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“Sirs’ please,” she pleaded. “I’m not offering that kind of service.”

“Sure you’re not,” the young man smiled. “You just came over here with that pretty smile of yours to show us how good you are at carrying drinks.”

Considering the five mugs of ale she delivered on her own, without a serving tray, in a single trip. Yeah, that’s exactly what she had done.

“There is an establishment not three doors down from here,” she struggled to pull away.

It wasn’t something she was likely to do without a scene. He had her firmly by the wrist, while his friends laughed and gawked at her. The gall of men like this. They get a taste for the good life, and think that everyone should lick their boots.

“Then we better head down and pay a little visit,” he pulled her close. “You’re coming along.” It wasn’t a question it was a statement.

“Unhand me, this instant,” she snarled.

“Looky here, fellas,” their ringleader barked out a laugh. “This little kitty has a temper.”

SLAP

“There goes my quiet evening,” Jeyna sighed as he set down the mug.

The ruffians, or… were they ruffians? They were dressed far too well for a place like this. More likely the eldest sons of a group of traveling merchants. Come to town to show their daddies they could handle the responsibility of running a caravan or two. It made Jeyna sick. These pretentious little cocksuckers showed up, made a scene, dragged some poor woman through the mud for a few laughs. And then what? Kicked her to the curb? Disgraced, brutalized, tormented and sometimes pregnant, to await the chance to return in the next season.

“Jeyna, I’ve called for the guard,” Byll, the tapman, murmured as Jeyna passed by.

“STOP!” the young lady screamed as the idiot copped a feel of her chest.

“Guard’s not gonna be quick enough.” Jeyna narrowed his eyes.

“You break it⁠—”

“I buy it.” Jeyna didn’t break his stride as he marched up to the trio of troublemakers.

The young woman’s eyes glinted with hope as she spotted him coming. Jeyna, the orphan. Kicked out a year before proper from a local orphanage for his temper. He’d always been a hothead, but nobody could say he was a bad man for it. For three years, he’d worked for every scrap he had. From the old boots and ill-fitting clothes to the pile of hay in the stable, he slept on at night. It wasn’t much, but it was his, and he celebrated the fact with a quiet ale most weeks. A quiet ale, now ruined by the overzealous fuck-holery of these would-be rapist pieces of SHIT!

“Now, who the—FUCK!”

The closest spat out a handful of teeth as Jeyna’s empty beer mug shattered across his jaw. He howled, clutching his face as Jeyna shoved him to the ground. He marched up to the one holding the girl and saw a flash of fear. That fear turned to anger in the blink of an eye, and Jeyna saw what he was about to do.

The girl squealed as he shoved her forward. But Jeyna had been expecting it. He threw out his arms, catching her. She looked up, frightened at the sensation of firm muscles. Jeyna had always been a stocky lad. People sometimes thought him fat. Others asked if he was part dwarf. In truth, Jeyna hadn’t the foggiest idea. His earliest memories were of the orphanage. The one who found him on the doorstep died before he was old enough to question his origin, leaving his history a mystery forever more.

Rather than dwell on the past, Jeyna chose to revel in the present. A young, beautiful woman in his arms was always a delight. He specifically kept enough coins on him to buy a room in the tavern should an opportunity arise. Something he’d revisit when the ugliness was over. For now, he’d cherish the memory of the young woman’s softness against his chest, as he gently urged her aside. Where he saw his assailant draw a knife.

“You know how to use that?” Jeyna asked.

“Pointy end goes in the pig,” the young man snarled.

“Fair enough,” Jeyna nodded.

Then charged.

The idiot and his friend clearly weren’t expecting the fight to continue. At least, not in this manner. Jeyna closed in, swinging a massive fist around with all his might. The one with the knife dodged back. He was an idiot, but he was quick and brought the knife up to stab Jeyna in the guts. Which would have worked, had Jeyna been prepared to stop with the first punch. Rather than stop, he’d kept moving, and slammed into the idiot, before crashing into the table.

The old wood shattered as the two of them collapsed to the floor. Jeyna sat up, spotting the dazed expression on the young man’s face, and added to it with a fist. The first punch snapped his head back into the floor. The second turned his nose to the right. A firm set of arms wrapped around Jeyna’s neck and pulled, dragging him free.

Not to be outdone, Jeyna threw his head back, cracking it against his opponent. In the stunned moment, he jumped, throwing them both backward onto a second table. The few patrons still around to watch the chaos sprinted for the exit. Byll, with the girl at his side, stared in dismay as Jeyna and the troublemakers destroyed his tavern. It wasn’t even the first time for Jeyna. Not that the orphan cared right now. He lived for the fight. Something about it made his blood sing. He twisted, pulling himself free of his dazed attacker, and spotted the one with broken teeth coming with a knife of his own.

Jeyna, still on his back, kicked out hard. His boot connected with the toothless one’s knee, reversing the joint with a terrible crack. His shrieks deafened the room as he dropped to the ground and Jeyna scooped up the now discarded blade as he regained his footing. The idiot was shaking his head as he balanced on his hands and knees. The blood dripping from his nose and mouth was a good sign. It said would serve as a good reminder for the rest of his life. The attacker from behind was a little more put together and was already getting up.

Which was when three guards, in the colors of the White Flame herself, charged into the room. They saw three injured men, and Jeyna holding a knife.

“Fuck,” Jeyna swore, as the guards chose their target.
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“And this isn’t your first brush with the law, is it?” the justiciar checked over his notes.

“No,” Jeyna sighed.

“No, what?” the justiciar raised an eyebrow.

Jeyna stared at the man. It was bad enough he’d been attacked for defending a lady’s honor. Only now, with the dust settled, was it revealed that two of the men he’d fought were nobles. Not even real nobles, either. They weren’t raised by the standard of the White Flame. But by one of her consorts. Turned out the boys had gotten big heads, after their fathers were selected to deliver wares to the war front. One of the many, many skirmishes since the Great Reduction. An event, signifying the crippling of the dragon race after the Battle of Five Kingdoms.

The kingdom of Handelaar had been in conflict with Ijerig. Those dwarven bastards were always hungry for ore. Ymry of the White Flame had sent one of her underlings to secure a nearby pass and prevent invasion. But it was people like him that died defending it from Kiandonirth’s dwarven armies.

“NO. WHAT?!” the justiciar snapped.

“No, I’m not interested in men,” Jeyna shrugged. “Sorry.”

The justiciar froze in place. His face slowly turning red as he fumed. “When you entered this hearing, you had the option of walking away a free man.”

“Like those raping cocksuckers?” Jeyna snorted. “This isn’t justice⁠—”

“SILENCE!”

“Or what?” Jeyna snorted, letting his temper get the better of him.

A guard stepped up and flicked the sheath of his sword into Jeyna’s unprotected gut. The impact knocked the wind from his lungs, and Jeyna dropped to his knees. He gasped, trying not to look desperate as his lungs took their time to refill.

“You’ve a spine. If not, the brains to know when to use it,” the justiciar sneered. “I could have you flogged to death for your arrogance in attacking two noble families. I have petitions written up to do exactly that.”

“Get on with it then,” Jeyna grunted as he pushed himself upright once more.

The justiciar stared at the stocky young man before him and nodded. “Give him a sword, some colors, and send him to the front.”

What?

Jeyna felt a hand grab his arm, and he spun on the owner without hesitation. His fist connected with the cheek protector on the guard’s helmet. The impact was enough to knock the guard away, but not enough to drop him like those sacks of shit nobles in the tavern. The retribution came swift and heavy. Trapped between a dozen men, Jeyna was left bloody and unconscious before being thrown into the back of a wagon for transport.

[image: ]


Jeyna had never seen the Dawn Hillock so clearly. The mountain closest to the sea housed the Lord of this land. The sleepy little town he’d been raised in was deep in a valley in the center of Ymry’s territory, far from sight of the grand, stony spire. Handelaar, the land of men, stretched from the eastern sea to the dwarven mountains of Ijverig. To the north were the elves in their forest, guarded by Magom of the Roar and the south… Well, nobody wanted to go south.

If the orcs, trolls, goblins and worse didn’t get their hands on you. The foul breath of Zolrin would. The only elder dragon, bound to walk the land without wings. That didn’t make him weak, and his affinity for war made him dangerous to all that did not respect his name.

Seeing the mountain was enough to remind Jeyna that he was very far from home. His head had ached for the first three days. By the fourth, his shoulders ached too. When he’d asked about having his restraints removed, the guard in charge of the wagons offered to bind him at the ankles, and then to the back of his horse.

At that point, Jeyna kept his mouth shut and watched the world go by. They’d picked up a few. Others like him. Beaten, bound, and tossed in the back. It was obvious what this was. The latest wave of conscripts. Why devote good men to death, when you could cut the chaff from the wheat? Jeyna appreciated the sentiment. Right up until fancy titles got in the way of right and wrong. He was furious to be here. Not because he didn’t think he deserved it. But because he knew those cocky bastards were back home, living their lives. No doubt harassing some young woman once more.

“What’s got you so brooding?” A rough voice asked.

Jeyna glanced over at the man beside him. He looked bedraggled, but was in better spirits.

“Who’s asking?” Jeyna replied.

The man chuckled. “Was a bard in another life. Traveled the world, seeking fortune and women’s panties.”

“S’pose I can respect the latter half,” Jeyna sighed.

“Guess that’s why you’re brooding then,” the man chuckled. “Is the world outside your village what you expected?”

“Never expected to have left in chains.”

“Did you expect to ever leave?”

Jeyna frowned and didn’t respond.

“So, what did you expect?”

Jeyna looked the man in the eye. “What’s with the questions?”

“Boredom, mostly,” the man shrugged. Which was impressive, on his skinny frame and shackled hands. He looked like he’d barely be able to lift the manacles to begin with.

“Stay bored then,” Jeyna muttered and looked off into the distance.

They were silent for a time. Before Jeyna heard the man sigh. “Too rough for a simple thief. Not rough enough for a brigand. An offense, perhaps?”

Jeyna looked back at the man and narrowed his eyes.

“Close, am I?” The man chuckled. “Don’t worry, I’m not here to judge.”

“Not likely to give a fuck if you did,” Jeyna glared.

“Testy little shit, aren’t you?” he joked.

Jeyna shifted and went to stand when a sword dropped onto his shoulder.

“Back in your seat, boy,” the guard instructed.

Jeyna glanced over his shoulder. The guard was one of many. He’d been riding beside the wagon, keeping watch since they started off. From his position on the horse, and the inclusion of the sword, Jeyna didn’t have much of a choice.

“That’s a good lad,” the guard nodded as Jeyna did as instructed.

“Right, so you’ve a temper, a fighting spirit, but you’re not an ass,” the bard continued. “Judging by the way you reacted, to an insult… Well, I don’t think it’d be that. If you’d have killed the noble, you’d be hanging by a rope.”

“Shut up.” Jeyna turned his head to ignore the man.

“Defending someone then,” the bard sighed. “Didn’t take you for a romantic, but then, that’s hard to tell of a man in chains⁠—”

“I SAID SHUT UP!” Jeyna turned on the man.

Something flashed across the bard’s face. His cocky grin turned to horror, and then shock, as a crossbow bolt erupted from his chest in a fountain of gore.

“AMBUSH!” one of the guards shouted. “TO ARMS!”

It was too late. The bard lay dying on the floor of the wagon. The other prisoners, who had kept their mouths shut so far, were cowering. Dwarves riding sturdy mounts that resembled sheep were cresting a nearby ridgeline. A dozen more were across the road in a copse of trees, winding back their crossbows for a second shot.

The guards were in disarray. This was barely a supply mission to them. They weren’t equipped to handle an ambush, let alone cavalry. The few guards mounted on horses were spread too thin to be of real use. This was going to be a slaughter. One that Jeyna would be caught in.

It wasn’t fair. Sure, he’d scuffled in the past. Been slapped around by the justiciars for it a few times as well. He’d spent more than one night in lockup for sticking his nose where it wasn’t wanted. And now he was going to die. Chained like a dog in a wagon. For what?

Preventing a rape?

Offending the mewling shithead spawn of titled merchants?

For daring to act when others would not?

When a crossbow bolt slammed into his ribs, Jeyna buckled and dropped to his knees. His rage mixed with pain. Adrenaline flooded his system and his vision turned red. And then bright orange.

Flames engulfed the wagon. Jeyna howled as his clothing wasted away. The prisoners screamed as they disintegrated around him. Guards ran for cover, some barely making more than a step, before the flames engulfed them as well. The dwarven cavalry, seeing the destruction, whirled away, avoiding the chaos as they searched desperately for the cause.

Only for a terrible screech to shatter the sunlit sky.

“WHAT IS HAPPENING TO ME?!” Jeyna roared as his head flopped around.

His neck was too long. His body too awkward. He threw out his arms for balance, not even realizing the manacles were gone. The ground was uneasy beneath his feet and he could feel the dirt between his toes. When he looked for what happened to his boots, his mass shifted and a heavy weight attached to the end of his spine sent him tumbling to the ground. He felt something pinch in his side and stared in horror at the gray leather of a dragon’s wing.

Jeyna twisted around, ignoring the flames as he desperately sought salvation from the beast. A man, armed with a spear, came screaming towards him.

“WAIT!” Jeyna threw up a hand. “DRAGON!”

Only it wasn’t his hand. But a scaled claw. There were fingers. Long, slender like a human’s. The color of gray ash and covered in hard scales. At the tips of each finger were wickedly hooked claws. In shock, Jeyna stared, even as the spear slipped by, impaling him in the neck.

The roar that escaped his mouth was not that of a man, but of a wild beast, and he swatted at the spear out of anger. The wooden shaft exploded into pieces and the soldier fell to the ground as Jeyna roared in fury. Only to stare in horror as a wash of orange flames swept over the ground, engulfing the man, who let out a single, horrible scream.

As the flames cleared, Jeyna stared at the blackened corpse. He expected them to move. To twitch to do something. Anything. All that remained, though, was black and ash. As if burned to a literal crisp by that wash of flames.

“Kill the beast!” a shout came from the trees.

Jeyna looked up as all the dwarven crossbows were pointed his way. The agony as seven bolts tore through his ribs and wings was only multiplied as Jeyna exhaled a weak spray of flames in their direction. With his injuries, he lacked the range, but the heat was enough to drive them back into the trees for a respite, as the grass burned in a wide swathe around them.

In all directions were the dead and injured. Some brought down by the dwarven crossbows. Others by the heat of the flames. Others had been trampled by terrified horses or fallen from their wagons before being run over as the beasts fled in terror.

But it was the sudden roar that broke over the hills. That horrible sound the people of the Blessed Lands knew all too well.

“Dragon,” Jeyna choked out.

Getting up on his hind legs, he ran from the sound in terror. Only, it didn’t work that way. Getting up was fine, but the moment he tried to move, he fell flat on his face. Or… in this case, his chin. Jeyna’s body was elongated, with a reptilian head and neck. His torso was bulky and strong to support a pair of huge wings that fluttered uselessly on each side. His tail thrashed on its own, as if recognizing his pain, frustration, and utter fear of the approaching beast. The crossbow shafts stuck in his front dug a little deeper, making him cry out in pain. There wasn’t any time to address it, though.

Thinking quickly, Jeyna threw out one of those strange, hooked claws and dug it into the ground. Following it up with a second claw, he pulled with all his might and dragged himself across the ground. Following it up with his hind legs, he repeated the motion. He felt like a weird snake dragging himself along. He probably looked ridiculous, but then, going from being a prisoner to a fucking dragon was a bit ridiculous to begin with.

Jeyna just needed to get out of here before the other dragon arrived and made this situation so much worse. With a grunt, he pushed himself up onto all fours before staggering forward once again. He didn’t fall flat, though. Catching himself on one hand, his shoulder hit the ground, sparing his injured chest. With a snarl, he pushed himself up and managed to hobble forward.

There was a forest ahead. It was the only place he could think to go. He needed to get out of sight, and behind him was only death. The dwarves were long gone, and the guards were trying to rally the few survivors who lasted through the attack and resulting fire.

“You can do this,” Jeyna told himself. “One step after another.”

He hobbled along, getting better at balancing. His wings were awful. Holding them out kept him steady, but the faintest breeze threatened to tip him to one side. His tail, on the other hand, felt far better. By holding it out straight and swaying it back and forth, he was able to counter the natural roll of his body as he walked. It wasn’t fast, and it wasn’t easy, but he was up on all four legs and moving.

“YOU!” A booming snarl broke through the air.

Jeyna didn’t bother to respond. He hurried along as best he could.

“WELP!” The snarl came again.

He could hear the beats of massive wings approaching. There wasn’t any time. Jeyna put more effort into moving. It was getting easier. Even the pain in his chest was lessening.

“YOU CANNOT ESCAPE ME!”

Jeyna chanced a look over his shoulder. The first thing he noticed was the row of sharp spines down his back. The thick muscles of his legs and the heavy, thick tail lined with rows of jagged spikes. Behind all that… Was a dragon.

Five or six wagons long, with scales the color of steel. Jeyna didn’t know what its affinity was, beyond the likelihood of metal. Possibly a dragon from the dwarven border. But that wasn’t going to help him now. A dragon without its horde was still far more powerful than any human. And despite his current figure, Jeyna didn’t think his new form was going to be of much use.

With a fresh wave of healthy fear, Jeyna began to run. It was awkward. His weight made things bad. His body twisted and turned in ways he had never experienced. Without the conscious effort of his tail, it threatened to tip him over. His wings were easy enough to pull in tight, they rested comfortably, tucked up against his ribs. Scurrying along as quickly as he could, he reached the trees before the dragon caught up.

He didn’t stop, though. Snaking his way in, he delved deeper with every moment. The trees were thick and tall. Good cover, that would protect him from the dragon now hunting him.

At least… until a wash of flames swirled overhead. Jeyna yelped in shock as the forest was engulfed around him. The heat was oppressive and Jeyna couldn’t understand how this fire bothered him, but his own had not. The smoke filled his lungs, and he rushed on as the canopy fell in burning waves around him.

“COME OUT, COME OUT!” the dragon roared as it set another line of trees on fire.

Jeyna turned and changed directions, desperate to flee the inferno. His throat burned from the smoke, and his sides singed as he brushed against fully lit trees. Creatures of the forest screamed and ran in all directions. A herd of deer careened past, several of them screaming as they ran while on fire.

Until something shifted beneath Jeyna’s foot. He slipped and crashed into the ground. His arm was stuck, going down into a crevice beneath the forest floor. There was a boulder wedged into the hole. But with Jeyna’s weight atop the boulder, he couldn’t free his arm. He twisted, pulled and dragged his claws along the stone, desperately trying to dislodge it.

The dragon swooped overhead, blasting the forest with more flames. Jeyna curled himself up. The fire was everywhere now. He was going to burn, and there was nothing he could do. He just wanted to be smaller. Smaller, where he could hide away in a burrow somewhere and let this all blow over.

He wasn’t really expecting it to happen. His body began to shrink. It twisted down on himself. Unlike the rage he felt before, there was nothing to do but sit there and concentrate on what he was feeling. The rock shifted, and suddenly Jeyna was able to free his arm. He looked it over, seeing impressions from where he’d been stuck, as the scales retracted into his skin. Fresh, unassuming skin. Not that it mattered, as the heat from the flames got worse.

He was desperate. There was nowhere he could go. The fire was everywhere, and while he’d rather go down fighting. That just wasn’t going to happen while trying to escape a damn dragon. Which meant…

Jeyna looked down. The hole where his arm was. The boulder was large. However, compared to his human form… He dropped into the crevice. The boulder was still wedged above what looked like a deep hole. It was the only chance he had. Legs first, Jeyna lowered himself in as burning ashes drifted down from above. Jeyna wriggled from side to side and felt the boulder shift.

“No!” He snarled as the ground opened up.

He was dumped on his back, in a small earthen chamber. As the boulder fell atop, sealing his only exit. The sound from above was suddenly muffled. He held still, waiting for the boulder to crush him. It just… didn’t. And as the dragon’s roar echoed through the earth, Jeyna made the decision that even if he could get out. Right now wasn’t the time to try.
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It was the distant caw of the ravens that finally gave Jeyna the courage to shift. Trapped beneath the earth, entirely nude, it was an agonizing wait. Listening to the distant wingbeats of the attacking dragon, Jeyna could only thank the stars, gods, and whoever else might have been listening. The rock above him had grown warm under the flames and he had spent a few uncomfortable hours sweating. During an intense moment, he briefly feared he’d suffocate as the fire tried to suck all the air from his hidey hole. Like a cloud covering the sun, flames died and silence came to the world. It was eerie how quickly the sounds of fire died down. It should have lasted for days. In fact, he was surprised that he wasn’t dead. Now, with the sounds of the world returning above, Jeyna tried to think of what to do next.

As a human. He didn’t feel any stronger than before. The boulder was large enough to pin his arm as a dragon. There was no way his feeble human exterior could shift it now. That was enough to annoy him, and for a moment, he could see the rock cast in an orange hue. With a surge of misplaced confidence, he concentrated on that feeling. The urge to move. To fight, and to fuck. The pale glow grew brighter until finally his body began to shift. The boulder was heavy, and he groaned beneath its weight. But with his entire body beneath it, the obstacle was forced out of the small hole.

Jeyna sucked in a lungful of fresh air, only to choke as he inhaled soot and smoke. Sticking his head out, he checked his surroundings. Ash and the stalks of destroyed trees were all that remained. Carrion birds cried in the distance from the abandoned battlefield. The land was otherwise silent. No screams, no crying, no pleading for help or for mercy. It was like the chaos birthed a great silence upon the world. Only shattered by the cawing of the creatures to inherit this place, should the sentient races fall to war against the dragons once more.

Dragons… like him.

Jeyna shook his head and rolled onto his stomach. With all four limbs beneath him, the boulder shifted over without a fuss. It rocked gently in the small chasm, letting Jeyna pull himself free.

“Now what?” he grunted to himself.

Standing on firm ground once again, he raised his head to check his surroundings. It was early evening. The sky was dark, but the glow of the setting sun still lit the world. The fire hadn’t gone out. Not completely. There was a plume of smoke in the distance, rising into the darkness. How much the fire destroyed was anyone’s guess. The dragons never much cared for the lives of the people in their realms. At least beyond what they could gain in terms of worship.

Jeyna looked around in all directions before letting out a long sigh. “East is the ocean, but also Ymry. West is the flames,” he glanced once again at the towering plume of smoke. “So that leaves north or south.”

“Decisions, decisions,” a voice echoed on the wind.

Jeyna froze in place. It wasn’t just the words, but the weight behind them. It was like a primordial being had announced themselves. The very spines along Jeyna’s back straightened like a terrified cat and his wings trembled as his heart raced.

“There now,” the voice dripped with amusement. “If I wanted you dead, we wouldn’t be talking, now would we?”

“Where are you?” Jeyna looked around, searching for the source of the voice.

As if in response, a new spark of light lit up the sky. Far to the east, the Dawn Hillock began to glow.

His eyes grew wide as he realized he hadn’t just gained the attention of a dragon. But one of the elders of this world.

“Calm yourself, whelp,” Ymry whispered. “You surprised me today.”

“I’m sorry,” Jeyna whispered.

“It’s been so very long since I have been surprised by something. I don’t know where you’ve been hiding all these years. But I have a small proposition for you.”

Jeyna trembled in place. On one hand, making a deal with an elder dragon was likely going to leave him in debt for the rest of his life. On the other, you didn’t just refuse the orders of an elder dragon. Not even the regents in their towering castles had that right.

“O-of course,” Jeyna nodded.

“Wonderful,” Ymry purred. It reminded him of a cat, but the tone was more reminiscent of a herd of stampeding bulls, or an avalanche of wood and stone. “While this little conflict on our borders has absorbed my attention. It appears my brother in the south has been getting anxious.”

“Zolrin,” Jeyna trembled.

“Good,” Ymry chuckled. “You attended your lessons, at least.”

“Not enough to do more than count my numbers, or read instructions ah… elder Ymry.”

Ymry chuckled again, amused by the situation. Jeyna thought that better than her being angry and hoped this would all work out.

“Head south, little dragon,” Ymry instructed. “On the border of Woestenij, you will find an old mine that might suit a small hoard.”

“South,” Jeyna trembled. “You want me to… to live on the border of the wasteland?”

“Yes,” Ymry’s growl entered the word, reminding Jeyna that she was not a being to be questioned.

“And… how do I find this mine?” Jeyna asked.

“By following your nose,” Ymry hissed softly. “When the dispute with my brother draws to a close, I shall send others to aid you. For now, the probing attacks encroaching on my lands are your responsibility.”

“Oh,” Jeyna realized the full magnitude of what he was being asked.

“Don’t let me down, whelp,” she muttered.

Jeyna closed his eyes. Took a deep breath and turned to face the south.

“One more thing,” Ymry’s presence returned. “I would be quite wary of letting yourself be seen in your true form while you travel.”

“I have to walk?” he was met with silence. Jeyna gulped. “Ymry?”

He closed his eyes and uttered a curse. That was it. He was doomed. Thrown to the wolves, or… the orcs, at the very least. South was the last place he wanted to go. The four kingdoms of the Blessed Lands were spread out over this continent. With the elves in the north, and the orcs in the south. That left the humans and dwarves squabbling over a shared border with both, while sandwiched between.

Which meant that Jeyna would have to walk the length of that border—in a time of war. He needed to reach a new border, while being invaded by the forces of the Zolrin of the Bane, himself.

“And I have to do it all on foot,” he sighed. “Which means I need supplies.”

He let out a long sigh and looked around in confusion. His eyes settled on the flock of carrion birds cawing in the distance.

It took him a moment to figure out how to change back into a human once more. It was—for whatever reason—much harder to do. Going from human to dragon seemed an automatic response to being mad or frustrated, coupled with wanting something bad enough. He figured the opposite emotions might be the trigger to return to a human. But being happy and calm was not enough to shift back into his usual form. Much to his annoyance, it took a few minutes, and serious concentration before something changed. This time, he felt like he was sucking his guts in, while pulling his arms and legs inwards. The tail was the strangest part, feeling as if his spine was being compacted, forcing its way back into an uncomfortable bipedal position. But it worked.

In the quiet, after the fighting and the flames, Jeyna stood on two feet once more. Covered in dirt, and completely naked.

“Fucking, great,” he swore, and started to walk.

He winced as he stepped on the occasional pointed rock. The ash provided a thin layer of protection from the sticks, but it also hid anything that had survived the flames. Twice, he found sharp rocks, and even staggered as the brittle remains of a skull cracked under his heels. The caravan had only been a few dozen strong. The dwarven attackers had been many more, but Jeyna had no idea how many of them had escaped the blaze.

He walked quickly, avoiding touching the remains of the trees. Most were little more than tall, black spikes jutting out of the ground. Some had fallen over in the intense heat of the fires, a forest that stood for possibly a thousand years, gone in a matter of hours. He expected to still feel the heat, but that too was gone. It was unnatural. The power of a dragon was horrifying. Knowing that was just one of the smaller lords, a metal dragon at that, was a humbling experience.

He continued to walk, approaching the site of the battlefield and the scent of burned flesh and death. It didn’t reek of rotting meat. But there was plenty of blood still soaked into the ground. At least, once out of the trees, the ground was flatter and the pointed rocks were easier to spot. But… the purpose of his visit wasn’t an obvious one. The bodies lay ahead. Most of them were burned, along with most of the wagons.

Jeyna only had assumptions on which side of the border the dragon was on. He’d only thought it came from the dwarven side due to its color and nature. He couldn’t be sure for certain. Besides, it seemed more enraged by his presence than the battle itself. So whatever side it took in the fight, Jeyna hadn’t a clue, judging by the deaths, both sides had been affected. It hadn’t taken anything, nor had it destroyed it entirely. Jeyna reached the first wagon. It had been burned, and the wheels had collapsed. But after sifting through the crates on the top, he found untouched wood beneath.

“What have we here?” He asked himself as he started lifting them out.

With the tops nailed closed, Jeyna had to set them aside for now. He stepped away and checked a nearby corpse. There was a sword in its hand. Who the corpse was, Jeyna didn’t know. He didn’t think it mattered either. The weapon was blackened, and likely the temper of the blade was gone. But he didn’t need to do more than hack the crates open with it. Only the first contained nails, and nothing else.

“Bah,” Jeyna muttered and kicked it over before moving to the second crate.

Hacking the top off that one, he found it full of dishware. The hay inside was dark from the heat, and the silver plates were likely worth a pretty penny. But they weren’t going to feed him and running around nude with a bunch of silverware was going to get more questions than coin.

Finally, on the third crate, he found what he was looking for. Ill fitting, smelling of smoke and bland. But it was pants. A whole crate of them. Likely for the soldiers at the front. They were thin, cheap and not the kind of thing he wanted to wear if he were heading to the colder north. South though… well, he slipped on a pair without a fuss. They had ties around the waist, letting him fasten it securely.

He spent an hour going through the remains of the wagons. In one, he found a pack. Scorched, and with a hole in the top. It would hold up for a time, but he didn’t think it would carry anything heavy. Which meant ignoring the silverware. Instead, he packed another pair of pants, a slightly singed bag of wine and the crusty remains of a box of tack.

Jeyna looked at the bodies and thought about what else he would need. The problem was, most of the bodies were burned, or at least bloodstained. He sifted through a few, looking for anything of use. The metal bottom of a pair of boots came in handy. The leather had been burned away, but there was enough to use strips, cut from the crate of pants, to fasten them to his feet.

He thought about trying to strip the armor off a corpse. But it was going to be heavy and make him a target on the road. Not to mention, if the tempering had been damaged by the flames, it would be too brittle to protect him if he was attacked. Far better to appear as a refugee than a deserter.

“I’ll leave the sword too then,” he nodded to himself and dumped the blackened blade on the side of the road.

Wrecked pack, makeshift shoes, wineskin, and hardtack. He pointed himself south and started to walk. He’d always had a knack for knowing what direction he was walking towards, it wasn’t foolproof, but he’d found his way many times in the past. It was truly dark now. And the glow of the flames in the distance was his marker of east and west. Keeping the flames on his right, Jeyna marched into the darkness and put distance between him and the battle.

He was actually following the road. Back the way he had come along with the wagon. It would only be a matter of time before someone came looking for them. Jeyna hoped that it would be far too late to find him. It would be difficult to prove he was on a mission from Ymry herself, and even harder to escape if he shifted into his dragon form and caused a panic.

Under the light of the moon and starts, he kept up his march. The night wasn’t terribly cold. Despite not having a shirt, or more than the thinnest pants. His boots held up well, and he marched along in silence. Night insects chirped, and the world transitioned from the burned ash of the flames to the cool grass and trees of untouched land. Animals rustled in the trees, and Jeyna had a moment of panic as a deer burst free, taking one look at him, before racing off in a different direction.

He laughed at the situation and kept going until the morning light began to peek over the horizon. Gradually, hour by hour, the day got brighter. It was gearing up to be a warm one. Something Jeyna was sure would be worse in the south. The Wasted Flatlands were known for their dry climate, festering heat and spontaneous storms. It was a harsh land where only the strong and determined would survive. Made all the worse by the hulking monstrosity of Zolrin roaming about.

“At least the ranges keep him at bay,” Jeyna sighed as he thought of the mountains.

He’d heard scholars talk about how mountain ranges affected the weather. How they helped to channel the heat of the south, high into the sky where it cooled before returning to ground level. He barely understood any of it. He just knew those mountains made Zolrin’s casual stroll about the flatlands, a hefty climb he wasn’t keen on committing to. If the words of his teachers were accurate. He was the only elder without wings. A massive, six-limbed drake, covered in the bones of his kills. That made him even more dangerous. There was nothing more powerful than a dragon on its hoard. And Zolrin wore his hoard like jewelry. The only reason he didn’t rule the entire continent was because the other three elders wouldn’t allow it.

“S’pose, if he does climb over the hills, I can always fly away,” Jeyna chuckled.

He stopped at sunrise. Just as the glowing ball itself lit up the world, starting at the Dawn Hillock. The home of Ymry of the White Flame. Something about the way it glowed in the morning light made Jeyna uneasy. Like he was being watched. Without a reason why, he gave the mountain a small bow, and the feeling vanished, reaffirming his decision to keep on the good side of the terrifying elder dragon.

He took out the wineskin, a few of the tack bread slices, and spent a few minutes sipping and chewing. Jeyna knew he’d need to replace the wine with water, but he wasn’t about to waste the former when he lacked access to the latter. Then there was the obvious fact. The wine was a perfect way to wash down the dirt tasting shit that passed for hard tack. Crunching down with each bite almost hurt his teeth. But there was nothing he could do without stopping at camp. He didn’t even have supplies to light a fire or sleep. Which meant a rough time was coming.

The sun was well into the sky when he heard it. The beating of wings. Jeyna froze in terror. Before rushing over to a nearby tree. It was the only thing around since he’d left the road. This far out near the border, there weren’t even any farms. Border towns existed, but most of those would be under guard, and not the kind of place he wanted to be. Conscription got him once. He didn’t want a repeat.

Jeyna huddled low, clinging to the trunk as the wingbeats got closer. Over the trees in the distance, he spotted it. A massive thing, a mottled brown color. The dragon flew low and quickly towards the west. It was impossible for Jeyna to know what side it was on. It was stockier than the steel colored one that attacked the day before. But it was probably slightly larger if he had to compare them. The beast wasn’t looking around, almost seeming to hurry as it flew off towards the dwarven lands. Leaving Jeyna breathing a sigh of relief.

And it was an hour later when he spotted the flames. A little to the south, and to the west. Jeyna frowned, knowing it was about the same direction that the dragon flew. The fire wasn’t as large as the one from the forest. But it was a still day, and the smoke rose straight up, making it obvious to all where it came from.

“This mess must have kicked up a storm. How many people are out there burning, I wonder?” Jeyna shook his head and hurried on.

He was thankful to notice the fire didn’t seem to be spreading. They stayed to the west, well away from him. He’d pass by before dark and if the flames still hadn’t shifted. He’d need to rest.

“Maybe I could fly at night?” Jeyna muttered to himself. “Rather than spend weeks walking, I could narrow it down to days.”

He sighed. That would be great and all. But he didn’t know what it was that was waiting for him. A mine, sure. But Ymry made him think it was occupied. Was it by a few goblins? Or a whole invading war party?

“Ymry?” He muttered into the air. Then shook his head when he didn’t get a response. “Stupid. Best not to attract the attention of someone who could squish me like a bug, even if I could breathe fire.”

He snorted and shook his head as he continued walking. Without a way to start a fire, or a tent to sleep in, Jeyna didn’t stop to set up camp. He continued on until things started getting dark, and then spotted a copse of trees on a nearby hill and moved in that direction. The smoke was still rising in the west, and now slightly behind in the north. It hadn’t moved, though, so Jeyna wasn’t going to push through the night again. He was tired after all the walking and sleeping under a boulder hadn’t been particularly restful.

Jeyna kept up his march, until he was in the thick of the trees, and walked until he found a spot clear of sticks and thick in leaves. It wouldn’t be the most restful sleep, but it was better than laying on rocks. With a sigh, he lifted the pack from his shoulders and set it down to act as his pillow. He pulled out some tack and the wineskin once more before settling in for the night.

A cool breeze wafted through, and the sweat from the day’s walk made his skin prickle. It was annoying, but after eating some tack and sipping at the wine, he rolled onto his side to sleep. Something he found quickly. Exhausted from the day, he closed his eyes, only to snap awake to the sound of frantic footsteps.

Jeyna opened his eyes and spotted a figure running through the trees. It was still the middle of the night. Only a few hours since he lay down to rest. And in the dark, he spotted a figure. Short, sharp breaths of air, they rushed past in a hurry. Behind them came two more figures.

“No!” A feminine squeal cut through the air, before the sound of bodies crashing to the ground reached Jeyna’s ears.

A guttural laugh echoed in the dark from two sources as the sounds of muffled fighting broke out. Jeyna was on his feet without a second of hesitation. He hurried towards the sound of the fight, wishing that he’d kept the blade. It would have bent or shattered on a shield or armored helm, but against his fellow man, it wouldn’t have mattered. Jeyna hurried forward, unconcerned about the noise he was making. The fight ahead of him was loud enough, they didn’t see him coming.

He saw them. A trio. One woman, on the ground. Her dress was forced up around her waist as one man crouched between her legs. The other was kneeling on her hand, while pressing the other to her mouth as she let out terrified, muffled sobs.

Jeyna dropped his shoulder, aiming for the one between her legs, and tackled the man from behind. They tumbled to the ground, and the second man let out a yelp of shock. Only to scream in pain. Jeyna caught sight of them. He’d shifted, and she took advantage by biting his hand. They were in a struggle of their own, as Jeyna rounded on the man beneath him, who struck out with a wild punch, cracking Jeyna across the chin.

He saw a flash of light as he tumbled to the grass and rolled onto his back as the man stood before him. Only. He wasn’t a man. Dressed in the colors of the dwarves, he had tusks jutting out of his lower jaw. It was rare for the orcs to leave their country, but those sick of fighting amongst themselves sometimes turned to mercenary work under the watch of their neighbors.

“You die first,” the orc grunted, and took hold of a knife at his waist, before freezing.

There was a faint orange glow as Jeyna stared at the orc. His angry glare turned to surprise and shock, with a hint of fear as Jeyna’s anger grew.

“Fucking bitch!” the second man snapped, as the woman got free with a kick and sprinted off into the dark once more. He didn’t seem to notice the situation with the orc and raced after her. Leaving Jeyna alone to deal with the orc.

“If I leave. You let me live?” The orc asked softly.

“Would you?” Jeyna growled, a deep rumble in his chest.

The orc stared for a moment. Before lunging. Jeyna reared back, feeling his body shift as the orc’s eyes went wide. His dagger didn’t slow for a moment. Crashing into Jeyna’s side. He was larger now. Larger and more powerful, but not as large as the other dragons he had seen. His torso was now at the orc’s head height, with his head swaying on an elongated neck above that. Which meant the knife sank into the scales of Jeyna’s waist. And stuck firm, without going deeper than a painful pinprick.

Which Jeyna returned with a swipe of his claws. The orc spun head over heels as he crashed into the ground several feet away. He wasn’t dead, but the blow had certainly broken something, going by the strangled sounds of breathing. Jeyna reached down his side, finding the blade sticking in his side, and took hold. It was stuck surprisingly well in his scales, and it took a firm jerk to pull it free. The dagger was long, sharp, and slightly jagged.

The woman screamed again in the distance, and Jeyna’s anger flared. But he didn’t want to give himself away yet. The woman, if she saw a dragon, would likely be more of a problem than a solution. And these guys likely had a camp, or at least supplies, nearby. Supplies she might be able to help him find before they went on their way.

Despite his fury, Jeyna concentrated hard on his human form. It almost hesitated. As if fighting him for every scale that sank back into his skin. Only to find himself human and naked once more. His boots and pants were nearby. The former had broken off his feet, while the latter were shredded beyond salvage.

“A good Death.” The orc choked, while propping himself up on one good arm.

Jeyna looked at him and shook his head. Orcs had a weird relationship with battle and the afterlife. “It’s just death.”

The orc growled as Jeyna drove the blade into the orc’s back. It hit a lung, and the orc coughed out the last of his air. Jeyna yanked the blade free and drove it down once more. Then again, for good measure. When he was sure the orc wasn’t about to get back up, he turned and hurried toward the woman’s screams.

