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      The pile of papers on my desk rattled as the air conditioner finally kicked in, blasting the room with a stale breeze that smelled faintly of mold and stagnant water. I placed a hand atop the stack to keep the papers from flying away while mentally cursing my boss, Gord, for refusing to get with the program and just email me the important documents.

      I didn’t know how the guy became a senior manager when he couldn’t even send a legible text in the group chat, but I’d given up on chewing over that mystery. Instead, I put my head down and worked hard so that one day I’d be out from under him.

      Things weren’t quite going as planned.

      The door opened with such force that it slammed against the wall of my small, previously peaceful office. Unfortunately, it didn’t have a lock, so people were prone to bursting in whenever they wanted something.

      Gord was the worst offender. If I went an hour without an intrusion from him, I knew that he wasn’t in the office any longer.

      “Leon, I need you to scan and email these by noon,” he said as he slapped a pile of papers down on the one that I was working on filling out. “I’ve signed them all.”

      I glanced at the time. It was fifteen minutes until his deadline, which was typical of Gord. Missing places that he needed to sign was also typical of the man, so I quickly thumbed through the pages.

      It didn’t take me long to find a yellow highlighted line without any signature.

      “You missed this one.” I parted the pile at the unsigned page and offered Gord a pen.

      He squinted and leaned down, his bald head reflecting the fluorescent lights through the meager strands of hair combed over to hide it. “Looks like I did.” He took my pen, signed it, then tucked it into the front pocket of his checkered, yellow tweed suit.

      Gord was a notorious pen thief. Whether it was on purpose, I was never sure, but it was the reason that I never used anything besides the cheapest, crappiest pens I could find.

      I chose getting him out of my office over starting a dialogue about getting it back, so I thumbed through the pages one more time to assure myself that he had indeed signed everything. I was keenly aware that Gord’s eyes were on me the entire time. That didn’t unnerve me, but there wasn’t much that did these days.

      Besides when Sharon in accounting brought in her homemade food for us to try. I had been looking forward to it until she brought something consisting of layers of lettuce and tomato with a pungent-smelling broccoli sauce that I could still smell in the breakroom.

      “You’re never gonna get any further than this,” Gord said.

      Blinking stupidly, I dragged my eyes up from the paper I was staring at and to the lanky man before me who couldn’t admit that he was balding.

      “What?” I deadpanned.

      “Take this pen for example.” He plucked it from his pocket. “It knows it’s a pen. And it’s a black pen, too. Better than red. Red is for mistakes. We don’t make mistakes.”

      I stared blankly at him, and he chuckled.

      “It knows how to fit it with all the other pens. It works until it runs out of ink, and then it…” He gestured with one hand, like he was searching for some wisdom that was beyond his grasp. “Then it’s tossed in the trash.”

      Gord cleared his throat and continued, “I spoke with Hayward this morning. He said you weren’t interested in the company picnic. You know how high up he is, right?”

      “I’m not, really. And I do.”

      “You need to learn to brown nose a bit. It goes a long way—and stop making that face.”

      I didn’t even realize I was making a face, but once he said it, I felt I was frowning. That was it. A frown of disgust.

      Gord licked his palm and smoothed down his combover. “When your superior asks you something, anything, the answer is always yes. Preferably yes, sir.”

      His insistence on calling himself my superior nearly made me roll my eyes, but I summoned forth Herculean strength from deep within and resisted.

      He clicked his tongue like he was scolding a child. “Honestly, Leon, you’re a good worker, but you need to play the game. You’ll never get anywhere with hard work alone.”

      I gritted my teeth and forced a smile. It was painful, so I quickly dropped it. It wasn’t like me. I wouldn’t compromise myself for anyone—least of all to climb in this damned company.

      “Performance reviews are coming up,” he said ominously

      “I’ve performed excellently. I’ve done everything you’ve told me to do and then some,” I said.

      Gord made a face. I guessed it was meant to be disgust, but there was a gleeful gleam in his eyes, like I’d said exactly what he’d expected me to.

      “It’s all about attitude, son, and you don’t have the right one,” he said.

      I ground my teeth together. It wasn’t the first time he’d said it. My attitude had never bothered anyone when I worked low-wage jobs where I got my hands dirty, but the moment I entered the corporate world, everyone expected me to act like a different person. Someone who stepped on others, stabbed them in the back, and sucked up to incompetent management hoping that one day I’d be like them.

      And for what?

      A few more material comforts?

      The longer I stayed, the more crap I bought to try to fill the void in my life—gaming consoles, overly specialized gadgets, bigger and allegedly better televisions. My apartment was full of things that I didn’t really need, things that I hardly used or touched.

      All to cope with the fact that I’d taken a wrong turn in life.

      “Time is ticking, Leon,” Gord said, tapping the pile of papers that he wanted me to scan and email away. “And time is money.”

      “Time isn’t just money.” I calmly stood out from my desk, loosened my tie, and shrugged out of my jacket. Some part of me thought that I should be angry, but that was a waste of energy. I wasn’t mad—I finally saw this place for what it was.

      “Time is a nonrenewable resource,” I continued, “and I’m done wasting it here.” I tossed my suit jacket over my shoulder and headed to the door without taking a final look at greasy Gord and his notorious combover.

      He stood there stunned for a moment, then slithered after me, struggling to keep up with my pace.

      “You don’t mean that,” he said. He was trying to play it cool, but a bead of sweat trickled down his brow and his eyes were wide with panic.

      “I do.” I didn’t look at him, I just saw him in the corner of my eyes.

      “Think about your future!”

      I laughed. “I am, finally.”

      “You can’t just walk out, I…I—”

      “You need me, because you’ve done nothing but use me as a crutch the entire time that I was here. You have no idea how this place operates in the day to day, and you’re such a luddite that you can’t work anything more complicated than a rotary phone.”

      “A lewdite?! I’m no pervert, Leon.” Gord bristled, his fists balling up at his sides.

      “Luddite. Means you’re technologically impaired,” I said dryly.

      “Oh…”

      I reached the front doors, shoved my way out of them, and didn’t bother to look back even when I heard him calling my name.

      A breeze that was surprisingly fresh for the center of the city brushed my face, and I closed my eyes, basking in the sun like a man who’d been deprived of it for centuries. It was warm on my face, and the longer I lingered there, the more I felt the urge to reconnect with the great outdoors.

      The urge was so strong that I began to smell grass, trees, and flowers. The wind ruffled my hair, carrying away the noise of the city until I was left in near silence, aside from the rustling of the grass and what sounded like a leaky pipe losing water.

      A shrill, blood-curdling scream tore through my serenity, startling my eyes open. They darted around, soon focusing on a lone figure.

      A tall woman dressed in strange clothes that made it look like she was draped in beige bed sheets ran in the opposite direction of me. She glanced over her shoulder and screamed, all while booking it down a dirt path. In the middle of the path was an upturned basket of little loaves of bread in various shapes and sizes, which were still rolling with the momentum of being thrown.

      My heart hammered in my chest as I dared to look over my shoulder.

      A wall of trees sat behind me, as well as some boulders, a well-worn dirt path that wound into the forest, and some mountains, though they were far in the distance.

      The only thing moving was a raven circling above the forest. Its clacking beak reflected the sun, and its beady eyes seemed to hone in on something before it dove into the trees and out of sight.

      That was when I realized that something was off with my vision. It was keener than ever before, despite the fact that I didn’t feel or see my glasses on my face.

      That was the least of my concerns.

      “Where the hell am I?” I asked, but my voice didn’t sound like my own. It was gruffer, louder, and seemed to rumble like thunder. I sucked in a breath and the air inflated my chest. There was an odd tickle lingering at the back of my throat, like something wanted to come out. A spark of something more. It felt like I’d swallowed a barrel full of poprocks and then chugged a cola.

      While I tried to sort myself out, the screaming grew further and further away. Something tapped against my foot, and I looked down to see a loaf of bread sitting there against a large, black-scaled foot that was adorned with dark gray claws that looked at least half a foot long. The scales glistened in the sunlight, the colors they reflected reminiscent of pools of oil spilled on the pavement.

      It was so beautiful that I almost forgot to scream.

      Almost.

      But the scream was more of a roar, rumbling from deep within my chest. To my absolute horror, the feeling of popping candy and cola being shaken together intensified, and a blast of dark light shot from the depths of my throat and into the sky. I stumbled, taken aback by the display, and kicked a log.

      No, not a log—a tail!

      I looked over my shoulders again, this time peering down, and I spied two large, leathery wings that were mainly black but had patches of deep, dark blue on the inside. The wings were capped with tiny, curved claws that matched those on my feet.

      My feet…

      I looked down again. This time, I wiggled my toes. They moved, just as I intended them too. I focused hard, and even managed to lift my tail, which was long and studded with sharp-looking scales.

      “What…” I said in a voice that didn’t sound like my own.

      A loud clanging paused my self-inspection. I craned my head around to search for the source. A giant bell rocked back and forth with such intensity that it seemed to shake the tower that it was a part of, and it was only then that I noticed a village in the direction that the woman had run.

      The houses were tiny. They were mostly made of wood, though I saw some stonework, particularly in the chimneys, which spilled streams of smoke into the sky. Clotheslines ran from each home, though not all of them held clothes. What appeared to be fish were suspended from some. Large black flies buzzed around them, and it took me a moment to realize that someone was drying the pieces of fish with the sun and wind.

      Beyond the cluster of houses, farmland stretched as far as I could see—and I could see pretty damn far now. I couldn’t make out what the crops were, but they were flowering plants in a rainbow of colors and shades of green. Many figures moved through the paths left between crops, holding baskets, sickles and other tools.

      An area of fenced-in mud was filled with pigs, while a large stretch of grass held cows and a couple of horses that galloped around like they were playing tag.

      Chickens roamed the streets freely, pecking at bugs. I swore I even saw one chasing a rat.

      It was picture perfect, like something from a painting, and my first instinct was to go to the village for help.

      Before I could, men in shabby gray armor spilled out from between the houses with their weapons brandished. Their eyes were wide, their hands shook so hard that their weapons trembled, clattering their swords against their shields, and they stumbled over themselves and each other.

      “Dragon!” one screamed.

      “I can’t believe it,” another cried.

      “Kill it! Before it destroys the village!” a man in especially ornate armor commanded, jerking his weapon into the sky.

      I held up my hands—or front paws, or whatever they were.

      “I’m not here to cause trouble,” I said.

      “It speaks!” the commander’s voice faltered, and the crowd slowed, like none of them wanted to be the first to reach me.

      I need to show them that I’m not here to hurt them, I thought. Something rippled beneath the surface of my skin, and the next thing I knew, I began to shrink.

      No, not just shrink. The scales shifted painlessly on the surface of my skin, revealing my natural complexion as I found myself standing on two legs instead of four.

      “A dragon that can hide among humans!” the commander shouted. “Hurry and kill him before he changes back.”

      Aw, damn it.

      A volley of arrows sailed toward me, but by the time they impacted against my body, I was already in dragon form again. They harmlessly bounced off of my scales.

      I had a choice before me. A hard one.

      Kill these men who, while horribly misguided, sought to destroy me, or leave without trying to fight some dudes who were just doing their jobs—who were trying to protect their own against a perceived threat.

      And then maybe I can get to freaking out about all this, a little voice in my head said.

      My wings spread, and I flapped them hard as a test. The gust of wind that unleashed knocked down the front line of guards like bowling pins, and I felt my front paws leave the ground.

      Instinct took over. One I’d never felt before but somehow seemed like an old friend. In an instant, I was soaring through the sky over the village while townsfolk screamed and pointed or fled into their homes. Circling back toward the forest, I watched as the guards tried to follow me, but they were too slow. I was gone before they could launch another arrow at me.

      Treetops skimmed against my feet, the mountains grew closer at a startling rate, and the world soon opened up beneath me, revealing a sprawling field with a sparkling lake.

      I landed so close to the water's edge that my massive feet sank into the soft ground.

      From the rippling water, a black dragon with dark blue chest scales and matching horns that curved slightly back stared up at me. My triangular maw was spiked with what looked like bones sticking out from the scales, and my eyes were a glowing red. I reared back, looking down at my clawed hands, then back at the image in the water.

      I didn’t recognize myself.

      Panic set in, flooding through me.

      I was in a strange land, I’d already made enemies of an entire village, and I looked like…this.

      “I really am a dragon,” I said, tilting my head to one side.

      “What else would you be but what you are?”

      I startled, craning my head around to look for the source of the soft, feminine voice.

      To my surprise, there was a woman standing next to me, staring up at me with bright blue eyes that blinked slowly. She raised her hand, pressed one finger to her bottom lip, and gazed up at me as if I were a giant teddy bear. Her long, golden blonde hair rustled in the breeze and shone beneath the sun. She was thin, with a cute little pudge to her belly where a ribbon was drawn tight around the robes that she wore.

      She tilted her head to one side, her beautiful face looking even more slender and her chin more pointed. Her bright eyes danced as she took me in, but there was a listlessness to them, a laziness, a lack of urgency.

      That was when I realized that she had fox-like ears atop her head. They were large, so much so that they hardly seemed able to stand up straight, and they were the same color as her hair.  A matching tail swayed behind her, the fur as shiny and soft-looking as the hair on her head.

      “Wha…” I began. Then I remembered that I was a dragon, and I had no right to be shocked just because she had a couple of extra parts.

      That didn’t stop my jaw from dropping.

      My brain scrambled to understand what I was seeing, what I had become, and where I was—but I had no answers no matter how hard I tried.

      “You’ve been staring at the water for a while,” she said, her voice sounding dreamy, far off. “Did you lose something?”

      “Myself, I think,” I said.

      “A terrible thing to lose.” She leaned forward, peering into the water. “But I don’t think you’ll find it in a lake.”

      “You’re not afraid of me?”

      “You’ve not given me reason to be.”

      I scratched my head with a clawed hand.

      “You are rather large and imposing, and a bit ominous-looking,” she began, the bluntness of her words at odds with her soft voice, “but that doesn’t mean much. The most beautiful flowers are often poisonous, after all.”

      “Thanks…I think.”

      She smiled, her eyes crinkling slightly at the corners. “I’ve never seen a dragon up close before. You’re even more magnificent than when I saw you fly by a few days ago.”

      “I just got here,” I said, glad I was in dragon form because scales probably didn’t blush.

      “I thought all the dragons were gone, but now I’ve seen two in a week. What good luck I have.” Her large ears twitched, and she looked up at me once more. “Say, do you shed scales? Could I have some if you do?”

      “Erm, what for?”

      “They may have some special healing properties, or perhaps they could be made into armor, or…oh! I forgot to introduce myself.” She smiled somewhat sheepishly. “I have a bad habit of that.”

      She gripped the hem of her black and red robes, which almost reminded me of a kimono, and did a slight curtsy that bowed her head and made her large ears flop adorably—but also revealed the faintest line of the beginning of her breasts as they strained against the fabric.

      “Yumi Swiftrunner, your greatness. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” If she was bothered by my lingering glance, she did not show it.

      “Leonard Reed," I said. "Just call me Leo, though.”

      Still bent over in a bow, she craned her neck back. “I’ve never heard of a dragon named Leonard.”

      “Well, I’m not actually a dragon.”

      Yumi looked me up and down, then arched her brow.

      “Right, right.” I focused, and in an instant, my body shifted and changed back into my human form.

      Yumi whipped upright and clapped excitedly, like she’d just seen a magic trick. “How wonderful, a dragon that is also a human! Or are you a beastkin?” She cocked her head to the side and her large ears flopped again.

      “Beastkin? Is that what you are?” I asked.

      “Do you really not know?”

      I shook my head. It rattled my brain, which still wasn’t providing me with any answers.

      Yumi touched her lips, which pursed in thought. “Where are you from?”

      “Not here,” I said with startling acceptance.

      “I’ve never heard of this Nodere.”

      “No, I mean, I....” I blushed slightly, then began to wonder if I should reveal my secrets to this stranger. Beautiful as she was, I had no idea if I could trust her.

      “I see, you’re from another world.” She nodded sagely. “This happens from time to time, and it—oh! How wonderful.”

      “What is?” I asked.

      Her blue eyes sparkled. “That we met, of course.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes, it could only mean one thing.”

      “Which is?”

      “Times are changing.”

      I stared at her, and she gazed back at me, smiling like she had no idea how confused I was.

      I was beginning to wonder if I was even in my own body, so I turned to the lake and looked in once again. Dark hair, glasses, a suit. Yeah, I was still me, but the image was blurry—and not just because of the ripples on the surface of the water.

      I removed my glasses to rub my eyes, but the moment I did, I realized that for the first time in my life, I had perfect vision.

      Better than perfect. I could make out each individual leaf on a nearby tree, see the fish swimming further out in the lake, and follow the trail of a bug that whizzed across the surface.

      “Oh, I guess you need a place to stay,” Yumi began, “and you probably also have no idea how things work around here…But where are my manners? You must be hungry, or at least thirsty, right?”

      “Well, a little, I guess.” I shrugged. Whatever else I was, I was mostly confused—and terribly lost.

      “Then follow me. I’ll fill you in on everything.” She whirled around, causing the hem of her robes to whip up around her pale thighs. Though her bushy tail kept me from getting too much of a peek, I caught sight of a pale scar shaped like a hook on the back of her thigh. “Yumi will show you the way.”
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      Before long, I found myself outside of the clearing, crouching in what could only be described as a makeshift hut with a dirt floor, a hole surrounded by stones that was obviously a firepit, and a pile of grass and sticks in the corner that I could only assume was supposed to be a bed. A brown leather backpack sat in the corner of the structure, bulging from being stuffed so full.

      “You live here?” I asked, trying not to sound too judgmental.

      “I made it myself.” Her chest swelled with pride.

      It was the shabbiest pile of branches and pine needles I’d ever seen.

      On the flip side, it smelled like pine and flowers, probably due to the plants that were dangling over the firepit. I assumed that she was trying to dry them, though I couldn’t identify what they were.

      She patted a spot next to the firepit, and I sat there on a hard, cold patch of dirt.

      “Where am I?” I asked while she busied herself with rifling through the backpack.

      “The middle of nowhere,” she replied.

      I snorted a laugh.

      “Evergreen Hollow, I think the humans call it,” she said.

      “Because of the pine trees, I assume,” I replied.

      “I imagine so, but humans are strange creatures, so who knows.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      I tipped my head back and stared at the hanging herbs. I was perhaps weirdest of them all, because I’d been whisked away to a strange place, and I’d just sort of…accepted it?

      Sure, some part of me wondered how and why, or perhaps even who had brought me here, but the largest part of me was just grateful that I didn’t have to undertake the tedious task of updating my resume and firing it off to a hundred people only to be rejected wordlessly by the vast majority.

      Yumi turned to face me, then offered a small clay bowl.

      “It’s not much, but my fishing skills are lacking, and I’m afraid I never learned to trap rabbits.” She smiled apologetically, then sat down beside me. Her hands were empty, and as I looked down into my bowl at a handful of berries, I realized she had offered me everything she had.

      “Would you like some pine needle tea?”

      “You don’t know how to fish, huh?” I tilted the bowl around in my hand, swirling the contents like a glass of wine.

      “No, the clan had others who did that, I…” Yumi trailed off, giving a limp shrug.

      “The clan?”

      The corners of her lip twitched, and I immediately realized this was a sore subject for her. It wasn’t my place to pry into the past of a woman I barely knew, but I did want to help her. It was obvious that she was struggling, and even so, she insisted on helping me when she could barely help herself.

      “Well.” Setting the bowl of berries on the ground, I shifted around until I was crouching again. “It’s been a long time since I was fishing with my grandpa, but I bet I can manage something.”

      “Do you think so?” Yumi asked, looking down into the bowl of berries. “I tried to make a fishing pole, but there’s more of a trick to it than just tying some string to a stick…I learned that firsthand.”

      “Leave it to me.” I put on an air of fake bravado to lift her spirits, and she resonated with that, her neutral expression turning into the softest, sweetest smile I’d ever seen.

      Her tail wagged slightly, the soft fur brushing against me, and I grinned at her.

      “I’m eager to see what you can do.” After slipping on her bulky backpack, she crawled out of the makeshift shelter, and I followed as she led the way back to the lake.

      There were a scarce few fish near the shore, nothing but some small-fries who wouldn’t go far to fill our bellies, so it was clear why Yumi hadn’t had much success catching anything.

      I looked out over the serene lake, the surface of the water barely rippling despite a nice breeze that ruffled my hair and carried the scent of grass and flowers. Mountains sat in the distance beyond the line of trees, forming an idyllic scene.

      Further out, the water teemed with so many fish that I even saw some jumping, and I knew what to do.

      With a glance at Yumi, who had apparently decided to build a fire on the shore, I transformed back into a dragon and flew over the lake. I cast a massive shadow over the water, which luckily didn’t startle the fish, and my keen eyes followed the flickering movements of a large one that I didn’t recognize.

      I slashed out with my massive front leg to snatch the fish out of the water, but my clumsy attempt merely scared it away from the surface. I found another and tried again, but all I did was create ripples in the water and scare the crap out of a few fish.

      Growling in frustration, I glanced toward the shore, where Yumi was stoking a fire and preparing a little cooking area. I didn’t want to let her down, and I definitely didn’t want us to go hungry, so the gears turned in my brain, trying to come up with an idea.

      “Hah!” I gasped, in my deep, gravely dragon voice.

      I flew to the shore, landed, and then waded slowly into the water. My long legs and neck let me get out pretty deep, and all I needed to do was keep my nose above the water—which was easy because my jaws were absolutely massive.

      I opened my mouth slowly and waited like I’d seen animals do on television. It was hard to stay still, even though the water felt nice and cool on my scales, but I waited and waited, my eyes darting and watching for any movement nearby.

      A dragonfly perched on the tip of my nose, and I snorted it away.

      Time ticked by, fish swam against me, and I heard the crackling of Yumi’s fire on the shore.

      One eye spied something large swimming near the surface, and I watched with bated breath as the fish came closer, closer, closer…

      So close that it tickled my tongue.

      I snapped my jaws closed around it, and it flailed around in my mouth. Having something alive in my mouth was an odd feeling, but I ignored it as I waded back to shore to the sound of applause.

      “Well done!” Yumi hopped up and down, doing a little dance on the tips of her toes. “I can’t remember the last time I had a good meal!”

      I lowered my head to the ground and deposited the fish—which tasted a little slimy with its scales still on—onto a smooth piece of wood that resembled a cutting board.

      “Allow me to do the rest.” Yumi pulled up her long sleeves, grabbed a huge knife that looked comically larger in her small hands, and chopped the head off of the fish in one swift strike of her blade.

      Rather than settle for a single fish, I went back out into the water. I knew that, if I were going to be stuck here, I’d eventually need a better method of providing for myself—and others?—but my tactic worked, so I was content to use it for one day.

      Time passed faster, and I worked while enjoying the wonderful scent of fatty fish cooking over an open flame. I snapped my jaws around the fifth massive fish when a loud ding sounded in my brain, making my jaw open, freeing the frantic fish.

      

      Level Up Acquired!

      Fishing Skill Level 1] + 5 Strength.

      

      A freaking screen popped up just above the surface of the water. It lingered there just long enough for me to read it before vanishing like some drug-induced hallucination.

      I flailed so hard that I nearly drowned myself, but I made it back to shore, panting and wheezing as my heart hammered in my chest.

      “What’s wrong? Did something tickle your toes?” Yumi asked.

      “What? No, I…I just…This box? It popped up, and then it just vanished,” I rambled. “It was like a video game! It said I leveled up and—”

      “Oh? Already?” She didn’t sound concerned or confused, just impressed. “I guess these fish are rather large, or maybe dragons level faster?” Her head cocked to one side and her large ears flopped with it.

      “What?” It was the only word I could muster.

      Yumi came to me, paused, went to the water and washed her hands off, then returned to me. Her blue eyes stared into mine, and she smiled slightly. “You’re really not from here.” It wasn’t a question. “That’s the Nexus. The system that connects us to this world and everything in it.”

      She said that like it explained everything.

      It didn’t.

      “Ask the Nexus to see your stats,” she said.

      I stared at her incredulously.

      “Go on.”

      “Nexus, show me my stats…please?”

      The words had barely left my mouth when another screen popped up in front of me—this one larger.

      

      Leonard Reed

      Race: Dragon

      Level: 2

      Strength: 80

      Dexterity: 60

      Constitution: 125

      Magic: 100

      Perception: 80

      

      The box was black and dark blue with white text, but I had an easy enough time reading it, though I knew it would have given me trouble in the past.

      That didn’t make things any less confusing.

      “Would you share them with me?” Yumi asked, her eyes alight.

      “Nexus, share stats with Yumi.”

      “Oh!” she gasped, slapping her hands over her mouth. “Wow, I knew dragons would be strong, but you already have incredible stats, and you’re only level two!”

      “Are they impressive?” I looked at my numbers again. I had nothing to go on, so for all I knew a squirrel was stronger than me.

      “Nexus, share my stats with Leo.”

      A matching popup appeared next to mine.

      

      Yumi Swiftrunner

      Race: Beastkin [Fox]

      Level: 227

      Strength: 8

      Dexterity: 84

      Constitution: 56

      Magic: 51

      Perception: 38

      

      I whistled when I saw her level, but I quickly realized that none of her stats were even close to mine, besides her Dexterity. I studied the screens for a few moments, then waved my hand on instinct and they disappeared.

      “So, do we have like a HP bar or something?” I asked.

      “HP?” Yumi asked.

      “Hit points.”

      “Hit…points? Well, I suppose you could level up your battle skills?”

      “Not what I mean, but good to know. What else can I do to level up?”

      “Most things you do will have some influence on a skill. Fishing, logging, cooking…” She pursed her lips and that sort of dreamy look returned to her eyes. “And those will raise your stats, which will make you more formidable.” Yumi blinked away the fog in her eyes. “How much did your stats increase from your level up?”

      “Uhh, five, I think.”

      “Five! Humans and beastkin only get a single stat point, and you have such high base stats. I…” Her eyes twinkled as she gazed at me, and then her nose twitched. “I think the first fish is almost done.”

      I blinked.

      Yumi had already turned back to the fire and was rotating a flayed fish that sat in some barely-glowing pieces of wood. The pale flesh of the fish was slightly charred but looked all the more appetizing for it, and I’d never smelled anything quite as alluring as the smoky aroma that drifted off of it.

      But my confusion still outweighed my hunger.

      “I’ll smoke the rest, it’ll help them last longer,” she said. “We’re going to eat well for the next few days, at least.”

      “Is that all I need to know about stats and leveling up?” I asked, still thrown off by her sudden change in topic.

      “It’s all I can think to tell you, but if you have any more questions, I’ll try my best to answer them.” Yumi smiled, her entire face lighting up. “What I can tell you, for better or worse, is that you have the potential to be strong. Very strong.”

      “Very strong?” I tasted the words on my tongue and wasn’t sure I liked them.

      What would I even do with all that power? I wondered as I stared into the licking flames. All I’ve ever seen power do is turn people into assholes and corrupt their morals for the sake of getting more power…and that was just in an office. Nevermind having real power.

      “Well, it’s nice that I have the potential,” I said, unsure what else to say.

      “That you’re not over the moon about it is probably even more promising. It’s a grave responsibility,” Yumi said.

      “Yeah, and I don’t even know this world. I don’t know what I can do here, what my place is.” I shook my head. “I don’t even know if I’m expected to do something here or if I’m stuck here for the rest of it. I don’t know who brought me here or if there’s some grand plan for me. I don’t know…anything.”

      “It is a perplexing situation. What do you want to do?”

      “Hmm.” I raised a hand to my face and stroked my jaw. Before I was whisked away, I’d had an epiphany about wanting to reconnect with nature and the things I enjoyed in life. Wanting new experiences, to see new places, and to most importantly, feel like I lived a life worth living.

      Now, it seemed like the universe had handed me that opportunity on a silver platter. I could turn into a dragon, sure, but I could easily travel and see the world, or settle down and build myself that cabin in the woods that I’d always wanted.

      “I think I’m gonna build a log cabin,” I decided, looking around the clearing. “Right on the lake. I could even start a little vegetable garden.” I raised my hands and started counting off fingers. “I’ll need tools, seeds, probably some blueprints or something…”

      “You’ll need to trade with the humans or beastkin for that,” Yumi said.

      “I don’t really have anything to trade.”

      She gestured to the dried fish. “They will fetch you a little something, but we might need to hunt something bigger, perhaps a boar.”

      “We?” I teased.

      Yumi laughed and beamed, though I saw a hint of red on her pale cheeks. “I’ve no intention of leaving you. I’ll be your guide in this world.”

      “And what do you get out of this arrangement?”

      She shrugged and smiled. “I don’t need anything, though a better place to lay my head would be nice, if you don’t mind.”

      “Sounds fair. I guess we’re a team now.”

      Another ding sounded in my head, and from behind the popup that obscured most of Yumi, I saw her head tilt to the side and her ears perk up like something happened on her end as well.

      

      You have invited Yumi Swiftrunner to join your [Dragon’s Hoard].

      

      “I got an invitation to join your hoard,” Yumi said. “What’s that?”

      “Nexus, can you explain this to us?”

      

      [Dragon’s Hoard]

      Individuals added to the dragon’s party become part of the hoard.

      These individuals gain increased base stats, level-up stats, and a small portion of the dragon’s future experience points. Each level-up increases Magic.

      

      Yumi’s eyes bulged.

      Man, this place is wild, I thought.

      “Sounds like a pretty good deal,” I said.

      No sooner had the words left my mouth than I got two notifications.

      

      Yumi Swiftrunner has joined your hoard!

      Level Up Acquired!

      [Dragon’s Hoard Skill Level 1] + 5 Magic.

      

      “Nexus, stats.” Yumi breathed so hard that she could barely get the words out, and they were followed by a sharp inhale and her slapping her hands over her mouth.

      “Nexus, show me Yumi’s stats,” I said, wondering if I had access to them now.

      

      Yumi Swiftrunner

      Race: Beastkin [Fox]

      Level: 227

      Strength: 16

      Dexterity: 168

      Constitution: 112

      Magic: 102

      Perception: 76

      

      “They’ve doubled. We’re pretty even now, I think.” I grinned. “That’s awesome, Yumi.”

      “Doubled,” she breathed. She blinked slowly, then looked down at her hands. “I never…”

      “Pretty unexpected, right? You might even be stronger than I am.”

      “Not for long, not with you gaining five points per level, but I never imagined I’d be this strong. I don’t even know what to do with myself.” She fanned herself with her hands, then sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “This is amazing, I…I should tend to the fish,” she said, so frazzled that the fur of her tail had puffed up.

      Yumi collected the first fish from the fire, cut the flayed fish into two pieces, and placed the halves on wooden plates.

      “You may want to change back for this, I doubt half a fish will fill the belly of a dragon,” she said.

      “Oh, right.” I was already so accustomed to my new body that it felt natural to be in that form—so natural that I’d forgotten I was even in it.

      I transformed back to my human self, accepted the plate, and sat beside Yumi on a log that she’d pulled up next to the fire. I ate the steaming fish with my fingers. It had a delightful smokiness to it, but also a distinct herbal taste that complemented the rich, buttery meat of the fish.

      While I ate, I took a moment to admire the chef.

      Yumi’s eyes seemed to reflect the firelight, casting shadows over them that somehow made them even bluer than usual.

      “This is the best fish I’ve ever eaten,” I said between bites.

      “Thank you, my mother taught me.” Yumi flinched, then quickly changed the subject, “It’s the best meal I’ve had in a long time—I’ve mostly been living off berries and mushrooms.”

      “Get used to it, because you’re going to be eating a lot better from now on,” I promised, eager to lighten the mood. “Maybe we’ll catch two boars, so we have some for ourselves.”

      “I love boar.” Yumi wiped the back of her hand across her mouth, and I dared think that she was drooling. “One would feed us for weeks, perhaps a month!”

      “Then we’ll do it.”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Why tomorrow?”

      “It’ll be getting dark soon.”

      “Does that matter?”

      “I suppose not, but I’ve been up since before the sun rose, and I doubt I could stay awake long enough to show you where the boars frequent.”

      I chuckled. “Fair enough. We’ll wait until morning.”

      “Deal.”

      We headed to bed after we’d finished our meals and hid the leftovers high in a tree.

      Yumi curled up on a pile of branches in the makeshift shelter, and quickly fell asleep. Her ears and tail twitched slightly, and I couldn’t help wondering what she was dreaming off as I drifted off myself.
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      I woke up on the hard, cold ground with an ache in my back that felt like someone had riverdanced on it. Apparently, being a dragon didn’t stop me from needing somewhere more comfortable to sleep than a literal pile of dirt.

      I missed my bed, but that was about the only thing I wished I had from my old life.

      My old life…

      The scent of pine assaulted my senses, and I felt an unusual warmth against my face, so I pried my eyes open and craned my stiff neck to look around.

      Yumi, her hair slightly messy and with a few pine needles clinging to it, used a stick to poke at a cast iron kettle that sat over the firepit. Her blue eyes were half-lidded with sleepiness, and she let out a little yawn which she stifled with her baggy sleeve.

      “Looks like you slept as well as I did,” I joked as I slowly sat up.

      “I’m used to it. It’s not that bad after a while,” she said.

      “Somehow, I doubt that.”

      She cracked a smile. “I was just being optimistic.”

      “Maybe we can buy some sleeping bags or something? A bedroll?”

      “If we catch that boar.”

      “I’ll catch every boar in the forest if it means I don’t have to break my back sleeping in the dirt again.”

      “I don’t think you’ll need quite so many,” she said in her usual dreamy tone. She poked the kettle out of the fire, doubled up some cloth, and grabbed the handle to pour steaming water into two waiting clay cups.

      “Smells like trees,” I said, leaning in. Sure enough, I saw pine needles swimming in the water.

      “That's all I have, sorry.” She lifted her own cup to her lips, blew on it a little, then took a sip.

      Despite seeing her shudder, I sipped my leaf water. It wasn’t coffee by any means, but I was surprised to find that it almost had a citrusy tang to it. As far as tea went, it wasn’t half bad, and it did a nice job of filling my belly between bites of fresh berries that Yumi had gathered while I was still sleeping.

      “So, what’s the best way to catch a boar?” I asked.

      “Well, I’ve seen people dig pits and chase them into the holes. Sometimes they line them with spiky wood, but I think it’s faster and better to just spear them while they’re stuck.” She peered at me over the rim of her cup, her face pensive. “It’ll take a while to dig the holes, but it’ll be worth it.”

      “Will it take a while? I can turn into a dragon, remember?”

      “Oh, yes, that should speed things up nicely.” Yumi beamed. “I know where they frequent, so we may even be able to get to the markets today.”

      “Let’s do it.” I tossed the rest of the berries into my mouth, downed my tea, and shuffled my way out of the hut before standing to my full height.

      “It’s not far from here. The boars and I seek similar foragables,” Yumi said as she started to head off into the trees. The bulky backpack was slung over her shoulders again, and I got the distinct feeling that her whole life was within that tiny bag. “They’re most active at night," she said. "Sometimes I hear them chomping on my hut. They’ll eat anything. Even you, if they had the chance.”

      “Noted.” I didn’t plan to die to a boar, but I didn’t plan to end up in this place either, so I kept my guard up. “What else is out here?”

      “Bears and wolves and ogres and trolls, though they mostly leave me alone.” She shrugged.

      “Orges? Trolls? They exist?” I arched my brow. “Sounds kinda dangerous to be living alone out here.” I frowned.

      “They do. I’ve spent several days in a tree waiting for monsters to lose interest in me. Had to make a new house again, but I survived,” Yumi said.

      “Well, when I build my house, I’m putting a fence around it to keep monsters out.”

      “And boars out of the gardens.”

      “That too.”

      As we walked further away from the lake, the underbrush got denser, which allowed me to see that it was obviously trampled down by something. There were hoofprints in the dirt, so many that I couldn’t make heads or tails of which way the boars traveled or how many there were.

      “Seems like a good spot to start digging,” I said.

      “Do you think you could make a long trench to chase them into instead of just one hole?”

      “Sure.”

      “Excellent. While you do that, I’ll break branches off and throw them over the hole to hide the trench.”

      “Great idea.”

      Yumi swayed as she headed off, her robes fluttering in the gentle breeze. She hummed a soft tune as she walked over to the nearest tree and began snapping off any branches she could reach.

      The fox woman seemed a bit absent-minded to me, but she was a great companion, and a helpful guide in a world where I didn’t know a damn thing.

      It didn’t hurt that she was absolutely gorgeous, either. Despite her living situation, she kept her clothes, hair, even her fluffy tail in near-pristine shape. She smelled of sweet flowers, and though her robes hid most of her curves, the glimpses I caught told me she was shapely as a supermodel—just with a bit more to love around the middle. Not a lot, just enough to sink my fingers into and—

      Oookay, Leo, get to work before she notices you gawking at her like someone who’s never seen a woman before, I mentally chided myself.

      A moment later, I was in my dragon form and began to use my massive claws to dig a trench in the ground. It was easy enough work. I took my time making sure the long pit was deep enough that a boar couldn’t jump out of it, and the edges were steep enough that it would never be able to climb.

      While I dug, besides the obvious smell of upturned dirt, I caught something else in the wind. Something wild. The stench was repelling, like a wet dog that had rolled in shit and then been left to ferment. I glanced at Yumi, but she didn’t seem to notice the repugnant smell, or if she did, she didn’t let it bother her.

      She worked beside me, covering the trench with just enough branches to obscure the hole from view. She wiped the back of her sleeve across her brow, brushing aside a bead of sweat.

      I finished first, so I helped her with her portion of the task, and in no time at all, we had ourselves a massive trench to catch boars.

      “Now all we need to do is find them, flush them out, and chase them into the pit,” Yumi said. “I can smell them all around this place, so I’m sure there’s still at least a couple nearby.”

      “Yeah, their smell was nearly unbearable in my dragon form,” I said, “but I think I know what direction to go in.”

      “You may be better off as a dragon. They’re pretty vicious and can gore you if you’re not careful.”

      “What about you?”

      “Hmm.” Yumi looked around. “Do you mind if I wait in a tree?”

      “Not at all, as long as you’re safe.”

      She nodded, adjusted the weight on her back, then practically ran up the trunk of a tree, climbing it in seconds with the aid of a few meager branches that she used as footholds for a split second. When she found a thick enough branch to sit on, she unshouldered her pack and hugged it like it was a giant stuffed animal. Then she watched me, her head tilting slightly to one side and her big ears flopping.

      Tickled by how cute she was, I cleared my throat, transformed, and flew off.

      I kept a careful eye on Yumi so that I didn’t lose her, but somehow I knew I wouldn’t, because I’d be able to find her scent amongst the many others.

      No, it wasn’t a scent so much as a feeling—something connected us. The Nexus, the dragon hoard, I didn’t know, but I found comfort in that fact as I circled above a spot where the smell of boar was particularly strong.

      My keen dragon eyes narrowed, and it was almost like I had a sort of heat vision. The world around me changed, becoming darker, and wavering red and yellow figures stood out among the cool greens and blues. Three shapes stood out amongst the trees and foliage. They obviously weren’t human, but I couldn’t tell much else about them besides that they were alive, so I blinked the heat vision away and dropped out of the sky behind them.

      Shrill shrieks and dirt filled the air as the boars skittered to get away from me. They ran at top speeds through the underbrush, and I lurched into the air to follow them. The wind hit my scales, but I felt little resistance as I spread my wings and rode the breeze.

      I’d never herded anything before, let alone as a dragon, and I crashed through trees, knocking them down with loud crunches that sounded like bones breaking. It tickled, but the falling trees actually helped keep the boars in front of me, blocking them from darting to either side, so I kept flying low and slow though I could easily outpace them.

      They almost escaped several times, but I managed to swoop down and scare them back into place until the three boars ran shoulder to shoulder.

      It wasn’t long until I spied Yumi sitting in the tree and hugging her pack, and I watched with bated breath as the boars approached the covered pit.

      They squealed and flailed as the ground gave way beneath their feet. They struggled to stand, tripping over one another, and ran along the trench, but there was nowhere to go.

      I felt bad for them, and I didn’t want them to suffer unduly, so I did the humane thing and killed them with a single claw through the skull.

      When I finished off the third, a screen popped up.

      

      Level Up Acquired!

      [Hunting Skill Level 1] + 5 Strength

      

      “Oh, my hunting skill leveled up too!” Yumi said as she slid down from her perch. “Nice job, Leo. Expertly done.” She wandered over to the edge of the trench and looked down. “I can’t believe you managed to get three on your first go. If we keep just one…” She audibly swallowed.

      I chuckled, my voice deep and booming. “You think two is enough to get the supplies we need?”

      “And then some! Humans have pigs, but boar is a delicacy because of how far they have to trek into the forest to hunt them.” Yumi wiped the back of her hand across her mouth. “I can’t wait to have a meal of boar…”

      “What’s the best way to do this? Bring them the boar whole or break it down or what?”

      “Whole is fine. Their fur, organs, even their tusks will fetch something. But before we go, let’s hang ours from a tree and let it bleed out.”

      It was a grizzly task, but one that was necessary. Thankfully, Yumi was able to guide me through it because I had no idea how to prep a carcass. We left our boar hanging high from a tree, where nothing could get at it besides maybe a hungry raven, and then prepared for our trip to the city.

      “I’ve never flown before,” Yumi said as we strapped the two boars together with some rope from her backpack. “But we don’t have a cart or anything to pull it, so it makes the most sense…”

      “Are you afraid?” I asked.

      “Hmm, no, I’m rather excited, actually. I’ll be the first person ever to fly. That’s amazing, isn’t it?”

      I chuckled. “Sure is.”

      I transformed into a dragon and lowered myself onto my belly so that Yumi could climb on. After some fussing, she managed to get situated in such a way that she felt comfortable and safe.

      “Ready,” she said.

      I brought myself into the air as slowly as I could, but it still had her squealing.

      “You alright back there?” I asked.

      “This is amazing! I can see everything from up here!”

      She was right. Once we cleared the treetops, the city appeared as a dot on the horizon. It rapidly grew closer, exposing towers that jutted into the sky at irregular intervals. One building stood over them all, its fancy red tiling contrasting brightly against the wooden roofs of most other buildings. The stonework of this building was paler than any others, almost a milky white, and the sun reflected off the smoothed stone. Its towers were pointed, stabbing the sky, and even from a distance I felt the air of oppression from it—like it was watching everyone and everything that happened in the city.

      Man, that looks awesome…but I’m gonna stay far away from that, I decided as I turned my attention to the sprawling fields on either side of the city. A variety of crops spanned fields that seemed to stretch on for miles, and despite the heat of the sun beating down, people worked them tirelessly. A river cut one field off, and there were a few people gathered at the edge, fishing.

      “Hang on tight.” I grabbed the bound boar carcasses with the talons of my back legs and took off across the treetops.

      All the while, the usually placid woman whooped and hollered, cheering her delight. Her legs straddled either side of my neck, and I doubted she could even see much, but that didn’t stop her from enjoying herself.

      “The wind in my hair feels amazing!” she cried, her voice sounding distant.

      I grinned a toothy smile and glanced back at her, at her golden blonde hair flying in the wind and the wideness of her glimmering blue eyes. If I had more practice flying—and if she was more secure—I would have tried to do a few tricks to impress her, but I decided against that. For now.

      As the city grew so near that I feared someone might spy me, I slowed to a stop and lowered myself into the trees. It was a different settlement than the one I’d arrived next to, but I didn’t fancy making everyone panic because they saw a dragon.

      Yumi leaped off of my back, her hair a wild mess. “I can’t wait to do that again,” she said, grinning.

      I changed back and hoisted the two boars over my shoulders.

      I doubted that, a day ago, I’d have even been able to carry one, but with my strength stat so high, I had no trouble lugging the duo through the forest, even though the walk took several hours.

      As we neared the city, Yumi pinned her large ears to her skull and pulled her hood up to hide them. All the excitement seemed to have drained out of her, and her eyes darted about warily.

      “You okay?” I asked. I’d have reached out to her, but I needed both hands to keep the weight steady on my shoulders.

      “Fine. It’ll be fine.” She seemed to be telling herself this as much as she was me, and a protective instinct swelled in my chest.

      “It will be,” I promised.

      A faltering smile flitted across her lips, and she gave a tight nod.

      It was late in the afternoon when we arrived at the outskirts of the city. I had no idea how to tell time based on the position of the sun, but Yumi seemed certain of it.

      “Maybe we should get a room for the night?” I suggested. “A bed might be nice.”

      “Maybe,” she curtly replied, pulling the hood tighter around her face. “It’s this way to the markets. They say Brightvale has the best in the kingdom.” She stepped ahead of me and started weaving through the crowds who milled around the small wooden and stone houses that looked like they had seen better days. The tang of piss and vomit assaulted my nose, which wrinkled at the offensive smells, and I wasn’t surprised to see a small bar tucked amongst the homes.

      It didn’t take a genius to see that we were in the poor part of Brightvale—and the rough part, judging by a few haggard, scarred men standing about.

      Everyone we walked past gawked at us so much that I thought for a second they knew who I was, but it was the boars that had their attention.

      So, I wasn’t surprised at all when we walked down an alley and found ourselves with a group of men ahead of us and another closing in behind us.

      “Stay close to me, Yumi.” I slowed so that she was at my side, where I could see her.

      “Nobody has to get hurt,” a man with an eyepatch and a jagged scar over his face said. “Just hand over the boars, and we’ll let you walk away.”

      “There’s an awful lot of them, maybe we shouldn’t fight,” Yumi whimpered.

      “Listen to your girlfriend,” he sneered, and his thugs chuckled.

      There was something in Yumi’s voice, a quivering that told me there was something more to the situation, but I wasn’t about to give up what we’d worked so hard for.

      I lowered the boars from my shoulders like I was giving in—then I hurled them at the leader, knocking him back and crushing him against a wall with an exhale that told me I’d smacked the air out of his lungs.

      The goons surged forward as one, a group of easily ten men who saw that and yet still wanted to fight me.

      I was never in many fights, but I was determined.

      Even if I had no idea what levels these guys were.

      They didn’t fight like people in the movies—all ten men came at us at once, crowding the alleyway.

      A club swung at me, and I ducked to avoid it. It lurched past me in slow motion, like reality stuttered to load. I struck out with my fist, knocking the guy back and into another goon.

      “Don’t touch me!” Yumi growled.

      I turned to see her holding orbs of blue magic and waving them around, the lights illuminating her snarl, which looked like that of a cornered animal, but she was obviously just trying to keep them off her and not actually fighting.

      One thug grabbed her by the scruff of the cape and pulled her hood down, her large ears flopping out.

      Something changed in the air. The men honed in on Yumi, the boar forgotten.

      “A beastkin slut,” one man growled.

      A fire of rage burned in me that had nothing to do with my dragon powers.

      “We ought to skin her along with those boars,” another said.

      “What do you think you’re doing here, monster?” a third asked.

      My fist met his jaw the moment he finished speaking.

      “Don’t talk to her like that,” I warned, flexing my aching fingers. I surged forward, grabbed two men by their heads, and smashed them together.

      Yumi skittered behind me, hurriedly pulling up her hood.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, “I knew this would happen if they figured out what I was.”

      “Not your fault we ran into some pigs.” I lurched forward, dodging a knife and punching the owner in the gut. “Then again, that’s an insult to pigs.”

      A soft sound came from her that I dared think was a strangled laugh, but I didn’t have much time to think about it because the thugs were regrouping.

      I didn’t have a weapon, and I couldn’t exactly turn into a dragon, so I decided to make the best of what I had.

      I slipped my fingers under the rope securing the boars and swung them around, using them as a shield and battering ram all at once.

      Shifting the weight of the boars, I held them up like a giant shield and ran with them—ramming my way through men like an angry rhino. They flew through the air before smashing against the narrow walls of the alley and groaning in agony.

      Two crawled to their feet, barely able to stand, and I swung the boars around like a baseball bat. I whacked the men so hard that they flew through the alley and didn’t get up again.

      Another man, his leg twisted at an odd angle, sobbed as he limped out of the alley.

      “That was easier than I expected,” I said.

      “I wasn’t sure you could fight in this form, I’m sorry,” Yumi said apologetically.

      “No worries. We won, that’s all that matters.”

      This time, I anticipated the screen that popped up.

      

      Level Up Acquired!

      [Combat Skill Level 1]  + 5 Constitution

      [Combat Skill Level 2]  + 5 Constitution

      

      “Huh, two levels at once,” I mused.

      “I got one as well, though I don’t deserve it.” Yumi frowned, pulling the hood tighter around her face. “I’m sorry, I’m more of a healer than a fighter.”

      “Hey, those are super helpful too. I bet they wish they had one.” Jerking my head toward our fallen foes, I hoisted the boars onto my back and started walking again, stepping over groaning bodies as I went.

      “I should have known better than to come here, beastkin aren’t welcome in human settlements,” Yumi whispered, like she was afraid someone else would overhear.

      “So, those guys weren’t just an outlier?”

      “No, that’s normal.”

      A scowl crossed my face, and I tried to glance back at the fallen men, but the boars on my shoulder blocked my view.

      “So, where do beastkin live?” I asked, trying to get a grasp of the situation.

      “In the forests, in their own settlements, if they’re lucky.”

      “If they’re lucky?”

      “Some…end up as slaves.” Yumi’s voice trembled.

      Then I realized it wasn’t just her voice—her whole body shook.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you,” I quickly promised. “If things really start to go south, you better believe I’ll transform and we’ll fly out of here.”

      “But we need supplies…”

      “There are other cities and towns. If I knew it was gonna be like this, we would’ve gone to a beastkin settlement.”

      “They don’t have as much as humans.”

      I frowned. I didn’t like what I was hearing at all.

      I’d come to this world as an outsider, one who didn’t know the ways but also wasn’t blinded by how things were.

      I knew it was impossible to quell a hatred like the one I’d seen in those men, but…

      What wasn’t impossible was making a safe place for beastkin, hell, for anyone, to live. Including me. From what I’d seen, dragons weren’t welcome among humans. Perhaps they saw me as a sort of beastkin.

      And if Yumi was right, and I had the potential to be strong, then I’d use it to keep her and everyone like her safe.
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      Yumi’s bottom lip still trembled by the time we reached the market. She refused to let go of her hood, keeping it pinned to either side of her face so that nothing could pull it down. Her blue eyes darted about, taking in every new person like they were a potential threat to her.

      The Brightvale market was a busy place, filled with people coming and going, selling and buying. There were stalls of silks and spices, weapons and finery. Some had simple wooden stalls that were battered and scarred, while others shilled from the doors of fancy shops with stained-glass windows.

      There were people selling roasted and buttered potatoes, aromatic hand pies, grilled meat on sticks, and just about anything else that could be eaten on the go.

      Others sold fresh local fruits, jams, and cheeses. More still sold hand-made jewelry and tried to talk me into buying some for Yumi. They yelled for us to come over to them, but I kept following Yumi, who knew exactly where the butcher was.

      I spun around as I walked, trying to keep pace with Yumi but also eager to take it all in.

      We approached a small shop on a corner, one which felt a little cooler than the others and was filled with the scent of raw meat and blood. Different cuts of meat, like legs and ribs, hung from hooks in the ceiling behind the counter, and there were even some fowl suspended just in front of us.

      A small but burly man stood behind the counter, and his eyes bulged the moment he saw me squeeze through the door with the boars. He dropped his massive butcher knife and hurried around the counter, wiping his bloodied hand on his apron.

      “A boar! No, two boars!” he marveled, looking like he’d just struck gold. He slapped his counter. “Put them up here, let me have a good look.”

      I did, while Yumi hugged her hood closer around her face, and the butcher carefully inspected the carcasses I slapped onto the table.

      “I’m not a rich man,” he admitted, wringing out his hands, “but I am an honest one. You’d get more from going to the wealthy district and selling to nobles. They love boar fur and tusks. Say it helps them get a stiffy.”

      Glancing at Yumi, who hid behind me and was nervous as a bunny cornered by a fox, I shook my head.

      “I’d rather be rid of these, been a long day. But I appreciate your honesty. Just makes me want to sell to you more.”

      The man’s eyes lit up. He opened a rattling box of coins I assumed was his cash register, and even fished every last coin from his pocket.

      “This is all I have. About thirty silvers,” he said earnestly.

      “Is that enough to get what we need, Yumi?” I asked.

      “More than enough.”

      “Then it’s a deal.” We shook on it, the man practically vibrating with excitement.

      “Come back whenever you please, you’ll always be welcome here,” he said as we left. “I’ll be sure to give you a deal on anything you want!”

      “That was nice of you, and of him,” Yumi said as we left.

      “Well, I don’t want to spend any more time here than we have to, and he was honest, so I figured why not.” I shrugged, looking down at her as she walked by my side. “How about we get a treat before we buy what we need?”

      “A treat?”

      “Yeah, from one of the food vendors.”

      “I would really like that,” she sheepishly admitted. “I’ve never been able to afford them, but the spiced apple hand pies are supposed to be amazing.”

      “Then let’s get some.”

      I led the way through the market, heading back to the area where people were selling foods, and I easily found the stall that Yumi had mentioned because I followed the scent of warm cinnamon.

      “Two, please,” I said.

      “Six coppers.”  The woman selling them, stubby and plump, held out her hand.

      I dropped six copper coins in her hand, and she wrapped two fresh hand pies in butcher paper and handed them off to us. They were still warm, a bit of steam rising from them, and Yumi passed hers back and forth between her hands before taking a bite.

      “Mmm!” she said through a mouthful. “This is amazing! Even better than it smells.”

