide the flash of pain inside of her. Julian would never look at her that way. What was more, she didn’t think she would ever look at him the way Janice looked at Regan. As if he had been put on this earth just for her.
 
   The meal continued with friendly banter and wild stories. Elsbeth enjoyed it. The easy comradery. The way one could start a sentence and the other finish it. 
 
   This was a different Drake. Not a dragon, not a prince, not even a wild mercenary. No, this was Drake, the friend.
 
   As they finished, Janice got up to start clearing places. Elsbeth jumped up to help. 
 
   “Now that you are here, you can help me with something,” Regan said to Drake.
 
   “I don’t have long. I need to show Elsbeth the rest of the valley.”
 
   “It won’t take but a minute, come on. You boys, make sure you stay out of the way.”
 
   Both boys immediately became interested. Something they could not be involved with must surely be exciting, possibly even dangerous.
 
   Elsbeth watched the four of them exit into the yard. She turned to look out the window as they approached a wagon, its wheels gone, resting flat on the ground.
 
   Janice stepped up next to her to watch, as well.
 
   Regan pointed at the wagon, then to some blocks of wood. 
 
   “Regan’s been putting this off, he would have needed three men from the village for this, but he hates asking for help.”
 
   Elsbeth’s brow narrowed in confusion as she watched the men. Drake approached the back of the wagon where it lay in the dirt. He bent at the knees and slipped his hands under the edge. Then, with a mighty heave he lifted the entire back end of the wagon off the grown.
 
   Elsbeth gasped. It must weigh hundreds of pounds. She watched as his massive shoulders flexed. As his arms strained to hold the load while Regan slid underneath and placed the blocks of wood to hold it up. 
 
   At last, Drake lowered the wagon back down.
 
   “Now the hard part,” Janice said. “He won’t have the same leverage with the back end under the blocks.”
 
   Drake walked around to the front of the wagon. And again, he bent his knees and lifted. Elsbeth could see him gritting his teeth against the massive weight.
 
   Her heart worried. What if he dropped it? What of his injury she thought? Surely, he would open his wound again. If he did, would they have to remain here at his home longer? The thought was not as displeasing as she would have believed.
 
   He continued to strain, every muscle fighting against the force of gravity as Regan scurried under the wagon once again to make sure the blocks were placed correctly. She felt Janice stiffen next to her. 
 
   What must she be feeling? she wondered. Watching your husband work under something that could crush him at any moment. Depending solely on Drake’s strength.
 
   At last the men finished. Regan scrambled out from under the wagon and slapped his friend on the back. The way they smiled at each other made Elsbeth realize how much she had missed by never having a close friend. These two trusted each other with their lives. What must it be like to be able to trust someone like that? 
 
   As the two prepared to leave a few minutes later, both young boys held onto Drake’s leg, begging to be taken with him. 
 
   Drake squatted down to their level, looking both in the eye he said, “Boys, I will tell you a secret. Other people’s adventures are never as fun as the ones we create for ourselves. You two, you’re going to have to find your own fun and adventure.”
 
   “Don’t encourage them,” Janice said from beside her husband.
 
   Drake laughed. “I don’t think these two need much encouragement.”
 
   The two little boys glanced at each other with some secret communication. Elsbeth cringed inside when she thought of the mischief Janice and Regan were going to have to deal with over the next few years.
 
   At last, they said their goodbyes. Elsbeth’s heart sunk a little. She would have preferred to spend the afternoon talking about Drake. Learning all there was to learn about this man.
 
   “I liked your friends,” she said as they turned the corner and started for the river.
 
   Drake simply smiled, “They and people like them, are the reason your medallion is so important. I cannot, will not, allow anything bad to come into the valley.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fourteen
 
   Drake stood on the portico, looking out over the valley through the moonlight. The distant river twinkled silver and black. The green fields had turned purple in the filtered light.
 
   How he loved this valley. It was home, peace, tranquility, and happiness. All the things the real world sought, but never found.
 
   Sighing to himself he thought of Elsbeth. She had enjoyed herself, today. She had seen what he saw. Understood, the specialness of this place. It made him feel good inside that she could appreciate it.
 
   “It will be here when you return,” his mother said as she walked up to join him. The woman was as silent as a cloud. He shook his head. Growing up, he’d never known when she would appear. Usually, just as he was beginning to do something he shouldn’t.
 
   “I know,” he replied. “I will return with the medallion, but there are still three more out there.”
 
   His mother looked out over the valley with him. Her eyes held a look of love, and a small smile creased her lips. “Yes,” she said, “but they are lost to history. If we do not know where they are, then no one else does, either. The valley will be safe.”
 
   Drake shook his head. He wasn’t so sure. Something inside of him was screaming warning signs that things were going to change. Not right away, but in the future, somewhere down the road. Those missing medallions were going to be an issue.
 
   His mother turned away from the view and looked at him, examining him from head to toe. He swallowed hard, his stomach clenched a little. When his mother looked at a person like that, things rarely went well.
 
   “The Princess,” she said. His stomach finished clenching. The last thing he wanted to talk to his mother about was Elsbeth.
 
   “Yes?” he asked hesitantly.
 
   “The Princess is rather beautiful, don’t you think? And, very charming. I think she will make a good Queen for her lands. Don’t you?”
 
   His brow narrowed in confusion. Where was this going? 
 
   “Yes, she is beautiful. She’s also arrogant, opinionated, and too intelligent for her own good. Plus, she can’t make a campfire to save her life. She’s also exceedingly sweet, brave beyond words, and small children adore her. As for her being Queen. That will be determined by her Prince Julian.”
 
   “Tsk,” his mother snorted. “From what I hear, this Prince Julian couldn’t fight his way out of a bathtub. This is not the kind of man Elsbeth needs.”
 
   A cold chill traveled down his spine. What was his mother leading to? 
 
   “I thought we were not to interfere in their world. Not to become involved.”
 
   His mother looked at him for a long moment, obviously trying to decide whether to admonish or hug him. At last, she nodded.
 
   “Yes, that is our policy, and it has served us well. There is one exception, though.”
 
   “What might that be mother?” he asked as he held his breath.
 
   “For a soul mate. All, and any rules, might be broken to protect a soul mate.”
 
   He forced himself not to react less she see the impact her words were having. At last, he took a deep breath.
 
   “Well, luckily that is not the case here. Elsbeth is about as far away from being my soul mate as is possible.”
 
   “Oh really, I thought …”
 
   “You thought what?” he asked. “That you would act as matchmaker? Marry off your eldest to some distant queen so you would never have to put up with him again?”
 
   “No,” his mother said. “I thought perhaps my eldest son might find happiness. That is all any mother ever wants for her child. And I thought, the way that she looks at you. The way you look at her. Perhaps …”
 
   Drake snorted and turned away. “You didn’t see the way she looked at me when I released the beast inside of me. It wasn’t fear, it was disgust. She was seeing the worst thing in the world.”
 
   His mother bit her lips and shook her head slightly. He knew she wanted to say more but was holding back for some reason. Instead, she turned to look out over the valley.
 
   “You know Drake, for a man unafraid of anything, you seem to be very concerned about what this woman thinks about you. Interesting. I am sure if she were a fifty-year-old scullery maid, you would not care near as much. What is it about this woman that makes her opinion so vital?”
 
   Drake froze in place as his heart raced.
 
   His mother smiled up at him and patted his shoulder. “And, don’t forget. Women have been known to change their minds. We are famous for it. Especially when it comes to matters of the heart. What we found annoying becomes endearing. What we thought as atrocious becomes funny. You would be amazed at what we will do to accommodate the man we loves’ foibles and peccadillos.”
 
   “Mother, being a dragon is not a foible or peccadillo. It is a bit more serious than that. Especially, to women like Elsbeth.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” she said as she turned to leave. “In many ways, being a dragon has advantages. And you must admit, no woman ever thought her mate was too big and too strong. Especially, not a woman in need of obtaining a kingdom.”
 
   Drake watched his mother leave him, he could have sworn she was laughing to herself. But, that was impossible. His mother didn’t laugh. A smile perhaps, but laugh? Never. 
 
   .o0o.
 
   The next morning, his family joined them on the outside landing to wish them goodbye. Elsbeth hugged each of them.  Gwyn, then Thaddeus, and finally, Flint. 
 
   His brother gave him a wink as he held onto her a little longer than necessary.
 
   Drake swallowed the anger building inside of him. 
 
   At last, they separated, and Elsbeth turned to his mother. She curtsied and said, “Thank you for having me, Your Highness.”
 
   His mother smiled back and said, “You must come back for a visit. After you have regained your kingdom. You can call me Mattie then. We Queens are rather informal with each other.”
 
   Elsbeth blanched, then allowed herself to be pulled into a goodbye hug. 
 
   Drake watched as his mother whispered something into Elsbeth’s ear. His heart stopped. What was she saying? This could not be good. It was never good when his mother had secrets.
 
   Elsbeth’s face turned a pretty shade of pink as she nodded, then she smiled and stepped back.
 
   “Thank you,” she said. “Are you sure you won’t take the medallion, now?”
 
   Drake’s mother gently shook her head. “No, my dear, it must be done this way.”
 
   Drake desperately wanted to know what his mother had said, but he well knew this was not the place or time. He would get it out of her later.
 
   “Are you ready?” he growled as he started for the steps.
 
   Elsbeth nodded, then moved to sweep past him.
 
   “Hold it,” he said, “I’ll go first.”
 
   “Why do you get to go first?” Elsbeth asked as her brow narrowed confusion.
 
   Drake shook his head. “For several reasons, Princess. One, if you go second and fall, I can catch you. If I go second and fall, it will take us both out. Plus, because I said so. The trail starts here.”
 
   He smiled to himself when her eyes jumped with anger. He thought for sure she would argue with him, but instead, she stepped aside and let him pass.
 
   What was that all about, he wondered? Was she still so mad at him that he wasn’t worth arguing with? He caught Elsbeth giving his mother a secret look and a small smile creasing his mother’s lips in return.
 
   What had his mother said to her?
 
   They reached the bottom of the long steps without incident and were soon deep into the forest. Drake drank in a deep breath, he felt safest and happiest in the valley, but he felt most alive, here in the forest.
 
   He turned and said, “If you want, you can go first, now. The trail is well marked and relatively easy from this point for the next few miles.”
 
   She glanced up at him from under her brow, trying to decipher his trick. But, being unable to find anything wrong with it, she smiled her thanks and began down the path.
 
   What she didn’t realize, Drake thought to himself as he watched her hips swing back and forth, was that he got to watch the most perfect view ever created. He didn’t even mind if she thought that she had won an argument. Not if it meant he got to watch that all day.
 
   They quickly fell into a rhythm. The pace was slower, but it was acceptable. They would make their evening goal.
 
   The birds sang, the bees buzzed, and the wind kissed the tops of the trees. Life was good.
 
   “I liked your family,” Elsbeth said out of the blue.
 
   “Good,” he responded. “They liked you.”
 
   “I’m curious, though,” she said as she stepped over a log, “if they are all so nice, what happened to you?”
 
   He caught a twinkle in her eyes that let him know she was teasing.
 
   “They don’t have the experience of the real world that I have. A few days around people like you would make any man grumpy.”
 
   She laughed and flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I think it’s all an act,” she said, “the grumpy bear.”
 
   “Grumpy dragon, you mean.”
 
   “Yes,” she said, “the grumpy dragon. You act that way so you don’t have to deal with people.”
 
   “It works, doesn’t it?”
 
   “So you admit it. It is all an act. The mean, mad, grumpy beast.”
 
   “Oh Princess, you haven’t seen me when I am mad, and believe me, you don’t want to see me when I get mean,” he said with a gruff rumble. The beast inside of him called to be let loose, to show this woman what he could do when he was truly free.
 
   She stopped for a moment as her face turned white. She looked up at him, he knew that she was remembering him in his dragon form.
 
