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My foot sank into a pile of wet leaves with a schluk sound. Vienne shot me a look, her green eyes sharp and judgmental. She wasn't as loud as I was when tracking beasts.

Easy for her; she was a tigerkin. It was in her blood, as if the forest and she were of one mind. She innately knew, at every fleeting moment, the best spot to place her boot so as not to alert her prey.

It had been a long time since I'd hunted in this season. Back in Al Kari, there was no winter—not like this.

A real cold was closing in to smother Viridis. The trees stood like skeletons, the brisk sky bitter above. The setting sun, shining weakly through their bones, did little to warm them. The sky was the color of blue ink, darkening steadily toward the black of night. I pulled my clothes tighter, a cloud of breath forming before me.

I motioned for Vienne to step ahead. The sun would set soon, and her night sight was far better than mine. Better for me to recognize that than get arrogant and lead us into trouble.

She nodded, her blade angled down, fingers flexing on the hilt, and slipped deeper into the forest. Her shoulder blades shifted under lean muscle, strength carried with feminine grace. The orange tiger ears atop her red hair twitched left and right, while her striped tail swayed as if it were her companion in the hunt.

"Ya find it?" Kaila asked, stumbling up beside me, panting as she hugged my great axe to her chest with both hands. Thank the gods the adamantium head was wrapped in thick leather, or she'd have an accident the way she was handling it—tits lopped clean off, something awful like that.

"Hush now," I said calmly, not wishing to scold her, as that would make her feel guilty, and guilt would take her mind away from the task.

Her tongue was out, a slip of drool falling down it in her wolf-like excitement. Her big, fluffy tail was all over the place as she adjusted the axe close to her chest.

I sighed and held out a hand. "Pass it over," I said. "Focus on your breathing. This is no molefox."

"Sure don't know what it is then."

"That's why we need this," I said, gripping the axe with one hand. My muscles pulsed. In the past few months, I'd been training my strength and found it easier to carry the damn thing for extended periods. I only gave it to Kaila to give her something to focus on, though it had done little to quell her excitement. Was it something in the air? She was usually more well-behaved.

I clicked my tongue, stepping through the darkening forest. We'd told the guild we'd be back by nightfall. Any longer, and they'd send someone after us. Not such a bad thing, but it was bad for my image as the guildmaster to need help.

Hells, it was bad for me to even be out here at all. I just couldn't resist the hunt. There's my pride again.

I flipped the axe upside down and crouched at the ridge, using it to steady myself as I looked over the lower forest and weighed the situation.

On one hand, the guild wouldn't think me foolish for seeking help where it made sense. After all, I was here with my party of three instead of simply hunting alone. What's wrong with needing a little more help? I'd teach my students just the same.

On the other hand, the legend of the guildmaster was important. That's how morale stayed high and how new recruits came from all around Orth, eager to be part of a story the bards would tell for aeons.

Kaila crouched beside me, scratching her chin just slightly behind me. "Hmmm," she mused, focusing on the problem she had no idea about because I hadn't said it aloud.

I tussled her hair. "Good girl," I said.

She blossomed, ears and tail high. Her blue eyes closed, and she beamed as I patted her head.

"Who's my good girl?" I said.

"Me, Master, me!"

A bird flew from the forest canopy.

"Now I need you to be quiet and watch our backs, okay?" I patted her head again, reinforcing the need for good behavior. It was the opposite of how people would usually say to do it, but Kaila was no ordinary wolfkin.

I rose, heaving the axe over my back as I slowly made my way through the deep forest, stepping between the heavy leaves and searching for the quiet spots, which became much more difficult as winter approached. It was far easier in summer, and even easier in the dead of winter.

Gods, it was going to be cold. The way I'd set things up, I couldn't send people out on contracts while I stayed warm in my quarters. Everyone would see it for what it was—that I didn't want my balls to shrivel. And it'd be plain as day when summer came and I finally stepped out of the tower, ready for a comfortable hunt.

I spotted Vienne in the distance, crouched low. Her long furry boots matched the fur on her forearms and the stripes on her bare skin. Her thigh muscle flexed as one leg bent out, the loincloth trailing behind her toned backside.

Was she not freezing? Did her blood run so hot with the hunt that it kept her warm?

Moments later, I fell down beside her, and the condensation of her breath suggested otherwise. She was just tough—too tough for her own good sometimes. That's what I was for: to keep her from getting herself killed.

She pointed into the distance. Tracks. She could have followed them but chose to stay back and wait for me.

Good girl, I thought. This one didn't need it said. She knew when she had done well and didn't need praise until later.

"Something different about it," she whispered, her eyes flicking behind her for a moment, listening for Kaila, before nodding in satisfaction that she was far enough behind us. Vienne pointed toward the tracks. They resembled regular catlike creature tracks, though larger. "It moves gracefully for such a large creature," she said. "Soft and heavy all at once. See what I mean?"

I nodded. Large swaths of leaves and dirt had been pushed aside by something crawling low in exactly the position Vienne was in. Whatever it was had thick thighs powering through the dirt, yet moved with perfect smoothness.

"She's careless," Vienne said, not talking about the beast. "Loud and brash. Even louder than you, Master." She smiled cheekily.

I didn't respond to that, looking back at the creature we were hunting. "Could be overgrown," I said. "Or some kind of mutation. Looks too small to be a titan."

"Large or larger, they die the same," Vienne replied, heading into the bush.

I grasped the strap of her brassiere. "Wait..." I whispered.

Something was coming. Sniffing, little feet.

A rabbit appeared, its nose sparkling from the cold.

"You're jumpy, Master," she replied, rising powerfully, standing above me—a tigerkin worthy of many stories; she alone could've led an army into battle.

"Wait," I said again. Because yes, while that was true, she could also lead them to their deaths if she wasn't careful. Later, I would tell her she was just as careless, though it was worse because of her position. Kaila still had time to grow. Vienne was clearly set in her ways.

A snort of air sounded in the distance, heavy footsteps pounding deep. The rabbit's eyes widened as it looked into the distance, then scurried away in the opposite direction.

Moments later, a clumsy brown bear, taking a break from hibernation, stumbled through the trees, forging its own path through the bushes, indifferent to what it crushed and disturbed.

"That is not the creature we hunt," she said.

"No, it is not," I agreed. "A harmless bear. Had you stepped forward, we would've had to kill it."

"And? What is the difference? We would have killed it easily, taking back its hide for warmth and its body to feed the zaphawks. We have much use for it."

"That's not the point," I said. "You need to be on top of your game at all times. It's a bear today, a raptor tomorrow. You're usually better than this."

"You are here to protect me," she said. "If a group of trainees were with us, I would have taken more care. With you, why can I not be free to do it my way, rather than the guild way?"

"Because I am the Guildmaster."

"You're also my master. And if I don't give you reason to punish me, then what excuse will you have?"

She grinned as we watched the bear stumble off.

I trailed my finger around the back of her thigh, reaching up into her loincloth to feel the curve of her buttock; with her laid flat against the ground like that, the muscles went taut. Gooseflesh flared up the back of her legs—the cold couldn't do that, but I could.

We watched the bear look around. My hand slipped between her cheeks, fingers teasing inside, going wherever they wished.

The bear caught sight of us, and we gazed right back. Vienne went hot. I felt the misty heat from between her legs warming my hand.

The bear sniffed the air, its heavy breath rolling mist through the trees. My hand stayed on her, and with the beast so close, Vienne grew hotter—breath shallow, body trembling against mine. The danger of it—death stalking only steps away—fed the fire between us to a melting point. She was soaking wet, deep patches on her undergarment between her legs.

The bear looked our way, curious as a pup for a moment. Then it growled. We stared back, daring it to meet its doom.

Not today, it decided, and clambered on in its journey to another day.

I removed my hand from under Vienne's loincloth and rose, returning to inspect the tracks. Vienne followed closely behind me, but not once did she go ahead.

"It paused here," I said, noting a larger depression in the dirt. "Stalking its prey?" I asked.

"Our predators may say the same of us," Vienne replied. "And what will they say of that moment?"

I grinned. "You really want that punishment, don't you?"

Vienne smiled back, sharp canines biting her lip. Then the smile faded, and she rose, brushing past me into the cave-like collection of trees and bushes crawling in on themselves. What had she seen? She was more talented than me at tracking, spotting the unseen. The beastkin had that one up on me.

I stepped through beside her and swallowed. There were no smiles to be found on my face now. This was serious.

A farmer, judging by his attire, lay face down dead in the dirt. His choice of weapon? A pitchfork. A pool of blood surrounded his chest, no doubt the cause of death. It was frozen in the dirt. Must have happened many hours ago, judging by the blue of his skin.

Vienne knelt, squinting at his cheek. I lowered myself to meet her gaze as she glared at it, wondering with her eyes if I saw the same thing she did.

Scratch marks, deep gouges—five of them—like they came from a human hand.

Without warning, she pushed the farmer onto his back, revealing deep gouges from five claws on his stomach.

"A catkin did this," Vienne said. "One much larger than most." She glared up at me. "I know whose claws these belong to. This was her favorite way to kill. First she struck the face as a warning, and if the creature didn't bow to her, she gutted it and let it watch its own entrails pour out."

"That didn't happen here..." I said, frowning.

"He fell onto his front, and they froze before they could slip out," she replied.

I glanced at the pitchfork. There was a little tuft of cat fur.

"Blair wouldn't let a simple farmer get the best of her like that before she killed him," I said.

"She may have toyed with him, let him get close, let his blood rise with the thrill of victory before snatching it from him. And look." Vienne stepped forward to the edge of the fray. The tracks stopped dead. "There is intent here beyond that of a mere hunting beast. She didn't want us to know where she went next. Nor has the creature been eaten as a bear would have done. It's an intelligent creature who doesn't want us to find her, and she knows me—knows how I hunt. Almost like she's trying to stop me personally from finding her."

I shrugged at that. "You or anyone else. She'd have no idea how close we've gotten."

"And we had no idea she was this close by. Who knows what she's seen?"

I nodded in agreement. "Then we haven't seen the last of her. It's been so long, I thought maybe...we had."

"So did I."

"The question remains: what to do now?"

The darkening sky was freezing the air solid. The tracks ended here, and there was no point going farther when we needed rest, food, and a trip back to the guild to report and plan for tomorrow.

Heavy footprints and panting echoed from behind us. We both rose, weapons at the ready.

"Unf!" Kaila cried, dragging something heavy through the shadows. "You're heavier than my uncle." She stopped when she spotted us. "What are we looking at?" she asked, letting go.

A brown paw thudded to the ground, the dead bear staring at us gormlessly, one arm outstretched as if reaching for help.

She had been dragging it by that arm, and as we approached, I noticed a long trail of blood following.

Kaila's eyes were wide and euphoric, waiting for praise for taking down the bear alone, as if she weren't capable of taking down something much more fearsome.

I looked at Vienne and nodded.

"Good girl," Vienne said, smiling as Kaila made a fist to herself in victory. "And you're carrying it back yourself. Your master has a heavy axe to contend with, and I...don't feel like it. If I did, I would've killed the beast myself."

"D'aw!" Kaila toed the ground, hands on her hips as she scowled at the beast.

I snorted and shook my head. "Help her, Vienne."

Vienne's sly smile faded. "Yes, Master."
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"Sweet gods above," Kaila panted, wiping the sweat from her brow.

The guild mountain loomed above us. The path to its entrance wound higher and higher toward the spike-walled stronghold at the peak. Through the trees, we caught only glimpses, but the jut of those spikes made it clear—there was no way up but the steep, winding road.

"Well, ain't gonna get 'er done by not getting 'er done!" Kaila said optimistically, grabbing the cart handle. We had passed one of the guild houses on the way and grabbed a cart to make the journey easier, but she was still sweating mercilessly and in dire need of a bath.

Vienne looked unbothered, her muscles glistening with sweat that was sure to freeze if she stood still for any longer.

"Just leave it there," I said. "We'll send one of those nice and toasty hyena guards down. They've been eager to prove their worth, and they probably want the workout."

We climbed up the mountain, the girls on either side of me.

"Good job today," I said. "Why don't you both come to my quarters after your baths? Darlene can fetch us some hot drinks, and we can relax and discuss the next plan of action."

What felt like only moments later during the long trek, the bone-carved gates creaked open with a heavy whine, steel joints gleaming from the oil that kept them from freezing in the frost.

A hyena guard strolled forward, and I instructed her to get some folks to bring back the bear and take it to the Hide-Master to make a cloak for Kaila, seeing as she was the one who took it down.

"Sure was!" Kaila commented.

The guild felt quieter with winter pressing close. Beastkin hurried from room to room, bearing messages and errands for masters who wouldn't brave the cold themselves. Their ears and tails twitched with irritation. They knew well enough those same masters wouldn't be half as lazy if the weather was nice.

Beth brightened when she saw me. Tall and lanky, the hyenakin leader no doubt took my being out hunting as a compliment to my character.

"Juno is requesting to see you, Guildmaster," she said.

"Oh, she's requesting to see me," I said, laughing. "Message received." As Beth left, I turned to Vienne and Kaila. "We'll all be calling her 'Your Highness' soon enough. Well, Kaila, you're our assistant; go tell her she can come and see me at my quarters pronto, and tell her not to keep me waiting. I've got some important plans later. Oh, and tell her those plans include you, so she isn't to give you any further duties until tomorrow."

"Yes, sir!" Kaila saluted and ran off, arms trailing behind her, messy white hair flying, panting in excitement.

I looked forward to grabbing a fistful of that hair later. Shaking the thought off, I turned to Vienne. "And you? Do you have any business before I need you?"

"It can wait," she replied. "I will use Hazel's empty quarters, so it won't be too long before I meet you. Do not...please don't take too long with Juno."

I nodded, but before she walked away, I grabbed her hand. "Are you happy?" I asked, unsure why it came out then, at that moment.

"I have found my place," she replied, slyly smiling. "I hope it will be painful when you put me in it later."

"I'll do my best," I said, frowning at the strange dynamic, though not bothered by it one bit.

We clasped hands like warriors; she got closer than she should dare and whispered, "Will the cousin be joining us?"

"No," I said. "I find her annoying, truth be told."

"Annoying enough to punish?" Vienne whispered, harsher still, a faint hope in her voice.

"No, just annoying. And anyway, if we go down that road, she might end up in the harem."

Vienne let out a sly smile, slier than usual. "Extra punishment would be required for one so insolent. Wouldn't you say?"

"I'd say I can't have a bit of calm without one of you stirring up a storm. And here comes another, right on cue."

"Guildmast-hoo, Guildmaster!" Juno waved brightly, feathers spilling from her winged arms. "Guildmaster, I wanted to—hoohoo, I wanted to—" She caught her breath, fluttering to catch some air before stopping in front of us. "Hoo..." she began, punching her chest. "Hoohoohoo-Gah!" A lone, wet feather flew from her mouth, slopping disgustingly to the ground. "Finally. I've been trying to dislodge that for a week!"

I patted her back, though it was a little too late. "Feeling better?"

"Much better! Hope it wasn't too annoying, Guildaster. I don't think it shall happen again."

I shrugged. "Just thought it was a quirk you picked up."

"It was infuriating," Vienne said, surprising us both. "What? It was."

"Well, it shan't happen again," Juno repeated, taking my hand. Her long-nailed fingers barely wrapped around my bicep. Damn, it'd gotten bigger since my workouts.

"See you later," I said to Vienne. "About an hour?"

"About an hour," Vienne confirmed.

Juno and I made our way to the guild tower, its lights guiding us like a beacon. I looked forward to the warmth inside—if Darlene had remembered the fireplace. Part of me hoped she hadn't, in case she set the place alight, though I had to admit she'd been getting better. She earned her pay and only tried to seduce me half the time now.

"I have something for you," Juno said, fishing a rolled-up parchment from her sleeve.

"Inside, inside," I replied, urging us past the two hyena guards who made me sleep far more soundly at night than the orcs, because I had their loyalty—or rather, the loyalty of their leader Beth, who was well on her way to becoming a master.

Juno's former desk lay empty by the elevator, chaotically messy from where Kaila had sat, trying to keep up with the many rudimentary administrative tasks we had piled on her. Poor thing. Lucky for her, I was only an elevator ride away, where she let me bed her to clear her head.

We headed inside; the gorillakin below took note of the lever we pulled, and the rickety elevator ground upward at a steady pace.

Juno bounced back and forth on her feet, holding the parchment close.

"Go on then, what is it?" I asked.

She grinned giddily. "Don't you want to wait and open it for yourself?"

"Fine, fine. Let me put my feet up first. Though this can't take long. I've got stuff to take care of, like Kaila told you."

"Yes, yes, you'll have plenty of time for your kinky threesome, don't worry. It's simply that Master Sophia was too busy to see you and asked me to come and take notes on the update."

"Right, right." I frowned at that, thinking Sophia likely just made up some excuse so we wouldn't have to continue our 'will they, won't they? They definitely won't. Okay, maybe if they get drunk' thing.

I should ask Sophia if she wants to go for a drink soon, I mused, grinning at the deviousness of it. Then my eyes widened. There I was, telling Vienne they were always creating drama while I liked creating it just fine.

Or maybe I just wanted to bed my chesty ex-girlfriend. I certainly didn't need booze for that; I just had to take my shot.

It's been a long time since I slept with a woman who didn't have horns or go into heat at the sight of my naked body. I shrugged. Maybe I should experiment, see what that was like. Broaden my horizons with a human woman for a change.

"Something on your mind?" Juno asked.

"Always," I replied. And it wasn't just that; there were lingering thoughts I dared not speak, especially not to Juno.

The elevator dinged, and I used my key on the office door, leaving my quarters—and Darlene—undisturbed for a while. Gods know what sort of seduction she'd planned for me.

My desk was tidy, polished. The shelves in the far corner were filling up too, mostly with books I barely touched—manuals on proper guild mastery, hunting techniques laid out in neat order, none of it the way I preferred.

It felt a little telling to me that all those books were in my office, while my quarters were full of adventure books I actually wanted to read and unwind with. I was never one for bureaucracy or administration; I just liked to hunt.

Another problem for another day.

"Please sit," I said, indicating the guest chair as I walked around to the comfy leather chair at the front of the desk. "So who goes first?"

Juno's feathers flurried as she sat, a few loose ones falling beside her. She wasn't molting; rather, the opposite—her chocolate-brown feathers were glorious, so gods know why she kept dropping them everywhere. Probably just a regular part of their grooming, I supposed. I preferred furry beastkin; I knew what to do with them. You just brush them. Feathers, on the other hand...not my bag.

"Well, Guildmaster, mine is a treat, so why don't we start with yours first?"

"Mine is not a treat," I said, sighing as I pulled the whiskey from my cupboard, pouring a small glass for both me and her. "Mine is Blair," I continued. "Or so Vienne thinks, and I agree with her assessment of the situation."

Juno's smile fell as she took her glasses and rubbed them. "That's, well, I suppose to be expected."

"But not to be relished. Assign a hunting party for tomorrow, please. This is the beast we've been looking for, and she killed a man—a farmer—and obscured her tracks so we couldn't find her. Though we will find her, once we get a few more keen-nosed hunters on the case."

"That may bring this letter a little less joy for you then," Juno said, passing it over.

I began to unfurl it.

Bang!

The door opened, and Juno flew from her chair in surprise, wings flapping rapidly.

A black-haired, red-eyed wolfkin in a skimpy maid's outfit stood proudly at the door.

"Really?" I groaned.

"I'm just here to dust..." Darlene drawled. "Don't mind me, Sugar."

"Does that mean Juno is allowed to mind you?" I asked, rubbing my eyes. Really, a maid's outfit? Doesn't she know how played out that is?

Darlene trailed her duster over the desk, cleaning nothing. I quickly shielded my whiskey to stop her from getting dust inside it. She dusted behind me, causing Juno to spit out her drink in surprise.

I knew why; her butt was probably hanging out from under the undersized skirt. Maybe she wore a thong, maybe she didn't.

I was far more interested in the letter. I unfurled it and began reading it to Juno.

Hazel wrote idly about her day-to-day life. She mentioned new friends she'd made, how good the change in scenery had been for her, and how refreshing it was to escape the pressures of the guild to a new location where she didn't have to worry about her status.

"She's talking about the exact reasons I sent her," I mused. "That's not good."

"No, it's not," Juno agreed.

Darlene leaned over me to dust the table, lifting her skirt and revealing a big fat wolfkin behind, her tail rising to lift the fabric because, of course, she hadn't gotten a maid outfit that accommodated a beastkin's tail hole.

If she wanted to seduce me, she needed to be a bit more creative. Didn't she know I already had, like, two-point-four women in my harem? I already had a wolfkin, for crying out loud. She wasn't even leaning into what made her different from Kaila. She could dress up all gothic for me—black lipstick, eyeliner, fishnet pantyhose, that sort of thing.

Ah, goths. The greatest invention brought over by our portaled heroes. The gods bless you for your teachings.

"Darlene, piss off, would ya?" I said.

"Oh, sure thing, Mistah Darran." She rose, turned, stumbled, and landed in my lap, her big fat ass cushioning over my groin in a not entirely unpleasant way.

"Oops!" She wrapped her arms around me. "I'm such a klutz!"

I shrugged at Juno. "Want a maid?" I asked, only half-joking. Truth be told, it was nice to have someone around keeping the place clean, even if she acted like this at the worst moments.

Though, it was only ever with women I was close with. She never did this when, say, Master Sophia was around, or any of the male masters. I guessed that's why I still kept her around; her pranks had their limits.

Their stupid sexy limits.

I put my arm around my maid and rested a hand on her soft, juicy thigh. At least I could keep her there and continue the meeting with less chaos. "So, Hazel," I said, "she's in trouble, right? Finding it difficult, not adapting well. I knew I should've sent someone with her."

"There's more, Guildmaster," Juno said, shaking her head at the two of us but letting out a slight smirk to show she found it amusing. "In fact, I'd say you missed the most important part of all!"

"More important than her wellbeing?"

"More than her damn wellbeing?" Darlene repeated.

"Don't push your luck," I whispered into her ear. Goosebumps flared over her arms and thighs, and she shuddered in delight. The fur on her tail bristled then curled around my leg, snaking up to tickle my balls.

I raised my eyebrows and reached for the parchment, skimming over the letter—the pleasantries, the advancements in slime technology, how the desert had augmented her slimes with cool new powers, yadayadayada—until finally...

I swallowed. My blood surged.

"Ooh, getting excited, are ya?" Darlene adjusted herself against me, but I didn't get hard because it wasn't that kind of excitement.

I read it again. A new, unidentified creature the size of a regular dragon had appeared. Some reports described it with pointed elf ears, fangs, wings, and a flesh tail with a barb at the end. Juno had scoured every book she could find on the subject and discovered nothing of the sort.

There's more: this creature had been seen battling titan beasts, wreaking massive destruction on the nearby towns. No contracts had been called for yet, but Hazel recommended sending someone quickly to appraise it so we could jump on the matter as soon as some coin was offered.

"A new creature..." I said. "I lived there for ten damn years and never heard of such a thing..." I frowned. "It sounds like something from Middle Eastern lore, the kind of thing you'd see etched onto their temples."

"Bingo!" Juno exclaimed, beaming with excitement. "There's a small group worshiping the creature, claiming it to be their new sultan."

I laughed. "And how many times have you heard that? Find a fancy new rock shape, and you'll uncover a few people worshiping it. Can't blame them, considering the excuse we have for gods here. Anyway, when shall I be off?"

"When shall you be off?" Juno repeated with feigned confusion.

"You're leaving me?" Darlene asked, pouting. "But we ain't even got to first base yet."

"Nor have we got to second or third," I confirmed to Juno, not that it mattered. I could tell her I was gonna bend Darlene over the table and spank her as punishment, and Juno would probably want to stay and take notes to see where I could improve. I sighed. "You're right, Juno. I can't be off every time something interesting happens. I'm the Guildmaster. I gotta—" I scowled. "—delegate." Better to send someone boring that nobody would miss. "Master Clint and his steward can go. This is his jurisdiction anyway. That damn guy will be foaming at the mouth to get a crack at this."

"I'll get right on it," Juno said, taking the letter back and rolling it up.

I raised my eyebrows. "You haven't already sent it to him?"

Darlene cuddled closer to me, adjusting her sweet rump on my groin. I had to admit, the constant friction did surge a little blood to me. Just a little.

Juno smiled as she reached for the door. "I was waiting for your word, Guildmaster. It's not my place to make decisions without checking with you first, is it?"

She left at that, closing the door behind her.

"She's getting better," Darlene said. "Behaving herself much more, ain't she, Mister Darren?"

"She is..." I replied, wondering what the catch was. Then I sighed. "Alright, over the desk with you," I said, patting her butt.

"Heheh, hells to the friggin' yeah." Darlene leaned over the table, pressing her behind against me. I stroked her thick, juicy flesh, lifting her skirt all the way, admiring how her thighs thickened to support such a juicy rump.

Smack!

"Unf!" she cried, a red mark appearing on her cheek. "I sure as shit been naughty, ain't I?"

I traced the back of my fingers against her other cheek, preparing my hand for the impact. She shivered in anticipation. I felt the sheer power I held over her in that moment. Should I? Should I finally allow her to feel a morsel of pleasure to go with the pain?

She pushed herself up, as if to leave, when I hadn't even given her permission.

I pressed her down between the shoulders until her back slumped against the desk, her hips raised high, and drew my hand back.

Smack!

She collapsed to the desk, shaking it at its hinges, as a quill and notepad fell to the floor.

"Now get out," I said.

"But...can't I just have..."

"Out." I repeated, checking my nails nonchalantly. "I have a meeting." And she knew the tone; this one was not to be disturbed.
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Right on cue, a fist tapped the door, three taps in an excited singsong. Kaila.

"Come in!" Darlene sang, still perched on the desk with her bare butt. She was going to pay for that later. Unfortunately, there were already red handprints on her ass. I could always line up my next spanks to make them even brighter.

Kaila opened the door, didn't even look at her cousin, and said, "Out," with impressive authority.

Darlene quickly fixed herself and scurried out of the room, holding her bare bottom. "Ow, ow, ow!" she complained, as if she hadn't loved every second of it.

Kaila slammed the door shut, and we grinned at each other.

"Alone at last," she said, then her cute little nose twitched. "Pewey, you stink worse than a dead molefox."

"You were literally just with me."

"Yeah, but I showered since then. Why ain't you?"

"Busy," I said. "We've got even more to deal with than Blair." I put my hands on my hips and stared out the window at the guild, stagnant but no less functional, going about its business. Why did it even need me at all? I should be out there. I should be killing Blair and ending this once and for all.

"We should⁠—"

"I should draw you a bath," Kaila interrupted. "And then we can discuss what to do. How 'bout that, Master?"

She came behind me, put her hands on my hips, resting her head on my back.

"Sounds good to me," I said.

A creaking sounded out in the hallway. Right on cue, Vienne was there about to knock.

I studied Kaila for a moment to see if it bothered her that our time alone was cut short. Her tail was wagging. She was just happy to have me, in whatever form that meant.

"Good girl," I said, tussling between her ears.

And boy, did she like that.
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Mere moments later, I relaxed in the bath. Kaila ran a sponge over my arm. Vienne combed my hair. Not usually something I did myself, but I wasn't gonna say no to some pleasant grooming.

The bristles gently scratched my scalp in that soothing way. I gripped the edge of the brass tub, eyes glazed as the candlelight warmed the room as much as the temperature-perfect bathwater.

Kaila giggled.

"What is it, little wolf?" Vienne asked.

She dashed the back of her hand over the water, spilling onto Vienne's barrier.

The tigerkin clicked her tongue. "Now I will have to remove this." She reached into the water and splashed right back.

"Drats, now I gotta remove this!" Kaila said.

My eyes practically reverse-crossed as I didn't know where to look. I settled on my trainee first. Her big melons drooped as she peeled the leather brassiere away, nipples perked up and stiffening to attention.

I was solid as a rock. Thank gods the water gave me a little pressure, just enough to keep me satiated for a brief moment, though I swore if one of them didn't touch it soon, it was going to explode.

Of course I kept my mouth shut and said nothing. The wanting made it sweeter. For now I'd let the two of them hold a little power over me, until I ripped it away.

I let my eyes glaze over at Vienne. The powerful tigerkin removed her brassiere. Her perky, full breasts matched her toned physique perfectly.

The two returned to cleaning me, running sponges over my body, trailing over my chest, getting closer and closer.

"Hazel saw some kind of mythical dragon creature," I said idly, staring up at the ceiling as the sponges trailed around my groin.

Kaila's tail shot up, and for some reason, that sent even more blood surging to my groin. I groaned from the torture of it all, resting back in the tub to let my cockhead poke out like an island from the water, hoping one of them might notice it and finally release this Orth-shattering tension.

"When do we leave?" she asked excitedly.

Vienne quietly hissed—a warning for her to calm down. Heh, I sure enjoyed their dynamic. Especially when she looked to me to check if that was acceptable, to which I nodded.

They continued cleaning me, breasts swinging over the tub. I lazily caressed them both, building up my anticipation. I felt the softness, admired the glistening from the water and condensation making their tits and wonderfully-contrasted bodies glow.

"We don't," I said. "There's no contract to speak of, and we are first and foremost a business. Otherwise, it's completely illegal for us to act there. Funny how that works. Unless there's money exchanging hands, it could be seen as an act of war. Anyway, it's just in the assessment stages, so I sent Master Clint."

"Master Clint!" Kaila repeated. "But he's so..."

"Sensible," I said. "And the Master of Contracts, I'll remind you."

"But he ain't gonna inspire no one to join up."

I sighed, resting my head against the tub. "Yes, but that doesn't matter right now. He's just assessing it, like I said."

"You are an insolent little wolf," Vienne hissed.

"And I sure as shit ain't Hazel either!" Kaila warned, pointing a finger.

The room went silent. We all knew what she meant by that.

I rested my hands on my chest, eager to watch this show.

She wasn't Hazel, but the hierarchy was clear. Was Kaila challenging it, or just acting insolent?

Vienne rose, towering high above us both. The candlelight flickered across her chiseled, toned body. Feminine and graceful in its power, she was a statue of perfection.

Kaila's gaze rose with it, eyes sparkling. "I didn't mean it," she began, then turned to me. "Master..." she said, as if I would save her.

I rested my hands behind my back, letting my cock rise higher above the water. Now my balls tickled the water's edge, and Vienne sauntered around the tub to stand behind the quivering Kaila.

Vienne trailed her hand over her hair. "This is not how we do things," she said. "Master likes it slow and teasing; he doesn't like to jump to you gagging and begging for breath."

"He doesn't?" Kaila questioned.

Vienne's grip on her hair tightened; Kaila winced with an open mouth, and Vienne shoved it over my cock.

My eyes widened as Kaila gagged on it, the muscles of her throat pulsing against me, squeezing and teasing.

"Guh!"

Vienne pulled back, a long strand of spit connecting us both.

"This isn't how it's supposed to go," Vienne said. "But you had to misbehave."

A quiet sound came from outside. "Unf..." Then a gasp of hushed breath.

It always went like this. Kaila misbehaved, Vienne punished her, and just outside—a mere wall between us—another wolfkin diddled herself silly, then rushed away when we rose to leave the room. And then I was alone with Darlene, and she tried to play too, only to be left disappointed and hungry for more.

I hoped the wall had been enough to appease Litoria, the goddess who wrote the laws on Lust. No one ever mentioned this game, and Darlene never crossed its boundary. For all anyone knew, those sounds could've been her chewing a messy burger. Maybe it just tasted so good it made her moan.

"I'm sorry," Kaila cooed, wiping her lip.

"Hands behind your back!" Vienne commanded.

Kaila quickly obeyed, keeping them there as she was shoved right back over my cock.

"Gluh. Gluh. Gluh."

Vienne thrust Kaila's head up and down, spit and drool and throat muscles making a symphony of pleasure. I gripped the tub and gazed out at the ceiling.