      I tasted my own, and was rewarded with a mouthful of flaky pastry and apple pie filling. It reminded me of home, of the pies my grandma used to make before she passed—but hers were much fancier and tasted even better.

      “I could probably make these, if I had the right ingredients,” I said.

      “Ooh, that’s amazing,” Yumi dreamily said as she munched on her hand pie. “I can cook, but mostly simple, hearty dishes. Desserts were a luxury where I’m from.”

      “The clan?” I asked as I started to walk.

      “Yes…” She offered nothing further, and I didn’t press.

      “Which way to the places selling what we need?”

      “I’ll show you.”

      We walked around a few shops, including one claiming to sell love potions, and ended up in a general store where a man with tiny, wired glasses looked down his nose at us. He squinted like he could hardly see anything despite the thick lenses.

      “What can I help you with?” he asked.

      “Well, I’ve a long list of stuff I need, starting with a tent and two bedrolls, some vegetable seeds, the tools to farm them, maybe…some stuff for cooking, like flour, salt, some vegetables that don’t go bad fast, uh…” I scratched my head and looked at Yumi. “What else?”

      “Some soaps would be nice,” she said hopefully, “and some candles, if we can afford them.”

      “Not from around here, are you?” the clerk asked.

      “How do you know?” I asked, my shoulders tensing.

      “Your clothes are odd. Nice, but odd.”

      “Well, I guess you could say that.” I glanced at Yumi and she managed a soft smile. “We could use some changes of clothes too, if you have any. And do you have any books on farming?”

      “You’re gonna need a cart to carry everything you’re asking for, and books are quite expensive,” he said.

      “How expensive?”

      “At least a gold coin.”

      I whistled. I had figured that it might be hard to create books in a fantasy world, but a whole gold coin? Damn.

      “I know a little about growing and a lot about foraging,” Yumi said.

      “That’s good enough for me.” I looked around the general store to see if anything else jumped out at me, and spied a collection of small, brown packets. “Are these the seeds?”

      “Sure are. Pick out what you want and bring it over to the counter. Fran!” He turned his head and shouted to a nearby doorway. “Get this man a shovel, a hoe, any tools he’ll need for farming.”

      “Speaking of tools, I could use a hammer and an axe.” I turned to Yumi, gesturing her closer. “Which of these vegetables do you think we could grow?”

      She came up next to me, her hood huddled tightly around her face. Carefully, she flipped through the little packets, picking out about a dozen. “These are hardy vegetables that we should have no trouble growing,” she said. “As well as a couple of herbs for my potions.”

      When I saw potatoes written on the first packet, I felt a little relieved that some things appeared to be the same as my old world.

      My old world…

      Shaking my head before my mind could wander, I turned to watch the clerk and his helper pile up everything that we were interested in purchasing.

      “Would you like a sack, sir? We have some old potato sacks you could use?” the clerk asked.

      “That would be great, thanks. What’s the total so far?”

      “About twenty silvers, sir.”

      “Throw in some cheese.”

      “Oh, I love cheese,” Yumi whispered. “I haven’t had any in ages.”

      By the time we finished our shopping, I had just two silvers left and a pocketful of copper that I didn’t care to count—but we did have a ton of supplies.

      Yumi carried a small bag that didn’t weigh too much, while I had strapped the other bags together much like I did the boars and heaved them over my shoulders. With such a wide load, and considering Yumi’s discomfort, I opted not to spend any longer in the city and instead headed for the forest once more.

      We reached the forest without issue, and because there didn’t seem to be anyone around, I transformed into a dragon. Yumi hopped on my back and secured herself, and I grabbed our supplies before taking off.

      “Ahh, I love this feeling,” Yumi yelled over the wind. She stretched out her arms and tipped her head back, letting her hair and tail ruffle wildly as we flew. A soft smile spread over her features, hinting that she felt better now that she wasn’t in the heart of Brightvale, and I smiled in relief.

      I found the lake and clearing with some help from Yumi, and landed near the tree where she stowed not only the boar but also her possessions. Both were exactly where we left them.

      “This is wonderful,” she said as she started to untie the first bag. “Let’s set up the tent in the shelter of the trees, it’ll help keep the elements off.”

      “Sounds good,” I said, looking up at the darkening sky. “We can deal with everything else tomorrow. I’ll just leave it on the ground for tonight. I doubt anything will bother us…and if something does, I’ll just dragon it away.”

      The tent's fabric was nothing like the synthetic, waterproof material that I was used to. It almost felt like cloth. It was breathable, but I doubted it would keep the elements out. Similarly, the wooden poles seemed less than ideal, like they might snap if the walls took on too much water.

      “Hmm, maybe we should put the tree limbs from your old house over the tent. It looks nicer on the inside, but it’s pretty flimsy,” I said as I stood beside the assembled tent.

      “That’s a great idea,” Yumi agreed.

      Together, we carefully placed pine tree branches over the fabric of the tent. It wasn’t a permanent solution, by any means, but the sheltered area we’d chosen and the additional branches would help to protect us from the elements.

      “These are so soft,” she said, rubbing her cheek against a bedroll. “They have nice cushion, too. We’re going to sleep well tonight.”

      I wasn’t sure that the flimsy fabric would give that much cushion from the ground, but it was certainly better than nothing.

      Yumi removed her shoes and crawled into the tent, and I followed. She spread the bedrolls out side by side with a whispered explanation that it would help us stay warm. When she was done, she flopped down on one happily, letting out a deep sigh like the weight of the world slipped from her shoulders.

      “My life has turned around in a day! How wonderful.” She smiled at the ceiling, then turned her gaze to me and beamed. “And it’s all thanks to meeting you. A chance encounter has turned the tides for me.”

      “You would have figured things out on your own,” I assured.

      She shook her head. “I was losing hope. I’ve been out here for several months now. Two, I think. I’ve lost much of my muscle. I have no resources. Come winter, I would’ve had nowhere to live and nothing to eat.” Her expression turned serious. “I would not have survived.”

      “Oh…”

      “But now I have hope for the future. I’ve not had that since…Well. It’s been a while.”

      “Things have been tough for you, huh?”

      “Oh yes, we beastkin are social creatures, more so than the humans. They work for themselves, for their families, but for us, the entire clan, or village, is our family. If one suffers, we all do. If one prospers, the clan is prosperous. Yes, we trade amongst ourselves, but for non-essential items. Trinkets. Toys. Jewelry. We do not hold back food from those too sick or old to work. We do not deny shelter to those who cannot ‘afford’ a home. Everyone deserves those things. Everyone’s contribution is worth something.”

      “Very different from what I know, for sure,” I murmured, thinking back to my life in the city and how I had been entirely on my own since I was eighteen years old.

      How would my life have turned out if I had an entire village at my back, supporting me on my darkest days?

      “And what wonderful parties we threw. Every season we had a festival for those born in that season. We would tell memorable stories of them, eat, dance, and laugh.” Yumi smiled fondly as she stared at the ceiling. “We need laughter, you know. It can heal the soul better than any medicine.”

      “Tell me more about life in a clan,” I urged, eager to learn more about my new world—and why Yumi was on her own.

      “Well, we have hunters, fishers, farmers, the same as humans. We all have a role in providing for the clan, but none is more important than the clan leader. They dictate how to distribute our resources according to need, settle any arguments, and make deals with other clans that benefit both. Unlike humans, beastkin do not have rivaling clans.”

      “Oh? They don’t fight over territory?”

      “Not in centuries. When a clan is in need, we send what help we can. When we are in need, they send what they can.”

      “Sounds like a pretty good system,” I admitted.

      “It is. We are not a violent people, we prefer to avoid fights, but…humans.”

      “Enough said, really.”

      “They are the same where you are?” Yumi tipped her head to look at me, her brows furrowed slightly.

      “Some yeah.”

      “That is unfortunate.”

      I nodded, and a moment of silence passed before I eventually asked, “So, why did you leave?”

      Yumi sharply inhaled, her pupils shrinking to pinpricks. She turned her face away, a shuddering breath passing her lips. “It was a hard choice, but one I had to make,” she whispered, the words barely audible.

      Every ounce of my being wanted to know more, but she’d withdrawn into herself, and I knew it was a touchy subject.

      “I didn’t mean to bring up something unpleasant,” I said.

      “Oh, it's okay. I’ll tell you someday, I’m sure. I’m just not quite ready yet,” Yumi said. “Even after all these months it rather feels like an open wound.”

      Nodding, I stole a glance at her.

      A profound sadness lingered in her blue eyes.

      “I told you that I was the healer,” she began, staring at the ceiling of the tent. “I can’t help but wonder how the clan is doing without me.” She glanced at me, then reached out slowly, her fingers touching mine, then drawing back slightly.

      I placed my much larger hand over hers and gave a reassuring squeeze.

      Yumi’s cheeks turned a slight shade of pink, and she flashed the sweetest smile that I’d ever seen.

      I swallowed hard, taken in by her natural beauty and our close proximity. We were practically in the same bed, holding hands, sharing such an intimate moment that was different than any I’d had before.

      Her vulnerability made my heart race, and when I saw her swallow hard, I knew I wasn’t alone.

      “I spent my days gathering herbs, mushrooms, anything useful, and brewing them into potions that would help the clan. I really miss that,” Yumi admitted, her long lashes fluttering at me.

      “You can do that again,” I said.

      “Not yet.”

      “There’s nothing stopping you.”

      “I guess I could make potions to sell, but…I’d rather just help people.”

      I nodded, unsure what else to say to her.

      Silence followed, and my mind wandered.

      “Those people today, in the alley in Brightvale,” I began, “does everyone treat you like they did?”

      “No, not everyone, but enough that we need to be wary. Cyres—that’s the name of the kingdom, and the royal family’s last name—is notoriously hateful toward beastkin. I should have warned you, I suppose, but I forgot that you aren’t from this world. There’s so much you must learn, it must be overwhelming.”

      “At times, sure.” I shrugged, then settled down more into my bedroll. “But it’s exhilarating, and it’s like…I’m adjusting so fast that it feels like I belonged here all along.”

      It dawned on me then that despite everything I’d felt, I’d never once thought about how to get back to my own world.

      “What will we do tomorrow, Leo?” Yumi asked.

      “Well, I figure we should get those seeds planted first and foremost.” I stroked my jaw. It was scratchy beneath my fingers, but I didn’t mind a little stubble.

      “Yes, that’s what I thought as well. I even picked out some seeds for medicinal herbs, just in case we need them. It’s good to have potions prepared before you need them. They can even be useful in battle. I guess I can, too.” Her ears twitched slightly, then settled down again, and as much as I wanted to pet them, I kept my hands to myself. “But…”

      “But?”

      “Well, I hope you never see that side of me.”

      I arched my brow, but she just smiled. As always, she seemed a little oblivious to social cues. It didn’t take me long to decide to move on to the most pressing question.

      “So, how do I level up? I mean, it seems kinda random, doesn’t it?” I asked.

      She craned her neck slightly to look at me. “Like I told you, basically everything you do is worth experience, and when you gain enough of it, you’ll level up.”

      “Yeah, I’m still a bit confused about the whole everything…thing.”

      “Well, crafting, alchemy, even walking and farming.”

      “Walking?”

      “It levels slowly, but it does level.”

      “Huh.” I stared at the ceiling, trying to figure out how my life had turned into a living video game.

      And wondering why that didn’t bother me.
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      By morning I had a plan.

      I’d spend each day doing what I needed to ensure our survival, and then I’d grind skills like there was no tomorrow.

      What those skills were, I didn’t quite know, but I knew I needed to get stronger if I wanted to make Yumi safe. Maybe she was right, maybe I was brought to her world to make a difference. As part of a bigger picture.

      I wasn’t sure, but I was determined to make a difference however I could.

      First, I just had to crawl out of my bedroll.

      Easier said than done when you’re used to sleeping in a comfortable bed, but I wasn’t as stiff as I was the day before, at least.

      Yumi sprung up with a surprising amount of energy for someone with such a dreamy, aloof personality. She made us breakfast—some rice cooked down to make a sort of thickened porridge that smelled of sweet spices.

      “This is from my father’s homeland, Usoma. It’s something I haven’t had in such a long time,” she said, “but I was so excited to make some for you to try.” Her tight-lipped smile almost looked nervous as she handed me the bowl, and I realized it was the first time she cooked something for me that wasn’t just stuck on a stick and put in a fire or picked off a bush.

      With her watching me closely, I brought the spoon to my lips and blew on it gently. It had a distinct spiced aroma to it, but I couldn’t quite place it. When I tasted it, a hint of licorice tickled my tongue, and the creamy porridge reminded me of a warm rice pudding, minus the raisins that I’d hated as a kid.

      “Mmm,” I said, making a special show of enjoying it. “This is so good, Yumi. What gives it flavor?”

      “Star anise,” she said, her chest slightly swelling with pride. She filled herself a bowl, and we ate breakfast in near silence beside the sounds of our spoons scraping the bottom of the bowl.

      When we were done, we headed outside and toward our pile of equipment, which had thankfully remained undisturbed throughout the night.

      “Okay, what’s our first job? Finding a spot for the garden, I guess?” I asked.

      “There’s a good spot near the lake. The soil there is nice and rich, too. Full of wriggling earthworms.” Yumi grabbed a rake and a till. “All we have to do is clear it of weeds and till the soil. One can do the raking, and the other can go behind them, tilling the soiling and making beds.”

      “Sounds good to me.” I took the rake and propped it against my shoulder as I headed toward the lake.

      Yumi skipped ahead of me, humming a little tune to herself while her ears flopped and her tail swished back and forth. Her fur was as silky as her hair, and both shone in the sun.

      “It’s not so close to the lake that the water will give us trouble when the roots grow deep, but it will make watering the plants easier,” she said before returning to humming.

      Yumi stopped eventually. “Here we are,” she said.

      I looked at the stretch of land, which didn’t have any nearby trees but was absolutely bursting to the brim with grasses and flowers, and then at her.

      “This isn’t going to be easy, is it?” I asked.

      “Depends how you do it.” She flashed a mischievous smile.

      “Hmm.”

      “Just raking would be a drag, I’m sure.”

      “Oh!” I laughed. I still wasn’t used to being able to turn into a giant lizard, but she was onto something. “I’ll loosen what I can with my claws, and then use the rake to help weed out the…well, weeds I guess.”

      “And their roots,” Yumi said. “Or they might just grow back.”

      “You seem to have decent knowledge about growing stuff.”

      “I didn’t do much farming, but it’s hard not to pick up some tips when you talk to the farmer every day.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “I used to make potions to help the soil, so I may be able to do that for us in time, as well.”

      “What did those do?”

      “Oh, anything really. Grow faster, grow more, keep pests away—I even accidentally made one that burned them down to the roots.” She pursed her lips. “Would be handy now, but I don’t have any of the ingredients, and I don’t fancy chasing down a fireslug and trying to milk it. Nasty work, that.”

      “Milking…a slug?” I arched my brow.

      “Well, it’s more like collecting the slime trail they leave behind, but it has an awful tendency of catching fire with the slightest spark.” She paused. “It also smells like rotten eggs mixed with ogre’s mucus, and is notoriously hard to come across outside of the fire mountains.”

      “Noted.” Everything she said basically went over my head, but I nodded all the same.

      Transforming into a dragon, I sank my claws into the ground and began to loosen up the earth, which felt cool against my scaled feet. It was hard-packed, but I managed to sink the dark gray talons in easily enough and rip the dirt up, yanking plants and roots with it. Worms and bugs aplenty wriggled in it, giving me pause.

      “Won’t these eat what we plant?” I asked.

      “They’re signs of healthy soil, apparently. Worms keep it fertile and from being packed too tight, and the rest eat away disease-causing critters. Or so I heard.” Yumi peered down into the hole I’d dug. “Look, there’s a big fat wriggler!” She pointed at a rotund worm and laughed.

      I didn’t really share her amusement, but I couldn’t help smiling at how cute she was.

      “Go on, mister worm, before you accidentally get sliced in half by a dragon claw,” she said, her voice much too sweet for the words she spoke.

      I returned to digging, careful to avoid that particular worm, and Yumi picked up the rake, working to help break up the earth I’d dug and pick out the roots, which she tossed into a nearby pile.

      After only a few minutes, sweat began to roll down her brow, trickling down her pale skin like condensation on an icy glass of beer. She let out a small puff to catch her breath, wiped the back of her hand across her forehead, and then set back to work without complaint.

      “Don’t push yourself too hard,” I said as I effortlessly clawed through the dirt.

      “You make it look so easy,” she said, “but I’m already exhausted.”

      “I am a dragon, after all.”

      “Oh, right.” She nodded, then carefully stuck the rake into the ground and flopped on a patch of grass. “I can’t blame myself for not keeping up with a dragon.”

      I chuckled in a deep, booming voice that I still wasn’t used to. “You can help me plant the seeds and cover them. That should be easier on you.”

      “I regret not investing more in developing my strength.”

      “Well, there’s still time to change that.”

      Wiping another bead of sweat away, she nodded. Her hair, usually shiny and bouncy, stuck to her face in places. “I’ll start again after a breather,” she said.

      For once, her eyes didn’t look dreamy—they were determined.

      I went back to work. My nose flooded with the smell of upturned soil so much that I hardly noticed another scent creeping up on me. It had hints of dirt, minerals, and even body odor, mingled with the stench of manure.

      Stopping what I was doing, I looked toward the tree line and the direction from which the smell seemed to be coming.

      Eventually, three figures, about equal in height and girth, appeared. My keen eyes honed in on them, and I quickly realized I was looking at two very short, bearded men and the cow they led by a rope.

      They stopped dead when they saw me. The cow mooed. They looked at it, each other, and then continued slowly in my direction when they saw me watching them.

      “Dwarves,” Yumi said, squinting. “Don’t often see those in these parts.”

      Staring at the short forms more intently, my heart skipped a beat in excitement. Dwarves! One of my favorite fantasy races.

      Only they weren’t a fantasy anymore.

      And they were notorious for warring with dragons.

      I watched as they neared, my body tense as a coil and ready to spring. Their demeanor matched mine, so I half wondered why they approached—but predators were usually triggered by prey running, so I assumed that was why they didn’t turn tail and flee.

      As they approached, I realized that the one with a more magnificent beard braided with many colorful beads and jewels was actually a woman, judging by the plump cleavage protruding from the hair.

      She was basically everything I imagined a female dwarf to be, unlike what certain shows tried to convince me a dwarf should look like. She was short, blocky, and bearded as could be—and clearly damn proud of it.

      “I have seen many a thing, but never a salamander digging holes while a beastkin watches. Is he yer pet, dear?” the female dwarf asked with a wary glance toward me.

      “Oh, goodness no,” Yumi said as she stood to her full height. “He’s just much better at raking up the ground than I am. And he’s a dragon, not a salamander.”

      “Dragon.” The female dwarf laughed.

      “They’ve been extinct for centuries, thank the ancestors.” The male dwarf looked at me, his beady eyes squinting. “Vile things, dragons are. I wouldn’t pretend to be one.”

      “Are you not afraid of giant salamanders?” I asked, deciding to play along.

      “By the ancestors!” He nearly leaped into the air and into the female dwarf’s arms.

      “Frugg, yer supposed to be the one to protect me, ya yellow-bellied clod of troll’s dung.” She gave him a shove that nearly sent him flying into me.

      “Afraid? Me?” Frugg whispered as he scurried to hide behind his wife.

      “I figure I could outrun Frugg,” the female said.

      “Yer breaking me heart!”

      She turned away from him, addressing us. “We ain’t afraid of no salamanders. Dragons are another matter, but they’ve been gone for centuries.”

      “Dragons.” The male dwarf, Frugg, spat on the ground.

      Yumi and I exchanged glances.

      The female dwarf raised a hand and patted the cow heartily on the back. “And old Mildred has a sense for good and evil. She’s not spooked, so we don’t need ta be.”

      “Flawless logic.” Yumi nodded.

      As far as I could tell, she was serious.

      Frugg cowered behind Mildred and what I assumed was his wife.

      “I’m Lem, this is me husband, Frugg.” She gestured to the trembling man.

      “I taste awful, like dung,” Frugg said.

      “Aye, ya are what ya eat.”

      “All I eat is yer cooking, woman.”

      Lem gave Frugg a look that made him hide behind Mildred the cow, then turned back to face us.

      “I don’t mean ta pry, but why is it that yer digging holes in the middle of the forest?” she asked, stroking her magnificent beard thoughtfully.

      “We’re making a garden, of course,” Yumi said.

      “Aye, of course,” Lem agreed. “Living with a salamander in the forest, why not, I suppose?”

      “Why are you walking through the forest with a cow?” I asked.

      “It’s a long story,” Frugg said.

      “Mounted a dwarf from across the sea and me kinfolk didn’t appreciate that I wouldn't marry who they picked for me,” Lem said. “So, I took me favorite cow and left. Regretted it ever since.”

      “Yer meaner than any dragon,” Frugg complained as he slowly stepped out from behind her.

      She smiled, and though her words were harsh, she looked at Frugg with a twinkle in her eyes that said she adored the man.

      “Say, do ya mind if we spend the night here? We been lost in these parts since someone insisted we leave the path.” Lem glared daggers at Frugg, who shrunk beneath her gaze.

      “Well, I don’t mind.” I shrugged. “Where are you headed, anyway?”

      “Nowhere in particular, lad. Got no friends, no coin, nothing to trade but me favorite cow. Just looking for a place where a girl can shack up with who she wants and live her life.”

      “And somewhere I can open shop,” Frugg said.

      “What do you sell?” I asked.

      “Nothing, right now. I got nothing to make furniture with.”

      “So, you’re a carpenter?”

      “I can make a few pieces of furniture, aye.”

      “Oi, yer more than just any furniture maker, I’d only marry the best!” Lem said, smacking Frugg heartily on the back and nearly sending him flying. “Give this man some wood and he’ll turn it into a work of art. Another master craftsman is the only sort of dwarf good enough for this mane.” She stroked her beard again.

      “How about you, Lem?” I asked.

      “I’m a carpenter. I build the finest houses in all of Goat Mountain!”

      “Do you live in the mountain?”

      “How else would we find metals and get stone for houses?” Lem looked at me like I’d asked her to shave her beard off.

      “He’s not from around here,” Yumi said, “he doesn’t mean anything by it.”

      “Ya never heard of Goat Mountain?”

      “Is it a mountain covered in goats?” I asked.

      “So, ya have then.” Lem nodded.

      I didn’t bother correcting her, I just glanced at Yumi as she stifled a giggle.

      “You know, we’re looking to build a house out here,” I said, the gears in my head turning. “Could use some help with that.”

      “Not to be mean, lad, but I doubt a salamander has the coin to afford me,” Lem said, “and I be needing that coin.”

      “True, but if you give me the guidance I need to get it started, at least, I’ll give you guys a ride to the city.”

      Lem stroked her jaw.

      “Doubt a salamander can build a house,” she mused, looking me up and down.

      “Oh, right.” I blinked, and as rapidly as that, my body shrunk to human form.

      “By the ancestors!” Frugg screamed, hiding behind Mildred’s broad backside.

      “A salamander who is also human, what an interesting lad.” Lem’s eyes roved over me. “Nary a hair on his chin, though. A pity.” She clapped her hands, which were calloused and seemed too large for her short body. “Know anything about logging?”

      “Not a damn thing,” I said.

      “We’ll teach ya how to fell a tree and strip the bark, providing you can get us to the city and give us something worth trading for some coin. I’d rather not get rid of Mildred just so we could afford a room at an inn, you see.” She patted the cow roughly on the side.

      Mildred mooed her agreement.

      “But I’ll not be building any houses for free,” she concluded.

      “Yumi, what do you think?” I asked, because I had no idea how much a room went for.

      “I think about many things. Right now I’m trying to decide what’s for supper,” Yumi said in her usual soft, dreamy tone. “Stew sounds good, doesn’t it?”

      “About the deal, I mean.”

      “Oh. We could hunt more boar, or gather rare alchemy ingredients that are deeper into the forest. It shouldn’t be too hard to scrape together enough coin so that they can stay at the inn for a week or so.”

      “Make it two,” Lem said.

      “Throw in some of that stew, we’ve not had a proper meal in weeks,” Frugg said. “We had a fight last night about eating Mildred.”

      “Mildred is for company, not for eating!” Lem said. “Besides, she’s due to have her calf any day now.”

      “Fresh milk is nice,” Yumi said.

      “How about this,” I began, “Yumi will feed us, Frugg and Lem will teach me how to prepare trees for building, and I’ll fly you both to Brightvale.”

      “I can do that.” Yumi’s large ears perked up atop her head. “I love to cook.”

      “Then, it’s settled. Let’s get to chopping those trees,” Lem said.

      “We still have the garden to finish,” Yumi said.

      “We’ll begin tomorrow! My feet hurt something awful anyway.”

      Yumi smiled at me, showing off a hint of a fanged canine.

      “Why don’t you get started on our next meal?” I suggested.

      Yumi nodded and started across the grass with a skip in her step. Somehow, I got the feeling that she was very food motivated.

      Frugg and Lem found a spot nearby and began to set up their camp—which consisted of a ratty tent and bedroll that looked like it had been eaten by moths.

      I transformed back into a dragon and set to work digging up the ground. It was a long day of hard toiling, but by the end of it, I managed to clear a patch of land that would act as the beginnings of our vegetable garden.

      With Yumi’s help, I decided on the best layout for the seeds. We stuck them in the raised beds of earth, putting each far enough apart to give the future plant room to grow both above and below ground.

      By the time nightfall came, I was exhausted, but I’d leveled up my farming skill twice, granting me an additional 10 points of strength. I felt as accomplished as I did tired.

      I had just enough energy to clean myself up a bit in the lake before dragging myself to the tent and flopping on my bedroll.

      I could only hope that Lem and Frugg didn’t realize I was a dragon and try to kill me in my sleep.
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      Lem and Frugg, whose snores sounded like chainsaw-wielding bears screaming a warsong, woke me before the sun had even thought about rising.

      “Ya need lumber,” Lem said, “but first, breakfast.”

      “My little Lemon is sour as can be, but she’s a hard worker,” Frugg proudly declared.

      “The trees will still be there in an hour,” Yumi grumbled into her bedroll as she pulled the blanket up over her head. “Unless you know something I don’t.”

      “Come now, let’s get moving.” Lem roused us both, we had a simple breakfast of something akin to oatmeal, and then we were off.

      “Now, ya don’t want ta cut all the trees that’re surrounding the lake,” Lem said as she led Frugg and myself toward the forest. We passed the grazing Mildred, who mooed until Lem gave her a pat on the head, and then we continued.

      “Now, chopping down a tree is a lot of work, but hauling them is the real challenge,” Frugg said. “Not so much when ya have a giant salamander to do the heavy lifting.”

      “That makes sense.” I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried in vain to rub the sleep from my eyes.

      What I’d have given for a cup of coffee.

      “Yer lucky, lad, we have some of our tools among our meager possessions,” Lem said, jerking her thumb to the bag on her back. It wasn’t stuffed anywhere near as full as Yumi’s was, but it sagged like it was just as heavy. “We’ll show ya how to chop down and limb a tree.”

      “And how to strip the bark,” Frugg said.

      We stalked deeper into the forest, where the trees got bigger, closer together, and we had to practically beat our way through the thick branches and brambles that grew on the ground.

      Birds sang, oblivious to the thicket that scratched at my skin. Bugs occasionally buzzed by, but it was like even they couldn’t be bothered to try to make their way through the wooden labyrinth. Occasionally, I swore I heard something in the trees, and I’d look through the tangle of branches to see a deer or boar dash away from us. With each step, the sound of rushing water grew stronger.

      A distinct floral scent hung in the air, though I didn’t really see any flowers, and I found myself enjoying the walk despite feeling like I was fighting my way through a jungle.

      Eventually, we emerged at a river. I wondered if it was the same one that ran beside Brightvale.

      “Look.” Frugg nudged me and pointed further down the river.

      I stared at the jumble of wood and sticks until I realized what it was.

      “Beavers,” I said as I watched one pop its head out of the water.

      “They’re good eating.” He waggled his brow at me.

      I snorted a laugh.

      Lem rolled her eyes but grinned.

      “This ought to be far enough,” she said, dropping her pack to the ground and pulling out a small axe.

      I had no idea how she intended to chop down the massive trees around us with what basically amounted to a hand axe, but she confidently strode up to one, sliced a few low branches off to give herself room to work, and then began chopping.

      “Always make sure to have an escape route. Preferably two,” Lem said in a huff between swings of her tiny axe. The muscles in her short arms bulged, but she grinned, obviously enjoying herself. “Now, ya want ta make a notch in the side of the tree facing the direction ya want it ta fall.”

      “Yeah, I think I heard that somewhere before,” I said.

      “Ya want to be about a third of the way through the tree before ya take the next step.” Lem went silent then, besides the thump of her axe chunking out pieces of the tree. When she’d done as she’d told me, she stepped back and indicated to the deep gash in the wood. “Like this.”

      “Like watching a goddess at work, innit?” Frugg asked, his eyes sparkling.

      “Now ya go to the other side and chop a straight line a couple inches above that one.” She did as she said, working tirelessly until she was about halfway through the tree. “This next bit is important. Ya keep chopping, but more slowly, and ya listen to what the tree is telling ya.”

      “It’s telling me that we need to move,” Frugg said.

      We stepped to the side, out of the fall path of the tree, and I watched and listened as Lem worked. Sure enough, the tree started creaking and groaning, and she stepped aside, letting gravity do the rest.

      The tree fell with a cushioned crash because of all the others around it, and I was surprised that the chopped end didn’t kick up into the air, but it just proved that Lem knew what she was doing.

      “Seems simple enough,” I said as I took my own axe into hand and looked around for a good one to try.

      I found a tree with healthy branches and several paths to dive into if things went wrong, and I started imitating what Lem had done.

      “Aye, that’s it, lad,” Lem said.

      The most surprising part of chopping down a tree was that it didn’t really tire me out. Sure, I felt the reverberations up my arms, and it did sting a little, but I was strong, even in my human form.

      Before I knew it, the tree had fallen across the river.

      “There ya have it, lad, you chopped down your first tree,” Lem said with a chuckle.

      “Right, I assume stripping the branches is as easy as hacking them off?” I asked.

      “Aye, more or less.” She nodded.

      “Now, to peel the bark off, ya need ta cut a line down the tree with yer axe. I’m just gonna do a small bit to demonstrate,” Frugg said. I watched as he took Lem’s handaxe and did as he said.

      After he’d cut a line down a section of the tree, he hooked the axe under the bark and peeled some away, exposing the pale yellow insides of the tree. “Best to do this when the trees are fresh. Ya just hook the axe under and peel.”

      I watched as he wiggled the blade around and began to strip away the bark in one big sheet that kinda reminded me of tiles or roof shingles.

      “Easy as that,” Lem said as Frugg finished.

      “Then I guess I better hold up my end of the deal,” I said. “Let’s head back to get Mildred, and I’ll carry you guys out of the forest.”

      We walked back to camp, where I checked in with Yumi, and then I transformed into a dragon. We tied ropes around Mildred so that I didn’t have to dig my claws into her, and without delay, I carried them to within walking distance of Brightvale and that big white castle that unsettled me.

      I set Mildred down before landing beside her, and Lem and Frugg leaped down.

      Mildred did not seem perturbed at all by her journey. She immediately began to eat the grass when we landed, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

      “Goodbye,” I said, waving to them.

      “Aye, goodbye lad, take care of that girl of yours,” Lem said.

      “Will do,” I said, “don’t get into too much trouble.”

      “All this one knows how ta find is trouble,” Frugg said with a laugh.

      She punched him in the arm, and I snorted a laugh before taking off again.

      I flew over the forest, and even over Yumi, who waved frantically to me, and I landed in the area where I’d chopped my first tree.

      Satisfied, and eager to get things done, I went back to chopping trees, and soon lost myself in the rhythm of the axe hitting the trunk, and the smell of wet wood.

      It was cathartic. It erased the years I’d spent cooped up in an office, and I found myself amused at how easily I’d adjusted to a life that lacked all the ‘luxuries’ that I had grown up with.

      Morning passed quickly, and by noon I had a pile of various-sized logs that were stripped of their branches. I wasn’t sure yet if I wanted to remove the bark, and even how I was going to build the house, but having logs was a good start.

      I stood next to the pile, admiring it and debating the best way to transport it, when the hairs stood on the back of my neck and a tingle shot down my spine.

      I craned my neck to look around. My sixth sense screamed that something was amiss.

      I was being watched.

      After the initial moment of panic, my senses came back to me.

      Act cool, I thought, don’t let them see that you know there’s someone out there.

      Shaking off the sensation, I stalked around the pile of logs which were strapped together with rope, pretending that I was surveying them, and stole glances out into the forest.

      A flash of red disappeared behind a tree.

      A moment later, the sensation faded, and I knew I was alone again.

      I’ll keep on my guard from now on, I decided. It could have been a harmless traveler, perhaps even an animal, but I didn’t know the dangers of this world yet, and I wasn’t willing to shake it off just because I could turn into a dragon.

      Besides, I worried about Yumi being alone when someone or something was prowling about.

      Before long, I was in the sky with a bundle of logs clasped by the dexterous toes of my back feet.

      I was so intent on getting back that a sudden notification startled me.

      

      Level Up Acquired!

      [Flying Skill Level 1] + 5 Dexterity

      

      That gave me an idea.

      “Nexus, show me Yumi’s status,” I said.

      Another screen popped up, this one telling me not only how far away I was, but also that she was fatigued and trying to carry more than she could.

      As the familiar scent of home filled my nostrils and the lake came into view, I easily spied her dragging something along—a bucketful of water that splashed all over her and the ground. She dragged it toward our garden.

      I landed near her and dropped off the wood.

      “Leo, I thought I saw your shadow,” Yumi said as she huffed and puffed while losing half of the water in the bucket.

      “Have you seen anyone out here?” I asked in the deep, gruff voice of my dragon form.

      “Not today.”

      “But you have before?”

      “It’s not unusual. We’re not too far off the path that leads through the forest. Sometimes I see other beastkin, lone travelers, even lost merchants. I avoid them all, though.”

      “Okay.” I breathed a sigh of relief, then changed to my human form and took the wooden bucket from Yumi.

      “I wanted to be helpful,” she said as she wiped a bead of sweat from her brow, “but my strength is so low that I can’t even carry around some water.” She frowned. “How am I supposed to help build our home?”

      “I’m sure there are ways, but I don’t really know them,” I admitted. “I don’t know anything about building houses. We’re gonna have to figure out that one together.”

      “I kinda like the sound of that,” she admitted.

      As we reached the garden, which still just looked like a patch of dirt, she drew a cup from within the bucket of water and began to pour some along each row where we’d planted seeds.

      “Are you still lost?” Yumi asked.

      “A little, but mostly, no,” I replied.

      “That’s good. I feel lost sometimes.”

      “Because you don’t have a clan?”

      “And other reasons.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes.” She refilled the cup and started on another row. “But being lost isn’t always bad. Sometimes you meet a dragon along the way.” She wiped at a spot of water on her dress, which was different from the robes that she’d worn before.

      This was a simple white dress with a brown corset that cinched around her waist, lifting her breasts. It showed me their marvelous outline, and I couldn’t help thinking how nicely they would fit in my palms.

      “I’m glad I met you too,” I said after a moment.

      Yumi nodded. “The longer we spend together, the more I think…”

      “Think what?”

      “That perhaps we can start our own clan.”

      I arched my brow. For a fleeting moment, I wondered if she meant we could populate our own clan. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m a clanless beastkin. You’re a dragon, cast out by the humans and others who fear or hate you.”

      “You’re something else, Yumi, but I’m not really sure what.” I shook my head at her blunt words.

      “A beastkin. A fox, to be precise,” she said bluntly. The tips of her ears twitched, and she tilted her head as if to say that this was something I should already know.

      I snorted a laugh.

      “That you are,” I said.

      We finished watering the garden and then headed for our tent. A small fire burned in front of it, and a cast iron pot sat atop it, the lid shuddering slightly as steam tried to escape. Two sticks had been tied together and stuck in the ground to form a triangle, and what looked to be a boar’s leg dangled in the smoke rising from the firepit. Another firepit sat beside it, with a cast iron pot sitting over the flames and more pieces of meat dangling in the smoke.

      “What’s for dinner?” I asked. “More boar?”

      “Yes. I’ve cut some up into steaks, though they’re not as neat as the butcher’s. I’m also baking some bread. I’ve not had bread in ages,” Yumi said, rubbing the back of her hand against her mouth like she was drooling. “Some more boar is drying over the fire, and I buried another leg in salt to help preserve it.”

      “You’ve been busy.”

      “I can’t let food go to waste. Winter will be here before we know it.”

      “Right, we’ll prepare what we can,” I said, “maybe I can build a smokehouse or cellar or something.”

      “That would be ideal.” As we reached our humble abode, she grabbed a thick cloth and lifted the lid of the pot. Steam poured out, filling the area with the scent of fresh baked bread. The mound of bread inside was a golden brown, and she hefted it out onto her cutting board with some effort. The bottom was darker, crustier, but it was the best-looking loaf I’d ever seen.

      “Looks great,” I said, hunger rumbling in my stomach.

      Yumi’s ears perked up, and her tail wagged.

      She grabbed a heavy pan we’d purchased and put that into the fire next, then added a little lard.

      “I’ll cook the boar steaks next. I tenderized them myself,” she said proudly, her tail wagging faster, like she couldn’t wait for me to taste what she made.

      Yumi crouched next to the fire and soon lost herself in her work.

      I couldn’t help smiling as I watched her cut up onions we’d bought and mushrooms that she’d foraged. The usually aloof woman focused so intently on her work that she didn’t even seem to notice me watching. She moved with deft, skilled fingers, dropping four steaks, which were thick but small like some kind of loin cut, into the pan. Each sizzled and spat, and she inhaled the scent deeply.

      Patiently, she watched the meat, eventually flipping each piece, then later adding onions to the pan. When the dish was almost done, she added the sliced mushrooms, which gave off a slight earthy smell to compliment that of the rich meat and caramelized onions.

      When she’d plated up our servings, she deglazed the pan with some ale, scraped up all the browned bits of flavor, and then added a bit of that liquid to each steak. She tore the bread into two pieces, put a massive hunk on each plate, and then served us.

      “I hope you like it,” Yumi said as she handed me mine.

      I took a bite of the fresh bread and groaned at how light and fluffy it was before using it to soak up some of the juices and taking another, bigger bite.

      The steak was juicy, succulent, and tasted like a mix of beef and pork. It was rich and flavorful unlike anything I’d ever tasted, and I wolfed it down. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until I was practically licking the plate clean.

      Yumi smiled softly through each mouthful.

      “That was like fine dining, but even better, because I’m full now,” I said.

      Her tail wagged so hard that it threatened to put the fire out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 7

          

        

      

    

    
      The tickle of the wind on my scales was enough to blow away my worries, but it didn’t stop me from focusing on what I thought needed to be done.

      I’d cut down what I thought to be enough trees for a shelter, and I was in the process of bringing the last batch back to our campsite when the sun disappeared behind the looming gray clouds. The mountains weren’t visible in the distance because of a lingering fog, and I smelled the freshness of rain in the air.

      Any minute, the sky would let go, and I’d be forced to hide in that tiny tent that I doubted could handle the approaching storm.

      It was just as well. I needed more time to think about how to build our house. My only carpentry experience was building teepees with my grandpa in his backyard. He and my grandma had raised me, taught me everything I knew, and shaped me into the man I was.

      I just wished I’d asked him more about how he built that little log cabin in the woods where I spent a good chunk of my summers. I knew that he didn’t use any nails, and that he somehow got the logs to slot together like they were made for one another, but that was the extent of my knowledge.

      I reached the clearing with our campsite and spied Yumi standing next to the fire, likely preparing our next meal. Slowing myself, I landed carefully next to the piles of wood I’d already brought over, and dropped the ones I had bound together atop the rest.

      “That’s a lot of wood,” Yumi said as she wandered over. “Do you think it’s enough?”

      “I have no idea,” I admitted, “I’m not even sure where to go from here. I have some ideas, but no idea how to execute most of them.”

      “I’m sure we can figure it out.” She reached out, hesitating a moment before placing her hand on my scaly side. I felt it, but the touch was dull. “I do know that my people often use mud to help fill in the cracks and keep out drafts. I could probably find some that’s clay-like?”

      “That would be helpful.”

      Her tail wagged slightly, and she looked up at me with big, dreamy blue eyes. “I can also find some flat stones for the firepit. I’d love to have a better one.”

      “Hmm. We could maybe use stones for the floor as well,” I said, my head tilting to one side as I thought. “We could smooth them over with clay and let it bake in the sun while I figure out the best way to build around it.”

      Yumi’s tail swished back and forth faster, but her smile stayed soft, serene and almost aloof. “Our lunch is almost ready, so when that’s done, we can head out,” she said.

      I nodded and opened my mouth to answer, but a cold tingle shot down my spine and my maw hung open wordlessly. The sensation was more intense this time, more oppressive, and I lurched forward, putting myself between Yumi and that feeling.

      “What is it?” she asked. Her nose and ears twitched as if trying to pick up hints that something was off. “I smell…expensive perfume, I think?”

      “Me too.” I didn’t know if it was expensive, but I recognized the tang of a citrusy perfume. My eyes narrowed in the direction that it seemed to be coming from, and that was when I remembered that I had heat vision—because it cut in.

      Amongst the cool greens and blues of the trees and foliage, were a dozen moving shapes that were red at their core and faded to yellow at the bleary edges of their forms. They were humanoid, whatever they were, and they were hiding behind trees and crouched in bushes.

      Spreading my wings to make myself look bigger, and also to better hide Yumi from whoever was out there, I sucked in a breath.

      “I can see you,” I said, my voice deeper and more threatening than usual.

      A boom of thunder roared in the distance.

      Some of the figures froze, while others turned their heads toward a large shape that I assumed was their leader.

      “And I can smell your perfume,” I added to unsettle them, hopefully scare them off.

      The shapes remained, but they fidgeted. The biggest one made a gesture, and three shapes stepped out from behind the trees.

      My vision changed back to normal, allowing me to see the three women that had stepped out from behind the trees. They wore shiny black armor and had red capes and sashes tied around them. Pointed ears stuck out from beneath chestnut brown hair that framed their eerily beautiful faces.

      And then they lifted their bows and fired arrows at me.

      It happened in a second, and my instinct was to dodge, but I knew that Yumi was behind me, so I flapped my wings, generating a gust of wind to try to knock them off course.

      Two arrows hit the ground, but the third found purchase in my scales, sinking into my flesh and ripping a groan from my throat.

      “Leo?” Yumi asked urgently. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I said quickly, “I need you to make a run for the forest at the other side of the clearing, okay?”

      “But I…Oh, no, I think I know who that is.”

      “Go, Yumi! I can’t fight with you in the line of fire.”

      She hesitated for a moment, and three more arrows impacted against my torso, this time piercing deeper, like the archers were more sure.

      Yumi summoned forth two balls of blue magic that swirled violently in her palms.

      “Yumi?” I asked.

      “It’s different, standing up for myself and defending someone I care about.” Her words held a firmness that I wasn’t used to seeing in her. There was a fierce gleam in her eyes. The fur on her tail and ears stood on ends, and her jaw set hard. “I’ll not let them hurt you again.”

      Yumi leaped out from behind me and unleashed a flurry of blue orbs of light that rained out into the trees, smashing off the bark, beating down foliage, and forcing the archers to take cover—but not before a ball of blue magic tore one bow in half.

      “Leave this place!” she shouted, her arms spread wide. Orbs of magic formed in them, growing to about the size of golfballs before launching into the trees and ripping apart anything they hit. Her pupils were pinpricks, and a snarl of fury marred her soft features, turning them into something horrifying. “I’ll not let you slay him! He’s not what you think!”

      The archers popped out from behind the trees here and there, launching arrows blindly, but none found purchase. Yumi’s magical attacks destroyed any that came in our general direction.

      “Stay safe.” I bursted into the sky and flew over the area where I’d spotted the intruders. They scattered, some firing off arrows that fell back down to the ground. Their shiny black armor and red capes made them stand out against the greens and browns of the forest.

      “Hold the line,” their leader shouted. He was a grizzled man, perhaps in his sixties, with a belly that bulged out from under his armor—which obviously hadn’t fit him properly for a long time. “First one to sever a limb will get the biggest cut!” He raised his sword into the air, and all but one of the elves in the forest gathered to him.

      “Father, this is madness!” cried a woman who stood alone. “He doesn’t even look like the Red Dawn!”

      “A dragon is a dragon. They’re all dangerous,” her father, the leader, said. “Look, he’s circling above like we’re prey.”

      “He’s defending his territory, just like anyone else. If we leave, I bet he’ll leave us alone.”

      “Leave,” he scoffed. “We don’t run from dragons.”

      Obviously, he didn’t know how good my hearing was.

      I thought of landing amongst them, but I didn’t know what other anti-dragon weapons they might have, so I stayed in the sky, out of reach of their arrows.

      Inhaling, a strange tickle began at the back of my throat that had been there only once before. This time, I embraced the power, calling forth a slumbering magic that was as old as time itself. It ignited within me, and a stream of what looked like blue and black flames blasted from my mouth. The magical fire impacted against the grass of the clearing, between the dragon hunters and Yumi, cutting them off from getting to her.

      “To me!” the leader cried, and even the woman who had protested joined in as my opponents formed a circle. Six of them held shields that were almost as tall as they were. The bottom of three shields stuck into the ground, while the remaining made a sort of roof, and all of the dragon hunters hid under there.

      As I soared over, I noticed that the shields—all of their weapons—were made of a faded ivory material that reminded me of aged bones. They were mammoth in size, far too big to be from any normal creature.

      A lurch of panic set into my gut, and I glanced at Yumi, but she was still safe behind my magical wall of flames. Her eyes were on me, silently begging me to be safe.

      By the time I faced my opponents again, two arrows sailed at me, and I tucked my wings to avoid taking them to the chest.

      “We need to ground him!” the leader shouted.

      “We need to run,” his daughter yelled back, “Grandfather always said that you should only fight a dragon that’s been grounded.”

      “And the only way to ground it is to strike its wings or tempt it to land.”

      “Ugh.” She ran forward, breaking away from the protection of the shields.

      “Brynhilda!” her father shouted, equal parts fear and anger.

      “Dragon, over here!” The maiden waved her arms frantically, her chestnut brown hair forming slight natural curls as nervous sweat trickled down her brow. “I wish to speak with you!”

      I wanted them gone, and I’d have preferred to talk them out of whatever they thought they were doing here, but I wasn’t foolish enough to simply believe her.

      Even so, I lowered my altitude to show that I was listening. Maneuvering around in the sky, I put some trees between myself and the dragon hunters—aside from Brynhilda, who didn’t have a bow.

      “Please, let my family leave this place. They’ve not slain a dragon in centuries, almost a millenia, they don’t realize what they walked into,” she pleaded, while they shouted at her in the background.

      Her father seized her by the arm, dragging her back toward shelter, but she tore free and tried to run to me.

      He cracked her in the back of the head with the butt of his sword, and she fell into a heap on the ground.

      “What the hell,” I said, shocked at the display of violence the man exhibited toward his own kin.

      “Get her under the shields,” he commanded, then whipped off the crossbow that was on his back. “We don’t have time for her foolishness.”

      A torrent of arrows sailed at me, forcing me into the sky. I dipped and ducked, dodging as best I could, but the thing fired so fast that some inevitably struck me.

      They stung like bug bites as they pierced my scales, but it wasn’t enough to bring me down.

      It was enough to make me realize I had no choice but to deal with these intruders the hard way.

      Sucking in a gulp of air, a stream of black flames escaped my maw, blasting at the shield wall. Sparks of magic shot from the corners of my mouth, and the heat of the flames tickled my throat as I unleashed hell upon them. The shields blocked the magical fire, which licked against them, seeking an opening. The flames were funneled to either side of the locked shields, forming a fiery prison with one open wall for them to escape through.

      Roaring with all my might, I dove at the shield, knocking my back legs against it, raking my claws over the bone-like material. It left little more than scratches, but I did manage to push the hunters back.

      Diving at them like a falcon dropping from the sky after a mouse, my back legs impacted against the shields with enough force to knock the wall apart, but they lashed out with off-white spears that tore through my scales with surprising ease.

      White hot pain shot up my leg, and I snarled, whipping my tail around. The log-like limb sent people flying. While others fired their bows or brandished their spears, the leader continued to launch crossbow bolts at my wings—forcing me to tuck them in and fall to the ground for fear of damaging them.

      “We have him now!” the grizzled leader called as he dragged the person next to him to his feet.

      Those I’d hit with my tail groaned, dragging themselves up, and Brynhilda lay amongst the chaos, out cold and unprotected.

      “Take her and get out of here,” I warned in a growl.

      Those with melee weapons ran at me, and I swatted them away with my front legs as crossbow bolts littered my chest like the quills of a pissed porcupine.

      I need to end this fast, I thought.

      Focusing, I aimed my fire at the crossbow, the magical flames easily heating the metal parts and forcing the leader to drop it and retreat.

      He looked around wildly, grabbed a spear from someone else, then hurled it at me.

      It missed by a long shot and sank harmlessly into the ground.

      I reared on my back legs and opened my maw, making a big show of the blast of flames I was about to spit out.

      They scattered like ants, scurrying to get out of my line of fire, and I blasted the dirt behind them as they ran. The leader tried to grab Brynhilda, but ultimately couldn’t drag her along and outrun me at the same time, so he abandoned her.

      His own daughter.

      “Coward!” I roared after them as I landed next to the prone form of Brynhilda.

      She lay in the dirt, leaves sticking to her hair, but that didn’t take away from her ethereal beauty. Her face was thin, with a pointed chin and slightly crooked nose, but that just added character. Pointed ears stuck out of her disheveled hair, the tips slightly red.

      “An elf?” I asked, though I don’t know why I was surprised after having already met dwarves and beastkin.

      Her chin had a fresh cut on it, I suspected it had struck her armor when she’d been hit in the back of the head, and her eyelids fluttered like she was trying to wake up.

      “Hurts,” she murmured, her lips barely moving. Her skin had paled, and a bead of sweat rolled down her forehead. “Told them…not to come. Must…get them out.”

      I didn’t know what fever dream had taken her, but I did know her family was long gone, and that she needed some medical attention.

      Looking down at myself, I wasn’t sure I should turn back into a human when I looked like a walking pincushion. I ignored the searing pain in my chest and that in my leg to check on my companion.

      “Yumi, you okay?” I called.

      “I was unsightly, but I’m fine,” she yelled.

      “It’s safe now, can you help me over here?”

      “Coming!” Her voice sounded far off, but she wasn’t long reaching me. In the time that it took for her to reach my side, the sky finally let go, pelting us with fat drops of rain.

      “Leo,” she gasped my name when she saw the state I was in. Her hands rested on my chest, between the crossbow bolts, and she tenderly stroked my scales as water ran off them. “These look like they hurt.”

      “I’m fine.” I cracked a smile to reassure her, but the pain was so severe in my back leg that I couldn’t put much pressure on it.

      “We’ll get you back to the camp, and I’ll whip up every healing potion and salve that I know,” Yumi said, and she went to walk away but only got a step before tripping on Brynhilda.

      “Oh, what’s this?” she asked, looking down at the woman.

      “Her father knocked her out and left her for dead,” I said. “She needs some healing too.”

      Yumi nodded, crouched, then ran her fingers around the back of Brynhilda’s head. “She has a nasty lump coming in, but I think she should be fine. I can prepare a potion for the headache she’ll no doubt have. Your wounds are more important.” She stood to her full height, then looked back at me, her lips pursed thoughtfully. “I’ll remove the arrows first, I think. Give the wounds some air while I prepare a salve."

      Having the arrows torn out hurt more than being hit with them because of their barbed heads, but I assured Yumi that I was fine after each removal, despite the fact that I wanted to scream just a little.

      “Who were they?” I asked as she worked.

      “The Scalebreaker family, I think. They eliminated the last of the dragons centuries ago. I didn’t even know they were still around,” she admitted.

      “Seems they’re not that good at fighting dragons.”

      “They’ve probably never even seen one before today. Elves live a couple hundred years, but it’s been…well, I don’t know exactly how long since dragons existed, but it’s been several generations for them, for sure.”

      “So, they were elves, huh,” I said. “I thought as much, but they didn’t give me much time to take it in.”

      “They were heroes once upon a time. It’s sad to see what became of them.”

      “Were all dragons evil?” I asked.

      “Depends who you ask,” Yumi said. “Some say they were just defending themselves from the other races, who continued to encroach on them. Others still worship them like living gods. I think the most popular story is that they were wild beasts who kept destroying villages and stealing livestock and such.”

      “I see…”

      I heard a groan and glanced to the side in time to see Brynhilda rubbing her head.

      “What happened?” she murmured, looking around through bleary eyes—which widened the moment that she saw me. “Where’s my family? Did you kill them?” Her hand went to her sword belt, and she staggered to her feet.

      Yumi hissed like a feral cat and formed balls of blue magic in her hands.

      “They ran away,” I said before things could escalate further out of control. “I chased them off.”

      “And they left me,” Brynhilda said, snorting a sarcastic laugh as she tipped her head back so that rain fell on her face. “How typical that they start something they couldn’t handle, and I be left to deal with the consequences.” Her hand fell away from her weapon. “Well, do whatever you’re going to do. I’ll accept the punishment my family has earned.” She opened her arms wide, like she expected me to blast her with my fiery breath, but despite the brave face she put on, her bottom lip trembled and she had to bite it to keep it still.