   “It’s never far away, is it?” she said, referring to his beast.
 
   “No, not really,” he said as he stepped past her to lead the way. This talking about it was troublesome and only made the day even worse.
 
   She skipped to catch up with him. 
 
   “I haven’t forgiven you, you know,” she said from behind him.
 
   A silent, awkward pause hung in the air. A massive wall had been dropped between them.
 
   “I know,” he said simply. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifteen
 
   Elsbeth watched the big man in front of her. He moved like a large cat. Smooth, efficient, every muscle working in concert. She swallowed hard as she glanced at those shoulders once again. It was either that or stare at that perfect butt of his.
 
   Her heart gave a quick hitch. He’s not a bad man, she realized. The thought sent a tingle of doubt throughout her body. Really? What had he done that was so terrible? He lied to her. Everybody lied. Her maids, her uncle, even her so called friends.
 
   So, why had this hurt her so much? What was it about him that made it tear at her soul?
 
   Because you thought he was different.
 
   But he is different, she told herself. He is a dragon. They don’t come much more different than that. 
 
   She continued to debate with herself. Listing all the wonderful things about Drake. His protectiveness, his grace and strength, the way he could make her moan at night as he fulfilled her need. 
 
   But, he is a dragon, she reminded herself for the thousandth time. 
 
   The thought of his secret ability, his strangeness, would not leave her alone. How could she ever get past what he was? Dragons were evil. Every story she had ever heard, the dragon was the villain. Destroying people, burning villages.
 
   The thought of Teagan and Cade running up and giving their Uncle Drake a hug flashed into her mind. They didn’t see evil. They didn’t see bad. To them, he was Uncle Drake, their friend.
 
   Maybe she should reevaluate her beliefs. Perhaps the problem was not with Drake, perhaps the problem was with her.
 
   “Here we are,” Drake said as he stopped and pointed towards and old gray barn. “Home for the night.”
 
   Elsbeth looked around. She had been so lost in thought that she hadn’t even seen the small building. Raising an eyebrow, she queried Drake.
 
   “This used to be a farmstead. The main house burned down years ago, and the old couple returned to the valley. But, the barn remains. It will keep us dry tonight.”
 
   Elsbeth glanced up at the clear blue sky. “Are you expecting rain?” she asked with a smirk.
 
   “A storm actually,” he replied, “but it should clear by the morning. It won’t slow us down.”
 
   Her heart fell. All he cared about was getting her to Sinstra and retrieving the medallion.
 
   Grimacing, she dipped her head and entered the barn. It smelled of dust and dry wood. Faint light filtered through cracks and crevices in the worn wood sides of the building. Just enough light to show a dry dirt floor and a small loft.
 
   “We’ll eat well tonight,” Drake said as he slipped off his massive pack. “The castle kitchens sent along a small feast.”
 
   “What? No rabbit?” Elsbeth asked.
 
   Drake laughed and said, “If you want, I can go get some?”
 
   “No, No,” Elsbeth replied as she looked around the barn. “Um, where will I sleep?” she asked. Her heart hurt, but it was important to establish that they would not be sharing a bed. 
 
   Although, the thought of those shoulders and that perfect rear end of his, made it difficult. Even if she was mad at him, she could admire beauty when she saw it.
 
   His face hardened for a brief moment. Obviously, upset at her decision. A warmth flowed through her to know that he still wanted her.
 
   Maybe … No, she couldn’t. Not again, not now. It wouldn’t be right. This man could not be trusted. Besides. They would soon be at Sinstra. She must remember her goal.
 
   “I’d suggest the loft, but I don’t think it is too stable. You’ll have to sleep down here. You take that corner, and I’ll take this one.”
 
   Elsbeth nodded her head as she drug her pack to the corner he indicated. It was going to be a long, lonely night.
 
   Once their separate beds were set out. They gathered together in the middle of the barn and ate the meal prepared for them. The sweet meat pies were delicious, the fresh bread and honey, even more so.
 
   “How much further?” she asked as she finished her last bite of food.
 
   “Tomorrow noon,” he replied solemnly.
 
   Her heart skipped a beat. So soon. She had thought it would be days, yet. Glancing up, she caught him staring at her strangely, as if she were becoming a distant memory he was trying to recall.
 
   She had to fight back a tear. Why? This wasn’t right, she should be ecstatic. They were so close. She would see Julian tomorrow. She would start to get back what was hers. 
 
   The thought didn’t warm her soul as it should have. Instead, all she could think about was that this was their last night together, and they would spend it in separate beds in a dry, dusty barn.
 
   A distant rumble made her jump. Her first thought was a dragon’s roar.
 
   “Thunder,” he said with a small smirk. “It will be pouring in a minute.”
 
   She wished she could wipe that silly grin from his face. He didn’t have to be right all the time. The insufferable bastard just sat there and grinned, waiting for her to admit that he had been right.
 
   Well, that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.
 
   Gathering her skirts, she stepped outside for a moment. Better to take care of things while a little light remained to the day, and before it began to rain.
 
   Once again, heavy thunder rumbled through the forest. Closer now. She shivered and hurried to the bushes. Once finished. She scampered back into the barn.
 
   Drake was laying on his bed. His hands folded behind his head, he lay on his back and watched her as she crossed to her bedding.
 
   “Sleep well, Princess,” he said with a gruff tone as he turned over.
 
   Elsbeth removed her shoes and lay down on the hard floor. The castle bed from the night before flashed through her mind. Oh well, tomorrow. Julian had nice beds, she was sure.
 
   The thought sent a quick, nervousness through her. Julian and bed just didn’t seem right. The two didn’t go together. 
 
   Drake, on the other hand, the man was made for bed and the things that people could do in bed. Her body flushed.
 
   No, she mustn’t. A burning need was beginning to build inside of her. She could feel it at her very core. The longing to be touched, caressed, held. 
 
   Grumbling to herself she turned over and punched her pack, trying desperately to form some kind of pillow.
 
   Elsbeth lay there, fighting to find some kind of sleep. Some kind of release from the thoughts that continued to dance through her mind.
 
   The thunder grew closer, each clap sending her heart to race faster. She waited for the storm to break. Waited for the rush of wind and rain that would wash over the old barn.
 
   Twisting, she glanced across the barn at the heap laying in the distant corner. She watched as his chest slowly expanded with each breath. 
 
   The man was asleep. How was that possible? The thunder alone should have kept him awake. Their last night together and he slept like a winter bear. 
 
   This is your last time. The last time to watch him sleep. The last opportunity to touch him in that special way.
 
   Her heart broke. She would miss him. In fact, a small part of her would always regret that they had parted like this. Distant, alone, not using this opportunity to enjoy each other.
 
   A mighty clap of thunder shook the building, making her squeak with fright. The heavens opened up, and the rain fell, hitting the roof like a thousand hammers trying to pound their way into the building.
 
   Drake stirred and turned over. Their eyes locked across the room. He wasn’t asleep she realized. Maybe he is having regrets, as well.
 
   For a long moment, they stared at each other. A million messages flashing between them. The rain pounded, the wind wiped, the thunder crashed, and her heart raced. Not from fear of the storm, but from the look in his eyes. It was enough to melt an iron heart.
 
   “I’m cold,” she said with a shiver.
 
   He smiled as he slowly raised his blanket, holding it open. His eyes sending her an invitation.
 
   The bastard was going to make her walk across the barn to him. He wouldn’t come to her. The reality of this settled into her. He would always be like this. He’d move heaven and earth for her, give his life for her. But, he was in charge. At least for now. If she wanted him, she must accept him for what he was.
 
   Jumping up, she scurried across the barn before she could change her mind. Her feet flying across the dry dirt floor.
 
   She slid in next to him, his arm instantly draped across her and pulled her in tight.
 
   A sense of safety and security washed through her. This was where she belonged. At least for now. For tonight. In his arms. She would start being a queen tomorrow. Tonight, she would be his woman.
 
   Turning, she faced him, her eyes searching his. 
 
   He smiled and caressed her arms. He knows what I want, knows what I need. But, he’s going to make me ask. Going to make me beg.
 
   Her hands reached up to gently cup his rough cheeks, the stubble scrapping at her hands. She held him and said, “Please, take me. Please.”
 
   A deep rumbled inside of him sent a thrill though her. It was as if a beast were roaring to be set free. His smile dropped, and his eyes narrowed.
 
   “Your wish is my command,” he said as his lips devoured hers.
 
   Her heart burst with happiness as she melted into him. His hands ran up her back holding her head as he took what he wanted from her.
 
   Fighting for breath, she broke away to kiss his neck. To nip and bite at his chest. Her hand ran down his belly to cup his man hood. She couldn’t wait, she needed him now. Her body ached for him to be inside of her.
 
   His hardness felt large and pulsed with his own need.
 
   Suddenly, he grabbed her, lifting her, he turned her to face away from him. 
 
   A fear coursed through her, what did he want, how?
 
   Cold air brushed against the back of her legs as he lifted her dress. Her head sank as he ran a hand between her legs to her core. Touching her, filling her with his fingers.
 
   She felt herself swell with need and grow wet with want.
 
   “Please,” she begged again.
 
   He positioned himself behind her. His hardness pressing at her.
 
   “Tonight, you are mine,” he said as he thrust himself into her.
 
   Elsbeth screamed with joy as he filled her. Every part of her body trembled with satisfaction as she became one with him.
 
   His strong hands gripped her hips and pulled her onto him. He thrust into her again and again. She felt vulnerable, alive, and needed as he continued to pound into her. Filling her. Rubbing against every part of her insides.
 
   She couldn’t go on, yet he continued to force himself into her. Over and over until she heard him moan loudly. As if he were an animal. Then, with one mighty last thrust, he exploded into her. 
 
   His throbbing release sent her over the edge into oblivion. She screamed his name as the waves of ecstasy washed over her.
 
   “Oh Drake,” she mumbled to herself as she collapsed.
 
   He fell next to her, his hand resting on her back as he fought to catch his breath. It had been fast and furious but oh so wonderful.
 
   Sighing, she closed her eyes, just for a moment.
 
   .o0o.
 
   The morning found Elsbeth sore and tired, happy, yet sad at what would be lost. They had made love three more times during the night. Like animals, they could not get enough of each other. Taking, and giving. Enjoying, and exploring each other. Each time, he had brought her to even higher heights. 
 
   Her heart well knew there would never be another man like this in her life. No matter what happened in the future, at least she had known a man like this.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Sixteen
 
   She could not be his soul mate, Drake thought as he tromped up the trail. The gods would not be so cruel.
 
   She is destined for another. There could be no other future for her. 
 
   Drake had been taught the importance of honor and duty at an early age. His father had shown him repeatedly how a man should live his life.
 
   He could not expect her to do any less. She was a queen, her people needed her. Duty required her to do what was needed to see to their needs.
 
   It could not be otherwise.
 
   She would turn to this Julian and his brother’s army. She would sell herself into marriage and a union with this prince if it would save her people.
 
   What could he offer her? A dragon, a man of the forest? What did he know of her world?
 
   The thoughts pounded into his head. There could be no other result. 
 
   A sadness filled him. An awareness of what might have been. 
 
   Turning, he said over his shoulder, “How sure are you this prince of yours will be able to help?”
 
   Elsbeth hesitated for a moment, then set her shoulders. “I am sure. He has to.”
 
   Drake snorted and shook his head, then continued down the path. Even he could tell the woman wasn’t positive. Her plans were based on hopes and dreams. 
 
   His mind drifted to the previous night, the raging storm had seemed to increase the passion between them. His beast had screamed to be released. His soul had devoured and taken all that he could. But, it had not been enough. It would never be enough.
 
   The pair continued down the path. Drake found himself slowing as they drew closer to Sinstra. They took short breaks more often. He paused to help her even when she didn’t need it. 
 
   But, no matter how he stalled. No matter how he tarried. Their destination would not be denied. At last, he broke through the forest trees and stood at the edge looking out over the rolling green hills of Sinstra.
 
