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      Shogun

      Zeima’s wings broke through the clouds, scattering them like tiny grain fragments throughout the night sky. Cold, crisp air stung Shogun’s cheeks as he leaned forward to feel her warm, scaly hide. The warmth coming off her made the night wind almost bearable. Shogun closed his eyes, sucking in as much heat as possible. It was never an easy task for a ryder to fly in the higher skies. But they couldn’t take the chance of being spotted—not since civil war had broken out in the capital city. Tarza was a mess. Images of the bloodshed still flashed before his eyes.

      He couldn’t believe how fast the people had turned against his kind, after all the ryders had done for them. Protecting them from their enemies, bandits, and the horrors within and beyond the mountains of Zorric. All it took was one death to ruin the empire. Shogun was shocked by what had transpired throughout the kingdom that very night. Everywhere Zeima reached out, bloodshed was close.

      “All this over our slain queen,” he mumbled to himself.

      His mind returned to the moment all hell had broken loose. King Rodrik stood in the gathering hall waiting for word from the front lines. Shogun watched the king pace back and forth, frantic with worry. This fight had differed from all the others. Queen Karigan had gone onto the battlefield without her trusted companions, SwordMaster Rikkin and Roülle. Where she’d sent them no one knew. Looking back, something hadn’t seemed right. The night had seemed to stand still until the moment the doors to the gathering hall had opened, and in walked a soldier of meager rank to stand before the king. Rodrik’s eyes had assessed the man as realization set in.

      “What is the word?” the king had asked, breathless.

      Shogun had watched the young man look up with tears stinging his eyes. Then the most unbearable words to hear fell from his lips.

      “The queen has fallen, your majesty.”

      The lad hadn’t lowered his head; he’d continued to make eye contact with the king. Rodrik let out a gasp of air and grabbed his chest as in pain. Shogun had moved to assist the king but got waved away. His king had then turned away to hide the pain filling his eyes as tears fell upon his cheeks.

      “Your majesty…there is more I need to report,” the lad stammered.

      King Rodrik sat down in his chair which he gripped with white hands. Such heartbreak was reflected in his eyes that Shogun felt close to tears himself. Slowly, the king masked his pain with an expression of  power. This was the king he loved—the man Karigan had married. Not because he was of noble birth, but because of the strength he carried deep within himself.

      “What is it?”

      The lad looked from the king to Shogun. There was fear in his eyes.

      “The Queen was slain by Lieutenant Dengotta…”

      “What!” the king yelled in fury as he jumped to his feet with rage. Anger at Dengotta’s betrayal wrapped like thorny vines around Shogun’s heart as the shock hit him. The idea that one of his own had destroyed the Queen was unbelievable.

      “I want that traitor’s head on a pike. No one rests until he is brought before me,” the king commanded.

      “We don’t know where he has gone, your majesty. We lost him on the battlefield amid the chaos.”

      The king walked over to the lad and grabbed him by his collar. He lifted the poor guy off the floor, his eyes black with hate.

      “Then no one in this kingdom will rest until we capture him. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, sire.”

      Rodrik dropped the boy onto his feet, and the lad immediately barreled out of the room. Shogun understood perfectly how the boy felt. He wasn’t entirely sure if he wanted to be near when the king was in a fit of rage. Shogun waited for the fury to fall like fire down on everyone in the room. But nothing had surprised him more than when the king exited the room to head for the chapel. There he’d remained the rest of the night, praying to the gods and goddesses to watch over his beloved.

      The memory brought tears to Shogun’s eyes as the trees below Zeima’s flying form blurred away into nothing. He sighed, trying to get a grip on himself. Living in the past wasn’t going to help him with the problem at hand. They had to find a place to hold up and keep safe. They had already been running for weeks, avoiding towns, cities, and people. If there was any chance the people they came across could be enemies, he and Zeima had to stay far away. This was getting harder to do as time went on; every day their situation got more complicated. Even worse, they had run out of food and needed to hunt.

      “Do you think there might be a safe area to land nearby?”

      Zeima turned her head, letting her blue eye focus on him.

      “Soon, little one.”

      He snorted at the comment. Fleeing for their lives was getting old. Shogun gritted his teeth as he thought about the people. Memories flashed again to the front of his mind.

      Shogun stood in the council chambers with several other generals. A few ryders were present. The king was looking at the map of the kingdom as they went over each checkpoint where they’d searched for Dengotta. It had been five days since the funeral and there was unrest among the people. Many were claiming the ryders were all to blame for their Queen’s death. Several controversies broke out throughout the city and the king’s men stepped in to put a stop to them. Time seemed to be their own worst enemy. The longer Dengotta remained free, the more the people sought retribution. Soon they could have an uprising on their hands.

      “How far south have you searched?” the king asked.

      “We have teams scouring the northern lands and others have started to infiltrate the southern side of the kingdom. So far we haven’t had word of any sightings. It is almost like Dengotta disappeared off the face of the earth, sire.”

      Shogun watched General Bash as he finished his report. The man was tall with sandy brown hair, cropped short for battle. He was a good man and never gave up on anything the king wished him to complete. Shogun knew without a doubt Bash would be the man to bring Dengotta in. A servant girl running into the chambers interrupted his thoughts. The poor kid was gasping for air.