      Yumi and I exchanged glances. I changed back to my human form—which I soon learned was a bad idea because my leg was still injured, and I couldn’t put much weight on it.

      Yumi quickly slipped under my arm to help steady me.

      Brynhilda exhaled. “I knew I saw you change forms. You’re not just a mindless beast set on destruction.” She slammed her fist into her palm. “If only they saw past the legends. Past the promise of renewed glory.”

      “And what made you see past them?” I asked.

      “Well, I’ve been watching you. You’ve not done anything besides try to make a living out here.” She shrugged.

      “How long have you been watching us? I haven’t even been here that long.”

      “We weren’t after you in particular, some people just saw you flying away from Brightvale,” Brynhilda said. “We were after the Red Dawn.”

      “Red Dawn?”

      “A dragon that needs to be slain,” she said severely. “He attacks villages by night, killing everything and everyone in sight. When the sun rises, the sky is red from the burning buildings. It’s as if the Nexus is acknowledging the bloody night and many lives lost.”

      “Oh dear,” Yumi whispered. “I wonder if that’s the other dragon I saw.” She walked closer to me, her blue eyes dancing. “Someone so dangerous being so close…”

      “Bad news all around,” I said. “Dragon hunters are after me for something I didn’t do, and the one who did do it might show up at any time.”

      “These are perilous times,” Brynhilda said, rubbing at the back of her head. “And we are woefully unprepared. My family used to be the pride of the kingdom, but we’ve fallen far. Gotten fat and lazy and useless.” She spat on the ground.

      “Do you need a ride somewhere?” I asked.

      “Where to?” She laughed dryly. “I’m not going back to the family who left me. Perhaps I will chase the Red Dawn on my own.” She turned her back to us, looking toward the horizon. “It’s our duty to protect the people. I must find a way.”

      “Do you fancy some lunch first?” Yumi asked, catching me off guard. She wiped some soaked hair from her face. “I imagine it’s a bit overdone by now, but it’s better than nothing—assuming the rain hasn’t waterlogged it.”

      “I…” Brynhilda hesitated, looking between us like she had no idea what to make of the offer. “If you would have me.”

      “Follow us.” Yumi nudged me into motion and helped me hobble my way back to our campsite while the rain continued to pour down on us.

      The three of us crawled into the tent, which was surprisingly still standing, and Yumi retrieved the cast iron pot from the fire. She served out some soup to myself and Brynhilda, then went to her backpack and started pulling things out.

      Herbs, a mortar and pestle, pots, pans, clothes—she ripped everything out until she found what she was after, and then set to work grinding up what looked like seeds in the mortar and pestle.

      Brynhilda ate in silence, her mind seeming elsewhere. I didn’t taste much of the food myself because I was so intrigued by Yumi’s work. She scarcely looked so focused, but she was so intent on whatever she was making that her ears pinned flat to her skull and her tail thumped mindlessly against my thigh.

      Yumi threw several dried herbs into the mixture, added some water to make a paste, and then shuffled around until my injured ankle was in her lap. She pulled my boot and sock off, then yanked up the leg of my pants to expose the gash in my ankle.

      Her soft, warm fingers tenderly touched the wound. “This may sting, but it’ll help,” she promised as she took a handful of floral-smelling paste and massaged it against my open wound.

      It did hurt a little, but the gentleness of Yumi’s touch helped to soothe away the pain.

      When she finished with my ankle, she started trying to rip off my shirt.

      “I’ll leave the two of you be,” Brynhilda said, her cheeks a bright red as she surged out of the tent like something had bitten her.

      I breathed in as Yumi urged me on my back. She leaned over me, pulling my shirt up over my chest and exposing it. Her fingers touched absently at my skin for a moment before she took some more of the paste and massaged it into the arrow wounds—which had shrunk in this form, but still hurt.

      Her eyes met mine. We shared a long stare before she flushed and looked away.

      “I’m done,” she eventually whispered, but she kept her warm palms on my chest for a few long moments before slowly drawing them away. “You’ll want to keep it on for a while, but then you’ll need to wash it off,” she said, her voice hitching like she’d tried to sound professional but failed.

      “Will do,” I said, “and thanks.”

      She smiled so wide that the corners of her eyes crinkled in mirth.
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      By that evening, Yumi’s healing paste had done its job. I could make my way around our campsite with only a little stiffness in my ankle.

      The downpour of rain had stopped as quickly as it started, and the sun shone with renewed strength, drying us off and erasing any hint of the storm—though it was starting to set in the distance.

      Yumi had given some kind of potion to Brynhilda for any headaches she might have felt, but she opted to go to bed early. Despite my insistence, she slept on the floor of the tent instead of using my bedroll.

      Brynhilda seemed hesitant to stay at all, but she also didn’t have many choices. Understandably, she wasn’t eager to go home, and it wasn’t like she could fight a dragon on her own, so chasing after the Red Dawn was a death sentence.

      She reluctantly accepted that the best thing she could do for today was to rest and get better.

      Yumi and I returned to what we had been doing before we were attacked.

      Only now, I carried more worries than ever before.

      Dragon hunters were after me, there was a rogue dragon hellbent on murdering villages, and I still didn’t know how to build a house.

      Admittedly, that last one seemed less pressing now. Still, I had considered swinging back to that first village I’d found myself in to get a glimpse of their houses and try to work things out on my own.

      It shouldn’t have been a priority, but if building could help me level up…

      I need to get stronger, I thought as I looked out over the clearing, at our garden that hadn’t even thought of growing yet and the pristine lake filled with fish that jumped to catch bugs skimming over the surface.

      “Guess I need to start grinding,” I murmured.

      “Grinding on what?”

      I jumped slightly, then turned to face Yumi, who tilted her head and looked at me with large, innocent blue eyes.

      “For levels.”

      “Hmm, you mean doing stuff just to level up?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s smart. I should too. My strength is so weak that I could barely drag you back here earlier. It was eye-opening…”

      “Yeah…” I thought back to the fight. I’d won, sure, but I’d also taken damage that might have proved fatal against a more experienced enemy.

      “I could teach you how to cook and how to make some potions. I could even teach you how to forage,” she suggested. “All three of those can kinda be tied together.”

      “That would be great, actually.”

      “But first, rocks!” Yumi nodded so hard that her ears flopped and sauntered off again.

      Chuckling, I shook my head and decided that fretting wouldn’t do me any good. I walked around the clearing until I found what I thought was a decent spot to build a house. It was on a slight slope, so it would need some flattening, but that also meant that water hopefully would run downhill and not collect in the house. The sun would have access to it, but the nearby forest would protect it from stronger winds.

      It seemed as good a place as any, given my knowledge, and I scratched my head as I thought back to the stories Grandpa told me about his past. Not the part about having to walk ten miles to school in the snow, but about storing vegetables in the ground, packed in sawdust to keep them fresh. It seemed like an easy enough project to add to my growing list of things to do—I just wished I had some paper to write it all down on.

      I spent the rest of the day swapping between my human and dragon form. The dragon had an easy time overturning big patches of earth quickly, but it was easier to work precisely as a human with the tools to level the ground.

      By nightfall, I had dug out an area where I could put the foundation of our home. It wasn’t anything fancy, but it was better than what we had, so I felt content to call it a day even though I hadn’t leveled up.

      “Guess digging isn’t a skill the Nexus recognizes,” I said with a yawn as I made my way toward the tent.

      I was just about to crawl into the tent and crash when Yumi emerged from it. Through the flap, I saw Brynhilda lying in my bedroll and snoring lightly. Her armor sat in a neat pile beside her, and even as she slept she gripped the sheath of her sword.

      “How’s she doing?” I asked quietly.

      “She’s alright physically, she just doesn’t know what to do from here.”

      “Understandable,” I said, finally noticing that she held a small package wrapped in brown paper and a fresh set of clothes.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Soap. We both smell like dirt and body odor,” she said. “We should clean up so we don’t make our bedding smell.”

      I chuckled. “Blunt as usual, but good call.”

      She nodded, then walked past me, heading for the lake.

      It dawned on me then that we had no bathtub. I’d not cleaned up properly since I arrived in this new world, and I was now in desperate need of a bath, judging by the reek of my armpit.

      After quietly grabbing a fresh change of clothes from inside the tent, I jogged to catch up with Yumi. As I did, she began to loosen the sash around her waist, and the fabric of her dress slipped, exposing the expanse of pale flesh above her breasts and the slightest curve of them.

      “Sorry,” I said, slowing and diverting my eyes.

      “I smell as well, there’s nothing to be ashamed of. It’s just a sign that we worked hard today,” she said.

      “I just meant…Well, I shouldn’t hang around if you’re going to undress. I should have gone another way to give you some privacy. There’s plenty of lake, I can walk around it a bit and find another spot.”

      I'm rambling. Why am I rambling?

      “You could just close your eyes for a moment.” She stepped up to the edge of the lake and leaned over, peering into the water. The hem of her dress rode up slightly with a lift of her tail, revealing the thickness of her pale thighs, but nothing more.

      I swallowed hard. “Will do.” With a monumental amount of effort, I shut my eyes.

      “We beastkin mate for life,” Yumi said suddenly, as if she thought this was very important and that I needed to know it. “We don’t take partners before we find our mates.”

      “Huh, interesting.”

      My eyes opened on their own accord, easily spotting Yumi standing there, her back to me, slender shoulder blades cutting a perfect supermodel outline. Her skin was so pale that it seemed to reflect the moonlight. She’d ditched her robe, but had already waded out into the water up to her waist, and her fluffy tail prevented me from getting a glimpse of her ass, though I did see the outline of her perky breast as she started to turn to me.

      Her cheeks flushed scarlet red as her eyes met mine. She averted her gaze, her large ears drooping slightly. She hugged her torso, lifting and obscuring her breasts from view.

      “You’re not supposed to peek,” she scolded, watching me closely. She nibbled at her bottom lip, equal part curious and shy. When her teeth let go, it left a little indentation of them, then swiftly softened away.

      “Oops,” I croaked. My heartbeat hammered in my ears, my body felt so hot, like the fire my dragon form generated was coursing through my muscles and veins and building at the base of me, ready to explode.

      Yumi inhaled deeply. I thought she was angry at me for staring, but she just dove into the lake and paddled around under the surface.

      I quickly took my first steps out into the lake to hide the fact that all of my blood had chosen to rush to my groin. Shivers ran through me, but I walked out until I was nearly submerged, then dipped my head under the surface.

      I saw the outlines of small fish darting about in the water, as well as something bigger and more graceful. The moonlight sparkled and shone down through the water just enough for me to glimpse her—all pale skin and slender limbs that move fluidly through the water as if she belonged there. I swam toward Yumi. She darted past me, her golden blonde tail brushing against my abdomen.

      She surfaced then to take a breath. I followed because I’d neglected to take in enough air to stay submerged for long. I sucked in a deep breath, not of the smells of the forest and lakes, but of Yumi—that familiar herbal scent that soothed me, plus something more…

      Something that made the blood rush right to my groin.

      Yumi’s wet hair stuck to her skin as tiny little beads of water rolled down her shoulders. The water was so dark at this angle that I couldn’t see beneath it even with my enhanced vision, so I couldn’t see her chest. Still, she nibbled her bottom lip shyly.

      “You didn’t take your clothes off,” she said.

      “They needed a wash too,” I replied. I’d been so struck by her that all sense had abandoned me.

      “That makes sense.” Yumi tucked a strand of blonde hair away from her face. She drifted closer, her big blue eyes staring up at me, searching my face like she hoped to find some answer that she was looking for. She leaned in slightly, causing the water to lap up against me. Her hand reached out for my face, but she hesitated, drawing it back.

      Yumi touched my arm instead, tugging lightly at my sleeve.

      “I’ll wash our clothes after you’re done,” she said, her cheeks still red as she offered me the bar of soap.

      Once I’d taken it, she covered her eyes with her hands. Her ears flopped forward, like she was trying to reassure me that she wouldn’t steal a glance at me as I undressed—but it was a moot point because the water was so dark.

      I felt ten pounds lighter after I chucked my waterlogged clothes to shore. They landed as heavily as my chest felt.

      Yumi opened her eyes when I told her to, and they roved down my torso before she caught herself and looked away. Her nose turned toward the moon and her cheeks were so red that I thought she might pass out.

      She pointedly avoided watching me as I cleaned up. When I handed her back the soap, she held it in both hands, watching me shyly.

      “I…I think I’ve reached my threshold for tonight,” Yumi said as she puffed out a sigh like she was trying to cool herself off.

      “I’ll let you finish up then, and meet you at the tent?” I headed for shore, a little disappointed that the moment was over.

      “Would you wait for me?” she quickly asked. “Just in case.”

      “Of course.”

      “But with your eyes closed.”

      “Okay.”

      “Really closed, this time.”

      “Alright, alright,” I chuckled.

      I had no choice but to air dry before changing into a fresh set of clothes consisting of dark brown trousers and a baggy white shirt with a v-neck and strings binding that together slightly. They were simple clothes, and they made my skin itch a little, but that faded as my body started to dry more thoroughly.

      I reclined in the grass, staring up at the moon and listening to the soft splashes as Yumi bathed. It was a surprisingly peaceful end to such a chaotic day.

      Eventually, Yumi came to shore and got into a white dress with a brown corset-like strip of leather around the belly. It had a ruffle skirt that reached her knees, and a collar around her neck that tied together with a cute little bow.

      It was also soaking wet, so it stuck to her petite breasts and body, showing me every curve. The white fabric became transparent in places as it stuck to her skin. Sadly, it didn’t reveal anything more than I’d already seen.

      Together, we headed across the stretch of grass and toward our tent. Yumi climbed in first, giving me a glimpse of her pale thighs and her wet tail, which swished back and forth. She crawled into her bedroll, then looked at my own, where Brynhilda was still fast asleep.

      Yumi immediately gestured for me to come with her. I didn’t hesitate to crawl into her bedroll with her, even though she put her back to me and used her wet tail like a pillow barrier.

      The gesture might have seemed cold, but I caught the glance she shot over her shoulder, the slight nibble of her lower lip, and the way she pushed her sweet behind against my groin. I'd wondered if I'd scared her before, but deduced that she'd just gotten overwhelmed.

      One step at a time.

      My heart hammered hard in my chest as I lay on my side and breathed in her scent—herbal and flowery, like the plants she worked with.

      She reached for my hand and I slotted my fingers into hers. They seemed so small in mine, but she gripped tight, keeping me with her.

      It all soothed me, and somehow, sleep soon found me.
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      Tossing and turning in my sleep, I was plagued by warped visions of my past.

      Gord stood over me in his yellow tweed suit, breathing down the back of my neck. He towered over me, easily twice as tall as I was, and a million exploding pens spilled from his front pocket, drowning me in red ink.

      Panic gripped my chest as I bolted upright in Yumi’s bedroll and looked around to find an empty tent. The spot beside me was cold, Yumi’s body heat having long faded from the blankets. Brynhilda wasn’t there either, though she was an afterthought as I crawled toward the mouth of the tent and poked my head through the flaps.

      The two women sat around the campfire, exchanging quiet words while Yumi balanced a cutting board on a rock next to the firepit and sliced up some potatoes.

      I sighed in relief, and they turned to look at me.

      “Morning.” Yumi was more cheerful than usual, but her cheeks turned a soft pink as she met my gaze.

      “Dragon.” Brynhilda inclined her head toward me, giving a slight salute.

      “Just Leo is fine.” I crawled out of the tent and sat beside them on the ground. “You two are up early.”

      “I slept a lot,” Brynhilda said, “unfortunately, I woke Yumi as I tried to get my armor out of the tent.”

      “It’s alright, I had enough sleep,” Yumi said. She cast a lingering glance in my direction but continued to chop the potatoes, eventually throwing them into the cast iron pot where some dried meat was simmering in water.

      “I had much time to think, but I’ve not come to any conclusion,” Brynhilda said as she stared off into the sky. “Do I chase the Red Dawn, knowing I’m not strong enough to defeat him? Do I return to my clan and hope they never betray me in such a matter again? I don’t wish to abandon my quest, but I see no means of fulfilling it.”

      “You could grind,” Yumi said.

      “On what?” Brynhilda scrunched up her face.

      “For levels. You could do things to level up your skills and increase your stats.”

      “That’s what I’m doing,” I said, waving a hand in front of my face as the wind turned and blew smoke in my eyes.

      “All I really need is my combat skill,” Brynhilda said, “nothing else will serve me as well.”

      “But it’ll raise your overall stats, right?” I asked.

      “Well, yes, but…”

      I could tell she didn’t actually have an answer as to why she shouldn’t do more things to level up, besides maybe having never considered it before because dragons were thought to be extinct.

      “Such things are beneath me. I am Brynhilda Scalebreaker, my family is proud. I cannot…lower myself to doing untoward things for levels.” She made a face like she smelled something unpleasant, then gestured to the fire. “I have cooked few times in my life, and it was only out of necessity. We have servants for that.”

      “I’m no servant,” Yumi said, the hair on her tail and ears bristling.

      “I did not mean that you are a servant, but you’re doing the work of one.”

      “Yeah, no matter how you word that, it just sounds condescending,” I said dryly. “Cooking is an essential skill. Yumi’s gonna start teaching me soon, in fact.”

      “You wish to learn to cook, Dragon?” Brynhilda looked at me like I’d grown an extra head.

      “For the stats, and because, you know, I kinda need to eat.”

      She made another face, and I got the distinct impression that she thought most things were beneath her. I didn’t care for that attitude, and neither did Yumi, judging by the way she bristled.

      “Cooking is undignified for one such as me,” Brynhilda said, resting a hand over her armor. “I am not some house maiden. I am a warrior.”

      “Look, I’m not gonna let you keep talking down to Yumi,” I said, leveling her with an unimpressed stare. “She’s an amazing woman, and she doesn’t deserve to feel bad about herself just because you’ve put yourself on a box above everyone else.”

      “I have done no such thing, I have simply stated facts.”

      “No, you’ve said what you believe to be true. That doesn’t make it a fact.”

      “It’s how I was raised.” She shoved herself to her feet and stared me down like she was daring me to take the first swing.

      “That still doesn’t make it right,” I replied.

      Her bottom lip quivered as her brows furrowed. She stared at me like she had a million things to say that were all trying to come out at once.

      “You know nothing,” Brynhilda spat. She spun on her heels and stormed off toward the trees without looking back at us. Soon, she was obstructed from view, and it was just Yumi and myself again.

      “She seems too stubborn for her own good,” Yumi said softly.

      “I was thinking the same thing.” Sitting back down on the grass, I sighed and accepted the bowl Yumi offered me.

      Breakfast didn’t taste as good as it should have because Brynhilda left a sour taste in my mouth, but I thanked Yumi for it all the same.

      She sat next to me, eating in smaller bites than I did. I couldn’t help smiling as I heard her humming to herself. She bobbed back and forth slightly where she sat, her tail swishing.

      “You really like food, don’t you?” I asked.

      “Of course, who doesn’t?

      “Good point.”

      “It’s a show of love, isn’t it, to cook for someone? A basic form, but a…surprisingly intimate one.”

      I arched my brow, but I couldn’t read anything besides aloofness on her face as she finished off her meal.

      “We need to find flat stones,” she said as she set the bowl down, “and I know where to find some. I’m just not strong enough to carry them.”

      “I’ll go with you. The sooner we get the house done, the better.” Standing, I offered her my hand. She accepted, allowing me to pull her to her feet, hopping up easily and with a spring in her step. I gripped her hand for a moment longer than necessary because I enjoyed the warmth.

      We shared a slight smile.

      Somehow, just being around Yumi lifted my spirits.

      After we cleaned up from breakfast, I grabbed an empty sack, Yumi picked out a woven basket for herself, and we set off into the forest.

      We weren’t walking for long before she stopped to point at a cluster of many small mushrooms all bunched together.

      “These are edible,” she said, “why don’t you pick them? It’ll go toward your foraging skill.” She held the basket out toward me.

      “You don’t want the experience?” I asked.

      “Mine is already level 25, so it’ll take a lot to level it again.”

      “Good point. And you do get some of the experience that I get from my Dragon’s Hoard ability, anyway.”

      “All the more reason for you to pick them.” She smiled sweetly and tilted her head to the side, her ears flopping slightly.

      I accepted the basket and realized there was a paring knife inside.

      “You can just pluck them and then cut off the dirty bottom bits,” she said. “They should all come up together. We call them slenderstalks. They have a slight nutty taste to them.”

      I did as told, and easily plucked the cluster of tiny mushrooms before trimming off the bottom. A slight smell of damp earth assaulted my nostrils, but it wasn’t unpleasant, it was just the scent that I associated with fresh mushrooms.

      I harvested three clusters before straightening up and looking around. “There are some smaller clumps of them. Should we let them grow more?”

      Yumi smiled brightly. “That’s right. We don’t need to take more than we can eat, especially when they’re so small. When they get bigger, we can dry them.”

      “Makes sense.” I put the knife and fresh, cleaned mushrooms in the basket, and we began to walk again. “Your foraging is pretty high, I take it you did a lot of that?”

      She nodded. “For food and ingredients for potions.”

      “That’s awesome.”

      The corners of her eyes crinkled in mirth, and her tail wagged. “I can show you some alchemic recipes as well, if you like.”

      “Yeah, of course. It’d be great to know, and it’ll help me level up.”

      Yumi’s ears perked up, and she smiled sweetly as she walked off with an almost infectious skip in her step.

      The trees, mostly pine and some birch, thickened around us, but there was still enough space for us to walk between them. Different colors of foliage and plants littered the ground, with leaves of all shapes and sizes. There were few flowers, besides some tiny white ones that grew on long stalks. The sun beamed down on me, warming my skin, and I basked in it as a breeze tickled my hair.

      I couldn’t remember the last time that I’d had a proper walk in nature, but following Yumi as she sang and skipped her way through the forest had my shoulders relaxing. Her sweet voice wasn’t audible, but it had a lovely tune to it. I didn’t dare interrupt her by asking what she was singing.

      “Look here,” she sang, pointing off to the side.

      I scanned the area, eventually settling on a familiar spear-like green vegetable.

      “Is that asparagus?” I asked.

      “It sure is!” She hopped over to them. “Just break them off near the dirt.”

      I spent the next few minutes crawling around in the dirt, chasing after each new spear of asparagus that I saw. By the time I sat back on my heels, I had an overflowing handful of the vegetable piled next to the mushrooms in the basket.
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      “If I had a steak, I’d be set,” I said with a chuckle.

      A scream tore through the forest, and a few birds burst from the trees, flying high into the sky.

      With the basket still hooked on my arm, I sprung to my feet and ran through the trees, the branches tearing at my skin. Yumi ran behind me, close enough that the branches I pushed aside didn’t hit her in her face. We thundered through the forest together, in the direction that we’d heard the screaming, and eventually emerged in the area where we’d dug the boar trench.

      Brynhilda’s head popped over the side of the trench, followed by her hand, which dragged her up out of the hole. A second armored hand followed. She grunted and groaned with effort as it sank into the ground.

      “Damnation! Blasted hole!” she grumbled as she finally managed to drag herself out. She sat on her knees, wiping the back of her gauntlet against her forehead and smearing dirt across it. Her bottom lip trembled slightly, and a glimmer of moisture appeared in her dark eyes as they stared forward.

      Her gaze darted to us suddenly, and she sniffed, sticking her nose into the air. She shoved herself to her feet, then staggered and fell.

      “Bryn! Are you okay?” I ran to her, then crouched at her side.

      “Do I look okay?” she snapped. “I’m lost in this damn forest, I fell in a hole and twisted my ankle, I failed to locate and execute the Red Dawn, and my family left me to die!” Each word she spoke was louder than the previous, until she was practically screaming at the top of her lungs. She let out a great huff, slamming her fists against the piece of armor on her knees.

      “That is a lot,” I admitted, “but I don’t think screaming about it will make anything better.”

      “It makes me feel better.”

      “I can help with the ankle,” Yumi said. “Though I suppose that may just be servant’s work.”

      “Look, I’m sorry for what I said, I just…I didn’t mean it in a bad way, I just meant that…”

      “You’re above it?”

      “That still makes it sound bad…” Brynhilda murmured.

      “Is it wrong?” Yumi arched her brow.

      “No, but it feels mean.”

      “It is.”

      “How did you even expect to survive out here on your own? Do you have any of the necessary skills?” I asked.

      Brynhilda pouted.

      “Look,” I said softly, “what you did with your family was brave, and I can see that you’re not a bad person at heart, but this whole bratty princess routine isn’t doing it for me.”

      “I’m not a princess,” she said, folding her arms over her chest. “Princesses are useless.”

      I stared at her.

      “I’m not useless in a fight!”

      Massaging my temples with one hand, I sighed.

      “As a healer, it’s my duty to help someone in need, even if they are disagreeable,” Yumi said as she looked at me. “Can you help her back to camp? I’ll run ahead and start preparing what I need.”

      “Alright,” I said. I wasn’t thrilled about Brynhilda joining us, especially since there was a little something blossoming between Yumi and I, but it was the right thing to do.

      Yumi ran off ahead of me. With one arm still holding onto the basket, I used the other to carefully pull Brynhilda to her feet and help her hobble toward our campsite.

      “You didn’t make it far,” I said, trying to start a conversation and hopefully clear the air between us.

      “I sat on a rock and debated what I should do for a while,” she replied.

      “And what did you decide?”

      “To try to find Brightvale.”

      “You were headed the wrong way.”

      Brynhilda made an annoyed face, then glanced off to the side as she mumbled something about being unfamiliar with the area.

      “Why Brightvale?” I asked.

      “It’s the biggest city nearby, I figured they might have news about the Red Dawn.” She shrugged slightly, then winced when she put too much weight on her injured leg.

      “You’re dead set on doing something about that dragon, aren’t you?”

      “Of course. It’s my duty.” Brynhilda thumped her fist over her heart, and the sound of metal hitting metal rang in my ears. “My family may have abandoned me for dead, but I can’t abandon the people. They need someone to protect them.”

      As disagreeable as Brynhilda’s personality could be at times, her sense of duty to those who needed protection was admirable. Still, I wasn’t sure that she could take down a dragon alone, considering I’d only just hit the tenth level and her whole family hadn’t been able to take me down.

      “Look, I’ll carry you to Brightvale, if that’ll make you happy,” I said, “but only if you promise not to go running after the Red Dawn.”

      “I can’t promise that.” She frowned. “Why even ask it of me?”

      “Because I’m just a low-level dragon, and you couldn’t even defeat me.”

      “You’re a low level?” Brynhilda’s fair complexion turned pale. “Dare I ask what level?”

      “I hit level ten this morning.”

      “Ten!” She said the word so loud that it seemed to echo against the trees. “How is that possible? You look at least my age, and you’re a dragon, so you probably live for even longer than we elves do!”

      “It’s a long story. Let’s just say I’m not from around here.”

      Brynhilda stared at me, looked me up and down, and then wrinkled her nose in thought. “It couldn’t be…”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Are you from another world, perhaps?”

      “I am.”

      “A dragon from another world…”

      “I was just a human in my old world.”

      “I see…” She stared ahead like she was trying to puzzle it all out. “It’s not unheard of for individuals to find their way to Rheagos, but to come here and gain a dragon form…”

      “Rheagos?” I asked.

      “Our world.”

      “Oh, I’d wondered about that.”

      “That fox is doing a poor job of teaching you what you need to know. I doubt she received a good education.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks. “Don’t talk shit about Yumi,” I warned, my jaw setting into a firm scowl. “You don’t even know her, but so far you’ve done nothing but insult her despite her helping you.”

      “I suppose that is untoward of me,” Brynhilda said, but she didn’t apologize.

      "And besides, her qualities lie in other areas. Maybe she's not the best tour guide, but we've flourished so far with nothing but the skin on our backs, so that's better than dying knowing what the best local inn is."

      I sighed and started walking again. The sooner she was healed, the sooner I could send her on her way to Brightvale. I just needed to stand her for as long as it took for Yumi to heal her, then we could be rid of her once and for all.

      We made it back to our little campsite, where Yumi was busy boiling something on the fire, and I brought Brynhilda over to sit next to it.

      “Take these off, please.” Yumi tapped at the armor on Brynhilda’s leg, then went back to stirring whatever green, foul-smelling paste that she’d cooked up this time.

      Brynhilda worked at a series of belts and straps until she was able to free her leg from its armor prison, and I couldn’t help stealing a glimpse of her long, flawless leg. It was more muscular than Yumi’s, but still in a feminine way, and they led up to marvelously thick thighs that could probably crush my skull—but the element of danger made them all the more appealing.

      Then I saw her ankle, which had swelled up to the size of a baseball. I frowned.

      “This will take several days to heal properly,” Yumi said as she gently examined the wound. “This paste will help with pain and swelling, so you may be tempted to move around sooner, but it’s important to keep your weight off it.”

      “Several days? A mage in the city could—” I shot Brynhilda a glare and she cut herself off. “That’s great, thank you,” she said, her voice tight with tension.

      Yumi snorted a laugh, which she stifled behind her hand, then set to work massaging the paste into the swollen ankle.

      Brynhilda squirmed in discomfort, but to my surprise, she didn’t let out a sound of pain.

      “This will work to heal and strengthen the muscles and such,” Yumi said as she worked.

      “Thank you,” Brynhilda said curtly, like the words were unfamiliar to her. “I have some coin to repay you, but not a lot.”

      “Oh, I don’t want coin, I just want to help, even if you are mean,” she said in her usual blunt but sweet voice.

      Brynhilda looked at her like she was crazy.
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      After a long morning of collecting as many flat rocks as I could put my hands on, I lugged the bulging bag back to camp while silently wishing that the Nexus had taken a page from video games and implemented some sort of inventory system.

      With a chuckle, I shook my head at the insanity of it all. I’d already embraced the oddities of this world so openly that I was criticizing it. I could turn into a dragon, I had stats like those in a video game, and I wanted more?

      It seemed ludicrous.

      “Then again, being able to fast-travel would be great,” I said, as if the Nexus would heed me.

      It did not.

      Shrugging, I emerged from the line of trees into the field where our tent stood. Yumi was kneeling in the grass, picking the leaves from dandelions and poking them into her basket. Her tail swished slightly behind her as she worked. She hummed a happy tune over the sound of the swaying trees and rustling leaves.

      Brynhilda sat by the firepit. She’s removed most of her armor, leaving her wearing a set of black, form-fitting pants and shirt. Despite her personality, I couldn’t help admiring her body—the toned abdomen that wasn’t too toned, the thick thighs begging for me to sink my fingers into them, and full breasts that threatened to split the fabric of her shirt. She had the body of a swimmer.

      A super hot one with breasts so big they probably acted as anchors.

      Maybe I shouldn't have been thinking things like this about her—what with my blossoming feelings for Yumi—but I hoped there was no harm in looking, no harm in wayward thoughts.

      My eyes darted to Yumi, who was a stark contrast in every way. She had a more petite frame, with smaller breasts but a nice, juicy ass. Her body was still lean, but it wasn’t toned with purpose like one training for combat.

      It was a tantalizing contrast, but I brushed it from my mind before I started to get too excited.

      “Leo,” Yumi said as she spied me. Hopping to her feet, she walked over, her bright eyes staring up at me. “Would you like to start lunch soon?”

      “Sure,” I said, “as long as you’ll walk me through it.”

      “Of course.” She leaned slightly to the side, looking at the bag on my back. “Seems you’ve had a productive morning as well.”

      “After lunch, we’ll start on the floor of the house.”

      “Exciting.” Her words were a bit dry, but her tail wagged excitedly.

      We walked toward the firepit together. Yumi’s free hand brushed mine. Our gaze caught as we stole a glance at once another. She smiled shyly, a slight pink coloring her cheeks.

      My heart skipped a beat at her cuteness, and I slid my much larger hand over hers, gently squeezing it.

      Yumi smiled so wide that she flashed her sharp canines. She walked close to me, following my lead, and her small thumb stroked along my skin, sending a shiver along my spine.

      When we reached the firepit, she hesitantly slipped her hand out of mine. I wasn’t sure if it was because we’d arrived or because she felt shy around Brynhilda, but I missed the warmth against my palm all the same.

      I sat down next to the fire. Yumi gathered together a few things before handing them to me. She placed the cast iron pot into the coals of the fire, then pointed to the dried meat on the cutting board she’d given me.

      “Cut that up a bit. We’re going to try to brown it before we soften it with water. That should help bring out the taste,” she said as she took a seat next to me.

      I did as she said easily enough, then chucked the meat into the pot. It made a slight hissing sound, and the smell of cooking meat mingled with that of the fire to form a delicious smoky, meaty aroma better than any backyard barbecue I’d ever been to.

      Yumi, sitting on the tips of her toes and hugging her knees, watched as I poked the meat around with a wooden spoon.

      Brynhilda looked on in silence. She looked like she had something to say, but she seemed to think it best to keep it to herself.

      Before long, I added some water to the pot, then allowed the meat to simmer and soften. While it did, I set to work cutting up vegetables in the order Yumi told me that we needed them. The carrots were first, then potatoes, and finally, the mushrooms I’d picked. I added each to the pot when she told me too, along with the dandelion greens, then stirred carefully before adding some salt and waiting for the flavors to mingle.

      “Doesn’t smell as good as what you cook,” I said to Yumi.

      “Oh, that’s just because you’re used to the smell,” she said, smiling broadly.

      “It smells good.” Brynhilda shifted, leaning forward to rub her swollen ankle. “I didn’t think anyone could cook so well over an open flame.”

      “It’s nothing compared to what Yumi can do, but I’ll take the compliment,” I said.

      “It should be just about done, if you want to taste a sip.” Yumi handed me a smaller spoon, one meant for eating.

      I dipped it into the steaming, bubbling pot, then brought it to my mouth. Blowing on the liquid carefully, I cooled it before putting the spoon in my mouth to taste rich meat drippings, fresh vegetables, earthy mushrooms, and a hint of saltiness that brought it all together in a cacophony of flavors that assaulted my tongue.

      I’d never been much of a cook, so I was damn proud of the result. Spooning up two bowls of soup and handing them off to the girls, I leaned back and watched as they tasted it.

      “This is wonderful, Leo!” Yumi said, her tail wagging again. “You’ll be a proper chef before you know it.”

      “It’s great,” Brynhilda agreed. “I’ve not had a soup this tasty in ages.”

      My chest swelled with pride, and we enjoyed our meal without much chatter—we each even went back for seconds, scraping the pot clean to get every drop.

      “That was so good,” Yumi said as she patted her belly. “I’ve not eaten this well since I was with the clan.”

      “It is unusual to see a beastkin without a clan,” Brynhilda said, watching her. “I thought perhaps yours had perished.”

      I glared at Brynhilda. At first, I thought she was trying to hurt Yumi, but from her curious expression, I realized she just lacked social grace.

      “They’re alive,” Yumi said. She glanced at me, as if she wanted to tell me more, but then gathered up our dirty dishes and piled them in the pot. “I’ll wash these and gather some clay I spied nearby.” Without a word more, she walked off, her back straight, slightly stiff.

      “You can’t just say stuff like that,” I softly said to Brynhilda.

      “Why not?” She tilted her head slightly to one side, her braids falling to frame her face. Her dark eyes danced as she searched mine, and she frowned. “I thought we were getting along.”

      “Any friends back home that are gonna wonder where you ran off to?” I asked.

      Brynhilda thought for a moment. “Well, there’s my mother, of course. Though we don’t have much in common. Besides her, there’s only my mentor, Aunty Helena. She trained me. Taught me how to fight. I didn’t need friends. Not really.” She scoffed, then looked into the dancing flames with a dull glint in her eyes.

      Suddenly, I understood Brynhilda a lot better. I almost felt bad for her.

      She’d had nothing and no one but her family, and even they had turned their backs on her.

      “I’ve been thinking, I’ve had nothing else to do while sitting here. I believe you’re my only hope of defeating the Red Dawn, Dragon,” Brynhilda said suddenly. She dragged her eyes away from the fire and pinned me with her dark gaze.

      “Oh?” I asked.

      “Yes, fighting fire with fire, as it were. Of course, I don’t expect you to do all of the work, but…maybe you could help me?” Her voice was soft, pleading. “If you could keep him busy while I go for his heart, that would be a wonderful help.”

      “You’re serious about this, aren’t you?”

      “Deadly.” She nodded, then tucked a braid of hair behind her pointed ear. “But I think we both need to get stronger first. The Red Dawn has a great advantage.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “He’s willing to kill for power.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Well, you’re leveling up by grinding, as you put it, but there are ways to level besides doing the same task over and over again. You could buy special books, potions, items that boost your experience gain, or…” Brynhilda sucked in a breath. “It’s so terrible that I hate to speak it.”

      The air grew tense between us, and the little hairs on the back of my neck stood on ends.

      “I need to know,” I said.

      “When you kill someone, you get some of their experience in every skill they have.”

      Every drop of air left my lungs. The words hit me like a ton of bricks, twisting my stomach into painful knots that made me want to vomit.

      “He’s destroying villages to get stronger,” I whispered, balling my fists up against my knees.

      “Yes. And he must be stopped before he gets too strong. Before he attacks a city.”

      My fists were clenched so tight that my knuckles turned white. Maybe it wasn’t my responsibility to deal with some evil dragon, but that didn’t make me feel any less irresponsible for just goofing off in the forest while other people suffered.

      It was no wonder all the humans had feared me. They probably thought I was the Red Dawn coming to deliver death.

      “He’s no doubt a higher level than you,” Brynhilda said darkly, the corners of her lips twitching, “but as far as I can see, you’re our only hope of defeating him.”

      I swallowed, but my throat was so dry that it hurt.

      “This grinding that you spoke of, if we do it together…” Brynhilda trailed off.

      The topic matter was so serious that my mind didn’t dare go anywhere naughty.

      No matter how difficult Brynhilda was to deal with, she had a noble purpose. She wasn’t selfish, she had other people’s best interests at heart. And more than anything, she needed to get stronger.

      We all did.

      “Nexus, invite Brynhilda to the hoard,” I said without hesitation.

      

      You have invited Brynhilda Scalebreaker to join your [Dragon’s Hoard].

      

      Her eyes darted off to the side, narrowing at what was no doubt a floating pop-up inviting her to join my party. They darted back and forth quickly, her eyes widening with each line until they were bulging.

      “No way,” she whispered. “I’ve never heard of anything like this. Dragons were always solitary creatures, they…hoarded objects and territory, they didn’t…but maybe…” She trailed off, mumbling something to herself.

      Another pop-up screen appeared.

      

      Brynhilda Scalebreaker has joined your hoard!

      Level Up Acquired!

      [Dragon’s Hoard Skill Level 2] + 5 Magic.

      

      “Nexus, show me my stats,” Brynhilda said urgently. She gasped and covered her mouth with her hand, her eyes darting back and forth.

      “Nexus, show me Bryn’s stats,” I said.

      

      Brynhilda Scalebreaker

      Race: Elf [High]

      Level: 158

      Strength: 78

      Dexterity: 74

      Constitution: 50

      Magic: 12

      Perception: 52

      

      “Not bad,” I said. “You’re not really what I expected a high elf to be, based on…well, books and stuff from my world.”

      “Oh, of course not. Other high elves are content to sit in their ivory towers and hold council meetings.” Disgust dripped from her words and the corners of her lips turned downward. “Their hair is perfect, their clothes never sullied, and their armor is purely decorative. They’re all charm and fancy words. Always scheming away for more political power while being too cowardly to pick up a sword and fight for more.”

      “But your family is different?” I asked.

      “Very. We fought dragons. We trained, admittedly no one has taken the training as seriously as I have in a long time, but that’s besides the point. We’re warriors. We’re essential. And the same high elves who needed us, who got on their knees and begged for us to save them millenia ago, now look down on us. Think of us as nothing but a relic.” She snorted a laugh. “Until now. Though, I don’t imagine they’re overly pleased with my father.” She shrugged. “But that’s enough about me. You’ve seen mine, now show me yours.”

      “Nexus, share my stats with Brynhilda,” I said.

      She sucked in a breath, her fingers idly playing with a braid of her hair.

      “So, this is the power of a dragon,” she whispered. “So high, and at such a low level…” She frowned. “But there’s no telling how strong the Red Dawn is.”

      “Do you think he’s like me? From another world, I mean.”

      “Hopefully one where he wasn’t a dragon before. One where he’d need to start from level one…” A frown marred her pretty face. “Even you wouldn’t stand a chance against him if that isn’t the case. How long have you been here?”

      “Mm, a week, maybe two.” I shrugged.

      “He’s been around for a month or more, and that’s just what we know of.”

      “Ah. That’s not good,” I muttered.

      Brynhilda nodded.

      A somber silence fell over us, only broken when she cleared her throat.

      “I can help raise your fighting skill, perhaps you can help me with some as well?” she asked hopefully.

      “Yeah. Let’s do it. Maybe I can’t take this Red Dawn guy down alone, but there’s strength in numbers.” My fists ached from clenching them so hard, and I flexed my fingers to relax them. “But we still need a proper shelter, so while you’re healing, Yumi and I will put one together. Then we’ll get serious about grinding for levels. Deal?”

      “Deal,” Brynhilda said. “And Yumi?”

      “She’s more of a healer, but she’s super protective of people she cares about. I imagine this dragon is as much a threat to beastkin as anyone else.”

      Nodding, she let out a sigh. “Perhaps she will help me if I ask nicely.”

      “That’s not a bad idea.” I was certain that Yumi would want to help either way, but smoothing things over between them was probably a good idea.

      The fox girl in question returned then.

      “I heard what you said,” she said, raising her free hand to poke at her floppy ears. “Hard not to with such big ears.”

      “And what do you say?” Brynhilda asked, her eyes alight with hope.

      “You’ve not asked nicely yet,” she said, bluntly and sweetly.

      “How can you say such things in such a tone?” Brynhilda sighed, then shook it off. It seemed like she was able to roll better with the punches when it was in the name of her quest. She even bowed her head. “Please, benevolent maiden of the forest, help me complete my duty and slay the foul beast that threatens us all.”

      “Okay.”

      “That’s it?” She popped her head up again, brow arched.

      “Yes.” Yumi smiled, then looked at me. “Now, shall we get started on that foundation? The sun is high and will help it dry faster.”

      “Let’s do it.” I shoved myself to my feet, ready to get to work.

      But thoughts of the Red Dawn never left me all while I placed rocks and filled the gaps between them with wet clay. He was a dark cloud on an otherwise beautiful day.
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      “Damn it, another splinter,” I grumbled as I gnawed into my palm, trying to catch the sliver of wood with my teeth and pull it free.

      Yumi took my hand in two of hers, flipped the palm upward, then glared at my skin until she found the culprit. Carefully, she squeezed the flesh around the splinter until it popped out.

      “There you go,” she said, smiling.

      “Thanks.”

      We lingered like that momentarily, her still holding my hand. Eventually, she let it go.

      I’d just about finished evening up the logs for the house, and we were still waiting for the floor to completely dry, so I didn’t have anything in particular to do since Brynhilda’s leg was still healing.

      Now was as good a time as any to take a peek at the human village to steal some inspiration for our home.

      “Say, do you gals fancy a trip?” I asked.

      “Where to?” Yumi asked.

      Brynhilda, aided by a makeshift crutch, hobbled over to us.

      “To the town I saw when I first got here.”

      “Sure, but why?” Yumi tilted her head slightly.

      “I want to get a good look at the houses there to give me some ideas on how to build ours.”

      “Sounds wise,” Brynhilda said, “but it’s a long walk. I’ll watch camp.”

      I chuckled. “We’re not walking.”

      She stared at me blankly for a few long moments. Her eyes darted to Yumi, then back at me. “You don’t mean…”

      “I do.”

      “You’ll be the first dragon hunter ever to ride a dragon,” Yumi said with a teasing smile.

      “My ancestors will spin in their urns,” Brynhilda said, but her dark eyes shimmered with wonder. “Perhaps they deserve to, if all the dragons they slayed were like you.”

      “That’s the spirit.” Yumi patted her gently on the shoulder before turning to me. “We should bring our money, just in case we see something we want.”

      “We don’t have a lot, but sure, good idea,” I said.

      I took a few steps back from the girls and transformed into a dragon.

      Yumi bounded onto my back like a seasoned rider and hugged onto my neck. Her soft tail brushed along my scales, though I could hardly feel it besides a slight tickling sensation.

      Brynhilda paused next to me. She hobbled up to me, hesitating before touching my side and running her fingers over the scales. “I’ve only ever touched dead scales,” she said, her eyes sparkling, “they were nothing like these. Yours shimmer and colors play across them with every breath you take. It’s…magnificent.”

      If I weren’t covered in said scales, I would have blushed.

      “He is,” Yumi agreed.

      Brynhilda blinked herself from her stupor, blushed slightly, then climbed onto my back with some help from Yumi.

      “Hold on tight,” I said in my deep dragon voice.

      “We’re ready,” Yumi said.

      “I’ll try not to vomit,” Brynhilda said.

      “That would be appreciated since you’re sitting behind me.”

      I spread my massive wings and flapped them, bringing myself slowly into the air.

      Yumi whooped and hollered in delight.

      I turned my head slightly, just enough to see Brynhilda's eyes were wide and her skin had gone pale as milk as she gripped onto my horn with all her might.

      “Should I put you down?” I asked.

      “No!” Yumi cried.

      “Not you. Bryn.”

      “Oh.”

      “I’m…fine,” Brynhilda murmured, her arms wrapped tightly around my horn like she was afraid to let go.

      “Alright. Holler if that changes.” I leaned forward, flying toward the trees. I didn’t fly as high as usual, for Brynhilda’s sake. My feet skimmed the tops of trees, which tickled slightly. I didn’t pay that any mind as I lost myself in the freedom of flying.

      Ahead of me, there were only trees. There were breaks in the forest, and far ahead, the treeline ended, but there wasn’t too much else to see flying in what I thought was the direction I’d come from on my first day on Rheagos.

      That didn’t take away from the relief that flooded through me as the wind caught my wings and helped carry me. It seemed almost magical, that such a slight breeze could let me soar without flapping. I didn’t question it.

      Before long, the trees began to thin out beneath us. I found a trail through the forest that I ended up following. I didn’t know where it led, exactly, but I suspected it would eventually end up at some human settlement. One was as good as any other—so long as the houses weren’t mostly stone as they were in Brightvale.

      “Things look so small from up here,” Brynhilda called against the wind.

      I glanced back to see her clinging to Yumi. She didn’t seem as pale, and she was looking around, albeit frightfully.

      “It’s wonderful!” Yumi cried, throwing her hands up.

      “Hold onto him, you wily fox, before you kill us both!”

      Yumi giggled and gripped onto me again.

      Smoked poured from my nostrils as I snorted a laugh.

      Darkness fell over us with such speed that I thought there was a solar eclipse. Craning my neck back, I wished I was right.

      Soaring above us, studying us, was a big, red dragon with yellow belly scales. There was a slight black glimmer to its scales, like light couldn’t reflect off of them, and it had a square jaw that looked prime for crushing. Gnarly horns curled around its head, and its thin tail ended in a spiked club. Its eyes were entirely black, but I felt its gaze on us.

      “The Red Dawn,” Brynhilda gasped, nearly screamed, “it can’t be! Not yet, not him!”

      I sped up, eager to find a place to land and let the girls down, but he matched my pace.

      Still, he made no move to attack.

      “Land,” he demanded in a deep, booming voice.

      The village came into view. It was just as small and quaint as I remembered. It afforded me the space to land, but I didn’t do it for him—I did it so I could let the girls down in case a fight broke out.

      “I’m not getting off,” Yumi said, “I’ll fire at him from back here.”

      “No, get off so I can fight without fear of bucking you,” I whispered as best I could as a massive dragon.

      The Red Dawn soared over the village—which spurred to life with cries and screams—and eventually circled to land in the same stretch of open field that I was in.

      “Come, he’s right, we put him at a disadvantage,” Brynhilda hissed, practically dragging herself and Yumi off of me. She could barely walk, so Yumi ended up having to slip under her arm, and the duo skittered away—but only because Brynhilda yanked on Yumi’s ear to get her to move.

      The Red Dawn watched them go with a contemplative expression, his eyes, pools of black, looked at them from head to toe. I swore I saw the shine of a watering mouth on the red gums between those vile teeth. I put myself between him and them, making my position clear.

      He would never touch them so long as I was alive.

      That massive, boxy maw smirked. “I’ll leave them be, so long as you leave this village to me,” he said.

      The guards were already starting to gather, their weapons raised high. Villagers scrambled to get inside, dragging their wailing children along with them. Their houses, small and made of wood, would not protect them from the fires of a dragon.

      “Stay back,” I warned the guards.

      They listened.

      “Don’t ignore me,” the Red Dawn hissed. “Time is ticking. Answer before I turn them all to ashes.”

      “You’ll not lay a talon on anyone as long as I’m here,” I growled.

      His head reared back slightly, like he didn’t expect me to oppose him. Then he chuckled in an ominous tone that sent a chill up my spine. “I see, you want all the power for yourself. Greedy. I can admire that.” He smirked, showing off a mouthful of razor-sharp fangs. “We’re alike, you and I. I’m sure we can come to some agreement.”

      “I seriously doubt that.”

      “Don’t be so sure, I’ve got big plans for this world.” He turned his massive head, looking toward the village. “Everyone has to play their part.”

      “I’m not letting you hurt anyone. These people aren’t just fodder for you to use to gain levels.”

      He laughed again, darker still. “Ah, you’re one of those. Taking the hard way when things could be easy. Disappointing, but I wonder how much stronger I’d get after killing a dragon?”

      I braced myself, daring him to come at me, but he launched into the sky. It was tempting to let him fly off, but he started swooping over the village. A ball of flame built up in the back of his throat. It unleashed as a beam and sliced a house clean in two, setting it on fire. The occupants screamed, from fear or pain, I didn’t know.

      But I needed to stop him.

      Leaping into the air after him, I inhaled deeply. A spark of power licked at the back of my throat, erupting from my mouth as I bathed him in licking flames that swallowed him. I poured more and more black fire onto him until I couldn’t take it anymore and had to gasp out a breath.

      The Red Dawn burst from the flames unscathed, then countered by spewing flames on me.

      They were warm. That was all I could say about them. It didn’t hurt, and I quickly realized that if I wanted to defeat this dude, I’d have to do it the old-fashioned way.

      Flying directly up the stream of his attack to help hide my movements, I tackled him mid-air, catching him around the throat with my shoulder. He grappled onto me, clinging to me as he gasped for breath. His weight was so great that it started to drag me out of the sky. Each gasp of air that filled my lungs stank of rotted meat and death—like I was face to face with an undead monster, not a living dragon.

      I clawed at his arms, knocking them off me, and managed to pull out of the fall before hitting the ground.

      So did the Red Dawn.

      He roared and blasted the earth with his fire laser, scorching the ground in rage. It was a thin, powerful beam that burned with the intensity of the sun. He flew in a tight circle, headed directly for the town as his maw opened and fire grew there once more.

      My teeth found purchase in his back leg, and I shook my head viciously, piercing the flesh and ripping the scales to shreds.

      He roared in agony.

      Pain shot through my skull as his tail smashed against it, forcing my jaw to go limp as I fell to the ground and skidded across the dirt.

      Shaking my head, I tried to bring myself back to my senses. Though I was stunned and had a splitting headache, I forced myself to keep up the chase.

      The Red Dawn cut a barn in half with his fire blast, then reared around and sprayed it at me again. He didn’t seem to realize that it had no effect on me, but turning to fire slowed him down enough that I could snap at his tail. The club, covered in a spatter of blood, swung at me, but I ducked, then caught a stretch of tail in my mouth.

      Lurching backward, my teeth ached as I played tug of war with his tail to keep him from reaching the village.

      The Red Dawn roared in frustration. A peppering of blue magic impacted against his chest. He let out a groan of pain before rearing back and firing his fire beam at the culprit.

      I couldn’t shout Yumi’s name or else I’d release his tail and allow him to reach her, but I used my front legs to grab at it as well and try to pull him back.

      The laser of flames hit the ground, but Yumi was too fast for it. She was already gone, already throwing orbs of magic at him from another direction. I didn’t know whether to praise her for her bravery or scold her for joining a fight between dragons, but I didn’t have time to think about that.

      Spreading my wings wide like a parachute, I gripped the Red Dawn’s tail with my teeth and front legs, pulling against him. He slowed. Then stopped. Then we started flying backward.

      He unleashed a blast of fire in my face, but it felt like a warm hug.

      Yumi continued to launch magic bolts at him all the while, peppering his body. Each impact turned his scales dull, and in places where multiple blasts hit, a drop of blood seeped to the surface.

      “Archers!” Brynhilda’s voice echoed to me. “Hit the red dragon’s wings!”

      Arrows soared toward the Red Dawn. They hit his wings, but many just bounced off because of his scales. A few found purchase, and something shifted in the wind. It was just a smell, but the primal side of my dragon knew what it was.

      Fear.

      But nothing was more dangerous than a cornered predator.

      He turned on me, slashing his front claws and wildly firing flame into my face and forcing my eyes closed. Razor-sharp teeth sank into my left front leg and shook like a crocodile trying to drag its prey underwater.

      A cry of pain tore free of my lungs, and I lashed out at him. A fight between titans turned into a punching match as we fell toward the ground. His claws slashed across my snout, mine met his chest, I bit his shoulder, he spun us around and—

      The air was knocked from my lungs as I impacted against the ground. The Red Dawn fell on top of and beside me.

      Gasping for air, I struggled to shove him off me but keep him from getting to the village.

      His tail caught me in the jaw as he spun around.

      I snapped at the clubbed end but missed.