   Elsbeth stepped forward to join him. Both of them stared out at the tranquil world. Neither spoke, neither could break the moment with words.
 
   At last, Elsbeth quietly said, “We made it.”
 
   “I told you I’d get you here,” Drake scoffed.
 
   She looked up at him and shook her head. “You will never change. Always grumpy.”
 
   “Not grumpy, reserved,” he said.
 
   Still, neither made a movement to the kingdom. Each hesitated. Resisting the next step in their journey. 
 
   Elsbeth sighed and started to remove the medallion.
 
   Drake put out a hand to stop her. “Not yet, Elsbeth. I will escort you to the city gates. It is the least I can do.” The thought of her alone in this world sent a cold shiver down his spine. He would not be there to protect her.
 
   She’s a big girl, he reminded himself. Yet, it didn’t seem right to leave her alone. Every fiber of his being yelled at him to stay with her. Even his beast wanted it. Maybe the beast most of all.
 
   She paused, her brow narrowing. “That wasn’t the agreement. You have earned the medallion.”
 
   “It can wait,” he said as he took her hand and stepped onto the road that led to the city.
 
   Elsbeth squeezed his hand, then skipped to match his stride.
 
   They walked in silence. Saying what needed to be said through the simple touch of each other’s hand.
 
   The road wound through the hills. Pastures filled with fat cows gave way to fields of wheat and rye. The smells of the world had changed. The moist green of the forest had been replaced by the sweet smell of fresh cut grass. 
 
   Drake took a deep breath and tried to relax. This world always made him nervous. It was too open, too organized. A world with too many rules to follow. His beast naturally rebelled at rules. Rules were made to control people like him.
 
   As they followed a curve in the road, the distant city came into view. 
 
   Elsbeth gasped, giving his hand a squeeze she squared her shoulders.
 
   She’s not as happy as she should be, he realized. The thought eased some of the strain on his guts. The last thing he wanted to see was her beautiful smile at the thought of being rid of him.
 
   They started to pass people leaving the city and returning to their homes. They joined others making their way to the market. A mounted soldier stationed at a crossroads eyed them as they approached.
 
   The man’s eyes traveled over Drake, taking in his size and the weapon at his waist. The soldier let his gaze find Elsbeth. His eyes opened wide, and a sly smile creased his lips. Obviously, very appreciative of what he was seeing. 
 
   Drake’s shoulders twitched as his hand begged to grasp his sword.
 
   Elsbeth squeezed his hand firmly and pulled him past the soldier.
 
   They continued on. Drake glanced over at the soldier and let his beast rise into his eyes as he stared back at the soldier. A simple look let the man know how close he had come to a terrible death.
 
   The man’s face blanched as he gulped.
 
   Drake bit back a smile and concentrated on walking with Elsbeth. Savoring the feel of her hand in his. He heard the soft swish of her skirts making him think of the long, strong legs beneath those skirts and how they had wrapped themselves around him. 
 
   His mind flashed to how proud she had been when she started her first fire. How her entire body had quivered with pleasure and how much she wanted him to be proud of her. 
 
   He drank in the scent of her lavender. For the rest of his life, he would be unable to pass a lavender bush without thinking of her.
 
   His soul recalled every word she had ever said and thought of each smile and laugh. His loins ached when he thought about being buried inside of her and the fact that it would never happen again.
 
   Damn, this is ridiculous Drake. You aren’t a whipped dog. She’s just a woman. One of many.
 
   Yet, he knew full well that she was so much more. More than he would ever find again.
 
   His heart ached, but it must be this way.
 
   Sighing, he pulled her to a stop before the city gates.
 
   Two more soldiers, both armed with long pikes, stood at attention. Scanning each person who entered the city.
 
   Most people simply ignored them, passing into the city without another thought. Others smiled and nodded to the soldiers as they passed. A young maid even fluttered her lashes at the younger of the two.
 
   Drake shuddered. City walls, rules, laws, expectations. No, thank you.
 
   “I think this is about as far as I go, Elsbeth.”
 
   She turned to stare up at him. Her eyes glistened with tears as she bit her lip and slowly nodded her head. Accepting the inevitable.
 
   “I want to thank you, Drake, more than you will ever know. You have taught me so much.”
 
   Drake smirked and raised an eyebrow. 
 
   Her face burst into a pretty pink.
 
   He laughed and shook his head. “Elsbeth, you … Are you sure this is what you want?”
 
   “I don’t have a choice,” she said with a heavy sigh.
 
   He nodded with acceptance. He expected no less from her. 
 
   “I believe this is yours, now,” she said as she removed the medallion from around her neck and passed it to him, dropping the gold coin and silver chain into his hand.
 
   So much for such a silly little thing.
 
   He looked at it for a moment. A simple coin. A treasure that had paired him with this woman. He would be ever grateful.
 
   He rubbed the double dragon head, then placed the coin and chain into his pocket. Patting it twice to make sure it was safe and sound.
 
   He looked down at her with a sad smile. “I want you to know,” he said, “that if you ever need my help. No matter what, no matter where I am, I will come to you. Get word to the tavern keeper. He will be able to find me.”
 
   She stared up into his eyes, searching his. “Thank you,” she said. “I will never forget you, Drake.”
 
   He chuckled. “Oh Princess, you have a kingdom to rule. I will be but a brief memory of your youth. Something to pull out on cold winter nights.”
 
   She wiped away a quick tear and reached up to kiss him on the cheek.
 
   He swallowed hard as he stared into her eyes. He shouldn’t let her go. Every part of him demanded that he take her away from this world. 
 
   But he couldn’t. She deserved her fate. She deserved to be queen, and her people deserved to have her as their ruler. They could ask for no better.
 
   Stepping back, he bowed his head and said, “I wish you all the best, Your Highness. You will do well. I am confident in you.”
 
   She gulped, then turned and fled into the city.
 
   She didn’t look back, didn’t turn and blow him a last kiss. 
 
   He stood there, planted in place and watched her disappear into the crowd. He had lost a piece of himself.
 
   Still, he stood and watched. The two soldiers glanced at him, nervously gripping their pikes. Looking back and forth, trying to decide if he was a threat or not.
 
   But he continued to watch. Hoping for one last sight of the woman. Maybe she might change her mind.
 
   No, she wouldn’t. Not Elsbeth. She had her duty. And now, he had his. He would return the medallion to his mother, and then he would observe and watch.
 
   Little Miss Elsbeth, Princess of Lushcany, wasn’t aware, but she had just obtained a guarding angel. Or, at least a guarding dragon.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seventeen
 
   Elsbeth raced into the city. Her world was falling apart, and she was running away from the one thing she could rely on.
 
   Her rock, her strength.
 
   She loved him. The realization hit her with a bolt of energy and shock. She would always love him.
 
   Her heart broke. Tearing itself into a dozen pieces. Everything inside of her screamed to go back to him. To throw herself into his arms and let him hold her. 
 
    Yet, it wasn’t enough. It was obvious that the feelings of two individuals didn’t mean much when compared to the pain and suffering her people were experiencing.
 
   This was the only answer.
 
   Wiping the tears away, she tried to compose herself. It wouldn’t do for Julian to see her crying. He would want to know why. And, there was one thing she was positive of, Julian must never know about Drake. It would hurt him. What’s more, it might impact his willingness to help.
 
   She wondered if his older brother would demand a marriage for the use of his army. If she had ruled Sinstra, she would have made such a demand. It was the perfect solution. It created an alliance with Lushcany, it gave Julian a land to jointly rule with her. And, it got Julian out from under his roof.
 
   Yes, they would demand a marriage, and she must accept.
 
   What would she tell Julian on their wedding night? Could she fool him? Would it be necessary? Would Julian even want her that way?
 
   Surely, he will want an heir. 
 
   The thought sent a bolt of shock through her. What if she were already pregnant with Drake’s child? The thought had tickled at the back of her mind for days, but she had always put it aside, afraid if she examined it too closely she might not be able to be with Drake.
 
   She looked up at the distant castle. Julian and his brother must help her. It was her only choice. She had already sacrificed so much. They could not deny her.
 
   Feeling determined, she started once again across the cobble stones towards the distant castle.
 
   As she walked, she observed the people around her. It took her a moment to realize that things were different than at home. They didn’t cringe around the King’s Guard. They smiled, and talked freely. Laughing, and enjoying life.
 
   This was what she would have for her people. Her mind was resolved.
 
   As she approached the castle, two finely armored knights crossed their pikes, forbidding her entry.
 
   They both looked down their noses at her.
 
   She halted, she knew well what they saw. A young woman, dirty, unkempt. Trying to gain entry to the castle. This was exactly why they were there. To keep people such as her away from those in power.
 
   Drawing herself to her full height, she tilted her head in her most haughty angle and said, “Please inform Prince Julian that Princess Elsbeth of Lushcany is here to see him.
 
   Both soldiers glanced over her head, searching for this fictitious princess.
 
   She froze in place, staring each of them in the eye, letting them know that she was perfectly serious.
 
   The younger of the two glanced at his companion, then back at the young woman before them.
 
   At last, he broke away and ducked his head inside the large oak door. 
 
   Almost instantly, he stepped back to his assigned position, his long pike once again in place, barring her passage.
 
   Elsbeth stepped back and waited. It took every bit of self-control not to tap her foot in frustration. It wasn’t these men’s fault. She could well understand their hesitation. Princesses did not show up at the castle doors unannounced and unescorted. Especially, not dressed in plain, dusty dress, sans jewelry, and pomp and circumstances.
 
   Sighing, she waited.
 
   At last, the door opened, an officious little man stepped outside. His eyes traveled over her, cataloging and categorizing every fault and failure.
 
   “Excuse me miss. You are?” he said with a high pitched voice that made her shoulders cringe. She had become used to Drake’s deep manly voice. This bureaucrat sounded like a rusty wheel.
 
   “I am Princess Elsbeth Beaumont of Lushcany, here to see Prince Julian. Please inform him I am here.”
 
   The man studied her for a long moment. Elsbeth was sure he was going to deny her entry. What then? Surely, there was something she could do.
 
   “When he visited me two years ago, he assured me I would always be welcome here in Sinstra,” she said with her best Princess voice. 
 
   The man continued to hesitate but at last, he seemed to come to some kind of acceptance. Saying something to the guards, he stepped back and opened the door.
 
   Both guards came to attention and raised their weapons. Clearing a path for her.
 
   She sighed internally and followed the man into the castle.
 
   “Please come with me,” he said.
 
   Elsbeth noticed that the man refused to use her title when addressing her. He still wasn’t too sure and being careful.
 
   She didn’t really care. Not as long as she got to see Julian, once she was with the Prince everything would be cleared up and set straight.
 
   The man led her around bends and up stairs. She felt her shoulders begin to relax as she was overwhelmed with the familiar smells of home. Candle wax, fireplace soot, and people.
 
   As they walked, they passed others. Each and every time, the person would stop what they were doing and watch her. Obviously, trying to understand what this woman was doing up here on the upper floors.
 
   At last, they came to a solid wooden door at the end of a long hall. The man stopped and examined her once again. He shook his head in disbelief of what he was about to do.
 
   Elsbeth once again felt that nervous, sick feeling in the bottom of her stomach. She was so close, would he change his mind and stop her?
 
   His hand rested on the door handle, he paused, took a deep breath and opened the door. Stopping at the entry way he blocked her view of the room.
 
   “Excuse me, Your Grace,” he said, “a young woman claiming to be Princess Elsbeth is here, and requests to meet with you.
 
   “Elsbeth?” a voice said from deep inside the room. “Send her in.”
 
   The man nodded, then stepped back and held the door for her.
 
   Elsbeth held her breath as she stepped into the room. Oh, how she wished she was properly attired in her best gown and finest jewels. This seemed wrong, as if she were coming, hat in hand, to beg.
 
