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It was dark in this place. There was a certain anonymity. Those who wished to remain hidden could do so with some practice. But not from all. And certainly not when the one searching for you was an elder—one of the gargantuan ruling dragons that inhabited this place.

So when Ymry felt him coming, she didn’t bother moving. She could leave, but that might provoke him. Something like that was likely to happen, regardless. However, an elder of her stature had a reputation to uphold, and leaving might look cowardly. Something the ancient, golden dragon’s pride could never accept. Not now. And certainly not to Kiandonirth, the ruler of Ijverig—patron elder of the Dwarven peoples. Her enemy, in this brutal conflict, one that had killed so many of their subjects.

Ymry sensed his approach. Unlike all the others, Kiandonirth’s dark scales made him hard to predict. Fortunately for another elder, his great bulk made it obvious to her keen senses. From the murky surroundings of this dark place, a shadow came into view. He stared down at her, having brought himself up to his full height. With a lack of wings, and a narrow tail, he showed his true might in the length of his body. Coiling himself up, his torso floated around in an ever swirling pattern. Like a ribbon blowing in the wind. The jet black fur running the length of his form, remained sleek and fluffy despite the movement. He was an Arctic Dragon, of mythic proportions.

One might have thought Ymry’s prone position to be one of weakness. In reality, she simply refused to acknowledge his power play. She chose to remain where she was—comfortably laying where she had since she had arrived—only opening a single eye to look up at the foreboding black dragon that loomed overhead.

“What?” Ymry droned.

“You know what,” Kiandonirth replied testily. “One might think⁠—”

“That I remained on my side of the border,” she interrupted smoothy, “and took no part in the conflict. What you think of my actions is your business. I need not care in the slightest.” Ymry closed her eye.

“That isn’t the point⁠—”

“That is exactly the point,” Ymry interjected while sounding bored. “Who was it that said the spirit of an agreement lacked, alongside what was actually agreed?”

Kiandonirth narrowed his eyes at the golden dragon. “That was a long time ago.”

“And yet, we live for a long time, old friend.” There was an intonation to Ymry’s last two words that made the black dragon pause.

It had been so long since they were friends. So long since they trusted one another. Kiandonirth had hoped Ymry would see things like the old days. It’s why he tested her borders. Pushed her boundaries. He missed their old games and yet found her entirely unwilling to engage with him in any meaningful way.

The black dragon sighed softly, before turning his attention back to the golden dragon before him. “And the whelp?”

“What whelp?” Ymry asked with an obnoxious sigh.

“Before you murdered Peotys, there was a whelp spotted flying south with two passengers,” the great black dragon stated.

“Ah,” Ymry chuckled softly. “That whelp.”

“Are you suggesting there is more than one?” Kiandonirth asked.

Ymry laughed a little louder, letting a few white flames escape her lips, before she turned one golden eye up to stare at the black dragon. “I’m suggesting what happens on my side of the border. Is none of your damn business.”

“Ymry—”

“Enough,” the soft word cut through the darkness, as a third enormous figure came into view.

This one made Ymry pause. She hadn’t sensed his arrival. His powers had grown and continued to grow for all these millennia. Which made little sense to Ymry, as he was by far the most obnoxious of the four great elders. As a wyvern, he couldn’t help but flutter his wings as he crawled along, using the first joint in place of arms. More than that, the enormous quantity of plants and fungi that clung to his skin made the fact he could move so stealthily, somewhat of an enigma. Even now, a handful of soft yellow flowers fluttered down to land about Ymry’s snout. Intentional or otherwise, she did not know.

“You two bicker like an old married couple,” Magom whispered.

“Your next words should be chosen with care,” Ymry whispered back.

Magom sighed once more. “You know what I mean⁠—”

“And you know better,” Ymry said with a growl.

Magom paused for a breath before nodding. “I do. Yes.”

Ymry huffed softly and closed her eyes once more. “Despite this wonderful get-together, neither of you were actually invited.”

“This place was once used, as a haven for those of us to blend our minds⁠—”

“It was,” Ymry interrupted. “But no longer.”

Kiandonirth shifted, “We could⁠—”

“Go on about our lives, as we have for centuries,” Ymry cut him off with a bored drone. “Don’t bore me with your false pretenses. You have what you wanted. Even if not in spirit.”

That made the black dragon wince, and even Magom looked chastised.

“Come, brother,” Magom intoned to the great black dragon. “If we remain in one place for too long, we invite more company.”

Ymry sneered at them both. They paid her no mind and swiftly left, leaving the enormous golden dragon to sit in silence once more. She waited, just to ensure this wasn’t some kind of trick, before raising her head.

“Really now?” Ymry sighed.

Jeyna growled from where he was trapped under her gigantic paw. She admired him up close, even as he tried to gnaw through one of her fingers. He had certainly grown. He was still very much the whelp she first set on the path to his future, but was more than casual observation would reveal. He had a depth to him. A strength the others wouldn’t notice. At least… not yet.

For now, though, he was a miserable little whelp who had just managed to get one of his teeth into a gap between her scales. It caused a mild itch to jolt down her arm.

“Enough of that,” Ymry raised her paw, releasing the small hellion. “I told you what I was going to do when I noticed him coming.”

“And I told you, I was still pissed from what you did to Halesia,” Jeyna growled, refusing to back down.

Ymry rolled her eyes. Something a colossal elder dragon should have been beyond. Yet… this defiant little whelp made her feel more animated than she had in… longer than she’d care to admit. So, for now, she would tolerate his impertinence.

“How is she?” Ymry asked.

And like that, Jeyna stopped. He still glared. That hot headed little dragon wouldn’t be himself if he didn’t have that amusing, spunky quality.

“You don’t know?” he asked.

Ymry sighed. “Jeyna. Since you insist on remaining here, I have initiated conversation. I am quite capable of finding out myself,” she lied. “Or I can attempt to bolster friendly relations with you and talk. Which would you prefer?”

Jeyna thought about biting her again. He did. Genuinely. It had been at the forefront of his mind since he’d arrived in this place. He didn’t even know what this place was. Nor how to get here, or how to leave. It just seemed to happen.

The last thing Jey remembered was being outside on the grass curled around his lovers, preparing to meet the day and continue with their work.

Yodrilda, or Yodi—the level-headed dwarf and first of Jeyna’s lovers, had spearheaded their small campaign to clean out the mine as best they could. Mostly it was a case of burning everything to ash with dragonfire. Hellanna, or Hella to her friends, was Jeyna’s second lover. The half-elf had worked alongside Halesia, a dryad with a complicated history, to sweep the ash into the river. That was done via a tunnel, set in the back of the mine. Water from the passing river came right up on the high tide and flowed back out on the low, providing enough water flow to take the ash and wash it away.

It also gave Jey a sense of discomfort, knowing another sea orc could swim right up into the mine at any point, with no warning. Which was the reason they slept outside on the grass. Jey, in his dragon form, provided enough cover with his wings, and enough warmth with his own body to keep all three ladies comfortable through the night. Being here, in this strange reality, was not part of his, or anyone else’s plan.

So… with that in mind, Jeyna curbed his enthusiastic biting and clawing, before looking up at the big dragon before him.

“So… Elder’s Kiandonirth and Magom,” Jey paused and then frowned. “If you can talk so easily, why do you fight with mortal lives?”

Ymry narrowed her eyes at the small dragon before holding out a finger. “I think I preferred you all bitey.”

Before Jeyna could come up with a response, Ymry sensed something else. A presence she hadn’t felt in a while. Her breath caught in her throat, and she looked down at the small dragon. While no individual dragon could come and go as they pleased to this place, one could eject another with enough force. And this tiny dragon… well, he wasn’t strong enough to resist her.

“Time to go, Jeyna,” she whispered. “You can expect company soon.”

“Company?” Jey frowned, as the golden dragon faded from his vision, and a fresh scent of morning rain filled his nostrils.

Blinking away the sleep, Jey found himself laying in a sun shower. It was still early. The three masses that were his hoard lay curled against one another and his belly. Wrapped in his wings, they were safe and dry, as the small droplets of water pelted Jeyna’s ash gray scales. As always, though, the change of his regular breaths and heart rate was enough to stir the ladies.

When he felt them move, Jey raised the edge of his wing, creating a safe gap to let them out. The first to emerge into the morning light, and frown at the cool sensation of light rain, was none other than Hella. The beautiful half-elf turned dragonnewt pouted and shot the sky a glare. In her standard form, she looked like an overly pretty human woman, with slightly pointed ears. But since mating and receiving Jeyna’s mark, she could also become a powerful, green scaled dragonnewt. She was quick and took to flight far more rapidly than Jey had managed. Adding in her ability to spit green fireballs that melted away anything organic, without leaving a residue, she was quite dangerous on her own.

Which did nothing for the firm hand that shoved her out of the way, as Jeyna’s first lover emerged. Yodrilda, his dwarf. Small in stature, big in sheer presence. Yodi wasn’t quite four and a half feet tall, but was curvier in the chest and hips than any human woman could ever dream. She ignored Hella’s glare as she turned her head up into the sky and shook her long auburn plait off her shoulders.

“Tis a fine day,” she said with a wide smile.

Nothing truly bothered the dwarf. She could be nervous about new or unknown situations, but once comfortable, she was a stalwart companion. An immovable force, with a fierce attitude to go along with the red scales that adorned her body when she shifted into her dragonnewt form. The red flames that erupted from her mouth were similar to Jey’s, burning with horrific intensity and able to rend flesh to ash with little effort.

“Mornings like this always give me a wonderful feeling,” Halesia called as she stepped out beside Yodi, who gave her room.

The final member of Jey’s little group. And so far, the most stubborn. On one hand, she acted like the others. She remained close. Slept in their group. Jeyna could sense her, almost as easily, and smelled the desire on her as she watched them mate. And yet, she refused to join them. So far, at least. Jey’s dragon knew she was part of the hoard, though. And luckily, it, along with Jeyna’s more human rationale, was not willing to force the issue. Something she seemed to respect and test at her leisure. Ensuring close proximity and plenty of teasing. Much to the other’s amusement, and Jeyna’s growing desire.

Like now, as she used her strange abilities to pull the vines and leaves away from her skin, showing her nude form in all its glory. From the perky nipples upon proud breasts, to the gentle cleft between her legs.

“Oh, stop it,” Yodi said, giving the dryad a slap on the ass.

“Ouch!” Halesia jumped. “Mean!”

“Yeah, yeah,” Yodi rolled her eyes, before turning to Jeyna, who had shifted as soon as Halesia had moved free.

He now stood there, looking like a shorter than average human with a stocky build. He awkwardly tried to pull on one of the last remaining pairs of pants he had, over his half-mast erection, courtesy of the smug dryad.

“Spoke to Ymry last night,” Jeyna said, catching the attention of all three ladies. “She said to expect some company.”

“What does that mean?” Hella asked.

Jey shrugged, while Yodi nodded slowly. But it was Halesia who spoke first. “That bitch is scheming something. That’s what it means.”

“You really don’t like her, do you?” Hella asked.

“Like?” Halesia scoffed. “There’s nothing to like about that golden trumpet.”

Jeyna heard it, though. Ymry was an elder. One of the four. Equal parts ruler, monster and god on this rock of a world they lived on. If Halesia could get away with disparaging remarks, it meant there was a deeper relationship there. The truth wasn’t something Jey was privy to. But it made him suspect that he was more important than even he realized. Seeing how she treated him in their few sparse interactions.

“What else did she say?” Yodi asked.

Jey shrugged. “She couldn’t say much. I spent most of the dream trapped under her chin.” Jey stretched his arms overhead and felt his back pop in a few places, before noticing everyone looking at him. “Two more elders showed up. I… don’t think she wants them to know about me.”

“Always fucking scheming.” Halesia shook her head. “What’s for breakfast?”

“Can we do something other than fish?” Hella asked. “I’m getting kind of sick of eating fish.”

“You’re feeling better about things then?” Yodi asked.

Hella shrugged before nodding. The scent of burning flesh, hair and all the other mess down in the mines. It really got to the half-elf. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to eat that first night and had refused the roasted venison the following evening, which led to Jey going back to his fishing practice. That had gotten food in everyone’s belly, but everyone was feeling bored with eating the same old thing every day.

“Alright,” Jeyna said with a nod. “What’s left in the mines?”

“The main hall is clear for the most part,” Halesia started.

“It doesn’t stink anymore,” Hella agreed.

“There’s a few tunnels to check,” Halesia continued. “The orcs and the goblins… at least the ones allowed to live. They were further down into the tunnels. From the smell, the sea orc stayed in the main cavern.”

“Think they’re alive in there?” Jey asked.

Halesia shrugged. “There’s a chance.”

Jeyna narrowed his eyes as he considered his options—only for Halesia to give his shoulder a push. “We’re two dragonnewts and a dryad. We can handle a few orcs.”

“The sooner you find us something to eat, the sooner you can come back,” Yodi pointed out.

“And we all feel safer when you’re back,” Hella said with a smile.

“Just don’t forget to take your pants off first, big guy,” Halesia laughed, as she strode off towards the mine entrance.

Jeyna frowned as he watched after her. Yodi and Hella, though, remained behind, giving him appreciative smirks. That settled things in his mind before he pulled his pants off once more. Yodi’s smile widened a little, while Hella blushed slightly. It was only for a moment before he shifted.

Even that had become more natural for him. When he first started to learn about his draconic abilities, Jey had to think of things that angered him. Usually in relation to Yodi. How they met, fighting those bandits. Or the soldiers who captured and were going to rape Hella. Now, though, he only had to focus on the anger itself. Not any particular cause of it. From there, it was a simple push, and with the odd sensation of being stretched and pulled, Jey found himself in his dragon form.

Ash gray scales, with glowing orange eyes. He had a frightful visage, despite being smaller than any other dragon any of them had witnessed. Not that seeing dragons was a common sight. But this close to the border, and in the midst of a war between the human kingdom of Handelaar and the dwarven kingdom of Ijverig, there were definitely more of them here than anywhere else.

Jey kept an eye on his surroundings as he took to the sky. He hadn’t quite mastered the single leap launch that he had seen from Ymry, he still needed to take a loping run first. Though he rose quickly. Jey suspected it was only a matter of time before he’d be able to mimic the action. Yodi and Hella were able to leap into the sky without a fuss. Their strength as a dragonnewt dwarfed his own, at least comparative to size.

Still, Jey had made some improvements of his own. He beat his wings, climbing rapidly above the forest. He angled away from the river. That river was the actual border point of three kingdoms. Handelaar and Ijverig were the two obvious ones. The river though, intersected with another, running along the base of a set of mountains. Those mountains were the border of Woestenij—Zolrin of the Bane ruled those lands. Orcs, trolls, goblins and other such creatures inhabited that place. A land of constant warfare, skirmishes, and death, to feed the mighty elder who roamed within its borders.

Zolrin was also the originator for the sea orc who crossed into Ymry’s territory. Dead at Jey’s hands, to secure the mine for his own. Jey could only hope there would be no repercussions. If Zolrin decided to cross the border himself, Jey had little chance of survival. Not unless he fled at the sight of the elder and taking his lovers with him.

Speaking of lovers. From this altitude, Jey could see the entrance. He could also see the three ladies making their way inside. Part of him wanted to follow. To keep them safe. But he also knew they were capable in their own right, leaving him to the messier job of hunting. Keeping up high, Jey doubled back, further from the mine entrance. From up here, he could see what looked like an old road. One, well and truly overtaken by the lands themselves. The mine clearly hadn’t been used in a long time. Whether it would provide ore or not, Jey had no idea. Nor did he particularly care at this point. It was home. Or at least it would be once they finished cleaning all the ash and soot out of it.

Inhaling a breath of air, Jey scented it for prey. Pickings were slimmer than he’d have liked. The sea orc, with the help of its minions, had picked the forest clean near the mine itself. Fish must not have been as good for the hoard as fresh meat. Jey wasn’t entirely sure that it was fresh meat, but it was the most likely option considering how much of it was dumped down there, and how little of it seemed to be getting eaten.

How such a massive creature was able to get so huge without eating all that food, Jey didn’t fully understand. But he also knew that size was also somehow linked to the hoard. So perhaps he was missing the point? In either case, it meant that to find suitable prey, Jeyna needed to roam east, towards the coast.

Out ahead in the distance, the Dawn Hillock loomed. That mountain, while not the tallest, was the first within Ymry’s borders to receive sunlight. As such, Ymry of the White Flame had made it her home. He looked around in all directions. Upward including, just in case the enormous golden dragon was around. She was surprisingly stealthy and Jey didn’t want to be caught by surprise once more.

Satisfied he wasn’t about to be ambushed, Jeyna turned his attention to the ground once more. Another sharp inhale, and Jeyna circled around to follow the scent of deer. Being able to recognize the smell of an animal while in flight was one of the many things that still confused the hell out of Jeyna. He wasn’t about to complain, though. Venison was a good meal and Halesia augmented it with herbs she collected from the forest.

It wasn’t all that long before Jeyna spotted his prize. The herd was small. Group of bucks, following after a larger group of does. Jey wasn’t a hunter. He didn’t know if they were going into a rut, or whatever it was called. He could just see the antlers on the stragglers, and the sleek skulls of the leaders.

Jey circled around. He wanted something fresh. Something clean, and he didn’t want to hurt the population. Which meant bringing down a buck. If he took a larger one, they would have plenty of meat to smoke and preserve for later. Jey watched the ground. It would take timing to dive and land on a single target between the towering trees. If he missed, there would be a chance to breathe flames and catch one that way. But that was messy and led to problems, like forest fires.

Descending, Jeyna watched the bucks far below and selected a target. It was a larger male. One of the old boys. Jey almost felt bad as he turned and lined himself up. Swooping in, Jey watched as the buck moved into the clearing. It was in the perfect position. The trees were wide enough, and the landing deep enough. Jey opened his claws and folded his wings. The sound of the wind filled his ears.

The buck must have heard something, too. It stood tall and its head snapped around, looking into the trees, away from the diving dragon. So, it was perfectly still as Jey’s enormous white body crashed through the canopy. The buck jerked as it looked back, but not before Jey’s claws slammed into its back, crushing its spine as his teeth clamped around its head. The buck was dead before it hit the ground, and Jey’s momentum dragged the two of them along the ground, where something smacked into his face.

Jey jerked at the impact. It… actually hurt, though it didn’t pierce his scales. When he looked down, Jey frowned at the small arrow laying in the grass. Handmade, it was straight, with mismatched feathered fletching. Not the kind of thing one would expect from a war bow. Especially when he heard a scream.

“I’M SORRY!”

“Nite! Get back!”

Jey turned his head and spotted them. A man, and a younger woman. The man was grizzled, and holding a large spear. The woman behind him, quivered, looking like she had done something terrible. Clutched in her hands was a small hunting bow, decorated in the same kind of feathers used in the construction of the arrow. Both of them wore simple outfits, with hoods covering their heads.

“Please!” the woman begged, throwing herself on the ground.

“Get up!” the man snarled. “Run. Now! I’ll hold it off!”

“B-but, the elder⁠—”

“Fuck the elder! I’m not going down without a fight!” the man snarled.

Jey opened his mouth, letting the head of the dead buck fall onto the ground. “Elder Ymry?”

Both of them froze. The man gave the woman a nudge. She didn’t move, though the sudden push knocked her onto her back, where the older man let out a disgruntled sigh.

“Sir, lord. I wish to apologize for the actions of my daughter, and ask that your punishment be placed upon myself in her stead.” The man bowed.

“She shot me,” Jey recognized.

“I’m sorry!” The young woman scrambled forward on all fours. “It was my fault. I saw the deer and then you were there…”

Jey looked down at the dead animal. “You were hunting this deer?”

“Yes lord⁠—”

“Not a lord.” Jeyna shook his head.

The old man frowned in confusion. “You’re not the Lord of the Mine?”

Jey stared at the old man, then turned and stared at the Dawn Hillock. He could swear he could feel the elder staring right back. Almost as if amused. Though he had no direct evidence to suggest it.

“Fuck,” Jeyna sighed and looked up at the two of them. “Is it just you?”

“N-no lord,” the old man replied nervously.

“We’re undesirables,” the young woman said, despite the harsh glare the older man shot her. “We were told to come here. We’re simple folk, for the most part.”

“Undesirables?” Jey asked. “What the fuck is an undesirable?”

While the old man stared in confusion, the young lady reached up to her hood and pushed it back.

Jeyna’s eyes locked on the two fluffy, cat-like ears that twitched atop her head.
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Jeyna felt… strange. He felt strange as he lifted off the ground, deer dangling from his claws. He felt strange as he beat his wings, taking him further away from the father and daughter. Stranger still as he descended towards the entrance to the mine. And here, now, as he roughly gutted and trimmed the deer as best he could, Jey couldn’t help but continue feeling strange.

It was shortly after he lit the fire and began the process of spitting an entire deer that Halesia appeared from the darkness of the mine entrance. Jey noticed her as she approached and looked up from his work.

“Looks messy,” she commented.

“It is,” Jeyna agreed.

“Is there a reason you’re trying to cook a whole deer?” she asked.

Jeyna nodded slowly and then recounted what he’d found. The hunt, the arrow, the woman and her father. And then the knowledge that more of them were coming.

“And let me guess?” Halesia tilted her head in amusement. “You didn’t ask a single question, did you? We don’t know how many of them, who they are, or where they’re from?”

“Ah…” Jey winced slightly. “No, I was… distracted.”

“Distracted?”

Jeyna shrugged. “I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

That had the dryad letting out a long sigh. She approached and surprised Jey with a flourish of mana. The oddly shaped and sharpened stick suddenly went straight and smooth, with a more refined point. It gave Jeyna a much easier time, forcing it the rest of the way through the carcass.

With that done, Jeyna picked up the deer carcass, surprising himself with the ease that he did it. Halesia gave him a steady look as he carried it to the fire. Jey had set up a pair of A-frames and set the deer in place, before lashing a handle to one end so he could turn the meat and prevent it from burning.

“So what’s her name?”

Jey flinched and looked around quickly. “Whose name?”

“The girl who got under your scales, dragon boy,” Halesia stated in a soft tone.

Jey frowned and tried not to think about it. Which didn’t work all that well as the image of those fluffy ears came to mind. They were the darkest of grays. The color of a storm cloud coming overhead. He just wanted to⁠—

“Jey!”

“Hmm?” he flinched and turned to look at the dryad.

“Are you going to add every pretty face to your hoard?” Halesia asked.

Jey scowled and tried to distract himself as he turned the slowly roasting deer over.

“Jey?”

He sighed. “Yeah?”

“It’s okay, y’know?”

He turned his head slowly to regard the dryad standing beside him. “Is it?”

Halesia smiled softly and gave a small nod. “Who was she, another dwarf?”

“No,” Jey grumbled. “Beastkin.”

“Oh,” Halesia said, sounding slightly shocked. “I wasn’t sure…”

“You seem to have quite the history with the elder,” Jeyna pointed out.

“Not like that,” Halesia disagreed. “We’re like… sisters. We fight, we make up, we fight and we make up. We both sorta want the same things, but we disagree on how to get there. Then there’s how she’s thousands of years older than I am and thinks she knows better.”

“Does she?” Joel asked.

“Usually,” Halesia admitted ruefully. “Which is half the reason I’m saying it’s okay that there’s a herd of beastkin coming our way.”

“Do cats have herds?”

“Oh,” Halesia smirked. “Little kitty beastkin got the big ol’ dragon in a tiff.”

“That…” Jey stopped and shook his head.

“Oh, don’t be like that,” Halesia said and laughed. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

“Her father doesn’t seem to like me very much,” Jey pointed out.

“Probably because he thinks he’s about to lead his daughter to her death,” Halesia said with a shrug. “She shot you after all.”

“I sorta hoped that by not killing them, he’d be a little less cautious,” Jeyna muttered.

Halesia nodded. “Want me to check on them?”

Jey took a deep breath. Then nodded. “Her name is Nite.”

Halesia smirked as she turned and strode off into the forest. He watched her form. Knowing she was coming back didn’t stop the strange ache he felt by simply watching her leave.

“Fuck,” Jeyna grumbled as he went back to turning the deer over the fire.

It wasn’t long before Yodi and Hella sought out the scent of roasting venison. They appeared at the cave entrance and made their way over. Jeyna’s worry for Halesia took a back seat as his elf and dwarf came in for a little attention. Some hugs and light kisses later, Jeyna found himself far more comfortable with his lot in life.

“So, a whole deer?” Hella asked.

Jey let out a sigh and recalled the entire story once more. Only this time, he didn’t try to hide the part about Nite. Or that he’d sent Halesia off to keep an eye on them. Jey wasn’t sure what their response would be to the whole thing. That Jey had immediately been drawn to yet another woman was a concern for him. It did not, however, seem to be a cause for the others to be concerned.

“So… I guess it’s safe to say that you’re hoarding women then, aren’t you?” Yodi asked.

“Am I though?” Jeyna asked.

“I dunno, I kinda like the idea of being some priceless jewel,” Hella giggled.

Jey gave her a sharp glare, but that only made her wink at him.

“There’s worse things.” Yodi shrugged.

“What if it’s not just women, though?” Jeyna asked.

“What else could it be?” Yodi asked. “Look at us.”

Jey turned and watched as Yodi and Hella both transformed into their dragonnewt forms. Their soft skin grew scales, as wings pushed out from their tops. When they turned, Jey could see where they had cut holes in the back to let them out without destroying the garment. Worse still, he could sense them. Just having them near made him want to curl around them. Having them near, and in this form, made him want more.

“Look at him, Hella.” Yodi nudged the green scaled beauty beside her. “I can almost smell how badly he wants us.”

Jey let out a soft growl and both the ladies giggled before shifting back. Not that it helped much. He still stared, and they still stood by with grins on their faces.

“Have you thought about whether or not Ymry is sending people to grow your hoard?” Hella asked.

Jey frowned. “That’s worse.”

“Is it?” Yodi asked.

“Isn’t it?” Jey frowned.

“Jey,” Yodi sighed dramatically. “Halesia isn’t a dragonnewt.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?” Jey asked.

“It means you’re not some mindless brute, taking women by force and adding them to your hoard,” Hella pointed out. “It’s obvious that Halesia is part of your hoard, and we’ll have to navigate how that works. But you’re not a monster.”

Jey sagged at those words and began turning the deer over the fire once more. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Hella smiled.

“As for the continuation of the hoard, though,” Yodi continued. “It’s a good idea to expand it.”

“On the border, yeah,” Jey grumbled. “More hoard, more power, less chance of dying.”

“Exactly,” Yodi smiled. “So chin up. Because you’re not a monster, and you’re going to grow more powerful regardless, and the most powerful dragon on this side of the border is directly helping you do so.”

Jey paused and then looked at both the ladies. “That’s not normal, is it?”

“Kiandonirth would have extracted a heavy price for his aid,” Yodi pointed out. “Gems, precious metals and certain ores.”

“Magon likes slaves,” Halesia called as she appeared from the edge of the trees once more.

“Slaves?” Jey frowned.

“He doesn’t abuse them,” Halesia said with a scowl. “But it’s not uncommon for those with the ability to wield magic, to sell a first, or even a second born to one of the lords for a favor or two. Those lords then deliver the slaves to Magom for favors of their own.”

The sound of bitterness was obvious to Jey’s ears. He wondered about what had led her to Ymry. Though now was not the right time to pry into such things.

“So you did come from Leergierig after all,” Yodi said in confirmation. “Do you miss it?”

“Every day,” Halesia replied with a sad smile. “But it’s for me no longer.”

Hella strode over to the dryad, who gave her a funny look. Right before Hella hugged her. Jeyna watched with a smile as Yodi went over and hugged her, too. Something about that just felt right to the dragon, and he was in no rush to break up the moment. When they did separate, Halesia tried to hide a tear that had escaped down her cheek. None of them called her on it, though.

“Now,” Halesia said, turning her attention to Jey. “Nite is being forced to hide in the back of a wagon by her father. There’s about twenty of them. Nite and her father are the only two who appear ready for living on the road. The others are quite downtrodden and look like they haven’t eaten in a while. The wagon belongs to an older couple with children who look like traders.”

“Twenty,” Jey mused as he looked at the roasting deer. “That should be enough for a welcome.”

“Plenty,” Yodi agreed. “The bigger question is where to house them.”

“Ummm…” Hella frowned, before gesturing loosely at the mine entrance. “Isn’t that… kinda the point?”

Jey started nodding along, before frowning as he thought it over. Something didn’t sit right with him when he thought about it. Though he couldn’t quite figure out what. Pushing aside his discomfort, Jey nodded again.

“Are the rooms clear?” he asked.

“As clear as they can be,” Yodi said with a shrug. “Honestly, it might be nice to have people here to help with the final cleanup.”

“It’s just ash for the most part,” Hella agreed. “We need brooms. It’s a big space to sweep, and not all of it we can.”

It was a mine after all. Most of the ground was hard rock. Not particularly uniform. To get all the meat and other disgusting messes out of everything, they had burned everything. First the piles, then the walls, ceiling and very floor. It didn’t take as long as Jey thought to burn out the inside of the mine. The cleanup, though, was another matter entirely.

“I can help with the brooms,” Halesia offered. “But we need more hands.”

“Alright,” Jey said with a nod. “Bring them in, set them up. Get them helping turn this place into… what exactly?”

“Well… it’s a mine.” Yodi tapped her chin.

That just made Jey feel worse about the whole thing. He was still brooding an hour later when he picked up the sounds of wheels trundling through the undergrowth. If there was one piece of good that sea orc managed when tearing its way through the forest, it had opened the road up. At least to a certain point. It would be difficult to ship ore out if they restarted the mines. Though if they had the population to start mining, they could clear some trees as well.

“They’re coming,” Yodi said, looking out towards the trees.

Hella sighed. “Let’s see what got our dragon all in a tiff then.”

Halesia remained silent, and Jey pretended he wasn’t watching as a group appeared from the treeline. It was the older couple that Halesia had mentioned. They were leading the way, driving a wagon with the familiar figure of Nite’s father walking alongside.

Behind them were a trail of bedraggled fellows and ladies. Some clung together, looking nervous. Others stood alone, looking lost. There were even a few children. A couple of which looked like they were alone. To everyone’s surprise, though, it was Hella that responded first.

“Nacy!” she squealed and sprinted over to the group.

“Hella!” an older woman gasped and rushed to meet her.

They embraced, and Jey smiled as he watched them. The group looked to ease slightly at the reunion. Jey saw their interest in the food he was cooking. Though a few of them gave him disapproving looks as they took in his shirtless visage. Jey ignored that and continued turning the meat. Their small caravan crept closer, while Hella was pulled into a huddle with a few of the adults.

The first to arrive was the older couple. They pulled up nearby, and the old man had a hopeful smile on his face. His wife just sat and nervously waited.

“Ymry sent you?” Jey called.

“Ah,” the old man nodded. “Yes, lad.”

Jey looked them over. It wasn’t hard to notice they were mostly beastkin. A few ears, a tail. One of the kids had feathers running down his arms. There was an elf or two as well. Though the old woman that Hella recognized appeared human for the most part.

“Do we need to make some kind of offering?” the old man asked. “We haven’t much. And our instructions were… vague.”

Jey frowned. “How did you get your instructions, anyway?”

“A runner found our camp,” the old woman said. “We were traders and got caught in the fighting. Ended up being driven south. Bandits killed a bunch of us and stole most of what was left. We banded together and were hiding in a forest a little ways to the west of here.”

“You were pushed this far south?” Jey frowned.

“Part of that was in a military convoy,” the old man added. “They wanted supplies and didn’t give us much of an option.”

Jeyna knew what the military here was like. People told stories about the valiant efforts of the knights and soldiers. The truth was that they were closer to bandits. Their own people were a commodity to them. The idea of the greater good superseded any ideals around personal property or freedom. Which was exactly how Jeyna was sent to the front to begin with. A group of young men put their hands on a lady—only for Jeyna to discover a pair of them were freshly minted nobles after beating their assess for the trouble.

“Well.” Jeyna nodded. “There’s no military around here.”

“Just some lordling dragon,” the old man scowled. “Not sure if we’re better off on the road than under the control of some capricious lizard.”

“Bernee,” the old woman nudged him warningly.

Jey smirked. “There’s some work to do around here. But unless you’re a troublemaker, you’re unlikely to end up on the bad side of a dragon.”

“And how are we supposed to trust you?”

Jeyna felt his hackles rise as he turned and looked Nite’s father in the eye. Something about the man really rubbed him wrong. Jey just couldn’t put his finger on it.

“And where is his lordship anyway?” the man asked.

“He’s not here?” Nite’s muffled voice called out from inside the wagon.

“And who does he think he is?” An older woman’s voice cut in. “Thinks he’s too good for just one woman?”

Jey turned and saw Hella trying to reign in the older woman. Yodi, who had been standing nearby, tried to intercept. Hella looked worried as Yodi held up her arms. The old woman glared at the dwarf and scoffed.

“Are you the one competing with my beautiful Hella?” the old woman snapped.

Jey frowned as movement from the wagon got his attention. A canvas flap ripped open and a familiar cat-eared woman started crawling out.

“Nite!” her father snapped.

“Dad, there’s no dragon, and food⁠—”

“We don’t know that!” he snapped.

Jey felt the world slow. Yodi was trying to reason with Hella’s old friend. Hella was trying to rein the woman in. Nite, meanwhile, was now shouting at her father. Jey felt something snap and let out a roar of frustration. Which turned into an actual roar as his neck shot straight out. His tail flung back, sending a flurry of dirt and grass as his claws ripped into the earth.

Jey stood there. Eyes locked on Nite as her father stood frozen in terror. A pair of children let out screams and ran for the forest, while Hella’s old friend gaped in shock.

“That’s what I was trying to tell you, Nacy,” Hella nudged the older woman. “He’s not just a man.”

“My lord, I did not mean to offend,” the old man trembled as his wife gripped his arm.

“You’re not having my daughter!” Nite’s father snapped.

Jey swung his head around. Nite suddenly looked terrified as her father tried shoving her back into the wagon.

“Go!” he shouted at the old man. “Get her out of here!”

“I… But…” the old man spluttered as he stared at the ashen dragon before him.

“Dad!” Nite snapped and tried to climb out.

Her father wasn’t having it, though. He put his hands on her shoulder, shoving her backward into the wagon. Nite fell, and there was a soft thunk as her head struck something solid within. And suddenly there was a whole lot more screaming.

The man stared up at Jeyna. A look of sheer horror written across his face. Jey had one massive paw on his chest. His claws, digging into his flesh, while both Yodi and Hella clung to his arm.

“Stop this,” Halesia whispered in his ear. “You’re better than this. You’re not a monster.”

“He put his hands on her,” Jey snarled.

“And she’s fine,” Halesia promised. “Turn your head. Look at the wagon.”

Jey didn’t want to. He wanted to crush the man before him. He wanted to kill him, so that he couldn’t touch his hoard again. Nite was… Nite. Jey took a deep breath and raised his head. The cat-beastkin was staring at him. A pleading expression as she clasped her hands in front of herself.

“Please?” she begged. “Don’t hurt him. He’s all I have left.”

Jey opened his mouth, then closed it. He wanted to say something, but no words came to mind. He wasn’t a monster. And he wasn’t a slave to his desires or instincts. Despite a temper, he was in control. Rational. Sitting back on his haunches, Nite’s father gasped in relief as Jeyna’s claws released him. Nite slipped out of the wagon, giving Jey a wary look, before turning to check on her father. Hella and Yodi made their way over.

“Gonna have to watch that temper or yours,” Halesia muttered softly.

“Are you okay?” Yodi asked Jey, ignoring the dryad.

Jey took a deep breath and felt himself shrink down. When he opened his eyes, he was kneeling beside the fire once more.

“Oh, my.”

Jey glanced over, seeing the old woman pull off what appeared to be an apron, before tossing it at him.

Jey realized then, that he had transformed… while wearing pants.

“Fuck,” he said and sighed, quickly wrapping the apron around his waist.

[image: ]


Jeyna sat in the twilight, listening to the sounds of the water ebbing and flowing. The tide was in, and the river was high. There was a cool breeze and Jey, after the incident with the new arrivals, hadn’t wanted to deal with any of them. After retrieving his final pair of pants, Jey set off for the river and spent a few minutes bathing, reflecting on things.

He felt a little bad for leaving Yodi, Hella, and Halesia behind to deal with his mess. But he couldn’t help but think it would be so much worse if he stayed. Everyone was scared of him, which was to be expected after that kind of display. The kids running for their lives was proof of that. Halesia had gone on the hunt for them. They wouldn’t have gotten far, and the dryad was more than capable of tracking down a bunch of kids.

What happened after that, Jey wasn’t really sure. Nor did he particularly care as he felt someone approaching. That he could feel them told him who it was. And Jey let his eyes drift over the curvy form of Yodrilda as she walked past him, disrobing as she headed into the water.

“What do you think the chances are that there’s a sea orc in here?” She asked as she stepped into the water.

“Probably as likely as there being a dragon watching us right now,” Jey admitted.

“All things considered,” Yodi said, glancing back over her shoulder. “That’s not very comforting.”

“Sorry.” Jey smirked as he let his eyes drift over her form.

She shook her head and moved further into the water. “Can you scrub my back for me?”

Jey smirked and got up. Yodi bent down, collecting handfuls of sand to scrub herself with. Jey did the same, picking up a handful before using it to lightly scrub onto her back.

“That feels really nice,” Yodi commented.

“Glad you’re enjoying yourself,” Jey replied softly. “I just enjoy putting my hands on you.”

“Oh?” Yodi looked back at him over her shoulder. “Would you like to put hands on more than me?”

“What do you mean?” Jey asked.

Yodi smirked. “Hella.”

Jey rolled his eyes. “Sure.”

“Halesia?”

Jey looked at his dwarven lover and gave her a mock glare.

“What about Nite?” Yodi asked.

Jey sighed and shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“I think you do.” Yodi turned and moved up to press herself into Jey. “And I’m okay with it.”

“You’ve been speaking to Halesia,” Jey growled.

“Did she say the same thing?” Yodi smirked. “I haven’t spoken to her, actually. Not about Nite at least.”

“Then can we talk about something else?” Jey asked. “I don’t really want to think about the random woman I’ve known for five minutes and then nearly ate her father.”

Yodi’s smirk dropped, and she gave a slow nod instead. “He seems more worried about his daughter, if it helps.”

“I figured as much”. Jey sighed. “I found them both out hunting and the first thing he did was tell her to run, then offered himself to me for whatever punishment he believes is coming.”

“That’s what we managed to piece together.” Yodi nodded. “They’re all settled. After… after they calmed. They’re pretty grateful about the food.” In response to that, Jey’s stomach growled. Yodi smiled and gave a small nod. “Better make this quick, then.”

“Make what quick?” Jey asked.

Yodi’s response was to wrap her warm fingers around his semi-rigid length. Jey inhaled sharply, having not expected that. Yodi just smiled as she began to lightly stroke him. Jey responded almost immediately, filling her fingers and giving her something rigid to work between her hands.