      The Red Dawn’s wings spread wide, and he rocketed into the sky, soaring over the village.

      Shoving to my feet despite the pain wracking my body, I gave chase, determined not to let him raze the village. His great shadow fell over it. Brynhilda’s archers fired again. Yumi hurled bolts of magic at him. I snapped at his tail.

      The Red Dawn flew past the village, opposite the direction that we came from. A mighty roar of defeat echoed across the sky.

      Something inside, perhaps the predator in me, urged me to follow. My pupils narrowed to slits that honed in on his retreating form. My wings automatically adjusted my trajectory. My heart and soul hummed with a need to knock him out of the sky.

      “Leo!” Yumi’s voice rang out through it all, drawing me back to my senses.

      Sure, I could chase the Red Dawn, but I was injured. Could I really defeat him alone?

      Huffing in annoyance, I circled back, landing next to the village and bracing for whatever spears they hurled at me.

      Yumi came running, and Brynhilda limped behind her followed by a dozen or more guardsmen.

      The beastkin threw her arms around me, hugging me tight.

      “Leo, are you okay? You’re bleeding,” she said, letting go of me to inspect the damage.

      “I need some healing,” I admitted, “but what about the village? Was anyone injured?”

      “Only two people, and that’s all thanks to you,” a man in armor said. His stood out from that of the others, seeming more decorative, flashier, with more sashes and a large yellow feather springing from the top of his helmet. He pulled off his helmet, revealing a surprisingly young man. “You have my gratitude.” The blond man fell to one knee and bowed his head.

      To me. He was bowing…to me.

      “Captain Kieran Amell of Fairfield, at your service,” he said, “and in your debt.”

      His men glanced at each other before following suit. Helmets thudded against the ground and swords and shields clattered as a dozen men lowered themselves before me. They were a range of ages, from teenagers to old men. They all looked to Kieran to lead them, but he kept his head bowed low to me.

      A strange feeling settled in my chest, a pride unlike any I’d felt before—but it was laced with a tinge of fear. I couldn’t figure out why.

      Probably because my brain seemed to have its own pulse.

      “You don’t need to kneel,” I said. It seemed strange towering over other people and looking down on them, so I transformed back to my human form.

      “Leo!” Yumi hugged me again. “Your nose and arm are bleeding, and your jaw is swollen.” She lifted my arm, showing me the teeth marks, though they had shrunk quite a bit along with my form. “We need healing supplies, surely you have a healer,” she said, turning to the guards just as they were getting to their feet.

      A few exchanged glances, looking at her like she was less than them, but Kieran raised his head, staring down at them with a simmering glare that made them shrink.

      “Come, this way,” he said, gesturing for us to follow. He walked purposefully toward the town. “You’re the dragon that was here several weeks ago, yes?”

      “Yes,” I said, “though this welcome is much nicer than the last.” I laughed. I didn’t think it was particularly funny, but the adrenaline was still rushing through my veins. Giddiness swam in the back of my mind. I ignored it as best I could.

      “I cannot apologize enough for chasing you off, and I can’t tell you how thankful I am for not killing us as the Red Dawn would have.”

      We walked through the village while guardsmen rang a loud bell and shouted that the threat had passed. People slowly emerged from their homes. Several fingers of smoke rose into the sky, and a number of villagers ran back and forth with buckets of water that they were taking from a well at the center of the town.

      “Fire’s out!” someone shouted, and a few people cheered, while others sighed in relief.

      It all seemed so small when I was a dragon. Now it was…real.

      I lost myself in thought for a moment, then looked at the man in charge of it all.

      Kieran seemed so prim and proper in his armor and the way he carried himself, that I was surprised to see two women run to him, throwing their arms around him.

      “Kier!” one said, tears streaming down her face. She was short and rather round.

      “You did it,” the other, who was taller than him, said, “I knew you could.”

      “It wasn’t me, my loves, but our new friends.” Kieran inclined his head toward us. “I must see to them, but I will see you both at supper, yes?”

      They immediately removed themselves from him and stood at attention. The plump one even saluted with one hand while still using it to wipe her tears away.

      With a fond smile, he continued.

      “Your sisters?” I asked.

      “My wives,” he replied.

      “Wives…as in…more than one?” I looked at Yumi and Brynhilda. They were unsurprised.

      “Yes,” he said simply.

      No one seemed to think it was a bit out of place.

      Frankly, I hurt too much to give it any more thought. I was just glad when I found myself in a shack filled with herbs and aromatic wisps of smoke.

      “I will heal him,” Yumi said.

      “I can do that just fine,” an old woman said. She was so shriveled that I hadn’t noticed her among all the dried plants.

      Maybe because the world had started spinning faster.

      I spied a bed in the corner of the room and crashed there.
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      My nose twitched. I woke to the smell of herbs and natural medicines, wholly different from Yumi’s floral earthiness. It had a slight hint of something I could only describe as ‘chemical,’ and it soon stung my nose just to breathe in.

      The pounding in my head had stopped, my arm and jaw no longer throbbed, and if I had to guess, there were no outward signs that I’d been in a tussle with another dragon.

      But I couldn’t stop thinking of him.

      What does he plan to do? I wondered as I slowly opened my eyes to stare at the thatched ceiling. Will he be back for the village? For us? Will I be strong enough next time?

      My fists clenched at my sides. I needed to get stronger, and I needed to get stronger fast.

      The Red Dawn is basically using a cheat code to level up. How can I possibly compete with that?

      I could do the same—maybe find some bandits or criminals or something.

      I shook my head. That wasn’t something I’d ever do on purpose, it was just an intrusive thought. One that popped into my mind unbidden. I felt a little guilty for it, but I brushed that aside quickly.

      I doubted guilt was a skill I could level.

      A wheezing nearby startled me. I darted my eyes to the source.

      Another bed sat against the far wall, and a man lay in this one—or what was left of him, anyway. He rocked back and forth slightly where he sat, cradling the stump of an arm. The wound was bound tight, obviously fresh, and a hint of burned flesh caught my nose when I turned my head toward him. He looked old at first, but then I realized he was just haggard despite being in his mid-teens. His breaths came out faster and harder until they were deafening.

      Then he started screaming.

      I sat. Or, I tried to. I was so stiff and my head throbbed so hard that I ended up falling back into the bed.

      The door swung open, and an old woman hurried in.

      She was practically run down by Yumi, who rushed to my side.

      “Leo, you’re awake!” She stopped beside the bed and hovered over me like she was afraid to touch me. “Are you okay?

      “I will be, I think,” I said, looking at the teen with the stump, who disappeared behind a wicker partition the old woman pulled between us.

      “That’s good. All the wounds have scabbed over, at least.” Yumi’s soft, slender fingers traced the teeth marks in my arm.

      In a flash of golden blonde hair, she fell to her knees and wrapped her arms around my torso, almost laying over me while putting little of her weight on me. Her large fox ears tickled my face.

      “I was so scared,” she whispered, seeming to relax as she heard my heartbeat. Then she lifted her head, gazing up at me, her eyes two pools of blue as crystal clear as the ocean. They danced as she took in my face, and she reached out for me, then hesitated. Her head tilted slightly from one side to the other. She shook it.

      “What’s the matt—”

      Yumi planted her lips against mine. They were soft and slightly sweet tasting, like berries. It was a sweet, innocent kiss, with her lips closed like a present I had yet to unwrap. My heart raced as I closed my eyes and kissed her back, and it meant more than a French kiss ever could.

      Her soft fingers caressed my face like she was trying to memorize my features, then she slowly broke away, keeping only an inch of distance between us. I could feel the comforting breeze of her breath on my lips.

      “I…” she trailed off, panting.

      “That was nice,” I whispered, reopening my eyes.

      “It was.” Her tail wagged so fast and hard that she knocked something off the bedside table. “Oops.” She didn’t budge, her blue eyes stared into mine, the gleam of them sparkling like evidence of the spell between us that would not break as long as she kept looking.

      My hand slid across her cheek, feeling the soft warmth of her flushed skin. She leaned into my hand, nuzzling my palm. I slipped my hand higher still.

      Yumi sucked in a quiet breath and nibbled her bottom lip. The tip of her tail flicked around.

      My fingers reached the lush fur of her ear, and I cupped my hand around it, giving it a light scratch.

      She twitched, her eyes rolling slightly as she leaned harder into my hand, urging me to rub her more. When I did, her tail thumped against the nightstand, making it rattle in place.

      “Leo,” she whispered breathlessly, putty in my hand.

      The partition was yanked back with a thud, and we both jumped and curled slightly into ourselves. The old woman barged in, checking me over from head to toes. Her wrinkly hand with long, rather sharp nails, gripped my chin and moved my head around to search for wounds.

      “I told you I could fix him,” she said.

      Yumi mumbled something, pushing to her feet.

      I suspected something had happened between them while I was asleep, but I dismissed that as I looked toward the other bed. The teen lay there, curled on his side, his back to us. I saw him trembling from across the small room.

      “Is he gonna be okay?” I asked in a whisper.

      “Aye, psychically.” The old woman watched him with a sad gleam in her eyes. She leaned in closer to us, cupping a hand around her mouth before continuing in a whisper. “He’ll learn to work with one hand, but he’ll never forget seeing his papa sliced in two and trying to put his innards back where they belong.”

      My stomach churned. Part of me felt responsible for the man’s death, though I logically knew I did everything that I could to try to stop the Red Dawn.

      If only I was a little stronger, I thought as I frowned, maybe I could have spared the boy this awful fate.

      The boy sobbed and curled tighter into himself, adding an additional layer of guilt to my shoulders.

      “And his mother?” I asked in a whisper, a hitch in my throat.

      “Died giving birth to him.”

      “So, he has no one?”

      “An uncle. He’ll be taken care of, never you worry.”

      I nodded. With some effort and a little help from Yumi, I managed to sit up in bed and swing my legs over the edge.

      “Little Kieran wanted to speak with you when you were up and about,” the old healer said.

      “Little Kieran?” I arched my brow.

      She smiled, showing off crooked teeth. “I’ve known him since he was a boy. Caught him when he was birthed, in fact. He was a fat little thing with a huge head. I pitied his mother.”

      I couldn’t find it in me to laugh as I watched that boy shiver, hug his knees, and mumble to himself. It was a hard thing to watch. One I was sure that he didn’t want an audience for, so I slowly stood.

      “He’ll be home now,” the old woman said. “In the house nearest the village well. Your friend is with them.”

      I nodded my thanks.

      Yumi stepped up to my side and put her arm around me. Together, we left the hut.

      There was a strange atmosphere in the village. A hint of grief, but mostly elation. Some people seemed sad, but the majority were jovial. It was quiet now, calm, but it was still light out.

      “How long was I asleep?” I asked.

      “A few hours. It’s about time for supper now. Clove and Gemma invited me to stay for food, but I didn’t want to be away from you for long, so I went back to the healer’s hut,” Yumi said.

      “Clove and Gemma?”

      “Kieran’s wives.”

      “So, he does have more than one.”

      “Yes.”

      “And that’s not odd, in this world?”

      “No.” Yumi didn’t elaborate, which was very much like her. She just held tight to my arm and led me through the small village, toward the well that I remembered seeing earlier.

      A log house sat before us. It seemed bigger and sturdier than all the other homes in the village, but it was still rather simple compared to anything in Brightvale. The most opulent thing about it was the red tile roof. The rest just looked like any old cabin in the woods.

      I knocked on the front door, which was made of one big slab of wood.

      Heavy footsteps approached, thumping against the floor like wood hitting a metal shield. A moment later the door opened.

      Kieran’s eyes widened slightly in surprise. “I guess dragons heal faster than most,” he said as he stepped aside and gestured for us to enter.

      “Your healer is good,” I said, walking inside. With a terrible bedside manner, I inwardly added.

      “She’s not that good.” He closed the door behind us, then led the way further into the house.

      The inner walls were rounded just like the outside, though there were many blankets and tapestries hanging from them, perhaps to keep the cold out or warmth in. Lanterns with flickering flames were placed strategically around the rooms, away from anything flammable and yet in the perfect place to spread as much light as possible. At first, I thought they were run by gas, but the closer I looked at them, the more I sensed a spark of magic within them.

      It was my first real brush with the ‘technology’ of this world.

      My attention turned to the pleasant aroma of stewing meat, and my stomach rumbled with hunger that was sudden and fierce.

      Kieran led us into an open space that was half kitchen and half dining room. Several of those lanterns sat in the middle of a large wooden table. The short, plump woman and the lanky woman with the hooked nose hurried about, placing plates of food on the table.

      Brynhilda sat at one of the chairs, watching them mill around her. She was still wearing her armor. A part of me wondered if she only took it off to sleep.

      “We have another joining us for supper,” Kieran said as he took the spot at the head of the table. He gestured for me to take the seat opposite him, and I did, putting Brynhilda at one side of me.

      “Would you like help?” Yumi asked the women.

      “Oh, no, sweetheart, you’re a guest, but thank you.” The tall woman smiled kindly, then grabbed a plate to set before me. “I’m Gemma, and I’m sorry I ran when I saw you the other day.”

      “What?” I craned my neck to look at her, studying her face. It took a moment for things to click. “You were the woman with the basket of bread.”

      She nodded, half of her face hidden behind a curtain of dark hair, then scurried off to finish placing plates on the table.

      “I’m Clove,” the plump woman said, “but we can talk after we eat.” She flopped down in a chair beside Kieran, and Gemma took the one across from her.

      “Please, everyone help themselves.” He picked up the nearest plate, spooned some out for himself, then passed it to Gemma.

      We filled our plates by passing them around like that, piling them high with boiled potatoes and carrots, roasted chicken, and little loaves of bread that we used to soak up the rich, meaty gravy.

      “This is really good,” I said. “It’s been a while since I had chicken.”

      “Us as well. It’s only for special occasions,” Kieran said.

      “Oh?”

      “Of course. What day could be more special than the one where you survived a dragon attack?”

      “True.”

      “We’ve some wine as well, if you’d like some,” Gemma offered.

      “I’m good, thanks,” I said. I got the feeling that they were pulling out all the stops for us. I didn’t want to take advantage of such nice people just because I happened to be in the right place at the right time.

      “Me too, but I appreciate the offer,” Yumi said. “And that you allow me to dine with you,” she added more quietly.

      “We saw the way you fought that flying terror,” Clove said. “Anyone who fights for us like that is an honored guest.” She slammed the butt of her fork down on the table.

      “You’re getting worked up, love,” Kieran said.

      “I can’t help it! Just thinking about that big brute and what he did to Richard makes my blood boil!”

      “Richard?” I asked.

      “We had a casualty.” Kieran frowned, his shoulders sagged slightly, but he soon straightened himself. “We were lucky that there was only one.”

      “One and a hand,” Clove said.

      Gemma shot her a look.

      “If only we managed to kill the Red Dawn,” Brynhilda said, gripping her fork tightly in her fist.

      “I’m surprised we did as good as we did,” Yumi said, “Leo is strong, but it’s hard to compete with a killer.”

      “I need to get stronger.” My jaw tightened.

      Silence fell over the table. Everyone slowly resumed eating as if to stave off the somber atmosphere that had settled around us.

      When we finished, Clove and Gemma rose to gather plates, and Yumi hurried to help them despite them insisting that she should relax.

      I smiled as I watched her roll up her sleeves. She was always so eager to help—and despite her fear of being around people, she’d helped them so willingly, even though her past told her that they would shun or try to harm her.

      She was something else. Something special.

      My heart skipped a beat when I remembered the kiss we shared.

      “Would you walk with me?” Kieran asked, drawing me out of my thoughts.

      “Sure.” I stood, and together we headed out of his house and started to walk the quiet streets of Fairfield.

      The sky had darkened, but it wasn’t quite night yet. There were a few torches here and there to light the main streets, though most of the town seemed lost in the darkness. Lights shone from the windows of the small, log homes, and through some of them I saw families sitting down and enjoying their last meal of the day.

      We walked until we reached the edge of the village, and then further still, until we stood outside a scorched barn cut into two. The smell of smoke clung to it even though the fire had been put out hours ago.

      Kieran walked through the opened double doors of the barn, stopping next to a large, dark splotch on the ground.

      A metallic tang tickled my nose.

      Blood.

      Kieran stared at the stain with a haunted expression. The corners of his lips curled down, and he swallowed hard, suppressing whatever emotion threatened to bubble to the surface.

      “I can’t lose anyone else,” he whispered, staring unblinkingly at the dried pool of blood.

      I stayed silent. I didn’t know what he was working through, but I let him get through it at his own pace.

      “Richard was a good man. A hard worker, a loving father, a pillar of our village…He didn’t deserve this.” He cleared his throat, closed his eyes, and turned his face away from the bloodstain. “I have a tremendous favor to ask of you. I feel bad for asking it, but I don’t know how else to protect everyone.” He raked his fingers through his hair, tugging at the ends. “I sent word to Brightvale for help weeks ago, when I first saw you, but they told me there was none to give. They expect us to stay here, harvest crops to feed them, and die if we must, so that they may sit in their ivory city.”

      Kieran reopened his eyes and turned to face me, a fierceness burning in his gaze. “I won’t allow us to sit here like lambs to the slaughter, waiting for the Red Dawn to return. As far as I have puzzled out, we have only two options.”

      He held up one finger. “We pack up our most precious belongings and head to Brightvale, hoping to find safety and a new life, or,” he raised a second finger, “we designate you as the protector of our village.”

      “I can’t really stay here,” I said, my gut wrenching at the thought of leaving these people on their own, “but if you’d be willing to move…”

      “What I mean is, I’d transfer the territory rights to you, and then you’d be able to see everything you need. If someone attacks, you’ll know right away, just like I did. Maybe you could get here in time to save us?” Kieran asked, his eyes dancing, silently pleading with me.

      I didn’t even really know what he was asking.

      But I knew I needed to be honest with him. He was a good man, and he deserved as much.

      “I’m not from this world,” I said, “I was transported here the day that you first saw me, and I still don’t know how a lot of things work here.”

      “Ah, that…explains a lot, actually,” Kieran murmured thoughtfully. It continued to surprise me how easily people accepted that. “Well, villages and cities have something called a core. The leader or protector more or less accepts the core into themselves, and they gain the ability to bring up the entire area as a map.”

      “How the hell does that work?” I asked.

      “How does anything within the Nexus work? It’s a mystery. It’s existed as long as the world has.”

      “How does a village core even come to be?” I asked.

      “Brynhilda mentioned that you were trying to build a home in the middle of Evergreen Forest. When your fifth structure is built, you’ll be asked by the Nexus to name the settlement and to choose who manages it,” Kieran said.

      “I guess that makes as much sense as anything else I’ve run into since I got here.”

      “What I wish to do is transfer Fairfield’s core to you. Now, I don’t wish to leave all the responsibility to you. I would run the day-to-day as I do now, but it would allow you to see when we’re in need of you—and I do understand that being on call to us is a great burden and sacrifice, but I’m a man out of options.”

      Seeing the panic and fear on his face, I could only nod my understanding. He only wanted to protect the people he was closest to, but he didn’t have the strength to do that.

      We were in the same position, only I had the means to help him.

      But he was right. The responsibility was a great one. All the people in this little village would look to me for protection. They’d depend on me to arrive fast, and to deal with the Red Dawn or any other major threats.

      Their lives would be in my hands.

      The weight of that settled heavily on my shoulders.

      If I declined, these people would have no one.

      If I accepted, they were my responsibility.

      “You don’t have to agree right away, I just hope you’ll think about it,” Kieran said. He walked out of the barn.

      I ambled after him because the smell of smoke and blood clogged my senses, then stared up at the open sky.

      “Nexus,” I said, “invite everyone in Fairfield to join the hoard.”

      Kieran’s eyes darted off to the side, then widened. “This is…” he trailed off.

      A flurry of notifications assaulted my senses, confirmations of people I’d never even met joining my hoard. Among them, I saw Kieran, Genna, and Clove.

      

      Level Up Acquired!

      [Dragon’s Hoard Skill Level 3] + 5 Magic

      [Dragon’s Hoard Skill Level 4] + 5 Magic

      [Dragon’s Hoard Skill Level 5] + 5 Magic

      [Dragon’s Hoard Skill Level 6] + 5 Magic

      

      “Alright, Nexus, calm down already, you’re giving me a headache.” I waved my hand, but text continued to pop up on the screen.

      “Nexus, show me my stats,” Kieran said. He sucked in a sharp breath the moment he saw them. “This is a wonderful gift.”

      “It should help everyone survive while they wait for me to arrive,” I said, my voice tight with tension.

      “So, you accept?”

      I nodded.

      Another window popped up, this one larger than usual.

      

      Territory Acquired: Fairfield

      

      “Ask the Nexus to show you the map,” Kieran said.

      “Nexus, map.” No sooner had the words left my mouth than a topographical map appeared on a screen. On it were many green dots. Some moved, others stayed still. I reached out to touch one instinctively, and a name appeared next to it: David Palmer.

      I had no idea who that was, but his life was now in my hands.

      At that moment, I knew I didn’t need to lose my humanity to challenge the Red Dawn—I needed to embrace it.
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      At Kieran’s insistence, we’d spent the night at his place. It was my first time sleeping in a bed in weeks. I was so comfortable when I woke that I almost didn’t want to get up.

      I did eventually, but only because I heard voices downstairs, and my nose twitched at the lovely smell of something frying. Crispy bacon, juicy tomatoes bursting as butter fizzled in the pan, toasting bread. I hoped the reality was half as good as my imagination.

      Everyone was in a much better mood today. Gemma and Clove practically danced around the kitchen as they served us, and the smile never seemed to leave Kieran’s face as he watched them.

      “I had a late-night meeting with the townsfolk,” he said over a cup of steaming tea, “they’re putting together a little something for you. Everyone is contributing, so it would mean a great deal to them if you accepted.”

      “They didn’t need to go through the trouble,” I said.

      “They wanted to show their thanks.” A small laugh laced his words. “We’re all more grateful than words alone can convey.”

      I looked at Yumi, who shrugged slightly. She seemed as curious as I was.

      We had a simple breakfast of juicy sausages and toasted sourdough bread, which we ate in relative silence, then headed out into the village, where people were going about their morning routines as though they hadn’t been attacked by a dragon the day before.

      To my surprise, everyone waved at us.

      A gaggle of small children were particularly interested in Yumi. She smiled and waved at them. They giggled and ran to keep up with us until their mothers called for them to not venture too far.

      At first I was worried that they were being prejudiced toward Yumi, but when a little girl shyly handed her a bouquet of flowers that she’d picked herself, I realized that wasn’t the case at all.

      They accepted her, they saw her for what she was—an amazing, caring, beautiful individual with a heart of gold—and they welcomed her with the same willingness that they did myself.

      That put a smile on my face. I watched as Yumi plucked a flower from the bouquet and tucked it into her hair, next to one of her large ears.

      She smiled when she caught me looking, fluttering her lashes at me before getting shy and glancing away, her cheeks a deep shade of red.

      Kieran led us to a relatively large building, at least for the village, which had a sign hanging over the top of the door and swinging in the wind. It read: Fairfield Town Hall. It was a long, narrow building with a set of rather rickety wooden stairs that had obviously seen better days. Unlike other buildings in Fairfield, this one had a foundation built of stonework—with cobbled walls that reminded me of those in the poorer section of Brightvale.

      About a dozen people were gathered inside.

      And for some reason, there were three chickens, a rooster, and a raven. The chickens and rooster were gathered in a small wooden cage. They clucked and bobbed about, practically body slamming one another in their tight confines.

      The raven was another matter. It was perched on the antlers of the giant moose head mounted on the wall, overlooking the crowd patiently.

      I glanced at Kieran, who didn’t seem confused by this, then around the room. The inner walls were solely logs, but these ran vertically rather than horizontally. Like Kieran’s home, many tapestries and blankets lined  the walls, as well as some ornamental weapons, a few taxidermied animals heads, besides the giant moose, and an ornately-framed painting of some dude in a set of armor who I could only assume was important to Fairfield.

      As I neared, I realized the people were standing around a wooden crate, arranging and rearranging whatever was inside.

      “Kieran, lad!” an old man said as his glossy white eyes spied us. “We’re just about done, I think.”

      “Wonderful.” Kieran nodded.

      We stopped a few feet from the crate, and the villagers parted slightly, revealing that the crate was full of everything from food to candles to soaps.

      “Everyone wanted to do something for you,” he said, then gestured to the people who stood around. “They put together this gift for you.”

      A woman pushed to the front of the group, stopping short of the chickens and rooster that milled around in a small wooden crate. “We heard you were starting a farm. These chickens will eat up any bugs in the garden and provide eggs—but keep the eggs you want to eat cool, or they may just hatch!” Her chest swelled with pride. “These are my finest chickens. We’ve been raising them for generations, and they provide the biggest eggs and most succulent meat. Why, my grandfather used to say—”

      “I chipped in some of my handmade soaps and candles,” another woman said, cutting her off.

      “And a lantern from my family,” a man with a bushy beard said.

      A grizzled, rotund man wearing a heavy black apron dipped a hand into the crate and pulled out a knife. “Threw in a few of these. Never can have enough knives. One for chopping, one for gutting, one for getting rid of scales, yadda yadda. One for everything!”

      “He’s proud of his knives,” a woman said with a playful roll of her eyes, “but we also added some nails and a hammer. We didn’t have many, not on such short notice, but we hope you’ll find a use for them.”

      The blacksmith grumbled.

      A slender woman shuffled from behind the crowd. She was so petite that I hadn’t seen her among them, but her black dress made her stand out like a sore thumb. It was unlike anything I’d seen in this world. The fabric was almost shiny, and it clung to her thin body, hugging and accentuating every curve. A window of lace across her chest provided but a glimpse at her modest cleavage, and the sleeves of the dress ended at her wrists, covering her slender arms.

      Lacy black gloves covered her fingers, and she wore a black top hat with a veil of black lace hanging down to shield her face. She reminded me of Yennefer and Rogue all wrapped into one—and something told me she was just as dangerous.

      Her movements were graceful and sweeping, a little on the theatrical side. A soft smile played on her painted black lips, and she extended a finger.

      The raven, who had been perched on the antlers of the giant moose head, flew to her, landing on the finger. Her free hand gently and affectionately stroked the feathers.

      Everything about the woman screamed that there was something more to her, and as I focused on her, I sensed a crackle of magic—pure and wild.

      “This is Ophelia, a dire raven,” she said, holding the bird out to me. “She’ll carry letters to us, if you wish her to. She’s also a great scout, and the most intelligent of my flock. Her brothers and sisters will also be able to find you if we should need to send word to you.”

      I held out my finger, and the bird flew at me—but instead of landing on my hand, she perched on my shoulder, then hopped around to face the same direction that I was.

      “Ah, she likes you.” The mysterious woman smiled.

      “Well hello, Ophelia,” I said.

      The raven let out a caw and bobbed her head.

      The mysterious woman smiled, met my eye for a moment, winked, then brushed past me and toward the door.

      I watched her perky ass bounce in her tight dress before Ophelia bumped me with her head, and I turned back to the others.

      “You’ll find a bit of everything in that crate,” Kieran said, clapping a hand on my free shoulder. “Some food, blankets, a spare set of clothes each from the tailor, everything we thought you might need, starting a new home as you are.”

      “You really didn’t have to,” I said, overwhelmed by the kindness they showed us.

      “We wanted to,” the chicken woman said. “You saved us, our livelihoods, everything! Why, my aunt would—”

      “I included some of my sourdough starter!” Clove yelled excitedly. “Been in my family for a hundred years. Makes the best bread!”

      “Shh, Clove, use your inside voice,” Gemma said, covering the other woman’s mouth with her hand.

      Clove said something, but it was muffled and garbled.

      “We wanted to give you things you could use—and things to help you build your new life,” Kieran said. “You’ll always be welcome in Fairfield.”

      “As are your goods,” a man with wiry glasses said. “We’ll buy anything of use that you come across, Mister Dragon. And we’ll bring in anything you need.”

      “Leo is fine,” I said.

      The villagers all tried to introduce themselves at once, but Kieran held up a hand.

      “He’ll meet you in his own time,” he said, and the crowd hushed. “I’m sure he’ll be back.”

      “We will, definitely.” I grinned around at them, unable to voice how grateful I was for everything they’d given us. “And if you ever need anything, let me know. I’ll see what I can do.”

      We chatted with the crowd for some time, and eventually I drifted away from the group to get a moment to myself—well, sort of. Ophelia hadn’t left my side, but she was no bother.

      From afar, I watched Yumi interact with other people. I never realized how much she used her hands when she spoke, but whatever she was saying, she gestured animatedly. The people laughed.

      The corners of her eyes crinkled in mirth, and her ears stood tall, proud, atop her nest of golden blonde hair. Her tail seemed fluffier than usual, and it swished around behind her.

      “Beastkin are social. She probably missed this,” Brynhilda said as she came up behind me.

      “Guess we’ll have to make a village of our own,” I replied.

      “You say that so easily.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “For you, it seems so.”

      A beat of silence passed between us.

      “How’s the leg?” I asked.

      Brynhilda stretched her leg out in her armor, then bent it. “As good as new. We can begin training, once we have a moment.”

      “That’s been on my mind as well.”

      “How shall we begin?” she asked. “Fighting, or grinding, as you put it?”

      “We should do some work on the house. We’ll need more logs than I cut, which’ll help us level our logging skills, then we’ll take it from there.”

      “I do wonder if the Red Dawn found another village to prey on,” Brynhilda admitted, a frown marring her pretty face.

      “Same.”

      A somber silence fell over us. I continued to watch Yumi interact with the villagers until they slowly began to disperse and get back to their daily chores and jobs.

      Kieran and his wives walked us to the outskirts of Fairfield. I carried the crate of items, while Brynhilda carried the wooden chicken cage. Yumi walked between us, seeming particularly energized.

      “Goodbye, my friends. I hope to see you on better terms next time,” Kieran said as he came to a stop.

      “See ya! Don’t forget to write!” Clove waved frantically at us.

      “You’ll always be welcome in our home,” Gemma said with a smile.

      “You’ll have to come visit us someday,” I joked.

      “Put a path in for us, and we will,” Kieran replied.

      We waved to them, and they to us, and I transformed into my dragon form. Ophelia cawed and launched off of my shoulder, flying circles over my head.

      “Wow, he’s even bigger up close!” Clove cried in surprise.

      The trio stood, taking me in, while Yumi climbed onto my back, and Brynhilda passed the chickens up to her.

      I closed a foot around the crate and, with one last look at my new friends, took off, flying over the forest and back toward the patch of grass we called our home.

      I flew mindlessly toward it until the clearing came into sight, and then my mind began to wander.

      I didn’t know when I’d started considering the forest my home, but it was. Sure, I only had a tent and some belongings, but I’d made so many good memories there.

      The sprawling lake took up much of the clearing, with its clear water and soft, muddy shores. It held a special place in my heart because it was where I’d met Yumi. So much of what we’d done together seemed to center around that lake. Fishing while she cooked for me, fetching water for the garden, and even the intimate encounter we’d had while bathing together.

      I still remembered the petite outline she cut against the moonlight, the curve of her hip, and the way her wet skin glistened.

      A content sigh passed my lips as I circled the area.

      Some little green sprouts were beginning to poke their way to the surface of the garden, which we had spent so much time and effort digging. The neat little rows all pointed toward the lake, and I absently wondered if we could find an easier way to water them.

      A little further away was the trench that Yumi and I had dug to catch boars. It was empty, for now, but I knew that we could catch another easily enough when we needed more meat. The trees were so thick in that area that I almost couldn’t see the trench through the branches—but I could see the path of trees I’d toppled while chasing boars on that fateful day.

      With a throaty chuckle, I circled back toward the clearing.

      Things had been so chaotic that I almost forgot the kiss I’d shared with Yumi. I didn’t know where it left us, but I knew that we were desperately in need of some alone time.

      We’re gonna need more logs, I mused as I looked out over the sprawling forest. That way I can make Brynhilda her own room.

      I lowered myself into the clearing, landing softly on the dewy grass, and let the girls down. The sprawling stretch of field was empty save for what we’d added to it—the garden, our tent and firepit, and the foundation for the house. It almost looked…empty all of a sudden.

      Like I needed to add more and more to really make this place our home.

      “Will anything out here kill the chickens?” Brynhilda asked, looking down into their cage with a slight frown.

      “We should probably make them an enclosure and shelter, at least until we get a fence around the garden or wherever,” Yumi said as she crouched down to look into the wooden cage. “They’re kinda cute, you know?”

      I transformed back to my human form, and Ophelia dove down, settling on my shoulder again. Looking around the clearing, I breathed in the scent of flowers and pine trees, which flooded me with a calmness unlike any I’d ever felt before.

      There was a slight slope to the part of the clearing I’d landed in, so I wandered around, looking for some flat ground where I could make a chicken enclosure. After some contemplation, I wandered over to the freshly upturned earth of the garden and found a nice, leafy tree to situate the chickens under so they wouldn’t have to be in direct sunlight when they were outside.

      I wasn’t thrilled with the idea of building a house for chickens before ourselves, but it needed to be done—and it gave me a chance to build something smaller, to experiment and maybe learn how to make that log cabin for ourselves.

      After spending a little time in the village, I had a few ideas to go on, at least. I knew that they fit the logs together by cutting grooves in each log that another could slide into. In theory, it was just a matter of carving those out and shaping them until the logs fit together.

      In practice, it was a lot of swearing.

      I chipped a square groove into two logs, but when I tried to slot them together, they didn’t lay evenly, rather one jutted into the air. I chiseled away at each groove meticulously, fitting them together again and again until they lay flat. Eventually, I got the idea to lay the logs side by side and measure the grooves that way, and that did help make the progress a little faster, but it was tedious work.

      Yumi had told me that I needed to keep the coop off the ground, so I’d chopped four pieces of log and drove them into the ground so that the tops stuck about a foot high in the air.

      After puzzling over it for a while, I bound smaller logs together with rope and made a floor. It was uneven, so while I worked on the walls, Yumi filled some of the gaps with clay to make it easier for the chickens to walk on.

      It dried quickly because the sun was beating down on us with a vengeance, and she threw some dried grass in to make the place even more comfortable for the birds.

      While we worked, Ophelia perched on the pile of logs and watched us. She clacked her beak occasionally, but for the most part remained a silent watcher.

      Yeah, I’ve read enough fantasy to know you’re probably a witch’s familiar and that she’s watching us, I thought as I watched the beady-eyed bird stare at me. I just don’t know what her intentions are. As long as she doesn’t want to hurt us, I don’t really care…

      I couldn’t think of a reason why the witch would want to harm us, but then, I wondered where she was during the fight with the Red Dawn. Had she helped in some way that I hadn’t seen? Or was she a wolf among sheep, and I’d just happened to walk into her playground?

      No matter how hard I racked my brain, I couldn’t come up with the answer. I also didn’t know how witches were viewed in this world, so I turned to Yumi and Brynhilda for answers.

      I found Yumi crouched next to the cage watching a grasshopper. She had her hands out and cupped together, her ears were pinned to her skull, and her pupils had dilated to pinpricks. In a rush of movement, she caught the grasshopper with a triumphant giggle.

      Bobbing happily on her toes, she put her cupped hands in the wooden cage and released the grasshopper again.

      The chickens and rooster all scrambled toward their prey, plucking its legs off before devouring it.

      For a fleeting moment I thought that giant chickens would be as terrifying as they were tasty, but then I shook my head and looked around.

      “Where’s Brynhilda?” I asked as I looked around the empty clearing.

      “She said she needed to do something, though that was a while ago. I hope she didn’t fall in the boar hole again,” Yumi said, completely serious.

      “Think I should look for her?”

      “She should be fine, I think. She’s a bit spoiled, but I think she can handle herself. As long as it’s not cooking or cleaning or—”

      “Right,” I chuckled.

      I went back to work, turning slender logs into a wall, and before long, I was pleased to see that it actually turned into something reminiscent of a shelter. It had four log walls about four feet long each, and one had a hole cut into it for the chickens to enter and exit through. It was just a matter of making something similar to the floor and latching it to the top to make a roof—I could even make it so that I could lift the roof and take out eggs every morning.

      Again, while I worked, Yumi filled in gaps with clay to help keep the heat in during the night. She mixed it with some of the dried grass and plastered it on while humming a pleasant tune to herself. Her bare hands smoothed the clay into every nook and cranny of the walls, and she started on the roof when I finished it.

      I started on a fence. I didn’t have many nails to work with and didn’t want to waste what I had, so I bound together logs with rope and made three walls. I would have to move a wall to get into the enclosure, as I hadn’t quite figured out how to make an effective door, but it worked. It was a makeshift solution, one I knew I’d eventually have to change, but it would do for the time being. The chickens would be safe, they couldn’t wander off, and they had a nice little patch of grass to call their own.

      I placed the cage within the enclosure, and Yumi excitedly opened the door, releasing them. The rooster came out first, brave and bold. His beady eyes stared at us, and he pecked at my feet, before eventually deeming us non-threatening to his brood and wandering off to explore his new home.

      The chickens followed more slowly, and Yumi had to use her hand to chase the last one out of the cage, but they were all soon free and happily pecking at the dirt.

      “When we have somewhere bigger for them to live, we can breed them, but for now, I think we’ll just eat the eggs,” I said as we stood outside the enclosure and admired our work.

      It was the roughest-looking henhouse I’d even seen, but it would serve its purpose.
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      “Awesome. Two birds with one stone,” I said, laughing at my own lame joke.

      Yumi giggled, giving me a playful push. “Did you level up too?” she asked.

      “Sure did.”

      A crash came from the trees, so loud and vicious that it seemed like something was splitting them in half. I whipped around, ready to defend us from whatever monster army was ripping into them.

      Brynhilda came thundering through the foliage, her shoulders squared and jaw set firm.

      I relaxed.

      She scratched viciously at herself. Her face was red and splotchy. Tears swelled in the corners of her eyes as she stumbled toward us.

      “I hate this damned forest and everything in it!” she shouted.

      “You wandered into the poison lilies, didn’t you?” Yumi asked with a sigh. “What were you doing so far from the camp?”

      “I was looking for something,” she grumbled, scratching wildly at herself, even trying to wedge her hands under her armor.

      “For what?” I asked.

      She mumbled something unintelligible, then growled as she clawed at her skin.

      “You’ll want to wash in the lake," Yumi said, "the cool water will help and will clean away the poison. I’ll grab you some fresh clothes, and then make some medicine to help with the itching.”

      “Thank you.” Brynhilda trudged toward the lake, dropping pieces of armor as she went. Belts and buckles opened, the pieces falling away to expose her slender waist and hourglass figure.

      Once her red and black armor was off, Brynhilda ripped at the lacy white underclothes that hugged her body like it was sewn around her. She pulled the shirt over her head and threw it aside like it burned her.

      Where Yumi’s back was small and frail, Brynhilda’s was broader, more muscular, and yet still undeniably feminine, with a wide curve to her hips and chest that gave her an hourglass figure. A few small white scars marred her skin and one longer, thicker one that ran almost the entire length of her curvaceous back.

      Until that moment, I had thought Brynhilda had lived an easy life of luxury while riding the coattails of her family’s name. Her scars made me doubt that.

      Hopping on one foot, Brynhilda stripped out of her pants and underwear, revealing fat, juicy ass cheeks that bounced with each hop she took toward the lake. Those generous, overflowing handfuls led to thick thighs that were obviously required to support that much ass, and though the cheeks were flawless, the backs of her thighs and legs also had a few scars here and there.

      All at once the form I was admiring vanished into the lake with a tidal wave splash.

      Brynhilda floundered in the water, dunking her head in, scrubbing at her blotchy, red skin, and doing everything that she could to try to get rid of what must have been an unbearable itch.

      When she finally surfaced, she whipped her wet hair back and took a great gasp of air.

      “What in all the realms did I walk into?! Poison lillies, who heard of such a thing,” she shouted at what I believed was the world itself. “Why would the Nexus create such a thing?”

      “What were you doing, anyway?” I asked as I walked to the edge of the lake so that we wouldn’t have to shout back and forth.

      “I was…” Brynhilda trailed off, using one arm to cover her chest and snaking the other between her thighs. “Turn around, pervert!”

      “I can’t see anything beneath the water.”

      “I don’t care, you can’t just watch a maiden as she bathes!”

      Maiden wasn’t exactly a word I’d use to describe Brynhilda, but I knew better than to say that, so I simply obliged her.

      She huffed and puffed, splashing around in the water and grumbling for a moment before ultimately settling down.

      “So, what were you doing in the forest?” I asked again.

      “Why does it matter?” Her voice had an odd tenseness to it, like she had been doing something that she wasn’t supposed to and didn’t want me to know.

      “I’m just curious.”

      She mumbled something inaudible, that even my enhanced hearing couldn’t pick up.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “You’d…” She cleared her throat, mumbled something, then sighed. “You’d said that you hadn’t had chicken in a while. We’ve been living off boar, and I know you have some fish stashed, so I just thought…” she trailed off.

      I chanced a glance over my shoulder to see that her cheeks were red, and that she didn’t dare to look at me while she talked even though she didn’t think I was looking.

      “I thought maybe I could find something else new. Something you might like,” she quietly said. Her hands came out of the water, her pointer fingers gently touching in an idle, uncertain gesture. “But!” she yelled, her voice cracking, “I just wanted to level my hunting skill!”

      When I looked forward again, away from the lake and toward the tent, I saw Yumi hurrying across the grass with her arms full. She had a change of clothes, a bar of soap, a bowl that was no doubt full of some kind of medicine, and one of the blankets that the people of Fairfield had given us.

      She walked past me, but not without meeting my eyes and flashing a quick smile, then hurried to Brynhilda.

      “Wash yourself with this soap to get as much of the plant residue as possible off of you,” Yumi said, “then dry yourself off with the blanket and I’ll help you apply the medicinal paste before you get dressed.”

      “You’re gonna do that?” I could hear the frown in Brynhilda’s voice.

      “Would you prefer Leo did?”

      “N-no!” she stammered, too loud.

      “I’ll leave you girls to it then,” I said, “and rustle us up something to eat.”

      “Thank you, Leo,” Yumi said.

      Brynhilda said something inaudible and then splashed around some more.
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      Beneath the shade of a tree sat the chicken coop that I’d built with my own two hands. It was a small building, constructed of criss-crossing logs of pine, and though it was surrounded by a matching fence, I could see the chickens and rooster between the gaps, pecking at bugs and the leftover bread that we’d given to them.

      Yumi stood behind the construct. She lifted the flat roof and reached inside. The chickens didn’t react to her presence, and a moment later she held her hand over her head—showing off three white eggs.

      “They're producing already!” Her words were as dreamy as usual, but her tail wagged. “I thought they might have been stressed from the journey and needed some time to recuperate.”

      “That’s great,” I said, watching her replace the flat roof.

      After building the chicken coop, I had some idea how to put a house together for us, but I needed to make a few adjustments to the foundation before I touched the walls.

      First and foremost, I made the foundation large, large enough that it could have multiple rooms and provide all of us with a little much-needed privacy.

      Yumi and I had been sharing a bedroll, but neither of us dared to lay a finger on the other when Brynhilda lay next to us, so besides stealing a sweet, short kiss here and there while the high elf wasn’t looking, our relationship hadn’t progressed.

      From the way Yumi nibbled her bottom lip after our kisses, I knew that she wanted more—and I was so wound up that I had to force myself to focus on expanding our home or I would have inevitably popped a boner.

      Sometimes I still did, and though it was awkward at first, the lust that burned in Yumi’s eyes quickly did away with the initial embarrassment.

      The tension between us was thick when we were together, but I got a little relief when she excused herself to forage for food. When her sweet, herbal scent wasn’t enveloping me, it was easier to focus on getting my work done.

      Besides adding space for a second bedroom, I also added an indent in the floor that was entirely stone and clay. It was to be an indoor firepit for us to cook over, though I hadn’t yet figured out how to build the roof to ventilate the smoke.

      Seeing Fairfield up close and building the chicken coop had given me enough knowledge and experience to build basic walls around the foundation, and though it was difficult gouging out the logs and sliding them together like a puzzle, then hammering them down to make sure they wouldn’t pop out, I worked without complaint.

      It was a great vent for all my pent-up sexual frustrations.

      My first priority was the two bedrooms, which I’d put beyond the cooking room. I had built each of the walls surrounding those three logs high—and cut out space for a door—when Brynhilda, whose face was still somewhat pink and splotchy with rash and medicinal paste, stepped up to the firepit and dropped in the armload of logs that she had been carrying.

      Unlike usual, she’s opted not to wear her armor. The tight, white clothes that she wore showed off every one of her luscious curves.  The sleeveless garment dipped low on her chest, showing off her generous cleavage, and was tightened at the front with lace. The mounds of her ample breasts jiggled slightly as she dusted off her hands and then looked at me sheepishly.

      “Cold?” I asked.

      She shook her head, then fiddled with her hands.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m hungry,” she said, “I hoped you might cook something for me.”

      When she said that, I realized that I was a little hungry myself, so I set aside the hammer and axe that I had been using and approached the firepit.

      I had mixed feelings about cooking for Brynhilda because she considered the task beneath her. I opened my mouth to tell her as much when she interrupted my train of thought.

      “I’ll help cut vegetables or something, but I don’t trust myself to cook. I think I would ruin the food,” she softly said, self-consciously tucking a strand of hair behind her pointed ear. “It would be a shame to waste food.”

      I stared at her for a moment, at the slight slouch in her posture, the way she curled into herself, and the way her feet pointed inward toward each other.

      She was stepping out of her comfort zone, extending an olive branch even though it made her uncomfortable. Her dark eyes searched my face, hoping that she proposed something agreeable, and her bottom lip quivered slightly.

      “Okay,” I said, “let’s do this.”

      Brynhilda perked up immediately, to the point that her ears even seemed to prick up, and she flashed a wide smile before suppressing it to a tamer one. “Wonderful,” she said, “what can we make?”

      I scratched my jaw. We’d eaten lots of boar, particularly stew, and I was kinda in the mood for something different, so I decided to make something I’d seen my grandfather make a million times.

      “Let’s peel and boil some potatoes,” I said. “And then fry some onions out. Grab some on the dried fish as well, and I’ll get the water, alright?”

      “Okay!” Brynhilda scurried off to the tree where our food was kept and lowered the bags using rope. While she rifled through them for what we wanted, I started the fire with some flint and steel before dragging the cast iron pot to the lake and filling it with water.

      I had an easy enough time peeling potatoes, but Brynhilda’s smaller hands seemed to struggle to grip the potato and run the knife across it. Still, she focused intently on it, working carefully, and though it took longer than it would have for most, she managed to peel her first potato by herself.

      “Look!” she exclaimed, holding up the potato between two fingers. “I did it!”

      “You sure did.” I grinned. “You’ll get faster as you do it more.”

      “It’s quite different from using a knife for battle.”

      “I imagine so.”

      “But I will learn.” She nodded with certainty, then threw the potato into the pot of water and grabbed another to peel.

      While the potatoes boiled, we used Yumi’s cutting board to chop up the onions into little pieces. It didn’t take long for the potatoes to cook through since I had chopped them into smaller pieces, and we fished them out before pouring the water away and then chucking some lard into the pan to melt.

      When I added the onion, which sizzled the moment it hit the hot cast iron, Brynhilda breathed in deeply. “I love the smell of cooking onion,” she said.

      “It smells even better over an open fire, doesn’t it?” I replied.

      She nodded, then picked up a wooden spoon and began to poke the onion bits around. “Like this, right?” she asked. “I’ve seen Yumi do it.”

      “That’s right. We want the onion to caramelize but not burn.”

      She stared at me blankly, unmoving beside the spoon stirring in the pot.

      I chuckled. “Basically, we want it to be a nice golden brown color to really bring out the sugar in them.”

      “Oh, okay. I didn’t know there was sugar in onions. How odd,” Brynhilda murmured.

      “It occurs naturally in all foods with carbs.”

      “What? Crabs? I dislike seafood.”

      “Erm, nevermind. Let’s keep it simple.”

      “Good idea.”

      When the onion was a nice golden-brown color, I removed the pot from the fire and set it on the ground, where I added dried fish, potato, salt, and mashed it all together with an egg to help bind it. That was how my grandfather had taught me to do it.

      With that done, I took a handful of the mixture and started forming it into a patty.

      “Oh, I thought it was done,” Brynhilda said as she watched me for a moment before joining in.

      We formed all of the fish and potato mixture into little discs, until eventually the pot was empty. I returned it to the fire and added some more lard.

      We could only fry off a few at a time, but soon the wonderful smell of onion, fish, and smoke filled the air.

      “This smells lovely.” Brynhilda leaned over the pot to get a better look at the contents, her nose twitchy. “How do we tell when it’s done?”

      “When it has a nice, crispy golden crust,” I said.

      “Mmm, that sounds amazing.”

      It didn’t take long for us to finish the first batch. We took a fresh one each before piling the rest into a third bowl, then filling the cast iron pot again.

      “What’s this?” Yumi asked. She approached from around the back of the house, so I hadn’t seen her coming. “You cooked, Leo?” Her tail wagged excitedly.

      “We both did,” I said.

      Brynhilda cleared her throat and focused on her bowl, picking up her fork.

      “Oh!” Yumi blinked, then smiled. “Can I have some?”

      “Of course, we made plenty.”

      “What is it?”

      “Fish cakes.”

      “I’ve never had that before,” Yumi said, her eyes alight as I handed her a bowl of food. She didn’t even wait for a fork, she just picked up the fish cake and bit into it, then let out a little moan. “It’s so good,” she said through a mouthful of food. Her tail wagged so fast that it fanned the flames of the fire.

      “It’s an interesting dish,” Brynhilda agreed, “I think I saw the servants make something similar, but I never dared try it…”

      Yumi and I looked at each other, then at Brynhilda.

      “I was missing out,” she decided, taking another forkful. “Perhaps seafood isn’t so bad after all.”

      Pleased that the girls enjoyed it, I finally settled down to taste my own meal, and was greeted with the nostalgic taste of caramelized onions, creamy potatoes, and seasoned fish, all wrapped up inside a crispy crust. It wasn’t quite as good as my grandfather used to make it, but it was a successful first try. If I had fried them in pork fat as he used to, I was sure they would be nearly identical.

      “The house seems to be coming along nicely,” Yumi said between bites of her second fish cake. She had a spot of potato on her cheek, so I leaned over and brushed it off with my thumb. Her cheeks turned pink, but she rewarded me with a shy smile and a slight nuzzle of my hand.

      “It’s probably too much to hope to finish at least the bedrooms today,” I said, sighing.

      Yumi rubbed my arm affectionately. “You’ve made lots of progress! You even made me the indoor firepit that I asked for,” she said.

      “Hopefully it doesn’t take too long to finish,” Brynhilda said.

      We both looked at her.

      “Oh, I meant because we need to train,” she quickly added.

      “Yeah, we really need to start that,” I said.

      “Well…” Yumi threw the last of her fish cake into her mouth, munched it, then swallowed it. “Why don’t we all work on it together? There has to be something that we can do to help, right?”

      “Hmm. Yeah, maybe. I mean, if you could start gouging out the grooves in the logs, I could do just the chiseling work and make them fit together.”

      “I can do that, my strength stat is high,” Brynhilda said.

      “Okay. Besides that, we’re going to need to fill the gaps with clay, just like we did on the chicken coop.” I looked at Yumi, who nodded so hard that her large ears flopped.

      “I’m getting quite good at that, I think.” She dusted her hands off, flashing a smile that showed off the tip of a pointed canine. “You can depend on me!” With that, she walked off with a skip in her step.

      “She seems happier these days,” Brynhilda said.

      “Oh?” I asked. “You haven’t even been with us for that long, but you notice a difference too?”

      “I do. She seems happier by the day. I think it’s because of you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, it’s obvious that there’s something between the two of you.” Brynhilda looked down for a moment, giving a noncommittal shrug like she didn’t want me to know what she really thought of that. “But befriending the village seemed good for her, and seeing you in action, well…”

      “Well?”

      “I saw her fan herself with her hand once things had settled.”

      I was mulling over the implications of Brynhilda’s words when she stood, clapped a hand on my shoulder, then drew it back like she wasn’t sure if she was allowed to.

      “Come,” she urged, “let’s begin.”

      “You can’t just tell me something like that and then walk away,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Oh, but I can.” She smiled. It was the first real smile that she gave me. Her dark eyes lit up, becoming a warm honey-brown, and her features softened. She looked nothing like that brash woman I’d met just a few days ago.

      When she turned to walk away, my gaze naturally traveled down to her full ass, which bounced hypnotically as she shifted on her feet.

      “You seem happier yourself,” I said as we approached the pile of logs.

      “Well, let’s just say that my family wasn’t much of a family, and my existence wasn’t much of an existence. I have a purpose now.” She stopped, looking up at the sky as a warm breeze caressed her hair. “And, I think, I’ve found some allies.”

      “You have.” I put an arm around her shoulders, giving her a slight squeeze. “We’re here for you, Bryn, and we won’t abandon you.”

      “I thought as much.” She smiled again, a little wider this time. After a moment, she cleared her throat and shrugged out of my grasp. “Shall we begin?”

      “We shall.”

      The three of us worked tirelessly to bring the house together, and though there were some hiccups along the way—like Yumi spilling a bucket of clay, Brynhilda gouging out too much of the logs, and my big dragon hands having a hard time setting the roof on top of the walls—we finished the bedrooms when the crescent moon was high in the sky and the stars twinkled overhead.

      “Wow.” Yumi clapped her hands excitedly. “Look what we’ve made.”

      “It’s the shittiest house I’ve ever seen,” Brynhilda said, “but it looks like home.”