   Swallowing hard, she glanced around the room. It appeared to be a study, the walls lined with books. A desk at the far end. Julian sat behind the desk, his eyes scanning her, trying to determine if it was really her.
 
   He squinted, the smiled, then jumped up.
 
   “Elsbeth,” he exclaimed as he held out his arms in welcome and stepped from behind the desk. “I did not expect this. I had heard that you had gone into the Forbidden Forest. I really never expected you to make it here, though. However did you do it?”
 
   She studied the man for a moment. He had known she had left her home. Had it ever occurred to him to come find her? Had he really left her alone like that?
 
   He was a tall, rather thin man, with blond, almost white hair. With less than impressive shoulders and a slight bend to his back. The kind that would create a sever stoop later in life.
 
   Her insides rebelled at the thought of marrying this man. She would spend the rest of her life with him. Would share her bed with him. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. Her soul cried.
 
   “Are you all right?” he asked as he pulled her into an embrace that left her cold. “We were worried about you.”
 
   “Yes, I am all right,” she answered. Afraid to go into details.
 
   “I need your help, Julian,” she continued. The words seemed to burn her mouth as she said them. But there was no choice.
 
   “Yes, I know,” he said with a sly smile. “You need my brother’s army. Something silly about wanting to supplant your uncle and reclaim your legacy.”
 
   Her heart lurched. “It’s not silly,” she said, fighting herself to not stomp her foot. How could he think it was silly? And, how did he know what she wanted? Was she that transparent?
 
   “You know?” she said. “How?”
 
   Julian smiled and looked over her shoulder.
 
   “Because I told him,” a voice said from behind her. Elsbeth’s stomach fell to the floor as her heart jumped in fear.
 
   Her uncle stood just inside the door next to Julian’s brother. The evil glint in his eyes spoke of his joy at her misery. He so loved hurting people. Especially, his niece.
 
   Every hope she ever had. Every dream died at that moment. She could see it in their faces. They had been waiting for her. If she had died in the Forbidden Forest, then so much the better. But, if she lived, then they had a plan for that eventuality as well.
 
   Oh, Drake, she thought. What have I done? What have I thrown away for no good reason? Her world threatened to crumble. The cost, the effort. All for nothing.
 
   “Welcome to Sinstra,” Julian’s brother Rupert said with a slight nod of his head. “We have expected you.”
 
   She could see it now. See how it would play out. She would marry Julian, he would be called king, but, her uncle would continue to be the true power behind the throne. It would be her uncle who controlled the kingdom. Who pushed and tore at the people. Who ruined her lands for his own enjoyment.
 
   If she refused? What then?
 
   “I thought I could trust you,” she said to Julian, unable to hide the ache and pain in her voice.
 
   He shrugged his shoulders, as if to say, sorry, but tough.
 
   She couldn’t stay here, couldn’t allow these men to control her.
 
   “I was going to give you everything,” she said to him. “I was going to give you my life. To share my kingdom with you. But you threw it away. For what? To be controlled by my uncle? Is that what you want?”
 
   Julian laughed, “Oh you silly little girl. Your uncle has given me everything I want. Someone else to take care of the boring day-to-day problems. The title of King, the glory and riches, and you in my bed. All without having to fight for it.”
 
   She thought of Drake, the man never would have accepted such an arrangement. He would have fought hell itself before being someone else’s servant.
 
   Her heart ached with the awareness of what she had given up. For this, this … monster. That was what he was. Drake at least understood himself and held himself to a code of honor. This one wouldn’t know honor if it slapped him in the face.
 
   She couldn’t stay here. Not like this. Turning, she started to march to the door.
 
   Her uncle laughed as two towering men in full armor stepped into the room.
 
   “Your jailers,” he said with that sickly smile of his. “At least until your wedding. After that, you will be Julian’s problem.”
 
   “Oh, don’t worry,” Julian said with a look on his face that she had never seen before. “I will ensure she stays compliant.”
 
   Elsbeth’s bones turned cold as the man stared at her with anticipation. 
 
   How had she never seen this before? How could she have been so obtuse? 
 
   Her uncle nodded his head slightly, and both knights took her by the arm. She looked down at the large male hands gripping her arms. If Drake knew about this, he’d kill you, she thought. No questions asked. 
 
   Oh, Drake, where are you when I need you?
 
   No, he would not come. He had returned to his forest. She had left him. He owed her nothing. He had his medallion. That was all that he had ever wanted. 
 
   She would not be able to rely on Drake. This had been her mistake. It would be her responsibility to find a way out.
 
   That thought didn’t stop her from wishing she could see a dragon crossing the horizon. A large green dragon. That was all she wanted at the moment. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eighteen
 
   Drake threw another stick onto the fire and leaned back against a tree. The darkness of the night crept up to the edge of the fire light. Masking the world from sight.
 
   She had left, she was gone. His heart camped with despair. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t how his world was to be. 
 
   Sighing to himself, he tried to get comfortable. It was going to be a long, lonely night. 
 
   A faint hint of lavender caught his attention. A memory of silky skin and golden hair teased him. His insides squeezed shut as a burning need coursed through him. 
 
   Would he ever be right again? 
 
   Pulling the medallion from his pocket, he examined it in the campfire light. The golden coin, with its two-headed dragon, shined and sparkled as he twisted it from side to side.
 
   A simple coin had ruined his life. It had led him to her. Shown him what was possible, then taken her away from him.
 
   Swallowing an angry grunt, he shoved the coin back into his pocket and threw another stick onto the fire.
 
   .o0o.
 
   The castle walls echoed with his footsteps as he made his way to his mother’s rooms. He had one goal in life. Deliver the coin, then leave. The sooner he was away, the sooner he could become lost in his forest. Could be alone in his misery.
 
   He knocked on her door and waited. A gentle word bade him entry.
 
   Opening the door, he stepped inside. The familiar smells of his mother’s vanilla soap and the peppermint candies she enjoyed greeted him.
 
   These rooms had always intrigued him. His mother’s safe haven. The place she went to get away from the drudgery of ruling her kingdom.
 
   “Drake!” his mother said with surprise. “I didn’t expect you so soon.” Her face could not hide the worry that flowed through her. 
 
   She studied him for a moment, as if trying to determine his wellbeing. Since when did his mother worry about him so much?
 
   He looked at her with fresh eyes.  She is older, he realized, not the young woman of his memory. Her eyes held creases and concerns that he had never seen before.
 
   His heart lurched as he realized that his mother would not live forever. That someday, she would succumb like everyone else in the world. The thought was almost unthinkable. His mother had always been indomitable.
 
   Her eyes searched his, waiting, watching.
 
   “Things went well, mother,” he said as he removed the coin from his pocket. “Here it is, as promised.”
 
   His mother didn’t take her eyes off of his.
 
   “What of Elsbeth?” she asked. 
 
   His heart dropped to his stomach. He so did not want to talk about this with his mother.
 
   She saw the pain in his eyes and looked away. Walking over to a small cabinet, she removed a long, slender, highly polished, wooden box. 
 
   “I had this made after you left,” she said as she opened it. 
 
   The box was lined with purple velvet. Five small indentations had been created in line.
 
   Taking the coin from his hand, she examined both sides, then turned to him with a slight, regretful smile. He could see that she was aware of the pain this small coin had caused. 
 
   Sighing at her son’s anguish, she placed the coin in the first indentation, laying the silver chain on top.
 
   Drake expected her to close the lid and put the box away. Instead, she set it on the table, then removed her own medallion.
 
   “It is probably best that these be kept together. As it only takes one to ruin our heritage.”
 
   He watched, as she placed her own medallion next to Elsbeth’s coin. Both medallions rested easily, but Drake was instantly drawn to the three missing coins. Their empty spots calling to him, demanding to be filled. His family would never be safe until they were.
 
   “You did well, Drake,” his mother said as she gently ran her hands across the medallions. Her fingers seemed to caress the coins, as if afraid they might disappear.
 
   His mother’s compliment didn’t improve his feelings. Nothing would.
 
   “I will leave you now, mother. Return to my exile as per your instructions.” The anger bubbling just beneath the surface threatened to erupt. His life had gone to hell in a handbasket, and he couldn’t turn to his family for solace.
 
   Her hand reached out to stop him.
 
   “There is no need now,” she said, her eyes softening with concern.
 
   “Why?” he demanded. “What is different? I will serve out my arbitrary sentence, and then return as per your demands.”
 
   His mother looked at him for a moment. He could see her mind turning a mile a minute as she tried to determine what to say. If he had not known better, he might have thought a small tear formed in the corner of her eye, but surely he was mistaken. 
 
   He blinked, and any sign of wetness was gone. Heaven knew, his mother didn’t cry. The thought was preposterous.
 
   “Why?” she said. “Because you have accomplished what you needed to accomplish.”
 
   His world shifted. Had she really just said that?
 
   “The coin?” he asked as he glanced at the box on the table. “You banished me so that I would find a coin. How could you know I would come across it?”
 
   She smiled at him and slightly shook her head at his foolishness.
 
   “What?” he continued. “Was I banished for some other reason and have earned my way back into your trust by locating a small piece of metal?”
 
   She smiled up at him. That all knowing smile of a mother’s. The one that drove him crazy.
 
   “Oh Drake, it isn’t about the coin. It was never about something you had done.”
 
   “Then why, mother?” he demanded. His voice rising higher than it should when addressing his mother. A year of pain combined with the loss of Elsbeth came to a head. “Why did you send me away and now allow me to return? All with no explanation?”
 
   Her hand ran up and down his arm. 
 
   “It isn’t about the coin,” she said again. Taking a deep breath, she continued, “I sent you away so that you might find your soul mate. I was perfectly aware that you would not find her here in the valley. Heaven knows you went through every girl and woman in the valley. And, there were more than enough willing.”
 
   His brow narrowed in confusion. 
 
   “Now, that you have found her, there is no longer reason for you to be banished.”
 
   “Found her?” he said.
 
   “Elsbeth,” she replied, as if the answer were obvious.
 
   Drake stepped back, drawing a deep breath. “Mother, you are mistaken. Elsbeth is not my soul mate. She is destined for another. Her honor demands that she care for her people. We discussed this, remember?”
 
   “Drake, I am perfectly aware of Elsbeth’s honor and why she has taken the actions she has. I commend her for it. That doesn’t alter the fact that she is your soul mate. She calls to the beast inside of you. She makes you stronger, wiser, and a little bit kinder. Whether you are together or not. It doesn’t change the fact that she is the only woman you will ever love. Correct?”
 
   “Sending you back out into the world would achieve nothing. You will never love another. Only Elsbeth will call to your soul.
 
   His heart lurched. His mother spoke of love so casually. He could not think about it. Would not think about it. 
 
   “I don’t believe I know how to love,” he said as he stepped away from her. 
 
   “Oh, Drake,” his mother said as she shook her head. “You have more capacity for love than any man I know. The only thing holding you back is fear.”
 
   The hackles on the back of his neck sprang to full attention. How dare his mother accuse him of being afraid?
 
   “You seem awful carefree about the subject,” he said. “I would think that knowing Elsbeth is lost to me would upset you. I will be alone for my life. No grandchildren to bounce on your knee. Flint and Thaddaeus will have to be the ones to carry on the family name. A fact that I would not put a lot of hope in knowing my brothers. I would think it would bother you. At least a little.”
 
   His mother smiled at him, then gently laughed. “Drake, life is a long time. It has only been a few days. Give it more time. Things might very well change. You never know.”
 
   He scoffed and turned for the door. His mother didn’t understand. She would never understand.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about this,” he said as he paused in the doorway. “I will leave tomorrow. I’ll help with patrols, but I’ll base myself in the forest.”
 
   “Drake,” his mother called out to him. “Please don’t tell your brothers. I might want to use the same tactic on them. Heaven knows. I’ll probably have to shove them out the door to get them to leave.”
 
