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      “One more step and I’ll kill you,” I mumbled from beneath the blankets.

      The sound of footsteps halted.

      The men sharing my bed shuffled around, and I waited until the door opened and then closed before peeking my head out.

      “Some consorts you are. She was going to stab me,” I said.

      Lyklor was still in bed with me, while Lucius, Leonel, and Axel were standing between the bed and the door.

      “We saw her,” Axel said. “We were curious how she was planning to stab you when there were at least two of us on either side of you.”

      “I think she was going to jump from the foot of the bed,” Lucius said.

      “Maybe she was just going to lean over us,” Leonel said. “And pray she could get away before whoever she leaned over reacted.”

      I rolled my eyes. They were so concerned. “What time is it?”

      Lucius pulled back the drape covering the window. “Dark.”

      I rolled over. “Back to sleep.”

      The guys climbed back into bed.

      I rolled over again, trying to get comfortable.

      The pillow wasn’t right. I sat up, shook it, and lay my head on it.

      Still not right.

      I rolled onto my back, folding my arms across my chest.

      Nope.

      Lyklor pulled me over, guiding my head to the right side of his chest, and my left arm to his left side.

      I draped my left leg over his legs and snuggled as close as I could to him.

      He placed a kiss to the top of my head, and I smiled.

      But sleep still evaded me.

      I groaned my frustration, leapt from bed, and jerked my clothes on.

      “Where are you going?” Lyklor asked.

      “To kill that damn woman for waking me up at this ungodly hour!” In the dark room, I fumbled around near where we stored our weapons, searching for my sword.

      Lucius wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me against the front of him. “Deep breath.”

      I inhaled until my lungs were as full as they could be.

      “Let it out slow,” he whispered.

      I let it whoosh out.

      “That wasn’t slow,” he chastised.

      “Let’s go flying,” Leonel offered.

      “It’s cold,” I whined.

      “Come on,” he coaxed, taking my wrist and pulling me from Lucius. “Trust me.”

      “I trust you. I don’t trust the weather in this stupid world.” I followed despite my complaints, letting him lead me out of the room and out of the castle.

      As soon as we stepped outside, the chill seeped into my bones, and my teeth started chattering.

      “Wait,” he said. He shifted into his dragon form and then nudged me toward his back.

      “Oh, you want me to ride you?” I asked.

      He bobbed his head.

      I climbed up onto his back, and he started making a weird rumbling sound. It was almost like a feline purring. His body beneath me warmed, and the chill disappeared.

      I lay on my stomach against his scales, wrapping my arms around his neck. “Ah,” I sighed and closed my eyes.

      He leapt up into the sky and flew over what was now my land. I lay with my eyes closed for a while, but as the sun rose, I sat up.

      “There’s still so much wrong with this place,” I said. “And that Aryo is persistent about me taking him as a mate.”

      Leonel growled beneath me.

      I chuckled. “I know you guys don’t like him.”

      That wasn’t exactly true. They just didn’t trust him. I didn’t trust him either. The shifter was hiding things from me, things I was certain were important. And, I had a feeling he had an ulterior motive for wanting me to take him as a consort.

      Something moved beneath us, followed by four other things.

      I leaned over to get a better look, and my eyes narrowed. “Leonel, after them.”

      Leonel dove down, headed for the three female dragons chasing a male dragon. The male was panting hard, and his eyes were frantic.

      The females on the other hand looked angry.

      I leapt off Leonel’s back and landed on the ground in front of the three females, my wings glowing in the early morning light.

      Leonel landed behind me but stuck his neck around me and roared at them.

      The females skidded to a halt, eyes wide. Their legs dug into the dirt, kicking it up into the air towards me. Leonel swatted the large pieces away with his tail, protecting me from the debris.

      “Watch them,” I ordered Leonel. I turned and walked to the male dragon who had stopped running when we landed, and now lay on his side panting. “Shift.”

      He obeyed. He was young, late teens or early twenties at most. He had emerald green eyes that matched his green dragon’s scales. “My queen,” he gasped.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “Why are they chasing you?”

      “I refused to mate with them,” he panted and then swallowed and coughed.

