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	“The man who passes the sentence should swing the sword. If you would take a man's life, you owe it to him to look into his eyes and hear his final words. And if you cannot bear to do that, then perhaps the man does not deserve to die.” – Ned Stark, Game of Thrones

	 


One

	 

	The pool rippled with glowing radiance as a serpentine body lazily swam along. Wet scales glistened in the dim light. Arms swayed one at a time while a thick tail writhed back and forth, propelling the creature along the calm waters. Light glimmered against cavern walls and cool night air drifted in from the mouth of the cave. Scaled eyes remained closed as a snout huffed with deep serenity. 

	Nypha let out a small hum as her body drifted along the immense cavernous lake. Waters glowed with ethereal light as she opened her maw and let out a relaxed sigh. Not far from the waters, gold coins and gems lay scattered across the cavern floor. A pair of metal doors stood against a rocky wall, one of them ajar and firelight spilling out. 

	The dragon turned onto her stomach, head resting on the water’s surface and neck half submerged. The nightly swim cooled her nerves and she let out another relaxed sigh. Thoughts floated on, contemplating if she should go hunting for a cow or a pig this very night. They were both delicious but the cow seemed much more tempting. Nypha’s tongue slid out and she licked the edge of her snout. One cow was enough but she could eat two or three pigs in one sitting. Thoughts of tirelessly chasing three pigs changed her mind as she let out another huff. A cow would be much easier and afterwards, she could read the night away.

	Nypha’s tail swayed as she moved to the water’s edge. Scaled hands and feet touched the bottom and she walked on all fours out of the warm waters. Yawning, the dragon’s twelve-foot-long body dripped water as she walked out onto the cavern floor. Green and black scales glistened in the glowing lake light with two strips of silver scales running along her long neck. 

	 Nypha looked to the mouth of the cavern and could see the twinkle of star light. Yawning again, her body began to shift and change. Patches of scales melted into skin as she continued walking on all fours. The dragon’s tail vibrated as her body shifted to smoother skin. Standing up, legs shifted to a humanoid appearance but scales still covered her shins and the outer sections of her thighs. Arms grew smoother except for scales on the forearms, hands, and clawed finger tips. Green hair sprouted as horns shifted and curved forward. Her dark green leathery wings moved up several inches on her back. Facial scales pulled back as her snout melted into her face. Green eyes shined and she stepped forward, maintaining a twelve-foot stature in her humanoid form.

	Nypha stepped out of the giant cave opening and walked to the edge of a stone outcropping. Sitting down, legs dangled over the edge as the night air flowed over her skin. Nypha found it much easier to dry off in this form than her true dragon form. It always took longer to dry with the water under her scales.
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	The dragon kicked out her legs as she looked down at the City of Uboria, one of several kingdoms along the Tower’s Edge. Nypha gazed down the mountain taking in the kingdom and countryside. The main kingdom city was walled and spread out with high towers looking in all directions. Behind the prosperous city were farms, lakes, and forests as far as the eye could see. Glancing to both her right and left were the Shadow Tip Mountain ranges, the only natural barrier separating the northern tip of Navarr from the rest of the continent. Further north was the Burning Lands, a massive swatch of land with volcanoes dotting along the top part of the crescent-shaped continent. 

	Nypha drank it in as her gaze fell to the land between Uboria and her home. Her mountain sat across from another mountain, north of the city. A dark forest lay in between the two mountains like a hairy valley between two orc thighs. The dragon giggled to herself, as she never tired of making that joke and knowing she lived on the eastern top of the thigh mountains. The people below officially called it the Demon’s Pass but Nypha giggled again knowing they secretly called it the Devil’s Cunt.     

	Mind drifting to the people, the dragon opened her senses to the sounds of the city. Voices rose up, touching Nypha’s delicate senses and she basked in the moans of love making, casual conversation and laughter filling her ears. Controlling her senses, she listened at the main keep. Guards talked and servants moved about. Several people were engaged in fornication and one let out a very loud gasp. Nypha listened and let the sounds paint images in her mind. She enjoyed the flashes of insight into their little lives. To say it was entertaining was a massive understatement. The dragon sometimes chronicled down juicy tidbits of human drama and stored it away in her own library. Detailed descriptions left the wyrm feeling like she was a scribe keeping a history of the human kingdom. When she re-read them, it sometimes was a jumble, fitting it all together like a puzzle only she could truly understand.  

	Thoughts flowing to the royal family, the dragon’s lips curved into a gentle smile. Lord Lockwood was a good leader and even better Game of Tower’s chess player. Fond thoughts rolled through the dragon as she remembered how the lord climbed the mountain to speak with her regarding missing livestock. Normally, Nypha would have roared to scare him to death but his kind smile stayed her usual habits. She remembered hearing the people of the land complain about her stealing their livestock. She laughed it off. If they didn’t want her to eat them then they should lock up their food. Not that it would have stopped her. The dragon often snuck around in her humanoid form, slipping into barns to steal a few pigs or a cow. The sneaking wasn’t because she was afraid, but of not wanting an army of town folk coming up the mountain. She liked her home and wanted to stay there a long time. If they proved too much of a nuisance, she would have to burn them all to ash, and then she wouldn’t enjoy hearing their stories any longer.

	The dragon shook her head as memories floated back into her mind. Lord Lockwood came up with a sword in sheath and a wood case in his hands. Nypha was more than intrigued as the human lord began setting up the human tower game at the mouth of the cave. She remembered stalking out and gazing down on the human lord in light armor. He set up the game and asked her to play. Nypha had heard the people playing the game in their inns, sometimes killing each other if someone cheated. The dragon pondered whether the lord would try the same with her if she won a game.

	The first game lasted for hours. Lockwood was an expert player and taught the dragon how to play. Nypha learned the concept quickly. It was a game of skill, with each tower moving across a checkerboard differently. It required immense strategy and kept the green dragon’s attention. She couldn’t look away from the board. Mind working, she was confident she would beat the human at his own game, but as the game wore on, the lord talked and asked questions. Nypha enjoyed the casual conversation until he knocked over her lord tower, beating her at the game. 

	Nypha remembered how green fire glowed at the back of her throat, ready to roast the lord where he stood. Lord Lockwood bowed his head and pulled a gem from the side pouch around his waist. He held up a large emerald and Nypha eyed him with curiosity, and a touch of greed. The lord handed her the emerald and asked her to visit him from time to time to play the Tower game. He also asked her not to take so much livestock from the farmers. He even said he would speak to the farmers to ask them to have one of their livestock left out from time to time so Nypha could take and eat in peace.

	The dragon looked at the human with subdued surprise. He seemed to have an idea how dragon society worked and she could not stop herself from developing a little respect for his foolish bravery. Accepting the gem, she agreed to visit occasionally. She knew he was simply trying to be diplomatic but it was enough to keep her amused. That was ten years ago and the green dragon’s mind bathed in the pleasant memories.   

	The twelve-foot humanoid dragon continued to kick her legs in the night air. The sound of a low “Moooo” touched her sensitive ears. One of the farmers didn’t bring all his cows in or left it out as a gift. Dinner was literally calling out to the dragon and she licked her lips.

	“Time to bring home some supper,” Nypha whispered to herself.

	The dragon woman stood up and flexed her wings, ready to change back to her true form when her ears twitched. Hesitating, she turned her attention to the main keep of Uboria, her eyes narrowing. The normal sounds were all there; talking, moaning, and snoring, but there was one other sound. 

	Nypha kept her stance rigid as she focused her senses at Lockwood’s Keep. The sound drifted up of a last gasp of life, followed by another. A small shout and then the gurgling sound of blood filling a mouth. Nypha’s eyes narrowed as bodies moved under the keep, invading onwards and slicing at exposed throats.

	The dragon flexed her wings and bent her knees. With a gentle push, Nypha was airborne and gliding down the mountain. Silently she soared, hearing blades being drawn and shoved into bodies. Heart beats stopped for some as figures moved through the bottom levels, the sound of blood pooling on stone floors.

	***

	Dorian walked along, arms dangling at his sides like dead weights. The prince moved to a door and took hold of the handle. With a pained expression, he pulled the door open, stepped inside, and let the door close behind him. His eyes glanced at the roaring fire first before shifting to his father and General Strum sitting at an oak carved table with maps, scrolls and books open across the hard surface.

	Lord Lockwood looked up from the scrolls and books, and smiled as his son slowly stepped in. General Strum eyed the youth, smiled and bowed his head. Dorian returned the smile as he slid his feet across the floor, shoulders slouched downward. The prince stepped closer and General Strum began closing some of the scrolls and books.

	Lord Lockwood eyed his son as he remained seated in his robe. Dorian stepped closer and stood before his father. General Strum scooped up two books and a scroll, tucking them under his arm. 

	Standing up, the General bowed to his lord, “I’ll come by early tomorrow so we may continue our discussion.”

	Lord Lockwood nodded before turning his attention back to his son, “I would say you had a productive first day.”

	Dorian nodded as his smile faded and muscles cried out in pain. The soreness ran thick through his body and everything burned. The prince wanted nothing more than to fall to the floor and lay there till morning but he knew his father would have none of it. Trying to keep his composure, weakness stabbed at his resolve. As soon as General Strum left the room and closed the door behind him, Dorian fell to his knees with a whimper.

	Lord Lockwood kept his gaze steady as Dorian stayed on his knees, defeated. The prince knew his father was judging him but couldn’t stand under his own power any longer. The pain and torment of the day had proven too much and now he was here, kneeling like some peasant to his lord and father.

	Lord Lockwood let the silence fill the room before his lips parted, “You will become stronger.”

	“I don’t understand why I must do this?” Dorian hissed.

	“It's tradition and it will only aid you when you become lord of these lands,” Lockwood said with an understanding tone.

	“You worked for the blacksmith when you were thirteen?” Dorian managed to ask through the soreness.

	Lord Lockwood chuckled briefly, “No, I was twelve.”

	Dorian’s brow wrinkled.

	Lord Lockwood continued, “You have had it too easy for too long. I blame myself for attending to affairs of the lands and not enough on your training and education. I promise to be attentive to your growth. No son of mine will live like those weak lords and ladies born into royalty, never working a day in their lives.”

	“The same ones who talk ill of you,” Dorian said with a sharp tone.

	Lockwood gazed down at his son, “Stand up.”

	Dorian stayed where he was.

	“Stand up. I will not ask again,” Lockwood growled.

	Dorian huffed as he brought up one leg and placed his foot on the floor. With one painful move, the prince stood up on both feet, muscles burning with acid fire. The prince wanted nothing more than to speak of the horrid conditions of fire, metal and smoke he had to endure. Arms shook as he remembered bringing the hammer down again and again on a piece of metal for practice. At first it was fun but soon lost its appeal when muscles strained to lift the heavy hammer. The day wore on and metal rang out. A ringing filled his ears and hands were covered in blisters from the day’s work. The prince had no intention of doing that again and he searched for the words to tell his father.

	Lord Lockwood’s face was a blank mask as he spoke, “I know what you’re thinking. You wish me to end this so you can go back to your books. I can tell you that will not happen.”

	“Da!” Dorian whined.

	“The answer is no. I will not have you relying on others to rule. You will visit the blacksmith every day after your morning studies until further notice.”

	“This is pointless,” Dorian muttered.

	Lord Lockwood stood up and eyed his son. The lord turned and stepped to the side of his large bed. A hand reached for a sword in its sheath. Picking it up, he turned and walked back to his swaying son, drawing the sword.

	Dorian’s eyes widened as his father stepped toward him, naked sword at his side. Lockwood stood before his son, a grim shadow over his face and pointed brow. The lord took the thick sword, turned it in his hands, and pressed the pommel to the weakened prince. 

	The prince looked down as the blade handle was shoved into his hand. Dorian barely held onto it when his father let go and stepped back. The prince tried to lift the blade but his arms trembled. Gritting his teeth, he tried to lift it up but the point touched the floor. Growling, the prince tried a third time, lifting it up and holding it for a few moments before weakness bled into his arms. The sword point came down and rested on the floor.

	Lord Lockwood stared at his son, anger filling his brow, “If an enemy came through that door, I know I could not depend on my son to protect me…or protect anyone else for that matter.”

	“This is not fair!” Dorian hissed. “If I was rested, I could wield Splitter.”

	Lord Lockwood reached out and snatched the heavy sword from the prince, “I think not. Your sword play needs work. You’re clumsy as a mule and half as graceful.”

	Dorian tried to keep his composure but pain and weakness crawled along his defeated senses. The urge to fight was there but his spirit had burned low like coals in a dying fire. The words his father spoke were the truth and the prince growled his contempt.

	Swallowing his pride, he lifted his eyes to his father’s stern gaze, “I will do better. I promise.”

	Lord Lockwood eyed his son and gave an approving nod. The stern gaze melted and a fatherly smirk filled his cheek. The lord moved to his son’s side and wrapped his big arm around him. Silently, the two shuffled to the bed chamber doors and the lord opened one of them.

	Father and son stepped out into the main corridor. Torches lined the walls, their light flickering to a draft. Stepping to the middle of the corridor, Dorian turned to his right to see the doors to the private library open. Inside were bookshelves filled with ancient tomes, a large table and a tower game set up on it, the pieces shining in the torchlight.

	Lord Lockwood turned to his son and put his hands on the prince’s shoulders, “I know the day was hard. Go to the library and wait for me. I will have the servants bring up some mead to ease your pain. I would like very much to know the details of your day.”

	Dorian’s eyes could barely contain his surprise, “You never let me drink mead before.”

	Lord Lockwood grinned, “It's tradition. I drank my first cup when I was twelve after my first day at the forge. It’s only right that we continue to honor it.”

	The weight in Dorian’s heart lessened and his spirit rose. Lord Lockwood was adamant about not drinking before the right age. He would often humor the General, saying that the prince could not touch mead or wine until he was thirty. The prince knew now that it was simply a ruse and his stern but fair father had every intention of sharing a drink when he completed his first day at the forge.

	Lord Lockwood pulled away his hands.

	Dorian looked to the open library doors, a memory rising, “When will Nypha visit us again? It has been months since your last game.”

	Lord Lockwood smiled. “You miss her?”

	The prince’s eyes lowered but only for a moment, “She is interesting, for a dragon.”

	The lord nodded, “I don’t know. Perhaps you should climb the mountain and pay her a visit?”

	The prince smiled. “She might eat me.”

	“Only if she’s hungry. Bring a cow as tribute and she may leave your scrawny self alone.”

	Dorian looked at his father with concerned eyes. “I can’t bring a cow up the mountain.”

	Lord Lockwood gave a gruff chuckle, “Giving up before you even try? Dorian, one way or another, you will learn that you can do anything if you are properly motivated. Now, go to the library and I will have some mead brought to us.”  

	“Yes Da,” Dorian sighed as he turned and began walking to the library.

	Lord Lockwood watched his son for a moment before turning to the opposite side of the corridor. Walking along, the lord let memories flow, filling his mind and his heart. A confidence swirled as he knew deep down his son would rise to the occasion.

	Lockwood stepped to the double doors at the end of the corridor. Knowing the servants were just on the other side, he prepared to ask them to bring up a flagon of mead and those tasty corn cakes he liked so much. His hand reached out for the handle. The lord’s brow creased as the door clicked and opened before he touched it.

	The lord’s eyes moved up as the door slowly opened, a dark outline just outside and one of the servants on the stone floor, blood pooling. Red eyes glowed as fingers curled around the door edge and a blade shined in the dim torchlight.

	“Death has come for you,” leered the shadow as the blade stabbed forward.


Two

	 

	The air stood still like a pond during the deepest of winters. Lord Lockwood gazed at the red eyed shadow, the world spinning to a halt. The figure grinned like a demon, twisting the blade. The lord felt warmth spill from his side but could not bring himself to look down. A fire lit within him and blood pumped. The lord’s shocked expression melted away and was replaced with a growing storm.

	Muscles flared with power as the lord took hold of the door and slammed it shut on the arm that was through it, dagger buried in his side. The rage swelled as Lockwood grunted and soon growled his fury. The door slammed twice until bone snapped. The third slam ruptured veins and black ichor spurted. Upon opening the door, the fourth time, wild grunts spilled in and dark violet hands took hold, preventing the lord from slamming the door again.

	Lockwood pulled back, stumbling for a moment before turning and running. At the end of the corridor, Dorian stood at the library entrance, eyes the size of saucers. Lockwood grabbed at the dagger still buried in his side and pulled it out, tossing it aside.

	“Lock yourself in! Do not open it until I say so!” Lockwood shouted as he ran and stumbled to his bedroom chamber door. 

	Dorian was rooted to the spot, watching his father lift a hand and paint the edge of his doorway with red. The lord stumbled into his bedroom and was gone from sight. At the end of the corridor, the doors slammed open and dark figures stepped into the torchlight. Red eyes focused on the prince as he stood, frozen.

	“We are coming for you too, prince,” a violet skinned elf with long flowing white hair grinned.

	Dorian could see their leather armor, short swords, and daggers. Bodies spilled in with murderous intent as they made their way down the corridor. The prince knew shadow elves when he saw them. Chaotic thoughts filled his mind as he tried to move. They held towns and kingdoms all over Navarr but the ones north of the Shadow Tip Mountains were mad creatures, bent on conquering and hoarding dark magic.

	Dorian woke from his trance as a throwing dagger stabbed into the wood frame by his face. The prince looked at the dagger still vibrating. Inaction withered away as he knew the danger he was in. Hands grabbed at the door and he began to pull them closed when something flashed from his father’s bedroom.

	“Enter my home!” Lockwood screamed like a monster from the abyss.

	The shadow elves turned their attention as Lockwood raised his sword, Splitter. The sword glowed with ethereal light before slashing across. Green energy whipped out as two shadow elves raised their swords to parry the incoming emerald force while several others dove for the floor.

	Dorian stood transfixed, the door partially open as the two shadow elves cried out for a moment before the tops of their blades flipped into the air and their bodies fell in two halves. Dark blood spurted, filling the corridor with a sickening stench.

	“Barricade the doors!” Lockwood commanded his son as he took a battle stance.

	Dorian could not do as he was told as he stared in disbelief. Shadow elves poured into the corridor as the remaining ones closest to the lord, stood up. Lockwood growled his contempt as he launched himself into the fray. Splitter glowed with greenish light as the lord drove his body into the shadow elf invaders. Blades slashed outward, trying to parry the lord’s sword but they too shattered on impact. Daggers slipped silently through the air, sinking into the lord’s robe and flesh underneath. 
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	Lockwood never slowed down as Splitter sliced hard across an elf neck and sent a head crashing into a fellow invader. Blood sprayed as the lord cut through them like saplings in spring time. Dorian stared in horror as limbs flew and blood splashed onto his father. The shadow elves fought on like rabid monsters, trying to further their edge but the powerful lord cut them down, one swing at a time.

	The shadow elf numbers doubled and they converged on the lord. Lockwood roared like a caged beast, slicing the enemy in half or cleaving off a sword arm for good measure. A dagger slipped through the fighting and punctured Lockwood’s back. The lord spun around, sword slicing outward and slashed the back-stabber across the stomach. Red eyes widened as the shadow elf tried to hold his insides from spilling out. A second slice separated his head from his neck.

	White hair glowed in the torchlight as the shadow elves pressed their attack. Lockwood stood, gore and elf blood soaking his robe and mixing with his own blood. Chest heaving, he looked at the next elf to take their head when a tremble filled his hands. 

	Dorian watched as his father swayed, gaze turning from rage to fear. Falling to one knee, he heaved with heavy breath but kept his sword up. The shadow elves moved in closer, their numbers falling to ten. 

	“Dorian…I love…you,” Lockwood heaved as his arms began to shake.

	“Kill him and kill the whelp!” One of the shadow elves shouted before they attacked the kneeling lord.

	Several broke away and ran silently toward the prince. Dorian stared as swords rose up over his father. Lockwood stabbed his blade into an unguarded stomach before slashing across and severing another elf’s leg. It was the last action he took before bodies jumped on him and stabbed with swords and daggers, repeatedly.

	Dorian’s heart cracked as several elves raced toward him. The prince grabbed the door and slammed it shut just as they reached it. Hands pounded as the prince slid the bar across and stepped back. The door bounced and cracked as the sound of several more assassins attacked the thick wooden door.

	Dorian turned and darted to the glass doors on the other side of the private library. Opening them, he stepped onto the wide balcony and stared out at the kingdom. He was at the highest point in the castle. Moving to the edge, he looked down and knew if he jumped, there would be little chance of survival. A cold wind washed over the young man as the bar holding the door cracked. The sound of bodies ramming into the door continued as the prince tried to think of something.

	The door to the library buckled and the wood bar shattered. Doors swung open as leather clad shadow elves stalked in, eyes focused on the prince where he stood on the balcony.

	“Royalty dies and the kingdom falls,” A shadow elf taunted as he led the group.

	Dorian stood at the edge of the balcony, eyes glancing over the edge.

	The shadow elf leered, “Jump little one. Jump and lose your honor. Your father died like a true warrior. If you jump, your legacy will live on as a coward.”

	Dorian gripped the stone railing, a dread creeping over his spirit.

	The shadow elf stepped closer to the balcony edge, “Why take on that burden? We can make it quick, keeping your honor intact. Step closer so we can end this properly.”

	Dorian climbed up onto the edge, heart beating like a contained typhoon, “I’d rather die on my kingdom’s lands then let one of you foul creatures touch me!”

	The shadow elf gave a sardonic chuckle, “So ends the Lockwood dynasty. Jump to your death so the Tower Edge kingdoms know their time has come to an end.”

	Dorian watched as the shadow elves moved closer, white smiles all around. The prince wanted to cry. He wanted to shout how unfair the world was. Sadness touched his heart and a tear streamed down his cheek. He wanted to say “I love you” to his dying father and now that moment was forever lost. Fingers curled into tight fists. The soreness he felt before was gone as his heart raged with new purpose. Images of his father fighting to the end filled his young heart and he knew he could never end his own life.

	The prince glared at the shadow elves before letting out a roar. The elves stopped in their tracks as a shadow loomed behind the prince. Dorian leapt down, an uncompromising storm in his eyes as the elves backed off. The shadow flapped once with power before barreling down into the library.

	Dorian looked up, astonishment filling his eyes. A dragon the size of a large horse folded its wings back and landed before the prince. The creatures’ power shook the very foundation as it growled. Green and black scales gleamed in the torchlight as the serpentine monster gazed down at the elves falling back. Anger flashed as it stalked forward a few steps on all fours. 

	The dragon looked past the elves as Lockwood lay in a pool of his own blood, parts of shadow elf bodies surrounding him. The dragon let out a sad growl before shifting her serpent eyes on the ten shadow elves in the room.

	“Nypha,” Dorian whispered as he gazed at the splendid dragon.

	Time slowed to a crawl. Several shadow elves gathered their courage and attacked the dragon while others turned to flee. Nypha let out an annoyed grunt as her hand flashed forward, fingers curling around an elf’s body. The elf screamed before fingers tightened and eyes burst from their sockets. Bones crunched and blood burst from constricted organs. Nypha let the elf drop as she reached for another. 

	Panic bloomed as the elves hacked at her body. Blades hit scales, sparks flying. The dragon grabbed another elf and silenced his screams with a horrific crush of her fingers. Razor sharp mouth open, the dragon lurched forward and closed teeth on the top portion of a shadow elf. The body convulsed as the top part was ripped off and fell to the library floor, blood soaking into the rug. The remaining elves pulled back with their fleeing brethren, knowing they could not damage the scaled monster.

	Nypha charged, hand grabbing a fleeing elf and crushing him with one squeeze of her long-fingered hand. Staying on all fours, she chased after the remaining elves, moving into the tight corridor with greenish flames leaking from the sides of her mouth.

	At the end of the corridor, the elves stopped short as General Strum and guards closed in. Bodies covered in cuts and blood, they showed no fear despite a dragon filling the other end of the hall. The shadow elves put their backs together, their number a paltry six. Blades out, they readied themselves.

	Dorian stepped from the balcony into the library, dazed. Eyes drank in the dragon as she glanced back, her serpent eye connecting with his. The flames at her mouth died as sorrow leaked into her oval eyes. General Strum shouted his orders and the guards surged forward, at the general’s side. Nypha turned to the elves, her head snaking out and razor mouth crunching down on a shadow elf.

	Blades clashed for only a moment before elves were cut down. In mere moments, it was over. Bodies slumped but the guards continued to hack at them, turning them into bloody trunks of flesh. Tears fell from Strum and the guards as they screamed and shouted, stabbing and cutting at the dead shadow elves.

	Dorian stepped beside the dragon and looked down at his father. Lord Lockwood lay in a pool of red, eyes staring up at nothing but his sword still in his hand. Pain welled up as the prince fell to his knees, throwing his body on his father and sobbing uncontrollably. Body shaking, he held his father’s cooling form, wailing, and sobbing like a ghost lost in the night.

	Nypha’s body shuddered and convulsed, shrinking smaller. Scales retracted along her skin as horns shifted to the front. Green hair sprouted and rolled down her shoulders. Tail shrinking as she knelt in her half dragon form. Scaled hands reached down to the sobbing prince. A tear ran down her cheek as she touched the wailing young man.

	Dorian turned his head to the dragon woman, tears blinding him. Without a thought, he flung himself into her chest and arms. Nypha’s eyes widened for a moment before she held him close and rested her head on his. The prince’s cries sang on as Strum and the guards surrounded the dragon and young man, a sorrow filling their collective hearts and a weeping taking hold of the entire kingdom in the cool night air.

	 


Three

	 

	The sound of clanking metal filled the corridor. General Strum stepped along with urgency, down the main corridor to the thick double doors of the private library. A hand reached out and took hold of the well-worn handle. Giving it a pull, light spilled into the darkened hallway.

	Sunlight filled the library, the glass doors to the balcony open with a warm breeze flowing in. The general squinted as he walked in, eyes adjusting to the bright light. Looking from right to left, Strum’s eyes landed on a shadowy corner. Booted feet rested on a small table. Lord Lockwood sat in the chair with his feet up and an open book on his face. Arms dangled at his sides as his chest rose and fell with a calm rhythm.

	Strum stepped over, clearing his throat and gazing down at the sleeping lord. Dorian didn’t stir. The general cleared his throat once again, adding a gruff cough at the end. Dorian’s hand twitched and his head shifted, the book sliding off his face and into his lap. The general gazed at the lord as he slumbered with his mouth open and a clear drop of saliva dripping down from the corner of his lips. Dorian was in his royal attire but he kept his armored boots on. Strum grinned for a moment, knowing the lord liked the idea of being grounded at all times. Keeping his heavy boots on gave him a comfort the general could understand but thought it was a little strange.

	Strum cleared his throat one more time while lifting a hand and smacking the boots off the table. Dorian’s eyes shot open as his feet landed on the floor and the chair tipped forward.

	“I’m awake!” Dorian yelled in a thick haze.

	The general nodded, “Good to hear it my lord.”

	Dorian looked up at the general and gave him a lazy smile, “Good morning.”

	Strum let a sigh slip, “It's early afternoon, my lord. I would have let you continue with your…reading, but something has occurred that requires your attention.”

	Dorian wiped the clear drop from his chin and looked himself over, “Is it that serious? I’m back one day and the kingdom needs me?”

	General Strum gave a tired nod. “The kingdom will always need you.”

	Dorian’s eyes sagged. “I suppose it does.”

	The lord was to his feet, smoothing out his leggings and shirt. Strum admired the prince now turned lord. Dorian had grown to a six one stature with strong shoulders. He carried his father’s youthful appearance, almost as if they were carved by the same angelic artists. The general had seen him grow over the last eight years to become a fine and intelligent lord, even if his laziness appeared from time to time.

	“Alright, out with it, what is so serious that I must show my face?” Dorian said as he stood up straight.

	Strum was silent for a moment, picking his words carefully, “We have visitors. I would ask you to have an open mind before we make any rash judgments.”

	Dorian eyed the white haired general. “You often say that when it’s something dire.”

	“I cannot say it is. It’s your decision if it is dire or not,” Strum said plainly.

	The lord was about to say something when he closed his mouth. Strum was an incredible general, tough as nails but carried the spirit of a poet. Dorian had known him long enough that if a situation presented itself and Strum already knew the outcome, his eyes would grow dark, as they did now.

	Lord Lockwood began walking and the general followed. The two left the private section of the castle tower and made their way down the winding stone staircases. Dorian’s heart beat steadily as he made his way down to the main floor. Strum said nothing as he followed his lord. Corridors twisted and turned and soon they reached the majestic main hall. 

	Dorian stepped through the doors to see his men gathered along the edges of the throne room. Xoli stood by the throne with her hood down, displaying her long golden hair and pointed ears. The court sorceress turned her almond shaped eyes to Dorian before turning her gaze to the throne room floor. 

	The lord followed her gaze as he stepped to her side and then to the stone throne. Dorian’s gaze hardened when he witnessed several of his guards creating a semi-circle around three shadow elves. The entire throne room was silent as two females and a male turned their red eyes up to Lord Lockwood. Sunlight filtered through the clear glass, painting sections of the throne room but even its light didn’t touch the three dark skinned elves at the bottom of the throne dais.

	Dorian’s fingers curled into tight fists as he stood with his back to the throne. Xoli noticed he didn’t sit, which was never a good sign. The three shadow elves bowed their heads. A shadow elf woman stood before the younger male and female, eyes looking up but head bowed. General Strum took his place on the right side of the throne while Xoli stayed at the left. The guards watched with a burning intensity. Dorian’s rage touched the edge of his eyes as his blood began to simmer.

	“Thank you for seeing us,” The shadow elf woman began before being cut off.

	“State why you are here and breaking the agreement?” Dorian asked harshly.

	The shadow elf woman bowed her head again, a sliver of fear in her eyes. “We have come for mercy, to impart information and ask for shelter.” 

	Dorian gazed upon the elves with contempt. “Mercy cannot be earned.”

	The shadow elf nodded. “I would agree but what we have discovered may aid in your decision. My name is Fenna and this is my daughter, Gella, and my son, Noss. We have come to ask for your protection and mercy. Our kingdom north of Demon Pass has been plagued by unseen monsters, stealing our people nearly every night. My husband was one such victim. We could not bear living in the Shadow Tree Forest any longer while unspeakable creatures snatch our people.”

	Fenna knelt to both knees and bowed her head, her grown children doing the same, “It is not safe in our home. We ask to pass through Uboria and continue to the southern forests so we may begin again.”

	Dorian continued to stand, a shadow covering his eyes, “You could have asked by leaving a letter at the designated statue at the edge of the pass. My people inspect it every day, even if nothing has been left there for several years.”

	Fenna’s eyes were wide as she kept her gaze low. “My husband was taken last night. We could not wait for a response. I knew we must leave or we would earn the same fate.”

	The lord kept his dark gaze. “What took your husband?”

	Fenna looked up, eyes watering, “I cannot say. He went out to inspect a noise and never returned. Many families have spoken of such occurrences but no one has an answer. Our Lord Daluss has sent out search parties but our missing people have not been found.”

	“Xoli, have there been any unspeakable horrors as of late in or around Uboria?” Dorian asked while never taking his eyes off the shadow elves.

	Xoli bowed her head. “No, my lord.”

	Dorian smirked. “Perhaps your husband has decided to run off?”

	Fear spiraled as Fenna kept her wide-eyed stare. “My Lord Lockwood, we,”

	“I am not your lord!” Dorian shouted with a harsh edge. “You are not my people and therefore do not belong under my protection. You have broken the agreement by stepping foot in Uboria and now I must deliver judgment.”

	Dorian turned to Strum. “Bring Splitter to me.”

	The general nodded before stepping away from the throne and exiting the room. Armored hands reached down and took hold of arms, shoulders, and the white hair of the shadow elves. Fenna gasped as she and her children were wretched to their feet.

	“Please Lord Lockwood! We only wish to safely pass through your kingdom!”

	Shadows filled the lord’s eyes. “The agreement calls for any shadow elf entering my kingdom to first write a letter stating their intention. Without an acceptance letter from the Lord of Uboria, none shall pass. Any who do, will be executed.”

	“Lord Lockwood, Vongoul and his conspirators paid with their lives! I’m sorry your father and your people were the target of his madness but we are not all like him!” Fenna pleaded.

	  Dorian lifted his gaze, the shadows melting away to a calm expression, “Your people were shown mercy when I didn’t have the forests burned down to ash. Your people signed the agreement. You and your children have broken the agreement and I must honor it.”

	A tear streamed down Fenna’s cheek. “Please Lord Lockwood, let my children pass and I will give my life in their place.”

	Dorian kept his hard stare as a fist quivered at his side. “You are all guilty and have nothing to bargain with, not that I would bargain with such disrespectful elves.”

	Dorian looked up to the main doors at the opposite end of the throne room. “Take them to the courtyard and set up a barrel for each one.”

	Bodies moved as orders were given. The shadow elves cried out as they were dragged along through the throne room. Strum appeared at Dorian’s side, Splitter in its sheath. The lord took the sword, strapped it over his shoulder, and tightened it by his ribs. Cool fury burned along frayed nerves as the lord stepped down the dais and made his way to the throne room entrance. 

	Cries turned to screeches as the shadow elves fought to take hold of each other. The guards grunted, trying to keep them under control until one brought his gauntlet fist into the younger female's back. She fell to one knee and received a kick for good measure. Fenna struggled until a fist slammed into her stomach, causing all the air to leave her lungs. Gasping for breath, she watched as guards pummeled her son, punching him in the head and back of the neck.

	Dorian watched as the fight was knocked out of them and they were dragged to the center of the lush courtyard. Barrels were rolled out and placed in the middle. Guards along the battlements turned their attention as everyone in the castle gathered to see what was going to happen. 

	The shadow elves grunted and cried as guards shoved each one onto a barrel, their heads over the side. All three looked at Lord Lockwood as he stepped down the steps and raised a hand. Fingers curled around the pommel of Splitter and the lord drew it in one smooth move. The Sun bathed the courtyard in brilliant light as darkness took hold of every heart.

	Dorian stepped closer, sword gleaming in the sunlight. He looked at the three shadow elves and tightness filled his chest. Rage boiled under his skin but duty called. Memories floated through the young lord’s mind as he remembered his father telling him if he didn’t follow the laws then the laws meant nothing.

	Dorian walked over to a barrel, the young male shadow elf bent over and looking to his mother. Fenna gazed at him with wide eyes and then up to Dorian.

	“Lord Lockwood,” Fenna trailed off with tears in her eyes.

	Dorian looked at her, a sliver of sadness touching his spirit. 

	“I take no pleasure in this. I will spare you and your children what I had to witness. Blindfold them.”

	Guards pulled out straps of cloth and wrapped it around the shadow elves' eyes. Fenna stared at her grown scared children as cloth wrapped around their heads, covering their eyes. A black cloth fell into her vision and pulled tightly over wide eyes.

	Dorian took in a breath before he lifted Splitter up. With one clean strike, the blade appeared above the shadow elf’s head for a moment before their head fell and hit the ground with a small, hard thud. Fenna and her daughter let out a soul breaking gasp before Dorian lifted his Splitter once again. Dark blood poured from the male shadow elf’s neck, pooling on the stone floor and filling the area with an unpleasant stench. Dorian ignored it as he brought his sword down again.

	The guards watched as the blade cut through the male shadow elf’s neck like a scythe through a bed of flowers. The young female shadow elf became silent and a moment later, her head separated from her neck. Another surge of blood pumped, striking Dorian’s leg and painting it an abyssal red as he stepped over to Fenna. The shadow elf whimpered for a moment before she grew silent and gave a slight head nod. Dorian lifted his sword and brought it down in a blink of an eye.

	Strum watched stone-faced as Fenna’s head fell away and rolled along the floor before stopping on its side, jaw moving for a moment before going still. A satisfaction filled the courtyard but Dorian looked at the fallen heads and suppressed a shudder. A guard stepped over and pulled out a long cloth from his belt. He ran it down the length of Splitter as Dorian stood silently. Blood wiped away, the guard stepped back while several others began cleaning up the bloody bodies.

	Dorian looked up, confused satisfaction filling his heart and breaking it at the same time. He wondered if he would be so quick to take a life if one of his people broke the laws. For the most part, the kingdom was well behaved but he never dealt out justice to one of his people. He didn’t have to since his father’s death rang out across many kingdoms and was honored at the capitol with flags of Uboria hanging for a day.