      Making a door was a skill that I hadn’t quite figured out yet, so we hung heavy blankets over the entrances to our bedrooms to help keep the wind out. It was a temporary solution, but I was sure I could come up with something better when I wasn’t so exhausted.

      The rounded log walls stood tall and proud, the gaps between them packed tightly with clay to keep out the cold. The whole area smelled of freshly cut trees and upturned earth. I took an odd sense of comfort and familiarity from that as I stalked across the kitchen, which still didn’t have any walls, and pushed aside the blanket leading into one of the rooms.

      Yumi walked in, her tail swishing slightly and brushing against me.

      “Good night,” Brynhilda said.

      “Good night,” she said.

      “Night.” I followed Yumi into the room. It was dark, save for a candle, and empty besides the bedroll on the floor, which thankfully was mostly even beneath my feet, if a little rough.

      “This is wonderful,” Yumi said as she turned to me, her blue eyes fluttering and the light from the candle dancing across her features. She placed her hands on my chest, knotted the fabric of my shirt, and looked up at me expectantly.

      My hands roamed to her back, pulling her body tightly against mine as I crashed my lips against hers. She let out a pleased little gasp, and I took advantage of the opening to push my tongue gently into her mouth.

      Yumi quivered against me, but her tongue soon met mine, tracing it curiously, hungrily.

      Our lips feverishly pressed together. As I cupped her cheek in my hand, I felt how flushed with warmth her soft skin was. My free hand slipped down her back slightly, teasing closer to her round ass until I could sink my fingers into it.

      Yumi sucked in a breath and broke the kiss, panting hard. She looked up at me, her blue eyes sparkling, then curled into me, burying her face in shoulder.

      “It feels so strange,” she whispered, “but pleasant.”

      “That’s good.” I kissed the top of her head. My hand remained on her ass, but I didn’t squeeze, I just let her get comfortable with my touch. Her tail wagged slightly, the soft fur tickling across my hand, so I knew that she was enjoying herself, and that further stirred the fire brewing in my gut.

      “I…I would like to lay down.” Yumi broke away from me, save for her hand, which tugged me toward the bedroll as she walked over to it. She stole glances over her shoulder at me, her cheeks a bright shade of red, and her ears pinned to her head as her tail swished.

      We crawled into bed together. I was disappointed at first, because I thought things would end there, but Yumi’s soft fingers slipped exploratively up the front of my shirt, resting on my abdomen.

      “You feel hot,” she said, not daring to meet my eyes. “I am also hot…” Sucking in a breath, she slipped her hands up my chest, feeling over my skin. “Your muscles are tantalizing. Soft, yet firm. Giving, yet hard. I’ve never felt anything quite like it.”

      I circled my arms around her waist, pulling her body close to mine, and Yumi arched slightly, pressing our hips together.

      A soft gasp left her lips, and she recoiled slightly.

      I was disappointed, until I caught her looking down my body, curious about the aching hardness in my pants.

      “I bet…that too is soft, yet firm,” she said, her voice thick with lust. “Giving, yet hard.” Swallowing, her eyes met mine again, and she searched my face. Her ears slowly flattened against her skull, and she cast her gaze off to the side. “I’m not ready to go all the way,” she softly admitted, “but I am aching with need.”

      “Same,” I said, swallowing with a dry mouth as I stroked her soft hair. It was a massive understatement given how hard my cock pressed against my pants. “You can do anything you want to help quell that feeling.” My voice was hoarse as I said that, practically choking on my desire.

      Yumi’s ears stood up. “I can?” she asked, eyes dancing.

      “Of course.”

      “I…I am unsure what to do, but you can also touch me!” she said, much too loudly. She slapped a hand over her mouth and blushing cheeks, then parted the fingers to continue, “Please guide me,” she whispered, staring up at me with nervous but excited eyes.

      I’d been afraid to scare her off or push her too far, but the moment that Yumi said that, I rolled her onto her back and crawled on top of her. A soft gasp left her lips before I covered hers with mine. A muffled moan echoed against my mouth when I pushed my tongue into hers once more.

      Our mouths warred for a few long moments before I broke away to kiss along her jaw, tasting down the side of her neck and inhaling her herbally scent. It was stronger now, sweeter, and I lost myself in it as I suckled at the delicate skin of her throat.

      “Ooh!” she purred, her fingers tangling into my hair. “It tickles, but it feels so good too.”

      Fingers trembling with anticipation, I undid the knotted lace at the front of her dress, loosening the brown corset around her waist. The moment I opened it, her breasts fell back slightly, perky but no longer lifted by the leather.

      Yumi wriggled beneath me, her skin flushed with need as she gazed up at me longingly. Her hands touched me, running over my shoulders, back, and chest. Her cheeks were so red that it looked like she had a fever.

      In a way, I supposed she did.

      Once I freed her from the confines of the corset, the white dress beneath fell away easily, exposing her pert breasts. They were just short of handfuls, which I found out when I wrapped my fingers around them. The pink nubs swelled against the cool night air.

      Leaning down, I wrapped my lips around one and was rewarded by a sweet moan from Yumi, who squirmed against my mouth. The budding nipple was soft at first, but it hardened more with each lap of my eager tongue.

      “Yes, that feels nice,” she whispered, her fingers sinking into my shoulders. “Like a thread of pleasure is joining my breasts to my belly, and each suckle is plucking it like a bowstring.”

      I swapped to her other breast, giving it the same treatment. She sank her fingernails into my shoulders slightly as her much smaller body curled into mine.

      My lips trailed down the warm, soft skin between the valley of her breasts, and I kissed down her stomach, toward the dress that had pooled around her hips.

      Yumi sucked in a breath and didn’t let it out. Her canine sank into her bottom lip, creating a slight depression that only revealed itself when she gasped.

      “My body is on fire,” she whispered, clutching at my shoulders. “I don’t think anything could dampen...this feeling.” Her words, tinged with desperate need, came out trembling, uneven as I kissed beyond her belly button, until my mouth felt the fabric of her dress.

      “I know something that might,” I said, tickling my fingers down her side.

      Yumi wriggled. “What will it feel like?”

      “What I have in mind? Only good,” I promised.

      She looked down at me, her expression a mixture of eagerness and uncertainty. After a moment, she nodded. “I trust you,” she said as she lay back against the bedroll and settled down. Her tail flicked beside her, betraying her nerves and excitement.

      “That’s a good girl.”

      She smiled shyly, her blue eyes alight.

      Gripping the fabric around her hips, I slowly pulled down her dress and panties, revealing the beginning of the delicate v between her legs. I inched her clothes down her body, slowly revealing more and more soft, pale skin, the curve of her hip that my hand seemed to fit perfectly into, and eventually a small tuft of golden blonde hair.

      I slid her clothes down her thighs, practically tearing them off her because I was so eager to see more.

      When she was free of them, I parted her supple thighs, exposing her perfect pussy to me. The small opening twitched slightly as I spread her soft folds with my thumbs, revealing the silky, pink flesh beneath.

      “Does…it look okay?” Yumi asked, her voice hitching.

      “Perfect.” Every instinct in my body told me to dive in and eat her out, but I took my time, because I knew how shy and innocent Yumi was. I kissed the insides of her thighs, the hood of her sex, and traced the lips with my thumbs, letting her get used to my touch.

      She quivered, thrashing slightly where she lay, and spread her legs wider, so wide that her tail popped out from beneath her ass and started to brush against my chin and chest. Her chest heaved in ragged pants, her breasts rising and falling with each breath. She released a soft whimper as I dared flick my thumb against her swollen clit.

      The feverish, desperate whine went straight to my dick. I was already aching from the tension between us, and now that I had her all to myself, I couldn’t stand it any longer. I was so hard that I hurt. With one thumb, I shoved the front of my pants down, letting my cock spring out with a sigh of relief.

      Yumi gasped, her eyes going wide. Though they were usually dreamy, lost in thought, she stared at me intently, her eyes locked on my shaft as they clouded with arousal.

      Her hands clutched over chest, and she reached for me, then hesitated.

      “You can touch,” I said, hoping that she would.

      She reached for me again, stopping just before her fingers wrapped around me. She traced a warm fingertip over the underside of my shaft, leaving a tingling, tickling trail that sent shivers down my spine.

      It twitched, and her lips parted in a cute ‘o’ of surprise before her delicate fingers wrapped around my cock.

      I groaned out, crawling so that I was more or less laying beside her, and lost myself in the grip of her hand around my shaft.

      “Is this too tight?” she asked in a whisper.

      I closed my hand over hers, showing her how to grip me, and when her palm was just the right tightness around me, I moved my hand between her legs.

      “Is this okay?” Yumi asked, frantic with desperation.

      I nodded. It was all I could do when she started moving her hand up and down the length of my shaft.

      “It’s so big. I don’t know if it’ll fit inside me.”

      “We’ll just have to start training,” I hoarsely replied. My deft finger spread her folds, finding her slick with arousal. I gathered some of her wetness on the tip of my middle finger before pressing it against her opening.

      Resistance met me. She was so fucking tight that I had trouble even getting the tip of my finger in.

      I groaned. I could just imagine how good she’d feel wrapped around me—and as I daydreamed about it, her hand jerked me off. She moved slowly at first, until she grew comfortable with the rhythm. Before long, she was jacking me off fast and hard, like she was eager to see what happened at my climax.

      I refused to be outdone.

      Slipping a finger into her tight hole, I curled it inside her and used my thumb to stroke her swollen clit.

      “Ahhhn!” Yumi moaned, her back arching and pressing her breasts into the air. Her body took on a will of its own, her hips grinding into my hand as she fucked herself on my finger and rubbed her clit against my thumb. “I…I never knew it would feel so good!” she cried, the words broken up by feverish whines.

      Her hand tightened around me, jerking me off faster and harder, and spots of light began to appear in the corners of my vision as pleasure bubbled up in my gut.

      The slap of her fist against my abdomen and the wet thrust of my finger into her tight pussy filled the room, along with the scent of our combined arousal and the slight huffs of breath we took.

      I curled my finger more inside her, searching for the soft bit of flesh that was her g-spot. I knew putting pressure on it felt different for every woman, and I was eager to see how Yumi would react when I rubbed my fingertip against it while flicking her clit.

      “By the Nexus, the stars, the, I dunno! Fuck, yes,” Yumi prattled as her body arched so hard that her ass lifted off of the bedroll. “Right there, that’s the spot! It…it feels amazing. Like a pressure…ugh……I dunno, just don't stop!”

      While she babbled, her fist stroked frantically over my cock. I knew I wouldn’t last much longer if she kept working on me like that. I could barely keep my eyes open, and pops of light flickered across my vision. It was all I could do to keep my thumb stroking her clit, but Yumi rewarded me with an almost feral cry of pleasure.

      “Ohh, it’s breaking! I’m breaking,” she whimpered, her body arching hard, then curling forward, around my hand. Her body trembled, and she cried out in delight with each flick of her clit.

      When I pressed harder into that secret spot along her inner walls, she bucked, then collapsed back into the bedroll in a panting heap. A thin layer of sweat covered her skin, making it glisten, and her hips, despite her apparent exhaustion, rolled against my hand to milk out every ounce of pleasure.

      Yumi let out a soft groan as she went limp against the bedroll, and she craned her neck to look at me. Her fingers shifted around my cock, and she glanced down, like she finally remembered that she was holding it.

      Yumi’s eyes rose to meet mine, then lowered again as she licked her lips slightly. Her hand tightened around my cock, which throbbed against her palm. She stroked me slowly, sending sparks of pleasure to my core.

      I was so fucking hard and horny that I could barely focus, but I found the strength to pull my finger from inside her and brace myself to fuck her palm.

      Then she took her hand away.

      I groaned in protest.

      Yumi gathered up some wetness from her slit, then wrapped her fingers around me again.

      “Just lay back and relax,” Yumi whispered. “I can do it.” She sucked in a breath, moving her fist a little faster and squeezing me in her palm. “I can figure it out."

      I groaned slightly, watching her through half-lidded eyes.

      Breasts bouncing with each move of her hand, Yumi focused solely on my cock. She stared at it pensively, her soft, pink tongue darting out to wet her even softer lips. With an audible swallow, she raised her eyes to my face and nibbled her bottom lip.

      She kissed me. I kissed back as best I could with her jerking me off, then she slid slowly down my body, raining wet, warm kisses along my skin as she went.

      My heart hammered in my chest, faster and harder the closer her face got to my crotch. I sucked in a breath as she kissed my abdomen, those big, blue eyes staring up at me with such an innocent expression in them.

      Her hand released my cock, letting it slap against her cheek. She blinked several times, her tail swishing back and forth behind her as she stared up at me.

      Her tongue darted out, tasting the length of my cock.

      I groaned in anticipation.

      Yumi smiled slightly, emboldened, and she licked me again, running her tongue from the base of my shaft to the head. I twitched hard, and she giggled, her ears standing tall atop her head.

      She looked up at me again, searching my face, then dared to wrap her palm around the base of my cock and lean in.

      “Like this?” she asked, batting her long lashes at me

      My heart skipped a beat as I watched her get closer and closer to taking me into her mouth, and I swallowed, willing her to do it.

      Yumi wet her lips one more time, then stuck out her tongue and slid the head of my cock over it. Her lips slowly closed around me, taking the tip into her mouth. She suckled experimentally, let out a soft ‘mm’ of delight, then slid me further into her mouth.

      Tangling my fingers into her silky hair, I gave it a little tug—wordless encouragement that made the corners of her eyes crinkle in delight.

      “Mmm.” Sucking in a breath through her nose, Yumi slipped me carefully toward the back of her throat, stopping just shy of it. She inhaled again before pressing further, but she ended up gagging and pulled back slightly.

      That didn’t deter Yumi at all. She learned her limit and worked around it, bobbing her head over the length of my shaft that her hot little mouth could handle.

      “Mmph!” she grunted.

      I ran my hand over the soft fur of her ear before clutching hard to her hair as she set a steady rhythm of sliding her lips up and down my cock. Her inexperience showed, but it didn’t dampen anything, because it was drowned out by her eagerness to pleasure me.

      After a few moments of just sucking on the head of my cock and the length that she could manage, her tail struck outright, and her hand slid up my thigh to wrap around the base of my cock.

      I pushed stray strands of hair out of her face, barely able to keep my eyes open as I watched her go down on me. Big blue eyes stared back at me, and beyond her chin her breasts jiggled with each movement.

      Cursing under my breath, I lost myself in the sight of her sucking me off.

      Her tongue, mouth, and palm all worked at me, licking, sucking, tugging in a rhythm that made my head swim and my body grow taut with need. Pleasure built up in my core like a chaotic wave contained behind a levee, desperately bashing against the walls for freedom. My toes curled, my back arched, and my body quivered unlike it ever had before.

      I had just enough sense to warn her that I was close.

      Yumi leaned back slightly, licking at the head of my cock and using her fist to furiously pump at the length. The increased speed and pressure pushed me over the edge.

      With a grunt, I thrust to the hilt in her palm and released, spraying spurt after spurt. My eyes clamped shut and fireworks exploded before the insides of my eyelids. The pleasure was so great that my body drew taut, and I could hardly breathe as it worked its way from my core to every inch of my body—and as it did, Yumi squeezed my shaft like she wanted to milk out every drop of ecstasy.

      I lost myself in the abyss of pleasure and collapsed beside her in a heap, gasping while I tried to catch my breath.

      Yumi’s hand slowly released me, and as the assault on my senses faded, I managed to open my eyes.

      Her petite body lay beside mine, perky tits heaving slightly as she panted for air. Streaks of white covered them, dripping off her breasts, down her belly, I’d even shot a little across her lip.

      But Yumi didn’t seem to mind. She just smiled up at me like I’d handed her the moon.

      Her pink tongue darted out to taste my seed, her thumb picking up the last drop on her lip and pushing it into her mouth. Her hair looked like she’d just crawled out of bed after a long night, which I proudly noted was my doing, and her tail curled around us, pulling our bodies together. She sighed softly, her perky breasts heaving, and tucked a stray strand of hair out of her face.

      Crawling closer to me, Yumi rested her forehead against mine, nuzzling our noses together.

      “That was breathtaking,” she whispered, curling against me.

      Her warm skin pressed against my shirt, and I hugged her tight, lightly stroking her bare back.

      “I never imagined being with someone would feel so good.” She lifted her head slightly to look at me, her eyes filled with admiration. Yumi reached out, pressing her clean hand against my cheek and stroking it with her thumb.

      I smiled down at her, then gathered her up in my arms.

      “Bath time, before we get too comfortable,” I said, kissing her forehead.

      “Only if you promise to clean me thoroughly,” Yumi teased.

      I was happy to oblige.
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      The sun beat mercilessly down on my bare back with such intensity that I thought the logs I was working with might spontaneously combust. There wasn’t so much as a slight breeze to cool the open field, and the bugs were out en masse, pestering me as I toiled. Several bowls of incense burned inside and outside the house, trying to keep the bugs at bay. Mostly they just made me wrinkle my nose in disgust.

      I had no idea what Yumi was burning, but it smelled like sweaty, old sneakers that had run through a field full of shit.

      Wiping the back of my hand across my forehead, I returned to tying the roof of the kitchen to the log walls.

      I’d thought long and hard on how to handle the smoke from the firepit. In the end the only solution I could think of was to cut a small hole in the triangle-shaped roof, nail four logs to it so that they were sticking up straight, then attach the portion of roof I’d cut out to them. This created an offset roof where smoke could escape.

      Unfortunately, some rain could probably also make it in, but it was the best that I could do with what I had, so I was pleased enough with it.

      When I finished attaching the roof, I walked over to the wooden ladder that I’d made and climbed down to ground level. With my hands on my hips, I backed up until I could see the whole of the front of the house, inspecting my handiwork.

      A window popped up, obscuring my view.

      

      Level Up Acquired!

      [Building Skill Level 2]  + 5 Strength

      

      “Yeah, yeah.” I swiped the screen away, then went back to staring at the house.

      A quaint little log cabin with two bedrooms and a large kitchen that also doubled as a dining area sat before me. The ‘doors’ were still blankets, which I planned to solve relatively soon into the future, but currently they allowed in a nice breeze during the warm spring nights. Eventually, I would figure out how to add windows and the ventilation wouldn’t be an issue.

      Maybe it wasn’t much to look at, but to me it was home. I’d built it with my own bare hands. I had the callouses to prove it.

      I heard some rustling in the grass and turned to see Brynhilda and Yumi walking across the field and toward me. Yumi's basket overflowed from a successful foraging session, though the blanket atop obscured its contents.

      Brynhilda’s forehead shone with a trickle of sweat. A few dark hairs stuck to her forehead, and she pushed them behind her pointed ear. Her clothes clung to her body, showing off her thin waist, large breasts, and potentially even bigger ass.

      She had our axe propped over her shoulder and walked a little slower than usual—or maybe it just seemed that way because she was trying to keep up with Yumi’s skipping steps.

      While Yumi wore a flowing white dress with puffy shoulders and a brown corset that slightly lifted her breasts, Brynhilda was dressed in a simple white shirt and a pair of slacks.

      I looked at the two of them more closely. Brynhilda was a head taller than Yumi. Those big fox ears made her seem taller than she was, but Yumi was actually quite short, as well as petite.

      Brynhilda’s figure reminded me of an Amazonian. Tall, a little broad, but undeniably feminine despite the leanness and muscle.

      They were a tantalizing contrast to one another.

      “So, what do you think of the forest now?” Yumi asked.

      “It’s not as intimidating as I first thought,” Brynhilda said, “though I don’t remember any of the plants you pointed out.”

      “You’ll get them, in time. It took me years to identify the differences in some of them.”

      “That’s reassuring.”

      Yumi smiled and skipped off ahead of Brynhilda.

      “You finished,” she exclaimed, dancing around me before stopping to admire the job I’d done. “It’s perfect!”

      “I don’t know about perfect, but it’ll do,” I said, putting an arm around her shoulders.

      She leaned into me, smiling.

      “I like it. Very rustic,” Brynhilda said as she caught up to us. “But I have no idea why I just chopped up so many logs if the house is complete. I did level up, though.”

      “Good job,” I said. She blushed, and I continued, “we’ll create a stockpile of firewood for cooking and for winter. I also need to build a couple more things, so it won’t go astray.”

      “Like what?” Yumi asked, looking dreamily at the house.

      “A cellar to store food, maybe some kind of bathroom if I can figure out how to make that work, a fence for the garden…There’s still a lot left to do.”

      “Those things can wait.” Brynhilda set the axe down, propping it against the side of the house. “Yumi and I were talking, and we figured we should all start training.” She flashed a smirk that was somewhere between malicious and excited. “It’s time to see what you can do, Dragon.”

      Brynhilda and Yumi led me across the grassy field, the scent of flowers stronger with each step. As we approached the line of trees, fresh pine and birch joined the amalgamation of smells, reminding me of that little shelter that Yumi and I had lived in when I first arrived in this world. We weaved our way in through the trees, to an area where they were still spread fairly far apart but there was no dense foliage on the ground to inhibit our movement. The trunks of many of the trees were scarred with slash marks. Brynhilda had either been taking her frustrations out on them, training on her own, or both.

      “This will do,” she said, coming to a halt in the middle of the trees. The area didn’t look special to me at all. There were trees sporadically scattered about and a number of boulders off to one side, but besides that it was a stretch of flat land that looked like any over patch of forest.

      “Okay, how do we start?” I asked, rubbing my hands together.

      She propped her hands on her hips and looked between us. Her dark eyes scanned me. A slight cock of her head gave her gaze an inquisitive edge. “Let’s start by testing the limits of your magic.”

      “You want to fight me in dragon form?”

      “No, I want to see what you can do in this form.”

      An explosion lit behind my eyes as a lightbulb resembling a disco ball switched on.

      Besides a single fight in the city of Brightvale, I’d relied on my dragon form since the moment I entered this world. I’d used it for travel, for work, even for fighting.

      I hadn’t stopped for long enough to wonder if my normal body could do anything more than summon some super-human strength.

      “Yumi may be able to help you with this more than I can,” Brynhilda admitted, “though I will join in the session as well.”

      I stared at my hands. What kind of power did they hold? What could they do that I wasn’t capable of before? Had I been limited by my own imagination?

      “You feel magical. It may be because you’re a magical beast,” Yumi said as she came to stand beside me. “Magic runs through your veins. I have no idea if you can harness it or not.”

      “How would I?” I asked, willing a ball of fire to appear in my hand.

      Nothing happened.

      “I’ve always struggled with magic,” Brynhilda sheepishly admitted, “so I will take this time to learn as well.”

      “That’s a wonderful attitude.” Yumi smiled, her large fox ears perked to stand at full attention. “I took to magic like a fish to water. When I first began, I was frustrated with the pacing of my lessons, but I’m old enough now to see that they were all important and necessary.”

      “It’s hard to imagine you as an impatient little kid,” I said, chuckling.

      “Oh, I was quite the terror.” She blushed, brushing some of her golden blonde hair away from her face. “I’m surprised the clan didn’t kick me out.”

      I nodded. I knew little of why Yumi wasn’t part of her clan, though it seemed like she left by her own choice. Part of me wanted to know more, but I knew better than to ask in front of Brynhilda.

      “So,” Yumi clapped her hands, “the first thing we must do is get comfortable.” She flopped down in the grass, crossed her legs under her body, and closed her eyes. Her ears drooped, and her tail curled around her waist to rest in her lap, where she began to stroke the soft, lush fur. “It’s easier to sense magic for the first time when you’re at peace, because magic is chaotic.”

      “I remember it feeling like little explosions in my mouth when I used my magic breath for the first time.” I sat beside her, close enough that our knees brushed.

      Yumi popped an eye open while flashing a soft smile.

      Brynhilda took a seat on the other side of me, fidgeting around a bit before ultimately sitting with her legs crossed.

      “Breathe in and out slowly until you feel like the surface of an undisturbed pond,” Yumi said. “You must be tranquil, at peace.”

      I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath, which I let out slowly. I repeated the process until my shoulders sagged. Each breath stole away my stress, dispersing it into the air and far away from me. Brynhilda fidgeted more beside me, but it seemed distant. I managed to hold my focus until she settled down again.

      “Now look beyond that calm surface, to the riptide the pool of water is capable of. Seek out the chaos inside yourself, the wild, untamed, and grasp it. Embrace it,” Yumi said, her voice even dreamier than usual.

      I didn’t understand what I was doing, or what she was telling me to do, but something tickled inside me, like that poprock-meets-cola explosion when I’d used my breath attack. Focusing on it, I reached inside myself and tried to grasp it. It was like trying to grab egg whites. It slipped through my fingers again and again until frustration bubbled inside me.

      “The easiest way to manifest magic is as an orb,” Yumi said, “focus the chaos between your hands. Give it shape. Give it life.”

      Raising my hands, I brought them together in front of me. With my eyes still closed, I attempted to mold the chaos inside me into a magical ball. I made some hand gestures, like I was smoothing over a snowball. Then I popped an eye open to check my progress.

      My hand was empty.

      “Hmm.” I grunted, opening my other eye. Yumi made it sound so simple, and I supposed that for her it was. Still, I couldn’t make heads or tails of her instructions.

      Beside me, Brynhilda clicked her tongue in annoyance. She was hunched forward, glaring at her hands like she was daring the magic to disobey her.

      A flicker of red light appeared before her on the grass, then dissipated into nothing

      “Oh, I did it!” Brynhilda said. “Well, sort of…I didn’t mean for it to disappear again.”

      “A good start,” Yumi beamed. I wasn’t sure when she had opened her eyes, but she watched us both intently. “I made it sound easy. Despite being the first lesson, it happens to be one of the hardest. Drawing magic to the surface, commanding it to do your will, is no easy task.”

      Brynhilda grinned from pointed ear to pointed ear. She went back to focusing on her hands. I decided to do the same.

      No matter how I tried to shape the feeling inside me, it was like grasping a beehive that someone had punted across a football field. The magic swarmed in all directions, zipping around in wisps that moved faster than I could even track with my eyes—let alone catch.

      I grit my teeth. How was I supposed to harness a power beyond my grasp? How could I catch a feeling inside myself and manifest it in my palm?

      It sounded too fantastical, until I remembered that I could turn into a dragon. If I could do that, surely I could summon forth some magic while in my human form?

      Trying to contain this feeling isn’t getting me anywhere, I mused. What if I…Hmm.

      Rather than try to command the wild spark in my core, I drew back, releasing my hold over it. I no longer tried to control it—instead, I set it free.

      A wild crackling like thunder roared between my hands. They were forced apart in a flash of blinding light, and I went flying backward into the grass, where I rolled ass over head before coming to a stop facedown in the dewy greenery.

      “Leo!” Yumi was at my side in an instant and rolled me onto my back. Brynhilda appeared on my other side, concern etched on her face. They both stared down at me, their eyes full of worry.

      “I’m fine.” I coughed out a literal cloud of smoke.

      “What happened?” Brynhilda asked.

      “His magic was too powerful for him to contain.” Yumi licked her thumb, then used it to stroke my eyebrows, smoothing them out—perhaps putting out tiny fires, judging by the smell of burning hair. “He’s no doubt capable of using magic in this form, but he’ll have to learn to control it to make it useful.”

      “Noted.” I sat up slowly, raking my fingers through my hair to tame it.

      I looked around at the two girls. They began to laugh.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You’re all smudged up,” Yumi giggled. She licked her thumb again and began to rub it across my cheek.

      “You’re a proper mess,” Brynhilda agreed. “You show off.”

      “What can I say, guilty as charged,” I joked.

      A stick snapped somewhere in the nearby trees.

      I craned my neck, my pupils dilating as I tried to find the source. Yumi and Brynhilda abruptly went silent. I pushed myself to my feet to get a better look at the treeline.

      “Get away from those maidens, foul dragon!” A green-skinned woman with the sides of her head shaved emerged from the trees, her choppy black mohawk flying in the wind. She pointed a giant sword at me that was made of a familiar off-white substance. It seemed much too big for her frame despite how tall and broad she was, and her beady eyes narrowed upon me.

      A large tusk protruded from either side of her mouth, and though she wore a heavy set of black and red armor, she wasn’t bogged down by it. Many facial piercings and the golden loop that hung from her nose sparkled in the sunlight.

      She was less She-Hulk and more Garrosh Hellscream.

      Holy crap, is that an orc? I gawked in wonder.

      Three archers stepped out from behind her, along with about a half dozen elven men in red and black armor—including Brynhilda’s father.
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      “Aunty Helena?” Brynhilda jumped to her feet. “And…father. If I can even call you that.”

      “Quickly, come to me, Brynny.” Helena motioned with her free hand while the other kept her sword propped against her shoulder.

      “We must strike before the dragon does,” Brynhilda’s father warned.

      “The girls are too close,” Helena argued.

      “Loose!” he cried.

      Three metallic clicks rang out as bolts rocketed from crossbows and toward us.

      I hadn’t a moment to spare. I threw myself in front of the girls, transforming into my dragon form and spreading my wings to make sure nothing got past me. The bolts thumped against my chest with wet thuds. Groaning as they found purchase in my scales, I glanced over my shoulder to assure myself that Brynhilda and Yumi were okay—and they were.

      “Leo!” they cried out in unison.

      “Stay back,” I said, quickly turning back to our attackers.

      “Their dragonbone weapons are super effective against you, it’s better to run,” Brynhilda said.

      “Loose!” her father yelled.

      “Hold your bolts!” Helena roared with such fierceness that even I flinched.

      A single bolt launched. It was so far off the mark that I didn’t even see where it landed.

      “Did you not see the dragon put himself between us and Brynhilda?” Helena asked, storming over to get in Brynhilda’s father’s face. “Are you as blind as you are incompetent, Sig?”

      Sig’s face turned red as a tomato. He extended a pudgy finger, prodding at Helena’s armor. “You forget who is in charge of this family, Helena.”

      “Oh, I remember. You’re much too round to forget.”

      “What’s going on here?” Brynhilda shouted as she came out from around me. “Why do you dare show your face here after you abandoned me?”

      Helena’s eyes narrowed. She shot a sidelong glance at Sig, who wilted slightly beneath her glare. “We came to rescue you, my dear niece. It seems you don’t need it.”

      “He’s a dragon, we must slay him!” Sig shouted.

      She regarded him coldly, then walked toward us, propping her massive sword on her shoulder so that the tip of the blade pointed high into the sky. Helena strode fearlessly toward me, staring me down all the while. Stopping just in front of me, she looked up at me, regarding me as if weighing my worth. Then she turned to Brynhilda. “Has he treated you well, my dear?”

      “Better than I deserve,” she admitted.

      “Is that why you ally yourself with him?”

      “He’s going to help me defeat the Red Dawn.”

      Helena looked at me again, a gleam in her eyes. “A dragon to defeat a dragon. Hmm.” She cocked her head slightly to the side in a way that Brynhilda sometimes did.

      “Loose!” Sig cried from the sidelines.

      The bolts sailed toward us in slow motion. I inhaled, preparing myself to unleash a jet of magical flames to fry the bolts, but Helena grasped her sword, lurched forward, and sliced all three in half with one fluid swipe of her blade. The pieces fell harmlessly to the ground.

      “You would dare stand against us?” Sig asked indignantly, his voice a pitch higher than usual. “The family who raised you, who took you in when no one else would, who freed you from poverty?”

      “I owe my life to your father, Sig. You’re just a daft cunt that can’t measure up to his daddy’s legacy.” Helena shrugged.

      I snorted a laugh and smoke spouted from my nose.

      “What do you say, dragon? Shall we deal with these interlopers?” Helena fixed me with a stare, a smile pulling at the corners of her lips. The glint in her eyes turned to a raging flame.

      “We shall,” I agreed, throwing myself into the sky.

      “Stay back, Brynny!” Helena surged past Sig and leaped on the archers, knocking their crossbows from their hands with the ferocity of a wild beast.

      “Vile bitch!” Sig snarled, whipping out his own crossbow and aiming at her. “I knew you were nothing but a brainless gladiator!”

      I soared low, my back legs colliding with his arms, the talons raking over his skin and grabbing at the crossbow. Ripping it from his grasp, I circled overhead, tossing the crossbow in the middle of the field, where it was no longer a danger to anyone.

      Helena’s massive sword clashed against the much smaller blades wielded by the high elves, easily parrying them and knocking the dagger-like swords from their hands. When they were without a means to defend themselves, Helena gestured for them to run.

      They looked at one another, then at Helena.

      “You’re trained in unarmed combat!” Sig shouted as he ran at Helena.

      The archers, without their crossbows and melee weapons, fled into the forest.

      Soaring over the trees, I exhaled a wall of flames at the sword-wielding high elves that tried to close in around Helena. I cut them off. She flashed me a wild grin.

      Sig came at her from behind with a blade, so I spat a ball of flame to force him away from her. I soared low, dodging around trees, before landing in front of him, putting myself at the center of him and his men.

      “I’ll take it from here,” I said, my voice deep and gravelly.

      “This is gonna be good.” Helena skirted around the battlefield and found a tree to casually lean on.

      “Leo! Be careful!” Yumi shouted as she ran across the field. Brynhilda was a step ahead of her.

      I turned to Sig, casting a glance over my shoulder at the elves closing in on me from behind. They wielded their dragonbone spears and shields, daring me to make a move. Sig, meanwhile, gripped a large sword that paled in comparison to Helena’s.

      Its faded, off-white blade seemed dull in the sunlight, and I wondered if it was because the blade wasn’t sharpened or because of what it was made of, but I decided not to find out for myself.

      “Kill the dragon and the traitors!” Sig roared, charging at me with his weapon held in both hands.

      I reared up onto my front legs and kicked out with my back ones. My back feet and talons made contact with two shields, knocking the wielders flat onto their backs. Whipping my tail around with a great rush of air, I knocked the others down—though one did manage to stick a dragonbone spear into the flesh of my tail.

      Roaring out, I slammed my back feet down on the ground, then reared back my head and unleashed a burst of magical black flames at Sig.

      He swung his blade around in front of him, sinking it into the ground and using the broad side to block the flames, which spread out on either side of him in a sputtering wall of flame and smoke that obscured him from view.

      When the smoke faded, the sword stood there with nothing but scorched earth surrounding it, and an area behind the blade that remained untouched judging by the green grass that still grew there.

      My eyes darted around, but I didn’t immediately see Sig. I had no choice but to focus on the elves who were behind me as they recovered from my last attack. My tail swung out again, with the spear still sticking out of it, and it smashed into several of the men, knocking them up against trees and rendering them unconscious.

      “Leo!” Yumi cried.

      “Beneath you!” Brynhilda screamed.

      Pain shot through my gut, white hot agony that sliced through scales and into the muscle beneath. Roaring in pain, I spread my wings, throwing myself into the air. A trail of blood dripped from my stomach and to the ground below, onto Sig, who raised his dagger in triumph.

      The four remaining elves seemed encouraged by Sig’s apparent victory. They rushed to his side, brandishing their weapons and forming a defensive line.

      Snarling, I opened my massive maw and unleashed a blast of magical flames at them.

      They blocked it with their dragonbone shields, rendering my most potent attack useless.

      Frustration bubbled inside me, and I unleashed another blast of raw magic at them. Even though it was pointless, it made me feel a little better to see them cowering behind their shields. I kept up the stream of black fire until I had to stop to take a breath, then circled around, out of their range.

      My heart hammered in my chest. Blood spilled from my gut as I soared over the forest, and the girls hollered my name.

      I prepared myself for inevitably needing to throw my body into the fight once more. Swooping around, I flew low, to bullrush my way through the elves.

      They cowered behind their shields again, the off-white dragonbones reflecting the sun, besides the spots that had turned ashen black.

      I pulled back, circling again to get a better look.

      Sure enough, the shields were charred—not only charred, but the force of my magical blast or the ash from charred bone highlighted the cracks in the shield like shattered glass.

      I roared my challenge and unleashed another white-hot wave of magical flames. It was impossible to see the shields through the fire, all I could do was pour more magic into my attack and hope it succeeded.

      A sundering crack tore through the air, like a tree cleaved in two. A scream of harrowing pain followed a split second later.

      I stopped my breath attack, biting back the flames and closing my maw around them.

      The smoke cleared, revealing the many pieces of a shattered shield. The remaining elves used their intact shields to form a cluster around a form on the ground.

      The chubby form coiled in pain, shielding a blackened and shriveled hand that didn’t so much as twitch. It looked like it might crumble to ash at any moment.

      Looking down at the whiny, sniveling form of Sig, I knew I had two choices.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Brynhilda standing there, her hands clutched together in front of her chest like she was praying—no, begging.

      She knew I had every right to kill her father. I knew she didn’t want that.

      “Sig,” I said, my voice deep and rough, full of menace. “Take your elves and never return here, or I’ll kill you all,” I growled.

      They believed me.

      The elves scrambled to get Sig to his feet, and they dragged him away, only stopping to grab the other elves that had been knocked unconscious.

      I watched them go, all while a sickly feeling began in my stomach.

      

      Level Up Acquired!

      [Fighting Skill Level 3]  + 5 Constitution

      

      Yumi ran to me first, touching my scales.

      Brynhilda impacted against me a moment later, hugging me around the leg. “Thank you,” she said. “They didn’t deserve that, but thank you.”

      I nodded.

      Helena pulled both off of me.

      “Get yourselves together, the dragon needs healing,” the gruff woman said.

      “I can heal Leo,” Yumi said, “I have lots of healing pastes now!”

      “Fetch them, I will watch over him,” Helena said, taking command of the situation.

      “Brynhilda, will you help me?” Yumi asked.

      Brynhilda nodded, and the two took off toward our home.

      “Lay down, big guy,” Helena said, patting my scales sympathetically.

      “I’m just a little woozy,” I said, lowering myself to lay on my side, then craning my neck to look at the wound. It stretched from the bottom of my stomach to about the center, and I was surprised that my guts hadn’t spilled out through the hole. The thought made me giddy, so I lay my head down with a groan.

      “It went deep in a couple places, but this is mostly superficial, though Sig did nick an artery. I guess he paid some attention in class after all,” Helena mused.

      “How did you end up with a bunch of elves?” I asked to distract myself.

      “The last head of the family saw me in the gladiator pits outside Sunshore, figured I could do better against a dragon than his bratty first born, and so I became Lady Helena Scalebreaker. The first orc ever trained to slay dragons.”

      “Huh. I’d wondered why Brynhilda was so…”

      “Brutish?”

      “Well, not like I imagined a high elf.”

      Helena chucked, rattling her armor. “My favorite niece and star pupil.”

      “She’s something else,” I said.

      “She’s a good kid.”

      I nodded and closed my eyes.

      “Help me spread on this healing paste,” Yumi said. I wasn’t sure when she had returned, or if I’d fallen asleep, but I felt the cooling sensation on my abdomen as she smeared on the medicine.

      “I hope this heals faster than my leg did,” Brynhilda said. “No offense.”

      “None taken, as long as you’re not offended that I saved the good stuff for us because I didn’t like you at the time,” Yumi replied.

      Helena chuckled.

      “Well, I…I understand,” Brynhilda said.

      Shaking off my desire to sleep, I lifted my head and opened my eyes, looking at the girls and my abdomen—which was now packed full of some herbal-smelling paste that had a slight hint of mintiness to it.

      “Leo!” Yumi, her hands still covered in the medicinal salve, took my massive maw in her hands and rested her forehead on my snout. “Are you okay? I wanted to intervene so badly, but I didn’t want to get in your way…”

      “You did the right thing.” I offered her a scaled smile.

      She returned it, though there was a hint of sadness in her eyes. “Don’t scare me like that again,” she said.

      “I won’t. I doubt we’ll often face people with weapons that specifically counter me.”

      “True.”

      Yumi ran her hand up and down my face like she was trying to memorize every nook and cranny in my scales. Her big, blue eyes stared at me, full of worry and admiration.

      “Thank you, once again,” Brynhilda said as she came up beside us. “They didn’t deserve your mercy, but I appreciate what you did.”

      “Do you think they’ll be back?” I asked.

      She looked at Helena.

      “Nah.” Helena shook her head. “Sig has no choice but to retire because you scorched his hand off. There’s no one else in the family foolish enough to command them all to their deaths.”

      I nodded, satisfied, then chuckled as Yumi hugged my neck and clung to me.

      Brynhilda reached for me, hesitating. She slowly rested a hand on my neck, then she smiled at me. Her cheeks flushed slightly and her honey-brown eyes gazed at me with an emotion I couldn’t quite place.

      I let the two of them fuss over me.
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      I spent the better part of the next day sleeping.

      I wasn’t sure if it was because of the wound I sustained or the medicine that Yumi gave me to help speed things along. My consciousness faded in and out, picking up tidbits of conversation, or the clattering of cooking instruments in the next room. Occasionally, Yumi would prop me against her perky chest and feed me or give me some water to drink.

      As I came to, I felt her lightly stroking my hair. I opened my blurry eyes slowly, smiling up at her. The outline of her figure seemed larger than usual, and I squinted, spying dark locks.

      “Bryn?” I asked, my voice thick. I cleared my throat.

      “It’s me,” she confirmed. Her fingers combed through my hair. “I forced Yumi to take a bath and get something to eat. She’s been neglecting herself ever since you were wounded.”

      “Thank you,” I said, closing my eyes and enjoying her touch.

      “Thank you as well.”

      “For sparing your family?”

      “For breaking my expectations.”

      I opened my eyes again, brushed the dust from the corners, then peered up at her, waiting for her to elaborate.

      “When we first met, I didn’t trust you. My family abandoned me here, but I thought it was also a good chance to kill you while your guard was down,” Brynhilda said, a soft frown marring her pretty face.

      The words hit me like a ton of bricks.

      I sat up, pulling myself away from her fingers and staring at her. My gut hurt slightly from the movement, but I ignored the pain.

      “I thought you had an ulterior motive for sparing me,” Brynhilda said. “I thought you would force me to be your concubine or something equally heinous. I was waiting for you to give me some command, to tell me that you spared my life, so I belonged to you…but it never came.” She lowered her gaze, staring at her hands as a soft smile stretched over her lips. “Then I saw you in action.”

      “In action?” I asked.

      “You saved a village, just because you were there.”

      “What else was I supposed to do?”

      “Exactly.” Brynhilda smiled wider, but there was a sad gleam to her eyes. “You didn’t ask for anything in return, and even after you saved them from the immediate threat, you found a way to protect them in case it returned. That was when I changed my mind, and my opinion of you.”

      I frowned. I didn’t like the idea that she’d been thinking of killing me in my sleep, but I’d have been lying if I said I’d immediately trusted her—no, we’d treated each other with a healthy amount of distrust when we first met.

      Brynhilda, on her knees, shuffled over to me. She reached out, taking my hands in her smaller ones and giving them a squeeze. “Please, forgive me. I swear my loyalty to you, my body, my mind, my everything. If it is mine, then it is also yours.”

      I cleared my throat again. Kieran’s two wives popped into my mind, and I could just imagine myself with Yumi on one arm and Brynhilda on another.

      But that wasn’t a decision that I wanted to make alone—if I did, I was no better than what Brynhilda had first thought of me. Yumi’s opinions, and happiness, mattered to me.

      “Leo?” Brynhilda asked, dragging me from my thoughts.

      “I appreciate that, Bryn, but I wouldn’t ask that of you just because you changed your mind about me,” I said.

      “It’s not just that…” She flushed and looked down. Even the tips of her pointed ears turned red.

      My heart skipped a beat. Butterflies took flight in my belly, stirring up a torrent of wild emotions.

      “Yumi…” I began, taking in a shaky breath. “Yumi and I are…well, there’s something between us.”

      “I know,” Brynhilda said, rubbing the tip of her ear—which I could only guess was a nervous tick. I’d never seen her so out of sorts, and my heart ached. I wanted to wrap my arms around her, to console her.

      But I couldn’t hurt Yumi. Not for anyone.

      “I’ll level with you,” I said, straightening where I sat. “Yumi and I, we’re a couple, or we’re going to be, and her happiness is just as important as my own. I like you, Bryn. I'd like to get to know you better so that I could say I feel more strongly about you, but that’s as much up to Yumi as it is to me.”

      To my surprise, Brynhilda didn’t frown or cry or even run out of the room. No, she smiled softly, fondly.

      “I knew you were a good man,” she said, shifting on her knees to lean in closer to me. Her full lips brushed my cheek, and she quickly leaned back, blushing even harder than before. “One worth waiting for.”

      Footsteps drew my attention to the door.

      Yumi slipped inside the room. I wondered how long she’d been standing there, or if she’d just arrived, but her face didn’t give anything away besides her relief to see me awake and alert.

      “How are you feeling?” Yumi asked as she hurried to my side and fell to her knees.

      “Fine, thanks. I mean, I have a little pain when I move around. It’s not bad. I can manage.” I smiled.

      Throwing her arm around me, Yumi planted a big, wet smooch on my lips, then buried her face in my shoulder. Her fluffy ears tickled my neck, and her tail curled around me possessively.

      “I’ll leave you two alone,” Brynhilda said, shoving herself to her feet. She cast a wistful glance at us, then strode out of the room with her head held high.

      A beat of silence passed before Yumi loosened her grip on me.

      “Did you hear what we said?” I asked.

      “Some of it,” she said. A smile flitted across her face. “Thank you for giving me a choice.”

      “Of course. You’re my girlfriend, aren’t ya?” My heart fluttered, a brief moment of fear shooting through it as I wondered if she took us as seriously as I did.

      “I’m your mate.” Yumi nuzzled her nose against my neck.

      I held her close, thrilled to know that we were both on the same page. I didn’t press the issue with Brynhilda. It didn’t seem like the right time. I was happy enough just to have one amazing girl at my side.

      “Are you hungry or anything?” Yumi asked, peeking up at me.

      “I’m fine.” I stroked her hair and smiled down at her.

      I’d never had anyone take care of me the way Yumi did—she seemed content to wait on me hand and foot. My well-being was always at the front of her mind, and she wanted to provide for me in whatever ways she could.

      I felt the same about her, as sappy a thought as it was.

      Yumi crawled between my legs and curled up there like a kitten, her arms wrapping around my waist and her tail swishing back and forth between my legs. Her floppy ears tickled my skin as she nestled her face into my neck.

      “I should get up, I have work to do,” I said.

      “No,” Yumi flatly refused.

      I arched my brow.

      “I’m the healer, and I say you need to rest today.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Mhm!”

      “It wouldn’t be because the healer is feeling a little jealous and wanting some alone time with the patient, would it?”

      “Never! That would be inappropriate.” Her dreamy eyes looked up at me. A smile tugged at the corners of her lips.

      “Mhm.” I chuckled, running my hand up and down her back. Eventually, I dragged her down so that we were both lying in the bedroll, and she settled against my side, clinging to me.

      “We need to learn to fight together,” Yumi whispered, her lips and breath tickling my throat. “I don’t ever want to stand by the sidelines again, watching, waiting. Hoping you’ll be okay…”

      I nodded, stroking her back in long, slow brushes of my palm.

      “I asked Helena to train me.”

      “You did?” I asked.

      “Yes. She was happy about it.”

      “But you don’t like to fight.”

      “No, I don’t. But I like to protect the people I care about.”

      “True.” I still remembered how fierce she looked flinging balls of magic at the Red Dawn. She was a force to be reckoned with, and I for one wasn’t about to get in her way.

      “Say, do you remember when we fought the Red Dawn, how your magic seemed to hurt him but mine didn’t?” I began. “It was the same with the dragonbone shields. My magic didn’t hurt them last time, but this time they did…”

      “If I had to guess, I’d say that it’s because my magic was higher than yours at the time. Yours was also likely higher than the dead dragon whose bones were taken,” Yumi said. She leaned back in my arms to look up at me.

      “So, with a high enough magic stat, I can probably use it against the Red Dawn,” I mused, staring up at the log ceiling of the cabin while I thought.

      “I believe so. Nothing has changed.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You wanted to grind for stats, and it seems like that’s still the answer, yes?”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I just wish I could have stopped him last time…” I frowned, my mind drifting to dark places—to all of the people who would suffer and die because I didn’t manage to stop the other dragon when we first met. Of all the villages that would burn, the—

      Yumi licked my cheek.

      “What was that for?” I asked, chuckling.

      “You looked like you were thinking bad things,” she said simply.

      “Well, you’re not wrong.”

      “Evil creatures do what they do. You’re not responsible for that.”

      “You read my mind.”

      Yumi smiled proudly. Her dreamy eyes gleamed, and she traced a fingertip over my chest. “When you’re better, I have something for you.”

      “Oh? What?” I asked.

      “Me.”

      My mouth went dry. I tried to sit, but Yumi stopped me.

      “Not now,” she whispered, stroking her hand along my chest. “When you’re healed. When I know I won’t hurt you.”

      “You won’t hurt me?”

      A smirk played over Yumi’s lips.

      “You’re a cruel woman, putting that in my mind.” I cupped her cheek, drawing her in for a kiss.

      “I’m just telling you so that you won’t run off to chop logs and tear your wound open.”

      “Good point.”

      “Then we’d have to wait even longer.” Her fingers caressed my cheek, and we drew each other into a long, passionate kiss that was all lips and tongue. It was sloppy and wet, like neither of us knew how to kiss, but our eagerness made it all the more satisfying.

      I only broke away to catch my breath, and Yumi panted even harder than I did.

      “I won’t tease you anymore,” she promised.

      “I’ll just take it out on you later if you do,” I replied.

      “Why do I like the sound of that?”

      I chuckled, giving her a shorter but no less passionate kiss.

      As we settled down, Yumi frowned slightly.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “You know more about Brynhilda than you do about me.”

      “Do I?”

      “Well, her family and such…”

      “Is there something you wanna tell me?” I asked, stroking her cheek with my thumb.

      “The reason why I left my clan.”

      I nodded, sensing the gravity of what she was about to tell me. Stroking her back to help put her at ease, I waited patiently.

      “I miss it every day. Don’t get me wrong, I love being with you, and I’m happy it ended up this way, but I miss them too, you know? I miss walking down the paths and seeing everyone toiling and laughing together. I miss the festivals, the gatherings, the celebrations big and small. I miss…my people…” She trailed off, lowering her eyes before burying herself in my shoulder again.

      “It’s okay to feel that way, Yumi,” I said, stroking her hair. “You don’t have to tell me if you’re not ready.”

      She nodded against me.

      A beat of silence passed. I wasn’t sure if she was going to say anything more, but she eventually sighed.

      “I loved my parents too, but they did the unthinkable,” she whispered.

      “The unthinkable?” I asked.

      “Yes…they betrayed the clan.” Her fingers sank into me, dragging me closer like she was afraid I’d run away.

      “How?”

      “They were captured by slavers.”

      “Yumi, it’s not their fault.”

      “It is! They gave up the location of the village in exchange for their own freedom!” She balled her fist against my chest. “They bargained to spare me as well, but I sided with the village. We won that fight by the skin of our teeth, and…I could never face them again, not after what my parents did. People died because of them…My friends,” she choked, clutching onto me.

      “It’s not your fault.” I kissed her head, which she shook back and forth.

      “I couldn’t look them in the eyes, knowing what my mother and father had done,” she whispered.

      “Where are they now?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to know.”

      “And the village?”

      “Safe, I hope. All the slavers were killed in the fight.”

      I nodded, rocking her back and forth gently where we lay.

      “It’s not your fault, Yumi,” I repeated, smoothing her hair from her face and kissing her forehead. “We can go back there, and you can see for yourself.”

      “I’m not ready,” she whispered, her voice quivering.

      “Let me know when you are. We’ll go there together, okay?”

      Yumi nodded, curled up against me, and fell silent.

      “You’ll see, babe, they won’t blame you for what your parents did.”

      “Babe,” she softly repeated. “I like that.”

      “Good.” I stroked her head until she relaxed against me.

      “I’m so lucky to have you,” she sighed.

      “I feel the same about you, babe.”

      Yumi giggled.
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      The next day, I felt like a new man. My body was healed, revved and ready to spend the entire morning in bed with Yumi—who was in a significantly better mood now that she’d bared her soul to me and I’d accepted her as she was.

      I woke to her cuddling up to me, and I slid my hand around her thin frame, grabbing a handful of her juicy ass. She giggled, we kissed, and a twitching began in my pants.

      “Rise and shine!” Helena roared as she shoved her way through the curtain that acted as a door.

      Yumi and I jumped, hugging each other tighter.

      As fast as she appeared in the door, Helena was gone again, but she’d popped in just long enough to kill the mood.

      “Tonight,” Yumi promised in a whisper.

      “Tonight,” I agreed, thoroughly annoyed. Still, I had chores to attend to.

      By the time we emerged into the kitchen, Helena was gone, and I assumed Brynhilda was already outside with her. The two spent the early hours of the morning training, from what I gathered, and while I wanted to join them, I first had to train another skill.

      Cooking.

      I made a simple breakfast of scrambled eggs with a side of cubed potato that was cooked until crispy on the outside and soft on the inside, and some foraged mushrooms fried up with thyme. The savory scent filled the house. I hummed happily to myself as I plated the food up.

      A text window appeared.

      

      Level Up Acquired!

      [Cooking Skill Level 1] + 5 Dexterity

      

      I swiped it away, but I was pleased that my labor had borne some fruit.

      Brynhilda and Helena poked their head in the doorway, the latter sniffing and literally following her nose right to the plate that I handed her.

      “Didn’t appreciate the wake-up call,” I said, pinning her with my gaze.

      “Sorry, it’s a habit.” Helena grabbed her wooden spoon and began shoveling food into her mouth. She ate noisily, and while that would usually annoy me, she peppered me with praise, so I let it slide.

      However, I saw where Brynhilda got her manners and just about everything else from. The high elf acting like an orc made sense, since it seemed like Helena had basically raised Brynhilda.