      I set my hand on his head and sent a bit of healing magic into him to ease his breathing and heart rate.

      He exhaled and began to breathe normally. “I refused to mate with them. They said I had to. I told them that you had made it clear that male dragons were equal, and we could choose who to mate with. They didn’t like that. They said they didn’t care what you told us, that I was weaker and had to do what they wanted.”

      I patted him on the head and turned around, eyes narrowed as I headed towards the females. Instead of looking nervous, they were all glaring at me.

      I stood before them, arms crossed, and said, “Shift.”

      They didn’t budge.

      “Leonel,” I said softly.

      Leonel roared and bared his teeth.

      The women cringed and then all of them shifted.

      They panted on the ground, groaning.

      I lifted a brow at Leonel. When had he learned to force others to shift?

      He gave me a dragon’s smirk.

      Oh, we were so going to talk about that later.

      I turned back towards the women. “Why were you chasing him?”

      “We don’t have to answer to you, false queen,” the one in the middle snapped.

      With one jump, I cleared the distance between us, wrapped my arms around her and spun her head, breaking her neck and killing her instantly.

      I dropped her body, dusted off my hands, and walked back to stand beside Leonel. “Why were you chasing him?” I asked again.

      The two women still alive looked at each other and then at their dead friend. Their rage was almost palpable.

      One shifted into her dragon form and roared at me.

      Leonel tensed, but I held my hand up to him. “Stay out of it.”

      He growled, but held his position.

      The female dragon roared at me again and snapped her teeth in my direction.

      I spun around her mouth, punched her beneath her jaw, right in the fleshy and sensitive part between her jaw bones, punched her in the throat, and then leapt onto her back, standing in the middle. “Why were you chasing him?”

      She rolled, trying to crush me, but I released my wings and flew up into the air above her. She spun her head and drew in her breath to release fire at me.

      I dropped down onto her exposed belly, and punched her as hard as I could, right where I knew her kidney was.

      She bellowed in pain, her legs flailing.

      The other female shifted and flicked her tail towards me.

      I jumped up into the air, dodging her attack, and used my magic to create a spot of sunlight in my hand, temporarily blinding her.

      The female pawed at her eyes, crying out.

      The one beneath me rolled onto her feet and reared up, trying to grab me with her massive claws.

      I dodged them, surprised she was moving so slow, and then punched her dragon jaw as hard as I could. Something cracked, and then one of her teeth fell to the ground.

      “Oh, a trophy!” I cheered.

      Leonel growled.

      I punched her on the tip of her snout, one of the most sensitive parts on the dragon, as hard as I could. She stumbled backwards onto her butt.

      The other female shot a torrent of flames at me.

      Shit.

      I flapped my wings hard, letting the updraft from the flames carry me over the fire, landed on her face, and kicked her eye as hard as I could.

      She bellowed in pain and rolled around as blood and goop fell to the ground from her now ruined eye.

      “Why. Were. You. Chasing. Him!” I screamed, kicking and punching the two dragons who were close enough for me to touch them with each swing.

      They shifted back into their human forms, whimpering and crying.

      “The queen always kept the best males for herself. We wanted to have a mate finally, and he doesn’t have a mate,” one of them said around her sobs.

      “He is not something for you to use. He is not a tool. He is a being. He has free will. If he doesn’t want to screw you pathetic losers, he doesn’t have to. I have no tolerance for rape. If you try something like this again, I will cut your heads off and wear your skulls as shoulder armor. Do I make myself clear?”

      They nodded emphatically.

      “Get out of my sight before I decide to kill you now,” I growled.

      They scampered away, their legs giving out several times in their attempt to flee.

      I turned around to speak to the guy, and he threw his arms around me, hugging me tightly. “Thank you. Thank you.”

      I patted his back, feeling a little unsure about being praised by him like this. I wasn’t a hero. I was a Vengeance. We killed for fun.

      He released me, bowed low, and shifted into his dragon form before flying off.

      Leonel ducked his head for me to climb back onto him.

      I climbed up, lying flat on the center of his back. “I’m not used to being praised,” I whispered.