Her tits slapped the edge of the tub, pushing outward to be forced perky, only to droop again when she fell back. With one strong grip, Vienne held her arms at the wrists behind her back; with the other, she pushed her head down so far her lips kissed my groin.

"Five..." Vienne counted.

"Guh!"

Kaila gagged, but that only made Vienne push her head down harder.

"Four..."

She shook her head, getting it even deeper; Kaila's tongue slipped out, licking my balls. I was so damn ready my eyes were going crossed. My legs shook, trembling; my body was hot and glowing.

"Three..."

"Guhfnn..." Poor Kaila's cheeks had gone red. Her toes curled, the base of her tail quivered.

"Two..."

Every swallow and gasp for breath led me closer and closer to my release; I could barely hold on myself.

"One!"

Gripping tightly to her hair, Vienne pounded Kaila's head up and down rapidly, rising high to the tip and slamming down.

"Gluf gluf gluf gluf gluf gluf."

I gripped Vienne's hand, my eyes widening; my hips convulsed so violently water splashed everywhere as my eyes crossed, white light filling them, pulsing around my vision.

And I released right into Kaila's throat, which had no choice but to swallow it down, giving me my one last, teasing extension of my release.

And in the distance, behind that wall, a whimper could be heard, fingers sliding through a wet pussy so fast it sounded like water splashing the sink.

Vienne finally let Kaila go, who gasped for breath against the wall, the widest smile on her face, tears streaming down her cheeks.

"So," I said, panting and catching my breath. "About Blair."
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The next day, several hunting parties swept through the woods.

It was a brisk morning. The forest pressed close, heavy with mist. Branches dripped with the night's dew, and pine needles softened our steps. Now and then, a gust rattled the treetops, but the birds remained silent—some still asleep, others already gone to warmer climates.

One party was made up of the best from Beth's hyena troop, and they impressed me most with how well they worked together, even keeping their cackling down to a whisper.

My party included my usual group, plus Juno to scout the skies and stay out of battle. Normally I wouldn't put her on the field, but she was such a good scout, with eyesight sharp enough to make leaving her at home feel like a waste. I was starting to suspect her glasses weren't for show—they were just magnifying what was already there, boosting her vision tenfold.

Every party had at least one birdkin canvassing the skies and serving as the go-between for communication.

We swept through the forest, combing every inch for signs—broken branches, claw marks on bark. The mist clung low, blurring tracks, but we pressed on, moving carefully and steadily.

Kaila was especially quiet, her ears raised high, somehow even keeping her wagging tongue in her mouth. Her ears twisted like turrets, catching every sound.

Then she froze, her nose twitching. Vienne and I locked eyes. What had Kaila caught that we'd missed?

"Wait," I whispered, but Kaila had already stepped back behind me. When it came to Blair, Kaila didn't mess around.

Her nose twitched, and her gaze snapped to a cluster of trees. "It's her," she said, voice sharp with severity. The silliness from before vanished, replaced by the focus of the hunt.

We started toward the trees when something crashed down through the branches above. Juno landed hard in the dirt, brushing herself off. She scowled at the rip in her shirt, then shook it off. "Guildmaster, we've found the creature—this way." She pointed behind her, in the opposite direction of where Kaila had been headed.

"No, no, it's this way," Kaila said, pointing toward that cluster of trees. "I smelled her."

"You know it's a she?" Juno said, cocking her head. "I've seen it with my own eyes! And it is not Blair."

I frowned, guessing even a wolf's nose could have a bad day.

Juno looked at me next. "The hunters are itching to tackle it, Guildmaster."

I patted Kaila's shoulder. "Let's go see what it is."

Her eyebrows were furrowed, solving a complex math problem of the soul.

"I know what I smell," she said. "It's her."

I nodded. "Later," I said. "You all need to take down this creature."

"You won't be with us?"

I looked to the trees, contemplating whether I could just head there. But there was a difference between stepping back to let your guild members handle things and straight-up abandoning them.

"I'll be with you," I said. "Right behind you. Go on, follow Juno. The beastkin are faster."

During this conversation, Vienne had been practically salivating to rush ahead. Her eyes swelled with bloodlust. "Go," I said, pushing Kaila at her back, and the two of them took off at full pelt.

I can't hold your hand forever, I thought, nostalgic for a time that had barely passed. Still, I smiled at the thought that I could always hold her arms down and have my way with her. She'd never grow out of needing that.

I heaved the axe onto my back and ran through the growth of trees, shivering a little at the cold; all that standing still had stilled my blood.

I could never stay in one place for long. How could they expect me to stay in my quarters while they had all the fun?

[image: ]



I found Vienne, Kaila, and Juno hiding behind some rocks. I also spotted other parties watching from different vantage points down in the creature's nest, deep in a depression in the land below.

The stench of rotten carcasses wafted up. The sound of grunts as it ate hungrily filled the air, so close it felt like it was right next to us. I felt it in my chest. It ate like its stomach was a void.

The dragonlike beast had red leathered skin, thick thighs, and clawed feet. Its wings clung tightly to its body—skeletal yet still dangerous. What drew my eye most were its hands—three claws and a thumb.

That wasn't the claw that had killed the farmer. The farmer's death had been far too delicate for a beast like this. This creature ripped through flesh and organs with feral ease, crunching bone as if it were no more than dry twigs.

Vienne caught my eye, and I could tell she was thinking the same thing: this wasn't the only creature we had to hunt today.

"It's a draken," I said. "A dragon-drake hybrid."

Vienne nodded and whispered, "I await your command."

I raised my eyebrows at her. "You're the most senior master here, actually. The hunters are itching to tackle it, just like Juno said. I won't steal this glory from them."

She squinted at me.

"You're remembering our last hunt?"

She nodded.

"Show me you learned from it." I rose and took a step back. Once I was behind them, I removed the leather from my axe blade, just in case.

Vienne slunk off without a word, crouching low as she crossed the rocks. I watched her move—light and quiet, slipping between trees. She circled toward the other hunters, one by one pulling them close and whispering plans.

A little while later, I saw them fan out, each one taking their place. Some slid ropes into the dirt, tying them around trees and other opportune areas. Others carried sharpened stakes, planting them at angles along the ridge. I caught the faint sound of stone being shifted—rocks loosened and stacked above the depression, balanced just so as they tied ropes around them.

Vienne returned, her eyes sharp. She touched her fingers to the ground, then raised them: the signal.

The hunters pulled taut on their lines, weaving the trap across the mouth of the depression. The rocks trembled overhead, just waiting for a tug to send them crashing down.

I was impressed by how carefully and silently they worked together.

Yet, when the creature raised its head and its nostrils flared, the chewing stopped. Its maroon eyes slid up toward the ridges, as if it had felt every hand that moved against it.

It sensed the movements, enough to tear itself away from its ravishing meal of cow carcass.

The hunters stiffened, waiting.

The game was set. The trap would spring.

Vienne lifted her hand.

A sharp whistle cut through the air, and the hunters yanked their ropes. The rocks above shuddered, then cascaded down in a thunder of stone and dirt. The crash rolled through the hollow like thunder, and dust burst upward in thick clouds, swallowing the creature whole. Whether the rocks had hit it remained to be seen, but the nets attached to each one surely had snared it.

It shrieked, a wet, tearing sound that made my ribs rattle. The beast lurched, clawing, its wings flapping uselessly against the rope net. For a breath, it looked small—caught, struggling, snarling in panic.

Then it stilled. Too still.

Its head cocked, eyes narrowing. One claw hooked into the rope at its ankle. Not thrashing, it pulled—tightening, twisting, until the fibers began to snap against the sharp edge of its claws.

The ropes shuddered as the hunters dug in, but the creature shifted its weight, rolling to the side, dragging the whole snare with it. The stakes wrenched free of the soil as it slammed a shoulder into the dirt wall, and half the trap caved, ropes slackening.

"Attack now!" Vienne yelled.

Another crash—stone giving way—sent a second rain of rocks down. They tore open its hide, scoring deep red welts along its back, but the creature only bellowed and shoved free, shaking off the rubble.

Now it stood clear in the settling dust, blood streaking its hide, ropes dangling loosely from one leg. It looked up at us, eyes gleaming with an intense, intelligent hatred. I tried not to read too much into it, to anthropomorphize what was just a beast.

Though the traps still weighed it down and would make movement difficult.

The time for stealth was over; now they would overwhelm it. I nodded in silent approval, though no one could see me.

Kailla leaped high, right into the mouth of the hole. This was the very first time I had ever seen her thigh-attack from above. It would have felt like a privilege if half the guild weren't up here with us to see it too.

Crash!

"No!" The draken cried out in frustration as Kailla landed on its neck, locking tight.

The damn thing can talk.

Some of the less busy hunters gasped, surprised by this new development. The others were too busy fighting for their lives.

The skeletal wings beat fiercely, lifting the creature slightly into the air. The weighted traps holding it down prevented it from getting far, and Kaila's attack made it woozy.

Like a flock of fire, the birdkin swooped down, spreading their wings to slow their descent. They didn't have the brash, foolish bravery of Kaila, nor her groin of pure steel to soften their landing.

I smiled, my axe punching into the dirt like a wizard's staff. They were doing well; this creature would be beheaded any moment, and we'd be home in time for tea and biscuits—the Viridian kind, not those New West scones they call biscuits.

The draken bellowed, and the woods exploded into motion.

Vienne's whistle cut through the air, and the beastkin surged as one. The birdkin dove first, wings slicing through the mist. They came down in tight arcs, talons raking, spears thrusting from the air before pulling up again. The draken snapped and spun, its tail whipping, but it was too fast to be caught.

The hyenas followed, bursting from above with snarls that shook the ground. They hit its flanks like a tide, blades flashing, teeth snapping for whatever they could reach. Their laughter rose with the frenzy, that eerie sound they made when blood was close.

The ropes and stakes still clung to the creature's legs, slowing it and tangling its balance. Every time it tried to leap, hunters yanked it back down, grinding its claws into the dirt.

Kaila was at the center of it all, right on the beast. She struck its neck from above, thighs locking around it, dragging it down with her full weight. The draken shrieked, bucking hard, wings slapping against the walls of the pit. For a moment, it staggered, pinned under the sheer weight of bodies.

The air filled with dust, feathers, and snarls. Blood sprayed across the rocks, some of it the draken's, some of it not. The sharp, metallic smell mingled with the stench of rot from its den.

Up on the ridge, I braced my axe in the dirt, admiring the teamwork. They swarmed like they'd done it a thousand times, every strike following the next, moving in rhythm. For a moment, I believed the beast would die here, buried under the weight of my hunters.

But the draken's roar cut through the struggle, a sound that rattled my bones. It reared back, smashing into the walls and scattering hunters like leaves. Kaila still clung to its neck, teeth bared, refusing to let go.

That's when my stomach knotted.

The creature thrashed, slamming against the dirt walls, ropes whipping like snapped tendons. Kaila held on, her legs locked around its neck, jaws bared as if trying to bite through its scales.

"Kaila, let go!" Vienne barked, but the wolf-girl only snarled, teeth flashing.

The beast slammed backward into the rock, once, twice. Kaila's body jolted with each impact, her grip slipping a little more. My hand was already on the haft of my axe, knuckles white. One more hit like that, and she'd be blood and guts against the stone.

I shifted my stance, ready to charge. My blood thrummed, the urge to leap in stronger than any command.

Then Kaila moved. At the exact moment the beast reared back to slam her again, she released, twisting in midair. She landed in a crouch at its feet, already rolling away as its bulk crashed into the wall without her. Dust and chips of stone rained down.

For a second, I froze, my axe still raised, breath caught. She'd slipped the beast's killing blow like it was nothing.

The hunters seized the chance, a dozen spears biting into its back. The draken roared, staggering under the sudden assault. Birdkin swept in, claws raking across its eyes, forcing its head low.

I lowered my axe a fraction, heart still pounding from the false alarm.

She hadn't needed me. Not at all.

Relief washed through me, warm and dizzy, but it dragged in something bitter. A strange emptiness settled in my gut. Once they needed me. Now, not so much. Though I had to admit the beast would be dead by now if I had been in the fray.

Kaila wiped blood from her mouth with the back of her hand, flashing a wild grin even as she stumbled from the force of the gust. She bounded back toward the fight, reaching for the beast, which was already lifting higher and higher, ropes dangling like broken vines from its limbs.

We all stood frozen as it vanished above the canopy, its roar echoing until the forest swallowed it whole.

And then, the sky erupted with thunder.

"Kaw!" a cry came from Valdrune, far in the distance. It flew out of the sky, sending the draken fleeing low toward town, where the lightning was less able to reach it, disappearing among the mountains of trees.

A pat on my shoulder jerked me from my thoughts. "They did well," Juno said, smiling as if to extend the compliment to me as well.

"They already had it in them," I replied. "I just had to undo the damage Blair did." I looked back the way we'd come, then up through the torn branches where the creature had fled.

The beast had gotten away, but that didn't mean we'd done poorly. It only meant round two would be easier—chasing a bleeding, wounded creature.

While the others tended to their wounds and cursed their near miss, I would deal with Blair. No contracts for this one, no trainees needed to learn on the job. It wasn't guild business.

It was personal.
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I left the hunters behind. Their noise faded—the laughter and banter as they retold the battle—falling away into the mist.

Now, only the drip of dew from branches and the crunch of pine needles under my boots remained. I was smiling because it was bittersweet. I was glad they could celebrate without me, glad they didn't need me, and yet I felt like a useless third limb.

Something crackled in the forest. Close, but no one called out. The sound was swallowed by silence, as if the forest itself were holding its breath—either afraid I'd heard, or mocking me for it.

Then I didn't feel so alone. The quiet pressed in, heavier than before, thick with the sense of being watched.

I followed no clear trail, only the vague direction Kaila had pointed in. It became a little clearer—a broken branch snapped at a strange angle here, a tuft of black cat fur, and the signs of a hunt there.

The air grew colder, and I pulled my tunic tighter against it.

I slowed, listening. Once or twice, I thought I caught a laugh in the trees and the press of gentle feet that might've been Kaila following me. No, too heavy. Maybe it was the wind snaking through the branches, playing tricks on me.

I paused and closed my eyes, letting the silence settle over me.

There.

A faint sound, sharp against the hush. Not the wind this time. A stone clicking against another. Dropped from a higher path? I kept hearing it, a tiny echo of a drumbeat in my heart. No, it's claws tapping against stone. My brow furrowed.

I opened my eyes and turned toward it.

I followed the sound and the even clearer signs now—the faint print of padded feet in the damp dirt, a large foot from a tall creature. A claw mark scored into a tree trunk, high up—scratching her nails like all cats loved to do.

I reached a clearing at last, ringed by jagged stones that rose like broken teeth. The air here was colder and stiller. I rested a hand on my axe, scanning the ridges above.

The stillness broke with a voice. Smooth, mocking, with that sensual tone I remembered too well.

"Looking for something?"

I jerked my head up. She sat perched high on a slab of rock, one leg bent, the other dangling. Her tail swayed lazily in the air. Blair's eyes caught mine, gleaming black as night in the shadow, and her smile cut sharp across her face.

She wore torn rags of the guild's usual attire over her black leather bondage gear. A single strap of thread cut across each massive breast, stretching down over the soft curve of her stomach as she leaned back. Her thighs looked even thicker, and she flexed the clawed nails of her feet as if she meant to smother my face with them.

She gently hopped off the perch and crashed to the ground with a ten-ton force. Part of me wanted to jump back in surprise, but I kept my composure, staying perfectly still as if it hadn't shocked me at all.

Then she rose, towering over me like the Goddess of SnuSnu.

"I've been watching you," she said, moaning softly as she circled me, a claw tracing over my shoulder and leaving a faint scratch. "You did well." She meant more than just the last hour.

"You'll have to be more specific," I replied. "I've done quite a bit since you left."

"Indeed, little man. That work in the Draydon Dungeon? Exquisite." She paused when she reached my front again, turning her back to me and revealing powerful shoulder muscles marked with scratches from beasts and others. There were sword cuts as well as bite marks. I'd seen none of this when we first met.

"Why are you back?" I asked, casually trailing one hand down my axe handle; it looked lazy, but at any moment, my grip could tighten, and I'd fling the axe at whichever limb she dared strike me with.

"When did I ever leave?" she retorted. "You think I can return to the Clawlands? Or settle in one of your cities? I stand out, you know. Not all of us can leave our axe back home. I am the axe, and there is blood on it."

"Yes, and that's entirely your fault," I said, rolling my eyes.

"And still, you've yet to kill me."

"Call it curiosity."

"Which kills my kind." She raised her eyebrows.

"Better you than me." I rested my arm on my axe, judging the situation to be safe, at least for the moment. "Why kill that farmer?" I asked. "You were doing fine, lying low. For a moment, I thought you were the one killing their animals too, but you're off the hook for that."

"Tell that to the farmer," she replied, strolling away into the trees.

I picked up my axe and slung it over my shoulder, then followed her.

"Tell it to me," I said.

"Fine. When someone comes at you, weapon drawn with intent to kill, are you not justified in defending yourself?"

I followed her deeper into the forest, each step twisting my gut. The trees closed in around us. Every snap of a twig made me grip the axe a little harder; every sway of her tail felt like she was waving a weapon at me, daring me to use mine.

"You speak the same language as him," I said. "You could have explained to him that you had nothing to do with it. We talk to each other here before we start swinging weapons. Well, most of the time."

"Like now?" She smiled.

"That depends on what you say next," I replied.

My heart raced, and the thrill of it kept me going. By rights, I should have just killed her, but I was too damn curious and, well, enjoying it. Enjoying this dangerous flirting.

I was wrong; I didn't want someone human next. I wanted someone even more monstrous, someone who could damn near kill me if it went too far.

"I can smell it, you know," she mused. "That stench surrounds you like an aura."

I ignored that, not wanting to draw attention to what it was, playing dumb. "Even if what you say is true," I said, "how can I convince them you were only defending yourself? You killed one of them."

"I don't require you to defend me, little man. I only wish to be left alone."

Blair moved deeper into the forest, slipping behind the blackened trees. The canopy thickened overhead, choking off the light until it felt like dusk had come early. Only thin shafts broke through in fragments, scattering flecks of gold across the dirt.

The air grew damp, heavy with the smell of rot and wet leaves.

For a moment, she moved too fast for me to follow, and my heart raced as I fought to keep up.

Then I caught glimpses of her ahead—the sway of her hips slipping between the trees, the twirl of her tail, the straps of her outfit glinting when the light struck. Her shoulders carried a raw femininity, carved with muscle and scar, each mark a story of battles endured and survived.

Once, she turned her head just enough to glance back. Black eyes burned in the dark, and she smirked before vanishing again.

She traversed this forest like it was her home, knowing the lay of every twig and rock. I stumbled on a root clawing up from the soil, cursed under my breath, then spotted her climbing a rock ledge. Her thigh lifted high, tail swaying behind her, the leather pulling tight across her behind.

She'd done it on purpose. She could have vanished before I caught a glimpse, but instead, she lingered—just long enough to make sure I saw it. My pulse climbed with every step as I drew closer, until the curve of her thighs filled my view. The silence pressed tight around me, broken only by the faint crack of branches. I reached out instinctively, but she was already moving, slipping up the ledge with effortless grace and out of sight.

"You really wanted to be found," I said, hauling myself up and standing beside her. "This is further than I would have been able to track."

We stood at the opening of a cave mouth, hidden beneath the twisted roots of a massive, half-dead tree. The trunk leaned crooked, bark split, its roots clawing down into the soil like frozen snakes, covering an opening just large enough for us to get through.

"And yet you would have tracked me with that wolflkin's snout. Better you find me than her, yes? I never took my revenge on her, but I still might."

"I would kill you without a second thought," I said simply, without even a hint of emotion. It was an absolute truth, nothing more, nothing less.

"But that wouldn't be as fun, would it?" she said, and then she moved toward the cave.

She folded herself down, sliding forward on her hands until she was on her knees, her hips flexing as if to fit through a narrow slot. The loincloth bunched up, giving me a quick, brazen flash of the curves at the top of her thigh. Tail twitching, she glanced back over her shoulder with that stupid, dangerous smirk. Every nerve screamed at me, but I ignored them and stepped closer as her tail trailed into the cave behind her.

The cave mouth gaped before me. Damp air breathed out, carrying the smell of earth and fur. Moss clung to the rim, and small bones lay half-buried in the soil around it. The bark surrounding the opening was scored with claw marks from the many times she'd climbed in and out.

I crouched just outside, my boots pressed to the ground, axe resting across my knees. My ears picked up every drip and the tiny scrape of dirt. Time had thinned. My jaw ached from holding still. The silence was heavy on my skin.

"Boo!"

A head popped out of the darkness, and Blair leaned forward like she was peeking from a window. It was immature, and yet I flinched hard enough to taste the cold metal on my tongue.

She laughed, and it hit me like a slap. Her smile was contagious. For a blink, I forgot the farmer she killed.

She crawled half out, hair hanging in wet dark strands, eyes bright and dangerous in the low light. There was a softening at the edges of her that didn't make her any less dangerous. It looked like she had been broken and put back together differently. All beastkin needed that in some form or another, and she was the worst offender.

"Come on then, little man!"

Before I had a chance to react, she grabbed my arm and yanked me forward.

We tumbled down through loose soil, rolled over damp roots, and landed hard in the hollow beneath the trunk. My axe clattered against the loose stones and bones littering the dirt.

I rose quickly, brushing myself and ready to fight.

The cave was wider than it looked from outside but low, with the ceiling pressing down under the weight of knotted roots overhead.

A small firepit glowed at the back, its embers soft and low. Silky smoke drifted through a crude hole in the cave roof. A blackened pot hung above the fire, steaming with the smell of boiled cabbage and rabbit.

Around the edges, shelves had been roughly carved into the dirt, stacked with dirty books—the kind I remembered her reading when she was the guildmaster. Their spines were scuffed, some swollen with past pleasure, others covered in dirt. A few lay open, her favorite scenes ready to wetten. Beside them were little piles of bones—deer, rabbit, even crow skulls, gnawed clean to the very last bite.

Against one wall sat her bed: straw, leaves, and an old, stained blanket stretched across a slab of flat stone. It was a sad sight—thin and lopsided, nothing like the feather-stuffed cots or silken bedsheets she once enjoyed at the guild. She had traded all that finery for this hole in the dirt.

She moved past me as if it were a palace, tail swaying, brushing the books with one hand. "Home sweet home," she said, her voice laced with that same mockery.

"You've certainly fallen far."

Blair only grinned wider, baring a hint of fang. "Risen like a phoenix," she mocked, lazily stroking the items in her abode. "So, come to get some advice on how to run the guild?"

"You've developed a sense of humor since your exile," I replied. "Maybe I just came to thwart your next desperate attempt for power."

"Like killing you where you stand in this small space, not big enough to swing an axe?"

"I don't need an axe to kill you," I said lazily, glancing at the perverted books. The spines all bore well-loved creases. "Were it anyone else, I'd have defended you for killing that farmer—assuming you're speaking the truth."

"It's not anyone else, though, is it? It's me. Little old me. And just what are you going to do with me?"

Tension rose in my chest; I breathed slowly to hide it.

"You're far from little," I said, walking up to her. I considered lifting her chin in a mocking display of seduction. "Though old...hmm. You must be about my age."

"You're complimenting me."

I smirked. "No, I'm not, actually." Luckily, she can't see everything.

She frowned. "Cryptic. Not my style."

"Nothing speaks stylish like this hovel of treasures."

"Alright, I get it! I live in a dump. What would you have me do, little human? Clearly, you won't kill me. Somehow I doubt you'll save me too. So what is it exactly you plan to do with me?"

A glint sparkled in her eyes, all the more impressive in her dull surroundings. It was a great question. What was I going to do with her?

"You're a real battleaxe, you know," I said, thrusting my adamantium axe into the ground.

"I beg your pardon?"

"A dangerous toy I can't bear to part with," I said, smiling. "And against all my better judgment, I can't kick you when you're down. It's unsportsmanlike. I won, thrice over I believe, so many times I can't even remember now. And seeing you like this..."

"Speaking like this is almost daring me to try again," she hissed, stepping before me, her gigantic tits in my face, making it hard to meet her gaze.

"Or will you try something else instead?" I asked. "That's the question of the ages." I turned away toward the cave mouth.

"Where are you going?" There was a mild desperation in her voice. She was lonely!

That was all I needed to know to let me sleep at night.

"You haven't even asked me about the creature," Blair added, smiling and turning away to act mysterious. "I've spoken to it, you know. You'll never catch it by rudimentary means."

"I'll be back," I said, ignoring her bait. "There are some things I need to take care of first." I spared a look at her then, saw relief, and hoped I wasn't witnessing Orth's greatest actress.

But that would be fun in its own right.
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I had one last stop to make first: the zaphawk pen.

It stood on the far edge of the guild, smelling exactly how you'd expect a giant bird pen to smell. A faint crackle stirred the frost in the air—restless energy sparking from the beasts even in their rest.

Valdrune waited near the center. Larger than the others, her feathers gleamed gold, each one sharp as a blade. A plume of fire-red crowned her head, bright in the dim light. Her eyes fixed on me the moment I stepped inside, keen and piercing, as if she had already guessed why I'd come.

I laid a hand against her breast, feeling the static hum beneath her skin. "You'll have to lead the charge without me," I said. "I need you to tell your flock to keep guard, each of them alone in a different part of the forest." I tried to smile. It didn't quite reach my face. "There will be plenty of meat for you. More than enough."

Valdrune tilted her head, plume flaring, a ripple of lightning dancing along her feathers. Her beak clacked once, sharp, but I sensed her understanding. Gods, she was smart.

As I watched her work, a thought crept in. My zaphawk was free to feast when the hunt was done, ripping flesh from bone. Yet the draken was condemned for the same hunger. Its only crime was feeding on animals claimed by farmers who hadn't yet sold them. Meat unmarked by coin was sacred only because we decided it was. How could a beast be expected to understand that?

I shook it off. The guild's motto didn't account for such things.

Valdrune leaned into my hand, feathers humming with sparks, and I forced the thoughts away.

There was a contract to complete.
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In the hours that followed, I sat with my harem over coffee, hot chocolate, and bacon sandwiches, discussing Blair. They would follow whatever decision I made, but I had enough sense to know this one was bad, so they deserved a proper harem meeting about it.

It had gone...almost as I'd expected. Vienne salivated at the idea of punish-fucking her. Kaila asked if she could thigh-crush her, but in a totally sexy way—for my own viewing pleasure, of course. I raised my hands at both of them, insisting they keep it a secret, to which Kaila insisted we triple-action pinky promise.

And there was one other I owed a bit to, though she wasn't part of my harem. She was the one I didn't mind setting me straight when I veered off course, because she always did it kindly—unlike Guildregent Sophia, who found something to complain about no matter what I did.
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Juno's office sat apart from the guild, neat as anything—a square, sensible house with a whitewashed front, fresh shutters, and a garden that was never overgrown. The path stones were always swept, with no weeds creeping up between them.

I brushed my hand against the door, and to my slight surprise, Kaila snapped the door open, wearing Juno's glasses. They magnified her spectacular blue eyes.

"What are you doing?" I asked, scowling.

"Hmm? Oh, these? I was just pretending." She cleared her throat and began an impression of the guild administrator. "Seven plus six is five, you see," Kaila flapped her arms like they were wings. "Where are my nuts? I cannot do my complex equations without my seeds and nuts!"

"Right," I grinned. I couldn't recall ever seeing Juno do math, though I supposed she had to, to predict what everyone would be doing and when. I also didn't remember her having a thing for nuts.

"She's just in her office, Master," Kaila said. "Fiddling with her little puppets."

I stepped past her into the house. Inside was just as neat as outside. Papers stacked, books shelved, quills lined up—like Juno had a system for everything, though several others had a mind of their own, as if they could generate even more systems themselves. Her office was crammed but not messy. Every surface had something on it, yet nothing felt out of place. The shelves were heavy with ledgers, scrolls tied neatly with ribbon, and little carved boxes stacked on top of one another.

In the corner stood a rack of marionettes, strung up as if they were waiting for a show, their painted faces staring down at us. That was even more terrifying than the calendar of little flat puppets she'd used before.

A globe sat on her desk. Beside it was a tray of tea stuff, the cups mismatched—one cracked, one chipped—but she used them anyway. A candle burned low on the sill.

Juno stood in the middle of it, not wearing her glasses for once. She had on a loose-fitting shirt and a tartan skirt. "It's my Albertrhythm," she said. "Taught to me by my master Albert, rest his soul. He said there was a rhythm to organization, a math to the madness." She lifted some loose parchments on her desk, scowling as she searched for something.

"I've misplaced my glasses," she said, frowning as she flew up to her bookshelf to peer at the top where her plants dangled over the books.

"I guess your Albertrhythm didn't account for that," I said.

"There's always a variable," she grinned at me knowingly, then returned to her search.

Something caught my eye—a wolfkin's hand holding out the glasses from the gap in the doorway.

I snatched them and said, "Here you are," offering them to Juno.

"Ah, splendid, thank you, Guildmaster." She affixed them back on, magnifying her eyes as they zeroed in on me, inspecting my pores for the crimes I was about to commit. "Now, what is it you wished to talk about?"

"A variable," I said, clicking my tongue and looking away from her judgment as if she were a tiny judge in one of those curly wigs. "A very stupid one," I added.

Juno let out a little grunt, a tad too deep for her. "The Guildmaster shouldn't make such stupid judgments," she said. "Speaking of which, the hunt for the draken is soon to begin. I believe Master Sophia is waiting for you to go over the finer details."

I smiled. So that was that, then. Juno wouldn't even entertain the idea. She was such a master at putting two and two together; she surely knew exactly what I was going to say.

"I'll just go and see her then," I said, turning to leave.

"Master Sophia, yes?" Juno said, raising her eyebrows.

"Yes, just Master Sophia."
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"It's all going really bloody well," Master Sophia said.

She walked beside me, broad-hipped and frustrated, her copper hair catching the sun whenever she turned her head. Freckles scattered across her pale skin and chest, and her blouse clung to her in all the right places—and a few wrong ones, too. Her chest rose and fell with the pace of our walk, generous curves packed into a plain shirt that did nothing to hide them. She was curvy as hell and carried it like she was annoyed at how sexy she was, as if it were a burden, much the opposite of Blair, really.

Sweat gathered at Sophia's brow and darkened the fabric under her arms, proof that she worked as hard as any hunter here. The air carried her scent, a mix of soap, skin, and the tang of effort. I don't know why, but I found that even sexier.

"The whole place is set to this one purpose," she continued. "I've seen them work together so well since, well, I ain't sure, really."

"That's all you," I said. "You've done a fantastic job whipping them all into shape."

"That's your bloody job, ain't it?"

Here it starts, I thought in dismay. No matter what I say, she will argue with me, even though she gets on so well with everyone else. The whole damn guild loves her, and she loves them all, all except me.

"No," I said. "It's not, actually. It's your job to ensure that my will is passed. I'm here to correct people when they get out of line; you're here to instruct them afterward."

"They're in line, at least," she agreed, biting back her tongue.

What, nothing else to say?

We looked over the guild instead, glad at least that we could agree on our appreciation for that.

The guildyard was alive with movement. Vienne crouched over her contraptions, bits of steel and netting spread across a canvas tarp. She snapped pieces into place with the same gleam in her eyes she wore while sharpening a blade. Levers, weights, and coils came together into a device meant to snatch a draken from the sky and drag it screaming to the dirt.

Further down the grounds, the birdkin clustered, their feathers ruffling as they debated formations. Wings flicked, voices sharp, drawing lines in the dirt with the ends of their blades. They argued, then agreed, then argued again, fluttering to attention when they saw me. I nodded my approval.

Far away, outside the guild, zaphawks were posted at the corners of the forest, surrounding its triangulated position. Every time the draken tried to take to the sky, they swooped in, scaring it back inside with thunder and lightning.