Jey leaned in and kissed her. Yodi giggled softly as she continued stroking him. Jey felt his heart beating in his chest as he wrestled with his desires. Part of him wanted to let her do as she pleased, the rest of him wanted to throw the dwarf down and have her. As if sensing his thoughts, Yodi tightened her grip and moved one hand lower. She cupped his balls with one hand, palming them gently as she continued stroking him from base to tip with the other hand.

She broke the kiss and gave him a smile. “I’m going to use my mouth now, Jey,” she whispered. “When I’m done, you can use the rest of me.”

Jey swallowed as Yodi knelt in the water. She kept her eyes on him as she pressed her lips to the head of his cock. The kiss was soft, but made Jey growl softly in response. He reached down and cupped her cheek with his hand, and Yodi leaned into it slightly before opening her mouth. She took the head between her lips, and Jey sighed as she suckled gently.

He admired her as she blinked slowly while staring at him. Then, to Jey’s surprise, she gently took the hand he was cupping her cheek with, and pushed it further to the back of her head.

“You want me to?” He asked.

“Mhm,” Yodi moaned, without removing him from her mouth.

Jey nodded slowly as he held her in place. Yodi’s lips remained sealed around the head of his cock. Her tongue dragged up the underside of his frenulum. Jey sighed and gave a small, experimental thrust. Yodi’s mouth remained tightly sealed and warm as his length slid between her lips. In fact, she tightened her lips and pressed her tongue to the underside of his shaft as he slowly withdrew.

Without hesitation, Jey repeated the action. This time, with Yodi’s tongue already in place, he felt nothing but warm, wet suction as he pushed his cock into Yodi’s mouth. She stared at up at him, looking amused and excited. And if she was fine with this, Jey was going to enjoy himself as well. Reaching up with his other hand, Jey slid his fingers into Yodi’s hair. The long braid she wore gave him a good handhold. Yodi feeling both hands holding her steady, responded by letting her own hands fall into the water.

Thrusting forward, Yodi inhaled sharply as he thrust his cock deep into her mouth. Jey stopped before he hit the back of her throat, and she sucked her lips in as he withdrew, as if trying to keep him there. Jey thrust forward again, keeping most of his cock inside her mouth as he slowly fucked into her succulent mouth. Her breathing increased as did Jey’s. Her eyes watered when he pushed a little too deep, but Yodi was determined to enjoy this as intended.

Jey slowly increased his pace, from a slow, deep fuck of her mouth, to shorter, faster thrusts keeping her firmly held in place where she bathed his shaft with her tongue. He gritted his teeth as Yodi moaned softly around him. She didn’t fight his grip, but she started thrusting her face towards him, pushing his cock further and further into her throat each time. Her eyes watered and she was drooling around his shaft. Her eyes were glazed with lust, lips red and wet with saliva and she looked up at him eagerly. Wantonly.

And that was finally enough to force Jey over the edge. His cock erupted, and Yodi closed her eyes as she gently closed her teeth. Jey held himself still as his cock pulsed. Yodi moaned once more as she suckled and swallowed. Each spray of his seed sprayed across her tongue right before she swallowed. She hadn’t thought that her offer to use her mouth would turn into such an enjoyable experience for the two of them. So much so that when Jey finally pulled back and looked down at the panting dwarf to see if she was okay, she quickly reached out to grab his still hard cock.

Yodi cleared her throat. Licked her lips and looked up into his eyes. “I’m not done yet.”
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“Jey.”

“Mmm.”

“Wake up.”

“Mm mmmm.”

“Dammit, Jey! Wake the fuck up!”

Jey felt something smack his belly and opened his eyes. The room they were in was mostly silent. Though he could now make out the sounds of his lovers stirring. His memory of the evening before still flitted through his mind. Yodi had been… energetic. By the time they were both satisfied with the events of the evening, she was limp in his arms and ready for bed.

Not having a decent place to sleep, though, forced Jey to rely on the previous tactic. And as he raised his wing to see who it was that wanted out, Jey found himself staring at Halesia, who had ended up being the one pressed into his side.

“Finally,” Halesia grunted as she crawled out of the gap he now provided.

The room was dark, but a fire lit in the main chamber left enough ambient light to filter in and show them where the exit was. Between that and the faint glow of his eyes, Jey was able to see his other two lovers slowly coming awake.

“I never would have imagined a dragon’s wing to be so comfortable,” Hella moaned as she stretched her arms overhead.

“There’s a few things I wouldn’t have imagined,” Yodi agreed.

“Well, going by how ‘big-and-scaly’ is staring at the two of us, you’re going to be doing a lot less imagining unless you get up,” Hella joked.

Jey hadn’t even been aware that he was staring. They were just so… perfect.

“No,” Yodi moaned as she rolled onto her stomach and crawled off his wing, towards the door. “I need a day or two before you stretch me out like that again. There’s two willing women in your hoard.”

“Hey!” Hella snapped, before turning to look up at Jey, who was now staring at her. She swallowed nervously before reaching over to pat his front. “Unless…”

Jey let out a deep breath of air as he tried to clear those kinds of thoughts from his mind. Only to spot the retreating form of Yodi making her escape, leaving him alone with Hella. He shifted, and Hella moved off his wing, letting Jey shift back to his human form. There, he put on his newest pair of pants, courtesy of the old man

“What?” Jey asked.

“I just…” she frowned. “Never mind.”

“No.” Jey shook his head as he got up and hurried to her side as she pulled a dress over her head. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” She pouted as she turned and looked Jey in the eye. “I just… You and Yodi, and then… she said…”

“Sorry to interrupt you both,” Halesia said, rushing into the room. “Jey, you need to come to the surface. Now.”

Jey frowned and gave Hella a final once-over. She wasn’t looking at him, though she did look worried. Jey made a mental note to revisit this conversation later and hurried after Halesia, who led the way out.

The room they were staying in was the first room off the main chamber in the mine. It appeared to be where the orcs had been bedding down. The smell wasn’t as bad, suggesting they were looking after the place. But that hadn’t stopped Jey and the others from burning everything to ash. After sweeping it clear, they claimed it as their bedroom while everyone who arrived with the wagon camped out in the main chamber.

As Jey emerged behind Halesia, he saw them all. Some of them had tents set up. Bernee and his wife were standing by a fire that had a pot warming over it. Nite and her father, though, were coming down the entry ramp. Nite looked worried, while her father looked aggravated. He scowled as he hurried past Jey, not bothering to look up, while his daughter followed behind.

“What’s going on?” Jey asked.

“Not sure yet, but there’s a dragon in the area,” Halesia murmured.

Jey growled and began to run. Halesia kept up, and as sunlight began to fill the end of the tunnel, Jey spotted Yodi waiting in the shadows out of view of anyone outside. She turned when she heard them approach and gave Jey a relieved smile when she saw him approach.

“I saw it.” Yodi pointed out into the distance. “Dead ahead, outside the cave.”

“Do you know whose side it was on?” Jey asked.

“One of ours, I think,” she admitted. “Had a gem-encrusted look.”

Jey nodded. His limited education of the subject only went so far. Dragons all hoarded slightly different things. Ymry, the enormous golden dragon, didn’t actually hoard gold. She hoarded artifacts. The fact that many statues and works of art were made of, or with gold, was beside the point. The dragons on the human side favored hoards more akin to a wealthy human.

The dwarven dragons preferred natural treasures. Hoarding minerals, unrefined ores and other such things found in nature. The northern dragons in Leergierig liked magic, and their hoards ranged from mana crystals to books containing vast amounts of knowledge. Meanwhile, the dragons of the south—those who survived Zolrin’s wrath—hoarded bones, flesh and things connected to life, death and bodies.

It tended to affect their coloration and texture. A smooth, shiny dragon was likely to be from the human realm, drawing upon the shimmer of gold or the refined textures similar to what human craftmanship were known for. A rougher exterior was an indicator of the dwarves, while glowing, sparkles or odd features were indicative of the elves and beastkin. Leaving dull colors, decay and the appearances of battle and gore for the southern lands.

So, while Yodi had an idea that the dragon was of dwarven origin, she couldn’t be entirely certain. Thinking about dragon hoards, it threw Jey into a spiral of confusion when he tried to figure out where women landed in regards to his hoard and which dragons he should be associated with. He definitely had to have the strangest hoard. Perhaps the dragons of the south with a bit tied in from the golden dragons?

“It was a fair distance away,” Halesia continued. “I only noticed because it’s flying low enough to the trees that they took notice.”

“So we’ve got a dwarven dragon flying around near my mine.” Jey frowned as a slow anger bubbled up from his gut. He remembered what Magom and Kiandonirth had said while he remained trapped and silent beneath Ymry’s chin. “Did it look like it was passing by?”

“I noticed it first as it flew north,” Halesia said.

“I spotted it flying south,” Yodi grunted.

“What do we think the chances are that it’s searching for us?” Jey asked.

Yodi and Halesia turned and looked at him before Halesia spoke up. “How would the dwarves know to find us here? And why would they care?”

Jey realized he had failed to tell them all about the place he sometimes visited while asleep.

“What am I missing?” Hella called as she hurried out of the darkness. “Nacy told me there was a dragon or something?”

“There is,” Halesia called back.

Jey stared out into the distance, looking for any signs of movement. He frowned when he spotted something in the distance. A plume of smoke rising up. It was in the rough direction that Nite and her group had come from.

“Anyone else see that?” Jey asked.

The ladies turned and looked out, seeing the smoke immediately.

“That’s not a coincidence,” Halesia pointed out.

Jey nodded. “I should⁠—”

“Jey, if you fly out there and find a dragon, what are you going to do?” Halesia grabbed his arm, he sensed her concern. “Are you confident you can handle a dragon?”

“The sea orc had a serious disadvantage on land,” Yodi reminded them. “And it still almost won. Halesia almost died.”

Jey felt a flush of anger at the reminder, but stamped it down before he shifted on accident. “Well, I can’t just ignore this. Ymry sent me here. That means what happens around here is sorta my problem.”

“I would agree,” Halesia said with a nod. “But that doesn’t mean you have to fly out there and expose yourself. You have a dryad here who can move through the trees even faster than you can.”

Jey frowned before looking at the dryad. “And if I don’t want to risk you?”

Her chin rose. “Tough.”

Jey almost reached out to grab her when she laughed and slipped past him into the sunlight. Before Jey could run after her, she reached the grass, and her speed picked up. Now, it would take him shifting into his dragon form and lifting off to catch her. Yet, with her head start, even Jey knew she’d reach the trees before he managed it.

“She’s going to be trouble,” Yodi murmured.

“Exactly what I need right now,” Hella said and mock sighed. “More competition.”

“Competition?” Yodi asked, turning to face the half-elf, head cocked at an angle.

She kept her face toward Hella, lifted her arm and pointed at Jey, who stared in confusion at the finger in his face. “What competition?”

“Don’t make me say it, you know what I want,” Hella scoffed testily. “You and Jey slip away all the time. And I’m just left sitting there, waiting for my turn.”

“Ah,” Yodi said and nodded, as if realizing what the problem was. Jey was still just confused. Though he did feel a spike of anxiety that Hella was upset by something. He wanted to fix it, he just wasn’t sure what the problem was. “Hella, you and I need to have a little talk. Jey… Please don’t do anything stupid.”

Jey wasn’t sure what Yodi meant by that either. He was smart enough to recognize something was going on though, since Yodi took Hella by the hand and led her back into the mine. For a brief moment, Jey almost followed after them. There was a subtle urge. Like an itch he couldn’t quite reach, that wanted him to follow after them. Like something down in the mine was bothering him, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. He had spent all night down there, and it was only now that he had this feeling.

But, Yodi had made it sound like she wanted a moment to herself. Something he wanted to respect. So, rather than march down into the tunnel like a stubborn idiot, he looked for something to do. And in the morning light, he realized there was a rather obvious thing he should be worried about. If orcs, goblins or even bandits came into the area, he needed a way to keep them out. And the easiest way to do that, would be with a moat, and a wall.

“I’ll start with some trees,” Jey muttered as he shifted into his dragon form.

He was frustrated and just a tad angry with how the morning had gone so far. The shift felt easy. Natural, even. And once shifted, he walked over and sized up the nearest trees to the mine entrance. The cleared section heading into the distance where Nite and the rest had come from was a good place to start. Plenty of felled trees there.

Jey reached the first one in no time at all. The tree had fallen, having been pushed by the sea orc. The root ball at the bottom would be a problem for later. Right now, it gave him something to grip onto. Opening his jaws, Jey clamped them down on the wood, surprising himself with how deep his teeth plunged through the tree. He made a note to be gentle if using his mouth for anything delicate. With the tree secure, he began to drag.

Like an enormous cat dragging a rat from its hole, Jey hauled the tree back towards the mine. He kept his eyes up, looking for signs of danger. Specifically, the dragon. He saw nothing though, and when he finally reached the cave entrance, Jey released the tree. Only to find it had stuck to his upper jaw. By pushing with his paw, he got the tree loose and narrowly avoided crushing his other paw. Grumpy from his minor mistakes, Jey took it out on the branches of the tree.

Raking his claws down the sides, he shredded the bark, stripping off the branches and sticks in the same process. It wouldn’t be clean or pass inspection at any sawmill, but it took him no time at all to turn a fallen tree into a log, and pile the branches and leaves for burning or whatever else they might need.

Jey was hauling his third tree over to the pile when he spotted her. Nite. She stared at the pile with a look of confusion on her face, before turning to see Jey dragging over another tree. She moved aside, giving him some space, right as her father marched up, freezing as he spotted Jey coming. Which in turn caused Jey to drop the tree and glare at the man in return.

Nite, realizing she was between her father and a dragon, took a few steps back before frowning at them both.

“What is your problem?”

Jey and Nite’s father both reacted by suddenly looking away. Jey picked up the tree, while Nite followed her father a short distance away. Her father carried both their bows, and Jey figured they were going hunting. There were more than twenty mouths to feed now, so he wasn’t about to stop them. But he remembered Halesia and the dragon sighting. So after dropping the tree, Jey turned and hurried over to the father and daughter.

“Nite!” Her father snapped as he pulled her behind him.

“Dad!” she yelped.

Jey bared his teeth, which only aggravated the situation as the beastkin drew an arrow and nocked it in preparation.

“Stop it!” Nite shrieked. “Both of you!”

Jey felt her words like a wash of water. Before he realized what he was doing, Jey slumped on the ground. Still in his draconic body, but with his neck stretched out and chin resting on the ground as Nite stared at him like he’d grown a second head.

“Nite—”

“Stop it, dad!” Nite snapped at her father when he tried to grab her. Then she turned to Jey and stormed over. “And you. Stop growling at my father!”

Jey winced at her words, and Nite turned back to her father, who was putting his arrow away. “Now,” Nite continued. “We are going hunting.”

“It’s dangerous,” Jey replied quickly.

“More than with you around?” Nite’s father asked.

“Dad,” Nite glared at him.

“There’s another dragon,” Jey told them both, before picking up his head to look out towards the rising smoke. “There might be an attack.”

Nite and her father both turned and looked out towards the smoke, before her father swore under his breath.

“What are we going to do then?” he asked. “We need food.”

“There’s the river,” Nite suggested. “We can fish, make traps.”

“Nets and traps take time to make and set. We need food now, not in a few days’ time,” her father said and shook his head.

“We’re that low?” Jey asked. “What was in the wagon?”

“Not food,” Nite’s father shot him a quick glare.

“Mostly tools,” Nite admitted. “Things that might actually be of some use, since you’re stripping trees for logs.”

“Wood is useful,” Jey said, raising himself once more, though without glaring at Nite’s father. “We’d freeze before we starved.”

“We’ve been starving for weeks,” Nite’s father growled softly.

Jey nodded. “I’ll hunt then.”

“Before that,” Halesia said, emerging from the treeline. “There’s a handful of survivors who need help out there.”

“So it was an attack?” Jey asked.

Halesia nodded. “The dragon hit them, and they scattered into the trees. Most of their supplies are gone, as are the people closest to the wagon. You’re going to have to carry at least a couple of them back if they’re going to make it.”

Jey frowned before turning back to Nite and her father. “Traps. Nets. Whatever we need for fishing and trapping near the mine.”

Nite nodded, while her father scowled. But he didn’t argue, and that was good enough for now. Jey looked at Halesia and crouched down. She took the hint, climbing onto his back. Jey had a sneaking suspicion this wasn’t the first time she had ridden a dragon. Though if he had his way, he would be the last. With a burst of speed, Jey launched into a short run. Beating his wings, he used the cleared path for more room and quickly ascended above the treetops.

“Stay low!” Halesia called out. “We don’t want to be seen!”

Jey didn’t respond verbally, but he did as she suggested. Flying low and fast, he headed towards the smoke. Walking would have taken hours. The smoke was farther out than Nite and her father had been. Flying through in mere minutes, Jey could make out the burned remains of two wagons, dozens of people and the beasts that hauled them.

He circled around the scene, seeing no signs of life. Everything had been burned. The flames had spread to the trees nearby. That was the source of most of the smoke. This section of the land was rather untamed. Though it looked like they were following a previously beaten path. Jey had to wonder if that was where Nite’s group had come through. Not that it mattered right now.

Descending to the site, Jey flared his wings and slowly beat them backwards to bleed away his speed. Dropping to the ground, he skipped along, still not quite as deft as Ymry appeared to be. But he was still proud of himself for not falling flat on his face. That definitely hadn’t happened recently when he slipped on a loose patch of grass.

“We’ll walk from here,” Halesia suggested. “The forest is too thick.”

“Right,” Jey agreed and shifted down.

Only to realize he hadn’t brought his pants from earlier. With a sigh, he shifted back before grunting at Halesia, who shook her head.

“Humans and their coverings,” she muttered.

Jey ignored her and walked over to the first of the two wagons. It was similar to Bernee’s wagon in design. The wheels, or what was left of them, were a little different. Two horses tied to the front appeared to have died almost immediately. As had the driver and…

“Fuck,” Jey growled as he spotted the two small bodies.

“It’s not worth looking,” Halesia patted his side. “It’s not going to make this any easier. We have survivors to help right now.”

“How are they going to react when they see me?” Jey asked.

“Probably poorly,” Halesia admitted. “But at least one will die without help. If Ymry is sending them here, I would argue it’s in our best interests to offer help, at the very least.”

Jey nodded and gave the dryad a nudge with the tip of his nose. She patted the bony ridge over his eye before turning away. Jey followed her into the forest. The first dozen feet were all scorched and burned away. Beyond that, the leaves in the trees were sporadic, and slowly grew thicker as the flames died out. Jey was able to make out in a few places what looked like scuffles. He saw another burned body, surrounded by blackness, like they’d been spotted and torched by the passing dragon.

Jey growled as he passed over the corpse and then growled when he spotted one more. A girl barely out of her teens. Burns from her shoulders all the way to her knees. The only sign she was a woman, beyond the blackened mess, was the locks of blonde hair still resting upon her shoulders.

Jey growled as he looked her over before moving to catch up with the dryad, who was watching him carefully. It wasn’t long before he could make out voices. Soft whimpers of someone in a lot of pain. The crying of a child and a matronly voice trying to soothe them all. Jey slowed, trying to soften his footsteps as Halesia led the way.

There was only so much an enormous dragon could do in a forest though, and a sharp retort left the forest rather silent—until Halesia gave Jey an obvious and pointed look.

“Hello?” Jey called softly. “My friend told me you had injured. I’m here to help!”

There was a soft discussion before he heard the sound of someone approaching. “Who sent you?”

“A friend. A dryad,” I called. “She’s a healer.”

“A healer!” The voice gasped and burst through the treeline.

Her eyes fell on Halesia, who stood by, before she noticed the dragon behind her. She screamed and flailed back, only for Halesia to grab hold of her.

“Shut up!” she snapped. “Damn humans!”

“DRAGON!”

Jey slumped on the ground like he had when Nite had chastised him. Surprisingly, it worked. The woman saw the strange movement and froze.

“D-dragon.”

“That’s Jey,” Halesia tried to smooth things over. “He’s the lord of the mines you were probably told about.”

“L-lord?” the woman trembled. “I… I thought we were sent here to die.”

As if to force the issue, there was a distant roar. Jey sat up trying to figure out the direction it was coming from.

“Jey,” Halesia said in a warning tone.

When the dragon roared again, Jey turned in the direction it was coming from.

“Jey, you’re not strong enough to start a territory war,” Halesia urged him.

And that’s when Jey realized something. That roar came from the mountains. And much further west than Yodi had described. Which meant it was near the mine.

“JEY!”

Jey wasn’t listening. His hoard was in danger. Halesia was safe here, so he ignored her as he spun and ran back towards the clearing. When another roar, this one angrier, echoed through the trees, Jey abandoned reason and leaped straight up. His wings snapped open, and he beat them hard to climb as he turned to face the threat.

To his relief, the dragon wasn’t near the mine. It was higher up on the mountain, flying along as if looking on the other side. It roared out into the tundra. Jey’s blood turned to ice when he realized this could be seen as a challenge to Zolrin. Threatening the border like this was stupid. The dragon had turned to the east and was winging his way back to the coast. So long as nobody was outside, there wouldn’t be a clear view of the mine. And the dragon wasn’t looking back this way anyway.

Jey could just make out his dark scales as he roared once more. Jey, though, was entirely single-minded. The dragon was still too close to his hoard. Threatening his home. And worst of all, he was inviting danger with his arrogant roars this close to Zolrin’s borders. He beat his wings, and surged ahead. He felt clumsy in the air. Jey wasn’t used to flying so fast, but he needed to get there and kill this interloper as quickly as he could.

Opening his mouth, Jey roared out a challenge of his own. The dragon’s head whipped around, as if surprised by Jey’s existence. The surprise turned to shock as Jey continued to bear down on him. This dragon wasn’t all that much larger than Jey. If Jey was in any mood to think, he might have wondered why another whelp was off stirring trouble by the border. Instead, the dragon turned to face Jey, opened his mouth and sent a blast of pale yellow flames in a wide arc.

Jey tucked in his wings, and dove beneath the flames, only for his opponent to burst out of them as if expecting the move. Jey twisted, but not quickly enough to avoid the claws that tore down his back leg. He whipped his tail around, striking the interloper, which did little more than leave a bruise on his flank.

“Well, this is a surprise!” the dragon barked as he flared his wings, pulling into a tight loop that Jey couldn’t match. He did his best though, rolling into a hard turn of his own, only for the larger dragon to swoop on him from above. “Weak!”

Jey opened his jaws and sent a blast of orange flames at the teasing dragon. From his pained gasp, Jey’s breath weapon certainly had enough bite to it. The advantage didn’t last, though. It was just a small distraction before the interloper slammed into Jey’s back. Jey felt teeth clamp down on the leading edge of his wing and roared in pain as he felt his opponent trying to rip it off.

Before he could get a tighter grip on his wing, the interloper jerked free with a pained roar. When Jey regained control and felt the wind beneath his wings once more, he saw a flash of green and followed it to a similar red flash. Yodi and Hella were both here, circling the interloper, peppering it with red and green blasts of flame. The dragon was confused by their appearance. They harried him, burned him, and swooped around quicker than even he could keep track of. Worse still, with the two of them, he didn’t see Jey until the last moment.

“WHAT IS THIS?!” the black dragon roared.

Jey slammed into the other dragon. He gripped with his claws and bit down on the dragon’s neck. Jey felt the rumble in his opponent’s throat as he let out a blast of hot fire. It scalded Jey’s scales, but lacked the intensity to truly harm him. In return, Jey savaged his opponent. Ripping his head from side to side, Jey tore into his neck. Blood flowed and sprayed in the wind, while Yodi and Hella took turns swooping in and slashing at the dragon’s wings. They were a tattered, flapping mess, and Jey could see the side of the mountain rushing to meet them.

With an angry roar, Jey kicked free, beating his wings to regain altitude. His opponent tried to do the same, but his wings were so badly damaged, his desperate attempt to fly only tore them further. Jey listened as his opponent’s angry roar, turned into a terrified squeal moments before the dark scaled dragon slammed into the side of the mountain with a bone shuddering crunch.

But Jey wasn’t watching the dead dragon. Instead, his eyes remained on the two winged forms flying on either side of him. Their glistening scales in the morning light. The flow of their hair and the sway of their rudder-like tails as they beat their wings to remain at his side.

Off in the distance, Jey just knew that Ymry was watching. Somehow, he knew. And he knew that she approved.
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The woman who had come out to greet them when Jey first arrived with Halesia spoke up. “I can’t thank you enough,” Maylinda said.

She was older. Not quite gray and entirely human. She wore an outfit that looked like she should have been part of the nobility. Or at least working with them. The way she took charge of the few survivors only confirmed that. Though it wouldn’t have taken much. Two children, their mother, who sobbed brokenly at the sight of the horribly burned teen. A young man who looked more lost than anything, and another two who hadn’t regained consciousness yet. They were all humans. Why they’d been sent, Jey wasn’t sure, but it didn’t matter.

They were all in a bad state. Bad enough that when Jey finally returned to see what he could do to help, he found Halesia putting something together for him.

“It’s too far for the kids,” the dryad explained.

“I’m not complaining,” Jey grunted as he looked over the contraption. “I just hope it works.”

“It will.” She smiled up at him. “I’ll keep it balanced for you. I have the strength for that.”

Hearing those words, Jey let his eyes linger over the few survivors. From the looks of them, most had gotten away with their lives and some injuries. The young girl was missing locks of hair on one side of her face. Her brother’s pants were gone below the hip on one side. And their mother was wearing a top, held up by thinly woven strands of vine.

As Jey looked at each of the survivors, they all had the healed remnants of some horrible injury. Halesia was working hard, and Jey made a note to reward her for it later. His protective instinct was coming out again, even while his first two lovers stood nearby.

Their arrival had brought up a few quietly whispered questions. Hella and Yodi’s polite smiles as they came to help quickly persuaded the survivors to trust them. And with their help…

“I feel like this should be insulting,” Jey said with a frown.

“Hush you,” Halesia snorted as she tightened one of the vines.

Jey looked back over his body. The vines were looped around his neck and shoulders. They weren’t tight, but they supported a wooden sled made of thick vines. Basically a mat he could drag along behind him at a distance. It also meant his tail had to be strapped down the middle, making him feel confined. But it was that, or risk sweeping someone off the mat with an idle thought.

The kids and their mother were first. Sitting up front, Jey felt their warm bodies leaning on his scales, while small hands took hold of the protruding spines. Their mother curled in beside them, holding both her children while she remained stoic in their support. The two who were still unconscious were carried on with the help of Maylinda, while the silent young man meekly boarded last.

“That’s everyone?” Jey asked.

“Everyone left alive,” Halesia said somberly. “There’s a lot of bodies though.”

“They should be buried,” Maylinda called softly.

“They will be,” Jey agreed. “Right now, our focus is on the living.”

That mollified the woman for now, and Jey started to walk. It was awkward dragging the sled-like mat behind him. It was like dragging his tail, only much heavier and wider ,with less room to shift if he had to turn. Halesia helped keep everything stable. The ground wasn’t entirely flat. Rocks, fallen trees and ruts from long past wagons kept her busy. Jey walked along, slow and mostly silent with Yodi and Hella on either side of him.

“This is going to stretch our resources,” Yodi murmured.

“Do we even have enough blankets for them?” Hella asked.

“At worst, they can sleep on a pile of leaves and start a fire,” Jey pointed out. “The mine angles upward, so the smoke won’t collect in the main chamber.”

“This is true,” Yodi agreed.

“The bigger problem is the coming winter,” Jey continued. “We’ve still got a few months before it starts getting really cold.”

“I can help speed things along,” Halesia called out from the back. “But I can’t grow crops from nothing.”

“Then there’s numbers,” Jey added. “We’ve only been here a few days, and already there’s about thirty of us.”

“We’ll have to put them to work,” Yodi suggested.

Hella frowned. “You don’t think they should rest first?”

“The injured, and those who need time to grieve or care for children, certainly,” Jey said. “But if they don’t want to work. They’re going to starve.”

“They?” Maylinda called.

Jey nodded. “My mates and I have wings.”

Both of whom, gave Jey a slight glare. He ignored it though. He’d seen it often enough to know the truth. The moral thing was to stay and help. Reality was, when the hunger set in, people would quickly resort to the worst versions of themselves. A few less mouths to feed would slow that process, even if his mates didn’t want to admit it.

The rest of the trip was mostly silent. The children began to fuss at some point. Their mother, broken from her own silence, began to sing. Her soft voice carried and it turned out the young man must have been a bard. He had no instrument but his own voice, and when added, the rest stopped to listen. He did his best to keep the mood light. Happy tunes, and childish rhymes. Things to keep the children from worrying, until they finally reached the cave.

When it did come into view, Nite and her father stopped what they were doing. Jey wasn’t sure what it was. They were carving small sticks and winding thin grasses together into rope.

“This is it?” Nite’s father asked as Jey approached.

“They’re the survivors,” Yodi said sadly.

“We saw the fight.” Nite glanced over at the mountains.

There was a dark smudge near the top. The site of the dead dragon. Jey had left the body. As far as he was aware, the river was the border. Which put the dead dragon on Zolrin’s side of his territory. Jey figured that meant the corpse was his and left it there. Though he doubted anything but the animals of the wild would claim it.

“Well, this is it,” Jey sighed as he dragged the mat down into the mine.

The first group of refugees welcomed the second into their midst. What little they had was shared out. The two children were younger than most of the others already here. Bernee, to Jey’s surprise, was carving wooden toys for them all. Upon seeing their broken mother and terrified children, he set aside his current project and started working on something else, specifically for them both.

Halesia helped Jey get the mat off, before deciding it made sense to leave it down in the mine. It was softer and more comfortable to lay on than the stone ground. Especially for those without proper bedding.

With the new group settling in, Jey made his way back to the surface, with Halesia following close behind.

“Heading back?” she asked.

“Bodies to bury,” Jey rumbled. “It’s going to be bad enough when the next batch of survivors hit the burned areas. If there’s bodies lying about, they’ll just turn around and leave.”

Halesia nodded. “I can help some. It’ll take me time to return the forest to its natural state though.”

“Are you going to need any help?” Hella asked as she hurried up with Yodi at her side.

“I don’t think so,” Jey said with a shake of his head. “With paws this size, I bet I can dig a hole pretty quickly. What do I need though,” he said with a smile. “Food. Meat in particular.”

“Eh,” Hella frowned. “That’ll be messy.”

“It’ll be messy either way.” Yodi nudged her. “Do what you need to do Jey. Hella and I will look for food.”

“Thank you both,” he smiled, before looking at Halesia.

“Nope,” she shook her head. “I’ll meet you there, now you know where you’re going.”

With those words, she hurried to the trees as if she still worried Jey would insist on flying her. He just watched her go, before Hella and Yodi came to stand before him.

“She’s stubborn,” Yodi said, reaching out to touch his scaled shoulder. “But we both see how much you want her. It’s okay with us.”

Jey nodded slowly. Then frowned as he looked over. “Where’s Nite and her father?”

“Probably off setting traps.” Hella shrugged. “That’s what they said they’d be doing when we saw you heading to the dragon.”

Jey figured that made sense. He’d still like to know where Nite was, but he didn’t have a reason to go looking for her. With a final look at each of his mates, Jey gave a sharp sniff, and loped for the treeline. A beat of his wings later he was airborne, and with a direction in mind, he was soon descending to the burned remains of the dragon’s slaughter.

Halesia was already waiting for him with a grim expression. “C’mon,” she murmured. “I’ve got a spot where you can dig.”

Jey followed her a short distance off the road. This was a natural clearing. An old tree had fallen, taking down a few around it. Then through the ages, the tree had rotted away. The smaller shoots and trees that normally would have filled a space like this, must have ended up food for the local deer.

In either case, it made for soft ground for Jey to start digging. His massive claws rent the ground with each pull. It was a little awkward trying to balance like a dog, but with his tail raised slightly he found a rhythm that worked. A few strokes of his claws, before shifting back on his tail, followed by a few more. The graves wouldn’t be terribly deep, but enough to keep the wolves and other scavengers at bay.

Halesia arrived soon after Jey moved to the second grave. In her arms, she carried the remains of the burned teen. Jey stopped and watched as the dryad lay her down in the first grave, before she moved off once more.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner.” Jey bowed his head.

“And I’m sorry I couldn't warn you he was coming,” Ymry’s voice echoed in his head.

“I didn’t think of that,” Jey murmured and frowned. “Why couldn’t you warn me?”

“I’m not speaking with you telepathically,” Ymry admitted. “It’s… a strange ability, but not without its faults. I couldn’t risk this without first knowing where you were. And again, not if there was a chance you could be overheard.”

“If you’d warned me, the other dragon would have heard it too?”

“Precisely,” Ymry said. “Things are quickly getting out of hand, whelp.”

“What can I do?”

“Right now?” Ymry growled softly. “Survive. Build. Prosper. There isn’t enough ore in that mine to be worth starting it again. But the lands surrounding it are lush and fertile. With Halesia there, you should have no problem setting up a farming village.”

“You really do want me to build a village out here.” Jey frowned. “Why?”

“Why not?”

Jey stopped. Confused by the question. “What⁠—”

“Jey, if I told you I had some grand scheme, and you disagreed with it, you might do something I’d disapprove of,” she said in a simple tone. “Rest assured, my plans for you do not involve your death.”

“But you’re not going to save me, if trouble finds me either,” Jey stated and then snorted in amusement.

“What good would you be if I let you grow fat and lazy, like the wretch who snuck into that mine before you?” she asked.

“If you’re done talking?” Halesia called as she dragged in a horribly burned corpse. More ash than person now. It was stiff, and sounded like she was dragging a bundle of dried sticks as she moved over to the second grave that Jey had dug.

“Sorry,” he apologized, figuring that Ymry was watching, but no longer speaking.

The silence returned, he got to work, digging the graves for a little over thirty bodies. Many of which were children. That alone, set Jey’s temper on edge. Though he held it back, seeing Halesia’s haunted stare as she brought them back, one by one.

Hours later, when he flew back to the mine, Halesia joined him. She perched between his shoulders as the cool air dried the tears rolling down her cheeks.
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Jey made his way to the fire. He was dressed and finally in his human form. There was a pig spitted over the flames. The animal would feed them all this evening, and whatever was left would be breakfast. The smell was delicious. Several familiar faces turned toward him. The first of which was Maylinda, who frowned and stood up.

“Hello, I’m not sure we’ve been introduced,” she said, giving a flattering and entirely misleading smile.

“We met when I dragged you and the rest back to my mine,” Jey corrected her.

Maylinda froze, before looking around quickly. It was Bernee who gave her a slow nod that finally set her on the right track.

“My lord,” she acknowledged.

“That’s worse.” Jey shook his head. “I’m no lord.”

“You’re a dragon⁠—”

“And I’ve had this same conversation a few times now,” he said, walking past her toward the food. “I didn’t even know I was a dragon until a few weeks ago.”

“Be that as it may,” Maylinda tried again. “You’re here, in charge of a growing community. That makes you someone important.”

Jey froze, then looked around. Everyone was watching him now. Even Yodi and Hella, who were coming over from the hidden exit where they liked to bathe.

“Unfortunately, my lord,” Maylinda pushed a little more. “Unless you wish to walk around in… your other form, there needs to be some way to greet you.”

“I always liked using my name,” Jey muttered.

“Which may be fine, for those with whom you are family,” Maylinda stated with a smile.

“What the lass is trying to say, my lord,” Bernee called softly. “Is from the sounds of things. There’s going to be a point where you’re going to have visitors, and those visitors are going to ask who's in charge.”

“Shit,” Jey growled.

“It’s not that bad,” Yodi said with a smile as she and Hella moved toward him.

“Just as long as you don’t start calling me lord,” Jey growled as he opened his arms and gave each of them a hug.

Like a weight off his shoulders, just having them in arms reach, made Jey feel much calmer about… well… everything.

“Come on,” Hella nudged him. “Let's get you something to eat, and then bathe before bed.”

“Wasn’t that where you two came from?” Jey asked.

They nodded, but it was Hella who spoke up. “I meant you.”

Jey could not argue with that. He made his way to a spot by the fire. Nite sat nearby with her father, who was glaring. Nite just looked bored with the whole thing. Jeyna recalled her reaction last time he’d growled at her father, so he held back his own annoyance at the man’s presence. Instead, he delighted at having Hella bring back a cut of meat for him. Only to pout, as he handed it off to Yodi. Then refused to eat another piece until Hella had cut a third to join them. And even then, Jey froze with the meat partway to his lips.

“Where’s Halesia?”

“Still bathing,” Yodi replied with a shrug.

Jey sat for a moment, before getting up. Both Hella and Yodi gave him reproachful looks, but Jey ignored them. He stepped around, earning a strange look from Nite, as he reached the pig and cut off a sizable chunk of meat. Then wandered away from the fire to find Halesia.

She wasn’t hard to find. Right where Yodi had said she’d be, though she wasn’t bathing. She was on the edge of the water. She sat with her feet in the water. The dryad didn’t even turn to face him as he sat down beside her. Though she did accept the offered chunk of meat.

“Don’t even have plates,” she said and sighed. She held the meat between her fingers. “This place is a mess.”

“It is,” Jey agreed, while thinking of ways to fix it. “Maybe we could take a trip out to the nearest town, see if we can find some?”

Halesia shook her head. “That’s a stupid idea, and you know it.”

“Maybe—”

“And the only reason you said it was because you figured that would be the easiest way to make me happy,” she continued.

Jey frowned. “There’s more⁠—”

“And you want to keep me happy, because I’m part of your hoard,” she said, finally, turning her head to face him. “Aren’t I?”

“You knew that already though,” Jey replied with a sigh. “And I can’t help it.”

“No, you probably can’t, can you,” Halesia muttered as she bit off a piece of meat. They sat in silence for a few minutes while they ate together. “It’s not as if I don’t want it.”

“Huh?” Jey blinked and glanced over. “You what?”

“I’ve seen the way Yodi and Hella look at you. Which by the way, you need to pay more attention. That girl is getting frustrated.”

Jey rolled his eyes. “Don’t change the subject.”

Halesia sighed and nodded. “What if the one thing you want is what terrifies you more than anything else?”

“You don’t want to become like they are,” Jey said.

“Not quite,” she amended. “I don’t know what I’ll become if I do. Will I grow wings and tail, but still be me? Will I gain more power than I ever have before? Or will it do the opposite, and take me away from my forest?”

Jey thought for a few moments. She was right. He was trying to find a way to help or comfort her. Though in this case, he was entirely clueless as to how he would do so.

“You’re something else, Jey,” she whispered. “Ymry can see it. So can the others. They’re terrified of you. But they’re still here, and they’re still coming. You’ve grown in weeks. Some dragons take years to get to your level and yet; here I am. Buck ass naked, primed and ready for you to plunder and empower yourself, and it hasn’t even occurred to you, has it?”

Jey shook his head. Halesia’s body was always on display. That she was actually entirely nude hadn’t occurred to him.

“What’s worse,” she continued. “I can’t see it going any other way. I don’t want to leave. And I’m terrified of what changing me will do to me. I can’t see any way forward, without ending up beneath you.”