	Lord Lockwood sheathed his sword when a presence touched his senses. Glancing up, he could see sad red eyes looking down on him from a window archway. The dark-skinned shadow elf’s gaze made contact with the lord before lowering. A moment later, she stepped away, out of sight from the third-floor window.  

	The lord sighed before turning to Strum. “Assemble a squad to investigate the Demon Pass and report back anything they discover. I don’t want them going too far in incase the elves have set up a trap.”

	Strum nodded. “It will be done.”

	A winged shadow passed over the lord. Looking up, he smiled and lowered his gaze. “I’ll be in the tower, catching up on some reading.” 

	General Strum bowed his head before turning and walking off. Dorian turned to the main entrance and made his way up the stairs, his heart beating in a spirited rhythm.

	***

	Dorian climbed the many floors until he reached the inner private royal chambers. Guards and servants moved about, attending to chores and ensuring everything was well kept. Dorian smiled as he took another flight of stairs up to the top floor. Entering the royal sleeping quarters, the lord could barely contain his excitement.

	Lord Lockwood made his way down the main hall, eyes on the double doors to the private library. Hands out, he took hold of the metal handles and pulled. The door swung open easily as sunlight filled the library. Eyes adjusting, the lord noticed a dark figure sitting at the main table, unfurling scrolls with wings folded back.

	The light seemed to dim and Dorian gazed upon a half dragon woman, wearing a green robe. Green hair spilled over her shoulders as clawed fingers held up the delicate parchments. Eyes never turned away from the scrolls as Dorian stepped in and closed the door behind him.

	“I see you’re finally wearing the robe I had made for you,” Dorian smiled.

	Nypha lowered her scaled hands, looking at the lord and gave a playful smirk. “I thought it would be prudent since my naked body doesn’t allow you to look me in the eye.”

	Dorian returned the smirk. “I don’t think anyone can look you in the eye.”

	Nypha let out a whimsical sigh. “So many wonders in this world, yet so many choose to live in fear instead of embracing those wonders, a pity.”

	The young lord stepped closer until he was by the side of the table, his vision sliding over the dragon as she sat relaxed in a thick wooden chair, her eyes returning to the scroll in her hands. The robe could not contain her sensual curves. Full breasts pressed against the thick fabric and pale cleavage shone in the bright daylight. Small shadows fell from her horns but did not obscure her beauty as bright green eyes moved from side to side with the parchment in her hands.

	“I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow for the celebration,” Dorian said as he tried to not overtly stare at the dragon in his library.

	Nypha lowered the scroll in her hands to the table and turned her bright gaze to the lord, “I thought I would visit…and ask for a favor.”

	Dorian pulled out a chair and sat down. “What could the lovely Nypha require from a simple lord?”

	The dragon woman gave a small smile before her lips melted into a thin line. “I require sanctuary from a storm brewing on the horizon.”

	 


Four

	 

	The lord looked at the dragon woman, drinking her in her beauty as his brow lifted with a curious quirk. 

	“You know I will help you anyway I can. What is the danger you speak of?”

	Nypha gave a slight nod before looking away. “We can speak of it tonight over a bottle of wine and a game of Towers.”

	Before Dorian could ask anything further, the dragon woman placed the scroll in her hands onto the table and slid it forward.

	“It would seem you have some pressing manners. Have you read over these letters?”

	Dorian looked down at the scroll before picking it up. 

	“I was meaning to review them,” The lord trailed off. He barely had time to sift through the letters since returning from his trip. He could faintly remember Strum telling him about them but couldn’t recall when.  

	Nypha eyed him with concern. “It would seem royal members of two of the neighboring kingdoms will be arriving on your birth celebration. The letters are dated weeks ago and the seals were still in place until I opened them.”

	Dorian eyed the parchment and read the words, his heart quickening with each written line. The lord let the scroll fall onto the table as he turned his gaze to the sunny balcony beyond the dragon.

	“This is not what I expected,” Dorian said with a blank stare.

	Nypha kept her face neutral. “Did it not go well with Princess Konner?”

	Dorian’s brow furled before he stood up and began to pace. “It did not. Never mind her constant need to drape herself on me any chance she could, she pushed wine and mead on me at every moment. I had thought it would be an elegant affair. Instead, I worried for my sanity as she chased me down like a boar searching for a truffle. I had to post guards at my door for the week I was there.”

	Nypha looked at the lord with understanding eyes. “Every kingdom along the Edge and south of Uboria wishes to marry their family to yours. I thought this would make you happy?”

	Dorian looked at Nypha for a moment before looking away. 

	“It does not. They all wish to gain a foothold to my kingdom so they can share the gem mines. I wouldn’t be so upset if I couldn’t see through their selfish desires.”

	“You have denied every marriage proposal. How long before they turn your rejections into an insult? I am not just your protector but your advisor and it is only a matter of time before they push the matter. You must marry, for all the kingdoms along the Tower’s Edge.”

	Dorian stopped pacing and turned to Nypha. She sat with wide, almost innocent eyes. Heart thudding in his chest, he didn’t want to admit what his heart sang. His kingdom was strong and prosperous but a deep concern rooted in his mind, whether to follow tradition or follow what his heart desired most.

	“Perhaps we can talk about it over wine tonight. I have not had a warm start to my day.”

	Nypha nodded. “I saw. I assume the shadow elves crossed into Uboria without permission.”

	Dorian nodded. “And I had to deal out justice for their transgression.”

	“How did it feel?” 

	The young lord was quiet. He couldn’t bring himself to say the haunting confusion he felt. It spiraled against his heart like a contained storm. Pieces of him felt content while others raged on with heated sadness. The lord wanted nothing more than to fall to his knees and hug the beautiful dragon around the waist, professing his doubts and his pain. Instead, he stood, locking up his inner world with distant eyes.

	“It didn’t feel like anything. I did what the law required.”

	The dragon sat with her legs crossed, scaled hands on her lap. She listened as Dorian’s heart beat rapidly in his chest. The air took on a taste of chaos mixed with flashes of true light. The lord’s scent rose up like a warm musk but the dragon kept her gaze neutral.

	Dorian let a smirk fill his cheek. “Let’s not fill our time with such gloom. I will have the servants prepare your bedroom. You can stay as long as you like or until this mysterious storm of yours passes.” 

	Nypha bowed her head and closed her eyes. “Thank you, my lord.”

	The lord eyed the beautiful green-haired half dragon woman for a long moment, drinking in her beauty. Cruel duty whispered in his ears, and as much as he wanted to push it away to sit with his royal protector and advisor, the needs of his kingdom came first.

	The lord turned away and walked out of the private library. Nypha watched him go, her heart beating to an intimate song.

	***

	The afternoon spun on and day soon turned to evening. Dorian moved about the castle, informing Strum and servants to ready the royal guest quarters and add further seating to the Banquet Hall. Supplies continued to roll in on wagons and horses to fill the kitchens and add casks of wine and barrels of mead to the already full storage areas. The entire kingdom buzzed with excitement at their Lord’s coming birth celebration.

	Dorian’s thoughts shifted to the private royal quarters and a certain green-haired dragon but the General and aides quickly brought him back down to reality, as preparations required his approval. As evening fell to night, Dorian turned to Strum and let out a tired exhale.

	“Can you handle the rest? I believe I will retire to the tower for the rest of the evening,” Dorian said with a touch of weariness in his eyes.

	Strum nodded and gave a sly smirk. “One of the aids informed me that Lady Shadowfyre’s room is prepared and several bottles of red sit in the private library, with the Tower game set up on the main table.”

	Dorian looked to the general and returned his smirk. “Is there something else you wish to add?”

	Strum’s smirk faded as his eyes took on a serious gaze. 

	“May we speak first thing in the morning, privately?”

	Dorian’s smirk slipped away. “You know we can. Is it something I should be concerned about?”

	Strum shook his head. “Nothing that can’t wait till morning. Enjoy your evening and sleep well Lord Lockwood.”

	With that, General Strum turned and walked off, two aides in tow. The lord looked at the general with a questioning gaze before warmth filled his thoughts. Turning away, the lord made his way down the corridor for the stairs.

	Dorian reached the stairwell and was about to begin his climb when a cloaked shadow moved down a corridor to his left. The lord turned his head to see the familiar gray robe, hood up and shadows obscuring everything but the delicate chin. A sudden urge to keep walking filled him but a nagging tug caused him to stay where he was. A long second passed before he turned and began walking down the corridor to the robed figure.

	“Jyda,” Dorian began.

	“No need to explain, my lord. My people entered the kingdom without permission,” the shadow elf said as she pulled back her hood.

	Dorian gazed at her beauty. Red eyes glowed in the dim torchlight. High cheekbones framed her face to give her a high-born appearance but her voice floated up like an innocent song. Dark violet skin caused her crimson eyes and pure white hair to stand out amid the shifting shadows. The shadow elf’s hair was tied back into a tight braid as long pointed ears framed her already delicate features.

	The lord had known the shadow elf for nearly eight years. Her father did not wish for a war between their races due to one misguided shadow elf and his cultist followers. To further peace efforts, his eldest daughter was given to the Lockwood family as a symbolic promise they would not go to war. Dorian did not want another shadow elf to befoul his kingdom but Strum indicated it would work in their favor should her people ever decide to march south through the pass.

	Faint memories rode his stream of thoughts. Dorian remembered how at first, he wished the shadow elves would march so he could slit her throat himself. The hatred burned bright and every time he saw her, he would spit his dissatisfaction, sometimes striking her clothing. The images of her people stabbing and cutting down his father left a fiery poison the young lord never wanted to go away.

	Time passed and the anger dimmed, not for her people but for her. The shadow elf showed nothing but respect, even when Dorian was less than graceful to her. She never raised her voice or protested. The shadow elf haunted the castle for she could go nowhere else, a prisoner for the crimes of her people. The young lord found it difficult to hate her as she showed elegance under such draconian treatment, especially by him. Years marched on and the young lord grew to know her, but continued to keep a healthy distance, with the dreadful spark of hatred under his skin.

	Dorian tilted his head, shadows covering his eyes. “Draft a letter to your people, asking why some are entering Uboria. I will have General Strum inspect it before having it delivered to the designated statue.”

	Jyda bowed. “As you will my lord.”

	The corner of Dorian’s lip curved as he internally fought with his inner self. “I did not want you to see what transpired.”  

	The shadow elf gave a kind smile. “I have seen my father take the heads of those who break the law since I was very young. You are the lord of these lands. What you did was just.”

	Dorian’s gaze lowered. He wanted to speak further but the words would not form. Giving a slight bow, the lord turned and walked to a stairwell. A glance back showed Jyda turning and walking away, head bowed and hood on once again. The gray robe dragged along the stone floor as she made her way down the corridor without a sound. The young lord looked away and began climbing the stairs. 

	The climb was quick as the lord’s mind drifted. Images of Nypha quickened his steps until he reached the top. Walking past the guards and the main doors, they shut behind him and the weight of the day began to ebb from his tense shoulders. Removing his lordships cloak and Splitter, the lord made his way to his bedroom. Placing the sheathed sword on the wall hooks by his bed; he turned and flung his cloak onto a nearby chair. 

	The lord moved to a large mirror and checked himself over, fixing his collar. The same excitement he felt every time before seeing Nypha glowed, and he savored it. The young lord turned and marched out the bedroom chamber doors and walked to the private library. His hand taking hold of the metal handle, he pulled it open and stepped inside.

	Nypha looked up from her seat, wine already poured into glasses and the game board set up. Little tower figures stood at attention, ready to be moved. The green haired half dragon stood up but Dorian quickly motioned for her to sit down, a small smile blooming.

	“I hope you haven’t been waiting long,” Dorian asked as he stepped closer and took the seat across from her.

	“Not at all,” Nypha smiled. “I was enjoying the bed in my chamber. The bedding here never fails to relax me. I have half a mind to steal the furs and silks to add to my already full bed in the mountain.”

	Dorian lifted a wine glass. “Could you fly with the bedding in your arms? I would assume it would be very heavy.”

	Nypha lifted her glass, “It would be worth the clumsy flight just to sleep soundly.”

	The lord and dragon toasted by clinking their glasses together before each took a deep sip. Dorian wanted to down the entire glass but refrained as Nypha pulled her glass from her lips and set it down. A thick silence filled the room before the dragon shifted in her seat.

	“About that storm,” Nypha trailed off.

	Dorian gave her his full attention. “You know you have my support. What is troubling you?”

	Nypha looked at the handsome lord before her lips parted, “I’m happy to know that. I don’t wish to dance around the subject any longer and simply must put it on the table. My family is searching for me.”

	Dorian’s brow went up. “Your family is looking for you? To what end?”

	Nypha shifted in her seat again. “My mother knows I have not provided any grandchildren and has expressed her displeasure at my continued defiance.”

	Dorian lifted the wine glass, taking a deep sip as Nypha continued.

	“Her letters have grown in number and the last one indicated she was going to visit so we could discuss the subject further.”

	The wine sent a warm vibration up Dorian’s neck before a smile appeared, and soon a laugh. Nypha eyed the lord as he sat back and let out a hearty chuckle, hand on his stomach. The dragon blinked until the lord’s laughter calmed down and he looked at her with kind eyes.

	“I thought you were in danger. I imagined monsters hunting you or invading your cavern. But family, that is a different kind of storm,” Dorian grinned.

	Nypha tried to return the smile but it came off as an odd lip wrinkle. “The danger is real. My mother is a force of nature and when she sets her mind to something, nothing will stand in her way.”

	Dorian’s smile weakened slightly. “Then my lady, how may I help you? Your mountain is not far from here. I believe she knows you visit the kingdom from time to time. Will she not simply look for you here?”

	Nypha’s gaze cast downward as she spoke, “My mother detests all the non-dragon races. I believe she may not attempt a visit here. Even if she takes the form of one of your people, she will not be able to enter the private areas of the castle. I may only be here for a fortnight.”

	Dorian’s heart pumped in his chest as he gazed upon Nypha’s concerned expression. It wasn’t unheard of for her to spend time here on royal matters but she often kept busy and would never stay more than a night before flying off to her cavern at the top of the mountain. Now she was going to stay for an extended period of time and the lord found it difficult to contain his excitement.

	Lifting his glass, he motioned to Nypha to do the same. The dragon woman took her glass and lifted it up.

	“To your stay here, may it be as relaxing as your cavern and three times as safe,” Dorian toasted with a gleam in his eye.

	Nypha gave a polite smile as she nodded in agreement. The lord and dragon clinked their glasses once more before the dark red wine spilled down their throats and the air grew thicker with hazy warmth.

	 


Five

	 

	The evening spun on. The game before the lord and dragon lay untouched for an hour as the private library was filled with laughter. Dorian reached for another bottle of red wine from the open crate underneath the main table. Bringing it up, Nypha nodded and held out her glass. The lord stabbed a corkscrew and began twisting until the cork made a “Pop” before red wine spilled into glasses.

	Dorian tried to keep his hand steady as wine spilled like a serpent sliding down a tree. Nypha’s cheeks glowed pink but she was able to keep the glass underneath, not spilling a drop. The tower game pieces continued to stand, the game mostly in Nypha’s favor but the lord lost interest as the evening wore on.

	Nypha gazed at the lord as he looked at her with bright eyes and a kind grin. The dragon studied him as he swayed slightly; clearly happy at the notion she was staying for a while. Conflicted thoughts ran along her addled nerves as she tried to keep her own body from swaying. Human wine was one thing dragons were susceptible too and she had second thoughts as it uncurled her senses. Ignoring her sensibilities, she thought one glass would be enough to calm her frayed nerves but fell into the trap of enjoying the moment. Letting herself go only seemed to ignite the evening and the lord was more than happy to have good conversation over playing a game.

	[image: Image]

	“We should do this more often,” Dorian said with a slight slur and pink cheeks.

	Nypha felt her body sway for a moment. “I doubt the kingdom would approve.”

	Dorian shook his head. “The kingdom would be fine, and besides, what is it to them? Do you still feel like an outsider? You’re practically family.”

	Nypha took a deep breath, relaxing herself. “I know your people are grateful to me but I,” she let the sentence trail off.

	Lord Lockwood’s back stiffened as he looked at Nypha. “You saved my life and perhaps the lives of many others by foiling their attempts. You are always welcome here…especially by me.”

	Dorian slumped back, arms over the arm rests and an almost empty wine glass in his hand. “I remember when you used to visit, the servants would talk with fear, thinking you were going to burn the castle down and then turn on the kingdom. So many advisors were against your visits but father would hear none of it.”

	Nypha felt her guard weaken and she leaned forward a little, a small smile on her lips. 

	“I remember a young prince who would steal drinks from the servants and bring them to me himself. Your father never said otherwise and often grinned privately as you bowed and poured.”

	Dorian’s grin took on a warm hue. “You have always been our honored guest. I felt it was my duty to serve such a beautiful creature gracing our home.”

	Nypha smiled. “I felt honored that such a handsome prince would bring me a drink when he should have been asleep.”

	“I couldn’t sleep, knowing you were here. While the kingdom worried; I knew you were as kind as you are beautiful,” Dorian’s eyes wandered to Nypha’s smooth neck.

	The dragon woman’s cheeks flushed before steering the conversation. “Speaking of the kingdom, have you considered which princess you wish to court?”

	Dorian’s smile melted away. “No, I haven’t. Must we speak of such affairs? I’m having such a splendid time without the weight of courtship and politics.”

	“A lord needs a lady. I have read much on human royalty, and a marriage of families only strengthens the kingdoms,” Nypha said with a neutral tone.

	Dorian eyed the beautiful dragon. “Would you see me married off?”

	“I would see you happy,” Nypha’s gaze took on a glassy shine.

	Lord Lockwood kept his gaze, studying the dragon across from him. All the years of knowing one another, he could tell she was hiding behind a serene mask. Heart pounding in his chest, he wanted nothing more than to stand up and make his intentions clear. Why couldn’t he, the lord thought. No one in the kingdom would oppose such a union. The kingdoms along the Tower’s Edge would disapprove but they wouldn’t dare declare war. With time, their protests would settle down and then the lord and dragon would know paradise on Navarr.

	The childish thoughts swirled as dark tendrils crawled into Dorian’s mind. The tales of dragons and men were the legends of Vala. The goddess of love and lust encouraged all unions among all races, until the time of Rage. Love was replaced by fear, and lust was whipped into domination. The goddess was soon outlawed and since ancient times, became legend. 

	Dorian’s thoughts contained a glimmer of hope when he heard the stories over recent years of a high priestess of Vala that had been chosen, her ways gradually returning to Navarr. Others had flocked to Vala’s teachings once again but many others were slain or tortured for their renewed beliefs. Even in these times, to worship Vala was a risk. Dorian cared not for what any person or creature believed. He firmly believed that the heart desires what it desires. Now, he sat across from a dragon that he dreamed of nightly since his youth. Yet he sat, unable to stand up and take her to his bed, showing the beautiful dragon woman what love truly meant.

	    Nypha sipped her wine as the warmth along her soul turned into a heated storm. The library was silent but Nypha could see the song in Dorian’s eyes as he gazed at her. Surface thoughts spoke of returning to the game but her inner core pulsed with taboo notions. Dorian would turn nineteen tomorrow. Being human, he was not even a drop in the span of a dragon’s time and space. His life would turn to dust quickly, even if he reached old age. The life of a human lord was dangerous, and from the tales, legends, and histories of their culture, it would only be a matter of time before an attempt was made. Staying at his side as a protector improved his chances but the darker side of that coin was her natural desire for the lord of a kingdom.

	Nypha shifted in her seat, uncomfortable with her own thoughts. She was two hundred years old, young by her kind’s standards but far older than the handsome lord sitting across from her. Time pressed on as she was reaching her time to mate and produce children. Was that the reason why Dorian glowed in her mind? Was it her natural time to create offspring mixing with a lord she had protected for the last eight years? She hadn’t seen or spoken to another dragon in decades, except for family and that was only through letters. Was she simply lonely or was there no need for anyone else due to her duties to Lord Lockwood and keeping to her promise? 

	The silence had grown into a deafening roar. Dorian shook his head slightly, trying to clear out the fog filling his mind. A wanting pressed on his heart and the lord thought he would test the waters.

	“I have heard reports of a Shrine to Vala being built in the capital of the empire. It could be finished before winter.”

	Nypha nodded. “The world is embracing Vala’s values once again. This is truly a wondrous time.”

	Dorian leaned forward, elbows on the table, “How do you feel about Vala’s return? Her teachings were outlawed but it seems some have come to accept them again.”

	Nypha’s mind drifted to the small statue of Vala back in her cavern, “If it will bring people of all races together, then I approve.”

	“That means the taboos we all grew up with would slowly fade away. We could love who we want to love,” Dorian said with a drunken innocent tone.

	Nypha’s heart beat brightly as her mind took on a hardness. “Dorian…there is something I should tell you.”

	The lord looked at the dragon as she shifted in her seat once again, shadows touching her eyes.

	“Your race has amused me for a long time. I like studying your people and recording what I have learned. Your father was a treasure trove of insight and knowledge. We used to sit like this, playing Towers, drinking wine, and talking for hours. One night, he asked me to take an oath to watch over you should the unexpected happen to him.”

	“I know. You told me this the first night after his death,” Dorian said with an innocence touching his eyes.

	Nypha’s heart clenched. “What I didn’t tell you was that my oath will end on your 22nd birth celebration. Your father thought by then, you would be strong enough to rule the kingdom and not have the fear of a dragon looming over the lands.”

	A darkness coiled around Dorian’s expression. “Then after tomorrow, you will no longer be my advisor? You will leave when it is safe to do so?”

	Nypha hesitated before nodding her head. “I made the oath because your father sent beautiful gems to my home. I thought eight years would be enough to study more of your kind before I continue on with my life. Watching over you has been a privilege that I will never forget but like all things, it will come to an end.”

	“My father paid you to watch over me,” Dorian trailed off.

	Nypha’s almond shaped eyes widened a hair. “He sent me gems as gifts. They did open my mind to the possibilities of returning his kindness. When he asked me to watch over you, I thought it would have been rude to ignore his request.”

	Dorian’s eyes fell to the game board before him, a pain stabbing into his heart. “I see. Is it a relief that you do not have to watch over me any longer?”

	Nypha leaned in, an urgency in her voice. “Dorian, over the years, you have become special to me. I don’t wish to say these things but they needed to be said. It’s important that we,”

	Dorian cut her off, “I’m feeling rather tired. Please excuse me while I retire for the evening.”

	The lord stood up, turned and walked to the library entrance without giving Nypha a second glance. The dragon watched him go, her hand trembling, fighting the urge to stand up and go after him. She wanted nothing more than to hold him and smother him in a warm embrace like she used to do when he was younger. Memories floated on with his thin arms wrapping around her waist and pressing his face into her chest. She adored his enthusiasm and held him with a comforting strength. What she thought was nothing more than a passing phase turned into a closeness she couldn’t push away. The young lord loved her, and she became increasingly unable to put into words how she felt. Instead, she stayed seated, watching him step to his bedroom chamber and closing the door behind him.

	Dorian leaned his back against the door, nerves coiled in a seething anger. Mind working, he wondered what other things were kept from him for his supposed protection. His father was a man of wisdom but sometimes it spilled into riddles. He was equal amounts kind and cruel when he needed to be. The young lord knew his father was meticulous with his planning and strategies, and it didn’t stop with his own son. 

	Reality fell into focus as the lord stepped further into his enormous bed chamber. Dorian pictured his father climbing the mountain, not to confront a dragon but to win her over so he could use her power later. He planned the whole thing, playing on Nypha’s curiosity and using it to his advantage. With a dragon befriended to the royal family, no lord or lady would dare raise up arms against Uboria. The seat of power would be maintained for many years and if Nypha had children, the longer that protection would extend.

	Dorian’s fingers curled until his hands had become tight fists. The urge to strike something, anything, fueled his muscles until they vibrated with power. Images of Nypha filled his mind’s eye. The trembling stopped and sadness struck his spirit like drowning in a cold lake.

	A shadow melted from the corner of the vast bed chamber, darkness slipping away and revealing a cloaked figure. Dorian felt the presence and his shoulders relaxed. The cloaked figure stepped closer but kept a healthy distance from the lord as she stood, the storm he felt turning into warm embers along his soul.

	“My lord…I hear Nypha will be staying with us for a time,” the figure said, a melodic whisper filling the space between them.

	“She will,” Dorian said plainly.

	The high elf sorceress nodded her cloaked head. “Since she is here, do you require your needs to be satisfied?”

	Dorian was still for a long moment. A secret perversion filled his body as his pulse grew. Try as he might, he could not deny what his heart and body wanted. While most rulers might simply take what they want, the lord found a different path. Not wanting personal frustrations to affect his ruling, he allowed the sorceress to use another measure to quiet his demons. Each visit from Nypha set him on fire. Xoli noticed the wild urges filling the lord and offered a solution. At first it was exciting but now it turned into a habit he knew too well.

	Dorian wished he could say no but his head nodded in agreement. The cloaked elf reached into one of her many pockets and pulled out a vial. The young lord turned away as Xoli lifted the vial to her lips and drank, not wanting to see the sorceress as she performed the ritual. A dreamy state touched the lord, hearing a haunting moan fill the area around them.

	Xoli pulled back her hood and opened her robe. Torches and a lit fireplace filled the room with a soothing orange and yellow light. Shadows played as light touched the elf’s long-limbed body, thin hips, and shapely breasts. Skin trembled as she placed the empty vial into her robe and shed the warm fabric from her shoulders. The robe puddled around her feet and she took a deep breath. Body shifting, pale skin turned a shade darker. Scales raced down the outside of her neck, shoulders, arms, and legs. Green wings unfurled and stretched outward as the elf’s blonde hair turned an emerald green. Hands took on smooth scales and nails turned black. Horns emerged from her head and curved forward. Breasts swelled and golden hair between her legs fell away to reveal a smooth surface and budding pink line; the sorceress let out a relieved sigh when it was over.

	Dorian turned his attention and a smile drifted across his lips. Nypha stood nude before him, with a small grin on her lips. The thoughts of Xoli faded from his mind as the dragon woman presented herself. He knew it was the sorceress but the fantasy had become his addiction and for a short time, his true reality.

	“My lord, is there any advice I can give on pressing matters?” The faux Nypha said with a cheery and innocent edge.

	Shadows covered Dorian’s eyes as he stepped closer to the dragon, “Perhaps.”

	“If there is anything I can do, please name it,” Nypha smiled.

	The lord stood before the dragon woman, eyes sliding down her smooth neck to her voluptuous breasts and pointed dark green nipples. Hands reached up and touched her scaly hips. A serpent tail slowly slithered back and forth behind her as she gazed on the handsome lord.

	“You already warm my frayed nerves,” Dorian said as he tried to resist his maddening urges.

	“You seem not at ease,” Nypha blinked. “Perhaps I can further warm you?”

	Dorian’s eyes took on a steely gaze. “Do you love me?”

	Nypha nodded. “I love you with all my heart.”

	The lord sank down to his knees, arms wrapping around her waist and pressing the side of his face to her smooth stomach. Nypha’s hand touched Dorian’s hair, fingers gliding through it as his gentle breath warmed against her skin. Time stood still as Dorian stayed on his knees, drunk and taking in the dragon’s scent. It was different, not like when he leaned in close and walked past the real Nypha in the halls. It dispelled the illusion slightly but the words Nypha spoke just a little while ago clamped down on his desires.

	The moment pulling away, the lord let go and stood up. “Undress me.”

	Nypha smiled as her hands reached forward, unbuttoning and pulling at royal clothes. Dorian watched as Nypha worked, taking off his shirt and exposing his strong chest. The dragon woman stood naked but her eyes drank in his strong body. Scaled hands unbuckled his belt as something hard strained against the leggings. A hand grazing the throbbing member underneath caused it to bounce to her touch. Dorian could hardly think straight as he wanted to take hold of the dragon and force her onto bed. The maddening urges cooled as she looked up to him but her finger traced down his veiny cock. Nypha’s other hand pulled down the leggings and the lord’s manhood was free and standing under its own power.

	“My lord is happy to see me,” Nypha smiled.

	“Your lord requires a kiss of loyalty,” Dorian commanded.

	“Of course, my lord,” Nypha said as she sank down to her knees.
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	Dorian watched as the faux Nypha leaned forward on her knees, fingers wrapping around his member and full lips kissing the end. Tongue sliding out, she licked at the tip like a savory treat and it sent powerful spikes of bliss through the lord. The kissing and licking soon turned to lips closing over the tip and gently sliding down the throbbing shaft.

	The lord let out a warm exhale as inches filled the dragon woman’s mouth. The painful thoughts fell away like dying leaves as the heat in his loins brought order to the inner madness. Head bobbing back and forth, Dorian let his head roll back as pleasure caressed his soul.

	The real Nypha sat on the edge of her bed, across the hall from Dorian’s room. Listening, she heard every word and gentle wet sucking sounds. Heat flared along her body as she listened to Dorian and the sorceress. It was not a secret to her that he did such things. She understood the needs of males of all races. But this time, a pain crawled along her glowing nerves.

	The dragon listened to Dorian’s sharp intakes of breath as the high elf pleasured him. She could almost feel his thoughts, his tongue speaking of the very dragon who was listening in. Nypha remembered previous times when he could barely contain his needs after she would visit. Try as she might to block it out, she could still hear him speaking her name and spilling his seed. The wanting madness consumed him and she tried her best to keep him at arm’s length, failing in secret as she could not bring herself to not listen. He spent years moaning her name but they never shared a bed together. There were thoughts that she could teach him and experiment herself but those were quickly dashed away. She knew as well as he did, if they shared a deeper bond, it would not break.

	Years earlier, Nypha could hear the court sorceress confide in a friend her affections for the human lord. The dragon playfully dropped a hidden idea of how she could achieve her desires. Xoli was quite intelligent and managed to piece it together, never knowing that it was Nypha who left the page open in her spell books for the polymorph potion recipe. The lord had grown so frustrated that Xoli secretly brought it to his attention so he would not be embarrassed. Nypha was delightfully surprised at how quickly he agreed to the idea. Not long after that, the lord and sorceress played their game and Nypha could go back to guarding the lord and his kingdom.

	The dragon in half dragon form continued to sit on the edge of the bed, a wetness blooming between parted thighs and a pit opening in her soul. What was once seen as a solution now seemed a sad expression of the heart. Naked, she had shed the robe when she entered her own room, waiting and listening for the very act currently taking place.

	Dorian groaned his pleasure as Xoli, disguised as Nypha, took inches along her lips and savored her lord’s cock. Large breasts bounced as she relentlessly suckled his thick member, tongue trying to coax his seed to fill her mouth.

	The lord pressed his hands to the sides of her head, pulling her away from his manhood. It dipped low, slick, and wanting but the lord pointed to the large bed. Nypha stood up and sauntered over to the edge before sliding in, tail snaking around behind her. Dorian admired her curves as she turned onto her back, wings spread out and thighs parted. Stepping to the bed, he let his gaze slide over sensual curves and full breasts. The dragon woman gave him a wanting stare, a shimmer of wetness between her pink line.

	The lord wanted nothing more than to plunge his spear into her tight depths but a deeper feeling took hold. The lord slid into bed, next to the dragon woman. Hand touching her waist, he turned her to him. Nypha eyed Dorian, the mood shifting into new territory. Dorian had always come at her like a savage beast, trying to drive his seed into or on her but now he looked at her with strange eyes.

	Nypha listened from her room, scaled hand between her thighs and fingers expertly rubbing her engorged clit. Wetness coated her fingers as she too was trapped in touching herself every time the lord and sorceress played their game. The tempo rising, Nypha listened as Dorian’s breathing changed, becoming calmer.

	Dorian’s eyes took on a drunken, half-closed stare. The wine and emotions stormed through his heart but a light shined, caressing the storm and lessening its power. The young lord’s eyes blinked slowly as his cock pressed against Nypha’s thigh, begging to enter her.

	“You are the only woman I love. You are the only woman I will ever love,” Dorian whispered through a thick haze.

	Xoli’s eyes widened as Dorian’s eyes closed. The high elf behind the form of a dragon could not hide her shock. Dorian took hold of her thighs and pulled them apart as he pushed his chest into hers. Nypha’s gaze was still wide eyed with the lord on top of her, the head of his throbbing member pressed against her pink line. The sorceress could not stop the flood of wetness as the lord pushed his cock against her tight opening, forcing her open. Thick inches sank into her tight valley while Dorian’s lips clamped on a dark green nipple, suckling the sensitive point.

	[image: Image]

	In the other room, Nypha’s eyes widened as she didn’t break her stride. A new heat coursed through her molten hot blood, her heart beating wildly in her chest. The play between the lord and sorceress always contained a distance. Dorian had never said those words before, ever. Nypha punished her clit, rubbing practiced circles and staring at the door. Wetness gushed as she could not stop her needs from taking over. Body trembling and nerves curling, the urge for her own release was overwhelming. White touched the edges of her serpent eyes as she furiously rubbed her true sensitive spot.

	Dorian’s hips pushed with power, spreading faux Nypha’s thighs open and pinning her down. Heat bloomed up Nypha’s neck and into her cheeks. Eyes half closing, the shock rode her already lit nerves. Moans rose up as the lord speared her delicate valley and tongue played with a pointed nipple. Wings curled up and around them, covering the lord like a blanket as his body became unchained. The sounds of flesh on flesh filled the room. Deep grunts propelled the lord to drive every inch as deep as they could go. Xoli could not stop herself as her inner song reached its zenith and the dam cracked.

	The sorceress let out a hissing moan, arms and wings held the lord as he drove his lust home. Squeezing him, the damn burst. Wetness flowed as nerves exploded into a bright light and followed with mini explosions. Xoli pressed her head to Dorian’s as he licked her nipple. Hips pushed and the young lord’s cock thickened. Inner walls spread to accommodate him and Xoli let out a whimpering moan, another orgasm flooding her senses with bliss. She couldn’t fight the moment as he sank his iron rod down her tight valley, not that she wanted too.

	Nypha sat on the edge of the bed, hot wetness soaking into the blankets and her arm trembling. In the other room, Dorian grunted and it sent Nypha over the edge. Biting her lip, she groaned as ecstasy flared throughout her powerful body. Each heart beat was a fraction of love and fate as she rubbed herself to the breaking point. The orgasm splashed molten light along firing nerves and she basked in it.

	Dorian made one powerful push, cock bulging before spurts of seed filled the tight space. Xoli let out a scream as a third orgasm flashed and thundered. Come spilled from her opening as Dorian continued to spurt. Teeth clamped down on her sensitive nipple and the high elf didn’t know if she could come a fourth time in such short order. Eyes rolling into her head, she let out a sultry hiss as another orgasm blasted away all logic. Surrendering, she pulled back the wings and let go of Dorian.

	The lord felt the cool air touch his back and buttocks as he continued to push every drop of seed he could muster. Lust and drunken love flowing, the lord pulled his cock from the dazed Nypha. Taking hold of her, he turned her onto her stomach and grabbed her tail, pulling it aside.

	Tears of ecstasy flowed down Nypha’s cheeks as a string of orgasms rocked her senses. She listened as Dorian could not help himself. The wet sounds of grabbing his half hard cock and pressing it to Xoli’s dripping valley once again caused another string of orgasms to bloom. Nypha fell back onto the bed, rubbing her clit with power and grace.

	Xoli lifted her ass up just as Dorian invaded her valley. Her eyes rolled in her head. She did nothing but ride the wave as the young lord continued his intimate attack. Hips smacked into firm flesh as inches appeared and disappeared into the dragon’s womanhood. Whispers spilled from his mouth as he moved like a man possessed.

	Nypha rubbed and massaged her clit to the sounds of Dorian’s whispers. 

	“Don’t leave me,” He whispered.

	Nypha’s hips bucked as she orgasmed again.

	“I need you…all of you,” Dorian seethed as his cock thickened again.

	In one room, Nypha’s body shuddered as another orgasm stormed her senses, but Xoli could barely hear Dorian above the dull roar of bliss. 

	“Don’t…take…away…what…we have,” Dorian grunted.

	Xoli whimpered as come erupted once again and her own orgasm exploded in unison. Nypha lost count of her orgasms but the needful whispers of the young lord sent her over the edge again, bliss curling around every nerve. Mouth twisting, she couldn’t fight her nature as words floated up her throat and into the empty room air.

	“I…won’t…leave,” true Nypha managed before her eyes rolled into her head. Orgasms blinded her to the sounds of Dorian crying out with one last push, painting Xoli’s valley with his seed and a sorrow touching his heart.