I trailed Master Sophia, saying little. Watching her like this, I couldn't help but think how natural it seemed—she looked like a perfect guildmaster. Why hadn't the King chosen her? Maybe he thought her too soft. Maybe he believed the guild needed a harsher hand. But looking at her command, I wondered if it was the other way around.

"You care a lot," I said, admiring her.

"And what is that supposed to mean?" she snapped.

My shoulders fell. "Do you not wonder why I don't like being around you? I can't open my mouth without you wanting to shove some crap down it."

"Go back to yer tower then!"

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. When I opened them, I was surprised to find she was doing the same.

"Start again?" she asked.

"Start again," I repeated, holding out my hand and shaking hers. Her grip was firm; she seemed to want to crush my hand before giving up, realizing my casual grip was stronger than hers.

"Did you hear about Master Hazel?" Sophia asked as we walked on.

We passed one of the training squares where Master Brian had gathered a knot of recruits. The old man had his sleeves rolled up and was drawing a draken's outline in the dirt with the end of his staff—jagged and sweeping, with wings too wide for the space.

"See here," he barked, jabbing at the sketch. "Its wings catch the air like a sail, but it's their tail that keeps them steady. You clip a wing, they'll spiral, but they'll still bite you on the way down. Clip the tail, and down they go, proper scared as shit and unsure how to fix it." He snapped his fingers at one slack-jawed recruit, making him jump. "And don't just stand there gawping. When the beast roars, your guts'll seize if you ain't ready. You fight with your ears plugged and your mind steady."

Sophia stopped at the edge of the square, arms crossed under her chest as she said, "That one's a treasure."

I said nothing, just watched the lines Brian scratched in the dirt blur under bootsteps as the recruits moved in tighter, following his words. The class was a little theatrical. It felt more about him than the draken, but that's how you inspire. That's how you get people to listen, by making them actually want to listen.

But then I remembered what Sophia had said before. "What was that about Master Hazel?" I asked, bringing the conversation back to where it had been before we got distracted.

"Her letter, Guildmaster. Didn't you read it?"

"The one from last week?"

"No. Today's."

"Juno didn't mention it." I frowned.

"Ha! 'cause she knows what you'll bloody do, doesn't she? Fly right off to see it for yourself."

I swallowed. "What is it?"

"I ain't telling you. Hard enough to keep you here, ain't it? Why send you off again when I'm doing your job?"

"You're doing a fantastic job," I countered, offering a compliment instead of the argument she tried to provoke.

She scowled. "You're a wonderful hunter, you know. And you inspire. So many new recruits came after your business at the Dungeon. And all that at Lord Fic's temple? Hells, most don't even believe that one. Those that do, though—wow." There was a tinge of bitterness at the end.

"You do the hard work," I said. "The real leadership. I'm just the poster boy."

Her nose twitched. "So go and see her then. Add Hazel to your little harem. I know you so badly wanna! I can take care of things here just fine."

"You're right," I said, grinning. "You can take care of the guild just fine."

She scowled at me, hands on her hips. I suddenly realized that Sophia and I were more like siblings. We admired one another, even if we wanted to throttle each other just as much. "Don't you even think about it, Darran."

"I did my job as the King asked. My duty is completed, and I have the right to appoint a guildmaster in my stead."

She said nothing. Oh gods, I loved leaving her speechless.

"It crashed into a village," she said. "Killed half of them. That strange creature in Al Kari. You know, the dragon. A real dragon from stories, not this little inbred fucker. Contacts are being written as we speak to take care of it."

I turned away, my gaze drifting back over the guildyard. The sun was climbing fast now, spilling gold across the yard, catching on steel and sweat. Men and women ran drills, barked orders, hefted swords. Nets glinted where Vienne's contraptions lay waiting. Birdkin shadows swept across the dirt.

Sophia stood beside me, arms still crossed, scowl still sharp, but the light caught her hair and removed all those silly flaws, making her look angelic. Not that I'd ever heard of a curvy, ginger, freckled angel who spoke the common tongue, but hey, why not?

"One last hunt," I said. "Then one last party to celebrate, and then, let's see where we are." I patted her shoulder. "Good job, Soph."

She touched my hand, her eyes glimmering yet still lost for words. "You don't have to go, you know. The guild still needs you showing up and impressing everyone with your axe as big as your ego."

"I'll try not to lose this one then."

She laughed, and I walked away, but then she added, "It's not the axe, though, is it?"

I laughed right back. "That…was almost a compliment."
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I stood outside the entrance to Blair's lair. It looked even smaller to me now. The opening crouched low, dug into the dirt beneath a tangle of thick roots exposed from the tree above. The roots and earth around it were scarred with scratches, but weeds had begun to push up through the ash, green creeping back over the ruin.

It was like the lair of some forgotten villain from a thousand years ago, half-swallowed by the forest. The grass and roots tried to hide what it once was, but they couldn't cover what she could become again.

"Are you home?" I called. "Not gonna prance out at me from the bushes, are ya?"

"I do not prance, Guildmaster."

I shrugged, leaving my axe outside, and slid into her lair.

I landed a little more gracefully than last time, and when I stood properly, I raised my eyebrows in surprise. It was tidier now. No little animal bones scattered in the corner; the wooden bowls and cutlery were stacked neatly on a table. Even the bed was made, the bedding fresh and clean. She must've washed it in the nearby lake.

As for Blair, she had tossed aside the rags of her loincloth and brassiere. She was back in her leather strap outfit—one strip wedged tight between her gargantuan buttocks, and two straps pressed hard across her chest, flattening against her nipples.

Her tail was huge and impossibly fluffy, and when it swung across her body, it was the most clothing she had on. I swallowed hard, trying to push past the lump in my throat, ignoring the ache stirring in my pants. Normally, I had better control than this. Normally, I didn't rise so fast.

"Don't call me Guildmaster," I said, turning away to inspect her bookshelf once more. The titles were enough to make even a bard blush. For someone who loved bondage so much, I never seemed to see any equipment around here. Maybe she just liked reading about it and was actually one of those soft, gentle lovers. Or maybe it just wasn't feasible to have a bondage kit while trying to survive.

Then again, I hadn't seen any when we'd cleared out her quarters...

"What did you mean when you said you've spoken to it?" I asked, throwing her a bone.

Blair stretched, rising so tall her nails scraped the ceiling. That's when I noticed the web of claw marks gouged into the stone above.

"Can't we talk about that later?" she yawned. "It's been so long since I've had good company."

"And whose fault is that?" I winced. It was like I was Sophia, talking to me. Okay, the situations weren't exactly comparable. I should probably just kill Blair. I reached for the dagger at my back, finding hesitation and curiosity keeping me from doing so.

For some reason, I thought of that dark-eyed seer I'd met back in the city. He wouldn't have any trouble slaying her where she stood. He was seasoned in putting down creatures that talked back—sultry ones, too, if the rumors of his dealings with succubi were true. He wouldn't hesitate.

Blair shifted, her body looming over me. She moved closer with slow weight, her thigh sliding against mine until I had nowhere to go. Her tail slinked up my leg, tickling me.

She leaned in, so close the ends of her hair tickled my cheek. Her chest pressed against me, every breath she took stealing mine away. My hand went to my axe out of habit—but it wasn't there. Anyway, the idea of swinging it at her now felt ridiculous.

Her hand came up to my jaw, thumb stroking lightly as if she were testing the tension there. She didn't need to push. She didn't need chains or ropes. Her size alone kept me in place, and the softness of her touch made the restraint feel almost welcome.

"Relax," she whispered, her voice a low purr that sank through me.

I tried to remind myself she was dangerous, that I should strike before she struck me. But when her thigh pressed harder between my legs and her tail slipped higher between them, the thought shattered. Her weight, her heat, her breath spilling hot against my ear. It all drowned me. I stood there frozen, cock hard and aching.

I took a breath and found my resolve, wondering why I hadn't just asked Vienne or Kaila to drain me before I came here. Hells, it probably wouldn't have made a difference.

"I can't relax when that draken's out there," I said. "What do you know about it? That would go a long way towards redemption, you know?"

"Her," she said. "She is a her."

I nodded. "Let me guess, another mother protecting her eggs?"

"Nothing of the sort, little human." Blair trailed a claw across my cheek, close to drawing blood. "Nothing of the sort. She and I are simply one and the same. A beast without a clan, trying to survive and nothing more. They are hungry creatures, you know; they need big, mythical beasts to eat. Cows and such will do in a pinch, yet never will their hunger be satiated. Were that blightbear still here, it would've enjoyed a spicy treat to settle its stomach."

"Then why didn't it just go where there's more food? The damn thing can fly."

"For a few minutes, yes. But it always comes back to this place, deep in the forest. Why do you think that might be?"

I rubbed my face in annoyance. "You really know everything, don't you?"

"Hard to miss great hulking zaphawks in the sky."

"Alright. Stop burying the lede. What can you tell about her? The quicker she is slain..." My voice trailed off.

"The quicker she is slain, what?"

"The quicker I can deal with you," I replied. "In whatever way that may be."

Blair moved closer still until she became my entire world, a heaven of fur and leather and heat. Her thigh slid so deep into mine it pushed my cock up, locking me in place. The tail tightened around my thigh and pressed right up against my balls. Her hand at my jaw was steady, patient, like someone who has all the time in the world to learn a body.

"Deal with me..." she whispered. "I have never been dealt with before. I was always the one who..."

Her words trailed in my mind, making me shudder. Her chest pressed against me so that each of her breaths pushed against my sternum.

Her fingers found the seam of my tunic and traced it, light as cat's paws and even more dangerous. She reached behind me, unclipping my dagger. It fell to the ground, and all I had was the one at my front now, throbbing hard and at her disposal.

She leaned until her mouth was near my ear. The warmth there made me forget my own name. "Don't go back," she whispered, "Stay and let me show you my worth."

I wanted to tell her to stop. I wanted to pull the blade, to drag myself out of the trap.

"We've all got to leave sometime," I said, finding a little resolve in the words.

"Shame the same can't be said for that draken. It won't leave because you won't let it! Rather, those birds of yours. Ha! Another thing in which we have in common; they were my bane as well. I couldn't ride them; the draken can't fly past them."

"So you're saying we just let it go and terrorize some other village? And we let go of the contract?"

"Goes against your little motto, doesn't it? For the good and the gold of the people. What good is the guild without its gold? What about the good of the creatures? Do they not deserve to roam this Orth too?"

"Since when were you a philosopher? All you ever cared about was the good of yourself."

"If you are here to judge me by my past crimes, I would not be alive right now to speak to you."

Her hand slipped inside my trousers, and her clawed fingers lingered over the ridge of my groin, dragging a slow path around my cock that made the air catch in my chest. She didn't grip, didn't stroke outright, just teased, and any moment that grip could turn tight and tear it clean off.

The warmth of her hand bled through my skin, steady, patient. She didn't rush to take what she wanted. She made me wait, and that was the greatest torment. My axe might as well have been on the other side of the world. My pride, too. Both useless now.

Her head dipped lower, her hair brushing my cheek, her voice sinking deeper.

"You showed up and took everything from me," she murmured, her thumb circling idly just above where I throbbed. "What will I take from you?"

Her fingers slid tighter beneath, curling behind my balls, pumping me full of blood until a groan tore out of me I hadn't meant to give.

For the first time in my life, I felt small against a woman. Powerless.

I swallowed, words dragging up my throat against the weight of her breath. "Get off," I said, though even to my own ears it sounded weak, more plea than command. Then I felt the power within me, gifted from the gods or some unforeseen force that made me younger to the eye, stronger than the average human. I was able to tame multiple beastkin, and this one was trouble to me? "Get off," I said again, more surely, lazily moving her hand away.

"I wonder..." Blair said, sitting down on her bed and crossing one leg over the other, showing me the thick curved road to her ass. "I wonder how you will feel when the beast is slain, its head brought to the guild as a trophy. To hang on your very own wall perhaps. And its questioning eyes ask you why you would not simply help it. Guildmaster Darren, it's lost. Why not help it find its way? Or do you only help those you can bed?"

I stared at her—beautiful and deadly in equal measure. Imposing and feminine, wrapped into one big bundle of sexy terror.

"All they know is the hunt," Blair said, brushing her curly hair out of the way of her death-causing cleavage. "To complete a contract and be patted on the head by their guildmaster. That's the beastly way, isn't it? Do they even care that it spoke? Or do they only care for the reward?"

Remarkable. Who knew a whole new viewpoint could be shown to me by Blair, of all people?

I swallowed. "This isn't over," I said, turning to climb out of the cave.

The silence of her response hit harder than words ever could. It weighed on my back heavier than the axe I slung over it when I left the cave.
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If only I had Vienne and Kaila with me; they'd find the hunt easy, hear it in the wind, smell it in the dirt.

All I had left was the memory of our plans, no idea where they'd gone. Plans always changed, and I was buggered if I knew how these had.

I set off anyway, trying to trust my own senses. The forest swallowed me whole. Mist hung low, clinging to the branches, and the drips of rainwater did little to hide the damp sound every footstep made.

A jay called once, sharp, then the woods went quiet again. I pushed through it with my shoulders hunched, gazing over every mark on the ground. Most of it was nothing—old deer trails, roots breaking through soil—but now and then, I caught a bunch of snapped twigs, a tuft of hair caught on a branch; a patch of leaves mashed flat by boots.

I slowed as the signs built up. Bark scored with claws. A scatter of feathers where something had panicked. The forest smelled off—beneath damp earth and wet bark lay an acrid tang of blood. My heart thumped harder. I was close.

The path dipped into a hollow, and there it was—the start of the hunt. Mud dug out by hurried boots, arrows thrust into trees. The air stank of draken musk, sharp in my nose, with hot beastkin bloodlust tangled through it.

I crouched, tracing the scene with my eyes, fitting it together as best I could. They had met it here, tried to pin it down, and driven it back. And then it broke free. The hunters had followed close, the creature unable to fly above for fear of zaphawk, so all I had to do now was follow them.

I rose from the churned battleground and pressed on. The trail cut through the forest like a fresh wound. The air thickened as I climbed; no birdsong, no rustle of small life.

My nerves sharpened with every step. I felt it in my chest—the hammer of my heart, the prickle at the back of my neck.

The trail turned upward into a steep ascent. Rocks bit into my boots, and loose ones skittered down the slope behind me. The mist thinned higher up, and at last, the wind carried sounds to me: a clash of steel on scale, the high, wild laughter of beastkin in the frenzy of the hunt, and over it all, the roar of the draken.

Above, the sky thrummed with movement. Zaphawks flew around, lightning crawling between their wings and under their necks. Among them, I spotted Valdrune. Her cry cut straight through the thunder. My throat tightened. What had I done?

I broke free from the last of the trees and saw it.

The guild had driven the draken to the mountain's edge. Spears pressed in, fire arrows smoldered against its scales, and beastkin snapping at it at opportune moments.

It bellowed, its tail lashing some off their feet. Steam spat from its mouth, eyes wild. But no flames came forth. It couldn't do it.

"Wait!" I yelled, approaching the middle of the fray.

And then those eyes locked onto me—a mix of blood red and black, furious and focused on a single target amid the chaos.

With a roar that shook stones from the cliff, it broke from the hunters and came straight at me. I had no time to run, no time even to breathe. Its bulk slammed into mine—and instead of crushing me to the ground, I was spun in its grip as it hurled itself off the cliff.

The world became a storm of wind and fury.

We tumbled beside the cliff, branches whipping me raw, stone gouging my back. The draken's claws hooked deep, holding fast. I reached for my axe, but it seized it, pinning it against me with ease. My free hand clung to rough scales, every nerve on fire.

Above, zaphawks dove, shrieking, their maws spitting lightning.

Valdrune screamed louder than them all, diving after us, lightning building in her chest. For one sickening instant, I thought she would unleash it, frying us both as we tumbled—but no. She held it, straining against her instincts. The only reason the draken still lived was that I was tangled in its grip.

We slammed hard against an outcrop, skidded, bounced, then fell again. Rocks shattered beneath us. The world spun in a blur of sky and stone. Amid it all, a voice tore through the chaos.

"Leave me alone!" the draken bellowed, its words raw and frantic as it gripped my shoulders and shook me against the dirt. "I just want to eat!"

The impact drove the air from my lungs. I folded in on myself, clutching my stomach, every breath stolen before I could drag it back. The world spun, my ribs ached, and my vision flickered at the edges.

I choked out a laugh, half-wild, half-mad, my teeth rattling. "I'll give…I'll give you all the food you could eat," I gasped. My hands slipped, caught again, my fingertips splitting against its scales. "I know of a creature, mythical, fit to fill your stomach. Let's talk. No weapons, no beastkin. Just me and you."

The draken's eyes widened, a thought breaking through the fury. Its grip shifted. The zaphawks still screamed and circled, Valdrune still shrieked above—but for the first time, the beast hesitated, its bond with me sensing something different.

"I am listening," the draken hissed. She, not it. Her voice was low and feral, the kind that could be mistaken for evil on sound alone.

But I knew better.

Her long skeletal wings beat hard, and my stomach finally began to settle.

I didn't know what part of me hit the ground first; it felt like everywhere at once. I'd be bruised for sure. How had I even survived? She must've snapped her wings at the last moment to break my fall. I clutched my stomach, still fighting for the breath that had been torn from me.

If the beast had wanted to eat me, or just kill me, she'd already had her chance. That alone proved I was right. She turned her long neck, fixing me with one black-red eye.

Crash!

Valdrune smashed into the dirt.

Crash!

Zacco landed next, creating even more chaos than before.

The draken breathed heavily, facing me with a wisdom in her eyes beyond any beast I had known. Worse still was the fraught desperation and the panting in her shoulder blades.

I rose, looking for my axe. It was on the ground nearby, lodged in a mound. Good, stay there for now.

"Wait," I said, walking past the draken and holding my hand up to Valdrune. "You will wait for my orders!" I commanded.

Valdrune snorted dust from her nostrils, lightning fizzing from beneath her neck glands. She looked at the creature, hungry for battle, then back at me, bowing her head.

As the other birds slowly panted, Valdrune walked away, slumping down to the ground and resting her head on her claws, facing away from us. The rest of the zaphawks followed suit, and I turned my attention back to the draken.

The draken snorted, smoke billowing from her nostrils, her eyes flaring, pupils sharpening to daggers. "Won't be long before others come."

The clearing lay in disarray around us, raw dirt gouged from all the creatures landing, trees split and leaning, stones cracked where we had struck them. Dust still hung thick in the air, catching the shafts of pale light that forced their way.

The draken faced me, her chest rising and falling in great heaves. Her wings spread and twitched, skeletal frames snapping taut with the strain. The ground trembled as her claws flexed against it. She was close enough that the heat of her breath licked across my face, the stench of char sticking in my nose.

Behind me, the zaphawks shuffled, their talons scraping against rock. But I kept my gaze fixed on the draken. Her eyes narrowed to black-red slits, unblinking. The air between us felt thin, brittle, ready to snap.

Somewhere, far above the ridge, a hunter's horn carried faintly through the trees. Our heads both lifted toward it, and the tension spiked again.

"You speak the common tongue well," I replied, my hand still raised, a gesture that felt insulting given her intelligence. I lowered it, my hand itching for my axe, ready to leap for it at a moment's notice, just in case. "Yet you eat what doesn't belong to you."

"It belongs to you?"

By that, I knew she meant humans.

"I see your point. I didn't write the laws, and we won't change them by talking about it. Nor can you eat your way to freedom. The price on your head will only rise. But I, as Guildmaster, master of those who hunt you, can help."

She squinted, a wisp of smoke escaping from her nostrils. Yet she did not breathe fire; that much I knew, or she would have already. Perhaps it was a mutation from her interbreeding. Poor thing, I thought. You should be soaring in the sky.

She spat smoke from her maw, trying to release more. No, she could do it; she just couldn't right now.

"What happened to your fire?" I asked.

"Cold," she hissed.

I nodded. That boded well in more ways than one. "What put you here?" I asked. "Where did you come from?"

"West," she said, sniffing to draw in a bit of smoke through her nostrils. "Land of furry creatures like the ones who hunt me now. Many creatures there to kill—giant beasts, spicy psychic natures, some flame. I kill some, sleep for weeks, then kill again. Simple life. Yet still, I am hunted by the tailfolk, perhaps for sport. They enjoy it, and I enjoy it right back when I kill them. Is that not sport as well? I kill so many who try to kill me that they send an army. I understand; I can't kill those who walk on two legs. I think this is fair. I fly here instead, eating cows—simple creatures of the land. Who could stop me? Not you, who also eat them. I am wrong, it seems. You who keep these lightning-touched as pets to ride. I understand this land even less. Let me go, please."

"You'll be hunted wherever you go," I said. "And you'd be justified in killing them, but that won't change it. They'll hunt you right back. Be it elf, human, or orc, you'll be hunted, and they only have to win once for you to lose."

"Then I won't play."

Smart girl, I thought. If only it were that easy. I nodded, looking up. The birdkin was flying down now. They'd be here in only a few seconds.

"You know," I said, "I have a problem too. I wish to fly out beyond, away from this land, to hunt a mythical dragon unseen from this realm. If you ate that, you'd sleep not for weeks, but months, I bet. Maybe even a year. I'd only wake you if it were time to feed again. Because you're wrong. You can't not play. But you sure can play a different game. What do you say?"

The draken sniffed, its blood-red scales gleaming in the sunlight. Above, the birdkin were soon to approach.

"I don't have a choice," she said.

"It's not quite so Faustian as that," I replied. "First, let me ride you to the guild, to show that you are my ally and not to be hunted. Then we will leave, away from these lands to the realm of sand and monsters."

She grunted low in her chest, the sound reverberating through the ground beneath my boots. Her lips peeled back, fangs as long as swords flashing wet in the broken light. Smoke rolled from her nostrils, hotter now, as though our words stoked her embers. Her claws raked the dirt, gouging deep furrows, and for a moment, I thought she might lunge, take me by the throat, and end the debate with a strike.

Her wings flared, skeletal and vast, the membrane stretching against the sky. The air between us grew hotter. My hand itched for the dagger at my hip, yet I forced it to stay still.

But then her eyes shifted. The feral edge softened, not quite gone, dulled by a faint hope.

With a long hiss, she lowered her head. Her jaw cracked open wide enough for me to see the back of her throat, heat shimmering within, then closed with a frightening snap. She bent her forelegs, wings twitching as she slowly sank into the dirt, scales scraping stone—an offer for me to climb aboard.

Valdrune whined, feathers bristling, lightning flaring along her frame. She shuffled closer, her great golden eyes fixed on me with a hurt I could feel in my chest. I walked over and laid a hand against Valdrune's beak, feeling the tremor of static run through my palm.

"Sorry, girl," I whispered, my voice tight. "But only the guildmaster can ride you." I gave her a pat. That was it. A pat goodbye.

And then I turned to my new mount: bigger, blood-red, and hungry for more than just meat.

The draken shifted her bulk, claws gouging furrows into the dirt, wings folding inward. For a heartbeat, I thought she'd rise again, lash out, and swallow me. Instead, she exhaled—a long, hissing stream of heat that shimmered around us—then dropped fully to her forelegs. Her head dipped low, black-red eyes fixed on mine.

I stepped forward slowly, aware of every breath. Her scales were hot beneath my palm, rough, and every muscle beneath them rippled with power. My heart hammered with triumph and nerves.

I placed a boot on the draken's hind leg and climbed. The scales shifted under me, slick and hard, but she remained still for me.

"What is your name?" I asked her, securing myself onto her back.

Above, the birdkin circled. Vienne had come down with the help of others, watching in silence. Kaila sat astride a zaphawk, confused and unsure what to make of it all. I wished I could speak to them both, but I could only show them my intentions.

"Sythra," the draken hissed, the sound sharply vibrating through my body.

"I am Darran," I said. "I'll do right by you, I promise, as long as you do right by me as well."

"We shall see."

Sythra shifted beneath me, her body tightening like a bowstring. The muscles in her back flexed, and her wings flared wide. Every crimson scale caught the light.

She sucked in a breath, stealing mine with it.

Then she leapt, and my vision pulsed with euphoria.

The ground cracked under her launch, dirt and stone exploding outward as her wings snapped down with a thunderclap that shook the forest. Her ascent tore through the ranks of zaphawks, scattering them. Swords clattered to the earth below. Firelight guttered and died in the rush of her wind.

We shot through their center, a streak of red, the air burning around us. I clung to the ridges of her spine as the world blurred, voices shouting, the wild laughter of beastkin breaking into gasps of awe. Valdrune cried out behind us, a sound of grief, and the guild's formation shattered in our wake.

And then we were free.

The sky opened wide, and Sythra's wings caught the wind with a force that lifted us higher and higher, until the world below was nothing but smoke and broken ground. The hunters shrank to insects on the mountainside, their swords glinting like stars. They would remember this moment; they would tell the tale of how their quarry rose above like a queen.

I looked back once, saw them as fading figures in the distance, and then turned my face forward into the rushing wind.

Sythra roared, the sound dancing across the peaks.
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Sythra folded her wings at the last instant, soaring down from the sky like a falling star.

A moment later, the earth quaked under her landing, dirt and sparks bursting outward as her claws gouged deep trenches into the ground. Her wings snapped wide again, membranes shuddering, and the force of it sent tents, shields, and even men tumbling backward.

Around us, the guild fell silent. Beastkin snarls died in their throats. Steel rang hollow as it slipped from trembling hands. No one dared move closer.

And I was astride her, this monster they were so startled by.

My legs locked to her middle, my hand steady on the ridge of her neck. She shifted under me with restless energy, claws flexing, muscles rolling, and yet she obeyed. Her heat rose up into me, smoke billowed over my shoulders from her breath, and her eyes burned forward into the gathered ranks of the guild.

I saw it then, in their faces: the awe, the fear, the understanding. This was no beast, no quarry, no half-myth skulking through their forests. This was the glory of the guildmaster who could not be chained down in his tower.

"What the bloody hells is this?"

Sythra flinched at Sophia's voice. The huge muscles under my thighs tensed. Her head tilted slightly, the way an animal shifts when something bites sharper than expected.

And then, to my surprise, the heat beneath me changed. Embarrassment. The pulse of it rolled up through my legs. The great draken seemed to redden at being called out by a single, unarmored woman standing in the guild grounds.

She lowered her head a hair's breadth.

As if that didn't confirm it further, confirm what I must do. Because who else could be fit but the one who had done that to Sythra?

I laid my hand flatter on her neck, feeling her heartbeat hammering under the scales. "Easy," I murmured, low enough only she could hear. "This one's no threat to you."

"I know that now," Sythra murmured back, her voice vibrating through my body.

Sythra's pupils thinned to razors, still fixed on Sophia, but the tremor in her muscles eased.

I jumped off, my feet only as unsteady as I dared them. Keep your composure, this is an important moment for all of us.

And yet, because it was Sophia, I couldn't resist taking the piss.

"I'd appreciate it if you kept Darlene on as your maid," I said. "She's honestly quite good at it, once you get past how annoying she is."

"I beg your pardon?" Sophia said, so affronted that her background had risen two social classes. "What's that blimmin' supposed to mean?" It fell back down again to its natural place.

I couldn't blame her for cursing like that, really. I did just ride in on the draken we'd been hunting. Of course she'd be shocked.

"My duty is done," I said. "The King hired me to bring order to the guild, and I did. Now I'll take my mount to Al Kari to pursue the mythical dragon contract. I'm a hunter—our best hunter—and best suited to go, right?"

She was lost for words.

"If you didn't catch that," I continued, "it means you're Guildmaster now. I'm not suited for it. A general is suited to be king in times of war, and then he messes it up when there is peace. Kinda like that, isn't it?"

"Not suited for speeches either," she said quickly, apparently finding her words enough to get a jab in. Then she looked at the creature. "This counts as completing the contract...but if you think I'm letting you have the money, you can get fucked."

I raised my hands. "Technically I was still Guildmaster, so it wouldn't be appropriate. Speaking of inappropriate," I lowered my voice a little, "I'll need Master Vienne and Kaila with me, in about a week perhaps. Send them over on guild business, wouldn't you?"

As we spoke, murmurs began to ripple through the onlookers, low and awed.

Sophia's jaw worked, but no words came. Her gaze darted from me to Sythra, back to me, as if this whole display might yet unravel. When it didn't, she straightened her shoulders and gave me the smallest nod.

Around her, the guild began to press closer. Boots scuffed in the dirt. Faces craned for a better look.

I reached out and touched Sythra's neck again, showing our new bond to the guild.

Her throat vibrated under my palm in something that might have been a chuckle. "They smell of fear," she said softly, only for me. "And awe."

I nodded. "That's the best we could hope for."

Then, louder, I said to Sophia with a grin, "Good luck, Soph. I'd tell you I'll miss you, but that would be a lie."

She exhaled through her nose like she was blowing out a candle. "You're really gonna leave, ain't you? We ain't even gone for one last drink."

There it is.

"I'm already gone," I said, swinging one leg back over Sythra's side.

Gasps rose as the great draken crouched low, wings angling to catch the air again. The crowd parted instinctively.

The sky darkened; it was just in time for the rest of the guild to follow us. Pity I wouldn't get a last word with my girls, but I'd made my impression; best now to draw the curtains.

"We will go to the land of sand and beast?" Sythra asked, circling the ground to get a feel for the spot to leap from.

"Yes, soon. We need to make a stop first. I don't suppose you can carry one more person? She is quite heavy."

"I can carry many more."

"I was hoping you'd say something like that."

She crouched, I braced myself, but then she paused for a moment.

"By the way," she said, "I also smelled lust from the one you call Sophia. Wishing to bed you, I believe."

"Figures," I said. "Ah well. Maybe another time."

Such a pity, I thought. The hatefucking would have been legendary.


10


Sythra landed front-claws first, shaking the ground and sending dirt cascading into the entrance of Blair's lair beneath the roots. It seemed so small now, too small for her to ever fit through.

"I'm not coming in for you this time," I yelled. "Bring only what's important and easy to fit in a bag; we won't be coming back."

Sythra's scales warmed a little. "It is good to bring her. She was my only friend in this forsaken land."

"So you did have a bond!"

Remarkable. Blair hadn't been lying at all. She had actually done something good in convincing me to rescue Sythra. The winds really were changing.

Well, not a truly selfless act. Blair did get a ticket out of this place, after all, but hey, were there any truly selfless acts in this world?

I rolled my shoulders, finding a smile unable to leave my mouth. I was free—free to do whatever I wished. Hells to the King. He hadn't even chased me up once on how I was doing. Clearly, he didn't care, when all was said and done. I'd done what he'd asked. After that, he didn't give a toss, so why should I?

And now I had a new purpose—look after my new friend. I patted her shoulder, and she snorted smoke. Not a mount. Friend, then. My bad.

One dark eye squinted at me, considering me as if she could read my mind.

"Hungry," she said, reminding me not to assume things.

"Soon," I replied. "Just be patient."

At the mouth of the lair, Blair's long nails dug into the dirt as she pulled herself up. She was the other one I needed to get out of Viridis. The last loose end to tie up. A pity I couldn't even tell anyone about this one, considering she might end up tied up in my desert dungeon cellar.

I hoped my house was still in good condition. It was probably full of squatters. Heh. Blair was gonna have fun with those.

And then I could make Blair my maid. Giantess maid? No, too silly. Giantess in classic harem attire—a nose ring chained to her ear, bangles, a sheer silk dress. Now that's more like it.

"She excites you," Sythra murmured.

"She's not boring, that's for sure."

Blair strolled over to us, a backpack slung over her shoulder. She silently attached it to the other side of Sythra, avoiding my gaze.

"I don't ride in the front," she said, her eyes a little glazed, facing away, though I could feel that I rocked her world in her periphery.

"What's up?" I asked, climbing down for a moment.

With an outfit like hers, you really had to be confident, and this bashful expression didn't suit it, making it almost embarrassing.