      The most notable way Brynhilda took after her mentor was during training. The two sparred fiercely, though Helena always won. A spark of delight, a love for battle, glowed in both of their eyes as they exchanged blows, and no matter how many times Helena’s two-handed sword knocked Brynhilda’s shorter one from her hand, the high elf always went back for more.

      While I’d been out for the count, Helena had constructed several training dummies. They sat at the far side of the field, away from the buildings and garden, and sort of looked like scarecrows. She’d repurposed old potato sacks, filling them to the brim with grasses that stuck out of every little hole. She even drew a frowny, angry face on each with ashes from the fire.

      I was eager to get started, but I had things to do first. So, while listening to the sound of their wooden weapons clashing, I headed to the chicken coop.

      Yumi had already gathered the eggs and fed the chickens some of our leftovers, but I wanted to check in on them all the same. The little home I’d built them was still in perfect shape, though I did wish I could quickly surround our home and garden with a fence to let them roam freely—while still protecting them from any predators in the forest.

      I had a funny feeling that most wildlife sensed or smelled me, because they hadn’t bothered with any of our things that would usually tempt them. Still, it would only take one brazen animal to kill all of our chickens.

      Tilting my head to the side, I surveyed my land. The garden was nearby, and the plants had begun to sprout little green stems. Leaves had poked their way to the surface. Pride bubbled inside me. I couldn’t resist a grin as I turned toward the lake—where we washed our dishes, clothes, and even our bodies.

      There has to be an easier way to get water to the house, I mused.

      I never knew what a luxury an indoor bathroom was until I was without it.

      My eyes settled on our home. It was rough, sure, but it had a nice rustic appeal to it, with its log walls and roof. Even from a distance I could see the dried brown clay filling the gaps between logs and helping to keep out the wind.

      Gonna need to find a way to insulate that before winter, I thought.

      In fact, I had a long list of things to do before winter, but it didn’t bother me—most of it excited me.

      Besides the thought of dealing with the Red Dawn.

      The threat of him hung over me even in the most peaceful of moments. It spurred me out of my thoughts and across the field to where Helena and Brynhilda were training.

      Brynhilda used her smaller, faster body to her advantage, ducking and weaving to put herself behind Helena, then lashing out with her stick.

      Helena reached over her shoulder in an instant, blocking the blow by sticking her weapon into the earth to form a sort of wall between them. Then she swung herself around, kicking out at Brynhilda, who was sent flying across the grass.

      “Oomph,” she said as she impacted against the ground.

      “You okay?” I asked. I tried to go to her, but Helena blocked my way.

      “A warrior must stand on her own,” she said.

      “Well, she may be a warrior, but she’s also my friend, so she’ll never be alone as long as I’m around.”

      Helena's piercing eyes, similar to a cat’s in shape and pupil size, narrowed at me. She moved her lips as if to say something, the tusks protruding from her lower lips grating against her top lip. Her bulky form towered over me, but I wasn’t threatened by her, no matter how dark that glare seemed.

      Then Helena chuckled, deep and gruff, and slapped a hand against my back that nearly sent me flying.

      “Right you are, it’s better to fight as a team than to fight alone,” she said, the corners of her eyes crinkling in mirth. “So, will you join us, dragon?”

      “I will,” I said.

      “And so will I!” Yumi cried, too loudly.

      I wasn’t even sure where she’d come from, but her jaw was set with determination and she had the cutest little frown on her face. For the first time since we’d met, she had her hair tied back in a ponytail, and rather than her usual dress, she wore a pair of my slacks and one of my shirts. Both were way too big for her, to the point where she had to tie a rope around them to keep them on her.

      My heart still skipped a beat.

      By wearing my clothes, she was quietly telling the world that she belonged to me, or so I liked to think. Her shy little smile when our eyes met nearly confirmed it.

      “Wonderful.” Helena pulled her weapon from the ground, then walked over to a nearby tree to grab a couple of more impromptu weapons that she had apparently already carved out for us. The branches were stripped of their bark and with a slight point at the end, so that they would hurt and teach a lesson, but not cause permanent damage from an attack.

      Helena handed me the shorter of the two sticks that she’d picked up. I looked at Yumi as she accepted a weapon that was basically as tall as she was.

      At first, she tried to hold it like a two-handed sword, but she couldn’t keep the end high enough.

      “It’s a staff,” Helena said with a chuckle. “It’ll help you keep enemies at a distance so that you can unleash magic upon them.”

      “Oh, that’s smart.” Yumi nodded, then shifted her hands apart and spun the staff around slightly.

      I gripped mine like a shortsword and made a slicing gesture. The wood whooshed through the air, sending vibrations up my arms even though I didn’t hit anything.

      “Familiarize yourself with your weapons and practice against the training dummies,” Helena said as she headed away from us and gestured for Brynhilda to follow.

      “We’re not sparring?” I asked.

      She chuckled. “You first need to get to know your weapons. Only a fool of a teacher would start you sparring before that.”

      “Huh.” I supposed that made sense, but I couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed all the same.

      At least, until I gave the training dummy its first whack. There was something therapeutic about beating the crap out of a strawman, and I swapped my weapon back and forth and then between both hands, testing out different ways of striking and slashing. I invented my own combos, some needlessly complex, just because I was having fun with it.

      Beside me, Yumi let out the occasional giggle, but her dummy wasn’t faring any better. She smacked it relentlessly, jabbing it with the end of her staff as if to push it back, then mimicking throwing a magical orb in its face. Her ponytail whipped around with each of her movements, and her ears stood tall, alert, like she wanted to catch someone sneaking up on her.

      Seeing her take it so seriously, I stopped screwing around.

      I focused on learning the weight of the weapon in my hand, the way that seemed to change based on how I positioned my palm on the handle, and the undeniable strain it put on me even though it wasn’t a real blade.

      Experimenting with different speeds and intensity of strikes, I lost myself in beating the tar out of that dummy.

      I had no idea how much time had passed until a window popped up and startled me.

      

      Level Up Acquired!

      [Fighting Skill Level 4]  + 5 Constitution

      

      “Oh hey, I leveled up!” I said. “I didn’t think I could from just beating on some training dummies.”

      “You gain more experience for battle against real opponents," Helana called, "but you do gain some for training like this as well."

      “I’ll keep going until I get one too!” Yumi said excitedly, then went after the training dummy like it owed her money.

      By the time that I was too tired to lift my arms, I’d gained a second level in fighting, while Yumi had gained a single level. She was so excited about it that she bounced around despite how exhausted she obviously was.

      Eventually, she bounced right into my arms.

      “Oops!” she said, giggling giddily.

      “You alright?” I asked.

      “Just excited. This is the first step in fighting together!” She beamed up at me, her lips parting to display her sharp canines.

      I chuckled, patting her on the head.

      “Nexus, show me my stats,” Yumi said, bouncing up and down a little in my arms.

      “Nexus, show me my stats,” I said.

      

      Leonard Reed

      Race: Dragon

      Level: 21

      Strength: 105

      Dexterity: 75

      Constitution: 155

      Magic: 130

      Perception: 80

      

      “Not bad, I’ve gained a few levels since I last looked,” I said.

      “You’re really leveling fast,” Yumi said.

      “I need to.”

      She nodded, saying nothing more, and we looked to the side as Brynhilda and Helena approached us.

      “That’s a good first day,” Helena said. “You both made excellent progress.”

      Yumi’s ears perked up at the compliment. She looked at me with a wide smile.

      “Best to spend the rest of the day relaxing. You don’t want to over do it on your first day,” Helena said.

      I was happy enough with that.

      Brynhilda and Helena continued to train while Yumi and I headed to the house to begin cooking our next meal.

      “We need something hardy to replenish us from all that training,” Yumi said as she began to poke through the various sacks in our little kitchen.

      “I really need to build some doors,” I murmured. Looking down at my red, aching hands, I frowned. “Tomorrow, before training,” I decided.

      Yumi and I cooked side by side, our elbows brushing as she peeled vegetables while I chopped them. We shared a smile each time we touched, to the point where I didn’t have to look at her to know that she was still doing it.

      Occasionally, when it was safe, Yumi would give me a playful little nudge with her elbow. I’d respond in kind by tickling her side.

      Our stew was bubbling away on the fire in no time, and Yumi set about making some bread from the sourdough starter that Clove had given her. I watched her each step of the way, and when she was too tired to continue kneading the dough, I took over.

      “It won’t be ready in time for supper, but it’ll make a nice breakfast,” Yumi said.

      “Why don’t we fry up some bits of dough to go with the stew?” I suggested.

      “Fry it? That sounds…tasty.” Her eyes gleamed, and she wiped the back of her hand across her mouth.

      “It is,” I assured.

      “We have some salted boar fat to fry it in. I bet that’ll make it even better!” She hurried off to fetch it, her tail swishing back and forth excitedly.

      The four of us ate our meal together, then did our own thing. Yumi cleaned the dishes, Brynhilda gathered some firewood, Helena set about carving…something, and I waded out into the lake as a dragon to catch a couple of fish for tomorrow’s midday meal.

      When it was time to go to bed, I was exhausted.

      Up until I saw Yumi slowly pull her hair out of the tie and shake her head so that the golden blonde strands cascaded down her shoulders like a model in a shampoo commercial.

      I filled the distance between us, tugging at the rope that circled her hips. My fingers deftly loosened the knot until the pants fell down her slender legs.

      Yumi blushed even though I couldn’t yet see anything beside her knees. Leaning down to kiss her, I slid my hands up the back of the shirt she wore and stroked her bare skin.

      She shivered in my grasp, cuddling closer to me and eagerly returning my kiss. Her fingernails raked gently along my arms and shoulders, and her trembling fingers moved to lift my shirt over my head.

      I let her, and she stared at my chest, transfixed by my bare torso. Her little nibble of her bottom lip stroked my ego.

      I took her hand, placing it over my heart so she could feel how wildly it beat for her.

      “Mine is faster,” she whispered, then took my hand and laid it over her heart.

      “Nervous?” I asked.

      “And excited,” she whispered. “I’ve been thinking a lot about this moment.”

      “Oh?” I asked.

      She nodded, her bright blue eyes looking up at me like she needed some courage to continue, so I pecked a kiss on her lips.

      “About how it would happen. How you would take me,” she softly admitted.

      I leaned in, blowing some warm air against her furry ear, until she shivered. “How do you want me to?”

      “I…I wanna be able to see you,” she said, shivering and clinging onto me. “I want to hold you, and for you to hold me.”

      I nodded, then slowly pulled my shirt over her head. Her perky breasts jiggled as she lifted and then dropped her arms. I couldn’t resist giving them a hard squeeze.

      Yumi moaned, pressing her chest to my palms, and I played with her nipples as she stood there before me, completely vulnerable, trusting me with her pleasure.

      It was an intoxicating feeling.

      With her panties still on, I laid her down in the bedroll and crawled on top of her. My mouth covered her left breast, then her right, licking and sucking them to a hardened pebble.

      Yumi moaned, and my cock ached to drive between the legs she spread so willingly for me, but I held myself back.

      For now.

      Slipping her panties down her hips, I tossed them aside, then crawled between her legs, letting her feel my hardened cock press into her through my pants. She gyrated her hips against me, and I groaned, bucking against her.

      “Give it to me,” she pleaded. “Make me feel good.”

      Sliding down her body, I lay between her legs and watched as she sharply took in a breath, making her breasts heave. Her pussy was perfect. A slight tuft of golden blonde hair capped it, contrasting wonderfully against her pink folds. Her little clit was swollen, her opening twitching slightly with anticipation. She sat up on her elbows, watching my every move as I spread her folds with my thumbs.

      Gazing up at her, I slowly extended my tongue, running it from her opening to her clit.

      “Oooh, yes!” she cried, her head falling back.

      I did it again, faster, and she rewarded me with more delighted moans—and the sweet taste of her arousal. I licked her faster, eager to devour more of her taste and lose myself in her herbal aroma.

      Yumi couldn’t stay still beneath me. She fidgeted and bucked like a woman possessed, moans rolling loudly from her slightly parted lips, like she didn’t care who heard her in the throes of passion.

      My cock ached and demanded freedom, so I stripped out of the rest of my clothes before going down on her again.

      I eased a finger against her slick opening, pushing it slowly inside her while the tip of my tongue teased her clit. The maddening smell of her arousal, natural and slightly earthy, assaulted my senses, driving me wild.

      “Don’t stop,” she feverishly whispered.

      Once I got the finger fully inside her tight opening, I slid it in and out of her slowly, then began to ease in a second digit.

      “Oh, oh Nexus! Nexus, yes,” Yumi moaned, sliding her fingers into my hair and tugging it slightly. “Don’t stop, please!”

      It took some time and work to get two fingers inside of her, and Yumi never stopped trembling the entire time. Her tight insides milked my fingers, and I groaned as I imagined burying myself deep inside her.

      I licked her clit faster, and she whimpered, pulling my hair harder, but not hard enough to hurt.

      “It’s happening again,” she whined, her lips staying open as she panted for air. Her back arched hard, pushing her ass off of the ground and her pussy into my mouth and hand.

      I fingered and licked her harder as her body quivered before bucking and growing still against me.

      “Oooh, yes! It’s happening. It’s—ah!” Yumi trembled, her insides squeezing hard around my fingers, so tight that I couldn’t move them.

      All while she rode out her orgasm, I licked her clit softly, bringing her down slowly until she collapsed in a panting heap.

      “That was amazing,” she whispered, her dreamy eyes gleaming as if she saw stars.

      Her body was so limp that I feared she might not want more, but as I pulled out my fingers and crawled up her body so that my hips were between her legs, she spread them wider, offering herself to me. Two fingers slid down to part her folds and show off her pink slit and twitching hole.

      “But not as amazing as you’ll feel,” she whispered, her free hand sliding around my shoulders and pulling me close.

      My cock throbbed. A bead of precum twinkled at the tip, and as much as I wanted to tease her some more, to make her beg for me, I just didn’t have it in me.

      Lining myself up against her opening, I pressed in slowly, sliding the tip inside her.

      “Ooh,” she gasped, pulling me down on top of her. “It’s so hot!”

      I kissed her shoulder, then buried my face in her neck as I eased my hips forward.

      Yumi was tight. I didn’t know a word to express how small her pussy was and how fucking amazing it felt wrapped around me. My mind went blank with pleasure when I finally managed to get the thick head inside her.

      “Mmm,” she moaned, sinking her fingers into my shoulders. “It feels so strange—but good, so don’t stop!” she hurriedly added.

      Pushing my hips forward slowly, I buried myself inside her inch by inch, stretching her tight pussy to accommodate me. She twitched against and around me, making it a slow but wonderful pleasurable process despite my desire to fill her to the hilt and feel her entirely wrapped around me.

      “More!” Yumi rested the back of one hand over her mouth to stifle her impassioned cries, her blue eyes slightly watery and unfocused. “It feels strange but so good,” she whimpered, her free hand clutching my shoulder like she was afraid I’d stop.

      I didn’t. I kept nudging my hips forward. Eventually, I started a rhythm of pulling out slightly and then pushing in just a little deeper, all while she clenched around me like she was trying to suck me in.

      “Nexus, yes!” she cried, arching so hard that her chest pressed to mine. “Fill me!”

      My mouth went dry as she squeezed around me. I had no choice but to close my eyes as I pushed the rest of the way inside her.

      When I finally hilted in her, we groaned together, and I collapsed atop her for a moment because, fuck, tight and wet didn’t even begin to describe the way that Yumi felt wrapped around me. Each breath she took made her squeeze my shaft, and I was already giddy with pleasure and on the brink of orgasm just from sitting there and letting her insides milk me while she adjusted.

      Gritting my teeth and forcing back my orgasm, I pulled out slightly and slowly, then pushed back inside her at the same rate.

      Yumi mewled her delight, her mouth lolling open for a moment before she bit down on her bottom lip.

      Gripping her hip with one hand, I pulled her back on me slightly as I thrust into her, and she cried out each time I bottomed out inside her.

      The pleasure built so much inside me that all I could do to hold back was grit my teeth and close my eyes. As much as I wanted to watch her perky breasts bounce with each thrust, the ecstasy was too great. It began in my core, a tight bundle that slowly expanded and threatened to explode at any moment.

      With what strength I could muster, I stroked Yumi’s clit with my thumb, flicking it hard and fast.

      “Mmmph!” she moaned, dragging her nails lightly down my back, then gripping my ass and pulling herself back on me. “Harder,” she pleaded. “Give it to me harder!”

      Dizzy and seeing sparks of light behind my eyelids, I fucked her so hard that the sound of our bodies coming together filled the room. The wet slap echoed around us, filling the room with the aroma of our sex, drowning me in the scent of her arousal all while we worked together to bring us to climax.

      I growled out a curse word and buried to the hilt inside her, shooting my hot load deep into Yumi—who cried out the moment I first swelled and spurted. Her insides clamped down on me so hard that I couldn’t move, so I just rode out the most intense orgasm of my life like a ship trying not to capsize in the ocean.

      By the time she finally relaxed, and I was able to pull out, I didn’t have the strength. I collapsed atop her, putting most of my weight on my elbows so that I didn’t squish her, and released a content sigh.

      “That was amazing,” Yumi hoarsely whispered as she wrapped her trembling arms around me. Delicate fingers stroked lightly at my back, lulling me toward sleep.

      Then the post-nut clarity hit.

      “Yumi…can humans impregnate beastkin?” I asked, a jolt of alarm giving me the adrenaline rush I needed to lift my head and look at her.

      “Yes,” she said, and my insides tumbled around like a washing machine, “but I foresaw this, so I’ve been taking a herbal tea to prevent it.”

      I sighed in relief.

      She smiled, gently caressing my face. A dreamy look entered her eyes. “If we ever have children, I want it to be because we both want it, and because it’s the right time.”

      “You’re the best, Yumi.” I kissed her cheek, then finally pulled out and rolled off. My eyes scanned her body slowly, searing the image into my mind. Her ears were flopped lazily backward, her hair was a tangled mess, and those bright blue eyes looked more content than I’d ever seen them. Yumi was on her back still, with her legs slightly parted to reveal her reddened slit, which began to drip my pearly white seed down the inside of her folds. One foot was planted on the floor, the knee swaying back and forth as she sighed her contentment and stroked her tail, which rested across her belly.

      I swallowed hard, then reached out to pet her tail as well. The fur was soft and long, it tickled my fingers slightly, and it twitched when I stroked it.

      “I really like when you touch my ears too,” Yumi said as she rolled to cuddle into my side. “I think I’d relax so much that I’d fall asleep if you did it now.”

      Smiling, I obliged her. My hand cupped her fluffy fox ear, and I scratched at it gently. Her leg kicked slightly for a moment like she was riding an invisible bicycle, but then she settled down and, with one last smile at me, closed her eyes.

      Massaging her ear was so relaxing that I ended up falling asleep too.
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      I woke to the crow of the rooster, though I didn’t stir or open my eyes. I just enjoyed Yumi’s warm body curled up against me, snuggled and snoring lightly. With a content sigh, I relaxed into the bedroll, which offered a little cushion but not as much as I would have liked, and tried to doze back off for a few more minutes.

      “Are you awake?” Yumi whispered.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Aw, I wanted to wake you up.” I practically heard her ears droop in disappointment.

      “Why?”

      “I wanted it to be…a happy wake up call,” she said sheepishly.

      I shuffled slightly where I lay. “Okay, I’m going back to sleep,” I said, faking a snore immediately after.

      Yumi giggled. The warmth of her body left mine, and I mourned it until I felt the weight of her breasts slide down my side, then over my thigh as she shifted to settle between my legs beneath the bedroll blanket.

      I popped my eyes open and resisted chuckling at the tent her pointed ears made with the blanket.

      Soft, slender fingers wrapped around my shaft. Her velvety, warm mouth followed, wrapped around the tip of my hardening head. With a purr, she lapped at me, then slid me along the length of her tongue.

      I moaned and groaned, losing myself in the sensation of her going down on me, as we spent the first of our morning in the absolute best way—indulging in one another.
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        * * *

      

      When we finally pried ourselves apart, I bounded out of the bedroom and into the kitchen to see Helena and Brynhilda poking at the fire and—I could only assume—trying to cook.

      Trying being the key word, because as far as I could see, they had somehow managed to burn mashed potatoes, which was a rather impressive feat.

      “Morning!” I said, despite the smell of charred potatoes tickling my nose.

      “A good one for you, it sounded like,” Helena said with a wink that seemed to take monumental effort and focus. “Had a rough night, did ya, little fox?”

      “You…you could say that,” Yumi murmured, her face red as a tomato. She scurried out from behind me and toward our makeshift pantry, where she began to gather up food supplies. Her tail curled around her legs, and her ears twitched slightly like she was afraid to hear any more teasing.

      Brynhilda cleared her throat, looked at me, then hurriedly looked toward the firepit. A slight blush colored her cheeks, and her furrowed brows made her look somewhat angry, though I wasn’t sure if it was at me or her failed attempt to make breakfast.

      “I tried,” she said with a sigh, “but I’m hopeless.”

      “You’ll get it,” I assured.

      “Are we still talking about sex?” Helena elbowed Brynhilda playfully.

      “No!” she squealed, then whipped her hand to cover her mouth. “I mean…No.” She said this with a blank expression, twitching eyebrows, and honey-brown eyes that looked at me with a mix of envy and hunger.

      I felt my own cheeks reddening from her intense gaze, so I went to Yumi’s side, helping to prepare the food for breakfast before we headed out to do our daily rituals.

      Things were a little stiff at first, but Helena didn’t torture Yumi with any more comments, so all was well.
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        * * *

      

      Time began to fly by.

      The next several weeks were relatively calm, save for our daily training sessions. The four of us settled into a routine where we’d do chores, then dedicate the rest of our morning and some afternoons to training.

      I’d get up at around dawn, get ready for the day, cook some breakfast, check the chickens, water the garden, and then do an aerial sweep of my territory before returning to test my mettle against Helena.

      She was a firm but fair teacher, and she never barged into my room again like she did on her first morning in my home, so I was happy enough to have her with us.

      Happy enough to build her a little house next to our own.

      To top it all off, my efforts were paying off. I’d increased my fighting skill by two levels, my building skill by one level, my cooking by one level, and I’d even gained my first level in walking.

      All in all, I felt good about how things were progressing.

      Humming a tune as I reflected on how far I’d come, I stood at the edge of the lake and scratched my jaw, debating building a wooden dock eventually so that I could sit out there on a warm summer’s night, do a little fishing, and maybe sip some ale or wine.

      That sounded like the perfect end to any day—or at least the perfect lead up to the perfect end that Yumi always gave me.

      Stroking the corners of my smirking lips, I turned my head to the sound of flapping wings. A familiar flash of black feathers flooded my vision as Ophelia the raven landed on my shoulder.

      “Well, good day to you, Miss Ophelia,” I said.

      The raven opened her beak as wide as it would go, and a pink light began to glow from the back of her throat. A second later, it emanated from her beady eyes, and her clawed feet sank slightly into my shoulder.

      “Ophelia? Are you okay?” Thoroughly freaked out, I tried to reach for the bird as the glow increased to the point that the two lights merged together in front of our faces.

      In that light, a familiar woman appeared like the outline of a ghost. Her image became clearer as the light increased, and then finally settled to look like Ophelia was projecting the image.

      It was the witch who had given me Ophelia.

      “Greetings protector—Fairfield,” her sweet voice said as she tipped the brim of her tophat-like witch’s hat toward me. The image flickered like we had bad reception. “I hope—message—you well.”

      “Well enough,” I replied, “considering I’ve been under surveillance.”

      She smiled, doing a small curtsy with the hem of her lacy black dress. “You can’t blame—being interested—benevolent dragon.” She straightened, and her expression turned serious, “But—other matters to discuss. Dire ones.”

      A chill shot down my spine. “What’s up?”

      “The sky,” she replied with an arched brow. “—hope it remains—but these are strange times.”

      “I mean what’s wrong?” I flatly corrected, thoroughly annoyed by her voice cutting in and out.

      From my peripheral, I saw Yumi, Brynhilda, and Helena hurrying to my side.

      “Oh.” The mysterious woman turned around for a moment, then picked up a piece of yellowed parchment and flipped it toward me. Much of the ink had faded, but someone had clearly written on it recently, because some of the ink—dark, thick circles—was easy to read. Sort of. The image was still flickering.

      She gestured along the path of circles with her slender finger. “Do you see what I see?” she asked.

      I squinted. There were some place names that I’d never heard before, mountain names, forests, rivers, everything that a map should have, but what really caught my eyes were the circles and the path that she had drawn.

      “Some kind of pattern?” I hazarded a guess.

      “This is the path—Red Dawn is taking through Cyres. You can see—already hit Greendale,” she said, tapping her finger on the map, “and —Fairfield here, then went on to—and Steady Brook.” She poked her finger across the map, and each time she did, the route that the Red Dawn was taking grew clearer despite the faltering image.

      “He’s working up to Brightvale,” I said, and the bottom dropped out of my stomach.

      “I believe so.” She set the map aside, then pinned me with her stare. “He’s—bandit camps and monsters—and he’s even wiped out several elven and beastkin tribes—in the forests—according to my ravens.”

      “Why not tell me sooner?” I interrupted, slightly irritated. And not just by the crap reception.

      “—sure where—strike next. I tried to—ravens follow him, but he kills everything he sees—imagine how that went,” she said, frowning.

      A hurt expression crossed her face, and I thought for a moment that something akin to guilt lingered there as well. She’d been tracking the Red Dawn all by herself, trying to predict his next move, trying to save lives.

      And I snapped at her.

      “I didn’t mean to sound like I was blaming you,” I quickly said.

      “No, I understand. This—time-sensitive matter.” She stood to her full height and stuck out her pointed chin. “Which—must—Brightvale before—”

      My heart thundered in my ears, and I cast a glance at my friends.

      “Army—useless,” she continued. Her mouth moved, but no more words came out.

      A great weight settled upon my shoulders as I remembered my trip to the city of Brightvale. My first thought was of the thugs, the people who treated Yumi so poorly, and a little intrusive voice asked if they were really worth saving.

      But it wasn’t about them. It was about the honest butcher, the lady in the market that sold us the hand pies, the helpful merchant who had sold us everything we needed.

      It was about the people who would no doubt be next if the Red Dawn was allowed to continue.

      A small hand rested on my shoulder. I looked over my shoulder at Yumi, who wore a look of fierce determination. She nodded, her ears flopping slightly, and I knew what she meant.

      I glanced at Brynhilda and Helena, who also nodded—the latter while grinning and slamming a fist into the opposite palm—and then I turned back to the hologram of the witch. Again, her mouth moved, but like a movie with bad dubbing, I only caught a few words.

      “Ophelia—guide you. Transmission—bad. Red Dawn—not alone.” The witch plopped her hat atop her head then approached something, whatever ‘recorded’ her judging by the close-up hologram of her face, and gave it a disorienting shake.

      Then she was gone.

      The pink light faded. Ophelia the raven shook her head slightly, shuffled her feet, and ruffled her feathers.

      “She didn’t even give me a chance to ask her name,” I said. Somehow, I got the feeling that it was on purpose.

      “I’ll get my sword,” Helena said.

      “Good thing we saved those crossbows that my kin dropped,” Brynhilda added.

      The duo hurried off toward the log homes, and I looked out over the lake again until a small hand slid into mine.

      “After this is over, I have something to ask of you,” Yumi said. She walked up beside me, her bright eyes imploring me to listen.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “I’m worried that the Red Dawn may have…” Her voice went hoarse, and she couldn’t finish. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes. She quickly turned her face to the side and wiped them away.

      “We’ll check in with your clan the first chance we get,” I said as I grabbed her and pulled her to me. I brushed her tears with my fingertips, then kissed her cheek. “I promise.”

      “Thank you.” She gave a faltering smile, then glanced toward the house. “I should take all the healing potions and salves that we have. Plus a few other concoctions I’ve been working on…”

      I nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

      Yumi pecked me on the cheek before hurrying off, and I tipped my head back to stare into the sky—which had begun to darken. I knew it was just the day turning to night, but it felt appropriate, because a shroud of blackness had been tossed over my mood.

      Ophelia clacked her beak, mimicking my gazing into the sky.

      I kept on a strong face for Yumi and the others, but a knot of tension began in my stomach, extended to my shoulders, then flowed out to the tips of my fingers, which I clenched into a fist so tightly that my fingernails sank into the palm of my hand.

      While the girls prepped, I had all the time in the world to think about how much hinged on me being able to stop the Red Dawn. If he was really farming experience by killing everything that he came across, did I have a chance?

      I didn’t know how long I spent lost in dark thoughts, but eventually I heard the muffled clinking of glass vials and the distinct grating of armor on armor. With a breath to steady myself and put on a brave face, I turned to my party.

      Yumi was dressed as she did for training. A pair of my pants hung off of her, tied around the waist by a rope—no, a belt. The strip of leather had many little pouches and pockets, as well as tiny vials of colorful liquid strapped along one side. She adjusted her shirt, which was also mine, tucking it into the pants so that she had easy access to the belt. Her golden blonde hair was tied back into a ponytail, and her fluffy ears were perked.

      Yumi’s blue eyes were shadowed with worry, but she lifted her chin as we made eye contact—like just seeing me gave her strength.

      My eyes wandered to Brynhilda and Helena. They wore sets of armor that matched in color only. I didn’t know too much about armor outside of video games, but Brynhilda’s seemed to be a light armor that was built to allow the wearer more speed, while Helena’s armor was heavy and covered every inch of her besides her face. She was like a walking tank. The giant sword almost looked normal-sized in her hands while she wore the armor. Almost.

      Helena’s pauldrons bore dragonbone spikes, as did the knees and toes of her armored shoes. She propped her dragonbone sword against her shoulder like it was weightless, and Brynhilda mimicked the pose with her crossbow without seeming to think about it.

      My team looked ready for war.

      Almost.

      “We really need to get you some armor, Yumi,” I said.

      “Next time,” she replied, “but for now, I’ll stay out of the way and provide support. I’ll try to help anyone caught in the crossfire.”

      “I’m hoping we cut him off before he reaches Brightvale. I’d rather not have a repeat of what happened in Fairfield.”

      They nodded, and I turned to go—but did one final thing as I did.

      

      You have invited Helena Scalebreaker to join your [Dragon’s Hoard].

      

      “Hah!” Helena gasped a laugh.

      No sooner had the sound left her mouth than another text window appeared.

      

      Helena Scalebreaker has joined your hoard!

      

      “I could take down that dragon myself now,” Helena roared.

      “Let’s go,” I said and then transformed into my dragon form.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 20

          

        

      

    

    
      It was usually a cathartic experience, flying over the forest, taking in the view of the mountains, the trees, and the approaching city. I usually enjoyed the wind on my scales, usually smiled at Yumi hooting and hollering her excitement. I always loved the freedom of being in the sky, untethered by gravity.

      There was none of that now.

      Ophelia beat her ebony wings, leading the way. She must have looked miniscule from the ground, because she was tiny next to my dragon form.

      The wind on my scales felt oppressive, like it was trying to push me back toward our home, warning me to stay away. Yumi, Brynhilda, and Helena sat quietly on my back, searching the sky for a sign of our enemy.

      Brightvale’s white castle came into view, looming over the rest of the city. The white stone was shinier and brighter than the gray rock of the buildings surrounding it, making it stick out like a sore thumb. It looked as intimidating as always, towering over the city like a silent watcher.

      Paths appeared in the forest beneath me, and the shadow I cast had every merchant, bandit, and animal raising their head and promptly skittering beneath the shelter of trees.

      We flew to the south of the city, over sprawling farmland with colorful crops that I might have taken the time to admire if I’d seen them on any other day.

      Instead, I flew on, my eyes scanning the horizon, then craning to peer over my shoulder.

      I couldn’t have him sneaking up on me like he did last time.

      Time passed painfully slowly compared to the ground beneath us, now boggy wetlands. Brightvale came and went, disappearing behind me.

      The evening wore on, and as darkness began to set in, a slight orange and red glow on the horizon turned my stomach. It flickered in the sky against billowing plumes of smoke, and as I strained, I swore I could hear screams, but they echoed in my mind, vestiges of the past.

      I pushed myself harder, surpassing Ophelia, and surged toward the chaos.

      A winged shadow circled against the horizon, sweeping back around toward the source of the malicious glow. Then an orb of magic lit before launching a fiery laser bolt at the ground. The light both highlighted and cast shadows across the Red Dawn’s face that made him look like the devil incarnate—making his horns, square jaw, and vicious fangs all the more demonic.

      The smell of smoke and burning flesh turned my stomach. Screams echoed in the night. Terror. Anguish. Loss. They grew louder, more desperate as I closed in on that ominous glow on the horizon.

      Anger bubbled inside me, making me tremble so hard that I had to fight to keep myself from slipping into a blind rage and going feral.

      “Calm yourself, dragon. Set us down outside the fight or we’ll hinder you,” Helena shouted, her voice nearly lost because of the whipping wind, the screams, and the smell of smoke and burning hair.

      But she was right.

      I’d kill us all if I flew in blindly.

      In a grim stroke of luck, the Red Dawn was too occupied shooting his lasers at a small village to notice us approach over the swampland. I lowered my trajectory to further stay out of sight.

      The screams of fear and anguish pierced my soul, and my breathing grew heavier with anger, but I forced myself to land on a soggy strip of land to let Yumi, Brynhilda, and Helena down.

      “Leo!” Yumi cried.

      But the moment they were off my back, I launched high into the sky. A roar unlike any I’d heard before ripped from my throat, echoing over the screams and crackling flames.

      It was a challenge, a demand for a fight to the death.

      The Red Dawn stopped dead in the sky with a mighty flap of his wings and turned in the air to face me. His eyes appraised me, and he let out a roar before throwing himself in my direction.

      I flew away from him—not because I was afraid, but to prevent further damage to the village—and he followed, aiming blasts of his laser-like fire breath at me. Glancing back, I dodged this way and that, narrowly avoiding the laser, which scorched the ground, cleaved trees in half, and made bog water boil.

      When we were far enough away from the village that I knew we wouldn’t cause any additional casualties, I turned on him.

      The Red Dawn’s black eyes widened the moment he saw me swing around and dive at him. He swerved to one side, so I unleashed a blast of flame in his face while circling him like a shark.

      His scales, which had been slightly tinted black the last time that we’d met, were even darker now. Both the red and black were dull, unlike my lustrous scales.

      The scent of death flooded my nostrils. It wasn’t fresh blood I inhaled, but rot. Decay.

      His wild eyes settled on me, seeming blacker than before, beadier, more intense. They narrowed, daring me to fight him.

      The Red Dawn let out a mighty roar, then shot his laser at me.

      It hit me square in the side. My scales burned so intensely that I thought he blew a hole clean through me. My skin sizzled, but the pain faded to the back of my mind as he reared his head back to do it again.

      We were so close that I didn’t have time to dodge.

      The laser fired at me, and I opened my maw, blasting out my black fire with every ounce of my strength. The two streams met and, rather than exploding, struggled for dominance like a deadly game of tug of war.

      Magical sparks rained down from where the two breath attacks met, falling harmlessly into the swampy waters below. It lit the night, casting dancing shadows all across the ground beneath us. A flickering orb of red and black light formed where the two streams met, and it slid back and forth as we each poured more power into the blast.

      The Red Dawn inhaled sharply through his nose, then unleashed a laser with such intensity that it pushed the orb nearly to the end of my snout—so I did the same.

      The orb shot back toward the Red Dawn, and his beady eyes widened as it imploded in his mouth with a blinding flash of light.

      A roar tore through the night air, echoing over the land.

      Unable to see, I flapped to put some distance between us while my eyes adjusted. The scent of a festering corpse began to fade.

      My blurry eyes struggled to adjust, but I forced them open and squinted around when I heard the sound of wings beating hard.

      The backside of a dragon faced me, growing further away with each passing moment.

      The cowardly son of a bitch was flying away from me again.

      “Not today,” I snarled, taking off after him.

      I wasn’t content to just drive him off. I needed to stop him. I couldn’t let him hurt anyone else. I couldn’t allow him to be a threat any longer.

      The Red Dawn was like a bullet in the sky, but I forced myself to follow, pushed myself to close the distance between us.

      When I was within range, dark fire burned up around my maw, and I opened my mouth, shooting a wall of flames at his clubbed tail.

      The Red Dawn roared in pain, then took a hard right.

      I followed, unleashed another barrage of magical black flames at him—then flying through it myself because of the wind.

      Roaring in annoyance, I squinted against the obstruction, my eyes darting around in search of my enemy through the blackness, but I saw nothing until I was through it.

      The Red Dawn collided with my side, his fangs sinking into my shoulder. His front legs lashed out at me, but I met them with my own. We began our wrestling match in the sky. I struggled against his grip. It was no use.

      He was stronger than me.

      His claws pierced my shoulder. Pain seared through it, but I quickly decided to use his grip on me against him. Throwing my body at him, I stopped flapping my wings, becoming a deadweight, and he immediately fought to free himself from me.

      I grabbed onto him, and he flapped harder, trying to fight the fall. While he did, I used all of my strength to put him beneath me, until he could no longer flap his wings at all.

      When we were mere feet from the ground, I let go, flapping my wings as hard as I could to bring myself out of the fall. I tumbled painfully across the ground, scratching up my scales, rolling side over side, but I didn’t impact as hard as the Red Dawn did, judging by the crunching sound behind me.

      Mustering my strength, I forced myself up on trembling legs and turned to face my enemy.

      The Red Dawn struggled to his feet. To my great disappointment, his wings were still intact. His legs trembled but held his weight. His tail swished around behind him.

      He lifted his head, and his jaw hung off of his skull at a weird angle. A groan of pain escaped on a gasp for air, and he backed away from me.

      Beside me, the small village burned and people with spears ran toward us.

      I roared a challenge at him, daring him to oppose us—but the villagers turned their spears on me.

      Through my anger, I’d failed to see that these villagers were all dressed the same, in white cloaks with red sashes tied around their waists.

      They shoved their spears at me, forcing me away from the Red Dawn. Their weapons may not have been dragonbone, but they would hurt me all the same if I continued, so I took to the sky to reassess the situation.

      The spear-wielding people bore a crest on their back, stitched in red—a sun on the horizon. A red dawn, as it were.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      The village, which was mostly made of thatch and wood, burned brightly in the darkness. Actual villagers ran for the swampland, the Red Dawn’s lackeys hot on their heels. I shot flames to stop their pursuits, my eyes searching for my friends.

      I found them surrounded, and from the corner of my eye, the Red Dawn’s form rose into the sky and shot off again.

      Control of the situation slipped through my fingers like sand, and I was just about to lurch for my friends when Helena let out a mighty war cry, swung her blade around, and promptly killed three of those surrounding them.

      Brynhilda used her smaller swords to parry away the weapons of the inexperienced cultists—or whatever they were—and Yumi mercilessly rained balls of magic upon them.

      The situation turned in an instant, and so did I.

      I chased the Red Dawn across the sky, away from his followers and my friends.

      “Lend me your aid, noble followers.” His voice boomed out in the night. “It is not yet time to face our enemy!!”

      The darkness lit with a crackle like rolling thunder. An orb of light appeared ahead of us, starting out small, but growing larger by the second. The night around me grew cold, like the giant circle drew all the heat out of the air. It looked like a tiny galaxy, with gleaming stars and swirling little planets. The outline of the thing wavered with purple and black energy, and the opening in the sky swelled as the Red Dawn neared it.

      I didn’t know what it was, I just knew I had to stop him from reaching it.

      Flying as fast as I could, I closed the distance between us just as he reached the magical entity. I snapped my jaw around the clubbed end of his tail, dragging him backward.

      The light of the orb grew so bright that it obscured my vision. The Red Dawn’s head disappeared into it, then his neck, his shoulders. I pulled harder, dragging him slightly out of the orb, but he kicked me in the face with his back leg.

      Still, I held tight.

      More of him disappeared into the orb, which flashed purple and blue, black and white, in a blinding display that disoriented my senses.

      By the time I had my wits about me, he was halfway through, with only his tail protruding.

      It disappeared slowly. I fought to keep him from slipping away.

      The opening shrunk all at once, severing the tip of his tail.

      The light, the crackle of magic, the cold, and the Red Dawn disappeared in the blink of an eye.

      Whipping my head around—and the bleeding club with it—I searched for a trace of him, but there was none. My heart raced, my mind rolling even faster as helplessness flooded through me.

      Guilt weighed me down, threatening to bring me out of the sky, but I saw that red glow in the night and knew that I couldn’t give into my doubt. Not yet.

      People still needed me.

      Soaring toward the burning village, I inhaled, preparing to torch the cultists, but the breath died in my throat.

      People ran to and fro with buckets of water and medical supplies, they shouted for help, sobbed, and screamed. Bodies were strewn throughout the dirt roads—villagers, cultists, livestock. Fingers of smoke billowed toward the moon, obscuring it from view.

      I landed amongst the chaos.

      “It’s alright, he’s with us!” Helena shouted over it all before the villagers could run.

      “Leo!” Brynhilda ran up to me. “Are you okay?”

      “I am. Are you? Where’s Yumi?” I gruffly asked.

      “She’s healing everyone she can, and I’m fine, thank you.”

      “What happened to all the cultists or whatever they were?”

      “They stopped suddenly, started chanting, and all these portals appeared.” She looked at me hopefully, her honey-brown eyes reflecting the flames, but all I could do was shake my head. “I suspected as much when I saw the portals,” she murmured. “It seems the Red Dawn made a few allies of his own.”

      I didn’t bother dwelling on that or where he’d gone. I used my dragon form to kick dirt onto as many fires as I could reach with that tactic. Then I dug a mass grave for the cultists, which was perhaps more than their wayward souls deserved.

      Picking up the dead villagers was an even more grim task. Their loved ones openly mourned them, but I helped carry them to what I assumed was their morgue, allowing them some peace and privacy amongst the chaos.
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        * * *

      

      By dawn, I was exhausted, but everyone else looked to be in even worse shape than I was.

      Those who had homes returned to them, but many just slept in makeshift tents that were erected from any supplies that the village could spare. Some were simply blankets kept up by four barrels and with a blanket laid beneath the ‘shelter’—but it was a bed, and we were exhausted.

      Helena showed up first. She ditched her heavy armor in a pile, crawled in, though her large, green feet stuck out from beneath the blanket fort, and promptly began snoring.

      I couldn’t find the humor in it, no matter how hard I tried.

      Brynhilda came next. She didn’t even bother to remove her armor, she just crawled into the fort, propped herself up against a barrel, and passed out from exhaustion.

      Yumi took so long that I was just about to go looking for her, but she finally appeared from between two homes.

      Her usually bright eyes were haunted, and I dared not wonder the horrors she saw while trying to save lives. Her hair was a mess, the ponytail hung loose, and her ears and tail drooped. The clothes she wore were spattered with blood, but none of it seemed to be her own.

      Yumi dragged her legs along, but the moment she saw me, she moved a little faster. Her body impacted against mine, and I hugged her tight.

      She sobbed openly, burying her face in my chest, and a single tear threatened to fall from my eye.

      Victory had never tasted so bitter.
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      In the end, there wasn’t enough of the village left to salvage, and we escorted the people to the nearest town, where they hoped they might find aid and rebuild their lives.

      It was a daunting walk that lasted several days, not least because we needed to carry the sick and wounded along with us.

      By the time that we completed the task, we were thoroughly depressed.

      I hadn’t killed the Red Dawn, and now he was building an army of cultists and could erect portals to teleport himself seemingly anywhere. The task of ending his reign of terror grew more difficult each time we met, and there was no telling how many people would die by the time I encountered him again.

      Standing at the edge of a town called Redforest, I watched as Yumi, Brynhilda, and Helena bid their farewells to the villagers. I didn’t have it in me to face them. Though they regarded me as a hero, their savior, I didn’t.

      That was a weight I’d have to learn to carry.

      The trio headed for me, and I faced away from them, then transformed into a dragon. Brynhilda and Helena climbed on, but Yumi didn’t.

      There’d been a wall between us for a couple days, one that I’d put up.

      “I hate to ask this, but I’d like to go to my village,” Yumi whispered as she stood beside my massive head. “Though what we find there may be even more horrible than what we’ve already seen. I understand if you don’t want to subject yourself to that.”

      “You need to know what happened to your clan,” I said, then jerked my head slightly, indicating for her to get on.

      “Leo, none of this is your fault, heartling.” Yumi stroked her soft hand over my sharp scales.

      “Heartling, that’s different,” I whispered.

      “You are my heart.” She ran her fingers over my snout, then leaned in and rested her cheek on mine. “I just wish I could make you see that none of this is your fault. I wish I could take away your pain.”

      My chest tightened. She meant every word of that, I knew it, and it touched me deeply.

      After placing a kiss on my cheek, Yumi climbed onto my back, and we took off with Ophelia on our tail.

      I easily found my way back to our home, and it was at that point that Yumi began to give me directions, guiding me over the forest. In the distance, a collection of wooden cabins sat clustered together in a clearing.

      As we got closer, I saw the damage.

      The cabins were burned and caved in on themselves. The ground was scorched, charred black, and it seemed that not a single building had survived the attack. Nothing moved, besides the scorched trees swaying in the wind.

      “Can you see it?” Yumi asked.

      “Yes.” My voice hitched slightly.

      I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that her home was in ruins. I didn’t know if I should save her the pain of seeing it herself, or let her stumble into the destroyed village unawares.

      It was an awful choice to have to make. Not one I should call over my shoulder.

      “Let’s land a ways away and walk into the village,” Yumi shouted. It was hard to tell with her yelling over the wind, but I swore she sounded nervous. Perhaps she sensed my unease.

      I landed between a cluster of trees, let the trio on my back down, and transformed back to my human self. Ophelia perched on my shoulder and clacked her beak.

      Yumi took my hand, her fingers trembling slightly, and began to lead me toward her old home.

      “Yumi,” I began, my voice crackling, “your village…” The words faltered on my tongue.

      She looked back at me, her eyes widening and tears forming in the corners. She backed away from me, shaking her head like she knew what I had to say. “No, it cannot be.” She dropped my hand and took off through the woods, her tail whipping around behind her.

      Taking off after her, Ophelia flapping off of my shoulder with an annoyed squawk, I tried to catch her, to stop her from seeing the ruins, but she was too fast, even for me. She slipped away from me easily, putting so much distance between us that I knew I would never catch her unless she wanted me to.

      Behind me, I heard the heavy steps of Brynhilda and Helena thundering through the forest.

      Yumi burst through the trees and into the clearing that sheltered the village.

      “No!” she screamed, taking off again. “No, it can’t be!” She weaved through homes, and I just managed to keep up with her tail disappearing around the corner of them.

      “It can’t be!” she cried, falling to her knees before the largest building in the village. “Everyone…” She curled into herself for a moment, then buckled, arched her back, and screamed at the sky.

      “Why Nexus, why?” she demanded, pounding her fists against the ground.

      The Nexus did not answer.

      My heart ached for Yumi. All I could do was kneel next to her in the dirt and wrap my arms around her. I cradled her close to me, but there was no consoling her.

      I looked around. A table was set up, a stage for dancing, likely for the festivals that Yumi had often mentioned to me. I could just imagine her humming and twirling to the beat among a group of beastkin.

      Large woks and cooking pans lay in the dirt, their contents spilled, dried, spoiled. In my mind, I saw the beastkin of all shapes and sizes coming together for their daily meals.

      The river where Yumi had bathed lay off to the side of the village, nothing but a trickle of water that was barely big enough to make a sound.

      “Leo, how could this happen?” she sobbed.

      I just shook my head and held her tighter.

      Over the cries that racked her body, I heard a steady thump, thump, thump, so I glanced at Brynhilda and Helena to see what they were doing.

      They were standing just behind us, their expression full of sorrow for their friend.

      Thump, thump, thump.

      The maddening sound continued as I stroked Yumi’s back.

      “Wait here,” I whispered, kissing her head. “Stay with her,” I commanded Brynhilda.

      The high elf took my place. She looked somewhat awkward as she wrapped her arms around Yumi, but the fox beastkin was so distraught that she threw herself into Brynhilda’s armor and sobbed.

      I mounted the steps of the building before me, and the sound grew louder.

      Yumi sniffled. “Oh, I hear something!” There was some scuffing in the dirt, like Brynhilda helped her to get feet.

      “Stay there,” I said without looking back. My foot went through one of the stairs, so I simply hopped over it and to the next. The building was charred from the floor to the roof, which had caved in, and a thick beam of wood had fallen horizontally over the center of the room, crushing a table.

      The closer I got to the beam, the louder the sound became.

      I kicked debris aside with my foot. There was so much ash that I choked slightly from upsetting it all, but I knelt down and began moving bits of splintered table and fallen, burned planks aside with my hands.

      The corner of something poked out of the floor. I brushed more dust away, revealing the outline of part of a wooden hatch in the floor. The thumping started again, and the hatch rattled, but the beam atop it didn’t budge.

      Mustering my strength, I pushed at the fallen beam. It didn’t move, not at first, so I put my back into it, and slowly managed to inch it across the floor. I had the strength to push it, probably even lift it, but it was large and unwieldy, so it was easier to just shove the thing out of the way considering other beams and planks had fallen across it.

      The moment the beam cleared the hatch, it flew open and a bear popped out.

      No, not a bear. A person with the head of a bear. He had massive shoulders that barely fit through the opening, but the rest of his body appeared to be human despite his monstrous size. He pulled himself up and out of the hole, then stood his ground in front of it.

      “Who are you?” he demanded, raising his fists.

      “Leo?” Yumi called.

      “You might wanna come in here,” I shouted back.

      Hurried steps sounded on the stairs, and Yumi appeared in the doorway a moment later.

      A loud gasp left her mouth, and her legs trembled so hard that she would have fallen if Brynhilda hadn't grabbed her and pulled her to get feet.

      “Is that Yumi?” the bear man asked.

      “Artus!” she cried, wiping at her eyes. “Tell me you’re not the only one who survived.” The bright blue sea of her gaze filled with hope—and tears.

      “Hardly.” Artus looked at me once more, his shoulders relaxing slightly. “So, he’s a friend, then?”

      “Leo’s my mate,” Yumi said.

      Artus arched his brow, but he quickly turned back to the hatch. “Everyone out, then!” he called, and began helping to pull people out of the hole in the floor.

      I joined him. A man with rabbit ears took my hand when he reached the top of the ladder, and I helped to pull him up. Next came a woman with the head of a mouse, what appeared to be a tiger girl, and a plethora of so many other beastkin of various shapes and sizes that I could hardly process who I was helping any longer.

      “Olga! Frink! Pepper!” Yumi flitted about through the crowd, greeting all the beastkin who emerged. She practically danced around the room, and my heart lightened slightly at the sight of her.

      We helped the last of the beastkin out of the hole in the floor, which was apparently a supply room, judging by the open crates of food on the floor, and then headed outside.

      Most of the beastkin had made a beeline for the well and were huddled around it, trying to get a drink of water.

      “How long were you down there?” I asked Artus.

      “Too long,” he replied absently.

      While the others tried to sate their thirst, his beady eyes surveyed the damage. A complicated expression crossed his face, and he turned to me, offering me a hand that was as large as a bear paw. “Thank you, friend,” he said, shaking my hand with a grip even stronger than I expected. “We don’t have much left, but we have ourselves, and that’s the main thing. I was beginning to give up hope that we would ever be found.”

      “Were there any casualties?” I asked, a lump in my throat.

      Artus shook his head. “Our scouts spotted the dragon, and I made the call to hide rather than see what it wanted. Historically, they were not known to be friendly.”

      “Wise decision.”

      “And yet it still almost got us killed.”

      “You can’t predict everything, Artus.” I clapped him on the back.

      More and more of the villagers began to look around, to take in the damage and realize that their homes were gone. Some cried in devastation, while others simply nodded with resignation, like their fears had been confirmed. They filed off into their homes one by one in search of anything that could be salvaged.

      Yumi finally stopped bouncing around and returned to my side. She gripped my hand, squeezed it excitedly, then frowned.

      “What will you do now, Artus?” she asked.

      “The only thing we can—rebuild.” He sighed. “Though he has burned the crops, so I have no idea how we’ll survive the winter. It seems we will have to hunt for furs to trade with the humans after we replant our crops in hopes of some form of harvest. How we shall manage to do all of that, I do not know…” he mumbled, as if thinking aloud. “I should contact the other clans and let them know what happened. Perhaps they will have some aid for us.”

      Yumi’s eyes darted to me. She frowned slightly, then smiled, and finally her brows furrowed.

      “But it’s good to see you, Yumi. We spent days looking for you after you first went missing.” Artus smiled slightly, looking at Yumi like she was his daughter. “We’ve missed you around here.”

      “I left a note saying not to look for me,” she said, turning red and reaching up to play with the tip of her fluffy ear.

      “Of course, but you needed us. The clan sticks together, no matter what, yes?”

      “But…” She frowned, lowering her gaze to the ground.

      “You can’t blame yourself for the actions of others. Good, evil, selfish, selfless. Only they can take the blame. If you are to accept the blame for everything bad that happens, then you must also accept the blame for the good. And that far outweighs the bad.”

      His words punched me straight in the gut.

      Yeah, I hadn’t dealt with the Red Dawn, but I’d saved two villages—no, three now that I’d gotten Artus and his people out of the hole in the ground. I’d more or less saved Yumi, who struggled to get by before I came along. I’d spared Brynhilda, giving her a new lease on life. It wasn’t my fault the Red Dawn had powerful new allies—I just needed to make some of my own and put a stop to him.