	  

	 


Six

	 

	Dorian woke up with a start. Lifting his head, he glanced around the bed and his room to see both were empty. Weariness filled his mind as his head fell back into the soft pillows, memories jumbling together. Blinking, he tried to recall all that happened last night. At first the thick haze clouded the waterfall of memories before they fell into focus.

	The lord stared at the stone ceiling. Thinking of Xoli, she never stayed the night and it seemed last night was no exception. She was often gone before morning. Dorian wondered if they would fall into their normal routines, behaving as nothing had happened.

	Dorian’s thoughts shifted to Nypha and his heart sagged in chest. He remembered everything she had said and it still burned. Vague memories touched his mind of what he said to Xoli, but yearned to say to Nypha. A sliver of heat touched his face as he wondered if he made a mistake entertaining his perversion. Muddled thoughts bubbled and Dorian found himself blanking out his mind. Today was his birth celebration and he would have to untangle his life some other time.

	A knock at the door caused the lord to turn his eyes toward it. “Come in.”

	The door opened and General Strum stepped in. Closing it behind him, he made his way to Dorian’s bedside while the lord sat up. 

	“Good morning my lord,” Strum said with an impish smile.

	“Good morning to you, General,” Dorian said with a small smile.

	“I know it’s early but today will be a busy one. I did want to have that private conversation before we are swept up in the celebration.”

	Dorian nodded. “Of course, what did you want to speak on?”

	General Strum stood straight as he pulled a book from under his arm and held it out, “A gift from your father.”

	Dorian’s eyes fell on the leather-bound book in the general’s hand. The sudden shock caused him to hesitate before his hand reached up and took the book from Strum.

	The general let his hand drop to his side before he continued, “Your father wanted you to have this on the twenty-second year of your birth. I was sworn to keep it safely hidden until the time had come.”

	Dorian opened the book and leafed through a few pages. “What is this about?”

	Strum’s face remained a stony neutral as he spoke. “Your father wanted to leave a gift for you once you were old enough. He and I sat and spoke on how best to truly transfer his power to you should he no longer be with us. Your father kept a journal with much of his wisdom and secrets to aid you in ruling the kingdom.”

	Dorian eyed the book. “But I’m already ruling the kingdom.”

	Sturm’s gaze shifted to Splitter hanging on its peg by the large bed. “True, but Lord Lockwood wanted you to have access to greater abilities. He felt if he imparted all his knowledge too soon, you may use it recklessly. Instead, he wanted to leave them as gifts when the time had come.”

	Dorian followed the general’s gaze to Splitter. The lord’s heart thumped in his chest. A rush of excitement filled his veins as he turned back to the book. Did his father leave the answers to Splitter’s mysterious abilities? 

	Strum stepped around the bed and walked to the sword. Picking it off its peg, he moved to the edge of the bed, pointing the pommel to Lord Lockwood. Dorian’s gaze fell on the runic carved metal handle, drinking in the three symbols along the handle edge. Dorian only knew one of the three abilities the sword contained and it was purely by chance. He had seen his father use the sword but could only remember one mystical word that would activate the Armor Piercing ability. The sword would glow with magical energy when he spoke the word allowing it to penetrate most armors, but only once per day. It was its weakest ability, and the only one Dorian knew the command for. 

	Dorian took the sword, remembering his father using the second ability, Ghost Cut, the very night he died. It was an attack that could cut through almost anything, but Dorian didn’t know the word to activate it. The lord knew there was a third ability but his father never spoke of it and when Dorian questioned it further, the lord would sternly send him to perform some tasks. Now, he sat with his father’s journal and perhaps the secrets to Splitter’s true potential. 

	Strum gave the young lord a kind smile. 

	“Lord Lockwood wanted you to begin your quest after your celebration. The journal will aid you on the quest and help unlock Splitter’s abilities. But for now, we must prepare for the evening’s festivities and speak on matters of the kingdom.” 

	Dorian nodded as his heart raced with excited possibilities. “Yes, of course. What requires my attention?”

	General strum nodded. “Three guards have reported two slimes emerging from the sewers and wandering the streets. They were quickly put down with torches but I wanted you to know. I have doubled the guard so another incident will not dampen the celebration.”

	Dorian eyed the general. “Slimes on the streets? They never leave the sewers.” Dorian knew slimes stayed to the sewers, feeding on the kingdom’s waste. It was a mutual convenience and a necessity to ensure there was no spread of disease or foul odors. The slimes enjoyed the free food and were content to stay where they were. 

	“The guards informed me the two slimes were acting odd, even for them. Each slime appeared on opposite ends of the city. No one was hurt but each slime gibbered and moaned as though a madness had taken hold. Xoli is investigating to see if a slime disease has taken root.”

	Dorian’s gaze dropped. “Let us hope that is all it is. I assume you have a plan prepared?”

	General Strum nodded. “I do. I have assembled several squads of guards with torches and casks of oils. They will enter the sewers and burn them out if need be. It will take some time but it will be a controlled extermination.”

	Strum pulled out a rolled-up scroll from his jacket vest. “Jyda informed me you wanted her to write a letter to her people. This is the letter in question. I have looked it over and it is straightforward, asking for any news from beyond the pass.”

	Dorian took the scroll and unfurled it. Eyes moved from left to right before he reached the bottom and rolled it back up. Handing it back, Strum took the scroll and placed it in his vest once again.

	“The letter is fine. Be sure to have one of your trusted men deliver it to the statue. Is there any other word from the scouting mission?”

	“The men returned and found nothing out of the ordinary along the Demon’s Pass. The forest was quiet with no sign of any shadow elves or any mysterious monsters. If something is happening, it is well beyond the pass to the north. I have added several more patrols and instructed the men to light the braziers along the pass. With the celebration tonight, the firelight will ensure the men can see anything coming through so there will be no surprises.”

	Dorian nodded as he pulled the fur blankets from him and swung his legs over the side. Lord Lockwood stood up naked with Splitter in hand. Walking to the edge of the bed, he placed Splitter on its hook-peg before turning to the General.

	“Is there anything else?”

	General Strum’s lips curled into a small grin. “The royal guest quarters are prepared. Our scouts have already spotted the caravans for Lord Pitt to the east and Lady Astor to the west. They should arrive within the next hour.”

	A cold chill seeped into Dorian’s neck before firming up his resolve. “Make sure they are attended to. Pick out the finest wine for Lady Astor and ensure Lord Pitt has comfortable seating.”

	“It will be done,” General Strum kept his grin. 

	Dorian hesitated before giving the general a wide-eyed look. “Titus…I never thank you enough for,”

	Strum cut him off, “It is my duty to you and the kingdom to keep things in order for the kingdom’s own protection. Today marks your celebration and you should not spend your time handling the details. I will issue the orders to ensure all is well. This afternoon we can greet your guests and then move on to the celebration.”

	A smirk stabbed at Strum’s right cheek as he continued, “I recommend my lord stay to the tower and catch up on some light reading. I will come for you when everything is in order.”

	Dorian smiled. “As you recommend, General Strum.”

	The lord and general gave each other a heartfelt gaze before the general turned and exited the royal bedchamber. Dorian looked down to the journal in his hand, wondering what secrets his father left for him.

	***

	Nypha’s eyes slowly opened and a tired hiss floated from her lips. The dragon stirred but could not bring herself to rise. Thoughts floated to last night and warmth caressed her cheeks. Turning on her side, her tail writhed among the fur blankets as she curled into a ball. 

	The abuse she put her body through last night whispered into her thoughts. Losing count on the number of orgasms she endured, a dull ache radiated from between her thighs. Even with her regeneration, the feeling of unending abuse seemed to speak volumes. The night turned into erotic flashes, listening to Dorian and torturing herself with swirling bliss. 

	Nypha could feel the morning light touch the castle even though her bedchamber had no windows. The dragon rolled onto her stomach, stuffing her face into the pillows and letting out a muffled sigh. She wanted nothing more than to stay in bed but she knew at some point Dorian would come for her. It was the day of his celebration but deep down, Nypha knew he would come and ask questions about what they talked about last night.

	Letting out another muffled sigh, the dragon rose up. Scaled legs swung over the side and soon the dragon was standing on shaky legs. Turning to the large mirror against a wall, Nypha gave a disapproving nod as her hair was disheveled and eyes sagged. Concentrating, her hair shifted and flowed into place while her face took on a brighter sheen. The dragon turned her naked body to the side, tail whipping back and forth while she inspected her curves and gave an approving nod.

	Nypha moved to the closet and pulled out the emerald green robe. Slipping into it, she gave herself the once over again before moving to the bed chamber doors. Sensitive ears drank in Dorian’s strong heartbeat. Leaving the bedchamber, she turned to the private library, listening to Dorian with each step. Hand on the door handle, the dragon gave it a pull and stepped inside.

	Dorian sat at the main table, boots on the surface while leaning back in a chair, and a leather journal in his hands. The lord didn’t look up as his eyes continued focusing on the book. Turning a page, he remained silent as Nypha stepped to his side and looked down.

	“A fascinating read?” Nypha asked with a warm inquisitive tone.

	Dorian nodded. “My father left me a journal for my twenty-second-year celebration. I can still hear his voice in the written words.”

	Nypha gave a gentle smile as she placed a clawed hand on his shoulder. Dorian reached up and placed his hand over hers, never taking his eyes off the journal. The gentle touch sent a spike of heat up Nypha’s neck but she kept it contained, enjoying the moment.

	Dread crept into the dragon’s eyes as she parted her lips, “About last night.”

	Dorian stopped reading and looked up, leaning his head on the back of the chair, “There is nothing to discuss other than me asking for your forgiveness. I fear the wine loosened my tongue. What you said to me last night needed to be said. I cannot hold it against you for speaking the truth.”

	Nypha’s heart clenched in her chest. “I took no pleasure in it. I meant what I said, you are special to me.”

	Dorian looked away, eyes falling to the open journal in his lap. “As you are to me. I can only hope you continue to visit so we may enjoy a game of Towers from time to time.”

	Nypha stared down as the lord went back to his reading. Touching his shoulder only bridged the connection and she did not want to break it. Dorian’s scent rose up and set the dragon’s heart aflame. How she wished to bask in it until foul duty touched her mind. Lifting her hand, she curled her fingers in as she walked to an empty chair and sat down.

	Dorian looked up from the book to the dragon. Nypha sat, a blank mask covering her internal storm. The lord and dragon sat silently for a long moment before Dorian pulled back his boots, the legs of the chair slamming down. Placing the book on the table, he slid it closer so they both could look at it.

	“My father left me a book filled with advice and knowledge but this chapter is about Splitter.”

	Nypha woke from her internal storm and focused her eyes on the open book.

	Dorian continued, “It says here that he prepared for the time when I could learn how to truly wield Splitter. He says that there is a place about a day’s journey from here, hidden among the mountains, where I can learn Splitter’s secrets.”

	Nypha looked down and saw the map. “When do you plan on setting out to find this location?”

	“Tomorrow, after the celebration,” Lord Lockwood smiled.

	“Will you be bringing an escort?”

	Dorian shook his head. “No. Father writes here I must go alone so as not to chance anyone else learning Splitter’s secrets.”

	Nypha eyed the book before looking up to Dorian. “I cannot with good conscience let you ride out alone, not when there is tension with the shadow elves. I must accompany you for your protection.”

	Dorian kept his gaze on the beautiful dragon woman. “After today, you no longer must honor the oath. You’ll be free of your duty. You don’t have to protect me.”

	Nypha’s lips smoothed into a knowing smirk. “My oath was to protect you for your father. After tonight, it is my decision if I wish to protect you. I see nothing preventing me from watching over you with this small quest…if you wish for my company?”

	The lord smiled. “I would be honored if you accompanied me.”

	Nypha returned the smile. “Good. Now before we lose the morning, we should prepare what you are going to wear for your celebration.”

	The lord and dragon eyed each other for a long moment before they focused on details for the evening. Dorian treasured the moment, unsure how many more times he would see the beautiful dragon. Nypha carried on, trying not to stare at the handsome lord as she questioned her own motives before the celebration.

	***

	(Scene 6)

	Dorian sat on his throne, a fickle dread painting his brow and butterflies in his stomach. The lord waited, slouching a little as Strum stood to his right and Nypha stood to his left. Next to Strum stood Xoli, hood covering her head and eyes looking outward to the vast throne room.

	Light spilled in from high arched windows, filling the throne room with warm brilliance. Guards lined the walls while local nobles filled the sides and middle of the immense chamber. Before the throne room dais, two families gathered, eyes upwards to Lord Lockwood and smiles on their lips.

	A sick annoyance clouded Dorian’s thoughts. He despised the royal traditions of meeting and welcoming his guests. If he truly had his way, they all would have been shoved into their quarters until the celebration started so he could escape them at will. The lord remembered Strum trying to hold back a chuckle as he reminded Dorian of his royal duty once again. Dorian lamented on the point of being a lord was so he could escape his duties from time to time.

	The crowd began to settle down. Dorian’s gaze moved to Lord Pitt as he sat with his family standing around him. Lord Pitt was a noble lord of the eastern tower kingdom of Versara. They watched the haunted Widow’s Pass. Where Uboria dealt with shadow elves and monsters from the Demon’s Pass, Lord Pitt’s kingdom fought off the undead that trickled in. His clerics were well versed in holy magic and their army could repel any undead army that marched south. Lord Pitt himself led many sorties against the dead until gout took root in his leg. The lord enjoyed a good fight but he enjoyed his wine and food even more. Leg misshapen, he often found it difficult to stand for periods at a time and spent most of his time sitting while continuing to enjoy his meat and drink. 

	To Lord Pitt’s right was his beautiful wife, Lady Emily Pitt, and to his left stood Princess Chandra Pitt. The princess stood with her head bowed and hands at her sides. Dorian heard the rumors that the princess often came off shy but secretly liked to indulge in orgies. She knew no limit and often exhausted men and women. The princess was beautiful with long brown hair and kind eyes but if the rumors were true, she was a hungry beast behind closed doors. Many have spoken that her shy demeanor was a façade and if she set her sights on someone, little could stop her.

	Princess Pitt looked up and Dorian quickly looked away. The mere glance of the princess set him on edge as her hunger glowed despite her quiet appearance. 

	Looking at Lady Astor was not much better. The lady gazed upon Dorian with a knowing smile. Standing at six feet, the lady was a giant among many people. Rumors filled the kingdoms to the western edge. Lady Astor was a strong, intelligent, and shrewd woman but it was also known that her previous husband met an untimely fate shortly after their wedding. Since then, she had birthed many daughters but no one knew who the fathers were. It was believed the Lady, once pregnant, would kill the man who filled her belly with their seed. Darker rumors also flowed that the Lady only wanted daughters and if any males were born, they were quickly put to death.

	Dorian repressed a shudder as he looked at Lady Astor’s long black hair tied back into a royal braid and standing with her daughters. Lady Astor ruled over the kingdom of Borda, directly south of the Goblin Tears Pass to the west. Her people are skilled in hunting and slaying goblins. So skilled in fact that there hasn’t been a single goblin raid in close to ten years. It has been long known that the Lady wishes to expand her kingdom and brought her entire brood with her.

	Dorian wasn’t concerned about most of her daughters, save the eldest. Princess Victoria Astor was Lady Astor’s first born and believed to be Lord Astor’s legitimate daughter before his mysterious death. She did carry his tall stature of six feet two inches. The princess was a warrior and despite her royal garb, Dorian could see the strength in her lean neck and intense icy blue eyes. She stared at Lord Lockwood like she was going to eat him and Dorian was concerned that he might be on her menu.

	The lord couldn’t take the creepy stillness in the throne room any longer. Sitting up and leaning forward, a smile bloomed despite the darkness in his eyes.

	“Welcome Lord Pitt and Lady Astor to Uboria. I trust you had a pleasant journey,” Dorian said with a fake welcoming glow.

	Lady Astor stepped forward. “Thank you for inviting us to your kingdom for your birth celebration. I assume your response letter was lost along the way but I knew you would welcome us with open arms.”

	Lord Pitt let out a chuckle. “And so, it begins. Lady Astor, will you ever put away your sharp tongue? It is Lord Lockwood’s birth celebration.”

	“I’m merely pointing out that for a kingdom to run successfully, the lord should have a lady at his side to help with such duties,” Lady Astor said out the side of her mouth but kept her eyes on Dorian.

	Lord Pitt let out a sarcastic laugh. “Ha! Where is your lord my lady? Are there details being missed since you rule alone?”

	Lady Astor shot Lord Pitt a dirty look. “My heart belongs to Lord Berric Astor, may his soul rest in peace. He was such a sturdy man and had two functioning legs, as I remember.”

	Lord Pitt let out another hearty laugh. “My leg may not work, but as you can see my sword still performs. Perhaps I could show it to Princess Victoria and unite both of our families?”

	A small chuckle filled the room.

	Lady Astor spun around and glared at the laughing lord. “You sheath that dirty sword or I’ll have it cut off and hang it on my,” Lady Astor was cut off.

	“Please!” Dorian said with raised hands. “I’m happy you and your families braved the forests and roads to come to my celebration. I wish no ill will and will allow each of you to come forward and speak of uniting our kingdoms, but not today. For today, I wish for you to relax and enjoy the celebration. Do you agree?”

	Lord Pitt, his wife, and daughter nodded in agreement. Lady Astor seethed for a moment before turning to Lord Lockwood, smoothing out her royal dress and bowing her head.

	Dorian let out an internal sigh of relief. “We will ensure you are all comfortable and ready for the celebration in a few hours. First, I would,” The lord was cut off as several guards ran in.

	All eyes turned to four guards as they made their way through, their eyes wide. Dorian beckoned them closer as they moved to the dais and knelt.

	“My lord,” one guard panted. “Dragons circle the sky above the castle!”

	 


Seven

	 

	Lord Lockwood stood up, General Strum handing Dorian his father’s sword. The lord immediately put the strap over his shoulder, Splitter hanging against his back. Without a word, the lord, general, dragon and sorceress proceeded down the dais steps to the throne room floor. Bodies parted except for Lord Pitt and Lady Astor. Lord Pitt stayed in his chair while his daughter stepped behind Dorian and his entourage. Lady Astor and her eldest daughter followed behind as well, keeping pace as the guards converged to either side of the lord.

	The entire party moved to the throne room entrance and steps. Their eyes up, the sun shined brightly in the clear sky as three dark winged shadows spiraled against the azure background. Dorian’s eyes adjusted to the glare as Nypha stayed at his side, her heart sinking. The stairs leading to the throne room were filled with guards and royalty as the dragons continued their circling, serpent eyes cast downward.

	Dorian noted the guards along the battlements turn giant scorpion crossbows as archers readied their bows. Uboria had never endured a dragon attack but that didn’t mean it wasn’t prepared. Metal arrow points gleamed in the brilliant light as they aimed at the circling wyrms.

	“We should move you inside in case this turns deadly,” General Strum said with his hand resting on his blade pommel.

	Dorian stared at the dragons. “I don’t think they are here to attack. I believe they are simply visiting.”

	The three dragons folded their wings back and dived for the large courtyard. Bodies tensed but Dorian lifted a hand to stay their hand. Two green and black dragons landed with a graceful flapping of webbed wings while another with deep blue scales thudded against the hard stone surface. Serpent necks twisted and gazed out at the army surrounding them from the battlements. The two green and black dragons sported a familiar silver streak along their necks as they continued to watch the humans. The blue one growled its contempt and opened its maw, flashing dagger sized teeth.

	The crowd around Dorian stepped back, fear touching their senses, but Dorian kept his stoic stance, his people around him. Nypha’s brow grew soft as she stood by his side, knowing full well this was not going to go well.

	Dorian kept his calm demeanor as he stepped forward, arms out. He had been around Nypha long enough that dragon fear had no effect on him. He did keep in mind the possibility of attack but from what Nypha told him and the markings on them, it would be rude to attack family.

	“Welcome to Uboria,” Dorian shouted with a kind edge.

	The dragons turned their attention to the lone lord, eyes narrowing. The larger green and black one stepped closer, eyes on the lord and then shifting to Nypha who stayed at the top of the steps.

	“You thought you could hide with them?” The dragon growled.

	Nypha’s head bowed forward, her eyes gazing at the stone steps.

	Dorian let his arms drop to his sides but kept a cheerful demeanor. “I assume you must be Nypha’s mother. I am honored by your visit.”

	The dragon’s eyes shifted to the lone man on the steps. “And you must be Lord Dorian Lockwood. My daughter has spoken highly of you in her letters. I wish I could say it was a pleasure but I seek to undo the spell you have over her.”

	Nypha looked up, brow hardening. “Mother! He has no spell over me!”

	The dragon let out a deep huff. “Yet, you are here instead of your home.”

	Dorian steeled his nerves as he kept his smile, “I assure you Lady Shadowfyre, I have cast no spell or trickery on your daughter.”

	The dragon kept her fierce gaze on the human. “Cindrar, my name is Cindrar, Lord Lockwood.”

	Cindrar turned her head slightly to the blue and green dragons. 

	“The other green dragon is my daughter, Lirla, and the blue dragon is Yypith. We have come to take Nypha home so she and Yypith can begin their courtship.”

	Dorian’s brow went up as Nypha took a step forward, anger boiling in her eyes.

	“Mother! I have no need of you interfering in my courtships!” Nypha shouted as her hands balled into tight fists.

	Cindrar turned her head to her daughter and a knowing serpent grin bloomed. 

	“I do, since you have not provided me with grandchildren. Now change back to your true form so we may no longer interfere in Lord Lockwood’s presence. I’m sure a human lord has many things to attend to in such a short lifespan.”

	Dorian tried to keep his calm demeanor but laughter touched his heart. Listening to the dragons, it was the same everywhere, no matter what race you were, family bonds would always interfere. The lord glanced back at Nypha as she stood, a rage causing her fists to tremble. He wanted nothing else but to stand by her side and calm her with soothing words. Seeing the back and forth only stirred his heart into action and he knew he had to take control of the situation before mother and daughter began bickering and possibly fighting.

	“Lady Cindrar Shadowfyre, I know you must have travelled a long way to see your daughter. If it is not rude of me, I would very much like you and your family to spend the evening here. Today is my birth celebration and I would enjoy the gift of getting to know Nypha’s mother and family.”

	Cindrar turned her gaze to Dorian with an edge of contempt. 

	“Thank you, Lord Lockwood, but judging from how your people stink of fear from our mere presence, I do not think it would bode well. Besides, my daughter is nearing her mating cycle and we have far to travel.”

	Dorian kept his smile as he raised his hand. General Strum saw the signal and with his eyes and hands directed the guards to stand down. Bow strings lost their tension and scorpion crossbows aimed away. The crowd of nobles and guards watched as Dorian lowered his hand and stepped off the stairs, walking directly up to Cindrar and looking up with warm eyes. The dragon lowered her snout to him, heat radiating off and a fire in her gaze.

	Dorian looked her in the eye as he spoke, “I understand honor is not just a human trait. Nypha has told me much about honor among the noble races, such as dragons.”

	Cindrar kept her snout two feet from the lord’s face, a puff of smoke exiting her nostrils as she kept her intense stare.

	Dorian continued, “I cannot let Nypha leave my side until the stroke of midnight.”

	Cindrar’s scaly brow raised. “Leave your side?”

	Dorian nodded. “Nypha made an oath to my father to be my guardian until my twenty-second year. True, today is the celebration but I did not scream into this world until close to midnight. Honor demands that she keep to her word until the actual time of my birth. After that, she will be free of her oath to do as she wishes.”

	Cindrar turned her gaze to Nypha. “You pledged an oath to a lesser race?”

	“She pledged an oath to my father and her friend,” Lord Lockwood said with a strong tone.

	The dragon’s scales vibrated along her neck as she returned her gaze to Lord Lockwood. “And if I slay you, she will be free of you?”

	Guards tensed and General Strum stepped down the steps, hand on his sword handle. The air took on a deadly vibration until Nypha leapt into the air and landed at Dorian’s side. Heat flowed from her body as her wings stretched out and claws lengthened from her fingertips. Tail stiff, the dragon woman glared at the larger dragon with a rage that could melt steel.

	“Mother, with respect, if you harm him, I will be sure to tear off your wings and feed them to you.”

	Dorian turned his head and gazed at the terrifying beauty with power radiating from the green-haired dragon woman. Cindrar eyed her daughter for a long pause before turning her gaze to the lord. The air filled with thick tension as Dorian turned his gaze to the dragon, the size of a large horse.

	Moments ticked by before Cindrar took a few steps back, her body beginning to convulse. Scales shifted as skin morphed, her body growing smaller and taking on a humanoid shape. Horns shifted to the sides of her head, the tips pointing forward. The crowd watched, mesmerized. Cindrar rose up on her two legs, wings folding back and a hardness in her brow.

	 Dorian, much like everyone else, stared. Cindrar stood naked, firm breasts in the wind and her body leaving nothing to the imagination. Lord Lockwood’s mind could not resist the comparison between mother and daughter. Nypha’s chest was big but her mothers were a tad bigger and fuller. Green nipples pointed as Cindrar stood, no hint of embarrassment in her stern expression. Scales ran along her curves and her valley was as smooth as Nypha’s. 

	Dorian was at a loss for words at the moment. The green and blue dragon also began changing into half dragon forms. Nypha glanced at the lord as his mouth hung open a little. Nypha could barely contain her smirk when her mother stepped closer to the lord.

	“I have decided that we will stay for your celebration and honor your birth, Lord Lockwood,” Cindrar said with a small, hard smile.

	Nypha let out a relieved exhale while Dorian nodded in agreement.

	“You are too kind Lady Cindrar. I will have my servants prepare some clothes and rooms for you to stay in while you’re here. If there is anything else you desire, do not hesitate to let me or my people know.”

	Cindrar bowed her head slightly. “As you will, Lord Lockwood.”

	Dorian turned sideways and pointed an open hand to the Throne Room entrance, “Shall you join us before the festivities begin?”

	Cindrar nodded before stepping up the stairs at Dorian’s side. Nypha watched and followed behind them. The crowd turned and began their ascent of the stone steps, passing through the entrance and filling the throne room once again. Lirla stepped to Nypha’s side and drove her elbow playfully into her sister’s ribs. The two sisters looked to one another with a small smile as they continued to follow Dorian and Cindrar. The blue haired, half dragon male was last to climb the stairs, dark eyes on Nypha.

	***

	The day slipped into evening. The city was alive with colored lanterns for the Lord’s celebration. It was also filled with music, wine, and laughter. People poured into the streets and danced as minstrels played their instruments. The evening horizon glowed like fading embers as the moons began their ascent. Torches and lanterns lit, a wave of people brought chairs and tables out into the streets. The second wave brought out dishes of food to be served for all. Guards moved wagons filled with crates down the larger main streets, handing out bottles of wine to reaching hands. 

	Red wine poured as people raised their cups and toasted to the kingdom and the gods beyond. Many danced while others gossiped. All were equal as they came together to celebrate the lord’s twenty-second year in joyful bliss.

	In the castle, royalty and guests moved into the banquet hall. Rows of tables filled the enormous room. Vaulted ceilings held lantern chandeliers. The sturdy wooden tables held a cornucopia of meats, cheeses, fruits, nuts, and pastries, waiting to be consumed. Wine, assorted meads, and rum filled tables as guests flowed in. Servants ensured all had a glass or cup of their desired drink as they made their way to tables.

	At one end of the hall, a raised stone dais stood with finely decorated tables reserved for the royal party and honored guests. Dorian led the way with Nypha and Strum close behind. Lady Astor and Lord Pitt made their way up to the raised dais with their families and close servants. A royal guard for Lord Pitt helped his lord to a comfortable chair. Lord Pitt’s face was a blank mask. If he was hurting, he did not show any sign of it.

	Lady Astor stepped to the tables to see their names written on folded pieces of paper. Looking down, she gave a disapproving shake of her head. She looked up and watched Lord Lockwood take a seat at his table, ten feet away. The lady did not care for being separated from the main group as she watched Dorian with his people sitting to either side of him.

	Dorian ignored Lady Astor’s grim expression as he sat comfortably. To his right sat General Strum and Xoli, to his left was Nypha. The seats next to Nypha were empty and the lord wondered what was keeping his dragon guests. Royal guards stood in the background, eyes sharp and wearing full armor.

	Dorian leaned over to Nypha, “Will your family be joining us?”

	Nypha gave a crooked smile. “My mother tends to make her own schedule.”

	Dorian looked at the pained expression in Nypha’s eyes. “Are you alright?”

	The dragon woman’s shoulders sagged. “I’m not sure. As you saw, my mother can be a force of nature if she wills it. I fear once the time comes, she will attempt to take me away by force.”

	“You believe she will go that far?” He asked with curious eyes.

	  Nypha nodded. “What you said before did play on her honor but once the time comes, she will do as she wishes.”

	“Then I have little time to convince her otherwise,” Dorian smiled.

	Nypha looked at the handsome lord with wide eyes. “What are you going to do?”

	“I will do what I can to change her mind, if you will approve?”

	Nypha looked away for a moment, trying to hide her smile. Lips wrinkling, she turned back and gazed into Dorian’s green eyes.

	“I will handle my mother. You should enjoy your celebration.”

	Dorian smiled. “To be honest, I’m not fond of these celebrations. They are more for the people, giving them a pleasant respite since we live along the Tower’s Edge. The threat of anything coming through the passes is always in the back of everyone’s mind. If I had my way, I would be enjoying my birth celebration in the library, curled up with a thick tome and perhaps the company of a beautiful dragon.”

	Nypha’s eyes shimmered as she looked at the grinning lord. Dorian turned away and picked up a full wine glass, taking a deep sip. The room filled as minstrels began to play. Everyone took a seat and looked to Lord Lockwood as he raised his glass and gave a nod. The guests fell on the food with a vigorous hunger. No cup was empty for long as servants poured from one to the next. Forks and knives stabbed into roasted lamb, pork, and beef. Hands filled with fruits and nuts. Conversations started as a whisper and roared into a joyful murmur. At first there were a few hints of laughter and soon the entire hall was filled with mirth. 

	Dorian smiled as he stabbed at the lamb on his plate. Nypha eyed him, heart beating rapidly in her chest as his confidence filled her with warmth. Seeing him come into his own only quickened her pulse as memories floated into her mind of when he was just a young man with thin arms. Thoughts flashed back to his relentless need to go to the forge every day after his studies. How his skill and strength grew with each passing moment. How others would look to him as though his father’s spirit was speaking through him. Eight years was not even a blink in time but she recalled those moments. They slowly slid along her mind and heart with molten hooks. And now, remembering his words as he took out his frustrations on Xoli only added weight to her already full spirit. The goddess Vala filled her with new light as she pondered breaking away from what her family wanted and exploring what she truly desired for herself.

	Dorian eyed his guests as a rolling bliss consumed the hall. Glancing around, a faint memory touched his mind of a shadow elf and he leaned over to General Strum.

	“Where is Jyda? She is welcome to join the celebration.”

	Strum leaned in slightly. “She has chosen to take her meal in her room. When I asked her why, she informed me she didn’t want to dampen the spirit of the celebration. I did not press the matter beyond that.”

	Dorian stared off, unsure how he should feel. The dark elf was technically a prisoner but he felt she didn’t need to be confined to her room. The events of yesterday still glowed in his mind but the lord knew it was not her fault. A sliver of pity filled him and a small urge to order her to join did cross his mind. Instead, the lord let the urge drift away. She had so very little choices in her life and Dorian felt it was wrong to take away her simple decision to stay in her room. Letting the thought go, he picked up his wine glass and took a deep sip.

	The boisterous noise in the hall dimmed as eyes turned to the main entrance and three figures stepped in. The noise soon stopped as guests looked at Cindrar, Lirla and Yypith entering. Dorian and Nypha eyed the three dragons in their half forms. Finely tailored robes covered their bodies with slits in the back for their wings. Cindrar wore a deep dark green robe while Lirla wore a lighter leaf green. Yypith wore a dark blue robe and had an obvious frown on his lips.

	The three dragons walked up to the raised platform and took seats to Nypha’s left. The table was full with Dorian’s people and the dragons. The powerful panel was not lost on Lord Pitt who eyed the main table with a curious gaze. At another table, Lady Astor gave a small frown. 

	Dorian noticed the two visiting families and their expressions, but tried to not let it bother him. It was his decision to have the dragons sit at the main table in order to keep a better eye on them and have the guards close. Splitter hung in its sheath on a hook behind his chair as a precaution and nothing more. Inviting dragons beyond Nypha to his table was not part of the evening’s plans but the lord was thankful to Nypha for agreeing to the new seating arrangement. 

	Dorian lifted his glass to the dragons. Pockets of people followed, raising their glasses to the dragons, but the rest sat silently. Cindrar reached forward and picked up her full wine glass, Lirla and Yypith following suit. 

	“To our honored guests,” Dorian made a wide sweeping motion with his wine glass from the dragons to the royal guests sitting before him.

	“Thank you for your hospitality,” Cindrar said with a slight bow of her head.

	“Here here,” shouted out from some of the guests throughout the hall.

	Lady Astor and her brood remained quiet, but Lord Pitt, his wife and daughter raised their glasses to Lord Lockwood and the dragons. Almost everyone in the hall took a deep drink and when glasses and cups came down, the minstrels began playing once again.

	Dorian sat back, fork picking at his food. Nypha looked at him.

	“Are you well?” The dragon asked in a low voice.

	Dorian’s eyes stayed on his food. “As well as a lord can be with several dragons and uninvited guests in his kingdom,” the lord said in a low voice.

	Nypha’s hand reached under the table and squeezed his thigh. Dorian looked at her as she gave him a small, reassuring smile.

	“We will get through this night together,” Nypha said with a whisper.

	Dorian nodded. “We will.”

	***

	The streets were alive with music and dancing. Jared looked on with wide eyes as his father and mother passed more food out to the hungry crowd. Lanterns cast their light, coloring the modest homes and cobbled streets with a celebratory glow. The young man loved this time of the year. Thoughts flowed to Nina as she danced with some of the other men his age. Jared wanted nothing more than to join them, to join her, but his father was stern on taking care of their neighbors first before they could join the celebration.

	“Jared, wine is getting low up here. Go to the cellar and bring up two bottles to add to the celebration,” his father ordered with a smile.

	“Yes Da,” Jared said as he turned and made his way to the front door of their home. 

	The young man took a glance back at Nina as she twirled and danced. The young woman glanced at him and smiled as he stood in the doorway. Jared’s heart beat in his chest, knowing that was an invitation to join her, he simply knew it.

	The young man made his way into the modest home and down the stairs to the cellar. Taking a lantern off a peg, he climbed down the wooden steps until he reached the dirt floor. The air was cool and a little musty. Jared made his way to the rack, looking over the bottles until he found the group that was used for guests. Jared’s father never used the good stuff in the yearly celebrations, holding onto them for private affairs. Jared pulled out two wine bottles and turned to the stairs, each bottle under one arm.

	A cold chill seeped into Jared’s shoulders as he moved to the bottom of the stairs. Glancing to his left, the cellar was dark but something was different. Eyes adjusting to the musty gloom, the light of the lantern barely touched the opposite wall illuminating a sizable hole. “When did the wall cave in?” the young man whispered.

	A thick black crack, wide enough for a man to fit through, stood. Thick stones lay scattered on the dirt floor right before it, and the chill seemed to grow. Frosty breath spilled from Jared’s lips as his eyes tried to penetrate the abyssal darkness. The cold sank into his spine and a tremble flowed up his neck. The young man put a foot on the bottom step to head up when pale red dots appeared in the jagged opening.

	Jared’s heart leapt into his throat as the pale red dots blinked in random order. The young man turned, driving his feet into each wooden step. The air shifted as figures burst from the dark hole and into the cellar. Jared bounded up the steps, lantern swinging to his mad dash. Strong hands grabbed at his feet and ankles. The young man let out a yelp as they pulled him down the stairs. The lantern fell and cracked. A flame took root on the stairs before something wet reached out and squashed the flames.

	Jared let out a scream before he was turned onto his back. Blinking red eyes looked down as fingers and teeth dug into his prone flesh. Jared let out another scream but his voice was drowned out by the celebration in the streets. Blood spurted as screams turned to whimpers. Teeth bore into flesh and cracked bone. A wet crunching sound filled the cellar. Not long after, the whimpers faded and the last of Jared’s life spilled on the cellar floor.