      He didn’t say anything, but I could sense his amusement.

      “I’m a killer, Leonel. Not a hero.”

      He shifted, keeping wings, and caught me in his arms as I fell from where his dragon body used to be. He looked down at me as he flew us back towards the castle. “You’re a goddess also. You can be both, Jenecca. You are a killer, but you are also a good person. That boy had probably never been told he was a being, not just a tool. You saved him and kicked the crap out of those dragons in this form, with no weapons. I don’t think many more of them will challenge you.”

      “Or, they’re going to all attack me at once,” I mumbled. That was something I’d been worried about for the past three weeks since taking over. I could defeat a handful of them easily, but I wasn’t sure what I would do if more than fifteen attacked me at once.

      “You don’t have to fight them alone. As your consorts, it is our job to protect you,” he said.

      “It makes me look weak to have you protect me,” I said. And, I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t let them fight for me while I stood by on the sidelines. It was not in my nature.

      “If we are fighting at your side, there is no shame in that.”

      I couldn’t argue with him there.

      “That girl is going to have to learn to fly and fight with one eye,” I said and then gasped. “My trophy!”

      Leonel said, “I’ve got it.” He pressed something hard against my back.

      “Oh, is that a tooth or are you just happy to see me?” I asked with a smirk.

      He tossed his head back as he laughed. “When we get back to the room, I’ll let you decide.”

      I made a purring sound and nipped his neck. “Tease.”

      He groaned. “Don’t tease me and then call me the tease.”

      “Promises for the future,” I said and nipped him again.

      “If you don’t stop nipping me, we aren’t going to make it back to the room.” He growled the words, and his erection pressed against my hip.

      I squirmed, making my butt rub against him, and his mouth crashed down onto mine, our tongues tangling immediately.

      He flew into the castle and pulled his head back so he could see where we were going.

      I continued to nip his neck and ran my fingers through his long hair. I loved his hair. It was soft and thick, and smelled like him.

      He kicked the door open, startling the other guys.

      “What happened?” Axel asked. “Why are you guys dusty?”

      “Later,” Leonel growled. He dropped my tooth on one of the chairs in the room, ignoring the guys’ questioning looks, and tossed me onto the bed.

      I laughed, bouncing on the bed once, and immediately took my shirt off.

      Leonel pulled his pants off, and I focused on the object of my desire.

      “Talk later,” Leonel said. “Fun first.”
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      “You have a visitor,” Lucius growled.

      “Pass,” I grumbled, still comfortably lying in bed.

      “It’s your boyfriend,” Leonel said.

      I rolled onto my side, looking at them. “What?”

      “Aryo,” Lucius said.

      I sighed and rolled onto my back. “Major pass.”

      “You have to get up and talk to him,” Axel said, trailing his hand down my bare hip.

      “That requires clothes,” I whined. Then, because I loved irking my partners, I sat up and said, “Or not.” I took one step towards the door before three sets of hands grabbed me.

      Axel held out my clothes. “Get dressed.”

      I pouted. “You’re no fun.”

      They waited while I dressed and then followed me to the throne room where Aryo stood waiting.

      “Aryo!” I smiled wide and sat on my throne. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your company today?”

      Axel stood on my right, Leonel my left, and Lyklor and Lucius stood at the foot of the dais.

      He walked closer, stopping at the stairs, between Lyklor and Lucius. “I came hoping you might accompany me on a trip.”

      “A trip?” I asked and arched a brow. “Where to?”

      “Not far. It should only take us half a day by foot,” he said.

      All of my partners tensed.

      “What does this trip entail?” I asked, leaning my elbow on the arm of my throne and resting my chin in my hand. “Are we going skiing? I don’t have the right clothes for snow.”

      Aryo tilted his head a bit as he looked at me. “Skiing? I don’t understand what you’re referring to, but no. We would be going to the outskirts of my territory. There’s a group of grumlobs there, and I thought you should see them.”

      “What are grumlobs?” I asked.

      “They’re hard to describe. It’s better if you see them.”

      All of the warning flags in my head were flying high.