      “You look deep in thought, lad,” Artus said.

      “I’ve had a lot on my mind recently,” I admitted.

      “Being a leader is a lot of work. Rewarding as it is, it comes with its burdens.”

      I chuckled. “Me, a leader?”

      “Aren’t you?” Artus smiled. “Not many could get dreamy Yumi to listen to them. She was a little rascal when she was younger, you know. A real handful.”

      “Artus!” Yumi covered her cheeks with her hands. “There’s more important things to talk about than me!”

      “Right,” I said, laughter in my voice. I cleared my throat and turned to him. “I have an offer that will benefit both of us.”

      “Oh?” he asked.

      “I would like you and your people to join my hoard, and to move into the settlement I’m building.”

      “Leo!” Yumi gasped.

      “Your hoard?” Artus asked. “You’ll have to explain more for me to understand what we’re talking about here.”

      “Well, one doesn’t hinge on the other. And it’s easier to show you that one. Nexus, invite the beastkin of this village to my hoard.”

      Artus looked to the side. His eyes widened as he scanned the text that was presented.

      “This is something we must discuss,” he said, a hitch of excitement to his throat. “Would you still offer us this, even if we stay where we are and rebuild?”

      “Of course.” I nodded.

      “We don’t have much to offer at the moment, but you’re welcome to stay while I explain the situation to the clan.” Artus began to walk away, then paused to look at Yumi. “Are you coming?” he asked.

      “I’m going wherever Leo goes,” she beamed.

      His eyes crinkled with mirth. “I expected as much.” He stalked off and villagers immediately swarmed him.

      “What is this?” one asked.

      “A dragon? Is this one the same as the one who ruined our home?” another shouted.

      “What’s going on, Artus?” a third cried.

      Artus held up a hand, and the people immediately fell silent.

      “We have much to discuss,” he began.

      I felt as though this was something that I shouldn’t be privy to, so I began to walk away from the gathering villagers.

      Yumi was hot on my heels.

      “I can’t believe they all survived,” she said, looping her arm with mine and hugging it tightly. “When I saw the village, I was sure that they were all gone. How wonderful.” She stopped, and as my arm was still linked with hers, I stopped as well rather than drag her along. “It’s all thanks to you…Everything is.” She rested her palms on my chest, smoothing out my clothes. “There’d be no hope without you.”

      “I don’t know about that.” My cheeks glowed with warmth.

      “Thank you, heartling. We have a future because of you.” Yumi leaned up on the tips of her toes and pressed a kiss to my cheek. Nuzzling her nose to mine, she wrapped her arms around my neck. “I knew you would change my life the moment I met you. How wonderful that you’ve reunited me with my village.”

      “To be fair, you could have reunited yourself at any time,” I said, ruffling her ears.

      “Yes, well…I didn’t see it for myself,” she mumbled, nibbling on her plump bottom lip.

      “Things turned out better than I expected.” Helena’s deep, somewhat masculine voice drew both of our attention, and we looked at her—still dressed in her armor and wielding her sword. “I don’t believe that the Red Dawn is using his hoard skill—if he has one.”

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      “Because your magic was clearly stronger than his. Those cultists may worship him, indeed, they wear robes with what is clearly his emblem on his back, but he hasn’t had them join his hoard.”

      “Why wouldn’t he?”

      “The same reason that anyone mad with power tries to hoard it for themselves.” She shrugged, sticking the tip of her great sword in the ground and leaning on it. “He’s afraid to lose control. He needs them to be weak, pliable. People are much easier to manipulate when they think they need you.”

      Mulling that over, I glanced toward my friends.

      I couldn’t imagine myself lording over them, not when I could use my powers to make them stronger and help ensure our future. Was the Red Dawn really so cowardly that he wouldn’t extend that power to his allies? The risk surely outweighed the reward…

      At least when you trust your allies, I thought, the Red Dawn just sees them as pawns, he doesn’t care if he loses them…and he doesn’t want them to hold a candle to him. I can use that to my advantage. I’ll need every edge I can get.
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      The beastkin held a meeting late into the evening, then took a break to drag food out of storage and prepare something of a feast. It seemed they took any chance they could to celebrate, and really? I didn’t blame them. Being alive after their ordeal was worth celebrating.

      They ran to and fro, gathering as many cooking pans and utensils as they could, then converged in the center of the village to cook. While some prepared food, others erected tents, and more still dragged up barrels of wine and started their celebrations early.

      I was the guest of honor, so everyone insisted that I just sit around and enjoy myself, but I saw the opportunity to level my cooking skill, and I took it.

      While I peeled potatoes, Yumi worked beside me cutting them into cubes. She hummed as she worked, and everyone we saw spoke to her pleasantly, telling her how glad they were that she was okay.

      I hoped that the people would accept my offer, especially for Yumi’s sake. She was happy with me, sure, but she loved to be around a community, and I couldn’t give her that by myself.

      “He’s so handsome,” a beastkin giggled.

      “I knooooow,” another agreed.

      Raising my eyes from the potatoes, I looked toward the voices and saw two female beastkin eyeing me up like I was a piece of meat. They giggled and blushed when I made eye contact with them, and one fanned herself with a hand.

      A hissing sound beside me nearly made my knife slip and slice my finger. The two girls wilted and skittered off, mumbling something to themselves.

      I raised my eyebrow at Yumi, whose pupils had narrowed to pinpricks and lips were pulled back to show off her fangs.

      “I thought you didn’t mind sharing?” I quietly asked.

      “With Brynhilda, not with them,” she said, her mouth slowly relaxing.

      “Oh, you’re okay sharing me with Brynhilda?”

      Yumi looked down at the carrot she was working on, then set it slowly aside. She had me do the same before taking my hands gently in hers.

      “You’re an amazing man, Leo, I wouldn’t ever dream of keeping you to myself—but you need amazing women at your side, not the town gossips.” She stroked my hands lightly, staring up at me with eyes full of adoration. “I’m not saying you should run off and bed Brynhilda, but…I’m okay if you get closer.”

      “I’d like for you two to get along as well,” I said, raising a hand to caress her cheek.

      “I’m not really into women, but if you want me to…”

      “No, I mean like, in general.”

      “Oh! Yes, certainly.” She smiled dreamily. “For now, we should get back to our peeling.”

      “Agreed.”

      The hunters brought back a boar to roast over the open flames, and we cooked cobs of corn, fried up cubed potatoes, made breads, soups, everything that we could to stretch what food we had.

      When it came time to eat, everyone silently ate their food like they hadn’t had a good meal in days.

      The moment they finished, the partying started.

      Beastkin played instruments I’d never seen before and gathered around the scorched wooden platform to dance.

      I wasn’t much for dancing. It was never really my thing, and I looked more like a robot trying to emulate human movement when I tried to dance, so I stood off to the side and enjoyed the festivities.

      Until Yumi grabbed my hand and dragged me out amongst the dancing beastkin.

      “Come on, Leo,” she giggled, hopping and bouncing in place, “dance with me!”

      There was no rhyme or reason to the way that she moved, yet she was so happy that I couldn’t resist the urge to join her. She held both of my hands, twirling and bouncing in place, and we found a rhythm of hopping around like fools.

      When the song ended, we were both out of breath. We laughed. I brushed a lock of hair out of her face.

      Yumi stared up at me fondly, then something caught her attention from the corner of her eye, and she glanced toward it before looking back at me.

      I didn’t even get a chance to look before she bounded off in that direction. Her tail swished behind her, and she cast a mischievous smile over her shoulder.

      Then she disappeared behind Brynhilda, who swept up to me with a shy curtsy of her crimson dress. The long sleeves covered her hands as she brought them hopefully together over her chest, where the fabric hung so low that her bountiful cleavage was on full display for me. A white corset lifted them, pushing them out even further than usual, and the tight garment showed off her wonderfully full curves.

      With a slight smile, Brynhilda lowered the hood—which I hadn’t even noticed—before extending her hand to me.

      “May I have this dance, sir?” she asked.

      “But of course, my lady.” I smiled, accepting her hand. My heart raced as she pulled me to her and began to lead me in a slow ballroom-style dance while everyone around us continued to dance wildly.

      Brynhilda swept gracefully along the makeshift dance floor, drawing the eyes of curious onlookers as she twirled this way and that, flicking out the skirt of her dress. She was so good that she even managed to cover for the mistakes that I made, which were plentiful.

      “I take it you’ve had lessons?” I asked.

      “Yes. We frequented parties and the like in a desperate bid for political power that we no longer held. I hated every moment of it,” Brynhilda said, “I could never imagine myself dancing with someone and enjoying it.”

      “And now?”

      “I don’t need to imagine it.”

      We shared a smile, and I recognized a few patterns in Brynhilda’s dancing here and there, allowing me to move with her instead of stumbling around like a man in the dark.

      “Perhaps I should teach you,” Brynhilda said, “you’re a fast learner. You’d pick it up in no time.”

      “You know, I’d like that.” I smiled down at her, and she gazed up at me. The tips of her ears gradually started to turn red, and her cheeks soon followed, but her honey-brown eyes managed to hold my gaze until she caught herself staring and looked away.

      “I wouldn’t mind the beastkin making a village around us,” she said with a clear of her throat. “They know how to throw a good party.”

      “High elves don’t dislike beastkin?”

      “High elves don’t even like other high elves.” Brynhilda chuckled. “Never could stand them. Beastkin seem much more…approachable.”

      “Can’t say I’m looking forward to meeting any other high elves, based on what you’ve told me about them.”

      “They wouldn’t leave their city to come to a place like this, indeed. That’s for wood elves.” Brynhilda rolled her eyes. She continued to lead me in a dance, even though the song had apparently ended and a new one was playing. “Though we do have some farmers, hunters, and the sort, they’re looked down upon. Everything below a merchant is.”

      I frowned. “What an awful way to look at people.”

      “I know. I never did like it, but I knew nothing else. It seemed to be that way because it was meant to be.” She spun me around, then dipped me low toward the floor with such grace that I didn’t even feel dizzy. “I see now that this isn’t the case.” She smiled down at me, her dark eyes twinkling. “That’s thanks to you.”

      “I can’t take all the credit. You’ve changed a lot yourself, without me really doing anything.”

      Brynhilda pulled me upright, and we spun around together, dancing faster than before as the tempo of the song picked up.

      “Oh, silly dragon, you’ve done so much. Haven’t I already told you? You’ve smashed my expectations. Of dragons, of men, of what my life is to be.” She smiled gently, staring at me with eyes full of adoration.

      My heart skipped a beat, butterflies fluttered in my stomach, and a pleasant but dizzying sensation zipped around in my head as I realized just how much she meant those words. It meant a lot, especially coming from someone like Brynhilda—who I knew wasn’t just buttering me up. She was too blunt for that.

      We danced around in silence until the song ended, and then we returned to Yumi, who smiled fondly at the two of us. Something unspoken passed between the two women, they shared a nod, then looked at me.

      “I’d like to dance with Yumi, if you don’t mind,” Brynhilda said.

      “Of course, you gals have fun, I could use a drink anyway,” I said.

      Yumi took Brynhilda’s hand and excitedly dragged her out onto the dance floor.  They slowly danced, just as Brynhilda and I had done, and I saw their lips moving, though I couldn’t make out what they were saying. They were both excited, I knew that much, and they occasionally glanced over at me.

      With a chuckle, I headed over to the refreshments table and a little pig beastkin offered me a cup of wine, which I graciously accepted.

      It was so strong that I nearly spat out the first sip, but I managed to swallow it.

      “Strong stuff, isn’t it?” Helena laughed. Her green cheeks were a shade darker than usual.

      “Speaking from experience?” I asked.

      “Of course!” She raised her cup to the sky, splashing wine over the rim of her cup and down her fingers, which she didn’t seem to notice. “To Leo, the hero of Cyres—no, the hero of Rheagos!” she cheered.

      “I haven’t saved the country yet, let alone the world.” I shook my head at her.

      “Saving its people counts!” She slammed her cup down on a table, spilling even more of her wine.

      “Well, I did do some of that.”

      “We certainly appreciate what you’ve done,” Artus said, as he appeared beside me, holding a tankard filled with some noxious-smelling liquid. “Though we are split on your offer. Many do not wish to leave the area where they were born.”

      “That’s too bad. It would be good for all of us. I think you all need protection and a new place to live, and you could teach me many skills to help me level up, which would make me a more efficient protector..”

      “We shall see if the people think that way,” Artus replied.

      “They better!” Helena swung her cup around, spilling more of her wine, then went to take a drink and found it empty. “Oi, who is out here stealing drinks?!” she demanded before stomping away to get more.

      “Spirited,” Artus said.

      “She’s something else, that’s for sure,” I said, watching the burly woman stagger off. I turned back to him. “What do you think of the potential move?”

      He let out a long sigh, raking his free hand through his fur, then looked toward the stars twinkling above. “We haven’t lived here for long. A certain incident drove us deeper into the woods with our possessions and livestock. But the livestock were killed by the dragon, the crops were destroyed, our homes were reduced to ruins. We would have to tear this all down and rebuild from scratch…” he trailed off, sighing again.

      Finally, he looked at me. “Living here has had its fair share of hardships. Our river has dried to a trickle, we’re far from anyone we could trade with, from anyone who could help…yet the isolation has also kept us safe.”

      “We’re plenty isolated as well,” I assured, “though Fairfield mentioned they wouldn’t mind a road joining our place to theirs. It would make things easier for most.”

      “Not for you, since you can fly.” Artus looked me up and down. “I still have a hard time believing that you’re a dragon.”

      “Should I transform and show you?”

      “No, best not to start a commotion.” He laughed, taking a swig from his tankard, then wiping the back of his free hand across his muzzle. His beady eyes turned to the sky again. “Our people have had more than their fair share of tragedies these past few years. Food shortages, death fevers, slavers. We can’t seem to catch a break.”

      I nodded and looked toward the sky as well. It was so dark, save for the gleaming stars, and it stretched on endlessly. It almost made our problems seem small, despite the magnitude of them.

      A part of me felt guilty for celebrating when the Red Dawn was still out there, but the beastkin needed it. Yumi needed it.

      I needed it.

      “My people deserve a place where they can be safe. Do you promise that they’ll be safe with you?” Artus asked.

      I lowered my gaze and found him pinning me with a stare.

      A lesser man would surely have flinched beneath the intensity of his gaze.

      “I promise that I’ll die before I let anything happen to any of my friends,” I said, holding his eyes.

      Artus narrowed his eyes, inspecting me carefully. After a few long, tense moments, he nodded.

      “Can’t ask a man for more than that, even if he is a dragon,” he said, seeming satisfied.

      “Are you done with him?” Yumi asked as she bounded out from the crowd. She was still holding Brynhilda’s hand, and the two wore wide smiles.

      “I am,” Artus said with a nod.

      “Great!” Yumi and Brynhilda grabbed me, dragging me out into the crowd of dancers once more. Yumi took my cup from me, downed the liquid inside in one gulp, then set it on a table we passed.

      “Careful, that stuff is strong,” I said.

      Yumi waved her hand at me, her cheeks already turning red from the strength of the wine.

      I laughed and lost myself in the pleasant atmosphere, even better company, and strong booze.
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      The next day, the beastkin resumed their debates about joining me, and I spent the morning sleeping off the worst hangover of my life.

      Yumi had an even worse case than I did, yet she still made us some medicine to help sleep it off. The stuff tasted surprisingly like pickles, and it both rehydrated me and staved off the wicked headache that I’d felt building in my temples. I still didn’t crawl out of my tent until noon.

      Brynhilda had long been up, and I wasn’t even sure that Helena had gone to bed. They were sitting outside the tent having a quiet conversation when I emerged like a bear from hibernation.

      “Feeling any better?” Helena asked with a snort.

      “Much,” I replied, wiping the sleep from my eyes.

      Yumi shuffled out after me with a groan, her bleary eyes looking around. She stretched, yawned, and slowly sat down on the grass beside Brynhilda, plopping her head on the other woman’s shoulder.

      “I’m hungry,” she said, rubbing her hands over her eyes.

      “Some of the beastkin made us breakfast,” Brynhilda said, “but that was hours ago.”

      “I’ll find us something to eat,” I said.

      “Thank you,” Yumi tiredly sang.

      Wandering off, I found the area where we’d been cooking the night before and found a few beastkin laboring over a giant, steaming pot that sat atop a licking fire.

      “Good day!” I called, waving.

      “Hello!” a short, old woman with cat ears said as she wiped her hands on her apron. “Are you hungry, lad?”

      “I sure am, and so is Yumi.”

      “Sweet girl, that Yumi. Used to steal my pies out of the window while they were cooling though.” She chuckled and shook her head.

      “Yumi? A food thief…Yeah, I could kinda see that. She loves her food.” I laughed.

      “That she does.” The woman walked along the table, grabbing things I couldn’t see as she went. “She was a mischievous little daydreamer, though she finally settled down. Used to get in all sorts of trouble. Especially with food. Couldn’t leave anything out or she’d have her paws in it.”

      “The whole clan was relieved when she started to mature and settle down,” another woman said as she chopped potatoes. “I’m sure Artus had less headaches after that too.”

      “It’s hard to imagine Yumi as a troublemaker,” I said.

      “Oh, she was a good girl, don’t get me wrong, but curious! She needed to know how everything worked, she needed to try everything for herself!” The matronly cat beastkin returned to me, handing me an apple, a pear, a bit of some sort of dried meat, and what looked to me like hardtack. “Just a little something to hold you over until we all eat together,” she said, smiling.

      “Thank you.” I accepted the food, bowed my head, and turned to head back to my friends.

      “And lad?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you for everything.”

      “I’m just happy to help.”

      “You know, my granddaughter is a lovely young thing—”

      “I should be getting back to Yumi,” I said. I didn’t want to be rude, but I also wasn’t interested in getting blindly set up with anyone’s relatives. “Thank you for this.” I raised the food, turned on my heels, and headed back in the direction I’d come from.

      About a minute later, I was back with my friends. I sat with Yumi to share my bounty.

      “You’re looking a little red, Leo,” Helena said, her voice holding a teasing lilt to it. “Did yet another woman throw herself at your feet while you were alone?”

      “I did not throw myself,” Brynhilda said indignantly.

      “Ah, but you would have, if not for your foxy friend.”

      “Well, I, uh. No, no I wouldn’t!”

      “Right, you’re gone all high-pitched. I’m sure that’s no coincidence.”

      I chuckled as the two bantered, and munched into my apple, enjoying the crispness of the flesh and the sweetness of the juice. It was a lovely contrast to the saltiness of the dried meat, though I couldn’t say much for the hardtack—which was so crunchy that I thought I might break a tooth.

      “It’s lively here, isn’t it?” Yumi said, a soft smile on her lips, which gleamed from the pear juice. “I like it like this.”

      “It’s nice. I appreciate that everyone works together,” I said.

      When I heard some little whispers from behind me, I turned my head to see a half dozen young beastkin peeking at us from behind a tree. One had a beaver’s head, while the other looked more like Yumi, with just an animal tail and ears.

      The kids hid behind the tree when they saw us looking, their whispering growing more urgent.

      “Can I help you with something?” I called.

      They popped their heads out.

      “Us?” one asked.

      “Of course,” I replied.

      The kids looked at one another, then slowly came out from behind the tree.

      “The adults said not to bother you,” the little beaver girl said through her bucked front teeth.

      “You’re not bothering me, we’re just having a chat,” I said.

      “Yumi, we heard that your mate is a dragonkin, is that true?” a little squirrel boy asked excitedly.

      “He is.” Yumi’s chest swelled with pride, and it seemed like she shrugged off all of the sickness from the hangover as she raised her chin as well. “And his dragon form is the most magnificent thing I’ve ever seen!”

      The kids excitedly chatted amongst themselves. I couldn’t really catch anything of their conversation because it was so fast and muffled by their hands.

      “We didn’t see the other dragon,” a wolf boy said as he stepped forward. He seemed a little older, or at least bigger, than the others, and I presumed him to be their ringleader.

      “He wanted to eat us, Mammy said,” the beaver girl said.

      “So, can you show us a dragon?”

      “Well…” I looked around. Most of the adults were near what had been their clan hall, and a few of the older females were still preparing food.

      “It should be okay,” I said.

      The kids cheered and jumped around before running closer to us and sitting in the grass. They watched me expectantly, with wide eyes and open-mouthed smiles.

      I walked a few steps away from them, then transformed into the hulking black dragon that honestly looked like something out of someone’s nightmares.

      “Wow!” The wolf boy jumped up and ran over to me, and the other kids followed him, besides the beaver girl who shyly hid herself behind Yumi. While the others ran circles around me, she peeked at me.

      “You needn’t be afraid, little one,” Brynhilda said.

      “She’s right, he’s a big softie,” Yumi added, urging the girl forward. “It’s alright to get closer. Leo is a good dragon. He won’t hurt you.”

      “But if you see any other dragons, you need to hide,” Helena added sternly.

      “They’re right,” I said, “I’d never hurt you. Come and play with your friends.”

      The girl nodded and tiptoed up to me. Once she got closer she started to relax a little, until eventually she was running around me with the other children.

      It didn’t take long for the children to start climbing on my tail and sitting on my paws or touching my scales—basically running over me like I was a living jungle gym.

      Given the horror they’d faced, I was just happy to give them a moment of happiness. I lowered my head so that they could climb on there as well.

      Plus, it didn’t hurt that Yumi and Brynhilda were looking at me like their bodies were demanding fertilization from just seeing me play with the kids.

      The afternoon came and went, and it was supper time when Artus approached us with a serious look on his face.

      “It’s decided?” I asked, looking up from that hearty bowl of stew in front of me.

      “It is.” He cracked a toothy grin. “We’ll be joining your hoard, lad.” He clapped me on the shoulder with his massive hand. “And by morning we’ll be ready to start the trek to your territory.”

      “It’ll take a couple days, but it’ll be worth it,” Yumi said, beaming a smile. She looked at me, holding her stew with one hand and throwing her free arm around my shoulders. “This is amazing! More than I could hope for.” She planted a wet kiss on my cheek, then brushed away the mark she left with a giggle.

      “I’m glad to hear that, Artus,” I said, grinning.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Helena took a break from licking her bowl clean to address us. “Why don’t you all head back before us, and I’ll lead the beastkin to your home?”

      “Do you even know the way from here?” I asked.

      “Ah, well that’s the thing.” Her lips curled upward, her tusks protruding even more than usual. “Ever since you added me to the hoard, I’ve been able to access your approximate location.”

      “We all can, that’s why we easily find our way back to you,” Yumi said with a smile. “I quite like it.”

      “Hmm. True. I can always find you guys too,” I said, “but the beastkin should be able to find their way on their own.”

      “I’d just like to get to know them better, and there’s no reason that you should waste your time walking through the forest. It’s safe here.” Helena set her bowl aside and stood, slapping Artus on the back with such force that he nearly face planted despite his size.

      It was true that I’d never encountered anything dangerous in the forest, but it also got me wondering.

      “Come to think of it, I’ve never looked at your stats,” I said.

      Helena smirked smugly, sticking the tip of her tongue out through her tusks.

      “Nexus, show me Helena’s stats.”

      As usual, a window appeared in front of me.

      

      Helena Scalebreaker

      Race: Orc

      Level: 300

      Strength: 208

      Dexterity: 218

      Constitution: 142

      Magic: 20

      Perception: 32

      

      I whistled. “You’re even stronger than I am,” I said, taking another bite of my stew. A second box appeared next to the first.

      

      Level Up Acquired!

      [Gourmet Level 1] + 5 Constitution.

      

      “Really? You level up for eating?” I snorted a laugh.

      They all laughed.

      “I suspect we have a similar stat total, but yours are more equally distributed,” Helena said.

      “Hm, true. You’re a juggernaut, but you don’t have any magic and your perception is low. Whatever that does.”

      “It helps you detect people or things that are nearby.”

      “Huh. Seems like a good stat to level.”

      “I never was aiming for balance.” Helena chuckled. “I’m all brawn and no brains. Just the way I like it.” She clenched her arm, showing off her bulging bicep.

      Artus nodded his approval.

      “Well, if you want to escort the beastkin, that works for me,” I said.

      “Then so it shall be!” Helena folded her arms over her broad chest.

      She and Artus made an intimidating pair, so I doubted anyone would bother them—and that put my mind at ease.

      “Mind inviting us to your hoard again?” Artus asked.

      “Right! Nexus, invite the beastkin villagers to my hoard!” I called.

      A third box appeared. I hadn’t bothered to close any of the windows yet, and my field of vision grew cluttered.

      

      Level Up Acquired!

      [Dragon’s Hoard Skill Level 7] + 5 Magic

      [Dragon’s Hoard Skill Level 8] + 5 Magic

      [Dragon’s Hoard Skill Level 9] + 5 Magic

      

      A flurry of notifications assaulted my senses as everyone in the clan seemed to join as one.

      “Nexus, show me my stats,” Artus said. He nodded his approval when he saw the updated numbers, then waved the invisible box away. “Amazing. It’s hard to believe that such a skill exists.”

      Artus and Helena began discussing when they should leave and what sort of pace would be suitable for everyone, and I turned to my friends.

      “Well, Yumi, Brynhilda, shall we head out?” I asked.

      “I do miss home,” Yumi said.

      “And while the beastkin are traveling, we can begin preparing for their arrival,” Brynhilda suggested.

      “Good call!” I set my bowl aside and pushed myself to my feet. “We’ll begin logging, fishing, hunting—it’ll help me level up too.”

      “Sounds good!” Yumi jumped up and clapped her hands together. “Let’s get going, then.”

      I turned to Artus and Helena. “We’ll be off then. You guys travel safe, yeah?”

      “We’ll be fine,” Helena said, waving a hand at me.

      “We’ll see you in a couple days, then.”

      I walked a few steps away from everyone and transformed into a dragon. Yumi and Brynhilda climbed onto my back, settling between my wings.

      “We could really use a saddle or something to hold onto,” Brynhilda said, gripping onto a spike on my back like her life depended on it.

      “Where’s the fun in that?” Yumi asked.

      With a final glance at the beastkin, I took off into the sky, flying over the familiar forest and toward our home.

      Yumi was her usual cheerful self, whooping and hollering at the top of her lungs as she clung onto my horns. The atmosphere was wholly different from the last time we flew, and I relaxed a little, enjoying the wind, the fresh air, the greenery and lakes we flew over.

      I was almost entirely relaxed by the time we made it home.

      But before I could even land, I smelled an intruder—sweet like candied cherries.
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      Landing near the lake as quietly as possible, I let the girls down and raised my front paw, extending a single talon near my scaly lips to tell them to be quiet.

      Yumi and Brynhilda looked at each other, but they nodded. Yumi held her hands out, ready to fire a flurry of magical energy, while Brynhilda took her crossbow from her back.

      I crept forward as quietly as I could—easier said than done as a giant lizard—and the two girls moved in my shadow.

      I stopped before our log cabin, letting out a low growl of warning.

      “Come out,” I demanded. My voice boomed across the field like thunder.

      Something shuffled inside our home, then a steady clicking echoed against the floor. The blanket that acted as the front door whipped open, and I bared my fangs in warning. A shadow moved inside the cabin, and a peculiar black witch hat with a black veil appeared in the doorway, followed by a flowing black robe that covered the entire body of the intruder.

      The mystery woman lifted her veil to reveal pink hair and painted pink lips. “That’s not much of a greeting,” she said as she extended a finger.

      Ophelia flew to her, landing on her outstretched digit.

      “Breaking into someone’s house hardly deserves a pleasant greeting,” I said.

      She glanced over her shoulder at the blanket-door, then arched her eyebrow at me.

      “It’s a work in progress.” I transformed back into my human form and crossed my arms over my chest.

      “I see that. It’s quaint. I don’t dislike it.”

      “Did you come all this way to comment on the decorating?” I asked.

      “Hardly.” She raised the hand that held Ophelia, and the raven flew off toward the trees. “I wished to discuss how things went with the Red Dawn.”

      A sigh deflated my chest.

      “I thought they went quite well,” she said, stalking toward us.

      Yumi and Brynhilda walked up on either side of me, flanking me.

      “Are you mocking us?” I asked.

      “Not at all. I didn’t come all this way just to make fun of you. Though, I’m not above it for certain people.” She smiled wickedly.

      “Why didn’t you just contact us via raven?” I asked.

      She waved her hand. “Besides being quite difficult given the distance, it’s also unpredictable, as you saw last time. We wouldn’t be able to hold a proper conversation.”

      I looked her up and down, then glanced toward the darkening sky. Whoever the mysterious witch was, she was undoubtedly a friend, and—a member of my hoard? She had been at Fairfield. There was a chance that she accepted my offer.

      All along her name was at my fingertips. Yet, it felt anticlimactic to just ask the nexus who she was.

      I wanted her to tell me.

      “Leo?” Yumi asked.

      “Let’s head inside for some tea,” I said.

      “That’s the best offer I’ve had in a while.” The witch smiled.

      The four of us headed inside, and I lit the fire with a piece of flint and steel since I hadn’t yet mastered my ability to create flames in my human form. I retreated to one of the logs that I had set near the firepit as temporary seating, then watched as the witch set down a handkerchief on the log opposite me before sitting as well.

      She crossed one leg over the other beneath her lengthy robe. Only the tip of a pointed black shoe poked out. Her slender hands, covered in silky pink gloves, smoothed out the material on her lap before she spoke.

      “Now, as I was saying, you did well in Brightvale. My ravens couldn’t keep up with everything that happened, but we did discover something important, yes?”

      “We?” Brynhilda asked.

      “We did,” I said.

      “The Red Dawn isn’t operating alone, this I knew. Though I have no idea why anyone would want to pledge themselves to a guy like that.” She wrinkled her nose. “More than that, they have the ability to pool their magic to create powerful portals,” the witch said. “Meaning the Red Dawn can appear anywhere, at any time.”

      My mouth went dry as she voiced the thought that had been nagging in the shadow of my mind since we’d last faced our enemy. He was powerful, that was bad enough, but him being able to just show up at the drop of a hat was horrifying.

      I only realized my fist was clenched when Yumi handed me a cup of steaming tea. It took everything in me not to overexert my strength and crush the thing.

      “We have to lay a trap,” I said quickly.

      “A trap?” Yumi asked.

      “A trap,” Brynhilda mumbled.

      The witch smiled. “I like the way you think,” she said. “Why sit around waiting for the enemy when you can bring him right to you? That’s the sort of moxy we need.”

      “What can we use as bait?” Yumi asked.

      “We need to tempt him with what he wants most of all,” I said.

      “And what’s that?”

      “More power.”

      “But how do we tempt him with something so…”

      “Difficult to quantify?” the witch asked.

      I looked down into my cup of tea, the swirling bits of leaves reminiscent of the gears churning in my head.

      “I know exactly how to lure him out,” I said without looking up. “I’m the bait.”

      “Not a chance!” Yumi stood so quickly that she almost dropped her cup. “We’re not putting you in danger, Leo.”

      “We’re not. I am.”

      “I don’t like this either,” Brynhilda said with a scowl.

      “He’s right. The easiest way to lure the Red Dawn out is to give him what he wants—revenge on the dragon who has stopped him,” the witch said.

      “But he’ll have his cultists, and who knows what else this time. We can’t risk Leo’s life like that,” Yumi insisted, her blue eyes begging me to change my mind.

      “I’ll try to come up with another idea, but I think this is it. I’m sorry, babe.” I reached for Yumi, stroking her cheek. Her eyes didn’t lift to mine. Instead, she slowly pulled from my grip. She hurried to our room, slamming her cup down on our makeshift table as she passed.

      As much as my chest ached to see her upset, I didn’t follow her.

      “But how will he know where to find you?” Brynhilda asked.

      “That’s a good question,” the witch said.

      Brynhilda looked at her with an unsure gaze, then turned back to me.

      I mulled the question over for a few long moments, and the answer hit me all at once.

      “We need your family to capture me.”

      “We need what?” Brynhilda asked.

      “Have you lost your damned mind?” Yumi yelled from our room. The blanket flew to the side as she stormed back out into the kitchen. “They can’t be trusted!”

      “Who is her kin?” the witch asked.

      “The Scalebreaker family.”

      “Oh ho.” She chuckled, then covered her lips with her gloved fingertips. “What an idea.”

      “It’ll never work, Leo. They’ll turn on you,” Brynhilda said, shaking her head vehemently. “I know them, trust me. They were willing to leave me here to die, and they are more than willing to kill you to reclaim their past glory, given the chance.”

      “We need to find a way to convince them,” I said.

      “There is no convincing them!”

      “There has to be something that they want…” I trailed off. The pieces came together in my mind. All I could do was laugh.

      “He’s lost it.” Yumi raked her fingers through her blonde hair and paced.
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      While Yumi and Brynhilda argued with me, the witch sat in silence, watching us. She sipped her tea and regarded us curiously, as if observing creatures in captivity.

      Eventually, I stood.

      “I’ve made up my mind. We’re going to do it, and the sooner the better,” I said.

      “But Leo,” Yumi began.

      I held up a hand.

      She fell silent, her bottom lip trembling. With teary eyes, she ran off to our room.

      Brynhilda frowned at me, her eyebrows creased in anger, then she stormed out of the cabin. If we had a front door, I had no doubt that she would have slammed it so hard that it rattled in its hinges.

      Guilt gnawed at my insides. I understood their concerns, I shared them, but I knew what I needed to do.

      I needed to take action.

      “Do you mind if I spend the night?” the witch asked. “It’s getting rather late.”

      “You haven’t even given me your name, and now you wanna sleep over?” I asked with a snort of laughter.

      “You haven’t asked.”

      I opened my mouth, then closed it.

      She smiled. Raising a hand, she gestured for me to join her on the log.

      I did.

      Her small, slender hand reached out to take mine, and she lifted it, pressing a soft kiss to the back of my hand.

      “My good man, I am Dorothea, the witch of Fairfield, graduate of the Coven of Cyres.”

      “I’ve no idea what that is, but it sounds impressive.”

      “Quite.” Dorothea smiled, then let our hands drop, though she still held onto mine for a moment before letting go. “You should speak to your women. I can see that they care for you a great deal.”

      “I think I’d rather face the Red Dawn than try to console two upset women,” I murmured to her.

      She giggled. “As would I, but the longer you wait, the more they will fester. The more they fester, the deeper the wound, the harder it is to heal.”

      “True…but I have just one more question.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Where were you during the attack on Fairfield?” I asked.

      “I was in the forest, seeking you out, actually. I wanted to warn you that the Red Dawn was near and that we might need aid. I figured it was better to do that in person than to have a raven suddenly start talking to you.”

      “And do your ravens know where the Red Dawn is now?”

      “No, but they’re always searching.”

      I nodded, satisfied with her answer.

      Sucking in a breath to steel my nerves, I headed outside.

      The warm night air assaulted my senses, reminding me that summer was just around the corner.

      It was a stroke of luck that I’d been dropped into Rheagos early enough to put crops in. As I looked toward the gardens, where the plants had sprouted, and some were already a respectable size, I knew it wouldn’t be enough to feed all of the mouths that I had invited to join us.

      I needed to plant some summer crops, though I didn’t know what grew best and fast enough that they bore vegetables before the season ended.

      “Maybe fall will be mild enough to grow something as well?” I murmured. I had no idea what to expect of fall, nor did I know what to expect of winter. Would there be snow, or would it just be too cold to grow crops?

      Raking my fingers through my hair, I thought about all the work that I had to do—and then I reminded myself that I would soon have many more hands to help with it.

      The beastkin, who knew how to tend the crops, would be able to help me plant and care for them. Those who could build would help with the homes. Hunters could catch meat for us to cure or sell. Those who fished could do the same.

      Somehow or another, I would figure out a way to feed everyone.

      I had to.

      But first, I had to tend to my friends.

      A heavy thud drew me from my thoughts. It sounded again, and I recognized the familiar thump and then crack of an axe cleaving a log into smaller pieces for firewood.

      I walked around the house and found Brynhilda. Her face was scrunched up in anger, and she appeared to be taking it out on the logs, which she split with the axe, then tore apart with her bare hands.

      She glanced up at me, then went back to chopping wood.

      “I don’t want to hear your reasons or excuses. I don’t like your idea,” Brynhilda said.

      “I know.” I approached her slowly.

      “So, why are you still here?” She tore another log in half and threw the pieces aside.

      “Because I care about you, and I don’t want you to be angry at me.”

      She frowned and stopped mid-chop.

      I filled the distance between us. I gently pried the axe from her hand and tossed it aside.

      Her honey-brown eyes looked at me sternly, but there was a hint of vulnerability to them beneath her furrowed brow.

      Slowly, I reached out, wrapping my arms around her waist.

      A slight gasp escaped Brynhilda’s lips. She hesitated. Her hands reached for me, then drew back, then reached again. She frowned, straightened her back, then put her arms around my shoulders uncertainly. Her cheeks and the tips of her pointed ears turned a subtle shade of pink.

      “It’s okay,” I said, smiling at her.

      “I know. Yumi and I talked at the festival,” she said, “I have her blessings.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes, but I’m angry, so as much as I want to kiss you, I won’t.”

      “I understand.”

      “Somehow that makes me even angrier.” Brynhilda frowned.

      Chuckling softly, I kept one arm around her waist, the opposite hand raising to her face to stroke her cheek. It was soft and smooth, and I enjoyed the warmth beneath my fingertips.

      “Don’t laugh, I’m really mad,” she pouted.

      “It’s hard not to when you’re so cute.”

      Brynhilda’s frown deepened almost as much as her blush did. She mumbled something under her breath, then shifted closer to me, close enough to lay her head on my shoulder. Her breath tickled my skin as she spoke.

      “I’m worried. I need to defeat the Red Dawn, but not if the cost is your life.”

      “I know, I don’t want to give that up either.” I slid my hand from her cheek to her silky hair, and stroked the top of her head.

      “Isn’t there any other way?”

      “If we can think of one, I’ll do it. We don’t have long, Bryn. The more time passes, the stronger he gets. The more people die. I need to take action before this gets completely out of hand.”

      “I know that, but…” Her voice trembled, and she leaned into me. “Damn. I never thought the same traits I admired in you would come back to bite me so hard.” She sniffled. Something wet tickled my neck. “Why does it have to be you?”

      Slipping my hand under her chin, I lifted her head, and though she refused to look at me, tears shone in her eyes. When I tried to wipe them, she stubbornly turned her face away. My heart stilled for a beat at the sight of the proud warrioress crying for me.

      “This isn’t fair. It isn’t right. It’s my duty to defeat the Red Dawn, not yours.” The more Brynhilda spoke, the further the tears drifted down her cheeks, until they eventually reached her chin and dripped off her pretty face.

      “It’s our duty, Bryn. We’ll defeat him, and we’ll do it together.” I reached for the tear streams on her face once more. This time she allowed me to brush them away, and I did so gently. “Trust me. We can do it.”

      “Do you really think so, or are you just saying that to make me feel better?” She sniffled, leaning into my palm and nuzzling it.

      “I know so.”

      Brynhilda studied my face for a few long moments, then nodded. She nestled into me, resting her head on my shoulder and breathing in my scent. I did the same for her. She smelled sweet and a little like rose water. “I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you…” She paused. “Or Yumi. She’s growing on me.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” I chuckled, kissing the top of her head.

      Brynhilda trembled slightly, and I thought that she was crying again—but no, my kiss made her so weak in the knees that she had to cling to me for support.

      “I’m not so angry anymore,” she whispered, slowly raising her head to look at me.

      “Yeah?” I smiled, inching my face closer to her, close enough that I could rub the tip of my nose to hers.

      “Yeah,” she hoarsely whispered, her voice cracking. Her cheeks and the tips of her ears turned a vibrant red. Her blunt teeth bit into her bottom lip while she looked at me expectantly.

      Our breath mingled together. Mine was slow and relaxed despite the fast beats of my heart. Hers came out faster, shorter. I worried that she might pass out if I teased her too much, so I made my move.

      Closing the distance between us slowly, I pressed my lips against hers. They were soft, fuller than Yumi’s, luscious and slightly sweet. I lost myself in their warmth—and the quiet gasp Brynhilda released against my mouth.

      Her fingers tangled into my shirt like she was afraid I’d run away. She kissed me back gently, uncertainly, and the moment I slid my tongue into the mix, she started to tremble against me.

      I wrapped an arm around her waist to help keep her up, and she slipped an arm around my shoulders, hugging me closer.

      I explored her velvety mouth slowly, giving her time to adjust to the sensation, until she felt brave enough that her tongue pushed back against mine.

      Then it was a battle for dominance.

      We pushed our tongues together, each trying to wrestle the other into submission. Her fingers tightly clutched onto my shoulders, pinning us together at the chest, while my arm around her waist kept her body pinned to me.

      Brynhilda broke the kiss to gasp for air. I grinned at her, mentally declaring myself the winner. My heart continued to race, so she’d definitely given me a run for my money, though.

      “Okay, I feel better now,” she said, poking a lock of her dark hair behind a pointed ear. Sucking in a deep breath, she looked up at me, a smile slowly stretching across her face. “But I’m telling you, my family will never agree to your plan.”

      “We’ll see.” I kissed the tip of her nose.

      She shrunk into herself slightly, giggled, then put a hand over her mouth.

      “I did not just giggle like a swooning maiden,” she muttered, narrowing her eyes and daring me to argue.

      “Indeed,” I said, resisting the urge to laugh.

      I stroked her silky hair for a moment before parting from her slowly.

      “We should head inside,” I said.

      “Yes, I imagine Yumi is quite upset as well.” She nodded.

      We walked around the cabin together, through the blanket that acted as a front door. Our visitor was gone. I didn’t entirely know what to make of that, but she wasn’t a priority, so I headed toward the room I shared with Yumi.

      “Good night,” Brynhilda said, stopping outside her room.

      “Night, kitten.” I kissed her.

      “K-kitten,” she stammered, a cute, goofy smile spreading over her face. “Night muffin…No, that doesn’t sound right. Um, honey? No, I don’t really like that either. Handsome? Sounds kinda impersonal, I—”

      I silenced her rambling with another kiss.

      “I’ll find something,” she whispered against my lips.

      “Take your time.” Smiling at her, I made my way into my room and found Yumi curled up in the bedroll, the top blanket pulled over her head.

      All the joy fled from my body, stealing away the breath that I’d just sucked in. Swallowing hard, I made my way across the somewhat uneven floor and sat down beside the mass of blankets.

      It curled tighter, like a cocoon.

      “I heard what you said to Brynhilda,” Yumi said from within the confines of the blankets, “and that you kissed her.”

      “I didn’t think I kissed so noisily,” I said, lightly stroking the pile of blankets.

      “You didn’t. I guessed it more than heard it, I suppose.”

      “Does that bother you?”

      “No, I’m happy for you. Both of you. I just…I want to be held.”

      Gathering up the pile of blankets and Yumi, I pulled her into my lap, allowing her to stay in the safety of her cocoon if that was where she wanted to be. I rubbed her back slowly, then began to hum a tune that I’d often heard her hum.

      “Do you know what that song is about?” she quietly asked. The blankets shifted and her ears popped out of them.

      “I don’t,” I said.

      “Okay.”

      “Are you not going to tell me?”

      “It’s embarrassing.”

      “Well, now you have to tell me.”

      Yumi whined. She curled tighter in my lap, letting out a little grunt as she got settled.

      “It’s a song about a beastkin falling in love with someone from another clan. It’s an old song, ancient really, from long before the clans settled their differences. The two lovers run away from their clans to start their own.” Yumi mumbled something so fast that I didn’t catch it.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “I wish we could do that sometimes. Just run away from all of the world’s problems and start our own clan.”

      “Well, we’re doing half of that, aren’t we?”

      Yumi paused. “Which half?”

      “I mean, my hoard is basically just a big clan, isn’t it?”

      “And we do live way out in the forest, away from most of the noise of the outside world.” The top of her head poked out of the pile of blankets. Her ears twitched slightly, and I too heard movement out in the hall.

      “Bryn? Something wrong?” I called.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt, I just…Dorothea is in my bed. I wondered…if I might join the two of you, when you’re finished talking.”

      Yumi’s head popped out of the blanket. She looked at the door, then at me. With a nod, she unwrapped herself from the blankets and began to fix the bedroll so that the three of us could lay in it.

      “Sure,” I called.

      Brynhilda pushed the blanket in the doorway aside and shyly stepped into the room. “I really am sorry. I didn’t mean to overhear too, but the walls are so thin…”

      “I’m sorry I overheard too,” Yumi said.

      “No need to be sorry, neither of you were trying to eavesdrop.” I kissed Yumi’s cheek. She turned her head, puckering her lips up, so I kissed her there as well.

      Yumi and Brynhilda exchanged glances, though I wasn't sure what they meant. Then, they giggled.

      “Alright, come on you two, settle down. It’s getting late,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Indeed it is,” Dorothea said from the other room. “Shall I come out there as well so we can have a party?”

      “No,” Yumi and Brynhilda called back.

      I shook my head at the two of them as I crawled into the bedroll and settled down in the middle. Yumi climbed in on my left, laying her head over my heart, and Brynhilda took up my right side, where she propped her head on my shoulder.

      I was sure that I’d wake up with two dead arms, but I couldn’t have been happier with our arrangement.
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      Two anxious days passed while we waited for the beastkin to arrive. I was in a rush to stop the Red Dawn, but not so much that I was ready to take off blindly without proper preparations.

      Brynhilda told me of her home kingdom, Elegor, while we waited. It was just beyond the mountains, which helped separate the humans from the elves. Few high elves ventured beyond them, even fewer returned to Elegor when they saw what the world had to offer them.

      The high elves were notoriously prideful, which I’d experienced for myself firsthand, but they allowed anyone to walk among them.

      As long as they could handle being treated as a lesser citizen.

      I didn’t much care how the high elves looked at me. I just needed to get in the city, talk to the Scalebreaker clan, and hopefully get out in one piece.

      We left the clearing before noon, trusting Artus, Helena, and the beastkin to manage things in my absence. Helena has argued that it was better she go with us, but I needed the burly orc back home, protecting the beastkin. She eventually agreed—though she was obviously disappointed that she was missing out on the action.

      The beastkin were weary from their travels and opted to rest before beginning to rebuild their life. I told them to build what they wanted, where they wanted to, and then I was off.

      The wind was harsher near the mountains. It whipped along my scales, ruffling the hair of the three women who sat on my back.

      Yumi was perched in her usual spot at the base of my neck, gripping onto a spike there, while Brynhilda sat behind her, her arms wrapped tightly around Yumi’s waist and her face buried in Yumi’s shoulder.

      Dorothea sat further back, sitting side-saddle and cross-legged above my back legs. One hand gripped her black hat, while the other played daintily with a lock of her hair.

      How she didn’t go flying the moment I took off, I didn’t know, but she looked for all the world like a witch having a casual ride on her broom.

      I flew over the mountains, where the air felt somewhere from ten to twenty degrees chillier than it did back home. My dragon scales seemed to have some sort of insulation against the cold. I still felt it, but it seemed muffled somehow, like my scales absorbed the cold and prevented it from seeping deeper into my body.

      When I adjusted to the harsher climate, I couldn’t help admiring the view.

      What I’d believed to be just a couple of mountains was in fact an entire half-circle mountain range, which wrapped around a forest of green-blue trees and crystal clear lakes. Below us, a herd of wild horses ran across grassy blue plains, slowing when my shadow passed over them.

      That was when I realized they weren’t horses at all.

      “Centaurs?” I muttered, seeing the human upper bodies of the creatures. Their lower bodies were undeniably equine, ranging from brown coats to white to black and even silver. Some had spots.

      They stared at me with slack-jawed awe. I waved a front paw at them.

      A young centaur waved back, his curly blond locks bouncing.

      Man, this place never fails to amaze me, I thought.

      Soaring over a lake, I noticed something sparkling on the surface. I couldn’t resist the urge to dive down and see what it was.

      “Are we there?” Brynhilda shouted as she felt our descent.

      “I don’t think so,” Yumi called.

      “I see something glittering. Something small. Like…butterflies?”

      “Pixies,” Dorothea said.

      “Their dust is good for many potions,” Yumi said.

      “Did you want to get some?” I asked.

      “Maybe on the way back.”

      I lowered us to just above the surface of the water and only flapped hard enough to keep us aloft as colorful streams of dust zipped along the calm lake. Oranges, pinks, reds, greens.

      A purple one pitched on my nose. It stopped long enough for me to see that it did have butterfly wings—and a tiny humanoid body.

      The little pixie cocked her head at me.

      She smiled sweetly.

      And then hurled pixie dust in my eyes.

      “Ugh!” I groaned.

      As the pixie zoomed away, I was sure I heard tiny giggles.

      “They’re pests,” Brynhilda said.

      “No kidding.” I blinked the burning dust from my eyes and rose back into the sky, continuing toward the city that I saw in the distance.

      It was unlike Brightvale, which was white and had a single castle looming over the city. This one had perhaps hundreds of cylindrical tower-like structures jutting into the air like loosed arrows. Their roofs were different colors, built of offensively bright tiles that screamed for people to look at one tower, then the next, and another that was brighter still.

      The towers shrunk near the edges of the city, becoming smaller, thinner, until finally there was nothing but cabin-like structures at the outskirts, which was where I assumed the poor and outcasts lived.

      Farmland stretched to meet forests, and when I found a clearing that was near the end of the treeline, I landed.

      My passengers slid off, with Yumi having to practically drag Brynhilda down with her, and I transformed back into my human form.

      “Is that tiring?” Dorothea asked.

      “Not really,” I said.

      A screen appeared in my peripheral.
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      Swiping it away, I turned to Brynhilda. “It’s up to you to lead us from here,” I said.

      She nodded, then stood tall despite her wobbling knees. Sucking in a breath, she led the way out of the forest and between farms with blooming crops—some that I recognized, others that I didn’t.

      “Does stuff grow all year around here?” I asked.

      “No, but the land is much more magical, so crops grow fast and strong,” Brynhilda said.

      “Cyres used to be the same until humans got greedy, as they are inclined to do,” Dorothea said. She fixed the brim of her hat, then lowered the veil. “Someone wanted it all for themselves, and much of the magic died. Blah, blah, blah. A tale as old as time.”

      “Not to me,” I said.

      Dorothea arched her brow. “Were you not born in Cyres?” she asked.

      “I was born a long way from here,” I said.

      Brynhilda and Yumi chuckled.

      Dorothea narrowed her eyes. “How far?”

      “Not from this world? Galaxy? I don’t know.”

      “No way!” Dorothea bounded around in front of me, her eyes bright, wide with wonder. “You’re actually from another world? I’ve heard the stories, but I’ve never actually met anyone not of Rheagos. What was your world like? How did you end up here? Did a spell go awry?” Dorothea spoke so fast that I didn’t even get a chance to interrupt her. “Were you a dragon in your own world?”

      “I think this is a conversation for later,” I said, “I’m happy to answer your questions, but we have things to do right now.” I smiled.

      The corner of her lips twitched, and she cleared her throat, then smoothed her hands down the body of her dress. “Yes, that’s correct,” she said, adjusting her hat. “We have much to discuss, Leo. You’re a more curious creature than I initially thought.”
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      It was evening by the time we crossed the farmland and made it to the clusters of small homes that marked the beginning of the city.

      Or so I thought.

      A wall sat between the mighty towers and the cabin-like dwellings, making their status as outsiders clear.

      “Are we even allowed in the city?” I asked as we walked into the shadow of the wall. Even as someone who didn’t live here, it felt oppressive.

      “Anyone is allowed in the city,” Brynhilda said, “but to own a tower within the first circle is a status symbol for many.”

      “First circle?”

      “There are three. Royalty live within the innermost circle, then those who are considered second only to royal blood, like the Scalebreaker clan—though our place there has been tenuous at best.”

      “And the last circle?” I asked.

      “Those just above the peasants. The merchants, tailors, jewelers, those who have respectable jobs…according to the high elves,” she quickly added.

      “I like this place less with every minute.”

      “Do I need to wear a hood?” Yumi suddenly asked, looking like a deer in headlights.

      “High elves look down on everyone equally,” Brynhilda said.

      “Oh, that’s…reassuring. I guess?”

      “Come, we still have a long way to walk. I’d like to reach my old home before dark,” Brynhilda said. “The high elves do not like people skulking around at night. The only thing they hate more than other high elves are night elves.”

      “They sure seem like a hard people to get along with.”

      “Believe it or not, I’m one of the more agreeable ones.”

      I chose to keep my mouth shut.

      As we walked through the poverty-stricken neighborhoods outside of the first wall, anger roiled in my gut. Opulent towers loomed over people who barely seemed able to support themselves. People who went hungry, who lived in filth, who likely never felt like they truly belonged.

      The inner circles could no doubt change that with their wealth, and it disgusted me that they hoarded it all to build their towers. They began to look ugly, like fangs of an open maw jutting into the sky in a futile attempt to devour everything and quell their insatiable hunger for more.

      Many smells lingered in the streets—human waste being the most pronounced of them. I did my best not to openly wretch as an elven woman heaved a pail of piss into a ditch that ran down the street beside us.

      “The people here are often seen as uncivilized,” Brynhilda said quietly.

      “I think it’s more that they have no other choice,” I replied. “What are they supposed to do, walk hours to the forest?”

      “Hmm. I suppose you’re right. It’s not likely they can afford indoor plumbing.”

      “We don’t even have that,” I said. “Maybe that’s something else I can bring back from here.”

      A great wooden gate appeared in the distance as we approached the first wall. It had many strips of metal across it, with huge bolts binding them to the wood.

      To my surprise, these gates were open, though a few guards milled around, interviewing every group that passed through.