	Silently, the things pulled his body to the crack in the cellar and beyond. Some feasted on the body as it slowly cooled, while others waited at the cracked hole for the boy’s parents to come looking for him, pieces of flesh and blood coating their chins.


Eight

	 

	The night spun on as did the celebration. With dinner finished, tables were moved to the edges of the banquet hall, cleaned and restocked with desserts, wine and spirits. The middle of the hall was empty save for the guests. Minstrels began playing and bodies began to move to a joyous dance. Wine and spirits continued to flow and Lord Lockwood eyed the playful mood as it took hold of each of his guests.

	Strum was standing, tapping his foot to the musical rhythm. Xoli clapped her hands amid many other guests at the edge of the dancing crowd. Dorian sat with bright eyes and warmth in his cheeks. Nypha smiled at bodies twirling and bowing. Her eyes darted to Dorian to see his head nodding to the melodic pieces. Pink touched the dragon woman’s cheeks as the wine swirled in her belly. She wanted nothing more than to reach out and take Dorian’s hand, leading him to the main floor so they may dance. The dragon knew she was not coordinated enough to compete with those already dancing but she felt deep down that Dorian would guide her, step by step.

	 Fireplaces burned along the corners of the hall and the heat caressed uncertain nerves. The dragons sat to the right of Nypha, eyes and faces blank. The fear the crowd felt before seemed to melt away and now everyone focused on the happy mood. Lady Astor was at the edge of the crowd with her brood, glancing at Lord Lockwood.

	Dorian watched and smiled as the guests enjoyed the celebration. Memories of his father dancing with the guests filled his hazy mind. His father was a lord all aspired to know. The young lord hoped he could someday live up to that expectation. Try as he might to follow his father’s wisdom, young lord Lockwood felt enveloped in a shadow. No matter what he did, he often felt he would only be the son of a great man.

	Glancing down, Dorian’s heart clenched in his chest, not letting the sad memories linger. The spirit of the moment took hold and he looked over at the beautiful dragon to his right. Nypha’s eyes were on the crowd, visually drinking in twisting bodies. The dragon turned her attention to the lord and a shy smile bloomed. Dorian was about to take her hand and walk her down to the dancing crowd when a shadow loomed over him.

	“Lord Lockwood, may I have this dance?” Lady Astor smirked.

	Dorian looked up at the Lady and bowed his head. Standing up, he shot Nypha a wicked smile before Lady Astor curled her arm into his. Nypha watched with a fading smile as Dorian and Lady Astor stepped down the dais steps and entered the crowd. Guests parted for the lord and lady before encircling them.

	Music floated along warm air as couples pranced and moved. Dorian’s hand took hold of Lady Astor’s waist while the other took her hand. Moving to the music and space between them, Dorian smiled as they moved with all the other couples in unison.

	“My my Lord Lockwood, you dance much like your father,” Lady Astor smiled.

	“And you dance like an angel, Lady Astor,” Dorian grinned before twirling her.

	The lady smiled before her hand took a firm grip of the lord’s waist and drew him in closer, bellies touching.

	“Let’s not play any more games, Lord Lockwood,” Lady Astor said in a low tone. “We both know you need a lady to rule at your side.”

	Dorian looked the lady in the eye, keeping his jovial smile. “Are you proposing to me, Lady Astor?”

	Lady Astor’s smile grew but her eyes remained focused. “I see you carry your father’s charm as well. As tempting as that may be, my daughter carries the strength to help handle my lord’s sword.”

	Dorian mentally sighed, wanting to have some fun instead of dealing with politics. “Your daughter is beautiful, but her mother is a work of art created by a master’s stroke.”

	“Flatter all you like, it is only a matter of time before you must choose a lady to rule at your side. I see no other family strong enough to keep the Tower’s Edge stable.”

	Dorian’s smile wilted. “We can discuss the future after my celebration.”

	Lady Astor’s smile took on a sardonic edge. “Come now my lord, we both know that luck favors the bold. Lord Pitt’s daughter has a lustful insanity that will murder your spirit. My daughter is strong and has a keen mind. She is the proper choice to rule at your side.”

	Dorian’s brow wrinkled for a moment before smoothing away. “I admire your tenacity, Lady Astor, but such unions take time to ensure it will benefit the kingdoms. I must consider all options before I can decide.”

	The lady’s focus glanced past Dorian’s deep green eyes. Nypha sat; eyes on the lord and lady as they danced, face blank but fingers curled and at her sides. The lady kept her evil smile as she glared at the dragon woman for a long moment before turning her attention to Dorian and leaning her mouth close to his ear.

	“You have nothing to fear when it comes to your dragon lover. Victoria can simply be the face of the kingdom while you follow Vala’s path. I only ask that you produce an heir with my daughter,” Lady Astor whispered.

	A sliver of heat touched Dorian’s eyes. The lady was using everything in her arsenal and he was quickly growing tired of her demands.

	“Lady Astor, Nypha is my guardian and nothing more. I will forgive you for the slip of the tongue but you are in my home, please show the proper respect,” Dorian said with a hard edge.

	Lady Astor kept her smile as she bowed her head slightly. “My apologies my lord, I was merely enjoying our dance. The wine has loosened my tongue. I’m sure after tonight; we can discuss what is right for all our kingdoms.”

	Dorian could barely contain his growing rage. Lady Astor broke their dancing embrace and slipped away to her brood standing at the side. The lord was about to turn and walk back to his seat when a body moved out from the crowd and stood before him with bright eyes.

	“Princess Chandra Pitt,” Dorian said with a slight bow.

	The princess curtsied, dipping her chest forward intentionally showing her deep cleavage, “My Lord Lockwood, may I have this dance?”

	Nypha watched as Lady Astor returned to her children and Princess Pitt cut through the crowd toward Dorian. Despite the noise level and music, the dragon heard every word. Fingers tight and at her sides, she tried to not let it bother her but the flames of jealousy licked at her heart.

	Cindrar looked over to her daughter, eyes holding a glint of annoyance. “How can such a small life affect you so?”

	Nypha let out a small exhale as she uncurled her fingers. “Mother, this is not the time to show your disapproval.”

	Cindrar’s lips curved into a small smile. “It is never the time. Does he know?”

	Nypha kept facing forward and talking low enough for her mother to hear. “He knows I care for him. He doesn’t know how deep.”

	Cindrar looked at the lord and princess dancing. “You should leave with us tonight. Your oath comes to an end in a few hours and he will be better off for it. He can marry his own kind and live out his short days in peace.”

	Nypha turned her eyes to her mother. “Peace?”

	The older dragon nodded. “What else can you expect? If he falls for you, you both will never have a peaceful life. Vala’s ways are outlawed in most of their kingdoms. If you have children, they will be considered abominations by his and many of our kind. Never mind the strain you both will endure as the kingdoms grow jealous of your power. A dragon lady in a human kingdom? The humans will take it as a reason to test you both.”

	Cindrar closed her eyes for a moment, as if deep in thought before opening them again. “I can understand your needs and desires. Your great great grandfather fell in love with a succubus from the Burning Lands. Thankfully their children were more dragon-like, the silver stripe along our necks the only indication of his past love. Thanks to their union, you and your sister have hungers that cannot be satisfied.”

	Nypha eyed her mother. “And what of you? What of your hungers, mother?”

	Cindrar’s face was serene as she spoke. “I embraced the god Drogoss to stave off my unnatural hungers as you and your sister should. Yypith is a fine and strong dragon. He doesn’t need to stay with you, only spill his seed in your belly so you can provide proper grandchildren.”

	Nypha’s eyes narrowed. “What is this obsession with my womb?”

	Cindrar turned to her daughter with understanding eyes. “I see the hungers you are feeling. If you will not embrace Drogoss, the only other way to lessen your great great grandmother’s blood is to breed it out. The more our family breeds with our true kind, the more normal each generation will become.”

	Nypha tried to control her bubbling rage. Fingers bore into the hard wood armrest.

	“Why not have Lirla sleep with him and produce the pure grandchildren you so desire?”

	The older dragon gave a small smile. “I actually want you both to lay with him so I can ensure our legacy takes root.”

	Nypha’s rage flared and a sliver of insanity touched her mind. “You are mad if you think I’m going to go willingly.”

	“My daughter, we don’t have to go far. Your mountain is close and will do just fine.”

	Lirla leaned over a little, speaking low enough no human could hear but high enough for a dragon to understand. “Mother promised me a quarter of her treasure horde to sleep with Yypith.”

	Nypha turned her gaze to her younger sister. “You are letting mother whore you out for treasure!”

	Lirla let out a whimsical sigh. “Not all of us have a human with gem mines. Besides, my cycle isn’t for a few more years but mother thinks Yypith’s seed is strong enough to take hold.”

	“I cannot believe I’m hearing this,” Nypha said as she turned her attention back to the dancing crowd and Dorian.

	Cindrar leaned her head in a little to her daughter, “One day you will understand how important it is for our family to stay strong. With Vala returning to this world, there is a chance another Rage War may take place.”

	Cindrar’s gaze fell on Dorian as he danced with the princess. “Any who follow her ways, will be hunted down and killed. As much as you disapprove of what I say, I only wish for you to live a long and happy life. If you allow yourself to stay with this man and bear children, they will never know peace.”

	The older dragon reached over and patted her daughter’s hand. “You can let him be a playful distraction but don’t let his seed take root. He will never live long enough for you both to endure what will come.”

	Nypha sat, a storm of pain and logic warring along her spirit. Seeing Dorian smiling kindly as he spun with the human princess filled her with uncertainty. Her mother’s words cut deep and now a bleeding heart challenged her affections for the human lord. It had all become too much and thoughts floated to her cavern high on the mountain. The urge to take off and be by herself swelled but the dragon knew if she left, Dorian would be prey to Lady Astor and to a lesser extent, Lord Pitt. She couldn’t leave his side and knew she must protect him from all those who wish to dim his bright soul.

	Yypith sat in his chair, listening to every word. His human eyes focused on Dorian as the half dragon’s jaw clenched in a seething rage. Silently he watched the little human lord with disdain, controlling a maddening urge to wipe Dorian’s existence from the living world. It stabbed at his mind and the blue haired dragon man calculated how he could turn the situation back to his favor.

	The scent of Nypha floated up, mixing with her mother and sister’s scents. Yypith knew if he didn’t mate soon, his rage would take hold. The natural urges whispered foul deeds and the dragon listened with cruel intent. As much as he wanted to soar in the sky or lay on a sandy beach, the dragon could barely control his desires. Mind recalling back to his meeting with Cindrar, she promised herself to him for a time, only if he speared her daughters and created offspring. The dragon’s desire for the older, experienced dragon caused him to agree immediately but he never thought he would encounter a situation like the one before him. A simple human was slowing down the agreement and Yypith could find any reason to justify enduring this insipid celebration.

	Dorian and Princess Chandra moved to a gentle rhythm, feet keeping pace. The princess gazed upon the lord with eyes that had seen too much. Lord Lockwood tried to keep it light but found it unnerving how the princess stared at him. The lord felt like he stood before a tidal wave cresting, ready to smash him to the muddy ocean floor. Shaking off the chilling thought, he whispered in his mind that he would only endure this a little longer before making his way back to Nypha. 

	Glancing at the green haired dragon woman, he wished it was her in his arms as they danced. Princess Chandra spoke very little and spent most of the time pushing her ample chest against his and licking him with her strange eyes. Dorian was sure if there was no one around, she would have pounced on him like a hungry beast. Brown hair flowed down shoulders as she kept pace, moving as though a demon was pulling her graceful strings. 

	The musical piece finished and Dorian let out an internal sigh of relief. “Princess Chandra, thank you for the dance.”

	The princess stared with a dark edge. “We can continue. The music only inflamed my need to keep dancing.”

	Before Dorian could answer, a tall shadow loomed over him. The lord turned and tilted his head up to see Princess Victoria Astor standing with a stern expression in her beautiful face.

	“May I have this dance, my lord.” Victoria said, clearly not taking no for an answer.

	Dorian opened his mouth to speak but was quickly cut off by Princess Chandra.

	“I am still dancing with Lord Lockwood. Isn’t there a giant forest you should be haunting?”

	Victoria’s eyes burned with malice as she looked down on the small princess, “I’m surprised you even speak, with the number of cocks you’ve stuffed down your throat at a time. One would have thought you would have drowned in men’s seed. Do tell me, is your shit white?” 

	Dorian’s brows went up as he slowly backed away. The two princesses stared each other down while the crowd tried to contain their chuckles and giggles. Lord Pitt shook his head from his chair while Lady Astor cut through the crowd to reach her daughter.

	Dorian turned away, eyes looking at Nypha as she sat. The green haired dragon gave an amused smile as her eyes beckoned to him. Lord Lockwood broke away from the crowd and nearly reached the dais steps when Yypith stood up.

	Eyes turned to the blue haired dragon man as he took hold of his heavy oak chair with one hand. Fingers digging into hard wood, the dragon lifted the chair up over his head and brought it down before him with a “SMASH”! Everyone turned their attention as wood splintered into kindling and sprayed across the floor. Strum was on his feet, hand on his sword pommel. The guards in the hall drew their swords. Dorian looked at the heaving dragon as he gazed back, eyes burning with hellfire.

	“Dorian Lockwood, I challenge you for Nypha’s hand and body!” Yypith bellowed and took a step forward, onto the dais steps.

	 


Nine

	 

	Dorian stood his ground as the blue-haired dragon stepped down to the main floor. General Strum and a dozen guards surrounded the dragon as most of the crowd took many steps back. Cindrar watched with interested eyes, and Nypha was to her feet, black claws extending from finger tips. The music stopped as Lady Astor grabbed Victoria by the arm and pulled her back. The guards stared holes into the dragon and Strum stood in the space between Dorian and the wyrm.

	“You would dare challenge your host when he welcomed you into his home,” Strum said with a deadly edge.

	Yypith smirked. “I wish to only duel for Nypha’s affection. I mean no harm to your little lord but I cannot stand by any longer while she pines for him.”

	The blue dragon turned his humanoid face to Nypha. “You waste your affections on a man who will disappear in such a short time span. Lay with me and I will give you what he cannot, true love among your rightful kind.”

	Nypha took a step down the dais, cold rage in her eyes. “There is no love between us Yypith. I know of your deal with my mother and the answer is no.”

	Yypith kept his smirk. “Be that as it may, I have challenged your lover and he must accept. If you know what is good for him and his little kingdom, you would better leave with me so we may finish your mother’s agreement.”

	Xoli moved behind Dorian’s chair and picked up Splitter. The high elf moved silently as she covered the sword with her robe and made her way down. Eyes on Dorian, she made sure to cut through the crowd so her lord would be prepared.

	Dorian eyed the blue-haired dragon with a dash of astonishment and a large helping of contained rage. The way Yypith spoke of Nypha, like she was an inanimate prize to be won flashed against his heart and nerves. Fingers curling into tight fists, he wanted nothing more than to accept the dragon’s duel. Faint whispers from his father stayed his hand. Anger would only lead to mistakes. The lord realized the seriousness of an actual dragon challenging him. Dorian had never fought one before but knew well enough of their strength, agility, and deadly force. Even with Splitter, the lord would be hard pressed to win a duel against such a creature. Strategies bloomed, for the lord knew if he didn’t do something, Yypith would try to take Nypha away. He trusted her strength but if some agreement was had, the lord did not want to make her family relations any more tense than they already were.

	General Strum drew his sword. “You have already strained your welcome, Wyrm! Leave and no harm will come to you.”

	Yypith let out a haughty laugh. “Harm to me? I will burn half this kingdom down before you spill a single drop of my blood. If your lord will not accept my challenge, then I win by default.”

	Dorian stepped forward. “I accept.”

	The crowd looked at Lord Lockwood as he stood; chest out and a determination in his eyes.

	“My lord, you do not have to accept his challenge,” General Strum said, not taking his eyes off the dragon.

	Xoli moved to Dorian’s side and opened her robe. Dorian looked down, reached out and pulled Splitter from its scabbard. Xoli pulled back as Dorian stepped to Strum’s side.

	“Honor demands I take it,” Dorian smiled.

	Yypith nodded. “You are braver than I thought.”

	Nypha stepped over, making eye contact with Dorian. “Lord Lockwood, you do not have to do this for me.”

	Dorian turned his eyes to her, a gentle smile on his lips. “I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing it for our friendship. Lord Yypith thinks of you as a prize to be won. He thinks I am a mere human lord with no power. Even if he hadn’t challenged me, I would challenge him for his disrespect.”

	Lord Lockwood turned his attention to Yypith. “Since I have accepted your challenge, I hold the right to lay down the rules of the duel.”

	Yypith nodded.

	Dorian stepped forward, looking the blue haired dragon in the eye. “I am well aware of your shape changing abilities. Change into a human form, no wings, horns, claws, or tail. Weapons of choice will be swords.”

	Yypith’s form shifted as wings sank into his back. Horns melted into his head while armored forearms and legs shifted to plain skin. The dragon’s tail curled and melted into his body. A moment later, the half dragon had become human with short blue hair.

	“You say swords but I would be at a disadvantage against your magical blade,” Yypith sneered.

	Dorian smiled. “As I would be at a disadvantage to your strength and speed. We shall call it even, wouldn’t you agree?”

	Yypith eyed the lord before nodding his head in agreement. The crowd watched with wide eyes except for Lady Astor as she stepped forward.

	“My Lord Lockwood, please choose a champion for your duel. Princess Victoria will make short work of this foul dragon in your court!”

	Dorian turned his head slightly but kept his eyes on Yypith. “Thank you, Lady Astor, but I do not want Victoria’s beauty marred. I will face my challenger.”

	Victoria looked from the sidelines, her stern cheeks glowed pinkish red. Princess Chandra moved to her father’s side. Strum gave the guards a glance and they pulled back, sheathing their swords.

	General Strum faced away from the dragon and moved close to Lord Lockwood. “I disagree with this challenge. Lady Astor is right about choosing a champion, but I should be fighting in your stead.”

	“You know my father would have accepted any challenge and so shall I. Besides, if I can best a dragon, maybe Lady Astor and Lord Pitt will back down a little.”

	Strum shook his head slightly. “This is dangerous.”

	Dorian gave the general a kind glance. “That is why you will ensure the duel will be even and fair. Have Xoli prepare her spells and have the guards ready. If it gets out of hand, end the duel and we will sort it out afterwards.”

	“And if he kills you?”

	Dorian eyed the dragon. “He won’t because my general will kill him.”

	General Strum nodded before stepping away. A guard stepped with hands out and a sword lying across his palms. Yypith reached out and took the blade. The guard stepped back. Nypha watched, her spirit screaming to end it before it even started. Cindrar and Lirla stayed in their seats, eyeing the lord and dragon as they stood about ten feet apart.

	Dorian stared at the human dragon as a guard took his cloak from his shoulders and walked away. Yypith stood in his azure robe, sword at his side and a predator’s hunger in his eyes. The young lord knew he had to keep the dragon off balance or he would be a red stain on the floor. Despite having Splitter, the lord only knew the one special ability and he would only have one shot with it. The duel had to be quick since the dragon’s stamina would outlast his own. Dorian calculated his chances and they didn’t seem favorable. Taking a page from his father’s book, he prepared to push luck into his favor.

	“Before we begin, I must ask something of Nypha,” Dorian said and began walking to her.

	Yypith simply watched as Lord Lockwood stepped to the green-haired half dragon and gazed into her oval eyes. Nypha looked at him with a hint of worry. They both knew this was a dangerous challenge and she mentally prepared to intervene.

	“Nypha, no matter what happens, do not come to my aid,” Dorian said simply.

	Nypha’s eyes widened. “You cannot ask that of me.”

	The lord’s face took on grim shadows. “Then as your lord, I order you not to aid nor protect me.”

	Nypha couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

	“And forgive me for what I must do next,” Dorian leaned in and pressed his lips to hers.

	Nypha’s eyes widened as Dorian’s heat touched hers. The shock painted her expression as a weakness took hold. A loud growl filled the hall and Dorian pulled away, turning his head and his body.

	Yypith darted toward him, sword at his side and rage in his eyes. The dragon in human form was a blur as his sword came up in a powerful arc. Dorian barely had a chance to bring Splitter up for a parry. The dragon’s sword clashed into his and Dorian found himself lifted into the air.

	Nypha watched as Dorian grunted, flew about five feet, and stumbled back on shaky legs. The lord braced himself as Yypith pressed his attack. Dorian studied the dragon as rage propelled his form, sword down and ready to slash upwards. Reality moved in flashes as Dorian kept his form limber. The dragon was within a few feet and his sword came up. The young lord sidestepped, the blade missing him by inches. When it was just passing his face, Dorian flicked his wrist and Splitter slammed into it, sending it up further. Before Yypith could bring it down, Dorian spun, bent his knees, and slashed outward at Yypith’s abdomen. 

	The dragon pulled back, sword missing his stomach by inches. Dorian pressed his attack with a feint. Yypith acting on instinct brought his sword down, the blade striking the stone floor and sparks flying up. Dorian took the opportunity and stabbed at the dragon’s now exposed leg. The dragon shifted his leg in an odd angle, the sword just missing it.

	Dorian cursed as the dragon used his shape change ability to bend his form. Yypith gave a hostile stare as his sword came up and cut across. Dorian parried the blade but the vibrations from the parry surged into his hands and arms. Gritting his teeth, he held his ground.

	The crowd watched as swords flashed and sparks flew. The dragon and lord turned into a storm of swords, slashing and parrying at each other. Dorian kept moving, using his skill to keep the dragon at bay but Yypith used his power to drive at the lord. Dorian dodged almost every incoming strike until one came dangerously close and he parried. Vibrations sang up his blade and into his hand, almost causing him to lose his grip. Spinning away, he regained his grip and his footing but Yypith was on him once again.

	Sword swinging down, Dorian dodged to the right. Yypith stopped his swing and drove his shoulder into the lord’s chest. Dorian went spiraling to the floor. Hitting the ground, he rolled back up to his feet, an ache pulsating along his chest. Nothing was broken but Dorian knew if he took another hit like that, his chest might cave in.

	“I’m not even using all my strength and speed. This is a sad game with only one winner. Yield and I will let Nypha say your name while I take her.”

	Dorian kept his steely gaze, arms, and legs loose and ready. “Yypith, for such an honorable creature, you come off like a beggar at Nypha’s feet. One could easily think you wouldn’t know what to do with such a beauty once you had her. Pity, it takes a human to come between her beauty and your limp pride.”

	Yypith glared at Dorian, a fire bleeding into his eyes. The room fell silent, the crowd watching with intense eyes as Lord Lockwood insulted the dragon right before him. Nypha readied herself, for she could see the curling energy around the blue dragon, surging with power. A hush filled beating hearts as Yypith exploded into a blue streak across the short distance to Lord Lockwood.
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	Dorian braced himself as the dragon growled his contempt. Yypith’s sword swinging, Dorian parried one blow but the dragon was moving much too fast. Yypith turned the blade on its side and struck at Dorian’s left arm with the flat side. Pain barely registered as Dorian stumbled off. The savage attacks continued as Yypith brought the sword up and slammed the flat side against one of Dorian’s thighs and then struck the other. Pain flared and the lord found it difficult to stand. Trying to move, the attacks continued. The hard side of the blade struck Dorian across the side of his head, sending him crashing to the floor.

	Dazed with blood filling his mouth, the lord still felt Splitter in his hand. Lurching back to his feet, he saw Yypith eyeing him like a cat with a captured mouse.

	“Yield Lord Lockwood. You have lost,” Yypith said with a sardonic grin.

	Dorian spit red on the floor before looking at the grinning dragon. “Fuck your begging!”

	“You leave me no choice but to put you in your proper place,” Yypith said coolly before bursting toward the swaying lord.

	Time slowed down as Dorian watched the dragon come charging toward him. The dragon’s power burst outward in thick heat and he was on the young lord in a blink of an eye. Yypith’s sword moved with supernatural speed and Dorian tried to keep up. There was a flash as Dorian brought up his sword arm while stabbing out his left hand for balance. Dorian was about to whisper the mystical word for Splitter’s armor piercing ability when a scream from the crowd filled the air.

	The attack was so swift and accurate; Dorian felt nothing as his left hand separated from his wrist and went spinning into the air. Yypith grinned evilly as Dorian watched in slow motion, his hand soaring through the air. The dragon pulled back his blade, eyeing the lord and waiting for the pathetic screams to surface from his throat. Dorian ignored the loss of his hand, knowing this was the opening he was searching for. Blood spurted from the wrist as shadows cast downward, partially covering his grim expression.

	Yypith opened his mouth, ready to claim victory until Dorian pointed his spurting wrist at the dragon’s face. A bolt of red splashed into the dragon’s eyes and parted lips. Time slipping away, Dorian pressed his attack as the dragon looked away with another spurt of blood painting the side of his head. A hand went up to wipe the blood from his face when a whisper filled the space between them. Eyes opening, Yypith watched as Dorian closed the distance, Splitter glowing with power. The sword penetrated the dragon’s stomach, stabbing through and the sword point emerging out of his back. Power flashed and Yypith groaned as Dorian crashed into him. Lord and dragon fell to the floor, Splitter’s ability still active as the sword penetrated hard stone, impaling the dragon to the floor.

	Yypith’s eyes were the size of saucers seeing Dorian above him. The sword was buried in his gut and the Lord of Uboria, grinning with a mad gleam in his eyes.

	“Yield,” Dorian hissed.

	Before the dragon could respond, Dorian twisted the blade hard, steaming dragon blood emerging from the wound.

	“YIELD!” Dorian screamed.

	Xoli’s hands were glowing with sparking auras. Nypha and Strum were already running to Dorian. The crowd stared with wide eyes but the moment between Dorian and Yypith seemed to last forever, until the dragon in human form nodded in painful agreement.

	“I yield,” Yypith said with pain in his voice.

	Clerics burst from doorways and rushed to Lord Lockwood. Nypha and Strum were there, hands taking hold as Dorian smiled evilly at the dragon under him. Splitter’s glow died. Weakness filled the lord as he fell back into Nypha and Strum’s arms. The world around him began to dim. Looking up at Nypha, she spoke but he couldn’t hear the words. The light fading away, the lord smiled gently, lost to the green-haired dragon’s touch.

	Living energy slammed into Dorian as he stood at death’s door. Clerics placed their hands on him, pumping healing energy into his body. The darkness of death was blasted away as energy filled his heart and limbs. Strength replaced weakness and Dorian gasped and his life returned to him.

	Princess Chandra picked up Dorian’s hand and held it to her chest. She stepped over, a strange shadow in her eyes. The princess hesitated to give the hand back until a cleric reached up and snatched it from her hands. Kneeling, the cleric attached the severed hand and chanted to her goddess to restore the limb back to Dorian’s body. The goddess heard the chant as veins and muscles reached out and took hold from wrist to hand. Thick wet sounds filled the small area while the hand reattached and light glowed around the edge of the wound. A short moment later, fingers flexed.

	Dorian sat up. Nypha and Strum helped the lord to his feet. Yypith struggled, still impaled in the floor and molten blood seeping into stone. The lord walked over and took hold of Splitter. With a wretch, the blade pulled from the stone and Yypith’s body.

	“Heal him,” Dorian said as he looked down with dark eyes.

	The clerics moved to Yypith’s side, glowing hands touching his body. Blood curled back into the wound and it slowly closed. Strum put an arm around Dorian, pulling him away with Nypha and Xoli close behind. The clerics finished their healing, stood up and walked away without so much as a second glance at the blue haired dragon man.

	Yypith sat up, sorrow and embarrassment filling his face. Cindrar was up and stepping to the sitting dragon. Yypith looked up to her blank face, heart sinking.

	Cindrar looked down with indifference. “I rescind my offer and agreement. You lack patience and foresight. Leave and never speak to me or my family again.”

	“Lady Shadowfyre…I,” Yypith began.

	Cindrar turned and began walking away. Lirla stayed in her seat, hand waving goodbye and blowing the dragon a kiss.  

	 


Ten

	 

	Dorian, Nypha, Strum and Xoli stepped into a side room. The young lord walked in, turned and fell onto a comfortable couch. Looking up, he tried not to smile as the three glared at him.

	Nypha and Strum began talking at once. Dorian couldn’t make out what they were saying as they tried to talk over one another. Xoli stood next to them, hood down and oval eyes watching the lord as a smile began to creep into his cheeks.

	“One at a time please,” Dorian grinned.

	Strum cleared his throat before he continued, “My lord, that was your plan? To lose a limb and attack him?”

	“Not exactly,” Dorian kept his smile. “I was looking to distract him long enough so I could gain an edge on him.”

	“He sliced off your hand,” Nypha said incredulously.

	Dorian lifted his hand and wiggled his fingers. “It works fine.”

	Nypha stepped closer, lip trembling. “That is not the point. What you did was reckless. He could have killed you.”

	“But he didn’t. I know it seems bad but I had to show a level of strength. Yypith created the perfect moment to show that. I knew he wouldn’t kill me but I also knew I didn’t have much of a chance against him unless I tried something daring. Now, he will leave you alone. Lady Astor and Lord Pitt will think twice before pushing their agendas. It had to happen this way, for all our sakes.”

	Dorian stood up and stepped to Nypha, looking into her wet green eyes. “I know you were worried but my clerics would have been able to bring me back even if I did die.”

	Strum crossed his strong arms. “I had the guards call on them to stack the deck but they can only bring you back a certain number of times. You didn’t need to waste one of those chances tonight.”

	Dorian looked kindly to the white haired general. “I didn’t die so my chances are still good should the time ever come.”

	Strum’s expression softened. “What will you have me tell your guests?”

	“Tell them that I require rest after such a duel and they should enjoy the rest of the evening. I’d rather not go back out there to dodge princesses. The evening was already a full one and I’d prefer to retire to the tower.”

	“And Yypith?” Nypha asked.

	“He is welcome to stay as long as he wishes but my guess is, he will move on,” Dorian said with a sad smile.

	Nypha’s eyes were half closed as she spoke, “I will take Lord Lockwood to the tower and ensure he is protected for the rest of the night.”

	Xoli raised an eyebrow as General Strum gave a slight nod of his head. The general turned and left the room with Xoli close behind. The court sorceress glanced back at Dorian and Nypha before leaving and closing the door behind her.

	“I’m sorry if I wor,” Dorian was cut off.

	“Lord Lockwood, never do such a thing again! If you do, I will do more than give you a scathing tongue lashing!”

	The lord looked at the green haired half dragon. Nypha’s shoulders were tight with fists nearly vibrating at her sides. Dorian was about to say something when Nypha launched at him, arms coiling around and holding him close. The pair stood, caught in a warm embrace. Dorian said nothing as the dragon held him. Instead, he drank in her wondrous scent. Nypha could barely contain herself as she held him. Dorian’s arms moved up and hugged her waist as she pressed her face to his neck.

	The lord and dragon stood, holding each other in silent comfort. Dorian wanted to speak his mind again. He wanted to tell her how he felt, how he always felt. Nypha buried her face in his strong musk, unable to say the words that danced in her heart. The connection was there but duty and honor clashed with desires of the soul. The two felt close and miles apart at the same time.

	Dorian lost his nerve. He thought about how she acted last night in the library. How she came off cold to him. Now she was here, holding him but he could not shake the thought of her only being there because she owed his father. It stabbed at him repeatedly, despite his heart singing to her touch.

	Nypha’s lips sealed as doubt crashed onto the shores of her heart. Feelings writhed with sweet temptation but she considered it to be nothing more than her mating cycle. Images of Dorian fighting on despite losing his hand roared into her thoughts. The strength and power he displayed alone would have been enough to sway her to act on her temptation, but the words from her mother echoed on. She couldn’t risk letting her heart chained to such an incredible man. She thought back to that beautiful and terrible moment when he was covered in his father’s blood, and he turned to her, wrapping his skinny arms around her. In that instance, he touched her on a level she never thought was possible. It sang on in her dreams and she could never let it go.

	The lord and dragon parted, hands on each other’s hips and heads bowed to one another. The heat of their bodies spoke volumes even if their lips didn’t move. Dorian’s throat tightened, wanting to speak of the love he always held. Nypha sighed as she wanted to undress the handsome lord and let him explore her body. Thoughts stormed on before Nypha took in a small breath and began to speak.

	“I will see you to your room, my lord,” Nypha said as she pulled away.        

	Dorian let his eyes take in her beautiful form as she turned away and stepped to the door. A tug at his heart flared before soothing away. Weariness took hold and the lord realized he was still coming down from such a life and death experience. Walking by Nypha’s side, the pair made their way into the hallway and toward a stone staircase.

	The climb up was quiet. The sounds of celebrating reignited as laughter, music and song floated up from deep in the main keep and the streets outside. Dorian was happy that the celebration could continue but dark streaks of the politics he would face the next day dampened his joy. Soreness bled into muscles and a dull ache circled his wrist. Despite being healed, it was not complete. He had learned in his studies, clerics can heal but the body had to rest. He knew the pain would subside in a few days but it brought little comfort to him now.

	Dorian glanced at Nypha as she climbed the stairs, silently at his side. In a few hours she would be free of him and that only caused his heart to sink lower. The pair reached the private royal level of the upper tower and Dorian grasped at a memory from earlier that day.

	“Will you still accompany me on my minor quest?” Dorian asked as he stepped past the guards and into the main tower hall.

	Nypha looked at him and smiled. “I could not leave your side for such a dangerous quest.”

	Dorian smiled. “I don’t think it’s that dangerous,” The lord trailed off.

	Nypha turned to him as the guards closed the double doors behind them. “Lord Lockwood…My mother may still attempt to pull me away. After tomorrow,” she trailed off.

	Dorian’s expression remained bright. “We can talk about it while we travel. I will want us to escape the castle early before Lady Astor and Lord Pitt try to hunt me down.”

	Nypha nodded in agreement with a small smile. “Then we should rest. I will be in my bedroom across from yours.”

	Dorian’s mind slipped to a dark place, thinking it was an invite. The temptation swirled but he knew he was in no condition to act on it. Soreness crying out, sleep was the only option he could take, despite the cries of his desires.

	Nypha stared at Dorian, mentally berating herself. The words came out but they weren’t what she meant, at least she thought so. It sounded like she was inviting him to her room, though she wasn’t completely against the idea. Thoughts bubbled up of Lord Lockwood slipping into her room and forcing himself on her. In her vision, they danced and teased as she tried to keep a straight face. The thoughts caused heat to flood her body. She hoped Dorian didn’t notice. Turning away, she moved down the short hall to her bedchamber door.

	Dorian did the same, walking to his door. The pair turned and looked at each other, a comfort filling their eyes. Without another word, the two stepped into their rooms and closed the doors.

	Lord Lockwood stepped into his chamber, the crippling soreness growing louder by the moment. Dorian removed most of his clothes in short order, gritting through the pain. When he was down to his small clothes, the lord stepped to the edge of his bed and fell backwards onto it. Comfort swelled as Dorian lay, thoughts swimming with the images of a certain green dragon. 

	Long moments spun on and just as eyelids closed, Dorian’s eyes shot open. A presence filled the room and the lord lifted his upper body and looked around. A shadow writhed and parted from the wall, taking a basic humanoid shape. The shadow continued to morph and shift until a robe appeared, along with pale skin, blonde hair and pointed ears.

	Xoli bowed her head and stepped toward the mostly naked lord. Dorian did nothing to cover up but looked at the sorceress with concern. Xoli stood before him, eyes dark and cast downward. An internal struggle played even in her smooth features.

	Dorian’s mind touched on his desires but only briefly. “What brings you to my chambers?”

	Xoli’s lip wrinkled before she spoke. “My lord,” She trailed off.

	Across the hall, Nypha stood at her closed door, listening intently. Heart pounding in her chest, she wanted to leave her room, cross the hall, and rip Dorian’s door wide open. A crazy possessive insanity had taken hold and she was hanging on by a thread.

	Dorian let out a small huff before looking at her with kind eyes. “I don’t think I can play our game tonight.”

	Xoli was silent as she gazed into Dorian's eyes.

	Lord Lockwood continued, “I believe we may have to end our game. It has been unfair to you to indulge in such a fantasy for so long. I am grateful but I cannot use my power to feed my perversions any longer.”

	Xoli’s lips parted, “My lord…I live to serve.”

	Dorian gave a gentle smile, “Yes…but you live to serve as my court sorceress, nothing more.”

	“I…I cannot agree,” the high elf said sternly.

	Dorian raised an eyebrow.