Whatever was going on. She was much more vocal this time. But from her cries, it wasn’t going well. Jeyna rushed through the trees, and could hear meaty smacks that reminded him of a particularly brutal beating he’d been witness to. Only to spot them ahead. The woman was on her back. The man, that Jeyna guessed was a human, was atop her. Her legs were limp, and she was trying to hold her arms up as the man beat her.

Jeyna didn’t waste a moment running over to them both.

“Nakgu, you deal with—FUCK!”

Jeyna grabbed him by the hair and pulled. The man let out a terrified wail as Jeyna bent his head back. Only to choke out a gasp as Jeyna slammed the dagger directly into his throat. Their eyes met for a moment, and Jeyna snarled as he yanked the blade out to the side, causing a fountain of blood to arc out, even as the man clutched the mortal wound.

“Oh, gods,” the woman trembled as her attacker fell to the ground.

Jeyna’s eyes furrowed as he realized the situation he was in. Standing blood soaked above a woman, beside a dying man, was not the best impression. Especially when that woman was a dwarf.
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“Here,” Jeyna wet a piece of rag and handed it to the woman.

She took it without a word and began to wipe the blood from her face. Her attacker, the human. He’d beaten her savagely. But… well dwarves were hardier than humans. She was bruised and there were a few cuts, but she’d be fine. Physically at least and… for now, she was functioning and if the light in her eyes was anything to go by, her fighting spirit was still strong. However, a dwarf in human lands, in this age, wasn’t a healthy prospect. There was a war going on.

“What happens now?” she asked as she cleaned the blood from her face.

Jeyna sighed and nodded at the pack he’d set on the ground beside her. They hadn’t gone all that far from the camp of the two men. In short bursts she told Jeyna how she was in her predicament.

She had stumbled into them in the dark. She didn’t say what she was running from, but Jeyna didn’t push for more. She had a haunted look when she admitted she’d gotten as far as she had, only because the men had bedded down for the night and it took them a moment to get up.

After the fight, he’d retrieved his own pack, before following the signs of broken branches and scuffed grass and dirt, back to the camp where the two would-be rapists had stayed. After a quick inventory, Jeyna bundled everything up and moved to a different spot, just in case there were more out there. Much to his surprise, the dwarf woman hurriedly kept up with him.

“Deserters or bandits,” Jeyna whispered, before pointing at one bundle of belongings. “That’s yours if you want it.”

Truthfully, it wasn’t much. Their camp was only slightly better prepared than his own. And by that, it was simply that the men had knives and bedrolls. That and the waterskins. Jeyna still had the wine, but these men had been out here for some time. The bedrolls would need a good airing out, but they were decently made, with hoods to keep the rain out.

“You’re not going to turn me in?” the woman looked up at him.

Jeyna shook his head. “You hardly look like a soldier. And I doubt a spy would have been running from bandits like that.”

She grimaced and looked down at her hands, before slowly wiping at her face once more.

“I’m… a driver.”

“Driver,” Jeyna frowned. “What kind of driver?”

“Any kind,” she shrugged. “I’ve hauled soldiers, food, weapons, even coin once.”

“So you’re delivering goods to the front?” Jeyna guessed.

“That’s right,” she nodded.

Jeyna sighed and looked around in the darkness. “Well, I suppose tomorrow we can get you pointed in the right direction. Right now, I think I want to get some sleep.”

“What?”

“Do dwarves not sleep?” Jeyna chuckled.

“No-yes, but… You… You’re just going… to leave?”

Jeyna thought about the conversation with Ymry and shook his head. “I have my own goals. I’m… not a soldier. Not really.”

“You’re not?” the dwarf sounded surprised.

“No…” Jeyna sighed. “I got into a fight back home. Three bastards weren’t taking no for an answer, so I cracked a few heads and got myself conscripted as a reward. Turned out one of them was a minor noble’s son.”

“No, for an… You attacked a noble?”

Jeyna nodded. “Worth it, I think. Even if my life is a mess right now.”

“My people would have cut you down on the spot for striking a superior,” the dwarf woman frowned.

It sounded like there was more to those words, but Jeyna wasn’t sure. She was a dwarf. They had different laws and customs. It wasn’t something he wanted to worry about. In the morning, he’d head south, and she would head west back to her people.

“Can I trust you’re not going to knife me in the dark?” Jeyna asked as he set his pack down and removed the bedroll he’d chosen.

“I…” the dwarf woman fumbled. “I’d ask the same of you but… You don’t know much of my kind, do you?”

“Not a thing apart from what you look like,” Jeyna grunted as he opened the bedroll.

The owner had taken care of it, at least. It was dry, relatively clean. Whether the orc’s or the human’s, he wasn’t sure, but that hardly mattered at this point.

“S’pose I’ll see you in the morning, maybe,” Jeyna wriggled to get comfortable, before letting out a long sigh.

He sat up, grabbed his old pack, still full of pants, and pulled it under his head like a pillow.
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What felt like mere moments later, Jeyna opened his eyes. The sun was up, but not very high. He could hear the morning birds chirping, and there were clouds in the sky. Enough to make him worry about the weather as the day progressed.

“No knife wounds,” he muttered to himself. “That’s a…”

Jeyna froze as he spotted her. Nearby, she was curled up in her own bedroll. She’d spent the night. And… Well, the way she drooled over her face, it was a little hard to tell her features at first. Her hair was a mess and her arm was cocked up to prop her head like a pillow. Her mouth was open and her saliva had pooled in the crook of her elbow. For all that, she was relatively young. Perhaps his own age, maybe just a few years older.

“Well, that’s unexpected,” he grunted.

“Hmm?” the dwarven woman jerked.

She sat up before rubbing the spit from her face. Only to aggravate her wounds and let out a hiss of pain.

“Sorry,” Jeyna apologized. “Didn’t mean to wake you. Didn’t think you’d be here, anyway.”

“What? Oh…” she blinked slowly in the morning light. “It’s… it’s morning. Yes.”

“Yes.” Jeyna frowned at her strange behavior. Then crawled out of his bedroll.

The one thing he’d really been hoping for, when he found the men’s camp, was food. Unfortunately for him, they were lacking. Likely why they had turned to banditry or whatever they were doing. Were they actually bandits? Jeyna wasn’t sure. But he had no kind things to say about rapists. Regardless of what the others of his village might say, there was no distinction in his mind, they’d attacked a woman, even if she was a dwarf—meant nothing to him.

Instead, he chose to keep quiet about the whole situation. If she wanted to talk about it, then he would listen. Until then, it was better they started moving and packed away. Jeyna rolled up his bedding before tying it to the back of his new pack. The old one with the hole was a nice spare. With it only holding a few changes of pants, he slung it over his front. Without a shirt, he’d appreciate a bit of sun protection.

“You don’t have anything else to wear?” the dwarf asked.

“Nope.” Jeyna opened the old pack and dug out some hard tack. “But I have this.”

The dwarf stared at him in shock as he dropped a slice onto her bedroll. If she thanked him, he didn’t hear it, though. The metal bottoms from the boots were off in the woods near where he’d killed the orc. The knife he’d taken likely had a sheath, but he hadn’t wanted to go checking bodies in the dark.

Leaving the dwarf woman behind felt strange, though. Like it was wrong somehow. He didn’t think she owed him anything. But the idea of her heading back to the dwarves felt… off. It bothered him, and rather than try to figure out why, Jeyna distracted himself by trying to work his way back to the dead orc.

While he walked, Jeyna ate some breakfast of his own. The hard tack wasn’t tasty, but it was nutritious once he actually managed to swallow some. Taking a sip from the waterskin helped it go down easier. It was a solid distraction before he finally reached his target. The ground was churned up, and there were signs of a huge predator in the area. That predator being him, of course.

He didn’t waste any time. Patting down the corpse, he didn’t bother taking any of the clothing. It wouldn’t fit, and most of it was bloodstained. Jeyna stared at the orc’s boots for a moment before shaking his head. They, too, were large. Without proper padding, they’d chafe, and he’d be better off without. Still, there was an option remaining, and another benefit.

The orc was wearing a belt, with a leather sheath for the knife he’d taken. The jagged blade was a cruel weapon. But a quality one. Orcs took their craft seriously, even if it lacked the refinement of a human’s tools. Fitting the belt was quick work. The soft leather was knotted, and Jeyna did the same. After slipping the knife back into its sheath, he turned his back and followed the tracks towards the dead human.

The body wasn’t far away. And his corpse had been disturbed. Something had come along in the night and taken a few bites, but left shortly after. None of that was a concern for Jeyna as he admired the boots the corpse was wearing. A little bloody, but nothing he couldn’t clean off.

As he yanked them free, Jeyna heard a snap. Freezing in place, he listened before noticing the rustle of fabric. He turned slowly, looking back the way he had come, before gripping the knife at his hip.

“Hello?” He frowned. Before slowly getting up. He’d take the boots in a moment. First, he… “You?”

“I’m sorry,” she stepped into view. “I just⁠—”

“Why are you following me?” Jeyna frowned, even though for whatever reason he felt a surge of relief.

“I don’t know,” she frowned. “I just…”

“Are you lost?”

She frowned before nodding slowly. “Yes.”

Jeyna let out a sigh. He could probably point her west, but in the trees, she’d just get turned around again.

“Alright,” he nodded. “I’m just grabbing his boots.”

“Okay,” she nodded.

The man’s boots were a better fit. Still a tad large, but by winding strips of torn fabric from the orcs pants around his ankles, he made do. They acted like bandages and while not a great replacement for socks, beat not having anything at all. He put the boots on, laced them up and got to his feet while the dwarf woman stood nearby with a nervous smile.

“Come on,” Jeyna muttered. “Let’s get out of this forest.”

The dwarf woman nodded and gave another nervous smile. Then she fell in beside him as they walked. It was silent for the most part. A casual warning here and there for an overhead branch, or an awkward tree root hidden in the grass. They carried on, stopping to relieve themselves once, before resting as the sun got to the highest point.

“How big do you think this forest is?” she asked.

“No idea,” Jeyna grunted as he fished out the wineskin to wash down the hardtack. “I’ve never seen a map, have you?”

“Not of this side of the border. Just enough to get me here,” she muttered as she gratefully accepted a slice of offered tack.

They chewed softly for a time, and Jeyna took a mouthful of wine, before offering it to the woman. She looked at the skin for a moment, before giving a small smile as she took it. From her expression, she hadn’t expected it to be wine, and Jeyna couldn’t help but chuckle as she pulled a face.

“Wine, sorry,” Jeyna accepted the skin back. “Thought it would be better than water.”

“It’s fine,” the woman coughed. “Just unexpected. I wouldn’t have taken such a large gulp if I’d known.”

“I’ll mention it next time,” Jeyna promised. “I’ll fill it back up with water when we find a stream.”

“A stream would be nice,” she sighed. “I’ve been out here for days.”

“You weren’t part of the attack nearby?” Jeyna asked.

“Attack? You mean the dragon?” she frowned.

“That,” Jeyna nodded. “Yes, I was there when it happened.”

Jeyna stared for a moment, then nodded. “No, I wasn’t part of that. But I was close enough to see the beast when it flew away. I hoped something might have been left that would help me.”

“Help you?”

The woman slumped a little and clutched her hands nervously. “I… can’t go back.”

“Why?” Jeyna asked outright.

She looked up and saw the blank look on his face and let out a small whimper. “They’ll kill me.”

“I thought they only killed deserters?” Jeyna frowned.

“It’s more complicated than that,” she frowned. “I’m not a soldier, but… I was taken from my home and forced to drive a wagon for the army. Only… when I wasn’t driving, they wanted me as a camp woman and…”

Oh…

“So you ran.”

She nodded. “And if I go back, they’ll tie me to a post, and whip me until…”

The dwarves were a harsh people. Harsh, rigid and full of expectations. While humans had villages, towns, cities and the various elected officials that ran them. The dwarves had clans. Each clan controlled an area, and going against that clan was a grave crime. If not for Kiandonirth of the Void, they’d have warred with each other until only a single clan remained. Only through rigid demands and harsh punishments and expectations did he hold the dwarven nation of Ijverig in check.

“So, what are you going to do?” Jeyna asked.

She gave a small shrug. Then started to cry. Jeyna didn’t like that. Not because he was heartless. But because it was the one thing that made him anxious. A woman in distress. For whatever reason, it always got under his skin. Like it was wrong, and he needed to do something about it. He’d learnt young that most women didn’t appreciate a random man coming over to them in a moment of weakness, and he refrained from doing so here. But there was more to consider as well.

“South,” Jeyna muttered. “I’m heading south.”

The dwarf woman gave a small sniffle and looked up. “What?”

“I told you, I have my own reasons for being here. You’re not a soldier, and if you’re a spy, you’re not about to gain anything by following me. But… well, I’m heading south. I have my own goals and they aren’t anywhere near here.”

“You’re going to Woestenij?”

“Not that far south.” Jeyna shook his head. “The border, though. I’m searching for a place.”

“For what?” she asked.

Jeyna looked her over and shook his head. “Until I know I can trust you, I… don’t think I should say. But… I’m not going to chase you off if you want to come with me, and I’ve no interest in settling down somewhere. I’m an escaped conscript, after all.”

The dwarf let out a sniff and nodded her head. “You touch me without permission… I’ll gut you.”

Jeyna audibly growled, which made the woman flinch. But he spoke, drawing her attention. “Anyone touches you without permission. I’ll gut them.”

Just as quickly as his anger rose, he realized that he was scaring the woman. Jeyna coughed awkwardly and stepped back. “Sorry. I just… I told you what landed me in trouble to begin with, didn’t I?”

“Yes,” she nodded. ‘

Jeyna gave a small shrug. “If that’s your only worry. You’re safe with me.”

“Okay,” she smiled.

To Jeyna’s surprise. The young woman was actually rather useful. Whatever background she had in life, it involved foraging. While she didn’t recognize everything they came across, she was still rather quick at pointing out things that were edible. And those that definitely were not. Which she pointed out to Jeyna who dropped the handful of red berries he’d snatched off a low bush.

“I watched a bird eat one,” Jeyna huffed.

“You’re not a bird,” the dwarf shook her head. “Unless you’re about to sprout wings and fly off, you’re more likely to end up with stomach cramps and dehydration.”

Jeyna almost choked when she mentioned wings. But he took her words to heart. Dragon or human, he wasn’t about to risk what she had told him, and stepped away from the bush.

“Should I wash my hand?”

She looked at the red stains on his palm and gave a small nod. “Use the wine, just in case.”

Jeyna did as she suggested and sheepishly accepted what looked like a handful of grass. It was tough, relatively flavorless, but went down without too much of a problem. She was eating it too, making Jeyna wonder if perhaps dwarves could eat things that humans couldn’t. In the end, he figured that it didn’t matter. She hadn’t stabbed him in the night, and she wasn’t running off to report him to the dwarves. A spy wouldn’t be lost in the forest anyway, and he couldn’t see any other reason she’d be following him.

Besides, she was kinda cute. A little over four feet tall, the dwarf was a bit shorter than Jeyna’s five foot frame. She was wider than a human of her size would be. Muscular as well. Her face had a certain roundness to it, and the bulges on her chest was more than substantial for a woman of her size. Long auburn hair was woven into a single strand, draped around the front of her shoulders. She played with the ends and held onto it like a comfort aid.

“What?” she asked, as she squinted up at me. “Is there something wrong?”

“Sorry,” Jeyna shook his head before offering his hand. “I’m Jeyna. Friends call me Jey.”

The dwarf woman looked at his hand before reaching up. Rather than gripping his hand, she reached for his elbow and gripped that instead. Her hand was like iron as she squeezed and shook. Not to be outdone, Jeyna returned the gesture, gripping her equally thick and muscular forearm.

“Yodrilda,” she gave a small smile. “My clan name isn’t important anymore. In fact, claiming it would get me killed.”

“Yodrilda,” Jeyna nodded. “Do you have a shorter version of your name?”

“For those I’m familiar with, yes,” she nodded, without offering it.

Jeyna wasn’t put off by it. She didn’t trust him, but then, he didn’t trust her either. Not really. Not when he thought about it.

“Well Yodrilda, let’s get going. I’d rather get as far as we can before we run out of light.”

“You can’t navigate in the dark?” she asked as she hurried to keep up with him.

Jeyna shook his head. “Normally, out in the open dark or light, I can make my way. In this forest though,” Jeyna pointed up where the clouds were getting thicker. “That’s going to make it a problem.”

“I see,” she frowned. “Then we should hurry.”

They carried on as best they could. Jeyna wasn’t a tall man. But he was taller than Yodrilda. Her legs didn’t carry her as far with each step, so he had to measure his pace so he didn’t leave her behind. In return, she proved to have exceeded his expectations for endurance as she marched alongside him without a complaint.

All the while, the weather began to pick up. It was windy at first. The trees began to sway and the rustle of the leaves above filled the air. A few gentle gusts and the forest grew silent as thunder rolled on the horizon. Before something thundered back.

Jeyna froze in place as he listened, while Yodrilda carried on a few steps. When she noticed he wasn’t moving, the dwarf turned and gave him a strange look.

“Jeyna?”

He held up his hand to stall her question and waited as the wind died down once more. Which was when he heard the beating wings of a dragon. Yodrilda heard it too. Her eyes went wide, and she started scanning the canopy. They were still hidden well within the forest. Jeyna had steered them south, but their trajectory kept them near the border. If not the soldiers, than the dragons were skirmishing. And when the sky lit up orange as two gargantuan beasts came to blows high above, Jeyna reacted.

Yodrilda squeaked as he scooped her off her feet. She clung to him in terror as he sprinted. The booming roars of the dragons above echoed through the forest. The darkness of the sky shattered as the flames from their breath lit up the world. One with an orange glow. And one almost white… White?

Jeyna slid to a halt and turned. He expected to see Ymry of the White Flame. Instead, he saw a dragon. Green as the forest, circling around a second that looked yellow as pure topaz. The green dragon let out a burst of flames that the yellow dragon avoided. But the green dragon used the flames to mask a quick dive that carried it beneath its target. The yellow dragon, seeing an opportunity, opened its jaws.

It wasn’t flames that erupted from its mouth. But a powerful blast of lightning that lit the world with white. The beam of energy scoured the air and Jeyna spotted it carving through the forest towards them.

“FUCK!” He yelped and started running once more.

The sound of approaching destruction cut off as he felt the warmth of it on his back. Yodrilda screamed in terror, but he didn’t let her go. Holding her close, Jeyna continued running. He leaped over fallen logs, volleyed over small boulders and bushes. He had a scare as a bear broke through the trees, roaring in fear. It passed by, on its own route to safety, leaving the terrified pair to continue running from the danger. A horrible crash echoed from behind them and the ground trembled. Indicating one of the dragons, if not both, had come down hard.

Water began to pelt Jeyna in the face. But he couldn’t stop yet. The sounds of crashing trees and the glow of flames and electricity filled the air. Screams echoing through their bones shattered the air as lightning crackled in the sky. The rain picked up, wetting the pair as they ran. But Jeyna wouldn’t stop. Not until they were safe. Not until he had taken Yodrilda far enough away that the dragons wouldn't find them, intentionally or otherwise. He just kept moving while Yodrilda clung desperately to his front.
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“Jeyna.”

Jeyna huffed as he pushed through the trees.

“Jeyna!”

He stopped and looked down. The dwarven woman in his arms gave a smile.

“We got away.”

Jeyna turned and looked around. He was exhausted. Running for hours, he’d kept going, even as the cold soaked into his bones. He had to get Yodrilda away. To keep her safe and to stay away from the other dragons. It didn’t matter what side they were on. He remembered Ymry’s words. She said to stay away, and he did that to the best of his ability.

But he couldn’t keep going. With a sigh, Jeyna dropped to his knees. Yodrilda slipped out of his arms and he felt a flash of cold where her warm body had been pressed.

“Come on, big guy,” she took him under the arm. “You did good. You’re a fool, but a good one.”

“That…” Jeyna frowned as his legs trembled beneath him. “We’re safe.”

“We are,” she nodded. “Now come on. You haven’t been paying much attention, have you?”

“N-no,” his teeth chattered as he looked around.

Jeyna was fairly certain they’d been heading south. Beyond that, all he could say was they’d been running for some time. The storm was in full swing and the fighting dragons was… too far away for him to notice right now.

“Here,” she urged him along. “This will do for tonight.”

He frowned as he spotted what she was bringing him towards. “What?”

“We need to get out of the rain,” she urged. “You’re freezing.”

Jeyna frowned. He actually felt hot. His shirt was starting to burn even, and he wanted to take it off. Yodrilda wouldn’t let up though. She kept him moving, and as they approached the log, it was pushed over on one side and propped up on a mound of earth. A bunch of sticks wedged in on one side made it look like a natural sort of lean-to and was precisely where Yodrilda was hauling him.

“Pack off,” she stopped him. “Off, off.”

“Off,” Jeyna nodded as he stripped off the pack on his front with his pants.

It was a strange sensation. He felt hot, but the sudden wash of water on his chest as he took off the pack was so very cold. It was confusing, and Yodrilda took over when he faltered. She yanked off his new pack taken from the bandits and threw it into the space beneath the sticks. Then yanked his pants and boots off.

Jeyna was extremely confused at this. But he was so very tired as well. He leaned on the log as she worked and finally she shoved him in after his pack. Jeyna was confused as he tried to figure out what to do. It was dark though, and he was tired, so he started working at getting his bedroll free. Above him, some water dripped as the branches were disturbed. But he ignored that as soon as a feminine pair of hands joined his own.

“Together now,” Yodrilda urged him.

Jeyna didn’t complain. He was shivering now. The heat vanishing as the cold set in. His body shook, and Yodrilda took over. The dwarf woman got the bedroll free and laid it out beneath him. With strong hands, she pushed him down into it, where he trembled for just a moment.

Before she joined him.

“What?” he muttered as he felt soft skin.

“Hands,” she ordered. Jeyna held his own, and she took them in her own. “They stay here,” she pulled his arms around her waist. “If they stray, I’ll give you a wake-up call like you’d never believe.”

Jeyna was shivering too much to care. Instead, with the warmth of the dwarf now in his arms, he pulled her close and nestled his face into her shoulder. As his body warmed, and his exhaustion caught up, Jeyna finally went to sleep. While a confused and worried dwarf woman lay perfectly still. Wondering just what it was that she had gotten herself caught up in.
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They barely spoke the following morning. Jeyna had been sure he was going to get his ass kicked by a tiny powerhouse. Waking up with his cock jammed between her legs and his hands on her ass was not what he expected in the light of the new day. From the look in her eyes, it wasn’t her idea either. Rather than address the situation, she pulled away, and Jeyna rolled to face away from her.

At that point, the two of them dressed. Jeyna slipped into the driest pair of pants he could find, before ignoring the horrible sensation of putting on wet boots. Thankfully, the hardtack had been spared the rain, and the skins weren’t bothered by it either. They ate quietly and quickly, before regaining their feet and moving off.

Only to find themselves blinking in the morning light as they finally left the forest they had traversed through. And entered a world of death.

“This… is awful,” Yodrilda muttered.

Jeyna nodded slowly. He didn’t have words to describe it. The morning light made the land glisten with dew. That dew wasn’t upon lush green hills, but on charred and bloodied plains.

“This was recent,” Jeyna noted as he sniffed at the air. “Probably just yesterday.”

They exchanged a worried look with one another. And started moving once more. The forest gave way to a patch of green grass. Wildflowers dotted about before breaking into the first streak of scorched earth. It looked like a dragon had breathed a stretch of black earth across the ground. It left a strange bulge, and Jeyna frowned as he bent and touched it. Only to find it unnaturally warm for the hour of the day.

“Magma,” Yodrilda whispered. “One of the lords.”

“The lords?” Jeyna looked at the dwarf.

She shifted nervously from foot to foot. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. Elder Kiandonirth has favorites. Those he calls lords. Gives them land to oversee. People to rule.”

“Was that them last night, do you think?” Jeyna questioned.

Yodrilda shook her head. “Neither of them spat magma. They might have been involved, but… not like this.”

Jeyna shook his head. The power of dragons was something he couldn’t comprehend. Even knowing he might join them one day. The fear in Yodrilda’s tone told him that it wasn’t the right time to admit anything. In fact, doing so might be worse. If she ran and was caught, it could lead to him being hunted by one side or the other.

“Let’s go then,” Jeyna urged her, before moving off.

Despite her shorter frame, Yodrilda had a bounty of endurance. She huffed and puffed, but didn’t complain or ask for Jeyna to slow down. In return, Jeyna slowed his pace slightly to match. He wasn’t a tall man. More broad than lean. Jeyna had figured that people mistook him for fat unless he took his shirt off. Doing so had made more than a few ruffians question how badly they wanted a piece of him. Not that it did him any good in the end.

They passed by the remains of a wagon train. The charred remains of a wheel, and the burned contents of smashed crates. Yodrilda made a noise as something snapped, and Jeyna saw her step out of the shattered ribcage of a dead man. Reduced to bones by the intense heat of the fire that killed them.

As they traveled on, the bodies became numerous. Some were in formation. Clutching their weapons as if they had simply fallen over. If they had died to the flames of a dragon, that would likely have been all they did. Others were in tense skirmishes. A pair of fallen bones, still wearing helmets. Yodrilda stopped to check the crest on the one that was clearly a dwarf. While another, leaner and taller skeleton, still clutched the sword, stabbed through the middle of the dwarf’s chest.

“Find anything?” Jeyna asked, turning his attention back to his companion.

“Not one of my clan,” she brushed soot from the crest. “Not any of the major houses, either. I’d have to check more bodies, but I don’t think this was a major conflict.”

Jeyna looked around the sheer devastation and the hundreds of twisted and burned corpses. “I’ll have to take your word for that.”

“Weren’t you a conscript?” She asked. “It almost sounds like I’ve seen more combat than you have.”

“I was on my way to the front when we were ambushed.” Jeyna stopped. He really didn’t want to tell her this part, so he left it out. “Then a dragon attacked the ambush. I don’t know what side it was on, but when I saw fire, I ran.”

“You left your men alone to die?”

“I was a prisoner.” Jeyna frowned. “Tied up in a wagon. No weapons, no armor, not even proper clothes,” he gestured at himself. “Even if I wanted to fight, I didn’t have a way to do so.”

“I’m sorry,” Yodrilda let out a sigh. “I… made a rash assumption.”

“Pretty sure this whole fucking war was a rash assumption,” Jeyna snorted. “Let’s just keep going.”

Yodrilda nodded and climbed to her feet before freezing in place. Jeyna spotted the look and turned. Only to see a single figure standing a few feet away. They were covered in soot, and even while Jeyna watched, they collapsed to the ground. The two of them rushed over. The person was gasping softly. As they came to a halt, his blood ran cold as he realized the extent of their injuries.

It was a human. His flesh was melted into his armor. He was missing his boot. Whatever had taken it had removed part of his foot as well. How he was still alive, Jeyna didn’t know.

“Aww… ter…”

Jeyna looked at Yodrilda, who stared right back. With a nod, he pulled off his pack and removed the water skin. Uncorking the end of it, he lowered it to the man’s lips and poured slowly. He coughed as it sloshed over his mouth. But he swallowed and let out a moan. Jeyna stopped and let the man breathe. It came in ragged breaths, like his lungs didn’t know how to work anymore.

And like that. He died. There was no preamble. No parting words. Not even thanks. Just one moment he was there. The next, he went still and his chest stopped moving. Yodrilda let out a long sigh, while Jeyna shook his head.

“This is awful,” he muttered, before replacing the waterskin in his pack.

“We should go,” Yodrilda helped lift the pack as Jeyna put it on his back once more. “If he lived, there might be others.”

“You don’t think we should help them?” Jeyna asked.

Yodrilda looked conflicted. “My own people would kill me for approaching once they recovered enough to do so. How would yours react?”

Jeyna growled, before coughing to hide it. He hadn’t expected that sudden surge of anger, but stamped it down even as the dwarf woman looked at him.

“Good point,” he muttered, before looking around once more. “Let’s not find out.”

Yodrilda nodded, and the two of them carried on. The burned plain was clearly a staging area for a conflict. A flatland, surrounded by forests and small hills. When they finally passed from burned ground to soft grass, the two of them were hidden from view once more. They walked quickly, keeping their eye on the sun while marching south. Jeyna once again thought about how much quicker they could move at night if he could shift and fly. Doing so would mean trying to find a way to get Yodrilda to trust him. For whatever reason, he found he was drawn to the woman. Leaving her just… didn’t seem right.

“Jeyna?”

“Hmm?” he flinched. “Sorry, what?”

“You were staring at me,” she frowned.

“Was I?” Jeyna turned his head. “Sorry. I was… miles away.”

“You’re not leading me somewhere, are you?” she asked cautiously.

“South,” Jeyna shrugged. “I’m leading you south.”

“Can you at least tell me where?” she asked.

Jeyna slowed, and Yodrilda did as well. He thought about it. But… well, there wasn’t any harm to telling her. Even if he didn’t quite trust her. Which was an odd sensation, since he wasn’t inclined to leave her for any reason.

“There’s a mine,” Jeyna looked her in the eye. “On the border of the wasteland. That’s where I’m going.”

“Why?”

Jeyna opened his mouth, then closed it again. “Honestly, I don’t really know. It’s just the orders I was given.”

“Orders?” Yodrilda frowned. “First, you tell me you were a conscript and ran from the fight. Now you want me to believe you were given orders?”

“Would you believe me if I told you Ymry of the White Flame spoke directly into my head?” Jeyna asked.

Yodrilda froze in place. She blinked twice, then shook her head. “No… maybe? I… I don’t know.”

“Neither do I,” Jeyna admitted, before starting to walk once more. “But that’s what happened, and I’m not about to go against the will of an elder.”

“Then what about me?” Yodrilda called as she rushed to catch up. “I’m a dwarf!”

“I know that,” Jeyna nodded. “And… I think if I’m not losing my mind, and Ymry really was the one to talk to me, and give me these orders. Do you really think she’d just ignore the fact you were with me if she had a problem with it?”

Yodrilda stopped, and Jeyna turned to face her.

“You… you think?”

“I don’t know what to think,” Jeyna shook his head. “One day, I was minding my own business. Got into a fight with a bunch of drunks over a girl. Was sentenced to die on the front lines of combat, ran away from a dragon. Then received instructions to head south from the most dangerous being this side of the border.” He looked around. “If you’ve got a better idea that doesn’t end with us being eaten by an angry dragon, I’d love to hear it.”

Yodrilda shifted from foot to foot before giving a small nod. “A mine, you say?”

“A mine,” Jeyna confirmed.

“If… if this is real. And Ymry knows and is sending you. She will probably send others,” Yodrilda frowned.

“She might,” Jeyna grunted. “But… I have a feeling that there’s more to this than you realize and… Well if it ends up being a problem. We’re right on the border. It wouldn’t be hard to get across and head somewhere else. You’d be no worse off running down there than right now.”

Yodrilda nodded. Then gave a sigh. “I suppose, then, I can hope that what you say about Ymry is true. That if she had a problem with me being here, she’d do something about it.”

Jeyna almost sighed in relief, before giving a nod. “If it comes to it. I won’t turn against a friend.”

“Friend,” Yodrilda paused. “Call me Yodi.”

Jeyna smiled. “Nice to call you my friend, Yodi.”

“Nice to have a friend, Jey.”

He grinned and gestured for them to start moving. It was barely noon, and they had a lot of ground to cover before dark.

They broke for lunch shortly after the sun reached its highest point. Then continued marching along as trees began to sprout up in the distance once more. The two of them marched along, mostly in silence as the shadows grew long and, to both their surprise and relief, a small stream came into view.

“This looks like a good place to stop,” Yodi looked around. “It’s low ground, so we can have a fire without being seen.”

“Can fill our waterskins too,” Jeyna nodded. “Which means we should empty the wine.”

“You’re not just saying that to get me drunk, are you?” Yodi grinned.

Jeyna smiled and shook his head. “If you’re that worried, we can tip it in the grass. But for what it’s worth, I bet you’re a fun drunk.”

Yodi shook her head. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been drunk.”

“That’s good and bad then,” Jeyna shrugged. “I’ve seen the drink destroy men. And I’ve seen it make the best out of them. But it always ends the same way.”

“And what’s that?”

“With their head between their knees, wishing they’d not survived the night,” Jeyna chuckled, and set down his pack.

They unrolled their bedrolls together. Not quite as close as they had the night before. But close enough to be near in case something happened. The two of them sat down together by the water and ate some of the hardtack before Jeyna pulled out the wineskin.

“I wasn’t sure you were serious,” the dwarf smirked.

“I can still tip it out,” he shrugged in response. “But I wouldn’t mind having a few drinks of it first.”

Yodi chuckled. Then took it out of his hands. She didn’t waste any time upending the skin and swallowed a few mouthfuls before handing it back. “We drink strong spirits back home. A bit of wine isn’t going to bother me. Not at this quantity.”

“I thought you’d never been drunk?” Jeyna frowned.

“I haven’t, but that doesn’t mean I’ve never drank.”

“Fair,” he snorted and shook his head, before taking a swig of the wine himself.

They passed it back and forth for a few minutes. Jeyna developed a small buzz and leaned back in the grass to watch the final streaks of sunlight vanish from the world. Before listening to Yodi’s soft grunting.

“What’s…” he paused as he looked over.

She was tugging off her pants. Her shirt was already on the grass, as were her boots.

“I know we got rained on,” she muttered over her shoulder. “But it’s not like either of us was bothering about getting clean. I don’t know when we’ll get a chance like this again.”

“That… yeah,” Jeyna nodded as he watched the curve of her ass.

“It’s nothing you didn’t have your hands all over this morning,” she shook her head. “Get a grip.”

“Right,” Jeyna looked away.

“Also, you should join me. There’s sand down here. You can scrub my back, and I’ll do yours.”

Jeyna stared at her for a moment, before realizing she wasn’t actually joking. In fact, the slight flushing of her cheeks told him she was more serious than either of them initially realized. As the short woman walked down into the water, Jeyna let his eyes track over her body. Despite her slender form, her shape was different. Stocky was almost the right word, except plump would have been as well. She wasn’t fat, just… shaped with a natural curviness that would make the average human blush.

“Well?” she called.

Jeyna swallowed and climbed to his feet. Tugging off his clothing, what little of it he wore. He made his way down to the water, while keeping his eyes off the naked woman. She let out a sigh of relief as she lay down on the edge. Letting her feet sit in the water, she kicked them slowly.

“It’s nice. Not too cold,” Yodi remarked.

Jeyna nodded and sat down a little way beside her. He was a little further in and had to agree with her. The water was lovely. He was distracted from his thoughts as Yodi began to move. She scooped up handfuls of sand and rubbed them up and down her legs. The abrasive material would get her clean, and Jeyna decided it was best to do the same. Sand was a bit uncomfortable in certain places, but that just ended with them both moving deeper into the water to rinse off. Where Jeyna finally found himself staring at the dwarf woman’s back.

“There’s some bruising here,” he remarked as he looked at her skin.

“It’s not bad,” she shrugged. “My face isn’t even swollen. We dwarves are hardy.”

“I can tell.” Jeyna scooped up some sand and pressed his palm onto her shoulder.

She made a small sound as he scrubbed. No doubt it felt good, and Jeyna was more than happy to put his hands on her.

It had been a while since he’d admired a beautiful woman. Despite being a dwarf, she was not lacking for a feminine figure. Which was made apparent to them both, as the warm tip of his cock, rising in the water stream, touched the underside of her ass.

Both of them froze before Jeyna cleared his throat and shifted back. “Sorry.”

Jeyna grunted before slowly turning around. Her eyes were downcast before she looked up and reached for Jeyna’s hand. He was in a trance as she stepped closer, pressing her body into his own.

“You’re so warm,” Yodi whispered.

Jeyna was about to respond when he felt a set of soft fingers wrap around his shaft. He looked Yodi in the eye, and she stared right back. Before slowly bringing her hand up to the tip and stroking back down again.

“Yodi,” Jeyna whispered.

“Yes, Jey?” she whispered back as she stroked his cock once more.

Jeyna was acting on autopilot. Yodi’s eyes bulged as he slipped one hand behind the back of her head. His grip tightened on her hair, and her grip tightened around his cock. He leaned in, capturing the dwarf woman’s lips with his own, before moaning as she began to steadily stoke him in earnest.

Releasing her hair, he slid both hands down her sides before taking a firm grip of her ass. She was light as he lifted her, and she made a shocked squeak, mid kiss, as he lifted her out of the water. To his delight, her legs opened, and she wrapped them around his waist, letting Jeyna carry her out of the deeper water. She kept one hand wrapped around his cock, while the other she put around his neck.

The two of them continued to kiss, as Jeyna dropped to his knees on the sandy bank and lay the dwarf woman down before him. She stared up at him, both with nervousness and desire. Her body up close was as plump as it was firm. Her large breasts hung naturally to each side, but with enough firmness to slide his cock between them should he desire it.

“Are you going to fuck me, Jey?” she asked softly.

“Do you want me to fuck you, Yodi?”

Yodi slowly started stroking his cock once more. She relaxed her posture and set her feet over Jey’s shoulders.

He smirked and shook his head. “Not yet.”

“Not? What?”

Jeyna pushed his hands under her knees and lifted. The dwarf woman didn’t fight as he folded her in half. She was surprisingly flexible, and as Jey shifted back, her pussy came into view. Whether natural, or with a bit of trimming, she had a light fluff of pubic hair covering her pussy. It looked soft, and the hair was short, framing her thick labia. With a soft growl, Jeyna pressed a kiss to the inside of her leg.

“What are you⁠—”

“Shhh,” he gave her a small bite before kissing lower.

Yodi whimpered with each kiss. Jey got lower and lower, as her eyes went wider and wider. He didn’t know if this was something dwarves did. Not that he cared. He just knew he wanted to know what she tasted like. Jeyna planted a kiss in the crease of her leg, feeling the way she twitched and gasped, before breathing softly over her pussy.

Just like a human’s. Maybe just a little meatier. Which matched the rest of her and was not something that diminished his desire at all. Jeyna was breathing as hard as she was. Bringing his hands down, he parted her flesh with his thumbs to admire the glistening pink within. She smelled fresh, clean and not so dissimilar to the human women he’d had in the past.

“Jeyna?” Yodi quivered.

Jey glanced up. Before opening his mouth and leaning in. His tongue slipped through her labia. He tasted her deeply as he swirled it around before pressing his mouth over her clit. He felt a jolt go through her body before she let out a loud gasp. Before they both jolted upright as a scream was followed by a loud splash.

They both turned as one and spotted a figure coughing and spluttering as they picked themselves up. A woman. A human woman. In a dirty dress. She looked terrified and glanced around before spotting Jeyna and Yodrilda.

“Dwarves!” she yelped.

And then ran.

“WAIT!” Jeyna stood up.

He was torn. Part of him wanted to stay and continue with Yodi. The rest of him feared what would happen should she get away and spread the news of dwarves on this side of the border. In the end, he let out an angry snarl and charged after her.

The young woman screamed and continued her headlong sprint in the dark. Jeyna just wanted to stop her. To explain the situation before it got out of hand. The last thing he needed was a band of soldiers hunting them in the dark, and there was only one way he could see to make sure that didn’t happen.

“Stop!” Jeyna shouted. “We aren’t dwarves!”