      “Well, my partners and I would love to see these grumlobs,” I said and sat up straight.

      Aryo scowled. “Your partners?”

      I returned his scowl. “Well, yes. They’re learning about this land the same as me. It’s important for them to learn as much as possible, to serve me better.”

      “I assure you, your protection isn’t an issue. I’m more than capable of protecting you from grumlobs,” Aryo said and puffed up his chest.

      I smirked. “My protection is not the issue. I’m able to protect myself.”

      He still scowled, and I could see he was warring within his mind about what to do. I’d ruined his plan, but he might still be able to salvage it somehow.

      Suddenly, he smiled.

      I didn’t like that smile.

      “Great. We should leave soon. It’s quite a hike,” Aryo said.

      I stood and walked down the stairs, giving my hips some extra swing as I did. “Oh, we won’t be hiking.”

      “I am not riding on one of your dragon partners,” Aryo said, his lip twitching in the beginnings of a snarl.

      “I would never suggest such a thing,” I said, smiling innocently. “Come,” I ordered him and headed out of the castle.

      I walked ahead, trusting the men to follow.

      Axel caught up to me and whispered in my ear, “I’ll kill him if he tries anything.”

      I kissed his lips, just a quick peck, and smiled warmly at him. “Only if I don’t first.”

      Once outside, Axel and Leonel shifted. Lucius and Lyklor each jumped onto one of their backs.

      Aryo faced me, uncertainty on his face.

      I released my wings, swept Aryo up in my arms, and took to the sky.

      We flew away in silence, and then Aryo finally spoke. “It is beautiful up here.”

      “Flying is one of the things I enjoy most,” I said. “It’s absolute freedom.”

      We passed a few of the dragons, and they dipped their heads to me as they flew by.

      “Things are getting better?” Aryo asked.

      I nodded. “Things are settling down. They’ve mostly accepted me.”

      “Having two strong male dragons helps,” he said.

      I shrugged. “I could have subjugated them alone. Had that bitch not tried to steal my men, she would still be ruling.”

      “Do you plan to turn leadership over to another?” he asked.

      “I haven’t decided yet. As it stands, we aren’t able to travel to the other dimension where we were headed. Fighting gods isn’t always easy, especially when you’re not one yourself. Plus, I don’t know what powers he has, so I am at a complete disadvantage.”

      His eyes widened. “You intend to fight a god?”

      I shrugged. “If he refuses to let me pass, yes. Do you have gods here?”

      He nodded. “We do, but they’ve been quiet for a while now.”

      That was unsettling.

      “Was there a battle?” I asked.

      “No idea. They used to come visit with us, walk the ground and bless a few people. It’s been a year at least since we saw them,” he said. “We still pray to them and provide offerings at their altars, but they haven’t been taking the offerings.”

      “Another day, I would like to see their altars,” I said, my stomach knotting.

      There was definitely something going on in this world. Something I was certain I was not going to like. Were the gods dead? Had someone killed them? Or were they just in hiding? Or, maybe they’d given up on these people since they were so callous and were waiting until they deemed them worthy again.

      I wished my parents were here, so they could reach out and find the gods. I was decent at finding other gods, but my parents could do it much faster.

      “You look worried,” Aryo said.

      “It’s an odd thing for gods to disappear,” I said. “I’m just trying to figure out what the possibilities are behind it.”

      “Who knows what the gods think? We’re just mere mortals.”

      He said it seriously, but there was a bitterness to his tone that was unmistakable.

      “Am I flying the right way?” I asked.

      He nodded, turning to face away from me. “Just before the mountains.”

      Axel flew closer to me, his wing brushing mine in a soft caress.

      I turned and smiled at him. “Just before the mountains,” I said, repeating Aryo’s instructions. I turned to the other side where Leonel was. “Got it?”

      Both dragons nodded.

      I flared my wings and then pushed as hard as I could, increasing my speed. “Race you!”

      I flew as fast as I could, using all of my strength.

      Leonel flew close to me, his nose even with the tips of my wings.

      I spun around him, ignoring Aryo’s yelp of surprise, pushed off with my feet from the tip of Leonel’s snout, and laughed at his indignant roar behind me.