	Xoli continued, “I cannot deny my feelings for you, my lord, but I know better than anyone, your heart desires Nypha. She is powerful, beautiful and your protector. I was happy to fulfill your fantasy, knowing I could never truly be her and I never regretted a moment of it…but you said some things last night…Things I never heard you say before when we were together.”

	Dorian’s brow softened, “The wine had,” he was cut off.

	“No, it didn’t,” Xoli said with a firm tone. “You spoke from your heart. You spoke to me the words you have wanted to say to Nypha for as far back as I can remember. I came here tonight, not to play our game. I came here to encourage you to say those words to Nypha.”

	The lord sat, unsure what to say.

	“She needs to hear them. I cannot in good will encourage you to keep them silent. The way you took me and spoke of your love for her…it touched me. It is only right she knows.”

	Dorian sighed. “I want to tell her but it may be out of my hands. Her mother has come to take her away and she seems powerless to stop it. Besides, she is a dragon and I am a human lord. I’m not sure the kingdom would understand for she will continue to rule long after I am gone.”

	Xoli’s eyes glistened as she spoke, “Vala is slowly returning to this world. Your people will begin to embrace her ways once again. Even my people have sent me letters, telling of small shrines appearing. The hate that filled the lands from the last Rage War have begun to dim. The people see Nypha and speak with admiration where once they spoke with fear. You must speak of your love, for both of your sakes.”

	Dorian stood up before the high elf. “You have been an entrusted advisor to my family for three generations. Your word has always carried weight in all matters. I know you wish to do what’s right but I cannot pursue my desires until I have properly earned my place in the kingdom.”

	Xoli looked up to her lord. “You earned it by taking care of your people. You earned it when you stopped the orc raiders on the travelling paths. You earned it when you defeated Yypith and now, you are earning it by speaking what your heart truly desires. We will follow you wherever you wish to lead…but a lord needs a lady. I cannot think of any other than Lady Shadowfyre.”

	Dorian eyed the beautiful elf before shadows covered his eyes. “I will take it under advisement. Thank you, Lady Greenlore, that will be all for the evening.”

	Xoli bowed her head before stepping back. 

	“Strike at the heart…and you will know victory,” Xoli said plainly.

	Shadows rose, touching her robe and crawling upwards. The high elf gave one last kind gaze before the shadows consumed her and she faded from sight.

	Nypha’s heart continued to pound in her chest. The heat she felt before never dissipated and wild urges crashed into frayed nerves. Listening, she could hear Dorian move to his bed and lay down. The dragon let her fingers wander to her open robe and down her smooth stomach. Wet heat filled her and she gently touched herself but her sensitive ears picked up the slightest vibration as Dorian lay in bed.

	Lord Lockwood laid, eyes on the ceiling and a heat filling his body. Years of Xoli visiting him had conditioned his body to respond in a certain way. Not looking down, his manhood strained against his small clothes, begging for release. Dorian knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep, not after Xoli visited and nothing happening. Memories painted the lord’s mind of Nypha when she used to visit, naked and annoyed at wearing any kind of clothing. Hand snaking down, he took hold of his manhood and stroked it slowly.

	Nypha’s mouth hung open, taking long heated breaths. She massaged herself once again, hearing the lord pleasure himself. The low sounds created images in her mind and it spurred the dragon to increase the tempo. She fought every drop of temptation to cross the hall and force herself on Dorian. Where taboo thoughts prevented her from acting out her desires, they now fed her imagination. She remembered how he went out of his way to hug her. The bright eyes when he saw her. How he lovingly followed her around while she spoke with his father.

	The mood turned darker as she was closer to orgasm. She remembered how he called out her name as he stroked himself. It was several times a night at times but it never failed to warm her heart. Now, she wanted him to whisper it in her ear. The mere thought of it flashed through her body and a violent shudder took hold.

	The dragon listened at her door, massaging her throbbing clit until nerves glowed and exploded. The feeling burned deeper as she heard his groan and a faint whisper of her name being called out. Breasts and limbs trembled as the orgasm wrapped around every nerve in blissful light.

	Stumbling away, Nypha flopped onto her bed as ecstasy burned low. She buried her face into the furs and blankets, a gloomy feeling falling across her spirit. The dragon tried to tell herself that she couldn’t go to him but it carried less weight than it did before. The evening had taken a strange turn, and she knew it wasn’t the right time. Instead, she plotted her future moves to the sound of Dorian falling asleep, whispering her name once again.

	***

	Yypith walked through the full streets of Uboria. People danced, sang, drank, and performed lewd acts in full view but the dragon walked on with indifference. Even in his half dragon form, barely anyone looked his way as he wandered on, lost to the celebration at hand.

	A foul and sad mood had taken root in the dragon as he walked. Cindrar’s words echoed through this hollow mind, unable to grasp how he could have lost to a human and his magic sword. His pride caused him to lose the duel and now he would move on, back to his sandy beaches, soaking in the bright sun. The blue dragon shook his head as he walked, knowing that his urges had befuddled his thoughts. The temptation of the older dragon was enough to steer him from rational thought. He knew there would be females that would hunt for him and beg to have their bellies filled with his seed but losing Cindrar caused him to retreat to an inner place of defeat and a need to lick his wounds.

	Turning down a street, the dragon looked up to see an entrance gate leading beyond the city walls. The dragon could have changed his form and flew off but the walk and night air helped clear his thoughts. Stars blinked in the sky and the moons glowed with supernatural light.

	Yypith made his way to the gate. The guards looked at him for a moment before returning to their conversation. The dragon could hear them whisper about the duel and his head tilted forward. News travelled quickly and by now, the entire kingdom knew. 

	The dragon didn’t care for human gossip. Not long from now, he would be flying back home and never have to step a clawed talon in this wretched human city. Home brought some comfort as he stepped through the gate threshold and out onto the road. To his right and left was a small refuse moat, filled with putrid water and small stone pipes spilling foul waste.

	Yypith sighed. He managed to walk out the side of the kingdom where their waste emptied out. Increasing his pace, he continued to walk and find a small field where he could spread his wings and take off in his true form. Thoughts buried in murky gloom, he didn’t notice a figure emerging from the waste moat, moving silently across the grass.

	The dragon pushed away at foul thoughts of defeat and stretched his wings. The trees parted and a large field lay before him. He took one step into the field when something wet touched his neck.

	Yypith turned his head to see the vague shape of a naked woman standing by him. Slimy fingers caressed his neck as it made an expression that looked like an inviting smile. Heat rose up the dragon’s throat as he lifted an arm to knock away the gelatin hand touching him. When his arm met the slime, it latched onto his arm and didn’t let go.

	“Leave me, slime, or I will burn you to,” Yypith never finished as the slime’s other hand came up and slammed into his mouth.

	Eyes bulged, the dragon struggled as slime extinguished the fire in his throat and crawled further in. The slime’s serene smile turned into something wicked and dark as it shoved its arm further down the dragon’s throat. The edge of Yypith’s mouth stretched and ripped, dragon blood spilling out and slime snaking in. Yypith swung his entire body, slamming an arm into the slime and shattering it into giant blue globs.

	The dragon stumbled away, trying to regain his breath but part of the slime’s arms was still inside him, moving and ripping at his insides. Coughing and hacking filled the field as Yypith tried to summon the strength to reignite the flame in his throat. Panic bloomed and the wide-eyed dragon tried to change his form amid his struggling body.

	Figures emerged from the forest and began to run toward him. The dragon fell to his knees and then elbows as he fought for a breath. The figures converged on the choking dragon, red eyes and white teeth glowing in the moonlight. Yypith made a gurgled cry as the figures descended on him, fingers raking across his flesh and pulling at dragon scales along his arms. Several slimes joined the savagery, letting their bodies smother the dragon and crawling into his open mouth.

	The primal fight continued for a long moment before Yypith fell. A gnawing and ripping of flesh filled the clearing as bodies moved with intent, the glow of the twin moons filling the night sky.

	 


Eleven

	 

	Cool night air drifted in through the open window. Lantern light filled the bed chamber with a comforting glow. A robed figure sat with her hood down and dark pointed ears bare. Red eyes stared out the window, lost to inner thoughts and a silence within her soul.

	Jyda let her mind wander as the moonlit sky brought a deep peace. The forest scents drifted in with the small breeze, reminding her that she would never again step out beyond the kingdom walls. A dull ache caressed her senses as she pushed the thought away. Content to have a window to the outside world, it was a small privilege to her incarceration. Nightly thoughts floated up, wondering about her father, mother and family living beyond the Demon Pass. She hadn’t heard from them in some time and often looked out the open window to reflect on the mountains beyond.

	The shadow elf let out a small sigh, her mind shifting to the celebration in the streets. Pointed ears picked up the euphoric craze that had taken hold of the kingdom. A small part of her wanted to join them but she knew her presence would dampen their glee. It was better for everyone if she stayed in her room and let them have their fun. The last eight years had been odd to say the least but she did have a room, warm bed, and a small freedom to move about the castle grounds. The hateful stares ebbed a little and Lord Lockwood had softened toward her over time. The shadow elf smiled to herself and wondered if in another eight years, she might be able to visit her family for a time.

	As she stared out, a flutter of black wings appeared at the window edge. Jyda was on her feet and stepped over. A raven landed on the edge and cocked its head to the side. The shadow elf moved to the black bird, fingers reaching for a rolled-up note attached to its leg. A small thrill filled the shadow elf as she gently pulled the small string and took the note. To prevent suspicion, she would receive small letters this way. At most there would be one to three letters a year but it did bring her joy to receive them without anyone else reading them first. 

	The shadow elf whispered a thank you as the raven flew off into the night sky. Moving to her desk, she put the note down and began to unfurl it. A sound at her door caused her red eyes to widen. Quickly, Jyda hid the note amid her piles of scrolls and books just as the door to her bed chamber slowly opened. Turning around, her eyes returned to normal as a white-haired man stepped in and closed the door behind him.

	General Strum stepped in, shadows covering his eyes and a heat flowing off his body. Jyda looked at him innocently as he took a few steps toward her.

	“General Strum, pleased to see you on such a celebratory night. I trust Lord Lockwood is enjoying himself.”

	Strum looked up sharply, a hunger brewing in them. “Lord Lockwood retired to his tower a few hours ago.”

	Jyda looked at the general, the smell of mead on his breath. “What brings you to my quarters? I assumed the celebration would continue until the morning. Who will watch over the guests?”

	Strum’s face remained grim. “My captains will keep the order and watch the guests. I thought I would stop by and ensure you were taken care of since you did not join the celebration.”

	Jyda kept her innocent gaze as a knowing heat filled her dark cheeks. “I am well, simply enjoying the nightly breeze and thoughtful dreaming.” 

	Strum stepped closer, their bodies barely inches apart. Jyda looked into his eyes and suppressed a shudder.

	The general’s eyes wandered down her neck to her exposed cleavage. “Do you have time to spend with an old general?”

	Jyda eyed him as warmth flowed to her stomach and thighs. “I will always make time for you, General Strum. Were you seen?”

	Strum lifted his weathered hands and took hold of the front of her robe. Fingers nimbly undid hidden buttons. A moment later, the robe parted to reveal a dark and sensual form. Violet colored breasts swelled with each breath and dark nipples pointed. A smooth stomach lay exposed as the general’s eyes wandered down to Jyda’s hairless valley. Thick thighs stood slightly parted as Jyda’s hands touched the general’s waist.

	Strum admired her flawless dark skin for a long moment. The shadow elf blinked her oval red eyes, pushing out her chest with pert nipples. The cool breeze from the window couldn’t slay the heat between them. Jyda remembered how he used to enter her room and linger. One night, she pleasured herself and he stepped in. It was a wild moment neither one of them could forget. Raw need had taken hold and the shadow elf did not stop him as he undressed and pushed her down on the bed. Since that fateful night, the general saw to it that he would visit her routinely, another perk to her imprisonment.

	“The kingdom is drunk…and fucking each other too much to notice me missing,” Strum slurred slightly.

	The shadow elf princess let her hands slide down to his belt buckle and began undoing it. “And how are you at this moment?”

	“Happy…now that I see you,” Strum said with a small smile.

	The buckle came away and the shadow elf undid his leggings. “I make you happy?”

	Strum barely nodded as slender dark hands reached down and gently squeezed his throbbing shaft. “You do.”

	Jyda stroked the general as he stood, eyeing her with a lustful desire. “If Lord Lockwood finds out?”

	“He would behead me, I know. You mention it nearly every time,” Strum said with a small fluster.

	Jyda stopped stroking him but didn’t let go. “I say it because I fear what would happen. I fear for your safety. Do not be cross with me.”

	Strum’s expression sagged a little. “I’m not. The years continue to pass me by. Little did I know I would fall in love with a beautiful shadow elf.”

	Jyda began stroking him once again as she watched the war behind his eyes. She had known him long enough to see that he wanted to speak more. Stroking his manhood eased the tension and his wide shoulders began to relax.

	Strum let out an exhale before lifting his shirt over his head and tossing it aside. Jyda looked down on his scarred chest and continued to stroke him as he slipped out of his leather leggings. The shadow elf had seen his naked body many times before but it still caused a surge of wetness every time. Pink lips bloomed as she tried to fight her natural desires.

	“You flatter me, kind general,” Jyda whispered as her eyes drifted down to his impressive member.

	Strum stood before her, enjoying her touch and hardening in her hand. “Do you wish to stay here in this castle?”

	Jyda looked up, eyes blinking in disbelief. “You may have had too much mead.”

	Strum returned her gaze. “Not enough to dull what I feel. Lord Lockwood is nearly ready to rule without an aging general at his side. Tomorrow, he leaves for his final test and I have been thinking about the future.”

	Jyda pressed her chest to the general, stroking him with the head of his cock touching her warm inner thigh. 

	“You would kidnap me and take me far away? Dorian would have us hunted down. He would be lenient with you but I would lose my head.”

	Strum shook his head. “No, you are too valuable. But I suspect that neither of us will have much to worry about much longer. I am leaving…and I want to take you with me.”

	Jyda stopped and looked into Strum’s eyes. “You are serious?”

	The general nodded. “I am. Several trusted men have explored beyond the Demon Pass and secured an escape route for us. I have amassed enough rubies and located an abandoned keep. It will be difficult for a few months but I’m sure I can restore it and make it livable. I only ask if you wish to join me…and we can build a real life together.”

	Jyda was speechless. Strum’s hands reached into her parted robe and took hold of her thin waist. Drawing her to him, they gazed into each other’s eyes, lost to the heat of their bodies.

	“I…I don’t know what to say. Titus, I never thought you would ever do a thing such as this.”

	Strum ran his fingers through the shadow elf’s lustrous white hair. “Say you will come with me.”

	“You do not fear I will leave you at a moment’s notice? You believe what we have is real?”

	The general gave her a kind smile. “You may have everyone else fooled but you cannot fool me. Your body betrays you and your thoughts slip through your words.”

	Strum reached down between parted thighs, fingers brushing her wet valley. Jyda gasped as he touched her. Bringing his hand up, Strum put a finger to his nose and took in a deep inhale.

	“This is not fair,” Jyda gasped.

	“Then I shall convince you otherwise,” Strum whispered as he took hold of the shadow elf.

	Jyda’s eyes widened as she was picked up and twirled around. The general took a few steps and the shadow elf’s back pressed against a hard wall. Strum brought his hand down her side as his hips and other arm pinned her to the wall. Jyda watched as the general’s hand smoothed over her hip and under her, fingers dipping in her wet valley. Touching her forced a coo to fall from her lips. When a fingertip touched her engorged clit, a muffled gasp rose up.

	Wetness dripped down her parted thighs as Strum played with her. Heated gasps rose and fell with each tender touch. Emptiness yawned and the need to be filled caused her fingers to dig into his strong shoulders. Strum pulled his hand away and took hold of his rock-hard member. Pressing the bulbous end to her tight valley, Jyda let out a low moan as her wetness coated the throbbing tip. Hips betraying her, she moved against the wall, trying to sink down on his cock.

	Strum gave a mischievous grin as he moved with slow, deliberate power. Invading her pink valley, walls parted to accommodate his girth. Jyda’s body surrendered as the general continued his invasion. Low moans filled her throat as Strum lifted her legs and hooked them over his arms. Jyda couldn’t stop herself as she gained some leverage and moved on his manhood. 

	Strum pressed his lips to her neck, drinking in her scent and licking her skin. Bodies writhed as they could not stop their urges. Jyda prayed to Vala that the general’s words rang true. Squeezing him, she coaxed him along, needing him to fill the void. Strum pressed on, inches pushing inward against strong inner walls. The shadow elf curled her arms around his neck, small whimpers spilling from her lips. Strum’s kisses moved down her neck to her cleavage and finally closed over a hard nipple. Jyda’s body trembled. Biting down on his shoulder, the bliss had awakened her lustful madness.

	Biting harder, she wanted to taste his blood as he speared her against the wall. Legs curled around as she clamped onto him. Strum backed away still holding the smaller shadow elf to him. The connection remained as he turned around and they both fell into the bed.

	Jyda whimpered, smothered by the larger man. There was no panic but a comforting bliss being in his strong arms. Legs remained curled around his waist as he thrust repeatedly. Breasts bounced against his chest and his own madness had taken hold. The shadow elf thought back to his passionate lovemaking but this night he was unchained. The sound of skin on skin filled the room and Strum growled his intent.

	The shadow elf waited for him to pull out and spill his seed on her belly. She knew, even though words were never spoken, he could not risk filling her and bearing a child. They would make love several times in a single evening but never once did he keep this cock inside her. Nerves curled as she enjoyed his renewed vigor. Hips slammed into inner thighs and Jyda bit her lip to keep from screaming.

	The tempo and vibrations grew. Strum looked at her with serenity as his hips continued their masterful work. Nerves curled as Jyda fought for some kind of control and failed against his powerful desires. Cock stiffening, the surge struck at her inner being. The dam began to crack and she clutched to him. Strum slammed his cock deep and grunted from the deepest parts of his soul.

	Jyda’s eyes rolled into her head as a string of inner explosions took place. All doubt, worry or concern flew out her mind as bliss blasted frayed nerves. A moment later, spurts of molten come burst forth. Strum growled louder, shoving his member deep once again.

	The shadow elf fought through the haze, eyes turning to Strum as he thrust again, another spurt of his seed painting her tight valley. A deep silence filled their hearts as they gazed into each other’s eyes. Strum moved slowly as the shadow elf milked another spurt of seed from his still rock-hard cock. Squeezing him again, the throbbing between them only seemed to further feed their passion. 

	“Have I convinced you?” Strum asked while his hips moved between her warm thighs.

	“You have. Now I must convince you,” Jyda grinned as she shifted her hips.
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	Strum let her turn him on his back. Straddling the strong man, she moved with a caged heat as white seed spilled from her full womanhood. Jyda raised her hands and ran fingers through her thick white hair, breasts bouncing. She knew he liked it when she put on a show and tonight was no different. Strum lay, arm curled under his head and watching as the shadow elf bounced on his once again hardening manhood. The general’s other hand touched her waist as she bounced. It had become a favorite game between them and Jyda let out low exaggerated moans.

	Soon the moans lessened and red eyes stared down at the smirking general, “I’m…scared…and excited.”

	“I am as well,” General Strum said as he gazed upon her beautiful face.

	Fear licked at Jyda’s spirit and she found herself increasing the tempo. “The lands beyond the pass can be unforgiving. My…people have fought strange monsters for thousands…of years.”

	Strum smiled. “Nothing will stand against the might of our family, my wife.”

	Jyda stopped moving and simply sat in Strum’s lap. The general lifted his upper body and curled his thick arms around her slender frame. Crimson eyes blinked in confused awe as the general ran his hand through her lustrous white hair. Serenity filled his weathered face as he could not keep his hands off the shadow elf. 

	Jyda leaned into his embrace, hips moving of their own accord. Heat burst from her chest and stomach as the general held her close. Spurred on by his words and his now rock-hard member, the shadow elf could barely keep herself contained. The movements between them grew increasingly heated. Lips parted to an intimate moan as wetness flowed. The swirl in her belly grew and the outside world fell away. Two souls floated in the warmth between them, like two stars caught in each other’s gravity. 

	The world slowly stopped for a moment, long enough for Jyda to slide down, her vision bursting into flashes of passionate light. Body trembling, she sank down until Strum’s member was deep and snug within her. Squeezing him, a tear dripped from the corner of her eye as internal explosions caused her to shudder. Bliss dripped from her eyes as her hips began a slow rhythm, coaxing him with her love.

	Strum continued to hold her close, basking in her warmth and carnal desire. Slender dark hands held on as her legs curled around his waist. The shadow elf let out another gasp as she climaxed once again. Squeezing, she sucked in air as Strum’s cock thickened and heat filled her belly. Strum let out a small grunt as his seed burst forth. Together they held each other as though the universe would fly apart if they let go.

	The general let out a small groan and fell back on the bed, taking Jyda with him. They lay in each other’s arms for a long moment before the shadow elf untangled herself from him and was on all fours. Strum looked at her with a raised eyebrow but a wicked gleam shined in her eyes. The shadow elf let the general’s cock slide from her valley and she crawled down his body, kissing his defined stomach.

	“I still must convince you,” Jyda whispered.

	Strum let out a cleansing exhale as lips closed over his wet half hard member, gentle suckling sounds filling the chamber.

	***

	Nypha stood at Dorian’s bedside, her eyes shining in the near darkness of the chamber. The glowing coals in his fireplace barely gave any light at all but Nypha could see just fine in the barest sliver of light. Her eyes lingered as Dorian lay, a fur blanket barely covering his waist. The lord’s chest rose and fell like the tides and a sleeping calm filled his face.

	The dragon toyed with the idea of slipping in beside him, curling her arms around the dazed lord and smothering him with her body. Eyes moved to the bulge under the fur blankets and she smiled to herself, wanting to lift them to take her own peek.

	Duty sang out against her desires and she knew time was running out. The sun was nearly up. Listening intently throughout the castle, she cut through the chorus of snores, whispers and releasing of bowels to her mother and sister’s quiet hearts. They slept comfortably but she knew they would be up soon ready to take her away. Despite Yypith losing, Nypha knew her mother would have another suitor in the wings and would try everything to convince her daughter to take on a new lover.

	The green haired dragon blocked out the noises of the castle and looked at Dorian once again. She didn’t blink, seeing his eyes were open and staring at her. Silence flowed as they looked at one another in the darkness.

	“We don’t have much time,” the dragon and lord said in unison.

	Smiles bloomed. The lord lifted his blanket and stood up. Nypha averted her eyes but the image of the handsome lord’s body was burned into her mind. Dorian moved to his closet and began pulling travelling clothes. Hearts beating, the two grew silent as Dorian dressed and Nypha tried not to stare.

	A short time later, the lord and dragon made their way down to the ground level of the castle. Taking twists and turns, they reached a thick doorway. Dorian had Splitter strapped to his back, a small satchel in hand and dark leather covering his body. Nypha wore her emerald green robe, wings folded in close. The pair moved to the doorway and stepped out. 

	Dorian closed the door as Nypha surveyed the area. The stone alleyway was empty. Opposite of the castle was a tall wall, no guards to be seen. Dorian tapped Nypha’s shoulder and pointed. The two began walking down the narrow alleyway until they reached an iron door. Dorian lifted the bar and opened it. Beyond the entranceway was a thick forest right against the castle walls, two horses with packs tied to a tree.

	Dorian closed the iron door before he spoke. “I had Strum prepare the horses for our journey.”

	The horses trotted in place and neighed as they looked to Nypha.

	Dorian stood at Nypha’s side. “I don’t think they like you.”

	The dragon eyed the horses. “I think they are afraid I will eat them. Maybe I should fly?”

	Dorian shook his head. “We can’t chance you being seen. Stay calm and they should be okay. Show them your power and trust.”

	Nypha gave a hesitant nod. Stepping closer, the horses pulled back. Dorian reached out and ran his hand down their snouts, whispering soothing words. Nypha was a few feet away but she watched as the horses calmed down to Dorian’s words. One of the hoses nudged the lord with affection and Dorian smiled. Nypha’s heart melted as he untied them and brought them closer. 

	“I assume you’ve never rode a horse before,” Dorian grinned.

	Nypha eyed him and smirked.

	“I’ll give you a quick lesson and we will be on our way,” Dorian said with soothing confidence.

	 


Twelve

	 

	The sun cleared the horizon, casting its brilliance against the mountain range. Bird song filled the air as shafts of light glowed against the dark green forest floor. Nypha’s senses took in every heartbeat, song or rustling of leaves but her eyes continued to glance at the lord on horseback before her.

	The swirl in the dragon’s heart spiraled on. She watched as he held a leather book in his hand, glancing from it to landmarks along the barely used trail. They had been travelling for over two hours and for nearly every moment, the dragon could barely keep her eyes off him. Her inner storm continued, but this time it was not if it was right to seduce him but when. Nypha remembered how she felt the decision take hold last night. Daydreaming played on as she imagined changing into her true form, grabbing the lord, and whisking him away to her lair at the top of the Demon’s Pass. She doubted he would resist but a small part of her wanted him too so she could enjoy his eventual surrender. 

	The maddening swirl stormed on but she knew this small journey was important to him. To learn his father’s secrets about the mystical sword at his back was one of his many passions. The dragon mentally recounted how he enjoyed games and puzzles. How he would craft towers, and present them to his father with such pride. Lord Lockwood had multiple sets of the Game of Towers. On special occasions, he would bring out a special set and play against Nypha, talking endlessly about the craftsmanship Dorian put into each piece.

	Nypha couldn’t deny the affection she felt for Dorian and his father. Harris Lockwood was a happy but stern father. He pushed Dorian to his limit and beyond, even at a young age. Not knowing his mother, she could see the gentle side of Dorian and only assumed it came from her. The mixture of strength, knowledge and good will sometimes confused the green dragon. She often thought he had the spirit of a dragon and it showed when he fought like a rabid beast. Mentally swimming through her floating thoughts, Nypha knew that spirit would translate to the bedroom. The memories touched her heart and she fought for some kind of control.

	Dorian looked at the map before him and then to the mountains on his left. Glancing back down, he smiled to himself having miscalculated the distance. Apparently, it was a lot closer than he previously thought. It would only be another two hours before they reached the ruins his father painstakingly drew by hand.

	The lord closed the book and slipped it into the side satchel. Glancing back, he saw Nypha looking out at the forest with almond shaped eyes. Making a clicking noise against his teeth, his horse slowed until the lord and dragon were riding side by side.

	“She seems pretty calm,” Dorian pointed his chin to Nypha’s horse.

	The half dragon nodded. “I told her I would not eat her. She seemed to understand.”

	“I have never seen you eat in your true form,” Dorian said playfully.

	Nypha smiled, “It’s not pretty.”

	A comforting silence filled the space between them as they slowly trotted through the forest path.

	Dorian tried to focus on the task at hand but his mind wandered as did his eyes. Nypha’s bare thigh was not covered by the robe as she sat in the saddle. The creamy thigh spoke of sensual strength and the lord tried to look forward. Temptation tickled his mind and soon he glanced again. Nypha caught sight of the lord but said nothing. She liked how he tried to play it off and held her head high, letting him enjoy the visual taste.

	Lord Lockwood shook his head slightly as he tried to refocus. “The ruins contain a riddle that I must solve. My father was explicit with my need to do this alone. He wrote it down several times.”

	Nypha looked at Dorian. “I cannot aid you?”

	“Knowing my father, no, he would not appreciate it. I’m happy you’re taking this small journey with me but once we are there, I must solve his puzzle.”

	“What if it’s too dangerous? I was sworn to protect you.”

	Dorian’s eyes took on a dark edge. “You were free of your oath as of last night. I’m glad you are here but afterwards, I know not what you will do next.”

	Nypha’s heart twisted in her chest but she didn’t let it show. “New oaths can be made, if the need arises.”

	Dorian raised an eyebrow. “New oaths?”

	Heat touched Nypha’s pale cheeks. 

	“I mean, the kingdom will always be in danger from some new menace. I have also grown fond of our evenings. Much like your father, there is nothing stopping me from visiting.”

	Lord Lockwood looked on. “From time to time, I assume. I can remember months passing before you would visit. I,” Dorian trailed off.

	Nypha eyed him. “Speak your mind.”

	Dorian felt like a small child again in the presence of a powerful dragon. How her power and beauty awed him from their first meeting. The lord had his pick of many beautiful women from all over Navarr but his heart always beat for the beautiful dragon riding at his side. She was not held to the laws of man. Despite being an honorable and proud race, her kind can grow fickle from what the myths and legends spoke of. The lord pondered as they rode along, his eyes drifting to the satchel which contained his father’s journal and another item hidden at the bottom.      

	“Nypha, a…friend spoke with me. She said I should speak what my heart desires.”

	Nypha’s heart leapt in her chest as she turned her full attention to him.

	Dorian continued to look forward as he spoke, “I have treasured our time together. I only ask…you visit more often. I respect your guidance and wisdom. The kingdom would be less if you did not visit.”

	Nypha’s heart sank. The dragon stared at Dorian, waiting for him to continue but he simply rode on. She knew the words were there, under his tongue. She heard them repeatedly but he could not bring himself to release himself from an internal binding. A burning touched her heart. Despite his confidence in so many areas, he still did not feel confident in speaking what his heart truly desired.

	Dorian mentally cursed himself. Inner voices screamed at him to keep talking, to say what he had said to Xoli in Nypha’s image. Deep down there was no denying what he felt, what he always felt but the hesitation and doubt took root. Nypha had been his protector and advisor for years. He respected and loved her but the lingering doubt of a man and a dragon spoke volumes. Strange thoughts filtered into his mind, his father speaking and telling him the kingdom would never respect him if he took a dragon as a lover and wife.

	Dorian’s heart beat faster as the thought circled his mind. He wanted Nypha for himself. He wanted her as his lady and fear kept the thought at the fringes of his mind. But now, here in the forest, the thought washed over him like a warm summer tide. Inner angels and demons fought for control as the lord looked on, silent as a tomb. If he didn’t say something soon, he would lose her. Pain crawled into his heart but he remained quiet, plotting a new strategy after his father’s quest was complete.

	Nypha turned her head to the small dirt path. Wisdom had taught her patience but her natural cycle clawed at wanting impulses. The hungry beast at her core wanted to take the lord from his horse and force his sword deep between her thighs. Fighting through the madness, Nypha slapped bonds on her impulses. She knew he would speak his heart’s desire but she must remain patient. When it was right, she would tempt him to her and they would be better for it.

	The lord and dragon continued through the forest, no longer speaking. Dorian pulled out the journal and checked again against landmarks. Hours streamed by until the pair noticed strange, rune carved stones jutting from the mountain and along the forest. The horses trotted and both lord and dragon opened their senses, taking in every shadow and stone. Affairs of the heart melted to the background as the lord and dragon rode up to a set of ancient ruins, a dark and ominous cave before them.

	Dorian eyed the cave entrance, taking note of the runes and a thin mist creeping out from the opening. Bringing his leg up and over, he dismounted, his boots landing on the dirt floor. Taking the journal, he placed it in a saddle bag and turned to the entrance once again.

	Nypha dismounted and stepped to Dorian’s side, sensitive eyes and ears taking in the darkness before them. The dragon could sense magical energy radiating from the cave and it tickled her mind. The runes glowed with a familiar energy but she couldn’t place where she’d felt it before. 

	A firm strength took hold of Dorian’s heart as he looked on. 

	“Thank you for accompanying me,” the lord said without looking at Nypha.

	“I can accompany you in,” Nypha said with a touch of concern.

	Dorian turned his eyes to her, “I must do this alone.”

	Nypha watched as the lord began walking toward the entrance. Dorian’s heartbeat grew steadily faster as he stepped to the cave mouth and then beyond. Shadows grew as he stepped in further, his eyes the size of saucers. The journal spoke of testing his mind and his mettle but gave no hint to what lay within. Dorian knew how his father thought and his words slid across his mind; nothing is ever given; it must be earned. Images of monsters preyed on him as he stepped deeper into the inky darkness.

	When the light from outside was nearly snuffed out, Dorian tensed as torches blazed to life along rocky walls. Torches burst repeatedly along the tunnel. The lord looked on as a room burst with orange and yellow torchlight fifty feet ahead of him. Taking a deep breath, the young lord pressed on.

	Dorian stepped to the opening and peered in. Torches sputtered and danced in a large stone room. The floor was made of square stones but the walls were covered in runes. At the other end of the room, a stone throne stood with a figure sitting on it. The shadows played tricks as Dorian stepped in, trying to make out the details. Reaching the halfway point of the room, he stared with curious caution.

	The throne was carved into the very wall. Light danced along the stone features of a powerful man in full armor. Dorian squinted to see that the figure was also made of stone. When the facial features formed fully in his mind, the young lord could not stop the tremble in his heart.

	A stone statue of Harris Lockwood sat, stone eyes forever open. He wore his favorite armor and a stone pommel of Splitter peeked over his shoulder. The statue was as still and silent as a grave but Dorian could not hold back a small smirk.

	“Hi Da,” Dorian whispered as he kept his gaze on the statue.

	The young lord stepped closer with sadness taking hold. “It has been too long. I hope you are resting well in Vala’s paradise.”

	Runes glowed along the small cavern walls. Dorian stayed his ground, knowing full well his father prepared a test that he must pass. Magical energy flared for a long moment before dimming to nothing. Torch light danced on as dust shook from the head of Harris Lockwood, stone gray eyes shifting and gazing at the young lord before him. Stone arms moved and legs shifted slightly. The statue rose up, rock grating against rock.

	Dorian remembered from his lessons with Xoli about magic. Where a normal peasant or adventurer would run in fright, the young lord knew to stay his ground, for many things were capable when magic was involved. The lessons shone bright in his mind of Xoli animating little statues to do her bidding. As amazing as it was, the young lord had no affinity with magic and instead excelled in swordsmanship but he never forgot those magical lessons.

	Harris Lockwood lurched forward on one stone foot and then another. The statue gained a strong composure and stood at its full height, feet from Dorian. The statue stared with gray eyes for a long moment before stone lips parted.

	“My son,” The statue said simply.

	Dorian nodded. “It is me.”

	“You have grown, handsome and strong,” The statue said with a gravelly hiss.

	Dorian fought the urge to step closer. “Is it really you?”

	The statue gave a gravelly chuckle. “I am nothing more than a shadow, called to speak to you when the time had come.”

	The young lord’s eyes cast downward. “You left a journal, telling me of my final test.”

	“And here you are,” Harris Lockwood said, and a gray hand reached up and took hold of his stone sword.

	Dorian watched as the statue of his father drew a replica of the very sword strapped to his own back. Harris brought his arm down with a stone Splitter in hand. The statue pointed the sword down and held it out inches from his leg. The statue’s eyes remained frozen as Dorian did nothing but stare.

	“Why must I fight you?” Dorian asked as pain crawled along his heart. “Why after your death, you must continue to test me?”

	The statue remained still for a few moments before words floated from carved gray lips, “The world is an unforgiving place. When you turn old and gray, it will test you until your final breath and the living light leaves your eyes. My final lesson is to teach you about every lesson you will face until death claims you.”

	Dorian fought back the tears as the pain in his heart grew. “Do you know you’re already dead? Do you know that you died trying to protect me?”

	The statue showed no emotion as it took a step forward. “It was only a matter of time before my light was swallowed in the chasm of night. It makes no difference to this possessed stone. I shall teach you and you will learn…or death will reunite us both.”

	The words rang through Dorian’s spirit. Despite kindness and knowledge, Harris Lockwood was a man who knew, without death, there could be no life. Dorian took in the statue's words, knowing full well that it was going to try and kill him. It was the form of his father but it was an instructor, not someone or something to bargain with. It would not know remorse or pity. It was made with the sole intent of teaching Dorian a final lesson.

	The statue took another step forward. “You lack the knowledge to use Splitter affectivity. Today, you will learn how to wield it. Unravel the riddle before I strike you down. Do not think there will be a moment’s hesitation…for I am but a shadow of your father. I will shed no tears for your demise. If you fall, I will take Splitter and guard over it until another…worthy of its power…can wield it.”

	Dorian tipped his head forward as he raised his arm. Fingers curled around the leather wrapped handle of the sword and drew it in one smooth move over his shoulder. The young lord let the blade rest at his side, shadows covering his eyes and a heat filling his body.

	“Those who sit on the throne must respect it,” the stone Harris Lockwood said before charging the young lord.