“That’s what a dwarf would say!” the woman shouted back.

“It’s the truth!” Jeyna shouted.

“Then why are you chasing me!” she screamed.

“Because I don’t want you going around telling people we’re dwarves!”

The woman staggered, letting Jeyna catch up a few steps. Before lunging across the river to the far side. Jeyna let out a snarl and went to follow, only for the young woman’s foot to slip on something beneath the stream. She let out a small yelp and tumbled into the water.

Jeyna flinched seeing her go under, before he realized she hadn’t come back up.

“Shit,” he jumped in after her. “Shit, shit, shit.”

He paddled out to where he spotted a dark shape in the water. Taking hold, he felt fabric and pulled. To his relief, in his arms, he held the woman. She was dirty, and her dress was damaged. It looked like soot and a few burns, which… well, Jeyna didn’t know what to think about that. Especially as he noticed she wasn’t moving.

“Fuck,” he swore and dragged her to the bank.

“Is she okay?” Yodi called as she caught up.

“I don’t know. She fell in the water.” Jey frowned.

“Hit her head,” Yodi pointed out.

Jeyna turned her face around and saw the bleeding gash on her temple. “Fuck, that’s not good.”

“Wait here,” Yodi stood, then frowned. “Or… can you get her back to the camp?”

“I can probably do that,” Jey nodded.

“Do it, I’ll meet you back there when I find what I need,” Yodi said, before climbing up the river bank and rushing off.

Jey almost wanted to go after her. But he let out a long sigh. He took the unconscious human under her arms and started dragging her backward towards their camp. She was wearing shoes, and one of them slipped off as he dragged. He’d go back for it later. For now, he just wanted to get to the camp and wait for Yodi to come back.

The woman made a few sounds. Quiet whimpers, and a soft groan. Jey considered it a blessing that she was still breathing on her own. Head injuries could be quite mild, or she might just never wake up. That would be something to work out later.

Jey got her back. After clearing a section of ground for her to lie on, he set her down. Then went back for her missing shoe. By the time he had that back on her foot, the darkness had set in and he could see the stars. Jey looked around, hoping to see or hear some sign from Yodi. Absent that, he shook his head and began to gather wood.

It took some time. And a bit of trial and error. But by spinning a stick while pressing it down on a flat piece of bark, it finally produced enough to spark. With a handful of dried leaves and some small sticks, Jeyna had the beginning of a fire. But still no sign of Yodi.

Without her, he made himself useful. Filling the waterskins once more, he left the one with the wine. Then he picked up their clothes and brought them to the water for a scrub, and finally pulled out the contents of both their packs and laid it all out on the sand to dry. Jey added a few sticks to the fire to keep it going, and set about waiting for Yodi to return.
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Jey had nodded off once or twice. Each time, either some night animal would grunt, cry or screech. Or the woman he’d left resting by the fire would make a noise. And each time, Jey would snap awake, and look at Yodi’s bedroll, before growing more worried. Only this time, the thing that woke him was the sound of footsteps.

Jey sat up and rubbed his tired eyes. He didn’t know who was coming. He hoped it was Yodi, but it could be anyone. Maybe even someone looking for the woman. He looked at his pack and knew he’d made a mistake leaving it so far away. The knife was out of reach for now as the attacker got even closer. Instead, he took one of the sticks he’d found for the fire and hefted it like a club.

Getting into position, he was ready to strike at a moment’s notice before he heard a small sigh.

“Oh, thank the gods,” Yodi’s voice called softly.

“Yodi!” Jey dropped the stick and rushed to the trees.

Yodi smiled as she saw him coming. She was a little mud-stained, and still nude. But she was okay. At least, until Jey took her in his arms, and felt how cold she was.

“Shit,” he swore and pulled her to the fire. “Sit⁠—”

“No, I need to do this first,” she protested.

Jey was about to growl at her, but stopped when she showed a bunch of strange items in her hands.

“What?”

“It won’t do anything for the head injury,” she admitted. “There’s likely not much we can do about that. But I can stop her from getting an infection.”

“I thought you were a driver.” Jey frowned.

“I was,” Yodi nodded. “But my grandmother wasn’t. She taught me things. Not much, but enough that I wouldn’t be in trouble if I got stuck somewhere.”

“That’s how you knew about the berries,” Jey pointed out.

“Grandmother taught me what I would need to survive,” Yodi smiled sadly.

Jey sighed, then let her go. Yodi gave him a smile and hurried over to the woman in the sand. He watched as she rubbed herbs between her fingers, mashing the leaves and stems together. Then added what looked like one of the berries he’d tried to eat. That went on with something that she scraped off a leaf that resembled tree sap, and after mashing the mixture in her hands, she turned to the young woman.

Jey had no idea what it was she had made. But she smeared it across the human woman’s face, sealing the cut from the outside, where it stuck to her face like a glue.

“It won’t do much for the scarring, but it shouldn’t bleed or get infected as long as she doesn’t touch it,” Yodi smiled.

Jey gave a small nod and stepped back.

“You look tired,” Yodi told him. “Go lie down. I just need to wash up.”

Jey let out a huff before nodding. “Okay.”

He brushed the loose sand off himself, not wanting to get it into the bedroll with him. Then slipped into his bed and lay down. Jey rolled to look down at Yodi, who was in the water up to her knees, washing herself down, and felt his eyes grow heavy. Now she was back and safe. He could finally rest. It might have been minutes. Or hours. There was the sound of grunting and dragging through the sand. But what brought Jey back to consciousness was a wash of cold air, followed by the press of a warm body.

“Hmm?” Jey opened his eyes.

“Go back to sleep,” Yodi whispered softly, before kissing him.

Jey accepted the kiss, then pulled his arms around the woman and held her close.


5


“Well, isn’t this interesting?”

Jey froze in place. He suddenly felt rather small. Like a mouse cowering before a cat. Part of him wanted to lash out. To try to fight for a scrap of… of something. But the rest of him understood on a fundamental level. That what had him in its sights was not something he could ever hope to compete with.

Rather than fight, and with a distaste for trying to cower, Jeyna opened his eyes. The world looked a little different. Not in the sense that he wasn’t laying in a bedroll, beside a beautiful woman next to a stream. Because he wasn’t. There was no stream. No trees. No Yodi, strange woman or anything else. Though… That strange woman.

“Am I dead?” Jey asked as he turned and rested his eyes on his body.

“No,” the voice crooned softly, but at a volume that shook the ground.

Jey stared down at his slender form. The ash-gray scales glinted, as if wet, while his tail curled around like a frightened dog. Even his wings trembled. All these things, Jey could see in greater clarity. He could see all the tiny details. The very edges of the flecks of dust that landed on his snout. The tiny cracks in the stone floor. Things he would never have noticed as a human. Things that wouldn’t have been possible, as a human.

Things entirely unlike the looming head that dipped down from above. Jeyna froze before the massive predator. Golden scales, polished like gemstones. She was magnificent as she was terrifying and… If Jeyna wasn’t mistaken; she looked more bemused than angry at his sudden appearance.

“Your first time, I presume?” she asked.

“Y-yes Elder,” Jeyna replied.

“Ha,” she grinned, showing rows of sharp teeth that could snap him in half like a twig. “So you recognize me after all.”

“I know of no other great dragons, of your coloration, Elder,” Jeyna admitted.

“No,” she chuckled and raised her head as she looked around. “You would not, would you?”

“Why am⁠—”

“Save your questions,” Ymry chuffed, letting out a wash of dark smoke. “If you made it this far, it is because you have the beginnings of your hoard. Do you know what it is yet?”

“Hoard?” Jeyna frowned.

“I thought not,” Ymry nodded slowly. “Be careful by the border, whelp. My brother is not as distant as one would believe. But he will be less likely to press, should I reaffirm the boundary between our territory.”

“Wait—”

“Hurry, little whelp,” Ymry hissed. “The longer you delay, the more likely you will have to fight to keep which I am offering.”
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“WHAT?!” Jeyna jerked, as Yodi let out a sharp gasp.

He froze in place, staring up into the eyes of the dwarven woman. Jey’s heart thudded in his chest. His body twitched. His cock throbbed, and Yodi let out a soft moan before blushing in the early morning light.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Jey felt as she slowly began to pull away. The soft folds of her pussy dragged up the length of his cock. All at once, he felt a surge of possessiveness rush through him. Yodi froze in place as Jey wrapped his arm around her. She made a small whimper as he pulled her close, driving his cock deep inside her warm depths where it belonged.

With a sudden shove, Jey turned them both over. He was now perched atop the smaller woman. She was breathing hard as she gripped his shoulders. Only to squeak in fright, as Jeyna leaned down and kissed her. Jeyna wasn’t sure what to expect as he did so. Her mouth didn’t feel much different from a human woman’s. Maybe a tad wider, with a thicker tongue and sturdier teeth.

None of that was on Jeyna’s mind, though, as he rocked his hips. His cock dragged back and forth inside the dwarven woman, causing her to tighten her grip around his shoulders. Taking that as a sign of enjoyment, Jeyna drove his hips forward once more. Her mouth moved frantically, almost mauling at his lips. Jeyna widened his stance slightly, feeling his leg slip out of the bedroll, as one of Yodi’s wrapped around his hip.

With his new position, he could drive himself fully into the dwarven woman. Her breath hitched with each thrust of his hips. The wet sounds of her pussy filled the air. The firm smacks of their hips meeting echoed across the stream.

Yodi wasn’t idle. She clung to him with a desperation that only made him want her more. Using her pinned leg as an anchor, she rocked her hips up to meet Jeyna’s thrusts. She kissed back as hard as she could, urging him to take her. Until all at once, Yodi’s body jolted. A wave of pleasure started in her core. It exploded outward, and she flung her head back with a scream. Her body squeezed and pulsed as she experienced an orgasm like none other.

Jeyna, unconcerned by the way she threw herself back, growled deep in his chest as her pussy tightened around his cock. Her body spasmed as a scream broke through her lips. Surging upright, Jeyna shed the folded edge of the bedroll as he rolled back his shoulders. Taking Yodi’s hips, he lifted her, keeping her pussy in line with his cock. The dwarf woman kicked as she screamed, while Jeyna continued fucking her spasming pussy. Before letting out a scream of his own.

Only, what escaped his lips wasn’t a scream. It was the roar of a beast that made Yodi freeze in terror. The throbbing of her pussy increased tenfold as she felt something slam into her from within. All over again, her pleasure exploded and she let out another twisted cry.

Jeyna forced himself deep inside the dwarf. Her body throbbed around him. Her hips jerked as she cried out in pleasure. The squeezing and sucking sensation of her pussy was all that it took. The first rope of his seed sprayed deep inside. Her pussy gushed, and Jeyna clung to her, holding himself deep inside as the dwarven woman wrestled with her own pleasure.

Rocking back on his heels, Jeyna let out a long, satisfied sigh. The breeze tussled his hair. A bird flew overhead, and the sun was filtering through the trees across the stream. With a deep breath, Jeyna looked down at the dwarf. She was staring up at him. A faint smile appeared on her lips as her chest rose and fell with heavy breaths.

“Is,” she paused and swallowed softly. “Is it always like that?”

“Is it…” He froze. “Oh, Yodi, I’m sorry. I didn’t even think…”

“I’m okay,” Yodi smiled. “It… didn’t hurt as much as I thought it would. Not… not after that first thrust, anyway.”

“I still should have been more gentle.” Jeyna frowned.

“You can be gentle with me next time,” she reached up as if to hug him.

Jeyna leaned down and held the dwarf woman close. He smelled her hair and could feel the thumping of her heart in her chest. It seemed to match his own, and he shook his head at the absurdity of the notion. This was too soon for love, and even then, it would be a step too far. She was a dwarf, and he was a… well, not a human.

“Jey?”

“Hmm?” He shook himself and lifted just high enough to look the dwarf in the eyes.

“I was just…” She paused. “Wondering if… if I was okay?”

“Okay?” Jeyna snorted and shook his head.

Then he kissed her. She responded eagerly, and his cock twitched inside her. With the reminder of their position, well…

The second time, he was much, much gentler.
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“How is she?” Jey asked.

“Breathing, and she twitches when things touch her. I’m… actually a little surprised she hasn’t woken up yet,” Yodi glanced over her shoulder with a blushing smile.

Jey chuckled and nodded slowly. Yodi was like a tuned fork. Once he’d had her that first time. It was almost like he knew exactly how to please her. The right pace, the right angle. Even the depth of his strokes. If not for the gag of his mouth on hers, she’d have brought the entire forest down on themselves. He’d heard of women who were multi-orgasmic, but this was the first time he’d met one.

When the sun finally made it high enough to annoy them. Yodi had to be carried down to the stream. She looked a little puffy and sore from the morning’s exertions. But the look in her eye was far from the discomfort she likely felt. Jeyna decided to be the responsible one and kissed her while gently washing her. The bed roll, on the other hand, could only be turned inside out, and after a bit of scrubbing, they had left it out to dry.

“If she doesn’t wake up soon,” Jeyna frowned.

“If she doesn’t wake up, she’ll die one way or another.” Yodi shook her head and stood. “We might be able to tip some broth or water down her throat. But it won’t be enough to keep her alive for long.”

Jeyna could feel her worry. It radiated off her. At least, beyond the complicated lust she directed at him. There weren’t any regrets on his behalf. He could tell she didn’t know either. But something was there. Her feelings bounced around. Lust being the most part. But confusion and a little hesitance as well. Hesitance that wasn’t related directly to him, though, as she walked over and leaned in for a kiss. One that Jeyna gave her eagerly. Before she pulled back with a frown.

“What are you?” She asked.

Jeyna froze. And Yodi nodded like she had confirmed something.

“Am I allowed to leave?” she asked.

Jeyna flinched and closed his eyes. He told himself he wouldn’t stop her. But… He likely wouldn’t just leave her either.

“Complicated then,” she sniffed. “Was any of this your plan⁠—”

“No!” Jeyna snarled. Then he closed his eyes. “No, I’m sorry. No. This is all new to me.”

“Which part?” Yodi asked. “I’m scared, Jey,” she whispered. “I can’t go home. And I’ve just spent a night with a man who’s made me feel things that… well, he’s made me feel things. And now, I have this sense that you and I are more than we appear.” She watched Jeyna shift slightly and nodded. “You can feel it too, can’t you?”

“Yes,” Jeyna frowned.

“Tell me the truth?” Yodi asked.

Jeyna sighed. “I did. Mostly.”

“Mostly,” Yodi smirked. “I just want to know what you’ve done to me, Jeyna. Help me understand.”

Jey sighed and leaned in. She met his lips with a soft kiss before she patted his chest. Jeyna nodded and pulled back. She frowned for a moment, not sure what was going on.

“Jey?” she frowned as he moved back.

“Stay there,” Jey nodded. “Please?”

She frowned, but held still as Jey gave them some space. Then he closed his eyes. He felt his arms. His legs. He concentrated on the sensations of his body. How it felt, moved and shifted beneath his skin. There was a small throb that made his skin prickle for a moment. But… it wasn’t enough. He wasn’t quite where he wanted to be. Like he was missing something.

But what was he missing? Was it a thought? No… perhaps a feeling? Jeyna opened his eyes and stared at Yodi. She was frowning softly and staring right back. He thought about the night they met. It was only a few nights ago now. How he’d saved her. The men he’d saved her from. Those BASTARDS!

Jey snarled angrily as his world shrank around him. Yodi was frozen on the spot as Jey twisted around and hissed as he remembered the orc and that human. Then… remembered he’d still been wearing pants when this all started.

“Shit,” he swore in a voice that came out like rolling boulders.

“I don’t believe it,” Yodi trembled.

“Neither do I,” Jey grumbled. “I only have a few more of those pants left to wear.” Before snorting, as he noticed the look on her face.

“Jey,” she stepped closer. “You… you are Jey, aren’t you?”

“Nothing I said was a lie.” Jey lowered himself down on all fours, and brought his head around level with Yodi’s. Staring at her for a few moments, he took her in. The shape of her face, the strands of her hair. Even the glint in her eyes before inhaling her scent. Committing it to memory, he let out a low rumble that made her shift nervously.

“Jey—”

“Beautiful,” he hissed softly.

Yodi blushed before overcoming her anxiety. Reaching out, she touched the scales of his jaw. “You’re magnificent,” she smiled. “How large are you?”

“I have no idea,” Jey scoffed. “I haven’t measured myself and the only one I could have asked was the dragon that tried to kill me.”

“How did you get away from that?” Yodi frowned.

“Honestly?” Jey chuckled. “I turned back into a human and hid under a rock.”

Yodi paused, then realized he wasn’t kidding. Rather than be annoyed, she laughed, and the sound tinkled in Jey’s ears. Her voice was nice before, but in this form, it was lovely. He shifted closer, wrapping his long neck around the dwarf, and gave her a few sniffs.

“Do I smell good or something?”

“You smell like the stars on a clear night,” Jey muttered without thinking. “Like fresh bread on a cool day. You smell like life itself, blossoming in the first weeks of spring.”

“Stop it,” Yodi pulled back. “That’s a bit thick.”

Jey lay down on his stomach entirely as he watched her. “I meant every word.”

She stared at him for a moment before shaking her head. “You’re incorrigible but… Well, what now?”

“Now?” Jey tilted his head. She seemed amused by the action that Jey felt was natural in this shape.

“Now… that I know what you are?” she whispered.

“I don’t know what you mean?” Jey narrowed his eyes.

“You’re a dragon,” Yodi pointed out. “Working for Ymry, if I’ve believed a word you’ve told me. Where’s your hoard?”

“I…” Jeyna paused. He was going to say he didn’t have one. But Ymry’s dream visit sprung to mind. She’d specifically said that he did already. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know where your hoard is?” She frowned. “Is that why we’re headed south?”

“I don’t know,” Jeyna repeated softly. “All I know is there’s a mine there. From… from the way she was talking, it sounds like there’s something there I’ll have to deal with. Beyond that, she was… vague.”

“She’s sending you to the border, then. If she’s doing that, it means trouble,” Yodi frowned.

Jey froze in place. She didn’t sound happy. If she decided not to come with him⁠—

“I suppose we’ll just have to see when we get there,” Yodi muttered softly.

“You’ll still come?” Jey said, without thinking.

Yodi frowned, then nodded. “I… Yes. Would… it be any more dangerous, you think, if I went off on my own? Nobody is going to mess with a dragon.”

“Other dragons would,” Jey pointed out.

He spent a few minutes talking over the conversation he’d had with Ymry. About how she spoke into his mind. How she’d lit up the Dawn Hillock as if to prove who it was that was speaking to him.

“I saw that,” Yodi gasped. “I thought… I thought she was just angry.”

“That was the moment she was speaking to me.” Jey nodded. “She told me about the mine, and how Zolrin has been causing problems while everyone has been distracted by the war.”

“If Zolrin marches north, things could get bad.” Yodi shifted from side to side. “Not just for humans, but for dwarves as well.”

“You care about the dwarves?” Jey asked in a gentle tone.

Yodi paused, then gave a small nod. “My people… while they won’t welcome me back. Still, they don’t deserve the fate Zolrin would bring upon them.”

“Of that, I can agree,” Jey nodded. “I never hated the dwarves, anyway. Not even sure who started this war.”

“I think it was an isolated incident that got out of hand,” Yodi muttered. “The truth isn’t something they spread around. Having us hate each other makes it easier to convince people to kill.”

“Politics,” Jey snorted, before spotting movement.

His eyes were set differently on his head. Human eyes faced forward and made them excellent observers. A dragon’s eyes were set on either side. Giving him a wider range of view. His eyes, though, as well developed as they were, made it easy to concentrate in one spot. But with the wider range of view, he spotted the moment the human woman in the spare bed roll began to move.

Yodi made a shocked noise as suddenly before her the dragon was gone. In its place was Jey, who was staring at the tattered remains of his pants.

“Oh—”

“Yeah,” Jey snorted and hurried to his pack while pointing to the woman.

Yodi peeled off towards her, while Jey pulled on his pants. Only to hear a blood-curdling scream.

“NOOO!”

“Wait—”

“GET AWAY FROM ME!”

“Would you just⁠—”

“HEEEEELP!”

SMACK

Jey winced as he heard the sound of flesh striking flesh. He got his new pants tied up and turned to face the two ladies. The human woman, looking somewhat stunned, was clutching her face. While Yodi glared down at her.

“Hold. Still. I need to check this,” she snapped in a tone that brooked no argument.

The woman let out a whimper as Yodi went about checking her wound. The poultice she had applied had left a dried mat in her hair. Whatever she had been checking for must have been fine, since Yodi straightened.

“Now you’re awake, I think you’re going to be okay,” she said.

“Am I?” the woman trembled. “I’m a captive.”

“No, you’re not,” Jey sighed as he strode over. “Remember me?”

“You’re not a dwarf,” the woman frowned in confusion. “What’s going on?”

“What’s going on is we didn’t want you running around telling people there were dwarves out here,” Jey grumped.

“That’s why you hit me?” the woman glared.

“That’s why we chased you,” Jey sighed. “You fell in the river. Hit your head. I pulled you out before you drowned, and Yodi here. And yes, SHE is a dwarf, patched you up as best she could.”

“You’ll let me leave?”

Jey glanced at Yodi and saw the conflicted look in the woman’s eyes. “Yes,” Jey muttered. “We’re not jailers. We’re not bandits either, if that was what you were thinking.”

“Then what are you?” the woman frowned.

“Two people heading south,” Jey shrugged. “We’re refugees.”

“A dwarf?” she nodded at Yodi.

“My people will kill me if I returned,” Yodi smiled sadly. “Jey found me and we’ve been traveling together for a while now.”

Jey didn’t call her out on the fact it had been just a few days. It was a moot point, really. The more he thought about it, the more he was sure that wherever she went, he would follow. Even if she decided to go against what Ymry had ordered him to. It was a sobering thought, and he hoped it wouldn’t come to that. He didn’t see a path forward without Yodi at his side. And that thought was as confusing as it was satisfying and terrifying.

“You actually sound like you’re serious,” she frowned. Then shook her head. “Not that it matters, I suppose.”

“Look,” Jey sighed. “Whatever… whatever is going on with you. I can’t imagine it was pleasant running around out here. We don’t want to hurt you or anyone else.”

“Then… what about me?”

“Now you’re not screaming hysterically about dwarves, you mean,” Yodi snorted.

“That… was all we cared about,” Jey nodded. “We’re not monsters. But we’ve had trouble already and… Well someone like you could have made it a whole lot worse for us.”
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It was getting late. The sun was going down. The human woman, she hadn’t given them her name. After a bit of back and forth, she’d made a promise to stay quiet about them. And simply left. She didn’t say why or where she was going, and the way she kept looking back to see if they were following had them both rather suspicious. True to their word, though, they let her go. After a while, Jey and Yodi began to talk.

“So you’ve been avoiding flying, since you don’t want to get caught by other dragons?” Yodi asked.

“That, and I don’t know how to fly,” Jey admitted.

“I can’t imagine that being something a dragon would admit,” Yodi giggled.

Jey shrugged and smiled as he listened to her amusement. “Didn’t know I was a dragon till now. Sex took some practice to get well. I’d imagine flying would be the same.”

“I think…” Yodi frowned. “I’m a bit… tender.”

“Don’t ever let me hurt you.” Jey frowned.

“You didn’t,” Yodi shook her head. “Not… not like that, at least. I just feel… raw. I… I told you why I left originally, didn’t I?”

“You did,” Jey nodded. “And I told you how I ended up out here, too.”

“You did,” Yodi nodded. “So between you and me. I’d very much like to do it again. Just… after a couple days of rest, if you wouldn’t mind.”

“I wouldn’t be the man I am, if I minded,” Jey smiled.

“So,” Yodi blushed. “If you can say… Fly down this section of stream. I… will use my mouth.”

“You mean…”

Yodi nodded slowly. “I’m sore. But if you can fly, that makes this trip a whole lot easier and… I don’t think I’d mind doing that for you.”

Jey smirked, then gave a small nod. “Alright. That’s fair.”

“Fair,” Yodi nodded, still pink in the cheeks.

Jey stood and then paused. “I should take these off,” he muttered before pushing his pants down.

“How many more of those do you have?” she asked.

“Not enough,” Jey shrugged as he walked down into the water.

The stream wasn’t particularly wide. It would be a tight fit unless he was able to actually fly. It was rather straight though in this spot. Giving Jey a decent chance to run and test things out. He thought about shifting. To take on his dragon form. Like before, it didn't seem to want to push through. Not until he thought of Yodi. The anger behind his emotions fueled the shift, and this time, he concentrated on how he felt. His bones shifted, spine lengthened. His body twisted with the splitting of his back as two massive wings broke out.

Yodi gave a polite clap from her spot on the bank. He shot her a grin that was more likely a toothy grimace. It didn’t seem to bother her, though, and Jey turned to face the length of the stream. Closing his eyes, Jey felt for the breeze. How it flowed over his body. It touched his wings, and he concentrated on what he could feel.

Moving his wings was like moving a part of him he didn’t know he had. It was clumsy, awkward, and not quite right. Slowly, though, he made progress. The membranes of his wings were of a paler color than the rest of him. More of a bone white than a gray ash.

“Okay,” Jey grumbled softly. “I can do this.”

He stretched them out. Feeling how it felt to extend them all the way. The tips brushed the banks of the stream and he wasn’t sure if it was possible to flap.

“Still,” he muttered. “I could do a glide if I run, maybe?”

With a sniff, and a final glance at Yodi, who was staring at him with wide eyes, Jey focused forward. He was on four limbs now. Not two. That was the first hurdle. Walking took some thought. Though it quickly felt natural. Just one continuous motion. He picked up some speed, realizing there was a point where he would have to stop walking and start running.

Jey thought about horses, but that didn’t quite work. Then about dogs, but that wasn’t quite right either. He then thought about his claws. Feeling the way they dug into the ground, gouging out stones with each step. He thought of a cat. How their body flexed and stretched with each step. Dogs were more solid and endurance type runners, which didn’t fit how Jey felt in this body.

So, with a thought and a flex, he arched his spine and pushed off the ground. By running on a slight diagonal, he was able to extend his stride. Picking up speed as his wings started to catch the air. He felt resistance and concentrated on the new muscles as he twisted and shifted them to prevent tipping himself over. But he was out of room and decided to turn back and try again.

Slowing to a stop, he could see back towards camp. Yodi was now standing on the bank with a smile. Jey grinned back and began his run. Wings out wide, he picked up speed. The wind rushed in his ears and he took a deep breath. Flexing his legs, Jey pushed off the ground. Not a leap, but enough to let him flex his wings and see what happened.

And what happened. Was that his left wing struck the bank. Collapsed immediately and sent Jey tumbling into the water. He rolled head over tail before pitching sideways and coming to a stop, wedged horizontally across the stream. Directly in front of his dwarven observer.

“JEY!” Yodi squealed and rushed down towards him.

“I’m okay,” Jey chuckled, even as he shifted to get his wing out from under himself. “Just a tad stuck.”

“Stuck?” She frowned.

Jey kicked his legs in the air. “A bit, yeah.”

“How in the… Jey?”

The two of them burst out laughing. The situation was ridiculous. Jey could just shift back into his human form, but Yodi was distracting him as she undressed herself.

“Stay there a moment then,” she waddled into the water that was collecting against his side. “You’re blocking the stream, so it’ll get deeper here. A proper bath would be nice.”

“Oh?” Jey chuckled. “You’re just going to leave me here for your amusement?”

“Yep,” she smirked. “I said I’d use my mouth if you flew. You almost flew, so I’ll almost use my mouth.”

“You’re going to tease?” Jey gasped softly.

“I told you the rules. Give me a couple of days to rest to have me again. Or fly and I’ll use my mouth,” she sat down in the water, and leaned against his side in the slowly rising water. “Would you believe me if I said I hoped you’d fly?”

Jey let out a grumpy rumble and Yodi snuggled in closer to enjoy his warmth in the cool water.
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Jey lay in the bedroll. Yodi’s was discarded to one side, empty. The dwarf woman was plastered to his side. Her breathing was steady and even. Deep in a sleep that Jey couldn’t quite follow into. And he couldn’t quite figure out why he was so restless.

The night was cool. His lover was warm. Hell, things with her hadn’t gone quite how he expected either. Yodi was entirely serious when she said that she wouldn’t use her mouth unless he flew. But after taking the time to wash herself down in the deepening water, trapped by his large form blocking the stream, she’d ordered him to shift back to human sized and smiled coyly.

Well, Jey had the immense pleasure of sitting on the bank as she stroked him. She took to the task with an eagerness that Jey found enticing. She worked him back and forth with both hands, while gently encouraging him. The twinkle in her eye as he painted her chest. There was just something deeply satisfying about the act.

“And yet, I cannot sleep,” he huffed.

Jey took a deep breath. Inhaling the scents in the air. The trees, the humidity, and the scent of Yodi’s hair. That gave him a few ideas. Ones he didn’t need to humor. Yodi’s word was solid, and he didn’t want to wake her, if she were still in pain for the alternative. With a gentle sigh, Jey rolled slightly.

Yodi made a noise when he slipped out of the bedroll. But after pushing the blanket closed around her, she snuggled in. Burying her face into the spot where he lay, the dwarf went still once more.

“Don’t know if I want to kiss her, or fuck her,” Jey whispered and shook his head.

That was enough for him, though. Not bothering with pants in the middle of the night, Jey turned and strode down the bank towards the water. There was still an impression of where he had crashed and laid for a while. Clear indications of some kind of incident.

Which was a point. Jey glanced back towards Yodi’s sleeping form and let out a long sigh.

“Might as well.”

Jey took a deep breath. He knew where to go this time. The thought of the men who had chased down Yodi. The ones he killed. There was a twitch, and a stretch, and when Jey opened his eyes, the world had a sharper edge to it. The moon was high, and it was bright enough to see. But now, it was like the daytime, only without the glare of the sun. Everything in the moonlight was in focus, and only the darkest shadows were murky.

When he looked back at Yodi, he could see the strands of hair covering her face. The slight pout of those lips he was contemplating kissing. With a snort, Jey shook his head, and started the slow walk down the stream. Something… almost seemed to call to him. It wasn’t the stream itself. No, more like an instinct. A calling, perhaps. The more Jey thought about it, the more he had to wonder if this was what Ymry was talking about. Perhaps this feeling was Ymry herself.

Jey glanced back at his lover. Inhaling the scent of the area, he was certain nobody was around. Nobody dangerous at least.

“Fuck,” he growled and opened his wings.

Looking down the stream, Jey began to trot. He started slow. Not like earlier, where he’d moved quickly into a run. This time, he kept himself steady. Wings outstretched, he played with the wind. Pulling on unfamiliar muscles, feeling his wings twitch and maneuver. Jey could see fine hairs on his wings and the way they shifted in the wind gave him a sense of how the air flowed over them.

By angling his wings, he found a comfortable position. Where the wind blew over cleanly, while giving a slight upward pull that he had to work against. Jey felt a moment of elation and gave his wings a small beat. His entire bulk raised up with the movement. Not enough to fly, but for a moment. A single moment. He was gliding. All he needed was speed.

With a maniacal grin, Jey shoved off the ground. Ripping his claws along the bank of the stream. He surged ahead, chasing the feeling of the wind on his wings. He could sense it. The flow of the air. His wings felt like they were inflating. The skin stretched between the light bones was pulled taut. And with a laughing gasp, he pulled them down with a mighty flap. And raised into the air.

Jey was shocked. Too shocked to react right away. All he could do was hold himself steady. His tail held straight out behind him. Like the rudder of a boat, keeping him steady as the trees flew by. Or in this case, as he flew by the trees. Jey’s elation rose as he saw the ground slowly approaching. His claws landed lightly and rather than continue running, he leaped and beat those wings once more.

This was speed. Unlike anything Jey had experienced before. Not while sprinting, not while riding a horse. Not even that time he swung off a rope and into the river when he was a boy. Jey tried to beat his wings again. But while in the air, it felt different. The ground wasn’t there to steady him, and the effort made him wobble dangerously in the air.

He came down hard, but managed to catch himself without falling as spectacularly as the first time. Remaining upright, he bounded along on all fours before leaping into the air once more. His eye glinted in the dark, the wind rushed along his scales. His wings hummed as his tail swung. A gentle right-hand curve was the next challenge. A slight pull of his tail, and his body began to roll. By balancing his tail, with the flex of his wings, the bend in the river was overcome.

Setting down on the ground, he pushed hard, and launched himself upwards as high as he could. Trees sailed past, the canopy broke away, and the sky opened up. Stars lit the world. Terrified birds, and even some bats, fled in terror at his sudden appearance. Jey turned his head, looking around, before pausing as he spotted a light downstream. The flicker of a fire. Jey paused before remembering the woman. They weren’t that far from where Yodi was sleeping. And it wasn’t bright enough to be a camp.

Jey growled softly as he angled towards them. The stream bent and swayed as Jey silently approached in a straight line. One of the bends came back into his path, and Jey came down to give himself another boost into the air. He didn’t go higher than the trees this time. He wasn’t sure what it was that he was approaching.

His approach was almost silent. A small hop. The quiet hiss of moving air and the thump and scrape of claws as he landed for the next hop. He carried on, before twitching his head to one side. In the silence of the night, Jey could hear voices.

“How much further do you think?” the first grunted.

“No idea. Stupid we’re doing this at night with a torch though,” a second complained.

“Boss said she told him there was a big gouge near where they were sleeping,” the first continued.

“Bah,” the second grunted. “Trollop would say anything for a night’s peace.”

“Probably have her stretched out in the middle of camp already,” the first chuckled. “Fuckers having their fun while we’re stumbling around in the⁠—”

“Shut it!” the second snapped.

“Wh—”

“Shut the fuck up a moment,” the second growled. “I heard something. A splash.”

“Put the torch out then,” the first grunted.

There was a soft hiss, and Jey’s lip curled in anger. He flew silently and scented the extinguished torch as he rounded a bend in the river. Two figures, dressed in familiar looking uniforms, were having a heated discussion. Neither of them noticed the silently approaching dragon. Until it was too late.
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“What’s that?”

“What you’re going to be wearing tonight,” her guard grunted as he tossed the thin material down beside her.

The horror of her situation crept in as she picked up the garment. “But… I told him everything. The dwarf⁠—”

“Isn’t any of your concern, now is it?” the guard grunted. “Hurry it up.”

“You can’t do this to me!”

“I can do whatever the fuck I want,” the guard snapped. “So put the fucking dress on, or I’m going to do it for you? And I’m going to enjoy it far more my way than you will. Understand?”

She felt tears in her eyes. She didn’t mean for this to happen. That idiotic man and his dwarf weren’t a threat. Whatever the dwarf had done had helped her head far more than she realized. Even without the poultice, it had already scabbed over and was well on its way to being nothing but a memory.

“Please?” she begged once more.

“Look, put the fucking dress on. Then we’ll go talk to the captain. If you can convince him to keep you for himself. You won’t get passed around the rest of the camp. If you don’t put the fucking dress on. I’m going to hand you over all bleeding and bruised.”

This time, she couldn’t hold back the sob as she slipped out of her simple dress. She didn’t understand the cruelty of the world. Her village had been quiet before the raiders came. They were visited by a passing garrison. That garrison had taken almost all their food. Requisitions for the front, they’d called it. That and a few of the younger women. She’d been lucky. Out in the barley field, they hadn’t spotted her when she hid. Only for that garrison to be attacked later that day, and the dwarves to trace back to their little village.

She didn’t know how many of her friends and family had escaped. Only that she had. Stumbling around looking for help, she hadn’t meant to bump into the human and his dwarf. It was stupid to run, but she was scared. She just wished she hadn’t left when she did. Safety in numbers. At the very least, if she’d run into this garrison with the dwarf, she might have gotten away in time while they were distracted.

Instead, she was here. Turning her back to the guard, he made an annoyed sound. He hadn’t touched her though, as she slipped out of one outfit and into another. The fabric was nice on her skin. Which just made it all the worse when she thought about it. What was about to happen to her… She wished she had a blade. Or a poison. Anything but this.

“Please?” she tried once more.

“Fuck, come on,” the guard grabbed her wrist.

She wanted to fight. But he was strong. Far stronger than her. All she could do was cry as he yanked her out of the tent. There were jeers, and someone grabbed her chest. She batted the hand away and was rewarded with a swat across her ass. The largest tent in the middle of the camp was where she was being led. A distant roar echoed in the night, and the camp fell silent for a moment.

“Seems even the lords are out tonight,” one of the men chuckled.

That set off a chorus of laughter, and the guard dragged her on. He swept open their commander’s tent and hauled her inside for the second time. The first had been different. She had been offered food and water. The ragged, scarred man in the armor was gone. Replacing him was now a cruelly smiling demon. His muscular chest would have been an attractive proposition, if not for his intentions.

“I suppose I was right. She is a pretty thing,” the commander chuckled.

“Didn’t take much convincing either.” The guard pulled her forward and gave her a shove so she fell to her knees.

“Please?” she begged. “Not this?”

“You’ll learn to enjoy it eventually,” the commander sighed. “Or you won’t. Either way, the men need a distraction and one as pretty as yourself doesn’t come around every day.”

“I’ll leave you to it, sir,” the guard turned and strode out of the tent.

She let out a whimper, turning to look anywhere but at the man who was going to defile her. Glancing back at the entrance, she was about to get up. When an orange light, bright as the sun, glowed through it. A cacophony of screams followed a silhouette of a man throwing his arms up toward the sky.

The flap burst open, and orange flames rolled in. She let out a scream and rushed to the far side of the tent as the commander grabbed a sword and climbed to his feet.

“DRAGON!” the voices outside shouted.

“ATTACK!” others cried.

The young woman cowered in the back. Smoke was seeping through the canvas. The commander stood before the entrance to the tent, oblivious to the flames that slowly ate away the material. Something outside crashed, and pained screams rang out. The tent buffeted from a blast of wind, and the flames around the door surged in, setting the roof alight. The commander turned and looked back at the woman. His eyes were wide and fearful. She met them for a moment before the tent wall caved in. A muscular tail shredded the front of the tent. Knocking the walls down and smashing the commander in a single blow. His twisted body tangled in the canvas sheets. She was left there. In a thin, somewhat transparent dress. Staring up at it.

“D-dragon,” she whimpered.

It leaned down, sniffed deeply. Then reached out with a clawed hand.
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It was the screaming that woke her. Yodrilda sat upright. Blinking as she tried to remember where she was. Falling asleep, she had been with Jeyna only now. She was alone and something was coming. Yodi scrambled out of the bedroll. Her mind whirled with emotions. Had it all been some kind of trick?

“No,” she spotted the two packs. “What’s going on?”

“AAAAAAHHHH!” The screaming got closer.

Yodi reached for her clothes when she heard a snarl. Spinning in place, she could make out the huge shape rushing towards her. It was the source of the screaming, and Yodi almost joined it. Before freezing in place.

Jey. In his dragon form. Wings wide open, clutching something, or in this case someone, to his chest. She couldn’t make out who it was, but they were the source of the screaming. He wasn’t quite flying. Instead, he was throwing his legs forward and hopping along, using his wings to glide. It was almost comical, if not for the concern she felt for the situation.

“JEY!” Yodi rushed to the bank of the stream.