   He shuddered thinking about the pain his brothers would suffer. To hell with them. It’d be good for them. Stomping up the hall towards his own room, he thought of what his mother had said. She had been so sure that Elsbeth was his soul mate. The one and only woman destined to share his life.
 
   If she was, that meant he would always be alone. Always be without true happiness. The thought made the beast inside of him angry.
 
   It wasn’t right, it wasn’t fair.
 
   .o0o.
 
   Drake studied the morning sky. Elsbeth had left him almost a week ago. The pain hadn’t diminished. Still, his mother’s words echoed inside of him.
 
   Sighing to himself, he called forth his beast and set him free. Erupting into a shower of flame and smoke, he transformed into a dragon.
 
   Stretching his wings, he tasted the air, felt the heat burning inside of him. This was his only joy, now. Letting his true nature out. 
 
   Jumping into the air, he flapped his mighty wings and crawled up into the sky. A few beats and he was above the trees. A few more, and he had risen high enough to see to the edge of the forest.
 
   His mother’s castle stood in the distance. A slight wind blew from the east, and the sun warmed his armored scales. Life would be good, except.
 
   Grumbling deep in his chest he turned to begin his patrol of the forest. Oh, how he begged for something to challenge him. Every fiber of his being yearned for a fight. Something upon which to unleash the tension and pain inside of him.
 
   Dipping a wing he swerved to the right. His senses probing the distance. His beast exalting in the feeling of being airborne. Floating above the world and all its concerns.
 
   Riding a warm thermal, he flew higher, and higher. Drifting, not really thinking, just being. It was as close to peace as he could come.
 
   But, it would not last for long. It never lasted. His mind would wander to Elsbeth. How was she? Had she regained her land, yet? He really needed to check in with the tavern keeper. See if she needed him.
 
   His heart jumped at the thought of her needing him. Seeking his help. He lived for the moment where she needed him.
 
   It was not to be, he thought. It would never be.
 
   Raising his head, he roared as loud as he could. The deep vibration of the sound echoed off the distant cliffs. Letting the world know that there was a dragon in the area, and he was upset. 
 
   The world beneath him cowered in fear. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Nineteen
 
   Elsbeth stared out of the carriage window at the distant forest. The green trees called to her. 
 
   Her heart broke for the thousandth time. Where was he? What was he doing at this moment? 
 
   Probably chasing castle maids.
 
   She glanced at the two young woman Julian had assigned to watch her. He had said they were to be her maids. But, she well knew that they reported to him. Every secret, every action was told to Julian and therefore to her uncle.
 
   The carriage hit a bump, bouncing, rocking from side to side.
 
   Oh, that it would tip over and splinter into a million pieces. Freeing her so that she could run for the forest.
 
   Instead, it continued on. The trip was intolerable. This long trip to her personal hell. She didn’t know which was worse. The journey or what would happen when they got there.
 
   A cold shudder passed over her as she thought of marriage to Julian. He had betrayed her. Betrayed her so easily. All for a title and glamour. Not for anything real.
 
   For the first time she was beginning to realize what kind of man he was. Those thin shoulders should have given her a clue. The thought of him sharing her bed made her physically ill. The thought of her people continuing to suffer under her uncle’s power filled her with despair.
 
   When she had threatened to refuse the marriage ceremony, her uncle had laughed. Actually thrown his head back and laughed.
 
   “How many people do I have to torture and kill to get you to the alter? I wager, the first night filled with screams and the wailing of children will have you there the next morning.”
 
   Her heart had dropped, and her stomach rebelled. He was right. All he need do is threaten her people, and she must do as he said.
 
   She had failed. Failed on so many levels. Drake had tried to warn her. Tried to make her see. Why hadn’t she listened?
 
   Shaking her head, she peered across the fields at the forest. Unable to take her eyes away. Unable to stop thinking of the man who had made love to her with such tenderness and strength. Of the dragon that could fly through the air like a falcon and roar like the mightiest of lions.
 
   Every thought, every memory brought a sadness to her heart. She clasped her hands in her lap, squeezing. Trying to force the pain away.
 
   Nothing worked. Nothing would ever ease the loss she felt.
 
   .o0o.
 
   Drake took another bite of the beef stew the castle kitchens had prepared. He had grown tired of rabbit and decided to eat in the castle this night.
 
   His family ate silently, the normal banter and teasing put aside for the evening. They had quickly learned to leave him alone in his misery.
 
   “Have you visited Regan and Janice?” his mother asked. “I am sure they would like to see you, again.”
 
   The thought of seeing his friend’s domestic bliss filled him with anguish. His stomach turned over at the thought of seeing their laughing eyes and secret looks. Of watching Cade and Teagan playing in the yard. All the while, knowing he would never have such things.
 
   “Not yet,” he said. “I’ve been busy.”
 
   “Moping is not busy,” his mother mumbled under breath.
 
   “Mother I … “his angry tirade was interrupted when Thaddaeus stepped into the room.
 
   “Oh good, I’m not late,” he said as she slipped into the seat next to Drake, across from Gwyn.
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to be on patrol?” Drake barked, turning his anger on his younger brother.
 
   Thaddaeus shrugged his shoulders. “The forest is quiet. There is nothing to worry about.”
 
   Drake grumbled and continued to eat.
 
   “I did see something interesting outside of the forest, though,” Thaddaeus said as the butler placed a plate of stew before him.
 
   “Oh, dear, what was that?” Queen Matilda asked, obviously hoping to ease some of the tension around the table. Drake shook his head. If he continued to be a jerk, his family was going to stop sharing meals with him.
 
   “An encampment,” Thaddaeus said. “At least twenty wagons and carriages, and over two hundred men. Off the eastern boundary. Just below the Hen’s teeth.”
 
   Drake’s insides turned cold.
 
   Flint whistled at the size of the encampment. “That large, it must be one of the royals. Only they would have such a large contingent.”
 
   “Yes, that was what I thought,” Thaddaeus said as he began to wolf down his food.
 
   Drake’s spoon hung in mid-air as he waited for more information. He could tell that his brother had more to say, but the jerk was drawing it out. Making him suffer.
 
   “But?” his mother said, shooting her youngest son a look that let him know she wasn’t pleased.
 
   “But,” he continued, “it’s two different groups of soldiers, both Lushcany King’s Guard, and Sinstra cavalry. Camping together like they’re on a summer picnic.
 
   Drake’s insides finished turning to ice. This couldn’t be right. She couldn’t have regained her lands, already. The Hen’s teeth were a jagged outcropping of rocks still inside the Sinstra boarders.
 
   “Are you sure?” Drake said through gritted teeth. “The Lushcany King’s Guards shouldn’t be there.”
 
   “Yes, that is what I thought. So I flew in a little closer for a better look.”
 
   The Queen gulped and swallowed hard.
 
   “Don’t worry mother, they didn’t see me. It is a dark night, and I know what I am doing.”
 
   She closed her eyes for a moment and shook her head, as if the thought that her baby would ever be grown up enough to take such risks was beyond her.
 
   Thaddaeus continued on. “I was able to see three rather large tents. One flying the yellow and green pennant of Sinstra, two others flying the royal pennant of Lushcany.”
 
   Drake held his breath. His heart raced as he waited.
 
   “One of the Lushcany royal tents was guarded by four armored knights.”
 
   “Elsbeth?” Gwyn asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Thaddaeus said as he took another bite of food. “But it was interesting, the knights were each facing inward. You would think they were keeping someone inside the tent instead of others out.”
 
   Drake shoved himself away from the table and jumped up.
 
   “Where are you going?” his mother asked.
 
   “To save her,” he replied as he raced to the door.
 
   “You don’t know that she needs saving,” his mother said, her eyes begging him to be careful.
 
   “It’s obvious,” he said, “the bastard betrayed her to her uncle.”
 
   “We will come, too,” Flint said as he began to rise from the table. Thaddaeus shoved another bite of food into his mouth, and then rose to join them.
 
   Drake looked back and forth between his two brothers. They were both willing, eager in fact, to risk their lives for him. His insides softened a little as he shook his head.
 
   “Thank you,” he said. “I know that you will be there if I need you. But this calls for stealth.”
 
   “I’m quieter than you,” Thaddaeus said as he reached over and took a roll from the basket, stuffing it into his pocket.
 
   Drake shook his head at his brother’s loyalty. “Maybe,” he said, “but she’s my woman.”
 
   With that, he turned and raced through the halls. His heart beat a thunderous pace as his beast screamed to be released. His woman was in danger. 
 
   Coming to the outside landing, Drake didn’t hesitate. Running at full speed, he jumped off the edge and into the night air.
 
   A green fire erupted, and his beast was free.
 
   A beat of his wings and he was away from the cliff. Every part of him urged him to hurry. Every part of him begged him to kill and burn them. To turn them into cinder and ash.
 
   He fought to control the beast. Fought to harness his power. He must be careful. Even a dragon couldn’t defeat two hundred trained soldiers. They would take him and where would that leave Elsbeth?
 
   No. He must be smart, saving her was his goal. Not killing. That could come later. After she was free and clear.
 
   Twisting in the air, he turned for the Hen’s teeth.
 
   The encampment was laid out in typical military precision. Two separate grids, one for Sinstra troops and the other for Lushcany personnel. 
 
   In the middle of the Lushcany cohort, two tents, one of them guarded by four knights. Just like Thaddaeus had said.
 
   Drake dipped a wing and swooped back over the forest. He had seen what he needed to see, now he must change, must cage his beast. And he must do it without alerting the camp.
 
   Once he was safely inside the trees, he found an open spot and returned to human form. He made sure both his sword and his dagger were loose in their scabbards, then made his way to the forest edge.
 
   As he stepped through the trees and into the barren land, his breath calmed as he brought himself under control. 
 
   His dark green jacket and black hair blended with the night. His muscles moved with ease, and his mind processed what he had seen. This was what he was trained for. This was what he was made for.
 
   Fires and torches cast a faint yellow light through the camp. He crept to the edge of the darkness and crouched down in the grass to observe.
 
   His beast pushed to be set free. Pushed to kill, all and any. Drake tapped into the anger and animalistic bloodlust but refused to allow the beast to take over. That way lay failure.
 
   As he watched, Drake noticed a lackadaisical attitude within the camp. They did not expect to be attacked. Only a few pickets were out, and they were not very alert. 
 
   The four men guarding Elsbeth’s tent, however, did seem to be awake and observant.
 
   No, they didn’t expect an attack, but they did fear her attempting to escape. This wasn’t a military camp. This was a mobile prison.
 
   Sneaking past the external sentries was easy. Drake smoothly worked his way around them. Sliding through the night like a shadow. 
 
   Once past them and in among the sleeping soldiers, he rose and walked confidently. As if he belonged there. 
 
   Approaching Elsbeth’s tent he halted once again. They had made a tactical error. Placing themselves to close to the tent, the men could not see each other. 
 
   Drake smiled to himself. Such mistakes could get a man killed.
 
   Shifting to the side, he came up behind the knight located at the rear of her tent. He paused, looking around to make sure no one would see him. Confident that he was alone, he crept up behind the man.
 
   Throwing his arm around the knight’s neck, he lifted him from the ground and gave a quick twist. The loud snap of the man’s neck sounded like someone had stepped on a branch, snapping it in the night.
 
   Drake froze in place. Continuing to hold the man as he twitched. Bending slowly, he lowered him quietly to the ground.
 
   One down, one hundred and ninety-nine to go.
 
   .o0o.
 
   Elsbeth paced in her tent. Sleep was impossible. She would never be this close to the forest again.
 
   Her mind raced with ideas and possibilities. But, all of them led to certain failure. 
 
   Turning, she began to pace back to the front of the tent. There must be some way to escape. Some way to get away. As long as she remained a prisoner, her people would suffer. 
 
   The thought burned a hole in her soul. How silly she had been, how reckless and naive. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, she turned again.
 
   Her eyes jumped as a silver sword pocked through the back of her tent and silently cut through the fabric. She froze in place, holding her breath.
 