	Dorian thought the statue would be slow and unwieldy but it moved like a man with nothing slowing it down. The young lord swung his sword upwards as the statue raised its blade. The metal and stone sword clashed, sparks flying. Dorian felt the statue's strength as it crashed into his arms and he spun away. Harris pressed on; swinging his stone sword like it was lighter than air. Bodies moved to a skilled dance as swords clashed. Dorian kept moving, trying to keep the statue at bay but it continued to press forward. Dodging an incoming blade, Dorian crouched down and swept his leg outward at the statue’s ankle. A grunt filled the air and the young lord rolled away as a stone sword sliced downward.

	Dorian rolled back onto his boots and backed off. The statue turned and stalked toward him. A throbbing filled Dorian’s leg and he tried to push it away. The statue was fast, strong, heavy, and solid. There was no way he could take it on like a normal fight. He doubted that Splitter would leave a mark if he landed a blow. 

	Dorian kept his eyes on the statue as he continued to keep a small distance between them. He knew deep down this wasn’t the true fight. Glancing around, he tried to figure out the riddle or lesson. Thinking back to his father’s words, he knew they contained a clue. Everything he had endured and learned was to teach him and if he didn’t unravel the mystery then the statue was going to end his life.

	The throne blinked in his mind’s eye and the young lord glanced at it. At first, he noticed nothing unusual. Harris charged forward and Dorian turned his attention to the statue. The young lord parried the incoming stab and rolled with power bleeding from it. With several long strides, he was in the middle of the room and glancing at the throne once again. Eyes narrowing, that is when he saw it.

	Two words were carved against the back of the throne. They were large but not large enough to read. Turning his body, Dorian bolted toward the throne. The animated statue flashed forward with inhuman speed. Before Dorian could read the words, Harris was before him and swinging his sword.

	Dorian brought up Splitter and parried the incoming blade when a stone fist blinked from the side and smashed him in the cheek. The lord’s body spun in the air and landed about eight feet away on the cold stone floor. Blood filled his mouth as he struggled to get back to his feet. A daze took hold but Dorian fought against it to stand and keep an eye on the statue.

	Harris stood with sword in hand before the throne but he did not move. Gray eyes watched Dorian as he made it back to his feet and backed off. The young lord spit out a small glob of blood as he held Splitter up. The young man could see the statue and knew he figured part of it out. It maintained its stance, making sure to stay between him and the throne.

	“Da, I’m going for the throne. Stand aside,” Dorian commanded.

	The statue remained motionless. Dorian regained his wits and kept a strong stance. He knew he had to read what was carved on the throne. There was no way he could keep up with a magical construct. Time slipped away and if this continued for much longer, he was going to die by his father’s statue.

	“Da, I said stand aside!” Dorian yelled with a growing storm in his spirit. 

	The statue remained as it was. The young lord thought back to Nypha and his heart broke. The shroud of death touched the entire cavernous room and Dorian tasted it. The stone statue of Harris Lockwood had become the instrument of his father wishes. Now, Dorian had to decide if he was strong enough to beat death for another day.

	The young lord didn’t scream or shout his defiance. Instead, he stepped forward, arms loose and legs ready. Eyes drank in the statue as he walked toward it, fear bleeding into his spine. Senses galvanized and the young man took that fear and fed off it, keeping his mind alert and on task. When he was close enough, thoughts of Nypha comforted him as he readied himself.

	Harris Lockwood remained frozen until the young lord was within striking distance. Time stopped for a breath before the stone sword flashed forward. Dorian twisted his body to dodge the blade and slipped in low. Splitter flashed forward and struck a stone armored thigh. Sparks flew up and a stone chip fell away as Dorian moved like water. He let momentum carry him forward as Harris changed the direction of his sword and turned his entire body. Dorian knew if he stood up, the stone blade would strike his back full on. Staying low, he pushed off one leg. Body floating as it spun, the sword passed over him, missing by precious inches. Dorian slammed into the ground but rolled up to one hand and both knees. Legs kicked out under him, pushing him back as another sword swing missed his nose by an inch.

	The young lord knew he had to draw the guardian away. Every drop of his energy went to moving and spinning away; luring the statue into thinking it was just close enough to kill him. The cavern appeared in flashes until the young lord reached the rune covered wall, shot up onto his feet and threw his back against it. Harris Lockwood stepped forward with power, stabbing his sword forward. Dorian curved his body, hand planting on the wall and he pushed. Body propelling away, the stone sword slammed into the rune covered wall causing the weapon to crack and shatter.

	Dorian wished he could have yelled in triumph but he was still moving. The stone statue would not be shocked or awed by the breaking of its weapon. He hoped he had enough time to reach the throne and read the words before it counter attacked. Legs propelling the young lord, Dorian dashed for the throne. Eyes drank in the words carved in the stone surface but before they could be comprehended, something hard struck Dorian with such force, feet went up and he was thrown across the room. Splitter went flying from his hand and clattered against the stone floor.

	Eyes wide, Dorian hit the floor and skidded to a halt. Head whipping up, he watched as Harris Lockwood stalked toward him. It no longer held its stone blade as fingers curled into tight fists. The statue moved toward him with depraved indifference as it reached him and lifted a stone boot.

	Dorian rolled away as the boot came down and cracked the hard floor. Dorian fought through the confused haze, eyes on Splitter laying ten feet away. Fingers reached out as he scrambled for his magical blade when a hand grabbed him by the leg. Dorian muttered a curse as the statue pulled him and threw him against the cavern wall. 

	Dorian grunted as his back hit the wall and he crashed down on the floor. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as he fought to stand up. The statue stepped toward him, hand out. It grabbed him by his leather jacket, hauled him up and pinned his back to the wall. Dorian cried out as pain welled up. The statue curled fingers into a fist and slammed them into Dorian’s ribs.  Eyes bulged as two ribs cracked. The statue pulled back and punched him again, the two ribs breaking.

	The young lord let out a haunting chuckle and spit blood into the statue’s face. “Death has come in the shape of my father,” Dorian said with mad glee.

	The statue reared an arm back and hesitated, turning its head to the room entrance. Nypha stood in her half dragon form, green eyes on the bloody spectacle before her. Dorian looked at her as fear and relief took hold of his soul, a dark insanity bleeding into her face. In one moment, time stopped and Dorian could see instinct and stark madness storm through the dragon woman.

	The dam of time cracked. The flow of the universe was restored as Nypha bent her legs and launched herself. Claws lengthened as wide eyes turned into narrow slits, greenish fire leaking from her mouth. The statue let go of Dorian and turned toward the incoming dragon. 

	“Nypha, you do not belong here!” The statue shouted just as the dragon woman was on it.

	Nypha didn’t even hear the words as she crashed into the statue, claws slashing against stone. Grooves appeared as Harris slammed a stone fist into her chest. The force of the blow knocked Nypha back a few feet before clawed feet dug into stone and she launched herself again. The statue used its forearms to block each strike but Nypha’s tail whipped around, the sharp point cutting a deep groove into the side of Harris’s armored head.

	Dorian watched as Nypha went blow for blow against the stone construct. The dragon was screaming, fire bursting from her mouth and slamming into the statue’s face. Tail whipping about, she slashed repeatedly as Harris took hold of her arms. Stone fingers dug into her armored forearms, clamping tight while legs began to push. Nypha spit fire point-blank into the statue’s face but it seemed to have little effect as Harris pushed the dragon back with each step. Nypha raised a clawed foot and brought it down on the statue’s knee, cracking it. It wasn’t enough as Harris slammed Nypha against a wall and held her there.

	“This is Dorian’s lesson. Leave before I kill you,” The statue said in a calm voice.

	Nypha heard nothing as she pressed her clawed feet against the cavern wall and pushed. Muscles flared as Nypha growled like a monster unchained. Cracks formed along the statue’s arms as the dragon woman glared. A clawed hand broke free and slashed downward. Claw marks appeared on Harris’s armored chest but the statue fought to contain the dragon. 

	“You have made him weak,” Harris Lockwood said as he regained his grip on the dragon, lifted her up and threw her.

	Nypha flew across the room, crashing into the stone throne and shattering it to rubble. Dorian lurched to his feet, pain flaring as he gritted his teeth. The statue stalked toward the dragon as she slowly made her way back to her clawed feet. Mouth open, a burst of fire blasted out and struck the statue dead on. Greenish fire exploded and a blackened form stepped through the dying flames. 

	“Dorian run!” Nypha managed as she closed the distance to the statue of Lord Lockwood.

	The statue and dragon exchanged claws and stone fists, blow for blow. Nypha could not contain her inner fire as she slashed her claws against the magical construct. The statue continued to fight, face blank and body cracking. The room shook from each blow, dust and debris raining down.

	Dorian picked up Splitter and turned to the statue and Nypha fighting like titans. Xoli’s words floated into his mind, strike at the heart and you will know victory. Memories and thoughts flowed together into a raging river of knowledge. Strum, Xoli and his father planned this. They brought it all together to teach him. They wanted him to take what they taught and use it not for himself, but the kingdom. Dorian stared as Nypha fought like an animal, trying to protect him. Heat pumped into his muscles as he watched the dragon he loved fight for him.

	Harris Lockwood reared back a fist and slammed it into Nypha’s chest with such force; the entire room shook. The dragon stumbled back and fell, body crashing into the destroyed throne.

	The statue of Harris Lockwood stepped forward, gray eyes on the dragon woman. “I had hoped you would not interfere but what you have done has destroyed my valuable lesson. Dorian will never know how to unlock Splitter’s potential because you could not keep your love chained. He will always be in your shadow. If he dies, it will be because of your actions!”

	Nypha was about to push off the rubble as the statue stalked closer but her eyes widened in disbelief. A glowing sword point burst outward from the stone chest of Harris Lockwood. The statue looked down at the blade protruding from its chest and the blade twisted. The statue fell to one knee, turning its face to the side to see Dorian standing behind it, one hand holding the sword and the other holding his side.

	“Sorry Da,” Dorian said with wet eyes.

	The statue rose up, turned and grabbed Dorian by the shoulders; the blade point inches from his chest. Nypha was to her feet but froze as Dorian gazed into the statue’s gray eyes, a tear streaking down his cheek.

	Harris’s carved face saddened as he looked at his living son. “Dorian, you have grown up and this shadow haunting this stone body can see what a fine man you have become. I wished to only teach you to unlock Splitter’s abilities. The words carved into the throne would have opened their power to you but now they are lost.”

	“Da…” Dorian whispered.

	The statue tilted its head forward, shadows covering its gray eyes. “You were never in any real danger. You are my son. Wounds close and bones heal but even in this form, I could never take your life. I have lived a hard life and not all my choices have been good and just. I learned from my mistakes and pressed on, as will you. I wish you a good journey.”

	The statue reached behind its back and took hold of Splitter. The blade was pulled from the back, arm twisting around and holding it sideways to Dorian. The young lord took hold of the sword and sheathed it, pain causing him to wince.

	Harris turned slightly to Nypha. “When love is true, it is stronger than any kingdom.”

	Nypha and Dorian watched as the statue knelt and bowed its head. The cracks along its surface widened. Energy flared for a moment before dying like a low burning candle. Cracks grew and the stone form of Harris Lockwood crumbled before their eyes.

	Dorian and Nypha stared at the rubble, the magical energy in the room dying and the torches burning low.  

	 


Thirteen

	 

	The cavern was silent. Dorian kept a downward gaze until his legs began to tremble. Strength giving out, he slumped to his knees. In a blink, Nypha was at his side, holding him up as he held his ribs. The pain had grown and the young lord was finding it difficult to ignore.

	Nypha’s warmth rose up and caressed the young man. Dorian turned his gaze to the half dragon and gave a weak smile. Nypha eyed him, concern written in her brow. A swirl of words stormed through her heart but nothing was said. The warmth between them bloomed and Dorian found himself leaning his back to her chest in profound comfort. Nypha held him close, ensuring she was careful of his broken ribs. The two sat in the dim torchlight, basking in unspoken feelings.

	A small light appeared atop the ruined statue beside them. Eyes turned as the glow brightened and then died away, a small vial nestled in the jagged rocks. Nypha reached over and picked up the vial, a clawed nail stabbing into the cork and pulling it out. Pressing the edge of the vial to Dorian’s lips, he drank down the liquid in several gulps.

	Liquid heat surged from Dorian’s stomach. The lord took a sharp intake of breath as broken bones glowed under his skin, knitting back together. Nypha held him, feeling the potion continue to repair his body, one cell at a time. The dragon snuggled her cheek to his hair, breathing in his scent and resisting a sigh.

	Dorian felt bones slide into place and soon the glow was gone. Touching the skin over his ribcage, the bones had mended but there was still pain when he moved. Dorian guessed that the potion healed the major damage but did not heal it completely, perhaps another reminder that not all damage can be erased.

	Without a word, Dorian pulled Nypha’s arms from around him and he slowly stood up. The dragon woman looked up, watching him as he stepped past her and walked to the destroyed throne.   

	   Dorian knelt and sifted through the rubble. Eyes searched while fingers dug through broken stone. With every passing moment, a dim panic touched his mind. Without the mystical words for Splitter, the sword could never be used as it was intended. The kingdoms along the Tower’s Edge would soon know of its limited ability and test him further to determine if he should rule or not. Despite besting a dragon, Dorian’s father taught him that a victory is fleeting but mistakes can last a lifetime.

	Nypha stayed seated, watching as Dorian dug through the ruined throne. Worry touched her heart as she gazed at the lord on his hands and knees, trying to figure out a secret that she mistakenly took from him. Doubt stabbed deep as she replayed Harris’s words. Dorian was never in real danger. His father had to pretend so his son would fight to his true potential. If she had not entered, then he may have overcome the test. Dark thoughts continued to spiral as the question lingered in her mind, never to be answered. She interfered and now Dorian had to pay for her mistake. His life was so small, he wouldn’t have eons to discover hidden secrets. She ruined his chance and her eyes watered in response.

	Dorian stopped sifting through the cracked and jagged stones, shoulders slumping. “I will have to figure out how to unlock Splitter’s secrets another time.”

	Nypha slowly stood up, a tear streaking her cheek. “I did this. I ruined your chance to secure your power.”

	Dorian turned to the beautiful dragon woman. “We didn’t know it would happen this way.”

	Nypha looked away, “I failed you.”

	The lord stood up and faced Nypha. “You didn’t…”

	The dragon cut him off, “I did. This was a mistake. I should have left when my oath was finished.”

	“Nypha, please stop. The statue was going to be victorious.”

	The dragon woman shook her head slightly, turned and began walking toward the entrance. Dorian followed, walking up to her side.

	“You can’t take this all to heart,” Dorian said with a comforting tone, trying to ignore the magnitude of what just happened.

	Nypha stared forward as they walked the tunnel, “I have caused many problems to your kingdom. My family arrived and disrupted your celebration. A suitor chopped off your hand and nearly killed you. Now, I destroyed your chance to learn the secret abilities of your father’s sword. I have become chaos instead of your protector.”

	“Nypha, the world never works out the way you think it will.”

	The two continued to walk until they stepped out into the bright sunny day. The horses looked up at the lord and dragon. Birds chirped and clouds floated high in the blue sky.

	Nypha turned to Dorian, a profound sadness in her eyes. “I have done enough.”

	“Nypha…” Dorian began.

	The dragon woman looked up, her body shifting and growing. Lord Lockwood watched as her feminine body enlarged. Scales sprouted and covered her entire body as her neck lengthened. Black and green scales shone in the sunlight, a gray streak of scales running along her majestic neck. Horns shifted back and her snout grew, giving her face a pointed appearance. Wings spread out and before Dorian could get a word in edgewise, Nypha leapt into the air and gave a mighty flap of her webbed wings.

	The lord watched as Nypha pumped her wings until she was high enough. Catching a gentle thermal, Nypha turned her serpentine body upwards and flew off.

	“Nypha!” Dorian shouted to her, watching as the green and black dragon flew into the brilliant azure sky.

	***

	Jyda stirred. The shadow elf reached over and her eyes opened. The bed was empty and shafts of sunlight peeked through the thick curtains. Jyda lifted her upper body and glanced around. Her bedroom was also empty, no sign that Titus was ever there. Soreness crept up from between her legs and the shadow elf smiled, knowing full well the general was indeed there for the night.

	Legs swung over the side and the shadow elf stood up. Yawning and stretching her arms, a pang of hunger let itself be known. The shadow elf stood up and walked over to her closet so she could dress when a faint memory touched her mind. Jyda turned her attention to her desk covered in scrolls and loose parchments.

	Remembering the note from the raven, Jyda stepped over and moved some scrolls aside. Fingers taking hold of the small hidden note, she lifted and unfurled it. 

	Princess Black Dew,

	Please forgive my haste with the letter in your hands. It will be the last letter you receive from me or any of our people. Our once glorious towns have become empty amid the forests. Our people have gone missing nightly and now many towns stand empty, populations disappearing by dawn. It is no longer safe, and many of our people have fled further north. Most will not travel down the Demon Pass for fear of the human kingdoms. They would travel to harsher lands to escape a terror none have seen. There has been talk and whispers of the return of Vongoul. I cannot say whether they are true or not. Your father has ordered the remaining Shulla to travel north and resettle. As your father’s loyal steward, I must obey but I am sending you one last note to warn you of a growing darkness. My dreams speak of the dead. Pray for our people and stay safe amid the humans. 

	~ Nigell

	Jyda stared at the note. The shadow elf remained calm as her mind began to work. Moving about the castle, she would often hear the servants or guards speaking to one another. In the last few nights, many had expressed concern over not being able to reach a family member. Other times, she heard the guards speaking of the mad slimes emerging from the sewers and their orders to strike them down with fire. The memories stirred as she thought back to when Vongoul was caught and executed for his crimes. He never begged for his life and kept declaring that the human kingdoms must be eradicated, at least until the sword cleaved his head from his neck. Some of her people spoke of how they entered his tower and witnessed the mad experiments he had caged up and conducted before they put it to flame. Her people spoke of the slimes in large jars, frothing like rabid animals where normally, they were docile creatures, content to feed on waste.

	A mental tapestry formed and the princess wondered if it was all connected. The image of the desperate shadow elves dragged and executed by Lord Lockwood painted her thoughts as the whispers from Uboria’s people blended to form a dark threat in her mind. 

	Jyda turned and moved to her closest, note still in hand. Grabbing a robe, she quickly dressed. Uncertainty colored her thoughts but something deeper cried out for her to speak to someone. Titus came to mind and she cringed internally. If she went to him and others witnessed it, their secret could be revealed. Everything he worked for could come undone. But if she remained quiet, a terrible fate could befall the entire kingdom. There was never a thought of letting the people rot to their demise. Despite her imprisonment, she knew every life could be in danger. It gnawed at her spirit and she kept firm her resolve.

	The shadow elf pulled the door open and raced down the hall. It was midday and the shadow elf chanced Titus would be in one of his general or captains meetings. Turning down stone corridors and descending levels, she reached the lower floor and spotted several guards in front of closed doors. Fear gripped her as she was about to bring him information that may reveal their secret.

	Exhaling, Jyda stepped to the group of guards, head bowed. The guards turned and glared at the shadow elf.

	“I must speak with General Strum,” Jyda said simply.

	“He is in an important meeting and cannot be disturbed,” a guard sneered.

	Jyda’s heart thumped in her chest. “It is very important that I see him. I have information he must hear.”

	The guard stepped closer, looking down with hawkish eyes. “Give me the information and I will give it to him when he is finished.”

	“I must give it to him directly. Please call him out to see me,” Jyda demanded.

	The guard reached up and grabbed her robe by the shoulder. Pulling her close, the guard spoke with a menacing glare, “Listen you dark cunt, give me the information or we will beat it out of you.”

	Jyda stood her ground even as fear burned like a bonfire. “I will speak with General Strum, NOW!”

	Something snapped within the guard as he raised an armored fist. Before he could strike, the doors opened and Strum looked at the guard and Jyda. The guard let go and stepped back as the other guards stood at attention. Jyda turned her eyes to the white haired general.

	“I have need to speak with you. I believe Uboria may be in danger,” Jyda said, her bravery holding on by a thread.

	General Strum’s face was a blank mask as he gazed into Jyda’s red eyes. 

	“If Uboria may be in danger, come in and speak of what brings you to this conclusion.”

	The shadow elf kept a nervous tremble at bay as she walked into the room to see four of Strum’s captain’s sitting at a table, all eyes on her.

	***

	Tree branches and leaves whipped by as Dorian’s horse was at full gallop. Driving his booted heels into the mare, he urged her on as he glanced up. The lord could see the full dragon form of Nypha fly higher against the mountains of the Tower’s Edge. Cursing under his breath, he tried to keep up as she skirted mountain tops.

	The lord tried to keep himself calm, berating himself that he didn’t say anything sooner. The guilt he witnessed spoke volumes. Nypha had deeper feelings and so did he. Politics and concerns over what others would think only struck at the very foundation of what they felt. Dorian cursed again on how stupid he was to be caught up in so much nonsense when the dragon he desired most meant more than anything he had ever felt before. He had a chance to speak his mind and he put it off, hoping with the power of his father’s sword, he would be seen as an equal and not some whelp that needed to be protected.

	 Dorian gritted his teeth as a branch slammed into his shoulder. Rolling with the blow, he barely stayed on as his horse galloped through the woods, Nypha’s horse close behind. The countryside around him became a blur as he whipped the reins. Towers of Uboria appeared through the trees to his left. Glancing up again, he watched as Nypha dove and landed at her cave entrance above the Demon’s Pass. Dorian stared as she folded her wings and crawled inside.

	Looking down, Dorian held the reins tight as his horse galloped at full speed. The world around him lost all meaning, for he only had one purpose. Heart beating wildly and a conviction taking root, he pressed on.

	Trees began to part and the young lord could see the opening to the Demon’s Pass not far up ahead. Pulling on the reins, his horse slid to a halt, sending dirt and debris into the air. Dorian brought his leg over and dismounted. Pain blazed along his ribs when he landed on the grassy floor. Ignoring his side, he reached into his saddle bag and pulled out an item wrapped in cloth. Stuffing it into his side pouch, he slapped the horse’s ass hard, clicking his tongue to send the loyal steed home.

	The horse galloped off, followed by the other one. Dorian looked up at the mountain, steeling his resolve. Without a second thought, he stepped to the twisting and rocky slope and began to climb. Heart beating with purpose, he grabbed each outcropping and planted his booted feet to secure himself before moving up. Tender ribs cried out but the young lord ignored their pleas, his heart leading the way.

	The early afternoon sun shined bright as Dorian continued his ascent. Anger, fear, passion and love propelled each rock hold, eyes staring at the top of the mountain and legs pushing him up, closer to a dragon’s heart.

	 


Fourteen

	 

	Nypha crossed the threshold of her home on all fours. Sad eyes peered down as her body began to morph and shift. Scales slid under her skin, horns twisted to the sides of her head while the ends pointed forward and her body shrank. Four dragon legs turned into two arms and two legs. The dragon in half dragon form stood up as wings shrank down to a size befitting her frame. A glow from the end of the cavern touched her senses and she sighed with sad comfort.

	Tail lazily whipping from side to side, her thoughts spiraled down. Clawed feet kicked a gem on the floor and then another as she walked along. The siren call of her private lake sang to her like an old lover. The waters would bring her solace but only temporarily. The inner workings of her heart moaned their displeasure and her mind conjured images of the handsome lord she failed.

	To Nypha’s left were two large thick metal doors and the glowing lake ahead of her. She stepped to the edge of the lake and peered down at the milky white waters, heart breaking with each tiny passage of time. Staring at her reflection, she tapped a clawed toe in the water, sending ripples out and obscuring her defeated expression.

	Foolish thoughts stabbed at her, the last ten years were a farce she tried to excuse as honor. She fell for the charms of a human lord, playing his games and listening to him speak of his son and kingdom. She saw through it even then and wondered if she stayed because she was bored. The people of the land fascinated her but only in a way one would be fascinated by a cat, mouse, or insect. Her kind once flew with the god-kin of Navarr. Now, their numbers scattered and small, she didn’t know when she would find another suitor to raise a family.

	The dragon smiled to herself. How different her children would be if Vala blessed her union to Dorian. They would appear just as she is now in her half dragon form. They would likely never achieve the true form of either race and would never look like Dorian’s fragile people. They would truly be stuck in-between and would need to either breed with dragons or humans for their children to achieve a passable purebred form. Not that her love would dim for such beautiful children.

	Nypha let out a small laugh, daydreaming of children that will never be. She had fallen into the land of wishes once again, lost to their seductive story. Her once noble race would die out like many races before to the kingdoms of men and monsters. It was the oldest tale in creation. The powerful succumb to time while the weak rise to become powerful and take their place. Her mother told her stories how men dwelled in caves while her kind built cities. Now the dragon cities are gone, replaced by new kingdoms and new rulers. Their once proud race reduced to waiting until they became legends and stories in a new era.

	“Vala…What should I do?” Nypha asked with a whisper.

	The cavern remained silent. No words of wisdom were spoken. No other worldly spirits came to comfort the dragon. The emptiness pressed down on Nypha’s senses until she sighed. Turning to the large doors, she stepped toward them. A clawed hand reached up. Her smaller form took hold of a massive door and pulled it open with ease. No other creature, save a giant, could do such a feat. Stepping in, she looked at her home and her heart warmed.

	The single chamber was larger than the entrance and the lake combined. Ancient shelves lined the walls. A molten stream of hot magna poured from a hole and into a sunken area of the cave, surrounded by intricate stonework. The heat in the room was comfortable for a dragon as Nypha strolled in. The book shelves covered three of the four chamber walls, with piles of gems and coins nearly covering the entire floor. A large round bed took up part of the chamber, made up and neat with furs and silks.

	Nypha remembered back to when Lord Harris Lockwood peered in. He insisted he give a housewarming gift and would not take no for an answer. One evening, Nypha found piles of neatly folded furs and silks in the cavern entrance. Smiling, she took them in and laid them over her immense bed. She thought she could sleep anywhere but once she lay down for the night on those magical furs, she slept better than she had in ages. The lord tempted her with modern comforts and it solidified her curious nature to know more about them. Where humans were once a playful distraction, honor and duty rose up to give her purpose, cataloging and recording what she knew for prosperity in her journals.

	Nypha gazed at the bed and a feeling of loss overcame her spirit. Her mere presence tipped the scales to the human kingdoms along the Tower’s Edge, a mistake that could cost the lives of Dorian and his people. They had grown comfortable and she had become a caretaker of sorts, not just for Dorian but for all Uboria. The dragon wanted nothing more than to ignore the time she spent with them but deep down, she knew she could not.

	The dragon woman stepped to the shelves, serpent eyes looking among the many rows of books. Some were her recorded histories and musings. Other books were ones she collected from her travels, when she travelled. Stepping along the shelves; she eyed the books containing recorded events of Uboria. Reaching up, she took a leather-bound book from the shelf and opened it. Eyes moved from left to right as she read her own writings, recording attacks from the Demon’s Pass and celebrations. Dragon text spoke in her mind as she recorded every kernel of cruelty and every bit of distilled bliss. Chaos and order spun together to form the web of the kingdoms of man and the fascination touched her like a blanket at midnight. Closing the book, she slid it back into place, turned and walked to her oversized bed.

	Nypha flopped backwards onto the bed and let her mind wander, caught in a tide of uncertainty and heartache. Thoughts of leaving floated along but the image of Dorian caused her heart to quicken once again. How could such a man cause her to feel things she had never felt before? The beginning of her cycle was close, and again she tried to blame her need to mate. Deep down, she knew it didn’t matter if her cycle was coming or not. Thoughts of the man had always sent a familiar thrill through her body, and intimate needs whispered in her mind. If he was here, she could no longer deny herself and that was why she must stay away. Thoughts flowed into planning, thinking of moving her treasure horde and books to a new location, maybe further up north in the Burning Lands. She would seek out an active volcano and make it a new place to rest her head and forget the beauty of such a fragile man.

	A faint grunt touched Nypha’s sensitive ears. Lifting her head, she listened. Another growl and grunt floated up the mountain side. The sound was much too familiar. The dragon woman sat up, listening as Dorian climbed the side of the mountain toward her. Part of her was surprised and another part flooded with heated temptation. She abandoned him but it seemed he did not abandon her.

	Standing up, the dragon woman walked out the open doors to her private chambers and into the lake cavern. Turning, she faced the entrance and a small moment later, a hand reached up and clamped onto the edge. Instincts caused her clawed foot to take a step forward, wanting to help him into her cavern but she stopped herself from going further. She must be stern and tell him it was a fool’s errand to come here. Their love could never be. A pang ran through her, for she knew those words did not ring true.

	Dorian climbed up to the edge. With one final heave, he hauled himself onto the outcropping and rolled onto his back. Nypha stayed her ground, watching from the dim lake light. The lord let out an exhausted gasp before turning onto his stomach and pushing off the ground. The young man stood to his full height and stared into the cavern. Eyes locked on the feminine humanoid form of Nypha and he took a shaky step forward, followed by another.

	Nypha’s heart beat with resounding power, unable to keep the shock and love from filling her eyes. Dorian glared at her, weakness and anger mixing with an undeniable heat. He walked into the dark cavern, breathing heavy, and each step with purpose. Time sped up until they stood before each other, silence between them.

	Dorian eyed the now nude dragon woman as she stood, her robe long torn asunder and gone when she changed into her true form. Nypha did nothing to cover up for it was her natural state. Large, ample breasts defied gravity as she stood. Scales ran along her sides but pale flesh glowed in the lake light. Dorian let his eyes wander down to her hairless valley before sliding them back up to her beautiful face. An ethereal glow surrounded her smooth features. Almond shaped eyes blinked as emerald green hair flowed down her shoulders. Lips parted as if she wanted to speak but no words were said. Dorian knew what she was saying. Nypha knew what he was saying without him uttering a single word. 

	Nypha eyed the beaten and bruised lord. Dirt covered his face and his clothes had small rips from the climb upwards. Serpent eyes moved to his strong neck and wide shoulders. Looking up, she gazed into his hungry green eyes. The last shred of resistance fell away and she could not deny the power between them.

	A stab of weakness caused Dorian to sway forward. Unable to deny his wants and desires any longer, he reached out with both hands and took hold of her shoulders. A wave of heated weakness splashed against her glowing nerves, his touch setting her heart ablaze. She leaned into his grasp and their lips touched.

	Fear, doubt, and pain washed away with tides of their beating hearts.

	Tongues slid between parted lips. Nypha lost herself to his touch and Dorian groaned his need. Arms took hold and they embraced each other fiercely. To the couple, it felt like the long night had finally passed. 

	Dorian was first to break the kiss as his knees buckled. Nypha wrapped her arm around his waist and turned her body to be side-by-side with his. Despite the impassioned moment, the young lord had pushed himself too hard. Helping him along, Nypha walked slowly to the edge of the lake, eyes filled with protective purpose.

	“I’m sorry I left you,” Nypha said in a low tone.

	“I’m sorry I never truly told you how I felt,” Dorian said in a ragged breath.

	The dragon woman smiled. “I always knew how you felt.”

	“Was climbing the mountain my test?” Dorian said with a weak smile.

	“The kiss was our test, together,” Nypha said with a shy smile.

	Dragon feet and human boots touched the glowing lake. Nypha knelt to help Dorian sit. The lord gave a small painful grunt but his eyes were on the dragon.

	“I wish I was in better condition,” Dorian said with wanting eyes.

	Nypha reached for the strap to Splitter and pulled the sheathed sword from his shoulder. Placing it on the cavern floor, scaled hands took hold of the lord’s leather jacket and pulled it off.

	“I will take care of you, my handsome lord,” Nypha said dutifully.

	Dorian looked down at her green and black scaled hands. The palms and fingers were soft as they undid buttons. Her long black nails had retreated into her fingertips and smooth, snakelike scales ran along the back of her hands and forearms. Being on her knees, the lord could not take his eyes away from her voluptuous chest. 

	Nypha could see the lustful glint in his eyes and she could not deny the wetness blooming between her thighs. She continued her task of undressing the lord as he admired her hourglass form. Nothing was hidden in body and spirit and soon the lord was naked at the glowing shore of the lake. Nypha looked down as his manhood stood under its own power, thick and throbbing. Dorian felt no shame as he eyed the dragon woman.

	Nypha slid into the glowing waters, her hands taking hold of Dorian’s hands. The lord moved with her until he was sitting on a small ledge, the glowing waters to his chest. Energy touched the young man as he sat, gentle life filling his bruised body. 

	Nypha stood as the glowing waters touched the bottom of her breasts. 

	“The lake contains healing properties. Soon, your wounds should be completely healed.”

	Dorian nodded but noticed Nypha’s eyes would glance down every few moments. The wanting need was there but he knew she was afraid she would hurt him further.

	“Are you afraid?” Dorian asked.

	A shy smile bloomed and she moved closer. “Only that I may hurt you.”

	“You could never hurt me,” Dorian said with smooth confidence.

	Nypha stepped closer in the glowing waters, her hips between his parted legs and hands on his strong, muscular thighs. Temptation roared but she kept it chained.

	“I have dreamed of you since I first met you,” Dorian said as he gazed into her radiant eyes.

	“I cannot deny…how I felt and continue to feel for you…” Nypha trailed off as memories filled her mind.

	Smooth fingers moved along his thighs, grazing the young lord’s manhood and causing it to bounce to her touch. Dorian acted as if nothing had happened but the burning need was there. It nearly blinded him and his gaze wandered again to her chest and pointed nipples.

	Nypha eyed him, natural urges pushing at her. She could not hold back her secrets any longer. She knew she had to say something or perhaps he would never forgive her.

	“I heard you…when you called out my name. I heard you when you played with Xoli.”

	Dorian’s brow wrinkled slightly. “You heard me?”

	Nypha nodded. “My kind has very good hearing. I tried to block it out but the way you said my name when you spilled your seed. I never heard anyone filled with such passion.”

	The lord relaxed in the warm waters. “When you walked around naked, I could not deny your beauty. When Xoli came to me, we played but I knew she was not you. I wanted to be with you and only you.”

	Nypha’s fingers coiled around Dorian’s hard member, stroking slowly as she never broke her gaze, “I admit, I could not stop myself from pleasuring myself to your moans.”
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	“It must have been many times,” Dorian smirked.

	Nypha returned his smirk. “I have listened and witnessed your people make love for a long time but I have never performed the act with one before.”

	“I have never made love to a real dragon. We could explore it together?” Dorian said as a playful vibration filled the waters around them.

	“Perhaps,” Nypha said with a wicked smile. “For now, you must rest. I shall ensure you are comfortable.”

	Dorian eyed the dragon woman as she kept hold of his member and slowly began to sink down. Serpent eyes watched him as the dragon woman’s body slipped further down into the water. At first, Dorian wasn’t sure what she meant until water closed around her head and horns. Nypha looked up through the glowing water as Dorian stared down at her. Hand stroking him, she turned her attention to his throbbing manhood and moved closer.

	Small bubbles drifted into the glowing water as the dragon woman opened her mouth and lips closed around his cock. Healing energy blazed as the lord watched the beautiful dragon suck on the tip seductively. Eyes closing, Nypha was lost to his taste as tight lips moved over raised veins along the shaft. When he pleasured himself, she would smell a glimpse of his scent and even underwater, his cock tasted delightful. Her pointed tongue ran along the shaft while she took inch after inch.

	Dorian watched as Nypha’s head began to move back and forth under the clear water. Bliss bloomed as Dorian watched her. A faint thought filled his mind on how she could breathe but it quickly fell away as it didn’t seem to disturb her at all. The healing energy of the lake soaked into his skin and muscles but Nypha’s seductive kiss sent the young lord to edge.

	Lips parted, Dorian could feel the sudden urge of wanting to release, sending him into a panic. It felt too good and he worried he would be done before they even started. Taking a deep breath, he tried to control himself but it only caused him to harden further. 

	Nypha took his manhood to the hilt and slowly moved her head to a comfortable tempo. A drop of his seed touched her tongue and the dragon’s hunger grew tenfold. The salty drop caused her to up the tempo, trying to coax the rest out. Animalistic wanting caused her hands to grab his hips and take long strokes with tight lips. Dorian felt pinned to the underwater ledge as Nypha had taken complete control. How often he pictured her on her knees, pleasuring him and now that it was happening, he was overwhelmed with ecstasy.

	“Nypha…” Dorian managed before he lost all control.