Then she met my gaze, her eyes black as night and glimmering. "I will not sit idly in my new home," she said. "If there is power to grasp, I will take it. Knowing this, what will you do?"

"I never said you couldn't do that," I replied. "That's what Al Kari is all about. Hells, you're gonna excel there. Just excel well. Don't be a dickhead about it, yeah? Because I'm pretty fond of the place, and I'd hate to have to take you down after all we've been through."

She nodded, smiling mischievously. "With you as my royal advisor, I think I'll do a little better this time."

"That's the spirit. Now, let's get out of here. My nipples aren't acclimated to the cold. They're starting to chafe."

She snorted. "You ridiculous little human." She took my hand in a warrior's grip, and we stood as equals, with Sythra curled around us like the very Clawlands itself.

By rights, Blair still deserved to die. But this was my challenge, my new frontier to conquer.

I just worried if she could fit in with the others. Best to keep her separate for now.
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Sythra soared through the clouds. I could feel her scales thrumming with excitement between my legs. This caged animal was free and let loose on the world. We would do great things together; my chest swelled with excitement at the thought.

As for Blair, she was behind me, her thick thighs on either side, ready to crush me, but I knew it wasn't dominance—it was fear. She clung to my stomach, her heartbeat racing against my back. Little did she know she'd be safer holding onto Sythra. If she squeezed any tighter and I blacked out, we'd both be going down.

I rested a hand on one thigh, casual, like it was the hilt of my sword. She and I might do some terrible things together. She might drag me down to her level and make a real villain of me. Somehow, that felt more likely than my making a hero of her. But this wasn't some story about knights and dragons. People were never just one thing—and in Al Kari, you could be whatever you wanted, provided you had the coin or the balls and the luck to survive without them getting cut from you.

Blair's claws crawled at my lower stomach, digging in. I could feel her grimacing by my neck.

"We've got to get you a mount," I yelled into the wind.

Sythra vibrated at the implied insult. I patted her neck. "Exactly," I said. "You aren't a mount; you're merely providing a service in exchange for the payment of opportunity."

Sythra grumbled. "You twist words to hide the truth."

"Alright. Well, I'm just trying to make you feel better. You did agree to it."

"I could change my mind."

"And I could kill you before you had the chance. I'm right by your neck, you know."

"Ha. The human is brave." Sythra turned back toward the ocean, her great skeletal wings beating through the air.

The clouds tore apart around us, white spray like shattered glass. The wind howled and burned at my face, tugging at my hair and clothes, trying to rip me away. Below, the sea stretched forever, broken only by specks of foam. The world looked small from up here, distant and harmless, as if no blade or claw could ever touch us again.

"What about this mount?" Blair whispered in my ear, clawing down at my groin.

I grinned. I was going to get her back for that. She might have watched me in the forest, but she never saw how I handled Vienne.

Surely she saw the aftermath, how I had turned that tiger submissive. Was she trying to goad me into the same? The thought made me uneasy. How far would I go with her? Al Kari was famous for whips, chains, and dungeons of perversion. We were heading to the right place.
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The ride went on for hours, and I could feel Blair behind me growing restless. I had to hand it to her; she'd taken to flying quite well. If there was one thing we shared as guildmasters, it was the refusal to admit to fear and the determination to meet it head-on.

It comforted me to know she felt fear at all.

"We'll need to rest," I yelled into the wind. "There are a few islands scattered between the realms. Sythra, will you go that way?" I pointed, and she turned to see where.

"Food?" she asked.

"You can hunt the sea at your leisure," I replied. "Plenty of fish, big and small. How is your swimming?"

This was where I'd see the measure of her word. Would she be beastly and swayed by hunger, or would she return with a lust for more mythical meats?

"I do not swim," she replied. "Are there fish that swim near the surface?"

"Dolphins, and plenty of schools of fish, I guess. I'm no fisherman, but I'm sure you can find something."

She snorted smoke, and this time, a few brief sparks came out.

Under the hot sun, her power seemed to be returning. I couldn't wait to see it.
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Some time later, we came upon a scatter of islands in the ocean—not quite tropical, but scorching compared to where we'd come from. The beaches were pale, the trees faintly palm-like, and the air carried a comforting warmth. It was a welcome change, and Sythra circled down toward them, finding a patch of green broad enough for her to land.

I jumped off, reaching for my axe instead of helping Blair, feeling a bit surly about how she had dug her claws into my stomach the whole damn journey. I quickly forgot my irritation when I turned to face the village. It was a welcome sight.

Near the bay, roofs hunched low against the sea wind. Most were covered in palm thatch, tied down with thick ropes. Driftwood made up the walls, patched where storms had eaten away at them, strong where fresh cuts had been added. No house followed just one style—some featured the carved spirals and glyphs of Al Kari hands etched into the doorframes, while others displayed the wide Viridis beams and open-air porches designed for families to sit outside. Most combined both influences, blending together.

Fishnets dangled from rafters alongside bone charms. The same people who worked the boats wore little bracelets of copper wire twisted into patterns that only an Al Kari smith would bother to craft. Even the cooking pits reflected the fusion—stone circles buried deep in the sand where humans smoked their catch, ringed with flat slabs that the elves had scorched into slick black glass.

They were one folk now, so mixed you could hardly tell the humans from the elves. Yet every so often, a new escapee would find their way to the island, rejected from their society, ready to join the melting pot.

It wasn't long before one approached—a tanned, elderly half-elf, wearing bangles and loosely threaded shawls and cloaks to both cover and cool herself.

"Welcome to the Isle of Rast," she said, her voice aged like a life well lived. "I'm Mildraen, here to help you find accommodation or whatever else you need. And might I say, that's a mighty fine beast you've got there."

"Hungry," Sythra said.

Mildraen gasped, clutching her chest and stumbling back, fearing she was about to become lunch.

"Which way can she hunt?" I asked. "That won't bother the fishermen," I added.

"Tha-tha-that way," Mildraen stammered, pointing with a ringed finger.

"Thankssss," Sythra hissed, beating her wings and flying off into the distance.

Blair was fanning herself, already sweating. She had no idea what was coming; this island was practically winter compared to Al Kari.

At least she was dressed for it, and others noticed too. Island hoppers in sexy, silken bikinis walked by, shocked at the tall, powerful catkin. They admired her effortless physique; her body glimmered in the sunlight, creating a striking image. Beads of sweat doused her fur like dewdrops, causing her tail to shimmer.

"Somewhere with a shaded garden would be nice," I said. "Send the bill to Guildmaster Sophia at the Hunter's Guild headquarters."

I smiled. They'd have plenty of coin to spare, with that reward going to no one. I just had to not take the piss—just a bit of lodging and some food. Then we'd hunt down a few contracts and make some real coin for ourselves.

"Right this way, Master…?"

"Darren," I said. I was sure I'd met her before, and it was novel not to be recognized for once. I didn't even have to correct her or say I was the guildmaster. No—Master was a far more fitting title. Heh, maybe my harem had known this all along.

Not that I was really a master of anything right now. That would mean going back to the guild and—shudder—giving lectures. No thanks.

"It's just Darren," I corrected, a little too late.

"Right you are, Just Darren."

She led us down a sandy path between leaning palms and vines heavy with red and yellow flowers. The house stood on stilts above the beach, with stairs climbing to a shaded porch. Behind it, right on the sand, white curtains fluttered in the breeze, giving glimpses of the beds and low table inside.

Beside that, a hammock was strung between a palm and the house, with a carved chair nearby for watching the sea turn silver beneath the moon.

The surf's steady breath rolled in below, the air cooler here than anywhere inland. A place to forget the rest of the world, if only for a while.

"What is the meaning of this?" Blair whispered in my ear. She'd been following all the while, looming over us both like a disgruntled, sexy golem.

"Just a bit of rest," I said. "Trust me, it's about to get blisteringly hot, so hot you won't want to leave the house unless it's morning or night. How about we just enjoy ourselves for a day or two? Rest up, get away from all responsibilities. You know, a vacation. Do they have vacations in the Clawlands?"

She breathed deeply, drawing up a mighty hiss, but when she couldn't figure out what it was for, she let it go. "That sounds good," she said. "Will the maid bring us drinks?"

"We don't have a maid," I laughed. "It's just you and me, alone in this spacious little house. A nice upgrade from your cave, don't you think?"

Her cheeks flushed red at the memory. It had only been half a day, and she was already deeply ashamed of how far she had fallen.

"It feels like a trick," she said. "You promised me hunts and luxury in the sand."

Two teenage girls walked past, giggling as they sucked on rice straws from a cracked-open coconut.

"You're telling me that's not luxurious?" I said, and she turned to see the thongs riding high on their behinds. They both had exquisite peaches, though neither held a candle to Blair's, which could literally hold a candle and the candle holder too.

My shoulders softened. "You seem uneasy," I said. "What's going on?"

"What's going on?" she repeated, scowling. "Where is the battle? I ache for it, and you've given me... this instead."

"Well, it's not all about you. Though I did leave my girls behind for you, so maybe learn to relax instead. Hell, when you were at the guild, you weren't exactly out doing contracts; you were just lying down while women serviced you. Is that it? I don't fit your type because I won't bow down to your greatness? Well, I don't really give a rat's arse. Come with me."

I walked away that moment, not even looking back, leaving the door open as I entered the abode.

Inside, the air was cool and shaded. Polished boards creaked underfoot. A low driftwood table rested in the center, with woven carpets scattered around it. Shells and old trinkets hung from the walls, and a clay mask glared from its nail. In another room, two wide beds faced each other, draped in sheets with loose nets hanging above. At the back, an open doorway led to the beachy garden, carrying the smell of limes.

I walked outside and found an enclosure with deck chairs and potted plants arranged along the fence. It was nice here. Private. We could hear chatting from beachgoers relaxing outside, and we had the option to join them or stay in our shaded privacy. Soon enough, Blair's large shadow loomed as she joined me.

"Sit," I said. "Right there. I'll go and get some refreshments and food at the market."

I left before she could protest.
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With a paper bag full of bacon-butter sandwiches and a wooden crate packed with ice, beer, and other drinks, I headed back to the hut, ready to finally relax and show Blair how it was done.

I opened the door, walking tensely for some reason. "Blair," I called. I never liked it when I couldn't see her. She was just as likely to jump out and claw the racing heart from my chest as she was to try and sit on my face.

At least have the decency to do it in the opposite order.

"Blair!" I called again.

"Wait," she said, hissing a little. I heard her from the side room of the single-bedroom hut. As if we would be sleeping in separate rooms. What was the point in pretending?

"The drinks are getting warm," I lied.

"It's been a while since I wore this," she replied, her voice heavy.

"So you are wearing something, at least."

"You know, if there's one thing I hate about humans, it's their damn sense of humor."

There was some shuffling around for a moment. Whatever nerves I felt turned to impatience, and for a moment, I thought about telling her I'd just meet her on the beach.

"I'm ready," she said, opening the door and revealing a long, netted dress that enveloped her body. Two straps barely covered her nipples horizontally, with larger circles over them to hide them.

A thin silk thong traced her hips, the fabric glinting as it curved along the lines of strength and softness across her stomach.

There was nothing funny about this. I gulped, actually gulped. She was about to be the envy of the beach. Women spent all their time working out, and here was a goddess, both curvy and chiseled in equal measure.

"Are you sick?" she asked.

"Only temporarily," I replied. "Grab the chairs, please. My hands are full."

We left the hut and walked around the corner to the gorgeous beach. The sea sparkled, dolphins jumped into the air from far away, a little school of them, and when Blair strutted down the beach, tail raised, her hair flickering as if catching little scents in the air. Many sunbathing women turned to look at her in envy, then utter disgust at their boyfriends for also looking.

Blair strolled confidently and carefree as she unfolded the chairs, lifting her dress over her head to reveal her exquisite body, as glorious as the sun and as sexy as anything on the gods' green Orth.

I sat down and passed her an ice-cold beer.

We clinked glasses and let out a sigh of relief. For the moment, both our troubles and the weight of our problems were gone.

We sat basking in the sunlight, gazing out at the glorious sea and the dolphins, while Sythra the red menace leaped into the ocean to hunt for fish.

"Fine," Blair said. "I admit it." She sipped her drink and reached for a sandwich, unwrapping it.

The bread was thick-cut, fresh, and white; the bacon was salty, and the butter melted to soak into the bread, meeting the saltiness with creamy wonderfulness.

I just smiled, bemused at her, while we enjoyed our sandwiches. This was about to be the most calm either of us had ever felt. Once we got to Al Kari, the extremes would begin—battle after battle, rewards and sex on silver platters in any form I wished.

I wondered how she would take to having all that before her and yet being mine. Because I wouldn't have it any other way. Either she was mine, or she could leave. Al Kari took harems to the extreme, and if you didn't like it, you could live anywhere else you wanted.

Something told me she'd do just fine. These beastkin were all alike—feral and nuts until you tamed them and showed them their place.

Fuck. Maybe that's what Hazel needed—a leader. She was a natural follower, and I had tried to let her bloom far too much. I shook my head. It wasn't a thought for now. Now was a break from all that.

Blair never did explain what she "admitted," but I had a good enough idea of what she meant anyway.

Finishing her sandwich, she licked her thumb and returned to her beer. "This is...not what I expected when I got on Sythra."

"Just a little calm before the storm," I said.

"Mmm," she replied, frowning.

"What is it?"

"I'm just waiting for the battle. But this land is far too peaceful for that."

I resisted a grin and agreed, "This land is far too peaceful for that." I knew something she didn't.

"And it's strange. I have never known a land without some battles. It's good for the soul."

"It's good for your soul, not for those under your feet."

Some girls nearby pointed toward the ocean. Sythra burst from the waves, soaring up toward the sun before twisting into a dive. With her skeletal wings tucked tight, she cut back into the water, then rose again with a massive, shark-like creature clamped in her jaws. The girls screamed, and Blair and I exchanged glances and laughed.

Sythra landed far away from the girls, dropped the shark to the ground, and began feasting.

"It was all I knew," Blair said.

"Hmm?"

"Being a master," she said. "Not a guild master, but a master of all. That's how I was raised." She shrugged. "I didn't know any better."

"That doesn't make it correct," I said. "You should only lead if people actually want to follow you, not just those weaker than you. That doesn't count. The strong and weak both need to be inspired by you. That's what being a true leader is, regardless of race or creed. Anything else isn't right. I don't care what anyone believes. That's how it should be and how it is at the guild. Don't like it? Piss off."

"Hmmf," she said, sipping her beer. She set it down in a hole in the sand, then stretched across the lounger, showcasing her glimmering physique. Her skin shone like gold under the sun. A perverse thought crossed my mind about what her sweat might taste like and what it would be like between her legs, mixed with it. How good it would feel to sink inside her, arousal and sweat joining together in slippery wetness.

I adjusted myself a little.

Blair "Hmmf"ed again, clearly wanting me to respond.

"What?" I asked.

"You said the guild. Not Viridis. Because your king inspires no one."

"Some things can't be helped," I said. "I can control what's around me, but I can't choose the king. Anyway, he's not that bad. There'd be riots if he were. One thing can be said: he knows how to pick people to do his job for him."

"How arrogant!"

"Hey, I did my job, didn't I? Don't I deserve a little vacation?"

"Vacations are something you return from, little human."

"Are you judging me?"

"Merely pointing out what's there to see. Leading the guild didn't suit you, but you clearly suited it." She licked her lips, a teasing lift to her brows. "How many felt abandoned by what you did?"

I said nothing, sipping my beer. "Didn't expect this from you."

"I am full of surprises." She stretched again.

"There's nothing stopping anyone who wants to follow me," I said. "The guild has charters everywhere. Kaila can earn her hunter's mark anywhere in the world, as long as there are masters, and me, to vouch for her. And there are plenty of hunters who can take over Vienne's role."

"And Vienne wishes to follow you to Al Kari?" She raised her eyebrows. "Well, you are the leader of your harem. They have to go where you wish."

"It will be discussed," I said. "For them to make those decisions, they need to see it first, to visit it. Then we can decide what is best for us all."

Blair let out a soft "Kh" and sat up, her gaze drifting to the ocean, leaving the conversation behind for something more distracting. "What's that?" she asked.

Ah, right on time, I thought.

Emerging from the water, blue-skinned, knotted, muscled elves broke free, carrying a chest and walking through the crowd.

"Who are they?" Blair asked, sitting up.

The sea-elves didn't so much as glance at anyone around them. They walked straight to the edge of the beach, where Mildraen waited with the island's lord—a bearded man I recognized—and a few guards hefting a heavy chest. The chest was passed over, taken without a word, and the sea-elves turned back toward the ocean with it.

"What is the trade?" Blair asked.

"Protection," I said.

"But this land is peaceful..." she said, scowling as she pieced it together. "We shall kill them, then? That is why we're here?" She purred. "You are full of wonderful surprises."

"That's your first instinct, to kill them? Why? Because that would help the people here?"

She frowned at me, then turned back to watch the sea-elves vanish beneath the waves. When they were gone, the beach slipped back into its lazy rhythm—the sunbathers stretched out again, a few men chased a ball across the sand, and a bird drifted overhead. Had we not seen them rise from the sea ourselves, no one would believe it ever happened.

"What else would help them?" she asked, seemingly unaffected by what we'd just witnessed.

"And then what?" I replied. "After we kill them. What happens next?"

"We offer their corpses to Sythra. Out of sight, perhaps, so the fragile human women are not disturbed."

I raised my eyebrows. "I'm not sure Sythra eats elves; she prefers more beastly creatures. Anyway, not the point. Want one more chance before I reveal the answer?"

Blair rolled her eyes, turning sideways to face me. Her massive tits fell to the side, her sweet stomach followed suit, and her thighs rolled in a sensual wave, enough to cut the conversation dead and get lost in for hours or a very quick ten minutes, were I not cool-headed enough.

"I can't think of it," Blair said, studying my gaze and taking notes on how she could use it. "I am beastkin. We show our strength above all else, no matter the consequences."

I gave a cheeky smile. "You're almost there."

She looked back toward the ocean. "I think I see...ah. So it mirrors my own lessons—how strength means little in the grand scheme of things. Very clever, Guildmaster."

I did not correct her for giving me that title.

"They'd only return in greater numbers to take their revenge," I said. "This place sits outside any nation's rule, but the sea-elves are content as long as they're paid off with the coin tourists bring. That balance keeps everyone safe. Fair? Maybe not—but it works, and that's enough. After all, what's a king's tax if not tribute taken from his own people? How is this any different?"

"I see." She rotated onto her front, and her sweet, juicy ass took all of my attention. It glistened with sweat. I yearned to slide my cock between her cheeks. I wondered if she liked it there as well. It had been a long time since I'd tried that, and if there were ever a butt for it, this one was it.

"Your gaze is easy to read," she said, resting on her shoulder. She wasn't smiling, which was hard for me to read.

I leaned back, showing off the gentle hardness of my cock, to which her eyes wandered, going a little glazed over. "I've got plans for you," I said, trying not to smile.

It wasn't that, no. She didn't even deserve sex from me, though she'd sure be begging for it by the end.

"Should I be worried?" she asked, a hint of a smile in her voice.

Damn, I really was easy to read, or maybe she was just excellent at it now. Just like Sythra.

"No, not worried," I said. "At least not for tonight." I yawned casually. "Today's just the start, anyway. Once we get to Al Kari, the real fun begins."

She sat up, gripping the bedsheet. Her massive tits drooped spectacularly, ready to suffocate me if she didn't like, or did like, what I would say next. "Explain it to me now, little human." There was an edge of a tremor.

Ha. There was barely any power in that at all.

"I'll let you kill in Al Kari; so many dangerous contracts you'll have your hands full."

"Yes, that is also the deal you made with Sythra. How is mine different?" Her eyes glazed between my legs as I sat up. I was rock hard at the thought of what I was going to do to her, and I spread my arms, letting her look at it, wish for it. Too bad.

"You're mine now," I said with a grin. "You can either stay here, make your way to wherever it is you wish to go, or...go walk into that hut right now and wait for me on your knees."

I tried not to laugh at giving her that choice. I already had her in the palm of my hand, and there wasn't a chance in a million years she would choose anything else.

She snarled, offended, then rose and walked toward the hut, each slow step deliberately swaying her ass cheeks against each other, telling me she knew exactly where my eyes were.
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I stretched, climbed off my lounger, and folded them both up, casually looking out at the sunrise one last time. By the time we were done, I hoped the sun would be setting; it was going to be beautiful.

Gathering up the last of the food and beers and leaving the loungers for later, I headed back to the hut.

I opened the door but didn't step into the bedroom, pausing instead, wondering if the sound of my footsteps was quickening her heartbeat. I wondered what she was feeling now.

She could have been dead by my hand. Did she see this as her second life, full of possibilities? In debt to me, so willing to do whatever I said?

I saw it from the other side. If I wasn't going to kill her, I might as well see what fun I could have. Not like she didn't have a choice. I'd given it to her; she could leave and do whatever she wanted. What she wanted was to be mine and do everything I wanted.

I wondered if she knew how far that would go.

I yawned casually, heading into the bedroom. She was facing away from the doorway, naked, milf-like ass pushed slightly out, pressing on the balls of her feet. Her tail swished around nervously.

I came over and stroked her hair. On her knees, she still came up to my chest.

"Good girl," I said, stroking behind her furry ear.

"Purr."

I smiled. That's what I liked to hear.

She cupped her mouth, shocked. I blinked in surprise. "Really? I thought it was a cat's nature to purr for their master."

She removed her hand and placed it back on her lap. It was strange to see someone so tall in this subservient position. I stood over her, my cock hardening as I stroked her hair.

"You'll look after me," she said. It wasn't a question; hells, it was a damn command. "I am tired of failing. Take the responsibility from me." She grit her teeth, as if she'd bite it off if I said no.

"You really don't get this whole submission thing, do you?" I laughed. "The others are much better at it. They'll have to show you."

I smiled to myself. Maybe I'd said too much—hinted at what was coming. What I planned to show them as my apology for leaving. The gift waiting for them.

"It's just me and you for now," I said, stroking her hair. "I'll look after you."

"For now..." she repeated.

"And then..." I let my words trail off. Why would I spoil the surprise? I finished my sentence with a smile. "Open," I said.

Her mouth snapped open. She stuck her long tongue out; it glistened with spit. I couldn't wait any longer, quickly unzipping and releasing my aching hard cock from its confines.

I placed it on the tip, slapping it gently a few times. Her cheeks reddened with embarrassment. No doubt I was the first man to ever do that to her. Hells, was I the first man she had ever been with? Back in her days of guild mastery, she had banished all the men, taking a different woman to her bed at her whim.

"Good girl," I said. Good girls needed praise if they were to learn a few new tricks. I pulled away and sat down against the bed, waiting for her to take over. Closing my eyes, I put myself at her mercy. She had me now if she wished; she could submit or kill me. With my trousers down and my eyes closed, it would be so easy for her.

A gentle kiss pressed against the underside of my cock. I let out a little gasp.

"Not so little," she whispered, kissing again. "What shall I do with my hands, Guild..." The word did not finish.

"Try again," I said.

"What shall I do with my hands, Master?"

Soft, wet kisses pressed against my cock. The kind of seduction from one who didn't know what to do, so just settled for what she did. My cock twitched with each kiss, tightening behind my core. My mind flooded with fantasies of pushing her own and mating her. I gripped the bed. It was an exercise in my own willpower not to do that, especially when she wasn't going to be sucking me with any sort of expertise.

It was good for her, though; good for her to see how clueless she could be. All those perverted books she owned, and she didn't even know what to do with a big hard cock before her.

She wrapped her lips around it, keeping it there in the way one would when they heard the words blowjob, not knowing what was really meant to happen.

I grinned; her cheeks reddened.

"I don't know what to do," she said, pouting sadly. "I thought...I thought you'd mount me."

I tried not to laugh. "You think you've earned that? You're right at the bottom of the pecking order. Only my harem gets fucked. You think you're in my harem?"

I stroked her hair. After all she'd put us through, I tried not to enjoy this too much.

"So I am not a good girl?" she hissed.

"You are," I replied. "Just not good enough yet. You've got a lot to get through before I give you that privilege."

"Will I get it?"

"Eventually," I promised.

Her mouth wrapped around my cock, and her tongue lashed up at it. She gagged when it went halfway and pulled back.

"You're getting closer," I said.

She squinted, her dark eyes considering my cock like she was trying to figure it out. Her hand stroked over it, squeezing too tight. My eyes widened.

"My apologies, Master," she hissed. "I'm not used to wielding such a large weapon."

"Have you ever even wielded a weapon before?" I asked.

Her cheeks flushed an even deeper shade of crimson, and she could not meet my eyes.

"You're just used to dominating little beastkin, right? That's all you've ever done?"

She nodded.

"And now the tables have turned," I said, stroking her hair. Oh, could I tell her? Should I tell her what I had in store for her? My cock ached, and it wasn't getting any easier.

I fell to the bed, swinging my cock upright. I closed my eyes.

Her mouth lapped around it again, her tongue pressed up.

I groaned, letting her know it was right, so she kept pressing up, wetly compressing my cock with a sliding suckle.

I spread my legs a little, pressing my feet on the bed while gazing down at her head bobbing up and down. It wasn't the best blowjob, not by a long shot. But it certainly wasn't the worst. Tickling teases of pleasure shot through my body.

"Splut," came the wet sounds of her mouth suckling me. "Mmm," she moaned. She was enjoying this? Good. I wanted her to enjoy it. I wasn't a monster.

"I'll be a good master," I said, stroking her hair as my legs crashed back down to the ground. "I promise."

My cock left her mouth. "I'll be a good girl," she replied, then dove back onto my cock again, bounding her head up and down. She reached the middle and gagged, spit sliding down my cock and tickling my balls.

Her teeth gently grazed me. I winced, then she adjusted, and soft, wet warmth teased all around me.

I closed my eyes for a moment, getting lost in the pleasure of it all, only to open them and find this gorgeous, beautiful, oversized catkin servicing me was too good to look away from. My body felt almost small against her. And there she was, my little pet, doing as I wished.

"I'll treat you well," I promised her, stroking her soft hair. The air was thick with the stench of her sweat and lust from the heat of the sun. My sap rose, my legs quivered, shaking from the power of the pleasure she held over me.

"Sluck sluck sluck," filled the air. She was getting faster. Hard, wet suckling sounds filled my whole mind, and I began to lose myself. Did she know how much power she had over me then? All the words we had said to each other fell away to my vulnerability, being lost in the warmth of her mouth.

I cried out to the ceiling, my body arched, and my groin exploded in angelic white pleasure.

"Guh!" she gagged as the shot of cum hit the back of her throat, then froze, and I saw a bead of sweat slide down her throat as it convulsed, swallowed, and matched the rhythm of my release.

I crashed back down to the bed, panting, while she slowly lifted off my painfully sensitive cock, then climbed onto the bed by my feet, rolled up in a ball, curled by her tail.

I patted her head, giving her the only praise I could muster the energy for, then I passed out.
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The next day, we soared through the clouds, the sun biting at my skin. Shedding a few layers felt good, though the burn was less enjoyable—but Hazel would no doubt have some slime-based sun remedies ready.

As usual, Blair sat behind me, her large thighs nearly crushing me, trembling a little as if they were afraid to. I patted them, holding on as if keeping her safe behind me. She hugged my back, clinging less out of fear of flight and more out of attachment to me. She was a trembling tower of lust and devotion behind me, ready to crumble at my whim.

I patted her thigh again, hoping to convey that I would wield this power responsibly. Dangerous weapons required extra care.

Sythra grunted below me, a gentle splash of sparks drifting from her maw.

"Your flame is returning!" I yelled into the wind.

Dragonlike creatures could hardly smile, but when she arched her neck, I swore I saw triumphant happiness; the brightness of her scales, once deep maroon, now shimmered in a hotter shade.

"Look," I pointed, my finger thrumming against the rush of wind. "The horizon of Al Kari."

It was an unassuming desert beach, dotted with a few huts and the occasional fisherman. I'd chosen this spot for our landing—far from the elven warships and their patrols. Fishermen talked, of course, with their tales always growing taller with each telling, but that was fine. It would buy us time to get our bearings.

And hells, why not give them something to really talk about?

"Sythra," I said. "Let's see it then."

She grunted, spread her wings, and roared. Fire erupted, a strong, fierce gust traveling three times the speed of our flight, encompassing everything around us.

"Hold on!" Sythra roared, curling her wings toward herself, then sweeping them in a twirl, circling through the flames as she beat her wings fiercely, forcing the fire away from us as we rode through it like a demonic smoke circle.

Blair laughed in delight. It seemed she was less afraid. I felt freer for once. In the flames of my rebirth, there'd be no paperwork to sign. It would just burn to dust anyway.

Far ahead, through the haze of heat, a city rose from the sand. Pale sandstone walls caught the light and reflected it back in soft gold. You could just make out the silhouette of spires and terraces, clustered unevenly along a central ridge. A few taller towers speared the sky, their shapes blurring in the shimmer. The rest sank lower into the dunes, a mix of domes, flat roofs, and slanted battlements bleached by the sun.

No movement could be seen from this height—only the faint glint of something metallic near the harbor, perhaps the ribs of a ship or the crown of a watchtower.

It appeared lifeless from this distance, just shapes in the sand. That couldn't have been further from the truth, but this was as far as I dared to go. From this height, we were nothing but another bird in the sky, hoping they weren't watching in this direction with telescopes, which was entirely possible.

We'd be seen eventually; I just wanted a little more time.

I motioned to Sythra, and she made a sharp turn, swooping over the dunes, and there it was.

Home.

Beside the sandstone house, a small oasis with palm trees rested over the water, one of the few homes in this part of the realm with its own little pool, shaded by trees. Desert flowers were all dead now, as expected. I hadn't been here to take care of them, and the roads that led away from the home, loose brick dusted in sand, hadn't been traveled for some time. Most of the carts that came were only by my request: food deliveries, fresh water, glowbugs, books I hadn't read, women I hadn't bedded yet.

Until now, I never realized how much I missed it.

Then I frowned. As Sythra approached, more details became clear. There was a cart, covered by blankets, hidden in the alcoves of the alleyway between the buildings.

The balcony too, on the second floor. There was a barrel of beer, dripping onto the stone. "We've got company," I said, gripping Sythra's reins.

Sythra spat a little flame.

"No," I said. "Scorch marks are hard to get out. Drop us nearby, keep watch."

"And burn them if they run?" She thrummed with excitement. It was just like what she'd suffered. No doubt she'd go overboard with it in her moment of revenge.

"They won't get that far," I said, glancing back at Blair with a smile. "Didn't think we'd be in a fight this soon. Most of the nation's criminals knew I lived here and kept their distance. Guess I've been gone too long."

Blair's claws retracted, digging into my stomach with her excitement, though her words told a different story. "I do not wish to be hunted again," she said.

"This is not Viridis," I replied.

Sythra flew down into the dirt, a cloud of sand rising around us. I leaped off and crouched behind the dune, squinting for any sign of my squatters while I listened to the sound of Blair removing my axe and placing it by my side.

"What did you mean by that?" she asked, pulling her cloak over herself. It was nearly sand-colored, blending her into the landscape, even at her size.

Sythra rested her head beside my body as if she were watching too, hidden only by the dune we crouched behind.

"Out here, the sword is the law," I said. "These guys probably are stupid, thinking I'm gone for good and there's no danger. If we show up and they just leave, then I think that will be the end of it. If they fight, we're within our rights to kill them and leave them in the sand. Some gull will take them away for us as if they were never there at all."

"You would just let them go?" she asked. "They have encroached on your property. They could have done considerable damage. They could have weapons they'll try to use on you."

"Blair, we have a draken."

"Oh."

I patted her back. "Sythra, when we're halfway down, give 'em a good scare, won't you? I want to get a look at my squatters."

Blair and I began our low descent down the dune.

"A draken is fearsome in any climate," Blair mused, "even one such as this."

"Not always, but it's more likely than not."