His massive form shifted, and he angled his wings. Her eyes lit up in delight, before she suddenly realized he was on a collision course with her. His massive form landed just in front of her. Yodi stumbled back before a thick and powerful arm snagged her around the waist. She squeaked as she was yanked from her feet and hugged to the front of the powerful beast.

She could feel it. The rumbling as he growled. Something had happened, something was wrong. But her concern was twisted with confusion as she recognized the wide eyed and terrified woman beside her, also in Jey’s arms.

“HELP ME!” she screamed.

Jey ignored them. Hopping up onto the flat ground where they had set up camp. He flopped onto his side, jostling Yodi around. She felt the grass beneath her, and then he was moving once more. Yodi was pushed, and fell into the arms of the human woman. She was sobbing hysterically. Terrified beyond belief, as Jeyna curled around them. One wing slipped beneath, giving them a soft bed, while his head twisted around to look at them.

His tail curled around, completing the circle, as he folded his other wing over the top. Cutting out the light of the moon and stars, all Yodi could see was the shine of Jey’s eyes. Glowing like the dying embers of a fire.

“What’s happening?” the woman begged, clinging to Yodi with a hysterical desperation.

“I… don’t know,” Yodi admitted as Jey’s eyes began to close.

“Is it going to kill us?” the woman asked.

“No,” Yodi said, confident of that. “But I still don’t know why you’re here.”
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It was the terrified squeak that woke Jeyna. That squeak was followed by a swift kick in the hip, as a bare ass, covered in a thin dress, frantically crawled away. Yodi, awakened by the sudden sound, lifted her head from Jey’s chest and sat up.

“What’s wrong?” Yodi grunted.

“H-he,” the woman trembled. “He… Where’s the dragon?”

Jey felt the memories of the previous evening hit him like a troll’s war hammer. That strange restlessness. The elation at almost flying. Then he found those men. And after killing the first… Jey had to swallow bile, as he recalled the taste of flesh. That… wasn’t something he wanted to talk about. But… the information one of the dead scouts gave him. Sent him into a blind rage.

He’d found the camp. Found the men. He could smell her. The path she took. He knew where to send his flames, where they wouldn’t reach her. Only he underestimated how far they would spread. Then they had begun to attack him. Spears thrown, swords bounced off his scales. They were unprepared and reacted like terrified children as he swatted them aside.

He lost track of his purpose, killing, maiming and murdering the men who were responsible for his anger. He didn't even notice when his tail swiped through a tent, knocking it free. But when he saw her. It was like finding the solution to a problem. The missing piece of a puzzle he was trying to work out.

She reeked of fear. The terror of her situation. The terror of his appearance. But he couldn’t help that at the time. Instinct was in control. He snatched her up in his arms and, with a final blast of fire to clear his path, Jey had rushed back to Yodi.

Finding her alive and well, he did the only thing that made sense at the time. Protect what was his. Without threats, without violence, without danger. He tucked them against his wing where they were safe. Coiled around them and covered them up. Secure. Protected. And…

“What happened to the dragon?!” the woman spat, as she looked around desperately.

Jey sat up, and she turned to face him with a snarl. “Don’t you come near me.”

“Okay.” Jey held his hands out.

“Why are you naked? Why… why were you touching me?” She demanded.

“You need to calm down,” Yodi tried to assure her. “Please⁠—”

“Fuck off!” the woman snapped, as she started to rock back and forth. “First the soldiers, then my village. I get chased down by him and hit my head. Then when I finally get away, I’m captured, almost raped, and then kidnapped by a dragon. Don’t you DARE tell me to calm down!”

“What if you make the dragon angry?” Yodi tried.

The woman froze for a moment before looking around. “You work for the dragon?”

Jey sniffed softly as Yodi gave him a small nudge.

“What?”

“Show her,” Yodi urged.

Jey frowned. Then saw the defiance on the young woman’s face. She didn’t know what she wanted. Clearly she was terrified, but there was a spine in there, and like a cornered animal her teeth were bared. Sharp enough to reach out and snap at someone if she didn’t get an answer.

Jey met her eyes and then felt the shift. It was just a twitch. A figment of how he felt the night before. His body twisted and grew. The young woman’s eyes went wide and horror was etched across her features. His neck extended and he could almost reach her, before she kicked at the ground and scrabbled well out of reach.

Jey knew she was scared. And rather than continue to move around, he settled on the grass and stared at her.

“It’s okay,” Yodi tried to reassure the woman.

“He’s the dragon,” the terrified woman began to cry. “How is any of this okay?”

Yodi didn’t have an answer to that. Truthfully, neither did Jey.

[image: ]


“She still following?” Jey asked softly.

“I can hear you!”

Jey rolled his eyes as Yodi let out a small giggle. “Yes, I think so.”

“Don’t you start,” Jey grinned. “She has enough attitude for the both of you.”

There was a soft curse from behind them. But Jey didn’t turn around to address the fact. It had taken a while. She’d come to the understanding that Jey wasn’t about to hurt her. Then she got demanding. Not for anything in particular. She wanted information. Who they were, what they wanted, where they were going? What would they do? All of that, and neither Yodi nor Jey could convince her to tell them her own name.

Rather than continue to fight. Yodi had urged Jey to simply leave. His instincts fought against it. He’d frowned. Postured and almost fought against her. In the end, he accepted after leaving a spare pair of pants behind, to move a short distance away and see what she did.

His patience was strained, and Jey was about to turn back, when a familiar glaring face had broken through the treeline and spotted them. Now, it was almost like a game of cat and mouse. The stubborn human woman was following, but only just far enough back to not make it entirely obvious about it if he or Yodi checked. Though apparently still close enough to hear them when they talked.

“Why are we walking?” The woman complained softly. “You’re a dragon. Why don’t we fly to wherever it is we’re going?”

Jey rolled his eyes. Then let out a sigh. “I can’t fly.”

“Horse shit!” came the angry retort as she charged through the trees and came into view. “You think after last night I’ll believe you can’t fly?”

“I can’t,” Jey protested. “If you were paying attention, I was hopping along and using my wings to glide.”

She glared, then let her shoulders slump. “What kind of dragon are you, then?”

Jey shrugged. “A new one.”

“New one?” she frowned.

“Do you think one of the lords would put up with the way you’ve been speaking to him?” Yodi chimed in.

The human woman froze up for a moment, before frowning. Jey let out a sigh and started to walk again. “Come on. No good staying here. Not after the mess I left behind.”

“Where are we going anyway?” the woman snapped.

“South,” Jey answered unhelpfully.

“Why won’t you tell me anything?!” she snarled.

“We don’t even know your name!” Yodi snapped back. “I get it. You’re scared. I am too. You ran into that group of soldiers and while what was going to happen was awful. What they’d do to me is far worse. All you’ve done is bitch and complain ever since you woke up this morning, and we don’t even know your name, so we can tell you personally to shut up!”

The woman stopped walking. Jey and Yodi continued on. Listening intently as she let out a sigh and picked up her pace to catch up.

“Hellanna,” she said.

Jey frowned. “That sounds almost Elvish.”

“It is,” she sighed. “One of my grandmothers was an elf.”

“They’re neutral in the conflict,” Yodi pointed out.

Jey nodded. “Well Hellanna. I’m Jeyna, or Jey.”

“And I’m Yodrilda,” Yodi shot a small smile over her shoulder.

“You… don’t have a short name to call you?” Hellanna asked.

“Do you?” Yodi answered back.

“Ladies,” Jey sighed. “This trip is going to be long enough already. I’d rather not have you both bickering.”

There were a few moments of silence. Just the soft crunching of the grass beneath their feet, before Hellanna sighed.

“Hella,” she admitted. “My… my friends called me Hella.”

Yodi slowed and looked her over. “Where are your friends, Hella?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I hope they got away.”

“Do you know where your village is?” Jey asked.

Hella shook her head sadly. “No… If I found a familiar road, I might be able to lead us back. But… I don’t even know where I am right now.”

“Same for all of us then,” Yodi nodded.

“If you wanted to fly⁠—”

“It’s not about want,” Yodi chuckled. “I’ve offered him up plenty of motivation for that.”

“I really am new to this,” Jey tried to head off the dwarf. “And I can’t fly. If I could, I would definitely try to find your village.”

“Maybe I can help motivate you then?” Hella asked. “What did you offer?”

“My mouth,” Yodi snickered.

Hella frowned in confusion for a moment, before her face twisted as she caught on. “You’d do that?”

Yodi looked Jey in the eyes. “I’m a dwarf of my word.”

Jey shifted uncomfortably as he fixed up his pants. While Yodi barked out a laugh.
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Jey opened his eyes. The sun hadn’t risen beyond the horizon yet. Part of the sky was still dark, with stars glittering, while the rest was that lovely pale blue. Yodi lay curled against him. Breathing softly as she left a small puddle of drool on his chest. Beneath the blanket, though, Jey was in turmoil. What had started as a pleasant dream was now a torturous waking nightmare. His morning erection stood tall and proud. Wrapped around it, was Yodi’s fingers.

She’d spent the night before teasing him. By reminding him he’d almost managed to fly, she almost used her mouth. That turned into a delicate balancing act as she aimed him towards her face. Letting Jey feel her warm breath over his cock as she stroked him. Yodi seemed to enjoy being painted by him, and Jey wasn’t about to complain about the situation when it happened. But waking up in a similar predicament to what sent him to sleep to begin with… Well, that was a special form of torture on its own.

Yodi was still sore from their first time. Quick to assure him that she wasn’t injured, nor unwilling. Just tender and wanting to be fully prepared for their second time. Something Jey was very much looking forward to. Even if they would likely have to sneak off to keep Hella happy.

Then there was Hella. Jey turned his head. They hadn’t lit a fire that night. The land had opened up. Vast hills and plains, dotted with catacombs and rock. It looked almost like a pair of ancient dragons had dueled here, reducing the world to ashes, so that only the grass could grow back. Knowing the limited history that he did, Jeyna wasn’t entirely sure that wasn’t, in fact, the case.

They sheltered in one of the many depressions in the earth. It was enough to hide them from observation. But there wasn’t anything to burn for a fire. Not that Jey would have set one here. This close to the dwarven border, a fire would be a beacon to investigate for both sides. Neither of which was something Jey wanted to deal with.

Considering the situation he found Hella in… Jey wasn’t particularly happy with his own people to start with. The idea they’d maim their own people, while in conflict with their neighbors, really rubbed him the wrong way. It was easy to be dismayed at being trialed and convicted to fight in a war he hadn’t been involved in. Another to know that there were true innocents being dragged in against their will, simply for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

“Your heart is beating fast,” Yodi’s tired whisper reached his ears. “Having interesting thoughts?”

Jey inhaled sharply as her fingers tightened around his cock. The slow upward drag of her closed fist made him sigh. And the way he shifted as she slid her hand back down made her giggle.

“It’s beating even harder now,” she said, with an obvious smile in her tone.

“Can you blame me?” Jey grunted softly.

She let out a soft giggle and slipped further down into the bed. Jey let out a disgruntled snarl as he felt the warm blasts of her breath on the head of his cock. She was a dwarf of her word though, and Jey was just a passenger on this adventure.
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“What is it? Something on my face?” Hella asked.

“No,” Jey grunted softly.

“Why don’t I believe you?” she asked.

“Because you’re needlessly suspicious and see the worst in everyone,” Yodi continued.

“You’re definitely hiding something!” Hella pointed out.

“Not so much hiding,” Jey tried the diplomatic route as he hefted his pack over his shoulder. “Just… trying to⁠—”

“He tastes good,” Yodi shrugged as she pulled on her own pack.

Hella frowned, then gasped, and twisted her face in disgust. “You… You said he needed to fly first!”

“I said I’d use my mouth if he did,” Yodi agreed. “I didn’t use my mouth. But I still got to taste it.”

Jey shifted uncomfortably. He’d always had a healthy reaction to a willing woman. But the memory of Yodi leaning back on her elbows. Head craned back, with her mouth open and tongue sticking out. Breathing on the underside of his cock while he stroked himself to completion over her…

“Let’s get a move on you two,” he cleared his throat. “See if we come across a river or something before true sunrise. Then we can stop for something to eat.”

“I was going to ask about that.” Hella frowned.

“We’re too close to the border,” Yodi told her. “If we waste time eating, it’ll be brighter and later in the day while we’re traveling. We don’t want to be spotted, so we leave now, and hope to cross this… what is this, a grassland?”

“Maybe a bog, when it rains.” Jey stomped the ground, feeling it give a little.

“I don’t want to be trapped out in a bog.” Hella frowned.

“Probably why there aren’t any signs of settlement out here,” Jey nodded. “That, and proximity to the border.”

“Right,” Yodi nodded. “Let’s get a move on.”

The question of what it was that they traveled across was answered as the day went on. Up and down the small rocky hills they went. The longer they walked, the wetter the ground seemed to get. It wasn’t a true wetland, or even a bog. More that water seeped into the ground and only the thick grass held it all together, so it was firm enough to walk on. That didn’t stop their feet getting wet though.

Hella was the first to complain. She didn’t have any shoes to begin with. They hadn’t brought any back with them from the camp where she had been held. Jey and Yodi had lasted a little longer, before they too had to pause to remove their boots.

“It’ll be worse if we walk in them wet,” Yodi pointed out.

Jey had to agree. Unfortunately for them all. It also left them with a bit of a problem when it came to stopping. It meant either climbing one of the small hills and resting atop where they were easily spotted. Or resting in the wet at the bottom. Neither situation was something any of them wanted. All for obvious reasons.

“This would be so much easier if you could fly,” Hella huffed.

Jey nodded. Then started to think. “I can’t fly. But I can walk.” Yodi slowed, and Hella turned to face him. Jey gave a small shrug. “I mean… I haven’t tried it. I might get tired real easy for all I know. But… I doubt wet feet is going to bother dragon scales.”

“You might get seen,” Yodi pointed out.

“We might get seen anyway,” Jey nodded. “But if it works, I can just take a longer path and avoid climbing where I can be spotted from a distance.”

The three of them thought it over before Yodi gave a small nod. “We can try it.”

“I’ll take anything over walking in this mess,” Hella agreed.

Jey nodded, then began stripping down. Hella pulled a face, but Yodi glared until she turned around instead of complaining. After stuffing the rest of Jey’s belongings into his pack, he handed it to the dwarf and took a deep breath. His ability to shift was getting easier to recognize. Heightened emotion triggered it that first time. Remembering those emotions did it now. Only this time he concentrated on what he was feeling as the shift took hold.

How his bones began to crack. His skin stretched. The sensation of power flooding through his limbs, as wings erupted from between his shoulders. Jey landed on all fours, breathing deeply as he scented the air.

“Mates?” Jey growled deeply.

“Mates?” Yodi questioned.

He paused for a moment, then snorted and shook his head as a waft of dark smoke escaped between his lips. “Mate,” Jey nudged the dwarf with his head.

She smiled at the nudge and clung to the horns protruding from the top of Jey’s skull so she didn’t fall.

“I’m not about to mate with you.” Hella frowned as she crossed her arms.

“Wasn’t asking,” Jey grunted in a deep voice.

Though saying those words felt… wrong. Still, he kept his composure as he walked around in circles for a moment. Feeling his weight shift and his muscles move. Jey needed to spend more time in this shape. When it was safe to do so, at least. He could move, but none of this was entirely comfortable yet.

“Jey?” Yodi called.

“Hmm?” He turned to face her. “Right,” he sighed. “We should go.”

“I’m still not sure about this mate thing,” Hella pointed out.

“He wasn’t calling you his mate.” Yodi rolled her eyes as Jey lay on his stomach.

Jey remained silent. He didn’t quite know what he felt. He’d tracked her that night. On scent and instinct alone. Even now, he felt conflicted and strange regarding the mostly human woman before him.

“Come on,” he grunted deep in his chest. “We need to keep moving.”

Yodi was the first to move. She couldn’t help but giggle as she hooked her fingers into the grooves of Jey’s scales. He wasn’t entirely smooth, but he wasn’t rough either. More pebbly, with spines down his back. She used his elbow as a ledge and pulled herself up onto his back. It was a little daunting for her, but his spines were spaced out enough she was able to fit between them, sitting between his shoulders while his wings folded beneath to support her legs.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Hella sighed, before following up behind the dwarf.

Jey waited until both ladies got settled. They shifted around, getting a feel for his balance. Pulling his wings in tight, he gave a small sigh, before shifting his weight. Hella let out a shocked squeal, but Yodi clung on in silence. Jey’s height while standing wasn’t all that far off the ground. At the shoulders, he wasn’t much bigger than a horse. Length wise, at the body probably only twice that. Only his neck, head and tail made him seem quite so large.

“Let’s go,” Jey rumbled as he started to walk.

He felt the lady’s shift with his weight. He didn’t move like most animals. A little side to side bobbing and weaving came naturally. One leg after the other, his claws sank into the soft ground, while his tail swayed to protect his balance. He was able to raise his head, just peeking high enough to know where he was going, without exposing himself. Before settling in for a long day of walking.

“This isn’t half bad,” Yodi commented after a while. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” Jey rumbled softly. “You’re not heavy.”

“We’re moving pretty quick, though,” Hella pointed out.

Jey nodded. He hadn’t been paying much attention. He wasn’t trying to be fast, but then, they hadn’t been moving very quickly as they stomped through the wet grass. The ladies chatted softly as Jey traveled. He listened for a while before drifting off on his own. His senses took priority, even while he remained aware of their conversation.

He could smell the earth. The dampness on the wind. Even the faint scents of life from the birds and other animals that lived in this place. He felt something slap against his front paw. Glancing down, he watched as a water snake rushed off through the grass in a panic. The tiny fangs on the creature had only struck hard enough to notice. They had no chance to actually pierce him. It also gave him a strange comfort, now knowing what he may have spared one of the ladies from.

Jey walked for what felt like hours. The sun rose in the sky. He grunted a dismissal at Yodi when she suggested they stop to eat. Instead, he felt satisfaction as he ignored his own hunger pangs while he listened to them eat. Part of him knew it was foolish not to join them. But… part of him knew that the jerky and hardtack was not what he wanted.

What it was that he wanted, though, eluded him. Jey was scenting the air, trying to figure it out, when he felt something out of place. A tremor, but not through the ground. More like a pulse in the air, that made Jey come to a sudden stop.

“What’s wrong?” Yodi asked, guessing a problem.

Jey didn’t respond. He raised his head, sniffing for what could be the cause. There was nothing he could detect, and yet, there was definitely a problem.

“Jey?” Yodi tried again. “What is it?”

“Not sure,” Jey admitted, before raising his head.

Hella opened her mouth and stared, complaining. But Jey wasn’t paying attention to her. What caught his eye made his blood boil. Around the next bend he had been following, he could see much further now he’d raised his head. Ripples washed along a deeper section of grass. Large ripples, like that of something massive, moving around. Something massive that shouldn’t have been making ripples without a sound to go along with it.

Jey growled deeply in his chest. Like falling boulders, both the ladies froze in shock. He unfurled his wings, partially in a response to a looming threat. And partially to put something between what was coming, and the ladies on his back.

“Jey, what is it?” Yodi tried again.

Jey shook his head. He didn’t know. Instinct told him it was there. But… there wasn’t anything. The ripples died down, and the grasslands stayed quiet. He waited for a few breaths and slowly began to lower his wings. And that’s when it struck.

Like a snake in the grass, a massive blueish-green head burst free. Jey twisted towards it, but not before teeth clamped around his neck. Jey let out a terrifying roar as a massive, twisted body pulled from the grass and tried to coil around him.

Both the ladies screamed as they fell to the ground. Yodi scrambled free, grabbing Hella’s hand as the massive beasts thrashed. Jey couldn’t control his momentum as the beast thrashed, taking him to the ground.

“Who sent you, whelp?” The giant snake hissed as it rose above.

Yodi froze in terror. The giant snake wasn’t a snake. It was a limbless dragon. A wyrm. Living on the grasslands, beneath their feet. It snarled, squeezing Jey with its entire body before turning to look over the ladies.

“And what is this?” it hissed.

Jey was going through a whirlwind of emotions. The teeth clamping around his neck had pained him. The body of the massive beast coiling around, restrained him. He was scared, shocked and only now did he realize how gargantuan his opponent was. Jey’s body, nose to the tip of his tail, was maybe a third of the length of this massive wyrm. The wyrm was thicker too, flexing its muscles to squeeze the air from Jey’s lungs.

The wyrm seemed more confused by the ladies than upset by their presence. Like it didn’t think they were anything important. It dismissed them entirely and looked down at Jey with a sneer.

“Speak, whelp. What are you doing here?”

“Heading. South.” Jey grunted.

“You think this is a joke?” the wyrm squeezed.

Jey made a pained noise, and before she knew what she was doing, Yodi was on the move. She didn’t know what had come over her. Yodi was terrified. She knew this was suicide, but she couldn’t help her reaction hearing Jey’s pained wheeze. Running towards the wyrm, she took out her knife and stabbed it… rather pathetically into its side.

The wyrm hissed angrily and turned to face the dwarf. He had an incredulous look. Like he’d never considered such an action as being remotely possible. But in the face of being attacked, he uncoiled the end of his tail from Jey, and swatted the dwarf across the middle, knocking her to the ground. Before a searing lance of pain slashed across his side.

Pulling free, he saw blood. Not just any blood, but his own blood. The whelp within his coils was spitting with fury. A wyrm’s strength was its size, a harmless whelp shouldn’t have been a threat to him at all. But this one, even now, was cracking open its jaws.

Jey unleashed a torrent of flames into the wyrm’s face. He felt the moment Yodi went down. She was hurt, but he didn’t know how badly. That was all it took for him to snap. Clawing at the wyrm, he managed to get his jaws free and bit down, slicing through surprisingly soft scales. And when the wyrm had pulled back, he had sent all his rage burning through his core and blasted it into the wyrm’s face.

The snake-like dragon let out a screech and recoiled from the blast. It wasn’t overly injured, but the burns were painful enough to make it loosen its grip. Jey took that opportunity to thrash, dragging his claws along the wyrm’s sides. He rolled onto his back before getting his rear paws under a coil to kick it away. The wyrm roared in pain as it pulled free, throwing Jey to the ground in a heap.

“WHELP!” He roared, watching the smaller dragon regain his footing.

Jey answered by opening his wings and his mouth. The wyrm was incredulous as this tiny dragon unleashed his breath weapon once more. Unlike the first time, he didn’t stay in range. Pulling back, he snaked himself down into the grass, sinking his burns into the cool water below the surface.

Jey was torn. On one hand, he wanted to start digging. To kill the dragon that had harmed his mate and attacked him. On the other hand, he wanted to grab hold of his mates and take them away from danger. He could feel the ground shifting beneath him as the wyrm twisted and pushed through the ground beneath their feet.

He only had a moment before he realized what was about to happen. The ground erupted beneath him. The wyrm shot up, slamming the crest of his head into Jey’s underbelly. Jey roared as the force lifted him off the ground and the wyrm began to coil around him once more. In a fit of panic, Jey opened his wings, trying to keep them free. And thrust them firmly downward.

The wyrm bit down on Jey’s arm, trying to hold on as Jey whipped the two of them around in the air. He wasn’t in control of things, but neither was the wyrm. They roared at one another. The wyrm trying to pull Jey back towards the ground, while Jey beat his wings as he tried to reach back and claw at the massive body still holding him.

It was then, the wyrm, must have realized that Jey was having troubles. The actions weren’t coordinated. His wings beat unevenly, like a newborn whelp. It astounded the massive creature. His opponent was small and unassuming, but his strength was that of a dragon upon a small hoard. It utterly baffled the wyrm, who had to wonder just what this small dragon was doing here.

As Jey twisted violently in the air, he swung a claw around, slashing at the side of the wyrm holding him in place. The wyrm flinched before rapidly uncoiling. Jey snarled as his body spun around with the action, before tumbling to the soft ground in a heap. He was dazed, disoriented, and utterly furious as he heard Yodi screaming his name.

The ladies were frozen in place. Huddling together, unsure if they should run or fight. Things had gone so wrong, so quickly. Even now, the wyrm rounded them both, looming overhead as he tried to figure out what was going on.

“Dwarf?” the wyrm sniffed. “And…” he sniffed again. “Mostly human?”

The wyrm jerked back as a blast of hot flames separated him from the women. He was astounded that the whelp was still fighting. It really was like fighting a dragon on his hoard. But what hoard was it? Only Zolrin, with his trophies, could move with his hoard. This small dragon… The wyrm looked at the ladies as the flames petered out.

“No,” he rumbled.

Jey pounced. They were too close. The wyrm would harm them. He wasn’t thinking rationally. All he knew was that he had to get them away. The ladies screamed as Jey’s claws wrapped around them. Then they screamed as the ground shot away beneath them. Jey beat his wings frantically. He didn’t know what he was doing. Gliding was one thing, but trying to balance as he beat his wings was something else entirely. Still, he had to try. There was no thought behind his motions.

A beat of his wings. A swish of his tail. Beat of the wings again. He wobbled in the air and flexed his tail to keep him upright. The wings needed to move in unison, and Jey growled as he felt his injuries ache. The power of the wyrm when it crushed him had left bruises along his wings and spine. Around his neck, the wounds from that first strike bled down his scales, but Jey wasn’t worried. The cuts weren’t deep, and the bleeding was only superficial. The important part was the distance he was gaining on the wyrm. With the ladies covering their faces from the wind, and Jey not bothered to look back. Neither of them witnessed what happened next.
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“It can’t be,” the wyrm muttered. “The truce,” he muttered to himself as the small dragon flew away on unsteady wings. “Who is closest? Is it those blasted dwarves?” He rose up on his tail to look around. “If I’m as far north as I believe⁠—”

He froze. A shiver ran down his spine. At the last moment, he looked up as a massive golden dragon slammed down atop him. He opened his mouth to cry out, but his lungs were already pasted. There was no air in his body to let out a terrified scream as the enormous set of teeth clamped down around him. His only thoughts as he felt those ivory daggers piercing his scales, was the horrific implications of Ymry of the White Flame, leaving her mountain stronghold. And why it was him she was killing.
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Jey gasped and heaved. Yodi pulled on his arm, and he felt the sandy bank beneath him. She didn’t stop pulling either. Not until Hella took his other arm to help. He’d gone as far as he could. Flown as quickly as he could. He knew with practice he’d have made it a lot further. The awkwardness of his balance issues, his injuries and his passengers slowed him greatly. Then there was the matter of trying to land. That solved itself when he spotted a lake.

Shifting at the last moment, he plowed the three of them into the cold water, hoping only that it was deep enough to protect them. What he hadn’t counted on was his exhaustion. Barely able to kick his legs, he was at risk of sinking into the water when Yodi had taken him under the arm. She pulled his head up onto her stomach and swam backwards, dragging him to shore.

Hella, a far weaker swimmer, did her best to stay with them. Jey floundered for the most part. Barely clinging to consciousness as he finally found himself being dragged onto land. He blinked up into the late afternoon sky as Yodi’s face appeared above him.

“You stay here,” she snapped up at Hella, who nodded as she sat down beside Jey.

The dwarf rushed off, leaving Jey to slump uselessly on the bank. He breathed hard as his head swam. Jey wasn’t quite as calm as he’d liked, but there was no energy to continue. He almost felt like he was going to fall out of the sky towards the end there.

“Y-you did it,” Hella choked.

Jey opened his eyes and saw she was shivering. With a groan, he reached across and grabbed her arm. She yelped as he pulled her down against him. Rather than argue, she buried her face in his side and clung on. Jey let out a sigh and closed his eyes.

When next they opened, it was to Yodi. She had a frown of concentration on her face as she smeared something on his neck.

“Rest,” she muttered.

Jey ignored her order and watched as she worked him over. The poultice stung for a moment, then felt cool and numb where he was injured. There wasn’t much to do for his bruising. Yodi went and washed her hands off in the water before returning with a frown.

“I need to get everything unpacked to dry,” she said. “You just stay here.”

“I should help⁠—”

“Shut. The. Fuck. Up.” she snarled.

Jey blinked in shock, before Yodi leaned down and kissed him. He felt the warmth of her lips, and the tremble running down her spine. Before he could muster the strength to grab her, she pulled away and scurried from sight. From there, Jey drifted in and out of consciousness. Hella was at his side, snoring softly, while Yodi set up what passed for a camp. It wasn’t much in the end. As the sky went dark, she worked to set up a fire nearby, which earned Jey a stern glare until he made it obvious he was only moving closer to the fire.

His body was cold. Not as cold as Hella’s, though. She murmured at the movement and sat up. When she noticed the fire, she got up to help Yodi. Jey rested, only waking when he felt something prod him in the mouth. The taste of damp jerky wasn’t particularly pleasant, but he ate it anyway.

They’d made it. Escaped the wyrm. He’d even flown. And as the ladies curled up on either side of him before the fire. Jey finally drifted off for a well-earned sleep.
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In the light of day. The trio looked over at what they had left. A handful of jerky. One waterskin, the two bed rolls, a few pairs of pants and boots. The hardtack was soaked through, and turned into a wet, pulpy mess. Two of the waterskins, including the one that held the wine, had broken. Jey hadn’t realized, but when the ladies fell from his back, their packs broke their fall. They were also down to a single knife. Yodi having lost hers when she stabbed the wyrm, which led to Jey growling deep in his chest until he convinced her to lift her shirt.

Jey ignored the sway of her breasts as he examined the bruising along the side of her ribs.

“They’re not broken,” Yodi insisted. “He barely touched me.”

Jey had half a mind to fly back and finish what he had started. At the same time, though, that would mean leaving the ladies alone. When his instincts clashed, the two needs balanced, and he was forced to abandon his idea of revenge, in favor of staying close to Yodi and Hella.

“So, what are we going to do now?” Hella asked.

“Now?” Yodi frowned.

“Yeah,” Hella sighed. “After that little incident, who knows how far we flew last night. I doubt I’m anywhere near home now.”

“There wasn’t much of a chance we’d be able to get you home,” Yodi frowned.

“I know,” Hella sighed. “It just… would have been nice to know… if there was someone still there.”

“I’m sorry,” Jey sighed as he let Yodi’s shirt slip down to cover her once more. “Even if I knew where your home was, I don’t think it’s the best idea to take you back.”

“Exactly,” Hella huffed. “Which is why I want to know what we’re going to do now?”

“We’re still heading south, aren’t we?” Yodi looked at Jey.

He nodded in agreement. “Ymry hasn’t told me otherwise, and… I’m certain she knows about you both.”

“I still can’t believe an elder dragon talks to you.” Hella shook her head.

“Neither can I,” Jey admitted.

“I’m sure there’s a whole lot you don’t know,” Yodi touched his arm. “You’ve only been a dragon for a few days.”

Jey chuckled and pulled the dwarf in for a gentle hug. Mindful of her bruising, he held her firmly by the shoulders without squeezing her as he brought their lips together. Yodi sighed and leaned in, while Hella looked away with a frown.

“Some things I know,” Jey whispered as he pulled back.

Yodi blushed and lightly kissed his cheek before stepping away entirely. “No distractions. Hella had a point.”

“I did?” The human woman looked up.

“You did,” Yodi smiled. “Because if I wasn’t mistaken, you flew. Which means we can travel faster than we could before.”

“But that’ll make us easier to spot,” Jey pointed out.

“Not if we fly at night,” Hella pointed out.

Jey frowned. But he didn’t have a rebuttal to add. “Okay, if we travel by night, what do we do during the day?”

“Rest,” Yodi shrugged. “I don’t know about you, but for the last couple of weeks, I’ve been the busiest I’ve ever been. Things have been tough, and it’ll be nice to be able to sit down for a while.”

“Is that the best idea?” Hella frowned. “We don’t even have food beyond the jerky that’s going to go bad in a day or two.”

“There’s enough to keep us going for today at least,” Yodi nodded.

“I can always try hunting,” Jey suggested.

“You can’t even land. How are you going to hunt?” Hella pointed out.
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“Okay, steady does it,” Jey muttered to himself.

The wind whipped by, and the tip of his tail sliced through the surface of the water. He thought he’d be in pain after the fight. But other than some muscle stiffness, there wasn’t any sign of the injuries. Not even from the bite marks around his neck. Jey didn’t understand how that was possible, but then, he was a dragon. After growing up a human, that shouldn’t be possible either.

In the present, it didn’t really matter. What did was understand who and what he was. To get that started, he was doing his best. Flying away from the wyrm was a hairbrained idea. He wasn’t thinking rationally, and gained a lot of altitude to sacrifice in the name of poor form. Right now, he was trying to do the opposite.

“Easy now,” he told himself.

With a twist of his neck and a matching pull to his tail, Jey began to curve around. He was following the banks of the lake he’d landed in. The lake wasn’t huge, but more than enough to make it with flying around. It had several straight sections along the bank, and some curves to each side. He’d started with gliding. Kicking off with his legs as he did that first time down the river. By gliding, he was able to figure out steering. With steering, he then added the occasional beat to his wings.

It felt unnatural, moving muscles that didn’t exist in his human form. He couldn’t even feel them in his human form. Using his wings was like trying to squeeze your pectoral muscles and your abdomen at the same time. Only those muscles attached to your spine, and flexed your whole body all at once. A completely bizarre sensation for a human to experience, and one that seemed crucial to overcome as a dragon.

He’d worked his way up. Using his tail as a measure of his altitude. Jey didn’t want to fly particularly high. That would make him easier to spot for other dragons. Jey already knew that he could see well in the dark, the others might as well. So by using his tail to keep a steady height off the ground, he was able to practice keeping steady as he shifted in the air. By now, he was comfortably rolling from side to side, making the sweeping turns to follow the bank, while circumnavigating the lake.

Whenever he got uncomfortable, though, the water was a good place to end up. Especially since he hadn’t quite worked out landing yet. That was another point to staying low. Coming from up high was intimidating. But just a few feet off the ground, meant with a bit of practice, he was able to land on all fours and slide, rather than tumble, to the ground like in his first couple attempts.

Just thinking about it was enough to make him wobble in the air. Flaring his wings slightly, he righted himself and adjusted for the gentle left-hand bend he was following. Across the lake, he could see the ladies. Yodi, and Hella, laid out by the fire, watching him fly circles around the lake. He thought they would sleep. It would be an exhausting night otherwise. He’d fly as long as he could, but he didn’t expect them to remain awake like he was.

Then again—at the speed he could fly, if he could keep it up—they’d reach the southern border in another day or two. Instead of a week or two.

Losing a bit of altitude, Jey gave his wings a gentle beat. Concentrating on moving both wings at once. He’d spent time watching a few birds. Jey’s enhanced eyes could see what the rest of them couldn’t. The flex of the leading edge, letting the rest of his wings roll with each beat. Followed by a small tuck, to reduce the pressure of the wind as he raised them once more. It wasn’t enough to wiggle them up and down, and getting the physical motions down to muscle memory was going to be a long effort.

He managed to circle the lake twice more. The last attempt he made, Jey only touched down twice. On particularly sharp bends, those made him wobble dangerously in the air as he attempted to make the turn. After that, he aimed for a landing near the ladies. He knew along the bank he could put his legs down and slide while maintaining his balance with his wings. But he couldn’t do that with the ladies on his back. They might fall or hurt themselves on his spines.

Instead of holding steady and letting gravity bring him down. Jey practiced what he’d seen from the birds. It was awkward trying to lift his tail. The big rudder made his hips drop in response. That caused the wind to buffet him, and all at once, Jey realized he was going to hit the water. To counteract that, he beat his wings. That slowed him further, but also buoyed his descent. Jey barked out a triumphant laugh as he landed just shy of the bank, but only with his rear legs touching the water. His front, he dropped down onto the bank where a small flex of his knees and elbows let him trot forward and arrest his forward momentum.

“Wow, that looked much better!” Yodi clapped.

“Still need practice,” Jey nodded as he walked on all fours to the fire. “It felt different to what I expected.”

“You’re getting better at least,” Hella gave a nervous smile. “You’re having trouble on those sharp corners, though.”

“You need to go higher and faster,” Yodi suggested.

“I’m working on trying to stay stable,” Jey pointed out.

Yodi shook her head. “Which is fine, if we’re riding on your back. But if you need to turn that hard, it’s probably for a good reason. Which means you won’t be flying in a stable pattern.”

Jey nodded. It made sense, but he still wasn’t sure he was ready. Flying higher than he was would put him higher than the surrounding trees. He didn’t want to be seen. Especially not in the daylight.

“Now, if you’re done. Come have some jerky,” Yodi held out the small bundle.

Jey sniffed. The meat was still okay to eat. There was no saving it, though. Getting it wet had ruined the curing process. With a soft groan, Jey concentrated on his form. Shifting wasn’t unpleasant. But like trying to use muscles that didn’t exist before, it was like successfully putting on a too small outfit, only to find it fit after all. It left Jey standing nude before both ladies. Hella turned away with a blush, while Yodi threw over a pair of his pants to put on.

“Thanks,” he grunted, before taking a seat beside the dwarf, who then handed him the jerky. “

“Are there fish in the lake?” Hella asked.

“Fish?” Jey frowned and looked over the water. “I don’t know. I haven’t been looking.”

“I just thought if there were, and we could catch them,” Hella sighed. “I’m not ungrateful. You… you saved me and… Well, you saved me. I just wish there was something nicer to eat than soggy meat.”

“It still wouldn’t be much, but fire roasted fish would be much better than this,” Yodi agreed.

Jey, still chewing, grunted in agreement. He ate for a while before offering the last piece of jerky to the ladies. They both refused, so he ate that as well. Finally finished, he got up and stretched.

“I’m going to do another lap,” Jey grunted and climbed to his feet.

The shifts were getting easier. His body stretched out and his muscles flexed with ease. He cast a glance at the ladies and set off at a trot. Taking off had been easier as well. Before, he’d started at a trot, then a run and finally hopped, getting himself airborne. Now, he just needed a bit of a runup, and a solid leap. Combining that with a beat of his wings, and Jey was up once more.

He followed the bank. A gentle curve to the left, a sharper bend to the right. A small wiggle left, followed by a small peninsular to the right once more. This was where he was forced to either climb and make a hard turn, or slow down enough to hop and redirect himself. Instead of doing either of those, Jey continued across the lake. He kept his head down, scanning the water. It was deep here. A vast blue. And within, he could see flashes of scales.

The fish he could see were small. Not worth his time trying to catch. Amongst them, though, were larger specimens. They seemed to work in small groups, corralling the smaller fish into balls before darting in to feed. Jey spotted several of these balls. The larger fish weren’t eating a lot. Likely forming the balls, feeding and then letting the small fish disperse once again. But it meant that when Jey spotted a ball coming, he had a chance.

Either it would work, or it wouldn’t. Jey kept an eye out as the opposing bank approached. Until finally he saw his chance. Folding in his wings, Jey opened his mouth and plummeted into the water. The impact was harder than he expected. At least around his jaws. The water hit hard, before running over his body. Things bounced off his teeth and tongue. Jey closed his mouth, before realizing he could feel something squirming in his mouth. It was enough to make him want to spit it out, but struggled against it as he paddled with his arms to reach the surface.

His head broke through, and he scanned the area, spotting Yodi and Hella running to the water’s edge to see what happened. Jey opened his wings, giving them a beat, but couldn’t get himself high enough to exit the water. With practice, maybe, but for now, this was beyond him. Instead, he paddled along, trying to flick his tail from side to side as he made his way slowly across the lake.

“What happened?” Yodi called as he approached.