   Drake, her Drake, stepped through the cut cloth. A smile on his lips and a twinkle in his eyes. His massive shoulders and shear power filled her with a sense of calm and well-being. The world was right again.
 
   He held a finger to his lips, looking at her, his eyes telling her she was the most valuable jewel in the world.
 
   “What took you so long?” she whispered as she rushed into his arms.
 
   He chuckled under his breath and wrapped her into a warm embrace.
 
   “I thought I’d let you try it your way for a while. How’s it working out for you?” he replied into her ear. His warm breath sending a chill down her spine.
 
   She slapped him on the shoulder and smiled up at him.
 
   “Get me out of here,” she hissed quietly as she smiled at him. She didn’t think she’d ever not smile around him.
 
   He nodded and took her hand. Pausing at the new tent opening, he stuck his head out, then pulled her through and into the darkness.
 
   Elsbeth’s heart jumped, and her feet felt like if they were barely touching the ground. He had come for her. He had risked death to save her. And he would succeed. She knew it in her very depths. Nothing would stop this man.
 
   They ducked behind one of the officer’s tent, then twisted to make their way past the sentries. They might have made it. No, they definitely would have made it. But, a young lieutenant in the King’s Guard chose that moment to visit the latrine. 
 
   He stepped out of his tent, adjusting his doublet, his sleepy eyes searching the night for the latrine.
 
   Elsbeth swallowed a curse as both she and Drake froze in place. You would think a man so young could go the night without having to relieve himself.
 
   His eyes sprang open with shock as soon as he registered who stood before him. But the King’s Guard were well trained. Even their young officers knew what to do. 
 
   Before Drake could react, the man yelled, “Guards, to me.”
 
   Elsbeth felt her insides turn to stone at their discovery. Drake, of course, didn’t hesitate. He stepped forward and drove the pommel of his sword into the man’s forehead. He crumpled to the ground like a bag of laundry.
 
   Reaching for her, Drake pulled her past the fallen man and into the darkness.
 
   But they were too late. Torches sprang into life Men called to each other, the external sentries turned to see what the commotion was about. They had been spotted. The Princess was escaping.
 
   Drake began to run, his hand pulling her along at a flying pace. Elsbeth fought to keep up with his long strides.
 
   They darted around a white tent and into an onrushing pair of soldiers. Drake dropped her hand, parried a sword thrust while twisting and slicing through the side of one attacker, then spun again and brought his dagger into the chest of the second man.
 
   Elsbeth gasped, it had been so fast, and now two men lay dead on the ground.
 
   He didn’t hesitate but pushed her into the night.
 
   “Run,” he said as he turned to face their pursuers. “I will find you in the forest. Run!”
 
   Elsbeth hesitated. She could not leave him. Not now. He had just returned to her. 
 
   “Now, damn it,” he yelled at her as he brought his sword up with both hands. Elsbeth could see several men running towards them.
 
   She must go, it was the only way. If she stayed, they would take her. If she escaped, then Drake could escape.
 
   Turning, she rushed into the night. Her feet pounding into the ground as she fought to get to the safety of the forest. If she could get there, she would be free. No one would find her in the darkness. No one but Drake.
 
   She fought for breath as she ran. Her side began to ache, and her feet screamed with pain in her simple slippers. Yet, she continued to run.
 
   The sound of battle raged behind her. Why didn’t he turn into a dragon? she wondered. Why face them as a man? His dragon could destroy them. He would be free of them if he would but allow himself.
 
   Was he holding back because of her? The thought scared her as she, at last, came to the trees.
 
   Turning, she looked behind her, men were scurrying about carrying torches, searching for her.
 
   Where is he? she wondered, unwilling to go into the forest without him.
 
   Not because she was afraid, the forest felt like home to her now. No, but because she didn’t want to leave him.
 
   “Go,” a voice yelled from the night.
 
   Her brow scrunched as she peered into the darkness towards the camp. Fighting desperately to see who was yelling at her. 
 
   Before she could discern what was happening, a shape appeared. A blur of action, as Drake scoped her up and carried her into the forest.
 
   She instinctively wrapped her arms around his neck and ducked her head against his chest. Holding on for dear life as he jumped over obstacles and twisted through the trees.
 
   She was safe, she was free. The forest wouldn’t hurt her. It would protect her. Just as her Drake would protect her.
 
   Yet, he didn’t stop but continued to run.
 
   “They won’t follow us,” she said. “We’re safe. At least for now.”
 
   He slowly came to a stop, his brow creased in concern, his heart pounding in his chest. Drake, she thought, her Drake.
 
   “How can you be sure?” he said.
 
   She laughed. “Everyone knows. There are dragons in these woods. They won’t come in at night. In fact, I’m not too sure if they’ll try in the morning.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. We’re not staying here to find out.”
 
   He started running again, holding her close to him as he made his way through the forest.
 
   Elsbeth let herself relax in his arms. She wouldn’t be able to convince him. Better to let him do what he must. None of it mattered. Not really. The only important thing was that she had her Drake.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty
 
   Drake halted on a small hill and slowly lowered her until she could stand on her own. He turned back to search down their path. She was right, his senses told him. They hadn’t been followed.
 
   The dark path was bare. No one had entered the forest after them.
 
   He looked up to the night sky. The new moon had appeared on the horizon. In the far distance, both Flint and Thaddaeus were up and ready. He had felt their presence throughout the night. Ready, not to close, but available if he needed them.
 
   Even now, the two were circling his back trail.
 
   He smiled to himself. Elsbeth would be safe tonight. Nothing would get past the two of them.
 
   Turning, he quietly examined her in the new moonlight.
 
   Her hair had come free, her face was flushed, and her eyes sparkled as she stared back at him.
 
   He gently reached out and caressed her cheek. 
 
   “You will be safe tonight,” he said.
 
   She smiled, then came into his arms. Throwing her arms around him, she buried her head in his chest and said, “Thank you, I knew you would come.”
 
   He stood there and soaked in her strength, her love. 
 
   At last, they separated. He took her hand and led her up the trail. Silently, they walked hand in hand.
 
   “Why didn’t you turn into a dragon?” she asked. “Can you only do it in the forest?”
 
   He laughed, “No, nothing like that. The situation called for stealth and care. Not something dragons are known for. I believed I had a better chance of getting you out as me. Or at least, this me.”
 
   She paused for a moment, her brow narrowed in confusion. Eventually, she nodded, obviously accepting his answer.
 
   “What now?” she asked.
 
   “Now, we rest,” he said as he indicated his campsite. “I’ve been staying here the last few nights.”
 
   Elsbeth glanced at small comforts of his temporary home. His pack off to the side and his blankets laid out by the ring of stones.
 
   Squatting down, he quickly started a fire, there was no need to worry. Nothing would find them, now.
 
   “Sit,” he said. More an invitation than demand.
 
   She quickly scurried to sit on the blankets. Pulling her knees up so that she could wrap her arms around them as she stared into the fire.
 
   “Julian betrayed me,” she said. Shaking her head as if she still found it difficult to fathom. “Even before I had reached him, he had sold his soul to my uncle.”
 
   Drake bit his tongue, now was not the time to say, ‘I told you so.’
 
   Once the fire was going he joined her on the blanket, their shoulders brushed, he closed his eyes and drank in her lavender scent.
 
   Her softness called to him. This close, he could not stop himself from needing her. Wanting her. His heart pounded, his beast demanded.
 
   Swallowing hard he felt an awkwardness come over him. What now? They had said their goodbyes, she had moved on. 
 
   Granted, she needed him for a protector. But, what did she want, now?
 
   He turned to look at her. To really study her. Their eyes locked and the old familiar passion began to build between them. He could see it in her eyes. That flaming need for him. The same need he felt for her.
 
   Lifting a hand, he gently pushed a strand of hair behind her ear.
 
   “I will help you get your lands back. They will not win. I promise you.”
 
   She sighed into his hand. Her eyes closed as she seemed to melt into his touch.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “Everything I have tried has failed. I have no army.”
 
   “You have a dragon,” he said. “A dragon of Perralt. We always defeat our enemies. It is what we do.”
 
   “Yes, but, these are not your enemies, they are mine. Your mother’s rules about not getting involved in other people’s problems. I can’t let you break her will.”
 
   Drake laughed. “Oh, Elsbeth, my mother’s demands no longer apply. They stopped applying the minute I fell in love with you. It is your needs that are mine, now. Your wants and desires that I must help you obtain. Nothing else matters.”
 
   She froze in place as she stared into his eyes, as if trying to decipher a secret code or complex puzzle. Was he telling the truth? He could read it in her face.
 
   “I love you, Elsbeth,” he said. “I have since you walked into that damn tavern. Your head held high, back straight, like you were walking into a council meeting. You are mine, and I am yours. It can be no other way.”
 
   He watched the emotions race across her face as she fought to believe. Seeing that he was speaking the truth she threw herself into his arms, her mouth attacking his, unable to get enough.
 
   “I love you too,” she said between hurried kisses.
 
   “Even though I am a dragon?”
 
   She hesitated for a moment, it was a quick moment, but he saw it.
 
   “I don’t know that I will ever understand your dragon. But, I will love him because he is a part of you.”
 
   Drake stared into her eyes. He knew it would take time for her to accept the dragon inside of him. But, that was alright, they had time.
 
   Taking her head in both his hands, he bent and kissed her. A long, tender kiss that let her know she was the only person he would ever kiss for the rest of his life.
 
   She moaned in the back of her throat and melted into him. Her chest pressed against his, her hands roving over his shoulders.
 
   They both fell to the blankets, rolling in ecstasy as they fought to remove each other’s clothes.
 
   The woman was desperate for him. The woman was a goddess. Her hands pushed his pants lower, then reached for him, groaning when she felt his hardness. 
 
   He broke away and smiled down at her, his eyes traveled over her beautiful, naked body. Cataloging every curve, memorizing every feminine swell. 
 
   His hands naturally came to her breast, squeezing, caressing. They felt tender, soft, and so tempting. Leaning forward he took a nipple into his mouth and sucked.
 
   She arched her back as is demanding that he take more.
 
   As he continued to feast on her breasts, his fingers traced a long, slow line down her belly to touch her. She was wet for him, already wanting and willing.
 
   He circled his fingers around her vital core. Touching, teasing, taking her higher. Still, he sucked and fondled her breasts while his fingers slowly entered her.
 
   “Oh, Drake,” she moaned. 
 
   The way she said his name sent a shaft of pure joy through him. This was his woman. This was his love. 
 
   He continued to touch and probe, to kiss and taste. Always building her need. Always giving her want she wanted.
 
   His insides began to burn. His mind began to lose itself to the beast inside of him. He must have her.
 
   Shifting his body, he readied himself before her.
 
   Opening her eyes, she looked up at him as he hovered above her. Reaching up, she gently brushed the hair from his eyes. Giving him a look of pure love and admiration, she smiled and said, “My dragon.”
 
   He could withhold himself no longer. He burned to have this woman.
 
   Slowly, ever so slowly, he entered her. Her soft, warm, velvety core taking him in. 
 
   So tight, so unbelievably tight.
 
   This is where I belong, he thought. Inside this woman. The world was perfect.
 
   Elsbeth reached up and pulled him down on her as she ground herself into him.
 
   “Yes,” she exclaimed as he buried himself into her.
 
   He couldn’t stop himself, nothing could stop him from taking what he needed.
 
   Thrusting, over, and over, He pushed them both higher.
 
   She rose to meet him, demanding he give her more, faster.
 
   He pounded into her tightness, the pressure building inside of him demanding to be released.
 
   “Yes, please,” Elsbeth screamed as she climaxed around him. Squeezing, shuddering. “Yessss.”
 
   Her pleasure sent him over the abyss into ecstasy. He exploded. His energy flowing through him, exploding into her. 
 
   The world stopped, there was only her, wrapped around him. 
 