We made our way down, the sand shifting under my feet. The sun baked me in my loose-fitting tunic. I felt like it was crackling and ready to crisp.

To her credit, Blair hadn't complained at all, despite glistening with sweat. Her vaguely transparent shawl covering her must've done little to help with the heat, judging by her constant panting.

In nature, when cats pant, it's usually bad news. She'd be fine. She'd get used to it. No doubt Hazel would have something for the heat.

"You don't seem angry," Blair said. "If someone were to steal my home from me, I would be furious."

I shrugged. "It's just the way of things here. You can't get angry in the heat. You have to expect the worst at all times and deal with it when it comes."

"Illogical. They've taken your home from you."

"They haven't stolen or taken anything, actually. That implies I can't take it back."

Right on cue, Sythra roared.

It cast a gust of wind over us, scorching like when you open the oven. Obscenely unpleasant. Gods, I couldn't wait to get in my pool. I'd have to visit Hazel first and get something to clean out what these fuckers had probably done to it.

My axe scraped a line in the sand, nice and threatening.

The door burst open, and some dark-skinned half-elves leaped out, curved daggers in both hands. One came forward, a bandanna wrapped around his head. A second followed, skinnier but with knotted muscles and tattoos covering his body.

Then there was a third and a fourth. The first pointed up at us, and it must've been a sight—this catkin and Viridian with a great red draken backing them up. They froze, shaking. That was good.

Pity; I did want to fight them. Much as I had told Blair I wasn't bothered, they had squatted on my property.

"Run!" one cried, a thick accent from the east.

They quickly ran around the house, finding their desert wormhorses in my shaded stables. They climbed aboard, and the strange creatures leaped into the air, swimming across the surface of the golden desert sea.

We approached slowly, finding one of the bandits struggling to unhook his wormhorse from its reins. The creature bayed and complained, a long ridged snout sniffing lazily at its owner while he panicked, struggling to unlock the reins. Its tongue lolled out, giving him a testing lick.

"Leave that one," I said. "I need a ride into the city."

"Wha..." He turned, scared shitless.

"I mean it," I said. "I'll kill you right now if you don't leave on foot."

He froze, looking even more scared than he had been of the draken. I sighed, adjusted my grip on my axe, and then, thankfully, his senses returned, and he ran off into the horizon.

It was a shame. I really would have liked for him to attack me, just for the satisfaction of it, but good sense prevailed. It was better for him to escort himself off than for me to find a way to escort his corpse.

"Pity," Blair said, as if she had read my mind. "I will inspect the house for you," she added, trailing back around the house. She disappeared inside, and I soon followed her around the corner.

"You won't be pleased," she called.

I braced myself with a breath, then entered, finding my house completely bastardized. Tables had knife marks from where they'd been stabbed repeatedly. Ale barrels were littered everywhere. The bookshelves were utterly destroyed; one of them had liquid thrown over it, ruining all my books. The place stank of smoke and sticky liquid.

I mourned the serenity it once had, then made my way to the ocean, discovering more glasses scattered around, and bones of eaten meals thrown haphazardly around the oasis of a pool. Women's underwear even hung from the leaves of the palm trees overlooking the water.

"Master..." Blair said. "Shall we hunt them?"

I shook my head. "They're gone. Probably part of some gang anyway. Better they spread the word that I've returned with a draken and leave us alone than have the rest show up looking for their friends."

Blair kicked a beer bottle with her bare foot. "I would be thankful never to smell the acrid scent of beer again."

I nodded in agreement, eager to leave. "Will you clean it for me?" I asked. "I have to go see Hazel and Master Clint."

"I cannot come?"

"I can't bring Hazel back to this," I replied. "Kaila and Vienne will be here soon, and they can't be welcomed by this mess either. Besides, Hazel deserves a warning about your presence first, and I have matters to tend to regarding her as well. I also want to see what she can do about cleaning my pool with her slime creations. I don't know how long I'll be gone, but it should be enough time for you to make some headway. It's unfortunate I left my maid back at the guild, but I'd like to ask you at least."

She bowed her head, her big curly hair covering her face. "Will I be rewarded?" she asked.

I stroked her cheek. "Yes, though not in the way you'd immediately like."

"Master..." she hissed. "I am in your debt."

It seemed to be a plea for me not to take advantage of the power I held over her.

"I'll be a good master to you," I said, repeating what I'd said before. "Exactly the kind you need."

She gasped at that, the implication clear: her rewards were just going to be another flavor of punishment.

I turned and left, eager to return and find my home clean and fresh, wondering if she even had the skills to accomplish such a task.

Sythra was waiting for me on the hill, patiently. I wiped the sweat from my brow, bothered that I hadn't adjusted yet. It would take weeks, maybe months, before I could walk in this heat and think of it as nothing but a gentle warmth.

Sythra, though, practically glowed. At least one of us had adjusted.

It was a shame I couldn't just ride her to the city, but at least I owned a new wormhorse. How nice of the fellow to leave one behind for me.
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The wind tore through my hair, the heat falling away as I picked up speed.

The wormhorse between my legs seemed well-trained, eager for anyone to ride him. I could only assume those bandits had stolen him from someone else before I took him from them.

Her furry, scaly mix of flesh felt strange compared to all the other beasts I'd ridden. The little useless arms beside its long, wormlike body made me shudder a bit. Sythra was in no danger of being replaced, that was for sure.

Like I had replaced Valdrune, I thought with regret, making a fist that gripped tightly on the wormhorse's reins. No, it wasn't the same. Valdrune was on loan, never truly mine. We had bonded, yes, but she would bond with any guildmaster powerful enough to ride her. And what's more, if I took her—which I could have—I would be taking her from the next guildmaster, taking her from Guildmaster Sophia. And the gods know she didn't need more excuses to hate me.

"Road coming up, buddy," I said.

The wormhorse let out a rather wet neigh. Gods, wormhorses are gross, I thought with a smile, happy to have time to get used to them.

He slid through the sand, and when the faint track ahead rose into view, he dove beneath the surface. My feet vanished in the rush—unharmed, his body tremors loosening every grain. We burst free on the other side, soaring high, and my stomach flipped with a sharp thrill as we plunged back into the sand.

I'd flown on beasts, sure, but a leap like that from a creature that couldn't fly was its own kind of thrill.

And the way the wormhorse's tongue lolled out, slobber catching the side of its mouth, showed it was equally thrilled. It really was disgusting. I was starting to think this wormhorse might be a little deranged in some way.

"Good lad," I said, patting its neck on the now-familiar roads leading up to the Al Karian guild chapter.

It was a loose set of sand-brick towers in the distance, with no gates or walls to keep the trainees safe—because there were none. If you wanted to study under masters, you had to go to Viridis. There were only hunters here, eager for the next contract. Well, that's how it had been. I wondered what Hazel had done with the place, being the most senior member there.

The towers cut through the mammoth orange sun behind them, with large windows for the elves to leap out of and trail down the mountain if they wished. One thing I didn't miss was the elves; strange folk they were. Beastkin were far easier to deal with, in their own difficult way.

I couldn't imagine how Hazel managed all the elves. That's why this was the best place for her—elves were professional, but they didn't do the whole pecking order thing; they just expected you to worship them if you were lesser, and if you didn't, they ignored you, outside of guild matters. Highly professional, once you get past the unprofessionalism.

The ground rumbled. My wormhorse let out a wet, warm neigh that splattered slobber on my thigh. Eugh, really? Just as I'm about to get off?

I'd be spending plenty of time riding soon anyway. Out here, walking for fun just meant asking for trouble. Might as well go for one that's guaranteed to end with a drink.

I'd be doing a lot of riding soon. There weren't many opportunities to get a good walk here without suffering for it. I might as well walk somewhere I knew there was a good drink at the end.

"Neigh?" the wormhorse asked.

"Yes, yes, I know I should name you. Would Sythra-snack be tasteless?"

"Neigh…" the wormhorse wobbled up beside me, flopping onto the mix of hard stone and sand covering the ground.

"Yeah, you're not so bad," I said, patting its head. Its long tongue lolled out excitedly, and I dropped back just in time to dodge a spray that fell over the sand.

There were no men or women walking around the guild towers. Some flags bearing the motto slept lazily in the nonexistent wind, though they could really fly on the odd days we had torrents of rain. Odd days that the locals were scared of. They thought it made you sick. Mostly, they were right. Anything you're not used to can do that.

My walk would have felt more epic, more monumental, had it not been orchestrated by the excited, sloppy sounds of Sythra-snack—no, I really couldn't call him that.

"Hmm, how about…Snackie? That will do."

He neighed in agreement. I just knew Sythra would leave me soon, and I'd be left with my dumbest riding companion of all. Served me right.

"Come on, Snackie. You ever met a slime?"

He snorted, a weaponized dagger of spit shooting from his nostrils.

"You know, for something that lives in the desert, you sure have terrible water discipline. Bet you're thirsty. There'll be plenty of water for you at least; I can promise you that."

We approached. I looked around for a place to tie him, finding the post empty, even of the rope. "You stay here then," I said.

Snackie bowed his head a little, feigning understanding.

The ground rumbled again.

"That wasn't you, was it?"

His bloodshot eyes widened, staring gormlessly at the towers before him.

"No?" I asked.

It rumbled again. A quake of the earth. We weren't supposed to have those here.

A familiar woman's voice yelled from high above, up in the tower. "Kenneth!"

I ran around to the other side to find Hazel looking out at the desert below.

Suddenly, the sand shifted at my feet, dancing and vibrating on the top layer, my boots sinking into it. I was flooded with visions of disappearing below, never to be seen again by anyone but a cross-eyed wormhorse.

The ground quaked further, my heart thudded with it, then I stepped to the edge of the tower where the brick was hard beneath me. My legs fell into the sand and touched hard rock; still, it was unnerving. At least Snackie had the good sense to follow me to the edge. He pressed his face against it as if he were listening to its secrets.

An island of blue appeared, shining in the sunlight. It rose, and cracks briefly appeared and filled in the sand around him.

Then a blue hand erupted from the ground, gelatinous and massive, followed by the other, carrying a big dead worm that flopped on the ground, resembling some past evolution of Snackie, which made the horse jump in surprise.

As I patted Snackie to calm him, Kenneth's simple smiley face rose from the depths of grainy hells.

"Look, Master!" Kenneth said, pointing a fat blue sausage finger at me. "It's the Guildmaster!"

"Don't be silly. Darran is all the way in—Guildmaster?"

I looked up, squinting my eyes to see Hazel's floppy ears first, then her big eyes and shocked face, adorable as ever. She cocked her head, one of her ears flopping fully to the side.

"What in all good green Orth are you doing here?" She could hardly believe it and couldn't have looked happier.

"A draken rides faster than a letter," I grinned, hands on my hips. "Hello, Kenneth," I said to him.

Kenneth saluted. Remarkably, the damn thing had gotten so smart. Thankfully, it seemed to have Hazel's heart—well, her heart when she wasn't going maniacal.

Then I turned back to Hazel, who was still high in her tower. "You gonna invite me in then, or what?"

She beamed a grin so bright it made me forget I had any problems at all, then she disappeared.

"Kenneth, could you take Snackie back to the post?" I asked.

"Yesss, Guildmaster."

I felt a little guilty being called that but didn't correct him. Hazel could deal with that in the way she knew best.

Entering the guild brought back a flood of memories so vast and small all at once that it left me shocked.

A bunch of dark-skinned elves were lazing about in lounge chairs at the far corners of the room, all wearing various shades of lilac robes that covered everything and nothing all at once. They barely even looked up, though one particularly well-built elf glanced me up and down, sizing me up for sex, no doubt. She shrugged and returned to her lounging. The black gem on her forehead glittered, catching light pouring in through the open window.

I guess I wasn't her type. Too tall, probably. Too mortal. Not every elf liked humans; mostly only those with a fetish. The fleeting nature of our lives, hand in hand with a fleeting orgasm, was an aphrodisiac powerful enough to rival even a woman's foot.

"Guildmaster!" Hazel cried, appearing at the foot of the twirling stairs that led up the tower.

"I've come to see a man about a dragon," I replied, hands on hips and grinning as she launched into my arms like a tiny chocolate rocket.

My hand rested on her lower hip, feeling the fluffy bush of her tail. Again the elves barely even looked up. We'd probably have to start fucking right there for them to take more than a passing glance.

Then, Hazel's cute little upturned nose wriggled. "You…smell rather interesting, Guildmaster."

I took a big sniff of her. She smelled of sweet spices and the women's sweat that ignited a fire within me that was rarely dimmed. The land had been good to her. Her skin was darker now, golden and tanned. She'd removed the scarf she usually wore, of course, and her white shirt sleeve had slipped off her shoulder to reveal a rather ample bosom for such a tiny thing. Her long navy skirt fell down to her boots below. What on Orth she was wearing boots for in this climate, I didn't know—probably just for her own security. Nothing made you able to face the world like a good pair of boots.

"My bath was preoccupied," I said. "What say you show me where yours is, and then we'll head out into town while you fill me in on this big dragon creature you told us about? Then I'll tell you about mine."

Hazel looked down at my groin.

"That was not an euphemism," I said.
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Hazel brought us up to her office at the top of the tower. The bookshelf was filled with notebooks—not stories for her to read, but ones she had written. I knew the contents of them well, and she was even more shameless now to display them in full view.

"They're not so prudish here, Guildmaster," Hazel said.

"Us? Prudish? At the guild?"

"Haha, yes. Well, it's a different kind. They wouldn't tease me over it; more that they just don't care."

And here we are, talking about it like it's the most ordinary thing in the world. All I had to do was pick up one of those books, flip to a random page, and find my own name.

Strangely, we never even kissed, yet I filled her every fantasy. Was that cruel of me, to not indulge her? To not make her fantasies come true?

"There are things you must know," I said, turning away from her to face the books, half-wishing we could transport ourselves into their world, where nothing ever went wrong, and men could cum twice.

"You're going to smell like that forever?" she asked.

Now that got a laugh out of me. "Not if you don't take me to a bath."

"Just wanted to show you my office…" Her toes touched together. "Show you what I've achieved here."

I looked around. She was in charge, I supposed, but she seemed calm and collected. The serenity, sordid though it could be, of the elves had clearly been good for her.

I tousled her hair. "I'm proud of you," I said. "Master Hazel." I smiled. "Now, what I have to tell you next, I think it would be best said over a few drinks and some food. Where's good to eat in the city?"

"You, Guildmaster, need a bath first."

I laughed, both in pride and achievement at having done the right thing by sending her here.

"And what about you?" I asked. "Do you need a bath too?"

"Why, no, I just⁠—"

I raised my eyebrows at her.

"Yes, Guildmaster, I believe I need a bath too." She bounced on her feet, and her fluffy chocolate tail flickered in excitement.
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The grand walls of Al Kari's capital, Topazir, rose tall and imposing, long banners of jute-woven cloth draping over them. The Sultan would want to see me, no doubt. But as a simple hunter, I couldn't just walk in unannounced; that was the sort of thing only the Guildmaster could get away with.

"Food or bath first?" I asked.

Hazal twitched her little nose.

"Baths it is. I wonder if the place I used to visit is still open."

I remembered an oasis amidst the chaos, water as clear as the sky. There were cloudy waterfalls, yet the pool itself never stirred.

We strolled through the open gates. The guards didn't ask your business unless they wanted a bribe. It was taken for granted you were up to no good.

Despite her being the one who lived here, I ended up leading, with her trailing behind me through the streets. Beggars held out open palms—some missing fingers, others whole hands or arms—no doubt thieves, rapists, or accused of it.

Intoxicating spices rubbed into grilling meat filled the air, mingling with the scent of sun-scorched sandstone, faintly sour and dry. There was no fresh, green air here—only the weight of heat beneath an open sky.

You got used to it.

Soon enough, we reached our destination. Covered in tents like a mortal castle for a robed king, the baths were just where I'd left them. Faras, wrapped in gray robes with cloth around his bald head for warmth, was exactly as I remembered.

He greeted me like I'd never left, with a bow; you don't run a bathhouse and embrace new arrivals with a hug if you've got any sense. He'd save that for later.

We stepped into the tent we'd chosen, where a small private stream bath waited beyond the flap. I'd ordered it without asking Hazel; she didn't want her own privacy any more than I did. What would be the point in pretending otherwise?

"It's nice to be here," Hazel said. "Alone with you, I mean." Her lips curved into a smile, one ear flopping up before drooping again. The heat must have been too much for them to stay upright, but she looked even cuter that way. "I expect we won't be alone for long."

"You really have no idea how right you are for all the reasons you don't know," I said, then frowned at my tangled phrasing. This was Hazel; I didn't need to sound clever around her. There was nothing poetic about the things she wrote in those books. "Well, let's start at the top. I'm not Guildmaster, so you can stop calling me that. It's just Darran, for now."

Ah, a little slip. Because she'd be calling me something else before long, depending on how she reacted to the news I had to share.

She only nodded as she handed her sword to the attendant. A curved scimitar, suited to the land and small enough for her frame. It fit her so naturally I hadn't even noticed it until she took it off. That's the thing about this place—it's so harsh, so jagged, that you either become part of it or die by a thousand small cuts. Not like Viridis, where even a pariah could live comfortably, warm in a hut by the fire, with game to hunt and clean streams to drink from.

"You're taking the news well," I said, undoing my shirt.

"Waiting to hear the rest of it, Gui—Darran." Her nose twitched, and she shook her head. "I can't call you by that name."

"You'll have another name for me soon enough." I smiled at how in sync we were, like she could read my very thoughts because they were hers as well.

"Promise?" she asked, her cute little lip wobbling as her fingers trembled at her shirt. Her cleavage was already revealed, and the frilly white of her brassiere was angelic, innocent-seeming. "Because…I've done my duty here, yes? I can come back to Viridis with you?"

"You want to go to Viridis, or you want to go with me?"

We both paused in our undressing. She looked away briefly for a moment, both ears flopped behind her head. I wanted to stroke them; I wanted to run my fingers through that poofy little chocolate tail above that sweet bubbled butt. She was so tiny. I was going to break her, no doubt. She'd be squealing beneath me.

After the exceedingly tall women I'd been with, this felt wrong. I breathed in heavily, feeling lust creep in with every breath as I watched and wanted her. She hadn't even undressed yet, and I was already struggling to contain myself.

"What I really, really want…" she said. "Is to stay here, with you and the others. That's not possible, is it?"

"More possible than not," I said. "Let's get in the baths; I need to tell you the rest of my story. Go on, I'll turn my back."

Only so you don't get scared by how hard I am.

I heard the gentle sound of a petite little bunnykin getting into perfectly scalding water. She sighed in bliss.

When I turned, I saw her white brassiere and lingerie on the floor by her skirt, shirt, and boots. So delicate, so like her, and she'd taken it off right before I even got to see it.

Well, nothing in this world is perfect.

Her gaze followed it as it sank into the water, her attention fixed on nothing else. I let myself relax. The bath curved inward with smooth stone steps cut for sitting, and it was perfect—utterly perfect—after all that heat and travel.

"I've tamed another," I said, eager to get this over with so we could continue where we left off, or she could run away screaming if that's what she desired; I wouldn't hold it against her.

"Oh?" Her ears flopped up in surprise. "Juno, I take it? Or Master Sophia?"

"Juno? She's like my sister—no, not a stepsister. And Master Sophia? That's Guildmaster Sophia to you." I laughed. "Hells, you're above me now, did you know? I should be calling you Master."

"I'll never be above you," she said. "I mean, unless I'm…but not like…" Hazel flushed red. Her breasts swelled in the pool, water slipping between the crevice, glistening beautifully. She was such a cute thing. I was about to corrupt her wholly. Was she ready for it? Her books suggested yes.

"Blair is our pet now," I said.

Silence punched back at my words with a thunderous emptiness.

"Note I said our," I said.

"I noted it." Hazel took a deep breath, staring into the water. Her knees rose above it, and she hugged them against her bosom; they didn't look all that different. "She could eat me whole," Hazel said.

"She will be at your feet, at your mercy," I said. "She is mine now, to do with as I wish. Is that fitting for her? Does it scare you?"

"What about me?"

I laughed, not meaning to. "Little Hazel. I don't push down those who need to be lifted up, just as I don't lift up those who need to be pushed down. I sent you here so you could excel in an environment more suited to you. I want you high, rising above us all on that tower of yours."

"Not you though," she said. "I won't rise above you no matter our titles." Hazel tapped a finger against her knee, creating a little ripple of water that waved out and died a peaceful rest against the edge of the pool.

I looked up at the tree overlooking us, palm leaves still and calm.

"You have nothing to say about Blair?" I asked.

"I could worry," she said. "Or I could see it." She smiled. "It should be exciting, right? It shouldn't be something to worry about."

"Depends on what you're excited by," I said. "A six-foot-something catkin warrior on her knees at our disposal, eager to please and do whatever I say? Does that excite you?"

"I…don't know. I've never imagined such a thing." Her brown eyes met mine. "I've only imagined you." She glanced away. "And Vienne and Kaila and Juno, of course. And sometimes Sophia when I've wrung the sponges of those fantasies."

"Maybe we can make Blair wear a ginger wig," I said.

Hazel smiled, then snorted, covering her mouth to hide her laughter, which I joined in on.

And in the water, our hands reached for one another, her tiny one getting lost in mine. We smiled at one another. That little handhold was enough for now—a bit of intimacy for us and us alone, before the incoming typhoon.

"Darran," she said. "Would you like…would you like to stay at my quarters tonight? J-j-j…just me and you?"

"Before or after we hunt this mythical dragon?"

She bit her lip. "We as in…"

"She's not only good for cleaning," I said. "She is a fearsome hunter, and part of her retraining is showing her her roots in that."

Hazel thought for a moment, tapping her lip as she sat up against the pool, the crescent of a pink nipple horizon against the water. How I had managed to keep my hands off her, I didn't know, but I was so damn hard that after this battle, it was going to be like slipping into heaven when I finally had her.

"I've watched from the outside all this time, imagined myself with you all, imagined them witnessing me with you, witnessing how you could hold me and take me and…" Her gaze flicked back and forth in memory; she gripped my hand so tightly that it surely would have hurt if she were a stronger creature. "I want to be the one they are jealous of, for once."

"What do you want, then? Me and you at your quarters?"

"Yes, but…now, now no. No. Now I want…I want…" She swallowed, gazing at me as if for permission. I nodded. "I want you to bring her to me…a-a-a-at my feet. And I want to be the first to see this, before Kaila and Vienne. I want to see with my own eyes what a little, little…slut! You have made of her. "

The word slut came out so high-pitched it was like a sneeze. A few people in the other tents laughed at the sound, but neither of us cared.

"And then we'll take down the dragon?" I asked.

"And then we'll take down the dragon," Hazel confirmed.

"By the way, I've a dragon of sorts of my own."

"I know, I just saw it." She smiled mischievously. "Big and red with balls as pert as conkers."

"That wasn't what I meant."

"Oh…"

"Though she is big and red, at least."
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Moments later, I rose from the bath. I slowly dressed while Hazel stared at me hungrily, and then we made our way back to the guild tower.

After saying our goodbyes, I rode Snackie home.

"You can rest after this," I yelled at Snackie, taking in a bit of sandy air. "Once we get back, I'll ride Sythra to the tower. Think it's time they get introduced to my new mount, don't you?"

Snackie slobbered in agreement. Maybe I'd give him to Blair once we arrived.

And soon enough, we did.

High on the dunes, lit by golden sunlight under a clear blue sky, Sythra lay resting on her forearms, twitching as she dreamed. One great eye opened to see who was coming, then closed again with a sooty yawn, leaving faint scorch marks in the sand where she must have breathed a little fire in her sleep.

She squinted at Snackie, and I swore she snarled. Poor Snackie. Good thing the creature was too simple-minded to see what people really thought of him. As long as he got fed and could fly across the sands like a dolphin in the ocean, he was happy. If only we were so easily pleased.

Good thing Sythra hadn't tried to eat him. She had more disconcerting tastes. Not me—I'd eat anything in front of me if it was cooked well enough.

I spotted Blair through the window, hard at work tidying up my house. With the slimewater cure packed and ready, I meant to fix the pool next. Riding Snackie between the buildings, I dismounted and walked around, peering through the palms. She'd cleaned everything she could—everything except the water.

Out front, a pile of barrels stood waiting, stuffed with bottles and all sorts of junk. Gods knew what we'd do with it; maybe head to the city and pay someone to haul it off. For now, having it outside was good enough.

I tapped the window; Blair barely looked up, only to wipe the sweat from her brow. She was scrubbing the floorboards on her hands and knees, naked and glistening with sweat. I hungered for the curve between her buttocks—I could probably finish between her cheeks before I even entered her properly.

"I can't present you like this," I said, then smiled. No, I could. This is exactly how Hazel should see her.

"Hmm?" Blair looked up. "The bath's in good condition," she said. "Master," she quickly added.

"Go wash then," I said. "We're heading out."

"But the house isn't clean."

I walked over and patted her head. "You did a good job. Take the rest of the day off. Come get rewarded."

"Rewarded?" she asked dubiously.

I patted her head again, and her shoulders softened. "Good girl," I said. She smiled, nuzzling into my hand. Looks like she found her place after all.

I stood beside Sythra, patting her neck, though that only seemed to make her madder, as if I were saying she was a simple mount who could be placated with a few pats and some oats.

"One stop," I said. "Just one for me, then the next will be to chase the dragon."

Sythra crossed her arms and turned away, huffing like a petulant teenager. "This was not in the agreement. You ride me to beasts, I kill them. So far, there are no beasts, only riding."

I clicked my tongue. This was the trouble with having such a smart mount.

"You make a good point," I said. "Not like I didn't save your life or anything. Don't you still owe me for that favor? A few rides across the desert should feel more exciting to you, knowing you're alive to experience them."

She closed her eyes for a moment, letting my words sink in, then groaned. "Hero humans. Such trouble."

"I'm no hero," I said. "Just a horny bastard with a life too long. You can sense that, right?"

"Your virility? It is of no interest to me."

"No, my vitality."

"That is why I said hero."

"That's all you have to say on it? I always heard dragons can sense these things, judging by the way you can sense others' lust."

"I can sense it, yes. You are different from other humans. Stronger, longer-lived, strong enough that I'd agree to your offer of friendship. What of it?"

I sighed just as Blair exited the home, locking it behind her. If Sythra also offered friendship to the catkin, I guessed it wasn't as special as it seemed.

Blair looked freshly clean now, her hair vibrant and her half-transparent dress both covering and revealing her all at once. She was a thick, curvy goddess in the desert; she could raise the whole damn nation and rule it from beneath her feet, and yet here she was, subservient to me by her choice.

I guess when you keep trying the way you were taught and it keeps failing, the only thing left is to stop fighting and let someone else lead.

"Guilty," Sythra said.

"Hmm?"

"You feel guilt in your stomach. You glow with it."

Blair climbed the dune. "Ready, Master?" she asked.

"Are you ready is the question," I replied. "You call me Master. You clean for me, you get on your knees for me. What's to say you won't stab me in my sleep when you snap?"

"Still guilty," Sythra commented.

"Yes, yes, I'm deflecting it onto her. I know that."

"I can leave whenever I want," Blair said, strolling toward me, standing taller than I was now. She touched under my chin like a romance hero does to his heroine. I gulped. "I choose to serve," she said. "Whether you choose to keep it interesting is up to you."

I smiled. Funny how these women always find a way to make you pulling their hair feel empowering.

"You really are very beautiful, you know," I said, stroking her cheek. She looked away, her cheeks reddening. "You really have no idea how interesting it's going to get."

"I'll hold you to it."

"You'll hold a knife to it, more likely. If I were smart, I'd let you off your leash now and see what you make of this city."

"I…" she hesitated, came closer, her scent enveloping me, sweaty and heady and full of lust. "I want to see what you make of me."

Sythra let out a little hiss, a sound that seemed like a laugh of triumph. Maybe I was just projecting that.

"Let's go," I said. "Your tiny mistress is waiting."

Blair gasped, then quickly shut her mouth. I ran my hand down her powerful shoulders, down the small of her back, and pulled her close.
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"Give 'em another blast!" I said as we soared through the sky.

I felt Sythra bristle at the command, but I also felt her smile, knowing how good she felt releasing her fire.

I am draken, hear me roar.

And hear her we did. Shockwaves warbled through the air, the sound delayed in my ears for a moment. Then the earth-shattering roar made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and goosebumps rose on my flesh.

Hazel poked her head out of the window, her eyes showing fright first, then excitement. She looked frightened yet again when she saw who was on the back of my mount.

I couldn't tell how she reacted because, within Sythra's roar, cooking in the infernal oven of her throat, an explosion of blood-red flames flared out, ice-blue heat fueling a cone at the base.

That one really burned my skin, but only temporarily, as Sythra beat her wings through it, hugging her body close and twirling, then spinning up high and barreling down to land back-claw first upon the point of the tower. It rocked, dust avalanching down from every side of the round walls.

"You really know how to showboat," I said, looking at all the elves who had left the tower to point up at us. Fortunately, I couldn't see Master Clint, so whatever rumors of me being with Blair wouldn't be making their way back to Viridis, at least for a little while.

"Humans love spectacle," Sythra commented, sliding down the edge of the wall. Blair held me so tightly I was losing the ability to breathe. Her thighs were crushing my hips, and her claws were causing deep gouges in my stomach.

That behavior would have to be corrected, but this was hardly the time to do it. Besides, I'd practically asked for it when I told Sythra to show off.

Sythra landed in the dirt, lowered herself to let us off, then shook herself off with a preening look on her face, like a royal showhorse. She strutted around to the side of the tower, through the elves who quickly got out of the way, and I couldn't help but enjoy the shocked looks on their faces. Elves who so often are hard to impress—or like to portray themselves as such.

Not every day does a draken fly into your midst, ridden by a human and a snusnu-death catkin.

"Chicken," Sythra murmured lazily, closing her eyes for a nap.

"You heard her," I said. "Get her a chicken to munch on before she decides her second favorite snack is elf." I grinned to show I was joking, though that was never going to land with the elves; their sense of humor was so different from ours. From their point of view, ours was a slapstick, banana-peel sort of humor, though that didn't explain why they didn't actually understand the jokes.

"Come on then, Blair. Hazel's waiting for us."

Blair gave a sharp intake of breath. I frowned at her. She must not have seen the bunnykin waving outside the window. I took Blair's hand in an oddly romantic gesture for the two of us and rubbed my thumb on the back of hers. Her breathing slowed, and she nodded.

I tried not to smile at that, tried not to find it funny. She wasn't scared of the bunnykin—just nervous about what might happen between them. Hells, I was a little nervous too, and maybe a bit disappointed. I'd wanted my first real time with Hazel to be something romantic, something sweet. But fate had other ideas.

Maybe it could still be, just in our own way.

Blair and I entered the tower, came face to face with the spiral staircase, and found ourselves alone. I tried to resist a smile as I shut the door, shutting all the elves out. Some of them were conversing with Sythra, asking her questions about her origin and favorite legends. Sythra answered in a half-annoyed tone, though I could tell she secretly enjoyed the attention.

"What?" Blair asked, her voice shaking a little.

I stroked her cheek. "Don't worry, we're not gonna bring out the whips and chains. I said you'd get a reward, and I'm a man of my word."

She nodded, licking her lips. They looked glossy and full, perfect for wrapping around my cock and draping spit over it like honey.

She didn't look ready for that, though—more like a nervous debutante at her first dance.

"Want a hug?" I asked.

She snarled. "A…hug?" She sounded disgusted at the notion.

"Alright, I'm only offering. Fine. Get on your knees and crawl up the stairs. That's more suited to you."

"Fine," she said, walking up the stairs and peering where they disappeared around the corner. "After a hug," she added, smiling mischievously at me, then held out her arms like some religious display. They surrounded me, and I felt a flash of fear, as if it were a trap in the woods ready to spring.