Jey, unable to reply, shook his head and kept swimming. When he got his legs under him, he was able to walk up the bank, where both of the ladies moved aside. Jey didn’t want to drop the fish near the water and headed for the fire instead. Parking beside it, he lowered his head and opened his mouth.

Two things happened immediately. A dozen small fish, and two of the larger fell out. Along with a surge of water that splashed over the fire, extinguishing it, while sending a plume of steam into the air.

“Did you mean to do that?” Yodi asked.

“No,” Jey mumbled.

“I’ll get some more damn wood,” Hella grunted as she stormed off towards the trees.

Yodi snickered and shook her head. “Stay here. I’ll help her. Thank you for catching us some fish.”
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Jey lay on the bank. Staring up into the darkening sky. He’d spent the rest of the day practicing his flying. Even with a couple laps with Yodi on his back. He still wasn’t quite comfortable with those sharp turns. But he was able to navigate wide arcs with a degree of comfort while Yodi clung to his back. When the shadows started getting longer, Jey took another trip over the lake and collected some more fish. This time, he dropped them a fair distance from the fire, having learned that lesson. The end result, Hella had the fish impaled on sticks, and was slowly turning them in place over the fire.

While she did that, Jey and Yodi had gone down to bathe, before Yodi had taken a stroll into the trees to search for anything edible they could eat while flying. It had been a while, and Jey was getting worried when he heard a sharp snap. Hella hadn’t noticed, but Jey turned and spotted her. Nude as she was when she bathed and waving at him.

Jey glanced back at Hella and got up. “I’ll be back. Yodi wants something.”

“Have fun,” she answered without looking away from the fire.

Jey shook his head and walked over to the treeline. He could see the bruising on her ribs. It was bad that morning, but he could swear it was already looking better. Which was odd, even from his limited knowledge of dwarves.

“You okay?” Jey asked.

“I’m great,” Yodi smiled. “I just wanted your help to grab a couple of things. I found some fruit we can take with us. But there’s more than I can carry.”

“Right,” Jey nodded and followed Yodi back into the trees.

She didn’t take him far. Her destination was obvious as he spotted one of the packs they’d been wearing. It was sitting open, beside a tall tree, with fruit he didn’t recognize hanging from the branches.

“I don’t know what they’re called, but I’ve seen people eat them,” she gestured at the tree. “And you’re a little taller than I am.”

“Right,” Jey grinned and made his way over.

Yodi followed behind and snagged the pack. “If you grab them, I’ll put them in the bag. Get as many as we can fit and hopefully we’ll have something to eat for a couple days.”

“Sounds good.” Jey smiled and reached for the first branch.

The fruit was firm, with a soft center. He ate one and found the flesh sweet and slightly tart. Whatever they were, he found them delicious and made a note to take it easy so he didn’t eat too many. Passing them down one by one, Yodi took them and placed them within the bag, while following him around, moving branch to branch.

“Just a couple more,” she said.

Jey nodded and stepped over to one of the lower branches near the trunk. He reached up and took hold of the fruit, he felt a nudge from Yodi. He turned, and she pressed him back. With her hands on his hips, Jey slumped against the tree and looked down at the dwarven woman kneeling before him.

“Yodi?” Jey paused, still holding the fruit.

“You flew yesterday,” she whispered.

Jey froze as her hands reached up and took hold of his pants. They were still done up, so they were tight. But she tugged them down and his cock flopped into view.

“Maybe we should⁠—”

“Hella knows what I’m doing,” Yodi interrupted as she placed a gentle kiss on Jey’s slowly rising cock.

“Fuck,“ Jey’s cock throbbed. “What have you two talked about while I was practicing?”

“A lot of stuff,” Yodi smiled nervously as she reached out to grab him.

Jey moaned as her fingers slowly stroked him. She pressed her lips to the underside of his cock and ran a series of kisses up his length to the tip.

“She’s curious, by the way,” Yodi whispered.

“Curious?” Jey questioned, before gasping slightly as Yodi licked the underside of his cock.

“Good?” Yodi asked.

“Really good,” Jey nodded.

“Hmm,” Yodi smiled. “Then hopefully this is better.”

Jey watched as Yodi opened her mouth. He watched as his cock slipped into her mouth. He could feel the hot blasts of her breath before she closed her lips around the head. One hand still wrapped around his shaft. She moaned softly and licked.

Jey held onto the fruit. Not trusting himself to go beyond that. He kept his balance, while Yodi suckled on him, before adding in a stroking motion with the hand that gripped him.

“Oh, fuck. Yodi,” Jey groaned.

Yodi let out a blast of air as she laughed with her mouth full. She didn’t stop, though. Sucking him a little further into her mouth, she stared up at him. Even in the diminishing light, they could see one another perfectly. Back and forth, she bobbed her head. Taking about half his length into her mouth, while slowly stroking the rest of his shaft with her hand.

Jey had experienced blowjobs before. Not frequently and not recently. But this, staring down at Yodi. Something was different about it. Not her technique, not her skill. But… for the first time, he felt as if this wasn’t just about gaining pleasure. Yodi wasn’t sucking him to get him hard for a fuck, or to finish the job and go to sleep. No, Yodi was sucking him, because she wanted to.

Her eyes gleamed with happiness as Jey slowly lost his composure. His breathing got harder, and he slumped back, staring up into the sky. That earned a cross growl, and he looked back down to see her staring up at him.

“You want me to watch you?” Jey asked.

Yodi nodded slowly, before trying to force more of his cock into her mouth. She didn’t get far. When he hit the back of her throat, she gagged slightly and had to pull him most of the way out. It didn’t deter her, though. She rocked back and forth, pushing his cock in and out of her mouth. Jey wanted to look away. To distract himself from ending so quickly. But her eyes remained locked on his and he knew she wanted him to see her.

“Yodi,” Jey warned her. “I’m… not going to last much longer.”

Yodi’s answer was a slow blink while continuing to please him. Jey knew how this was going to end. He couldn’t stop it. Her lips were tight around his shaft, while her tongue lapped at the underside. Her wrist, gripping the part of him she couldn't fit in her mouth, twisted gently, while stroking back and forth between his crotch and her lips.

“YODI!” Jey snarled.

Then the first jet of his seed sprayed across her tongue. Yodi pulled back with a delighted squeal. Her lips remained around the head of his cock as she sucked eagerly, as if trying to extract water with a tube of reed. That gave her hand better access, and she stroked his length, milking his orgasm directly into her mouth. Swallowing eagerly, she maintained her eye contact, leaving Jey feeling bewildered and extremely satisfied. Until finally, after his cock stopped spurting, she released him.

“That was,” Yodi swallowed. “More than I expected.”

“Is that bad?” Jey huffed.

“No,” she giggled. “I had fun, and you taste pretty good.”

“Thank the gods,” Jey chuckled.

“I take it you enjoyed my mouth?” Yodi grinned.

“I enjoy everything about you.” Jey leaned down and kissed her gently.

She seemed shocked that he’d done so. But kissed back with eagerness. Her hand still wrapped around his cock, she felt it throb as he took her by the arms and lifted.

“Jey?” Yodi gasped.

The fruit he’d been holding was discarded on the ground as Jey lifted the dwarven woman off her feet. Her eyes went wide, and she let out a muffled gasp as Jey pressed her into the tree. He wasted no time pressing his cock between her legs, and Yodi’s mouth opened in a silent moan of pleasure. She had gotten herself worked up during their first bit of fun. Jey could feel that eagerness dripping from between her legs as he speared into her.

“G-gently,” she whispered. “I’m still a little sore.”

Jey paused. “Should we stop?”

“No,” she growled. “I want this. But I don’t want to have to spend days recovering. Especially if I know you’re going to act like this every time I use my mouth.”

Jey kissed her. And as he kissed her, he pushed forward. Spearing her pussy with his cock and driving her into the tree. He wasn’t rough with her. He didn’t want to harm her. But the way her body squeezed around him drove Jey wild. He held her under the thighs, keeping her legs spread as he thrust into her. The tree rustled softly with each bounce, and Yodi, when she wasn’t being kissed, was moaning deliriously as she clung to him for dear life.

Jey could feel her nails digging into his skin, and it only served to urge him on. He felt it then. A strange urge welling up from within. His throat itched. His teeth began to ache. Jey growled as Yodi cried out. Her legs kicked helplessly as her pussy squeezed tightly.

“Oh, gods Jey!” Yodi cried out. “Do it!”

He didn’t know what she was talking about. He was doing many things. But those words spurred him on. That tickle in his throat turned into a burn. It had nowhere to go, and he knew what was about to happen would change everything. His only comfort was that he knew that he could never harm her. Not in the way he feared, at least.

Clamping his teeth down on Yodi’s shoulder, she howled in a mix of pain and pleasure. Jey’s conscious thoughts took a back seat as flames washed out from between his teeth. They licked Yodi’s skin, and her howl turned into a frightened scream. Jey’s heart pounded, and Yodi’s body tensed as he began pumping his seed deep into her body once again. His world narrowed, and Jey clung to Yodi. She tightened her grip back on him and he held her close as he finished.

Yodi was breathing hard. She trembled in his arms. Jey’s cock was still firmly inside her, and he blinked slowly, before realizing he was still biting her. Pulling back, he saw several deep punctures, and realized his teeth were pointed like in his dragon form.

“W-what did you do to me?” Yodi sniffed, as she stared into his eyes.

“I…” Jey shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

“I feel⁠—”

“You two okay?” Hella’s voice called. “I heard some screams.”

“I’m fine!” Yodi called out. “Just… just a fright.”

“You’re sure?” Hella called from somewhere a little closer.

“Yes!” Yodi slumped against Jey’s chest.

“Okay, well… the fish is ready!”

“We’re coming!” Jey called out, still cradling Yodi against him.

“Is it bad?” Yodi asked.

Jey pulled back far enough to look at the wound he’d left on her shoulder. Only… Now it looked like that wound was several months old. The small punctures from his teeth were closed over. And there was just a small swirl in the middle of it, like she’d been burned.

“It’s… gone,” Jey frowned.

“What did you do to me, Jey?” Yodi asked.

Jey gently lifted her off his erection. And when he cradled her in his arms, her eyes drifted closed as her breath deepened. Before Jey could think of something to say, she was snoring gently in his arms.
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“Is she okay?” Hella asked.

“Asleep,” Jey grunted as he carried the unconscious dwarf out of the forest.

“What?” Hella smirked. “You fuck her unconscious or something?”

Jey didn’t respond, and Hella realized there was something else going on. “Jey?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “We… we did, yeah. Then… I did something.”

He brought her closer and set the nude, unconscious dwarf down by the fire. She looked okay. She was still snoring gently. Asleep and yet… there was that mark on her shoulder. Where he’d bitten her, and where he’d accidentally let out his flames. Though…

“That’s new,” Hella pointed at it.

“Yeah,” Jey admitted. “It’s… I don’t know.”

“You don’t know how she got a burn scar on her shoulder?” Hella stared at him as if he were an idiot.

“No,” Jey sighed. “Look. Yes, I did that. Right… right before she passed out. I just… It’s not a burn. It’s a scar. Which doesn’t make any sense.”

“Unless you’re some weird healing dragon?” Hella guessed.

Jey shook his head. “Every time I’ve used my fire, people died, remember?”

“Right,” Hella frowned, remembering the camp. “But then, what is this?”

“I don’t know,” Jey sighed. “That’s what I mean. We… did it. Then I bit her. One thing led to another. Now she’s got that scar and she’s asleep and won’t wake up.”

“She doesn’t look like you’ve injured her,” Hella pointed out.

“I’d hate myself if I did.” Jey frowned. The idea of harming her. Even just thinking about that made his guts twist. Like it was a violation of himself, let alone her. If someone else harmed her, he’d spend the rest of his life hunting them if need be.

“I don’t know what this is,” he admitted.

Hella sighed, before giving a small shrug. “Then we wait.”

“Wait?”

Hella nodded and turned back to the fire, where three fish were skewered on sticks. The skin was going black, but they were still good.

“Here,” she plucked off the first one and offered it to him. “For all we know, she passed out due to exhaustion. It’s been a stressful few days. We’ve hardly been able to rest, then the fight, setting up camp and then from the sounds of things, she got the fucking of a lifetime.”

“I don’t think that’s a thing,” Jey pointed out.

Hella shrugged. “That’d be a shame. She still sounded like she enjoyed it. Even that scream at the end.”

“You were listening?” Jey asked.

Hella shrugged again, before giving the offered fish a wiggle. “Hard not to. There’s nobody else out here and you’re not exactly quiet about it.”

Jey felt his face warm, before finally accepting the fish. Hella moved a second one out of the flames, but not far enough to let it go cold. Then plucked out the third to start eating. Jey watched her take a bite and followed suit. They’d used some sharp rocks to peel off the scales and gut it. The meat was simple, and slightly smokey from the flames. But it was so much better than the dried meat and hardtack they’d been living off since this all began.

“Needs salt,” Hella nodded. “But not bad.”

“Best thing I’ve eaten in recent memory,” Jey agreed, before looking down at the sleeping dwarf.

“Don’t,” Hella warned him.

“Don’t what?” Jey asked.

“If she’s really as unconscious as you think, jamming food into her mouth will probably choke her.” Hella shook her head. “If she’s just passed out from exhaustion, she’ll wake up on her own.”

“And if there’s something wrong with her?” Jey asked.

“Then shoving food in her mouth to choke on won’t help either,” Hella replied softly.

Jey sighed. Then pulled Yodi’s head into his lap and continued to eat. The dwarf continued to sleep well past the point of finishing his meal. Gentle shakes, stroking her hair. Nothing seemed to rouse her. The night truly set, and Jey sat up, while Hella gave a small shrug and started tearing chunks off the third uneaten fish.

“Don’t look at me like that. It won’t take long to cook up another one. You caught a few, and I’ve strung them up to dry. If she wakes up, we’ll just cook another one,” she snorted.

“I suppose it would be a waste otherwise,” Jey sighed.

“Exactly.” She plucked off some more meat before offering the rest of the fish to Jey.

He looked at it for a moment. It wasn’t his fish. It was for Yodi. There was some internal struggle with that fact before he sighed and accepted it. Hella was right. Yodi wasn’t in a state to eat it, and there was more if she did wake. Which meant he was better off eating it than wasting it.

The two of them sat up through the night. They had planned it like this. To fly in the night when they wouldn’t get spotted. Which meant resting during the day. Jey had mentioned that Hella may as well rest through the night as well, only for the young woman to politely refuse. Instead, she regaled him with the tales of a simple farming life. In return, he regaled her with the tales of growing up an orphan in a small city. Until finally, the sun began to peek over the horizon. Jey and Hella decided that it was time to rest. And the two of them lay down in the shade of the trees and closed their eyes.
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“You’re doing well,” the voice echoed in the darkness. The elder.

Jey trembled under the weight of it. His scales would do nothing before the majesty of the golden predator that loomed above him.

“I am?” Jey asked.

Teeth. Not a snarl. She pulled back her lips and there was a deep, booming chuckle as she bobbed her nose up and down.

“Quite, though perhaps a bit slow. And not without a few foibles,” she settled herself and stared down at the small dragon before her. “But that can’t be helped. It’s not as if you’ve gotten any instruction. I’m interested in how this new development comes along.”

“Development?” Jey asked. “You mean me flying?”

“Not quite,” the massive, golden, elder-dragon grinned down at him. “You’re bigger too.”

“Am I?” Jey looked down at himself.

“Usually, one’s size is proportional to one’s strength,” Ymry mused as she curled her long, slender neck around him. “You might not see it yet. But your hoard certainly will.”

“I don’t even know what my hoard is,” Jey tilted his head in confusion. “And if I did, how would that make sense? How do gold, or jewels, or… whatever it is you hoard, tell me anything?”

Ymry let out a chirp and blew a waft of smoke out between her teeth. “A dragon’s hoard is whatever it holds most dear. If you haven’t figured it out yet, you will soon.”

“That’s—”

BOOM

Ymry’s eyes narrowed as a shockwave passed through the space. Jey froze, feeling even smaller than normal. It was one thing waking up in this place before such a creature as the elder before him. But this shockwave was something else.

“It’s time to go, whelp,” Ymry whispered. “Too soon.”

“Wait,” Jey jerked upright, surprising the massive golden dragon. “I have companions. Two of them. One’s a dwarf, the other is mostly human, but had an elven ancestor⁠—”

Ymry barked out a soft laugh and shook her head. “So close, and yet so far.”

[image: ]


Jey jerked and let out a groan. He blinked in the shade of the trees as an overwhelming sensation filled his mind. Looking down, he was gob smacked by the tightness of her lips. Only to sit up as he realized she was awake. Yodi bobbed her head, taking his cock into her mouth, where she sucked eagerly.

“Yodi,” Jey groaned.

“Mmm,” she replied, not stopping for a moment.

“Dammit, we were worried,” Jey gave a halfhearted attempt to push her off.

All that achieved was the feelings of her nails in his thighs. Rather than fight the inevitable, Jey stared down at her. She reveled in being watched and smiled with his cock in her mouth.

“Dammit,” Hella moaned. “You better not go back to sleep after this.”

Yodi paused, mouth still full, and squinted at Jey as if asking a silent question. He took a deep breath and nodded. “You passed out after… after last night. It’s the following day.”

Yodi processed the information for a few moments. Then went right back to sucking. Jey was powerless in this. She already had him where she wanted him. He was just along for the ride. Her lips sealed tightly around his shaft and her tongue lapped at the underside as she stared up at him with eyes that almost glowed with happiness. She seemed to be getting off on this as much as he was. And the knowledge of that finally pushed him over the edge. Jey let out a sigh, and his hips jerked.

Unlike the first time, she kept on slurping. Completely unbothered by the first jet of his seed that hit the back of her throat. Rather than pull away, she swallowed, and pushed even deeper. Jey could only grab the back of her head and hold her steady as she stared up at him and swallowed everything he gave her. Only when he finally flopped back onto the ground, she slowly withdrew. Her lips stayed sealed, right to the tip, where she released him with a small pop.

“I think I needed that,” Yodi sighed.

“I’m honestly impressed you were able to fit that much of him in your mouth,” Hella chuckled. “You sleepy?”

“No,” Yodi sat up. “I’m wide awake. I feel like I could run for days.”

“Makes one of us,” Jey mumbled as he lay on the ground.

“Uh, no,” Hella nudged him. “Just because you got your dick sucked doesn’t mean you get to lay about. We need fresh fish.”

“What about the fish you set up to dry last night?” Jey turned to look at her.

“Still drying,” she insisted. “But you’re awake, and so is Yodi. So go get some fresh fish while I see if the coals from last night’s fire are still hot.”

“I’ll fetch some wood,” Yodi sat up. “And… is there a reason why you and I are still naked?”

A moment of silence descended on the three of them. Before Yodi gave a small shrug. “Just checking.”

“Checking what?” Hella asked as Yodi made her way into the trees.

Jey didn’t have a response either and slowly got to his feet. Rather than try to figure out what both ladies wanted, he decided it was easier to just do the thing he was asked. Shifting, as he was getting used to, felt more natural than ever. His body stretched, wings erupted from his shoulders as a tail shot out from his spine.

Before he moved off, though, he stopped and turned to Hella. She frowned in nervous confusion. Jey didn’t want to admit anything. He looked her up and down, and figured she looked a little smaller than she did before. Not by much, but even he could notice that he was larger than yesterday. Which didn’t make much sense to him, but Ymry thought it worth noting.

“Fish,” Jey muttered and walked off, leaving Hella sitting confused and a little worried about what it was that just happened.

Like the day before, Jey opened his wings and gave a small run to get up speed. A few flaps and he was up. Drifting lazily over the lake, where he spotted the familiar fish. Not giving them a chance, he dove, collecting a second mouthful to return to the others. Then it was simply a repeat of the day before.

Yodi came out with handfuls of wood, once again in the outfit she first wore. Hella was tending to the fire, before she urged Jey to drop his mouthful a fair distance away. After wrangling the fish for Hella to cook, Jey put on some pants and the three of them enjoyed a late afternoon meal. They waited for the sun to drop below the horizon. The whole time, Jey kept an eye on Yodi. She seemed happy. Eager and more energetic than before. She was already quite upbeat, but now it was almost infectious. Every time she caught him staring, all she did was smile and before long, Jey had given up on trying to figure out if she was harmed in any way.

“You going to be okay to fly?” Hella asked.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Yodi answered.

Hella frowned and looked the dwarf up and down. “Your ribs. You said they weren’t broken, but you were still in pain.”

“My ribs,” Yodi frowned, before patting her sides. “They’re fine.”

“Ribs don’t heal that quickly.” Jey moved closer and looked Yodi in the eye. “Please don’t just say you’re fine if you’re not.”

“No, I am, really,” Yodi even gave her ribs a smack with the palm of her hand. “I… You don’t think this has something to do with why I fell asleep?”

“You think he dicked you into unconsciousness and magically healed you or something?” Hella asked.

“That…” Jey frowned.

“I’m not saying that,” Yodi sighed. “Look, I don’t know what any of that was. All I know is when I woke up today, I felt fine. Great even. I just want to run, and smile and sing and…” she looked Jey in the eye. “Maybe a little more.”

“No,” Hella snapped. “None of that. The lake is nice and all, but I’d like to sleep with a roof over my head sooner rather than later.”

“We’re not likely going to be stopping anywhere like that on the way,” Jey pointed out.

“Which is why I want us to hurry. You said that Ymry wants you to take over a mine. If it’s on the border, that means it had to be self-sufficient. So unless someone destroyed it, there’s probably some kind of living situation there.”

“That’s a good point,” Yodi nodded. “I’ll have to treat the place for lice.”

Jey frowned at that. Lice were easily treated if you had the money, or the knowledge to do so. It had been an awful thing dealing with growing up. The orphanage couldn’t always afford the treatment when it sprung up.

“Alright, well,” Jey cleared his throat. “Shall we get going then? It’s just about as dark as it’s going to get.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” Yodi nodded.

Hella didn’t offer anything more than a simple nod, so Jey took off his pants once more. Yodi stared at him with a faint smile, while Hella turned away after a moment. Jey paid neither of them any mind as he made his shift once more.

“Like before,” Yodi nodded. “Only we’re going to fly this time.”

“Like before,” Jey agreed as he lay down on his stomach and crooked an arm to work as a step.

The ladies made their way up. Awkwardly settling in place. They used one of the spines on his back to slip the strap of their packs over. Then used another to tie on the fish they had been drying. It made no sense to leave it behind, and there was no guarantee they would find more food while they traveled.

The weather would get colder the further south they flew. Woestenij was a tundra. As dry and lifeless as it was cold. Few creatures lived there. Mostly elk and the wolves that hunted them. That, and the orcs and goblins that hunted both, while serving Zolrin.

Still, Jey had hope. It would be cold in the winter, but there was a mountain range on the border. The mine, most likely, was at the base of that range and would be well out of reach of Zolrin, even if he cared enough to want to cross. And even if he did well, Zolrin was a drake. Drakes didn’t fly, and that was something of an advantage for Jey if the worst would happen.

Still. Those concerns were a way off yet. Right now, Jey had to get into the air with passengers.

“Just take it slow,” Yodi patted his back.

Jey nodded, got up, and opened his wings. There was a faint breeze, and Jey turned to face it. That put the lake ahead of him, which would work if someone suddenly lost balance. With a deep breath, he began to move.

Lumbering along, he felt the wind fill his wings. It felt good. Natural. Just a tad heavier than he normally would be. The ladies were in a good spot, not pushing his center of weight too far forward or back. He was comfortable and gave a beat of his wings. As the bank descended to the water’s edge, Jey did not. He was gliding just a few feet over the water.

Hella let out a squeal, and Yodi barked out a laugh. Jey grinned and flapped his wings, picking them up a little higher. The movement was steady, and he didn’t feel the ladies move around, so he angled to the south and kept flying.

Picking a steady pace, Jey beat his wings and kept flying. He stayed low, brushing treetops at times as he passed overhead. The last thing he wanted was for someone or something to spot him, and sticking low would minimize that. It also kept the ladies comfortable, as the height didn’t bother them so much, and the temperature didn’t drop too rapidly.

Unfortunately, what it also meant was that Jey had to continuously work at keeping altitude. He had seen how birds would fly. Wind and air currents would pick them up. And they’d a rest while gliding forwards until they beat their wings to climb once more. Jey didn’t know if he could pick up that kind of habit, but he certainly couldn’t while at this altitude. He was constantly beating his wings just to keep himself steady.

The initial rush of joy over the first few minutes slowly turned into boredom for the ladies. Jey spent his time concentrating on what he was doing. But for them, this was just an opportunity to sit, hold on, and talk. He could hear them chatting, but couldn’t make out what they were saying.

Down below, he spotted the world moving on without them. A herd of deer spooked as he passed overhead. Their bleating and calls echoed through the land as Jey beat his wings and continued on without them. A swarm of bats chirped and fled as he passed through their flock. In the distance, he spotted a town. Just a small one. He could see the glow from the windows in their homes as he passed by. A silent dragon in the night.

All too soon, though, Jey found himself growing weary. He thought he’d be able to keep up the flight throughout the evening. But it was only hours before he was breathing heavily. Either the weight of both ladies, or the fact he wasn’t used to flying, was the problem. Even while circling the lake, he had only kept it up for a few hours. And it was more gliding and hopping than constantly beating his wings.

Jey’s chest muscles hurt from moving the massive appendages. It was well past midnight, but he wasn’t going to make it much further. Instead, he started looking for a place to stop. There were plenty of open fields dotted about between signs of civilization and the trees. But there was another problem.

There were a lot of signs of battle. In fact, up ahead, there was a glow on the horizon. A plume of smoke rising into the air. Jey had a sinking feeling in his gut and knew of only one thing that could cause that much to burn this quickly. Yodi seemed to notice the same thing and he could feel her thumping on his back, as if trying to get his attention. Rather than risk continuing, Jey decided to descend to the ground. He searched quickly trying to find a suitable place to land.

It wasn’t far before he spotted a strip. It looked like a road carved through a small forest. Not huge, but wide enough to get in without hitting his wings. It would also give him enough cover to hide from anything nearby. Aiming for that, Jey raised his tail and beat his wings slowly, bleeding off momentum as he dropped through the trees.

The ground came up to meet him and he landed a little harder than he expected. Yodi let out a squark, and Hella yelped as she lost her balance. Yodi caught her, though, and Jey barked out an apology as he brought them to a stop. Twisting his head around, Hella was glaring at him as Yodi held her steady by the arm. She settled back between his spines. Only for both ladies to freeze in shock.

“ATTACK! DRAGON!”

Jey whirled around as a spear slammed into his shoulder. It didn’t pierce through, but it hurt and the thrower was winding back for a second throw. Of all the rotten luck, it was a column of dwarven warriors on the wrong side of the border. This was their staging area, and the dwarves were charging out of tents with weapons held high.

Jey felt a spike of fear flash through his mind. The ladies on his back were in danger. That fear was swept aside by the surge of rage that followed. These dwarves shouldn’t even be here.

“This damned war!” Jey snarled as he opened his mouth.

The spear thrower held steady as he launched his second shot. This time it struck true, and Jey felt a jolt of pain lance into the top of his ribs. Jey opened his mouth and howled in rage, letting loose a stream of yellow flames. The dwarf went down with a scream, as did several others. The closest tents were burning now and dwarves were charging around in all directions. Those strange, sheep-like mounts tore off through the trees, some with riders and some without.

Another spear flew out. This time striking his back, making Yodi yelp in fear. Jey roared in challenge, washing more flames over the camp as he advanced. The dwarves were scrambling. Rushing in all directions. Not all of them were combatants, and Jey spared those who were trying to flee. When a dwarf with a burning beard charged out of a smoldering tent. Axe raised high and screaming belligerently, Jey swept his head around, impaling him on a spine. Then thrashed, sending the doomed dwarf tumbling through the air as Jey let loose a third wash of flames.

“JEY!” Yodi screamed.

He twisted, spotting a dwarf holding a heavy crossbow. He’d heard of these. Designed not for men, but for dragons. The weapon was leveled, and Jey opened his mouth to breathe flames once more. But not before the heavy metal bolt slammed into his side. Jey roared, and the flames went wide. Enough to force the dwarf to duck, but not enough to harm him at all.

The bolt had gone between his ribs. Jey could feel it grating against the bone and it hurt whenever he took a breath. Yodi slid down his side, and Jey twisted around to see what she was doing. Her small hands gripped the shaft, and Jey was about to tell her to get behind him when she heaved.

It felt like the worst splinter he’d ever had extracted as a child. The pulling, sucking sensation of something foreign being yanked from his flesh. Worse still, seeing the metal barbs on the metal tip. Yodi’s eyes blazed angrily. The attacking dwarf was working a winch at the base of the crossbow to make a second shot. Jey opened his mouth to breathe flames, but the action of tensing his chest made it hurt. He winced and realized that the bolt had injured the muscles beneath. He’d need to get closer to kill the dwarf, but there were more coming with weapons. Turning his back now would expose his flank, and leave both Hella and Yodi vulnerable.

At least that’s what he thought until Yodi let out an enraged scream. Her eyes glowed with fury as she leaped. It was unlike anything Jey had seen before. She bounced three times across the ground, faster than anything he’d ever seen before. The dwarf didn’t know what was happening until she tackled him. Using the bolt she’d pulled from Jey’s side, she stabbed him in the chest, driving him into the ground, before yanking it free with a howl of rage.

Jey stared at her. He didn’t know what was going on. She wasn’t this strong before. Overpowered by a human, she was tough, but this was something else entirely. When her head snapped up, she locked eyes with him. Only for a moment, before she charged once more. Jey didn’t know what to expect. Only for her to rush past. When Jey followed, she was hurtling into the fray.

Almost a dozen dwarves had formed up. The first had a heavy shield, and he was her first target. Her bare fist crashed into the metal. And to everyone’s surprise, it buckled as the dwarf tumbled back. Jey saw the dwarves close, he let out a snarl before he joined her. It hurt to move, but he did it anyway. Yodi dodged a sword that swung at her neck. Then caught a club aimed for her face. She yanked it from the dwarf’s grip before Jey swept his claws through the middle of them.

He mostly missed, but several dwarves went down screaming, while the rest were just knocked or pushed aside. Up close, though, it was a slaughter. Jey stomped, clawed, bit, and even managed a short burst of flames to kill most of those left standing. Yodi wasn’t all that different. Swinging her borrowed club around, she was hell on two legs for the remaining dwarves. Bones shattered, shields splintered. More than one was crawling away, while the others were trying to form a wall and keep her back.

It didn’t last, as she picked one at random and swung with enough force to take down the dwarf beside him. That broke their line, and she went to work, hammering skulls until the heavy crunches turned to wet smacks.

Jey kept his distance for now. He still had Hella, and he wasn’t sure whether this was something Yodi was in control of. He could sense that she was still the Yodi he knew, but he didn’t recognize the ball of power and rage before him. Right until she turned to face him and gasped.

“HELLA!”

Jey froze as Yodi sprinted towards him. He turned his head around, glancing up onto his back. Where Hella clutched one of the spines on his back. Her face was white, and her lips twisted in pain. A heavy spear stuck deeply in her leg.
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“Ready?”

“No!”

“Well, this is happening anyway.”

“Wait, just-AHHHH!”

Jey snarled at the sound. Each puff of breath sent a small wash of flames tickling the ground between his feet. He was angry. Oh, so angry. His mates. They were where he’d left them. Jey wasn’t himself, though. Torn with indecision. Part of him wanted to curl around them. The other part of him wanted to hunt down the dwarves who had escaped. The fires still burned, so there was time. But one of his mates was injured.

It left him with a foul taste in his mouth. He paced around, burning patches of grass with each breath. Leaving a foot wide dark patch of scorched earth in a ring around the two ladies. When Hella let out a scream, those puffs of flames turned into a wash as Jey snarled and kept his eyes open for danger.

“Hold still⁠—”

“HOW THE FUCK DO YOU WANT ME TO HOLD STILL?!”

Yodi answered that by throwing herself over the human woman’s hips. Hella let out a yelp before begging for mercy. Mercy that would not come. Both because Yodi knew what needed to happen. And because the subconscious part of Jey’s enraged mind, knew that his primary mate was trying to help. Despite his utter fury listening to Hella cry out, he could not, under any circumstances, intervene.

“It hurts!”

“I know,” Yodi nodded as she continued packing the poultice into the wound. “I’m almost done.”

“I fucking hate you!”

“Good,” Yodi agreed. “Whatever gets you through this.”

“I’ll never forgive you for this!”

“If that’s what it takes,” Yodi used her thumb to force more poultice into the wound. “There.”

“It’s done?” Hella whimpered as she was finally able to relax.

“The packing is,” Yodi sat up. “Now I just need to bind it and stop your bleeding.”

“Fuck you,” Hella started to sob.

Yodi nodded slowly. Hella wasn’t a tough woman. But she was one of them now. And Yodi was going to do whatever it took to save her life. Even if she hated them for it.
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“Jey!” Yodi called. “That’s enough!”

Jey growled. But that only made breathing even harder. Hella hadn’t taken well to Yodi’s efforts to bandage the wound. The loss of blood, combined with the pain and then the resulting adrenalin crash, left her unconscious. With the danger of the dwarves returning with reinforcements, Jey made the decision to move on. Not that he had gotten very far. There was still plenty of night left to travel. But flying, fighting and then flying some more had sapped Jey’s reserves.

With Yodi’s call, he finally admitted to himself how exhausted he was, and locked his wings to glide. The cool wind was cooler than before. Not just from the drop of temperature through the night, but a subtle shift in the breeze coming from the south. The area was getting colder, and the landscape was already reacting to it.

Pines were more prominent here. Hardy species of tree that handled the cold better. Despite that, if anything, there was more moisture in the air. Jey, if he was remembering correctly from listening to the talks, knew that was because of the mountains. The winds would shift, bringing moist air south. That air would hit the mountains and fail to cross. Causing most of it to fall on this side, leaving the south a desolate tundra.

And that was before the great Zolrin made his rounds, eating up the faint remnants of life that sprung up despite the hostile environment. Just about the only thing living south of the border, other than the dragon, were the warlike tribes that shared the space. Like the rest of the lands, Zolrin had his supporters. Dragons that spewed death and held his lands. Waging war on one another for resources. Which pushed them to raid their neighbors.

It wasn’t unheard of for minor border disputes to crop up. But most of those would settle as quickly as the violence did. A successful battle led to a raid and mouths got fed. A failure simply meant less mouths to feed, which achieved the same purpose. In either case, reinforcements would arrive, the border would be put back, and the status quo would return.

Which was what Jey had been thinking about as he landed. The mine was likely only a few days away at this pace. If he could fly longer, that would be even less. And the only thing that made sense for Jey was that they were being sent to shore up the border. She mentioned probing attacks that would be his responsibility to fight off. But Jey wasn’t as dumb as he appeared to some. There was more to it, and if he was correct, there was something waiting for him. Some kind of test.

Clearing those thoughts for now, Jey flared his wings. Slowing their forward momentum, he dropped neatly onto the ground. All that jumping and gliding gave him some practice and while it jostled the ladies on his back, Jey was glad they hadn’t fallen.

“Need help?” Jey asked, twisting his head around.

“I think I have her,” Yodi smiled as she lifted Hella into her arms.

“We stopped?” Hella’s voice croaked.

“Jey needs to rest,” Yodi confirmed as Jey lowered himself to his belly.

By sticking out one arm, it made an uncomfortable and unwieldy ramp that Yodi could walk down. The moment she was clear, Jey sat up and went to shift. Only for Yodi to make a noise.

“Don’t,” she instructed. “It’s better if you stay like that.”

“Is it?” Jey asked.

Yodi nodded. “She’s cold. Lost a lot of blood. We can wedge her between us while we sleep, or we can sleep under your wing like before.”

Jey nodded slowly, then rolled onto his side. By slipping one wing out along the ground, Yodi accepted it for what it was. She worked quickly. Pulling out the bedrolls, and after opening them up, she made a comfortable bed for two. Jey had a pang of jealousy. He wanted to curl up with them, but his protective instincts pushed that from his mind. Instead, he sat in silence, breathing deeply to recover his strength, as he listened to both ladies drift off to sleep.

Truthfully. Jey didn’t know how long it was going to take to fly to the southern border. His first estimate was a guess, and he hadn’t been back to that dream space with Ymry, in order to ask. He didn’t even know what that place was. It almost felt like a meeting ground. He hadn’t gotten a chance to look around, though. Always appearing before the massive golden dragon. With her looming overhead, his entire being concentrated on only that fact. Just one of the many mysteries of being a dragon and not knowing it for the first two decades of life.

Along with the travel time, was Hella’s injury. She’d lost more blood than either Yodi or Jey had realized. Enough that even Yodi’s attempts to keep her healthy had begun to fail. When Hella began to sweat on the second night, each of them knew her condition was going to worsen. At that point, as Jey flew, he kept an eye out for help. A town, a village, somewhere to stop and get help. But only death remained.

The war was worse in the south. The border more contentious. It was as common to find scores of dead dwarves as it was to find the burned-out remains of a town. Jey thought about dropping in on one of the few patrolling groups down below. Though he changed his mind when he realized that some of the people accompanying them were doing so at the end of a rope. Jey remembered the camp where he found Hella that night. And there was no way he’d risk taking either of the ladies into that situation again.

Besides. Showing up with a dwarf, they’d probably consider him an enemy and attack on sight. No. Jey’s options were limited and all he could think to do was keep flying south. Which was the one thing that seemed to be working well for him.

Jey’s strength recovered quickly. That first night went much the same as the second. By the third, he’d noticed that he’d kept up flying far longer than the first two nights. By the end of the fifth night, he was exhausted, but pleased that he could see the faint glow of the sun on the horizon. During the day, he’d hunt. Catching a goat, deer or some other creature. Yodi, after checking on Hella, would help him cook something and the two of them would take turns watching over their dying companion.
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“You’re getting closer.”

Jey didn’t respond. The massive golden dragon loomed overhead, as always. He felt the stab of fear in his heart, but his mind was elsewhere.

“What is it?” Ymry asked. “We haven’t much time, so spit it out.”

“Hella is dying,” Jey admitted. “Took a spear to the leg. Bled a lot. Now the wound is festering.”

“I see,” Ymry sighed and curled around the smaller dragon in her midst. “What would you give me? Should I help you?”

Jey snapped up. He whirled around, teeth bared, but didn’t advance as he looked the golden dragon in the eye. Not eyes. Just the one, as she lay with her head cocked at an angle. They shared a few features. The same twisted horns coming off the back of her skull. Similar spines running down her back. The same four limbs and wings. Her scent was completely different, though. No familial resemblance, but for the first time, Jey saw what he could become. Should he live long enough.

Ymry blinked that massive eye before her lip curled in amusement. He was a gutsy little whelp, and she respected that. The audacity to look her in the eye, let alone to bare his teeth at her. This kitten in her midst had claws and her opinion of him rose a few points.

“You could always add her to your hoard,” Ymry suggested.

Jey frowned in confusion. “What?”

“Did I say something strange?” Ymry asked, letting out a waft of smoke between her lips.

“Yes?” Jey tilted his head. “I don’t even know what my hoard is. How…” Jey froze. That wasn’t quite right. Dragons coveted something. Gems, gold, coins, or other things. Jey had been staring at the source of his obsession since it started without ever realizing it.