	The dragon woman’s eyes remained half closed as thick spurts of seed struck the back of her throat. Drinking it down, she was assaulted with another few spurts. Heat blooming; the water around the man and dragon seemed to boil. Dorian pushed with all his internal strength and Nypha suckled every drop from his manhood.

	The dragon could not deny her own maddening desires. Rising, she emerged from the water. Dorian looked up as water ran down her body in rivulets. The lord stared as her natural desires spoke from her eyes. Nypha stepped closer rising up slightly and sinking her lower half onto Dorian’s lap. The young man noticed he was still just as hard with no signs of wilting. Was it the healing waters or his natural lust for the beautiful dragon? He didn’t know and could not find a moment edgewise to ask. Nypha pressed her womanhood to Dorian’s throbbing member, sandwiching it between them and the shaft pressed to her own throbbing clit. Playfully, she moved in his lap while her breasts pressed to his face.

	Dorian’s mouth closed over a pert nipple and suckled like a hungry animal. Pleasure whipped at the dragon woman as sensitive nipples tingled from the young lord’s mouth. Teeth nibbled and a small moan fell from Nypha’s lips. Dorian’s hands reached around, taking hold of her firm bottom. The teasing had become too much. Using his strength, he tried to pull her up so he could spear her valley.

	Dorian pulled from the nipple and looked up with pleading eyes, “I need you.”

	Nypha looked down. “Yes, my lord,” Nypha said with half closed eyes.

	Creamy thighs tensed as she rose up and pressed her valley opening to his stiff member. Dorian pressed down and Nypha relented. The thick head spread her lips. The dragon woman let out her own hiss as inner walls parted to his invading force. Clutching to the lord, breasts smothered his face as she impaled herself on him. Eyes widening, ecstasy crashed into her and the emptiness was filled, one inch at a time.

	“My…young…lord…” Nypha moaned.

	Dorian could not say much, his mouth suckling on a pointed nipple. Waters rippled as Nypha slid down to the hilt. Squeezing him, her hips began to betray her. With slow short strokes between them, Nypha did not want to break the connection. Bodies moved to a primal rhythm as hearts soared. Dorian basked in her tight valley, squeezing her ass and licking at her nipple. Nypha moaned her pleasure, lost to a bliss she had never felt before in her long life. 

	The dragon spiraled as her movements grew heated. She moved on his lap, her womanhood squeezing him with every up and down bounce. Tail moving back and forth in the water, she cried out as nerves began to curl. The full feeling only expanded with Dorian grabbing and holding her tight. Small waves rippled along the lake as man and dragon could not halt their intimate embrace. Two souls sang with the gentle lapping of glowing water.

	“Dorian…My love,” Nypha said as her moans turned to whimpering cries.

	 The young lord pulled away from a wet nipple and gazed up at the dragon woman, “Never leave me.”

	Nypha opened her eyes and looked down, her body still bouncing on his cock, “No….my lord. I will never leave you.”

	Dorian leaned his head back but kept his eyes on her. Nypha bounced, tight nerves screaming. The lord wrapped his thick arms around her waist and held her down on him. The sudden stab down to the hilt sent her over the edge. Tight nerves exploded and Nypha let out the longest moan of her life. Mouth forming a perfect oval, blissful explosions caused her body to shudder. 

	Seeing pure bliss fill the dragon woman, Dorian could not hold back any longer. Cock bulging against tight inner walls, spurts of come painted the small space instantly. Nypha whimpered as another string of orgasms blinded her and the cavern seemed to fade away from her mind, her wings closing around them. The only thing she could feel was Dorian’s heartbeat in the vast cloud of paradise.

	When the pleasure ebbed, Nypha pressed her forehead to Dorian’s and they held each other in the lake waters. Bodies entwined, serenity touched their spirits as they basked in the afterglow.  

	Dorian smiled as he was still hard. “Shall we take this to your chambers?”

	Nypha opened her lazy eyes. “Just a moment longer.”

	Feeling her in his hands, the young lord could not deny further needs to pleasure himself to Nypha’s beauty. He dreamed of the beautiful dragon and his manhood did not wilt or falter. Hands pushing, he pulled himself from the confused dragon. Standing up, water ran down his athletic body, Nypha looking at him with foggy eyes.

	“Come with me,” Dorian commanded and held out his hand.

	Nypha raised her hand and entwined her fingers into his. Glistening bodies stepped out of the waters and walked toward the open doors of Nypha’s home. Stepping through the threshold, a wave of heat blasted the young lord. It felt good against his wet skin as they stepped in further. Nypha followed along, her mind piercing the blissful fog. She looked at Dorian’s strong shoulders and wanted him to take what was his.

	The young lord stepped to the edge of Nypha’s oversized bed. Pulling her closer, he turned her back to the bed. The couple stood, bodies barely touching as Dorian lifted her hand and kissed the smooth scales.

	“I have dreamed of worshipping and conquering you since I first laid eyes on you,” Dorian said in a low tone.

	“Would you bend your knee at one moment and slay me with your sword the next?” Nypha smiled.

	Dorian gave her a hard gaze. “I would, many times.”

	A drop of wetness slipped down her inner thigh. “And what does my young lord desire at this moment?”

	“To pray,” Dorian said in a dark tone before lifting his open hand and pressing hard on the center of Nypha’s chest.

	The dragon fell back onto the bed, wings splayed out and eyes wide. Between her parted legs, Nypha stared as Dorian gazed on her budding pink valley. The heat in the room dried their skin off from the lake waters but it could not dry the wetness spilling from the dragon’s womanhood. 

	Dorian looked down at her sex and knelt like a knight before a holy goddess. The young lord buried his head between creamy thighs, tongue snaking out and licking at her as if she had the last drop of water in the world. Nypha’s eyes rolled up as his mouth kissed deeply and his tongue stabbed deeper. His top lip grazing her engorged clit; she let out an involuntary shudder.

	Dorian pressed his mouth against her, licking and tracing the tip of his tongue among vibrant pink folds. Working upwards, he licked at her clit and let himself linger. The dragon tasted beyond his wildest dreams. Sensual honey flowed and the lord licked it up.

	Nypha’s fingers curled into furs and silks. Eyes closing, she moaned and whimpered to his magic tongue. Never had another being explored her with such deep kisses. Nerves reigniting, she fought to control herself. Inner thighs closed on Dorian’s cheeks. The man licked and slathered against her like an animal but soon his movements turned to quiet suckling. The dragon could not deny him his desires caused his arms to wrap around her thighs and hold them open. Tongue whipping at her pink nub, the familiar threat of bliss rolled through her writhing body.

	“Dorian…please…slow down…You’ll make me….” Nypha tried to say amid the storm of pleasure.

	The young lord ignored her, whipping at her vigorously and taking joy in her trembling. Nypha clawed at the bed again, the dam of bliss beginning to crack. Moans grew louder and before she could say another word, the dam splintered and exploded. Wetness gushed from her thin valley and Dorian relished in it. He continued to lick at her as wetness painted his cheeks, chin, and mouth. 

	Nypha let out a harrowing moan as white touched the edges of her vision. Body trembling, she lost herself to a string of orgasms. After a long moment, the mental bliss began to part and she could feel Dorian over her. He stared at her like a predator and for the first time in her entire life, she felt like prey. The dragon glanced over her firm breasts to see Dorian’s hard manhood. He took hold of it like a weapon, threatening to use it at her unguarded valley.

	The lord pressed the tip to her valley and slowly invaded. Nypha’s eyes closed as inner walls parted to accommodate his size. A deep moan rose up from her throat as arms and wings wrapped around him. Legs coiled around his waist and pushed him down to the hilt. Scaled fingers moved through his hair as his body rebelled against her embrace. The sound of skin on skin filled the giant chamber as the two lovers continued their private dance.

	“My…sweet Dorian…” Nypha sang.

	Dorian snuggled into her embrace, hips moving with restrained power. Body healed, he felt like he had all the energy in the world. Leathery wings pressed against his strong back as he pushed into her tight valley repeatedly. Each thrust forced a moan and every pull back caused her to squeeze him, never wanting to let go.
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	“Beautiful Nypha…” Dorian whispered.

	The private dance spiraled into a sensual storm. Unable to control themselves, they continued to follow the primal rhythm. The tempo increased and when the passionate symphony reached its zenith, heat burst from their bodies.

	Nypha clutched at Dorian as he forced himself deep. The lord’s cock snug in her tight valley, she gasped as his manhood enlarged, pressing at her inner walls. When it bulged nearly to her breaking point, nerves flared. Wetness flooded between their tight embrace. The dragon craned her neck back and cried out as an orgasm shook the very core of her being. 

	Dorian let out a soul crushing groan as his very life pressed outward and burst from the tip. White seed filled her already full valley. Dorian could not stop his hips from thrusting between creamy thighs, driving every drop of life into her waiting womb. The exquisite bliss rolled through joined bodies until they could no longer function properly. Dorian’s arms shook as he pushed another spurt of seed and then another. Nypha’s arms and legs trembled and she buried her face in his neck, lost to the infinite calling of the universe.

	When the crescendo of the private symphony faded, Dorian collapsed in Nypha’s embrace. The dragon stroked his hair, pressing her lips to his neck. The couple turned on their side, breathing heavily and holding each other, never wanting to let go. Dorian snuggled in her heaving breasts and Nypha kissed the top of his head. Tail snaking around and smoothing against the young man’s leg, Nypha pondered on how long she would let him rest.

	Dorian sighed in her full breasts. His member had grown a little soft but already, blood rushed to it once again. He knew it would be only a matter of moments before he could not resist his maddening urges. A small smile appeared on his lips as a scaled hand reached down and began stroking his hardening member.

	***

	Jyda bowed her head once she finished speaking. General Strum and his captains gazed upon the shadow elf, a silence filling the room. Jyda didn’t question if she did the right thing telling them about what she learned but she did glance at Titus, praying he believed her and not wanting to destroy their plans to run away together. 

	General Strum looked at his captains with hard eyes. “Consensus?”

	A captain spoke up, “We should alert the city and begin investigating the sewers.”

	Another captain spoke, “We have to assume we have invaders at the gate.”

	Jyda lifted her head to the few men gathered, “You believe me?”

	The several captains nodded and smiled.

	“How could we not believe the woman our general loves,” A young captain smiled.

	Jyda looked to General Strum as he gave her a warm smirk.

	“You happened to come into a meeting with my most trusted men. Remember when I told you others would help us with our new life? These are the very men that would aid us,” Strum said matter of fact.

	Jyda’s heart soared as she gazed at the handsome general.

	Strum turned to his men, his face growing hard as stone, “Prepare the men for searching the sewers and alert the guards and soldiers to go door to door. If we are looking at a possible attack, we need to be sure they are not already here.”

	The captains nodded in agreement. Jyda’s heart swelled as General Strum stood up and took charge of the kingdom’s defenses. The shadow elf held a glimmer of hope as the afternoon sun sunk lower in the blue sky.

	  

	 


Fifteen

	 

	 Gentle moans played on. Dorian admired Nypha as he lay with his arm under his head. The voluptuous dragon woman moved with closed eyes on his member, breasts bouncing hypnotic movements. Soreness ached along the young lord’s body but it paled in comparison to seeing the dragon woman unable to resist her own urges. Nypha let out another moan as she squeezed his cock, wetness coating their joined connection. Hours had passed and they could barely keep away from each other. At first, they would orgasm together but the game had changed. One would take the other and vice versa. The cries and moans between them filled the dragon’s chamber, sometimes Dorian and other times, Nypha.

	The green haired dragon woman let out a small sigh before she tensed. Frayed nerves exploded in bliss and she savored the feelings. Dorian watched as she drank in the pleasure once again, and, as if trained, his cock bulged and molten seed spurted like a volcano. Nypha slid down Dorian’s shaft to the base and stayed there, moaning her delight for a moment before pulling from him and flopping down next to the young lord.

	Nypha lay with heavy breath, unable to form thoughts. Dorian turned to her, smiling and running fingers along her arm and down to her hip. The intoxicating blissful cloud wrapped around their bodies and Nypha snuggled closer. 

	“How long do dragons normally mate for?” Dorian asked with a playful smile.

	Nypha opened her eyes halfway and returned the smile. “It usually lasts a few weeks during our mating cycle, other times, a day or two.”

	“I hope my body can endure.”

	Nypha’s smile broadened. “I hope you can endure as well.”

	The young lord eyed her before a thought entered his mind. Turning, he crawled to the edge of the bed and stood up. Nypha lifted her upper body, looking at the lord as he walked to the main doors and through them. Spreading out her senses, she could feel the afternoon sun sink lower to the horizon. In another hour it would be sunset. She wondered if they would take a moment to see it before returning to their needful wanting.

	Dorian reached for his clothes and dug through his belt pouch. A smile painted his lips as he grabbed a wrapped item and pulled it out. Turning, he walked back to the dragon’s bed chamber. Bare feet walked around small piles of gems and gold before he reached the edge of the bed.

	Nypha was on all fours, crawling to the edge of the bed, tail snaking back and forth. She eyed him seductively until her gaze fell to the wrapped item in his hands. Dorian sat down on the edge and the dragon woman moved to his side, legs over the side and feet touching the warm stone floor.

	Dorian reached over with one hand and entwined his fingers in Nypha’s scaled hand, “I remember when you used to first visit the tower. You were quiet but I could see your eyes taking in everything around you. You looked slightly uncomfortable as I’m sure everyone was with a dragon visiting.”

	The lord looked Nypha in the eyes and smiled. “Everyone knew dragons had a fondness for treasure, so it didn’t take long before realizing who stole the emerald eyes from the statue of Nelgar.”

	Nypha’s expression softened and a sliver of red touched her cheeks, “The healing god of light. I try to forget I did such a thing. It was wrong to desecrate such a holy statue in your home.”

	Dorian kept his smile. “It was funnier than disrespectful. If anyone else did it, they would have been imprisoned but father laughed it off when we discovered it was you.”

	Nypha nodded. “General Strum came to me the next time I came for a visit. He was quite stern when he asked me to bring them back. I just thought they were pretty baubles in an old statue. I thought no one would miss them.”

	“Strum was relieved when you returned them. He confided in me that if you refused, he would have left Uboria for he didn’t wish to be burned to a crisp over two holy emeralds.”

	  Nypha let out a small laugh. “The poor General. I must make amends the next time I see him.”

	Dorian nodded; brightness in his eyes. “I never forgot how you eyed the gems in some of the artwork and statues, so I worked with the local jeweler to create something that was befitting a beautiful dragon. I didn’t know when I would give it to you but I carried it around for some time, looking for the right moment.”

	Dorian unwrapped the cloth layer by layer until a metal pendant shined in the lava light. Nypha stared down at the gray pendant, three spirals interlocked and an emerald in the center of each swirl. The craftsmanship was superb and Nypha’s eyes grew a little wider.

	Dorian pulled the cloth away and lifted the pendant by the chain. “I had a priest of Nelgar bless it. It seemed the proper thing to do.”

	The young lord unhooked the chain and clasped the lock once again around Nypha’s neck. The dragon woman looked down, a scaled hand taking hold and lifting it up so she could stare at it. A finger traced along the design and she sensed holy magic. The dragon woman was mesmerized by the green crystals, causing her powerful heart to flutter. An inner swirl took hold of her stomach, urges rising once again. A small pang of fear and an inner voice commanded her to restrain herself or she would damage her handsome lord. A large, internal voice spoke of distant memories. Her thoughts converged as she witnessed her time with the young lord and his father. How their family had entwined with her existence, bringing their separate lives into one piece of memory she could never forget.

	Nypha silently stood up and walked among the piles of gems and coins to a standing bookshelf. Letting go of the pendant, a delicate hand reached up; finger tracing along book spines from one shelf to the next. Dorian watched quietly, eyebrow cocked as the naked dragon woman moved to another shelf and began the same routine. When her finger landed on a book on one of the lower shelves, fingers took hold of the tome and pulled it from its resting place.

	Nypha opened the book and she walked back to Dorian. The young lord eyed her as she sat down and continued to leaf through, page after page. Looking down, Dorian could not understand the text scrawled about on each page. He was about to open his mouth when Nypha began speaking.

	“Your father carried out many sorties beyond the Demon’s Pass long before I met him. He often clashed with the shadow elves in the region, especially when they tried to claim the land near the pass. This journal has my notes on those sorties.”

	Dorian tried to keep his eyes neutral, unsure where she was going.

	Nypha continued, “I remember him whispering during the conflicts.”

	Dorian’s eyes bulged in his head. “You heard him! You heard him say the words to use Splitter’s power?”

	The young lord was up and running to the entrance cavern again. Nypha watched as he grabbed Splitter and his clothes and raced back. Dropping his clothes among the piles of treasure, the young man took hold of Splitter’s sheath and drew the mystical blade.

	“Can you tell me what he whispered? Can you tell me the word of power he used?”

	Nypha’s eyes drifted down to the journal. Eyes moving from left to right, she poured over an incident that proved difficult for the human lord. Shadow elves had formed a tight defensive line among the trees, their archers pinning down Lord Lockwood’s men. The younger Harris Lockwood leapt into a charge, taking an arrow to the shoulder as he uttered a word and a ghostly slash cleaved sideways among several trees. The trees shuddered and fell into one another, causing shadow elves to hit the ground and in full view of Lockwood’s archers. 

	Nypha focused on the whisper and looked up to Dorian. “Goll,” she said

	Dorian’s brow formed a V as he turned to the open doors and the cavern beyond. The word “Goll” was spirit or ghost in the old tongue. The young lord growled his contempt on failing to figure it out on his own. Planting his feet, he whipped Splitter with one wide arc, whispering the ancient word.

	Splitter glowed as he completed the arc, a curved band of white energy shooting from the blade. Dorian and Nypha watched as the energy sliced through the air and hit the rocky cavern wall opposite from them. The energy slammed into the hard surface and the cavern shook as the neat slash appeared in the stone, cracks forming outward. 

	The young lord turned with a wide smile on his face. Nypha watched with wide eyes as he stabbed the sword into the stone floor, let go and ran toward her. Dorian leapt into the air and crashed into the dragon woman. Nypha managed to toss the book aside before catching the flying lord. The two fell back onto the bed and Dorian pressed his lips to Nypha’s. The dragon woman was astonished at his brazen attack, driving his tongue into her mouth and his manhood hardening against her thigh.

	The couple played sensually with each other until Dorian pulled back and grinned.

	“You have my father’s secrets! Can you find the third and final word to unlock Splitter’s last ability?”

	Nypha returned his smile but her eyes held a dark edge. 

	“I don’t know. I can vaguely remember your father using two of the sword's abilities but I don’t recollect a third. I may have to comb through my books to find an instance when he used it.”

	Dorian’s smile faded slightly but his eyes still contained hope. “Can I help?”

	Nypha stared into his big green eyes. “I doubt you can read my native tongue.”

	“There must be something I can do? I feel we are so close!”

	A familiar stirring welled up as Nypha glanced down to see the young lord was clearly excited. “I may have to do some reading but, in the meantime, I would hate for such passion to go to waste.”

	Dorian followed her gaze to his rock-hard manhood and then looked back at her, “You can read and?” he let the words hang in the air.

	Nypha reached over and picked up the journal while giving Dorian a wicked smirk, “I can do many things my young lord.”

	Spreading her thighs, the dragon woman lifted the open book over her eyes and began reading. “Don’t be shy. The sun is setting and it may take us all night.”

	Dorian grinned as he molded his body to the sensual dragon, tongue licking a pointed nipple. Nypha let out a small gasp as the lord speared her once again. When she began to read, pleasure and knowledge danced to entwined bodies.

	***

	Squads of the city guard marched down cobbled streets. Some guards splintered off in pairs, knocking on doors as the sun touched the horizon. The air held a cloud of confusion with some people answering doors and other homes standing silent. The people of the city questioned the disturbance but the city guards told them they were simply investigating a matter and just looking for anything suspicious. One guard took a tally, quickly noting every place that answered or went unanswered.

	Word spread quickly and some people began leaving their homes amid the marching city guards. Concern grew when they realized some homes remained dark. No candles or lanterns burned to indicate anyone was home. 

	Nina stepped down the few steps of her family home, looking across the street as guards knocked on her friend Jared’s home. The family had not been seen since last night’s celebration. The young woman remembered seeing Jared going into his home and waited for him to come out so they could dance. She recalled he was gone a long time, and soon his father and then his mother went in. Nina lost track of time but as dawn approached, the lights in his home blinked out one by one, dark shapes moving behind thin curtains. The young woman assumed they must have been entertaining, but remembered thinking it odd to be inside with everyone in the streets.

	The sun set lower behind the horizon, the sky filling with pinkish red light. The guards slammed metal fists on Jared’s family door, calling out. No one answered. One guard shrugged at the other one. They started to leave and began their descent of the small stone steps when a scream filled the area.

	Nina turned and a horror gripped her spirit. Her father grabbed her and pulled her back as something crawled from the sewer, a slimy arm holding onto a woman’s leg. The slime groaned as its body undulated, crawling further out of the sewer, a half-formed mouth opening wider.

	Men rushed the humanoid slime, driving their boots into it repeatedly. Slime reached out and took hold while the thing stood up slowly. The guards pulled unlit torches from their belts. One held it out while the other used flint and stone to create sparks. Panic swelled as men and women began screaming. Tentacles slipped from the monster’s body, snaking out and jamming into faces and mouths. The screams turned to gurgles as slime crawled into their mouths, noses, and eyes. One woman let out a whimper before transparent tentacles rammed into her face, caving it in.

	Nina was stunned as her father dragged her along. She watched as the people, held in the slime's grip, began to shudder and tremble. The guards continued to try and light their torches when the door to Jared’s home opened. Dark shadows slipped out of the doorway. The guards had their backs to the shadows as they struck flint and stone again, sparks causing a torch to light. Nina gazed as the light touched the shadows, showing dark violet bodies with patches of flesh missing. Pointed ears twitched as pale crimson eyes opened. Intermingled with decayed shadow elves, Jared slouched forward, parts of his flesh missing and white bone displayed for all to see. Next to him, his parents lurched with the dead shadow elves.

	A guard turned around, eyes widening. Hands reached out and took hold of a guard. One swung the lit torch but it was quickly stopped by a shadow elf taking hold of his wrist. Shouts turned to screams as white teeth flashed. The shadow elves and Jared launched onto the guards, biting into flesh. The grotesque sounds of chewing echoed off the stone homes as arms ripped off and necks gnawed on.

	“I love you,” Nina heard her father say as he stopped pulling her.

	The young woman turned to see the decayed shadow elves and mutilated townspeople burst from silent homes. The street filled with the dead as sewer lids were knocked up, slimes emerging. Father and daughter were surrounded as people fell to the monsters filling their streets. Nina clung to her father, crying as he held her close. Shadow elves turned from the bloody carnage and rushed the father and daughter. Nina screamed as she was pulled from her father, teeth sinking into her flesh and limbs pulled from their sockets. 

	The young woman’s screams stopped as her head was ripped from her neck, shadow elves fighting over sinew and organs. Horns blared in the distance as the sun set behind the western horizon.

	***

	Strum and Xoli were standing at the castle entrance, the General giving orders to his captains when several guards and citizens rushed up the cobbled street. Strum stopped speaking as he watched the horror in their eyes, pouring in, frantic and shouting for help. The aging general leapt down the steps and dashed to the castle wall entrance. A guard made a beeline for him, stark madness in his eyes.

	“What is it?” General Strum commanded as he took hold of the guard.

	“Dead…dead shadow elves and people…slimes rising up…they are eating people!” The guard managed, barely holding back tears.

	Strum looked to the gate as more people poured in crying for sanctuary. Turning his attention to the castle guards, he took control of the situation.

	“Close the castle gates! Don’t let anyone else in!” Strum commanded.

	The guards nodded as they knocked the wooden wedges with big metal hammers. Thick chains rattled as they grew slack and the massive doors slammed shut, stopping citizens from entering the castle grounds. Fists banged on entrance doors and people screamed to be let in.

	Strum turned his gaze to Xoli, “Open the vault.”

	The high elf sorceress bowed her head before turning and moving up the castle steps. Captains were at Strum’s side, waiting for orders but the general began marching up the stairs. They quickly followed as they entered the throne room and walked in tight formation.

	Outside, the city filled with screams of terror as chaos bloomed. Guards along the high walls of the castle looked down to see dark bodies jumping and dragging citizens. Blood curdling screams spiraled on as decayed bodies ate and ripped at living flesh.

	General Strum walked with purpose down a corridor but before he could reach the stairs, Lady Astor called out to him. The general turned his eyes to the Lady as she shouted his name and rushed to his side, her daughters in tow.

	“We heard the screams. What is happening, General?” Lady Astor demanded.

	The white-haired general gave her a stern glare, “We are under attack. Stay within the castle walls. Bar your rooms and keep your guards close. I will send word when it is safe.”

	“You can’t expect us to…” The general cut her off.

	“Stay in your rooms or I’ll put you to work leading the counter attack!”

	Lady Astor opened her mouth and then quickly closed it as Strum turned from her and descended a set of stairs. Guards joined the general as he marched down another corridor. The group turned down another corridor and at the end of it, Xoli was standing at a large metal door.

	The sorceress whispered arcane words and as soon as Strum stood by her side, almond shaped eyes opened and a surge of power vibrated the air. The metal door opened slightly, men took hold and pulled it open. Strum stepped into the vault and eyed the racks of swords and maces. Runes etched into every handle and the dusty vault gave off an air of magical power.

	Strum turned to his captains while drawing a sword from the rack, “Arm every guard and soldier with a weapon from this vault. If there is not enough for everyone, order them to light torches to use as weapons.”

	General Strum whispered an arcane word and the sword in his hand blazed to life with fire. The flame surrounded the sword, licking at the air.

	“Once armed, wait for my order. I will lead the counter attack. We will burn the infestation from our kingdom!” Strum said with conviction. 

	 


Sixteen

	 

	Nypha closed her eyes for a moment as an orgasm bloomed. Dorian’s head moved between her thighs, licking at her wet slit, lost to ambrosia. The sensual caress of the young lord’s tongue set the dragon on edge as she lost her concentration. Opening her eyes, she looked at the lord as he continued to lap and lick. He had been down there for some time and as he teased her body to a wet confession, she tried to keep to the task at hand. 

	The journal spoke of Harris Lockwood’s dire battles. Outnumbered, the lord had fallen several times during certain dangerous conflicts, clerics managing to raise him again before death took his spirit away. The dragon kept it to herself; unsure how much Dorian knew of his father’s battles. There would be a time and place to speak of such things but she hardly wanted to ruin the moment. Despite the brutal conflicts of men and monsters hacking at one another, Harris hadn’t used the third ability of Splitter. Nypha remembered there was a time when men and monsters suddenly went silent during their battle and a short time later, screams of pain and horror rose up. Trying to remember, she read line by line of her own handwriting, searching for the one instance where Harris used an attack that would devastate the enemy.

	Looking back to the book in hand, she began reading as Dorian swirled his tongue at her abused clit. A faint sound rose up and Nypha turned her eyes from the journal. Sensitive ears picked up a murmur. It slowly grew louder as Nypha mentally pushed away Dorian’s masterful work. The sound turned into a deluge of screams, fire, and the faint tone of ripping flesh. 

	Nypha sat up in a shot, nervous energy filling her body for a moment. Dorian pulled away from her creamy thighs and looked up, slightly confused.

	Nypha gazed down and a sliver of concern touched her brow, “Uboria is under attack.”

	Dorian stared at her for barely a moment before standing up, moving to his clothes and sword on the stone floor. Determination filled his body language as he dressed quickly and strapped Splitter to his back. 

	Nypha was up, book in hand and to Dorian’s side as they both walked out into the main cavern.

	“We need to start making our way down the mountain,” Dorian said as he began walking toward the entrance.

	“There is a faster way,” Nypha said before her skin began to tremble.

	The lord looked at the beautiful dragon as she fell to all fours. Muscles and skin bulged as she grew longer and bigger. Wings flared outward and black scales burst from her smooth flesh. Legs bent and tail grew thicker. Her neck elongated as horns shifted. A snout protruded and teeth sharpened into the dagger points. Silver lines ran down her long neck as she turned her attention to the lord at her side.

	“Climb on,” Nypha said with a deep tone.

	Dorian raised his hands and grabbed hold of the dragon’s large body. Pulling himself up, he straddled her back and held onto her neck. Nypha glanced back to see and feel the lord secured to her back. She then galloped to the cavern entrance on three legs, one hand holding the book to her chest. Powerful legs pushed off the cavern floor and wings spread out as the majestic dragon caught a thermal. Dorian clutched at her as Uboria and the world below yawned before them. Shifting her weight, the dragon turned and dived for the kingdom, fires burning and plumes of smoke reaching into the evening sky.

	***

	Cindrar and Lirla watched from an arched tower window. Fires roared up as panic filled the streets. The older dragon woman gazed with indifference as men and women gathered at the castle gate in the courtyard, brandishing swords, and torches. General Strum shouted out orders and the guards and soldiers cheered back, ready to follow him into battle. Guards worked the wooden gears, the main castle doors slowly opening and desperate people slipping in. Guards took hold of people and dragged them aside while the main force readied to march into the chaotic streets.

	“Should we help them?” Lirla said to her mother.

	Cindrar kept her gaze steady on the kingdom as she spoke, “This is their own doing. We cannot enable them to be dependent on us.”

	Lirla sniffed. “I smell dark magic. An abomination rises to the streets, directing the dead and twisted souls.”

	Cindrar looked at the burning city, eyes drinking in every strand of time, magic, screams and blood. “Prepare to leave them to their fate. I will not chance your safety to the monsters storming the city.”

	Lirla looked at her mother for a moment before turning back to the horrific symphony playing on.

	General Strum stood before his men, “Like the tip of a god’s finger, we will push through the main street, securing side streets and setting a protective barrier! We will open the middle of our surge to allow those fleeing a means back to the castle! You will not falter! Stand your ground and do not let the enemy gain an inch!”

	The soldiers shouted and clanged swords against breastplates. Guards pulled more survivors in, ordering the panicked horde to make room for the counter attack.

	Strum turned and faced the now open gate, “Save our families and burn the darkness! We march!”

	Like a disciplined machine, General Strum led the march through the gate. Men followed in perfect formation, stepping in unison as they trailed behind the white haired general. Oversized scorpion crossbows aimed down at the nearby streets along the castle wall. Men pulled up bubbling cauldrons of oil and archers took their places among lit torches.

	General Strum marched as wide-eyed people rushed past. The General picked up his pace and his soldiers followed. The sound of boots and metal echoed off stone buildings as they made their way down the wide cobblestone street. The sun had long disappeared behind the horizon and stars began to glimmer amid the smoky sky.  

	Strum watched with a hard intensity as he and his men made their way deeper into the city. The screams grew louder until the white-haired general witnessed fallen citizens and growling shadow elves hunched over them. Limbs and flesh were pulled from writhing bodies. Sobbing and screams blanketed the area. A shadow elf turned animalistic pale red eyes to the general and let out a monstrous scream. The undead monsters stopped their feeding as they turned to the armored meat filling the street. Like a match going off, the monsters were to their feet and running, teeth bared and sickening groans rising like a serpent ready to strike.

	“Form up!” Strum commanded as he drew his sword and flames emerged along the mystical blade.

	From the left and right of the general, soldiers shouldered up and drew their blades. Magic sparked and blades lit up with mana fueled fire. With the line drawn, the men kept their nerve as savage creatures rushed them. The violet bodies closed the distance. Strum’s thoughts touched an image of Jyda. Heart hardening, the General readied his blade. 

	The dead shadow elves’ groans turned into a howling terror. Strum squared his jaw as the dead reached striking distance. Strum took one step into the incoming horde, raised his flaming blade, and brought it down, cleaving a shadow elf from head to stomach, fire burning at its putrid flesh. Both forces clashed and the very air shook. 

	Fire swords swung at the monstrous horde and the smell of burning flesh sparked across the area. Heads and limbs were lopped off as Strum’s men kept formation through the carnage. Grisly work ensued as soldiers struck down howling dead. Grunts rose up but the line held. Shield men moved up and took to the side of sword bearers. Monsters clashed into the shields and flaming swords cut at necks, faces and chests. Shield bearers stopped up weak points as swordsmen focused on their work. Movements calculated and maximum damage dealt. For a moment, no further living lives were lost. Strum took another step forward and so did his men. They pushed back at the monsters as they slammed into shields and burned from flaming sword strikes. 

	Behind the line, formations waited to fill the gaps while others opened holes along the side streets to let people slip in and make their way to the castle. The counter attack was neat and orderly as the line hacked at the undisciplined monsters.

	A soldier slashed and cleaved shadow elves until the horde shifted. Sword whipping out, he slashed across an exposed neck and his eyes went wide. The blank gaze of a citizen filled the soldier’s eyes and he recognized a cousin. His jaw hung slack and flesh was missing in patches, but it was them. The fire sword burned as the thing reached out, grabbing hold of the soldier’s armor and pulling him to them. The stunned soldier tried to regain his wits when teeth sank into his face, blood spurting. Gargled screams rose up as the dead relative gnawed at his nose and then his eye. The line faltered as the dead pierced its ranks. A moment later, the dead established a toe hold and ripped into the soldiers.

	Strum glanced to his right as the line began to break. Shouting orders, men from behind pushed at the breaking line to fill the gap. Flaming swords hacked at bodies but the horde surged. The fighting lost some of its power as dead citizens joined the undead shadow elf ranks.

	“They are no longer our people! Slay them with fiery retribution!” Strum shouted over the carnage.

	Despite the General’s orders, some soldiers lost their will as people they once knew began charging. Attacks slowed and the dead capitalized on it. The smell of burning flesh turned to a sickening stench of death as the monsters clawed and grabbed soldiers. The line cracked and men screamed as they fought for their lives. Strum rammed his shoulder into a shadow elf like a man possessed. Knowing his men were losing morale, he unleashed his skills with a sword, pressing into the dark horde. Where others fell back from the tide, he pushed on, hacking and driving his sword into anything in front of him. The line pushed back but Strum became a whirlwind. 

	Soldiers caught sight amid the monsters as their general hacked at the horde. Shouts of solidarity rose up and a new fire brewed. Growls and grunts rose up as men fought to regain losing ground and fight by their general’s side. The dead continued their assault, indifferent to all except the siren call of their master. A new song played and withered mouths opened, a voice filling their dead hearts.

	“Vvvvvoooooonnnnnnnnggggoooouuuullllllllll!” moaned the undead horde as they pressed their attack.

	Shadow elves and dead citizens joined in the chorus as they surged once again. Soldier’s eyes widened as they fought on. A chill seeped into their hearts when they heard the name of the very monster who sent assassins to kill their beloved Lord Harris Lockwood eight years ago. 

	Strum felt the vibration cascade amongst his soldiers. Even in his own heart, it stabbed with an icy chill. Again, the line began to crumble as herd-panic ate away at discipline. Strum pulled back as he hacked at several shadows elves, sending their limbs back into the horde. The shadow elf monster was dead. He and Dorian saw the severed head presented on a silver platter. They witnessed the burning of his tower of horrors as Jyda’s father asked for no further bloodshed. 

	“Voooooonnnnnnggggoooooouuuuulllllll!!!” the dead moaned once again.

	***

	Dorian stared down at his city as a cold wind whipped at him. From his vantage point, he could see the outer homes where citizens and shadow elves crawled out. Some emerged from the sewers while many shambled forward. The main street of the kingdom filled with fire, shouts, screams, soldiers, and dark bodies. Fleeing citizens fell one by one as the horde savaged their bodies. The chaos had bloomed to encompass the whole city; the main street running through it was the only beacon of safety.

	Dorian spotted the white hair of General Strum. “Drop me down at the line!”

	Nypha looked down and shook her serpentine head. “The line is going to be overwhelmed at any moment.”

	Dorian’s heart clenched in his chest. “Nypha, I must help my people!”

	The dragon turned an eye to her rider. “We will help our people.”

	Dorian nodded and hugged her neck as the dragon dived. Wings folded back, she speared downward. The lord clung for dear life and just as it seemed they were going to crash into the crowd, wings spread out and the dragon soared over rooftops. Eyes turned up to see the green and black dragon soar overhead, hearts lifting.

	Nypha’s snout opened with a greenish fire gurgling up her throat. The dragon’s eyes slitted as she observed the men fighting along the street. Slitted pupils widened as the need to expel the fire in her throat quickened. 