“What if⁠—”

“Don’t go making stupid promises neither of us want you to keep,” she said with a scoff. “I’m already dripping with the idea of you having me right here and now.” Jey’s breath hitched and Halesia let out a long sigh. “I’m going to go. Before I do something I’ll regret.”

“I can⁠—”

“You stay,” she shook her head as she stood, pulling her vines across her body once more. “When we do,” she said, looking Jey in the eye. “It will be outside, in the forest. It’s where I feel most at home.”

Jey nodded. And with his silent agreement, she strode off into the dark back to the fire. He thought on her words, while he continued eating. Only to notice the sound of footsteps approaching from behind. When Jey turned, it was Hella, who smiled as she sat down beside him.

“Nite’s been asking questions about you,” she said.

Jey shook his head. “Hell of a way to start a conversation.”

“Thought I’d get the important parts out of the way first,” she said with a shrug. “Her father is talking about leaving.” Jey frowned, and Hella patted his shoulder. “Nite seems pretty intent on staying.”

“She is?” Jey asked.

“Don’t get your hopes up, she’s still settling in and has no idea what’s going on in her life,” Hella sighed.

They paused their talk as a familiar, masculine voice started singing. Jey turned, spotting the young man from earlier. He was standing before the fire, looking…

“Nope,” Hella grabbed his arm. “You’re staying right here with me.”

Jey glared at the bard as he sang what was clearly something to get Nite’s attention. Jey wanted nothing more than to go over and tear him apart, but… Nite didn’t seem all that interested. In fact, she pulled her knees up to her chest and shifted closer to her father as the young man continued to sing.

“Hey!” Hella smacked Jey on the arm. “Pay attention.”

“Sorry,” Jey apologized, doing just that.

“Terrible.” She shook her head. “Already have two wives, with two more on the way.”

“Wives?” Jey frowned.

“Wives, mates… They’re the same thing, really,” she muttered. “No fancy dress or ceremony, but I’m pretty sure if I asked for it, you’d make it happen, wouldn’t you?”

Jey glared at her, but still nodded. “Maybe.”

Hella smirked and nodded to herself. “If you had to choose⁠—”

“Neither,” Jey growled.

“You don’t even know what I was going to ask,” she pointed out.

Jey shook his head. “You were going to make some comparison between you and Yodi, maybe Halesia and Nite too. Whatever comparison it was, it doesn’t matter, because you’re mine and I’ll kill whoever tries to change that.”

“So I’m yours?”

Jeyna nodded. “Mine.”

“And…” Hella paused. “If I wanted to be… more than just yours?”

Jey turned with a confused look and stared at her. “What part of mine, did you fail to understand?”

“Not that,” she chuckled, clearly nervous. “I… I just… this is hard for me, and I’m not… not good at it.” Jey sighed softly. Hella swallowed nervously and started to talk. “I was the pretty one in my village. All the boys wanted to spend time with me.”

“That’s not where I thought this talk was going,” Jey growled softly as he felt a bubble of anger inside him at the thought.

“Hush, I’m… trying to explain my feelings around this,” she muttered. “As I was saying. They all wanted to spend time with me. And I hated it. Boys were smelly, gross, sweaty and… yuck. So, I was cold to them. Nasty even. Until they got the hint and left me alone.”

“No comment⁠—”

“Shut up,” she snapped, before letting out a sigh. “Though I suppose I deserved that.” This time, Jey remained silent and Hella let out a long sigh. “What I’m trying to say is that I’m not like Yodrilda. I… I get nervous. The idea of coming to you and asking for some of your time, the way she does…”

“She doesn’t really ask,” Jey said while scratching his chin. “She just shows up⁠—”

“Yes, yes, I know,” Hella muttered. “The point I’m trying to make is… You scare the hell out of me.”

“Do I?” Jey asked, sounding worried.

“Not like that,” she affirmed and shook her head. “I don’t care that you’re a dragon. I don’t care that you could snap me in half. But… the idea of coming over and asking for some time with you… that scares me. If not for Yodi, Halesia and the situation we were in… That night probably wouldn’t have happened.”

Jey nodded. “So… how do you want to change things then?”

“I don’t… I don’t know,” she admitted. “Because I’m still scared. Even now, I want you to put your arms around me. I want you to give me attention, but I… I don’t feel comfortable asking. I feel like I need to scoff, and growl and tell you off.”

When she stopped talking, Jey sat for a moment. Then heard a slight sigh. Right before he reached out and slid his hand under Hella’s ass. She squeaked in surprise as he lifted her into his lap. The fierce glare she shot him as he settled her in place softened almost immediately.

“Better?” Jey asked.

“Don’t make me say it, please?”

“Not yet then,” Jey held her close. “We’ll work on that.”

Hella turned in his lap, giving Jey a fierce glare. “Excuse—mmm!”

Jey pulled her into a kiss. Her complaint died on her lips as she moaned into his mouth. Jey held her close and tasted her. Each small puff of breath filled his lungs and Jey tightened his grip. She offered no complaints, and even pressed herself more against him. Confirming that she wanted this, and simply lacked the ability to ask for it.

They kissed for a time. Jey held her close, while drifting his hands over her body. Lightly, and slowly. He trailed over her back, sides and ass. Hella whimpered at points she enjoyed, and squirmed when he found others she did not. Jey found himself mapping her body so he could recall them later. It was when his hand slid up the side of Hella’s thigh, that she grabbed his arm.

“Oh, it’s you two,” Nite said. “I’m not interrupting something, am I?”

“Nite?” her father called. “Who are you talking to?”

Jey wasn’t sure what to do next, before Hella tightened her grip around his shoulders and quietly whispered a single word.

“Please?”
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“And just what the fuck is going on?”

Jey ignored the irate father as he carried Hella in his arms, past a mortified looking Nite.

“Dad—”

“Shut up!” He snapped, before storming over to Jey and Hella. “I asked you a question! What were you doing with my daughter!”

“Ignore him,” Hella whispered.

Jey grumbled as he held her a little firmer.

“Listen here you little shit!” Nite’s father snapped. “I don’t care who you are⁠—”

“Dad!” Nite tried to stop him.

Jey was content to ignore the man. Right up until he heard a firm slap, and a feminine grunt of pain. One moment, Jey was setting Hella on the ground. The next he was shifting into his dragon form. Wings burst from his shoulders as his tail whipped around. Jey’s neck extended and his jaw fell open. Orange embers flickered around his teeth as a ferocious roar echoed through the mine.

Nite’s father reeled back. Falling over his own feet as Jey descended. Only for Nite to physically throw herself on top of her father.

“WAIT!”

Jey froze, mouth open, teeth descending. His rage boiling within as he was consumed with the ideals of violence and murder. Whatever was left of his ability to reason fell on the woman before him. His woman. Part of his horde, where she would be safe. Where nobody would harm her, under pain of death. Which was an odd position for him to take, with her standing between himself, and the one who had attacked her.

“Jey,” Hella’s voice broke through his rage.

She moved around, appearing beside Nite. Her hand drifted over the crest of his horns. Stroking his scales, she began to shift, letting her wings and tail flick out. They glinted green from the light of the distant fire. The fire caught Jey’s attention, as a red scaled figure hurried over. Yodi slid to a halt, her own wings and tail in full view. With her, came Halesia, who was scowling angrily at Nite’s father.

“Jey,” Yodi said in a soothing tone. “Think this through.”

“Nite,” Jey growled, sounding like the rumble of a distant landslide.

Yodi turned her head and looked over the young woman. She could see the conflict in Nite’s expression. As well as the red mark on her cheek from the slap that caused this incident.

“Okay,” she said calmly and nodded. “What if I told you we were going to look after Nite?”

Nite’s father foolishly interrupted. “You’re not taking her anywhere⁠—”

Jey let out another deep snarl. Sparks flickered as they escaped his mouth and Nite’s father clammed up as he slowly came to the realization that were it not for the women before him. He’d be dead already.

“Easy, easy,” Hella soothed in an unfamiliar tone as she petted his head. “Nite’s not going anywhere, are you Nite?”

“N-no?” Nite frowned, obviously confused by the situation she was in. “Where would we go?”

“We can live off the land⁠—”

Jey growled angrily again and Nite’s father closed his mouth.

“I think we start with separating them,” Halesia suggested. “Yodi, you and I can stay with Nite and explain the situation. And…” She looked down at the man. “Really, what do we call you? You never bothered introducing yourself.”

“Taka,” Nite said on his behalf. “My father’s name is Taka.”

Jey responded with a soft growl, while Halesia nodded. “Well, I think for now, Taka needs to get the hell out of the mine. There’s plenty of wood up by the entrance, so an experienced hunter like yourself should have no issues setting up a lean-to and a fire.”

“And Nite?” Taka asked.

“We need to have a discussion with her first,” Yodi spoke up. “After that, she can join you if she wishes.”

“You’re going to twist her⁠—”

“Dad!” Nite snapped, as Jey growled once more. “And you!” She turned on Jey. “Stop it!”

Jey blinked, then huffed and pulled his head back slightly. Nite glowered for a moment, before turning to her father. “Go. I’ll come find you later.”

“Nite—”

“GO!” she snapped.

Taka looked like he wanted to fight. But at Nite’s raised voice, Jey was keeping a very careful eye on him. He swallowed what pride he had, and slowly got up. Jey watched as he slowly backed up, and only when he passed by the fire, where everyone else was watching, that Jey finally began to relax.

“This is exactly the kind of thing I worried about,” Halesia said and sighed.

“I’m sorry,” Nite apologized. Her ears flattened against her head and her tail drooped. Jey watched her with interest.

“Jey, we’ll meet you soon,” Yodi called in a soft tone. “We’re just going to bring Nite over to the river for a chat.”

“Go on,” Halesia nodded back toward the tunnel. “She’s safe with us. And safer than your pants that you’ve destroyed again.”

Jey froze, then twisted his head around, marveling at the torn garment once more. Then let out a sigh.

“Fuck,” he muttered.

“Excuse me?” Maylinda called as she hurried over. “Is there something the matter?”

“Best you come too,” Yodi called. “Jey, go find some pants please?”

Jey huffed and nodded, before turning his great bulk around. He heard whispered conversations spring up, but the sounds of his claws on stone drowned out the meaning. Truthfully, Jey felt rather confused about the whole thing. He knew from a logical perspective that he was being an asshole. At least, right up until the slap. That justified his anger. But his attitude to Taka, and even the young bard. It grated at Jey and…

“Probably makes sense,” he muttered as he approached the tunnel.

He activated the shift, and shrank himself down. When he was back to his humanoid form on two feet, Jey strode into the darkness and felt his way along to the empty room they had adopted as their own. Halesia had taken the time to create a soft matting of plant fibers for their bed. Still, it wasn’t uncommon for Jey to wake up in his dragon form, with his mates piled onto the soft inside of his wing.

“If women are my horde, wouldn’t that make men a constant threat to my horde?” Jey wondered aloud. “I don’t seem to feel the same way about Bernee, but… he has a wife already. Maybe I just feel less threatened by him?”

“Big scary dragon, talking to himself in the dark,” Hella’s voice called.

“You finished with your talk already?” Jey asked as he turned back, seeing her silhouette in the mouth of the tunnel.

“Yodi said I should spend time with you, like we originally planned,” she replied softly as she followed into the dark. “She’s just explaining the situation to Nite.”

Jey felt a twinge in his chest when he thought about that. “Is that a good idea?”

“I’m sure if you have an alternative, Yodi would love to hear it,” Hella snarked. “Right now though, if you’re going to snarl at every man who comes down here, and get overly protective over every pretty lady… well we need to figure out exactly how this is going to work.”

Jey sighed. “Yeah, I was thinking along the same lines.”

“What conclusions did you make?” Hella asked.

“Taka, and the bard,” Jey gritted his teeth as Hella finally reached him. She took his hand and Jey pulled her close against his side. “They bother me, but Bernee doesn’t.”

“Do they bother you because they’re here, or because they’re getting between you and Nite?”

Jey frowned then shook his head. “Both, I think. The Nite thing really gets to me though.”

“Obviously,” she huffed and gave his shoulder a light smack. “You put me down to go to the aid of another woman.”

“Sorry,” Jey winced, realizing that’s exactly what he’d done.”

“I’m going to need a lot more than that for an apology, my mate,” Hella pushed herself up against Jey.

“I thought you said you weren’t comfortable asking for attention?” Jey asked as he put his arms around her.

Hella stopped. For a moment, Jey thought she was going to pull away, when instead, she leaned in, placing her lips near Jey’s ear.

“I’m not asking.”

He couldn't help the grin that broke over his face. Instead, he slipped his arms down her back, and cupped her ass. Hella let out a soft yelp as he picked her up. She threw her legs around Jey’s waist and held on as he carried her into the room they slept in. Hella held on, right until Jey dropped to his knees on the soft matting that Halesia had made for them to sleep on. There were a few blankets around, but Jey ignored them as he leaned forward, setting Hella on the floor.

“Now what?” she grunted impatiently.

Jey, with his hands still firmly on Hella’s ass, gripped and pulled, dragging off her pants in a smooth motion. Hella let out a soft gasp, having not expected it so fast. Jey could smell womanly arousal. It was just a hint, enough that he was able to follow that scent down between her legs.

“Jey?” Hella asked in a small voice.

She let out a soft whimper as he licked gently over the cleft of her labia. She was fresh and clean, from bathing earlier with Yodi. Which left Jey no other option but to slip his tongue deeper. Hella reached down and touched the back of his head. Jey let her steer him. He licked slowly up from her entrance, to her clit. Then felt as she squeezed gently. Jey took that as a sign and remained at the top, licking firmly over her clit as she squirmed beneath him.

“Oh gods,” Hella hissed.

Jey responded to her moan, by closing his mouth over that sensitive little nub. Drawing his cheeks in, he sucked her clit between his lips and bathed his tongue over it. Hella let out a soft muffled squeal, like she was holding her face with her free hand, while also holding Jey’s head to her clit.

He reached up, sliding one hand around her leg to hold her steady. He cupped the top of her thigh, before tilting slightly to the side. Which gave him enough room to slide his other hand up between her legs. When he touched her pussy, she was slick with arousal. Her breath hitched as she felt him exploring her entrance, but she made no move to prevent him. In fact, she rocked her hips, as if inviting more attention as he slowly pushed his digits inside.

Rotating his wrist, to make his palm face up, Jey curled his fingers forward, rubbing up to push against her front wall as she bucked and squirmed.

“Jey!” she squeaked. “JEY!”

With her hand gripping his hair, Jey continued, ignoring her cries. Hella bucked her hips hard, thrusting against him as she squeezed down over his digits. Jey eased off slightly, keeping her clit in place, without trying to overstimulate her. Just holding his fingers in position let her buck and stimulate herself as she writhed, trapped in a world of her own pleasure. When she finally had enough, and pulled him free, Jey removed his fingers and slid up her body.

Hella shifted and Jey lay down beside her. She was panting hard, and her hands reached across to grab him. Jey nuzzled into her hair for a moment, before feeling her push. He rolled onto his back as Hella mounted him. Her pussy practically pooled juices on his stomach as she lifted and slid further down toward his cock.

“I would offer to suck it,” Hella whispered as she took hold of his cock. “But I feel that Yodi would do a much better job, and I’d like some help with it so I don’t embarrass myself.”

“I wouldn’t complain either way,” Jey told her earnestly.

“Exactly,” Hella hissed as she placed his cock at her entrance.

She slid down a little, before stopping. Her breathing increased in pitch for a moment, before she lowered herself once more.

“Easy,” Jey touched her leg. “Don’t force it.”

“Need to force it a little,” she disagreed. “It’s not going to get easier unless it goes in.”

Jey wanted to argue, but Hella took a deep breath and drove herself the rest of the way down. Her legs trembled and her breathing paused, before she leaned forward and braced her hands on his chest.

“Gods,” Hella whimpered as she rocked forward.

Jey felt her pussy slide up his shaft, before she stopped and slowly pushed back, impaling herself fully once more.

“Promise me,” Hella whispered. “Promise me, you won’t forget me.”

“Forget you?” Jey frowned. “I’m not forgetting anyone, least of all you.”

“Nite—”

“Isn’t a mate,” Jey growled as he pushed himself up.

Hella let out a yelp as she pitched back, but not before Jey caught her and pulled her to his chest. Crossing his legs beneath them, he created a seat for Hella to sit, while still impaled on his cock. Hella was only slightly taller than him, and in this position, she sat just a little higher again.

“This isn’t a competition,” Jey growled as he palmed her ass and took hold, before slowly dragging her back and forth. It stirred his erection inside her, and made Hella tremble in pleasure. “I’m not replacing you, nor do I want to.”

“B-but⁠—”

“Shut up,” Jey growled. “Whatever insecurities you have. Whatever your life was like, growing up away from here—you are MINE. If I have to fuck that into you every night just to prove a point I’ll do it.”

Of all things, he didn’t expect to feel her grab tighter. Her arms went around his shoulders, her legs squeezed around his waist. And her pussy gripped his cock like a vice as liquid began running down Jey’s balls.

With a growl and a twitch of his cock, Jey slowly dragged Hella back and forth once more. She trembled, she gasped and she clung to him with all she had. Only opening her mouth to breath and let out long whimpers as he continued to fuck her right through her orgasm. And when Jey erupted inside her, Hella’s whimpers turned into hysterical cries, She vigorously began to bounce in his lap, desperately milking every drop she could, while fighting against her own pleasure.

When Yodi and Halesia found them later. Jey was laying on his side, wing outstretched, with a nude half-elf pressed against his front. She had been asleep for some time, while Jey waited for the others to come to bed.
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“Where is everyone?” Jey asked.

“That’s why we came back so late,” Yodi announced as she helped a limping Hella over to the fire.

She had awoken, satisfied but sore that morning. Though she refused to hear any apologies from Jey. Only a request for him not to enact his threat and have her again that evening. Though she did mention she looked forward to getting used to his size, so they wouldn’t need to take rests between sessions of lovemaking.

“Maylinda is surprisingly insightful,” Yodi continued. “I don’t think she’s a noble. A servant maybe? Or a merchant who dealt with them a lot?”

“I had the same impression,” Jey admitted as they arrived at the fire.

Maylinda was there, as were the children and most of the women. The only men in sight though were Bernee, and one of the unconscious people being tended to by Bernee’s wife. That they were both alive was a miracle, considering how he’d seen them.

“Where—”

“If you’re about to ask about Nite,” Maylinda spoke up. “She woke up early and went up to see her father.”

Jey turned and frowned as he looked out toward the entrance. Only for Yodi to prod him. “Breakfast first.”

“Fine,” Jey growled.

“Looks like you were right,” Maylinda said with a nod at Halesia.

“Certainly seems that way,” Halesia agreed.

“What does?” Jey asked.

“We discussed your horde situation last night,” Yodi spoke up as she gestured for Jey to sit.

“It’s why we moved Taka, Lance and a few of the others to the surface,” Maylinda stated, explaining the difference that Jey hadn’t quite noticed.

It wasn’t so much the lack of men that had gotten his attention, but his apparent ease. Like the feeling of being watched had vanished, leaving him to think of other things for the first time.

“Huh,” Jey frowned. “That…”

“Is complicated,” Yodi said, coming back with some reheated meat from the remains of the spitted boar. “It’s going to take some figuring out, but we think we have a system that should work.”

“System?” Jey frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Well,” Maylinda cleared her throat. “You… horde women,” she stated after hesitating for a moment. “It’s not that you can’t be around men, it’s that men can’t be around your horde.”

Jey frowned. “I don’t…”

“Just listen,” Halesia said and nudged him.

“Call it a trial for now then,” Maylinda said. “Because while you have an obvious affinity to some of us, that doesn’t extend to all of us.”

“You sat up all night talking about my sex life?” Jey asked, turning to his dwarven mate.

“It was relevant,” she confirmed. “But beside the point. You don’t feel the same way about Maylinda here, as you do Nite, do you?”

Jey frowned, and Maylinda had a complicated expression on her face. Almost like she didn’t quite want to hear the answer, but already knew it. Was that a tinge of hope? Or simply that her ego expected a different answer as Jey shook his head.

“But if Taka came down and struck her⁠—”

“I’d kill him,” Jey hissed, feeling anger bubbling away inside him. “I should have killed him already.”

“And there’s the problem, and the solution all at once,” Maylinda said, drawing his attention all at once. “Dragons have a horde. That’s expected. But they also have a selection of favorites. Things they keep in their inner sanctum.”

“My mates,” Jey said as it clicked in his head.

“Exactly,” Maylina nodded. “By extending boundaries, we hope to leverage the best of your traits. Your mates, obviously will remain closest. With the main area of the mine being set aside for women to use if they desire.”

“We’re not forcing anyone,” Yodi said, before Jey could ask. “We’ll build a village at the surface. The men, families and anyone who wishes can remain outside, away from the horde. A functional village. Farming and hunting mostly. I imagine being a border town, Ymry will send a garrison at some point.”

“And ladies who are unattached, vulnerable, or… interested in gaining a closer relationship, may enter the mine and become part of the horde,” Maylinda finished. “If what I’ve been led to believe is true, whoever lives in here, will both grow your power, and be provided safety in abundance. That’s far more enticing a prospect than you can imagine right now.”

Jey just stared, slack jawed at each of them.
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Jey closed his eyes. The wind rushing over his scales felt cool, and slightly damp. He could smell the rain and knew it wasn’t far off. The mine was on higher ground than the river. Even at the height of the tide, it wasn’t high enough to breach the mine itself. Everything was bone dry, so Jey didn’t pay it much attention.

When he opened his eyes, the whole world was white. Condensation collected on his wings as he drifted and Jey realized he was passing through a cloud. He hadn’t thought he was flying that high, but the rain must bring clouds closer to the ground. Descending through the cloud, he felt the temperature dropping, and the amount of moisture increasing—until the condensation felt like small droplets pelting him.

Passing out under the cloud, he found himself in a world of water and wind. The rain had started, but only in this isolated spot. Jey could see, through the haze of the rain, where the edge of it was, and where the sun still peaked through the clouds. Angling toward it, he ignored the water collecting on his wings and broke through the rain into the sun. It blinded him for a moment, but with a shake of his head to clear the water droplets, Jey looked over the landscape once more.

He came up here to think. His mates were worried about him. Though they agreed to remain behind while he stretched his wings. It was good practice too. Jey felt how he flexed certain muscles, and how it affected his flight. Finding it was easier to relax certain muscles when the wind got choppy, to stop him being bounced around quite as much. Other times, tensing could help tighten a turn.

He didn’t like how that dragon had been able to outfly him. Only the presence of Yodi and Hella had saved him. Jey was simply not as good a flier and he would have lost that duel without their help. Even now Jey could see…

Jey blinked. He wasn’t sure he was seeing things accurately or not. His heart beat in his chest, and Jey froze in horror as he watched. From high above, Jey stared at the ridgeline of the mountains, as the largest dragon he had ever seen made its way up the other side. It was larger than Ymry from nose to tail. Twice the size in sheer bulk. Rather than four limbs and a pair of wings, this dragon had six muscular arms. Bone white scales covered its entire body, making it glint in the sunlight. And it left Jey with a perfect view of the skulls on his back. Man, dwarf, beastkin, dragon and things he couldn’t identify. Chained, roped, bound and impaled on his spines, this enormous dragon wore the skulls of his kills like a turtle wears its shell.

“Zolrin,” Jey whispered.

Zolrin of the Bane. The enormous white drake, undisputed ruler of Woestenij. Spending all his time roaming the Wasted Flatlands. His people both feared and admired him and the death that followed his every step. The white dragon tilted his head up, and Jey felt the gaze upon him. He froze, despite his altitude and relative safety. If Zolrin took offense and walked down that mountain, there would be nothing stopping him. Not even Ymry would be of help, knowing she would have to leave her horde in order to confront her fellow elder.

Jey watched from high above, as the enormous white dragon opened his mouth, and let out a roar that echoed around him like the rumble of thunder. A plume of green shot out from between his teeth, a jet of hazy poison that wafted back along the mountain as the breeze carried it away.

In response, Jey let out a roar of his own. Far muted compared to the enormous elder. But Jey felt like he needed to take a stand. Opening his jaws, Jey unleashed a blast of flames. Paltry in comparison to the elder, but Jey had the sense that it was the right thing to do. He hadn’t challenged the enormous white dragon. Only showing he wasn’t about to back down to intimidation.

Jey watched as two figures emerged from the mine. One red and the other green and they were rapidly climbing before angling toward him. Zolrin’s massive head swung around, staring at the two of them. Jey felt a pulse of rage and let loose a second roar accompanied by yet, more flames. Of which, the elder ignored as he admired the dragonnewts who rushed to join with Jey.

“IT’S ZOLRIN!” Yodi cried as she swooped around him.

“WHAT DO WE DO?!” Hella screamed, clearly terrified of the massive dragon.

Jey stared at the white dragon, who watched them carefully from below. Zolrin let out a huff of green smoke that blasted out from his nostrils, before stumbling forward once more. Jey felt anxious, but noticed he wasn’t heading right down the mountain. But on an angle. Toward the corpse of the dragon Jey had killed with the help of his lovers.

“Nothing!” Jey roared to his mates. “We wait!”

Zolrin had a moment when the mountain shifted. Boulders the size of houses slipped free. Rolling, shattering and starting a landslide that tore down the mountain. To have so much size and power to both cause a landslide and be immune to it, set Jey on edge. Still, the enormous drake only had eyes for the corpse. Jey watched as he reached down, with a heavy set jaw and picked up the dead whelp.

Jey swallowed nervously, watching the elder pick up the entire body in his mouth. One bite. That’s all it would take to eat. And yet, Zolrin didn’t do that. He turned, and began the long, slow climb once more.

As quickly as the enormous elder had arrived on this side of the mountain, he was heading back down the other into his own territory once more. It left Jey in a state of shock and confusion, beside his two mates.

“Jey!” Yodi called. “Problem!”

“Problem?” Jey frowned and looked at his dwarven-dragonnewt mate.

She pointed, and Jey followed her gesture, spotting where the landslide had left its mark. A trail of destruction, ending with piles of rock, earth and trees all dumped in the river. It was clear even from this height that the water was being blocked, and with the rain coming… This might just be as close to a natural disaster as was possible.
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Jey flared his wings and beat them slowly. The water running over his scales made him feel heavier than he should, but it didn’t affect his ability to fly. Right now, the problem was the river. The rain had set in. The further west it pushed, the more water would collect on the other side of this dam. Of all things Jey had thought when Zolrin appeared over the mountains, a damn landslide causing a blockage in the river was not something he’d considered.

“This is a lot,” Yodi called as she landed directly on top of the pile.

The water was already beginning to pool. Not like the small stream where Jey had fallen during his first flight. This was a proper river. It would take water from the mountains and wash it out to sea. A constant, never ending flow, now bolstered by the falling rain.

“Hella!” Yodi called. “Go get help!”

“Who should I get?!” She asked.

“Anyone you can!” Yodi snapped. “GO!”

Hella frowned, but opened her wings. The clothing she wore was soaked through, and Jey was drawn to the curve of her chest. Right before those wings snapped down, and the half-elf dragonnewt launched into the air.

“Okay big guy,” Yodi called, getting Jey’s attention.

She too was wet and her clothing clung to her skin as well. It was slightly distracting, but Jey found himself latching onto her words as she spoke.

“We need to take it down in sections. It’s all loose, so if you dig straight down the middle, something might slip and trap you under it.”

Jey grimaced and nodded slowly. The pile of rocks was taller than the edges of the river on the mountain side. On this side, the pile stopped just below the upper edge of the river basin. The actual pile was almost as long as the river was wide. An entire wall of mountain came crashing down, and Jey was going to have to sit and keep an eye on it for a while yet.

What made it all the worse was the rain. Pouring over their heads it was going to make it hard to hear one another when the digging started. All the while, the loose dirt would turn into mud, while the river continued to rise and eventually spill over, flooding the area around the mine. Possibly even the mine itself.

“Where do we start?” Jey asked.

Yodi pointed at the taller end of the pile on the side closest to the mountain. “From the highest point, and work our way down.”

Jey grimaced and made his way to the water’s edge. It was already pooling on this side. A clear line of white froth where the water crashed against the barrier of mud and rock, before starting to back up. Jey didn’t descend into the water. Instead, he crossed over the top, mindful of where he placed his feet. The mud was already soft and he sank in a few places, but there was enough rock there to keep him on the top.

Yodi, lighter than Jey was, but only with two legs, struggled to keep up. Jey held out a wing, letting her grab hold, before he physically dragged her to the far side, where they headed to the highest point.

“We need to spread it out, eventually the river will wash it away, but right now, we just want to stop it falling back in on top of us,” Yodi instructed.

Jey nodded and got to work. He felt like a dog, dragging his claws through the loose soil and rock. Yodi helped as best she could. She was strong and could move larger boulders than someone of her physical size would have expected. Her main issue was the mud. She was strong enough, but without proper footing, she would slip around and beat her wings for additional leverage.

Between the two of them, they were moving things, but the work was slow. The more they moved, the more the land slipped. Extra piles of dirt would shift, filling in the spots that Jey had cleared, and more than once he caught a glimpse of another boulder shifting on the mountainside. This area was dangerous and if not for the risk of flooding, Jey might have insisted on taking Yodi away.

That was, until Jey spotted movement. Raising his head, he looked over the treeline and saw them coming. At the front was Halesia and Hella. The two ladies led almost all of the refugees. Nite was there, her father Taka as well. Even Maylinda was there, walking with Bernee and his wife. Bernee was driving, while his wife handed tools over the edge to everyone as they came into view. Bernee had mentioned he had them, but this was the first Jey saw of them.

“Keep going!” Yodi called. “I’m going to get them working!”

Jey nodded, as Yodi beat her wings and lifted off. Truthfully, part of him was relieved that she was further from harm. But that relief turned into monotonous boredom, with flashes of worry. He watched them build a working line in the rain. Nite stood on the edge of the river, part of a chain of buckets. Bernee and a few of the others moved onto the river bed. They used picks to break up larger rocks, and the buckets to scoop up the shards and the mud.

At the edge of the river, Halesia had created small woven mats of grass. Nite was emptying the buckets over the grass mat and when it was sufficiently loaded, one of the younger ladies who Jey hadn’t met, dragged it away from the river. There, another small group were busy with shovels, scattering the mud and rock about while another lady brought an unladen mat back over to Nite for another load.

Even with the help, it was low going. Jey found that by using his tail, he was able to sweep large swaths of mud off the pile. But it was a long way to go before they’d make any meaningful progress. The more it rained, the more the river would continue to rise. All the water that would fall on the mountain and beyond, would rush down and collect at this point.

That water was rising faster by the minute. What had been a river deep enough for the sea orc to have used as a channel in and out, was now a deafening torrent of white water. It crashed on the mud and rocks, turning into a slurry that left Jey feeling nervous. They couldn’t stop though. If the river broke its banks, they were going to be in trouble. It was just bad timing for Zolrin to have shown up when he did.

Jey paused… unless that was intentional. Jey thought for a moment, mulling the idea over. Then dismissed it entirely. Zolrin wasn’t likely a schemer. Not with how he lived and not with his horde. The elder had made his point, and left without a fuss. The landslide was purely coincidental and likely not worth his attention.

For now, they did their best. When a large boulder was found, something that couldn’t easily be broken up, Jey would step in. It was horrible, dirty and grueling work, but it needed to be done. Jey would grip the rocks with his claws and drag it from the pile, only for mud and smaller rocks to fall into the hole left behind. Then it was straight back into digging.

Everyone was both relieved and annoyed by the relentless rain. It lightened at points, before coming down heavily once more. Lightning crackled in the distance and Jey could see that the ladies, while they waited for Nite to fill their mats, were shivering. The temperature had continued to drop as the day wore on and Jey knew they would have to stop soon.

The water was lapping at the edge of the mud. But that ledge was now a foot lower than the banks of the river, right the way across to the other side. The water would breach and the flow would carry off some of the mud, which would help them further. But it would need to be fixed properly at a later stage.

“Alright!” Jey roared. “We’re heading back!”

Everyone stopped in their tracks. Faces turned to him and while some of them had grim looks. The rest simply looked relieved. Hella, who had been one of the ones breaking rocks, set down her pick, while Yodi, dropped the small boulder she had been carrying. With the rain still coming down, Jey buffeted the group with his wings until they moved off the pile and onto solid ground.

Once everyone was safe, Jey urged them back home. The tools went into the back of the wagon. The old man had a forlorn look on his face from all the mud, but he didn’t say anything even as his wife patted his arm. When the tools were back, he took his seat upon the wagon and gave the reins a crack.

“You think it’ll be enough?”

Jey startled at the familiar voice. When he turned, Nite was walking alongside him with Yodi, Hella and Halesia. The other three were either smirking or ignoring him, even if they were staying close. Maylinda was hobbling along, staring at her hands with a pained grimace by the wagon. Jey could see the blisters she’d formed had burst and yet she continued working.

“It’ll have to be,” he answered the cat-beastkin. “If we stay out here much longer, we’re going to see injuries at the least.”

Nite nodded and kept up her pace. “Hopefully the meat’s done smoking then. We’re coming back hungry.”

Jey’s stomach rumbled at the thought of food. It was loud enough that just about everyone glanced at him. Likely curious to know why he’d growled. When nothing further happened, they started ignoring him once more. Just how Jey preferred. He was a dragon, and their apparent leader. But that didn’t change how he felt about the whole situation.

However, all of that was set back, when the mine came into view. Outside, huddled in the rain, were the children, and the few adults who remained behind to watch them. A murmur of conversation went up and Jey hurried forward. They spotted him coming and an older woman, with a child on her hip hurried to meet him.

“Thank the elders,” she cried. “There’s something alive down there.”

Jey snarled and pressed on, rushing past the woman as the other adults corralled the children out of the way. They’d been standing just on the inside lip for the mine, where they were mostly covered from the rain, but still able to see down into the depths. Jey felt Yodi and Hella move up on either side of him. With them came Halesia, and despite angry shouting, Nite appeared alongside with her bow.

“What’s going on?” She asked.

“They heard something,” Jey hissed as he descended into the dark.

“They wouldn’t have left the safety and dryness of the mine if it was nothing,” Yodi mused. “Whatever it was, must have scared them.”

Jey couldn’t help the crunch of his claws on the stone. There was no hiding that he was coming down. But with the absence of the children, he decided to change that. Shifting quickly, his body shrank down. His spine retracted as his neck and wings pulled in, leaving him strolling alongside his mates⁠—

“Really?”

Jey grimaced and glanced back at Nite, who had turned her head slightly.

“Don’t want them to hear me coming,” Jey muttered.

“We’ll find you some pants down here,” Yodi said.

“And one of us should remember to bring you a pair when we go anywhere,” Hella added.

Jey shook his head. With the sound of the rain falling into the background, the natural echoes of the cave took over. The soft drumming of the rain echoed distantly as the main chamber of the mine came into view. There was no movement, and the fire in the center had burned itself mostly out. There was just an orange glow.

Their group spread out. Checked around. Jey headed for the cave entrance at the back, wondering if it was something coming up. He passed by the fire that Hella seemed to be checking over. Jey, didn’t have to go all that far. The water level was much, much higher than it was before. Any higher than this, and it would enter the cave properly. Which wasn’t good news, but at this point there wasn’t much he could do about it either.

“Jey?” Hella called.

He turned his head and saw her in the glow of the embers waiving at him. Jey cast his eyes about and saw no signs of water. Nothing had come out of the river. Not unless they climbed the walls and let themselves dry off before coming any further. Dismissing that idea entirely, Jey hurried back over to the fire, where Hella was holding a chunk of smoked boar.

“I found this,” she said, holding it out to him.

Jey accepted and turned it over. Only to spot what looked like a bite mark. Small, sharp teeth. They’d taken a chunk in a couple places. Subconsciously, Jey lifted the meat and imagined Hella taking the bite, before shaking his head.

“It wasn’t me,” she said with a small trace of amusement.

“No,” Jey agreed. “And I don’t think it was one of the kids either. Teeth tore right through it. Most of the kids we have are human, or close enough like you. Beastkin children might be able to do this, but they’re all up the top with their parents.”

“This meat is pretty tough,” Hella shook her head. “If it was a beastkin child, they’d have torn chunks, this is a clean bite.”

“Jey!” Yodi called. “Over here!”

Jey handed Hella the meat, and hurried over to Yodi, who was staring into the darkness of the tunnel where they had been sleeping.

“It stopped when I yelled, but I could hear something growling and grunting down there,” she said.

“Growling how?” Jey asked. “An animal?”

“Not sure,” she admitted. “Just that it made some noises like it’s struggling with something.”

“If I change, I won’t fit down there in my dragon form,” Jey murmured.

Yodi nodded, and shifted to hers. “Then it looks like I’m leading the way.”

Jey wanted to argue, but Hella came over, also in her dragonnewt form and handed him a burning length of wood.

“We’re going to discuss this later,” Jey grumped as they descended further into the mine.

It was on the list of things to do. They passed by the small rooms. Jey hadn’t been comfortable with people sleeping in them, so close to his mates. So they were mostly empty. Then there was the room at the end, the largest and cleanest originally. That was where they slept, but the corridor didn’t end there.

Into the darkness they crept. Jey held the torch up, casting the light as far as he could. Yodi was up front, with Hella walking behind. If Halesia and Nite had followed, they were a ways back where Jey couldn’t see them.

“It branches,” Yodi said.

“That’s going to make it harder,” Jey growled. “Let’s follow the main path for now and see if it leads anywhere in particular.”

Yodi nodded and led the way. It was slightly wider in here and Jey was able to walk alongside her. They kept their pace even since he was taller than the dwarf. His longer legs wanted to carry him further and he pushed back on that instinct. He looked down each corridor as they walked. There were a dozen by the end. Irregular intervals, like whoever was digging, was chasing veins. Likely some of them went quite deep, but Jey wasn’t interested in that right now. Or likely ever.

What did surprise him though, was the sudden wet splash. He stopped as Yodi halted beside him. The tunnel had drifted slowly down and he could still see a fair distance into the tunnel before the darkness ate the last of the firelight.

“Okay, so the river leaks into the mine as well,” Jey mused.

“Probably why it was abandoned,” Yodi said. “Flooding tunnels, lack of ore. Not enough of a reason to keep digging.”

“Makes sense,” Jey nodded.

“It’s still rising too,” Hella said, pointing at it. “It’s slow.”

“Seeping through the rock.” Yodi nodded. “We don’t want to be in the water. Things grow in it that can kill. I definitely wouldn’t drink it either.”

“Let’s head back up then,” Jey murmured. “We’re going to have to watch this tunnel. Bring more torches and clear it out properly.”

“Works for me,” Yodi agreed.

They turned on the spot and began their march back to the surface. Which was when Jey noticed something out of the corner of his eye. Walking down, originally, he had the best view of only one side of the tunnel. Coming back, he noticed a shiny glint, which made him stop. Yodi and Hella did as well, before they peered into the tunnel. The glint was a shiny rock on the floor. A tiny section of metallic ore, exposed to the air. Only, it was devoid of the dirt and dust of the rest of the tunnels.