“You finally get it?” Ymry chuckled.

“What is wrong with me?” Jey slumped.

“Oh, buck up, whelp,” Ymry blew a waft of smoke at him. “Pouting always makes me cranky. Pouting never helps anything.”

“Well, what am I supposed to do if… if… part of my hoard is in danger,” Jey frowned, feeling the words come out.

“If it were me, I’d kill whomever was putting their grubby paws on my things,” Ymry chuckled. “It’s gratifying to know I won’t have that problem with you.”

“I like gold as much as the next person.” Jey frowned. “But that’s beside the point. If… If Hella is my hoard. How do I help her? She’s dying.”

“Covet her,” Ymry said matter-of-factly.

“Covet?” Jey frowned.

“What you did with the other one? Yodi, the dwarf,” Ymry grinned in amusement.

Jey frowned. Then shook his head. “It’s not that simple.”

“Of course it is,” Ymry blinked and sat up. “She’s part of your hoard. If you covet her, part of you will infuse with her. That will make her stronger and a little thing like a festering bloody wound is nothing compared to the regeneration abilities of a dragon. Did you even think about how you could fly just an hour after taking a dragonkiller bolt to the chest?”

“Ah…” Jey frowned. “No. But that still doesn’t fix anything. She’s unconscious.”

“And?” Ymry tilted her head.

Jey snarled. “If she’s incapable of saying yes, I’d be as monstrous as the ones who went after Yodi.”

Ymry stared down at the smaller dragon for a few long moments. There was determination there. Naivety too. With just a sprig of morality. Something most of her kin sorely lacked.

“So, if my suggestion is not to your pleasing⁠—”

“It’s not,” Jey growled.

Ymry thought about smacking him for speaking out of turn. But continued after a heartbeat. “Then I would ask for a favor, in return for one of my own.”

Jey frowned. “A favor?”

“A favor,” she smiled. “I’m sure if you live long enough, I’ll think of something.”

“Wouldn’t you just give me an order?” Jey asked.

“Of course I could,” Ymry chuckled. “But you and I both know there’s a difference. We both know you’d take the repayment of a favor far more seriously than if I simply ordered you.”

Jey deflated slightly, before giving a nod. “Whatever it takes.”

“Wonderful,” Ymry grinned. “I’ll send someone to the mine. You can meet them there.”

“But—”
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Jey flinched and raised his head. The hollow he was curled in was wedged between some large rocks. The air was crisp, and the sun was still high.

“W-what?” Yodi’s tired voice called.

“Up,” Jey closed his wing, showing both Hella and Yodi laying on his wing. Yodi was the same as always. Hella’s face was screwed up as sweat beaded across her skin.

“Hold on,” Yodi groaned. “I’ll put some⁠—”

“No time,” Jey grumbled. “Ymry contacted me. We need to go.”

“What?” Yodi snapped awake. “What’s going on?”

“She’s sending someone to the mine. Someone that can help Hella.” Jey wiggled his wing to get her moving.

Either that, or his words seemed to finally sink into Yodi’s skull. She scrambled free and began to bundle up the bedrolls. Hella let out a groan and pulled her arms and legs up into a ball. Her body quivered and Jey almost decided to wrap her up in his other wing.

That wouldn’t help them, though. The wind here was much cooler than in the north. It would probably snow in the winter and with how damp the land here was, it would likely snow a lot. Yodi quickly bundled everything before scooping Hella into her arms.

Finally free, Jey was able to roll onto his belly. Sticking out his arm, Yodi climbed up, before settling herself between two of Jey’s spines. It was an awkward way to travel, with her having to both hold on, and hold Hella. But it was all they could do to keep going.

Jey twisted his head around, seeing Yodi give him a nod of approval. Then he launched. That, too, had gotten easier. He still wasn’t entirely comfortable with it. Nor Yodi and Hella, but up was up and he was climbing rapidly. The sun bared down. The wind was cold. Hella moaned in distress as her shivering increased. That was all she had done the previous night as well. Her condition wasn’t great, but she also wasn’t entirely conscious. It gave Jey a measure of comfort, knowing she would likely not remember most of this trip.

Instead, he focused on the destination. The mountains had crept up on them. Small hills on the horizon were now towering fixtures that made it up. In the daylight, Jey decided against flying so low to the ground. He’d be easier to spot, but also easier to shoot. Rather than risk his hoard, Jey flew higher out of bow range. That meant the air was colder too, something that didn’t seem to bother Yodi very much. Hella was all the worse for it, though.

Jey beat his wings, carrying them on as quickly as they could. He didn’t know where the mine was. Nor anything about it. It might even still be active, or it could be entirely overrun by orcs. Jey didn’t know. He just focused on landmarks and noticed a river at the base of the mountains. It actually ran east to west, along the base of the mountains, before making a right-angle turn along what Jey could only assume was the border. It looked to be in the right spot so long as they had followed it accurately. Yodi might know for sure, Jey was only guessing.

But what Jey could also see was the river was rather substantial and getting larger as it meandered slowly to the east and further into human controlled lands. Where there was water, there was life. And where there was life, there was a way to sustain more of it. And if there was a mine, it likely needed both, and the river would make a convenient way to move large volumes of ore.

So that’s the direction he took. Flying towards that river, Jey kept an eye out for anything that looked like a mine. Ymry hadn’t described it. It could be a vertical shaft, or it could be a giant open pit.

The forests here were thick. Great pines reached up, blocking the view of the ground until Jey was flying right over the top. He scanned the trees, looking for breaks, patterns or signs of a road. Nothing was obvious, and he continued flying along. The river was now below and a little off to his right. There were no signs of barges, no boats, or anything like that. Jey reasoned it was still their best bet. Especially if there were no roads out here.

He flew along, following the river. It bent and swayed for the most part. Following a rough southerly direction. The base of the mountains was where the river finally shifted dramatically. And it was at that shift, right at the base of the mountains, that Jey finally spotted something. His eyes were sharper than they were when he was human, but he couldn’t quite make out what it was. It glinted in the afternoon sun, and it made for an inconvenient blind spot.

Jey let out a huff, knowing it was the best chance they had. If that was what he was looking for, he’d done it. Ymry would keep her word. Hella would be fine and everything would be okay. But landing in the middle of a potentially orc infested mine was a quick way to get Hella injured all over again. A second spear, even in the leg, might be fatal for her.

With nothing for it, Jey began to descend. He angled towards the river, banking gently to not cause any problems for the ladies on his back. He descended until he was beneath the treeline, hidden from view of all who weren’t directly on the river. Deer spooked and ran off, as did a school of fish that broke the surface as his shadow passed overhead. Jey ignored it all as he looked for a suitable place to stop. He couldn’t risk the ladies any more than he already was. Not like this. Not until he knew it was safe.

There was a bend in the river coming up. It caused a sandbank to form and Jey flared his wings to ready himself. The bank wasn’t going to be large enough to risk landing perfectly, so Jey let his legs sink into the water. It was ice cold and made him hiss in surprise. What was worse, Jey underestimated how much of his speed the water would rob. He sank quickly, sending out a wave of water as his body halted rather rapidly in the water.

“COLD!” Yodi yelped.

“Sorry!” Jey snapped as he swished his tail.

They weren’t all that far from the bank. Which was a good thing, as the current here was rather strong. Still, Jey swam against it for no more than a minute before touching the ground with a clawed foot. Then he hauled himself up onto the bank and settled on his belly.

“What are we doing?” Yodi asked. “Did you see something?”

“I did,” Jey nodded as Yodi helped get Hella off his back.

“Then why are we stopping?” Yodi asked, suddenly looking concerned.

Jey turned to face her and sighed. “Because after the last time I landed somewhere, I’m not risking it again. You stay h⁠—”

“You can’t leave us!”

Jey sighed. Honestly, he didn’t want to. He couldn’t protect something precious if he left it behind. But he wasn’t about to risk walking it into danger, either. Jey shook his head, and Yodi narrowed her eyes.

“Jeyna. Think about it,” Yodi said.

“I am,” Jeyna stepped aside. “If I’m wrong, I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“Jey!” Yodi rushed to grab him.

Jey was quicker, though. Leaping hard, he sent up a plume of sand that made Yodi snarl as she was covered. Jey didn’t waste any time, though. Beating his wings hard, he raised into the air and soared for the shiny thing he couldn’t quite see. Whatever it was created a lot of glare and made it hard to even look in the direction it came from. Still, it was the best chance Jey had, and he followed the blinding glare to the source.

It didn’t take him long. Maybe an hour on foot and Yodi could join him and berate him personally once more. He hoped she wouldn’t. There was a general sense of her coming from behind him. So he knew he could find her. But landing in those trees would be tough.

For now, Jey circled the area. The shiny thing was something made of metal. And it was on a wooden post, outside a rather large cave entrance. Ymry might have to squeeze a bit to get in, but the multiple rail tracks going in and out made it obvious that this was the mine. And one of dwarven design too. At one point, this would have been a prosperous place to get ore, only now… There was an odd stench to the air.

Jey circled once more. Then descended for a landing. The ground was covered in dirt, but underneath was hard and rocky. Which was how it caused a gap in the trees, since the roots wouldn’t be able to dig very deep here. Jey looked around, seeing no signs of life, before heading towards the shiny thing. Which was when he felt something shift beneath his foot.

Glancing down, Jey spotted something else made of metal. With a sweep of his foot, Jey uncovered a domed helmet. The skull inside still had strips of flesh on it. The body had been here a while. Covered in dirt and grass, like it had been dumped and the world left to take over it once more.

Jey scanned the ground, seeing more bodies. About a dozen. They were arranged in an arc, facing away from the cave entrance. Most of them were badly damaged. Not just from decomposition, but missing limbs, or shattered bones. Slices to arms or ribs. The helmets had been left, but there were signs that these bodies had worn other armor. Armor that had been stripped along with their weapons before their bodies left. One skeleton didn’t have a head, though.

Jey looked up. Seeing the shiny thing on the post. It made him growl, as he recognized it from this angle, as the helmet. And there was a slight problem. That helmet was polished. Jey moved closer. The skull beneath was heavily decomposed. Bugs and ants swarmed the stick, but that metal was shiny and smooth. Like someone came out every day and gave it a buff. Whether a warning to others, or a beacon to something else. Something like him.

Jey looked around. Up close, he could see prints. Boots and bare feet. Four toes, which meant they weren’t human. Or dwarf. Now Jey thought about it. Dwarves and humans were far more alike than either of them would admit. Which meant, if Jey had to guess. That these prints were either orc or goblin. He’d heard that orcs could be seven feet tall. Goblins were the size of dwarves, but hunched over like old men. These prints weren’t huge, but they weren’t small either, and Jey had no idea how to gauge them. And he was still staring at the ground, as a massive, draconic head began to extend silently from the cave entrance.
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Yodi swore under her breath. Hella was trembling still. They’d both gotten damp from Jey’s landing. Hella was not doing well. Her breathing was too shallow and her reactions too strong. It was almost like her body was going through the throes of death. The silly human girl was brash, annoying and, to make matters worse… she was growing on the dwarf. And she knew that Jey had a soft spot for her as well.

“Jey has a plan,” Yodi whispered to the unconscious woman in her arms, as she settled them beneath a tree.

“Who is this, Jey?” a calm, feminine voice echoed through Yodi’s head.

She flinched and looked around. “Who’s there?”

“I asked the question first!” The voice snapped. “Who’s Jey?”

Yodi shoved off the tree and got a better grip on Hella as she turned around. “Show yourself!”

“That is NOT how this works!” The voice snapped. “So rude!”

Yodi gulped. Then ran. She wasn’t all that fast. Whatever happened to her had made her stronger. But her stature would always be a problem.

“Hey!” the voice growled. “Slow down!”

“Leave us alone!”

“GLADLY!” the voice snapped. “But I’m a tad lost!”

“Then go ask someone else!” Yodi turned and headed in another direction at random.

“Would you stop that?” The voice came from behind her.

Yodi turned, and in her moment of distraction, she tripped. Hella didn’t make a noise as she hit the ground. Yodi tumbled to a stop. She blinked and crawled over to her friend. She was limp on the ground, now dusty, and had a scrape on her cheek from the fall.

“Oh wow, she’s really sick,” the voice said.

Yodi bared her teeth and stood. “I don’t know who the FUCK you think you are!” she snarled. “But if you don’t back the fuck off. My man is going to burn this fucking forest down with you inside it!”

“Is he a dragon?” the voice asked, suddenly curious.

Yodi glared as the voice seemed to move around without an obvious direction. “Yes.”

“Oh,” a strange green and brown woman stepped out of a tree. “That’s who I’m looking for… I think.”

“You…” Yodi froze, staring at the woman. “You’re a dryad.”

“And you’re a dwarf, congratulations. Which means… that,” she pointed at Hella, “is who I’m here to help.”

“You said you were looking for Jey?” Yodi got defensive.

“Yeah,” the dryad rolled her eyes. “Apparently, he’s one of the old forbidden ones. You don’t just walk up to a dragon’s hoard and expect to live through it. But I can feel three dragons out here and figured I’d go for the smallest one and see if I got lucky. I was told a male with ashen scales and… well, you’re not a man.”

Yodi stood there in confusion. Before freezing in horror. “Three?”

“Yeah,” the dryad nodded. “You, and two more over that way,” the dryad gestured to the south. “Anyway, if you’re with the male, this is who I’m here to help. Ymry sent me over. Bitch owes me a favor, but… well, you don’t say no to a deal like that. Not from an elder dragon.”

“Wait,” Yodi glared. “What do you want with Hella?”

“To heal her,” the dryad said as if Yodi had said something monumentally stupid. “Which I think I should do sooner, rather than later. Cos with you here, Jey’s not gonna handle another male in the area. Territorial little shit is gonna get his head ripped off, though, so it won’t be a problem until the big one comes out looking for answers.”

Yodi clutched her face in horror, and turned towards the south, as a terrifying roar echoed through the trees.

“Yeah, he is maaad,” the dryad sang as she came closer, holding out a glowing hand.
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Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

Jey had only just gotten out of the way. The dragon before him shifted and its… flipper scraped along the ground. That was enough to clue Jey into what was happening, and was the only reason he still had a head attached to his shoulders.

The Sea Orc raised its head as bits of broken stone fell from its mouth. That terrible mouth opened and the ear-splitting roar echoed through the land. Then it stepped forward. The ground rumbled, and Jey staggered slightly. Which the sea orc took advantage of as it brought those massive jaws down towards him once more. This time, Jey wasn’t so lucky. Twisting to one side, his sudden shift was enough to spare him the worst of the bite. Instead, those teeth caught one of Jey’s wings.

As the bones shattered and his wing tore to shreds, the second roar was Jey’s. Unleashing his flames, the sea orc released him and Jey scrambled away, desperately trying to pull in the tattered remains of the ruined limb. The sea orc glowered at him. It was gargantuan. Perhaps not as large as Ymry, but still far larger than the ashen dragon. How he was supposed to kill this thing was anyone’s guess. Part of Jey was sure Ymry had sent him here to die. There was no way he could kill this thing alone.

Its maw opened, and Jey had only a moment to prepare, as a jet of hot water and steam sprayed from the sea orc’s mouth. Jey screeched in pain as the searing liquid coated his scales. The heat was intense, but it was the horrific smell and the way his open wounds sizzled that made it so much worse. Jey recoiled, pulling back as the sea orc crawled forward.

That was the only thing Jey realized had stopped him from dying right away. The beast was massive. But it was built to swim. Not to crawl on land. Its flippers had claws to grip the stony ground, but it only had the two of them. Its ability to move was a literal crawl. From what Jey could tell, it didn’t even have wings. Not that Jey did at the moment, either.

“Whelp!” it hissed. “Your flesh shall join my hoard.”

Flesh? Not bone. So this definitely wasn’t Zolrin. Not an elder, just an oversized lizard on the wrong side of the mountain. One that was drawing back for another lunge. Jey knew this was too much. He was already injured and this thing, while not fast on land, had access to the water. And Jey had left Yodi and Hella by the water’s edge. His… his mates.

Jey leaped. The blast of steam and searing water sprayed out across the ground. He didn’t have his wings, or he’d have aimed to land on the sea orc’s head. The idea of his mates being harmed drove Jey to the edge of reason. All he could think was to maim this intruder.

His jump took him to one side, missing most of the sea orc’s attack. That cut off the moment it realized Jey had moved. He lunged in. Moving quicker than the large sea orc could match. At least, not with its great bulk. Those massive flippers holding it up, though. They were a different matter. Jey saw it coming and leaped. That wasn’t enough, though, and it battered him sideways. Jey landed badly on his injured wing and let out a scream of pain. Through it, he rolled, climbing to his feet, as another breath attack struck him in the face.

Recoiling in pain, Jey felt his eyes stinging and flailed about. Enormous pressure clamped down on his shoulder. Jey roared as teeth sank through his scales. He scratched at the jaws holding him. They lifted, hauling him from the ground, forcing those teeth further into his flesh while Jey beat his uninjured wing in desperation. He’d seen how come creatures ate.

Tipping their head up, the sea orc was about to give him a light toss and catch him again between its teeth. Jey snarled, before washing the area with his flames. This time, it wasn’t shocked and held on as Jey exhausted himself. The massive creature let out a rumbling laugh. Before jerking swiftly to one side.

Jey heard the snarl, right before he heard the feminine scream.

“LET HIM GO!”

Jey twisted his head around. Over the massive maw, clamped over his arm, he could see her. But it wasn’t just her. She was… different. Her face looked the same, but her eyes glowed like rubies in the sunlight. That matched the freckled scales that ran across her cheeks and down her neck beneath her clothing. By the time those scales reached her arms and legs, she had the same ruby scales as a dragon. Tipped with claws and clamped tightly in rage as she wound back her fist.

“I SAID LET. HIM. GO!”

Her punch rocked the massive dragon. It didn’t appear terribly hurt by the strike. But it was enough to drop Jey. He tumbled to the ground, landing heavily on his side. Jey gasped as he looked up at Yodi. From this angle, he could see more of her. The glorious red wings that had torn holes in her outfit. And the long tail extending from the base of her spine that whipped around to keep her balanced.

The massive sea orc turned and tried to bite her as she flew past. Yodi seemed to expect it. Twisting around in the air, she was extremely agile. Her target wasn’t the dragon, though. As soon as she spotted Jey, she headed towards him. Her feet hit the ground, sending up a plume of dirt as she skidded to a halt.

“Up!” she snapped, grabbing Jey by the injured shoulder. “UP!”

“Up,” Jey groaned as Yodi surprised them both by taking the weight of his draconic body on her shoulders.

“MOVE!” she ordered.

Jey was in too much pain, shock and confusion to argue with the woman. She said move, and he was moving. The sea orc, watching its prey leave it behind, sent out a blast of heated water once more. There was nothing Jey could do but open his good wing and protect Yodi as best he could. She still snarled through the pain at the splattering that washed over the back of her legs.

Jey had another surge of rage at seeing her pain. But Yodi kept a firm grip on him. They hurried through the trees. Jey could sense they were heading back towards Hella. Hella, who needed healing? He still needed to find whoever it was that Ymry had sent. If she had actually sent anyone. This could all be a trap, a way to get them killed. Jey let out a groan and began to shift back. Yodi did not. He was taller, but she seemed stronger. The wounds he’d inflicted in his dragon form translated to his human one.

Jey’s shoulder was a mess. So was a patch of his ribs close to his spine. Jey knew instinctively that he wasn’t dying. But the putrid liquid in the sea orc’s breath attack was preventing it from healing properly. Which just made this so much worse.

“Come on,” Yodi urged him. “We’re almost there. You need to get looked at. Your shoulder looks bad.”

“Looked at?” Jey frowned.

“Someone’s here,” Yodi urged him onward. “She showed up just as you left.”

“She?”

“Dryad,” Yodi muttered.

Jey frowned. A dryad. He didn’t know much about dryads. One of the fae kinds from Leergierig in the north. Beyond that, they were reclusive, and rarely left their own territory. Elves were common enough as traveling merchants, but dryads were almost a myth.

“Is she dangerous?” Jey muttered.

“Extremely,” a new voice called, as Yodi dragged Jey ever closer. “But I promise to be on my best behavior!”

Jey grimaced as Yodi dragged him into a clearing. The dryad was… nude. Her hair was green, as were her fingernails. Her skin, though, was brown, with a texture like tree bark. The only thing covering her modesty were a few leaves and flowers that seemed to be growing out of her body. Like a vine wrapped around a tree.

As strange as she looked, though. It was Hella that caught Jey’s eye. She was sitting up. Leaning on a tree. She looked tired, but there was a smile on her face as she spotted Jey.

“Hella,” Jey shifted towards her.

“Hold up big guy,” the dryad got between them.

It only lasted for a moment. Despite Jey’s injuries, the fury he felt as someone got between him and his hoard was overwhelming. In one moment, he was an injured man. The next, an injured dragon, snapping at her as she darted out of the way. Jey let her go, having served his purpose of moving her as he closed in on Hella, while Yodi did her best to support him once again.

“Be nice,” Hella frowned. “She helped me.”

“It’s fine,” the dryad giggled. “Consider that a test passed.”

Jey let out a long growl as Yodi slipped out from under his injured arm. She put herself between the dragon and the dryad, as if waiting for her next move.

“Really?” the dryad crossed her arms. “You’d think I was here for nefarious purposes.”

“Aren’t you?”

“No,” the dryad scoffed. “Told you already. Ymry sent me. Big ol’bitch owes me one.”

Jey frowned, before feeling a hand touch his side. When he looked down, Hella was smiling. Jey leaned in, nuzzling his snout against her stomach while being careful not to bump her with a horn.

“She did heal me,” Hella whispered softly. “I… I wasn’t in a good place.”

“No,” Jey admitted with a sigh. “And Ymry did say she was sending someone.”

“More proof!” The dryad exclaimed. “Not that I needed any at this point. The dragonewt is a bit of a giveaway.”

Jey lifted his head and regarded the dryad, before glancing at Yodi, and her scale covered body. “Dragonewt?”

“Yup,” the dryad giggled. “The elders are going to be pissed when they find out.” At her words, Jey narrowed his eyes, and the dryad scoffed and waved her hand in dismissal. “There’s a reason I’m on this side of the border. Don’t worry, when Magom finds out, it won’t be because I told him.”

“How can we trust you?” Jey asked cautiously.

The dryad frowned. Then let out a sigh. Reaching up with one hand, she tugged on the flowers wrapped around her chest and tugged them open like a loose shirt. The first thing Jey noticed were the lovely green nipples at the tips of a pair of lovely breasts. The second thing he noticed, was the horrible scaring. It looked like someone had taken to her with an axe and carved her heart out through her ribcage.

“In case you’re wondering, yes, it hurt. No, I wasn’t supposed to be alive. And yes, the reason I am is the same reason I was able to heal your little human girl,” the dryad mumbled as she set the flowers back over herself. “Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to finish up here and go about my day?”

“What—”

“You!” she snapped. “Dammit. Sorry, my past always makes me snappy. Ymry sent me to heal your mate. But knowing that cantankerous ol’bitch she’ll be mad if I leave you in the state you are. So let me fix you up real quick, and I’ll be on my way.”

While she spoke, Yodi moved back over to Jey’s side. Her wings were pulling back into her shirt, and her tail was retracting as well. The scales were vanishing, starting at her face, and the last thing to vanish were her claws as she settled against him. Jey breathed out a long sigh before doing the same. The injuries shifted once more. Only now, they looked a little red and puffy.

“Ooof,” the dryad frowned as she came over. “Infection.”

“Already?” Jey asked.

“Not a natural one,” she muttered. “This was done with dragon breath?”

“Ah, yeah,” Jey nodded.

“Right,” the dryad sighed. “This is going to take a bit more out of me. Just… I need you to know that Ymry is going to be pissed if you kill me.”

“Kill you?” Yodi frowned.

“We’re not going to hurt you,” Hella agreed.

Jey remained silent. Should she harm one of his mates, he’d definitely kill her. Something that the dryad must have picked up on, as she gave him a small frown.

“Trust me to help you,” she pleaded. “Then let me trust you to do the same.”

“What’s going to happen?” Jey asked.

“I’m going to heal you,” she muttered. “But I’m going to be extremely weak afterward. I won’t be able to fix it all, but with your hoard here, you’ll bounce back fine in a few hours. And… if you leave me here…”

“Help him,” Hella pleaded.

“Help him, and I’ll make sure to keep you safe,” Yodi agreed.

Jey sighed and gave a small nod of agreement. The dryad smiled nervously, before holding up a glowing palm. It shone like the sun, filtered through the leaves on a bright day. Jey was mesmerized and kept his eyes open as she touched his wounded shoulder.

There was a slight crawling sensation as something pulsed beneath his skin. Then he felt wet, as whatever it was ran down his back. The smell was rancid, and Hella retched as she covered her nose. Yodi and the dryad didn’t look much better. In fact, the dryad looked worse. She was breathing hard, like she was running. But didn’t stop, as she ran her hands down Jey’s back. More of that crawling, and more of the liquid stench, came from the wounds that signified his shattered wing. Before the dryad let out a whimper and fell limply against Jey’s side.

He caught her. She was breathing hard, and her eyes were droopy. But she managed to look up at him.

“Trust,” she said.

Jey sighed and gave a nod. “We need to go.”

“Can we wash off first?” Hella asked.

Jey thought about the sea orc and shook his head. “Not yet.”
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Jey walked along. He and Hella were leaning on one another. Jey was feeling stronger by the minute, while Hella was just tired from her brush with death. Behind them, working up a sweat, was a disgruntled, but determined, Yodi. With the mostly unconscious dryad slung over her shoulders.

“We’re not going to be able to keep this up,” Jey muttered. “Need somewhere to stop. Preferably near water.”

“Water that way,” the dryad gestured with a limp arm.

Jey spotted it before she relaxed and steered Hella to march in the direction indicated. The day was getting late. The sun was low, and they had little in the way of food and water. Nobody had risked going down to the river once Jey explained what had attacked him at the mine.

The four of them were going to have to make do until Jey could fly again. Even then, the dryad was a wildcard. She spoke of trust, but would that extend to being strapped to his back and flown away? Would that even be something Jey could do? The dryad was here, which meant that Ymry had done something for them. Perhaps she didn’t intend for Jey to die after all.

While he couldn’t see a way to kill such a massive dragon. He was able to escape it easily enough. Which meant he might be able to do something about it. In the water would be suicide, but perhaps, dragged out of the cave, things would be different. Beyond those front flippers, all it would have was a large tail.

“So, do we want to talk about your new transformation?” Jey started as they walked.

“You mean where I heard you screaming and wings blew the back of my shirt open?” Yodi asked.

“That’d be it,” Jey grinned. “I’m guessing that’s new.”

“You’d be guessing correct,” Yodi agreed.

“I’ve never heard of a dragonewt,” Hella added. “Is that like a baby dragon or something?”

“They’re supposed to be dead,” Yodi sighed. “Hunted… with the forbidden ones.”

Jey slowed and glanced back at Yodi, who was eyeing him carefully. “Forbidden ones?”

Yodi nodded. “Keep walking. I only know what I’ve been told.”

“Wish someone could tell us how far,” Jey sighed as he looked at the limp dryad.

Yodi hefted her burden a little before continuing her march alongside Jey and Hella. “I don’t know a lot. Just stories passed down. I think mostly in case we ever found ourselves in a position to report it. The dragons are all separate, for the most part.”

“Something about pure bloodlines,” Jey nodded. “The closer they are to the elder’s bloodline, the easier it is to gain strength.”

“It also makes them targets for the elders to kill, since they tend to have overlapping hoards,” Yodi nodded. “But that’s not the point of the story. Dragons can cross breed, and I’m not talking a wyvern and a basilisk. The mother’s kind always breeds true. A wyvern mother will have wyvern offspring.”

“Are you telling us that the dragons have different types based on their people?” Hella asked.

“Almost,” Yodi frowned. “The dragons used to live amongst the people. They kept us as pets as often as they hunted us. Forced people to worship them and supply their hoard in return for protection from other dragons.”

“Not much has changed.” Jey shook his head.

“Not really, but still different. They fought more. Died more. Bred more. The world was chaotic, and it wasn’t uncommon for fights to lead to the deaths of thousands. To prevent this, dragons of the same type began to clump together. Dragons, like Magom, retreated to the north and hoarded their magic. Kiandonirth his gems, Ymry her coin and Zolrin… well, Zolrin’s a bit of a special case, so we can leave him out.”

“He really does just carry around a bunch of skulls?” Jey asked.

“According to what I’ve been told, yes,” Yodi nodded. “He’s not as powerful as the other elders, but his body is decorated by the skulls of his kills, so they move along with him.”

“The sea orc was talking about flesh.” Jey frowned.

“That might be why he’s here,” Yodi pointed out. “He needs to constantly hunt to fill his hoard with meat or something.”

“It’s going to smell awful in there,” Hella sighed.

“We’re getting off track, though,” Jey smiled apologetically at Yodi.

“We are,” she smiled in thanks. “The dragons separated and kept to their own. They squabbled internally and the four elders rose up while their underlings fought for their scraps. That’s where it should have stayed, except with peace, came prosperity, and some of the dragons began to mingle.” Yodi’s eyes were slightly vacant as she recalled her lessons from youth. “It’s said that a young dragon from the dwarven lands—a direct descendant of Kiandonirth himself—met with a descendant of Ymry. They had an egg, and that egg hatched into a hybrid of the two sides.”

Yodi squirmed and looked over at Jey. “The offspring didn’t hoard gems, trinkets, weapons or anything else. Until one day it took a fancy to a woman.”

“Shit,” Jey sighed.

Yodi smiled. “That was the origin of the dragonewt. He rose up with a flock of dragonewts, as powerful as an elder and tried to stake a claim. The resulting war killed millions and culled the dragons back to just a few dozen, from thousands. And while the dragons have slowly been recovering, they made an agreement. That there were to be no more hybrids, under pain of death.”

“But Ymry hasn’t killed me,” Jey pointed out. “And she knows about you both.”

“Both?” Hella frowned.

Jey sighed. “We’re not sleeping together but…”

“I don’t know what to tell you,” Yodi continued. “But… since that night. When… I passed out. I’ve felt… more. And now I’m sprouting wings and a tale. Then there’s how you look at Hella and me.”

“I…” Jey wanted to argue, but cut himself off. “We don’t know for sure.”

“I’m sure,” the dryad muttered softly.

Jey remained silent. But Yodi remembered what she’d said. The dryad specifically said there were three dragons. And referred to her as one. But before she had a chance to prod the almost unconscious woman for information, the trees broke open. There was a glade with a small creek running through the middle. Deep enough to bathe, but not enough to let that dragon sneak up on them.
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“Jey?”

“Hmm?” Jey sat up, seeing Hella approach.

He was wearing pants again. Laying on the bank of the creek, Jey had been thinking about today. Yodi and the dryad were over by the fire. Hella, to everyone’s surprise, might not have known much about medicinal herbs, but was more than capable of finding a few bushes with edible berries. Although, nobody ate them until after Yodi confirmed they were safe.

“You’ve been quiet tonight.” Hella sat down beside him. “Heavy thoughts?”

“Imagine being sent off to die in a war you didn’t believe in. Only to get ambushed and watch everyone around you die before you even arrive. Then, to top it all off, a dragon shows up and burns everything. And after running away, you discover you yourself are a dragon. Then add in Yodi, you, fighting off a wyrm, learning to fly and then ending up here. I’m just… overwhelmed with everything. And then Yodi goes on to explain that I’m probably some rare species that’s going to be hunted the moment someone finds out about me.”

“I don’t think so,” Hella shook her head. “Remember what you said? Ymry knows about you. She knows about us. So either the most powerful dragon on this side of the border doesn’t care, or Yodi’s wrong. Or maybe she isn’t, but she wasn’t told the whole story, or any number of things.”

“You’re right,” Jey sighed. “But it doesn’t change how I feel.”

“Jey, do you remember what it’s like to be weak?” Hella asked.

Jey turned his head and looked at her. Hella was leaning back on her hands, staring up into the night sky.

“Weak?”

“I was just a villager,” she said. “When the soldiers came, I hid because I was weak.”

“Hiding was smart⁠—”

“Then I ran, because I was weak,” she kept going. “And when I found you, I ran again. Even when you caught me, I begged and pleaded and when you finally let me go, I ran some more.”

“I don’t blame you,” Jey frowned.

“I blame me,” Hella countered. “I’m so sick of being weak. Do you know what those men were going to do to me in that camp?”

“Yes,” Jey growled, baring his teeth at just the memory of how he found her.

“Yodi isn’t weak,” Hella said in a whisper.

“Yodi is…” Jey frowned and turned to see where the dwarf had gone. Only to see the camp set up for the night. The dryad was curled up in one bedroll. While Yodi had set up the second. And from the looks of it, she’d tried to make room for all three of them. Where she was, though, Jey didn’t know. He couldn’t see her.

“She’s giving us some privacy,” Hella whispered.

“Privacy?” Jey turned back to her.

Hella nodded and started working the ties around her top. Jey stared as he realized what she was doing.

“I’m part of your hoard, aren’t I?” Hella asked. Jey swallowed and didn’t answer. Which made Hella sigh. “Please answer me?”

“Yes,” Jey admitted. “I can sense you.”

“Can you sense Yodi?” She asked.

Jey paused and cast out his senses. Unlike Hella, who he had a general sense of direction. Yodi was like a beacon calling to him. He found her immediately. She was nearby, watching with interest as she lightly touched between her legs. Jey growled as he looked directly at her. He couldn’t make her out in the dark while in his human form, but her lust spiked just from the look.

He had two options now. The first was to go to Yodi and satisfy his urges with her. Or… there was the alternative, who was now pulling her top off, showing a lovely pair of breasts. Jey closed his eyes and took a deep breath. And rolled atop the human woman beside him.

“Oh,” she quivered. “I didn—mmm!”

Jey kissed her, and she kissed back. Her fingers danced across his skin before tugging at his pants. Jey helped her, shoving them down, before taking her own. Hella seemed to hesitate for a moment, and Jey broke the kiss as she stared up at him.

“I’ve… never…”

“I’ll be gentle,” Jey promised.

“Thank you,” Hella smiled.

She raised her hips, and Jey took her pants at the waist and pulled. The garment slipped off, and she wasn’t wearing anything beneath. He could smell her arousal. They had all bathed earlier, so it was fresh and delightful. Jey was tempted to lean down and taste her. But his thoughts derailed as her hands found his cock. She stroked him while licking her lips.

“Is it always so big?” She asked.

“Mostly around beautiful women,” Jey grinned.

Hella snorted and smiled brightly. “You’re such an ass.”

“Maybe,” Jey agreed as she pulled him closer.

Her pussy was already wet. Not a mess, like Yodi could be after a bit of foreplay. But that was to be expected. Hella looked nervous, and she opened her legs. Jey tucked her knees around his waist and leaned in to kiss her, when a savage scream cut through the air.

Jey jerked upright, as a tall green man in skins tore out of the treeline. Behind him came a dozen more, while twice that number of shorter, twisted creatures stepped out, drawing crude bows.
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Jey’s first instinct was to reach out and sense his mates. Hella was with him. Yodi wasn’t in line for the attack. More than that, after a surge of shock, came a burst of white hot rage. But there was another element in all this. The dryad. He didn’t even know her name. But she’d more than earned Jey’s respect. She’d healed him, sure. But healing Hella meant so much more. And right now, the orc, because that’s all Jey could think of when he looked at him. That orc was baring down on the still form of the dryad.

From all around at once. It felt a like a massive weight was pressing. Jey wasn’t sure what it was. But he reacted the only way he could. There wasn’t time to think, only to act. With one hand wrapped around Hella’s delicate waist, Jey shifted. It only took a moment, and the orc’s eyes widened in surprise as Jey opened his mouth. His human jaw extended out, as dagger-like teeth erupted from his gums. Before his scales had completely covered his body, flames were already erupting from between his lips.

The orc dived off to one side as the burst of flame washed out, narrowly missing the dryad still curled by the fire. She might be a little singed, but she was alive and that was the goal as Jey started to move. Hella, still nude from their moment of intimacy, let out a scream of terror as Jey cradled her against his belly.

With one arm occupied, Jey relied on his wings. They opened easily enough, but he snarled in pain when he beat them. The smaller creatures that Jey could only think were goblins had drawn up short at the edge of the clearing and were pulling back their crude bows. Jey didn’t have time to waste. He lunged, throwing himself towards the dryad. With Hella hidden beneath his bulk, Jey had only a moment to get into position. The distance wasn’t great, and he slammed his tail into the ground like an anchor to help bring him to a stop.

With both Hella and the dryad beneath him, Jey opened his wings and roared in pain as a dozen small arrows pelted his body. They weren’t the hunting bows of humans, or the dragon killer from the dwarves. The arrows that found his open wings were the only ones that pierced, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t painful.

All Jey could do was crouch. He could feel Yodi out there. She was moving, as if to intercept the goblin archers. Jey turned, keeping his bulk over the two women as he flared his injured wings to hide them from view. That is, with the exception of the orc. Jey was stuck between the archers and the oversized green warrior. The man had a smirk on his face. The skins he wore were animal for the most part. A few of them, though, Jey wasn’t sure. It was possible for human to be that color, but equally possible to be dwarf or elf. Clutched in one hand was a short spear tipped in black metal. In the other, dangled a flail. A short handle, with twisted sinew leading to several hard packed sand bags with bone spikes protruding from them. Jey didn’t think the flail was designed to kill. More likely, soaked into the sandbags was some kind of toxin, like the sea orc’s breath weapon.

“SPREAD OUT!” the orc roared at his smaller companions. “He can’t protect them from all sides!”

The goblins chittered and snarled as they started doing just that. Which was when Yodi broke through the trees. The goblins were caught by surprise as the red scaled woman with claws and a tail suddenly took hold of one. Jey had only a moment to watch as she held the goblin by the ankle, and swung it over her head like a club, cracking its body into the ground. Because that moment of distraction was when the orc lunged.

Jey was too late to cover a defense. But he was able to lower his wing to block the strike against Hella, who was shaking the dryad as if to wake her. Which meant that the spiked flail hacked into Jey’s wing. Like the arrows, it pierced the thin membrane and made Jey snarl in pain as he confirmed the sandbags had been soaked in something.

Following up with a spear thrust, Jey shifted, letting the metal tip of the spear graze off his shoulder. The metal didn’t pierce, but carved a deep scratch along Jey’s ashen scales. Jey lashed out with a claw. He had more reach than the orc did. But the orc was prepared and leaped back. Which left him open for a breath attack. Jey did just that, sending out another blast of flames. Only to snarl as the orc used the momentary blindness caused by the fire to slip in close. He didn’t aim for the women, though. He drove the spear into the back of Jey’s leg. Right into the joint where it would cause the most pain and reduce his mobility.

Jey roared and thrashing out with his tail. The long appendage whipped around. The orc wasn’t quick enough to dodge this one. He still tried, though, and leaped, tucking his legs up. Jey’s tail caught him in the lower back, knocking him through the air where the orc landed and rolled a few times.

With the orc down, Jey turned to Yodi, who was beating a goblin to death with an arm. The owner of the arm was a twisted mess beside the one she’d slammed into the ground by the ankle. That hadn’t stopped the rest of the goblins from attacking. Even as Jey watched, one took a shot at Yodi. She yelped as the arrow struck her side. The goblin screamed as Jey unleashed a wave of fire over it, before sweeping the flames from side to side, catching several more.