I stepped forward, my arms under hers while hers were over me, the opposite of how it should be. She was holding me in her embrace, pressing me against her tits and nearly suffocating me in their soft, melony warmth.

"Good, little human," she stroked my hair. I pushed against her, but she held me tighter. I couldn't break free, and when I breathed in, I couldn't take a full breath; she was crushing me. She stroked my hair lovingly, in stark contrast to the panic sinking in. "Good…little…" she fell to her knees, and I caught my breath. "Catkin," she finished, gazing up at me. I stroked her hair. It was a nice little display, showcasing her strength like that, which made submission all the more impactful.

"Do that again, and you'll be sleeping outside with Snackie," I said, running my fingers through her messy black hair. I kissed her forehead, tasting the salt of her sweat, then said, "Up the stairs, now."

Her fingers ran up the back of my thighs, her thumb circling the inner skin, and as they rose, my cock rose with it. I pulled her hands off before they could reach my butt cheeks. I knew what she was doing, trying to misbehave so we could punish her more fiercely. Trying to get me to bring out the whips and chains.

"Now," I repeated, peeling her hands off me and stepping back. The atmosphere of the room drenched us, the scent of salt bricks and heated air from outside impacting us and roasting us like a brick oven. "I won't say it a third time."

Blair bowed her head slightly. I stroked her cheek, opened my mouth to make a 'ga' sound, beginning the praise she didn't deserve, not even finishing the first word. "Get up there, then."

She walked away, glanced up the stairs, and then began crawling on her hands and knees. She raised one leg high, and I moved closer to witness the gap between her thighs, the muscles in her high ass tensing and shifting. I was hungry like a damn beast; I would've stuck my face right in there, my nose tickling her hole. But a good master wouldn't dare reward a disobedient pet.
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I followed just behind her, always a step out of reach as the stairs turned. My hand brushed the stone, dust clinging to my fingertips with every touch of the rough wall.

I felt my heart in my chest, beating fast with nerves for what would happen soon. Nerves for Hazel, how must she have felt, waiting with anticipation for the monster catkin coming to her? What did she expect? Me to enter and greet her with open arms, only to find Blair on her knees? And what would she do with her? Hells, what would Blair do? Suddenly turncoat and claw her neck out? Or lap at her boots and beg for forgiveness?

The climb up the tower took an age; with each step, I tried to keep quiet, but little rocks cracked off the dangerous stairs. Blair's knees must have turned red and scratched. But I never heard her complain, never even heard her whimper; she just climbed them, like a good little kitty.

The tip of her fluffy tail flickered at the edge of the curve, alerting me I was getting too close, yet I stayed there, just on the cusp of seeing her. Sometimes I caught glimpses of her toes, pointed claws brushing against the steps; sometimes I heard her breath, catching.

The door whined as it opened. My heart thudded, and I stepped up with it, and then, a gasp—single and solitary in the silence. Whose was it, Hazel's or Blair's?

A sudden fear of a claw scraping across bunnykin's neck so fiercely it beheaded her filled my mind, and I rushed up the steps to the open door, stepped into the doorway, and paused.

Blair was on her knees, fat ass out to me and begging me to mount without my knees touching the ground, all my weight at the base of my cock thrusting in and up to her.

She certainly didn't deserve that yet.

That wasn't the strange part, though; that was the view I expected. What caught me off guard was Hazel standing before her, lifting her chin just enough to look down—barely, because of how big Blair was.

And Hazel was shaking, gazing down at the tamed beast and clearly worried that Blair would forget her training or leap at her.

"I never expected you'd be here like this…" Hazel said. "Nor I like this either." She smiled at me, a weak, simple smile. "We'll treat her well, won't we, Master?" Hazel asked, circling her. Even while standing, with Blair kneeling, she still looked tinier, like a gnome surveying a show lion—but in a sexy way.

I was lost for words, sitting back in the chair. "Why don't you treat her well for me then?" I asked. "Look at her legs, look at how hot she is. Why not give her her reward for me? I did promise her one."

"There is wine," Hazel said, "to q-q-quench your thirst." She stammered.

Blair's breath caught as she eyed it.

"Oh, you want that?" I laughed. "Hazel, why not give her a taste?" I walked over to the wine on the desk and poured some. The decanter rattled against the glass because my hands were shaking with nerves. At least my voice didn't show it. I was good at hiding it.

The same couldn't be said for the others.

Hazel was still standing in front of Blair, her hand stroking her cheek, Blair's back barely arched as she gazed back at her. Their eyes locked on one another, and it was hard to say quite what these gazes conveyed, but something was being communicated between them. With Hazel's heavy breathing, it was surely rocking her.

"Hazel," I said, my own voice echoing back in my head, making me break out in a sweat. I passed her the glass, and she gripped it with both hands, taking a long sip and closing her eyes as it invigorated her. Then she lowered it gently to Blair's lips. Blair drank thirstily, a bead of wine dripping down the side of her lip.

Hazel took my glass and rested it on the chair, eager to calm myself while I watched them in their strange new hierarchy.

Hazel stroked a finger up Blair's chin, catching the wine that had fallen, and for a brief moment, I pictured Blair biting that whole hand clean off; she could do it with ease.

Instead, Hazel brought the hand to her own mouth and licked the wine, savoring the taste. It must have been strange—the salty sweat mingling with the sweet red intoxication—maybe that made it all the better.

Then she turned to me. "What now?" she asked.

"I already told you, didn't I?" I feigned a casual tone, sipping my wine to mask my racing heart.

Hazel walked back around behind Blair, faced with that big fat ass, unsure what to do with it. "Just because she's bigger than you doesn't make her any less of a woman," I said. "She's been very good, very deserving of a reward. Why don't you give it to her, and then come to me?"

Hazel nodded, gulping as her hand disappeared behind Blair's ass. I couldn't see what was happening; I could only see Blair's expression, staring into my soul, and I stared right back, lifting my wine glass in a mock salute.

I sipped it, feeling the burn travel down my gullet, as Hazel explored the back of her former guildmaster. Where her hands traveled, I could only guess, and what it must look like—this petite little bunnykins hand exploring the curvy tall catkin—I would soon find out.

I just needed a little more wine for courage, and fortunately, it went down easier with every gulp.

"Unf!" Blair jumped a little on her hands and knees, surprised at what had just happened behind her, her big bushy tail raising with it.

I didn't need three guesses to know where Hazel's hand had gone.

"It's wet…" Hazel commented with a frown, more like she was conducting one of her science experiments.

Blair's head hit the ground, she arched her ass up, and her dress fell down to her shoulders. "Damn right it is," she moaned. "You know how long I've been waiting for that?"

My mouth turned parchment dry. I sipped more wine, and it did little to change that; it just sent me dizzy with warmth and arousal. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. In through your nose, out through your mouth. Just get through this without putting a hand on yourself, and you'll be giving Hazel the hardest rutting you've ever been able to give. Probably the shortest too. That only meant it'd be sooner before we had the real round two.

How was I the nervous one? What about her? What must she be feeling amidst all this? I opened my eyes, watching her hand deep in Blair like a farmer breeding a cow. Blair clenched a fist and hit the ground, while Hazel beaded sweat down her temple, thrusting her hand in and out.

She had asked for this. She asked me to bring Blair to her. I shouldn't think about Hazel like she's some delicate flower. She asked for this.

"Unf!" Blair cried. "By gods, little bunny, you are deep in there."

"I have s-s-mall hands!" Hazel said, wiping the sweat from her forehead with that very hand, already glistening with Blair's arousal. I had to look at this. I got up and walked over, feeling like my body had a mind of its own as I witnessed, my jaw dropping, her putting all four fingers and thumb into Blair's gushy, wet slit.

"Unf, don't…"

Hazel stopped.

"Don't stop," Blair yelled.

"Shall I go deeper?" Hazel asked me, fingers and thumb paused at the second joint.

"Call him Master," Blair snapped viciously, turning her head to bare her teeth.

"Oh!" Hazel pulled her hand out and touched her lips. "Sorry…Master."

I just had my eyes permanently raised. "Yeah, sure. Deeper." I took a longer sip of wine and resisted the urge to tell her to go as deep as she could.

Hazel grit her teeth, planted her bare feet—which were cute, her toes like painted little jewels—and pushed her hand in.

"Ughgh!!!" Blair yelled, then covered her mouth, though her eyes continued to tell the story. Her face had gone bright red in this crossroad between pain and pleasure, pain seeming to win out.

"It…won't…go…" Hazel grimaced, the last set of knuckles pressed against her now tight, red folds. Poor catgirl, she looked about to lose several lives. Meanwhile, Hazel was drenched in sweat, the muscles in her arms working overtime. Her white shirt stuck to her body, and she was poised against Blair's ass like she was trying to push a blanket into a cubbyhole.

"Maybe you should…" I began, fearing for Blair's safety. What if she got injured? Riding Sythra would be very painful. Riding me even more so.

"There!" Hazel's whole hand shoved inside Blair, disappearing at the knuckle.

Blair bit into her own hand so hard her long canines disappeared into the flesh. The back of her feet batted against the floor in her suffering. "Unfofhghggh!" she groaned.

"Hazel!" I yelled, "get out of…"

Then Blair's eyes rolled back, and she melted, slumping to the ground and trembling, her whole body convulsing as a flash of squirt dripped out from behind her.

"Cunting fuck, my hand!" Hazel cried. "Her muscles are tightening. Wait! Woah!"

Blair fell onto her side, and Hazel fell with her, lying in a heap still locked inside her, half her forearm disappeared in that big wet, soppy cunt.

I feared it now, and feared getting inside it. It felt like my cock would get swallowed whole and never return.

Death by snu snu indeed.

"Unngah!" Hazel pulled her hand out; it was bright red and glistening wet. She rubbed it, scowling at the pain. "She crushed my bones…" she murmured, rubbing her hand some more.

"Here, let me," I said, somehow finding now a good time to be a gentleman. I put my cup aside and took her hand, rubbing it gently. Hazel smiled, looking adorable despite her clothes being drenched with sweat. She glistened with it, giving her skin a glassy, shiny texture that honestly made her look pretty damn sexy.

I massaged her hand, Blair's arousal working perfectly as massage oil. We just stood there for a moment, completing this ritual. My ears pulsed with an intense calm feeling, like I was on some loving drug that sedated me and raced my heart all at once.

"Never thought I'd find myself here," Hazel said.

I looked around. "Which bit?" I said, raising my eyebrows as I gestured to the sleeping catkin on the floor. Blair had rolled into a big donut ball, her fluffy tail cuddling against her thighs.

Hazel laughed, putting her other hand around mine. It was so small compared to mine. The poor little bones in it must've gotten crushed by Blair's titan pussy.

"It's fitting though," she said. "I'm glad really. I worried…" She swallowed, then took her hand back.

"Hazel?"

She smiled and came into my embrace, so small that even my hug would be too much for her.

"I was worried you'd treat me delicately," Hazel said. "Lay me down in a bed of roses and kiss me beneath the milky twilight, that sort of thing. I don't want that. I may be inexperienced, but I want to experience the wildest, craziest shit there is!" The cute bunnykin looked up from my embrace, her big brown eyes sparkling.

"Yeah, I did kind of want to do that," I laughed. "But you beastkin are wild, always jumping over each other to get at me. I suppose I'm no better."

"You're the best." She tiptoed up and pushed her lips out. My heart almost melted then and there, though my neck was going to ache from reaching down, so I hooked my palm under her armpit and lifted her up to kiss me.

"Mmmm," she cooed, then wrapped her legs around me, her long navy skirt riding up her svelte hips. I cupped under those thighs to keep her secure, my hands sliding up smooth bunnykin tanned skin to a pert bubble butt ready for breaking in, to frilly, innocent undergarments.

"Zzz," Blair snored.

We both burst into laughter. She wrapped her legs tighter around me, hooking her feet, and sighed into my chest. "I've never felt so safe and secure with you here and her there. What a strange and wonderful world this is."

"Careful," I said. "You'd almost have me believing that all of this was a good idea, and not some sordid manipulation of my twisted fantasies."

"Big words for a big lug," Hazel said, batting a small fist against my chest. "Now, I know I said I didn't wish to be laid down gently and kissed under⁠—"

"Under the milky twilight, yes."

"But after all that, I kind of do. It makes it even more perverted to be all romantic in the debauchery, know what I mean?"

"I know exactly what you mean."

Outside, Sythra roared to the sky. It shook the tower like a quake of the earth, and goosebumps flared up on both mine and Hazel's flesh one after the other, as if we were connected before we had even connected.

That little laugh we shared then, just a small exchange of emotion. I think I'd remember it for the rest of our lives. So much was said in that moment—the memories, the near-death experiences, the bonding moments—it all led up to this.

And I was proud then, proud to carry her into her bedroom, to lay her on that four-poster bed—gods know how I got up that narrow staircase—likely just built it here bit by bit.

Before those silk, transparent curtains, letting in all the heat without much relief, and an even greater bookshelf full of her wildest fantasies of anal, toefucking, and the gods know what else, I gently laid her down and stroked her cheek, pressing my lips softly to her forehead.

I took note of her trembling, determined to be gentle with her. I would heed the signs of her body and not her words, especially not the words in her books. She was a delicate white flower now, ready to be gently plucked, petal by petal.

I found the first petal, her boots, taking my time to undo the laces. She watched me with interest, like I was an artist painting a canvas.

The first boot came free, and she flexed her cute, white-silver painted toes. My thumb ran across them, like a jeweler inspecting his…jewels.

"Seems to all be in order," I joked, then flushed red at the silly attempt at humor.

Hazel laughed, a little awkwardly yet appreciatively, running her fingers through my hair. Then she grinned, and her eyes looked elsewhere.

"What?" I asked with a smile, tearing off the second boot. Gods, her feet were so cute, even with the sweaty boot stink. That made them even cuter.

"Glorious hair," Hazel mused, like a hairdresser way too touchy as she rubbed her fingers through it. It soothed me when they ran around the back; it turned me on, but I pulled back.

I pulled back so I could stroke up her thighs, those delicate pins I really had to be careful with. I pulled down that long navy skirt to find those frilly white undergarments again. Between the lace, I could make out a soft little slit and a tuft of chocolate hair above, like a miniature version of her bunny tail, crushed gently against her skin by the fabric.

I trailed my fingers up, walking them along her thighs, preparing to pull them down. She held a nervous breath and gasped as I continued up to her cute tummy, undoing button by button of her shirt to draw it open. Only two petals remained, and I wanted them on as long as possible to admire her white, frilly brassiere and panties.

"I have many sets," she quickly said. "I don't just wear the same pair every day." Her cheeks reddened.

"It's a good set," I replied, the back of my hand trembling as I ran it over her smooth flesh. Her body wasn't so tanned underneath; it was quite pale, like she was before she left.

"Oh…g-…Master," she gripped the bed as I ran my hands over her, inspecting my flawless prize. Worth traveling across the realms for, no doubt.

Blair snored in the other room. Once again, Hazel and I shared a laugh that brought us closer. I tore off my tunic.

"Oh!" Hazel exclaimed, raising her bushy eyebrows in surprise. "What?" I asked.

"Nothing," she beamed, touching my chest and running her hands over my abs. "A splendid specimen," she said, giving it a pat.

Gods, she was odd in such a cute way. I pulled my trousers down next, my achingly hard cock springing free.

Hazel's smile faltered then; her lower lip wobbled, and she gulped. "Slow and steady wins the race," she mused, patting my chest again.

I reached behind her, finding the clasp of her brassiere and pulling it free, peeling it away to reveal her breasts drooping against her body, her pretty pink nipples hard as diamonds. I kissed one, feeling the tiny little bumps beside her nipple against my lips, then sucked on it while she ran her fingers through my hair again. I imagined she would do that a lot now that I was here. I pictured myself lazing on the sandy beach, my cute bunnykin massaging my scalp while neither of us held a care in the world.

"Do they please you?" Hazel asked.

I looked back for a moment, gazing at her bosom as she pushed her petite arms together, fattening them, ripe for the picking. Her nipple was wet with my spit, the other unattended, needing equal attention. I gave it, the hardening arousal in my core growing stronger by the moment. It ached painfully. Had it been half an hour, even an hour, and I'd been withheld all this time? Blair thought she was punished by being denied, but this was damn torture.

A man must work hard to care for his women, and I suckled her nipple like I was being paid full-time, gently nipping with my teeth, pulling taut away from her bosom. She delighted in that, squeezing her thighs against my hips, but it could do nothing but spur me on; she was in no way strong enough to affect that, only making me hungrier to break her in two.

They squeezed tight against my hands as I kissed below, her navel, the soft, peachy flesh good enough to eat. And eat her I would as I got lower and lower, finding the wet, frilly fabric of her undergarments. Slightly rough against my lips, I kissed at her mound, below to the core of her slit, the gem beneath aching for me. I could feel it in the way her body trembled and arched beneath my power.

"Please, Master…" she begged. "It…wouldn't take me long," she said this with a feigned casualness, as if it wasn't a big deal, as if she thought I might reconsider. Her body told a different story. It was aflame with lust, though it did reveal she wasn't lying. It wouldn't take long.

"Take them off," I said, leaning back to take her all in. She was lucky I had stronger, bigger women—women I could be rough with. I didn't care what she said; she was delicate. That's just physics; her body needed time to adjust to my size.

She'd get the roughness she desired soon enough, though she'd just have to wait and see what it was like before then. I'd be able to tell if she could handle it.

Little bunny with big dreams, better aim for the clouds before you soar to the stars; you might never come back.

Her thumbs hooked into the fabric, the waist sliding down first, the inner part sticking to her slick folds before finally coming free, a bridge of wetness keeping them together before it split. She was shaking; a tiny part of me just wanted to take her in my arms and hold her there while she explored my cock without any requirement to satiate it.

That part was small, practically minuscule. I could pat myself on the back for even thinking it. The rest of me—the powerful need driving me onward—climbed above her, pushed a leg back, and towered over her, my shadow darkening her like a storybook villain taking his prize.

She swallowed, her eyes traveling all over me, unsure where to settle. When she gazed at my cock, she quickly looked away in fright.

I smiled. "Getting ahead of myself," I said, sliding back down her stomach and kissing her again. She breathed out in relief, her big dreams remaining just that for a moment longer. I kissed her soft pubes; it was like pecking a cloud.

"Relax," I said.

"Is it going to hurt?" she asked.

"At the start, maybe. I'll make sure it doesn't by the end." I pressed my lips between her folds, giving one soft, gentle kiss on her clit. Her body vibrated in response. "This has been long overdue," I said.

"It has—" she began, then she felt the long, wet slide of my tongue against that which had never felt such a thing before in its little life. That much was clear by her next words. "Cunting fuck!" She shook and shook, gripping the bed, letting go, digging her nails into my back as if that would even hurt after the literal claws I've had in it.

I laughed. All that for one little lick? She had no idea what was in store next.

My tongue slid up her in slow motion, right from the base to the tip. I glided along her like she was the sweetest ice cream I couldn't stop eating, worried I'd consume it all in one go. Another lick had her screaming.

"Master, Master! Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!"

The third lick brought a finger to the tip of her opening. I pushed inside and felt a painful squeeze.

"Oooooo, ooo!" she winced. "That's…tight, Master."

I pulled back. Licking would be enough for now, and that went on for several hours compressed into a few short minutes.

"Fuck! I'm gonna…"

It was a good thing the elves weren't too bothered by hearing such things, free-spirited as they were, because she could've alerted the whole nation with her screams.

"Ooooooo!!!!" Hazel batted her fists against my back, squeezing me so hard it almost hurt. I pushed my finger against her opening, and she convulsed in some sordid release that made it look like she was possessed by spirits. "Oh my gods, oh my gods, oh my gods."

Splash.

A waterfall of wetness sprayed my face. I blinked it away as it dripped off my eyelashes and lips, creating a strange comedic moment while she convulsed in pleasure below me.

That went on for a little while, then finally she tapped my shoulder. "I'm…I'm ready now."

I looked at her tiny pussy. There wasn't a chance in a million years I would fit in that.

"We can try," I said dubiously, not seeing how it would fit, like trying to put a big square peg into a tiny little circle hole.

"You did not come all this…all this way just to eat me. I will not be a selfish little pillow princess. Master, fuck me please!"

I tried not to laugh, gripping my cock, which felt like a monster in my hands now. I never thought it was particularly large. A good size that was more than enough. Women didn't actually like cocks that were way too big; that was just some bullshit guys made up to compensate for being bad in bed, equating her being dry with him being too large.

Still, compared to her, it was absolutely a monster about to tear her apart. She needed to see at least, needed to see me try and feel it.

I gripped and angled into her opening, the flat of my shiny purple head pushing her apart. She winced, and once merely half of it disappeared inside, spreading her walls to allow for easier entry.

And then something seemed to tear; it felt like soft paper around my dick. It even hurt a little, though that was nothing compared to the screams that erupted from Hazel.

"Maybe another time," I said, breathing heavily as I pulled away.

"No, I can't..." Hazel began, panting heavily, then she crashed onto the bed. "I can't," she said. "I can't do it."

"Yet," I replied, leaning over to kiss her forehead.

A creak stole our attention, and we snapped our gaze to the door, where Blair stood, naked and proud like a statue of a goddess.

"I can do it," Blair said.

I swallowed, my mouth dry, and nodded, laying back on the bed. Blair sauntered over, her tail swishing in contrast to her movements. She slowly climbed onto the bed, which sank under her weight, and as she positioned herself over me, I felt like I was sinking into it. She lowered herself above me, gripping my forearms with a strength that made me understand exactly what Hazel had just felt. Hazel pushed herself to the edge of the bed and hugged her knees, watching with a mix of wonder and trepidation, while I looked back at Blair, trying to read her expression.

She was a woman possessed, sliding her warm, wet slit over my cock. Gods, that alone would have been enough; after everything, just the glistening, wet slide could have taken me there.

But she had more to give. She didn't even reach for it as she slid her body down, and my cock sank in, her titan-pussy engulfing me, every nerve ending ablaze with indescribable pleasure.

As she rocked back and forth, I went completely blind with it. White light filled my gaze, and it felt like every nerve ending on my cock was so teased it couldn't hold the feeling. It spread all over me, and the orgasm I soon experienced shocked me to my very core, traveling and swimming through me, filling every inch of my soul until I was nothing but that primal, incredible feeling.
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The next day, we got back to business.

After bribing one of the tanned elves to fetch food, she gave me a strange bow, one of reverence I hadn't seen when we first entered the tower.

Word through the grapevine was that they'd heard us—felt through the walls the bond we'd all shared. And if there was one thing elves understood, it was debauchery.

With Blair dressed in nothing but her sheer robe, and Hazel wearing my shirt, which functioned more as a dress, we reviewed the contract information and discussed the best way to tackle the creature.

"It's been fighting titan creatures," Hazel said. "Likely a fight for dominance. Master Fredrick would be best to deduce its motivations; gods know where he's gotten off to. What we do know is that it destroyed a town several hundred miles away from here. Then it turns off and hides in its lair. Simple enough for us to track it. Scary enough that we'll be fighting it on its home turf."

"Simple…" Blair said, frowning at her. "You truly have grown."

"More than just a pretty face," Hazel beamed, just as a fist bashed the door. I walked over to grab the food and coffee, my stomach rumbling fiercely at the sight.

There were wraps full of spiced chicken and imported vegetables that there was no way they could grow here. The girls ate hungrily, Hazel consuming almost as much as me and Blair.

"Master," Blair said. "You will have me on the hunt?"

"Of course. You think we can do this without you? No offense, Hazel; your inventions will surely come in handy."

"I'm not a hunter at all," she said matter-of-factly. "And unfortunately, I have little in the way of salves and such for this creature because we know so little about it. I do have heat-reducing salves, of course, from Kenneth's offspring, that will aid us in reducing the heat from the sun⁠—"

"Woman, why have you not given it to me sooner!" Blair blurted, then bowed her head. "Apologies, Mistress."

Her cheeks reddened, while Hazel turned a wild shade of red. "Well, I…ahem."

"Let's just lay a quick ground rule," I said, trying not to burst into laughter. "I'm your Master, that's it. Unless it's some fun times in the bedroom, then the hierarchy dictates that she is your Mistress, while I am both your Masters. Simple enough?"

"Simple enough," Blair said, smiling wickedly at what lay in store for her under such an arrangement. "And when the rest of your harem comes?"

"Then it gets complicated. So let's just keep it simple for now."

"Killing is simple," Blair motioned towards the notes on the desk.

I snapped my fingers in agreement. "Exactly. And we owe Sythra that after all she's done for us."

"Vienne would come in handy," Hazel said, tapping a quill tip to her lip, leaving a little black mark in the center. Her pupils swelled in response, and I had to wonder if she had excelled here because she had accidentally been getting high off of whatever that was. "Her traps were always useful."

"And the other one," Blair said. "What was her name? Kelly?"

"Kaila," I corrected, knowing Blair was just pushing her luck to get extra punishment later.

Blair rubbed her side in memory. She may not have remembered the name, but she certainly recalled those powerful legs of hers. "She would be a help, pity you could not bring those two along with us."

"This was the only way," I said. "You don't cook all the ingredients at once; you introduce a few at a time, then let them meet once the time is right." I put my arm over her, pulling her in. "Is the time right?" I asked.

She gave a gentle purr that vibrated on my skin. "I think so, Master."

Hazel was pacing back and forth, nibbling on a quill tip. "We do have Kenneth," she mused. "He is quite the fighter."

"Tell me more." I sat down and considered her. Maybe motherhood was what had truly done it, and I had little influence at all. They say things change once you're living for someone else.

"Well, he is a slime, if you haven't noticed."

Blair shivered. "I noticed," and goosebumps flared up her arms. Some people got turned on by the possibilities of slimes, while others were wholly creeped out. Blair clearly fell into the latter.

"He can slip through cracks," Hazel continued, ignoring that. "To drown out a creature if we are in too much danger. He'll fill every inch except the space we're in, so we can climb out while he submerges the creature in his own body. As for while we're outside, well, he's not much of a fighter—more of a delayer. Attacks won't do much to him; fists just punch right through, and the hole fills up again."

Blair shivered again. "An invincible titan-slime. I can think of no more fearsome foe."

"Well, yes, mostly invincible. Not if they're poison-based. That shit will spread through his body like ink in water. Flame won't work on him; it will just strengthen him, and gods know he doesn't need any more of that. Remember his birth at the raptors?"

"And is it a flame creature?" Blair asked.

"I don't think so…" Hazel said, fiddling with her hands.

"You don't think so?"

"It's a big country," Hazel said. "Any time the creature is seen, we're far too late to get to it, and just have the rubble to tell us stories."

"What does the rubble say?" I asked. "Scorch marks? Lightning marks? What?"

"Well, it's big," Hazel continued to fiddle. I walked over and slapped her hand away, so she put them behind her back and continued her pacing. "It's always fighting a different creature. Fighting for dominance is our best guess. Sometimes there are flame marks, sometimes not. Suggesting the beast it fights sometimes has it, rather than the one we hunt itself."

I crashed down into a chair, scratching my chin in thought. "A unique creature, fighting other beasts nearing its size, and we know nothing about it. Something is bothering me about this. Why are we so focused on it and not the other creatures it's fighting? What about them?"

Blair stroked my hair, surprising me with how sweet the gesture was. "Not every creature requires a thorn to be taken from its paw, Master. Some just need killing, and if this one is destroying towns, the people of this nation require us to stop it. Simple as that."

"Simple as that," I nodded. "And we do need the coin."

"And we do need the coin," Blair confirmed. "And Sythra needs to eat."

"I did promise her." A tinge of worry shot through me. This dragon better be feral, for Sythra's sake.
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It was the first time Sythra had carried three people and all their weapons, and just like she'd said, she easily handled the weight.

If anyone had been high enough to see us, we must've looked like an odd trio—Blair behind me, Hazel at the front. Hazel wore a pair of goggles that made her look pretty cute, leaning forward and squinting down at the ground as she searched for where she was leading us.

Behind us, Kenneth flew with those big gelatinous wings that flubbered unnervingly through the air. Hazel always said she hated riding him; he had this habit of absorbing you to protect you, and being half-digested inside a slime was just plain disgusting—unless you were into that sort of thing.

"There!" Hazel pointed down below to an unassuming cave. "It was last seen around here."

Sythra hissed, sniffing the air before soaring downward, my stomach lurching at the sudden drop. Whatever wine I'd drunk in the days prior was coming back to say hello, bitter acid clinging to the back of my throat.

At the last moment before we hit the amber sea of sand, Sythra pulled up and landed cleanly. She snarled, sniffed the air, and kicked at a few bones half-buried in the dirt.

When I climbed off, I saw bones scattered everywhere. That was a good sign. Ferals that ate like this usually weren't as sharp as Sythra and were a lot easier to kill.

Large drops of maroon blood splattered the ground, darkened to near black under the sun.

"Hungry…" Sythra murmured, moving toward the cave entrance, wide enough to swallow her whole. It was about the size of a two-story house, gaping open and pulling in shadows. The moment she stepped inside, she vanished into the dark.

I reached for the axe on my back and scowled. The damn beast had run off with it, along with Hazel's pack. All I had left was the dagger on my belt, and that wouldn't get me far.

"Ungrateful…" I murmured, thinking it pointless to argue against a monster's instincts. She may have been sentient, but that didn't stop her from being a beast.

I grabbed the small water pouch on my hip and took a gulp of the nectar before handing it to Blair. Her skin had that glistening, glassy look from the slime paste Hazel gave her. I tried not to think too hard about how that stuff was actually made. Some things were better left unknown.

Kenneth landed beside us with the grace of an overweight ballerina, then stood waiting for Hazel's command. I couldn't help feeling a little jealous; I couldn't control my mount half as well as she did hers. But I'd only just gotten Sythra, and I had a decent track record. If I'd raised her from birth too, she'd listen to me.

I was the first to step into the cave, loose sand and stones skittering into the dark as I moved forward, waiting for my eyes to adjust. It happened faster than I expected. The place had a faint glow, as if the light were seeping out from the stones themselves.

The inside was massive. Stone temples were carved into the walls, and pools that no doubt once held a harem of sensual elves now sat stagnant and mossy. Statues lay half-broken. Pillars that must've once held up grand awnings were split in two, the rest collapsed into the rubble below.

Sythra prowled around like a rabid wolf, nosing into cracks where only a mouse could fit, as if the titan might be hiding there. She caught sight of a bloodstain, sniffed, licked it, and her pupils flared wide with excitement. Then she bounded toward a doorway, shoved her head in as far as it would go, and yanked back with a snarl.

Then she huffed and sat back. "Can't reach," she muttered, eyeing the narrow hallway that led deeper into the cave, far too small for her to fit.

The creature must be flexible, I thought. Like an octopus or Kenneth.

"What if we promise to draw it out here so you can get the killing blow?" I asked.

Sythra bared her teeth. "This pleases me."

I nodded and walked up to her to take my axe. A heat radiated from her. One thing was for sure: there was something powerful down here, and she could sense it.

And it was wounded, as evidenced by the dripped blood. I patted Sythra, my hand burning from the heat. Damn girl was bloodlusted, and I owed it to her to satiate that craving.

"Master," Blair hissed as I stepped through the doorway into the tunnel, lit by strange glowing orb candlelights on torches. She grabbed my arm and whispered in my ear, "The beast isn't right."

"She's hungry for myths, that's all," I said, not quite believing my own words. I gripped the axe tightly. At least I had a weapon to finish the job if need be, but I hoped it wouldn't come to that.

Hazel ran up behind us, her heavy backpack twice her size, full of potions and hunting implements we could use in the fight.

The hallways narrowed, the bricks closing in around us. My axe would be useless here, but I could chuck it at the creature and dive for my dagger in the confusion. The axe was heavy enough that a well-placed throw could take it down.

I raised my hand along a sandy wall, tracing the grooves as if I were reading words, keeping my eyes fixed on the ground. Then I gasped and held my hand out to stop the others from walking any further.