Stepping forward, Jey looked around on the floor. He could see marks, like something had been dragged in. Something large.

“I’ve found something,” Jey pointed out. “Look at the marks.”

“I see it,” Yodi confirmed. “You want to go in?”

Jey nodded and Hella looked the most nervous as she followed behind. They froze as something made a noise ahead of them. Like the scuffing of something on a dirt floor. There was no growling though and Jey had to wonder what they were about to find. Moving forward, Jey led the way with the torch held high. The orange flames drifted along the low ceiling and he scanned the way ahead.

From the roughhewn walls of this tunnel, it was likely that this was one of the last places they dug. In fact, there were a few things laying around. Old rope, dusty and not worth collecting. A wooden pail filled with rocks. And there, on the back wall… sat a figure.

She had a grimace on her face, and a bandage around her ribs. It was soaked through with blood in a couple spots.

“Took your fucking time,” she growled deep in her chest as she pushed herself up against the wall as if she were trying to get to her feet. “Waiting down here for days. Didn’t expect to be left to rot.”

Yodi stepped forward, but Jey grabbed her shoulder and held her back. “Jey?”

“She’s not a threat to us,” Jey pointed out. “She can’t even stand.”

“Come closer, human, I’ll…” she frowned as she looked over the three of them properly. “Human and… What are the two of you?”

“We’re his mates,” Hella announced.

The green woman, who Jey could now see was a badly wounded orc, stared at them in mute shock. Her dark eyes closed and she shook her head. “Mates… You’re the dragon?”

“Thought that would be obvious, nude and all,” Jey pointed out.

“In all my days,” the woman slumped on the wall, seemingly losing the will to fight, or even argue. “Do with me what you will.”
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“Is she to become one of your mates as well?” Ymry asked as the unnatural darkness swirled around them.

Jey let out a grumpy sigh. “No.”

“But she’s part of your horde, isn’t she?”

“Maybe.”

Ymry chuckled darkly. “It sounds like you’re doing well then. Even Halesia can see it.”

Jey sighed. “About her.”

“No, I didn’t send her knowing that she’d end up part of your horde,” Ymry said with a yawn. “I had hoped though. That damn dryad’s spent years driving me crazy.”

“I thought she was your friend,” Jey pointed out.

“She was,” Ymry agreed. “Still is, really. How else do you earn the ire of an elder dragon and not end up being eaten?”

Jey nodded, but he didn’t really understand. He might be a dragon, but he wasn’t raised like one. The idea of killing someone simply for being there was… inhuman. Then again, he was more than willing to kill someone who came near his mates… Which, to Jey’s own annoyance, bothered him more than the actual killing part.

“Still interesting to see how things go from here,” Ymry mused. “I didn’t think you’d discover a talker.”

“Talker?” Jey asked the enormous golden dragon.

She nodded. “The orc. You said she’d bandaged herself and was treating her wounds. That takes some learning and there are no written records for their people.”

“Nomadic.” Jey nodded in understanding. “They tell their history in stories and dance.”

“Exactly.” Ymry grinned toothily. “You may find her a boon, if you convince her to stay.”

“If she survives,” Jey pointed out.

Ymry shook her head. “That she’s talking is all the sign we need. Halesia will fix her right up and in a day or two, you’ll find out what her plans are.”

“Honestly, I didn’t think this conversation would go like this,” Jey pointed out.

“Oh?” Ymry asked, sounding amused. “You thought, like your little dwarf, that I’d be angry and demand you kill them?”

“That sounds like the kind of thing a dragon elder would do,” Jey pointed out.

Ymry narrowed her eyes and glared at her smaller gray counterpart, then let out a sigh. “You’re not wrong, whelp. The others likely would have… Except Zolrin. He’s… different.”

“He’s enormous,” Jey pointed out.

“He’s the most powerful of us all,” Ymry admitted. “If we went to war, Zolrin would destroy us all. He would sweep the lands of its people and grow his horde into something beyond comprehension.”

Jey looked up at the golden dragon and swallowed nervously. “And you sent me to his border?”

“You saw what happened when that other whelp crossed his border,” Ymry pointed out. “Zolrin isn’t a monster. He knows his place in the world and is content with living as he does. If you understand his rules, he’s no threat to you.”

“Is that something I should learn?” Jey asked.

Ymry shook her head. “No. The rules he would have on you would differ to the ones he places on me. You’ll have to learn them yourself. But leaving the body of your kill on the mountain where he died, was a smart move. If you’d taken it, he might have viewed it as a challenge.”

Jey grimaced and nodded slowly. “What was that dragon doing, anyway?”

Ymry sighed and shook her massive golden head as she stared out into the darkness. “Kiandonirth suspects something. He sent a scout.”

“Shit,” Jey sighed. “And there’s nothing you can do about the border?”

“If I intervene, it will invite Kiandonirth to do the same,” she said in a soft tone. “I, like the others, place dragons near the border. They are the ones truly doing the fighting.”

Jey frowned. “What about all the soldiers? The men, dwarves and the rest, dying in foot battles?”

“It is the way of things.” She sighed and a gust of smoke billowed out. “And don’t sell yourselves short. Our peoples have killed more dragons in the last century than other dragons have. Rarely do our people come into actual conflict and when they do it is normally not fatal.”

Jey grimaced, thinking about the one he killed already. “So… I shouldn’t kill the next one?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You implied it though,” Jey growled softly.

Ymry huffed and blew a wash of smoke over him as a distraction.

“What?” Jey shook his head. “Should I kill them, or not?”

“I fear what my answer will bring,” Ymry stated.

Jey froze, and gave her a hard stare. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, that we dragons have a very long life. Long enough to see the rise and fall of vast empires, many times over. War is just one reason a world can fall into ruin. Disease and corruption work just as well though. Regardless, I cannot, in good conscience, give a whelp like you any sort of motivation that might change the course of eons.”

“If I live that long,” Jey pointed out.

“It’s quite possible you will not,” Ymry agreed. “But it’s also possible for you to rise up as an elder, and then I’m stuck with you on my border.”

That made Jey smirk. “I’m⁠—“

Ymry’s head snapped around so quickly Jey stopped mid-sentence. In the distance, something rumbled and the golden dragon looked down at Jey. “Time to go, whelp. The river will cause problems if you leave it through the summer. Right now though, I need you to look to the north.”

“North? What’s⁠—”

“No time,” she said.

Jey felt something that time. Like a mental push. Something slammed into him, but not in a physical sense. And when he felt free of its influence, he was lying on his side. Wing extended with three warm bodies lying on it. The closest was Yodi, who made a soft noise, before rolling into his side.

Jey watched her for a few moments, before laying his head back down.
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“How is she?”

Halesia glanced at Jey and looked back towards the bundle by the fire. The orc had barely moved, or spoken since she had been brought in. Beneath the blanket wrapped over her shoulders, hid a pair of manacles. Long enough that she could still eat, dress and look after herself. But it would prevent her from being as much of a threat should she decide to attack.

“Better,” Halesia whispered. “She won’t let me heal her.”

“Why not?” Jey asked.

Halesia shrugged softly. “She says that it’s the way of things and refused to let me do more than change her bandages.”

“That’s something at least,” Jey said with a sigh. “It also complicates things.”

“I thought you were murmuring in your sleep last night,” Halesia said and smirked. “What did the bitch tell you?”

“That I need to head north,” Jey said.

Halesia frowned and tilted her head. “North?” Jey nodded slowly and Halesia let out a huff. “You realize, the entire country is north, all the way to the border with Leergierig, and then it still continues north from there, right?”

“Right,” Jey admitted. “But I’m not about to ignore an elder’s instructions, either.”

Halesia slumped slightly, before nodding. “No, I suppose you better not. I get a pass because of what I am, but you’re another dragon. Even if she likes you, challenging her decision is an easy way to end up as a snack.”

Jey laughed softly and gave a small nod. “That I would. Can you imagine me at her size?”

“No,” the cool voice from across the fire called out. “You will not, nor will you ever reach the size of the White Flame.”

Jey and Halesia looked up, and met the eyes of the she-orc. She stared at them both, without blinking. Jey was the first to react, stepping around the fire, before settling down beside the orc.

“What makes you say that?” he asked.

“No anger?”

Jey shrugged. “You haven’t said anything to anger me. But if you have information, I’d like to learn.”

“Humble, and not quick to anger,” she said to herself. “A fault in your kind, or your upbringing, I wonder?”

Halesia snorted. “If you want to see him quick to anger, say something mean to one of his mates.”

“All the more reason to believe that I am correct, in my assumptions,” the orc said.

“And what assumptions are those?” Jey asked.

“That you should not exist.” She smiled.

It was the kind of smile that one would give their executioner. Right before they swung that axe. A defiant smile, right before the end. A smile to challenge oblivion itself. Which made little sense to Jey, who just frowned slightly in confusion.

“You don’t even know what you are, do you?” the orc guessed.

“I’m a dragon.” Jey shrugged. “But I only learned that recently.”

“How recently?” she asked.

“Few weeks now,” Jey admitted. “It hasn’t been all that long.”

“And already you grow your hoard.” She chuckled. “Tell me. If I left, what would you do?”

Jey frowned, but shook his head. “You’re not a prisoner.”

“And yet I wear shackles,” she said, pushing her hands from the blanket around her shoulder. “If I wished to harm your people, I would have done so when you first arrived.”

“How did you escape the battle and the fires?” Jey asked. “I fought and killed more than a few of you.”

“I heard.” Her shoulders slumped and she sighed. “My brother did this to me.”

Jey flashed with anger, but took a deep breath and held it back as the orc woman stared at him.

“Interesting,” she whispered. “You embrace it, and yet you fight against it.”

“What would I accomplish by destroying another pair of pants?” Jey asked softly as he shook angry thoughts from his mind.

“You need not anger yourself further. My brother is dead,” she whispered. “After he was sent to ambush you and failed, he returned to the mine. He tricked me into following him down into the tunnels where I would be harder to track, then gutted me and left me there with supplies.”

Jey frowned, as he realized who she must have been talking about. “Your brother…”

“I only heard his screams,” she confirmed. “A waste, but one we expected under Uke.”

“Was that his name?” Jey asked.

“It was,” she said. “He didn’t use it much. He didn’t like when we spoke with him. If he wasn’t rolling in something dead, he was creating more death.”

“This place was filled with rot.” Jey grimaced, remembering the stench.

“Uke hoarded the carcasses of the dead, fresh or rotting, it mattered not. Only that it was made of flesh. He learned quickly that he could extend the lifespan of his hoard by killing it slowly. His breath weapon was a powerful tool in that regard.”

Jey nodded slowly. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save your brother. He attacked me and mine, but he didn’t deserve to die how he did.”

“You saw it?” she asked.

“He was half dead, burned and starting to rot, tied to a post at the mouth of the mine,” Jey admitted. “He begged me to kill him.”

The orc nodded slowly as a tear rolled down her cheek. “He was a fierce warrior. If you please, I would hear more, so that I may accurately relay his story later.”

I spent a few minutes with her. Halesia watched us from across the fire. A few of the ladies and children came around. They didn’t stay long. Either the fear of the orc, or their distaste at the conversation drove them away. Jey recalled every detail he could. Then spoke about the things he saw in the mine. Then the battle with Uke, the sea orc. And finally how he, and his lovers used their flames to wash away every last trace.

“The heat from those fires reached down into the tunnel,” she whispered. “I knew then that Uke was dead and my brother avenged. I have been waiting since then for you to find me.”

“We weren’t looking,” Jey admitted.

“If I give my oath not to harm your people, would you remove my bindings?” she asked.

“You don’t want Halesia to heal you?”

“That is not the way of things,” the orc said with a shake of her head. “If I am to die, I am to die. My brother was the holder of the blade. Only time will tell if he was my murderer, or my savior and I will not alter history on a whim.”

Jey nodded slowly as he mulled that over. “Halesia. The shackles?”

The dryad let out a sigh, but got up. “What was even the point of the shackles, if you’re just going to take them off her again.”

“She made a good point.” Jey shrugged. “She’s been down there for a while now and never tried hurting anyone. Though she clearly had the ability to. Nobody noticed her sneaking by, and she went right past our room.”

The orc just smiled at those words. I had to wonder if she was more comfortable with a knife in the dark, than a sword in a charge. In any case, that was something to worry about later. Right now, I had a general direction to follow.

“We never quite finished the conversation we started, lord dragon.”

“Jey,” he told her. “Or Jeyna.”

“My lord,” the orc replied evenly. “We got off track, and spoke of many things. So I ask you once more. Do you know what you are? What you really are?”

“I’m a dragon,” Jey said a frown beginning to mar his brow. “I just have a strange hoard.”

“A hoard of women, who turn into dragonnewts when you mark them?” she asked with a tilt to her head.

Even Halesia was staring now as she sat back, holding the key to the shackles in her hand.

“There was another of your kind. Maybe more, but one made a larger impression than most. And is not a story told often, or with much enthusiasm,” the orc said in a soft tone. “A proper telling would take time, but if you wish to know more of your kind’s history, I shall await your return, hybrid.”

“Hybrid?” Jey frowned. “What do you mean, hybrid?”

“The dragons of the human realm, and the dragons of the dwarf realm take on the physical appearance and characteristics of their peoples,” she explained.

“That much is common knowledge,” Jey pointed out.

“But have you never thought what happens when a dragon from the human lands, and a dragon from say… the dwarves, come together and mate?”

“That hasn’t happened in thousands of years,” Halesia gasped. “I… I never thought…”

“And yet, I cannot think of an alternative,” the orc said with a gleam in her eye. “You, Lord Jeyna, should not exist.”

A few thoughts ran through Jey’s head. About his own history. His childhood in particular. He didn’t understand anything the orc was telling him. Other than the likelihood that he was some kind of forbidden dragon. Was he perhaps abandoned as a child because of it? Or protected?

“I shall tell you the story upon your return, Lord Jeyna,” the orc bowed her head. “I would suggest, in the meantime, that you do not bring this to anyone’s attention. Should news get out—I fear that it would bring the wrath of many upon you.” She paused and then smirked. “And your hoard.”

That made him growl. It was an odd sensation. Like he was warning the orc over a threat to his hoard, while… She was also part of the hoard. It felt like a cat being mad at its own flicking tail, and being completely helpless in fixing the problem without resorting to stupidity. Instead of confronting the eclectic emotions and thoughts in his mind, Jey decided to put it off for now. With a scoff and a snort, he got up and removed his pants.

Both Halesia and the orc watched as he stripped down, before shifting into his full dragon form. Ash gray scales, with orange glowing eyes. The orc swallowed nervously as she watched him walk away. Only to flinch as Halesia took hold of her arm.

“Are you sure?” the dryad asked in a hiss.

“There is no other he could be,” the orc answered as the dryad undid her shackles. “I can only wonder how much of history shall repeat.”

“If my grandmother’s stories were to be believed, when they discover him…” Halesia groaned and rushed off, leaving the orc behind to sit by the fire. She watched the dryad rush after the dragon, before starting to hum a new tune.

Halesia caught up with Jey as he began to ascend the ramp. He slowed and moved at a more reasonable pace as she caught up and then walked at his shoulder.

“So, north,” Halesia asked.

“North,” Jey murmured, still lost in thought.

“Do you know how long you’ll be?” Halesia asked.

“Not a clue,” Jey answered. “Depends what I find when I get out there.”

Halesia nodded slowly. “And… your hoard?”

Jey stopped and let out a sigh. “It stays.”

“You’re not going to take them?”

“Them?” Jey asked, turning to the dryad.

“Hella or Yodi,” she said, crossing her arms.

“No,” Jey growled. “They need to stay. To keep the rest of you safe.”

“So you’re going alone?”

“Yes.” Jey nodded and started walking.

“Hey!” She snapped, hurrying to keep up.

“We’re not discussing this,” Jey grumped. “You’re staying since you can’t fly. And with Zolrin on the border, I’m not leaving you at risk by taking the others with me. They’re not in danger because they can fly. I expect them to lead you all to safety should the elder return.”

“You sound like you’ve thought of everything,” Halesia said softly.

“I’m sure if I’m wrong, Yodi will tell me when I explain it to her,” Jey growled.

“No.” Halesia slumped and leaned against his shoulder for support as they both climbed into the morning light. “Your plan makes sense. It’s the best of worst options.”

Jey nodded slowly. But didn’t move as Halesia began walking up towards his snout, running her fingers along his scales.

“But… I think I’ve decided,” she said, moving to stand in front of him. She stared into Jey’s eyes and saw the fires burning deep within. “When you come back.”

“You’re already mine, Halesia,” Jey growled softly.

“But I could be more.” She smiled sadly. “And you can’t deny how badly you want me, can you?”

Jey huffed and Halesia coughed at the waft of smoke that poured from his nostrils.

“Bad dragon,” she chided him. “Dryad’s don’t like smoke.”

“And dragons don’t like being poked,” Jey grumbled.

She sighed and rolled her eyes, before leaning in to place a soft kiss on the end of his snout. “Return safely and soon. Then take me into the forest. I want to be where I feel the most at home, in case I never feel it again.”

Jey wasn’t sure what to say. Not that it mattered, as she turned and strode off into the trees. Nearby, a few of the refugees watched on with interest. Not wanting to attract the attention of the dragon or his mates. In fact, they looked pretty busy. Bernee was out there, using his horse to haul the logs into position that Jey had been cutting, while the ladies were using hoes to strip the trees and prepare the wood.

Jey felt a wiggle of anger that so many ladies were out in the open, but he quashed that as soon as it started. Then abandoned the idea entirely as the familiar forms of Yodi and Hella flew in over the treetops. Clutched in their talons, were a pair of deer. They angled toward Jey and flared their wings, before dropping the dead deer well behind where they landed on either side of Jey.

“You’re going then?” Yodi asked.

“Alone,” Jey agreed.

“Told you,” Yodi said and turned to Hella, who scowled.

“I think one of us should go with you,” Hella protested.

“You’re needed here.” Jey shook his enormous white head. “You’re the best at hunting, and an early warning system if something dangerous is coming. They need you more than I will.”

“Bull shit,” Hella growled. “You needed us to help fight off that other dragon.”

Jey nodded. “And if another comes while I’m gone, then what?”

Hella opened her mouth, then closed it again. “I don’t like it.”

“Neither do I,” Jey told them both. “But Ymry told me to head north, and that’s what I’m going to do. To keep my hoard safe, I need you both to remain here. That’s our best option.”

“When you get back⁠—”

“Halesia is going to join us,” Jey interrupted.

“Then—”

“But not yet, and she has her reasons,” Jey interrupted her again.

“It’s going to be okay,” Yodi reached over and grabbed Hella around the shoulders. “Ymry hasn’t sent him away to die. She wants him alive, that’s why he sent us here.”

Hella grumbled at that, but couldn’t argue.

“But,” Yodi said, turning to look me in the eye. “We aren’t happy. And when you return, when you’re finished with Halesia. We will both want attention.”

“Don’t say it like that,” Hella whined.

Yodi sighed and pulled Hella back to the deer carcasses. With a wave goodbye, they carried the fresh meat out of the way and let Jey take to the skies. With a beat of his wings and a small trot, Jey launched himself into the sky. The freshly cleared road provided a good space to gain some speed and height, before Jey rolled to the left and angled north. Though he hadn’t gotten far when a flash of silver shot out from the treeline. Jey flinched as the arrow clacked against his scales and he pulled hard to turn around and confront his attacker.

Only to spot her, clinging to the upper branch of a tall tree. Nite. She had her bow in her hands, and seeing him coming, she tossed it over her shoulder. Jey watched in horror as she balanced on the branch, before setting off at a run. Jey was already in position to confront his attacker.

Nite didn’t hesitate for a moment, throwing herself forward. Jey, in a moment of panic snatched out, grabbing her with one massive paw, before beating his wings to get into the air. Nite let out a panicked squeal that almost drowned out the horrified howling that must have been her father on the ground.

“PULL YOUR LEG UP!”

“WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING?!” Jey roared, even as he hooked his paw up against himself.

He felt Nite wriggling, but felt unsteady as he tried to look down underneath himself to see. He had a moment of panic, but wasn’t sure about being able to land with Nite in his paw, and was therefore forced to hold as steady as he could. She climbed up his arm, and onto his shoulder. In far less time than Jey thought was reasonable, she was settled on his back where he had let Yodi and Hella sit on a few occasions.

“I think we need to talk!” she called.

“Now is NOT the time!” Jey snarled as he angled back towards the mine.

“If you take me back, father’s going to take me away from here!” she called. “I won’t like it, but I’ll stop you from hurting him!”

Jey jerked slightly as he thought over the implications. Everything within his dragon nature said to take her back, but… He still needed to leave. Which would give the man one hell of a head start.

“FUCK!”

Jey let out a blast of flames, before rolling to the north again.
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Jey flared his wings, and beat them slowly, before dropping to the ground inside the forest. He had been flying for hours. Keeping the border to his left, it hadn’t been hard to do. There was plenty of smoke and destruction. Almost like the skirmishes had broken out into open conflict at some point in the last few weeks. Jey couldn't help but wonder what that would mean for him, if the fighting was getting worse, and heading south to the border. Especially with one dragon already sent to its death. Though, he had other things on his mind right now.

Landing softly, Jey let out a sigh. The sun was still plenty high enough. But he was tired. Flying was hard work, even if it was fast. And even Nite had a strained look on her face, as she slid down to the ground beside him.

“Is it always like that?” she asked.

“I’d argue it’s better than it was,” Jey pointed out. “I’ve only gotten better with my landings.”

“Not that,” Nite grumbled. “Being stuck on your back. If you weren’t so warm, it would be freezing with all the wind. But you still get this ache in your hips after a while and you’re just stuck sitting there.” Jey stared at her and she let out a long sigh. “C’mon. We need to talk, and I’d rather not do it while you look like… this,” she said, pointing at him.

Jey nodded slowly, and began to shift. Only for Nite to turn away and make a waving gesture with her hand.

“What?” Jey asked.

“Pants,” she urged him.

Jey sighed. “What pants?”

“What?” Nite jerked and glanced around. “You don’t have pants?”

“Did you see me wearing a bag?” he asked.

Nite’s mouth gaped for a few moments, before she let out a long sigh. “Father would be horrified.”

“Almost definitely,” Jey said, turning around to get a better look at where they had stopped for the night. “What about you, what’s in your little pack?”

Little being the operative word. She had her bow, a quiver and a small pack that was probably just some lunch in a bag hanging over her shoulder.

“Water.” She sighed, pulling it off. “And some dried meat. Not enough to keep us both fed. I figured you’d hunt and we’d camp, but…”

“Not quite working out that way,” Jey murmured as he tried to ignore the fact he was nude in front of her.

“How did you intend to do this?” Nite asked.

Jey turned and gave her an incredulous look. “I’m a dragon.”

She stood there and shook her head. “Fuck, I… I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“Neither do I,” Jey growled. “You jumped out of a damn tree. What if I’d missed?”

“You didn’t⁠—”

“That is beside the point!” Jey snarled.

She stood for a moment, before nodding. “They said you’d get mad if I did something dangerous.”

“Yodi?”

“Hella too, and Halesia,” she admitted the second after a pause.

Jey let out a long sigh. “What exactly did they tell you?”

Nite swallowed nervously. “Can… can you change back?”

Jey shifted instantly, pulling his body around, before laying on his front.

“Thanks,” Nite murmured as she came over and started looking at his side.

“What?”

“They sit on you, don’t they?”

“You want to sit on me?” Jey asked, feeling suddenly nervous.

“Yes,” Nite admitted. “I… I want to understand.”

Jey was confused by that statement, but he could guess what she was getting at. Rolling onto his side, that freed his wing and he spread across the grass. Nite hopped up onto it, stepping on the fleshy webbing, and not the more fragile wing bones as she made her way to his belly, before slumping down and stretching her legs out.

“Better,” she grunted.

“Wonderful,” Jey said in an exasperated tone. “Now, explain. What the hell did you jump out of a tree for, and why the hell are you here?”

“If I asked if I could leave, would you let me go?” she asked.

Jey huffed and a wash of black smoke wafted around. Nite turned and watched it blow in the breeze, but relaxed when Jey answered, a grumpy. “Yes.”

She nodded. “And if I wanted to stay?”

“Also yes, but you know that already.”

“No.” Nite shook her head. “If… if I stayed, but didn’t become part of your hoard.”

“You’re already part of my hoard,” Jey pointed out. “I can’t control it. You came to the mine, I saw you, now I feel as if you’re part of who I am. I can let you go, but I won’t like it.”

Nite shook her head as she reached down and gently touched the softer scales on the underside of his wings. “No, I mean… You’re going to make me… like the others, aren’t you?”

Jey growled and Nite looked up, suddenly nervous. Which forced Jey to cut off the growl with a shake of his head. “I’m not going to force anything on anyone. If you want to leave, you have my permission. I’m not a slave keeper. If I force it, others will leave and then I have to force all of you. Even if I was inclined to do so, I would have no time for anything but keeping you all where I wanted you.”

“So you don’t want me to be a dragonnewt?”

Jey snorted. “That’s not what I said at all.”

“Well sorry, for wanting to be thorough about the possibility of a dragon taking me as his mate, biting me, and turning me into some beastkin, dragon thing, with wings,” she snarked as she slumped back against his side.

“You actually considered it?” Jey asked.

“Of course I did,” Nite snapped. “The way you go at my father, I figured it was only a matter of time before some massive claw rips me out of my sleeping roll in the night.”

“Never,” Jey growled.

“Well I know that now,” she pointed out. “But father and I have been waiting for it. He sleeps with a knife already, but he’s also been keeping his armor on.

“That—”

“Would be useless, I know, but he’s terrified of you.” She huffed. “And I’m terrified of you.”

“You jumped out of a tree, to intentionally be caught by someone who scares you?” Jey pointed out. “That’s not great logic.”

“If you missed, or didn’t catch me, I’d have died. And this entire problem wouldn’t matter,” she pointed out. “That you caught me, has put me in a strange position. Stranger again, that you’ve so far been… hospitable, about the whole thing.”

“You half expected me to take advantage of you, didn’t you?” Jey growled with frustration. “How many time⁠—”

“Yes, yes, I know,” Nite snapped, rolling her head on her shoulders. “I just…”

“Just?”

“I don’t know, there wasn’t a follow-up with that,” she admitted. “I don’t know what I’m doing. Father and I came from a small village on the border, and traded meat with the humans. There was an attack and we were driven south. We tried getting home, but then dragons showed up and father took us further south, where we met up with the caravan. Less than half of that original caravan survived. There are so many bodies out there.”

Jey realized she likely hadn’t had much of a chance to get any of that off her chest. Right when she finally had a chance to breathe, down at the mine, she came face to face with a dragon that put her father on edge.

“I’ll make you a deal,” Jey murmured. “You keep me company on this trip. And when we get back, if you want to leave. I’ll take you wherever you want to go. You and your father.”
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It was the low rumble that first caught Jey’s attention. It pulsed in waves. Soft and comfortable. The warm spot against his belly seemed to vibrate with the sound and he slowly came awake in the morning light. The sun was barely up. The sky was still dark, but there was enough light to see by. Distant birds chirped and the scent of the morning dew was in the air. Still, that strange rumbling continued.

Jey turned his head slowly, trying to figure out the source. Only for the obvious truth to slip through his hazy, early morning thoughts. With a slow shift, he raised one wing and looked beneath. There she was. Curled up in a cat-like ball. Her pack was under her head like a pillow. Her hands pulled up over her face, while one ear twitched as a soft breeze wafted through the gap he’d created.

Nite slept soundly, with her knees tucked up to her chest with her back pressed to his stomach. The rumbling Jey could hear was the soft purring of a cat. Or in this case, a cat-beastkin, soundly sleeping on the soft underside of his wing. As if his attention disturbed her, she let out a yawn. Her legs stretched out before her. Two pale legs, devoid of pants, straightened out and quivered as she loosened her muscles. Only to roll onto her stomach and blink her brown eyes at the white scaled dragon looming over her.

Jerking upright into a kneeling position as soon as she noticed his staring she snapped out a surprised, “what?”

“You were purring.”

“Sorry—”

“Don’t be,” Jey cut her off.

Everything inside him wanted to reach down and run a claw gently over her ears. Even as her tail flicked from side to side in agitation. From the way she was breathing and staring, Jey let up and pulled his head away.

“It’s early,” Jey whispered. “We should get a move on. Find something to eat before it gets too dark.”

“Right,” Nite said on a sigh, before reaching into her pack where she had stuffed her own pants to give it some bulk. “You didn’t look at me, did you?”

“If you’re asking if I examined you more than I was, no,” Jey told her. “You’re cute when you sleep.”

Nite’s ears fell flat and her face went red. But she didn’t respond. Instead, she turned her back to the dragon and quickly dressed. Once covered, she crawled over Jey’s wing towards his hip, where she’d left her boots. In barely a few minutes she was dressed and back to giving him an uneasy scowl. Which Jey entirely ignored as he stretched out a leg.

“It’s going to be cold this early in the morning,” Nite said as she climbed his shoulder and settled on his back.

“I’ll try and find some warm air,” Jey told her. “But you’ll probably have to get comfortable. Maybe find a way to lay flat?”

“With all those spines?” she asked. “Not likely.”

Jey didn’t have a response to that. She wasn’t wrong. Jey wasn’t in a position to do anything though. She went off halfcocked, without the proper preparation. Jey had planned on living as a dragon would for a few days. Sleeping under the stars and eating what he could kill was easy enough. He’d even been practicing a lot lately. Having a passenger wasn’t something Jey had planned on either. Let alone the complicated feelings he had towards her.

“Ready?”

“No,” Nite said and sighed. “But that’s not about to change, so let’s get on with it.”

The gap in the trees wasn’t large. Jey would have considered it a challenge to get out again. More so with a passenger. He didn’t tell her that though. Jey was most comfortable taking a run up before jumping and beating his wings at the same time. With the trees so close, Jey was going to have to leap from almost a standstill and beat his wings hard. Something he hadn’t quite mastered yet.

“Hold on,” Jey warned her. “I haven’t had much practice taking off like this.”

“Like what?” Nite yelped.

Jey lunged. He kicked off the ground hard, first with his forelimbs and then with his back legs. His tail trailed behind as he slammed his wings down hard. They flared nicely and picked up the wind, but Jey didn’t have the forward momentum he needed yet. Pulling his wings in, he threw them out and beat them once more. By the third beat, he could see the tops of the trees, and by the fourth Jey was over the top of them.

Jey pushed his tail down, pitching towards the ground as he continued beating his wings. It caused an uncomfortable lurch as the trees rushed up beneath him, but that only lasted until he beat his wings once more. That initial surge continued and Jey picked up additional speed. Until finally, he was winging his way along, just above the treetops with Nite clinging, terrified to one of his spines.

“You doing okay back there?” Jey called.

“WHO TAUGHT YOU TO FLY!?” Nite roared back.

“Nobody!” Jey barked out a laugh as he continued beating his wings.

Like the day before, Jey kept the border to his left. It wasn’t a perfect method, but Jey had no interest in accidentally crossing it. With the conflict going on, breaching the border, even for a moment, was a good way to get attacked. Even just being spotted on this side of the border might lead to it. Even Ymry’s nobles might take a swing if they decided they didn’t want him around. He had the feeling that Ymry wouldn’t have told anyone he was passing through. That didn’t seem very dragon-like.

“So, she gave you nothing else?” Nite called out.

“Nothing!” Jey answered. “Just to head north. We were interrupted before she could tell me anything else.”

“Great,” Nite grumped. “Just great. We could be looking for anything then!”

“Maybe,” Jey hedged. “That she wanted me to do something specifically tells me I’ll probably recognize it.”

“What if she’s sent you to kill something?” Nite asked.

Jey sighed and shook his head, which caused him to lurch in the air. Nite let out a squeal at the odd movement, and Jey stopped right away. “Sorry. And I don’t know. It’s not like she tells me much, even when she is clear with her instructions.”

“It still amazes me that you’re in contact with the elder,” Nite murmured just loud enough for Jey to hear her.

“You and me both,” Jey admitted.

He increased his altitude a little. Going up high enough to have a decent view of the land, without going so high as to hit cold air. Nite went quiet for a time as she ate some of the dried meat she had taken with her. All the while, Jey scanned the horizon. It had taken several days, even while flying, to make it all the way to the mine. He hadn’t started in the far north though, and already down below, Jey could make out familiar landmarks.

The lake, where he, Yodi and Hella had spent a couple days fishing and learning to fly. Hours later, the waterlogged plains that held the wyrm. Jey kept an eye on those planes. He doubted the limbless dragon could fly, but that didn’t mean it was harmless. When he passed over the burned battlefield on the far side, he felt the subtle shift of weight as Nite began looking around.

“Something wrong?” Jey asked.

“I know this place!” Nite called. “We had to avoid it. The soldiers here were raiding nearby villages.”

Jey growled when she said that. Hella had been taken by a garrison hiding in the forest. She’d been put in a revealing outfit and taken to the commander, who intended to have his way with her. Jey had lost his temper when he’d found the camp. Burned it to the ground and brought the half-elf back. He’d been responsible for a lot of deaths that evening. Not one, had he regretted.

“Can we stop?”

“There’s nothing left down there!” Jey called.

“Not that,” she said, shaking her head that made Jey’s shoulders wobble slightly in response. “Head east from here!”

Jey thought about arguing. But… well, he didn’t have a reason not to. Ymry had said north, but not to follow the border. Maybe this would come to something. Jey rolled to the right and flew east. He felt as Nite shifted on his shoulders. Like she was leaning forward to get a better view, now that his head and neck were in the way.

“How far?” Jey called.

“I’m trying to figure that out,” she yelled over the wind. “It looks different up here than it does down there. We were hassled once by a patrol who took some supplies, and headed further east to avoid the others.”

Jey understood that. Nothing about this conflict had filled him with the idea that any part of it was honorable. The militaries on both sides were stripping the villages, traders and lands themselves of all its resources. An invading army would have difficulty feeding itself should it rush to capture land that lacked the ability to feed it.

Jey had to wonder just how different he was to the other dragons to think like that. Ymry was powerful enough she could sweep along the border and burn everything to ash without breaking a sweat. She could single handedly end this war, but… her involvement would force other elders to react as well. There were no records of the last time the elders went to battle. Only stories told by old men at traveling fairs.

“Over there!” Nite shouted.

“I can’t exactly see you!” Jey called back. “Lean, and I’ll let you steer me!”

She leaned to the right, so Jey pitched slowly and let himself drift further south. They were still heading further from the border though. Jey wasn’t sure where exactly she wanted him to go. She’d shift slightly left and right, as if she were scanning for something. When he felt her lean forward, Jey began to descend, until he spotted what had caught her eye.

“Want me to land?” Jey called.

“Circle it first!” Nite called. “Just in case!”

Jey didn’t respond, but he rolled to go around. It was a section of forest. A strip of trees between two hills that eventually led to the wetlands by the border. And right through the middle of the trees was a strip carved out. A smuggler’s path most likely. Too small to be a patrolled road. Too deep into the forest to be practical either. But it made for an easy path to the south.

He circled overhead, checking the road as best he could. The trees loomed over the top obscuring it for the most part. But one thing he did notice was a lot of wagons. From the looks of it, most were abandoned. Though Jey couldn’t tell why.

“What is this place?” He called.

“This was where we were ambushed!” Nite answered. “There’s at least a small garrison in there!”

“And the wagons?”

“They weren’t there when we came through!”

Jey growled at that. He didn’t really think this was why Ymry had sent him up here. Whatever patrol had been in the area, had likely avoided the fight that burned the battlefield to the west. That meant the soldiers were now bandits, and clearly weren’t overly picky about who it was they were grabbing. Still, from up here, Jey couldn’t make out where they would be hiding. Rather than risk a crash, or having Nite yanked off his back by a rogue branch, he flew to the south and landed where the trees thinned as the path went over the hill.

From up here, Jey had a poor view of the road. It was narrow, bushy and there was no sign at all that there were any abandoned wagons in there.

“What do you think?” Jey asked as Nite shifted on his back.

“You’re a dragon, aren’t you?” Nite asked as she crawled to one side.

Jey recognized that she wanted to get down, so he slumped to his belly and held an arm out to give her a ramp. Which she used to slide down bouncing slightly as she came around to stand beside him.

Jey had to wonder what she was really doing here. She’d recognized this place specifically. Directed him here. It told Jey that something stuck out. Jey wasn’t sure what it was she was after, but she had a rather intense look on her face as she stared back into those trees.

“Nite?”

“Hmm?” she glanced at me.

“What are we really looking for?”

Nite frowned. “You’re going to think it’s stupid and we’re wasting time.”

“You’ve already convinced me to land, so how much worse can it get?” Jey joked.

Nite sighed. “My father. The patrol made him hand over his bag. The reason Bernee had all his tools, is because they said they didn’t need them. They didn’t leave our caravan broke, but they took a lot of what they could carry.”

“So you want your father’s bag back?” he asked.

“In it, is a broach. It was my mother’s.”

Jey frowned, and then looked at the trees. “Your mother’s, you said?”
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“You think this is going to work?” Nite asked.

“We want to find where they’re camping,” Jey whispered as they stepped into the trees. “I’m hoping we look like a pair of survivors on the run.”

“Well we’re not about to confuse you for a fucking dragon,” Nite murmured.

Jey was… muddy. It took a bit. He dug a hole in the hill. Deep enough that it was damp and then shifted to his human form before jumping in and rolling around. He was covered in dirt, clumps of grass and other mess. Enough to make anyone think Jey might have been running for a while. That he was naked certainly helped. And with Nite at his side, they could only hope that whoever was in these trees, might want to talk before they put an arrow in them.

Jey still wasn’t exactly sure what would happen if they shot him while in this form. Was he as squishy inside as other humans? Or would there be something else? Maybe in a life or death situation, he’d be forced to shift? Jey had no idea.

They kept up their pace. With his bare feet, Jey hobbled along on the rocky ground. There were deep ruts, suggesting that many wagons had passed through. Those ruts had dug up stones and chunks of sharp rock. All of which had Jey limping and grunting as he climbed over it, while Nite did her best to not leave him behind. Her and her fancy boots.

Moving further into the trees, things grew quieter as the trees loomed overhead. The road itself wasn’t straight either. The largest of the trees seemed to have been used as markers, with the smaller trees between them cleared to make room. It made the road slightly zig zag around, keeping a roughly north to south heading, without maintaining a straight line.

So it was several minutes before they rounded a tree and saw their first wagon. Nite and Jey approached. It was horse drawn, but there were no signs of the horse. A handful of crates in the back were tipped over. One was filled with the remains of grain, left to rot in the open. The other was a crate of rusted nails. When they reached the front, there were signs that the driver had been killed and left to bleed, but the body was long gone. Likely dragged off into the trees and either buried, or left for the wildlife. Which meant there were likely wolves or bears nearby. This would be prime feeding for them.