      We were no different. A guard in blue and yellow armor that looked more like a ballgown held up a hand to stop us.

      “What is your purpose for visiting today?” he asked, looking down his nose at us.

      “To meet with the Scalebreaker clan,” I replied.

      He scoffed. Looking us up and down for a moment, his eyes fixed on Brynhilda. Then he stepped aside, gesturing us through with a sneer. “Enjoy your time here,” he said, his words dripping with distaste.

      I followed him with my eyes as we passed. Hoping that every high elf wasn’t such a monumental ass, I stepped through the gates and into another world.

      Many little stalls lined and littered the area, some covered in colorful cloth, others simply made of painted wood. Vendors called for people to come see their wares, while buyers milled around in search of what they were after.

      It reminded me of Brightvale’s market.

      Brynhilda inhaled deeply through her nose. “Ah, smells like home,” she said, then grabbed me by the arm, sliding her hand down until our fingers were tangled together. “Come, you must all try my favorite dish.”

      I hurried to keep up with Brynhilda as she weaved through stalls.

      “It should be around here somewhere,” she said, tugging me along.

      Glancing over my shoulder to make sure Yumi and Dorothea were still with us, I shrugged helplessly at them.

      “I am kinda hungry,” Yumi said.

      “I’m a bit peckish,” Dorothea agreed. She gripped her skirts and lifted them enough that she could scurry to keep up with us. I didn’t know how she managed to with such high heels, but she did.

      “Here we are!” Brynhilda stopped abruptly next to a stall where a man cooked over what looked like a giant wok sitting in an open fire. A cauldron of some yellow-tinted liquid bubbled beside it, and several little baskets sat on his table—where a woman worked, cutting long, thin noodles reminiscent of spaghetti.

      “Four, please,” Brynhilda said as she dug out a pouch and handed off some strange-looking coins shaped like pentagons.

      The man nodded. If he looked down on us, I didn’t know, because he started cooking without delay. First, he threw some chicken skin into the wok, which quickly rendered out. The woman cooking with him lowered four servings of noodles into the boiling pot of water, where I saw bits of carrots, onions, and celery bubble to the surface.

      The noodles cooked for no more than thirty seconds before she pulled them out, dumping them into the wok. Bits of vegetables clung to the noodles as he fried them out, and he added some spices to the mix, filling the air with the savory aroma reminiscent of my grandmother’s chicken noodle soup.

      My mouth watered.

      “It smells divine,” Yumi said, wiping the back of her hand across her mouth.

      “It’s different, certainly.” Dorothea watched the process with a hand thoughtfully placed on her chin.

      The man produced four wooden bowls and forks from a pile of utensils, filled one with fried noodles, then poured a bit of the broth over them.

      I accepted my bowl hungrily, taking a small bite at first, then groaning at the savory taste of chicken, lightly salted noodles, and something that was close to thyme but not quite the same—a little sweeter and less strong. Crispy bits of chicken skin were hidden amongst the pile of noodles, as well as tender chunks of vegetables. The broth was rich and filling. It warmed my belly. I hadn’t thought myself hungry, but I polished the bowl off in less than two minutes despite how hot it was.

      “That was delicious,” Yumi said, patting her belly with her free hand.

      “What are these?” Dorothea asked as she lifted a noodle on her fork.

      “Noodles,” Brynhilda said.

      “Noodles…I should like to bring some home with me.”

      “You can get them slightly dried. They last for several weeks.”

      Dorothea rubbed her hands together. “We may have to come here again, Leo.”

      “I could probably figure out how to make them. We just need a recipe,” I said. “We have all the ingredients, I think. Anyway, this was a nice detour, but we should get going.”

      “Thank you for humoring me.” Brynhilda smiled, the corners of her eyes crinkling. She began to walk again, leading us through the crowd, which parted for her when they saw her armor. “I had missed fried noodles most of all.”

      “I don’t blame you, those were great.”

      “It’s considered a peasant’s meal, but I snuck out at least twice a week to have some. Aunty Helena would cover for me.”

      A few elves glanced at us, scowling.

      I cleared my throat. “How much further?”

      “Another half an hour or so.”

      We carried on, through the sprawling markets and eventually into narrow streets where towers boxed us in. Elves on balconies looked down upon us, watching us make our way through their city.

      I imagined we looked strange to them. An elf, a human, a beastkin, and a witch. We were an unlikely bunch.

      It was harder to see anything besides our immediate surroundings because of the towers, but eventually another set of gates came into view. They were as mighty as the ones from before, but they were closed, save for a small set of double doors within them—which were heavily guarded.

      Brynhilda went first, explaining our purpose, and we were allowed through. Again, it was with an air of distaste, which seemed only the higher ranking of the elves of Elegor could afford.

      The towers on the other side were even bigger, even more opulent, and they practically shone. Again, we walked right into a market area, though this one was smaller and more organized, with many guards in their blue and yellow garb milling about.

      The goods on display here were more refined—and more expensive. There were a couple of food stalls, but they seemed more like outdoor restaurants than actual stalls. They had seating, open kitchens, and umbrellas to shade their patrons.

      Before long, we were closed in by even bigger towers, and I gently nudged Yumi.

      “Do you think they’re compensating for something?” I joked.

      “Hmm, like what?” she asked innocently.

      “Their small penises,” Dorothea said, “and yes, probably so, if the rumors are true.”

      “Oooh!” Yumi giggled. “That’s why our cabin is so small.”

      “Alright then!” I cleared my throat, my cheeks burning red.

      My friends shared a laugh, and a few elves looked our way, frowning at us like we were making a ruckus in a library.

      The towers grew shinier and taller the deeper we walked into Elegor. One stood out amongst them all. While most had white or light gray bodies, this one was black, with a red roof.

      “Let me guess,” I said, pointing to the black tower. “That’s the Scalebreak home.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Bit of an eyesore, isn’t it?” Brynhilda asked. She slowed her pace, then stopped outside the front door. Turning to me, she took my hands in her own, stroking them gently. “Are you sure about this, Leo? This is our last chance to turn back.”

      “I’m sure,” I said.

      Brynhilda let us inside.

      Mounted on the wall was a dragon’s head.
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      The lifeless eyes of the dragon stared at me in frozen terror. Its maw hung open in a soundless roar that deafened my ears. Its blue scales were lustrous, but in an unnatural way, like they’d been polished to perfection. Long fangs protruded from lips that were pulled back in warning.

      An icy jolt ran down my spine. Every ounce of my being told me to run from this place. My legs threatened to turn to jelly as I took in the room.

      There wasn’t just one dragon head mounted on the wall, there were tens, perhaps even a hundred or more. They were different shapes, sizes, colors. Some even belonged to small, or perhaps juvenile dragons.

      Display cases lined the room and walls, filled with fangs, scales, talons—all pieces of dragons that were no doubt harvested from their kills. Statues wore suits of dragonscale armor and wielded dragonbone weapons.

      Any of them could have been me. Or like me. People from another world. Who were hunted down just because of what they were.

      Sure, the rumors said that dragons were vicious beasts, but history had a way of coloring itself in favor of the victor. There was no telling what actually happened.

      Exhaling slowly, I squared my shoulders and raised my head. It was hard to see the corpses of my brethren stuffed and put on display, but I had a job to do.

      “Sig!” I bellowed toward a spiraling staircase.

      Many footsteps sounded from above, and the one-handed man appeared first—followed closely by a woman.

      She stopped the moment that she saw us, her eyes widening so much that her eyebrows disappeared beneath her blonde bangs.

      “Brynny!” The female shoved Sig out of the way and ran to us, wrapping her arms around Brynhilda’s shoulders. Her eyes were full of tears that soon streamed down her face in thick rivulets. She sobbed openly, hanging off Brynhilda. “My baby! Your father told me you had perished to a dragon, I—” She breathed so hard that she had to pull away from Brynhilda and fan herself with a hand. “How are you here before me now?”

      “No, mother. I didn’t die. That vile man left me in the woods,” Brynhilda said bluntly, embracing the older woman.

      Her mother stared at her, all color draining from her face as the bitchiest, most venomous expression I’d ever seen replaced her confused delight.

      “He did what?” she asked flatly.

      I never truly understood the phrase cold fury until that moment.

      Brynhilda’s mother, dressed for all the world like a proper lady, glided gracefully across the room, the edge of her skirt dancing just across the surface of the floor.

      In one fluid motion, she decked Sig with a closed fist.

      I blinked.

      “How dare you do such a thing?” She grabbed him, pulling him up off of the floor, and then shoving him down again. “How dare you make a mother mourn her child. A child you were too cowardly to save.” She huffed a strangled sound between a laugh and a growl. “And you had your family lie to cover for you? Is that why you’re no longer head of the family? Because you abandoned our daughter?” She raised her fist again.

      “Enough, woman!” Sig shoved her away.

      I moved quickly, catching Brynhilda’s mother before she could hit the floor.

      “Don’t lay a hand on her, coward.” Brynhilda stepped between us, putting her hand on her sword.

      “Don’t you look at me like that when you brought the dragon right to us,” Sig snarled.

      “Thank you, young man,” Brynhilda’s mother said her.

      I helped her to her feet, and she took in a deep breath, then brushed the wrinkles from her dress. Her expression turned cold, stoic, and she looked down her nose at her husband.

      “This is the last straw, Sig. I’ll not stay married to a man who abandoned my baby.”

      “He’s the dragon, Priscilla!” Sig pointed at me accusingly.

      “Enough of your lies!”

      “That part isn’t actually a lie,” I said.

      Priscilla turned to me slowly. Her dark eyes, which were so much like Brynhilda’s, shone with interest as she looked me up and down. “Brynhilda, darling, is this true?” She went to her daughter, gently grasping onto her hands.

      “It is, mother. He can transform into a dragon,” Brynhilda said, then quickly added, “we’re working together to take down the Red Dawn.”

      She glanced back and forth between us.

      A zap of pink lightning shot through the room, casting it in an eerie pink glow.

      Sig screamed in pain, collapsing to the floor in a heap.

      I turned to Dorothea, who shrugged.

      “He looked like he was about to run,” she said.

      “He likely was,” Brynhilda said.

      “No doubt,” Priscilla murmured. She walked up to me, then around me. “No scales, claws, fangs. Are you really a dragon? And if you are, why are you here of all places? And is Helena really dead as well?”

      “She’s fine,” I assured. “I’m here to strike a deal that will interest the Scalebreaker family.”

      “A dragon wants to speak to dragon slayers to strike a deal.” Priscilla chuckled. “I’m not sure I can wrap my head around any of this,” she admitted.

      Then she wrapped her arms around Brynhilda again. “I’m sorry, my love, for not finding common ground between us when you were younger, for forcing all those lessons on you—I hope you know I love you. I feared you died believing I did not.”

      Brynhilda blushed to the tips of her ears. “Mother…” She hugged the woman back tightly.

      The two shared an intimate moment, and I turned my attention away to give them a moment of privacy. I couldn’t stomach the beheaded dragons, so I instead looked at Dorothea, who nudged Sig’s prone form with the tip of a pointed shoe.

      Yumi sniffled, likely missing her own parents despite what they’d done. I circled my arm around her, rubbing her back.

      After a few long moments, Priscilla cleared her throat and tore herself away from her daughter, though tears still sparkled in her eyes.

      “Come, Revna is the one to speak to.” She turned daintily on her heels and headed for the stairs—stepping over the collapsed form of her husband without so much as glancing at him.

      “Ah, Revna took over. Interesting,” Brynhilda said, wiping moisture from the corners of her eyes.

      “Is that good or bad for us?” I asked.

      “Well, she’s a scheming trollop, but her word is clad in iron.”

      “Brynny, don’t speak of your older sister that way,” Priscilla said with a click of her tongue.

      “Your sister?” I arched my brow.

      “Yes. Where I preferred the sword, she preferred honing her silver tongue.” She leaned in, then whispered, “in more ways than simply speaking. Be wary.”

      We mounted the winding stairs, which I swore had dragonscale railing, going up floor after floor until we came to a door that rested at the end of the staircase.

      The dead form of a dragon was carved into the dark wood. A single figure stood over it, their sword pointed to the sky in victory.

      I swallowed.

      Priscilla knocked excitedly.

      “Yes?” a feminine voice asked from the other side.

      “I have the most wonderful news, dear, may I come in?”

      “Of course, mother.”

      Priscilla opened the door, which creaked with every inch it moved, then stepped aside with a flowing gesture of her arm.

      Revna’s eyes bulged, but she quickly regained her composure. “Sister, how nice to see you alive and well.” She rose from her chair, crossed the room, and hugged Brynhilda, as a sister would.

      Yet, it seemed mechanical. The tension between them was palpable.

      “I’ve no interest in leading the clan, Revna. I’m just here on business,” Brynhilda said.

      Revna’s shoulders relaxed a little, and she finally looked at the rest of us.

      Her eyes lingered on me, a hungry glimmer within them. Brynhilda’s warning played in my mind, but I smiled at her all the same. I needed her to see me as a potential ally. I pretended to drink her in the same way that her eyes devoured me.

      Revna looked like Brynhilda but less. Her breasts were smaller, her hips weren’t as shapely, she wasn’t as tall as her sister, and her face wasn’t as pretty.

      I immediately understood why Revna felt threatened by her.

      Priscilla hugged both girls tightly, seeming oblivious to the tension between them.

      “What brings you back from the dead?” Revna asked.

      “Leo here has a proposal for you,” Brynhilda said, indicating to me.

      “I should hope his proposal is the marital sort,” Revna cooed.

      Yumi hissed, baring her fangs. A little spittle flew, landing on Revna’s cheek.

      “A pity,” Revna said. She looked at me more appraisingly now. “What could you possibly offer the Scalebreaker family?”

      “The thing you want most,” I said, letting her mind run wild with possibilities.

      Her dark eyes darted about, then pinned me.

      “To restore your reputation, to solidify your place in the second circle.” I grinned. “What I offer you, is credit for slaying a dragon, in exchange for a little help.”

      “I’m afraid my family has had precious little in the way of luck when it comes to dragon slaying,” Revna said as she wandered back to her desk and sat in her massive chair. She crossed one leg over the other, then raised a bell and rang it. “I doubt a human, a beastkin, and a witch will change that.”

      “How about another dragon?”

      “What do you mean?” She squinted at me.

      I grinned. “If a good dragon teamed up with the Scalebreaker clan to take out the Red Dawn, and if that good dragon allowed the clan to take all the credit for the slaying…”

      “There’s no such thing as a good dragon,” Revna said.

      “But there is, and he’s standing right here.” Brynhilda clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Please, sister. I know we’ve had our differences, but I speak the truth. Leo is a dragon.”

      Revna scrutinized me even harder. “What kind of trick is this? First you return from the dead, and now you claim to bring a dragon to me?” She turned to Priscilla. “Are you in on this joke as well?”

      “I’m here, mother,” someone said from behind us. “What do you—”

      I turned in time to see a young, slight elf wrap his arms around Brynhilda, who hugged him back.

      “Ein!” she exclaimed, swinging him around. “How is my favorite nephew?”

      “How is it that you’re here, Aunty Bryn?” Ein asked, his dark eyes watering. The kid seemed to be in his late teens, but as a high elf, I suspected he was actually much older. He wiped at his eyes, then hugged Brynhilda harder.

      “Grandpa Sig is a rat bastard,” Brynhilda said.

      “He lied?” Ein asked.

      I caught some movement from the corner of my eyes, and turned to see Revna in front of me and sizing me up again. She looked me up and down, then shook her head.

      “I don’t believe it,” she said while the duo continued to catch up in the background. “I’ve studied our history meticulously, and I never once heard of a human becoming a dragon.”

      “I could show you,” I said.

      “Tempting as that is, I’d rather not send Elegor into a panic.”

      “Then you’ll just have to trust me.”

      “Okay, pretending I believe you. Why do you want to help us?” she asked.

      “To help ourselves,” I replied.

      “Now that, I believe.” Revna narrowed her eyes slightly. “What are the details of this little plan of yours?”

      “Does that mean you’re in?” I asked with a grin.

      She returned to her desk once more. “Perhaps. We’ll see.” She propped her elbows on her desk and her chin in her hands.

      “We’re going to make a big deal of you capturing me in order to lure the Red Dawn somewhere. Then, we’ll work together to take him out,” I said.

      “Wouldn’t it benefit you more to kill him yourself?” she asked.

      “Perhaps, but we can’t risk him escaping and becoming stronger.”

      “Reasonable.” Revna nodded. “But you saw what the Scalebreaker warriors are capable of, surely you don’t expect them to suddenly be competent?”

      I chuckled. “I don’t, but I need to make a fuss to draw him out, as I said.”

      She nodded slightly. Her face was mostly unreadable, but a glimmer in her eyes gave me the impression that she liked what I was suggesting—that it was exactly what the clan needed to solidify their place in the second circle of Elegor. Though she tried to hide her emotions, I found her transparent.

      She was greedy.

      “Can we really trust her?” Yumi whispered to Brynhilda.

      “My word is my word,” Revna said. She slowly rose from her chair and walked around the desk to stand before me. Extending a single finger, she trailed it down my chest.

      “Mother,” Ein groaned, shielding his eyes.

      Brynhilda slapped the hand away.

      “Fine, fine. I see how it is.” Revna sighed. “I accept. On one condition...”
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      Spell wards bound me to a platform on wheels that groaned under the weight of my dragon form. Strands of colorful magic wrapped around my front and my back legs, binding me to magical runes drawn on the wood. The wagon, if it could be called that, inched forward. It was barely able to move despite the more than dozen elves and two horses that pulled it along the path toward Brightvale.

      A covered carriage carrying all of my friends rolled along behind us.

      An itch tickled at my hind quarters, and I shifted slightly, trying to scratch it as a dog might.

      “You’re supposed to be incapacitated,” Revna, who walked just in front of the cart, whispered to me. “Why are you moving about so much?”

      “Itchy,” I murmured, feeling a tad guilty.

      “We’ve been working on this for a week. You’d best not mess it up.”

      I nodded and sighed, resigning myself to the tediously slow ride.

      And the smell of horse’s ass right in my face.

      We’d spent the last week setting everything up, dripping rumors across two kingdoms. First there were whispers that the Scalebreaker clan was tracking a black dragon which had flown over Elegor—which I had done to add legitimacy to our plan.

      The second part of the rumors were that they had managed to wound me in the mountains, and that they were aiming to capture me alive because they’d heard me speak and wanted to torture me for information.

      Admittedly, it made more sense for them to take me to Elegor than for the high elves to head to Brightvale, but it was closer, and the Red Dawn had shown interest in it. He had also shown great hubris each time we met.

      I also suspected that he had agents everywhere in Cyres. I doubted the same could be said for the high elven kingdom.

      So, I played the part of a wounded dragon and kept my head flopped over the side of the wagon as if I was unconscious. I relaxed my body, hung my tail and made my wings go limp.

      It was hard.

      Tension bubbled in my gut, working its way through every muscle and fiber of my being. I didn’t have butterflies in my stomach, I had angry honey badgers, all fighting for dominance. Forcing my limbs to look numb made them lock painfully, but I couldn’t stretch. I couldn’t risk sending a crack through the facade.

      For many painstaking hours, I remained tethered to the slow-moving wagon. I grew hungry, thirsty, and at times I sensed myself drifting off. The birds chirped, the breeze rustled leaves, and the sound of running water had an unfortunate impact on my bladder.

      Still, I didn’t move.

      Hours dragged on, until the sun fell and the elves decided to make camp for the night.

      An unsettling sensation in my stomach told me that this wouldn’t work, that the Red Dawn wouldn’t hear about us in time, but I forced myself to stay on that damned platform.

      My legs were dead, my wings were numb, and the runes that bound me began to chafe around my wrists and ankles.

      My nose twitched at the smell of meat cooking over an open fire. My stomach growled, demanding a morsel. None came. The horses, which had been detached from my wagon and were tied to nearby trees, started to look mighty good to my draconic senses.

      My eyes followed Revna as she brought food and water to the carriage where Yumi, Brynhilda, and Dorothea were still hiding. A weaker part of me wanted to transform and join them.

      I couldn’t. I couldn’t do anything besides act the part of a wounded captive.

      Sighing, I settled down.

      Again, I didn’t sleep.

      Not only did the threat of the Red Dawn hang over us, but I didn’t entirely trust Revna or any of Brynhilda’s other relatives.

      As if on cue, I caught one of them leering in my direction. He looked away the moment our eyes met, returning to running a sharpening stone along the edge of his blade.

      The fire crackled. The elves took turns standing watch. Ein, who came along against his mothers wishes, even tossed me a leg of chicken to gnaw on.

      It wasn’t enough to fill my draconic belly, but I appreciated it all the same.

      My eyelids grew heavy. I fought the pull of sleep as it wrapped its arms around me and dragged me into its depths. I rested my eyes for a moment, then two, then for more seconds than I could count.
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        * * *

      

      A roll of thunder stirred me, crackling like whips across the sky.

      Another followed. Louder. Closer.

      No, not thunder.

      Roars.

      My eyes popped open, taking a moment to adjust. The sky was still dark, save for the twinkling stars and full moon. The nearest light in the area was from the firepit, which the elves were frantically running around.

      It took everything in me to resist the urge to lift my head.

      The roaring continued. From where I was perched, I saw portals open all around the camp. Men and women dressed in the Red Dawn’s garb came flowing out, surrounding us.

      Despite it being night, a great shadow fell over us.

      I craned my eyes and lifted my head slightly to see the Red Dawn circling above us. About half a dozen cultists were on his back, and from the way they gestured with their hands, I assumed they were the ones making the portals.

      The high elves formed a line, raising their weapons in challenge.

      The Red Dawn simply chuckled as he landed. His wings gave a mighty flap that sent Ein flying in my direction. He tumbled across the dirt until he landed on his stomach, facing me.

      Our eyes met.

      I nodded.

      He skittered behind my wagon.

      I stood and sprung off of the wagon in one mighty leap, severing my magical bindings with a staticy pop. My wings and legs ached, burned from being in the same position for so long, but I spurred them on. A mighty roar tore free of my lungs as I landed across the fire from the Red Dawn and snarled at him.

      His eyes widened, pupils narrowing to pinpricks. Our gazes locked.

      “That was Leo!” Yumi said as the carriage door opened. “I’d know that roar anywhere.”

      I didn’t look to see them climb out. I trusted that they could defend themselves while I dealt with our enemy. We circled the fire, the light playing over our scales as we exchanged growls

      The Red Dawn’s scales had turned from a lustrous red to a sickly black—not like mine, which gleamed in the firelight. It was as if his body was tainted, like his scales were rotting away. His jaw had healed at a strange angle, giving him a slightly lop-sided chin that made several bottom fangs protrude on his upper lips. His beady eyes had sunken into his skull, the scaly skin around them gaunt.

      “All those followers, and you don’t have a good healer amongst them?” I taunted.

      He snarled, baring his long fangs. The smell of decay filled the air—like meat and garbage that had been left to bake in the summer sun. He looked and smelled like death, but he still didn’t seem to be dying or dead.

      No, it was like he’d become some sort of abomination. Neither living nor dead.

      “Oh, Nexus,” Dorothea said. Her tone of voice made it sound like a curse word. “He’s a—”

      The Red Dawn’s roar swallowed whatever she said next.

      All at once, the zealots lurched forward, closing in on us. They brandished their weapons, holding them high. The high elves and Yumi, Brynhilda, and Dorothea formed a circle.

      A bolt of pink chain lightning shot through the enemy horde.

      It was the last thing I saw before I lunged at the Red Dawn.

      We went onto our back legs, grappling one another with our front talons, trying to force the other into submission. He wrestled me hard, pushing me so that my back legs sank into the dirt and formed deep indentations in them as he pushed me along.

      Shit.
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      I shoved back against the Red Dawn’s arms, which had locked with mine in a deathly shoving match. My talons sank into the dirt for purchase but found none. My teeth grit, and I took a step forward—then quickly slid back to where I’d begun and further still. I pivoted to out-maneuver him, but he forced me further back again.

      No matter how I struggled against the Red Dawn’s strength, I was no match for it.

      “Watch out!” Yumi yelled as we bulldozed through the battlefield around us. Cultists went flying or were crushed beneath the force that the Red Dawn pushed me with. Their strangled cries rang out for only a split second before a stomach-churning crunch echoed in my ears.

      The Red Dawn opened his misshaped maw and red, orange, and mainly black flames gathered in an orb of chaotic energy that sparks flew off of.

      I inhaled, gathering my own flames at the back of my throat. The two streams of magic met with a deafening mini explosion that lit the entire clearing, turning the fighting elves and cultists into long, frightening shadows against the treeline.

      Our magic streams warred. His was concentrated into a thin beam that threatened to slice through my own as he continued to wrestle my arms.

      If he got me on the ground, I was dead.

      I poured every ounce of my magical power into my black flames, and it overpowered his, forcing the stream closer to his maw, threatening to sear the back of his throat.

      He roared and threw himself off of me, shoving me away. My fire blasted harmlessly into the sky.

      “Stay away from him,” Yumi hissed like a feral animal.

      A barrage of magical orbs soared past me. Grunts and cries followed. I didn’t have time to glance back at whatever carnage she wrought upon our enemies.

      The Red Dawn flew over my allies, his mouth open and dark energy gathering in the back of his throat.

      I launched into the sky with a roar of anger.

      He unleashed his torrent of dark flames.

      The elves looked up in horror.

      I crossed over them, taking the magic attack square to my back.

      It burned like I’d put my hand on a hot stove, and I growled in pain. My scales seemed to deflect the heat or magic somewhat, so it didn’t last long.

      Craning my neck to look below and behind me, I saw the elves were unharmed. Several of them watched me for a split second before returning to the chaos of battle.

      “They’ll be the death of you,” the Red Dawn roared. He tucked his wings and dove at Yumi and Brynhilda, who were too busy fighting on the ground to keep an eye on the sky.

      I lurched forward, willing my body beyond its limits.

      Yumi and Brynhilda looked up as two giant shadows fell over them. Their eyes widened in horror. Cultists closed in around them, their weapons held high.

      There was no escape.

      My body collided with the Red Dawn in a tackle that sent us both flying through his zealots, wiping out more than a dozen of them as they were crushed beneath our tumbling, growling, struggling bodies.

      We fought to be the one to end up on top. Our tails whipped, our back legs kicked, our front legs wrestled with all of our might. We tumbled again and again, flipping each other back and forth.

      His strength was greater than mine. He pinned me on my back and snapped his jaw at my throat.

      I headbutted him in the chin, slamming my horns against it.

      The Red Dawn shook his head, stunned.

      My fangs found purchase in his throat, and I clamped down on it, trying to rip it out. His scales were tough. My teeth ached, but I tasted something metallic—then rotted meat.

      I gagged, but I didn’t let go.

      He clawed desperately at my body with his front and back legs, tearing at my scales with sharp talons.

      I kept wrestling him, maneuvering us until I had the upper hand.

      A fierce pain shot between my legs, and my mouth parted in surprise.

      I knew he was a coward, I just didn’t realize he was a dirty-fighting bastard on top of that.

      The Red Dawn threw me down again.

      It took everything in me not to curl up into a ball, but I managed to crawl away from him before he could grab me.

      Blue orbs of magic peppered against the Red Dawn’s chest, then a bolt of pink lightning bounced off his scaly behind.

      “You fight dirty,” Dorothea said.

      “Kneel before me and be spared,” the Red Dawn roared.

      “If I were hacked off at the knees, I’d stand on my hands rather than listen to you!” Yumi yelled, unleashing another wave of magical orbs.

      The Red Dawn growled. He swept around, swinging his clubbed tail at them.

      Yumi leaped over it.

      Dorothea didn’t.

      “No!” I cried.

      She bursted into a cloud of ravens, which flew at the Red Dawn’s face and pecked at his eyes.

      He roared, swiping at them with his front legs.

      Brynhilda ran across the battlefield. She jumped high, her dragonbone sword gripped over her head with both hands, the blade pointing downward. She rocketed through the air, using the force of her momentum to slam her blade into the Red Dawn’s hind quarters.

      He roared and lashed out, snapping his jaws at her—all while Dorothea’s ravens continued to peck at his face.

      I slashed him with a front paw, while Brynhilda darted off of his back, abandoning her sword.

      The zealots crowded around her, and the Red Dawn stopped me from reaching her.

      “Kindly fuck right off!” a feminine voice rang out as dragonbone crossbow bolts turned the cultists into pincushions.

      Revna, standing on top of the wagon I’d been on, pointed her crossbow at the cultists nearest her sister.

      “Try and touch her, and I’ll turn you into a porcupine,” she warned.

      They glanced at one another from beneath their hoods.

      “After darkness comes the dawn,” the Red Dawn said as he launched into the air. “Should you die, you’ll be reborn anew in my perfect world!”

      “That’s bullshit!” I shouted, close on his heels.

      It was enough to spur the cultists on. They tried to close in on Brynhilda again, but arrows, pink lightning, and blue orbs shot them down one by one. Elves with swords hacked their way toward her, and Brynhilda pulled a dagger from her belt, wielding it like a one-handed sword.

      The Red Dawn soared across the sky, giving a mighty roar to rally his troops. I was close behind, blasting black flame at him. The wind blew against my back, helping to carry my flames to him, and they engulfed him.

      He snarled in pain, curling around slightly in midair to look at me.

      No, to look at his back left leg.

      The one with Brynhilda’s sword sticking out of it.

      It must be conducting the heat of my flames, I thought before releasing another burst of magic.

      The Red Dawn ducked and flew lower to the ground.

      I soared over him—then dropped my entire weight on his back.

      He was strong, but he wasn’t strong enough to fight the deadweight of a falling dragon.

      We crashed to the ground, and the Red Dawn let out a red and black laser that cut through a few of his minions and one of the elves.

      Ein.

      Revna’s son. The elf who had taken pity on me and fed me.

      Revna screamed—a sound of pure anguish unlike anything that I’d ever heard before. It was shrill like nails on a chalkboard, piercing my skull and chilling me to the bone.

      She threw herself off of the wagon, loaded up a string of bolts, and fired them off in rapid succession.

      She had only one target. The Red Dawn, who wormed his way out from under me.

      The ravens swept in again, going for his face. He roared, blasting the ravens with his laser. Some disintegrated. Those that remained flew to the ground and, in a flurry of feathers, became Dorothea.

      She bled from a wound in her stomach and had a gash across her forehead that dripped blood into her eye. Her hat was in tatters, and a gust of wind ripped it off of her head.

      “Are you okay?” I asked,

      “I got him,” she said triumphantly, wheezing through the pain.

      The Red Dawn turned his head toward me, no toward Dorothea, and snarled. His right eye was closed, the lid covered in dozens of claw marks.

      “Well done,” I said. “Now go. You’re in no shape to fight.”

      Yumi threw a bottle at Dorothea’s feet. It smashed, splashing her black dress in a foul-smelling liquid.

      “Rude,” Dorothea said. The wound on her forehead started to heal. She touched it lightly. “Oh. Thank you.”

      “Open a portal for me,” the Red Dawn demanded.

      I lurched after him. I wasn’t about to let him get away again.

      The zealots began to chant, but I barely heard it over Revna’s screams. She continued to unload her crossbow bolts into any enemy in sight as she worked her way toward her fallen son.

      So much was happening around me that I could scarcely take it all in. Revna’s screams, the click of her crossbow, the snapping of pink lightning, the wet thud of swords meeting flesh, the crackle of energy as a giant portal opened in the sky.

      Over it all, I heard my breathing, harsh and erratic.

      “Leo,” Yumi’s voice rang out through it all, grounding me as she jumped up onto my back. “Let’s go get him, heartling.”

      I took to the sky again, hot on the Red Dawn’s tail. Blue orbs flew past my head, some impacting against his scales, others barely missing him.

      My fangs latched onto the flesh of his tail, which had healed since I ripped the club off. Instead of just holding on, I unleashed black flames directly onto his rotting scales.

      He roared in agony and spun around in midair to snap at me—like a dog whose paw was stepped on.

      Yumi hugged the back of either side of my neck with her legs and wildly fired blue bolts at his face.

      The Red Dawn’s teeth sank into my snout, but I ignored it. Blasting wave after wave of fire onto his tail and over his back, I snarled out my challenge. He clawed and slashed at me—then went for Yumi.

      I immediately released him and backed off, raising my head to protect her from the blast of magic he unleashed. It was hot, but it only really hurt in the bleeding gashes he made.

      He actually cauterized them.

      Something impacted against the back of my head, and I felt a trickling down the back of my neck.

      “Sorry,” Yumi said.

      The pain grew dull, and I realized that she had thrown a vial of some sort of numbing agent at me. Something else impacted against my scales, and some of my wounds started to heal slightly.

      “Sorry again,” she said.

      Without the distraction of pain, I focused on the task at hand.

      The Red Dawn.

      He flailed in the air, a trail of smoke following his movements like a plane spelling our words in the sky. The smell of rot increased, and Yumi wretched. Craning his neck, he fired his laser at us again, and I remembered what happened the first time that I’d overpowered him with my magic.

      I fell behind on purpose. The Red Dawn grew near the portal.

      “Yumi, do you have anything volatile? That might explode?” I asked once out of earshot.

      “Yes, why?” she asked.

      “Give it here.” I reached over my shoulder, carefully grabbing the small vial she passed me. It was about the size of a toothpick in my massive hand.

      “What for?” she asked.

      I didn’t have time to answer. Flapping my wings as hard as I could, I caught up to the Red Dawn just enough to bite into his tail again.

      He reared around to bite at me, just like last time, and I pulled myself up his body, shoved the vial into his mouth, then held them shut with all my might.

      The Red Dawn snarled. Glass crackled and broke.

      “No!” a cultist screamed from the ground.

      The Red Dawn’s jaw struggled to open against the force of my taloned front legs. He slashed at me, then grabbed onto me, yanking me closer.

      I watched in horror as he inhaled through his nose.

      The Red Dawn fired up magical flames in the back of his throat—and his head exploded in my hands. Chunks of dragon flesh rained down all around me, and all at once his wings stopped flapping. It fell out of the sky at an alarm rate.

      As strong as dragons were on the outside, they were squishy on the inside.

      “Ewww!” Yumi whined from my back.

      I looked below, roaring to grab the attention of everyone fighting on the ground, and my allies looked up.

      The zealots did as well.

      Right before the Red Dawn crushed them.

      The portal overhead fizzled out with a snap and crackle.

      By the time I made it back to the ground, the fighting had finished, and the Red Dawn’s body returned to that of a human.

      Surprisingly, he was wearing clothes from my old world.

      And he had a red pen tucked in his front pocket.

      The yellow tweed suit looked familiar too…

      It couldn’t be, I thought.

      “Are you okay, Leo?” Yumi asked as she picked dragon pieces out of her hair. "You look as if you've seen a ghost?"

      "A ghost from my past.”

      “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Yes, go help the others,” I said as I landed.

      She jumped down and ran off to the fallen young elf that Revna wept over.

      Brynhilda, panting and slightly wounded, hobbled up to me, hugging my side. “We did it. Our quest is complete.”

      “Well, the part about killing the Red Dawn, anyway. I still want to finish our little village in the woods,” I said.

      Then a window appeared before me.
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      Shaking my head to rid myself of it, I transformed back into my human form and headed to where Yumi was kneeling next to the young elf.

      “Will he be alright?” I asked.

      “My poor baby,” Revna sobbed. “Please, fox, please tell me he’ll live.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Yumi promised.

      I looked around. The bodies of many zealots lay throughout the clearing. A couple of the elves had fallen in the fight as well. Their kin mourned them openly.

      My heart ached for them, ached for the young boy who might lose his life for a cause bigger than himself, but a part of me…

      Felt relieved too.

      Dorothea approached me, her clothes looking worse for wear, but her body seeming fine. “I had heard rumors that killing indiscriminately could turn one into a foul beast, but I scarcely believed it was true. The Red Dawn must truly have killed many people to have become a death knight.”

      “A death knight?” I asked, my voice sounding far off. I didn’t know why I asked. I didn’t really care.

      “A reaper of souls. One who gives up their own mortality for a shot at something more. Did he pass on his experience to you?”

      “I just got a level in dragon slaying.”

      “As did I.”

      We stood in silence for a moment.

      “Ill-gotten powers require great sacrifice, I suppose,” Dorothea said.

      “I suppose so…”

      “If you hadn’t stopped him, he would have gone on to destroy the world itself,” Dorothea said, fixing me with her stare.

      “Mm.” I turned from her and back to the others. Kneeling in the grass next to young Ein, I took his hand. “You’re a hero,” I said, watching his eyes open and close.

      Revna practically lay on his chest, and Brynhilda had to pull her off so that Yumi could work.

      “You’ll be alright,” I said. I hoped I wasn’t lying.

      His lips moved, no sound came out besides a slight gurgling.

      “Ein,” Revna said through tears. “I told him he shouldn’t come along. I told him he wasn’t a dragon slayer.”

      “Ein,” I said, “you are a dragon slayer.” I squeezed his hand slightly. “Thank you for the kindness you showed me.”

      He smiled slightly, a drop of blood running from the corner of his lips.

      Revna sobbed louder. “I had thought to turn on you when we had killed the Red Dawn,” she said through her tears.

      “Revna!” Brynhilda sadly shook her head. She hugged her sister tightly. Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes, but she seemed to be trying to stay strong.

      “I’m sorry,” she sobbed, “please, please help my boy! He’s the sweetest son there is, he just…he wanted to be like the legends. He wasn’t like the rest of us. He didn’t want to hoard gold or—”

      Then an idea struck me.

      “Nexus, invite Ein to my hoard.”

      

      You have invited Ein Scalebreaker to join your [Dragon’s Hoard].

      

      His glazed eyes drifted back and forth. I didn’t know if he saw the notification, or if he could see anything at all.

      

      Ein Scalebreaker has joined your hoard!
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      Yumi wandered out of the home that she shared with Leo, Brynhilda, and now, Dorothea, who had stuck to them like sap since discovering Leo’s origins.

      The grass was trampled in front of their home, forming a path that led to any number of the other buildings within their little village, which had gone from a single cabin to a dozen—and they weren’t done yet.

      Yumi smiled and waved as she walked by the builders, Jak and Vera, who were busy putting down the foundations for another home. They waved back, their hammers still in hand.

      A familiar shadow passed over her, and she shielded her eyes with a hand, smiling at the majestic form of Leo as he swooped low over the village. His scales sparkled like black gems in the sunlight. No matter how many times she saw them, they never failed to steal away her attention.

      He landed somewhere beyond the flourishing crops, where beastkin worked to expand, weed, and plant new vegetables. She hurried herself onward, hoping to complete her quest before he returned home.

      Yumi jogged along the well-beaten path that led to the village cellar. Since Artus managed their supplies, at Leo’s request, his home was directly beside it.

      She scurried up to the door and knocked quickly, then looked over her shoulder to make sure Leo hadn’t snuck up on her. She didn’t want to ruin the surprise.

      The door creaked open. Artus stepped outside. “Yumi, can I help you?” he asked, brow arched.

      “I was hoping you could spare me some apples from the village cellar,” Yumi said, wringing her hands out. She looked over her shoulder again, but Leo was still nowhere to be seen.

      Part of her was sad, because she wanted to see the face of the man that she loved so much. Mostly, she was just relieved that she could actually do something nice for him.

      “What for?” Artus asked.

      “Does it matter?” she replied, her tail swishing.

      “Well, you’re sneaking around, so I imagine it’s important.” He chuckled, stepped outside, then closed the door to his home behind him. “Something for Leo, I presume?”

      “Shhh, I don’t want him finding out.” Yumi waved her hands around, then brought a finger in front of her lips when she realized just how loud she was being.

      “A special occasion, or just feel like giving him something nice again?” Artus asked.

      “We’ve been mates for one whole month!” Yumi proudly declared, her tail wagging with excitement. “I wanted to mark the occasion with something special…I just hope he remembers where I got the idea from.”

      “Ah, to be young again,” Artus sighed wistfully. He led them into the underground cellar, making a beeline for a barrel in the corner. “We’ve only a few left, but of course you can have them. You, Leo, and Brynhilda do so much for us.” He plucked the red apples from the barrel and offered them to Yumi.

      While his two large hands could fit six apples between them, Yumi needed both arms to carry them.

      “Need help?” Artus asked.

      “I’ll be fine, thank you!” She smiled dreamily. “I can’t wait to see the look on his face,” she said.

      Artus chuckled. “Have a good day, Yumi.”

      “You too!” she called over her shoulder as she headed back toward her home. She hummed as she went, once more taking in all that the scenery had to offer—the colorful crops, the sparkling lake, the blue sky. It was hard for a daydreamer like her to focus in such a place, especially when she was so happy.

      And she was happy at Dragon’s Lake. That was what Leo called the village when the Nexus had prompted him to give their settlement a name. Yumi liked the name. It both reflected the area and the fact that a dragon protected it.

      Personally, she would have named it Leo’s Lake or something similar, but he was too modest.

      That was why she enjoyed spoiling him. He was so thoughtful, so selfless. He deserved to have someone who thought about his needs, when he spent so much time tending to everyone else.

      Yumi’s belly fluttered with excitement. She was that person. She—

      “Spaced out again, haven’t you, little fox?” Dorothea asked.

      Yumi yelped, the apples going flying into the air.

      Dorothea extended a hand, and the apples floated in mid-air rather than hit the ground. Her pink magic glistened around the fruit as they hovered toward Yumi, who plucked them out of the air as if picking them from a tree.

      “What are you doing with all these?” she asked, grabbing an apple. She made to take a bite from it.

      “No!” Yumi cried, her eyes wide with horror.

      “We can get more in Fairfield,” Dorothea said. Again, she went to take a bite. This time, it was more dramatic, like she was trying to get under Yumi’s skin.

      “I need these now. For…for something,” Yumi murmured. “Something just for Leo.” She added the last bit so that Dorothea wouldn’t invite herself along as she’d done for the last month or so.

      “How sweet.” Dorothea placed the apple upon the pile in Yumi’s arms. “Though I think a hot-blooded male like Leo would be just as happy if you showed your appreciation with your body.”

      Yumi flushed.

      That was also part of the plan, but she didn’t want to admit it to Dorothea.

      “Of course, you do that every night, judging by the sound of it, and the way Brynhilda haunts the kitchen until you’re done.”

      “Dorothea!” Yumi frowned.

      A mischievous smile flitted across her lips. “I best get back to my work. Those protective wards won’t set themselves.” She winked. “Don’t change, little fox. I’d hate to find teasing you boring.” She sauntered off, her pink hair bouncing.

      Yumi couldn’t resist the urge to stick her tongue out at Dorothea’s back. Once she got that out of her system, she continued to their home—which had an actual door now.

      That proved an obstacle for Yumi, who juggled apples while trying to grab that handle. Eventually, she kicked the door gently, hoping that Brynhilda was still inside.

      The high elf answered, poking her head out.

      “Ah, Yumi.” She smiled slightly. “Oh, are you doing that thing for Leo today?” She stepped aside, allowed Yumi to enter, then closed the door behind her.

      Brynhilda trailed after Yumi as she headed to their little table to set the apples down. She sat, watching as Yumi gathered together all of the other ingredients that she needed for her special gift—flour, sugar, butter, cinnamon, plus a few other odds and ends.

      “May I watch?” Brynhilda asked.

      “Sure.” Yumi nodded and smiled. “But do you remember how you felt about cooking when we first met?”

      Brynhilda blushed. “Yeah…I’m sorry about that. I’m not sure I’ve ever said that.”

      The corners of Yumi’s eyes crinkled with mirth. “No need to worry.” She grabbed her wooden cutting board and a sharp knife, then sat at the table.

      Yumi had spent a great deal of time trying to perfect her pie crust. She indulged in a good many pies in her youth, many that she wasn’t even supposed to touch, and she’d made a few here and there, but she wanted her hand pies to be flawless.

      She was in the middle of kneading the dough together when a knock sounded on the door.

      Helena let herself inside a moment later. She wandered over to the table, her half-shaved head tilting slightly to the side. “Smells nice in here,” she said. “Spicy, but sweet.”

      “That’s the cinnamon,” Yumi said.

      “Huh.”

      “It’s very good,” Brynhilda said.

      “I’m making these for Leo,” Yumi said again.

      “Ahh, a special treat for your lover.” She wiggled her brows. One had a scar passing through it. “I won’t get in the way.” She began heading for the door.

      “Am I in the way?” Brynhilda asked.

      “Not yet,” Yumi said.

      “Oooh.”

      “Come on, Brynny, it’s about time for our daily training session.” Helena gestured for her to follow.

      Brynhilda pushed herself to her feet.

      “I’ll show you how to make pies later,” Yumi promised.

      “Of course. I’m not offended. I look forward to the day when I can do the same.” She smiled and the tips of her ears blushed red.

      Yumi wasn’t into women—or men besides Leo—but she understood what he saw in a girl like Brynhilda. She’d been rough around the edges when they first met, but she was truly a diamond in the rough.

      “These beastkin may not like to fight, but they’re learning damn fast,” Helena said as they left.

      Whatever Brynhilda said was lost by the closing door, and Yumi finished kneading the dough, then set it aside to rest. While it did, she peeled and chopped some apples, throwing them into a pot that she set over the fire. To them she added cinnamon, sugar, butter, a little flour, and a splash of whiskey.

      She hummed while cooking the concoction down, eventually adding some nuts and orange zest to the mix. When it was cooked to the appropriate tenderness, she pulled it from the fire and set the pot aside.

      Yumi grabbed a round piece of wood that she’d peeled the bark off of, and used it to roll out the pie dough. She then used a bowl to cut circles in the dough, filled those with the apple mixture, folded it up at the edges, and set it on a flat rock alongside the coals in the fire to bake.

      Then, it was just a waiting game. She paced back and forth, trying not to get distracted while she waited for them to bake. The warm smell of cinnamon and sugar filled the air, and the fat of the butter fizzled on the rock that they cooked on.

      When their crust had turned a nice golden brown, she used a cloth to remove them from the fire and placed them on the clean side of the cutting board. There, she dusted them with another sprinkle of sugar.

      Stepping back, Yumi propped her hands on her hips and admired her work.

      Now, all she had to do was wait for Leo.

      She did. For a minute. Then two.

      She didn’t make it to three.

      Yumi took off her apron and headed out the door. Her ears stood tall, twitching at each sound she heard, searching for the familiar sound of her mate’s voice. There were many more voices now, but Yumi liked that. She was happy to have a clan again.

      Even happier that they looked to someone as strong as Leo for guidance.

      Sure, Artus acted as a buffer between everyone and Leo so that they didn’t waste his time, but Leo was undeniably in charge.

      Yumi couldn’t have been prouder.

      As she wandered, so did her mind—to their first meeting.

      She smiled wistfully as she remembered how confused he’d been. He’d come a long way from the man who didn’t know anything about the world or anyone in it. He had so much power at his fingertips.

      And instead of using it for himself, he used it for everyone.

      “Ah, I’m swooning again,” Yumi whispered, blinking herself out of her stupor.

      “Over me, I hope,” Leo’s familiar voice said. It always made her melt a little on the inside.

      Yumi twirled around, her ears flopping in the wind and her tail swishing to a stop behind her.

      As usual, Ein was with him, jotting things down in a leather-bound book. The young elf had scarcely left Leo’s side since they’d saved his life.

      She blinked again when she saw they had two dwarfs with them—not because they were dwarfs, but because she recognized them.

      “Lem and Frugg!” she said, looking between them. “I never thought I’d see you two again.”

      “And I never thought I’d see such shoddy workmanship,” Lem said, indicating to the nearest house.

      “You taught me to chop trees, not to make houses,” Leo reminded the bearded lady with a playful roll of his eyes.

      “But I didn’t think ya’d butcher them!” She shook her head, walked toward the nearest house, and began muttering to herself as she stroked her beard.

      “What me wife is tryin ta say, I believe,” Frugg said, “is that we heard what ya did for, well, everyone.” He cleared his throat. “Even if you are a bloody dragon…”

      Yumi cleared her throat in warning.

      “Right, right, sorry. Hard ta ignore what ya were brought up believing.” He waved a chubby hand. “But we figured meeting ya was no coincidence.”

      “And building a house for a dragon? The dragon who saved Cyres, no less? Now, that’s something worthy of my skills,” Lem said, grinning.

      “Well, I can pay you now, at least, since we claimed the bounty on the Red Dawn’s head,” Leo said. “Assuming you can do plumbing and the like, I’d be happy to help you build a new house for me—and then maybe for some of the others?”

      “Lad,” Lem said with a laugh, “what ya got here is a burgeoning village. Ya need proper carpenters, and what Frugg and I need is a place where we can live without being judged. You give us that, and we’ll build everything your greedy dragon heart desires.”

      Leo arched a brow.

      “Old habits,” she quickly said. “Apologies.”

      “Sounds good to me.” He clapped his hands. “Care to discuss this over a meal?”

      “Ahem,” Yumi cleared her throat.

      “Hm?” Leo turned to her, looking at her with a note of concern in his eyes. “What is it?”

      “I had hoped to have you to myself for the night,” she quietly admitted.

      “Okay.” A glint appeared in his eyes, and he grinned at her for a moment before looking at the two dwarves. “How about we meet for breakfast? Artus will see that you’re taken care of for tonight. Ein can take you there.”

      “Sounds good, lad. Got to keep your lass happy,” Lem said, nodding her approval.

      “I’m going to have a word with Ein. I’ll meet you at the house, okay?” Leo asked.

      “Okay!” Yumi beamed.

      They shared a smile before he turned to head off.

      While he walked away, Yumi couldn’t help stealing a glance at his ass.

      Damn, I’m a lucky girl, she thought as she headed back to their home with a fluttering heart.

      Yumi debated waiting naked for Leo, but there was no rush to get to the fun part of their night, and she really did want to give him the special treat that she made for him.

      “I hope he remembers,” she said, nibbling on her bottom lip.

      She played idly with her dress, her hands, anything that she could touch, but nothing helped. After a few long moments, she sighed. Flopping down on a log next to their table, she waited eagerly for her mate to return.

      Yumi felt like it took an eternity for him to come home. In reality, she knew it was just a few short minutes, but she was just so eager to have some alone time with him.

      The moment the doors swung open, she leaped up to greet him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and kissing his cheek. “Welcome home,” she chirped, kissing him on the lips next.

      “Thanks, babe,” he said after they broke apart.

      Her heart skipped a beat at his pet name. No matter how many times he used it, she was always glad to hear it. The name was a reminder that she belonged to him—and she loved that declaration.

      “Smells great in here,” Leo said.

      “I made you a little something.” Yumi took his big, strong hand that was calloused from all the hard work he did. She led him a few steps to the table, dropped his hand, then carefully picked up a warm miniature pie and offered it to him.

      “Oh!” he exclaimed, grinning from ear to ear. “It’s just like in Brightvale.”

      “Yes!” She bounced on the tips of her toes. “I was hoping you’d remember.”

      “How could I forget?”

      Her heart pitter-pattered, and she smiled up at him. He was about a head taller than her. She loved their size difference. It meant she could lay her head on his chest and hear his heart—and the effect she had on it.

      “Go on, take a bite,” she said.

      Leo bit into the crust with a crunch. Steam trailed from inside the pastry, but it didn’t slow him down any.

      “Mm, this is even better than the one from Brightvale,” he said after he swallowed.

      Yumi’s floppy ears perked up. Her tail wagged. “Really?”

      “Yeah, it’s great. It reminds me of my grandma’s apple pie.” His eyes shone as he spoke. He never mentioned his old family much, but when he did, Yumi could tell that he held them incredibly close to his heart.

      They had that in common—they treasured their loved ones above everything else.

      Leo finished his hand pie, licked his fingers, then wrapped his arm around Yumi’s shoulders and planted a kiss on her lips. It tasted sweeter than usual because of the apples and cinnamon.

      She couldn’t help giggling. “I can make it for you whenever you like,” she said, her tail wagging slightly. “I could even show you how.”

      “You know what? Normally, I’d love that, but I think I’d like it even more if you kept the secret to yourself and made these especially for me.” He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling their bodies together.

      “Yeah?” Yumi didn’t realize she was breathing heavily until she felt the steady inhales and exhales of his chest against hers. His was much broader and solid, and she always felt safe when she nestled against it.

      She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, dragging herself up to plant another kiss on his mouth. When she fell back onto the heels of her feet, she hugged herself tighter to his chest.

      “What is it?” Leo asked. He stroked her fox ear just the way she liked it.

      A soft purr-like sound vibrated in her throat, which she quickly cleared. “I hoped we might spend some time alone,” she said. “We’ve both been so busy, but now my potions are well-stocked, and the village seems to be coming along nicely, so—ahh!”

      Leo had swept her off her feet, putting her over his shoulder. One hand gripped her at the back of the knees, the other reached up to grab a handful of ass. Her tail playfully swapped at it, but he didn’t relent.

      He carried her toward the bedroom, a playful growl rumbling in his throat. “Alright, fair maiden, prepare to be claimed by the big, bad dragon,” he said, mimicking the men from the naughty novels Helena read.

      Yumi giggled, swatting at his behind.

      “Silly, you already claimed me.”

      

      

  





        
        The End…For Now

      

        

      
        Just a girl in her early thirties who enjoys writing fun stories about dudes being dudes—and acquiring a girlfriend or three along the way. I was attracted to the harem genre because of their nerdy humor and surprisingly wholesome romances, and I haven’t looked back since. When I’m not writing, I enjoy gaming (everything from League of Legends to Skyrim to Stardew Valley), baking and beachcombing for sea glass.

      

        

      
        Why not post a review of my book in one of these wonderful groups?

      

        

      
        https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/221378869062151
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