"Don't step on the stone here," I said quietly, dropping to my knees.

"Why?" Blair asked.

"It's not sandstone."

I crouched low, brushing the sand aside until a thin layer of dust revealed what looked like bone. It quivered at my gentle touch. I cursed as the floor began to move, rippling beneath our feet.

The entire corridor ahead was a trap, thin slabs of sandstone waiting to collapse at the slightest touch.

Kenneth gurgled behind us, stretched thin like a snake, his oddly smiling face the same as ever. His blue translucent skin pulsed and glowed golden at the edges against the stones. Could we use him somehow?

The rippling stone pulsed slightly. I quickly covered my mouth to still my breathing, grateful we had approached it in silence because I had a feeling it was alive.

I raised a finger to my lips. "That's not a path," I said, pointing out the signs to Hazel. "Some kind of sandwraith, maybe."

I motioned for us to backtrack into the tunnel so we could talk some more.

Hazel cocked her head down the tunnel and whispered, "They are supposed to be extinct." Why was she grinning?

She pulled her pack off, with Blair helping her keep it steady as she dug inside, pulling out a flask with a cork stopper. Inside, an oil-black, sludgy liquid sloshed lazily around, sticking to the walls of the flask like overcooked soup.

"Slimestep sauce," Hazel said proudly. "A gift from Kenneth, of course."

Kenneth stared at it curiously, which was incredibly unnerving considering half his body was still in the entrance of the tunnel. He may look snakelike here, but I wondered if Sythra was greeted with a view of his big slime arse as he knelt in the entrance.

I was glad the 'slimestep sauce' was deep black and not the same color as Kenneth, though its color made me worry how she had gotten it from him.

At least we didn't have to rub this one on our faces.

Hazel uncorked the flask and poured it out. It wouldn't come, clinging to the walls like it was afraid. Kenneth's curious peering made it all the more unnerving for me.

We sure found ourselves with some strange creatures.

Eventually—after some slapping of the bottle's bottom—a little of the sauce slipped out, and Hazel applied it to one boot and then the other. She was a fraction of an inch taller, and when I crouched low to inspect, she was floating just that much higher from the ground.

Blair crouched too, on her knees with her badonkadonk ass pushed right out, though there was little other way for her to inspect the ground, so that was fair enough.

She arched her gaze up at the little bunny with glowing reverence in her eyes.

"You…"

Hazel put her hands on her hips proudly. "Not bad for a useless little bunnykin, huh?"

Blair scowled at the words, guilt ravaging her like a hunger. I saw it tear through her when she rose, the giantess catkin seeming small, no mean feat.

"You have great value," Blair said. "I could not see it. Will you accept my apologies?"

Hazel shrugged. "I don't want them."

"Oh."

"I want you on your knees gagging on his cock!"

She was abashed, then laughed. "I can do that."

Hazel danced giddily, then passed the slime sauce over to me. I applied it and suddenly found myself that much taller, thinking many a man would like to use this for courtship purposes.

The quest continued. The air smelled faintly sweet and metallic as we took our first steps forward, returning to those breathing motions.

I took the first step, barely daring to breathe. The ground held with no sounds or ripples, so I motioned for the others to follow. Hazel came first, her eyes darting between the cracks, muttering curses to herself in Al Karidian. I glared at her. She really was no hunter, but that was fine. Most hunters wouldn't be able to get past this at all.

Halfway across, something below us sighed. A gust of air rose through the gaps in what I knew were scales, carrying the smell of rotted meat.

Blair tensed, her hand on her sword.

"Don't," I mouthed silently, then returned to stepping over the walkway. The creature was big, but compared to those we fought, not quite so. Still, we walked on, and when I stepped onto a stony floor that surely wouldn't move, I breathed a sigh of relief.

I grabbed Hazel's hand and lifted her off, her little chocolate bunny tail quivering in excitement from my touch.

Blair followed, Kenneth floating close behind. His hands slapped against the floor with a wet smack as he sprang free from the tunnel behind him, stretching and snapping forward like he'd spread himself too thin.

Slap!

The sound echoed through the cavern, stirring the candles before fading into a faint tremor that tickled the trap beneath us—the surface rippling in response.

"Don't!" Hazel hissed at Kenneth.

It was too late. The ground rumbled, the floor behind us collapsing with a deafening whump.

Sand exploded upward as something vast moved beneath it—the dark shadow of limbs weaving under the surface.

"Get behind me!" I yelled, readying my axe, squinting through the mess to find the head. I just had to swing it down and slam right through. This creature may be strong, but stronger than an adamantium axe? I doubted it.

The girls—and Kenneth—all got behind me, Kenneth's hands and legs coming too as he swelled to fill the front of the dungeon, far ahead of anywhere we'd explored.

The creature shifted, a large claw grasping the edge, and I traced the shadows of its limb to the edge of its shoulder blades. Any moment, a head would appear, and I could slice down.

"Eurgh!" Kenneth cried in his deep, soulful voice. The sound shocked me to my core. I turned and saw a vaguely human shape through the slime.

"Kenneth!" Hazel shouted.

My attention snapped back to the sandwraith. It reared its head, lizard-like and hard-armored. Its scales glittered yellow with traces of some ancient ore—orichite. Stronger than damn adamantite.

But between the scales, there were fissures—thin, uneven gaps. If I was fast enough, though it'd be hard with a great axe, I could slip a strike between them and turn that armor against itself.

I adjusted my grip, waiting for the creature to raise its head high enough to spot us. If the claws reached out, I might have to leap down. Kaila would have been useful here; she could've wrapped her legs around the creature.

"Down!" a male voice shouted. Viridian!

Suddenly, the creature lowered its head like an obedient pup.

I turned to see a man clutching a chunk of Kenneth, driving a golden knife into his blue flesh. The wound sizzled where it touched. He was young—barely twenty, if that—and from his voice alone, it was clear he wasn't from Al Kari.

"I bet you're here for me," he said. Then his eyes widened when he saw me. He stumbled back, releasing Kenneth, who shrieked and bolted down the tunnel, vanishing in a panic. "You are like me..." the man said in wonder.

"I'll kill you!" Hazel cried, and I grabbed her by the nape, her legs and arms flailing in response before she could leap.

Blair was ready with her blade, prepared to take my instruction. I was dumbfounded by the man's words. If he wanted to stop us in our tracks, he'd known the perfect thing to say, which meant it must have been true. I couldn't tell exactly what he meant, but I knew he wasn't talking about my race, at least not in the sense of being Viridian.

I passed Hazel to Blair with ease so I could grip my axe with both hands again.

"Who are you?" I yelled, raising my axe. Something stirred within me; that anger wasn't anger at all. It was fear—a trepidatious fear of what he would say next.

The young man breathed gently, clumsily placing his sword back in its scabbard, as if he wasn't used to the motion. This was no fighter; this was just an ordinary guy.

"I'm the Sultan of Al Kari," he said. "And I think I need your help."
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"Follow me, please," he said, slipping into the tunnels and wrapping himself in shadow, attempting a mystery that didn't suit him at all. He looked like the kind of guy you'd see at a pub, striking out with some girl way out of his league because his friends dared him to try.

He was no sultan, that much was clear. He didn't have the belly for it. Yet, despite that, his earlier words hit me hard enough to leave me unsteady on my feet. How was I like him?

"Put Hazel down," I said. "She's calmed down now, hasn't she?"

Blood rushed in my ears, sweat slicking my palms as I tightened my grip on the axe to keep from dropping it.

We followed the young man through a winding passage that breathed heat, as if drawing it straight from the desert above. The tunnel curved down, the walls shifting from rough sandstone to polished stone etched with faint patterns—drawings, records, the kind of thing an explorer would lose their mind over.

The creature in the drawings looked just like the one we were hunting. It had long elf-like ears, a worm's tail ending in a tuft of hair, and striped blue-and-gold skin. Its claws were long and sharp, shown raking through beasts as it fought to defend the city behind it.

Every so often, I caught glimpses of the man ahead. He moved with that strange mix of confidence and nerves, his golden knife flashing in the dim light. Every few steps, he glanced back to make sure we were still there, relieved when we were, but uneasy all the same.

"What if he is a thrall?" Blair asked. "A servant of the creature."

"Because I wouldn't choose me for a servant!" the man called back, breaking the spell of intrigue once more.

Blair snickered. "Reminds me of you, Master."

The tunnel opened up at last, and we spilled into a cavern that could only have been made by design. Its natural beauty was just that, unnaturally so, far too perfect.

A shallow oasis spread across the floor, a pool of clear, shimmering water circled by low cushions and carpets woven in Al Karidian patterns. Brass lamps hung from chains above, burning with a golden flame that produced no smoke. A single low table was set at the center, covered in fruits, cured meats, and small glazed jars of honey, spices seeping into the nectar.

In the corner, an elf snoozed away, the covers barely draping over her slender, svelte body. Her skin was golden-tanned, and a black gem was embedded in her forehead.

The man quickly covered her up properly, and she snoozed gently in response.

"Aishra has been very busy throughout the night," he said, his cheeks flushing red. "Just pretend she isn't there."

I had a feeling what 'busy' could have meant.

He clapped his hands together. "Well, you've traveled far. Why not eat? Drink? Sit down, and I'll explain everything." He tried to play the gracious host, though his voice carried a nervous edge, as if he wasn't used to the role. I doubted he'd ever led a team of workers, let alone a nation.

I didn't move toward the food. My fingers tightened around my axe instead. "Explain first."

The man shrugged. "Fair enough. So what did you find?" he asked. "What relic gave you your godliness?"

I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry, craving beer, wine, anything to help me stomach his words. Hazel gasped, her hand covering her mouth. Blair just scoffed, a grin tugging at her lips. Maybe she thought it raised her standing, being the devotee not just of her master, but of a god.

"That's not an explanation," my voice quivered. "Explain. Now."

"Well, I barely know myself. I'm just an ordinary guy, really. I was on vacation with my family when I found some creepy beetle thing. Here, look—" He took a step forward and pulled back his sleeve, revealing a tattoo of a scarab on his forearm. The tattoo shimmered; I swore one of the legs quivered. "It chose me. Bloody gods know why. I can see stuff now, see when people have godly inclinations—I guess that's the word. Like, you've got this shimmer about you; it's unmistakable. I see it when I see my goddess, though it surrounds her like a symphony; yours is like a single sad violin, forgive me."

"He is a god, though?" Blair asked, excitement flooding her words. She seemed completely taken with the notion, as if it were no surprise at all.

Hazel, on the other hand, observed the situation with curiosity, her ears fully upright for the first time since I'd seen her.

"This must be your harem," the man said. "Mine's small for now—just Aishra and the goddess—and I'm destined for more." He laughed, his cheeks flushing again. "Can you believe it? It was hard enough keeping one happy, and now I've got two, with more on the way. Guess the elevation of my status makes it easier to please them." He sat on the bed, running a hand through the elf's hair. "Pity my goddess isn't here to explain it herself. She'd probably have a few things to say—but apparently she's for my eyes only. Not gonna argue with that."

"There's no item that gives Darron powers," Hazel said. "Right, Darran?"

I was grateful she spoke for me because I had nothing. Any second now, I was ready to lunge for the wine on the table and gulp it down, but good sense stopped me. You don't drink from a stranger's bottle unless you want to end up doubled over a sink—if you're lucky enough to just feel strange.

"No," I said. "As far as I know, I was born like this. My life is extended, I am a little stronger, and my senses are a touch keener. That is all. Whereas you…"

"I'm a shifter," he said. "Or so my goddess claims." Then his face tightened with guilt. "Sorry, pal. I get how this must sound, me dumping all that on you like you already know what I'm talking about. I'm awful at this godly stuff. Can't imagine how I'm supposed to be a sultan. Destiny, my arse."

I let out a hollow laugh. His bluntness at least took some weight off the moment. "The only explanation is that a god fucked my parent or grandparent," I said. "Simple as that. Doesn't need to be some grand thing." And I meant it. I was Darran. Just Darran. I had no interest in being the King of Viridis, and even less in standing against the armies he'd send after me for saying something that stupid out loud.

I took a breath and forced my focus back to the task: hunting. That, at least, was simple. "We came here to hunt you. You've been causing an awful mess around these parts. Say I believe you, fair enough, but that doesn't excuse what you've done. And you haven't even told us your name."

The man reddened, touching his chest. "My old man would have my bollocks for that," he said. "I'm Wilson."

"Darran," I replied. "This is Blair and Hazel. We come from the hunters' guild." My voice shook a little; the revelation of my birth continued to rock me, but I ignored it. It changed nothing, just gave it a reason. Better to ignore it entirely than follow that thread.

"Ah," Wilson said. "And that's Aishra." He glanced at the sleeping elf and waved it off. "Best not go there," he added with a sheepish grin. "Mind if I eat? I know it's rude not to wait, but I've been waiting for you for ages, and you lot don't seem keen on the offer."

I motioned for him to go ahead. The girls stayed back, following my lead.

"I'll explain the mess," Wilson said. "It's this worm creature. Massive, as big as a city. It shows up, wrecks everything, and when I drive it off, it dives back underground like nothing happened. Leaves me standing there looking like I caused it. That's what people think, anyway. My goddess has…fallen out of favor, you could say, and there are plenty who'd like to keep it that way, so I never claim my crown."

"Sounds like a titan," I said. "They're kind of our specialty." It felt good to boast. Felt...human. Then I turned to Hazel. "Why wasn't this part of the contract?"

"Blame the elves," she replied. "They're the ones who spotted him. Not exactly an attentive sort, are they? Some guard probably got up from his sun loungers to lazily gaze across the horizon, saw some big blue guy, and went back to sleep."

"Or maybe they did see the worm, reported it, and the current sultan decided to ignore it. Made you the scapegoat instead," I said with a sigh. "That's another contract down the drain. We can't help with your sultan problem. We're not heroes on some grand quest to topple a tyrant. But we can kill the titan for you. What's it doing that's got you so cornered?"

"It's got a taste for me," he said. "It hunts me down every time I take shape. I think it's been bred to hunt me specifically."

"So... if we were to kill it, you'd be able to take your throne?"

He nodded. "I'm sure some reward could be in order."

"One moment, please."

I glanced back at the girls, narrowing my eyes, and motioned them over to the corner. We huddled up, hands on each other's shoulders, leaning in close—a bit awkward, given our size differences.

"We could have riches..." Blair said.

"A lab of the gods!" Hazel exclaimed, a little too loudly. She quickly covered her mouth apologetically.

"Neither, and both," I said. "This guild is barely functioning as an extension of the Hunter's Guild, a whole damn nation away, and all we get here are lazy elves who won't do their jobs properly. I'm not needed at the Viridis guild, but clearly I'm needed here. We'll set up our own guild, with funding not from the King of Viridis, who won't lift a finger to help us in some other nation, but from this king, this sultan. And since it's our own guild, we're not beholden to the rules of the Viridis guild. A guildmaster can go on hunts as he likes."

I smiled. A fresh start. My own start. It was exactly what I needed. No borrowed mount and second-hand tower. It would all be my own, of my own creation, by my choice, and the King of Viridis couldn't say a word about it because I had my own king here, eternally in my debt.

"They can come too..." Hazel said. "Right? They can be masters here too?"

She was talking about Kaila and Vienne.

"If they wish to," I said.

"And what of me?" Blair asked. "Will I have a place in all this?"

"If you wish to," I said, patting her shoulder. "A fresh start means a fresh start for us all, as long as I can trust you not to try and take over the nation."

"Take power from a god? Even I would not be so brazen." She grinned cheekily. That meant both from the nation and from the guild itself, considering I was one, apparently. I shuddered, not liking it. Better to be a heightened human than a weak god. What god was it? Surely some demi-god, or I'd have heightened powers. Wouldn't Sythra have been able to tell? She could only see me as a little stronger than other humans.

We returned to Wilson, who leaned back on his palms, chewing on a strip of meat and then casually digging out a piece stuck in his teeth, certainly not the behavior of a god.

That soothed me a little; knowing that he, a god far more powerful than I, could retain his humanity like that, I had no excuse not to.

"You lot are brave to take on that creature," he said. "Considering I can't even take it down. Not trying to be arrogant, but you know what I mean. You're either brave or foolish."

"Probably both," I said. "We are hunters. It's what we do. You want your throne back, and I want a guild to call my own. Sound fair?"

He swallowed some wine, enjoying the spoils of his own godliness. I dared not ask how he got this stuff; that elf maiden probably stole it for him throughout the night.

"If I have you here to take down creatures like that, I don't have to use my powers. I was never meant for this hero life. But... lazing around with my harem, only shifting when there's some world-ending threat? That's probably better, right? You guys can take care of the small stuff."

I hardly saw slaying titan beasts as 'the small stuff,' but if we were gonna get paid handsomely for it, then I had no problem with however he saw it.

He wiped his hand on a napkin, then stood, his face turning serious. "You help me take down the worm, and you've got my word as the Sultan that I'll see you funded. Gold. Land. Titles—whatever you need."

There was something plain about the way he said it—no grandeur or divinity, just the stubborn insistence of a regular guy, as if he were making a deal at the pub.

"Then it's settled; we'll kill the beast."

For the first time since stepping foot in this desert, I felt secure on its sandy dunes. The path ahead was a bit more rocky, but at least it was mine.
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The maps Wilson brought out were a mess—half crumpled parchment, some drawn in charcoal, others sketched onto old, yellowing paper that smelled of smoke and spices, probably glanced over when he was eating dinner at the pub.

"Here," Wilson said, tapping a circle drawn in thick red. "That's where it last surfaced. Flattened a caravan before I could get there. Whole line of camels gone, just swallowed up. Then I was blamed for it."

I squinted at him, doubtful, trying to picture the godlike form he claimed to have, like the ones carved into the walls we'd passed. Where was this goddess who supposedly granted him power? We were really just taking his word for it. Still, if things went south, it wouldn't be the first time. Hunters were good at improvising.

"What's this part here?" Blair asked, pointing a long nail at a line on the map. "Looks like a tunnel?"

Wilson nodded. "That's one of its warrens, I think you'd call it. The tunnels are always shifting with each attack, so we gave up mapping them. It moves through the sand like it's water. We tried following the tunnels once, but it's always just a dead end; they're surface level—well, surface level by comparison for a giant creature."

Hazel tilted her head, frowning at the map like she was looking at the very tunnels themselves. "No creature that size should be able to move like that without shocking everyone like an earthquake." She gasped. "That's what that was? We've been feeling them more than usual lately. We thought it was just the worm and whatever you were doing."

Wilson nodded. "Hopefully, this creature's corpse will put all that blame to rest."

Silence filled the room for a while as we scratched our chins, our faces reflected in candlelight. The elf let out a gentle snore in the bed in the corner, as helpful to the problem as always.

"Bait," I said, looking at Wilson. "We'll draw it out at the city then⁠—"

"No!" he said quickly. "I won't be sultan of a ruin. Don't you think I would have already done that to prove its existence? I tried in a smaller town, and it flattened it. Gods rest those souls." He ran a prayer across his chest. I wondered if he really meant it or if it was just for our benefit. "My family's in the city," he said, looking at me gravely. "I can't risk them."

I sort of doubted he meant it then, only caring now for his family and not the city. Still, I could appreciate that. There was something honest about it, even if he wasn't being fully honest.

"We have Sythra and you to divert it, once everyone gets a good look at it," I said. "And it's not like we have to be close to the city, just close enough for them to see. I can fly Sythra to get their attention, then you'll transform at the chosen location."

He took a gulp of wine and pondered my words. "I would hope I wouldn't have to be involved."

"You're the bloody sultan, apparently," I said. "Of course you need to be involved. You need to be seen as the one who takes it down. Don't you care about your legend? It's not just your right to be sultan that matters, but your place in the people's hearts."

"By putting them in danger..." he said. "Eh, they won't see it that way." He shrugged that away, and I got a better sense of what kind of guy he was.

He wasn't just, or selfish, nor was he evil; he was just a regular guy.

Once this is over, I thought, I hope your goddess sways you toward goodness, because I can't be arsed doing it.
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Outside, the night heat hit like a wall of fire. The sky shimmered faintly purple over the desert, and the dunes caught the moonlight, their edges carved in silver against the dark.

Sythra stood out against it, restless, molten red scales shifting between red and black as her muscles tensed beneath. Her half-open wings stirred up grains of sand that danced down to her claws below.

I felt her before I heard her, the pulse in my chest like a sharp flare through our shaking bond. She was angry—no, hungry.

I stepped closer gingerly, my axe low but ready if I might need it.

"Sythra?" I tested.

She turned her head sharply, eyes narrowing to razor-sharp slits. When she spoke, her voice came out low and drawn, like wind scraping through trees in a winter far from here. "Where is my prey?" Her tongue flicked out, tasting the air. "I have waited long enough."

I glanced back and found Wilson stepping out of the shadows. For a moment, I feared for his safety—god or no—but Sythra paid him no mind, continuing to quest toward the cave. "I have done as you said; I am waiting patiently. Why do you not draw it out?"

"That's my pet," Wilson said. "Not for hunting, please." His own voice quivered a little, which unnerved me. What god would be afraid of a draken? Maybe he just wasn't used to his power yet.

"I leave you," Sythra said. "False one in human flesh. I leave you be; clearly, you are a friend of his, and my reward is far away? My reward is in there." Sythra pointed with her claw. Such a simple act for a mortal to do, but a dragon acting so humanely sent a shudder through my gut.

She zeroed in on me, like she could read my mind; rather, she could read my feelings, hauntingly empathetic as she was. "All gods are prey. Their flesh burns bright. I can taste his power. You were to bring me to others like you, and now you tease me like one of your pets who's misbehaved."

She pointed at Blair. That sent a shudder through me. How did she know such things? Could she really perceive all this through our feelings alone, the scent of our emotions?

"You tease me," Sythra's growl deepened, returning to me. "You bring me close to godflesh and then leash me."

"Master," Blair said, readying her weapon. "She's about to⁠—"

"Stay where you are," I said, sharper than I meant to, raising my hand to stop her. Then I turned to Sythra, quieter, "You think I'd waste your hunger on scraps?"

Her head lowered, eyes narrowing.

"You'll have a feast," I said. "Not any small beast here—something bigger. A god that crawls beneath the dunes and eats cities. That's your prey. And when you tear it apart, every soul alive and dead in this desert will witness your hunger satiated. You wish to gorge on scraps now when a grand feast to satisfy you for the rest of time awaits? I thought better of you. I thought you wiser."

Her breath hit me like a furnace, making the desert air seem cold by comparison. "You promise this? When you have broken so many."

"I swear it." My heart pumped blood into my ears, making my own voice sound warbly. "If you lash out now, they'll never let me bring you near it. You'll give up right at the last hurdle."

She went still, body bristling with pent-up hunger. I thought she'd strike anyway, instincts taking over intellect, and my axe was ready to bring her down before she made it into the cave or toward any of us.

Her wings folded in, claws sinking into the sand. The fire in her eyes dimmed to a simmer.

"Then I will wait," she said, her voice curling into a whisper. "But if you lie again…"

"I won't. You'll have your feast," I said, finding the confidence in my voice, the strength she needed to hear.

She flexed her wings. "Tell me the plan then."

Blair tugged at my sleeve, giving me a grave look.

"In a moment," I said, then walked with Blair, Hazel, and Wilson a little farther off on the other side of the dune.

"Master," Blair said, hissing almost like Sythra. "You think you can tame her?"

I felt a sudden flush of fear, fearing Sythra would hear that. "No, but she'll listen to reason if you speak in her language." I glanced at Hazel, who had her hand near her knife. "For now, that's enough. She's the only one who can get us there and draw the attention of the city without bringing the worm with it, and unless either of you learned how to fly in the last ten minutes, we need her."

Wilson muttered a prayer under his breath. I ignored it.

"You'll go to the bait spot," I told him. "When the time is right, we'll fly over the city, drawing their attention. You'll see a flame; that's the first to awaken them. Then we'll fly toward you and draw a second flame to show them where to look. That is your cue to transform."

He nodded, apprehensive, but agreed. I wondered who was more nervous—him or me.

As we approached Sythra, her tail flicked once, almost amused, then she sank lower into the sand, her scales cooling from molten red to a dark, steady ember.

The night grew quiet again, but the tension stayed—thin as wire, running through all of us and ready to snap at the gentlest stroke.
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The desert stretched far below, gold dunes fading to deep blue under the moon.

Sythra's wings beat through the night with heavy, rolling thumps that rattled my ribs. The air thinned and sharpened, but the heat and the scent of her smoke still filled my lungs.

Below us, the lights of Topazir spread wide—an oasis city that must've been hell to build in this heat. It glowed like a lantern in the dark. Sandstone walls circled it, lit faint orange where the torches flickered against them.

Inside the walls, domes shimmered under the moon, dressed in gold and lapis so lavish it bordered on gaudy—like a courtesan painted up too slutty. They were polished to a mirror sheen, bright enough to catch our shadows as we passed overhead.

"It's so beautiful," I felt Hazel yell from between my legs. Her voice was more a frail vibration against my body than actual words.

"From up here," I yelled back into the wind. "Down there, scum and villainy, the same as any city and worse in several ways." I smiled as I said this, fondly remembering my life and my ex-girlfriend whom I hadn't had the chance to bump into. Perhaps that was for the best. Sometimes you just need to move on, even if the break isn't as clean as you'd like.

We dove lower, closer to the city. The scent hit us from even here as our shadow from the moon darkened the roads to black. Dates roasted, incense burned, camels growled. The city was awake, too hot in the day to sleep. Musicians played in courtyards, the tap tap tap of drums stopping to gawk at the draken in the sky. The merchants argued then suddenly quieted. One by one, heads turned upwards, fingers pointed, the beat of Sythra's wings the melody that joined us as one.

I gave her a light pat—her cue. Sythra's neck arched, the glow building in her throat until it burned white, thick and molten like milk chocolate, and then…

A river of flame poured from her mouth and turned night to day. It waved across the sky, bright enough to banish the shadows and drape gold in their place. Towers flashed red for an instant, their flags wobbling nervously, so close to scorching.

And then the darkness rushed back, eager to reclaim what was taken.

On the walls and rooftops, guards stumbled into motion—shouting, crossbows raised, spears pointed skyward, their tips trembling as if that'd make a difference if Sythra struck. From up here, they looked like ants, their bolts whistling faintly through the wind. Bells began ringing, slow and uneven at first, then faster as the panic spread.

Sythra beat her wings hard, tilting toward the palace at the city's center. The place sprawled like an upturned, bloated beast—domes layered over domes, all gleaming in the moonlight. The courtyards below shimmered in pale marble, the kind of wealth only a desert could pay for in blood and thirst.

But you could not buy the skies; they belonged to us.

"Look, Master," Blair said. I arched my neck to see the glint in her canine teeth and the excitement in her eyes as she pointed to the balcony of the largest dome tower of the palace.

A man draped in silk had a belly that hung heavy over his gilded belt. A lopsided circlet sat crooked on his head. His eyes were wide, mouth open in a mix of fury and terror as he pointed up at us. The fat sultan of Al Kari, in all his majesty.

"A false king," Blair grinned, so elated she seemed unbothered by flying at all. Did she love upheaval now? Eager to see it happen to someone else after she'd experienced it.

What must it be like to see your doom, as a literal devil in the night? Was he a good king? Would an elf have been better? I had no taste for politics. Leave it to Wilson to sort that all out. Who was I to argue with whom the gods had chosen?

And like gods ourselves, we rose higher and higher, flying up toward the stars. The wind bit colder, and Topazir stretched below in a mosaic of light. Now the screams and yells were too far to hear, my ears began to freeze from the wind, and my lips chafed.

"One last time," I yelled.

Sythra warmed with excitement; I could feel her gratitude rippling on her flesh. She didn't just need to feed; she had to breathe fire; it warmed her very soul. Good, I thought. Remember this, remember what I gave you the next time you get too hungry for your own good.

Her stomach rumbled on either side of my legs. Something ignited, and her wings flexed wide, claiming every inch of the sky. Lighting the sky, the blazing arc stole the light from the stars. It was a herald of what was to come, the announcement for the grand event. They didn't know it yet, but they would see.

Did I mind that Sythra and I were to be second fiddle to this new sultan? Not particularly, especially with the gold that would soon line my pockets.

Sythra arched upright, bashing the sky with her wings to keep her steady. My stomach lurched from the sudden jolt as we looked out to the horizon.

"Hold on," Sythra hissed, excitement evident in her voice as she soared toward the meeting place. No worm or god creature was to be seen yet. We had to draw their gaze onward, directing them to the show they could not ignore. I loved spectacle, and by the gods, I loved nothing more than good teamwork.

A gust of sand was building low in the desert, like a volcano of ashes beneath the dunes.

The sandstorm rose like a breath of something ancient, swallowing the horizon. We rode toward it, and that's where we spotted him.

Small as an ant, a lone man faced the storm, removing his cloak to reveal a bare chest. They'd see that for sure; even without his transformation, you could see a hero in the making. The bards would sing of it, and women would flick themselves to the memory or picture him when their husbands grunted and wheezed.

Sythra hissed, wings flaring. Her tail lashed once, cutting a line through the dust. And through the wall of sand, I finally saw the titan worm.

It tore up the dunes, gutting the world open. Segments glistened in the moonlight, each plate bigger than a ship. Its mouth opened into a flower of slick, jagged petals, rows of teeth sprawling inward to a pit that could swallow the moon whole.

Its roar was guttural, primal, straight from the far-flung depths of the hells.

And that's when I realized it wasn't heading for us at all. It was heading for him. And I believed it then; he really was a god.

"A feast," Sythra murmured, heading straight for the worm.

"Sythra," I warned.

She hissed, fire leaking through her teeth, sparks snapping against my legs. Her mouth gaped wide, and for a moment, I saw it—her tearing through the titanworm from the inside, clawing and burning her way out, scales slick with blood and ash.

Blair's great thighs trembled on either side of me, clearly heaving similar thoughts.

"Sythra!" I yelled, my voice a little shaky now.

"Don't fret, little human. I am of my word."

At the last second, Sythra twisted sideways, wings folding tight as she shot between two jagged flaps of the worm's mouth. My stomach lurched, Hazel let out a strangled sound, and I grabbed her around the waist, my other hand clutching for anything to keep my balance as the world spun into darkness and heat.

We skimmed low along the worm's ridged flesh, its heat slapping my face in waves. The creature's bulk filled the horizon, a living wall of muscle and fury that pulsed with each movement—an animal force that might've matched Sythra's own hunger if it had a mind to.

Then we climbed, higher and higher, until the city shrank beneath us and the air turned thin and cold. We hovered there like the rest of Topazir, watching the clash below. Let them see, I thought. If even we, the masters of the sky, chose to hold back and watch, then this man below was worth watching. Maybe even worth following.

And witness it we did. Wilson stood alone beneath the moon, bare-chested, his skin gleaming like bronze, eyes bright enough to match the stars. For a moment, I believed in him—that kind of conviction that could make even the gods turn their heads. Then the moment passed, and all I saw was a fool daring the desert to swallow him.

He spread his arms.

Light coursed over his body, racing through his veins. The air crackled. Sand lifted and spun around him in a whirling halo. The glow deepened, blue streaks pulsing up his chest and neck until they settled into stripes that shimmered across his skin like markings of an ancient beast. His hair flared upward, mixing gold with electric blue; his ears stretched to sharp points, and his face drew long and regal. In a heartbeat, he was no longer a man but a towering beast three times his size, the sand vibrating beneath him.

From his back, a tail whipped out, long and lithe, fleshy, ending in a tuft that glowed faintly white, striped blue and white like his skin.

"Do you trust me now?" Sythra hissed.

"What?"

"That is a god among gods, a feast for the ages, and yet I stay with you, with my word."

I nodded, heart in my throat. "I hope you enjoy the taste of worm."

"I will relish it."

Back in the fray, Wilson raised his hand, light condensing around it until it pulsed thick as molten glass. His fingers curled into a fist drawn back to strike. Gods knew what part of the worm he thought he'd hit—it was all mouth, gaping open at every angle.