“C’mon,” Jey waved for Nite to keep moving. “We should get out of here.”

“This is awful,” Nite whispered. “It wasn’t like this when we came through. It’s only been a couple weeks.”

“We can still leave, if you want?” Jey offered.

Nite let out a sigh. “It would be smarter if we did.”

Jey nodded. “You don’t want to though, do you?”

“No,” Nite admitted. “Father is going to be so mad when we get back.”

“You want your mother’s broach for him?” Jey surmised. “Get him on side, he won’t take you away?”

“Exactly.” Nite nodded.

“Sounds like you want to stay,” Jey smirked.

Nite shrugged. “You’re not dangerous. The mine is cool and dry. And other than Zolrin wandering around, I feel safe there.”

“Good,” Jey said and smiled.

“I’m still not sure about letting you bite me though,” she pointed out, as she gestured for Jey to keep moving.

“I’m not going to argue either way.” Jey shrugged. “Just understand that if someone puts a finger on you. I’m going to kill them.”

“Is that so?”

Jey and Nite froze as the challenge echoed around the forest. Right before a horse knickered off to their right. Jey whirled around as Nite reached for her bow. Only for a rope, laid out, hiding in the dirt, pulled free. Tied into a loop, it tightened around Jey’s legs, snapping them together. As his legs went out from under him, his head hit the ground, as he was pulled away from the screaming cat-beastkin.

[image: ]


“Jey!”

Jey frowned at the scared tone of the woman’s voice.

“JEY!”

“He awake?” a rough voice asked, before the sound of a canvas flap opened.

Jey felt a boot connect with his ribs a moment later, and grunted in pain. He rolled onto his side and tried to sit up. Only to find his arms bound together behind his back. Above him loomed a man, who was once wearing a familiar looking uniform. Stuffed over a familiar looking face.

“You?” the man grinned. “Well I’ll be.”

“You died,” Jey said with a frown.

“Almost.” He grinned and lifted up the front of his tunic, showing the rather brutal scar in the middle of his chest. “Gotta say, I didn’t expect to see you again. S’pecially not this far south, and with a sexy little feline for company.”

Jey glared at the man. He was the bard. The annoying one he’d been stuck traveling with when he was sent to the front. The last time Jey saw him, he’d taken a crossbow bolt to the chest. Collapsed in the wagon, which had then been burned to a crisp. Jey honestly didn’t know how the man was alive right now. But he wanted to find whoever was responsible and pull their fingernails out for the trouble they’d caused.

“So,” the bard continued with a grin. “I have some good news, and some bad news, I guess.”

Jey grunted as the bard grabbed him by the arm and started dragging. Nite’s eyes went wide with panic. She wasn’t tied like Jey was. Her arms were free, but her leg had an iron chain on it that went to a stake driven into the ground.

“Jey!” she cried.

“I’ll be back for you, don’t you worry.” The bard laughed as he hauled Jey out of the tent.

They were in a hidden camp. The trees hadn’t been cut down. Instead, additional branches had been strung up between the larger trees. It gave the area more cover from above.

“Yer a smart one,” the bard said jovially. “Part of the problem really. The smart ones can’t be trusted.”

“Trusted?” Jey grunted as he was dragged toward a pointed stick in the grass.

“Aye,” the bard nodded. “Take a man’s wife and tell him we won’t turn her over to the men, and he’ll do as he’s told. Do it long enough, and he won’t stop, even when we do turn his wife over to the men.”

Jey looked around. There were tents in places. A couple wooden structures in others. The main thing though, was the mine being dug in the middle of the forest. There was a disheveled older man, with a haunted expression, hauling out a bucket of dirt. Nearby was a cookfire, with several older women clustered around it. A few younger women, some of which were only barely dressed, were carrying things around the camp. All of which was surrounded and guarded by several dozen soldiers.

Though they weren’t wearing colors any more. It was clear they deserted whatever orders and commander they initially started with.

“Nice little setup we got here,” the bard chuckled. “Got real lucky when I signed up. Made me some friends and they kept me safe when shit hit the fan.”

“Banta, where are you taking him?” someone called.

“Isore!” The bard grinned. “Turns out I know this one. He won’t fit in.”

“Oh?”

“Was conscripted like I was. Same wagon. Fucker left me for dead too,” Banta gave Jey a rough shake.

“Can’t make him dig?” Isore asked.

Jey turned his head and saw the man. He was older. More grizzled. Likely the one in charge.

“Oh, he’d dig,” Banta said with a laugh. “But the moment he got a chance, he’d bury a knife in one of us. He was caught defending a young lady’s honor.”

“That so?” Isore grinned down at Jey. “Maybe I’ll take a personal interest in the little kitty then? It’s been a while since I’ve felt a purr around my cock.”

Jey was furious. He felt the urge to shift, and was on the verge of doing just that, when a roar echoed above them. That roar was familiar, and Jey froze in place as the two men straightened and looked up. They didn’t wait long, as a ruddy-orange dragon flew overhead.

“We weren’t due for an inspection for days,” Isore snarled. “Get him back to the tent.”

“But—”

“Now Banta!”

“Shit,” Banta snarled and hauled Jey around to go back the way they came.

This time was even rougher, since Banta was dragging, almost at a run. The air was filled with the sounds of terrified wailing from the men and women kept here against their will. The soldiers guarding them began to shout and corral them towards either the mines, or the fire.

Jey spotted the ruddy-orange dragon drop through a gap in the trees, knocking down branches and some of the camouflage as it landed amongst the camp. Right before Banta yanked him into the tent and threw him into the middle of the floor.

“Trust me,” Banta panted as Nite trembled in fear. “My knife across your neck is far quicker and more pleasant than what that dragon will do to you if you cause a problem while he’s here. Got me?”

“Got it,” Jey scowled.

Banta looked from Jey, to Nite and then turned and stormed out. Nite breathed a sigh of relief and turned to Jey with a worried expression. “I heard the roar but…”

“Not me,” Jey muttered. “This got bad.”

“What are we going to do?” Nite whimpered.

Jey let out a sigh. His ankles weren’t bound, but his wrists were. His head didn’t hurt, much to his surprise, but he was still filthy and bound at the wrist. With a grunt, Jey sat himself up and made his way over to Nite and sat down beside her.

“You’re filthy,” she whispered.

Jey nodded. And Nite leaned into him anyway. They sat for a time. Listening to the camp in motion. Someone cried out, and a cheer came a moment later. Jey grimaced, imagining some horrible punishment, death or torture going on outside. Nite must have as well. She trembled slightly and whimpered whenever a shout echoed through the camp.

“Could we sneak away?” Nite asked in a hushed tone.

“We’re right in the middle of the camp.” Jey frowned. “There’s way more than I thought there would be. If there’s a dragon leading them, it’s going to be hard to escape.”

“Then what do we do?” Nite asked. “Can you fight it?”

“Maybe.” Jey grimaced. “I don’t know what its hoard is. It might have that hoard here, or it might be elsewhere, I really don’t know.”

“And you can’t… I don’t know… summon your mates?” Nite asked.

Jey slowly shook his head. “I wouldn’t even know where to start. I know Ymry can communicate over distance, but even that’s not something she can do when I’m around other dragons.”

Nite let out a long sigh. Then dropped her head forward into her hands. “What about me?”

“What about you?”

“Jey,” Nite sighed and shook her head. “What… what if you bit me?”

“Do you want me⁠—”

“No!” She snapped, before grimacing as someone else screamed, right before an orange flash lit up the side of the tent. There were more cheers and laughter from that point, while Nite trembled in place.

“Jey, there’s a dragon out there,” she whispered. “And I’m scared that if you don’t bite me. We aren’t going home.”

“But you don’t want me to bite you,” Jey pointed out.

Nite slowly shook her head. “Letting a male bite me, is letting a male take me as his mate.”

“That—”

“Isn’t the same thing,” she growled. “Even if it looks like it. If I let you bite me, it would be expected for me to submit to you.”

Jey and Nite sat together in silence for a short time, while Nite sniffed and wiped at her eyes.

“I don’t want my first time to be chained up in some fucking tent,” she whispered.


9


“Odd.”

Jeyna huffed, letting out a waft of smoke. He hadn’t expected to end up here. Not now. Not when he was captured, bound and trying to figure out what happened next. Yet here he was. Curled in a ball, not unlike a cat. Or in this case, a cat-beastkin. Only she wasn’t here with him. He was here with Ymry.

“What’s odd?” Jeyna asked, picking his head up to look around at the eternal darkness of this strange place.

“You are, of course.” Ymry snorted. “Why haven’t you taken the beastkin?”

“Taken?” Jey asked with a slight tilt to his head.

“You’re a dragon, Jeyna.” Ymry sighed as she looked down at him. “You don’t need to ask nicely. You simply take⁠—”

“Fuck you!” Jey snarled, as flames escaped his lips, illuminating the golden sheen on the massive dragon’s chin.

“Were I one of the others, I’d have killed for that insult,” she replied calmly.

Jey got up, and gave himself a shake. “Were I one of the others, I’d have challenged you for implying I should commit a rape.”

“Really?” Ymry lay her head down. It gave Jey the benefit of being able to look her in the eye for once. Rather than having to crane his neck back to stare up at her. “You feel that strongly about it?”

“Of course I do,” Jey growled.

“Good,” Ymry said with a soft sigh. “That means I was right about you.”

Jey stood there. Angry, but also confused as he stared at the golden dragon. “You were right?”

“You’re not like the rest of us,” she commented softly. “I find that deeply interesting. Especially since having a mate would empower you. Dragons have killed for less, and your hoard doesn’t require death.”

“My hoard is none of your business,” Jey growled.

“While you live within my borders, whelp,” Ymry growled so loudly the ground beneath Jey’s feet seemed to shift. “I would hesitate to state that claim once more.”

That felt like a threat. But Jey didn’t think she meant it directly. More that he was missing something, and that was enough to turn his anger to confusion.

“What does that mean?” he asked.

Ymry stared at him for a few moments. “Have I not been sending you refugees?”

Jey narrowed his eyes. “I’m⁠—”

“Yes, yes, I know,” the golden dragon rolled her eyes. “There are many more women living in that mine, then you will ever take into your inner sanctum. You and I both know the precious ones are best and you’re selective about it the same way all dragons are. Which was why I commented on the beastkin.”

“Nite.”

“A cute name.” Ymry shifted her head slightly as if nodding. “But if you aren’t going to take that final step. Why haven’t you at least subsumed the others?”

“I don’t even know how that other dragon would…” Jey paused. “Wait, that dragon. They’re here under your orders, aren’t they?”

“It’s not quite that specific,” Ymry replied. “I order an attack, I don’t lead the troops myself. If I disagree with their methods, I have the option of investigating myself, or sending someone on my behalf to do it for me.”

Jen nodded slowly, before freezing in place. “Is that⁠—”

“Always the intellectual,” Ymry chuckled deeply. “Before you ask, no I don’t know what her hoard is. But I feel it’s fair to remind you that most dragons do not travel with one.”

“Wait.” Jey froze. “Her?”
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Jey’s eyes snapped open. The camp was silent. Nestled firmly against his chest was Nite. She shivered slightly, and Jey instinctively tightened his grip. Her face firmly planted into his chest, a series of soft rumbles escaped.

Nothing much had happened. The dragon had arrived, landed and held some kind of court. That first scream must have been someone to upset the dragon. But there hadn’t been any violence since. The entire camp seemed to have fallen silent. And here, now in the dead of night, Jey was awake and thinking.

His ankles were unbound. As were his wrists. It took a little effort, but with Nite’s surprisingly sharp claws, they’d worked their way through the ropes. Jey had guessed they would be left alone. It was the fact that Banta and Isore had wanted to hide him, rather than deal with him right away. The more Jey thought about it, the more he thought it likely that there were two groups in charge of the camp. With Banta and Isore running things, while someone else came and went. Most likely a dragon. Like Ymry had stated. She could give an order, but without intervening personally, she wasn’t in charge of how those orders were carried out. Which left Banta and Isore to run things as they pleased.

If this other dragon was only visiting every few days for inspections, it was entirely possible they didn’t know what was going on here. Not properly. Which made far more sense to Jey, that Banta and Isore had put in the effort to hide what they were doing. More than that—it seemed likely that they would have gone about hiding the rest of the prisoners as well. Jey had no illusions about whether or not he could talk his way out of this problem. But if he could just create enough of a distraction to slip away… It would go a long way to prove his dragon theory.

Nite was a surprisingly deep sleeper. Jeyna had to give her a firm shake before she suddenly blinked and let out a soft yawn. A yawn that sounded just like a kitten, which she must have realized as she stared at him in embarrassed horror. Choosing to ignore it for now, Jey urged her to get up.

“What’s going on?” Nite asked.

“Things have been quiet,” Jey whispered, before going on to explain his theory.

Nite wasn’t convinced it was the right move, but she also knew that not doing anything would be worse. Worse still, would be remaining behind. If Jey wasn’t there, if or when someone came to check them, that would end badly for the beastkin. So, with a reluctant beastkin at his back, Jey slipped from the tent and looked around.

The threat of the dragon must have been enough to put Banta’s mind at ease about guarding them. Jey recalled the threat he’d made. About a slit throat being nothing compared to the wrath of a dragon. If only Banta understood exactly how close he was to finding that out. Had this entire situation not taken them both by surprise, this camp would be gone already. For now though, Jey had other things on his mind.

There were a few people walking around in the dark. They carried torches, so their night vision had been ruined. They were also only guarding certain places. One of which was the entrance to the mine, with a single guard pacing around the front of it.

Nite slipped ahead of Jey, relying on her skills as a hunter to pick her way silently through the camp. The pit where Banta was going to kill Jeyna lay off in the distance, and Jey could only wonder how many bodies were in there. It also was conveniently on the far end of the camp, to where the dragon had landed. Which likely meant they didn’t like to stray.

Which gave Jey, more or less, a straight shot to the mine. It made sense to keep people down here. The mine was clearly why they were here, though what they were digging up was anyone’s guess. It was also the most likely place to hide a bunch of prisoners from the dragon in charge. Especially if that dragon didn’t spend much time here.

The two of them made their way over. Watching the guard doing their rounds. The man was barely paying attention. He stopped every few steps and seemed to be daydreaming. Night watch wasn’t the most thrilling thing in the world, but with dozens, if not hundreds of prisoners behind you, it might have made more sense to have at least a couple of guards on the watch.

Nite was the first to move into position. Jey held back a snarl as she crept across the open space. He started to follow, but he lacked the same level of stealth that she did. The guard heard something and turned to investigate, when Nite struck. She leaped, almost silently. The guard flailed as she grabbed him. One arm around his mouth, the other, with claws extended ripped into his throat. The torch he carried fell to the ground as Nite proceeded to open his windpipe.

Jey rushed over. The guard, despite his horrific injuries, was still upright. His hand had gone for the sword on his belt, only for Jey to grab his wrist. The guard’s eyes widened in shock and pain, before dropping to his knees. The two of them worked together to place the guard on the ground, where he continued to bleed out, twitching occasionally.

It was then that Jey spotted the look on Nite’s face. He knew then that the guard was her first kill. Her first sentient kill that is. Putting a deer down with a bow was very different to putting down a person. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, before nodding to herself. And when those eyes opened again, she locked them on Jey. He saw a level of determination there. A will to succeed. Enough for Jey to reach out and take her hand, before leading her down into the mine.

It was pitch black in here. Jey couldn’t see a thing. By comparison, Nite seemed to know where they were going. She pushed slightly ahead, keeping a hold of Jey’s hand. They descended into the darkness and Jey could hear soft echoes in the distance. The mine they had dug here was fresh, earthy and he could make out fresh lumber. Likely from putting in wooden supports. That told Jey, that while they were essentially using slave labor to build the mine, whoever was in charge, knew what they were doing.

It was enough to put Jey on edge as they continued further down. It was a straight shot, and no obvious signs of change. Just a shallow ramp in the dark, with a slight glow at the bottom. The glow came from a single candle, where a sleeping guard sat on a chair, amongst dozens of bound prisoners. The whole place was silent. Like nobody dared speak, cry out or cause a fuss. There were kids down here too. Everyone was, if not asleep, then certainly trying.

And that was when Jey felt it. Like a faint warmth surging around him. A feeling of power that left him trembling and slightly giddy. The women here were being added to his hoard. They were here, and they were now part of it.

“Jey?” Nite nudged him.

He blinked in shock and then looked at her. She was hoard too. But… different. She was more, whereas the women here were just… hoard. He felt no attachment to them beyond his desire to remain here with them. But that wasn’t going to work long term. More than that, they were bound and it made Jey seethe with anger at the thought of someone controlling his hoard.

A series of swift strides over to the sleeping guard. The stomps of his feet were loud enough that the guard snorted awake. Only to gasp as Jey’s fist drove into his stomach. The blow was hard enough to knock the wind from the man’s lungs. That gave Jey the chance to rip the guard’s helmet off, tossing it aside, before driving his fist into the man’s face.

The guard flailed, forgetting the sword at his hip, as Jey beat him to death. His rage bubbled up at the thought of these women chained like animals, and for that he just kept punching. The solid smacks of a fist on a skull, turned to a horrible crunch and finally there was wetness that sprayed out with each hit. The man before him looked more pulp than human, and it was only then that Nite grabbed Jey by the elbow to stop him.

The man wasn’t breathing. Not anymore. His teeth were shattered, and his jaw hung on a strange angle. Blood dripped from the swollen nose and eyes of the dead guard. Jey grimaced, and dumped the corpse on the ground, before noticing everyone staring at him.

That everyone included the women, some of which had hidden the children from watching. The men had been chained across the wall where they couldn’t reach the women. They had fierce scowls on their faces.

“What have you done?” one of them hissed.

“More than any of you lot were able in all the time you’ve been chained here,” Jey grunted, as he spotted a set of keys hanging from the dead guard’s belt. He bent, plucking them free, before tossing them at the closest chained woman, who stared in shock as they landed in her lap. “Get yourselves unchained, we’re leaving.”

“Like fuck we are,” another of the men grunted. “You know there’s a dragon out there, boy? What do you think is going to happen when it sticks its head down here and sees us all unchained?”

“What indeed?”

Jey froze, and slowly turned. The woman was only barely visible in the faint light cast by the candle. She was tall. Slightly muscular and wearing something similar to what Nite would wear while she was out hunting. Though she carried no visible weapons. Stepping further into the light, she scanned the prisoners with a frown, before turning her attention to Jeyna and Nite once more.

“I am not sure if I should be more concerned about the prisoners chained in my lair, or the guard you murdered in their midst,” the woman hissed.

Nite made a soft noise and began to tremble. Jeyna realized exactly who it was he was talking to. She was far too sure of herself. Too proud. Her eyes flicked from the prisoners, to the dead guard and then to Jey, before glancing at Nite.

“And you,” she said. “You’re a long way from home.”

Nite didn’t answer. And that seemed to annoy the dragon. Her scowl deepened. Jey shifted, putting her behind him and the woman smirked in amusement.

“You have no idea who I am, do you?”

Jey lunged. The woman’s eyes widened in shock. They widened further as the bare chested, dirty man before her, suddenly grew rapidly into a small dragon. She had no choice but to shift as well. However her size was not to her advantage. She swelled up, filling the tunnel with her bulk, as Jey slipped under her neck.

The ruddy-orange dragon let out a deafening roar within the confines of the tunnel. The prisoners scrambled away. At least as far as their chains would take them, while the woman with the key worked to frantically get herself free. Jey, being the smaller of the two could actually fit within the tunnel. The room was cramped and he couldn’t open his wings, but he was free to move about as he bit into the underside of the ruddy-orange dragon’s neck.

She let out a squealing roar, and dragged one claw forward, chewing out the ground as she took a swipe at the smaller dragon. It lacked both direction and strength, trapped within the tunnel. Trapped like a rabbit in too small a burrow, she was mostly helpless against Jey, who seemed to match her strength. That was despite the fact he was half her size. If he was larger, the teeth biting into her neck would already have killed her. Though the likelihood of that happening either way was growing closer with each moment.

Jey bubbled with anger. This dragon was a threat to his mate. A threat to his hoard and a threat to him. He bit into the softer scales under her neck and yanked her to one side. He narrowly avoided the slow strike of her claw that carved grooves through the dirt.

In desperation, the dragon shifted, as Jey adjusted his bite. That momentary lapse, let her slip free as she fell to her knees. Now, entirely nude from where her clothing had exploded in her rapid expansion, she bled from the neck. She turned to run, and Jey stormed after her. In her human form, she didn’t get far though. Jey lunged, digging his claws into the tunnel floor as he caught her before she’d barely vanished into the dark.

He slammed her to the floor, pinning her down with a paw, digging his claws into her back. She shifted into dragon form again and Jey narrowly avoided being crushed into the ceiling of the mine, before turning his attention to her rear legs. If he couldn’t get at her throat, he could hamstring her. Biting down into the back of her leg, he wrenched his head from side to side. The ruddy-orange dragon let out a pained roar as her flesh ripped apart in his teeth.

She kicked out, trying to dig her way free, but Jey wasn’t letting her go that easily. Once she was outside, that would be the end of him. She was larger, and he was without the bulk of his hoard. If Yodi, Hella and Halesia were here, this dragon would be dead already. Instead, Jey had to keep her still. While she bled from the horrible wound in the back of one leg, Jey shifted sides to the other.

The orange tail that batted against him lacked the room and momentum to do more than bump him. So he ignored it as he clamped his teeth down on the ruddy dragon’s ankle. When he bit, there was a sharp snap of a tendon, before the agonized bellowing of the dragon echoed once more.

And this time, when she shifted, Jey was ready. The woman flailed, crying out in pain. Jey lunged, opening his mouth to end her once and for all.

“YIELD!” She screamed.

Jey felt it like a hammer blow. It slammed into him, flooding his veins and pounding into his skull. When he slammed his paws down on either side of the woman, his mouth open and his eyes staring.

She trembled in pain. Both her legs were ruined. Jey leaned in, sniffing at her. Getting her scent. She smelled like him in some ways, and very different in others.

“I yield,” she repeated, even as she trembled through the pain of what Jey had done to her.

Jey stared at her, and let out a long, deep sigh.
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Jey followed the sunlight. There wasn’t much of it, this early in the morning. He wore little more than a loincloth. The tattered remains from some grain bags he had found and a length of rope that was down in the mine. At his side was Nite, who scowled and looked nervous as she led Rurmyn out ahead of the rest of the prisoners.

The first person that Jey saw at the mouth of the cave was Isore. He stood with Banta, who looked more confused than anything as Jey stepped into view.

“Just what the fuck is going on?” Isore asked in an incredulous voice.

There were signs of scorch marks on the ground. The dead guard was gone and the camp was mostly silent. And that was because most of the guards were at attention—despite their livelihoods living as bandits and slavers for the most part. The fight between the dragons hadn’t gone without notice. This morning in the light of day, it was obvious they were prepared for a fight, though they clearly hadn’t expected it to be Jeyna to step out of the tunnel.

Isore did, however, recognize the ruddy redhead, who was also wearing the rope bound scraps of her original outfit. His eyes widened as he took in her disheveled appearance, before he turned in horror at Jey.

“What the fuck is going on?” Banta asked. “Jey, bud. You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into here.”

Jey took a deep breath as he tugged free the knot on the rope around his waist. For just a brief moment Banta frowned in confusion as Isore frantically began to backpedal. Right before Jey shifted. Banta’s eyes bulged in horror as Jey’s massive paw swatted the man. His body flew through the air, landing amongst the rest of the soldiers, before Jey’s mouth opened and a torrent of flames washed out across the terrified men. When Jey closed his mouth, it was to the sight of scrambling men, and Isore’s smoking shirt, running for his life towards the shoddy gatehouse.

With the display over, Jey shifted back to his human form and accepted the loincloth that Nite had so helpfully picked up as he dropped it. After tucking himself away, he turned to the prisoners, and the scowling Rurmyn.

“Collect what you can. Food, water, weapons. We’re heading south.”

“What’s south, lord?” one of the awestruck women asked in a soft voice.

“Home.” Jey smiled, before turning to the ruddy-orange haired woman. “As for you⁠—”

“Whatever my lord wishes of me,” she whispered.

Jey looked her over. Despite the rags covering all the important bits, she was essentially nude. And that seemed to bother her a great deal. Why a dragon cared about being naked, Jey didn’t know. But something tugged at him to fix it. She was hoard. Hoard needed to be looked after.

“Do you have a tent nearby?” he asked.

Rurmyn nodded slowly, and began to move. The rest of the prisoners spread out, and Nite looked torn as she tried to figure out if she should follow Jey or not.

“Go find our stuff,” Jey told her. “Your bow, or a replacement, at the very least.”

Nite nodded slowly, before slinking off. That left Jey to follow the defeated dragon to the far side of the camp. There were signs that the guards had come to attention rather quickly. The fires had burned out, and there was no sign of breakfast being prepared. It looked like they’d been awoken during the fight, and stood at guard for the rest of the night. Only for Jey to be the one to walk out of the mine and face them. With their hasty departure though, Jey found himself watching his new dragon friend. And he could clearly see the subtle shake of her shoulders as she led him into a rather fancy looking pavilion tent.

“C-can we talk about this?” she asked.

Jey frowned. “Talk about what?”

Rurmyn glanced angrily over her shoulder, only to pause when she noticed Jey’s obvious confusion about the whole situation.

“Wait. You’re not going to rape me?”

Jey flinched and felt a surge of anger, but managed to swallow it down. “What?”

Rurmyn turned to face him. She looked scared, but made no move to do anything. Only holding her arms around herself.

“What are you?” she asked.

Jey grimaced and shook his head. “Doesn’t matter what I am,” he growled. “I’m not going to hurt you. And if anyone else tries, I’ll kill them. Anyone so much as looks at you like they might try, and I’ll fucking kill them. Understand?”

Rurmyn stared at him for a moment, before nodding slowly. “Y-yes lord.”

“And I’m…” Jey grimaced and shook his head instead of finishing that sentence. Things were confusing enough right now. “Fuck. Just… What’s here that you need to pack?”

“How much am I allowed to bring?” she asked.

Jey sighed. “How much can you carry?”
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“Ah…” Nite frowned.

Jey growled in annoyance, but stuck out a leg. Nite took one look at it, before silently climbing up onto his elbow. If Jeyna hadn’t been paying attention, he might have missed that Nite was now having to actually climb. He was still small, but… there was an obvious boost to his size since their arrival here. To his amusement she hadn’t noticed. Her attention had been stuck on the various items strapped to his back. Mostly because she had helped arrange the items so they were padded down, and held in place by ropes. And the reason she was getting on his back was because Rurmyn, being the larger of the two, was going to be the one guarding their convoy on the trip south. While Jey carried what little of her hoard she was able to bring with her for a level of comfort.

It just so happened, that her hoard was mostly things that were soft and warm. Pillows, blankets and warm clothing. All of which left Jey far more confused than worried. And that went double for the trail of refugees following in his wake.
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“So, explain it to me properly this time?” Jey asked.

Rurmyn let out a long sigh. “My hoard is comfort.”

“So none of this is really necessary?” he asked, giving the enormous bundle strapped to his back, a quick shake. Which left Nite spluttering as she almost fell off.

“WATCH IT! Stupid dragon!”

Rurmyn’s eyes widened. Jey hadn’t been around a dragon closer to his size to really notice facial expressions before. The other dragons he’d dealt with were either Ymry, or one of the few he’d fought with. Neither of those two scenarios let him sit quietly and stare at them to learn what certain expressions looked like. In this case, Rurmyn looked rather shocked.

“You would let a commoner speak to you like that?” she asked.

“She’s not a commoner,” Jey growled softly.

“I’m hoard!” Nite cheered, before freezing in place like she hadn’t thought about what it was she just said.

“She’s hoard,” Rurmyn nodded. “And… I’m hoard. What about…” the ruddy-orange dragon glanced around.

“Yeah,” Jey sighed. “Them too.”

“But you killed two of them?”

Jey grunted and shook his head. “Just the women.”

“Your hoard is women?” Rurmyn asked.

“Yes.” Jey rolled his eyes.

“Then…” the ruddy-orange dragon gave a slight prance. Though it wasn’t quite that. Not like a deer putting a bit of bounce into their step. Maybe more like a cat giving a slight stretch with each step. But… more draconic. “How⁠—”

“Anyway,” Jey called. “We weren’t talking about me. I want to know more about your hoard.”

“Because I’m hoard, you want me to have a nice hoard.” She nodded as if that made perfect sense. In a way it did. From one dragon to another.

Jey felt a pit in his stomach open at a realization. If she wanted something… well…

“No, I suppose that all the things you’re carrying would not be necessary,” she admitted. “But they’re familiar. So they’re worth more than replacements would be, simply for that reason.”

“We carry on then,” Jey grumbled as he continued on his path.

“Not that getting rid of it would make the trip go much faster,” Nite pointed out.

Jey nodded in agreement. This was the slowest he’d had to travel since this all started. The men and women who had been kept prisoner in that camp were not in the best of health. None of them were close to death although they all could do with a few good meals. Each and every one of them were weakened, exhausted and terrified. Starting with their capture, then with their tortures and finally with the two dragons leading them into the unknown. Despite all that, Jey could already feel them. A select group of young women who were right behind him. As close as they dared approach, without being in the way of a sudden swipe of his tail.

They came from all backgrounds. There was a couple of women, like in Nite’s situation, who had an irate father walking around back there. Another, Jey had already been told, was alone, since her father had struggled in the camp and been dealt with as an example to the others. And like always, there were the usual women who just happened to have been there. Camp women, travelers, merchants and more, who fell into a spot of bad luck by being captured.

Not all of them crowded around behind Jey though. Others hung back further—still part of the hoard, but to a lesser extent. Jey could feel them, but he could also feel their detachment. It felt the same as Maylinda, the old woman who Halesia had made friends with. Or even Bernee’s wife. That old woman was hoard by default, but also not. Jey drew power from her, but felt no real attachment beyond wanting her safe and nearby.

Nite on the other hand, perched between Jey’s shoulders… She was as close to what Ymry had described as his inner circle, as one could be. Without actually joining it. Jey knew deep in his chest that when they got back, he was going to have to deal with her father, one way or another. Because after all this, he wasn’t going to be able to let her go. Not without there being some kind of consequence. Even thinking about such a large part of his hoard being removed felt… painful.

How Rurmyn fit into the whole thing, was just another level of confusion for Jey. He saw her, and felt the claim he had over her. She yielded to him, but Jey also couldn’t tell that she understood exactly what that meant. When she yielded, she made herself hoard, but she hadn’t been before that point. The… humans… mortals… whatever they were, walking behind—when Jey flexed his power, he could claim each of them simply by proximity. But until he heard Rurmyn state she yielded in that fight, she was nothing but another dragon. A danger. Something to be killed.

“Smell that?” Rurmyn asked, giving a sniff that broke Jey from his thoughts.

“Smell what?” Jey asked, doing the same.

He hadn’t paid much attention to his nose. Scents were more powerful, but that didn’t mean he knew what any of them were. Then again, he could guess certain ones. He’d had enough deer carcasses in his mouth to know what one of those smelled like, even if everything else was a confusing mess.

“Pigs,” Rurmyn grumbled. “There’s a sounder ahead of us. Their scent is getting thicker as we follow the road.”

“Sounder?” Jey asked.

Rurmyn turned to look at him, but it was Nite that spoke up. “Sounder of boar, like murder of crows or a clowder of cats.”

Jey twitched at that. “Clowder?”

“There is only one of me,” Nite said, giving his shoulder a smack with the heel of her foot.

“There’s at least two more behind us,” Rurmyn chuckled.

Jey didn’t let himself be lost in thought over that. Nite held his attention right now. He had his cat-beastkin already.

“Two huh?” Nite asked casually.

“Wouldn’t have known if she hadn’t told me,” Jey rumbled softly.

Rurmyn frowned slightly but looked ahead. “Either way. Boar. They followed this road for a while. We haven’t missed them by long. They must have left the road, or I’d assume we’d be able to see them by now.”

Jey nodded slowly. “How many do you think?”

“Can’t tell that by scent⁠—”

“Two, almost three dozen,” Nite called from her spot back on Jey’s shoulders. “I should have been paying more attention, but she’s right. I can see the tracks from here. It’s just strange there’s no babies with them.”

“That is a little strange,” Jey said with a frown.

This was good land for pigs. They bred throughout the year and there was plenty of food around. Especially now with the war. A pig would eat crops as readily as they would a corpse.

“No little ones.” Rurmyn slowed to a halt, leaving Jey to walk past several steps ahead, before he turned to look at her. “We’re being watched.”

Jey heard those words and growled. “Nite, get down.”

“What?”

“If you’re on my back and they’ve got bows, who’s getting shot first?” Jey snapped.

Nite swore under her breath and slid down his side. The convoy of almost fifty refugees had gathered up behind them. The closest group were the ladies that had taken an interest in Jey and one of them, a pretty blonde, was the first to speak.

“My lord and lady?”

“Everyone bunch up. Get between us,” Jey growled.

Rurmyn moved up beside him. Her greater size offered more protection and the two dragons pushed sideways into the trees to make room. There weren’t quite as many as Jey thought there would be at first. Many of them still had homes, families and other desires, so went on their way. They didn’t all want to follow the random dragon. Some still didn’t but lacked alternatives. Each of them though, heard his instructions and gathered up.

“Women and children in the middle,” Jey growled, before noticing an older couple. “The elderly too. Whoever needs protecting.”

“Respectfully,” the old man he’d been watching, spoke up. “I’ll stick to the back. If anyone’s going to take an arrow, I’d rather it be me.”

“I’ll be with my ‘usband,” what was clearly his wife, stated firmly as she gripped his arm.

Of the two, she was the healthiest. Helping to steady the old man as he hobbled along. It was those two who set the pace. Jey wouldn’t leave them behind, it didn’t feel right.

“Close as you can then,” Jey ordered as the group bunched up.

Travel suddenly became very uncomfortable. Jey had to walk awkwardly, jammed up on the left side of the forest road. He tried not to sway, or he risked bumping someone. And with everyone pressed close, a small bump here meant someone falling over and possibly getting crushed by Rurmyn, who was doing her best on the other side. Only, she was twice Jey’s size, at least.

Which made her the first target. A pig squealed on Jey’s side. Both dragons turned to look into the trees. A heavy twang sounded off to the right, Rurmyn let out a roar of pain. Jey’s rage exploded and before he realized what he was doing, he was sending flames deep into the trees where the shot had come from. Shapes charged from his left, and Jey spun, washing flames across the road and into the left.

The screams of pigs reached his ears and one of the creatures bound across the road. It was large, tusked and on fire. Strapped to its back was a saddle and Jey had the realization it was a mount. That was why there were no small ones. These weren’t just wild boar, they were steeds.

“KILL IT!” Jey jerked up as another heavy twang echoed to the left. He recognized the sound this time. The dragonkiller bolt had left a mark in his chest once before. This time, he was lucky, and the bolt flew under his chest. His flailing arms struck the passing bolt, causing it to tumble before it flew through the refugees who were huddled and cowering in a group.

Someone screamed and Jey wound back with rage. Only for Rurmyn to step across, unleashing a breath weapon of her own. Jey’s flames were bright and orange. Powerful, hot and pure. Rurmyn’s flames were darker and smoked heavily as she sent an almighty wave into the trees once more.

The forest burned around them and the smoke would travel for miles. But for now, they had to get people moving. Jey felt someone leap onto his back and turned to see Nite up there with a knife. She cut free one of the straps holding Rurmyn’s bundle and began pulling. Jey turned back to the trees, curling his tail around to protect who he could. Rurmyn was snarling as she turned her head from side to side. Jey could see the crimson splash of blood on the ground. She didn’t appear to have any trouble breathing though, so the bolt hurt, but hadn’t done significant damage.

“HAH!”

Jey turned his head as a dwarf flung out of the trees. He’d taken a running jump after sneaking up. His axe held high, aiming for Jey's neck. Only for Jey to flick his head forward, smacking the dwarf out of the air with the horns on the back of his head. The dwarf didn’t make a sound as his bones shattered and his body crumpled. Jey assumed he was dead though and unleashed more flames into the section of the forest he’d come from. Which earned him another series of pained screams from those within.

“GOT IT!” Nite yelled.

Jey turned his head and watched as a blanket unfurled down his side. It was large, and rather fluffy. Rurmyn made a soft whine of complaint seeing it dumped on the ground. One corner was tied back up to the straps around Jey’s shoulders. The other was loose, but had a rope around it like she was going to tie it to the ruddy-orange dragon.

“Everyone get on!” Nite yelled as she hurried to the other side.

“That one’s my favorite,” Rurmyn whimpered. “THAT’S NOT FAIR!” she roared.

Jey watched as she turned her head. She sent all her pain, frustration and anger into the trees as a blast of wicked orange flames and black smoke. The trees still untouched by flames were now entirely engulfed as several more screams echoed in the distance.

“GO!” Nite yelled. “NOW!”

Jey turned and saw almost all of the refugees were now huddled on the blanket. Nite herself was standing between the two dragons, having tied the other rope around Rurmyn’s shoulder. It wouldn’t be perfect but… Well Jey realized that the smoke was already rather thick and the flames were both close and hot. This wasn’t the first time Jey had been trapped in a forest fire. But this time he couldn't just hide under a rock and wait for it to pass.

“GO DAMMIT!” Nite screamed.

Jey snarled and set off at a jog. Rurmyn let out a pained whine, but was only a step behind. With most of the refugees on the massive blanket, they huddled close for balance. The blanket helped them slide along on the grassy road. It would destroy the blanket sooner or later, but it would save their lives. The few of them who weren’t on the blanket, like Nite, were running along just behind.

Jey noticed, more than a few of the runners were the young ladies who had taken a liking to him. They were as close to him as possible and he kept his tail straight so he didn’t risk striking them.

It wasn’t long before they cleared the smoke. The flames weren’t moving very fast. There wasn’t any wind to drive it. That was good and bad, because that smoke would rise into the sky and attract attention. Any dragons in the area would investigate for sure. So they pushed on. They ran through this forest as far as they could get, before Rurmyn let out a pained cry, followed immediately by the sound of the blanket tearing in two.

There were a few bumps and bruises. Someone sprained their wrist and another hit their head. But they were a fair distance from the smoke and flames. There was still no end in sight for the edge of this forest. Jey knew he could just fly out, but with the fire, there was no way he wanted to expose himself right now. Though having Rurmyn with him would make them a tough opponent.

“My blanket,” Rurmyn whimpered.

Jey heard the pained tone in her voice. He equated this to having one of his lovers injured. That she’d allowed it at all, raised his impression of her a few points. More than a few. If someone had hurt one of his loves, he’d have raged and murdered everything in his path to revenge. The cause of Rurmyn’s pain was directly in front of her, still sitting on the torn shreds of her blanket as they picked one another up again.