An arrow bounced off Jey’s nose and he recoiled, snapping his jaws shut as he turned to the new shooter. The goblin, realizing it had only succeeded at making itself a distraction, froze in place. Before Jey could open his mouth once again, he spotted movement. This time, as the flail whipped around, Jey lashed out with a claw. The orc howled as his arm shattered and spurted blood. The flail tumbled to the ground and Jey saw the damage. His arm was hanging on with shreds of meat. What bone there was had shattered from the impact and Jey could see one of the arm bones sticking out. Spear forgotten, Jey opened his mouth to end the orc, when he heard a feminine scream.

Twisting his body, Jey lowered his wings as several arrows pelted his side once more. That was the distraction the orc needed to turn and run. The goblins, seeing him do so, while Yodi tore another limb from limb, decided to join him. They fled into the night as quickly as they arrived, leaving Jey fuming with anger and Yodi panting in pain.

In the aftermath. Hella, to Jey’s relief, was fine. The dryad had regained proper consciousness as the sun rose. But Jey and Yodi were another matter. Jey wasn’t overly injured. But his wings had been torn up by half a dozen arrows in the end. Each of them had pierced the thin membranes, but hadn’t gone quite through. Unfortunately, the goblins used barbed arrows. Which meant Jey had to hold still, in his dragon form, while the dryad and Hella worked together. With Hella holding Jey’s attention, the dryad wasted no time, shoving the arrows completely through the wound before yanking it out.

That wasn’t the worst of it, though. The flail had, in fact, been soaked in something. The wound around the blow that Jey had taken on his wing was already smelling bad. Festering from within, the dryad could only guess what it had been soaked in. She was breathing hard and trembling by the time she cleared the infection from the wound. Closing it would have to wait, though. Because they had one final hurdle.

“I suppose you could consider this a kind of revenge,” Yodi grimaced.

“I thought about that actually,” Hella said as she stroked the side of Yodi’s head. “But now I’m sitting here, I think I understand a little better.”

“Didn’t think you’d see it like that,” Yodi grunted, feeling Jey’s eyes from the other side of the clearing, where he paced back and forth in impotent rage.

“This is going to suck for all of us,” the dryad muttered. “You most of all,” she looked Yodi in the eye. “Doing this with Jey’s wings would have taken too much out of me. But I have enough strength to do it once and repair enough damage you won’t get an infection.”

Yodi nodded. They’d discussed the plan already. The goblin arrow had gone rather deep, but on an angle. It was sitting beneath one of her ribs, narrowly missing a lung. Wedged firmly in place, it hurt her to breathe, but she wasn’t bleeding heavily. So long as it came out and infection was handled, she would heal up quite nicely.

“Are you ready?” the dryad asked.

“No,” Yodi grit her teeth. “But then you can’t ever be ready for this, can you?”

“Probably not,” the dryad grimaced.

From her wrist, extended a thick vine. The vines were to entrap her prey and suck the nutrients out of whatever it was as it died. Dryads were parasitic creatures and, with a substantial meal, would sit around in one place for days or weeks until their prey finally expired and began to waste away. The vines didn’t have a lot of combat use. They were strong, but slow and easily cut if you had access to a knife. In this case, though, it was what the dryad used to help Yodi.

Pushing it into the arrow wound, Yodi let out a whimper of pain. The vine had to force its way in, splitting her flesh and widening the wound. Yodi’s pain echoed through the bond with Jey, and the dragon’s angry pacing turned to furious growling as he desperately restrained himself from interfering. Like with Hella, he knew that the dryad was helping and that was the only thing that stopped him from tearing the dryad limb from limb.

“How are you doing, Yodi?” the dryad asked.

“Hurts,” came Yodi’s pained grunt. “Hurry.”

“Quick as I can,” the dryad nodded.

Hella trembled as tears rolled down her cheek. Yodi couldn’t help but twitch and shift about in pain. It was her job to lean on the dwarf and hold her still. At least to the best of her ability. The dryad grimaced as she forced the vine deeper into the wound. Before forcing it around the barbed tip of the arrow. The barb dug into the vine, making the dryad wince in pain, before she pulled hard. The wooden shaft made a horrible sucking noise as it came free. Yodi tensed as she felt it pull free, and a small scream escaped her lips.

That scream cut short, as Hella did the only thing she could. With Yodi twitching and jerking, she couldn’t risk letting her go. So, to silence her, she chose the only other option available. Yodi tensed and froze as she felt the soft lips of the other woman close over her own. It was both entirely alien, intimate, and terrifying all at once. The distraction worked, though, and Yodi fell still before Hella sat up with a fierce blush.

The dryad woman, ignoring the ladies’ kiss, clutched the arrow shaft. Frozen in terror, she felt the looming presence of the dragon overhead. The hot blast of wind on the back of her neck confirmed that Jey was only moments from ending her. The part of his brain that was in control was simply reacting to Yodi’s pain and had acted to protect her.

“Ooooh kayyy,” the dryad said softly, before letting out a small whimper as she pulled the barb out of her vine. Setting the arrow aside, she glanced over her shoulder. Those orange, smoldering eyes locked on her as a waft of smoke escaped his enormous jaws.

Jey struggled against himself. Yodi was hurt. Hella was possibly in danger. The threat being the dryad. But… she was the one who helped Hella earlier. His mind swirled with anger, confusion, and the pain that radiated across the bond with Yodi. Which, in the end, was what tipped the scale. Yodi, sensing his turmoil, reached out and gently took the dryad’s hand in her own.

“It’s okay,” Yodi hissed. “She’s helping.”

Jey stared at their joined hands for a few moments before stepping back. The dryad sighed in relief and Jey slumped to the ground. Laying on the ground, Jey watched as the healing light came from the dryad’s palm. There was a moment of doubt as Yodi twitched, but the sensation of calmness flowing across the bond stilled the beast in Jey’s heart once more. Until finally, with a grunt, the dryad slumped over.

Jey shifted, and Yodi held up her hand as Hella raised hers as well.

“Hold on there, big guy,” Hella smiled. “Just stay down.”

“Or you could change back?” Yodi called as she struggled to hold on to the exhausted dryad.

Jey blinked slowly. The words they said made sense. Lay down was easy, but then… The more he thought about that, the more Yodi’s request to return to normal seemed like the better option. With a few deep breaths, Jey felt his body twist and constrict. When he opened his eyes, Jey was on all fours, buck naked before the three women.

“There he goes,” Yodi chuckled.

Hella blushed and looked away as Jey struggled with himself for a few moments. In the end, he could see that Yodi, Hella and the dryad were okay. So he detoured over to their packs and collected his pants. Pulling them on, Jey then made his way back over to the three women.

“I’m okay,” Yodi repeated with a soft smile.

“Need… Bandage,” the dryad mumbled.

Jey sighed and looked around. “You going to need to make a poultice again?”

“Hold up,” Hella froze. “Turn around.”

Jey was confused, but did as she asked. Hearing a pair of soft gasps. When he glanced back, Yodi was whispering something in Hella’s ear. Hella nodded and got up. “You stay here. I need to hopefully find something.”

“Stay?” Jey frowned. “You’re not going anywhere with those things out there!”

“You cut the orc’s arm off. He’s not coming back, and the goblins ran when he did. The dryad doesn't have it in her to heal you and Yodi any more than she has. So someone needs to find the ingredients for the poultice,” Hella glared, before softening her expression. “Look. I like that you’re worried about me. But I’m the best chance we have to get this done now. The dryad fixed up my leg well enough. So it’s either you or me going out there. And these two can’t run away if something does show up.”

“Fuck,” Jey snarled and kicked his foot.

Hella scampered over and snagged Jey’s hand. He turned to face her as she kissed him. Her scent filled his nose and his desire from the evening before rose to the surface. But she broke it off with an embarrassed smile and pulled back.

“I won’t be long, okay?”

Jey narrowed his eyes at her. But couldn’t argue his logic. With a small nod, Hella took the chance for what it was and rushed off into the trees. To Jey’s relief, it was the complete opposite direction that the orc and goblins had gone. Which, while he thought about it. Was back towards the cave with the sea orc.

“Jey?” Yodi called to get his attention.

That was all it took. He could feel the concern radiating, and he bent down to get close to her.

“Careful, you’re injured too,” she smiled.

“Am I?” Jey asked.

“Your back,” Yodi frowned at him. “You can’t feel it?”

Jey stretched. He didn’t feel right, but the injuries she was referring to weren’t something that bothered him. Still, he patted along his back and saw the blood on his hands.

“Oh,” he frowned.

“Oh, he says,” Yodi rolled her eyes. “Just stay close to me. I feel better with you here. Especially now that you don’t want to kill the one helping us.”

“Appreciate it,” the dryad mumbled.

Jey rolled his eyes and lay down beside the injured dwarf. Somehow, just putting his arm around her made him feel better. Only the distraction of Hella’s movements was enough to prevent him falling asleep once more.

She wasn’t out for long. Less than an hour later, she was back with a handful of plants. Yodi checked them, and with their quiet discussion, a few were set aside. The poultice came together in a group effort. While they worked, the dryad lay out in the sunlight and began to recuperate. None of them had eaten much, and their rations were gone, and Jey needed to hunt. But that was a problem because he couldn’t fly. As a dragon, he was fast compared to a human. But to a deer, he may as well not bother getting up.

Their pangs continued, and Jey thought about whether it was worth trying to fly anyway. The injuries were only small holes. It would hurt, but he could probably manage. They needed to move anyway. If the orc and the goblins found them, the sea orc could as well. Why it hadn’t shifted to human form to follow, Jey didn’t know. That’s what he would have done if the situations were reversed.

Still, he didn’t want to risk things. Despite the pain, the hunger and their lack of direction. Jey was feeling much better by the time the sun descended over the treetops the following afternoon. He was moving easier. Poultice or not, he’d done a lot of healing, and even Yodi was able to move around without wincing in pain. Not that Jey let her actually get up.

The dryad had recovered most of her strength as well. She’d taken a small walk into the trees. Coming back with a handful of berries for them all to share. It wasn’t a lot and Jey wanted meat, but it was better than nothing and he wasn’t about to complain.

“I’ll admit,” the dryad sighed as the last of the sunlight filtered through the treetops. “It’s an interest to me how quickly you’re both healing after bonding.”

“Bonding?” Jey asked.

The dryad nodded, before glancing at him. “You really don’t know anything about what you are, do you?”

“Only what I’ve been told,” Jey shrugged.

The dryad nodded to herself. “Well, you know that your hoard are your women, at least?”

“I know that much,” Jey said, with a measure of nervousness.

“Well… The hoard is one thing. But a dragon covets specific things within its hoard. Special items it holds dear,” Hella explained.

“How do you know this?” Yodi asked.

The dryad opened her mouth, then closed it. She sighed and gave a small nod, as if debating with herself. “Ymry.”

“She told you?” Jey asked.

“She told me enough. Then gave me a few things I should pass along should I feel the need and… well, after all this, I figure that’s fair,” the dryad muttered. “Yodi. That scar on her neck.”

“I burned her.” Jey frowned at himself.

“Technically,” The dryad nodded. “But it was healed as quickly as it started, wasn’t it?”

Jey nodded. “Yeah. Then she fell asleep and wouldn’t wake up.”

“I wouldn’t call that normal. Nothing about you is normal. But in Ymry’s case, she has a few favorite chunks of gold. Likes to breathe her flames over them until they radiate with her power. In turn, they radiate it back, making her stronger for it.”

“That’s what made her a dragonewt?” Hella guessed.

“There’s only one way to know for certain,” the dryad said evenly.

Jey pondered it for a moment. While Hella let out a small whimper.

“You should do it,” Yodi said after a moment.

“What?” Hella squeaked.

“I heard you last night,” Yodi frowned at her. “You said it yourself. You don’t want to be weak.”

“Yeah, but… the fire? I wasn’t really thinking about it last night. I don’t want him to burn me!”

Yodi let out a long sigh. “Weak.”

“Stop that,” Hella snapped.

“What do you suggest, then?” Yodi glared right back. “You were all over him last night. You’re just nervous now that you’ve had a chance to think about it.”

“Thinking about it isn’t a bad thing!” Hella complained.

“It is when we both know the correct answer, and you’re just being difficult!” Yodi snapped.

Hella frowned and let out a soft sigh. “I’m scared.”

Yodi nodded and reached out to take her hand. “Do you want it?”

“... Yeah…” Hella mumbled.

“Then this time, we’ll try things differently. I’m going to stay right here and make sure you’re comfortable,” Yodi suggested.

Hella snorted and shook her head. “You’re serving me up like a piece of roasted meat to a literal dragon. And you think that sitting here to hold my hand is going to make it easier?”

“I could kiss you again?” Yodi offered.

Hella blushed, and Jey shook his head. “I don’t think⁠—”

“Shh,” Hella placed a hand on Jey’s lips.

The man frowned at the touch as Hella turned back to Yodi. “What’s it like?”

“Which part?” Yodi tilted her head.

“All of it. What’s it like to be burned?” Hella asked. “What’s it like to wake up… like you are?”

“The burn… it hurt,” Yodi nodded. “Not as much as I thought it would. Though… I was…” she glanced at Jey. “I was distracted.”

“Cumming her brains out,” the dryad chortled softly.

Yodi grumbled and nodded. “Okay, yeah, fine. I didn’t know up from down when it happened. I thought he bit me at first, then it was hot and then when I came down it just felt cold.”

“So—”

“So I know this is your first time. And while it’s not a candlelit dinner and a bath. If what the dryad says is true. We’re going to be all the better for it by the time you’re done. And if you’re going to fall asleep afterward, we’re better off getting it over with sooner than later.” Hella let out a sigh and ran a hand down the side of her face. Yodi glanced over at Jey and crooked a finger at him.

Jey came a little closer, and Yodi’s warm hands patted the front of his pants. “Hella?”

“Dammit Yodi. Yes, I want it, but I’m still nervous, okay?” Hella snapped.

“Good,” Yodi smiled, before fishing Jey’s cock out from his pants. “Because he’s really hard right now.”

“Here,” the dryad said, dropping the bedrolls onto the ground beside them. None of them had even noticed she got up. “Now play nice while I go for a walk.”

Jey watched as the dryad strode off towards the nearest tree. And then literally melted into it, leaving no trace of her behind.

“Think she could have done that earlier?” Jey asked.

“No,” the dryad’s voice echoed from a different direction. “Now shut up, and pay attention to the pretty ladies in front of you.”

Jey shook his head, before noticing that Hella was indeed stripping down. Yodi gave her a nudge, and she blushed before flopping down onto the open bedroll. It wasn’t much. But in the receding light, it was better than laying in the grass. Yodi shifted over to join her, and the two of them stripped down to nothing.

“Yodi?” Jey frowned.

“Fair is fair,” the dwarf shrugged before eying him over.

Jey swallowed and pushed his pants down. It was all he wore and both of the ladies locked eyes with his twitching cock sticking out before him.

“I didn’t get a good look at it last night. But… that really fits inside?”

“You’re bigger than I am,” Yodi giggled. “But you’re right. It’s probably going to be uncomfortable the first few times.”

“Great,” Hella sighed.

“It will be.” Yodi leaned over and kissed the side of her neck.

Hella let out a soft moan as Yodi pulled her close. Jey stared in shock. He’d heard in drunken stories about the delights of having two women at once. Seeing it, though, was a whole new adventure. He’d seen the kiss when Hella silenced Yodi earlier, but was distracted trying not to kill the dryad.

To everyone’s surprise, even her own, judging by the emotional fluctuations Jey could feel through their bond, Yodi enjoyed this… a lot. Yodi slipped a hand down Hella’s side. It crept along her skin, sending shivers of delight down her spine, before she gasped as those same fingers dipped between her legs.

Jey leaned down over the human and Yodi broke their kiss. Hella’s eye went wide, and she opened her arms to him. Jey leaned in, kissing Hella gently. There wasn’t going to be an interruption this time. Yodi’s arm slowly worked back and forth as Hella moaned into Jey’s mouth. He wanted her badly, but was stopped by the soft hand that firmly wrapped around his shaft.

“Gently now,” Yodi whispered.

Jey nodded as he held Hella closer. The woman in his arms whimpered as Yodi steered his cock into position. But didn’t release him. Jey could feel the glorious, silken wetness of her pussy. He wanted to thrust, but Yodi kept a hold of him. With gentle urging, he pushed forward, slipping the tip inside his newest mate.

“Oh,” Hella gasped. “That’s…”

“Relax,” Yodi whispered. “Just enjoy.”

“Uh huh,” Hella nodded, before pulling Jey into a kiss once more.

Jey thrust slowly. He didn’t want to crush Yodi’s hand. She helped him keep pace as she slowly loosened her grip. With each thrust, Jey went a little deeper, until Yodi let out a small giggle.

Hella gasped as the fingers returned to her clit. Her mind swirled with pleasure before she moaned with a twinge of pain. Jey’s cock sank into her, fully and completely, for the first time. It hurt, but her body thrummed with pleasure as well. The delicious full sensation, combined with the gentle fingers swirling over her clit, was driving the human woman wild.

Jey could feel it. Bubbling up from within. That tickle in his throat. Hella’s hips jerked beneath him and she pulled her head back with a cry. Jey thrust firmly into her. Racing towards his end as Hella reached her own. With a small flashback to how he’d done the same to Yodi, Jey leaned in and clamped his teeth down on the side of her neck.

Hella’s torso rocked as she tried to scream. Only to find herself muffled by Yodi, who continued to kiss her even as she pleasured her. Jey snarled into the bite, rolling the flames over her skin, even as he pumped his seed deep into her. Hella jerked and spasmed. Her fingers dug into Yodi’s ass and Jey’s back. Her legs spasmed and jerked, before she suddenly went limp beneath them.

Yodi pulled back from the kiss as Jey came to a halt. Hella’s eyes were closed and her chest rose and fell evenly.

“That was even quicker,” Yodi remarked. “I was awake for a short time afterward.”

“Maybe it’s because she’s human?” Jey suggested as he gently withdrew.

“Mostly human, at least,” Yodi nodded, as she lay back on the bedroll beside the woman she could feel at the edge of her mind. Before noticing the way Jey was staring at her.

Despite finishing with Hella, the nude form of Yodi switched something in Jey’s head. His cock hardened and his breathing increased. Yodi’s eyes went wide as he took her under the knees and lifted. Jey had never been quite this energetic after sex. But as he shoved his still wet cock into his first mate, neither of them were in a state to question things.
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“Fortuitous,” Ymry sighed.

Jey blinked slowly as he became aware of his surroundings once more. The place he went in the night. With the massive golden dragon curled around him. Though… as he looked at the enormous elder dragon, Jey could swear he wasn’t quite as small as he was before. Just looking at her scales, they appeared noticeably smaller. Not enough to make her any less gargantuan. But certainly enough that he’d noticed.

“I do not appreciate being ignored, whelp,” she hissed.

“Sorry,” Jey winced and looked up into her glowing eyes. “I was distracted.”

“How so?” she asked.

“I’m… bigger, I think?”

Ymry bared her teeth in a wide grin as she chuckled softly. “I suppose you are at that,” she commented. “You’re not getting any ideas about challenging me, are you?”

“You?” Jey shook his head. “I’m not that stupid.”

“Ha,” Ymry grinned. “Don’t say something you’ll have to take back later.”

“Am I supposed to challenge you?” Jey asked, wondering if she was trying to trap him in a game of words.

“We are dragons, whelp,” Ymry looked down at him. “The strong survive. While today we might be friends, tomorrow is yet to be determined and a century from now, this may be a very different world we live in.”

Jey paused. Century. Yeah. He was a dragon now. The average human didn’t live to see their hair turn all gray. Dwarves lived longer, and the elves more again. But the dragons… well, they lived for…

“What about…”

“Your hoard?” Ymry tilted her head. “I wouldn’t worry too much about that. Not yet, at least.”

“But they’ll grow old,” Jey frowned. “What… what do I do when…”

“Has Halesia spoken to you about that?” Ymry asked.

Jey frowned. “Halesia? The dryad?”

“She hasn’t told you her name?” Ymry chuckled and shook her head. “Stubborn fool.”

“Then… Yeah. She told me about being a hybrid, and how I⁠—”

“Shh,” Ymry leaned in. “Not so loud, whelp. There are ears in this place. Ones that should not hear what you have to say.”

Jey swallowed and looked around. The space was mostly dark. Darkness and the glow of golden scales. “Then… No. I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

“That which you covet the most becomes part of you,” Ymry whispered softly. “While your hoard will age as it does, the precious center shall become a part of you, as you would it. In your case, the most important centerpieces. I would not be concerned about such things.”

Jey gaped and looked up into the golden dragon’s eyes. “You mean⁠—”
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Jey opened his eyes. Blinking in the sunlight, as he tried to grapple with the information he had learned. Jey shifted slightly and frowned at the sensations. Looking left, he saw Hella. Sleeping and curled against his side. The small burn mark on her shoulder stood out in the morning light. But it was when he looked to the right that things took on a slightly bizarre turn. Because it wasn’t Yodi curled in on his right.

It was the dryad.

His hand was under her shoulder. Hooked around the dryad and resting on the back of Yodi’s neck, who had curled in to spoon behind the dryad in the night. Jey frowned to himself and the dryad shifted before opening her eyes.

“Uh oh,” she muttered.

“That’s what I was thinking.” Jey frowned.

Their talking disturbed his lovers, and Hella began to shift at his side. Jey turned his head and watched as her eyes flicked open. They were bleary, and she blinked slowly. Then spotted him watching her. The tired blinking transformed into a wide smile before she nuzzled in against his shoulder. Jey could feel her. Like a small itch in his mind. Yodi too, as she began to stir.

“Wasn’t dreaming,” the dwarf muttered.

“No, you weren’t,” the dryad sighed. “Though I have to admit, this isn’t the worst way to spend an evening.”

“What?” Hella opened her eyes, before noticing the dryad curled up on Jey’s opposite shoulder. “What’s going on?”

“That’s what I was trying to figure out before you all woke up,” Jey grunted. “What are you doing, anyway?” He asked the dryad.

“Would you believe me if I told you this wasn’t my choice?” she asked.

Jey frowned and turned to look at her. But it was Yodi who spoke up. “She’s telling the truth.”

“What?” Jey frowned.

“After,” Yodi blushed and let out a sigh. “After you had me. You shifted, remember?”

“Not really, no,” Jey frowned. “I… I don’t even really remember coming to bed.”

“Well, you did,” the dryad muttered. “You found me over by a tree and one thing led to another and big ol’ grumpy tail dragged me into the bed.”

“Oh,” Jey frowned. “Halesia, I’m⁠—”

“What?” the dryad froze.

“That’s… that’s your name, isn’t it?” Jey asked, suddenly wondering if his dreams weren’t quite the reality he thought they were.

“Bitch,” the dryad hissed and rubbed her face with her hand. “What else did that overgrown gecko tell you?”

“Ahhhh…” Jey frowned as the dryad crawled out from the bed and adjusted her flowers and vines like an outfit. “Not… not a lot. Just a few things about my hoard and mentioned you by name.”

“Bitch is probably laughing it up.” Halesia shook her head. “She knew this would happen. I fell for it hook, line and sinker.”

“Look, I really don’t know what’s going on,” Jey said.

“That much is obvious,” Halesia snapped. Then let out a frustrated growl and shook her head. “No, sorry. This isn’t your fault. Ymry’s been playing this game for a very long time. I just didn’t realize she was playing it with me as well.”

“I don’t follow.” Jey glanced at Hella and Yodi. Both of whom suddenly looked conflicted about what was going on.

“Jey,” Yodi wriggled over and pressed herself into his side. “How would you feel if I wanted to kiss Hella?”

“What?” Hella squeaked. “Why me?”

“Hush,” Yodi snapped, before locking eyes with Jey. “Answer the question.”

Jey swallowed nervously. “I don’t know how to answer that. And I’m not entirely sure why we’re talking about it now.”

“Okay,” Yodi sighed. “What about me kissing Halesia?”

Jey frowned and glanced at the dryad, who was shaking her head as if she’d just learned something terrible.

“I’m… I’m not⁠—”

“Okay, not important then.” Yodi took a deep breath. “What⁠—”

“Please don’t,” Halesia turned to the dwarf.

“We need to know,” Hella said, confirming the ladies had figured something out without him.

“But—”

“This could be dangerous for you both if you don’t know for sure,” Yodi glared at the dryad. “We didn’t cause this, but we’re stuck here now and it’s better we know now, rather than be surprised with it later.”

“I could leave,” Halesia pointed out. “I could. Right now.”

“Will you?” Yodi asked.

Halesia opened her mouth, then slowly closed it again.

Yodi shook her head. “Jey, how would you feel about Halesia kissing another man.”

Even Jey was surprised by the growl that escaped his lips. His confusion snapped back and twisted into deep, unconscious anger. The thought of someone… Jey froze. Then looked at Yodi.

“Nooooo—”

“That’s what I said!” Halesia threw her arms up. “Dammit all to the hells and back!”

“You could leave.” Jey looked at the dryad. “What if you left?”

“This is the problem I’ve had since I left Leergierig,” she sighed. “Humans don’t much like us dryads. Dwarfs don’t like anyone, and the orcs will try to kill me.”

“There’s still gotta be somewhere you can go,” Jey protested as he sat up.

“Why does that sound vaguely insulting?” Halesia frowned and shook her head. “You don’t want me?”

“You’re not property!” Jey snarled, before immediately feeling bad that he’d growled at her. “Dammit, is this going to happen any time I see a beautiful woman?” Jey asked.

“Ymry can contain herself around other people’s wealth. I’m sure you can as well,” Halesia sighed. “But you let a lady get too close for too long and,” she gestured at herself. “That bitch knew exactly what she was doing when she sent me to you.”

“She wanted this?” Jey asked.

“I’d bet she has a few more on the way.” Halesia crossed her arms. “I just got here quicker than most.”

“The mine,” Yodi sighed. “This is a good spot for a border town. Right on the river, it’s a good point to watch the mountains without being under threat by something crossing them.”

“The land is plenty good for farming too,” Hella chimed in.

“You think she’s tricked us into coming here?” Jey asked.

“Probably not in the way you’re thinking,” Halesia sighed. “There’s still a dragon in there. One not loyal to her, on the wrong side of the border. Ymry probably thinks of this as a test. If you can deal with this problem, you can deal with more. We’re also far enough away. She can shove people who might cause problems elsewhere,” Halesia gestured at herself.

“But he’s only just learned he’s a dragon!” Hella snapped. “How could she think that he could defend the border, or whatever?”

“Because he’s not just any old dragon,” Halesia murmured. “He’s a forbidden hybrid and if there’s any pretty ladies coming this way… Then each one he adds to his hoard is going to make him much, much more powerful.”

“Spend one night together and already talking about getting more women,” Hella huffed.

Even Yodi looked a little morose at that. Halesia shook her head, though, and crossed her arms. “Yodi, what happened after Hella passed out?”

“Hmm?” Yodi froze. “What⁠—”

“You know what I’m talking about,” Halesia stared.

“What is she talking about?” Hella asked, looking at Yodi.

Yodi blushed and looked at the human woman before turning to Halesia. “You think he’s going to be like that each time?”

“Likely,” Halesia nodded.

“Be like what?” Hella asked.

Jey didn’t know what to say. He just left Yodi to it as she cleared her throat. “When… when he was done… finished, with you.”

“Uh huh?” Hella asked.

Jey saw the look in Yodi’s eyes and turned to Hella himself. “I was still feeling… energetic.”

“I wasn’t enough?” Hella looked slightly hurt.

“More like, he took one look at me, and got a second wind,” Yodi added in. “You should have seen him. He was so gentle with you. Checked you over, made sure you were comfortable and moved over. Then took one look at me, and it was like a jolt went through him and next thing I knew, my knees were at my armpits and…” Yodi blushed.

“Needless to say, it was a good time had by all,” Halesia sighed. “Then he dragged me to bed with the rest of you and that leads us to now.”

“Wait, I only slept for a single night?” Hella asked. “Yodi slept for…”

“About the same,” Yodi shrugged. “I think he got to you later than he did me that first night. So it took the same time. You just slept later.”

“Fascinating,” Halesia rolled her eyes.

“Wait, am I going to grow wings and claws and stuff like you did?” Hella asked.

Yodi pursed her lips and gave a small shrug. “If it’s the same, then… probably.”

“Maybe a little different,” Halesia shrugged. “It’s hard to tell. Dragonewts historically didn’t have the same variances as the dragons themselves, but I know that dryads resembled—” Halesia caught herself and snapped her mouth shut, before glaring at Jey like it was his fault for whatever grievances she was about to share.

“We can drop that for now,” Yodi said, trying to calm the moment. “Right now, I think we need to figure out our next steps.”

Jey frowned, thinking of the sea orc. Then there was the orc, and the goblins sent after him. He felt trapped. Behind him was Ymry, urging him onward. Before him was that colossal monster. Running wasn’t an option, but risking the lives of… of his loved ones? Hoard? Jey wasn’t sure how to describe it. But the thought of Yodi, Hella or even Halesia getting hurt… Well, that gave him a rather uncomfortable tingle in his jaw, like he wanted to bite something.

“Well, I can sort some breakfast at least,” Halesia sighed. “If you want meat, though, you’re going to have to hunt something.”

“We should think about moving too,” Hella pointed out. “It’s not safe here.”

“It’s not safe anywhere,” Jey huffed. “We go near the water, the sea orc will find us. We stay on land. He’ll send his minions.”

Neither of his ladies knew what to say to that. Halesia slipped into the trees without responding. Leaving Jey to sit and stew. The only real solution they had was to figure out a way to fight the sea orc. The only problem was how to do so. Going into the mine would be a death sentence. But Jey could hardly think of a way to entice it out.

It hadn’t even bothered trying to chase them when he left. Only sending minions after them. Minions that… Jey frowned. If that dragon hoarded flesh, were those minions there for that purpose? Were they part of the hoard? Or were they adjacent to it?

While he sat and thought. Hella and Yodi dressed and sat together. They spoke for a while, casting glances at Jey as they did. When Halesia returned, it was with an armful of various fruits, nuts and other edibles she had foraged. Jey accepted a handful of berries and a fruit that resembled an apple while the ladies sat by and resumed their talk.

“What if we hunt?” Jey asked.

The ladies paused and turned to regard him. Halesia rolled her eyes. “That’s what I said.”

“No, not quite like that.” Jey shook his head. “I mean… the sea orc. It said it wanted my flesh. If flesh is what it hoards, and it has living creatures in the mine. Either it wants living flesh, or it needs something to hunt for it. I can’t imagine there’s a lot of fish and things in this river. Not enough for it to sustain itself.”

“Oh,” Halesia nodded. “You think it’s using its minions to hunt for it?”

“That’s exactly what I’m thinking,” Jey nodded. “I doubt it’s been here long. Ymry would have sent someone, even herself, to take care of it. That’s probably part of why she sent me to begin with. Which means the sea orc probably got here recently. Likely swam up the river on its own and slipped into the mine with a small group of goblins to support it.”

“That’s a big guess,” Hella pointed out.

“It makes sense though,” Yodi pointed out. “What does hunting have to do with it, though?”

“Bait,” Jey grinned. “There were only what… A dozen goblins? I doubt that’s all of them. But the area isn’t swarming with them like he’s been here a long time. He probably only sent those he could spare, expecting we’d either leave, die or come back for revenge.”

“Zolrin isn’t known for his smarts,” Halesia nodded. “Cunning, maybe. But not smarts. If the sea orc is here on Zolrin’s orders, it’s probably just him testing the border with someone less important that he’s keeping around.”

“Or someone getting strong enough to be a threat,” Yodi pointed out.

“Either way. We’re assuming that the sea orc is here, and relatively isolated,” Halesia looked around. “You’re thinking of what? Hunting and leaving a big pile of meat out? Then attack when he crawls out to fetch it.”

“I imagine he’ll send his goblins and orcs out to fetch it first. With the upper hand, we can probably take care of that,” Jey grinned.

“You think we can take on a bunch of goblins?” Hella frowned.

“You haven’t shifted yet,” Yodi muttered.

“I don’t know how,” Hella pointed out.

“You’re actually serious about this, aren’t you?” Halesia turned to Jey with a shake of her head.

“He’s big,” Jey nodded. “But he’s not particularly mobile. If we get him out of that cave, it won’t be hard to run circles around him.”

Halesia gave a small sigh and shook her head. “I don’t like it. But the longer we take, the longer the sea orc has to figure out a way to make things worse.”
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Hella giggled. Jey stared at her, almost hungrily, as she held her arms up and admired the way the sun glinted off her emerald, green scales. Yodi, beside her, had red scales. The color of rubies. They matched her wings and tail. Her claws were long and sharp. She still had the stocky build of a dwarf and watching her lift an entire elk overhead and toss its carcass atop the others was something of a wonder.

Halesia was out in the forest. Dryads could apparently jump from tree to tree with relative ease. With such a quick form of travel and a general sense of the forest, she was scouting for more prey for Jey to hunt. He’d only just gotten back. There were six elk and a wooly steer dumped in the pile. Situated halfway between where he and the ladies had stopped for the night, and the sea orc’s lair, it was agreed to be their best chance.

Only none of that mattered, as Jey watched Hella with a gleaming smile. Her limbs were more slender than Yodi’s. Her claws are shorter and her tail longer. She looked more lithe. Quicker than Yodi seemed to be, but not quite as powerful, judging by how she had started by dragging the massive beast that Yodi had thrown with little effort.

“He’s watching you,” Yodi nudged the woman.

Hella glanced over, spotting Jey and his stare. She blushed, but did a small twirl, almost falling over as one of her wings inflated as she failed to pull it in tightly.

“Careful,” Yodi laughed.

“All these new body parts,” Hella grunted. “I… I look okay, don’t I?”

Jey nodded, still eyeing the beauty. Both of them, really. They were both unimaginably beautiful. Jey just wanted to go over and collect them. Sit them against his side and curl up for a time. Bask in their beauty while⁠—

“Got one,” Halesia said, stepping out of a nearby tree.

Jey snapped to attention. There was a flash of irritation at being pulled away from his thoughts, but that vanished as he looked over the dryad. She gave him a grim smile and Jey stretched out a leg. They’d done this a few times now. She found them. Then came back, climbed up onto his shoulders to show him the way. It was necessary, since every time he hunted a beast, the rest of them fled the area and he couldn’t be in two places at once in order to see where they went.

With a glance back at the two dragonewts near the bait, Jey swallowed his nervousness and opened his wings. Halesia took a deep breath. She was a creature of the forest. Flying didn’t really suit her. She had yelped the first time Jey lifted off. Halesia was getting better, though. After the initial surge, she was used to watching the land sweep below them as they flew. She used her heels and kicked at Jey’s shoulders to indicate left and right. His nose was sensitive enough at that point to locate the animals when they got closer.

Jey flew low. Just over the treetops to keep Halesia as comfortable as possible. He felt a tap on his left shoulder and banked slowly until she tapped both at the same time. Straightening, Jey realized this was actually slightly closer to the sea orc cave than they’d started. It didn’t take long for him to find what he was looking for. And this time, it wasn’t an elk.

The old bear moved with a slow limp. It was massive, but definitely on his last legs. The winter would be a harsh one for it and Jey felt less bad about ending this old bear before it starved to death.

The old beast didn’t even look up as Jey descended. His teeth closed around the back of its neck. One bewildered roar escaped its jaws before cutting off as Jey bit down and yanked his head to one side. The bear jerked and collapsed, leaving Jey to release it.

“How many more do you think?” Halesia asked.

Jey looked up, and the sun was getting low on the horizon. If the goblins were going to attack, they’d do it in the dark.

“This might be it,” Jey growled.

Halesia nodded. “Then I’ll meet you back at camp.”

Jey nodded as the dryad slipped down his shoulder. He watched as she headed for a nearby tree, before almost melting into the bark. It looked like a single drop of water landing on a still lake, but slower and with a slight creak, like a branch swaying in the wind. Turning back to the bear, Jey dug his claws into each side and lifted. The bear was big. Probably the biggest thing he’d hunted so far. But with a bit of effort, he was airborne.

The going was slow. He hadn’t gone particularly far. But the mass of the animals he’d hunted, and the fact he had to carry it awkwardly beneath him, meant he couldn’t fly with the same ease that he had with Yodi and Hella riding him. The bear, in particular, was hard to carry. The loose skin, fat and floppy limbs meant it hung down beneath him and swayed in the wind.

Jey had to constantly beat his wings to remain airborne and landed twice for a quick rest. It took him longer to return than expected, and when he did, the sight of a small battle almost sent him into a rage. Halesia stood still, with Yodi and Hella flanking her on each side. Jey dropped the bear the moment he saw the bodies and raced towards them with a roar.

Far below, a figure rushed through the trees, and Jey twisted into a dive. The canopy burst open as the terrified goblin shrieked before Jey landed atop them. His claws punched through its small body and a second goblin rushed off in a panic. Jey opened his jaws, blasting a wave of fire. The screams that echoed from the trees told Jey that he’d aimed correctly.

Jey looked around for something else to kill before snarling and leaping into the air once more. He could see the three ladies where they stood earlier. But now they appeared more relaxed. Jey circled the bait twice, watching the trees below, before finally descending to join them.

“What happened?” Jey growled.

“Oh good,” Yodi sighed.

“Good?” Jey turned his orange gaze towards the ruby scaled dragonewt.

“We weren’t sure if you’d be angry with Halesia or not,” Hella smiled.

Jey stared at them, then at Halesia. With a chuff and a wash of smoke, Jey shook his head. “Hoard,” he muttered, knowing that she was part of it now. That much was painfully obvious. Jey wasn’t sure how he’d react if she left at this point.

“To answer the question, I got back as the goblins came out of the trees,” Halesia spoke up. “They weren’t expecting me.”

“They weren’t expecting us to be dragonewts either,” Yodi grinned toothily.

There were almost a dozen corpses on the ground. No sign of the orc. But with the two Jey had killed, that meant the numbers rounded out again like they had the night before.

“Maybe I shouldn’t have killed them,” Jey grumbled.

“It shouldn’t matter,” Halesia shrugged. “If the goblins made it this far, it was because they were sent.”

Jey nodded, then frowned. “No sign of the orc?”

“Sea orc probably doesn’t like failures,” Halesia murmured.

Jey frowned. He couldn’t imagine that. But it made him wonder about Ymry. She’d definitely kill him if he ran away. He wasn’t sure how he knew that. But instinct told him that she wouldn’t accept failure from him. The sea orc was his responsibility, and he was to finish it, or die trying.

“That makes sense,” Jey frowned.

“Well, at least we know he won’t be a tyrant,” Halesia grinned. “Chin up, big guy. It’s not the end of the world.”

“It will be if we don’t take care of the sea orc,” Yodi pointed out.

“What if he doesn’t come out?” Hella asked.

Jey shook his head and let out a sigh. “I don’t know. Right now, though, I should probably go fetch the bear.”

“Bear?” Yodi frowned.

Halesia turned to explain to the ladies what the latest prey was. Jey took to the air with a beat of his wings and flew off to find it. In the end, it was a bit of a pain. The bear landed in a tree. Its body wrapped around a branch from the fall. Forcing Jey to partially climb and rip down the branch. The process for which was loud and the sound of splitting wood and thumping branches filled the air as the carcass tumbled to the ground.