	Strum slashed with his flaming sword but the horde pressed against him and his men. The white-haired general shouted in defiance when something dark flew overhead, fire pouring forth like a stream after a storm. The General looked up and shouted in triumph as greenish fire struck the thick horde.

	Dead shadow elves and citizens turned to ash in a blink of an eye. Nypha roared a stream of dragon fire, cleansing the streets of the undead filth. Wings out, she caught the wind and soared up again. The dragon huffed as she tried to regain her breath. Nypha knew she could only spit a stream out like that a few times before she exhausted her breath. Turning, she flew over the buildings and prepared to make another run as dead poured down the blackened street.

	Dorian held on, watching the spectacle unfold. Nypha gurgled up greenish flames once again and a stream of fire surged forth. The incoming dead turned to ash in a flash. The dragon swept her head left to right, flames flooding side streets and alleys, burning the dead into nothing. After a long moment, the stream faltered and the dragon closed her jaw.

	Nypha took a deep inhale, unsure if she could do that a third time. Turning sideways, she let a ball of fire form in her throat, ready for a precise strike. 

	Dorian’s eye caught a glimmer of light among the black horde. “Nypha!” he shouted.

	The dragon turned but a stream of lightning blasted from the street. The tip blazed upwards and struck the dragon at the delicate joint of her wing. Nypha cried out and her fireball struck a building, blasting it to stone shards. Spiraling, lord, and dragon braced themselves before crashing down a street.

	Nypha’s body slid across the cobblestone street but she kept herself on her belly, fearing Dorian would be crushed. When she slid to a halt, the dragon groaned. Dorian let go and rolled off the dragon and onto his feet. Drawing Splitter, the lord moved to Nypha’s head and knelt.

	“My love,” Dorian whispered, fearing the worst.

	Nypha raised her snout to him. “I’m okay,” she said with a wince.

	Dorian looked at her wing. The joint of the leathery wing blackened and blood dripped. “Can you change to your half dragon form? We must make it to the line before the dead fill these streets.”

	Nypha rose up, “I will not be as effective as I am now.”

	Dorian looked around to see they landed in one of the larger squares of the city. A fountain filled the middle and abandoned carts lay scattered with pieces of bodies strewn about. The lord turned his back to Nypha, noticing the lengthening shadows coming toward them down every street. Sword up, the young lord prepared himself by taking a fighting stance.

	“Nypha, we need to retreat to Strum’s position before we are, “Dorian didn’t finish his sentence.

	Shadows shambled to the edge of the empty square. A figure appeared at the square edge, bodies tightly packed behind them. Lit lanterns in the square cast a dim light in every direction and when the figure stepped into the light, a cold smile appeared on their dark lips.

	“My, you have grown,” the shadow elf said with a sinister smirk.

	Nypha was on all fours while Dorian stood before her. The figure moved into view, a shadow elf with long white hair, thin dark face and a black robe covering his body. Behind him, dead shadow elves and humanoid slimes emerged from the shadows, a primal gaze in their eyes.

	“Vongoul,” Nypha said with a cold gaze.

	 


Seventeen

	 

	Vongoul stepped further ahead of his horde, pale red eyes on Dorian and Nypha before him. The air took on a chill and Dorian exhaled with smoky breath. From several streets, the dead lurched into view but did not attack. Instead, they stood their ground as Vongoul stepped further out and stopped by the edge of the fountain.

	“I watched you through my assassin’s eyes. I watched as they murdered your father and then came for you. I still remember your face as you contemplated jumping from the tower,” Vongoul said with a sardonic smile.

	Nypha craned her neck and glared at the shadow elf, “Do you remember me when I ripped your men to shreds?”

	The shadow elf spoke but kept his eyes on Dorian, “How could I forget such a beautiful creature with such dreadful power. You managed to stop my designs and for that I must say, well done.”

	Dorian stared at the shadow elf as rage bubbled from his heart. A vibration took hold of the fabric of his very being as the monster that set this all into motion stood a mere ten feet from him. 

	Vongoul’s gaze never wavered as he spoke, “Take heed, with a simple thought, I can unleash my horde in an instant. They will devour you before your army and people can reach you.”

	“You…took him…from me…” Dorian said with a growl.

	Vongoul nodded. “I will not mince words. I did take your father. A small price to pay for everything he took.”

	The shadow elf’s face melted into mild disgust. “Your people’s foul stench still haunts my lands. Did you know, after your father’s many victories, he and his men would rape my people? How they enjoyed fucking our women and spilling their human seed in their bellies.”

	Vongoul’s eyes grew distant to a long-ago memory. “It was I who talked those affected into slaying the half breeds as they were born. My people only wished to explore but your people would not open your borders. My people wanted to leave the lands beyond the passes but your people murdered us on sight.

	“My people began to understand what I proposed. They fought for me, knowing full well the only course of action was to cripple your people before slaying them all.”

	“You lie!” Dorian spat.

	Vongoul gave a gentle chuckle. “No one wishes to hear the truth unless it is their truth. Your father was a hero to your people but a demon to ours. He slew every man and child before taking out his perversions on our women. He tried to breed us out but I would not stand for it. If not for your dragon, your kingdom would already be in ruins.”

	Dorian gave the shadow elf an evil grin. “You speak lies. You cannot be the true Vongoul. I saw your head on a silver platter and your tower burned to a husk.”

	The shadow elf tilted his head forward, shadows covering his eyes. “My people know many magical secrets. You think I would begin my crusade if I did not take precautions. Death is not the end, for I stand here before you. My spirit grew a new, stronger body. My death only allowed me to dwell in the lands of lichdom. You cannot kill something that has no more life to give.”

	Dorian’s eyes narrowed “Why do you tell me all of this? What do you have to gain…”

	The young lord turned his attention to an empty street. Something big moved along the cobblestones. Nypha turned her attention and her sensitive eyes pierced the shadows, a cold chill filling her dragon heart.

	A creature lumbered along, pale serpent eyes on the green and black dragon. Blue scales trembled like hairs on the back of an agitated cat. Patches of exposed bone shined in the dim light as the monster came into view at the edge of the square. Nypha and Dorian watched as Yypith appeared in the torchlight, the sides of his mouth exposed with torn edges and forming a permanent grin on his snout. 

	Vongoul lifted his head, shadows melting away. “A dragon stopped my crusade, so I thought I would bring my own.”

	Dorian gripped Splitter as light appeared to his right. Glancing over, the young lord saw Strum leading his men to the edge of the square in formation. Their ranks were a little battered but they marched stoically to a stop. Strum stood with his fire sword in hand and looked to his lord.

	“Thank you for joining us my lord. I was afraid you would miss the celebration of destroying this foul monster,” Strum said with a smirk.

	“And let you have all the glory, I think not,” Dorian smiled.

	Vongoul turned his gaze from Dorian to Strum and then back to Dorian. “The play is nearly complete.”

	Dorian turned his head slightly and talked out the side of his mouth to the dragon at his side, “Nypha, do you still have that journal?”

	“I do,” Nypha said as she continued to clutch the leather book in hand.

	“Can you find the last word to unlock Splitter’s final ability?”

	Nypha eyed Yypith as the dragon leered in her direction. “I don’t think I will have enough time.”

	Dorian kept his gaze on Vongoul. “Then we fight to the bitter end.”

	Nypha put the journal down on the street and turned her eyes to Yypith. “Dorian, I love you.”

	The young lord nodded. “I love you. Stay close and we may survive this.”

	Vongoul eyed his enemies. With a simple tilt of his head, the horde behind him howled with rage and surged forward like a flood. Dorian and Strum shouted and rushed the incoming horde, the city guards and soldiers following their leaders into battle. Both sides raced along until they clashed in a maelstrom of flaming swords, bodies, and decayed hands.

	Dorian whispered the mystic word, “Goll,” and slashed sideways. A ghostly streak fanned out, cutting a dozen dead shadow elves and decaying citizens across their bellies. Foul ichor spilled as their bodies fell, more of their kind rushing over them. The young lord bent his legs and threw himself into the fray, Splitter slashing around and cutting through necks like a hot knife through butter. The young lord unleashed his rage and hatred, channeling it down his arms and legs and moving like a contained storm.

	 Yypith roared before spitting a stream of blue fire. Nypha curved her body, dodging the stream. Greenish fire spilled from her maw and she unleashed a torrent of her own fire breath. Yypith advanced as the flames struck him. The dragon’s pale eyes showed no pain as it pressed on against the living flame. Decayed skin and scales melted slightly as the undead dragon turned his breath again at Nypha. 

	The green and black colored dragon took a step back when a stream of blue flames struck her shoulder. Nypha cried out as the flames sent a numbing chill through her body. Arm not responding, it slumped to her side as she tried to pull away from the blazing stream. With a deep breath, she screamed a fireball at the undead dragon. Yypith took the full brunt of the blast, its body lifting and slamming into a building edge. The building cracked as the dragon slumped to the street. Head craning up, blue fire spilled from the dragon’s mouth, preparing another blast.

	Nypha struggled to regain feeling in her arm. The flames Yypith used were not living fire. She knew if he struck her a few more times, she would be paralyzed. The square lit up as the green and black dragon returned her own streams of fireballs.

	Dorian’s body moved like a dancer, slicing and dodging the dead. Anything that was too close lost an arm, leg, or head in the process. Years of learning to fight led to this moment. Body moving to the rhythm of battle, he cut a wide swath around him as the dead fell in pieces. 

	The young lord whispered “Goll” once again and a crescent slash of energy cut through the dead in a blink of an eye. It was then; a pain stabbed into Dorian’s heart. It was slight but it was enough for him to take note. The young lord continued to slice and slash at the horde with a memory rising at the back of his mind. He recalled his father speaking in hushed tones with General Strum of the weariness he felt when he used Splitter too often. Had his father kept the price of using the magical blade a secret? Is that why he didn’t tell him about its other abilities?

	Strum and his men formed a defensive line and hacked at the incoming dead. Vongoul took notice of the flame-sword wielding men and whispered arcane words only the dead could hear. In the blink of an eye, the dead grappled with the soldiers, some pulling the flaming swords from the very men they fought and hacking downward with them. Men screamed as fiery swords cut at them. The tide shifted as the dead used tactics, grouping and grabbing at soldier’s weapons, even if they burnt a limb off trying. 

	Strum pressed on, slamming his sword into the trunk of a shadow elf with putrid blood spraying against his armor. Senses alive, he could see that the enemy was rearming themselves with the corpses of his fallen soldiers. The dead moved with flaming blades, assaulting the line with depraved indifference. Men screeched and grunted as they fell. The dead moved with purpose as their master pulled on unseen strings.

	The line began to buckle once more and Strum pressed on until a sword strike flashed against his armor. Flames licked at his face as he turned away, whipping his sword back and forth. Eyes dazzled, he couldn’t regain his balance and stumbled into a soldier as one of the undead plunged a sword into him. The soldier cried out as he fell, taking Strum with him. 

	The General pushed off and was back to his feet when white heat flashed again and one of his eyeballs sizzled in his head. Strum brought his blade up, knocking the sword point his eye socket and backed off. With one eye, he regained his balance and watched a shadow elf strode toward him, sword up.

	“For the kingdoms of the Tower’s Edge!” a shout roared over the carnage.

	A tall woman in gleaming armor burst from the crowd and slashed across both legs of the incoming shadow elf. Strum watched as Princess Victoria Astor leapt into the fray, her sisters at her side. The shadow elf fell and another princess sliced its head off in one smooth move before it crumpled to the ground. Around the dazed general, Lady Astor and Lord Pitt’s guards and soldiers joined the heat of the battle. The line firmed up and held, keeping the enemy monsters at bay as they fought on.

	Shadows folded and unfolded on a nearby rooftop. Xoli melted from the darkness and moved to the edge of a roof. She eyed the battle and saw the square filled with the undead. Yypith charged, stomping on the dead before him and crashing into Nypha. The dragon used her good arm to grab him by the throat and squeezed. Yypith struggled to spit flames as Nypha opened her maw and blasted a greenish fireball. The blast was strong enough to send the blue dragon rolling away and slamming into another building.

	The sorceress eyed Vongoul standing in the middle of his horde army. Spells filled her mind and she prepared to unleash a barrage when she stopped herself. Dorian was carving his way through the undead ranks toward the shadow elf lich, one foot at a time. The young lord spun and sliced with the precision of an artist. The world had blurred into shadows of enemies and Dorian would cut them down until none stood.

	Yypith reared his head and blasted out a stream of blue fire. Nypha leapt aside to dodge the ghost fire when it struck her leg and slashed across her body. The green and black dragon spun before she crashed to the ground, sliding to a stop. Nypha’s eyes widened as she tried to move, her body not responding. The blue flames burned cold against her scales, chilling her internal fire. Her heartbeat slowed and she knew another strike would end her.

	Yypith rose up just as two loud screeches filled the night. The undead blue dragon looked up to see Cindrar and Lirla diving toward him. Streams of fire blasted down, engulfing the undead dragon in greenish flames. Nypha stared as her mother and sister crashed down on the stunned Yypith, claws grasping at his scales and flesh. Loud ripping echoed off the square’s buildings as the two dragons tore pieces of him away.

	Nypha tried to move but all she could do was turn her neck slightly. Nearby, shadows parted and Xoli appeared at her side. The high elf knelt next to the dragon, glowing hands on her scales.

	“I will try to dispel the effect,” Xoli said with a soothing voice.

	Nypha’s eyes stared at the journal on the street. “The book. I need…the book.”

	Xoli turned her attention to the book on the street. Lifting a hand from the dragon’s hide and pointing it at the journal, the book flew up into her hand. Nypha lifted her head slightly, eyes losing focus.

	“What’s in the book?” Xoli asked as she opened it.

	“The final word to unlock Splitter’s last ability,” Nypha managed as the chill grew deeper.

	Xoli looked at Dorian as he cut his way closer to Vongoul. Dead poured in from the streets and the square grew thick with undead bodies. Strum and his men were cut off and if Dorian slowed down, he would be consumed by the monsters around him.

	“Beautiful Nypha, stay strong while I help the man we love,” Xoli said with a faint smile.

	Xoli whispered arcane words, her mind opening to the pages. Seer magic coiled around her spirit as she opened her eyes to the world and then cast its power on the book. Dragon text shifted into common tongue. The book whispered, speaking quickly and telling of the stories written within. Images burned into her mind as the scenes played out of Lord Harris Lockwood fighting with deep wounds to his body. He grinded his teeth as the shadow elf army moved in, ready to cut down all his people. The lord rose up despite weakness filling him. Uncertainty washed away to purpose as he lifted Splitter and shouted with all his heart.

	Dorian moved like a demon, cutting through bodies until Vongoul came into view. A shadow elf moved in from behind when an arrow penetrated its head and the point exploded out of a decayed eye socket. Dorian spun around to see the dead shadow elf fall. Glancing up, he witnessed Princess Chandra Pitt pulling an arrow back on the bowstring and letting another arrow loose. The arrow sunk into another eye socket as the dead groaned and fell. 

	Dorian had no time to thank her as he spun back into battle. The young lord cut at the dead as arrows from the guardian princess sank into skulls. Vongoul eyed the young lord as Dorian struggled against the tides of his undead forces. The shadow elf’s smile grew broader as the young man’s attacks intensified. A shadow elf was cut in half and Dorian charged the lich where he stood. 

	“Fool,” Vongoul said and whispered an arcane word.

	Energy flashed outward from his body just as Dorian lifted his blade to strike him down. The energy slammed into the lord sending him spiraling through the air and crashing onto the stone street. Rolling back to his boots, he eyed the lich as he stood unimpressed.

	“You will tire, just as your father exhausted my people with attacks until they could fight no more. My slaves will eat your flesh and Uboria will be my new kingdom. You have failed, young lord.”

	Dorian gritted his teeth and prepared to advance once again. Cindrar and Lirla ripped at the Yypith with ferocious attacks. Strum and their allies fought the dead clawing at them. Chandra pulled back on her bow string, aiming at Vongoul. The battle seemed to show no signs of slowing down. Dorian witnessed the numbers as they seemed to grow in the undead’s favor, and Vongoul seemingly unfazed. The young lord had to end it soon or the entire kingdom would be lost.

	Xoli’s eyes returned to normal and shouted, “Tunarr!”

	The last piece of the puzzle clicked into place as a faint smile appeared on Dorian’s lips. Gripping Splitter tight, the lord stalked forward, a determined fire in his eyes. Vongoul looked at the advancing lord with contempt. Dorian knew the word as “Time” in the old tongue. He cursed himself for not knowing it before, but now was his moment to make it all right again.

	“Tunarr,” Dorian whispered and pain flared from his hand.

	The young lord fought through the pain as the world around him slowed down. Stepping forward, he felt normal but everything around him moved in slow motion. Splitter glowed with ethereal light as Dorian stepped closer to the lich. Vongoul stood, lips parting slowly. Pain moved from his hand to his arm. The young lord guessed that the pain would grow the longer he remained in this state.

	Dorian darted toward the slow-moving lich, Splitter held high. Just as he was to bring it down, energy slowly exploded outward from Vongoul’s body. Splitter crashed into the energy glow and Dorian’s world became nothing but light. Time sped up and the young lord was thrown through the air. The lord crashed thirty feet away and rolled to a stop. Dorian then rose up to his feet as laughter filled the kingdom square. 

	“You pathetic whelp! Your father used Splitter’s ability before on my men. You think I would not be prepared!” Vongoul cackled.

	Dorian charged. Vongoul whispered a word and light flashed again. This time, Dorian spun through the air, small cuts appearing on his exposed face and hands. His leather jacket shredded before his eyes and he crashed to the floor. Blood trickled from wounds as Dorian stood up once again, Splitter in hand.

	“You will never be faster than my voice, young lord,” Vongoul smirked.

	The young lord eyed the lich as he spread his hands out, mocking him to try again. Dorian eyed the shadow elf as his mind worked. The lord knew one more strike and he was done for. Firming up his shoulders, he glanced at Splitter and inspiration struck.

	“Vongoul, I’m coming for you,” Dorian said, echoing the words his father spoke the very night he was slain before him.

	“Come to your death, little lord,” Vongoul said with an evil grin.

	Dorian took a deep breath and charged. Blade gleaming, the young lord whipped it upwards while whispering “Goll.” A greenish wave of energy slashed outward toward the shadow elf. Vongoul whispered an arcane word and energy burst from his body. Dorian smiled as he whispered “Tunarr.”

	Time slowed down as pain roared into Dorian’s hand once more. Vongoul’s magical energy wave moved slowly toward Splitter’s ghost cut ability. The slash struck the outgoing energy, cutting it in half. Vongoul, even in his slowed state, watched as his mana ripple tore in half. The ghost cut energy faded on impact but Dorian moved through the breach, brow hard and eyes sharp. Like a speeding arrow, he never slowed down, Splitter pointed at the lich’s chest. Vongoul’s mouth moved as time crawled. Dorian pressed on, closing the distance while the first mana ripple continued to flow on behind him. The tip of Splitter touched Vongoul’s chest and sank into his form like a divine force guiding Dorian’s hand. In slow motion, pain and fear flashed in Vongoul’s eyes for a moment, long enough for Dorian to smile wider.

	Time resumed and Splitter continued to sink down to the hilt, the blade exiting out of the shadow elf’s back. Dorian twisted the blade and whispered “Goll.” Vongoul cried out as his body was torn in two. Each half fell away as each eye turned inward to see Dorian’s grinning face.

	Nypha roared as fire spilled from her mouth. A stream of greenish fire slammed into the undead horde, blasting them to ash. Cindrar and Lirla pulled at Yypith’s rib cage and shattered his body into thick chunks before unleashing their dragon breath on the undead crowd. Strum and everyone else fell back as the three dragons roasted the square with dragon fire.

	Dorian stayed where he was, a sick satisfaction filling his face as dragon fire roared around him. There was no peace, only blissful knowing as he gazed down on each half of Vongoul. Pain flared along his body but he didn’t care. Raising Splitter up, he hacked at the two halves of Vongoul repeatedly. Arms shaking, he stood up to hack at the remaining chunks when a hand touched his neck.

	Dorian turned to see Nypha in her half dragon form. Seeing her naked before him sent the true touch of peace he had always known with her. Dropping Splitter, the lovers embraced. The dragon woman sank to her knees as she held him close. Strum and the dragons led the charge, breaking the enemy-dead and burning them to ash.

	Dorian clutched at Nypha and she stroked his hair, the nightmare ending to the sounds of burning bodies and shouts of victory.

	 


Eighteen

	 

	The private library bathed in morning light. The glass doors to the balcony were wide open and a warm breeze rustled thin curtains. Dorian sat across from General Strum and Xoli, a band wrapped around the general’s head and a patch over his damaged eye. Xoli sat, her eyes warm but with a touch of sadness. 

	The young lord looked at his loyal subjects. The night had been filled with hunting down the dead as they fled. Lack of sleep caressed Dorian’s sore muscles but he fought through the wishing he was in his bed. The kingdom still burned in places and many of his people fought the small blazes while soldiers, clerics and guards restored the peace and helped their people.

	Strum cleared his throat, “The dead have been routed. Once Vongoul was killed, the dead fled the city. Slimes were put to the torch and men were exploring the sewers and homes where the dead emerged.”

	Dorian nodded, “Is there any news on exactly how they entered the city?”

	Strum nodded, “Two tunnels were found. Soldiers are looking for more. It seems they tunneled from beyond the pass. It would have taken years for them to reach our sewer system. Once inside, they broke into private basements and slaughtered the families within. Those not slaughtered were added to their army.”

	Xoli looked at Dorian, “My examinations show the slimes were corrupted from their simple nature. I don’t know how Vongoul accomplished it but he entwined dark magic with the slimes. The dead shadow elves and citizens did not create undead. The slimes alone had that ability. They would shove some of their body into a living being and it would kill them. Not long after, the victim would rise as one of them. Slimes can easily fit into most locations and he made them highly valuable in infiltrating the kingdom.”

	“Anything we can do to protect against such a thing happening again?” Dorian asked.

	The elf sorceress shook her head, “Not as of yet. I will continue to study the samples I have and see if we can discover a way to combat them.”

	“I’m having the men exterminate any infected slimes they come across. Decreasing the population will help but there is no guarantee we will find all of them. They are essential to handling waste for Uboria, so we are being careful to filter out those unaffected by the dark magic. I will have the captains set up some patrols to ensure their numbers stay low. As for the tunnels, once we find all of them, the men are instructed to seal them.”

	Dorian nodded with grim eyes before looking at Strum. “The clerics could not save your eye?”

	Strum smiled, “The damage was magical and extensive. I thank the gods I have a second one.”

	The young lord smiled slightly before his gaze looked down. “Tell me more about Splitter.”

	Xoli shifted in her seat as Strum’s gaze never wavered from the young lord.

	“Your father knew the terrible power of the sword. Even he hesitated to use it more than he should have. The weakest ability causes no harm to the wielder. The Ghost Cut ability will sip on your life force. The Time Split ability takes time from your life force. The longer you use it, the shorter your life will become.”

	Strum looked down. “Your father set up the test in hopes you would be swayed not to use the sword. It was the reason the clerics could not save him the night he was killed. He had used up too much of his life force in battles. He spoke to me often of ensuring when you learned how to use it that I was to warn you of its power. Splitter contains great power but it will destroy you over time.”

	“It is why we were so concerned with your duel with Yypith. Clerics can bring you back but only so many times, depending on your life force. You are still young and we wish for you to rule for a long time,” Xoli added.

	Dorian eyed the aging general and the beautiful elf. “Thank you for telling me. Now that I have tasted Splitter’s power, I will only use her in dire circumstances, if ever.”

	Strum turned to Xoli with a small smile, “May I have a moment with our lord?”

	Xoli bowed her head. “Of course. I will see to my experiments.”

	The two men watched as the high elf stood up, bowed again, and turned for the door. When the door closed behind her, Strum looked at Dorian with a dark shadow in his eye.

	“I wish to declare a decision I have made,” Strum said simply.

	Dorian smiled. “Speak your mind. I will listen to anything you have to say.”

	Strum nodded grimly. “I will be leaving Uboria. I will be taking Jyda Black Dew with me because we are in love.”

	Dorian eyes widened slightly in shock. “You are both in love? How long?”

	“Years. I am telling you out of respect and fear. I don’t know how many years I have left and I wish to spend my remaining time with the woman I love.”

	Dorian bowed his head and rubbed his jaw. “You never have to fear anything from me, Titus. I too understand what the heart desires. You have served my family well, and perhaps it is time you give others a chance to fill your boots.”

	Dorian looked at the General and grinned. “You have my blessing.”

	Strum nodded with a small sigh of relief and a smile. “Thank you, my lord.”

	The young man’s smile faded as he looked at the general. “Vongoul said some things last night about my father.”

	“War makes monsters of us all. What Vongoul said was true. Your father defeated his enemies and pleasured himself to their women. It saddens me to say I did the same, as did many others. There is no excuse for those actions, a harsh reality I have had to come to terms with. I pray you will learn from our mistakes and not make them as we did. 

	“I watched as your father taught you to be strong as well as compassionate. Even after his death, Xoli and I watched you to ensure such wickedness didn’t take root. We understood it was possible but if it did, we would have worked to show you the error of such power.”

	Dorian stood up and walked around the table. Titus stood up and faced his lord, back straight and eye hard. Dorian eyed the general for a moment before wrapping his arms around him in a strong embrace. General Titus Strum hugged Dorian, a tear falling from the corner of his eye.

	Dorian pulled away but put his hands on Titus’s shoulders. “We all have done things we have regretted. I am pleased you have become the man you are instead of the man you were.”

	“You will serve your kingdom well,” Titus said as he bowed his head.

	Dorian smiled before his brow wrinkled a little.

	“Where will you go?”

	Strum raised his head. “Beyond the Pass, where the land is free and plentiful, where we can carve out our life together under Vala’s gaze.”

	 Dorian let his hands drop to his sides. “I looked forward to visiting. Dorian is a nice name if you have any children.”

	Strum let out a hearty laugh and clasped a hand on the young lord’s shoulder, “It is a wonderful name.”

	The general continued, “We will not leave until the kingdom is in working order.”

	Dorian smiled. “The kingdom and I thank you for your service.”

	“Thank you for leading us.”

	Dorian took hold of a chair and sat down. Titus sat down as well.

	“How are our guests?” Dorian asked.

	“Lord Pitt is faring well as is his daughter and wife. They plan to leave tomorrow. The lord said Uboria was much too exciting for his tastes. He also congratulates you and looks forward to the wedding. He, his wife, and the princess will be there to wish you well.”

	Dorian’s eyebrow wrinkled again. “Wedding?”

	Strum continued as he didn’t hear his lord, “Lady Astor wishes to meet and discuss her daughters again. I only wish there was something I could say to her to dissuade her pursuits.”

	Dorian grinned. “I’m sure we can think of something. Let’s finish talking about the kingdom so you can enjoy your rest.”

	The men talked but soon it turned to laughter as they spoke of old times.

	***

	Nypha, Cindrar and Lirla stepped from the entrance and into the castle courtyard. The three dragons were not even given a second glance from the guards as the sun bathed them in brilliant light.

	Cindrar turned to her daughter, expression blank and eyes half closed. “The visit was certainly exciting. I do hope it is not routinely like this, it will be horrendous for the children.”

	Nypha’s head tilted forward, eyes a little wide. “You are not angry with me?”

	A small smirk appeared at the corner of Cindrar’s lips. “A mother only wants what’s best for her children. When will you tell him?”

	“Today,” Nypha said as if she was a child being scolded by their parents.

	Cindrar stepped closer and hugged her daughter. “I’m sure they will be beautiful. From what I see of Dorian, he will be an exceptional father. Shortly after they are born, I will come to stay and help raise them.”

	“Mother I…”

	Cindrar cut her off, “Daughter, I have allowed you to live your life as so. If I cannot stay, I will take them and raise them myself.”

	Nypha looked up at her mother’s small smile. “I’m sure we would love for you to stay and help raise the children.”

	“I know you will,” Cindrar said and kissed her daughter on the lips.

	The older dragon pulled away and Lirla slipped in, hugging her sister.

	“Auntie Lirla will be here too. Send word and we will be there for all of you.”

	Nypha hugged her sister fiercely. “Thank you, my sister.”

	After a long moment, Lirla pulled away from her sister. The two dragons stepped back and flexed their wings. With a final smile, mother and sister launched into the air, wings spreading out. Nypha, as well as the castle guards, stared at the two women in half dragon form. Wings pumped as they rose higher. Bodies shifted and changed in the bright blue sky. Moments later, two dragons circled high above. A roar filled the sky before they turned and flew off, Cindrar spitting out a gout of flame.

	Nypha watched them as they grew smaller in the distance. Fear stabbed at her heart as she felt the first signs of life brewing in her belly. She wondered how Dorian would take it. Turning, she marched toward the castle doors, stomach turning but knowing what she had to do.

	***

	Dorian saw Titus to the door. Once it closed, the young lord turned and quickly stepped to his room. Inside his bedchamber, Dorian went to his lavish vanity mirror and table. Small intricate boxes lined the edge under the mirror and Dorian began opening them and searching. Eyes wide, he knew time was of the essence and he didn’t wish to lose his nerve.

	Fingers curled around an item and he lifted it up. Eyes drank in the craftsmanship as faded memories surfaced of his father telling him it belonged to his mother. With one smooth move, he placed the item in his pocket. Turning around, the lord’s eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets when Xoli emerged from the shadows in his room.

	“My lord,” Xoli said as she stepped closer and bowed her head.

	“You gave me a fright. Is all well?”

	The high elf bit her lip as she stared down at his boots. “I have news that I must tell you.”

	Dorian stepped closer and cupped her chin, their gazes meeting, “You know you can speak to me about anything.”

	The high elf gazed into his green eyes. “I am with child…your child.”

	Dorian’s brows went up for a moment before settling down. A silence filled the room as the lord and sorceress stood.

	Xoli broke the silence, “The tea I drink has been known to not work at times. I do not expect anything and will raise the child alone if need be. I only ask for some time to find another court sorceress to replace me and allow myself to make arrangements to return home.”

	Dorian’s face softened. “How can you say this to me? Why would you leave when I too wish to raise our child.”

	Xoli stared with her almond shaped eyes. “I do not wish to come between you and the woman you truly love.”

	Dorian sighed. “Xoli, we have shared a piece of our lives together. True, I love Nypha but I love you as well. I will tell her but I cannot allow you to leave with our child. I wish you to stay so that they are raised here.”

	Xoli’s eyes watered. “I too wish to raise them here, along with their father.”

	Dorian smiled brightly. “Then stop dwelling on such madness of leaving. I will make arrangements for you to have a room here.”

	The young lord hugged the elf close. “You have always been special to me. Stay and we will show Navarr what it truly means to love.”

	Tears streaked down Xoli’s high cheeks. The lord and elf held each other until Xoli broke away. Smiling with tears of joy, she stepped to the shadows and faded into the darkness. The room was quiet. Dorian smiled as he turned to the door of his bed chambers and began walking.

	Stepping out of his bed chambers, the door at the end of the hallway opened and Nypha stepped out. The woman in half dragon form closed the door behind her and walked toward the handsome lord. Dorian watched her as she stepped to him, head bowed.

	Dorian pressed his hand to her cheek and lifted her eyes to his. The lord kissed the beautiful dragon and time seemed to stand still. When their lips parted, the two stared at one another, lost to a blissful touch.

	“This is the spot where my father died and a beautiful dragon saved my life. I think it is a fitting place for what I wish to ask.”

	Nypha’s eyes took on a dark edge. “Dorian, there is something I have to tell you.”

	“You can tell me afterwards. I can wait no longer.”

	Nypha’s eyes widened as Dorian bent down to one knee. His hand slipped into his pocket and pulled out a ring with a rune carved into it. There was no gem but the ring glowed with magical light.

	“Nypha Shadowfyre, will you be my wife and Lady to the Kingdom of Uboria?”

	The dragon woman stared, heart squeezing in distilled joy. “I wish to answer but there is something I must tell you first.”

	“Then speak it my love,” Dorian said with adoring eyes.

	 Nypha looked down, a small smile forming. “You have filled my womb with life.”

	Dorian’s eyes remained bright as he stood up and hugged the dragon close. Warmth filled the space between them as hearts beat with manic glee. Dorian pulled away, eyes looking at the dragon woman and placing a hand on her stomach.

	“Are you sure?”

	Nypha nodded. “I can feel the glimmer of life in my belly. I’m not sure but it may be twins or triplets.”

	“How can you tell?”

	Nypha smiled. “Our kind knows many things, including when life takes root in our bodies.”

	Dorian’s smile faded slightly. “I too have something to tell you. Xoli is pregnant with my child. I have decided she will stay here and the child will be raised here.”

	Nypha’s eyes gleamed as she smiled. “That is wonderful!”

	Dorian raised an eyebrow. “You are not cross?”

	Nypha let out a laugh as she hugged Dorian close. “How could I be? It will be wonderful to raise our children together. My people often raise the same children from one male dragon. Xoli loves you and it is only right that we raise our family together.”

	The two parted and stared at one another in the throes of bliss.

	Dorian raised the ring between them. “Will you still be my lady?”

	Nypha took the ring and slipped it onto a scaled finger. “I will, my handsome lord.”

	Man, and dragon kissed passionately. Arms took hold of each other and love pulsed between them. Tongues slipped past parted lips. The two fell into each other’s gravity, their hearts blazing as bright as the stars in the nighttime sky.

	***

	Dorian sat on his throne, chin resting in his hand and elbow on the arm rest. Nypha sat to his right, scaled hands on her belly and a happy trance-like expression in her eyes. Hands slid over her belly as the dragon woman whispered lovingly to her unborn babies.

	To Dorian’s left, Xoli sat smiling, a bundle in her arms. The elf opened one side of her robe and the baby hungrily latched onto a nipple, drinking her mother’s milk. Dorian glanced over and smiled. Lifting his hand, he ran fingers through the child’s small amount of hair. Fingers moved to her slightly pointed ears.

	Dorian let out a sigh. “Why do we have to do this again? Can’t they leave gifts and simply go home?”

	Nypha turned her trance-like eyes to her lord. “Lady Astor insisted but I believe she wishes to see the baby.”

	Dorian huffed. “She wants to see one baby and she will be back to see the other three when they are born. I swear she is insisting because she is still cross, I didn’t marry any of her daughters.”

	Nypha let out a small giggle. “It will be fine. At least she didn’t go to war over it.”

	“I would have welcomed that,” Dorian grumbled.

	“Hush,” Nypha said as she continued to rub her belly.

	Dorian put his hand on her belly, eyes filling with wonder. “How long?”

	“Any day now,” Nypha whispered.

	“You are going to have brothers and sisters,” Xoli said as her daughter suckled.

	Dorian looked at the high elf and his daughter. Serenity touched his soul as he sat between two women he loved deeply. The kingdom took it well once the lord and lady announced their engagement. The wedding was beautiful and Dorian couldn’t remember being any happier. Nypha spent her time adjusting to her new title and royalty. Many helped with the process, even if she found it a little silly at times.

	Xoli and Dorian remained close. The threat to the kingdom was still real considering Vongoul could return. The sorceress informed the lord and lady on the difficulty of killing an undead lich such as Vongoul. The kingdom's security had stayed vigilant but the Demon’s Pass had grown quiet. Dorian hoped it would stay that way. Fighting for love is powerful but with his growing family, fighting for them and the kingdom became his religion.

	“I hope Lady Astor arrives soon so we can go back to lying-about in the tower,” Dorian said as he sat back.

	Nypha looked on with a dim light in her eyes, a faint memory coming to mind, “I forgot to mention, my mother and sister are on their way. They will be staying with us to help raise the children.”

	Dorian and Xoli bent their heads over and looked at the dragon with the large, expecting belly. Xoli smiled wide, but images assaulted Dorian of the three dragons together, telling him what to do as gray filled his lustrous black hair.

	The absurd image filled the lord with mirth as he sat back again and let out the biggest laugh of his life. Xoli smiled as she held their daughter close. Nypha stared out like a sleepy lizard that had eaten too much. Dorian’s laugh turned into a chuckle, his shoulders shaking.

	The lord took Nypha and Xoli’s hands into his, a stupid smile on his face.

	“One happy family,” the lord of Uboria said, his heart glowing brightly as the gods and goddesses of Navarr stared down with joy in their light.

	 

	~Fin~
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