Nite approached Rurmyn first. The ruddy-orange dragon was staring sadly at the torn fabric. She didn’t notice the beastkin until Nite moved away and began to pull the ropes off what remained. By then, everyone had gotten off, showing the massive tear down the middle and the grass stains underneath. Rurmyn let out a soft whimper and Jey could see the pain in her eyes. He didn’t quite know how she was keeping herself together, but… Jey found himself wanting to comfort her.

He’d never been very cuddly. Not as a human, and definitely not as a dragon. But he made the effort. With Nite working to get everything sorted, he shifted over and nudged the ruddy-orange dragon with his nose. She turned and looked him in the eye, before Jey slid his head along hers, rubbing their jaws together. It felt odd, but also… like it was the correct thing to do. Like the equivalent of a hug, but for dragons. Something that Rurmyn accepted quickly, before rubbing back, letting their necks rest against one another's.

“It won’t be the same,” Jey growled. “But once we’re home. I’ll make sure to find you as many comfortable things as I can.”

Rurmyn inhaled quickly, and her body trembled. “I… I would like that.”

Jey breathed a sigh of relief and pulled back. She was giving him a strange look. Jey assumed it was because he had just offered to help her with her hoard. That probably wasn’t something dragons did. They’d kill one another for hoards if they were comparable. It was probably unheard of for a dragon to offer to help build one.

Either way, her mood seemed to pick up from that point. Jey noticed she looked at him a lot. It didn’t bother him. He felt no threat from her and she was already hoard. He might be smaller, but Jey felt that he was the more powerful of the two. He also felt no need to protect Nite or the others from her. Despite how most of them shied away from the larger dragon. Then again, the majority shied away from Jey as well.

The speaker from earlier, the blonde woman who had addressed Jey, peeled off from their group. She looked at both dragons, before making a small show of setting the blanket out. The two halves were torn and dirtied. Despite that, the woman folded both halves carefully. And then folded them into one another, before using one of the rope lengths that Nite had used to tie it into a bundle. She then threw it over her shoulder like a pack.

“I’m not stealing it, mistress,” the woman bowed to Rurmyn, before turning to Jey. “Lord, I was a seamstress before I was captured. I shall see what I can do to make this right. And I thank you both for saving us.”

This time, she, along with the other ladies, made a low bow. When the other refugees saw them doing that, a few of them bowed too, or at least nodded in thanks. Jey felt little shudders as the ladies did so. More from the groupies who stood apart from the rest. But it was the warm feeling he felt from Rurmyn as she leaned in and nudged the blonde with her nose.

“Thank you.”

The blonde blushed furiously and looked between us both, before moving to stand with her group. Which left me staring at Nite, who had a grumpy look on her face.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing,” Nite grumbled.

“Okay then,” Jey murmured. “Climb on then.”

“Oh so now you pay attention to me,” she scoffed.

Jey narrowed his eyes and blew a puff of smoke at her. Which made her bat her hands as she complained.

“Up. Now.”

“Alright!” Nite spat as she hurried over.

“Didn’t take you for a jealous one,” Jey grumbled.

“I’m not jealous, I’m possessive,” Nite complained as she made her way up to settle on his back.

“And you’re the only one I’ve let ride me,” Jey pointed out. “So stop it.”

Of all the things the refugees had decided to carry, not a lot of it was comfort items. Someone carried a pot. Others brought food. A couple of the parents had brought bedrolls for their children and even a few toys. Jey spotted at least one wooden dragon being played with.

So while there was food to be eaten, there wasn’t much in the way of shelter. When the day grew long, and it was hard to see, Jey finally called it a night. The smoke was distant and the fire was a glow in the sky. It hadn’t spread very far, but the forest was still very much alight. Still, unless things changed dramatically, they’d be safe for now.

With Jey’s instructions, the refugees set up what camp they had. Everything was shared. Even Jey and Rurmyn accepted some food before the refugees began breaking up into groups. There was a small debate that went out over where everyone would sleep. In the end, those without groups, warm clothing or like the older couple, were pushed towards the fire. Those with better situations and the families with children and bedding, moved further away. Only for Jey and Rurmyn to lay around them, bracketing from either side with their bulk.

Jey found himself laying on his side. One wing outstretched, while Nite lay curled into his side. Her slow rumbling purrs were sending him into a pleasant sleep, when he felt a tug on the edge of his wing. Jey raised it in confusion, only to spot Rurmyn in her human form. She gave Jey a slight smile and when he made no attempt to remove her, she crept forward, before curling against Nite.

She reacted by jerking violently with a feline screech. Spitting angrily and having been awoken, she took a swipe at the intruder, who darted back out into the darkness once more.

“Nite,” Jey grumbled. “She hoards comfort. I think she was just trying to cuddle.”

“Not me she isn’t,” Nite growled. “The only one who touches me is you.”

Jey wasn’t even sure she’d realized what she said before she was purring and snoozing once more. Though his thoughts were derailed as something tugged on his wing again. This time, when he lifted, it was the blonde woman with Rurmyn’s blanket. She had a wide eyed expression as Rurmyn nudged her forward. The young woman looked like she was about to run, when Rurmyn physically shoved her down on the inside of Jey’s ashen wing. With her in place, Rurmyn squeezed in behind her, pulling the blonde human into her arms.

Jey let out a sigh, and pulled his wings in, only to feel another tug. When he lifted, there was another woman there. One of the others from the group. She had a determined, but clearly terrified look on her face as she slowly crept in. Only for another to appear. One by one, until Jey counted seven, including the one that was being held by Rurmyn. The ladies huddled around, snuggling into one another, where they joined Rurmyn. Taking a hint from her spacing from Nite, who was oblivious to it all.

“Thank you, my lord, for saving us,” one of them whispered.

“And feeding us.”

“And protecting us.”

Jey listened to them all quietly whisper their thanks to him, all the while, he felt his power slowly growing.
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“See,” Ymry sighed. “That is how a whelp is supposed to behave when they see an elder.”

Jey shook himself and sat up. He was… firmer. Something about his physical form felt like more than it was. Like he’d grown significantly in some way. And right beside him, flat on the ground, with her head pinned to the ground in utter terror, was Rurmyn.

“What are you doing?” Jey asked.

“The White Flame,” she whispered.

“She understands,” Ymry said, sounding pleased. “Maybe she could teach you a thing or two, whelp.”

“I thought you liked me because I didn’t behave like the others,” Jey pointed out.

Ymry scoffed, but let out a chuckle. “Perhaps. But a little humility would do you some good. I hardly expected you to fail, but you have still surpassed my expectations of you.”

“Good to know I’ve achieved what you wanted from me.” Jey smirked.

“That’s not what I said,” Ymry replied softly.

“What?”

“I said,” Ymry narrowed her eyes. “That is not what I said.”

“But…” Jey paused, as his mind whirled. “If… if Rurmyn wasn’t what you sent me north for…”

“Fortunate happenstance, and nothing more,” Ymry muttered. “The opportunity I sent you to disperse has moved on.”

Jey heard her words, but couldn’t tell if she was actually upset by it or not. He’d failed whatever he’d been sent to do. But it seemed that whatever that was, hadn’t been the point of being sent in the first place. In fact, Jey had the sneaking suspicion that she was even happier with him than normal. And it likely had something to do with Rurmyn cowering beside him.

“Up,” Jey nudged her with a foot. “Get up. She’s not going to eat you.”

“As much as I would love to play with the idea,” Ymry murmured. “He is correct. I wouldn’t be putting this much effort into building his hoard, if I were only going to cut it down once more.”

“Yes elder,” Rurmyn nodded as she quickly got up. “And… I really am part of his hoard?”

“Yes dear,” Ymry said with a strange look on her face.

“Then…” Rurmyn frowned, in a way that Jey found cute as she wrinkled her nose and bared her teeth. “Wouldn’t that make him one of the forbidden ones?”

“HE’S WHAT?!”

Ymry’s head snapped up, as the darkness swirled and an enormous dragon stormed towards them.

“Leave, both of you!” Ymry snarled.

Jey glared at the approaching form and bared his teeth in defiance.

“NOW!” Ymry roared.

[image: ]



Jey felt a hard jab in his chest. He snorted as his eyes snapped open and lifted the edge of his wing. Nite, with a thunderous expression on her face, looked like she was about to scream. She was pressed up against Jey’s stomach where she’d remained all night. Only behind her was Rurmyn. She lay on her back, at the bottom of a pile of young attractive women. From the looks of things, she had started grabbing and pulling, until she ended up covered by them.

With his wing up, Nite took her chance to escape. All the while grumbling under her breath as she refused to look at either him, or the other ladies that had joined them in the night.

Which was when the memories of the talk with Ymry slammed home. Jey shifted his wing, giving the ladies a shake.

“Up,” he growled. “We need to move.”

“What?” one of them yawned. “I was having the strangest dream. We were all grabbed in the night and…” she blinked slowly and looked around, before blushing furiously.

“Rurmyn!” Jey snapped, as the ruddy-orange haired woman at the bottom of the pile squawked.

“We’re all going to die!”

And with that cry, Jey watched as everyone came awake in an instant.
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“We should arrive home tomorrow,” Jey announced to his group of followers.

The young ladies who had grouped firmly around him nodded their heads quickly. The few families still tagging along looked relieved. The trip hadn’t been without its troubles. A few bandits stirred up trouble. That led to a handful of injuries and deaths. Others had broken away, heading to the coast and towards distant towns and villages. And yet, others had joined them. Fellow travelers and refugees, relieved to find the pair of dragons were not interested in eating them.

Rurmyn gave a long, slow nod of her massive head. She had been quiet since the talk with Ymry. The ruddy-orange dragon was lost within her thoughts. He kept catching her, staring at him. He sensed no hostility though. She wasn’t dangerous to him. But she wasn’t sure about her place in the world any more. Jey just wanted to go home, so he could have Halesia explain everything to him properly.

He’d picked up enough details to know that whatever he was, he wasn’t supposed to exist. He violated some rule, though what that rule was, he didn’t quite know. It might be because of Rurmyn. Being able to take another dragon as part of his hoard was clearly a dangerous proposition. Jey understood that if he took Ymry as part of his hoard, that would put him in an incredibly powerful position. At the same time, Ymry would squash him like a bug, the moment she felt threatened by him. Rurmyn was not under a compulsion of loyalty. She simply had no desire to harm him, or anyone else.

No, if anyone was under a compulsion, it was Jeyna. He could sense the women around him. Sense their feelings, at least, broadly. Their fear, their hope. Right alongside with Nite’s anxieties. She’d grown quiet the closer they got to the mine. And here, in the shadow of the mountains, she had finally fallen silent. Though not in the same way as the ruddy-orange dragon accompanying them.

“Set up camp,” Jey ordered. “We rest tonight, and make our way home tomorrow.”

“Yes lord,” the closest of the women bowed.

She was their little leader. The blonde, who carried the torn blanket. Despite Rurmyn’s distance to him, she had grown ever closer to the obsessive blonde. Jey didn’t even know her name, and yet when Rurmyn quietly slipped onto his wing membrane in the night, it was with the blonde woman in her arms. Almost like a master and her favorite pet. A pet named Arlora, apparently.

With Arlora handing out directions, the rest of her little posse shuffled in close. With Nite slipping off Jey’s back, they moved in quickly, untying the bundle strapped to his back. Then began to distribute it to those who needed it. The weather was constantly getting cooler overnight. The days were growing shorter too. Winter hadn’t set in yet, but it was looming, and Jey had to wonder just how they were going to make it. Hunting would be sparse, and they didn’t have time to farm. Not unless Halesia had some tricks to work with.

Clear of the bundle and surrounded by a gaggle of young women, Jey tried to remain unfazed by their stares as he shifted back to his human form. One of them, carrying a change of clothes, stepped forward. He accepted the garments and ignored the way she was staring at him. They had all gotten rather used to the small display, while Rurmyn waited for their attention to do the same.

Jey had paid enough attention to know that she didn’t allow herself to be seen in the nude. Not by the casual masses of their group at least. The ladies that made up the closest part of Jey’s hoard, led by Arlora though, were more than happy to gather around her. With the two of them dressed, Rurmyn gave Jey a strange look, before heading towards the trees.

Jey watched her, only to notice a slight pause in her step. It was there, and Jey wasn’t sure if he was reading into it too much, but was intrigued enough that he decided to follow. Rurmyn moved into the trees, taking a wide path around them to keep in view so Jey could follow behind. It was only when they were out of earshot of the camp, that she finally stopped.

“Rurmyn?” Jey called softly as he approached.

“My lord,” she replied softly, before turning to face him.

Her brow was creased with worry and her hands were gathered before her. Almost like she was trying to restrain herself from twitching. But her eyes didn’t stray far, before settling on his face.

“I’m scared,” she said. “Of you.”

Jey froze. “Me?”

Rurmyn nodded slowly. “You. What you are, and what you represent.”

“Right now, it’s about one-hundred people and an abandoned mine,” Jey pointed out.

“And with just that, you managed to overpower me with ease,” she confessed.

Jey shook his head. “I don’t think it was that easy. You’re larger than I am. The tunnel was a bad spot to fight in.”

She smiled slightly, before shaking her head. “I would challenge you, just to make my point, Lord,” she said in a soft tone. “But I cannot claim you this evening.”

“Claim me?” Jey frowned.

Rurmyn tilted her head slightly. Almost like how a cat would examine its prey. “You really are nothing like our kind, are you?”

Jey could only shrug for an answer, which made Rurmyn’s smile widen.

“Normally,” she said in a soft tone. “When our kind challenges one another. It’s to the death, or to mate.”

“That…” Jey paused, uncertain how to continue.

“You have bested me once, my lord,” she whispered. “I have accepted this, and have no doubt that in the open, the result would be much the same. I only ask…” she paused for a moment while she chewed on the inside of her lip. “That when the time comes. Please be gentle with me.”

Jey stood there, stunned, as Rurmyn slowly turned and walked further into the trees. He thought about following after her. There was a lot to unpack in what she’d said. And Jey was still confused about what exactly he was. She had made it sound like he was some kind of monster and yet that just gave him more questions.

Snap.

Jey froze, and turned to face the direction he heard the sound. Something nudged at the edge of his senses. He was being watched and the light was fading. This was the time of day certain predators liked to hunt. Yet, he couldn’t sense any danger. Though he did notice something move in the distance. Jey cast his eyes around, noting the direction that Rurmyn had gone. He could sense her heading away from him, but back towards the camp.

When he relied on those senses though, and paid heed in what direction he heard the snap. Nite was a small bundle of anxiety and conflicted emotions. With that in mind, Jey turned and headed towards her. He felt that anxiety spike, along with a tremor of fear. But she was determined as well and Jey couldn’t figure out what would be driving those emotions as he recognized the thing that was moving.

In the gentle breeze, hanging from a branch, was her shirt. Wrapped loosely around the branch, it swayed gently back and forth. Jey plucked it off, turning it over. There were no signs of blood or tears. Going with the strange flux of emotions he could sense from the cat-beastkin, Jey could only assume she put it there herself. He could also feel her moving away. So he followed.

Before long, he found another item of clothing. Her pants. They dangled from a higher branch, like she had been in the tree watching from a distance. It took a little climbing, but Jey got them down and added them to the shirt.

“What are you up to Nite?” Jey asked the growing darkness as he moved on.

Piece by piece, Jey found her clothing strewn about. Her boots. The wrapping around her chest. Even the tie she had in her hair. Jey crept further through the forest, aware that she was always just ahead of him at all times. Slinking away the moment he approached. And before long, Jey found himself standing on the edge of a small cliff. They were deep in the forest now. Well away from the others.

Which was just as well. Considering Nite stood before him. Entirely naked, on the edge of the cliff. Her back was to the mountains, and she stared at Jey with all the ferociousness of a predator. A gorgeous predator that demanded Jey’s full attention. She bared her teeth, even as she flexed her claws. Her tail, though, swished from side to side as her ears stood tall and proud.

Jey could feel a whole host of emotions coming from her. Excitement. Anger. Fear.

“Nite?”

She answered with a screech. Jey pulled back as she leaped toward him. It was completely unexpected and Jey’s only recourse was to dodge. Nite landed where he had been standing, but didn’t hesitate to charge in once more. Jey put his hands up, ready to counter her, only for Nite to leap. She crashed into his chest, knocking him back, where he rolled trying to pin her beneath him.

It went as well as Jey could have expected trying to pin a cat would go. She thrashed, biting and clawing at him. Her screams sounded enraged, but he could sense no anger in the act. Jey pulled back, letting the beastkin lunge up off the ground in a move aimed to bite him. Which gave Jey enough room to grab ahold of her. She let out a yelp as he twisted, shoving her face first into the ground.

“Nite,” Jey grumbled as he felt several small cuts along his arms begin to sting.

“Jey,” she answered with a trembling voice.

“Care to explain what’s going on?” Jey asked.

“I thought we discussed this already,” she huffed. “Father wants to take me away.”

Jey tightened his grip around the back of Nite’s neck. She made a soft noise, and shifted to spread her legs slightly.

“I don’t want to leave, Jey,” she growled softly. “But I can’t stay as I am.”

“So you tricked me into coming out into the woods, and then picked a fight with me?”

“Beastkin and dragons aren’t so different,” she cackled softly.

“You heard that?” Jey asked.

Nite nodded, even as she raised her tail to flick softly against Jey’s chest. “If I stay as I am. He will take me away, and I’ll hate him for it.”

“If I take you for my own⁠—”

“Then he will hate you for it, which changes nothing,” Nite hissed. “But I will remain with you. All I need is for you to bite me.”

“You want this?” Jey asked.

Nite trembled and nodded slowly, grinding dirt into her face. “Father will not accept me finding a mate on my own. I have seen how you look at your mates. I want that.”

Jey sniffed, and could smell her arousal. She really did want this. Emphasizing her point, she even pushed her hips up, beckoning him to take her. Whatever thoughts slipped through Jey’s mind, they succumbed to the warmth of her bare ass pressing into Jey’s crotch, which made him think for a moment.

“You took off all your clothes, except your panties?”

“I wasn’t wearing panties when we left,” she admitted softly. “I haven’t worn them in weeks, hoping that you would drag me away in the night.”

Jey chuckled softly and shook his head. “Well,” he said, releasing her neck to sit up, only to freeze in shock as Nite suddenly launched into a sprint, giggling madly as she sprinted off into the trees. For just a single moment, Jey was unsure of what to do. Until he felt the stab of excitement through the senses he had for his hoard. With a roar, Jey burst into his dragon form and took to the wind. A flash of panic, followed by more excitement shot through Nite as Jey used the cliff to launch himself into the air.

Beating his wings, he circled back and homed in on the racing beastkin. She kept in the trees, but didn’t seem to be actively trying to avoid him. She switched directions a few times and made a beeline for the camp. Jey circled overhead, picking a moment, before he swooped in. The cat-beastkin raced between two large trees, before yowling in fright as Jey shifted back to his human form above her.

He crashed into her, knocking them both to the ground. Nite yowled loudly, struggling as Jey man handled her onto her belly. She fought, but there were no claws this time. Only a deep sense of satisfaction that flowed right through her, at being caught. He could sense it. The pounding in her chest. The aching between her legs. She submitted fully and lay beneath him as his prize. And having burst from his clothing to take his dragon form and chase her, Jey was as nude as she was.

His cock sat on her ass, with her tail gently brushing the head as it flicked gently from side to side. He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. When he pulled back, Nite spread her legs and dug her toes into the ground. That gave her some leverage to push her ass up to make it easier as Jey pushed forward. Her pussy was like a furnace. Dripping wet and hot. She offered no resistance as his cock met her entrance, only gasping and clawing at the ground as he speared slowly into her.

Jey felt the stretch. She squeezed around him. He could feel the fluttering of her muscles as she held herself still. He could sense, through the bond, a flash of pain, followed by deep satisfaction. She wanted this, almost as badly as Jey did. This frustrating little beastkin was now his and Jey was going to take her.

“If I let you go,” Jey hissed. “Will you run away?”

“No,” Nite gasped. “But don’t let go.”

Jey growled and shifted one leg forward. He used that to push himself up. While doing so, he kept a grip on Nite’s neck, forcing her to follow, until she was up on her knees. It gave Jey a deeper stroke, straight into her trembling pussy that left her mewling as he slowly drove himself into her. She was still face down in the dirt, but her tail remained straight up and fluffed. It kept well out of the way as he slowly fucked her, and she took it all with a series of soft mewling whimpers.

“You’re mine, Nite,” Jey growled.

“Yes,” she mewled. “Your kitty.”

“My kitty,” Jey chuckled in agreement. “Does my kitty like her ears being rubbed?”

“Yes,” Nite mewled as she clawed at the ground. “And my tail brushed.”

He could sense her embarrassment at those admissions. Jey could tell how much it irked her that she had those holdovers from her feline ancestry. That didn’t matter to him though. Whether she admitted it or not, he would dote on her. If that meant chasing her through a forest in the dark, or rubbing her ears as she slept, he’d do it eagerly.

That went double if it was going to lead to sex.

Nite let out a plaintive meow. Her tail thrashed and he felt the way her core muscles began to spasm. He could sense that she didn’t want to finish yet, but Jey wasn’t about to stop. Instead, he gave her neck a firm squeeze.

“That’s my good kitty,” he praised her. “Go ahead.”

“J-Jey,” Nite mewled.

“Cum for me,” Jey whispered.

“NYAH!” Nite arched her back.

Jey pinned her to the ground. He felt her emotional state flux. Shame, embarrassment. Deep, deep pleasure. She squeezed around him, her pussy desperately seeking to milk him. Jey wasn’t ready yet, and let her spasming come under control as he held her firmly in place. She bucked, driving back against his cock, only to mewl in twisted pleasure. She dug furrows in the ground as her eyes rolled and the whole time, Jey held himself inside her, enjoying the rhythmic spasms of her core muscles around his cock.

Until finally, she slumped on the ground, panting hard and trembling slightly from the exertion. Jey released her. Earning a mewl of complaint, before he took hold of her hips. Nite made a soft noise of complaint as he rolled her. She flopped gently onto her back, while pulling her tail out of the way to prevent it being crushed. It left her staring up at Jey with wide eyes.

He took her in like this. The gray of her hair matched the soft tuft of pubic hair between her legs. Her chest, while petite, was firm enough to stand out on her chest. With both her nipples standing proudly. She was covered in dirt, filthy. While he knew she would want to bathe, she wasn’t at all upset by the present situation as she preened at his attention.

“I’m going to bite you,” Jey whispered as he trailed his fingers up her abs and over her breasts. “You’ll change.”

“I know,” she whispered. “I’ll be like them.”

Jey nodded. “Does that bother you?”

“I’m scared,” she admitted softly. “But I want it anyway.”

Jey nodded, before leaning down over her. Nite’s lips were soft and warm as he kissed her. She wrapped her legs around his hips and Jey began slowly fucking her once more. He grunted, feeling the slick walls of her pussy stretching around his shaft. Nite grabbed ahold of him, pinning her face into his shoulder.

“Will it hurt?” Nite asked.

Jey nodded. “Yes. And then you’ll sleep for a time.”

“Oh,” Nite trembled, thrust one more time and started to cum.

It was unexpected. Jey felt her cling to him as she squeezed around him. Her eyes fluttered and her head rolled back. She panted hard and clawed gently at his shoulders, while Jey continued to drive himself into her depths. But he could feel it. His own power rising up. That tickle in his throat, like a warning of the flames to come. Nite’s eyes bulged as Jey opened his mouth. He could see the reflection of the flames in his throat as he descended towards her neck.

“JEY!” Nite screamed.

His reply was a vicious snarl as he bit down on the side of her neck. Nite thrashed, and let out a scream of shock and pain. But that only seemed to send her into another orgasmic spasm. She thrashed beneath him, driving herself onto his cock as Jey erupted into her for the first time. Pulse after pulse of his seed flooded her womb, while she screeched like she was burning alive.

Only to fall suddenly limp as the last vestiges of Jey’s seed pumped into her body.

“Nite?” Jey crooned as he checked her.

She was breathing. She was even purring slightly. Jey listened to her for a while, before noticing a presence standing beside him.

When Jey looked up, it was as Halesia turned her back, and vanished into the trees without a word. He felt a few things coming from her. Frustration and anger at the forefront. But also something else too. He’d have to speak with her later though. Right now… Right now he had a kitty to carry back to camp. A very, sleepy kitty.
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“And they just… pass out?” Rurmyn asked.

Jey nodded, before turning his head around once more. The blankets were still firmly in place. Though with a difference. This time, rather than a thick bundle, the ladies had created a kind of nest. In that nest, was Nite. Cute as a button, hastily dressed. She’d curled into a ball, pulling her face into her hands as she tucked her knees into her chin. Even her tail had curled around, twitching slightly as she slumbered on for the morning.

“You will have to be careful with this information,” Rurmyn continued. “Especially if you’re going to dote on them while they sleep.”

“I’m just making sure she’s cared for and safe,” Jey pointed out.

“Exactly,” Rurmyn nodded. “Which makes you vulnerable. If someone decides to attack us now, what will you do?”

Jey glared at the dragon, but she didn’t back down. He also knew she had a point. If he came under attack, he’d be extremely vulnerable. It was one thing to defend himself. Another to defend one of his mates. That went double if one of them was unconscious. She hadn’t stirred since he’d bitten her. The walk back to the camp had taken longer than he’d anticipated. Long enough that Rurmyn had slept in her dragon form, with the ladies curling into her wings for the night.

Which lasted exactly as long as it took for Jey to sneak into the camp, before each of them awoke and turned their attention to him. And the fact he and Nite were naked. Jey watched over Arlora as she gave Nite a wipe down, before helping her dress the catgirl. Only then, did Jey shift back to his dragon form, and spent the remainder of the evening with Nite held firmly against his stomach. Rurmyn and the rest of the ladies gathered around in their usual huddle.

In the morning, Nite hadn’t awoken though. Jey had wondered about that. Yodrilda had spent an entire day and night unconscious. Hella had been quicker. But the speed hadn’t decreased for Nite. It had only been a few hours, but if it decreased with each mate he included, that would put it around now that the beastkin should awaken.

And she had not.

“We’ll keep it in mind,” Rurmyn murmured. “Not that it matters now. I can hear woodcutters.”

Jey tilted his head and listened. Sure enough, there was the echo of wood being struck with an axe. He knew he was close to home, and this only confirmed it. Part of him wanted to skip ahead, but he didn’t want to leave the others behind when he did so. Rather than abandon anyone, Jey tilted his head back and unleashed flames towards the sky, with a ferocious roar. A roar that was echoed with twin screams of delight as a pair of winged figures took to the sky.

“It’s true,” Rurmyn whispered as she watched the dragonnewts fly towards them.

Jey didn’t bother asking what she meant. He could see his mates and they were coming. Yodi was in the lead, but Hella was right behind her. They beat their wings hard, tearing towards him, before diving down towards ground level. They swooped overhead, taking in the sight of their group. Several of the families began to panic. Arlora’s group gasped and held their hands up towards the circling dragonnewts.

At least, until Yodi slammed into the ground at Jey’s side, while Hella landed on his back.

“Yodi, Hella,” Jey grumbled loudly.

Yodi threw herself into his shoulder, gripping him tightly, as Hella crooned over Nite, who was still sleeping.

“Where’s Halesia?” Jey asked.

“I’m not sure,” Yodi admitted. “She was here last night, but we haven’t seen her today.”

Jey frowned and searched for his sense of her. Only to hit a wall of tangled sensations. It was like she was everywhere, all at once. Which made her impossible to track down to a specific location. Jey growled and cut the sensation, focusing back on Yodi.

“I’m sure she’s fine,” Yodi smiled. “Now hurry along. We’ve got a lot to show you.”

“I could hear woodcutters,” Jey admitted.

“They’ve been busy. Your group will be…” Yodi looked back and noticed the cluster of young women who had stuck close. “Are they…”

“Hoard, but… Not mates,” Jey admitted.

“I’m Arlora,” the blonde gave a quick bow. “You would be our lord’s mates, if I am not mistaken?”

Yodi turned to me then back to the blonde. “I am, and so is Hella,” Yodi gestured to the half-elf now seated comfortably on my back.

“I am pleased to serve my lord, and his inner circle,” Arlora gave a quick bow.

“Right.” Yodi nodded slowly. “I… no. That should be fine.”

“Should be?”

“We’ve been busy.” Yodi smiled. “Come on.”

She led the group. Everyone had a bounce in their step. They were tired, but the idea of safety being so close had everyone moving. It was one thing to be told that they were going to their new home. Another to have it just out of sight through the trees ahead of them.

Jey, in his dragon form, had a rather good view as he raised his head. The mine entrance was ahead, peaking over the trees. As was a long ditch. That wasn’t all he noticed either. There were several log cabins, and even as he watched, a tree fell beside the road as a team of woodcutters hurried out of the way. The sight of a pair of dragons had them freeze in their tracks, before they noticed Yodi and Hella.

It was then, Jey noticed he didn’t recognize the men.

“We’ve had more people show up,” Yodi explained. “With… how you feel towards your hoard. I asked that most of the construction be built on the surface. That way only those you’re comfortable with come into the mine.”

Jey nodded. “That sounds⁠—”

“WHERE IS MY DAUGHTER!”

Jey grimaced and turned to see the irate form of Taka storming towards them from the treeline opposite the woodcutters. His eyes were wide and his tail thrashed in utter fury. In his hands was his bow, drawn back to fire as he snarled in anger.

“What have you done to her?!”

Jey felt his back shift, and Taka fired off his bow. The arrow flashed out, as a gray form leaped into view. Jey only saw a blur, before she stood there. Snarling angrily, arrow clutched in her teeth. A pair of massive, fluffy, gray wings extended on either side, as her equally fluffy tail thumped on the ground.

Taka froze in horror as he stared. “Nite?”
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“Fluffy,” came the soft whimper.

Jey turned his head and saw the way Rurmyn was staring. Nite cut a striking figure. She was still obviously the woman that Jey remembered. Only now she was augmented as his other mates. She stood firmly, arrow clenched between her teeth. That was likely because she was using both arms to hold up the tattered remains of her top. A pair of massive, fluffy wings extended from each shoulder. They looked impossibly soft, right alongside the twisting tail that held itself up off the grass. It too, lacked the scales and spines of the others. Instead, it was just as fluffy and dexterous as her own tail. Just on a much larger scale.

“Father,” Nite growled as she spat the arrow onto the ground.

“You bastard!” Taka’s shoulders slumped. “What did you do to my girl?”

“Don’t speak about me like I am not here!” Nite snarled.

“But are you even my daughter anymore?” Taka demanded.

Nite stepped up to her father and drew back her hand. With a hiss, she whipped her hand forward, the palm of her hand echoed through the trees as Taka fell to the ground. Jey stepped forward, only to catch the furious glare from the kitty-dragon. Remaining in place, Nite returning her fury towards her father.

“I shall live with the consequences of my decision, father,” Nite hissed in a dangerous tone. “But unless your desire is to disown me. Do not DARE pretend I am anything but your daughter.”

“But…” Taka looked around. He grimaced and spotted his bow on the ground beside him. Cautiously, he reached out and picked it up. Taka made no attempt to use it though and slowly got to his feet before schooling his expression. “Your mother⁠—”

“Would be proud that I found a mate worthy of me,” Nite growled. “This isn’t about her.”

Taka blinked slowly. “I cannot accept this.”

“It is done, father.”

“No,” he shook his head. “I am not your father.”

Nite let out a soft hiss. Whatever she was going to say, it died on her lips as Taka turned his back. He slung his bow over his shoulder and headed back to the trees where he’d come from.

“Father!” Nite called. “FATHER!”

Yodi and Hella were the first to move. They rushed to Nite, who opened her wings as if she were about to go after him. Only for the two ladies to grab her as she struggled.

“FATHER!”
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“So, little dragon,” the orc whispered as she sat down by the fire.

Jey looked up, seeing nothing but a blank stare. Her wound was bound and the bandages were clean. That she was moving about was a good thing. Jey still didn’t quite understand why she wouldn’t allow herself to be healed by Halesia. Nor was he going to insist on it. Jey wasn’t about to force anyone.

“What’s your name?” Jey asked.

“Is that really what you want to discuss right now?” she asked.

Jey smirked, before sighing. “No, but a name would be better than just calling you orc.”

“It interests me, that you would rather know who I am, rather than yourself,” she mused.

Jey shook his head. “I know who I am. The important parts, at least.”

“I doubt that.”

Jey frowned. “I’m a man. With several lovers. With a home, and people that rely on me. I’d say that covers just about all the important parts.”

“From a certain perspective, I suppose.” The orc smiled slightly. “Though, it is admirable you think that way.”

Jey thought about her words. He wasn’t a stupid man, but he didn’t really understand what she was talking about either. “What perspective should I look at this from?”

“Like that of a dragon,” the orc said with a wide grin. “Or, more importantly—like that of a forbidden dragon.”

“You mentioned the hybrid thing, and that I shouldn’t exist,” Jey recalled. “What exactly makes me a ‘forbidden’? I’ve been a dragon for a few months and I’ve never met one smaller than me.”

“Which is one of the reasons your kind is so feared,” the orc stated. “Dragons are powerful creatures. But that power comes at a cost. Or… a restriction, I suppose.”

“The hoards,” Jey said, understanding.

“Precisely,” the orc smiled. “You are aware of what a hoard is, yes?”

“The thing we’re drawn to.” Jey nodded. “Some like gems, others like shiny rocks. Others like Uke…” Jey trailed off, not wanting to dwell on the memories of the dragon who lived in this mine.

“Yes,” the orc said with a nod. “Then there are outliers, like Zolrin.”

“He carries his hoard,” Jey nodded, recalling the enormous dragon atop the mountain, and the pile of bones strapped to his back.

“Under the standard template, dragons are easy to distinguish. Two dragons meet and can see one another's strength, just from their size. They can also denote the type of hoard a dragon might have. Ymry, for example, being a gold dragon, likely hoards gold, or other kinds of wealth.”

“She hoards artifacts,” Jey corrected the orc, who smiled at him.

“She might call them as such, and it might be particular for her. But should you ever visit, I would be willing to bet my life and reputation on most of those artifacts being of the golden sort,” the orc replied with a confident smile. “But that’s not the point of my story.”

“Right.” Jey nodded. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize, you weren’t wrong. It was just irrelevant to the point I was making. A dragon’s size, color and texture can denote what kind of hoard and how powerful they are. Having the hoard and being near it can influence a dragon’s strength significantly.”

“Fighting a dragon on its hoard is far more difficult than fighting one in the open,” Jey said with a nod of understanding.

“My lord?” Arlora called. “I apologize for the interruption⁠—”

“You’re fine.” Jey smiled at the pretty blonde. “What is it you wanted?”

“Merely to sit by the fire, lord,” she gave a small bow. “I am working on Rurmyn’s blanket and the sun has dropped low enough to make it hard to see at the surface and…” she paused. “I would assume my lord would not want me seated in the company of others?”

Jey twitched. She hadn’t said it, but he knew what she meant. She was deliberately avoiding men. How she and the others had picked up on things so quickly, he didn’t know. Women were always a bit of a mystery. Part of him wondered if she and the others would have moved away once they returned to the mine. Time would tell if that remained true, and Jey had mentally steeled himself for the possibility.

“Orc—”

“Sharn.”

Jey looked at her and nodded. “Sharn. Is this topic sensitive.”

“I doubt this one,” Sharn nodded towards Arlora,” would be swayed by what I am about to teach.”

“Lord, I am the bastard daughter of a minor noble’s youngest son,” Arlora admitted. “I told you I was a seamstress, but that was only half of it. When I reached my majority, I was sold to a brothel. Because of how I look, and that I am still a maiden, I was sold again at auction and shipped south. That is when I was captured and taken to that fort. I admit that my infatuation with you was born from self-preservation. But my loyalty has only grown since. Even as your possession, you have shown me and the others far more kindness than I have known since I was a girl. I only ask that you not send me from your service.”

“She is sincere,” Sharn said, approval in her tone. “How does that make you feel, dragon?”

Jey narrowed his eyes. “Like I need to burn down a few brothels.” He felt twitchy, hearing the way Arlora spoke about herself. Only to shake his head. “Dammit, this is getting out of hand.”

“And yet another reason we are talking.” Sharn smiled. “Have you ever heard of the Battle of Five Kingdoms?”

Jey frowned. “There’s…”

“Only four,” Sharn said with a laugh. “You caught that quickly.”

“I’m not stupid⁠—”

“But you lack education, and certain information is restricted in some places. Zolrin cares not for the thoughts of his people. The plains are cruel, but they are free,” she continued. “Dragons used to intermingle more. The borders between their peoples were far less defined. And there were many, many more of them.”

“How many more?” Arlora asked, having taken a seat by the fire.

“There are many thousands of dragons living within the lands of Ymry of the White Flame,” Sharn stated. “Now imagine thousands, just within a single city.”

“And their hoards?” Jey asked.

“Fighting was not uncommon,” Sharn answered with a shrug. “But with populations as high as they were, the elders at the time were not overly concerned. Even now, an enterprising dragon could scour the world and find old, long-forgotten hoards with little difficulty.”

Treasure hunting was a dangerous career path. Expensive too. Maps, expeditions and the risk of finding a hoard that wasn’t quite as abandoned as one believed. Then the risk of finding a hoard of useless junk. Not everything withstood the ravages of time.

“While it was frowned upon, more intimate affairs between dragons was not unheard of either,” Sharn continued. “Hybrids came about. Strange things. Stranger hoards. Dragons that grew too quickly, or not at all. Others who went mad. The few who eked out a living, did so quietly. That is until one day, a hybrid was born of a strange union. Like now, humans and dwarves would butt heads. That was a holdover from their dragon overlords. Yet it happened. And an egg was formed.”

“This sounds like a book I read once,” Arlora mused, before noticing Jey and Sharn were both staring at her. Rather than continue, she pulled Rurmyn’s torn blanket over her lap and silently got to work with a needle and thread.

“The child was large for a dwarf and small for a human. As a dragon, they were below average. Remaining a whelp for many, many years.”

Jey thought about his own situation. Ymry called him whelp. Most of the dragons had. Even in his human form, he was smaller than most. It’s why he grew up tough and hard. A man with his stature needed to hold his own twice over to be taken seriously.

“That was, until he visited a city, and witnessed the beating of a slave girl,” Sharn continued in a soft tone. “By the time the smoke cleared and the ashes cooled, the once lowly whelp had enough power to force the lord at the time to retreat.”

“I can see how that would have escalated,” Jey said and nodded slowly.

“His name was lost to history,” Sharn said, eyes staring into the fire. “The only problem with spoken history is that the details become scarce. When all records are erased and it is a crime to speak about it, the details wander. The dragon built his hoard. Gained his strength, but never grew to the same formidable sizes as our elders. For that, he was underestimated, vastly.”

“They tried to kill him?” Jey asked.

Sharn shook her head. “They killed the slave girl he loved with all his heart.”

Jey froze. Just the thought of something happening to Yodi, Hella or Nite.

“By the time the elders realized their mistake, there was a fifth kingdom forming out of the ashes of war. Mad with rage and grief, he slaughtered anyone who did not capitulate to his demands. His hoard grew, and his fury along with it. The elders were forced to finally take to the battlefield themselves and much of the land was destroyed.”