Only, as Jey stared at the now still bear, he could still hear it. The sharp snap of wood, and the heavy thuds of falling branches. Like something massive was forcing its way through the trees.
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Jey wasted no time. Winging his way back to the camp, he found the ladies already standing and ready. The sounds of falling trees echoed through the forest and the tremor of a massive beast’s steps shook the ground. Jey landed and let out a low growl of frustration. On one hand, his ladies were where he needed them. On the other, that was directly into the path of danger. Something that irked him to no end. Every part of his instinct told him to grab them and move away. To take them away from the danger.

But Yodi, with her red scales and stubborn grin, moved up to stand at his shoulder. With her came Hella, green scales glinting in the afternoon light. Graceful and proud. Halesia on the other hand stood nervously off to one side. Not quite away, but not intruding on their closeness. At least, until Jey realized what she was doing and gave her a level glare.

“Fucking bitch,” Halesia swore under her breath as she hurried over and took up a spot on his opposite side. “She knew this would happen.”

“Stop complaining,” Hella sighed.

“Just wait for the sex,” Yodi grinned.

“You think I want to stick around just to feel…” Halesia paused, then let out a sigh.

Jey looked at all three women. The human part of him was conflicted about the situation. Halesia was not his mate and yet… The dragon part of him said otherwise. She was his. She just didn’t know it yet. Or she did… It was hard for him to tell, and he didn’t particularly care. Halesia was where she needed to be. At his side. Ready and waiting.

The sea orc was not a fast beast. Its power was incredible. Nothing seemed to slow it down. Trees tumbled, animals shrieked. Flocks of birds, insects and small animals rushed out of the treeline ahead of them. Most were too terrified to pay attention to the smaller dragon in front of them, rushing between Jey’s feet in their panic.

With Jey’s head raised up, he could see the treetops ahead of him. So he was aware, as one of them pitched sideways, as if shoved over by some massive creature. More to the point—as if shoved over by an angry Sea Orc crawling towards them from its cave.

“Get ready,” Jey growled softly.

“Just what is the plan now that it’s coming?” Halesia asked.

Jey frowned, his draconic eyebrows pinched, and he shook his head. “Kill it.”

“How—”

The trees ahead of them crunched, drawing out the dryad’s tirade. The sea orc was here, and the creature knew it had an audience. There was an inhalation and Jey’s eyes bulged as he realized what was coming. But he’d underestimated his mates. Halesia dove for the trees. Her body twisting into a vine that vanished into the wood as she zipped off to one side. Yodi leaped, beating her wings as she awkwardly took to the sky. Hella tried to follow, but hadn’t quite managed the coordination of her wings yet. Which didn’t matter.

Jey leaped up on an angle, causing the green scaled dragonewt to land on his back between his shoulders. She almost slipped and screamed out in shock before snagging one of Jey’s spines. Which kept her in place as Jey followed Yodi into the air. The sea orc’s breath weapon sent out a surge of disgusting water over the glade where they had set the bait. The carcasses scalded, and the stench reached Jey’s nostrils at the same time that Hella made a retching sound.

Their hasty exit didn’t go unnoticed, though. Behind the sea orc, was a dozen orcs with heavy armor plating. With them was several times that number of goblins. Each of them rose their eyes as Jey and Yodi came into view, before bows were drawn to fire.

Yodi tucked her wings around herself. Her climb turned into an arc as she fell from the sky. Jey twisted around, beating his wings as almost one-hundred arrows took to the sky. Jey managed to dodge most of them, but still felt the pangs of sharp bone points strike his underbelly. To Jey’s relief, they’d missed his wings, and Hella remained firmly on his back.

Unfortunately, that hadn’t been the case for Yodi. She let out a scream. Her wings had been pierced dozens of times. The goblins had fired after the closest target, thinking it was an easier shot. If not for her wrapping those wings around herself, she’d have been pelted in the torso by them all. Jey let out a furious roar as he rolled and went after Yodi. The red-scaled dragonewt opened her wings, forcing them to work, despite the arrows pin-cushioning her. She didn’t have the best control yet. Beating hard, several of the holes split wide, and she tilted dangerously to one side before striking the ground.

Jey roared in anger as Yodi went down in a heap. An orc rushed over, raising a massive hammer. Hella called out a warning as Jey held back a burst of flames. He feared injuring his lover, but knew he was about to watch her die, regardless.

That was.

Until Yodi, still laying on the ground, opened her mouth. To Jey’s surprise and delight, a blast of hot fire exited her mouth. The orc was taken entirely by surprise. The flames lacked the sheer destructive power and range of Jey’s own flames, but the orc, only just out of weapon range, was engulfed in the short blast.

The hammer fell from his hands and his howls lit up the sky. Jey’s paw landed on his head, crushing the burning orc into the ground as he landed above his downed lover. The roar that escaped his mouth came with a blast of his own flames. Nearby goblins had a moment of sheer panic before the flames sent them tumbling and screaming. The orcs were a little more organized. They had watched Jey coming and gotten into position, urging the goblins to space themselves out.

Unfortunately for them all. This all occurred slightly to the side, and behind the sea orc. The massive dragon wasn’t able to turn around and face him directly. But that huge muscular tail was something else. Jey watched it swing away from him. It was paddled, with thick, winglike membranes running down the top and bottom for better swimming. Jey knew it was going to cause a lot of damage. His only chance was to grab Yodi and leap.

Slamming one paw into the ground, Jey hooked the injured dragonewt and lifted her to his chest. The sea orc had pulled back its tail and Jey wasn’t sure if he was going to clear it or not. With Yodi on his belly, he could only hope that she survived the impact as he threw himself at the sky. Only for dozens of vines to shoot out of the trees nearest the massive tail. They wrapped around, binding it, but didn’t stop it. The shrieking of split wood echoed through the air as the tail ripped them free.

It didn’t stop the attack, but it slowed it just enough. Jey let out a sigh of relief as the tail swung harmlessly beneath him as Yodi let out a shriek of fear. They now knew how serious this fight had become. Opening his jaws, Jey unleashed more fire. An orc dived out of the way, but the goblins he’d been rallying were not as quick to follow. Dozens died screaming, some living long enough to run and spread the chaos through the ranks of attackers.

They were more like an organized mob than an army. There didn’t seem to be much in the way of tactics. The goblins had bows and the few that were clear of the flames drew back and fired. Without the concentrated effect of their whole group, though, it was only a few arrows that came close to threatening him. Jey flew to the back, putting space between him and the sea orc. To fight the dragon, he needed the space and breathing room to do so. For that, he needed to kill the rest of the attackers.

He landed with a skid, keeping his wings out to steady himself so he didn’t drop Yodi. Only when he completely stopped did he let her go. She was red faced, panting and clearly in pain, but the moment he released her, she went about pulling the arrows from her wings.

“Go,” she snarled, as Hella slipped down Jey’s back to help her.

Jey narrowed his eyes, but saw the defiance in the dwarven dragonewt. With a low growl of warning to not get injured, Jey turned and leaped for the rear lines. The goblins hadn’t been idle. Those closest had run towards the sea orc. The ones at the back raised their bows and fired. Jey unleashed a wave of fire, and those arrows lost their fletching in an instant. Most of them wobbled and though a few found marks in Jey’s wings, the rest hit his scales or struck the ground around him.

None of which slowed him for a moment as he beat his wings and flew just above the ground into the fight once more. He Landed at the edge. Several goblins screamed as he crushed them. Those closest dropped their bows, pulling out bone daggers and spears instead. Jey swatted the ones in front and pulled back as one of the orcs leaped with an axe aimed at his neck. The orc sailed past, missing the fatal blow, and landed with a roll. Only for Jey to spit a wash of fire at him, sending the orc to the ground with a scream of pain.

Jey was about to roar when he felt a sharp stab in his foot. Twisting around, the goblins were circling. They were going to swarm him if he let them. That was a mistake he’d have to keep in mind. They had numbers and though they were weak, if he were unable to fly and in the middle of their group, it would be a problem. At least, until Jey swept his tail around. The goblins didn’t even see it coming. The one that stabbed him still held the spear and was trying to pull it free when Jey’s tail whipped around and slapped him.

The impact along Jey’s side was enough to make him splutter for a moment, but he followed it up with a swing back in the opposite direction. The fact he’d just dodged a similar attack from the sea orc was not amusing as the goblins screamed and died around him. Only for Yodi and Hella to charge past screaming in fury as they engaged with the goblins in close quarters.

The sea orc was torn. It wanted the meat, clearly. But the fight was going badly for its minions. Whatever thought process it was using, the greed seemed to win out, and it continued lumbering towards the meat as the orcs behind it mounted a defense. A defense that broke apart the moment Jey opened his mouth. He didn’t even need to breathe the flames for the orc’s primal fear to take hold. The goblins were a disorganized mess and weren’t much help, either.

Every now and then, an arrow bounced off his hide or pierced a wing. But with Hella and Yodi tearing through the small green creatures, there wasn’t much to keep Jey from closing with the orcs. Those orcs rallied together. Their thick armor looked crude, with sharp angles and dented faces. But it was thick and heavy enough to shrug off a casual swipe of Jey’s claws. But when Jey opened his mouth and bathed them with flames, the orcs dived to each side, avoiding the worst of it.

Worsening that situation, with their numbers now split, they raced towards him. Jey was forced to turn to the closest orc, putting his side to the second group. There were four in front of him, with five flanking and Jey did not like those numbers. At least, until a series of vines burst up from the ground, tripping half of the orcs slipping out of his view. With one, screaming as the vines dove beneath his armor and started digging.

That distracted the others, who stopped to figure out what the problem was, while Jey focused on the ones in front of him. The first came in with a war club, aiming for the side of Jey’s jaw. It was a clumsy strike, but one that Jey realized was a distraction. The second of the four orcs slipped around as Jey shifted to avoid the first and stabbed at the exposed side of his neck with a spear.

Jey reared back and lashed out with a paw. The orc with the club fell back as Jey tore the weapon from his hands. He lunged past the two closest and clamped his jaw on the shoulder of one of the two hanging back. He roared in pain as Jey spun around on the spot, trampling one more. His tail thrashed out, knocking aside two of the flankers, while Halesia’s vines now held a second screaming victim.

Jey opened his mouth, letting the injured orc tumble through the air. A wave of scalding water sprayed over him. Jey recoiled from the stench, beating his wings as he let out a pained roar. The sea orc was back and turned its great bulk enough to get the first shot in. Jey roared furiously, noting that the spray had hit the sea orcs forces as well. Yodi and Hella were climbing beside him. Yodi, far more easily. Hella wobbled unsteadily as she held onto the dwarven-dragonewt’s ankles for stability.

The sea orc was done with its meal. It had eaten the meat, leaving only a smear in the grass where it lay. The carcasses were gone quicker than Jey had realized was possible. But as the sea orc reared up, Jey caught a glimpse as it opened its mouth. It hadn’t eaten the carcasses; they were stuffed into the sea orc’s cheeks like a chipmunk did its nuts. It lacked the ability to carry things and was doing its best to move it. Which meant…

“To the cave!” Jey roared.

Yodi twisted to look at him. But Jey wasn’t waiting. They only had a few minutes. Even if the sea orc rushed, it would take time to return. Its own forces were severely depleted from their combined attacks and the reckless blast from the sea orc’s own breath weapon. Jey winged his way, following the collapsed trail of trees. They led straight back towards the cave in an almost perfectly straight line. A dull roar echoed from behind as the sea orc realized where he was going.

Jey could sense Yodi and Hella following behind. He was faster than they were, but Yodi was keeping them both in the air. They were safe, and that was the important thing. Jey angled himself for the cave, swooping low through the gap in the trees, and slid to a halt before a fresh ornament. The helmeted skull impaled on the spike was still there. Alongside it was a familiar-looking orc. Tied to a post, with his arms above his head.

Jey could see the pain in his eyes. Still alive, but only barely. His skin looked pale and bloated. Like he’d been burned horribly in liquid. The breath weapon of the sea orc. What hadn’t sloughed off was bloated and lumpy. It gave the orc the appearance of being far older and more bloated than natural.

“K-kill,” the orc trembled.

Yodi’s wingbeats distracted Jey, and he turned as he watched both the ladies land beside him. Yodi, with a stagger and Hella… well, she literally rolled to a stop with a pained groan.

“I’m okay,” Hella grunted as she sat up. “Need to work on my landings.”

“We’ll have all the time in the world to practice,” Yodi promised, helping her up.

“Please!” the orc hissed.

Both ladies let out horrified gasps as they saw the orc. Jey turned back to face him. The orc trembled. Whether from cold, pain or shock. It didn’t matter. The orc was dead. His body just hadn’t stopped yet.

“Kill. Me.” the orc snarled through clenched teeth. “Please?”

Jey thought about it as the orc slumped forward. Truthfully, knowing the infections that he’d been developing from the sea orc’s breath weapon, Jey didn’t want to touch him. And he definitely didn’t want to bite him. So he did the next best option. Moving closer, Jey opened his mouth, and the orc gave a slow nod. With a strangled roar, Jey unleashed a torrent of flames. The orc didn’t smile. He just closed his eyes and let the fire consume him. There was no screaming. No jerking, pulling, or any sign of additional pain. Jey could only reason that after being so horribly burned, his nerves were already dead.

When Jey closed his mouth, the orc collapsed to the ground, unmoving and no longer in this world.

“That’s… awful,” Hella wrinkled her nose.

“I’ve seen things in my life, but tying a living creature up like that to suffer,” Yodi shook her head.

Behind them, a roar echoed and Jey turned as a familiar figure stepped out of the trees. Halesia looked mad but unharmed as she crossed her arms.

“You better have a good reason for being here. Big and ugly is coming, and he’s fucking pissed.”

“He’s out of his hoard,” Jey nodded. “We go in, burn it all, and get out.”

Halesia opened her mouth like she was going to complain before stopping. Instead, she shook her head. “Go in alone. Hella, Yodi and I are going to slow down the sea orc and give you time.”

“That’s a good idea,” Yodi nodded. “But Hella needs to go with Jey. She can’t fly properly.”

“And you can?” Halesia tilted her head.

“I’ve managed,” Yodi nodded. “If you use those vines, I can act as a distraction. His arms aren’t long enough to strike me from above, so all I need to do is swoop around him and keep him occupied.”

“I don’t like it⁠—”

“Tough,” the dryad snapped. “It’s the best plan we have.”

Jey puffed out a blast of smoke. “I wasn’t⁠—”

“Jey,” Yodi put a hand on his snout. Jey narrowed his eyes. Only for Hella to do the same thing. “You’re the best bet to get in there and clear out whatever counts as a hoard. This needs to happen.”

Jey scowled and raked his claws through the dirt before roaring into the sky. A roar that was echoed by the sea orc as it lumbered ever closer.

“You,” Jey turned to the dryad.

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Keep her safe or you’ll kill me.” Halesia turned and headed back for the trees. “Come on, gorgeous, short, and scaly. Let’s do this.”

Jey fumed as Yodi pecked his maw with her lips before jumping into the air. Hella patted his cheek for a moment and let out a sigh.

“Are you really going to fuck her?” Hella asked.

Jey thought about it. Truthfully, he wanted to eat her for putting Yodi in harm’s way. But… beneath that…

“Come on,” Jey sighed and turned to the cave entrance.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Hella muttered as she followed alongside.

The cave was rather ominous. A descent into darkness and Jey hadn’t gotten any further than the entrance when he staggered at the stench. The smell from within was a rotting charnel house, and Jey almost turned away. Still, he did as he must and started to walk forward.

“Does it smell as bad in here for you as it does for me?” Hella asked.

“Probably worse,” Jey sighed as the darkness consumed them.

The cave was a ramp. Leading down into the depths of the world. It wasn’t steep, and the floor was solid rock, with grooves carved in for traction. Jey found it rather comfortable to walk on. Though Hella was having trouble.

“Get on my back,” Jey grunted as he slowed to a stop.

“Thanks,” Hella smiled and climbed his shoulder to get into position.

With Hella set and steady, Jey continued down. The cave couldn't be that long. The river wasn’t far away. If it were too deep, the water would get in and that would stop him from going any further. To his relief, though, the tunnel curved around, which he discovered by letting out a small mouthful of flames to illuminate his path. It was enough to see that the tunnel was empty, and came to a sharp bend at the bottom.

Jey hurried down, making sure to keep an ear out. There may be hidden passages they had missed. Anything could be down here, including more orcs. Something Jey didn’t want to face in the dark of the tunnel, anyway. He could see well enough at night, but this pure darkness was hard, even for him.

When he finally reached the bend, there was faint light coming from a large chamber. The center of the sea orc’s hoard. And a monument to its particular taste in treasure. Beings lined the walls. Humans dotted about, but most were orcs or goblins. Some looked to have been chained and left to die. Others had been torn apart and stacked into piles as if to fulfil some strange goal that Jey couldn’t quite figure out. In the middle of it, all was the worst. The rancid smell of rot was the strongest from there. A massive pile of flesh, where the sea orc lay down to rest. Chained around it were more orcs and goblins. Some of which were still alive.

There weren’t just sentients though. Bear, elk and all manner of small creatures were stacked up in piles and left to rot.

“This is horrible,” Hella muttered from above him.

Jey couldn’t help but agree. There was only one thing for it. Opening his mouth, Jey let out a blast of flames. Dragon fire didn’t burn like wood. It had a magical component to it. Where it struck, it melted flesh, while seeping through metal. The bodies burned around him. Jey washed his flames from side to side as several of the figures chained to the sleeping area took notice. A few raised their hands, crying out for him to burn them, too. The horror of their existence was enough that Jey was about to do just that. When he spotted an armored figure in the back with a crossbow.

Jey threw himself to the side as the archer fired. Hella screamed as she tumbled from his shoulders.

“What was that?” Hella cried.

“Archer!” Jey snarled, before unleashing a jet of flames in the direction of the shooter. Only for a second arrow to slam into him from the side. It wasn’t the dragonkiller bolts like the dwarves used. Though they were enough to pierce into him. Jey roared in pain as Hella realized they were under attack. It wasn’t many of them, but they were prepared. Up above, the ground trembled and the sea orc let out a terrifying roar.

Jey couldn’t worry about that yet. Right now, he needed to handle this situation. The cave was large. Not enough to fly around, but he could certainly glide in a tight loop if he wanted to. It would also give him the best chance at spotting how many attackers there were. He had a thought for Hella, before reasoning he’d be the bigger distraction, anyway. With a roar, Jey leaped, throwing out his wings as he swept around the cave. There were just four attackers. Two on each side. One to fire, while the other worked to reload their crossbows with hand cranks.

Jey landed by the first two. Not taking any notice of the fact they were women. Likley the wives or mates of the orcs on the surface. Jey stomped on the first as the second raised her crossbow. It was wound and ready as she pointed it at Jey’s chest. Only for her to pause as she realized there wasn’t a bolt inserted. Jey snaked forward, biting down on her head. There was a small shriek of fear before the orc went limp and Jey tossed her aside.

The second team popped up. With two crossbows, they both fired at Jey at the same time. He snarled as one bolt sank into his side near his wing joint. The other hit his forelimb. A little further to the side, and it would have pierced his chest cavity. With their attention fixed on Jey, neither of them noticed the furious, green-scaled dragonewt who fell on them from behind.

With the last two attackers dealt with, Jey went back to the grim work of burning all he could. Washing down the walls, he ignored the scream from one who wasn’t actually dead. Then moved onto the piles. Smoke was rapidly filling the room, though the roof was slanted to let it out. The sea orc was roaring again, sounding closer and angrier than before. He worked quickly, burning away everything in front of him. The chained ones alive by the bed didn’t have a chance. Jey didn’t trust himself to leave them alive, and burned them too. Though he was disgusted by how many of them willingly threw themselves into his inferno.

To Jey’s surprise though, Hella seemed to pick it up as well. She was coughing out small fireballs, doing her best to contribute as she stuck to his side. Which was when the ground shuddered violently. Jey snapped his jaw shut, as an ear-splitting roar echoed through the cavern. The ground shook, and Jey pulled back as the sea orc slammed into the wall after it had slid down the ramp rather than crawl.

“WHELP!” it roared in fury.
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Jey didn’t have time to think. The sea orc was there, before him. Enraged, battered, but mostly unharmed. With Hella at his side, the only thought crossing Jey’s mind was to kill the thing that threatened her.

“WAIT!” Hella shouted.

Jey either didn’t hear her, or wasn’t able to respond as he lunged forward. A beat of his wings lifted him into the air. The cave wasn’t large enough to fly, but he could still cross in an instant. With a ferocious roar, Jey bathed the cave with flames, as the sea orc roared in fury. A disgusting slurry of meat and putrid water washed out, extinguishing the flames as they burned the piles of rotting flesh that remained.

It kept the sea orc distracted just long enough for Jey to slam into its head. He could barely make out Hella’s screaming on the far side of the cave, but there was nothing Jey could do right now. The sea orc roared as Jey sank his claws into the beast’s neck. It roared again, as Jey opened his mouth, and breathed a stream of flames down its back.

The sea orc was large and slow. But not stupid. In a confined space, Jey found himself at a disadvantage. The sea orc thrashed, and Jey’s flames shut off as he roared in pain. His wing was pinned between the sea orc and the cave wall, before the larger dragon thrashed, knocking Jey from his perch.

Rolling to one side, Jey narrowly avoided one massive paw that slammed down on the floor where he landed. The hateful glare of the larger dragon did nothing to dissuade Jey from his attack as he lunged up once more. The sea orc pulled back, avoiding a bite to the neck, before snapping forward and driving its skull into Jey’s chest.

Jey fell back with a cry and hit the ground. The impact was enough to send him out of arm’s reach of the sea orc. With no choice but to follow, the lumbering creature made its way in. Jey picked himself up, seeing Hella coughing. Then, to his surprise, she let out a shrill squeal and spat a glob of fire at one of the rotting stacks of meat. Only, it wasn’t flames that escaped her lips. The glob was green, and it wasn’t flames, but a shimmering aura that seemed to flow like thick liquid over the pile. Before their very eyes, the flesh was turning black and melting away as it smoked and bubbled.

“AGAIN!” Jey roared at her, before turning to the furious sea orc.

It had seen what Hella had done and turned to face her. So, it was completely taken unaware when Jey slammed into the back of its head. The sea orc roared as Jey tore into the scales, seeking the spine to end it quickly. Only for the sea orc to suddenly shrink and constrict. Jey tumbled through the air and hit the ground beside the snarling, metamorphosing figure.

The transformed sea orc stood, glaring at Jey as he rubbed the bleeding wounds on the back of his neck. The man wasn’t an orc. But he wasn’t human either. Almost nine feet tall, he looked more like a troll. Though the intelligence in his eyes suggested that’s not all he was. The shift was only momentary, though. With his freedom in place, the troll shifted once more, and Jey found himself trapped beneath its great bulk. Jey snarled and unleashed his flames on the sea orc’s belly. That lasted only as long as it took for the sea orc to swat him.

The blow caved in Jey’s side. Several ribs broke and his crushed wing from earlier was almost torn free as Jey tumbled viciously across the floor.

“JEY!” Hella screamed.

Jey sat up and saw her. She was beating her wings as the sea orc lumbered after her. Jey’s vision swam, and his side hurt. Worse still, he realized that neither Yodi nor Halesia had followed the sea orc down into the cave. That thought drove into Jey’s skull. If they’d been killed…

Flames washed out from Jey’s teeth. Scorching the surrounding flesh, Jey let out a roar of anger. With his shattered ribs, the flames lacked their previous range, but that didn’t make them any less potent. Whatever those flames touched—ignited and, despite Hella’s awkwardness in her new form, she was staying ahead of the sea orc as it lumbered after her.

He was injured. But Jey wasn’t giving up. He climbed to his feet. Unsteady with his injured side and ruined wing. His tail swung over for balance and Jey looked up as Hella made a mistake. She leaped over a pile of rotting flesh and didn’t quite make it. When she landed on the other side, something squished from under her, and she slipped to the ground with a squeal. The sea orc lumbered forward and Hella scrambled to make room. Only for the massive paw that had injured Jey, to sweep into her legs and knock her to the ground once more.

“JEY!” Hella’s scream echoed as the sea orc clamped his jaws over her.

Jey froze. His heart stopped. The flames whittled down in his mouth as his brain tried to rationalize what it was he had just seen. The sea orc reared up. And then jerked oddly.

Jey roared in desperation and lumbered forward. The sea orc thrashed its head and opened its mouth wide enough to send out a blast of scalding water. There was a shrill, muffled scream from between its lips and Jey realized that Hella was inside its mouth. He didn’t have time to waste. His injured side was a crutch, and his arm wasn’t working properly. But that didn’t stop him from propelling himself up onto the sea orc’s back. The massive creature twisted around, letting out a disgruntled roar from between clenched teeth.

Jey bit down on the side of its neck, tearing a chunk free, before digging in his claws. The sea orc let out a warbling and pained cry as it shook its head. The movement was enough to knock Jey off balance. Without his full strength, he couldn’t quite hold on and tumbled to the floor once again. Only to spot the sea orc open its mouth.

Hella stood, triumph clear in her eyes and let out a war cry.

“TRY AND EAT ME FUCKER!” She cheered.

Jey could see her. The claws of her toes hooked into the bottom of the sea-orc’s mouth. Her skin was red and blistered from the breath weapon, but she looked fierce and determined as she pressed her back up into the roof of the sea orc’s mouth. The tongue was shredded inside its mouth, likely the beginning of her desperate struggle. There were also horrible open legions, like she had spat more of her acidic breath any chance she got.

Jey needed to act fast. Opening his mouth, he concentrated on the bleeding wound he’d left on the sea orc’s neck. The sea orc, with its jaw being forced open, lifted its head and shook from side to side. Hella was wedged in there tightly though, and the only thing it received was a defiant tongue lashing. At least, until Jey sent a blast of flames directly over the neck wound on the massive dragon.

It jerked back with an odd squeal. Snapping its head down to cover the wound. Jey cut off the flames, mindful not to let them near Hella. It must have loosened its jaws for a moment, because as it hunched over, the green-scaled dragonewt tumbled out of its mouth and hit the floor.

She lay stunned for a moment, and even the sea orc looked confused as he spotted her. That only lasted as long as it took Jey to realize the sea-orc’s eyes were exposed. With a roar, Jey unleashed once more, and those flames sent Hella yelping as she scrambled clear. The sea orc reared back, thrashing about with its tail slamming the walls. The cave rumbled and the sea orc opened its mouth, unleashing a spray of its own.

Jey snarled as he cut off the flames. His wounds burned and his scales itched as the horrid water blasted him. The sea orc wasn’t done, though. It reared up, thrashing about as it sprayed in all directions. Which was when Jey realized that it couldn’t see. The sea orc was blind. Its eyes—seared by his dragon fire—were blackened and swollen shut.

“KILL IT!” Jey snarled and rushed in.

The sea orc heard him and reared up. Batting with its paws, Jey timed it and dodged with ease. He leaped, crying out as his side ached and threw his head forward to bite. The soft underside of the neck was the target, and Jey clamped his jaws down tight. The sea orc let out a squeal and reached up to bat him away. Before Hella rushed in and slammed her claws into the soft skin inside its elbow.

The sea orc let out a choked squeal as she tore into the softer scales. She might have been small, but she had plenty of strength packed in. Jey had a moment to wonder about whether or not the dragonewts were the real reason his kind were forbidden, before a heavy claw slapped down in the middle of Jey’s back. He snarled, clamping his jaw tighter, before feeling a gush of hot breath slip between his teeth. Jey almost released the sea orc in surprise, as he realized he’d pierced the massive dragon’s esophagus.

The claw now digging into his back began to crush him. Jey grunted but continued to hold. He bit down harder, adding a few jerks of his head for good measure. The more the sea orc pressed, the harder Jey squeezed. Hella was similarly occupied, trying to escape the other limb, while not falling victim to it. With Jey tucked under the sea orc’s jaw, it couldn’t reach down to bite him, but Hella was still at risk.

Something the sea orc seemed to realize as it tried to twist around. Jey bit down with all his might, and the claws on his hind legs began to drag. He felt them pierce his flesh and let out a pained yelp. A scream shattered the air.

Jey caught sight of a flash of red before the sea orc jerked back. Yodi appeared in view for a moment, blasting flames of her own across the sea orc’s face. It reared once again, and its claw twisted. Jey snarled and felt his teeth rip free, taking a chunk of the sea orc’s neck with it. The massive dragon roared and spewed a blast of scalding water. Only for Jey to notice how much of it spilled out the gaping, bleeding hole in its neck.

The water spluttered as Yodi leaped away, beating her wings to make room. Jey weathered the wash of water as Hella scrambled for safety, yelping as she was burned slightly. Jey locked eyes with his target, and the moment the last of the water stopped, Jey lunged. The sea orc inhaled. To unleash a roar, or a second wave of water, Jey didn’t know. Nor did he particularly care at this stage.

His body ached, his side screamed, and his injured arm barely moved on its own. But Jey made it as best he could. Opening his jaws, he sent out one final blast of flames. As the sea orc inhaled, Jey sent fire straight into the gaping wound in its neck. The flames were sucked deep into the wound, the sea orc jerked in place. Jey could see the flames still burning from within.

There was a moment of panic before the sea orc let out a strangled cry, resulting in flames washing out between his lips. A burst of fire escaped the charred hole. The sea orc followed that up with a blast of its own breath weapon, extinguishing the flames as it gagged and thrashed about.

The damage was done, though. It heaved, coughing and choking, before its body twisted back into its form as a troll. He staggered around, blind, in pain and barely able to breathe. He clutched his neck, while gasping, and slipped over on the wet floor. Jey watched on as he struggled and writhed on the ground, gasping for air that wasn’t quite filling his lungs.

Which is where Jey spotted her. Yodi, storming towards the enemy. She was barely half his height, but without eyes, the downed dragon hadn’t spotted her. He didn’t even realize she was there until she sank her claws into his shoulder. He snarled in pain as she yanked, surprising everyone when she overpowered the troll and slammed him into the ground. Hella made her way over as the troll held up a hand, but Yodi wasn’t interested.

She threw a punch straight into the troll’s head. It snapped back, bouncing off the stone floor. Then punched him again. Jey slumped to the floor and wheezed as his ribs began to ache. Meanwhile, Yodi beat the troll to death in front of him. Her face remained calm, and her eyes remained locked on her target, until finally Hella stepped up and caught her arm.

For a single moment, it looked like Yodi was going to throw her off. Her body was rigid, but she stopped and let out a sigh instead. Hella helped the dwarf-dragonewt stand up once more, before they both noticed Jey.

“I’m okay,” Jey mumbled through his aching side.

“Halesia’s not,” Yodi whispered.
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“You did it,” the dryad grinned.

Jey’s heart lurched, and his stomach flipped. She was in a bad way. Her body was covered in burns. One of her legs was twisted around, facing the wrong direction, and she was missing her arm on the same side. A green sap leaked out from the wounds. Thick like honey, but that was also the problem. With the festering properties of the sea orc’s breath weapon, she was already showing signs of illness.

“Halesia,” Jey grimaced as he limped over.

“Sorry, big guy,” she snarked. “Guess I’m not part of your hoard, after all?”

“It’s not!—” Jey gritted his teeth in anger, before letting it out with a sigh.

“I get it,” she chuckled, before coughing softly. “I’m a prime piece of ass.”

“She saved me.” Yodi patted Jey’s uninjured shoulder. “The sea orc caught me, and she used her vines to pull me free. Then healed me as she weathered what he did to her in return.”

“Big guy here would have killed me if I didn’t,” she muttered. “Fucked if I did, fucked if I didn’t.”

“And here, I was thinking you’d finally given up the attitude,” a powerful voice called out.

Jey’s hackles rose, and he turned as he prepared to shift. Something about that voice got to him. He suddenly felt extremely small, but… the beautiful, matronly woman who stepped out of the trees was not what he expected. She was tall. Statuesque, with firm muscles, visible through the golden silks wrapped around her body.

“Here to say goodbye?” Halesia sighed. “Why am I not surprised?”

“Goodbye?” the woman frowned, before looking at Jey with a predatory gaze. “I gave no such invitation.”

“Who are you?” Jey growled as Yodi and Hella moved to stand on either side of him in support.

“Oh, you don’t recognize me?” the woman asked. “I should be offended, whelp.”

Jey froze, “Ymry.”

“Don’t let her get to you,” Halesia scoffed, before coughing heavily. Her body ached and she let out a moan of pain. “Fucking bitch.”

“So crass,” Ymry sighed as she continued approaching. “And you,” she pointed at Jey. “If I wanted to harm any of you, I’d have done so without the awkwardness of this conversation.”

Jey frowned, but didn’t have a response to that as Ymry moved to stand over the dying dryad. “What do you want, then?”

“I thought I’d pop in and see an old friend. Perhaps make a new one?” Ymry glanced back at him. “You never know when knowing the right dragon is better than knowing the most dragons.”

Jey narrowed his eyes and Ymry let out a soft chuckle. “Halesia, my old friend.”

“Blow me, you pointy headed goose,” Halesia muttered.

Jey looked confused at the insult, while Yodi and Hella shifted nervously. Ymry, however, didn’t seem to care about how the dryad was speaking to her. In fact, she seemed to like it, letting out a small giggle before bending over.

“This is going to hurt,” she smiled.

Halesia’s eyes bulged and Jey stepped forward. But not faster than Ymry shifted. Where the woman stood, a massive golden foot flew out. Jey snarled in pain as that foot crashed into his side. Yodi and Hella were pinned against him. They were shoved unceremoniously through the grass and dirt when the massive elder dragon expanded to her full size. Jey could hear Halesia shouting something and could just make out Ymry’s form as she pinned the dryad down with a foot.

Jey struggled to free himself. He could shift, but he’d likely crush Halesia and Yodi to do it. They were pressed up against his side, whimpering softly as they came to the same realization that Jey did. They weren’t getting out of this. Which was all the worse, as Ymry’s massive golden head leaned down.

And casually tore Halesia’s arm off. Her screams echoed through the glade. Jey screamed in a fury that echoed her. Ymry paid neither of them any mind, as she picked up Halesia and bit down on the stump of her missing arm, and tore free the remains. Halesia’s agonal cries broke Jey’s heart, but he was helpless in his situation. When Ymry turned the dryad around and closed her teeth around her legs, Jey closed his eyes. There was nothing that would ease that memory. The screams, the crunching of bone and the tearing of flesh, followed by the broken sobbing of the ruined dryad.

“Quickly now,” Ymry whispered.

“Fucking… Bitch...” Halesia drawled as if losing consciousness.

“Hate me all you want, after you live,” Ymry growled. “Take it!”

Jey opened his eyes and saw what was going on. Ymry was… bleeding. It wasn’t a serious wound. Not for a creature of her size. It looked like she’d bit down on her hand, puncturing her scales and was now pressing that wound into Halesia’s chest. Halesia, rather than going limp and dying from shock and blood loss as Jey had expected, seemed to perk up.

That’s when Jey noticed the small vines extending from the dryad and dipping into Ymry’s wound.

“Still… hate you,” Halesia murmured.

“A wonderful consolation prize,” Ymry agreed. “Now eat up. Your dragon has his own injuries, and he’s going to need your help to get things squared away out here.”

“You really planned this?” Halesia grunted, still pained, but with more strength than earlier.

“Not about you getting injured,” Ymry admitted. “But I figured worst came to worse, you’d end up back at my mountain.”

“She’s healing,” Yodi murmured.

“This is so fucked up,” Hella whined.

“There was no way I could convince Jey to let me do what I had to,” Ymry said in a tone that brooked no argument. “It was this, or watch my friend die. And even if she decides she doesn’t want to be my friend after this, I’ll thank you for giving her what I could not.”

“You don’t know that for sure!” Halesia snapped.

“Oh shut it, I’ve always been able to figure you out.” Ymry blew smoke at the dryad, making her cough and splutter.

Jey was a ball of cold fury watching this happen. He knew that Ymry was helping, but Halesia’s mangled legs were laying on the ground where he could see them. Even as the stumps of new limbs began to grow from her torso, the fact of the matter remained that Ymry had harmed… harmed part of his hoard.

“There now,” Ymry nodded. “I’d stick around a little longer. But I fear if I did that, I’d run the risk of having a rather vengeful whelp clawing at my sides.”

Halesia glanced down and spotted Jey for the first time. There were a lot of conflicted emotions in her eyes. But nothing that suggested she was still in pain. In fact, Ymry lifted her paw, and Halesia’s vines retracted as she lay on the ground, with oddly proportioned limbs jutting out from where horrible gaping wounds had been moments before.

“And you,” Ymry twisted her head around to look over Jey and his lovers. “Well done.”

“Fuck you,” Jey snarled.

Ymry chuckled softly and gave a small nod. “When you’re feeling a little more cooperative, I shall be in touch.”

Jey wanted to return with an epithet, but he felt the air leave his lungs as she pressed him hard into the ground. Then, all at once, the weight vanished, and he caught a glimpse of a massive golden dragon leaping into the air. Jey groaned as Yodi and Hella rolled over to give them all space, before Jey locked eyes with Halesia. He didn’t have the strength to get up. So he crawled.

Halesia had her eyes closed and Jey feared the worst before he made it to her side.

“Don’t,” Halesia whispered.

Jey sighed in relief and slumped down beside her. She made a noise of complaint as Jey pulled her to his side, but that stopped as Yodi and Hella walked slowly over to join them.

“Dammit, that bitch knew,” Halesia grumped as she pressed a small, slightly deformed arm to Jey’s side. There was a glow, and Jey gasped as he felt a golden warmth sink into his side. It wasn’t long before he could breathe properly. His arm didn’t hurt to move, but there was still a definite ache persisting beyond what Halesia had done for him.

“That’s got you back in one piece,” Halesia slumped back on the ground. “Now it’s your turn to look after me.”

“What did she do?” Jey asked.

Halesia shrugged. “Fed me some blood. It’s powerful stuff.”

“She ripped off your limbs,” Hella pointed out.

Halesia nodded. “Fucking bitch for doing it. But she was right. Dryads are carnivores. We take our energy from the sun, wind, and rain like the other plants, but our sustenance comes from consuming flesh. By letting me feed on her, I had the energy to regrow my limbs… She just had to remove the old ones first.”

“Could you feed on me like that?” Jey asked.

“I could,” Halesia admitted. “But you’re not nearly the same size or strength as Ymry. You’d sustain me, but Ymry’s power was enough to let me heal myself properly. Though I’m going to be pretty hungry when we’re done here.”

“What can we feed you?” Jey asked.

“Meat,” Halesia gave a self-deprecating smile.

“There’s a lot down in the cave,” Hella pointed out.

“That’s rancid,” Jey frowned.

“It won’t matter,” Halesia pointed out. “As long as it’s meat, I can absorb the nutrients. At least, now I’m not dying of infection and blood loss.”

“I have her,” Yodi sighed and scooped Halesia up into her arms. Despite her diminutive size, the dwarf was a powerful woman, even without her being a dragonewt.

Halesia remained silent as the dwarf carried her off. Leaving Jey and Hella to lie in the sun and wonder about what came next. Which could be summed up in a few words.

“You really going to make her part of the hoard?” Hella asked.

Jey sniffed at the air and nodded slowly.

“Yep.”
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