   Reluctantly, he rolled to the side, leaving her warmth. Elsbeth moaned at the loss of him. Turning with him, she lay her head upon his chest and sighed.
 
   “Oh, Drake,” she whispered. “What are we going to do?”
 
   He laughed as his hand roamed across her back, caressing her, letting her feel his love for her.
 
   “The first thing we need to do is establish some new rules,” he said.
 
   “Rules? I thought you hated rules,” she said.
 
   “Not for me, for you.”
 
   She flinched, “What rules?” she asked hesitantly.
 
   He smiled at her concern.
 
   “Number one,” he said, “I am yours to command. In all things, except your protection. When it comes to that, I am in charge. Everything else is yours.”
 
   He could feel her smile into his chest.
 
   “Oh, does that mean if I say you have to take me to a ball, or an ambassador’s party, you have to go.”
 
   Now, it was his turn to hesitate. “Yes,” he grunted. “But, don’t abuse it.”
 
   Elsbeth smiled. “What about if I ask you to get me something to drink, or make a fire, or carry me across a stream?”
 
   Again, he hesitated. This woman was going to be difficult.
 
   “Yes,” he said finally. “But, don’t forget, you will be in my bed each night. There is always a price for girls who misbehave or abuse their power.”
 
   She laughed and shook her head.  “That is sort of what your mother said.”
 
   “What exactly did she say?” he asked as his hand traveled across her silky skin.
 
   “She said that I could make you do anything, if I but loved you.”
 
   “My mother has a habit of getting involved where she doesn’t belong.”
 
   Elsbeth hugged him and draped a leg over his, obviously wanting to get as close as possible.
 
   “Rule number two,” Drake said. “You can never ask another for protection.”
 
   “What? I can’t go beg Prince Julian?” 
 
   He growled under his breath, “NO.”
 
   “Very well, I understand,” she said. But, he could tell she was secretly pleased with his jealousy.
 
   “Rule number three,” he said, pausing for a moment. “I am a dragon. A grumpy dragon. There will be times when I am less than thoughtful. I will say and do things that upset you. It is the beast inside of me. The beast that will protect you always. When I am less than kind, you must forgive me. Not right away, but eventually. I will not change. I will not become what you want. But, I will always be what you need.”
 
   Elsbeth didn’t respond. His heart jumped as he waited for her answer. Would she accept him as he was? All of him. Both of him.
 
   “I have a rule,” she said finally. “A rule that must never be broken.”
 
   “What might that be?” he asked as he held his breath. 
 
   “That you love me. That you never stop loving me. My heart would stop beating if you ever stopped loving me.”
 
   Drake smiled to himself. She had created a rule it was impossible to break.
 
   “Very well,” he said. “I accept your terms.”
 
   “This wasn’t a surrender negotiation,” she said with a laugh.
 
   “Oh, in many ways, it was my dear,” he said as his hand returned to her rear. 
 
   “Enough of talking,” he said as he trailed sweet kisses down her neck. “What is your first command?” he asked, knowing full well what she wanted.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Three days of bliss, Elsbeth thought as she looked across the clearing towards her man. They had spent it laughing and loving. Bathing in the hot springs. Walking hand in hand through the forest.
 
   Spending their nights beneath the stars.
 
   Her world was as perfect as it could be.
 
   “This can’t last,” she said to him.
 
   Drake scowled at her, that silly scowl of his. The one that was never for her, but for the world in general. She had learned, if anything threatened to come between her and her happiness, that beautiful scowl would appear.
 
   Dropping his head, he nodded reluctantly.
 
   “I know.”
 
   She sighed heavily. Secretly, she had hoped he had fought her on this. That he had some way to avoid what they must do. 
 
   .o0o.
 
   Elsbeth stood at the forest edge and looked out at her lands. Her heart swelled with pride and love. This was hers to rule, hers to protect.
 
   Once she stepped through these trees, there would be no going back.
 
   She turned to look at the forest behind her. The thought of returning to their camp tempted her. To spend a few more days in each other’s arms. Laughing, teasing, and loving. Each of them lost in the other.
 
   Every part of her soul called for her to do just that. To be this man’s woman and nothing more.
 
   She glanced over at Drake. The breadth and height of him overwhelmed her. His dark eyes stared back at her as he waited. Dressed in a simple white cotton shirt, open at the neck, he looked like a man out for an afternoon stroll, not at all like a man preparing to take on an army for her.
 
   Was this the right thing? she asked herself. Was it right to risk this man’s life for her dream? Was it worth it?
 
   “Should we do this?” she asked him.
 
   He cocked his scarred eyebrow.
 
   “Yes,” he said. His voice was filled with confidence and an easy determination.
 
   Her heart expanded three sizes with love for him. He was hers, and she was his. There would never be doubt.
 
   Smiling, she nodded and stepped out from the forest.
 
   Drake joined her as they walked down the dusty road.
 
   She continued to worry, continued to try and decipher all the ways things could go wrong.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Drake said.
 
   She swore there were times the man could read her mind. Smiling up at him, she took his hand and continued on towards the city.
 
   He squeezed her hand, but remained silent.
 
   They passed the tavern of their first meeting. He glanced at the old building, and then down at her.
 
   “Should we stop? I believe I need to return a pack.”
 
   “I wonder if my things are still there in the barn?” she said with a laugh.
 
   He laughed with her. “You should have seen your face. Your eyes as big as dinner plates.  It was as if you were seeing a monster.”
 
   “I was,” she said, “I just didn’t know what kind.”
 
   Drake laughed, and they continued on. 
 
   The sounds of the city reached them from over the hill. The smells of people and horses assaulted them as they approached. Elsbeth yearned for the clean, living smells of the forest.
 
   Had her city always smelled like this? It wasn’t bad, just strong. A reminder of how far from nature they had strayed.
 
   As they crested the hill, the city lay before them. Stone walls surrounding brick buildings and castle towers. 
 
   The walls were manned with soldiers, each patrolling back and forth. Men who should be loyal to her. Could she convince them? What must she do to convince them to switch their loyalty from her uncle?
 
   Drake paused on the hill top and stared at the city. He shook his head. She could tell that he was wondering if it was worth it.
 
   “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get this over with. I’m pretty sure delaying things aren’t going to make them easier.”
 
   She tried to smile at him as they stepped down the hill.
 
   Two King’s Guardsmen manned the city gates. Dressed in golden armor, they looked strong and powerful.
 
   Would they recognize her? Did they have orders to stop her? Would they have to fight their way into her own city?
 
   Drake had dropped her hand, ready to respond if necessary.
 
   Elsbeth swallowed heavily and held her breath. 
 
   She needn’t have worried. Both men remained at attention, their eyes studying Drake and his long sword.
 
   Walking through the gates was like stepping into a new world. People and animals hurrying about. The sound of vendors calling out their wares. The heavy hammering as someone worked on repairing a roof over the bakery. 
 
   “That was easier than I thought,” Drake said after they had gone a short way into the city.
 
   “That was the easy one, it’s the castle gate that we need to worry about.”
 
   “Hm.” He mumbled.
 
   She glanced over, Drake was taking in everything. Observing, evaluating. She knew that he was marking potential dangers, scoping out possible escape routes. 
 
   As they walked through the city, she pulled her hood up. She didn’t want anyone to recognize her, not yet. She needn’t have bothered. All anyone could do was stare at the large man next to her. Elsbeth noticed that the women especially seemed to be interested in what they saw.
 
   More than one tried to draw his attention. A flirty glance, a shift of the hip. It was as if she weren’t even there right next to him.
 
   A small jealousy began to build inside of her. They might be her people, but they weren’t always perfect.
 
   She began to look at them from under her cowl. To study them with new eyes. Something was missing, something was wrong.
 
   Her shoulders twitched as she tried to fathom what it was about her city that bothered her.
 
   At last, she had it. No one was laughing, No one was enjoying life. Too many people carried heavy frowns. Too many people refused to meet their eyes. They were afraid of drawing attention to themselves.
 
   She cursed her uncle, how dare he. He had ruined a happy, joyful place and turned it into a frightened, worried town. It wasn’t right. Setting her shoulders, she hurried her pace to the castle steps.
 
   Inside the walled city sat a walled castle, and inside the castle, a keep. Her home.
 
   As they approached the large oaken door of the castle entrance, four King’s Guardsmen, this time, brought their focus onto Drake. She could see the interest and a little nervousness in their eyes. People didn’t normally approach the castle unless escorted. Especially, men like Drake.
 
   As they drew nearer, one of the guardsmen stepped forward to greet them. He held his hand out indicating they should stop. He didn’t say anything, just stood there, waiting.
 
   Elsbeth took a deep breath and lifted her hood to reveal herself.
 
   It took a moment, but the shock in the soldier’s eyes was one of those memories she would hold dear for a long time.
 
   “I am here to see my uncle,” she said with her best Princess voice.
 
   The soldier balked, he had obviously not been told to expect this. Obviously, not been warned. This was good. Her uncle had not had time to discredit her. He hadn’t tried to ruin her right to be there. Up until her escape he had hoped to use her.
 
   The soldier looked around, obviously hoping to offload the problem of higher rank.
 
   “Open the door, Corporal,” she said with just a hint of condescension in her voice.
 
   The man flinched at her words. Throwing Drake a quick glance.
 
   “Now,” Elsbeth said. Her heart raced, and her palms were wet. She held her eyes steady on the man.
 
   At last, he bowed and stepped back to open the door. He whispered something to another soldier, who immediately scurried through the door.
 
   Off to warn her uncle, obviously.
 
   “Of course, Princess,” the corporal said.
 
   Drake stepped aside to allow her into the castle first, a slight smile on his lips.
 
   As they stepped into the short tunnel that led through the castle walls, he bent forward and whispered into her ear, “I hope you never speak to me that way.”
 
   His gentle laugh let her know he was teasing. Her shoulders relaxed, they were through.
 
   “Don’t make me mad, and I won’t,” she hissed back to him.
 
   The corporal and another soldier followed them into the tunnel. She saw both of them continually glancing at Drake, their hands resting on the pommels of their swords.
 
   They are going to be the least of our problems, she thought.
 
   Her eyes were focused on the end of the tunnel. Home, her home. Her heart beat heavily in her chest, so much it felt as if it would push through and fall on the floor. Her lips were dry, and her hands ached to clench into a fist.
 
   She held herself steady. Do not let them see that you are afraid, she said to herself. You have Drake, all he has is an army.
 
   They stepped into the light of the dusty courtyard.
 
   Her uncle had reacted quickly. The courtyard was ringed with King’s Guard. Each of them adorned with armor and a sword at their belt.
 
   Elsbeth balked for just a moment. She hoped her uncle didn’t see it.
 
   He stood on the distant walkway overlooking the courtyard. Julian stood next to him.
 
   Both of them looked down with interest and a little surprise in their eyes.
 
   She could see her uncle looking at Drake, then over her shoulder, obviously wondering where her army might be. He couldn’t begin to believe that she had walked back into his control of her own free will.
 
   Julian appeared as oblivious as ever. The stupid smirk on his face was a clear indication of just how dumb the man could be. What had she been thinking?
 
   He glanced at Drake and raised an eyebrow. She wondered if he could tell they were lovers. Fighting an urge to take Drake’s hand, she stared back and smiled up at the Prince. 
 
   A special smile.
 
   Now, he knew.
 
   The stupid smirk turned to anger. A thrill traveled through her at his being so upset. One of the little joys in this life.
 
   She turned to study her uncle. He stared back at her, a battle of wills raging between them.
 
   This man must be destroyed, publicly, she thought. It was the only way.
 
   Drake took it all in, studying each soldier and archer. His eyes rested on Julian for a moment, then looked back down at her.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding,” he said with a subtle shake of his head. “You put your trust in that?”
 
   She laughed. “I was young and foolish.”
 
   Stepping forward, she looked out at the assembled soldiers that surrounded her. Over forty men, each of them were supposed to be pledged to her. Yet, her uncle controlled them.
 