“When you say elders,” Jey asked.

Sharn shook her head. “Not the ones alive today. The hybrid was a being of wrath. He fought not for honor, but for destruction. With the backing of his hoard, he tore through the elders of the time, one by one. Until finally, they set aside their differences and united for a last battle.”

“Which they won,” Jey concluded with a nod.

Sharn did as well. “But at great cost. The dragons, while great and powerful, were a shell of what they once were. The lands taken by the hybrid were a wasteland, and his loyal followers continued to fight for decades. A pyrrhic victory. What my people know from that age, was that a treaty was formed. The exact details are unknown, but any dragon found relating to another, not of their own kind, was put to death. Examples were made rather publicly, and the survivors who rose from the ashes take that treaty to heart.”

“But I’m alive,” Jey pointed out. “And Ymry knows about me. Maybe… others.”

“Maybe?”

Jey shook his head. He didn’t want to admit anything. Not about that place. He’d never heard of a dream world where the dragons congregated. Jey wasn’t sure if it was some kind of secret, or just something nobody had thought to mention.

“And… we’re sure that’s what I am?” Jey asked.

Sharn shook her head. “Without knowing your parents, nobody can be sure. But if not, what are you?”

Jey nodded at that. He couldn’t argue that point. If it looked like a duck and quacked like a duck, it was hard to believe it was anything other than a duck.

“So what now?” Jey asked. “Ymry is… she’s growing my hoard.”

“Refugees of the war.” Sharn nodded. “The mine, by the border. A quiet spot, where it would be difficult to send an army that wouldn’t attract the attention of Zolrin.”

“Then we fight,” Yodrilda’s voice called.

Jeyna spotted her coming. With her was Hella, Rurmyn and Nite. Nite looked to be doing better. She had broken down when her father left. The other ladies had cloistered around her. Jey had left them to it. They didn’t seem to need his presence, and most of it was his own fault. So it was a surprise to see that not only was Nite still in her dragonnewt form, but she made her way straight over, before quite literally crawling into Jey’s lap. Like a big fluffy kitten—with wings…

With just a hint of hesitation, Jey placed his hand upon her head. She shifted, pushing her head against his hand slightly, which was all the urging Jey needed.

“Yodi’s right, Jey,” Hella added. “You didn’t ask for this. You’re not some tyrant war-monger. But… If someone is going to come here and try to kill you, or us…”

“No,” Jey growled as he rubbed Nite’s ears. “I’m not going to sit by and watch it happen.”

“Nor should you,” Rurmyn said. “And… dare I suggest it. Elder Ymry clearly approves of your existence, despite things.”

“If there’s a treaty involved,” Jey said and shook his head. “How is it enforced?”

“Likely an elder would need to face her directly,” Sharn suggested.

“That would be suicide,” Rurmyn said.

“Unless it was Zolrin,” Jey pointed out. “He might manage it. And it would empower him to carry the bones of an elder in his hoard.”

That was a worrying thought. They all knew the massive dragon was in the area. He was far further north than they expected. Having already shown himself atop the mountains.

“So…” Jey thought. “If perhaps word got out, that I existed. What would happen next?”

“It’s likely someone would be sent to scout and confirm who and what you are,” Sharn answered. “Beyond that. I’m not sure. If Ymry intervenes, it might mean war. If she doesn’t it might mean war anyway. In either case… They try to kill you.”

“They sent one scout already,” Jey pointed out.

“Which will only fuel their worries further,” Rurmyn pointed out. “Not to put too fine a point on it… But remember my warnings.”

“What warnings?” Yodi asked.

“When he bites his mate, and they fall asleep for a time,” Rurmyn pointed out. “If he does so, and the enemy strikes…”

“I’ll be vulnerable,” Jey informed his mates.

“What happens if he bites another dragon?” Hella asked.

Everyone turned to Sharn, who frowned. “I don’t know. There is no record of that happening, but… I imagine if he gains increased power from taking mates then… a dragon as a mate.” She shrugged.

“That might be an even bigger reason to kill him.” Rurmyn frowned.

“Whose side are you on?” Hella growled.

Rurmyn flinched and looked Jey in the eye. “I have already pledged myself to my lord. It is up to him to accept me, or turn me away.”

There was a soft ruffle of fabric, and Arlora stood, before noticing everyone was staring at her. “Oh umm… don’t mind me.”

Jey watched as she slipped over to Rurmyn, who frowned at the remains of the blanket that Arlora was holding. Only for Arlora to throw it over Rurmyn’s shoulders. It was no longer a blanket torn down the middle. But a thick, warm cloak with arm holes that could be worn. Rurmyn’s eyes widened as she pulled it tightly around herself, before standing up to see how it fit.

“My lord Jeyna,” Rurmyn murmured as she gave a little spin. “I claim this one as my favorite,” she said, patting Arlora’s shoulder. “I wish to dote on her for this gift.”

“Mistress,” Arlora smiled as her face reddened slightly. “I belong⁠—”

“And when you do claim me, I would ask that you bed her as well.”

Arlora’s jaw snapped shut so hard her teeth clicked together. Before turning slowly to face Jey with a wide eyed stare.

“Wonderful,” Nite growled as she sat up, the drowsiness fading from her eyes in her annoyance. “Almost asleep when something starts poking me in the side.”

That something, was a rather firm bulge in Jey’s pants as he tried to think of something to say, that wouldn't end at the mercy of someone’s wrath.
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“No Rurmyn this time?” Ymry mused.

“Doesn’t look like it,” Jey muttered. “Is there a reason I end up here some nights and not others?”

“Yes and no,” Ymry tilted her massive golden head. “Many of our kind have tried to pry into the secrets of this world. The smarter ones stopped, the rest… went mad.”

“Great,” Jey said with a sigh. “So what brings me here?”

“You, for the most part,” Ymry answered. “Though, I can nudge you along if I feel the need. Similar to how I can also banish you from this place.”

When she said that, the massive golden dragon shifted her bulk slightly. And for just a single moment, there was a flash of something across Ymry’s face. Jey still wasn’t comfortable with recognizing emotions on an elongated face, but… He swore, just a moment, that Ymry grimaced, like…

Jey turned and looked the massive dragon over. Ymry realized he was doing something and eyed him. “What is it, whelp?”

“What’s wrong with you?” Jey asked.

“Nothing—”

“Bullshit.”

Ymry let out a fierce growl. One that caught Jey’s attention and had him focus on her, rather than the source of her pain, and that’s when Jey noticed it. She hadn’t faced him directly until now. And now, he could see the thin lines of a giant claw strike, along the side of her face.

“Ymry,” Jey growled.

“And what precisely would you have done in my stead, whelp?” Ymry snarled, before shaking her head. “The wound is not physical, and will heal with time.”

“They know about me?”

Ymry let out a long sigh. “Yes.”

“So they don’t need a scout any more,” Jey surmised.

“Scout?” Ymry frowned, before nodding in recollection. “The Speaker. She is not part of your inner sanctum, though she is part of your inner circle.”

“Ah,” Jey frowned. “I guess?”

Ymry nodded. “The value you put on your hoard. Some will be more favorable than others. Even if you sought to mate with every woman in your hoard, you would still have favorites.”

Jey thought on those words, and how he viewed his lovers. He’d kill for anyone in his hoard, but even then, there were others he felt more attracted towards. And not just sexually. Nite was a good example. He’d been infatuated with her long before he mated with her. Then there was Arlora and Rurmyn. Both rather new to Jey’s group and while he was definitely attracted to them, it wasn’t quite to the same extent. And even the rest of the ladies ruled by Arlora, as part of his inner circle, were behind the pretty blonde in how he viewed them.

Which wasn’t saying much outside the context of picking favorites. Because Jey would literally kill to protect even the ladies living aboveground with their families, and away from him entirely.

“I think I’d burn the world too,” Jey mused.

“What did you say?” Ymry asked.

Jey flinched. “I ahh… Sharn, she… told me about the Battle of Five Kingdoms.”

“Did she now?” Ymry asked.

“I’m not planning on the same thing,” Jey said quickly. “You’ve been fair to me, at the very least. I’ve no reason to fight you.”

“You have every reason to fight me, Jeyna,” Ymry said and then sighed softly. “What exactly do you know?”

Jey took a deep breath and repeated everything that Sharn had told him. Ymry nodded along, not offering any comment until the end.

“Nothing about the treaty?” she asked.

“No. Though, why haven’t you…”

“Why haven’t I killed you?” Ymry asked. “Why I bear the strike of another elder. Why I have helped feed your hoard?”

“Pretty much, yeah?” Jey asked.

Ymry nodded. “My hope is that the day you discover why I have done all this, you are powerful enough to do what you need to do.”

“I don’t know why I thought you might give me a straight answer,” Jey grumbled.

Ymry tilted her head. “Tell me about your hoard.”

Jey frowned. “My hoard?”

“Your favorites,” she said. “Tell me about them?”

He knew it was a distraction. But it worked and he started to speak.
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“Now you’re getting it,” Yodi called.

Nite nodded, which made her wobble. Jey moved overhead, ready to swoop in if need be. But Nite kept her balance and gave her wings an experimental beat. She’d been rather miffed at how quickly Yodi and Hella had worked out how to fly. Something about Nite’s feline nature though, was making it difficult. In the end, Jey had opted to carry her up into the sky. With Nite perched on his back, she opened her wings and from there, was able to pick up gliding. Jey’s job was to stick around and keep an eye on things, as Yodi and Hella flew around them offering advice.

Her outfit had changed as well. The leather top she wore had been exchanged for something looser with an open back. Though Jey wasn’t entirely convinced she was doing okay. Since the confrontation with her father, Nite had refused to return to her original form. She remained as a dragonnewt at all times, even to sleep. The fluffy kitty-dragon had spent the night curled up atop Jey’s hulking form, while Yodi, Hella, Rurmyn and the rest of the inner circle took their places on his outstretched wing.

Regardless. They were here now, and Jey was paying attention to more than just Nite. He could see down below, the state of the river. The landslide was still restricting flow. The water was backed up quite a bit on the western end, and rushing quickly to the east once it passed the obstruction. There was enough rock and debris in there that it had stubbornly refused to budge. The water flowed and the levels weren’t rising, but they hadn’t really fallen either. It left a wide swath alongside the river that was wet and swampy.

Further to the south were the mountains themselves. The scar along the mountain where Zolrin had climbed up to collect the dead dragon was obvious enough. There weren’t any more signs that Zolrin had attempted another climb, but Jey wasn’t about to cross the border and find out either.

What Jey did notice though, was another train of wagons. It felt like a double edged sword. He’d yet to truly explore the small township that had sprung up around the entrance to the mine. Construction was continuing, and there were even placements for a wall. What they lacked though, was food. Yodi and Hella had spent almost all of their time hunting, while Taka and a few of the others had foraged. They were having to range further and further every day. Some of the wagons had arrived with seed though. Farming villagers, pushed off their land, taking what they could.

Crops didn’t just spring out of the ground though. They took time and that was something Jey wanted to talk to Halesia about. But the stubborn dryad had refused to talk to him since he’d arrived back. Any time he sought her out, all he felt was the forest itself and it drove him crazy thinking about why she was avoiding him.

“EEP!”

Jey twitched and rolled over. Nite’s wing had folded as she attempted a maneuver. Currently she was tumbling head over foot through the air. With a beat of his wings, Jey pushed forward, before pulling his wings in to dive. Nite looked scared, but flashed a smile, mid-tumble as Jey opened his arms. Catching her was easy, and she clung to his arm as he levelled out.

“Try again,” Jey urged her.

Nite gave a quick nod, despite her nerves. With a grip on his claw, she swung her legs down and flared her wings once again. For just a few moments, she hung, limply from his arm, gliding along beneath him, before releasing her grip.
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“How long do you think?” Jey asked.

Nite frowned as Hella and Yodi stood nearby. Nite, being the hunter of their group, had the most experience with reading the weather. Technically, this was obvious enough they could all recognize it. Just the timing of its arrival was what concerned them the most.

“Hard to say,” Nite said, eyes scanning the horizon. “This is the kind of storm we only see every few decades in this part of the world.”

Jey believed that. The dark storm clouds ran from one end of the horizon to the other. Directly above them was blue skies, but this beast of a storm loomed like some enormous monster. The wind came in waves and the entire forest shook. At the height of each gust, you couldn’t hear yourself think, let alone anyone else.

“Jey, we need to do something about the river,” Yodi urged.

Jey grimaced. The river. That landslide caused a lot of problems. This would make it so much worse. This kind of storm brought flooding already. While they had cleared part of the river and reduced the water level, the flow still wasn’t what it was. The current had been removing much of the debris, but it was still shallow.

“How much can we do in the hours we have left?” Jey asked himself.

“Not a tremendous amount,” Yodi acknowledged. “But doing nothing guarantees it will be much worse.”

Jey couldn’t argue that logic. He looked around. This was the start of a village. There were families here. Homes were being built. All in the shade of the mine entrance. This was his home. His people. They relied on him and Jey couldn’t just sit back and do nothing.

“How much food do we have?” Jey asked.

“If we ration it… Maybe a week,” Hella answered this time.

Jey looked at her and smiled. The half-elf blushed when she noticed his attention, but didn’t look away. Jey took her words to heart and made sure to dote on her. Unlike Yodi, or even Nite, she was the most reluctant to seek attention. Which was odd, since she seemed to crave it more than the others. He made a note to give her some more attention when he had a spare moment. Right now though, he had some work to do.

“Someone go find Rurmyn,” Jey instructed. “Bring her down to the river.”

With his instructions laid out, Jey removed his clothes. His mates closed in, eyeing him while acting to block the stares. The ladies who remained at the surface might be part of his hoard by design—that didn’t make them worthy enough to look at him though. Jey didn’t care all that much, but he wasn’t about to argue with his mates over it.

Stripping down, Nite collected his clothing. From the way she separated his shirt, there was likely a secondary reason for that. Jey paid it no mind as he stepped away and shifted. His head shot forward as wings exploded from his back. The days of having to focus on his rage were dwindling. Instead, it just took a moment of concentration and his body would stretch and contort until he stood in all his glory.

Alongside him came Hella and Yodi. Which left Nite to rush down into their home and find Rurmyn. Jey accepted that and gave his wings a beat. He still lacked the skill to jump into the sky like Ymry, or even his mates could. At least he was confident enough to manage it with only a pair of lunges though. He was airborne in a few beats of his wings and rapidly climbing. He loved flying with his mates and looked forward to a more relaxing time. Nite was coming along quickly, though she still felt nervous.

Her flexibility seemed to be a hindrance, since she had more range of motion. The natural movements that allowed the others to pick up the skill with ease, just didn’t work for her. Despite all that, she was improving quickly and Jey secretly enjoyed the moments she would reach out and take a claw or the end of his tail and use him for support.

As Jey climbed in altitude, he examined the area. Already he could see the water in the river beginning to rise. There was a deluge upstream and it wasn’t severe now, but the effects were coming sooner rather than later. Jey could see the area by the river where they had cleared the blockage. A lot of the looser materials were clear, but the larger boulders remained. There simply wasn’t the current to push them downstream and likely wouldn’t as the river continued to widen and deepen.

Which made those the focus of Jey’s attention. He descended, flaring his wings and swooped over here to pick the worst points to start. Near the bank, was a particularly large boulder. It looked to have been buried in the bank, and slowly rocked free in the current. It stood on one end, acting as a break, making it obvious where it was as Jey came in for a landing.

He didn’t risk ploughing into the river. One sharp rock and he’d be in a world of trouble. The bank was safe enough, and it gave him a spot to start. Jey crawled down towards the river, placing his front paws in the water. Jey had a moment of hesitation when he thought about Uke, or even the wyrm he and the ladies stumbled into on the planes.

Jey now knew that the other elders knew about him. He had a flash of anger, thinking about the claw marks on Ymry’s scales. He felt like that was his fault and for a moment he thought about whether hunting the elders like the last hybrid had, was worth a second thought.

“Fuck.” Jey shook his head, and stepped further into the river.

The rock was just below the surface and had clearly broken in the landslide. It had plenty of sharp edges that hadn’t been worn down by the water yet. Jey easily grabbed a hold and began to drag it free. Mud churned up beneath his paws as he moved and Jey could only hope that it would be enough.

Yodi and Hella weren’t idle either. They were tougher than their human and dwarven counterparts. They couldn't go as deep into the water as Jey could without being swept away. That didn’t stop them from trying. With their claws and some awkwardness, they got to work. Clawing at the banks like dogs, and dragging out handfuls of rock as they did.

The real surprise came a few minutes later. Rurmyn flew low over the trees, with something long and wooden clamped between her forelimbs. Nite sat perched upon the ruddy-orange dragon’s back. Though she did leap off and glide to a landing by the river, rather than remain in place as the larger dragon swooped low and gently deposited the item, before taking off once more.

Jey watched her go, with a frown, as Nite hurried over to him.

“Out!” she snapped. “We need to see if this works. One of the carpenters put it together.”

“What works?” Jey grumbled as he walked out of the water and towards where Nite was looking over the wooden device. Someone had cut it in half lengthwise, before standing it on edge and hollowing it out. Like they’d made a really long bowl, with a flat edge on one side. At each end, a rope was attached, drilled through and tied in place. The rope was coiled over the whole thing and that was what Nite was trying to figure out. “Want me to lift it?”

“Actually, yes,” Nite said.

Jey looked back at the river, and then gave up. Nite wanted him and the river wasn’t going anywhere yet. Using his teeth, Jey was careful of the ropes. The log came up off the ground and was surprisingly heavy. Nite worked quickly, while Hella and Yodi came to see what was going on. They looked as confused as Jey was though.

By the time the rope was uncoiled, Rurmyn’s wingbeats signaled her return. She had another of the strange logs. It looked like the other half, but Jey couldn’t be certain.

“Alright, we need rocks,” Nite announced.

“Rocks?” Yodi asked, before looking at the pile she and Hella had dug out of the river bank.

“They’ll be perfect,” Nite nodded. “Just need to weigh these down so they don’t float. They’re crude, but someone said they use them to clean rivers where they put mills.”

Jey wasn’t sure what she was talking about, but he sat by as Hella and Yodi got to work filling the hollow of the log. Meanwhile, Nite rushed over to Rurmyn to help with her log. It was much the same as the first. It was hollow and was attached to a long rope. Looking at hers, Jey could see that that was just one rope, tied to both ends of the log. And the rope was extremely long.

“Is this enough, do you think?” Hella asked.

“She said just to sink it,” Yodi added. “That should be plenty. This kind of wood is heavy.”

“You can fill this one now while I get Jey set up!” Nite explained, as she hurried back from where she had left Rurmyn. Who was looking rather awkward, with the rope tied loosely around her neck like a leash.

“Nite?”

“Trust me,” she grumbled as she set out the ropes. “Move here. Now!”

Jey huffed, before moving into position. As Yodi and Hella filled Rurmyn’s log, he watched as the ruddy-orange dragon started moving. She walked down the bank of the river, dragging the log along behind her. It acted like an anchor, dragging along behind her, even digging a wide track of grass up as the edge dug into the ground.

“Oh,” Jey brightened. “That’s going to help pull the mud out.”

“Exactly,” Nite agreed quickly as she got the rope over his neck. “They call it dredging. Usually the plough is made from planks and they use a team of horses.”

“Except we don’t have planks available and we’re bigger than a horse.” Jey nodded.

“Exactly,” Nite said, pulling the knot tight. “All you have to do is swim across, drag the plough up and then turn around and come back.”

Sure enough, on the other side of the river, Rurmyn was crawling out. Where Jey expected to see the wooden log, there was a disturbance in the water. As the larger dragon hauled it onto land, it was obvious that a lot of the disturbed mud and dirt had washed away. Leaving the large boulders that wouldn’t budge, in the plough.

“Go on,” Nite urged him. “Sooner we do this, the better. Because that storm is coming either way.”

Jey nodded and made his way over to the water. He saw where Rurmyn was now paddling back, and shifted course to slide past her. Entering the water, Jey fought the current slightly, before feeling the plough strike a rock in the water. The weight dragged him back and Jey began swaying his tail, using it to propel him along. The plough grated and rumbled along the bottom, getting periodically heavier and lighter as rock and dirt shifted beneath the surface. The color of the river turned deep brown as the loose material swept away.

Just as the wind began to howl overhead.

Back and forth, hour after hour, Jey and Rurmyn worked as quickly as they could. It wasn’t particularly hard work, but even the most mundane actions wore on you after a time. It was working though. The river was running smoother, and they were keeping up with the flow. There were piles of rocks and boulders on each bank and the two of them had worked their way up and down the landslide a dozen times over.

Hella, Yodi and Nite had kept busy, filling the logs with more rocks as they spilled free. They hauled boulders from the edge and flew back to get extra rope to maintain the lengths as inevitable breakages occurred. Together, the dragons had done their best, as the storm echoed and rumbled around them.

Rain fell in sheets and the trees swayed and bent. The wind had already passed the point where it was too strong for the dragonnewts to fly home safely. Honestly, Jey wasn’t sure about flying home himself. Least of all because he’d have to fight the wind head on most of the way there. Leaves, twigs and the occasional bird flew overhead—torn from the surrounding forest as the storm made its presence known.

“This is enough!” Rurmyn roared over the howling wind. “We need to head back!”

Jey looked at the river as it churned in the wind. It wasn’t enough. But then, nothing really would be with a storm like this.

“Leave the ploughs!” Jey called. “Cut them free, then let’s get out of here!”

Nite rushed over, having returned to her original form. She pulled her knife to cut Jey free, while Hella and Yodi hurried over to do the same for Rurmyn. The three smaller ladies kept to their original forms. Nobody wanted to risk an injury if their wings caught the wind at the wrong moment. Jey and Rurmyn kept their wings pulled in tight to their sides for the same reason.

“Rurmyn!” Jey shouted. “You and I walk side by side. That way the others can stay in our wake!”

The ruddy-orange dragon nodded quickly and together they formed a wall for the wind. Jey felt one of his lovers pat his leg, before they moved a step back. Jey and Rurmyn pressed their sides together and headed for the trees. It was going to be a tough walk, but one he felt was ultimately necessary. Flying would be dangerous and not doing the job would mean the worst outcome in case of flooding.

The whole forest echoed with the rumbles of distant thunder. Jey found himself thinking about Halesia. She hadn’t come back yet, though she hadn’t left either. Of that, Jey was certain. He wasn’t sure what he’d do if she did leave. It hurt to think about and it made him grumpy.

“I don’t like this storm!” Rurmyn called as lightning lit up the sky around them.

“It’s a bad one!” Jey answered with a nod.

“No!” Rurmyn shook her massive orange head. “I mean, it doesn’t feel natural. It came too quickly!”

“Who would have the power to create a storm?” Jey asked, before realizing immediately who would have this sort of power.

“Magom,” Rurmyn growled. “Magom would have this power.”

“Would he be here?” Jey thought aloud.

“No,” Rurmyn answered immediately. “Not unless he wanted to risk picking a fight with Ymry, Zolrin and possibly Kiandonirth.”

“Unless he and Kiandonirth are working together,” Jey pointed out.

“Just as likely he’s working with Zolrin,” Rurmyn suggested. “We don’t know the elders. I’ve never met one before you pulled me into the dark place.”

“Is that what the elders call it?”

“I have no idea what they call it,” Rurmyn shook her head, as thunder crackled around them. “I just remember everything was dark and suddenly Ymry was there.”

Jey smirked. Rurmyn was terrified of the elder. Jey was too, but… something about her… just didn’t seem like a threat. Not that she couldn’t, or wouldn’t kill him if she thought it necessary. Just that something about the entire situation made Jey confident that she had some ulterior motive. She wanted him alive. And whatever she wanted him for, was worth risking the wrath of the other elders. Even now, they knew about him.

And while his lovers were likely stuck with him… Rurmyn, on the other hand…

“Don’t suggest what I think you’re going to suggest,” Rurmyn growled. “If I fled and left you here, Ymry would hunt me as surely as the others would for staying. The difference is she would make an example of me for cowardice. The others will likely just kill me.”

Jey snarled when she said that, and Rurmyn shot him a strange look, before straightening. A tree pitched over, catching on the branches of the ones beside it. The noise was terrible and Jey urged the others to hurry past before it came tumbling down to the forest floor. For just a single moment, Jey swore he saw her. Halesia, in the trees, holding the fallen one back until they were safe. The tree wouldn’t have done considerable harm to a dragon, but the ladies behind him would have been hurt.

Before he could home in on the dryad though, she was gone. Part of him was mad. Mad that someone from his hoard was out here and not at the mine where it was safe. That was just Jey’s lizard, or dragon brain thinking. She was a dryad. If any of his loves were safest away from the mine, it was the dryad in the trees. Jey would have laughed, had the echo of a dragon’s roar reach his ears.

Rurmyn reacted the same way, proving it wasn’t part of his imagination. Both their heads snapped up, turning around as they searched for the source of the roar. Jey felt a pounding in his chest and flashes of fear. He tried to ignore them, but found they weren’t his own to ignore. These were the pulses of emotion from his hoard. Four of the largest came from closest to him. Three from his side, while the fourth came in muted, but from every direction at once. Which hid the fact there were dozens more coming from the direction of the mine.

He craned his head back. And that’s when he spotted it. High above, just below the clouds where the wind wasn’t strongest. Long, and thin, with birdlike wings. A coatyl, flying along with the storm. Searching for him.

“JEY NO!”

He wasn’t sure who yelled it. But the vines that smacked against his side as Jey leaped into the sky meant it could have been any of them.

High in the sky, the coatyl soared. Lacking limbs except for the wings, it was sleek and speedy as it darted and swooped. On the other hand, the wind at ground level was harsh and violent. Opening his wings had been painful and only by rapidly beating them, did Jey manage to climb. The surges were lesser the higher he went, but the power of the storm itself drove him ever higher. Jey let out a roar of challenge to the coatyl, who roared back, while unleashing a wave of blue sparks of lightning.

“I thought I would have to flush you out, whelp!” she called down in a superior tone. “How nice, for my prey to join me for once!”

Jey opened his mouth and roared back, but that only made her laugh. She angled towards him, making no attempt to descend. Jey floundered in the air, trying to keep himself composed as he rose towards her. The coatyl seemed to smile. And then opened her mouth. Jey realized his mistake as soon as the lightning erupted. His vision went blue and his body locked up.

Involuntary spasms sent him tumbling through the sky. Jey roared in pain and anger as gravity sent him hurtling towards the ground. All the while, the wind pulled and battered at him. Jey struggled to regain control, before stretching out his neck and tail, angling towards the ground as it rushed to meet him. He had a brief thought of the horror the dragon he killed on the mountain felt. Right before Jey opened his wings and pulled out of the dive.

“To think, our elders sent me to deal with you!” the coatyl called over the storm. “The little one cursed to die. A helpless whelp like any other!”

Jey snarled in anger as he spun around and began to climb. Rather than head straight for the coatyl, Jey used the wind currents to give him some distance. Spiraling, he kept an eye on the coatyl, and made his way up. The coatyl seemed to grin at him as she watched. Jey dashed upward and finally had her at the same level before a second dragon swooped out of the clouds above him. Jey was taken by surprise as a pair of teeth clamped down on his shoulder, having missed his neck.

Jey roared in pain as blood spilled from the wound. A thick tail wrapped around him and Jey realized that he was dealing with another form of legless dragon. Without the feathers though, this one had leather wings, making it an amphiptere and from the deep growling, it was clearly the coatyl’s mate.

Unfortunately for the amphiptere, Jey was far stronger than he looked. While he couldn’t compete with the coatyl’s breath weapon in this storm, there was nothing stopping him as he twisted his head around and bit down on the edge of the amphiptere’s wing. The legless dragon snarled and began to squeeze like a python around its meal. Jey was severely outclassed by the dragon in terms of size, but his raw strength was far more even. And then Jey’s claws were added into the mix.

The two of them tumbled as Jey slammed his claws into the amphiptere’s side. The scales parted like a knife through butter. Jey felt the amphiptere bite down harder, but his jaws simply weren’t strong enough to get through the bone. This dragon had bulk and overall power, but lacked the strength to truly take on an opponent one on one like this. Not without overcoming them with the strength that came with size. Something that Jey had in disproportionate amounts.

“GET OFF HIM!” the coatyl screamed as she finally entered the fight.

She spat lightning, but only in an attempt to harass Jey. Clearly she didn’t want to harm the other dragon. Something that didn’t restrict Jey in the least. Opening his jaws, he released the amphiptere’s wing, and unleashed a wave of flames. The coatyl shrieked and swooped away as her feathers singed. The amphiptere took the opportunity to try and slip free. Only for Jey to grip with his forelimb and twist violently.

“FRYRYYT!” The amphiptere roared for help.

His tail loosened as the coatyl screamed in rage. Jey roared back, unleashing more flames, keeping her back as he plummeted to the ground. The amphiptere unleashed his own breath weapon. A blast of green haze, quickly consumed by the howling wind. Jey felt it burn his scales and knew it was a potent weapon. Just not one with significant use in these winds. In response, Jey turned and unleashed his own flames into the amphiptere’s face. The green smoke he’d been blasting at Jeyna seemed to erupt, and an explosion rocked the amphiptere’s head back as he roared in pain once more.

Jey kicked off, beating his wings as the coatyl streaked past. She buffeted her mate, trying to angle him right. Jey could see the amphiptere’s face. The whites of his burned eyes. The dragon was blind. Jey didn’t know if he’d recover from that, but he wasn’t concerned with the long term prospects as the ground rushed up to meet them both. The coatyl spotted the danger though. She screamed in rage as she opened her wings. The amphiptere hit the ground with a sickening crunch and howled out as his body writhed.

Not dead. Likely wishing it though as the coatyl turned her fury towards the sky. Right as Jey slammed into her from above. Her bulk robbed Jey of most of his momentum, but it was still enough to send them crashing to the ground. The coatyl screamed in pain, unleashing waves of lightning to fry the whelp who had so horribly wounded her mate. Jey would have sympathized, if they weren’t here to kill him and his own mates. He avoided the lightning to the best of his ability, before unleashing his own breath weapon back to the source of the lighting. Her body thrashed and Jey tumbled to the ground as the coatyl twisted and rolled.

“You bastard!” she screamed as she rubbed her face in the dirt. ”I’ll kill you!”.

Jey snarled, which gave her a direction. She opened her mouth and spat lightning, but not before Jey had already leaped. Her lightning struck true and Jey roared in pain as his body slammed into the coatyl. She fell back, her lightning scoring along the trees, and that’s when he saw her again. Halesia. For just a moment, before she vanished under the blue haze of the lightning.

Jey roared—like he’d never roared before. His rage boiled and he unleashed the hottest burst of flames over the coatyl that he could muster. He held it as long as he could, all his ears could discern was the horrible screaming coming from her throat, before he snapped his jaws shut around her neck. Her thick body whipped around, trying to wrap him up like her mate had. Jey wasn’t concerned as he bit down and tore his head from side to side. The coatyl gasped out a hiss. Jey couldn’t get a grip on her entire neck, but he had his teeth on her throat as he ripped and tore.

Lightning erupted from the hole, burning the inside of Jey’s mouth, but that only forced him to bite down harder, which sent the lightning up into the sky as her mouth fell open. The coatyl fell silent. Her body spasmed and Jey wrenched his head violently to the side. There was a horrible, distant crack, and as he ripped his head back the other way, the coatyl’s entire head tore free.

“JEY!”

Jey spun and spotted another dragon. He opened his mouth and saw a flash of panic across her features. His rage ebbed when he sensed panic streak through their mental bond, and he realized who she was. As quickly as Jey snapped his jaw shut, Rurmyn had shifted back to her human form beside Hella, Yodi and Nite, who were now looking at her in confusion. Rurmyn was splayed out, legs wide, in a clear invitation and submission. Her breaths came in heavy gasps as she stared at Jey, fear and lust in equal measure sliding across her face. The panic had instantly morphed into a nervous, excited energy, buffed by sexual desire. It made Jey growl, which only aroused Rurmyn further. His attention drifted when a fifth figure appeared in the treeline.

Dressed in her vines and flowers, and no worse for wear, Halesia strode over and stood in front of a very aroused and now confused Rurmyn. His dryad seemed nervous and when Jey focused, he knew that she was really standing in front of him.

“The other one is already dead. They’ll be a good source of meat for the village.” She shifted slightly, before sighing. “And… if anyone is getting mated next. It’s going to be me.”
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“B-but…” Rurmyn’s voice trembled.

Halesia flicked her hand dismissively. Dozens of vines pushed out of the ground around the ruddy-orange haired woman. She had barely a moment to react, before they bound her from ankle to hip, and wrist to shoulder. Pinning her in place as one vine wrapped around her mouth to muffle her.

“You can have the dragon later,” Halesia said as the vines that covered her own modesty slid away. “But if you’re taking another mate. It will be me.”

Jey stood there, as the rain continued to pound the treetops. The wind howled overhead, and he needed a moment to think. More than that, he still needed to get everyone back to the mine.

“Let her up, Halesia,” Jey growled. “Let’s get home first. We should talk.” The dryad scowled and Jey stepped closer, putting his nose almost to her own. “Don’t run from me.”

Her scowl deepened and her vines slowly pulled back into place, covering herself. Halesia remained in place though, as the vines holding Rurmyn down slid back into the earth. To Jey’s surprise, the ruddy-orange haired woman was… blushing, and looking slightly disappointed about her release. Jey ignored that for now. He had to get the others home. The fight had taken time, and the storm hadn’t gotten any better. With the trees, it would be hard to get airborne once again. So they were going to have to walk.
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“Oh thank the elders!” Maylinda cried as Jey led the way back into the small town. “We saw the fight, and the three of you go down. We didn’t know what happened after that!”

“After the storm, we have some meat to collect,” Jey nodded his massive white head.

Maylinda’s brows drew close as she realized the implications for his words. A moment later she nodded. Meat was meat, and it was known that dragons ate one another. This unexpected bounty would keep everyone alive over the coming winter. Letting it rot in the woods would be a waste.

“How are the structures holding out!” Jey asked.

That was something she was more comfortable talking about. The few completed structures stood sound. The wind howled through the glade, but there was no sign of anything being damaged. Though a few trees by the edge of the cleared area had already toppled.

“Everything seems to be holding,” she called out. “The families without proper shelter have been taken in where there’s room. The rest have been taken into the mine. The orc⁠—”

“Sharn,” Jey added.

“Sharn,” Maylinda corrected herself. “She suggested we put them in the rooms you were occupying before.”

Jey nodded. Those rooms were getting too small. Jey had to shift into his human form to move in and out. With the sheer number of women who liked to sleep with him, it made more sense to sleep out in the main area. There at least, he and Rurmyn had the space to stretch out in either form as they pleased.

“That’s fine,” Jey said, as he looked around. “So long as everyone’s safe.”

His lovers filed past, Yodi and Hella, with Nite at their side. Rurmyn went along with Halesia remaining behind. Something that Maylinda noticed and looked around.

“Yes well…” the old woman said, fidgeting slightly.

“Go.” Jey nodded towards the buildings. “We have a few things to do.”

Maylinda glanced at the both of them, before hurrying down out of the storm. Leaving Jey and Halesia together. The dryad bound in her vines, while Jey stood there as a massive wind break.

“Do you want to do this now, or wait until after the storm?” Jey asked.

Halesia shook her head. “If I let you go into that mine, you’re going to end up between that dragon’s legs. Besides, the storm might help.”

Jey wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but Halesia turned and made her way from the mine entrance. She followed along the wall, pausing as the wind picked up. Her viny hair rustled and loosened as she let herself be exposed fully to the elements. It gave Jey a fantastic view of her ass as he followed along behind her.

They didn’t go far; just to the river bank, where Jey and his lovers had spent a few quiet moments. The water was higher and the river was coursing. So far the banks held, and Jey was thankful that they had worked on the blockage, or there would already be flooding. Right now, it just provided a backdrop to what looked like the end of the world.

The howling wind, the pelting rain. Two unlikely beings, standing and watching the end of the world. And at least for one of them, it might just be.

“I owe you an apology!” Halesia called over the sound of the wind.

“You owe me nothing,” Jey disagreed. “You’re not property.”

“We’re all someone’s property, dragon,” Halesia replied with a shake of her head. “Even you.”

Jey growled, but she had a point. He lived here under Ymry’s rule. The moment he stepped out of it, he knew he’d face her. There was a wide margin between their strengths. He had no doubt that she would crush him the moment she believed it necessary, and hoard or not, there was little he could do to stop her.

“I just needed time to say goodbye to the forest.” She looked toward the swaying trees. She stood there like a living picture, a part of the world and yet, separate. Both ephemeral and as strong as the world. “There aren’t any other dryads here and I did a little housekeeping,” she continued.

“And if… if it doesn’t change you?”

“Then I can still be what I was,” she said with a small nod.

“Then why risk losing it at all?” Jey asked.

Halesia turned and leaned into Jey. “Because I found something many of my kind do not. And I find that I wish to explore that which my kind will not.”

“A dragon?” Jey asked in confusion.

Halesia laughed and shook her head. “Love, Jey. My people take partners, but those partners are communal. Property of the grove, and caretakers of the forest. They live well, die comfortably and are buried at the roots of fresh trees to continue their work. They live long, full, happy lives. But they do not love us. And they can’t leave, though many try. And therefore we do not form attachments.”

“You want to form one?”

Halesia shook her head. “I already formed one. You! A big blustering man, stupid and so damned protective of the women in your life. You watch them like a hawk. Equal parts wanting and caring. Something a dryad seldom experiences. Something I never thought I would.” She pulled back, before turning her face towards the sky. Jey felt a fluctuation through the bond he had with her, and knew that she was trying to hide the fact she was crying.

He knew she had left her lands. Not the circumstances around it though. He would ask one day, but for now, Jey shifted. He took Halesia in his arms and her nude form pressed in close. The two of them swayed as the wind buffeted them both, as the sky lit up as distant thunder echoed moments later.

“Follow.”

Jey nodded and held her hand. Halesia walked along the bank, towards where the trees started once more. She walked like she knew every inch of the woods. Likely she did. Jey stumbled along behind her trying to keep from tripping over. Something he managed without too much of a fuss.

“We’re not going far,” Halesia said, as the howling of the wind dimmed in the dense forest. “If this works the way I hope it does, I want to be close.”

“For what?”

“For my tree,” she stated simply as she led the way into a quiet glade. “A dryad in a grove, will take the blood of their caretaker over many months and use it to form a seed, and grow a new tree. If that dryad leaves their grove, the tree remains behind.”

“Then… you’re a long way from your tree.”

“My tree was burned down by elder Magom, when I fled his service,” Halesia admitted.

Jey narrowed his eyes as he realized the implications there. Her knowledge of the elder was obvious enough, but hearing her admit it, and where that knowledge came from directly… well that was something else.

“And the rest of your grove?” Jey asked.

Halesia shook her head. “I don’t know. Magom is not known for his leniency.”

“So how do we… give you a seed?” Jey asked.