      Aryo had paled considerably.

      “Are you afraid of heights?” I asked, still flapping my wings as fast as possible.

      “Afraid of being dropped,” he gulped.

      I laughed. “I’m not going to drop you.”

      The trees that marked the edge of his land at the base of the mountain came into view. I surged forward, but it wasn’t enough. Axel and Leonel flew past me, spinning and creating an oval shape as they flew, and then landed before me.

      “Show offs,” I muttered and set Aryo down.

      Aryo leaned a hand against one of the trees, his face still pale.

      Axel and Leonel shifted, both beaming proudly.

      “Say it,” Axel said.

      I clamped my lips closed and shook my head.

      They stalked closer.

      “Say it,” Leonel said in a sing-song voice.

      I sighed and dropped my head. “You won.”

      They both kissed the top of my head.

      “Yes, we did,” Axel said.

      “I think we’ll claim our prize when we return to the castle,” Leonel whispered in my ear.

      My lower body tightened in anticipation. Why were we here again? Could we go back now?

      “Where are these creatures?” I asked, turning to Aryo, who had now recomposed himself.

      “This way,” he said. “Be quiet so they don’t see us. I’d rather not fight them. They’ve got sharp teeth, and you end up bleeding to death fighting them.”

      “Lovely,” I whispered.

      I walked behind Aryo with Axel behind me, Lyklor and Lucius behind him, and Leonel taking up the rear.

      For such large men, they moved surprisingly quietly.

      Aryo led us towards a cliff, crouched down, and crawled the last few feet. We all mimicked him.

      Down the cliff, in a valley, were hundreds of grotesque greenish creatures. They had somewhat humanoid features, stood on two legs, and had knobby joints. They all carried clubs and swords.

      “That’s a lot of grumlobs,” Axel whispered.

      Aryo nodded. “The most I’ve ever seen in one place. They don’t usually last long in groups, because they end up killing and eating each other.”

      “Interesting,” I whispered.

      “So, why are they able to sit together like this now?” Lucius asked.

      Aryo scowled. “That’s what I don’t understand. They’ve been here for three days. Just sitting here in this valley. Waiting.”

      “Waiting for what?” I wondered.

      “They must have a leader. Or someone who can control them,” Axel whispered.

      I backed away from the cliff’s edge, walked back to the trees, and paced between two of them.

      Who could control creatures like that? And, such a large contingent of creatures? A mage? Or a god.

      I stopped and shook my head.

      No, a god wouldn’t need to use creatures like those to kill people. They would just obliterate the people, or cause a natural disaster that did it for them.

      So, if not their missing god, then someone who would gain from the destruction those things could cause.

      “Who would benefit the most from those creatures tearing through here?” I asked, spinning on my heel to face Aryo.

      “Any of the other leaders,” he said. “If our forces were decimated, they could come in and clean up what was left and take over.”

      We’d gotten the maps from him, and I’d scoured over them with the guys.

      There were five other factions on this world. The humans, the mages, the canine shifters, the elves, and the wyverns.

      The wyverns hadn’t been seen in this part of the world in decades, neither had the elves.

      Lyklor turned to face me. “It’s very likely the elves.”

      “Why the elves and not the mages?” I asked.

      “A mage could possibly control these creatures, but it would probably take a few of them to control this many,” Lyklor said.

      “But only one elf?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Exactly.”

      “Can you control them or break the other elf’s control?” Axel asked.

      Lyklor shrugged. “Maybe, but I’ve had no interactions with those things before. I don’t know how they act or what I would need to do to control them. If I can’t gain control quick enough, they could kill a lot of people.”

      “Let’s head back to the castle. We’ll come up with a plan there,” I said.

      I turned to Aryo, but he held up his hand. “I’ll run home, thank you.”

      “You sure?” I asked, glancing back at the cliff.

      Aryo started running through the trees, waving back to us before disappearing from sight.

      “Okay then,” I said.

      “There’s more going on,” Axel said. “He’s hiding something.”

      “I know,” I whispered, but I didn’t know, and that was really bothering me.
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