      “Sire, there are several hundred men at the castle doors. They demand entry to speak with you.”

      The king looked at the young girl dressed in kitchen garb. He thought it must be urgent if a mere girl had been sent into a war meeting. Rodrik looked at her as gears turned in his head. He had just opened his mouth to speak when screams echoed from the hall outside the council chambers. Chaos came swiftly.

      Guards ran into the room surrounding the king—swords drawn and ready. Moments passed like an eternity as the men the young girl had spoken about broke into the chambers and fought the generals. Shogun kept his wits about him, gathering his magic to strike. But he never expected what was to come next.

      A tall man dressed in black leather riding gear walked into the chambers. The royal guards continued to fight as the king made eye contact, his dark eyes focusing in on the threat. The man in black raised his hands offering a reprieve. All the men fighting stopped. Silence blanketed the room as the tension grew. Not letting down his guard, Shogun prepared to strike should the right moment present itself.

      “Your majesty,” the man in black said as he bowed.

      “What do you want,” the king demanded.

      Shogun’s eyes darted back and forth between the two. Silence drug on forever.

      “We come to do what you have failed to do.”

      “Oh, and what is that?” Shogun barked back before the king got the chance. Rodrik glanced in his direction. Rodrik’s lips pressed together into a fine line, distrust engraved on his face. Shogun inched closer to the king in a protective manner, ready to strike.

      “We have come to pass judgement on those who have destroyed this kingdom’s future. Our queen is dead, and it is time for punishment.”

      “That is the king’s job, not yours!”

      The man smiled, his eyes darting back and forth between Shogun and the king.

      “The ryders were behind the queen’s assassination. So it is only right that they should all die for their crime.”

      Shogun gaped. He couldn’t believe what had just come out of the man’s mouth. Realization as to why these men were here finally set in. They hadn’t come for the king.

      “How can you blame all the ryders for the betrayal of one?” Shogun asked, infuriated. “We are just as heartbroken over Queen Karigan’s death as you are. She was our queen first, and now we have only Silvashi to lead.”

      “Dragons are untrustworthy beasts, they have always been. The time has come for their kind to leave these lands along with those bound to them.” He looked at Shogun with disgust. “Whether it be peacefully or by force that is up to you.”

      Shogun wanted to smack the grotesque smile off this devilish man’s face. Rodrik slammed his fist down on the table. “This is my kingdom! I am the king! I will decide who is welcome and unwelcome in these lands! Do you understand me?”

      “Pick your words wisely from this moment on, your majesty. For they will decide who lives and who dies this day.”

      Shogun looked over his shoulder at his king. Rage danced in his eyes like a viper ready to strike.

      “If any man or woman raises a hand to harm a dragon or ryder, they are an enemy of this kingdom and will face a traitor's death.”

      The man in black shook his head.

      “Wrong choice, your majesty.”

      Hell had broken loose that day and followed them ever since. The men fought with all their might, but hadn’t stood a chance against fully armed soldiers. Outside was worse. Cities burned as people hunted for the ryders. It had been two weeks since the cleansing began. The king could only execute so many people until the ryders were finally forced into hiding. Shogun wasn’t sure if they would ever be welcomed back into the kingdom of Tarza or the surrounding lands. The alliance between Vladïmir and Tõrrin was gone as well. They had nowhere to turn to and Silvashi was inconsolable. The once powerful dragon king was broken without his ryder and fled back to the safety of Zõrron. Shogun was thinking Silvashi had the right idea. Perhaps if they retreated to their own lands, the people would calm down.

      Zeima banked left as trees sprung up like magic across the land. Were those there minutes ago? He leaned over a bit in his saddle as they drew closer. The trees were far bigger than any he had seen before, especially at this height.

      “What do you think of landing in a clearing amongst the trees?”

      “Sounds good, but once we land we can’t give away our location. I won’t be able to fly above like normal.”

      Shogun sent her his understanding with a firm pat on her side. She turned her mighty blue head once more to acknowledge his decision. Slowly, they descended as a large clearing opened up beneath them. Zeima landed with a soft plop, digging her nails into the earth.

      “Oh, it feels so good to rest my wings.”

      She flapped them a few more times to stretch her muscles. Shogun chuckled, imagining a chicken flapping around instead of a giant dragon. Zeima purred, thrusting her large snout up against his cheek. He laughed as he scratched beneath her chin just the way she liked it. They would have enjoyed the moment of peace longer if it wasn’t for the long rumble that came from his belly. It had been days since he’d last eaten.

      “I will go hunt.”

      “How do you plan to do that without flying?” he asked aloud.

      “Let me worry about that. You can make camp. If we are lucky, we can rest a few days.”

      “Very well.”

      Zeima dashed between the trees like a large cat on the prowl, loudly enough to alert the entire forest to her location. He didn’t see how she would catch anything while making more noise than a dwarf. Taking his ryder’s bags from where she’d dropped them, he pulled out his tent. Slowly, he set to work setting up camp, being careful not to break his neck in the dark. Wish we would have found this place before the sun set. Just our luck, he mused. Having a few days to rest filled him with joy. How the simple things only seemed to matter now was beyond him.

      Camp came together easily enough. The tent was up and his belongs
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