“That part is simple. I require blood,” she answered. “Blood taken, while having sex is best, since there is a level of intent displayed.”

“And if we have sex, there’s a high chance I’ll end up marking you, even if that wasn’t the original intent,” Jey said, understanding the situation.

Halesia led the way into a clearing and came to a stop. “This is the place I found,” she said. “There are old roots here. The tree was strong, but fell some time ago, leaving behind a legacy for my own.”

Jey felt a pulse of arousal flash over their bond. He felt his cock throb in response and Halesia turned to face him, before sliding to her knees. She kept her eyes firmly fixed on Jey’s as one hand lightly grasped his firm length. Jey felt it then, as the vines slowly wound up his legs. He felt a sudden surge of nervousness, only for Halesia to banish it with a gentle kiss to the tip of his cock.

“You’re more powerful than you were before,” she whispered, before kissing the head of his dick again. “I won’t need much.”

Jey gulped as her mouth slipped over the head of his cock. She still stared up at him. Holding his attention as she slid her mouth back and forth. She didn’t try to take him deep. And it took him a moment to realize he could feel where several of those vines had pierced his skin. Ymry had bitten herself to create a wound for the dryad to sip from. Without scales, she appeared to have no problem fetching it herself. And like a reward, she continued to suck, as she fed from two sources.

With a deep moan, she slowly withdrew, letting Jey’s cock hang in the air before her. Only for Jey to notice that one of her hands was between her legs. He couldn't hear the slick noises she was making as she rubbed herself, but he watched as she brought her sticky fingers up to his cock and smeared them over his length. Then started sucking once more. Jey reached out to grab her, but she took his hands in her own. There was a flash of warning in her eyes, but she didn’t stop sucking. Back and forth, she tightened her lips around his shaft, sucking and licking as she moved.

Jey growled softly and Halesia’s eyes twinkled, before she pulled back. With her grip on his wrist, she gave him a tug. It was a little awkward with his legs pinned in place by the vines, but Halesia helped him down, before swiftly mounting him. Her pussy felt hot beneath the cool rain and she leaned overhead to shield him from the splashes. Lightning shot through the sky above them and Jey felt as she steered him into position.

“I just need one,” she begged, as she slid down his shaft. “Just one, please?”

Jey growled. He could feel the itch. An urge to bite and take her, but he held it back. The vines were still there. Squeezing gently as if to massage out more of his blood. But it was her pussy he concentrated on. Hot, wet and slick, she bounced slowly. Up and down, taking his length from tip to base and back up again. She leaned on his shoulders. Undulating her hips to grind his cock back and forth inside her with each movement.

Jey desperately wanted her. To grab her, throw her down and ravage her the way he wanted to. The way he knew she wanted him to. Halesia clung to him though. Fighting her own instincts as she hurried towards another. And for that, Jey held back. He watched as her face twisted. He felt as her pussy throbbed.

“Please?” she begged. “Just one?”

Jey grit his teeth and dug his fingers into the ground. Halesia sped up, driving herself up and down on his cock, until Jey couldn’t take it anymore. He clenched his jaw, even as Halesia cried out in pleasure. She fell forward and Jey could feel the rhythmic throbbing of her orgasm over his cock. Everything inside screamed for him to bite her. To have her. The burning in his throat rose up but Jey held it back as he pumped his seed into her body. Halesia felt the first spurt and gasped, before wiggling frantically in an effort to milk out every drop.

Jey was left panting and growling, as Halesia trembled and clung to him. She gently kissed his cheek and sat up. Jey watched her clutch her hands to her chest and cup something he couldn’t quite see. Then her face broke open into a wide smile. Still settled with Jey’s cock buried inside her, she leaned forward, pressing her breasts into his face. Jey was shocked, and a little confused as she wiggled around for a few moments, before sitting up. He watched as she shook the dirt from her fingers, all the while smiling brightly.

“And now… If any of my sisters remain. They’ll find this place, even if I’m not here to greet them as one of them.” She nodded. “Thank you Jey.”

She leaned down, pressing a gentle kiss to his lips as she snuggled in close. “Now I’m yours.”

Jey blinked slowly, before grabbing Halesia around the hips. She squeaked as Jey rolled them both over. Her hair splayed out in the grass and her legs came up around Jey’s hips. Her eyes glittered in amusement as Jey looked her over. She was wet, but they both were. Lightning flashed in the sky and Jey felt like Halesia was in her element. She was a creature of the forest, of nature and this storm was just another aspect that was her. And here, she was offering to tear herself from that freedom, and thrust herself into his world instead.

But something told him that wouldn’t be quite the case. Halesia would still be Halesia. She, like the others, would simply be… more.

“Do it,” she pleaded.

Their teeth bumped as Jey slammed his mouth into hers. Halesia moaned into the kiss and squeezed her legs as he thrust firmly into her. The dryad trembled as Jey unleashed all the restraint he had built in order to let her plant her seed. She loved him for that. And she loved the primal way that he drove himself into her. She didn’t understand how being taken would be a pleasurable experience until now.

She was just a passenger in Jey’s lust, and she loved every moment of it. Clinging to this man as he drove her to heights of pleasure she didn’t know existed. Jey could feel her emotions fluctuating over the bond. Shock, a little fear and surprise. Followed by boundless pleasure as he drove his cock deep into her pussy with each thrust of his hips. Despite already finishing once, the desire to bite her hadn’t shifted in the least. He held on, only for her benefit as he desperately tried to please her before instinct fully took over.

Something Halesia seemed to realize as she pulled away from the kiss. “Bite me!”

Jey snarled as he felt his flames bubble up. Halesia trembled as she spotted the glow. Her fear spiked but her body rebelled and before she could form a coherent thought, she was cumming. Jey felt Halesia hit her peak and snapped his head forward. Biting hard into her neck, he felt the flames wash over her skin. Her screams echoed through the glade, a blinding mix of pain and pleasure as his power flooded her body. Jey held her close, knowing full well what came next, as the dryad slowly grew limp.
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Jey stepped into the firelight. The sound of the storm was muted this far below ground. But it had been enough to disguise his arrival. Rurmyn was the first to notice him. The speed she got up, attracted Jey’s attention. His head snapped around so quickly, there was a moment of panic that pulsed through the bond. She threw off the cloak she wore. The one that Arlora had made her. Beneath it, she was entirely nude and she threw herself on the ground once again.

With a shake of his head, Jey set the unconscious dryad on the ground, a short distance from the fire. Enough to warm and dry her without burning or causing any harm. He then strode over to Rurmyn, who started to whimper under his gaze. Jey bent, taking her under one knee and shoulder, before hoisting her up into his arms.

“Lord?”

“You watch her,” Jey whispered, setting Rurmyn down beside the unconscious dryad.

She watched as Jey walked over to his mates. He picked up Nite, who yowled in protest, as he sat the cat-beastkin in Hella’s lap. Then scooped them both up under one arm. Yodi, watching this happen, held up her hands as Jey picked her up with the other. Rurmyn’s last view was of Jey’s bare ass and the three women being carried off in the direction of the river entrance.

“That’s twice now, I thought he was going to kill me,” Rurmyn trembled as she curled around the sleeping dryad. “He gets that look in his eyes and⁠—”

“He’s going to mate you.” Sharn laughed softly from across the fire. “He walked down here, set his most vulnerable lover by the fire. Put you in charge of her safety and then took the rest of his lovers off to⁠—”

“JEY!” Came an aroused, feminine yelp.

“That,” Sharn shook her head. “No, little dragon. You have been chosen already. He is doing as he feels he must. Only when things are settled, will he come for you.”

Rurmyn squirmed slightly. Truth be told, she hadn’t really thought about what all this meant. She was supposed to be just watching the border. She didn’t know about the slaves in the mine. She certainly didn’t know Jey was there. The fight in the mine, if she could call it that, was almost entirely one sided. Seeing him take down those two other dragons though. Rurmyn may be young for a dragon, but she wasn’t stupid. Jey was far more than any of them, even she knew when to submit. Although the dread that once would have stirred within her didn’t ignite.

“Our whelps will be glorious,” Rurmyn sighed.

Sharn saw the dragon snuggle down behind the newest of the dragonnewts. She thought of reminding Rurmyn that the treaty would place a death sentence over her head. Then changed her mind. The assassins sent by Magom were ineffective. By the time Jey took a dragon as his mate, his power would increase to the point it might take an elder to deal with. And to do so, would be to invite war, since Ymry had all but assured his safety already.

“Ummm… L-Lady Sharn?”

The orc turned to face the shy human woman. Arlora. Her small posse of sycophants huddled in behind her looking nervous and hopeful.

“I’m no Lady, girl,” Sharn said with a chuckle. “I am a speaker.”

“Speaker Sharn,” Arlora tried again. “Do⁠—”

“I won’t pretend to understand the thoughts and motions of a dragon, dear.” Sharn shook her head. “But I would doubt he sees you, or any of the others as a threat.”

“That’s… good,” Arlora nodded as she nervously glanced back at the ladies with her. “But I was more curious about… the mating.”

Sharn let out a long sigh.
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Jey felt someone pushing on his wing, and raised it. The form of a woman, though he wasn’t sure which one, slipped out and in the direction of where everyone had been relieving themselves. Jey blinked slowly and looked around the cavernous room they were in. Then sighed as he felt the bonds of his mates close by.

Yodi’s, was like a rock born of her dwarven ancestry. She was firm and steady, even as she snoozed. Then there was Hella. Flighty and disorganized. Even now, she dreamed of things she would not speak of, but harbored fond desires and memories for them later. Then there was Nite. The hunter, with the patience born of the years spent waiting in ambush. And now, he had a fourth.

Jey could sense her, even though she wasn’t yet conscious. Her mind wandered. As if strolling through a great forest. Her dreams were vast, deep and endless like the world itself. Jey couldn’t tell if she had physically changed. The others hadn’t shown any differences until they’d taken on their dragonnewt forms and Halesia would likely be no different. He just hoped that her connection to the forests had not been severed. She would accept it. But he knew she would be happiest if that connection remained.

Wrapped tightly around her though, was Rurmyn. The ruddy-orange haired, dragon-turned woman. Watching her, she looked entirely human as she clung to the dryad like a giant teddy bear. Snuggled up behind her, was Arlora. The blonde, and clearly the most devoted of the followers who had taken a liking to him. Jey was surprised to see them still here. All within his wings. Like a bunch of cute ducklings only… sexier.

He snorted in amusement, and then held still as several of the ladies twitched and moaned. He waited to see if any of them wanted to get up, before settling back down. They were asleep. The mine was dry. Someone, likely Sharn, was over by the fire, since there was a warm glow behind him. And the silence from above, told him that the storm had likely passed by.

“Mmm!”

Jey lifted his wing slightly and saw Rurmyn blinking back shock as Halesia squirmed out of her arms.

“I was enjoying that,” Rurmyn muttered as Jey raised his wing. Halesia crawled off, before her head snapped up. The movement was enough to wake the others who began to move as well. The sudden shift in all the bare, feminine bodies, including those of his mates, drove Jey to distraction. So it was only as they finally cleared his wings, that Jey noticed one of them had left the cave.

He looked around, before spotting her. Halesia stumbled, almost like she was drunk, but moved at a slow run for the ramp.

“Halesia,” Jey hissed and rushed after her.

She didn’t stop, and Jey followed her up. The sunlight streamed in from the tunnel entrance and the sky was blue. The whole world was green and lush, with water drops clinging to every surface. The humidity would be a little nasty, but things would dry up quickly if the warm weather held for a day or two.

When Halesia’s bare feet hit the grass though, she collapsed. Jey felt a surge of emotions flood his bond and rushed in to calm her, only for the dryad to erupt a massive tail and pair of wings. Those wings looked to be covered in moss and vines, like some twisted, batlike plant. Her tail, likewise, was a little fuzzy, like the hairs on a fern tree, with small plants, leaves and twisted roots dotted about.

She gasped, as her wings flared out, lying flat across the ground, as Jey settled overhead.

“I-I can… I can feel it, Jey,” she whispered. Then let out a quiet sob. “I CAN FEEL IT!” she shouted to the open sky.

She awkwardly tucked in a wing and rolled to lay flat on her back. The obvious relief and delight flooded through the bond he had with his hoard.

“It’s still there,” she cried as happy tears rolled across her face. “And…”

Jey tilted his head slightly. “And?”

Halesia sniffed as fresh tears rolled down her cheeks. “They’re coming, Jey.”

“Your grove?”

She let out a short burst of laughter as she nodded. “I can feel them. Some of them are very far away. But they’re coming. I can feel it.”


15


“TRAITOR!”

Ymry’s massive golden head rose from where she had been resting. This world of theirs. It held many secrets. Things that defied reality, and yet, remained distant from it. It used to be a haven. A place to rest, to converse. To talk, debate and visit. Only now, it served more as a place for wild accusations, anger and threats of violence.

“Magom,” Ymry inclined her head slightly. “Delight⁠—”

“Spare me!” The massive green elder swept through the darkness. “You owe me an explanation!”

“I owe you nothing Magom⁠—”

“WE HAVE A TREATY!”

“What is the meaning of this racket,” a grumbling tone filled the air.

Ymry let out a sigh, as Kiandonirth wandered into view. As dark as the blackness that surrounded them, he was the hardest to spot. Ymry had no idea how long he had been there. It could be that he arrived at that moment, or he could have been waiting for just this very moment.

“I too, would enjoy a cessation of the shouting,” Ymry grumbled. “You’re ruining my nap.”

“Ymry!”

“Don’t use that tone with me, Magom,” Ymry growled.

He hissed back and Kiandonirth shook his head. “What has gotten into the both of you?”

“Nothing more than the usual. Dwarves are swarming my borders, while Magom here sends his mercenaries to harass my people⁠—”

“So you admit it!” Magom snarled. “Kiandonirth, I call for a charge of treason.”

“Treason, you say?” Kiandonirth chuckled. “On what grounds.”

“Violation of the treaty, regarding hybrids,” Magom hissed.

Ymry glanced at Kiandonirth. There was no surprise in his stare. The crafty bastard knew exactly what he was doing. Biding his time, like the simple worm he was.

“A dangerous accusation,” Kiandonirth murmured softly.

“An unfounded accusation,” Ymry shook her head. She was tempted to lay down to continue her nap, but she was loath to let her guard down around two rival elders.

“Unfounded?” Magom snarled. “A mere whelp killed both Fryryyt and her mate.”

“So you agree, that you sent mercenaries across my territory, to accost my people?” Ymry snorted. “And you call me a traitor? Where was my declaration⁠—”

“A declaration was not needed!” Magom snapped. “This was not a declaration of war, but a direct consequence of your treachery!"

“You would know all about that⁠—”

“Silence, both of you!” Kiandonirth snarled.

“And who are you to command me?” Ymry asked. “Had you the strength to truly test me, you wouldn’t be marching dwarves over my border every other day.”

“Do not test me⁠—”

“Or what?” Ymry scoffed. “I just said, you hadn’t the strength to test me.”

“And what of us both?” Magom growled.

Ymry wouldn't admit it. Any of them, on their hoard would be a match for any other, save Zolrin. Sitting on her hoard, she would have no problem defending herself. She wasn’t the naive elder she once was. Working together though, that was another matter entirely.

“Before this goes any further,” a new voice cut through the darkness. “I would hear more of this treaty violation.”

All eyes turned to the third member of their peerage. Zolrin was always a bit of an oddball. At times, he was brash, violent and barbaric. And yet, he was perfectly capable of showing up when one would least expect it.

“The treaty,” Magom sneered. “She harbors a hybrid.”

“While I have yet to come across any solid proof, I am concerned by the power of an individual in the south, bordering our three territories,” Kiandonirth.

Zolrin narrowed his eyes. “The whelp at the base of my mountains?”

Ymry nodded slowly.

“And the whore admits to it,” Magom snarled.

“Magom,” Zolrin turned his glare on the green wyvern. “You will show respect to my sister as is due⁠—”

“I don’t respect traitors,” Magom spat.

“What part of the treaty did I violate, Magom?” Ymry asked.

“Does it matter?” The elder barked out a laugh. “There is a hybrid living within your domain. One powerful enough to kill even mature dragons. If we leave this unchecked⁠—”

“You didn’t answer her question,” Zolrin growled.

Magom glared at the two of them, while Kiandonirth shook his head. “It matters not what part of the treaty she violated. Only what we do about it now.”

Magom grinned as he looked over the only female in their midst. “I would give Ymry a chance to repent⁠—”

“I would rather die,” Ymry hissed.

The green elder narrowed his eyes. “We were close once.”

“Which made your betrayal all the more brutal,” Ymry hissed.

“You accuse Magom of betrayal, sister?” Zolrin asked in a soft tone.

“That has nothing to do with the problem at hand!” Kiandonirth snarled angrily. “Ymry of the White Flame failed to uphold the treaty and allowed a hybrid to be raised in her territory⁠—”

“False,” Ymry hissed. “I failed at nothing.”

“And yet a hybrid thrives, unchecked in your territory!” Magom lashed his tail from side to side.

Ymry smiled. “Correct.”

“Treachery—”

“Again, I ask what part of the treaty I violated?” Ymry demanded.

“You allowed⁠—”

“I allowed nothing!” Ymry snarled. “You assume much.”

“Sister?” Zolrin nudged her with one massive paw. “Explain?”

Ymry narrowed her eyes and let out a long sigh. “The treaty says nothing about actions to be taken against a hybrid⁠—”

“Lies!” Magom roared.

Kiandonirth shook his head. “Let her finish.”

Magom glared at the black, wingless dragon and shook his head. “This is a farce.”

“Of that, we can agree,” Ymry hissed. “I never wanted the treaty to begin with. Pidram wasn’t a threat until our forefathers murdered his first mate.”

“You dare speak his name?” Magom snarled.

“I do,” Ymry nodded. “Because like Pidram, Jeyna is not a threat.”

“He killed⁠—”

“Threats you sent to him,” Ymry snarled. “Defense.”

“Defense is the reason for the treaty,” Kiandonirth pointed out.

“The treaty was born of fear!” Ymry snarled. “A fear so potent, Magom shifted the base of his hoard twelve miles so it would encompass our meeting spot, where he ambushed me and forced me under threat of death to agree!”

“He what?” Zolrin raised his head to stare at the green wyvern, who was now looking less sure of himself.

“It was for the good of us all⁠—”

“It was for the good of your cowardice!” Ymry slammed her massive golden paw on the ground. “You couldn’t even bring yourself to challenge me directly. You had to rely on underhanded tactics and even then, you could not force me to mate with you.”

“Sister, why did you not speak of this?” Zolrin asked.

“Because I lacked the strength to wage a war at the time, and dear Kiandonirth has spent the last millennia chipping away at my forces ever since,” Ymry hissed.

“I owe no allegiance. I owe no fealty, nor do I owe any respect. When I found Jeyna’s parents, he was already born and hatched. They begged with their dying breaths to spare their child and I found myself in a position to do just that.”

“You…” Magom gaped.

“I upheld my end of the treaty, you sniveling, two legged freak,” Ymry hissed. “It wasn’t my fault you failed to address what I should do, should one already be born.”

“The treaty… was agreed under duress?” Zolrin asked.

Ymry heard the tone and shifted her head to stare at her brother. Not by blood, but by clutch. They were raised in the same nest. The only two survivors of their siblings. They had been close in their youth. Despite Zolrin’s love of battle and conflict, their border had always remained peaceful. His raiding parties crossed on their own merits, and ended on their own terms. They never took more than their culture demanded and never held a grudge over their losses.

People told horror stories of the orc raiding parties, but the dwarves overshadowed that violence tenfold. Kiandonirth and his stupid wars. Whatever anger she felt from the endless cycle, paled in comparison to the sense of dread she felt slowly approaching them.
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“You?” Jey asked.

Four elders snapped their heads around to look at the diminutive ashen dragon now striding into their midst. Behind him, clearly terrified and cowering, was a ruddy-orange female. She was roughly double the whelps size and despite her terror, she kept close, like he was the dominant of the two.

Ymry swallowed nervously as Jey continued glaring at her. “Jey⁠—”

“The whelp,” Magom snarled.

“Shut the fuck up,” Jey hissed at the green elder, before turning back to Ymry. “You killed my parents, and left me to rot in that orphanage?”

“Whelp,” Zolrin growled.

“No, brother,” Ymry said to brush off her brother’s anger. “He is entitled to his rage.”

“Does my entitlement make this better?” Jey snapped.

“No.” Ymry shook her head. “But I do ask for forgiveness that I’ve no right to receive.”

“Forgiveness,” Jey barked out a laugh. “My life has been hell⁠—”

“I can end that for you,” Magom offered. His voice whispered around Jey.

“Didn’t I tell you to shut the fuck up?” Jey snarled. “I’m not talking to you.”

“I am an elder⁠—”

“SHUT UP!” Jey roared as flames dripped from his maw.

The four elders froze at the sudden flash of power. Their physical forms came to this place easily enough. But it wasn’t a real place. Many dragons could visit, sporadically at best. And only after reaching maturity. This place wasn’t physical though. It existed outside of reality and there were certain rules one had to uphold. Magic, and their breath weapons in general, were beyond the scope of most dragons here. That Jey was able to use it, left the elders momentarily stunned.

“You killed my parents,” Jey snarled, glaring at the golden dragon. “Why?”

“Because I was too weak to fight against the treaty,” Ymry whispered.

“The treaty to kill hybrids like me?” Jey asked.

“The treaty to kill those who risk creating hybrids like you,” Ymry corrected. “If I didn’t kill them, I would have been hunted and killed for aiding them. So, in return for protecting you, I slayed them before someone else was sent to kill them instead. Their deaths were assured either way because I was weak.”

“And now?” Jey demanded.

“Individually, no more powerful than my brethren."

Magom scoffed. “Enough of this. Ymry, destroy him, or I will have no choice but to handle things my own way.”

“You already sent mercenaries, Magom,” the golden dragon said warningly. She could still feel Jey’s burning gaze on her side. “If you make this a threat⁠—”

“It is a threat,” Kiandonirth rumbled as he sat back and smirked. “He is small, weak and close to my borders. I want him dealt with.”

“You would risk marching your armies south, worm?” Zolrin chuckled.

“This has nothing to do with you,” Kiandonirth hissed.

“On the contrary,” Zolrin hissed. “I have already heard that Ymry was forced into signing the treaty while under dishonorable coercion. Now you threaten her with more violence?”

Ymry froze, “Brother⁠—”

“If it is war you both want,” the powerful elder chuckled darkly. “Then it is war you shall both receive.”

Magom was the first to respond. “See reason⁠—”

“YOU DARE!” Zolrin roared, as green smoke wafted from his open mouth. “Have I not just heard how you forced my sister into a treaty? Have I not just heard of you violating her territory? Has your underling not spent the better part of a thousand years carving his way into her armies, while you sit back and grow your own strength?”

Jey heard the terrifying dragon’s claims and felt a niggling doubt in his mind. He hadn’t meant to come here. Nor had Rurmyn, but… it seemed she came along with him more often than not. Sometimes they roamed the darkness together. Mindful of the other dragons who would flit through from time to time. Only rarely did he end up before Ymry. Hearing her admit to killing his parents had almost sent him into a blind rage. Hearing why she was forced into it though. Elder she may be, and powerful but… strangely human and vulnerable, all at once.

“Zolrin please,” Ymry begged.

The massive elder glared at Magom, who shifted nervously. “March your armies, whelp. I agreed to the treaty on the merit that Ymry did so of her own accord.” Ymry’s head snapped around, and Zolrin grimaced. “I have slain many, against my own beliefs, to uphold what I believed to be my sister’s wishes.”

“Zolrin—”

“The treaty is no more,” Zolrin snarled as Ymry’s eyes bulged. “My people grow weak and placid. It is time to stretch our legs.”

Kiandonirth turned and slinked away into the darkness, while Magom scowled after him. The green wyvern scanned the dragons before him, before shaking his head. “So be it.”

His wings beat, and the wyvern lifted into the darkness. Leaving Jey with Rurmyn, Zolrin and Ymry. The golden dragon stared at her brother with wide eyes, stunned into silence. Rurmyn had pressed herself into Jey’s side as she trembled in terror from being so close to him. Jey silently fumed as he watched the two elders.

He finally settled his gaze on Ymry, who slowly turned to face him with an unspoken question. He wanted to shout. To curse her. To make threats but… As much as he raged at the knowledge his parents were dead because of her, it was hard to miss something he hadn’t ever known. With a sigh, Jey nudged Rurmyn with his nose and turned away.
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Zolrin watched the small dragon vanish into the darkness with the female beside him. Then slowly turned his eyes to Ymry.

“Sister?”

“After all these years?” Ymry said. There was pain and loss and something almost tinged with hope.

Zolrin nodded. “You are the last of our clutch. Had I known…”

“It was too late.” Ymry shook her head. “I made my oath.”

“I never understood why you changed your mind about him, until now.” Zolrin growled as anger bubbled up within him. “What of the whelp?”

Ymry sighed as she thought of Jey. He was small, but… that mattered little to the power she could sense within him. He wasn’t an elder, but if he discovered how much power his predecessor gained from taking dragons as mates…

“I fear it is in my best interest to kill him,” Ymry admitted.

Zolrin nodded. “It is, yes.”

“But I swore to his mother, as she died, that I wouldn’t,” Ymry admitted.

Zolrin nodded. “If he has the power,” the landbound elder grumbled to himself before he nodded. “I will test him.”

Ymry wasn’t so sure of things, as her brother strode off into the darkness once more. She saw the look in Jeyna’s eyes. One day he would come for her. She would atone for her actions. Whether it be with her blood, or her brood, she didn’t know.
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Jey was in a terrible mood. Terrible enough that he’d realized he was upsetting his mates. Rurmyn had taken them aside and explained what he’d learned overnight. Each of them came to him. Yodi to offer support. Hella to offer love. Nite to claim some attention, and Halesia to scheme and mutter about curses and revenge. In the end, he’d distanced himself.

His thoughts were filled with turmoil. He didn’t know what to think. Part of him was furious. Part of him wasn’t. The part of him that wasn’t, felt wrong for accepting things as they were. After all, the mine, his mates, his hoard. Jey was happy. What right did he have to wish for things to be different? His mind twisted around and he found himself sitting in the dark, away from the fire and the rest of his mates as Sharn told quiet stories to Arlora and the rest of the ladies.

Jey had noticed they stuck around a lot. They also worked hard. They helped carry things. Bringing down firewood, food and supplies as needed. They’d worked on creating a good deal of comfortable things for Rurmyn’s hoard. They were useful little things, even if they wouldn’t become his mates. What had most of his attention though, was Rurmyn. She was up to something.

Shifting her hoard around. Folding, unfolding and then bundling all her things. Pillows, blankets, more than a few gowns. She even had the skins of some hunts. Jey watched as she arranged things. Like she was trying to set up a proper place for her hoard, within Jey’s hoard. Despite his twisted emotions, he found a sense of amusement as he watched.

She lay out several of the skins, like a soft floor. Before spreading out her blankets like a nest. Jey noticed that the nest was about the right size for her to lay on. She would need more, but this was a good start. Especially as she added the pillows to particular spots. Something seemed to be bothering her though. She shifted things around. Trying to work out how best she wanted it. Only, to never find satisfaction.

She seemed to give up, standing and turning her back for a few minutes. Then, Rurmyn stormed over to the fire. Jey watched with one eye as she pushed her way through the gaggle of young women and snagged Arlora around the waist.

The blonde human let out an undignified squawk about being thrown over Rurmyn’s shoulder like a sack of potatoes. She didn’t struggle though and Jey watched in mild amusement as Rurmyn deposited Arlora in the nest. Then, seeming to change her mind, picked her up once more and set her down in a different spot, where she was leaning against some pillows.

“Stay,” Rurmyn pointed at the blonde, before turning on her heel.

Jey watched as the ruddy-orange haired woman strode over to him. Jey watched, in confusion as he felt the flurry of mixed emotions drift over their bond, until she stood a dozen feet from him, and well away from the comfortable little nest she constructed for herself.

“Jey?” she called softly.

“Yes Rurmyn?”

She looked at him, and Jey felt something in her mind settle. Right before she shifted. Jey had only a moment to react, before flames washed over his scales. He felt the blisters and let out a roar as he reared up. Rurmyn closed her mouth as she reared up to match him. She was larger. Twice the size and should have easily been able to bat him down. Even while burned and taken by surprise though, their claws met and the two dragons clashed.

Jey tightened his grip and bit at her neck. Rurmyn pulled away, but couldn’t free herself from his grasp. Her heart thudded in her chest. A mix of terror and excitement. She had been so scared lately. Of Ymry, of Jey. Of the way he seemed to invite the elder’s wrath. And then finally, at the idea of being hunted by those elders, should Jey decide to mate her.

Then there were Zolrin’s words. The treaty was over. The war was coming, whether she wanted it to or not. And so she made her choice. Twisting, she flicked her tail around and slapped Jey’s side. He responded with a roar and pitched to the side. Despite her size advantage, Rurmyn felt gravity shift as she was thrown helplessly to the ground.

Luckily, she had kept her wings tucked in. The confines of the mine weren’t enough to fly properly in here regardless. She wasn’t down though. Rolling onto her back, she kicked out, striking Jey in the chin. His head snapped back from the impact, but he didn’t stop. Jey crawled over her, grabbing her hip with his claws. She screamed as his claws pierced her scales, but she could tell he was being as delicate as he could be as he flipped her onto her belly.

“WHY?!” Jey roared, bringing his teeth to the base of her neck.

Rurmyn didn’t answer. She bucked her hips and thrashed her tail. Jey felt her struggle and bit down on the base of her neck. Part of him wanted to end this, the rest of him was torn about why his hoard was reacting like this. The moment his teeth met her neck though, Rurmyn fell limp.

Despite her stillness, her heart was pounding. Her fear had spiked and Jey could taste it as easily as her blood. The more he concentrated on that, the more he became aware of her emotional state. Her heightened emotions, the flashes of anxiety. Her worries that Jey would kill her.

All of them vanished as she shifted. Jey felt her slip from between his teeth as she tumbled to the ground and stared up at him. She was bloodied in a few spots, but unharmed.

“Even with the advantage of surprise,” she started. “I was helpless before you. I built my hoard. Gathered my strength and attacked you without provocation.”

“Rurmyn?” Jey questioned as her words slowly sank in.

“Jey I’m terrified, and I’ve been terrified since I found you in that mine,” Rurmyn whispered. “If I’m going to die. I want to die as the mate of the one dragon who doesn’t terrify me.”

“I terrify you?” Jey asked.

Rurmyn nodded. “I see the way you look at me. I can never tell if you’re going to eat me, or mate me.”

Jey closed his eyes and relaxed. His body shrank down and he opened his eyes once more, staring at Rurmyn while kneeling over her.

“Would you feel more comfortable in your hoard?” Jey asked.

Rurmyn nodded silently. That was all Jey needed. One hand under her knees, the other under her shoulder. He picked her up and ignored the stares from the fire as he carried the nude dragon over to the nest she had prepared, where a very nervous looking Arlora waited for them.

“What about her?” Jey asked, nodding at the human.

Arlora blushed and Rurmyn nervously smiled. “I like her. She’s comfy and⁠—”

Jey’s eyes snapped up to the human in their midst. “Are you comfortable being here?”

“Yes lord.” Arlora nodded quickly.

Jey watched her eyes flick down, making it obvious she was staring at his cock. Jey was used to being nude around them. They didn’t tend to ogle him overtly, but the way she was staring right now was giving him ideas.

Jey shook his head, and set Rurmyn down beside the human woman. Rurmyn nervously glanced over, before grabbing Arlora’s hand. The human woman squeaked as Rurmyn dragged her closer, clinging to her like a giant stuffed animal.

“M-mistress?” Arlora trembled.

“Shhh,” Rurmyn hushed her as she climbed atop the human woman. “I promised he’d mate you too.”

“Mistress?” Arlora squeaked as Rurmyn pushed her dress up. Only to expose her bare pussy to the air.

“He’s not going to bite you though,” Rurmyn whispered as she knelt between Arlora’s legs and kicked them wide. “Is that okay?”

“Y-yes?” Arlora whimpered, sounding more confused than upset by the sudden turn of events.

“I knew you were going to be my favorite," Arlora kissed her gently. “It’s okay. I know you belong to him, but I do too.”

Jey groaned as he watched the two beautiful women kiss. He cast his senses out towards his other mates. Yodi and Hella were… well they were over by the rear entrance, clearly waiting for him to arrive after he had done so with Halesia. Nite though, was alone and apparently watching. Halesia was sending encouraging thoughts across the bond, while communing with the plants outside.

Then there was Rurmyn. From the small flashes he could glean from her. He could sense what she was doing, even as he knelt behind her, Arlora’s pussy was glistening wet and covered in a light layer of dark hair. Rurmyn’s was practically drooling and entirely smooth. Given that she was slowly dragging her pussy back and forth across Arlora’s, it was enough to send Jey into single-minded determination.

Gripping her hip tightly, Jey lined himself up behind the dragon. Rurmyn moaned into Arlora’s mouth as they continued to kiss. Jey could sense her anxieties flaring over their bond. She was scared, but she wanted this, and was using Arlora to distract herself.

Jey felt her freeze in place as she pushed her hips back, still grinding against her human companion. His cock was now nestled in the cleft of her pussy. Jey pushed in. Rurmyn let out a whimper and Jey felt a small pop as his cock slid into her. There was a small flash of pain across their bond, before mind numbing pleasure overtook.

Jey groaned as he dragged his cock out of the dragon. When he pushed back in, Rurmyn began humping against Arlora. The two women moaned and deepened their kisses as Jey built up a small rhythm. Rurmyn pushed back with each thrust, seating Jey’s cock firmly inside her. He wasn’t prepared when she slipped her hand down beneath herself and grasped the base of his cock tightly in hand.

Jey pulled back and Rurmyn slid off his cock, before angling him downward. Jey felt a second pussy and sank into Arlora with a soft growl. Jey slowly fucked the human woman, before pulling his cock free. Rurmyn released him and rubbed Arlora’s clit instead. Jey moved back up and slid into the dragon as a reward.

“Mistress,” Arlora whimpered.

“We belong to him now,” Rurmyn moaned. “I’m not your mistress.”

As if to emphasize that point, Jey slid out of Rurmyn, and back into Arlora. The human woman let out a soft squeal as Rurmyn kept rubbing her, even as Jey fucked her. He pulled out suddenly and pushed back into Rurmyn, who gasped at the sudden stretch. Only for Jey to pull out and slide right back into Arlora. Before the human could get used to it, he pulled out and slid back into Rurmyn. Both of them were losing their minds in pleasure. Rurmyn at being subjected to the sporadic pleasure of her mate. And Arlora at the constant pleasure of both partners’ attention. It was getting all too much for Jey as he felt that tickle in his throat.

Sensing it was coming, Rurmyn made her move. She slid forward, pulling away from Jey’s cock before he could plunge it into her. He stared in confusion and lust as she turned around and leaned down. Taking his cock in hand, she pushed it down into Arlora with a grin.

“Let her enjoy your reward, while you bite me,” Rurmyn begged, only to gasp in pleasure.

Jey’s eyes flicked down and saw that Rurmyn had ended up kneeling over Arora’s face. Arlora had taken the initiative and Jey could see a pink tongue dart into view as the human lapped over Rurmyn’s clit.

Not to be outdone, Jey thrust fully into the human as a reward. Seeking to please her even as she pleased Rurmyn. The dragon fell slightly limp, leaning forward as she pressed her forehead into Jey’s shoulder. He drove himself into Arlora, feeling the way her body quaked and spasmed, even as his seed built to flood her. All the while Rurmyn whined and whimpered into Jey’s ear as the human licked and pleasured her.

Rurmyn was the first to cum. Her back arched and her cries came out choked and soft. Arlora jerked and her pussy squeezed around Jey’s cock. Which was enough for him to growl and send a flood of his seed, deep into her womb. Right before his eyes locked on his mate. Rurmyn had her head tilted back, neck exposed and heart pounding in her chest. Jey grabbed her and pulled her in, flames washing across his teeth as he sank his mark into her flesh.

Only for that rush of heat and energy, to rebound and slam into Jey, searing his nerve endings as he howled into the darkness of the cave.
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It wasn't Caeda's fault for being this way. Gam Gam the warlock managed to foist the cost for her powers on her own grandchild. A luck stat, literally in the negative was almost a death sentence to a member of a dungeon party. Only a higher than average survival score tipped that scale long enough to keep her alive.

Which is more than can be said for Caeda's party members. Fleeing for her life, from an enraged, oath breaking paladin, Caeda finds herself off the beaten path in an unexplored part of the dungeon. Things only get worse, after putting on a cursed item of clothing, she can't take off.

But when she finds her way out. Deals with the dungeon boss, and wins the respect of a new team. Maybe Caeda's luck has finally turned.

Maybe.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0GF82BSM9
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Nobody saw this coming. Not me. Not the elders. Certainly not my dear Hanwarra.

Never before have the Dorf people lost an entire clan. A betrayal so deep, those who are left will never forgive, nor forget. It's time for the Dorfs to go to war. Yet somehow it has fallen to me, to lead them. Worst of all, Garnet was prepared. I may be his catalyst, but his plans were already in motion.

The wheels of war turn slowly. The enemy is prepared. So it's up to me and my wives to figure out a way to make this work.

All under the nose of those we thought buried.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0G63TPB3R
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The world as they knew it is gone. Shattered in a single night of bloodshed. Monsters, madness and man’s own folly, led to the demise of millions.

Not all was lost.

Through grit, the smarts of the girl-next-door and sheer dumb luck. Joel, Jess and his neighbors survived that first night. Awakening in the morning with an introduction to Morpheus. The vague intelligence appearing as a textbox and a set of obnoxious questlines.

And for whatever reason. It’s taken a liking to Joel and his ragtag group. Gifted a class, stat sheets and upgradable skills and gear, Joel banded with his neighbors to eke out a safe zone to live in. Which only invited further danger.

Luneira, the Night Hag was the first major hurdle. A silent and deadly wraith alongside a horde of monsters being the second.

It seems that every time Joel overcomes a struggle. A new arises. And with more powerful allies, comes enemies to match. Human and otherwise.

Morpheus is a modern day fantasy, with base building elements, stat sheets and a progression system.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0G1JP346P
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Beaten but not for good. The necromancer-turned-lich still prowls the land, and the only one who can find him is Dara Eolande.

What better excuse does Dara have, to travel the realm in search? Why, but a tour to celebrate her recent wedding, to the Princess Alvar.

Things aren't all quiet though. Politics, corruption and the normal worries of the world, emphasised by the meddling of the deranged lich. For it too, has the whispers of a higher power guiding it.

Balance must be preserved.

Contains adult elements not suitable for children, involving a futa MC with a taste for attractive women and the occasional stat sheet.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0FT5W4R1V


BOOK FORMATTING


Book formatting at a reasonable price.

The person who formatted this book and all of the Montgomery Quinn books!

“I make your words look pretty.”

https://www.nmalone.net/bookformatting
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