He threw the punch. The air split like stone under a hammer, the sound tearing through the desert.

The worm's front half lurched aside, its bulk rippling like a collapsing dune. Sand exploded outward from the force, raining down in sheets. Then came the animal's scream—deep enough to rattle my bones.

Sythra beat her wings, her nostrils flared, and I felt her stomach rumble beneath my legs.

"Not yet," I whispered, unsure if she could even hear me. "Let him have his moment."

Wilson was a streak of blue fire, cutting across the worm's hide like an unstoppable comet. Each leap gouged trenches into its flesh, bursts of blood and light flaring with every strike. His golden blade in one hand, obsidian claws in the other, his movements fluid and reckless, more god than man.

Now there was a creature worthy to rule. If my harem would max out at five, surely his would be five hundred.

He ran to the top of the creature, slicing all the way down its back from head to tail. The creature writhed and wobbled but could do nothing; what was done was already done, and its time was ended.

Sythra ached with hunger, drooling from her maw. She must have envisioned all its guts, ready to explore and feast like a disgusting buffet.

After several more attacks, the worm screamed weakly, pitifully for such a large creature. Wilson finally released his blade from the long cut.

Then the worm's body convulsed—light burst from its throat and split through its hide. It crashed into the sand with a sound that cracked the air, the ground rolling from the impact. Dust swallowed everything.

When it cleared, the beast lay still, steam rising off its body.

Sythra growled low. "He has done it. Prepared my feast for me."

Wilson stood on its back, chest heaving, glow fading. For a second, he looked every bit the god he claimed to be.

I exhaled. "Guess that's that."

The dunes shuddered. The worm's body twitched. Light crawled under its skin again, brighter this time, alive.

"Something's wrong," I muttered.

Sythra hissed. "It still breathes."

The glow swelled, splitting the flesh anew.

"Fuck," I spat. "This isn't its final form."
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The body split open, the glow swallowing everything until even the blue of Wilson’s god form was gone.

Then the glow broke open. Segments split with wet pops, flesh tearing as something beneath clawed its way free. Rivers of blood poured down its sides, hissing where it hit the hot ground. The smell stank of rot. Then came the thundering sound, like Orth itself being torn in two.

Sand collapsed around it, whole valleys sank, swallowed by the shaking.

A shape rose from the ruin, pulling itself out of its own dead shell. At first, it still resembled the worm, but then the light dissipated to reveal new lines across it. Limbs formed, claws punched free from its sides, long as towers, obsidian black, glinting golden where the glow still licked them.

Its neck strengthened, thinner than the worm's body but impossibly long, coiling and flexing as if it couldn't decide which way to face, then curling up to bring its head closer to its body.

That head came next; it peeled open from the front, like a flower birthed from within itself. Jaws split out in all four directions, lined with rings of teeth that spiraled inward.

It screamed, we gripped onto Sythra with fight, watching in awe at this new transformation the likes of which no one had ever seen. The sound swallowed the air around it, embodying the pain of creation and birth happening in an instant.

Then the wings tore free. Sheets of translucent hide caught the moonlight and burned from the heat inside. The wings stretched so wide that the whole desert glowed beneath them, sand whipping up into storms that spun miles high. The tail followed, long as its neck, snapping and circling as if it were alive on its own.

"I've never seen—" Hazel began.

"Hungry!" Sythra exclaimed with the excitement of a much simpler animal, leaping from the air as if she'd just kicked herself off a cloud.

I barely had time to tell her to stop; what could I do?

"But his claim to the throne!" Hazel screamed into the air, her eyes wide as the wind forced them open.

"Even sultans need a trusty party!" I yelled back, as if I had any choice in the matter.

Below, Wilson moved first.

Through the fading light, he burst upward, a streak of blue fire against the newborn wormdragon. He met the creature mid-air with a punch that cracked the sky. Flesh and sand erupted from the impact, but it wasn't enough. The thing barely shifted.

It turned its head, which resembled four of them with the way its mouths twisted and rejoined, and screamed again. The sound hit like a wall, the air itself turning to painful glass.

Sythra, gods bless her, dove straight at it. That bravery, sheer stupid, hungry bravery, was something I'd remember until the day I died.

Her fire met its flesh, light shredding itself in the wind. She slammed into its back, claws digging deep, wings thrusting against the air to drive her further into the attack.

The wormdragon didn't fall.

It twisted as if it had no spine at all, and one of those black claws came up from beneath. The strike caught Sythra sideways, under her ribs, and threw her like she weighed nothing.

We held on, every bone in my body trying not to come apart as we spun back through the air, blood from her stomach twirling around us, twisting like a ribbon until she righted herself.

Wilson hit it next, riding a column of sand up to its face. His hand glowed brighter than I'd ever seen. He struck straight into the creature's eye, and the eye burst.

The creature reeled back, shrieking, but even blind in one eye, it was faster than him. The tail whipped around and hit him full in the chest. The glow around him shattered, and he went flying, carving a trench into the sand before vanishing inside it.

Sythra screamed in fury, her wings flaring wide again, catching the air.

Through my tunneled, pulsing vision, I saw Wilson rise from the dirt, coughing blood, his glow flickering in broken pulses.

Sythra righted herself, sputtering as blood dripped from her. She seemed okay for now. At least she could still fly.

The wormdragon reared above him, sand raining from its wings. He slammed his palms together, gathering what was left of that divine light, and hurled it upward. The beam hit, splitting the air in a straight blue line that scorched through the creature's chest.

For one breath, it looked hurt.

Then its chest closed again. The glow faded as if it had never happened. The dragon blinked, its black eyes burning back to life.

Wilson barely had time to move. A claw as big as a tower came down and hit him like a meteor. The sand cratered around his body, his light guttered out completely, and all that was left was smoke.

"Sythra, help him!" I yelled.

Sythra screamed, her wings flaring even as one hung broken and limp. She dove again, trailing fire and blood. Her talons struck the creature's throat, ripping deep, and for a heartbeat, it faltered.

She tried again—biting, clawing, wings beating against the air to keep her close—but the beast caught her.

One claw drove straight through her chest, deep inside, tearing her guts clean out, then it batted us away like we were a fly, turning on us and witnessing our fall, perhaps so focused now to ensure we had really died.

The light went out of her eyes before her body hit the ground.

Sythra was dead.

The desert went silent, but for the wind, and the wormdragon's breath. It came in slow, heavy bursts as it sauntered toward us, perhaps expecting to find us dead. Where Wilson had gone, we did not know; maybe he'd fallen just before we did.

I rose from the wreck, Sytha's wings shielding us even in death. With my adamantium axe in hand, I trembled from the pain, and braced myself to face this impossible foe.

If I could not win, I would die in battle nonetheless.

Blair jumped up next, blade at the ready. She was drenched in sweat and looked exhausted. Even Hazel was up, her blade raised high, both hands shaking.

"We're with you..." Hazel said, believing it, but also believing in the hopelessness.

"This is a fine way to die," Blair said.

The wormdragon lunged at us, jaws wide for its feast, while Sythra's body shuddered in a final release, blood spilling to pool at my feet before it soaked into the sand.

"The bards will sing of my redemption," Blair said, taking a step forward.

"You earned it," I said, stepping ahead of her as the wormdragon closed in.

We were going to die. Yet there were worse ways to go.

Maybe we outlasted Wilson, and they'd talk about us afterward with reverence—even get a statue of this moment.

"Get away from my master!" a woman from the New West cried.

The creature's gaze snapped around at all angles, trying to find the source of the noise, when, from the heavens themselves, a white-haired wolfkin fell and snapped her cousin-killing thighs around its neck.
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Kaila was a blur of silver light riding on the wormdragon's back, her thighs clamped around its long neck as she dug a finger through its nostril. She'd forced its jaw open, unable to close as it screamed in pain.

Then, she drew her blade. It glinted in the moonlight—simple steel—and yet found flesh between the orichite scales. The blade punched through a joint and held, stuck as if her life depended on it. Black blood sprayed the air.

Kaila bared her teeth and laughed, actually laughed. Personally, I would have gone for the other eye, but this was a victory nonetheless.

Who said trainees couldn't make waves amidst gods?

"Leave some for me," Vienne yelled. Through the chaos, I saw Zacco, the black Zaphawk, fly in. Vienne leaped down onto the wormdragon's lower back, sliding over scales, her claws driving deep to split the inflamed skin around them.

Vienne ran up the tail with the deft grace of her tigerkin race, and when she reached the base of the neck, she hooked both arms and pulled at its wings with everything she had.

The wormdragon bucked, its black claws tearing through the air, but Vienne held on, twisting and splitting open its hide until its very flesh seemed to scream in agony. The wormdragon shrieked, standing upright like an ancient crumbling tower. The sound cracked through the desert. The ground heaved, rattling the bones in my chest.

And yet, my resolve was strengthened. The fight had begun anew, and it had been brought to the ground for us.

But the wormdragon was not done fighting. The creature's neck snapped sideways, wings folded in, and before Kaila could even react, the beast threw itself into a roll. The desert quaked with its weight. Kaila vanished beneath the turning body, white-silver flashes caught between folds of scale and blood.

"Hazel!" I yelled through the chaos. "You got something explosive in that pack?"

"Always do," she quivered, hands barely able to hold her blade. If she hadn't practiced her throwing obsessively since that last battle, then I'd eat the hat I should probably be wearing in this heat.

"And you, Blair."

Her eyes darted back and forth through it all, overwhelmed by seeing her old nemesis Vienne, maybe overwhelmed by the greatest battle she had ever faced and unsure of her place in it. Then she looked up, hope in her eyes and fire in her chest. "Yes, Master?"

"I'll be leaping off your shoulders. Go. Run now!"

Like a hero in a pulp novel, Blair didn't need telling twice. She charged, her footstomps a drumbeat in the sand, her blade dragging sparks somehow. Her roar, less cat and more lion, cut through the chaos, wild and proud.

I ran after her, feeling the heat of her aura in her wake. When she hit her stride, she crouched low, my cue. I jumped, my boot catching her shoulders as she locked her stance, and I froze in time, witnessing myself as if I were rotating around us.

For a heartbeat, we were one. For a split second, she had thrown off the old monster and become the hero she was not destined to be, but the one I had forged her into. Then her strength threw me skyward, and like I had wings, I soared through the sky.

What a wonder it is to fly without wings, yet those who know it must also feel the fall.

The wormdragon's head swung toward me, its mouth already open in its scream of agony. Vienne and Kaila were hanging onto its back, Kaila's eyes wide with fright, just out of reach of the wormdragon's grasp. Vienne was stabbing repeatedly into its lower back, her blade denting as it caught on scales of orichite.

I grabbed a jagged fang, threw myself behind its head—right where Kaila had been moments before—and drove my axe between the gaps in its teeth, trying to keep it open.

That's when I saw its teeth—pure golden orichite, stronger than adamantium. I knew what was coming: the shatter, another weapon lost, and this one my favorite.

"I'll help yer!" Kaila yelled, sliding under the creature's neck, wrapping her legs around it upside down as she gripped the lower jaw with all her might.

The axe fell mere moments from being crushed, saved at the last moment as it spun down to the ground and landed blade down in the desert.

"It's too damn strong for me!" Kaila yelled. "Vienne. Get your furry ass up here!"

"I'm a little busy! And it ain't furry!" Vienne yelled back, and I glanced down to see her holding the creature's claws back, grasped at its wrists, her boots dug into its back.

It roared up onto all fours, going crazy, but we were too much for it to contend with, along with all the wounds we had caused.

Suddenly, Blair ran under it and grabbed both sides of its jaw, pulling it back. Pulled apart from every angle, unsure where to strike, we had only seconds before it could recover and swipe us free.

"Now, my mistress!" Blair yelled.

"You're...what?" Kaila said.

The jaw trembled between all our hands, wanting to snap and take all our arms with it. The heat rolling out of that throat was like a furnace. The air shimmered, thick with smoke and blood.

"Now!" I yelled. I could hardly even see Hazel through the smoke. "Throw it now! Now! Now!"

Like an acrobat, Blair dug a heel into the scaled ridge of its jaw, muscles straining as one of her feet lay planted on the ground and the other directly up. It was an obscene display of flexibility, having my gaze trailing down her thigh right between her legs.

"Whoa, momma…" Kaila murmured.

"Focus!" I yelled back, just as much to myself as to her.

Hazel was already moving. She'd found the highest dune she could climb, a tiny silhouette against the firestorm, pulling one of her inventions from the pack. It was a thing of copper and bone with flickering blue light.

With both hands, she raised it above her head, ears flat in the heat, and screamed something I couldn't understand. She threw it like a child's first game of bowling balls. There was no way in hell it was even going to get close.

The contraption spun through the smoke, trailing sparks. It passed between the rows of golden teeth and vanished right in the light.

Bullseye.

For a heartbeat, the desert went quiet. My muscles pulsed in agony just trying to keep the creature still.

The glow inside the creature's throat swelled tenfold, the color shifting from gold to white.

The explosion ripped through the wormdragon's skull like the wrath of every god it had ever fought. It shook us off, sending us spinning through the air. All of us flung off, spraying in different parts of the desert and landing in a heap of our own bodies.

When I hit the ground, the shockwave followed, a wall of sound and sand rolling over me. The world turned red, then black, and I pushed myself up, quickly taking stock of who was where. Blair, Kaila, Hazel. They were safe. Hazel, small as she was, had rolled harmlessly and already gotten herself up, noticing just as I did that there was one missing.

"Vienne!" Hazel ran toward the wormdragon and then stopped, just as unable to believe her eyes as I was.

Vienne was surfing down the long winding wormdragon. Its tail flicked up in a last tremble of life, and Vienne rode up the perfect ramp before landing gracefully before us in the dirt, dusting herself off like it was nothing.

Hazel ran ahead. "We did most of the work!" she cried. "You and Kaila just finished her off!" Her finger was trembling, then she burst into a smile and ran to hug her. "It's so good to see you!"

But the ground trembled, and my smile faltered. The wormdragon twitched, one crushed eye rolling toward us, hate burning through the ruin of its skull.

How the hells is it still alive?

It drew one last rattling breath. I ran forward and fished my axe from the sand, stuck downward, easy to grab. I raised it and brought it down clean through its head. The impact split the bone and shattered my axe to pieces.

Silence followed in the rain of green stardust, and steam rose off the corpse. It slumped down, finally and firmly, dead.

Hazel let out a shaky laugh. "About bloody time!"

The five of us stood, facing one another in shock. Tiredness ached at my eyes, and my body wanted to fall apart, maybe even explode from the inside just like the wormdragon had done.

I panted, looking at them all in a similar state. They shared looks, Blair and Vienne in disbelief at one another and pure acceptance. The same for the rest. Blair and Hazel were now even friends, and Kaila and Vienne could see, through the teamwork of battle, all that had transpired in the time we had been apart.

"Mistress?" Kaila repeated.

Well, maybe not all of it.

"I'll be back," I said, laughing as I looked over the creature, then my heart ached. It wasn't the only dragon to fall today. "I'll..." I ran away from the dragon to find Sythra, small now compared to that great hulking creature.

She was dead, long dead, while Zacco the black Zaphawk and...I couldn't believe it, Valdrune perched nearby, nudging her with her nose.

"Some help you were," I said.

Valdrune looked away from me when I approached, not even meeting my eyes.

"You don't belong to me," I said apologetically. "You're the guild's."

She sniffed, arching her neck away from me when I approached. I patted her thunderous feathers, feeling sparks and lightning.

"You followed Zacco then, to come to me?" I asked.

Valdrune had no response, taking one hurt look at me before moving her neck a little closer and then looking away again.

"We'll talk later then," I said, as she nuzzled Sythra. Maybe that was an apology for her hand in tormenting the draken.

"We've all made some mistakes," I said. "But let's rebuild, make something new from the pieces of them."

Valdrune sniffed, locked eyes with me, and nuzzled my head so fast I had to plant my feet in the sand to stop from toppling over.

I laughed, patting her. "Yeah, I missed you too."
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Sand still hissed in the air, the battlefield faintly glowing with the heat of the dead wormdragon. I stumbled through the wreckage until I spotted Wilson sprawled out face-first, half-buried in the sand.

He groaned when I rolled him over, his body stricken with grazes.

"This your Odinsleep or something?" I asked, grabbing his arm and helping him up.

"Very funny," he said, coughing once and spitting grit, then straightened, his eyes a little clearer. "You killed it then?"

He looked behind me, seeing the silhouettes of my harem posed atop the sand hills against the rising sun. They weren't just hunters; they were heroes. Then Vienne scratched her butt, dulling the moment somewhat.

"Nah, it's just taking a rest while we prepare for round two," I joked, dusting him off. "You got any more of that god in you?"

He looked at the tattoo on his arm. "Yeah, I reckon I do."

'Cause you've got a city to victoriously return to. Thanks to all the sand obscuring the battle, this story is yours now. Tell them how you battered it spectacularly. I'll let you have the glory on this one, as long as you remember our bargain.

"You'll have to call me King Wilson then," he said, then smiled. "Guildmaster Darran."


25


Steam rose in silky waves from the royal baths, an oasis carved from marble, perfectly shaded by palms that leaned still and lazily like us.

The water gleamed like sapphire, scented faintly with lotus and mint. We all relaxed in the new sultan's private baths, finally still after all this time. Kaila lounged across the edge, her white hair tied up in a messy knot, eyes closed as a scantily clad elf-servant poured cool wine into her cup.

Vienne stretched out opposite her, one leg draped over the stone lip, head tilted back like a cat catching the sunlight.

Hazel was half-submerged near the middle, goggles still perched on her forehead, tapping a finger restlessly on the edge, though the rest of her body looked relaxed enough.

Blair, on the other hand, held not a trace of restlessness. She was fully relaxed, arms spread, hair fanned behind her, purring as two elven maidens fed her grapes.

I leaned back against the smooth tiles, heat in my bones feeling for once like comfort instead of burden. The sound of water, laughter, and faint music drifting from behind the palms filled the air like an orchestra from the heavens, accompanying this perfect evening.

I let out a sigh of relief, then a mild laugh. "That was...some contract."

"That was some bullshit," Kaila replied, sitting up, her sea-blue eyes gazing at me. "And you left us!"

"I had to do the right thing," I began. "Sythra didn't deserve to be hunted like that." Guilt flared in me. "She was just scared and hungry. And Blair..."

"Fully deserved to be hunted," Blair said. "But was given a second chance all the same."

"And what's all this Mistress business?" Kaila asked, still affronted.

"It's just a game," I said. "And I don't feel like playing right now. Why don't you get over here instead?"

Kaila's nose twitched, then she rose from the water, naked and glorious, her big droopy tits taking all the elves by surprise. They were all petite, probably had never seen breasts so big and unglamorously sexy before, at least not on one so slender.

She stepped out of the pool and walked over, bare feet making cute wet slapping sounds on the sandstone as she stood before me, putting her feet right at my face so I could see her cute toes.

"Ahem," she said.

My gaze traveled up to find her hands on her hips.

"Yes?" I asked, grinning. This was going to be interesting.

"I'm not a trainee anymore," she began.

"Wholeheartedly agreed," I said. "Congratulations on your ascension, Hunter Kaila. I look forward to you achieving Mastery soon enough."

"Good!" she said, then bit her finger. It was hard to think, being below her, getting a view of her fluffy slit and glistening boobs dripping water onto the floor. "Send them all out, please," she said. "The elves."

The elves looked up from whatever they were doing. I gave an appreciative nod and hand wave, and one by one they filtered out of the oasis, leaving me alone with my harem in these vast private baths fit for a god.

"I'm a god, by the way," I said, grinning sheepishly as she placed one foot on either side of my head, leaving me able to look right up between her legs; my heart raced and my cock thickened.

"I don't give a molefox's ass right now," Kaila said, crouching down. She ran her fingers through my hair and arched my neck down as she bent her legs, squatting to thrust her pussy upon my mouth. It smelled of heaven and tasted of salted caramel.

I lavished every taste, groaning as she pulled my hair with a grip too tight. Whoever's hands stroked against my cock was welcome. The gushing wetness in my mouth was welcome.

My tip slid against a tight slit, while another hand gripped my balls. I wished to see, but not seeing made it even better. I became that feeling through to the very core of me.

"Unf!" Hazel cried. The tip of my cock pushed her apart, and her legs trembled at my hands. That solved the mystery of who was straddling me at least. "It's too damn tight!"

"Let me," Blair said, and Hazel's weight was lifted off me as she splashed back into the water.

"One of these days we'll get it," Hazel lamented, like it was something much more casual. "Unf, I'm sore."

I hoped Vienne could take care of her instead, gentle as she needed. I was suffocating in wolfkin pussy, lapping like a thirsty man in the desert having his first water.

Blair's slit slipped around me like a warm wet glove; she had no such difficulty with petiteness, and by the gods, it felt so damn good. People were wrong about always needing a tight hole; what they needed was something warm and needful.

"Oh gods…" Blair cried. "Why did I never try men?"

I felt scrunched behind her, someone's hands were tickling and squeezing my balls. Someone even tried to pinch my nipples, and I slapped them away because I very much did not enjoy that. That hand turned instead to stroking around me, pressing on my groin, a single ring of fingers around the base of my cock, pumping and twisting in opposite motions to Blair's riding.

"Does that feel good," Vienne cooed, pulling at my balls at the base.

Splashing sounds filled the air, womanly moans from every corner. I was beginning to lose consciousness, but what a way to go it was.

"Gah! Great cunting gah!" Kaila cried out, releasing from me and spraying me in a waterfall, her juicy wet pussy the last thing I saw before her crash over me.

Blair slammed down on me so hard it must've bruised my hips. She ground back and forth, my cock lost within her loving walls as a sap built and rose within me, the conductor to her moans.

"Oh my gods..."

At that moment, Vienne squeezed tight, and my cock tensed against it, shooting cum through her grip to make my orgasm a thousand times more explosive. I trembled and shook like a man electrocuted; I was at their mercy, and I loved every second of it until...

Until...

The orgasm subsided; Kaila was trembling beside me, her big juicy ass taking up most of the view.

Hazel was curled up in a ball next to her; I had no idea what she'd been getting up to during all this, but she was exhausted all the same.

Blair rested on her arms, big ass pushed out, drippings of my seed spilling down her leg. What if she was the one to get pregnant? Wouldn't that be a fun turn of events? I barely had time to picture it as I felt the tips of long nails squeeze at the base of me. I looked up in shock to see Vienne around my sensitive, used cock.

"I win," she said, and memories came flooding back of our battles for domination.

"No wait—" I began, before she stroked up my cock, made a fist over my razor-sharply sensitive glans, and stroked rapidly like she was trying to start a fire.

Ouch, was an understatement.

I guessed I deserved that after abandoning her for that little while, but by the gods, it hurt. I gripped the edge of the pool as she squeezed my balls and stroked me, forcing me right back from pain through to pleasure again.

Though it hurt a lot before we got to that point.

Ever the trooper, I grit my teeth through it, eager to see what new thresholds she might lead me to. There's euphoria at the end of torture, did you know?


Epilogue


Many years later, I mused in my tower, reading a letter from my fellow guildmaster and friend, Sophia.

"All is well," the letter concluded.

Indeed, the best thing for our friendship was that we remained a whole damn nation apart. Blood might boil when we read each other's words, but we had time to let it simmer and choose our responses more carefully than we could in person, so neither of us thought we were as much of a dickhead.

Still, some nights I did wonder what could have been, and certainly, so did she. I could read it in her words. Battle reports. Inventory management. She was terrible at flirting.

"Signed, Guildmaster Sophia."

Oh, she wants me so bad; look at the way she didn't even put an X. She's telling me she's saving the kiss for me in person.

Ah well. Another tale for another day, but it was not this day. This day I placed her letter in the pile and looked on to what I had achieved, not what I might.

I rose and looked out beyond to the dunes of Al Kari. The guild tower rose high above the prior tower, with several others erected nearby, as well as a new barracks, training grounds, and several fresh-faced recruits—not that elves were anything but fresh-faced.

I'd been on many hunts, teaching on the job with my harem. The elves weren't always so enthused about learning from mere mortals, though that was just part of the challenge, wasn't it? Teaching rowdy students. I never told them of my godly disposition. I enjoyed the challenge.

As for the Sultan of Al Kari? We held a good relationship as promised, though he often had his hands full with the many assailants and other scum that tormented his city. Most thought him a good sultan—as good as one could be who'd never sultan'ed a day in his life—though those types often prove better than those who desire it with all their hearts for the wrong reasons.

I could go on, but that's his story. Maybe he'll tell it someday—I'm sure many would want to hear the exploits of a sultan shifter, surrounded by a harem of beautiful elves, goddesses, and more.

I bet he would tell the story of our battle with the wormdragon a little differently. I wouldn't mind. Kings and the like need to be draped in glory, or how else was anyone meant to believe in them? He was doing right by us, and there were several hundred stories told differently of what had actually happened at the battle. The king could have his version, and the guild would have ours.

And my own harem? The pillars of my palace? Those lovely ladies who would follow me to the ends of the Orth?

Kaila, the little shit, convinced me to bring her cousin over to the desert. Apparently, Sophia was not as amused by her annoying, stupidly sexy tomfoolery, so Darlene made her way over to the desert and found herself much more accustomed to the heat than the rest of us, choosing to sunbathe scantily clad while the rest of us hunted. The punishments for that were aplenty, and a good time was had by all, taking turns spanking her, leaving big red hand marks on her bottom.

Kaila herself had become an excellent hunter. Feisty and excited at the prospect of killing beasts of all kinds, her passion was only matched by the deftness of her strikes, where she brought that passion back home to me, riding me until the sun rose, while I was exhausted from all the other women who constantly needed my attention.

Vienne and Blair had found themselves in a kinship, their prior rivalries now a hunting partnership legendary enough for bardic songs—cat and tigerkin constantly in competition to get the most kills, the guild being the winner. Back home was a similar experience; they tag-teamed me and left me panting and wheezing as I got ridden one at the groin and the other at the face. Every day they seemed determined to induce Death By Snu Snu, and I dubiously consented to the idea. "Oh no, save me," I lazily moaned before my face was smothered.

However, this was totally different from what happened with Hazel and Blair. Suddenly, Blair was the meek big little housecat, and Hazel the adorable bedroom dictator. If anything, it seemed that the bedroom was a great outlet for our maniacal tendencies; now there was no hint of them showing in her day to day.

Oh, and eventually, I did manage to get inside Hazel when we had our sweet, delicate, romantic moments beneath silken sheets where I peeled back her frilly white virginal undergarments and tore that pussy up.

But back to the guild. Blair took up Mastership of Arms once more. I wasn't sure what there was to be learned by her wrestling ten elven women at once, but I enjoyed watching it all the same. Besides that, she'd started to excel in a leadership role, taking on our good example of where to lead and where not to abuse and bully your students. Just because you were brought up a certain way didn't mean you had to stay like that.

What else? Oh, Juno! Hoohoo, she'd, funnily enough, decided she'd had enough of guild life and launched a campaign to become Mayor of Draydon. Apparently, guildmasters were too volatile and 'of their own mind,' so she figured the best way to control others like puppets was to take on a real position of power—where she had literal meat puppets who wouldn't talk back.

Good for her; I had no taste for politics, and the less I knew about her policies, the better, lest I find any of them distasteful, or worse, so tasteful I would find myself getting involved.

"What are you writing, Master?" Kaila poked her head in, short white hair glistening like silver beads of jewels.

"Just wrapping things up," I said. "Sophia likes to be updated on my progress."

Kaila ran over, bare feet pattering on the sandstone as she climbed into my lap and gave me a big hug. I loved the way her sweat smelled, all womanly and sexy, making me feel even more youthful in my hunger for her.

She stroked her long nails through my hair, gently scratching my scalp in a way I enjoyed as she studied my hair like each individual thread held the story of me.

"You have a visitor," she said. "Sure is a pretty lady."

"Oh?" I raised my eyebrows.

"Yeah, all reverent and such."

"Reverent?" I frowned.

"You know, like, godly. Like there's some fancy aura about her, not that I can see it, just... feels it, you know? Feeling mighty judged too when she looked at me, like she'd been watching me diddle myself."

That caused me some concern, and I lifted Kaila off me and rose, looking about my office to check it was tidy. Mere moments later, the door pushed open quickly, as if to catch me doing something wrong.

"M'ladyness," Kaila said, bowing and exiting to leave me with…

Litoria, the Goddess of Lust Logistics.

Fuck.

She had golden hair with streaks of pink and wore a white, loose robe that revealed deep cleavage. When I averted my gaze because her glow was bright and willed me to look away, I saw bare feet glimmering with sparkling pink nail varnish.

I swallowed and raised my hands. "Now, everything's been above board. All consensual. Jokes of dubiousness and cousin stuff were just that—jokes! There's not even been any lesbian stuff, though some were fooled into believing so. I swear, not even a little. Well, maybe one time."

Litoria crossed her arms and looked down upon me. My final judgment for all my lust-ridden crimes.

My shoulders fell. I supposed I deserved everything that was to come to me. She'd probably turn me into a wormhorse.

"Don't you offer a guest a glass of wine?" she asked, her voice music, the kind of symphony a kitchen scullery would hear when the doors to the kitchen swing open momentarily. It wasn't supposed to be heard; it wasn't for me, and every syllable accused me of my crimes.

I hurried to my decanter, fumbling for the best wine this forsaken land could offer. As I poured the shimmering red into the glass and passed it over, it turned out to be pretty good, judging by her sniff and taste.

"I'd ask you what I can do for you, but I'd rather delay the inevitable," I said, shakily.

"I'm not here to pass judgment..." She began, staring into her wine; the still lake reflection just held me, looking back at her through it. "I'm here to ask forgiveness."

"Should I be sitting down for this?"

"If you like."

I crashed down onto my chair beside the window. Outside, the girls were battling one another. I wasn't sure if it was instruction or play. Either way, they were having a good time. Hazel was riding Blair into battle right on her shoulders, while Vienne struggled to lift Kaila. Darlene was nowhere to be seen, probably in the attic listening in on us in the hope it would get inappropriate and she could get inappropriate all by herself.

"I've been speaking to Wilson," she said. "Making sure everything is above board with his harem, you know, my usual activities⁠—"

"Bit outside of your jurisdiction, isn't it?"

"A human's harem is firmly my jurisdiction, be it some retired seer who finds himself diddling demons, a tourist turned shifter, or my grandson."

She took a deep breath and took in her wine, while the words barely even registered for a moment, like water crashing against a dam; the wall of my consciousness held them back.

And then, I understood.

"I see. My father?" I asked, my hand shaking as I lifted it to drink the wine. I couldn't even taste it; it felt like cement in my mouth.

"A handsome old man there ever was," Litoria said. "When his son was born and grew into a regular man, we thought nothing had come of it, and then you were born, and I saw it in you right away."

I didn't know what to say. Apart from that I had the sexiest grandma in all the realms. Gods damn her, why'd she have to keep this from me?

"You know," Litoria began, speaking for both of us, "I wasn't always the Goddess of Lust Logistics; once upon a time, I was simply the goddess of lust."

"What happened?" I asked.

She took a deep sip of wine and let out a breath she knew she was holding because she was a goddess, and would never admit to not knowing something. "I had you," she said, offering a wry smile.

I took a long deep sip. "I see."

Apparently, I've been making women change careers for me since the very day I was born.

I stared at my grandmother, not seeing her as anything but a woman and a goddess and ignoring how sexy she was. That was just an objective fact, and nobody could be angry at me for noticing. I supposed it was for the best that I felt nothing familial for her, smiling as I looked out to the courtyard to see my beastkin.

I already had a family, one that had a future. No use looking back to my past now. My next sip of wine was sweeter; the taste returned with a vengeance, and I felt a sudden flush of intoxication.

"Step-grandmother?" I asked.

"Excuse me?"

"Nothing."

The End.

***
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