   They feared him, she realized. Feared him more than they loved her.
 
   “Men of the King’s Guard,” she said with a loud, steady voice. “I stand before you, my father’s daughter, and call on your loyalty.”
 
   Her uncle laughed out loud and grinned at her as he shook his head. “You’ll have to do better than that,” he exclaimed.
 
   Elsbeth ignored him, instead staring at each of the soldiers in turn. Trying to lock onto their eyes.
 
   “You, know me,” she said, “you know that I am the true Queen.” Still, no soldier moved, not even a hint of discord.
 
   “You know  this man, my mother’s brother, has no rights here. He has usurped power, twisted and bent this power to make the people suffer. All for his own benefit.”
 
   Off to the side, one of the soldiers shifted his weight to his other foot. A small hope jumped inside of her. But, nothing happened. No one came to her help.
 
   Elsbeth swallowed hard, she had hoped to avoid this. Turning back to the front she began, “Lieutenant Caldwell, you are Captain of the Guard, today,” she asked. The young officer wore the epaulet of the office on his shoulder.
 
   “Yes, Princess,” the soldier said as he came to attention.
 
   “Well then,” Elsbeth said, “I charge you to arrest my uncle for treason, and please have your men escort the Prince of Sinstra from the city.”
 
   There she had said it, her demands. Now, it was up to them.
 
   Her uncle continued to stare down at her. He hadn’t even reacted to her charges. The man didn’t care what she thought of him. He didn’t care what anyone thought of him.
 
   The officer glanced quickly at her uncle, then back at her, his face creased with worry, but he made no move to follow her command.
 
   “This has gone on long enough Elsbeth,” her uncle barked. “it is time to stop playing these silly games.” He looked at Drake, examining him from head to foot. She could tell that he was comparing what he saw to the description of the man who had helped her escape. His eyes narrowed.
 
   “One, man,” her uncle continued, “cannot defeat an army. This is not a dark camp in the middle of the night. And, unless I am wrong, you are not seeking escape, but victory. As I said, you will need more than one man.”
 
   Elsbeth smiled up at her uncle, her best innocent, young girl smile. “You are correct uncle, once again, you have a keen sense of the obvious. However, as is also normal, you have completely misjudged the situation.”
 
   She stepped back to stand next to Drake. Placing her hand up on his shoulder she stared into his eyes. “This is no common man,” she said, “This is my man, now and always.”
 
   Drake smiled back down at her, she could see the fire building in his eyes, could see the need to release his beast beating against him, demanding to be set free.
 
   She smiled back up at him and whispered, “My dragon.”
 
   Drake nodded his head to the side, a spot where she would be safe. Elsbeth stepped away from him, then looked up at her uncle, she wanted to see his eyes when it happened.
 
   A pillar of green flame erupted into the sky. A mighty rush of air pulsed through the courtyard, and a glorious dragon stood there.
 
   The shock and fear that sprang into her uncle's eyes was priceless. It was almost worth the weeks of struggle and hardship.
 
   The soldiers each sprang back, scrambling as they yelled and fought to get away. The corporal and his fellow escort were knocked twenty feet back into the tunnel by a single sweep of Drake’s tail.
 
   Elsbeth looked at her dragon, the giant monster pulsated with power and strength. Every muscle rippled beneath unbeatable armor. His large, leathery wings, swiped at a soldier foolish enough to attack, throwing him into his compatriots. Knocking three of them to the ground.
 
   The giant beast lifted his head to the sky and roared. A sound to fill the ages. It reverberated of the stone castle walls and pounded into each person there. Reminding them of the primeval fear of monsters. 
 
   Drake twisted and looked at her, his large black eyes held her in his gaze for a moment. Letting her know that he loved her, he was doing this for her.
 
   She smiled and nodded her head.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Elsbeth watched as Drake turned back to face her uncle. The man was frozen in place, his hands gripping the railing of the walkway.
 
   Drake roared once more, then let loose a shower of fire over her uncle’s head. Just enough to show what he could do.
 
   The King’s Guard were not cowards though, they didn’t run. The archers on the wall began to rain arrows down on the beast. Drake shrugged them off, then threw a giant wing out to shelter her.
 
   Elsbeth scrunched in next to his side. The safest place to be was next to Drake. She could feel his might heart beating in his chest. Could feel the heat building up inside of him as he prepared to release yet another stream of fire.
 
   This time, it was Julian who was scared out of his wits. He screamed in a high pitched voice and dove out of the way. Scrambling on his hands and knees to get away, as the fire pounded into the wall above him. 
 
   Drake twisted to the side to fend off charging soldiers, then used his long spiked tail to knock a dozen more to the ground.
 
   Elsbeth watched as one of his spikes pierced a young soldier’s breast plate, then break off. Her heart lurched, Drake was being hurt, the King’s Guard was dying, her castle was in danger of being burnt to the ground.
 
   She must stop this. Now! Leaning forward, she whispered into the dragon’s ear.
 
   “Bring me, my Uncle.”
 
   The Dragon, her Drake, didn’t hesitate, moving faster than any normal beast, he scurried across the courtyard and plucked her uncle from his perch like a housewife grabbing a peach from a market stall.
 
   Gently carrying him, like a wolf with her cubs, the dragon turned back, ignoring the arrows and spear thrusts.
 
   Her uncle dangled from between the Dragon’s jaws. A simple word from her, and the man would be torn into two separate pieces.
 
   The dragon stared at her for a moment, lifting an eyebrow, wanting to know what he should do with his prize.
 
   Elsbeth was tempted, but no, there was the long term to think about. She pointed to the ground before her.
 
   The dragon shifted and dropped her uncle at her feet.
 
   The man bounced twice on the dusty ground.
 
   Elsbeth looked down on him without a shred of concern or tenderness. This man could rot in a small cell for all she cared. In fact, this man was going to rot in a small cell.
 
   She tilted her head. “Are you ready to swear your oath, uncle?” she asked.
 
   The man shook his head as if trying to clear it, trying to understand what had happened to him. He looked back over his shoulder at the dragon. The fear in his eyes filled her with joy.
 
   Before she could say any more, the dragon stepped forward and pushed him back into the ground. His might claws bracketing him, holding him in place. She watched as the giant talons twitched, letting her uncle know that a slight command from her and he would be crushed like a grape.
 
   “I yield,” her uncle yelled. “Please,” he begged.
 
   Elsbeth looked out over the men surrounding her. They had stopped attacking and halted in place. They each looked at their brother soldier next to themselves, as if trying to understand what had happened.
 
   Finally, a young soldier, possibly the one who had shifted earlier, knelt and bowed his head. His companions quickly followed suit until each man in the courtyard and each man on the wall had dropped to one knee, giving her their loyalty.
 
   She tilted her head and said. “I can’t have you in command of these men, my realm will never be safe. You must choose. Either you die, or they must die. Which is it?”
 
   “Them,” her uncle yelled. “Please Elsbeth,” he begged, his eyes pleading with her. “I choose them.”
 
   A gasp went up from the men around her. They were seeing the true man.
 
   Elsbeth shook her head. The joy at his embarrassment and pain seeped away to be replaced by a firm determination.
 
   “I have a better idea,” she said. “We shall let the men you have in the dungeon determine your fate. How about that Uncle? Does that seem fair?”
 
   His eyes widened in shock as he struggled to get away. The dragon roared and clamped down harder, stopping any chance of escape.
 
   “Lieutenant Caldwell,” Elsbeth cried out. 
 
   “Yes, Your Highness,” the young officer said from his knee.
 
   “As I instructed before. Please arrest my uncle for treason and take him to the dungeons. Insure that he his placed with the men who he himself put there.”
 
   “NO,” her uncle screamed.
 
   The young Lieutenant rose and indicated that two of his men should take her uncle.
 
   The two men approached wearily, both of them unable to look away from the giant dragon commanding the center of the courtyard.
 
   She reached up and placed her hand on the dragon’s shoulder.
 
   “Let them take him, Drake,” she said. “It is better this way.”
 
   The dragon looked at her, his eyes staring into her for a moment, trying to make sure she wanted it to end this way. At last, he gave his prisoner one more squeeze to remind him how close he had come to death, then stepped back and allowed the two soldiers to take the man.
 
   Elsbeth watched them drag him away. She could trust them. She could see it in their eyes. Her uncle would be lucky to make it to the dungeon alive. It didn’t really matter, though. He wouldn’t live long once they placed him with the other prisoners.
 
   Her heart continued to race as she fought to bring it under control once more. They had won, she repeated over and over to herself. Her Drake had won her Crown for her.
 
   She turned and gave the dragon a hug around the neck. She swore she heard a distant moan deep inside the belly of the beast.
 
   “Lieutenant Caldwell,” she said without letting go of her Drake. “I believe I instructed you to escort Prince Julian from my lands. Why is he still here?”
 
   “At once, Your Highness,” the officer said as he scrambled to his feet.
 
   Elsbeth watched as Julian tried to stand up. It took two of his men to hold him steady on his wobbly legs.
 
   “And, Lieutenant,” Elsbeth said, “instruct him that he shouldn’t return. My dragon is the jealous type. I don’t believe he likes the Prince.”
 
   Prince Julian suddenly found the strength to scurry across the courtyard and through the tunnel. All the while, keeping his back to a wall and his face towards the Dragon.
 
   Elsbeth ignored the Prince. She had at her castle, her home.
 
   “We did it, Drake,” she said. “I am the Queen.”
 
   The dragon nodded his head, then reared up on his two hind legs and roared into the sky. Shooting fire and smoke into the air in celebration and warning. 
 
   This was his woman, the beast was telling the world. Let no one ever forget that.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Epilogue
 
   Elsbeth stepped into the church. The train of her long ermine cloak pulled at her with each step. 
 
   She halted at the doorway and took a deep breath.
 
   Alone, she began the long walk down the red carpet. As she passed, each man fell to a knee, each woman dropped to the deepest of curtsys.
 
   At the alter, the Archbishop waited. He, too, had dropped to a knee when she entered. Dressed in white, the man looked pensive, unsure of himself.
 
   Well, what did he expect? A woman wasn’t crowned Queen every day.
 
   She glanced to the corner. Drake stood there. He didn’t kneel, didn’t even bow. Instead, he smiled at her. 
 
   He need never bow to her, she thought. They were in this together. He would give his life to protect her. But, he would never bow. 
 
   Elsbeth was perfectly all right with this. It was his strength and courage she needed and loved. Such a man could not be expected to submit to any woman.
 
   His eyes traveled out over the crowd, searching for any danger. Anything that could mar this moment.
 
   Reaching the alter, she knelt and said the words of her ancestors. Promising to protect and defend the people of her land. 
 
   Laughing inside, she thought, there could be no doubt as to her commitment to them.
 
   Looking up, she held her head steady as the Archbishop placed the crown upon her head.
 
   “Arise, Queen Elsbeth of Lushcany,” he said.
 
   “Long live the Queen,” someone yelled from the pews behind her.
 
   “Long live the Queen,” the rest of the congregation said in unison.
 
   Her heart filled with happiness. She had her lands, she had the man she loved. They would be married within a month. Queen and consort.
 
   But tonight, once the sun had sunk and her duties completed, it would be just the two of them. Alone with her Drake. Her dragon, her friend. Alone with the man she would love until the end of time.
 
    
 
   The End
 
  
 
  



Acknowledgement
 
   I would like to thank my family and friends for all of their support. Especially my mother, who passed along my love of stories. I would also like to thank Sheryl Turner for her assistance in editing. 
 
   As with any story. It is you the reader that makes it come alive. Thank you so much for reading Dragon Fire.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Author Note
 
   As always. I love to hear from my readers. If you would like to contact me please send me an email at Sher.Dillard@gmail.com or check out my Facebook page at facebook.com/sher.dillard
 
   The next story in the series, Dragon Heat, should be release shortly. Please keep an eye out for and the story of Flint and the continued search for the gold medallions.
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